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ABSTRACT 

 

Intelligibility and the Performative Force of Assembly 

by 

Stacey Liou 

Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science 

University of California, Irvine, 2020 

Professor Kevin Olson, Chair 

 

This study examines the conditions of political intelligibility for popular assembly.  What 

are the normative constraints by which some forms of public gathering can appear politically 

intelligible while others cannot?  I investigate this question by conceptualizing what I call the 

force of assembly.  I argue that there is no essential form of political assembly.  Instead, a 

politically intelligible assembly is a performative effect of gathering under and according to 

compulsory norms whose intersecting logics operate materially, collectively and affectively; 

these are the logics by which public meanings about assembly are created.  An assembly’s 

political intelligibility rests on its perceived compliance with these compulsory norms.  

Materially, people on the streets may make political claims, but the conditions of their embodied 

presence in public space shape the gathering’s political intelligibility, embodying public 

meanings that exceed discursive articulation.  Collectively, a gathering associated with a 

collective identity appears to be the work of an intelligible political actor.  Affectively, the 

moods, emotions and feelings connected with an assembly can enable or obscure its political 

intelligibility.  However, materially, collectively and affectively generated meanings do not 
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result solely from the actions of those gathered on the streets.  An assembly’s performative force 

also depends integrally upon public audiences attending to and interpreting it.  I advance this 

theoretical argument by analyzing two instances of public gathering in contemporary Los 

Angeles history, one for many audiences politically intelligible and the other not: the 1994 anti-

Proposition 187 march to City Hall and the 1992 Uprising / Riots.  This study seeks to contribute 

to radical democratic theories of collective political action, offering a more complex and 

empirically grounded account of the multidimensional channels by which moments of collective 

political action can carry normative force as political assemblies.  My hope is that examining the 

conditions of possibility for intelligible popular action can illuminate the contingencies of our 

social meanings and practices and contribute to a world where different forms of worldmaking 

can flourish.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

There is no reality without interpretation; just as there is no innocent eye, there is 
no innocent ear.  

– E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion 
 
We have got on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense 
the conditions are ideal, but also, just because of that, we are unable to walk. We 
want to walk: so we need friction. Back to the rough ground! 

– Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations
 
 
 

Take the following scene from the afternoon of April 29, 1992.1  At a liquor store at the 

corner of Florence and Dalton Avenues in South Central Los Angeles, a group of five young 

men grabs a few bottles of beer and moves to leave without paying.2  One of them strikes the 

shopkeeper over the head with a bottle: “This is for Rodney King!”  Just an hour earlier, four 

officers from the Los Angeles Police Department were acquitted on all charges of using 

excessive force in their savage beating of Black motorist Rodney King.3   

 
1 The following account is drawn from various sources, including “25 Years after the L.A. Riots: An Oral 
History,” LA Weekly, April 26, 2017; Lou Cannon, Official Negligence: How Rodney King and the Riots 
Changed Los Angeles and the LAPD (New York: Random House); Timothy Goldman, “Los Angeles 
Riots (Part I of V),” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e8L1jcl0K70, accessed May 3, 2018; Angel 
Jennings and Matt Hamilton, “At the corner of Florence and Normandie, marking causes of L.A. riots,” 
Los Angeles Times, April 25, 2017; Penelope McMillan, “Riot Aftermath: After First Moments, 
Cameraman Lost Empathy With Rioters,” Los Angeles Times, May 6, 1992; Sylvester Monroe, “Burn, 
baby, burn: What I saw as a black journalist covering the L.A. riots 25 years ago,” Washington Post, 
April 28, 2017; David Whitman, “The Untold Story of the LA Riot,” U.S. News, May 23, 1993. 
2 South Central is a geographically large area of Los Angeles that does not correspond exactly with 
today’s formal municipal boundaries (e.g., city district lines or census tracts).  Though the Los Angeles 
City Council in 2003 voted to rename this neighborhood South Los Angeles, at the time of the events it 
was commonly referred to as South Central (Los Angeles).  Because the events described here occurred 
before this change, I retain the language of South Central.   
3 I capitalize Black because it denotes a cultural identity.  Joel Olson writes that white is strictly a political 
category while Black is a political category as well as a cultural identity, so “the two terms are not 
symmetrical.”  Joel Olson, The Abolition of White Democracy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2004), xix.  This capitalization has acquired broader popular currency following the New York 
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One block east of the liquor store, a young man swings a baseball bat at the windshield of 

a Cadillac and gives chase.  Police officers arrest him on a nearby residential street as a crowd 

assembles around them; some begin chanting, “Rodney King, Rodney King, Rodney King” as a 

TV crew arrives.  As similar encounters and arrests are made in the neighborhood, an estimated 

100-200 people gather on streets and sidewalks to watch, many shouting, yelling at and cursing 

the police officers and some beginning to throw rocks and other objects at them.  When officers 

are ordered to return to the local precinct station, some of those gathered follow them through the 

intersection of Florence and Normandie Avenues and people begin to hurl bricks, bottles, a 

phone booth directory, a stand-up Marlboro sign, at passing drivers.  As late afternoon fades to 

early evening, sign-bearing protestors gather at the nearby intersection of Florence and Crenshaw 

Boulevards; motorists are harassed and some assaulted, and nearby cars and buildings are set 

ablaze as helicopters from local TV stations and the LAPD circle overhead. 

 For the next six days, Los Angeles is engulfed in a wave of unrest, bodily violence and 

property damage, and this intersection of Florence and Normandie Avenues is frequently 

invoked as its epicenter.4  The intersection becomes a synecdoche for the “riots,” and those who 

had assembled there are described as an “out-of-control mob” “careen[ing] through the area.”  

Prominent political figures including then-president George H. W. Bush claim that the events are 

“not a message of protest” but “the brutality of a mob.”  But public reactions are far from 

homogeneous.  Maxine Waters, then newly elected to represent portions of South Central in 

 
Times’s recent “1619 Project”; see also David Lanham and Amy Liu, “Not just a typographical change: 
Why Brookings is capitalizing Black,” Brookings Institution, September 23, 2019, 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/brookingscapitalizesblack/. 
4 E.g., Jennifer Medina, “The L.A. Riots 25 Years Later: A Return to the Epicenter,” New York Times, 
April 28, 2017, A11; Jennings and Hamilton, “At the Corner of Florence and Normandie”; Anjuli Sastry 
and Karen Grigsby-Bates, “When LA Erupted In Anger: A Look Back At The Rodney King Riots,” NPR, 
April 26, 2017, https://www.npr.org/2017/04/26/524744989/when-la-erupted-in-anger-a-look-back-at-
the-rodney-king-riots. 
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Congress, refuses to characterize the events as a “riot”: “if you call it a riot, it sounds like it was 

just a bunch of crazy people who went out and did bad things for no reason.  I maintain it was 

somewhat understandable, if not acceptable.  So I call it a rebellion.”5 

Now, consider another scene from October 16, 1994.6  On this Sunday morning, tens of 

thousands of people from across Southern California congregate in eastside Boyle Heights, 

historically the heart of Chicano Los Angeles, to challenge state Proposition 187, a measure that 

proposes to bar undocumented immigrants from accessing state-provided services like education 

and healthcare.  Over the next three hours, they march nearly four miles together down Cesar E. 

Chavez Avenue, through Chinatown and toward City Hall.  Those gathered along the nearly 

mile-long procession wave Mexican, U.S. and other Latin American flags, hold banners and 

posters in English, Tagalog, Spanish and Korean, and chant slogans such as “El pueblo unido 

jamás será vencido [the united people will never be defeated].”  Newcomers trickle in throughout 

the route, so that by the time the procession reaches the city center it swells to an estimated 

100,000 participants.   

Before City Hall a roster of prominent speakers has been organized, including Joe Hicks, 

executive director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, United Farm Workers co-

 
5 Kimberlé Crenshaw and Gary Peller, “Reel Time / Real Justice,” in Reading Rodney King / Reading 
Urban Uprising, ed. Robert Gooding-Williams (New York: Routledge, 1993), 57; Swati Pandey, “Was it 
a ‘riot,’ a ‘disturbance’ or a ‘rebellion’?” Los Angeles Times, April 29, 2007; “City of Euphemisms,” 
Newsweek, February 21, 1993. 
6 The following account is drawn from various sources, including Marlon Bishop and Gustavo Arellano, 
“The Battle of 187,” Los Angeles Times and Futuro Studios, October 29, 2019; Laura Flores, “70,000 
Protest Prop. 187, Wilson,” Long Beach Press-Telegram, October 17, 1994, B1; David Manuel 
Hernandez, “Push Comes to Shove: Latino Responses to Immigration Policy,” Southwest Hispanic 
Research Institute Working Paper 123 (1997): 1-48; Patrick J. McDonnell and Robert J. Lopez, “L.A. 
March Against Prop. 187 Draws 70,000,” Los Angeles Times, October 17, 1994, A1; Carlos Mora, 
Latinos in the West: The Student Movement and Academic Labor in Los Angeles (Lanham, MD: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 2007), 33-37; Andrew Wroe, The Republican Party and Immigration Politics: From 
Proposition 187 to George W. Bush (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 87-88. 



 

 4 

founder Dolores Huerta, State Assembly member Richard G. Polanco, several City Council 

Representatives and prominent local activists.  Roundly denouncing the measure for its bigotry 

against ethnic minorities, including Haitian refugees and Asian immigrants, many also criticize 

then-governor Pete Wilson, who has pinned his reelection campaign on supporting the 

proposition.  This gathering has been planned since June, advertised heavily on Spanish language 

news media like La Opinión and promoted by local chapters of labor unions such as United Farm 

Workers, Service Employees International Union and United Teachers of Los Angeles; and in 

this time it has been a source of deep disagreement for anti-187 activists, who disagree about the 

march’s strategic value so close to the November election. 

The gathering captures public attention.  The following day an image of the march is 

splashed on the front page of the Los Angeles Times, which describes it as the “largest protest 

gathering here in decades.”7  Public sentiment is mixed.  While local activist Juan José Gutierrez 

explains that the march is not a parade but a social movement, letters in response to this picture 

and its accompanying article cite the “sea of Mexican flags” drowning out “one, tiny lone 

American flag.”8   

Both of the scenes above featured people gathering in public space to challenge perceived 

forms of injustice, and both had their supporters and their detractors.  Why, then, did so many 

members of the public consider the first a “riot” but characterize the second as a “protest”?  As 

forms of public gathering, what sets the two apart from each other?  One might respond to this 

query with a matter-of-fact explanation that the former was “violent” or “lawless” or 

“unorganized” while the latter was not.  Such a response, however, reveals precisely that there 

 
7 Patrick J. McDonnell and Robert J. Lopez, “L.A. March Against Prop. 187 Draws 70,000.” 
8 “March Against Proposition 187,” Los Angeles Times, October 25, 1994. 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1994-10-25-me-54333-story.html. 
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exists a set of expectations and assumptions that public audiences hold about what constitutes a 

political assembly.  These are normative criteria governing the social uses and understandings of 

assembly.  Put differently, the question that I posed asks us to consider the ways that public 

audiences interpret and make sense of street gatherings.  These matters of interpretation and 

public sense – as well as the heated contests over them – are, in turn, questions of intelligibility: 

within existing webs of shared meaning, what “counts” as a recognized form of political 

assembly?   

 This dissertation is a study of the social meanings about public assembly as they are 

embedded in ordinary use and practice.  It examines how assembly comes to carry normative 

weight, that is, what gives assembly a social force distinct from the sway of a written manifesto 

or ideational gathering in the public sphere.  By parsing the public discourses about the two 

assemblies introduced above – the 1992 LA “Riots” and the anti-Proposition 187 march into 

Downtown Los Angeles – I reconstruct four internal elements in our contemporary 

presuppositions about political assembly: materiality, collectivity, publicity and affect.  These 

four elements are internal in that they are core channels by which an assembly is considered 

politically intelligible.  Materiality, collectivity, publicity and affect are the constitutive registers 

for evaluating an assembly’s political intelligibility and thus the means by which its normative 

force is generated.9  The conventions operating along these registers set forth that real assemblies 

occur when bodies gather in the flesh, in publicly visible spaces, and that they do so as a 

 
9 In using the language of “we” and “our,” I refer to those who belong to a community of meaning which 
shares a common faith in assembly’s sociopolitical force.  This is not to flatten the substantial differences 
amongst those who turn to assembly as a mode of politics, but more to gesture toward its fierce grip on 
diverse political cultures – as evidenced by the fact that assembly is a modality of political action across 
very different time periods, geographic locations and cultures. Moreover, in using the language of “our” I 
situate myself in these publics and webs of intersubjective meaning. 
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collective, making claims with shared purpose.  Such gatherings are seen and interpreted by 

public audiences, who play an integral role in making shared sense – social meanings – from 

them.  For participants and their publics, these interpretations are guided by and reflect the 

emotions, moods and other affects that they experience in connection with the gathering, as well 

as a normative evaluation of the affects assembled actors express.  In examining the different 

ways in which two prominent gatherings have been written into our political imaginaries, my 

goal is to lay bare our normative frameworks about public assembly.   

 

I. Assembly, Social Hermeneutics, Performativity   

From the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom to Occupy Wall Street, from 

Tiananmen to Tahrir Squares, assembly has a powerful grip on public imaginaries across the 

globe.  In vastly dissimilar political cultures and in liberal and non-liberal states alike, assembly 

plays a central role in expressive and oppositional politics.  It serves as a vehicle by which 

people communicate their presence, making themselves, their claims and their concerns known 

publicly.  That people with wildly divergent political commitments are willing to risk their safety 

and sometimes even their lives to gather in public space – in a way that they often are not for 

other forms of political activity – is testament to this shared faith in the power of assembly.  

Even when publics find the substantive claims that particular assemblies make to be distasteful 

or deeply objectionable, the practice itself is held to be an inviolable form of collective political 

action.  Assembly is, in short, not simply a tactic of politics but integral to public understandings 

of the political.   

 In this study, I use the language of “assembly” to refer to people gathered together in 

public space.  I offer this at the outset as a provisional understanding of the concept.  It is, to 
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begin, a more epistemologically neutral term than those words that we have to describe 

normatively laden forms of assembly – words like protest, demonstration or rally, or, by contrast, 

riot, violence and mob action, which are already imbued with an evaluation of that act’s political 

intelligibility or lack thereof.  To investigate frames of intelligibility is to consider the processes 

that enable public audiences to see and make that evaluation in the first place.   

By intelligibility, what I mean is a given phenomenon’s sense within existing webs of 

intersubjective meaning, for these contexts are the only available resources by which one can 

see, perceive and interpret that phenomenon and recognize oneself in doing so.10  It is these 

“contexts of shared meanings, norms, social practices and institutions [that] constitute an 

intersubjective social reality that is ontologically prior” to any particular action or 

interpretation.11  This intersubjective social reality is thus the enabling condition of intelligibility: 

it is the set of bedrock conventions that embeds and enables shared – that is, public and not 

merely individual – meaning in human action.12  Only in first theorizing an assembly’s 

 
10 Intelligibility thus conceptualized is distinct from, but related to, the intelligibility under examination in 
James C. Scott’s Seeing Like A State (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998).  Scott’s 
intelligibility concerns state efforts to discipline local practices and standardize epistemologies; the 
intelligibility that interests me has a disciplinary component to it but is rooted in broader public practices 
generally independent of the state. 
11 Keith Topper, “In Defense of Disunity: Pragmatism, Hermeneutics, and the Social Sciences,” Political 
Theory vol. 28, no. 4 (2000): 509-539.  His discussion here concerns, in part, social hermeneuticists like 
Charles Taylor, who aims to illuminate the social realities within which human practices and institutions 
are located; see Taylor, “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 
Philosophical Papers Vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 15-57.  That there is an 
intersubjective social reality that enables and circumscribes human action is an idea that grounds Hannah 
Arendt’s discussion of plurality and the common world.  Arendt’s common world is a shared realm that 
stands between distinct individuals and in so doing unites them; it precedes and outlasts them, and is the 
precondition for acting together, i.e., of politics; The Human Condition (Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998).   
12 My discussion here also shares affinities with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s elusive statements about language 
games and (as revealing) forms of life, e.g., “the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form 
of life” or a “system of reference”; Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Malden, MA: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), §23, 206. 
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intelligibility can we as political theorists come to a better understanding of its political 

legitimacy, for understanding processes of normative evaluation requires first making manifest 

the standards or grounds for that evaluation.   

The epistemological frameworks possible within a particular social reality, however, are 

not generated ex nihilo or held constant across time and space.  These frameworks, while 

durable, reflect contingent and conditioned ways of seeing, conceiving and making sense of the 

world; and they are situated within uneven social relations wherein some have a greater capacity 

to shape the contours of social reality as well as its attendant interpretive processes and their 

public outcomes.13  This differential capacity is evidenced in exactly the public and enduring 

conflict over what to name the LA Riots / Uprising: that then-president Bush referred to the 

events as “the brutality of a mob,” for instance, almost certainly influenced broader public 

interpretations of it more than any contrary statement from one of its participants.  My point is 

this: social reality is characterized by ongoing contestation such that epistemological matters of 

interpretation and intelligibility prescribed by that reality are themselves deeply political.  There 

are thus two orders of the political at hand: first, in an assembly itself and, second, in its public 

interpretations, which may thematize or challenge what within that social reality constitutes an 

assembly at all.  While throughout this project I use primarily the epistemological language of 

intelligibility, the question at stake is also precisely one of social ontology and legitimacy – of 

what, within a given community of meaning, “counts” or is allowed to count as an assembly; for 

this reason, I also use throughout this project the language of social legitimacy. 

 
13 Pierre Bourdieu suggests that there is no objective reality but that “reality” is “social through and 
through”;  “natural” classifications and ways of naming in fact reflect relations of power in the guise of 
objectivity.  See Language and Symbolic Power (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), 222.  
Bourdieu’s work here is a reminder that domination shapes the shared world. 
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With this broad understanding of assembly as gathering in public space and the 

philosophical presuppositions I have just discussed, my aim is to provide a surveyable 

representation of our actual practices of assembly and public interpretations thereof.14  In so 

doing, I aim to explore the meaning(s) that our intersubjective social reality gives to assembly 

and, by extension, what within this reality can be found intelligible as assembly.  These 

conventions of usage, after all, illuminate the communities of meaning behind them and 

simultaneously the grammars structuring that use; and it is only by looking to ordinary use that 

we can manifest how people themselves conceive, practice and interpret assembly.15  Though 

this is not my aim in the present project, it is only upon locating assembly in the social reality 

which enables it to carry public meaning that we as political theorists can parse its normative 

status, on grounds and for reasons that social agents themselves would recognize.  

Of course, the provisional understanding of assembly that I provided above demands 

further clarification.  For an assembly to “count” as such, how many people should be gathered?  

In what configurations should they be so gathered?  What kinds of public spaces – parks, plazas, 

freeways – and what constitutes a public space?  These are, again, the conventions, the contours 

of assembly that this project aims to illuminate.  To be clear, however, I do not aim to specify 

precisely all the different kinds of gatherings that are politically intelligible, nor do I intend to 

theorize or identify an ideal form of assembly.  One glance at the history of public gatherings 

makes clear that assembly has no originary or platonic form and that, in fact, there is endless 

 
14 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §122: “A surveyable representation produces precisely that 
kind of understanding which consists in ‘seeing connections. . . It characterizes the way we represent 
things, how we look at matters.”  This “entanglement in our rules” is what we seek to survey: §127. 
15 In addition to Wittgenstein’s call to return to the “rough ground” of ordinary language, see J. L. Austin, 
Philosophical Papers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), in particular the essay “A Plea for 
Excuses.” 
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variation in assemblies that have been understood as such.  Instead, this study observes particular 

instances of use and in so doing identify similarities and correspondences common to public 

understandings of assembly.16  It is, again, an examination of the conventions and so forms of 

life within which the practice of assembly can be read as socially meaningful.  

 This project of illuminating human practices and self-understandings demands an 

appropriate methodology, one fit to consider bodily practices, public meanings and 

interpretation.  Inspired by the work of Judith Butler, I answer this call by taking a performative 

approach toward examining assembly.17  Instead of presuming that assembly has some essential 

quality or identity to it, a performative approach in the way that I understand it considers instead 

the conditions of assembly’s intelligibility and what the act of assembling does in the social 

world.  Separating truth value from performative force thus enables me to analyze how and in 

what ways assemblies can affect or fail to affect social reality.  This approach has the crucial 

benefit of seeing matters of social ontology to be connected intimately with those of 

epistemology, as I had discussed above – social reality, as it were.  A performative approach 

moreover enables us to see that these frameworks of social ontology are contingent and both 

reflect and (re)produce relations of power.  

 
16 See here Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §§65-77, e.g., “look and see whether there is 
anything common to all. – For if you look at them, you won’t see something that is common to all, but 
similarities, affinities, and a whole series of them at that,” §66 [italics original]. 
17 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 
1999), Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993) and though 
more explicitly political but less about embodied performativity, Excitable Speech (New York: 
Routledge, 1997).  Butler engages the concept of performativity, with Foucauldian attention to disciplined 
bodies and productive power, via Jacques Derrida’s critique of J. L. Austin’s performative utterance; 
Derrida, “Signature, Event, Context,” in Limited Inc. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1988): 1-23; Austin, How To Do Things With Words (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975); 
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1 (New York: Vintage, 1990). 
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 I will articulate in greater detail in the chapters that follow what I mean by 

performativity, but for now let me outline a few relevant points.  The term entered contemporary 

usage in the work of J. L. Austin, who challenged the logical positivist claim that words are only 

constative, merely describing or reflecting reality.  Instead, he suggested that some words, 

uttered under certain conditions and by certain speakers, have the capacity to change reality by 

performing what they say.  So it is that to utter “I do” in certain conventional ways actually is to 

marry someone – not in fact to describe a preceding act or state.18  Butler transposes this idea to 

the bodily register and identity: it is not simply that words have effects, but also that embodied 

and socially prescribed actions – like bodily comportment, dress, vocal intonation and so on – 

perform the gender identities that seem to ground them.  Social prescriptions are, of course, the 

enabling constraints of an intersubjective social reality: for a person to be publicly intelligible as 

a woman demands subscribing sufficiently to preceding norms of what it means to be a woman.  

Likewise, in the context of this study, for people gathered in public space to be intelligible as a 

political assembly demands subscribing sufficiently to preceding norms of what it means to be a 

political assembly.  In other words, and in line with my discussion of social hermeneutics above, 

the public status and meaning(s) of assembly – its effects – are circumscribed by prior conditions 

of intelligibility.  Though Butler has in recent work charted a performative theory of assembly, I 

find absent there a sustained discussion of these enabling constraints, such that the 

 
18 The “I do” of marriage is, for Austin, a central example of the performative utterance.  For an extended 
discussion of this example see Shoshana Felman, The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J. L. 
Austin, or Seduction in Two Languages (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003) and the 
Introduction and chapters 1 and 2 of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, 
Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003).  Sedgwick points out that Austin’s example 
of marriage installs heterosexuality “at the definitional center of an entire philosophical edifice,” 71. 
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intersubjective meaning(s) and conditions of possibility for assembly to appear as such remain 

unclear.19  I return to this text in the following chapter. 

Though I adopt a performative framework inspired by Butler’s thought, my approach also 

aims to supplement it in two ways, both of which are integral to theorizing the practice of 

assembly.  The first concerns materiality and the second the role of the audience in generating 

social meaning.  Just as the discourses that constrain and produce an intelligible gender identity 

cannot ignore the hard fact of a body with this or that genitalia,20 neither can those that constrain 

and produce an intelligible assembly ignore its material characteristics: the sheer number of 

people on the streets, which streets they stand on, in what configurations they do so, what signs 

and objects they hold, which bodies are present.  To thematize materiality in this way is not to 

give ontological precedence to material but rather to underscore that it can appear as publicly 

meaningful only within preexisting communities of meaning.  And, just as contexts of meanings, 

practices and self-interpretations condition an assembly’s intelligibility, relevant too are its 

audiences, who may respond to the gathering in a multiplicity of ways, from attending to simply 

ignoring it.  Understanding an assembly’s social meanings demands also considering the broader 

publics who play an active role in generating those meanings.  To probe an assembly’s 

intelligibility is thus to examine it from several perspectives – actors’ claims and their 

materiality, the enabling contexts, audiences to the assembly – for this perspectival multiplicity 

is exactly what it means to be held in-common.   

 
19 Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2015). 
20 Butler addresses those critics who charge her in Gender Trouble with ignoring the body’s materiality in 
the Preface, Introduction and Chapter 1 of Bodies That Matter: materiality is not something that can be 
written away by means of discourse but its (social) ontological and normative status – whether it even 
appears as material worth regarding – cannot escape discourse. 
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One might, however, object to my provisional conceptualization of assembly (if not also 

the philosophical groundings or methodological approaches that I have presented): the term more 

often refers to a legislature, that deliberative body tasked with making law.  What of such formal 

political assemblies, or at least their relationship to popular assemblies?  Certainly, assembly has 

been used to refer, collectively, to those invested with the authority to deliberate and make policy 

decisions on behalf of the broader populace, or to the place of their assembling.  To refer to this 

body or this place as an assembly, however, reveals that the word references a common quality: 

an assembly is a gathering of people in proximate space, ostensibly for some shared purpose.  It 

is this quality that is the concern at hand here; my interest is with assembly as a popular and 

informal mode of politics.   

The legislative assembly and the assembly in the streets, however, are not two specimens 

of the same species or two ends of the same spectrum.  While they share basic similarities – 

people gathered in public space – the conditions of their gathering distinguish them categorically.  

The legislative assembly is composed of representatives who have been vested with the authority 

to deliberate and decide with binding force the laws of a polity: it is institutional, formal political 

power embodied.  The popular assembly is a gathering on the streets, figuratively and often 

literally.  It does not have institutional barriers to entry (though in practice those assembled may 

mandate certain requirements for participation) and frequently calls into question that formal 

mode of politics.  Public gatherings may thus contest the legitimacy of the formal assembly, 

challenge its agenda or seek to influence the behavior of its constitutive members, as they also 

speak to broader publics.  These differences also point to the difficulty of prescribing in advance 

the boundaries of what constitutes a political concern or an explicitly political assembly.  That 

politics is situationally specific and not contained within a single domain of human activity 
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demands that we recognize the plasticity of what constitutes the political.  In their grounds of 

legitimacy, their coercive force, their means of action and direction of their respective gazes, 

informal assemblies are qualitatively distinct from their formal counterparts; my focus lays 

squarely on the former.   

But the retort about legislative assemblies raises an important point: what is the 

relationship of assembly, as I have provisionally articulated it, to democratic politics?  Assembly 

occurs in democratic and non-democratic polities alike, and as a mode of political action it can 

be put to liberal and illiberal ends.  Insofar as it is a concept whose practice is available to all,21 

and insofar as it is a mode of action that necessitates acting with others, I suggest that assembly 

is democratic in form.  A public gathering may not make any democratic claims, but that act of 

gathering is a democratic one grounded on the presupposition that all can participate in a shared 

political life, that anyone can join in making collective claims about the political order.  From a 

different angle, even when they do not act in its name and even though they do not constitute its 

totality, public assemblies are often tied to “the people,” that legitimating force in a democratic 

polity.  This way of interpreting the problematic at hand would be to ask under what conditions 

public assemblies are, in fact, connected with the legitimating “people.”  I expand on the 

relationship between assembly, collectivity and “the people” in my second chapter. 

Before proceeding, let me make clear that the claims advanced in this study are not 

specifically about protest or any particular form of political action, whether its strategic 

considerations, tactical concerns or efficacy as an element of social change.  This is not an 

attempt to define or develop or clarify the justificatory grounds for protest or adjacent forms of 

 
21 Disability scholars would contest this claim, for street politics are often ableist in their inaccessibility to 
those with non-normative bodies and forms of mobility.  For passing mentions of this point, see Butler, 
Notes Toward, 72, 138. 
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collective action such as civil disobedience.  Its core aim is not to investigate how marginalized 

or “subaltern” political practices have renewed repertoires of protest in this country or beyond its 

borders, nor to correct the history of any particular form of collective political action.  It is not an 

effort to locate a legitimating force like “the people” in moments of public gathering.  Plenty of 

empirically minded theoretical work is being done in these domains.22  The present project walks 

alongside and shares affinities with some of this scholarship, but it diverges in seeking to 

reconstruct the epistemological and normative conditions that both enable and constrain what 

political action can appear as such.   

 

II.  Cases and Project Roadmap 

I invoked earlier the spirit of perspectival multiplicity as the best means of illuminating 

assembly’s multidimensionality.  As with anatomical planes, each of the four chapters that 

follows examines a particular dimension constitutive of assembly; none alone exhausts the 

totality of assembly’s social meanings.  The themes of these chapters – materiality, collectivity, 

 
22 The scholarship here just in recent years is vast; I include only a few texts which have been helpful in 
my own thinking.  See, for example, Robin Celikates, “Democratizing Civil Disobedience,” Philosophy 
and Social Criticism, vol. 42, no. 10 (2016): 982-994 and “Rethinking Civil Disobedience as a Practice of 
Contestation,” Constellations vol. 23, no. 1 (2016): 37-45; Çiğdem Çıdam et al., “Theorizing the Politics 
of Protest: Contemporary Debates on Civil Disobedience,” Contemporary Political Theory (2020), doi: 
10.1057/s41296-020-00392-7; Candice Delmas, “Civil Disobedience,” Philosophy Compass vol. 11, no. 
11 (2016): 681-691; Bernard Harcourt, “Political Disobedience,” Critical Inquiry vol. 39 (Autumn 2012): 
33-55; Jason Frank, Constituent Moments (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010) and “The Living 
Image of the People,” Theory & Event vol. 18, no. 1 (2015); Juliet Hooker, “Black Lives Matter and the 
Paradoxes of U.S. Black Politics,” Political Theory vol. 44, no. 4 (2016): 448-469 and “Black Protest / 
White Grievance,” South Atlantic Quarterly vol. 116, no. 3 (2017): 483-504; Kevin Olson, Imagined 
Sovereignties: The Power of the People and Other Myths of the Modern Age (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016); Erin Pineda, “Civil Disobedience and Punishment: (Mis)reading justification and 
strategy from SNCC to Snowden,” History of the Present vol. 5, no. 1 (2015): 1-30.  Jodi Dean’s Crowds 
and Party (London: Verso, 2016) discusses from a Lacanian-influenced psychoanalytic perspective the 
materiality of assembly, but her focus is on prescribing the crowd as an entry point for party action and 
organizing. 
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publicity and affect, respectively – are derived from analyzing the practices and normative 

considerations in public interpretations of the two assemblies whose scenes opened this 

introduction. 

Let me make two comments on this selection of assemblies.  The first concerns their 

continued relevance in contemporary U.S. politics and political theory.  The LA Riots / Uprising 

was and remains iconic – or at least notorious – in our public imaginaries.  In spite of this sharp 

imprint as well as the event’s importance in urban studies and Los Angeles and U.S. history, the 

LA Riots / Uprising have been all but written off the map in political theory.23  This is 

unfortunate, for contemporary gatherings like those part of the Movement for Black Lives 

contest similar issues of police brutality and failed justice and also demand public re-

consideration of the relationship between race, violence, legitimacy and political action.  So, too, 

the march against California’s Proposition 187.  Though it influenced a rash of similar anti-

immigrant measures across the U.S. and contributed to the GOP’s downfall in the state,24 neither 

the proposition nor the march at hand have appeared in the annals of political theory.25  Amidst 

 
23 To my knowledge, the two exceptions to this in political theory / philosophy are Robert Gooding-
Williams’s edited volume Reading Rodney King / Reading Urban Uprising (New York: Routledge, 1993) 
and Sina Kramer’s Excluded Within: The (Un)intelligibility of Radical Political Actors (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), though Kramer approaches the events as illustrations of her theoretical claims 
instead of taking the reconstructive and ordinary language approach that I do here; see discussion in 
Chapter 3. 
24 Gregory Robinson, Jonathan S. Krasno, Joshua N. Zingher and Michael A. Allen, “Creating a Racially 
Polarized Electorate: The Political Fallout of Immigration Politics in Arizona and California,” Politics, 
Groups and Identities vol. 4, no. 4 (2016): 579-597; Shaun Bowler, Stephen P. Nicholson and Gary M. 
Segura, “Earthquakes and Aftershocks: Race, Direct Democracy, and Partisan Change,” American 
Journal of Political Science vol. 50, no. 1 (2006): 146-159. 
25 While she does not mention the anti-Prop. 187 march and focuses on the consolidation of a collective 
Latino identity, Cristina Beltrán discusses the 2006 “Gran Marcha” for comprehensive immigration 
reform, an assembly that turned out an estimated 500,000 to 1.5 million participants and remains the 
largest march in Los Angeles.  See “Going Public: Hannah Arendt, Immigrant Action and the Space of 
Appearance,” Political Theory vol. 37, no. 5 (2009): 595-622; and The Trouble with Unity: Latino 
Politics and the Creation of Identity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), chapter 5. 
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executive orders and xenophobic nationalisms re-made publicly visible – they never were 

invisible to those who suffered their effects – the proposition has taken on renewed importance.  

But it is not simply that these two gatherings have contemporary relevance.  They also call upon 

us as political theorists to reconsider core concepts such as popular sovereignty, power, 

citizenship, plurality and justice.  In investigating these assemblies’ conditions of political 

possibility, the present project is a first step in this direction. 

Second, and to return to the question posed at the outset, both of these assemblies are 

from a similar period in recent Los Angeles history and both respond to different forms of 

injustice.26  The anti-Prop. 187 march, however, was considered a generally acceptable exercise 

of assembly while the other was not.  Why not?  Many parts of the LA Riots / Uprisings – I also 

refer to this throughout as LA 92, to skirt normative judgment on these conflicts of interpretation 

– would have appeared to be commonly recognized forms of political assembly: the pre-planned 

vigil at the First African Methodist Episcopal Church the first evening (Wednesday), the 

demonstration at Parker Center’s LAPD headquarters downtown that afternoon, the cross-racial 

peace rally in Koreatown held midday Saturday.  But, in contrast to the public intelligibility of 

the anti-Prop. 187 march, why is LA 92 still overwhelmingly called a riot?  Examining these two 

public gatherings together does not require me to make a normative claim that they were or 

should have both been considered sensible assemblies; it is to ask instead on what grounds one 

was and the other was not.    

 
26 For a Marxist history of the development of Los Angeles, see Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating 
the Future in Los Angeles (New York: Vintage, 2006), especially his discussion of the LAPD in Chapters 
4 and 5.  See also Chapter 7 in Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster (New York: 
Metropolitan Books, 1998) and his two pieces about LA 92: “Who Killed LA? A Political Autopsy,” New 
Left Review 197 (1993): 1-28 and “Who Killed Los Angeles? Part Two: The Verdict is Given,” New Left 
Review 199 (1993): 29-54. 
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 As I have suggested, the approach I take here seeks to understand the practices and 

interpretations of these public gatherings in their native contexts.  To do so, I analyze public 

discourses about them and look for patterns of attention, meanings, assumptions and self-

interpretations.  These patterns reveal normative conditions of intelligibility, what in Austin’s 

language we might understand as (social) conventions.  More specifically, I review publicly 

available media accounts of these assemblies, from written media like newspapers and weekly 

magazines to television coverage to the first-person accounts provided in these previous sources.  

Limiting my archival material to what was and is publicly available, in the Los Angeles media 

market as well as across the country, enables me to better grasp what elements about these 

gatherings capture public gazes and inhere in intersubjective frameworks of meaning.  This is 

also an appropriate approach insofar as the media stands unique as a gatekeeper of social reality: 

it has the ability to both construct and reflect the shared norms that govern practices of 

interpretation.  Let me note, thus, that my representation of both gatherings represents not so 

much reportage as an interpretive reading of the patterns of attention and omission that 

characterized the public discourses about them.   

 I begin by probing the material qualities of assembly.  For many public audiences, it is 

often an assembly’s material characteristics – bodies packed in the plaza or marching down the 

boulevard alongside fellow participants – that distinguish it from other forms of collective 

political action.  J. L. Austin maintains that verbal acts have performative or illocutionary force 

but provides little clarity about nonverbal acts in this regard.  I extend his claims about verbal 

acts to argue, first, that there are conventions about the physical form and embodiment of 

assemblies, and, second, that in conforming to these conventions material acts like gathering in 

public space have social effects: deeds, too, are performative.   
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One of these performative effects is the attribution of a collective identity, which is the 

subject of Chapter 2.  Though it is not necessarily “the people,” the “they” gathered is at once a 

claim, a condition and an effect of that gathering; in Austin’s language, collectivity is a 

locutionary act, a convention governing assembly’s illocutionary force, and that illocutionary 

force itself.  Moreover, and contra Austin, intention is not external to the performative act but a 

convention of it.  In the case of assembly, participants’ intentions influence the attribution of 

intention to the collectivity.  To develop these claims, I draw on the Derridean citationality of 

Butler’s gender performativity to contend that the iteration of similarly interpreted gatherings 

consolidates a collective identity.  This collectivity, however, is not ontologically prior to the 

gathering, nor a direct function of its claims, as radical democrats like Ernesto Laclau and Jason 

Frank would have us think; it is instead an attribution made by public audiences.   

The claim that I advance in Chapter 3 is that these publics play an integral role in 

generating and attributing shared meaning – public intelligibility, normative force – to an 

assembly: this is the very quality of public, common, appearance.  Following Stanley Cavell’s 

suggestion that the perlocutionary act is an invitation into the disorders of desire rather than the 

illocutionary’s order of law, I challenge Austin’s performative which overlooks the audience’s 

role in an utterance’s social force as well as claims-based accounts that prioritize the intentions 

and volition of those gathered.  A gathering is only ever a call to which broader publics can 

choose to attend, respond or ignore.  I develop an account of the interpretive public in 

considering this response. 

In my final chapter I investigate the affective conditions of an assembly’s normativity.  

Affect is both a basis for evaluating an assembly and its participants as well as a mirror of that 

evaluation.  One’s affective responses to an assembly reflect one’s self-understood relation to 
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those gathered.  Assemblies characterized by “inappropriate” affects such as anger and fear are 

less politically intelligible than those featuring “appropriate” affects like joy and solidarity.  This 

normative evaluation of affect is, however, tethered to the actors involved, so that some agents 

can intelligibly express affects like anger while others cannot.  An assembly’s performative force 

is thus structured by interlocking normative conditions of materiality, affect and collective 

presence.   

Though the two gatherings I examine here are from over 25 years ago, they challenge us 

to revisit our contemporary practices and interpretive grammars of assembly.  In its performative 

approach, this dissertation asks not what assembly is in essence but instead how it comes to be 

understood as such and what that act of assembling does within the social world.  It is thus, at 

bedrock, a project of self-understanding, of probing and laying bare the conventions and 

collective meanings that constitute our shared lives.  



 

 21 

CHAPTER 1 
 

How Materiality Matters 
 

 
 
Recall the two scenes of assembly that opened this project.  The first, from April 1992, 

begins in South Central Los Angeles, soon after it has been broadcast that the four LAPD 

officers accused of using excessive force in apprehending Rodney King have been acquitted on 

all charges.  People are upset; they stand with others in the streets at various vehicle 

intersections, some holding signs saying “It’s a White Man’s World,” others banging pots.1  As 

afternoon fades to evening, rock, shards of glass bottles and other detritus are strewn across the 

sidewalks and asphalt, cars and buildings are set ablaze, some drivers passing through hotspots in 

the neighborhood are harassed.  By this point, across town at Parker Center, the downtown 

headquarters of the LAPD, protestors have amassed in the hundreds.  In the evening, what had 

been marching on the sidewalk and adjacent small patch of grass becomes throwing rocks at the 

building’s glass windows and, later, toppling and setting alight a nearby parking kiosk.  Over the 

next several days, from South Central to Hollywood, Long Beach to Koreatown, fires throughout 

the city spew enough ash and smoke to obscure the sun.  In certain neighborhoods, trashcans, 

rocks, broken glass and bottles litter intersection after intersection.   

Contrast this with the second scene described, from October 1994.  In this one, tens of 

thousands of people, many of them with young children in tow, meet in historically Chicano 

 
1 In addition to the sources cited in the introduction (see footnote 1 in the introduction), the following 
account draws from “Rodney King riots in Los Angeles: Live KABC reports from 25 years ago,” ABC 
News, April 28 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSeCpFCS32M. 
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Boyle Heights to challenge California’s Proposition 187.2  The event has been planned since 

early June, and the organization is apparent.  Hundreds of volunteers have been placed alongside 

the route to guide participants along as vendors on the sidewalks sell T-shirts emblazoned with 

“No on 187.”  Marchers sing, wave Mexican flags, hold signs denouncing Pete Wilson, chant 

slogans in myriad languages as they march the four miles down Cesar E. Chavez Avenue to City 

Hall.  The avenue is thick with bodies, and when it arrives downtown several hours later the 

procession is estimated to number 100,000 participants.  On the stage that has been set up at the 

corner of Spring and First Streets, prominent local and statewide political and labor figures decry 

the measure, encouraging strong electoral turnout in November.  These speeches are interspersed 

with performances including a mariachi riff on the Star-Spangled and Aztec-costumed dances. 

These two accounts are sourced from publicly available information, primarily 

newspaper and local television reports and the still images taken from them.  Notable in this 

public record is a consistent focus on the physical components of these gatherings: which bodies, 

how many of them there are, what objects they hold and what they wear, how they stand or 

move, in or through which streets or public places they do so.  This pattern of focus is most 

evident in the coverage of LA 92.  Witness the frontpage headlines of the Los Angeles Times, 

which read “Rioters Set Fires, Loot Stores; 4 Reported Dead,” “Looting and Fires Ravage L.A.,” 

“Beaten Driver a Searing Image of Mob Cruelty,” “South L.A. Burns and Grieves,” “Looters, 

 
2 In addition to the sources cited in the introduction (see footnote 6 in the introduction), the following 
account draws from “Prop. 187 foes rally by the thousands at City Hall,” Torrance Daily Breeze, October 
17, 1994, A3; James J. Rodriquez and Mary Beth Alexander, “70,000 Rally Against Prop. 187,” Daily 
News of Los Angeles, October 17, 1994, N1; see also the photograph that accompanying Patrick J. 
McDonnell and Robert J. Lopez, “70,000 March in L.A. Against Prop. 187,” Los Angeles Times, October 
17, 1994, A1; as well as the photograph by Lori Shepler in Scott Harrison, “From the Archives: Protests 
against California Proposition 187,” Los Angeles Times, November 6, 2019, 
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2019-11-06/from-the-archives-protests-against-california-
proposition-187. 
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Merchants Put Koreatown Under the Gun.”3  Likewise with television coverage, which pans to 

helicopter shots of charred buildings or replays ad nauseum the beating of truck driver Reginald 

Denny at the intersection of Florence and Normandie Avenues in South Central.  As news 

reports from the following days attempt to better understand the events, they do so with 

consistent reference to bodies, places and objects.  News reports about the anti-Prop. 187 march 

focus, too, on its materiality, emphasizing its “orderly, regimented” character, the avenue it 

moved down, and the banners, signs and placards present.4  Public audiences, directed and 

represented by such media attention, looked to the material elements of these respective 

gatherings in order to make sense of them – as much as or even more so than to their 

participants’ claims.   

This chapter examines the role materiality plays in an assembly’s public intelligibility.  

Material is not inert, mere appendage to the words people use or the statements they make.  

Embodiment, spatiality and physical things also shape a gathering’s public meanings.5  I argue 

 
3 Ben Walsh and Jerome Adamstein, “The Los Angeles Times front pages during the 1992 L.A. riots,” 
Los Angeles Times, April 28, 2017, https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-me-riot-front-pages/. 
4 McDonnell and Lopez, “L.A. March Against Prop. 187” 
5 In stating that material is not inert but also shapes social reality, I take inspiration from but do not align 
myself with theorists of the “new materialisms.”  The latter is a diverse set of contemporary, cross-
disciplinary scholarship that generally challenges longstanding ontological dualisms including 
human/nonhuman, subject/object and culture/nature.  They emphasize instead the “agential” or “vital” 
force of matter as a key component of events, circumstances and lives; it is a force born from a 
confluence of circumstances (an assemblage or rhizomatic, in Deleuzian terms), rather than a fixed 
quality of a particular kind of being.  See, for example, Karen Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: 
Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter” Signs 28, no. 3 (Spring 2003): 801-831; Jane 
Bennett, Vibrant Matter (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); William Connolly, A World of 
Becoming (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011); Diana Coole, “Agentic Capacities and Capacious 
Historical Materialism: Thinking with New Materialisms in the Political Sciences,” Millennium 41, no. 3 
(2013): 451-469; Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, eds., New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and 
Politics (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); Nick J. Fox and Pam Alldred, “New Materialism,” 
SAGE Encyclopedia of Research Methods (London: Sage).  For critiques of new materialisms’ 
shortcomings with regard to questions of identity and difference, see Kyla Wazana Tompkins, “On the 
Limits and Promise of New Materialist Philosophy,” Lateral 5.1 (Spring 2016) and Chad Shomura, 
“Exploring the Promise of New Materialisms,” Lateral 6.1 (Spring 2017). 
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here that materiality is a structural condition of assembly’s political intelligibility.  In particular, I 

suggest that there are three registers of convention governing its intelligibility: spatiality (where), 

embodiment (who) and physical objects (what); the first two are central to assembly while the 

last is an auxiliary component.  Gatherings that fail to “cite” norms along these registers – of 

meaningful location, peace and order, intelligible political agent and so on – sufficiently risk 

drowning out the political claims that they do make, as evidenced by the public responses to LA 

92.  This argument is not intended to minimize or negate the role of the political claims that 

assembly participants make, nor is it to say that only materiality determines an assembly’s 

political intelligibility.  It is, rather, to suggest that these physical considerations also matter, in 

particular ways, for an assembly’s intelligibility, and that these ways cannot be made identical to 

participants’ words and statements. 

I advance my claims by means of a performative framework that begins with a brief 

discussion of J. L. Austin’s speech act theory and proceeds to Judith Butler’s recent theorization 

of performative assembly.  Butler focuses on the effects that assemblies can have, expanding the 

Arendtian space of appearance and prefiguring a different and more interdependent sociality.  

She pays little attention, however, to the enabling conditions within which such effects can have 

any social force, in other words, those contextual constraints that delimit an assembly’s political 

intelligibility.  The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to enumerating some of these key 

constraints, as drawn from the two assemblies described above.  My research indicates both that 

materiality is a core register by which assembly develops its normative force and that there are 

various constraints circumscribing how materiality can do so. 

 

I.  Performativity and Illocutionary Force 
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J. L. Austin’s speech act theory, expressed most fully in the Harvard lecture series 

collected in How to Do Things with Words, concerns ordinary uses of language and their ability 

to act upon the world.6  In contrast to the premise that language only states or describes reality 

and the corresponding axiom that statements can be only true or false, Austin proposed instead 

that different uses of language can in fact change that reality.  Instead of the former “constative” 

utterances, Austin identified a set of speech acts that are neither true nor false but nevertheless 

socially meaningful.  These he termed “performative” utterances, which execute an act in the 

uttering itself.  Thus, while the statement “I broke my leg” is a constative utterance and can be 

verified, the statement “I promise you that I will” is a performative one that performs what is 

said.  The latter does not describe a previous promise but constitutes the very act of promising, 

and it is “felicitous” if it executes that promise successfully but “infelicitous” or “unhappy” if it 

does not. 

Midway through the lectures, Austin abandons the language of constative/performative 

utterances in favor of a tripartite distinction between locutionary, illocutionary and 

perlocutionary acts.  A locutionary act has “a certain sense and reference” and is “roughly 

equivalent to ‘meaning’ in the traditional sense” – the locutionary says something about 

something else.7  The statement “It’s raining,” for example, is a statement of fact about the 

weather.  Illocutionary acts, though, “have a certain (conventional) force” and perform an act in 

saying something.8  For example, if I respond “It’s raining” in response to the question “Should I 

bring an umbrella?”, my response functions as both a statement of fact and a warning about the 

 
6 Austin, How To.  See also J. L. Austin, Philosophical Papers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 
in particular the essays “Performative Utterances” and “A Plea for Excuses.” 
7 Ibid., 109. 
8 Ibid. 
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weather: my utterance here has truth value and social force.  Similarly, in making the statement 

“I promise to lend you my umbrella,” I am making a promise, performing the utterance of the 

sentence itself.  Though locutionary and illocutionary acts overlap, Austin differentiates between 

the two by explaining that locutionary acts perform “an act of saying something” whereas 

illocutionary acts perform “an act in saying something.”9  It is thus less the content of an 

utterance – both the locutionary and illocutionary “say something” – and more so its use and 

context that determine its classification as a speech act.   

Alongside the locutionary and illocutionary is a third category of acts termed the 

perlocutionary.  Perlocutionary acts produce “effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of 

the audience, or of the speaker, or of other persons.”10  If I respond “Yes, you should, because 

[xyz]. . .” to the question “Should I bring an umbrella?”, my reply is a perlocutionary act that 

seeks to persuade or convince you, that is, to effect change external to my utterance.  Where the 

illocutionary act’s force derives from its conventionalism, that one “does” a promise by uttering 

certain words under certain conditions, i.e., those commonly recognized to constitute a promise, 

the perlocutionary act’s force derives from its non-conventionalism, from its effects beyond the 

order of normative law.  We will return to perlocutionary acts in Chapter 3.  For now, let me 

summarize this threefold distinction.  Where a locutionary act is classifiable by its content (its 

sense and reference) alone, an illocutionary act has force and performs the uttered statement, and 

a perlocutionary act has consequences external to the utterance itself. 

In considering speech acts, Austin focuses on words.  The innumerable ordinary 

examples that he provides are drawn from everyday statements such as spoken or written 

 
9 Ibid., 99. 
10 Ibid., 101. 
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promises, warnings and apologies.  It is these verbal utterances (here I mean utterance broadly, 

as a unit of communication and not simply a vocalized remark) that can be classified according 

to the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary distinction outlined above.  Thus, my 

statement to you that “There’s a bull in the field” has illocutionary force in that it functions under 

certain conditions as a warning.  A sign reading “BULL” that I post at the edge of the field has 

similar illocutionary force as a public warning.  Though Austin admits that one’s “tone of voice, 

cadence, [and] emphasis” influence a spoken statement’s illocutionary force and that these 

features are not “reproducible readily in written language,” both forms of verbal utterances 

function in essentially the same way.11 

By contrast, the remarks that Austin makes about physical or nonverbal forms of 

signification leave us unclear about their social force.  Though there is some connection between 

physical and verbal acts, there is a “divorce” between them.  For one, Austin writes that bodily 

gesture and ceremonial nonverbal actions are “accompaniments of the utterance” and “many 

illocutionary acts cannot be performed except by saying something.”12  This would suggest that 

physical acts mirror and are parasitic upon verbal ones for their locutionary content, illocutionary 

force or perlocutionary effects.  However, he also seems to suggest that physical acts are 

categorically different from verbal ones because they demand a rethinking of the criteria for 

distinguishing between the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary.  While holding out my 

arm to stop you from entering the field may serve as a warning about this mad bull and so like a 

sign or brusque statement constitutes an illocutionary act, this gesture can have illocutionary 

force only if there is a prior convention that the extended arm is a means of warning.  Because, 

 
11 Ibid., 74. 
12 Ibid., 76, 120; see also Austin, “Performative Utterances,” 245. 
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however, convention is difficult to pinpoint and delimit especially for physical acts, it is unclear 

to what extent the physical act can be classified an illocutionary one and where illocution force 

ends and perlocutionary consequence begins.13   

We are left unclear on the status of physical acts and material more broadly in the 

performative schema that Austin has constructed.  But from the assemblies described above, we 

see that physical acts like public gathering or waving Mexican flags – though they may carry no 

strict propositional content – do have effects on the world.  Putting aside the question of how 

their effects do or do not fit neatly into Austin’s tripartite distinction, his performative 

framework offers only partial resources to theorize the social force of physical acts.  The 

remainder of this chapter takes up this task.  It asks: what can Austin’s theory of speech acts tell 

us about assemblies’ political intelligibility?  In particular, what illocutionary force or 

perlocutionary effects do physical acts (and material more broadly) have?  I pose these questions 

not to schematize a new set of distinctions for material signification but as a starting point to 

explore in what ways materiality might have illocutionary force and perlocutionary effect.  By 

engaging the recent work of Judith Butler, the following section explores assembly’s 

illocutionary force.  I return to perlocutionary effect in Chapters 3 and 4. 

 

II.  Butler’s Performative Theory of Assembly 

Judith Butler’s 2015 book, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, extends to 

public assembly the theory of performativity first developed in relation to gender identity.14  The 

essays here range across themes such as the freedom of assembly, vulnerable bodies gathered in 

 
13 Ibid., 112-114. 
14 Butler, Notes Toward. 
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the street, plural action and the space of alliance.  In so doing they provide clues for considering 

the public force of assembly, “about what it means to assemble in a crowd.”15  Based on a series 

of lectures that Butler delivered to different audiences from 2010 to 2012, the performative 

theory of assembly developed here is provocative yet elusive, sketches toward such a theory 

rather than a more systematic account of it.  My goal in what follows is first to distil a more 

cohesive theory of performativity from them and, second, to evaluate its use for theorizing 

assembly’s political intelligibility.16  

Butler begins from the claim that neoliberal capitalism renders some lives precarious, 

leaving bodies insecure and hopeless.  According to this logic, neoliberalism emphasizes self-

sufficiency as a “moral ideal” and produces an entrepreneurial ethic which demands that subjects 

take responsibility for themselves.17  These discourses of self-sufficiency and responsibility 

simultaneously justify the devastation of social networks and public institutions, since in a world 

of total self-sufficiency they are unnecessary.  By justifying the shrinkage of public services and 

the concomitant privatization of common resources, though, these discourses paradoxically make 

impossible that very self-sufficiency.  This process of precaritization leaves bodies materially, 

affectively and ontologically insecure, an insecurity that is distributed differently across 

populations.  Bodies become materially insecure when neoliberal rationalities justify, for 

instance, the elimination of affordable public healthcare; bodies become affectively insecure 

when they feel the isolation that accompanies neoliberalism’s mandate of self-sufficiency, and 

 
15 Ibid., 71. 
16 For a Butler-inspired performative supplement to Jacques Rancière’s writings on subjectification and 
political intelligibility, see Karen Zivi, “Politics is Hard Work,” Philosophy & Rhetoric, vol. 49, no. 4 
(2016): 438-458; for a consideration of the temporal dimensions of collective action in Notes Toward, see 
Fanny Söderbäck, “Performative Presence: Judith Butler and the Temporal Regimes of Global 
Assembly,” Diacritics vol. 46, no. 2 (2018): 32-49. 
17 Butler, Notes Toward, 14. 



 

 30 

they become increasingly anxious as supporting social structures continue to fall away and they 

are left with a sense of moral failure; and bodies become ontologically insecure when they are 

rendered unintelligible, when appearance in the public sphere is designated for the “responsible” 

and no longer for them.  This layered insecurity is what Butler terms “precarity,” the politically 

produced absence of the bodily conditions of livable life.   

Assemblies form in order to call attention to these shared and unjust conditions of 

precarity.  Bodies stand, breathe and move together, declaring themselves allied with each other 

against this induced and accelerating precarity.  In challenging precarity, such alliances also posit 

the essential interdependence and sociality of bodily life: fundamentally vulnerable, bodies 

always need other bodies, human and nonhuman, to survive.  Rather than trying to overcome 

vulnerability and interdependence, alliances instead seek to produce conditions under which both 

become livable as modes of life.  For Butler, then, by appearing on the streets and exposing 

themselves to literal harm, bodies call attention to their fundamental and multilayered 

vulnerability and posit a shared dependence on the “infrastructural and environmental 

conditions” of living and acting.18 

For bodies to assemble under these conditions and with these aims is performative in 

three senses.  First, by assembling and before any claims or utterances are made – simply by 

standing together in public space – assembled bodies declare themselves to be a “we.”  This 

“we” is defined by the shared experience or condition of precarity.  It is, further, a “we” that 

posits itself as some part of “the people” that legitimizes democratic institutions.  Though she 

ultimately puts aside the question of “the people,” referring the reader to other thinkers such as 

 
18 Ibid., 65. 
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Jacques Derrida, Bonnie Honig, Etienne Balibar, Ernesto Laclau and Jacques Rancière, Butler 

contends that assembly is at base level performative because as it enacts this collectivity.19   

Second, assembly contests and expands what Hannah Arendt refers to as the “space of 

appearance.”  For Arendt, the space of appearance is an intersubjective space that comes into 

being through shared words and deeds.20  It is a space where men reveal themselves in their 

singularity to others, a fragile, fleeting space that exists only insofar as men act and speak 

together.  Whereas – or, perhaps, because – the private realm is defined by bodily life, and the 

instrumental economies and management needed to sustain it, the space of appearance is 

unchained from these metabolic necessities.  It is in this space that new beginnings, born from 

the concerted actions of political man liberated from bodily life, can be founded.   

While Arendt argues that the space of appearance is a precondition to freedom, Butler 

directs our attention to the constitutive exclusions of the space of appearance, exclusions that 

render the barbarian, the slave, the foreigner, the household and by extension bodily life beyond 

the realm of politics.21  In contrast to this Arendtian model, Butler maintains that precarious 

bodies assembled on the street challenge and reconfigure the space of appearance.  By gathering 

publicly, precarious bodies lay claim to public space as public space, declaring that physical 

infrastructure is theirs too.  In so doing, they also declare that concerns about the material 

supports needed for a livable life are legitimate political claims, claiming and expanding the 

 
19 Ibid., 164. 
20 Arendt, The Human Condition, 198-199. 
21 Much has been written on Arendt’s distinction between public and private space.  See, e.g., Hanna 
Fenichel Pitkin, “Justice: On Relating Private and Public,” Political Theory vol. 9, no. 3 (1981): 332-352; 
Seyla Benhabib, “Feminist Theory and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space,” History of the Human 
Sciences vol. 6, no 2 (1993): 97-114; and the essays in Bonnie Honig (ed.), Feminist Interpretations of 
Hannah Arendt (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), especially those by Susan 
Bickford, Mary G. Dietz and Linda M. G. Zerilli; see also Beltrán, “Going Public.” 
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boundaries of the space of appearance.  In these two ways, assembled bodies also realize the 

“plural and performative” right to appear.22 

Last, assembly prefigures an ethical alternative to neoliberalism’s logic of self-sufficient 

individualism.  When people gather, they do not do so in order to overcome their vulnerability 

and interdependence, but to produce the conditions under which vulnerability and 

interdependence are sustainable modes of living.  Assembly “enact[s] the very principles it seeks 

to realize,” that very sociality under attack.23   

 These three effects are performative because they do not describe but act upon the shared 

world: physical gathering changes social reality.  Butler uses the language of “performative” that 

is drawn from Austin’s original distinction between constative and performative utterances, and 

it is this language of performativity that persists more commonly in contemporary theoretical 

discourse.24  Set in terms of Austin’s later distinction, Butler’s arguments concern assembly as an 

illocutionary act: people are doing something in gathering.   

Reframing assembly as an illocutionary act is important because it points our attention to 

the preconditions for that act to have social force.  It is not simply that physically gathering in 

public space produces certain effects (Butler’s claim), but that physically gathering in public 

space under certain conditions enables that act to be understood as a political assembly and 

therefore have those effects.  We do not consider a bunch of people randomly standing near each 

other in a plaza as constituting a “we” or challenging the bounds of the space of appearance.  

 
22 Butler, Notes Toward, 65. 
23 Ibid., 218. 
24 Ibid., 28.  Austin’s performative or illocutionary act does not appear in Gender Trouble, but Butler does 
discuss his thought and the distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts in Excitable Speech.  
Note, however, that her discussion there concerns speech in particular and engages little with the 
specifically embodied performativity of the previous work.  Austin’s illocutionary and perlocutionary acts 
are mentioned in passing in Notes Toward; see p. 28.   
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Only when we recognize that theirs is an organized effort, or that they share a common aim, or 

that their act in some other way conforms to shared criteria for political assembly, do we see that 

they constitute a “we” or enact the other performative effects Butler discusses.  Two implications 

follow.  First, the matter of a gathering’s political intelligibility precedes its illocutionary force, 

i.e., its performative effects.  More precisely, that intelligibility itself is the first-order effect upon 

which others depend.  Second, to understand an assembly’s political intelligibility requires 

attending to the conventions that regulate what counts as an assembly.   

 By way of discussing convention, let me address briefly Butler’s argument that people 

assemble in order to challenge shared precarity.  This may be true for some assemblies, but not 

for all of them.  In criticizing Pegida and the Tea Party,25 Butler herself acknowledges that some 

assemblies aim to render certain people beyond the pall of political and social concern.  As Tea 

Party rallies or gatherings with exclusionary aims illustrate, however, assemblies have 

performative force – they are intelligible as assemblies, they enact a “we,” and so on – even 

when they do not challenge shared precarity.  This is consistent with Austin’s statement that “the 

[illocutionary] act is constituted not by intention or by fact, essentially but by convention.”26  The 

suggestion is that the form of an act and its adherence to convention is what produces 

illocutionary force; an assembly’s felicity, its intelligibility, does not rely wholly or even 

primarily on intention.  Nevertheless, participants’ aims or claims in assembling are important, 

which is to say that there are also conventions of intention.  After all, a gathering to moonwalk is 

generally unintelligible as a political rally or demonstration (though this is not to say that it could 

never be so).  I revisit to matters of intention in the following chapter.   

 
25 Ibid., 3, 12-14.  Pegida (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the Occident) is a far-right anti-
immigrant political movement founded in Germany in 2014.   
26 Austin, How To, 128; italic in original. 
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For now, let me return to convention.  As noted above, Austin’s illocutionary act depends 

on the conventions enabling and circumscribing a speech act: “Strictly speaking, there cannot be 

an illocutionary act unless the means employed are conventional.”27  Though he emphasizes the 

importance of convention, Austin makes only brief comments about what these conventions 

might be, for instance the speaker’s authority or executing the procedure correctly.28  While one 

can with good intention utter the words “I pronounce you…”, those words have no illocutionary 

force without the prior authority to wed a couple, or if that couple in question consists of a 

toddler and an elephant.  The illocutionary force of physical acts, too, depends on convention.  

One could not intelligibly embrace another by pinching their elbow.  Likewise, five cars driving 

side-by-side on the freeway hardly count as an assembly under our current understandings of it.  

In the case of these physical acts, which are not always accompanied by (verbal) statements or 

explanations, adhering to convention is arguably even more important to ensure their felicity, 

that is, to have illocutionary force.   

 Though Butler discusses the discursive conditions of neoliberalism that are the landscape 

in which people gather, she does not attend to the conventions of assembly that enable it to 

appear as such.  This would be to ask: what characteristics, what correspondences and points of 

divergence in terms of form, differentiate politically intelligible and unintelligible assemblies?  

Articulating these conventions, i.e., norms or social expectations, is necessary to understanding 

the regulatory conditions for a gathering’s intelligibility and performative force.   

 

III.  Material Conditions of Intelligibility  

 
27 Ibid., 119. 
28 Ibid., 25-32; see also Bourdieu, Language & Symbolic Power, 73-76, 107-115. 
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Public characterizations about LA 92 and the anti-Prop. 187 march – characterizations 

which reflect public expectations about what constitutes appropriate or inappropriate forms of 

collective action – suggest that materiality has performative potential.  Physical things and acts 

like assembling do not only reflect the existing social world but also have effects on it.  These 

effects include the institution of a “we,” as Butler suggests and as I discuss in the following 

chapter.  More pertinently, this physicality is integral to producing the preceding effect of an 

assembly’s intelligibility.  Investigating the means by which materiality generates performative 

force, in turn, is to elucidate the conventions governing its felicity.  Based on LA 92 and the anti-

Prop. 187 march, the remainder of this chapter reconstructs some of these key conventions of 

materiality.  Materiality is not the only dimension of an assembly’s intelligibility, i.e., its 

illocutionary force, but it is a central one; others, which I discuss in subsequent chapters, include 

a gathering’s perceived collectivity and its affects.  

 Let me begin with expectations about the places in which people gather.  On an 

immediate level, it is an obvious fact that assemblies do not occur in abstract Euclidean space but 

instead take place, in concrete physical places.29  Conventions of assembly maintain that these be 

locations with sociopolitical meaning.30  These include not only spaces of public gathering such 

 
29 I use space, place and physical location interchangeably here, recognizing that geographers distinguish 
between space and place and that both reference the distinct social conceptualizations of physical 
location; see John Agnew, “Space and Place,” in John Agnew and David Livingstone, eds., Handbook of 
Geographical Knowledge (London: Sage, 2011).   
30 Political theorists have paid little attention to matters of spatiality.  For notable exceptions, all of which 
address the normative importance of shared space to democratic politics, see, e.g., Susan Bickford, 
“Constructing Inequality: City Spaces and the Architecture of Citizenship,” Political Theory vol. 28, no. 3 
(2000): 355-376; Margaret Kohn, Radical Space: Building the House of the People (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2003), Brave New Neighborhoods: The Privatization of Public Space (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), and “Privatization and Protest,” Perspective on Politics vol. 11, no. 1 (2013): 99-110; 
John Parkinson, Democracy and Public Space (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) and “Symbolic 
Representation and Public Space,” Representation vol. 45, no. 1 (2009): 1-14; and Tracy Strong and 
Marcel Hénaff (eds.), Public Space and Democracy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 
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as plazas and squares, but also those spaces seen to be connected with those assembled.  Take, 

for instance, the anti-Prop. 187 march.  Several reports note that participants marched from East 

Los Angeles to City Hall, specifically along Cesar Chavez Avenue.31  The Los Angeles Times 

explains further that the avenue is “named for the late United Farm Workers union founder.”  

Public perceptions of Prop. 187 connected the measure to immigration from Mexico, so the 

inclusion of these details is particularly important.32  Readers familiar with the city’s geography 

– most, since it was primarily local news outlets covering the march – would have understood 

that this is a historically Mexican-American neighborhood, and they would have recognized 

Chavez as a key icon in the Latino community.  The assembly conforms, first, to the 

conventional understanding of what constitutes a march, i.e., collective movement from one 

place to another.  To note these spatial markers for local audiences is, second, to suggest that the 

assembly conforms to conventions about gathering in socially meaningful places.  This is an 

expectation made explicit in explaining Chavez’s importance.  In these two ways, the assembly’s 

physical characteristics contribute to its illocutionary force.  This latter expectation also 

intersects with one about intention: that the assembly moves along Cesar Chavez Avenue instead 

of Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard, for instance, lends it a deliberate quality, affirming it as the 

physical act of an intentioned collective subject.   

 By contrast, to many audiences LA 92 did not adhere to expectations about gathering in 

socially meaningful public spaces.  Note, first, that publics homed in on events at the intersection 

 
though the essays in this volume discuss public space unevenly, some referring to it as a physical location 
and others not.   
31 “Prop. 187 foes,” Torrance Daily Breeze; Flores, “70,000 Protest”; Rodriquez and Alexander, “70,000 
Rally”; McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March.” 
32 The public association of Prop. 187 with immigration from Mexico was promulgated in part by one of 
then-Governor Wilson’s reelection campaign ads depicting people streaming into the U.S. from Mexico at 
the I-5 border in San Diego County.  As stated previously, Wilson strongly endorsed the proposition. 
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of Florence and Normandie Avenues in South Central, in spite of the fact that people were 

gathering across Los Angeles – including thousands at the pre-planned vigil at the First African 

Methodist Episcopal Church and downtown’s Parker Center, both of which took more 

conventional form.  This directed gaze was in part a function of media direction: at least half of 

the local news stations focus on this one intersection in South Central featuring relatively few 

people and little activity.  Florence and Normandie was and remains a large, nondescript 

vehicular intersection. (Today, it is often referred to as the “epicenter” or “ground zero” of the 

unrest.)33  For audiences unfamiliar with the neighborhood, there was neither a publicized history 

of assembly or other political action here, nor many conventionally understood spaces of 

gathering like squares or plazas.34  Considered in tandem with other elements of the gathering 

that occurred at this intersection, which I discuss further below, for many publics what occurred 

could not be interpreted as political assembly.   

 To be clear, this is not to say that public spaces and gatherings did not exist in this 

neighborhood, but to suggest that they took different form.  Because of South Central’s physical 

infrastructure – long, straight and wide avenues forming a grid-like system that discourages 

lingering encounters either on foot or in the car – churches, gas stations, sidewalks, street corners 

and parking lots developed as alternative public spaces.35  Around constraints of built 

 
33 E.g., Jennifer Medina, “The L.A. Riots 25 Years Later: A Return to the Epicenter,” New York Times, 
April 28, 2017. 
34 South Central ranks among the city’s worst for access to parks and green space; Robert García and 
Aubrey White, “Healthy Parks, Schools, and Communities,” The City Project (Los Angeles: Community 
Partners, 2006).   
35 On how the built environment influences social and political life, see Setha Low and Neil Smith (eds.), 
The Politics of Public Space (New York: Routledge, 2006); Bickford, “Constructing Citizenship”; Kohn, 
Radical Space and Brave New Neighborhoods; and Parkinson, Democracy and Public Space. 
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environment, residents of the neighborhood developed local repertoires for gathering.36  As LA 

92 reveals, however, these alternative repertoires were unintelligible according to conventions of 

assembly oriented around physically gathering in parks, plazas, squares and certain 

thoroughfares.  From the perspectives of publics directed toward Florence and Normandie, it 

wasn’t only that people gathered in an intersection with purportedly no social meaning, but also 

that a seemingly random, multi-lane intersection is no place for an assembly at all. 

 Note that these conventions about an assembly’s material location also regulate what 

political content, if any, is attributed to it.  A march toward City Hall is understood to be political 

as directed toward municipal leaders; a march along Cesar Chavez Avenue is intelligible as part 

of a political response to the proposed anti-immigrant Prop. 187.  A gathering in Staples Center, 

however, is for the most part unintelligible as a political assembly due to expectations of use that 

render activities there sporting events.  Similarly, within a normative framework governing 

political intelligibility and spatial location, a bunch of people standing in the middle of a big 

intersection is politically ambiguous at best – unless the act adheres to other material, discursive 

or affective conventions of assembly.  Consider, too, that “inner cities” like South Central are 

often racialized and imagined to be devoid of political activity as urban states of nature, limiting 

the performative possibility for action there to have political force.37  An assembly’s political 

intelligibility rests in part on these conventional uses and understandings of public space, which 

is to articulate the circular logic that political marches, demonstrations and other such intelligible 

 
36 Though they too use the language of “repertoire,” contentious politics scholars conceptualize repertoire 
as an available tactic of social struggle. Charles Tilly, for instance, argues that participants in popular 
struggles draw from a standard and limited repertoire of collective action that is time- and place-specific; 
Contentious Performances (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), especially Chapter 6.   
37 Charles Mills argues that both urban space and the state of nature are racialized as non-white; The 
Racial Contract (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997). 
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assemblies occur in physical places with political histories, traditions or other public meanings 

already connected to them.  

 This brings me to a central convention about the physical act of assembling, which 

concerns the act’s material orderliness.  Norms about peace and order in particular constrain 

what kinds of gatherings can generate performative force.  This convention is made clear as day 

in the constant public attention to the perceived violence and disorder of LA 92.  As illustrated in 

the newspaper headlines and television footage referenced at the beginning of the chapter, all 

media reports – television, radio, newspaper, subsequent documentaries – from 1992 through 

today discuss or reference these chaotic elements.  They use language such as “riots,” 

“rampage,” “rioting mobs,” “arson,” “anarchy,” “looting” and “violence” to characterize the 

gathering, all of which are pejorative terms to describe some aspect of physical disorder, and 

they often do so without situating the gatherings in any historical, political or economic 

context.38  The images that accompany these reports show blackened and collapsed buildings, 

broken glass, people squeezing their way through storefronts, chaotic store shelves, the National 

Guard with arms in hand.  In each of the first three days following the verdicts, for example, 

dramatic images of glowing fires are emblazoned on the front pages of the Los Angeles Times (in 

addition to a large close-up photograph showing two of the accused LAPD officers embracing 

after their acquittals).  Never in the two weeks following the verdicts does its front page 

reference or otherwise depict the vigil at the First AME Church or the Parker Center protest 

 
38 On media framing of LA 92 as decontextualized “riots,” see, Darnell M. Hunt, Screening the Los 
Angeles “Riots”: Race, Seeing, and Resistance (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); William 
L. Solomon and William S. Solomon, “Images of Rebellion: News Coverage of Rodney King,” Race, 
Gender & Class vol. 11, no. 1 (2004): 23-38; Jane L. Twomey, “Searching for a Legacy: The Los 
Angeles Times, Collective Memory and the 10th Anniversary of the 1992 L.A. ‘Riots’.” Race, Gender & 
Class vol. 11, no. 1 (2004): 75-93.  On public characterizations of “looting,” see John Fiske, “Radical 
Shopping in Los Angeles: Race, Media and the Sphere of Consumption,” Media, Culture & Society vol. 
16 (1994): 469-486. 
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before nightfall.  Of course, this attention might simply express shock at the extreme 

circumstances of the events, but the consistency of focus across time coupled with its pejorative 

tone suggests the violation of a strongly held expectation that political assemblies be peaceful 

and orderly, or at the very least conventionally nonviolent.  Note that this condition of 

intelligibility about an assembly’s order is multidimensional and concerns, in addition to material 

order, collectivity and affect as well.  Disorder is connected with an absence of collective 

organization and intention as well as with rage and anger; I address collectivity and affect in 

subsequent chapters.   

 Public attention to the anti-Prop. 187 march attends to these norms of physical peace and 

order in similar ways.  La Opinión notes that “Durante la marcha. . . no se produjeron disturbios 

ni se realizaron arrestos” [During the march, there was no unrest or arrests made, a fact that 

surprised police officers in a demonstration of this size] and that “los manifestantes recorrieron 

en forma entusiasta, pero ordenada” [the demonstrators gathered in enthusiastic, but orderly, 

form]; the Los Angeles Times writes that there were “no serious injuries and no arrests” and that 

“Hundreds of volunteers helped to guide the orderly, regimented crowd, which formed a column 

more than a mile long.”39  These and the other news articles reviewed emphasize the gathering as 

peaceful and orderly, noting the fact that no one was arrested or injured.  As with LA 92, media 

reports across the board appear to go out of their way to describe the material order of the 

gathering, here underscoring that there was no disorder or unruliness in participants’ physical 

behavior.  That this focus is so universal would seem to indicate a normative “checklist” of 

material attributes against which public gatherings are evaluated.  Crossed with expectations that 

 
39 Jaime Olivares, “Multitudinaria marcha muestra emergente poder politico de los inmigrantes latinos,” 
La Opinión, October 17, 1994, 7A; Maria Luisa Arredondo, “Rechazo a la Prop. 187,” La Opinión, 
October 17, 1994, A1; McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March.” 
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assemblies should be organized, the effect of focusing on these physical characteristics is that the 

assembly appears like a military parade, tightly disciplined with no hair out of place.   

The physical location and material orderliness of gathering is not the only convention that 

delimits an assembly’s political intelligibility.  The embodied presence of its participants is also 

an enabling constraint.  Most immediately, for a public gathering to be intelligible as a protest, 

demonstration, rally and so on necessitates that people be physically gathered.40  This, of course, 

follows hand-in-hand with the previously discussed conventions about public space: an assembly 

is generally understood to consist of flesh-and-blood people in public space.  As Butler argues, 

bodies have illocutionary force simply in the physical act of gathering, expanding the space of 

appearance without accompanying explanation.41  From a different perspective, however, bodies 

also make claims by gathering, in what might be understood as their locutionary character.  By 

assembling in public or otherwise publicizing their bodies, people may be making embodied 

claims where their verbal claims were ignored or otherwise failed them.42  Whether or not their 

 
40 See, however, novel forms of collective direct action – car caravans, demonstrations in which 
participants stand six feet apart, gathering on respective balconies to toast healthcare workers – that have 
emerged amidst the Covid-19 pandemic.  These forms of mass mobilization share affinities with but do 
not necessarily correspond with assembly as it is discussed here. 
41 Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of the body also holds that bodies carry and are practically imprinted with 
social meaning, including social patterns of domination.  As a repository of sedimented knowledges, both 
“structured structure” and “structuring structure,” the habitus is an embodied repository of social meaning 
and history.  Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990).  
There are broad affinities between his thought and Austin’s speech act theory, though in contrast to 
Austin Bourdieu emphasizes the social institutions that structure an act’s (illocutionary) felicity; see 
Language & Symbolic Power, esp. 73-74, 107-116.  Butler argues that Bourdieu’s distinction between the 
linguistic and the social registers (e.g., at 73-74) is untenable because the former is the medium of subject 
formation, that is, social identity; see Judith Butler, “Performativity’s Social Magic,” in Bourdieu: A 
Critical Reader, ed. Richard Shusterman (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1999). 
42 Whether these claims sufficiently meet the status of deliberative reason is a separate matter. 
Nevertheless, for nonverbal modes of deliberation see Ricardo F. Mendonça, Selen A. Ercan and Hans 
Asenbaum, “More than Words: A Multidimensional Approach to Deliberative Democracy,” Manuscript 
under review; and Toby Rollo, “Everyday Deeds: Enactive Protest, Exit, and Silence in Deliberative 
Systems,” Political Theory vol. 45, no. 5 (2017): 587-609. 
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acts are visually spectacular, as for instance the die-ins staged by members of ACT UP, 

assembling embodies the declaration that participants’ concerns are (also) important or that this 

particular matter (also) deserves political attention.43  Bodies have social consequence 

independent of the words that they utter.  As I discuss below, however, different bodies have an 

unequal ability to enact this force because conventions of embodiment are not abstract and 

neutral but center some over others, i.e., some people and thus the collective acts of those people 

are already invested with more political intelligibility.   

Intertwined with physical presence is the fact that the sheer number of people gathered 

contributes to an assembly’s intelligibility.  70,000 people standing together in proximate public 

space, as occurred in the anti-Prop. 187 march, generates more performative force than 100 

people scattered across a large vehicular intersection.  That activists and supporters of a 

gathering generally err on the side of overestimating turnout suggests a normative force 

connected specifically with the numbers of people gathered.44  Indeed, organizers of this march 

had originally publicized that it included 100,000 participants.45  For more people to be 

assembled lends credence to that collective act, embodying the joint message that this assembly 

is not an accident, that there is something important at stake and that many people are willing to 

 
43 See, e.g., Michael Feola, “The Body Politic: Bodily Spectacle and Democratic Agency,” Political 
Theory vol. 46, no. 2 (2018): 197-217; Susan Leigh Foster, “Choreographies of Protest,” Theatre Journal 
vol. 55, no. 3 (2003): 395-412.  On political uses of the body from a biopolitical-necropolitical 
perspective, see Banu Bargu, Starve and Immolate (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), “The 
Silent Exception: Hunger Striking and Lip-Sewing,” Law, Culture and the Humanities doi: 
10.1177/1743872117709684 and “Why did Bouazizi Burn Himself? The Politics of Fate and Fatal 
Politics,” Constellations vol. 23, no. 1 (2016): 27-36.  These works examine the body’s materiality as a 
resource for constituting and/or exercising individual and collective agency.  For an empirical account of 
moments of direct action from the past 50 years, including spectacular assemblies, see L.A. Kauffman, 
Direct Action: Protest and the Reinvention of American Radicalism (New York: Verso, 2017).  
44 Clark McPhail and John McCarthy, “Who Counts and How: Estimating the Size of Protests,” Contexts 
vol. 3, no.3 (2004): 12-18. 
45 As cited in Arredondo, “Rechazo a la Prop. 187”; David Manuel Hernandez, “Push Comes to Shove.” 
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mobilize for it.  Such numbers do not merely invite but demand public attention as a collective 

that refuses to be ignored.  By contrast, a small gathering with ambiguous physical configuration, 

in places with ambiguous or anti-political social meaning, can be much more easily dismissed as 

an isolated phenomenon, an impotent effort or otherwise politically unintelligible.  The bodies of 

a gathering intersect in this sense with their spatial location and configuration.   

However, just as public spaces have different political content attributed to them, 

embodied subjects are invested with differential political authority to make their illocutionary 

acts felicitous.  For one to state “I pronounce you…” does not successfully wed two people if the 

speaker is not licensed or socially recognized to be able to do so.  Likewise, simply to meet up in 

a public plaza does not successfully constitute an intelligible assembly if one has no or 

insufficient social standing to do so.  This is, at one level, that some social agents have more 

authority than others.  It is, at another level, a matter of subject position, that within a constituted 

social order certain bodies are unintelligible as social agents.  The latter might be a matter of 

constitutive exclusion, for instance the fact that any system or identity is defined in opposition to 

some other identity thereby made external; or it could be a matter of subject positions that cannot 

be consistently perceived within dominant regimes of sensibility.46  Frameworks of exclusion – 

what Bourdieu would call the social structure – render certain subjects or identities unintelligible 

as such, i.e., socially and politically illegitimate.  These frameworks express themselves 

materially because subjecthood and agency are in key respects experienced and articulated in 

bodily terms, as for instance with racialized and gendered subject positions.  Thus do public 

 
46 Kramer, Excluded Within; Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s) (London and New York: Verso, 1994), 
especially Chapters 2 and 4; Jacques Rancière, Disagreement (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2004); on embodied social difference and domination, see Pierre Bourdieu, Logic of Practice 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
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audiences make assumptions or draw conclusions about the political status of an assembly based 

on bodily characteristics alone.  And since conventions are normative and center a normative 

subject, even when non-normative actors conform to other conventions of political assembly 

their acts may be less or even wholly unintelligible.   

Take the public discourses about the anti-187 march.  Though the march itself was 

ultimately intelligible as a political assembly, anti-187 activists were deeply conflicted about the 

strategic value of gathering of this size at City Hall.  The coalition working to defeat the 

proposition was diverse, and many of its members opposed what they considered such polarizing 

demonstrations.  Leaders of Taxpayers Against 187, one of the two principal opposition 

organizations, “cringed” at images of people waving Mexican and Salvadoran flags; and key 

immigrant rights organizations like the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles 

(CHIRLA), the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) and 

Californians United Against Prop. 187 expressed concerns about the march on tactical grounds.47  

Several Latino activists, for instance, told the Los Angeles Times that they worried a “sea of 

brown faces marching through Downtown Los Angeles would only antagonize many voters,”48 

fears borne out in many of the angry public responses to the march.49  Activists, however, would 

only have been worried in these terms if there is a presumption that those that “sea of brown 

faces” shouldn’t be marching through the heart of the city in the first place.  The implication is 

that an assembly featuring faces of a different color would have been more publicly acceptable.  

That activists would worry about “brown faces” angering instead of confusing many voters, 

 
47 Patrick J. McDonnell, “State’s Diversity Doesn’t Reach the Voting Booth,” Los Angeles Times, 
November 10, 1994: A1; Bosniak, “Opposing Prop. 187,” 567fn29; Mora, Latinos in the West, 37. 
48 McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March.”  
49 “March Against Proposition 187”; Leslie Berger and Jocelyn Stewart, “Many Angered by Prop. 187 
Demonstrations,” Los Angeles Times, November 4, 1994; A1. 
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however, suggests that marchers are not unintelligible as political actors but instead 

underauthorized or illegitimately authorized. 

Setting the anti-Prop. 187 march alongside LA 92 in this regard makes for a particularly 

illuminating comparison.  In the latter, most of the people gathered in the streets onwards from 

the second day were “brown faces”; Latinos constituted 51% of the people arrested, and this 

“heavy Latino involvement” is attributed to “widespread looting in their impoverished 

neighborhoods” – though note that the looting itself is not attributed to Latino involvement.50  

Apart from this, African-Americans, whites and Asian-Americans were 38%, 9% and 2% of 

those arrested, respectively.51  Despite the gatherings’ multiracial character, they and their 

participants are framed in dominant discourses as predominantly Black.  This framing cannot be 

explained by recourse to the gatherings’ locations, for neighborhoods like South Central, Pico-

Union and Koreatown where many gathered on the streets were by this time all racially mixed or 

predominantly Latino following a wave of Central American immigration in the 1980s.52   

Of course, news media are in part guilty of this gross mischaracterization of the 

gatherings.  Across different media formats, news outlets foregrounded young Black men doing 

politically “insensible” things, and it is these images that remain the dominant ones associated 

 
50 Paul Lieberman, “51% of Riot Arrests were Latino,” Los Angeles Times, June 18, 1992. 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-06-18-me-734-story.html.  This figure is significantly 
higher than LAPD arrests of Latinos in previous years, for instance the 33% in 1990 (as cited in Joan 
Petersilia and Allan Abrahamse, “A Profile of Those Arrested” in The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the 
Urban Future, ed. Mark Baldassare (New York: Routledge, 1994), 146).  Mike Davis refers to the 
gatherings as in part a “postmodern bread riot” because so many of its participants were the poor “most 
savagely” affected by the recession in the early 1990s; “Uprising and Repression in L.A.” in a Reading 
Rodney King / Reading Urban Uprising, ed. Robert Gooding-Williams (New York: Routledge, 1993), 
143. 
51 Lieberman, “51%.”  
52 Melvin L. Oliver, James H. Johnson, Jr., and Walter C. Farrell, Jr., “Anatomy of a Rebellion: A 
Political-Economic Analysis” in Reading Rodney King / Reading Urban Uprising, ed. Robert Gooding-
Williams (New York: Routledge, 1993), 118-132; Davis, “Who Killed Los Angeles,” 37-41. 
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with the assemblies.  Local television channel ABC 7, for instance, spends several hours the 

afternoon of the verdicts broadcasting helicopter footage from Florence and Normandie.  There 

is little active movement, and from the shaky footage one can see only dark bodies wearing 

white shirts move around the intersection.  Without any information about who they are or what 

they are doing, the studio anchor calls those on the streets “thugs,” “hoodlums,” “no doubt gang 

members” and “gangbanging bums.”53  These words, typical of broader public representations, 

describe not politically intelligible actors but their negation.  

Note the different tenor of this public discourse about Latino and Black participants.  

Looting occurred in predominantly Latino neighborhoods, but Latinos are not framed as 

responsible for it.  Criminologist James Q. Wilson, for example, presumed at the time that “(the 

rioting) started with blacks . . . then progressed to looting. . . If the immediate area is composed 

mostly of Latinos . . . Latinos are going to be the ones police are going to pick up.”54  Whereas 

their acts are connected with accident or poverty, the acts of Black participants are written out of 

political reason and displace the conventionally political gatherings at Parker Center and the First 

AME Church.  Whereas mentions of Latinos in the gatherings displace “looting” onto other 

actors or they are mentioned only rarely, Black “rioting” or “gangbanging” is thematized.  This 

is not to say that one subject position is fully politically intelligible while the other is not, but to 

underscore that there are variations of political unintelligibility, from sociopolitical 

underauthorization to constitutive exclusion.  The underauthorization of Latino subjects in the 

 
53 “Local News Coverage 1992 Los Angeles Civil Unrest – Excerpts, Tape 1 [1992-04-29]” UCLA Film 
& Television Archive: News and Public Affairs Collection. 
54 As cited in Lieberman, “51% of Riot Arrests Were Latino.” It was Wilson and his co-author George L. 
Kelling who introduced the broken windows theory of crime and policing, later associated with stop-and-
frisk policies; “Broken Windows,” The Atlantic (March 1982): 29-38. 
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anti-Prop. 187 march and LA 92 is not equivalent to the unintelligibility of Black actors in the 

latter assembly.   

Differently embodied subject positions are not equally intelligible as properly political 

agents.  As a result, they have a differential capacity to make their acts politically intelligible.  

These differences could be attributed to a political ontology of anti-Black racism that structures 

the modern world.55  Perhaps this Afropessimism is why LA 92 was framed Black and thus 

unintelligible, while the anti-Prop. 187 march was not.  One need not make such foundational 

claims, however, to acknowledge the fact that some people’s acts – even when they conform to 

convention – are not considered political because of their skin color, their genitalia or other 

embodied characteristics.  That, in 1992, participants’ acts were also non-normative compounded 

assembly’s unintelligibility.  Conversely, that in 1994 people marched with exuberance and in 

orderly fashion – that is, in conventional form – may have contributed to their acts’ politically 

intelligibility even when, as agents, they themselves were underauthorized.   

Let me examine one last convention governing an assembly’s materiality.  Objects like 

placards, banners, signs and flags are not a condition of an assembly’s political intelligibility, for 

many protests, demonstrations, rallies and so on are associated with no such things; their absence 

does not necessarily contribute to political unintelligibility.  However, the presence of non-

conventional objects in tandem with other deviations from material normativity does.  LA 92 

presents an extreme instance of this.  Contemporary public standards do not consider things like 

 
55 On Afropessimist thought, see Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997); Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1982); Jared Sexton, “Afro-Pessimism: That Unclear Word,” rhizomes 29 (2016); Frank 
B. Wilderson, III, “The Vengeance of Vertigo: Aphasia and Abjection in the Political Trials of Black 
Insurgents,” InTensions 5 (2011): 1-41.  For a discussion of anti-Blackness in relation to LA 92, see 
Kramer, Excluded Within, 160-180. 
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rocks, broken glass and burnt cars – individually and all seen together – to carry much, if any, 

political content; rock throwing is associated more with kids being delinquent than with any 

political intent.   

These physical things are interpreted within the context of the broader assembly, 

including its perceived adherence to the conventions articulated above.  Thus, a bit of 

“unruliness” can be forgiven as the misbehavior of a few wayward participants as long as the 

assembly occurs at City Hall, or there are many people who march in order, or some combination 

of such countervailing characteristics.  That “there were some people who threw some debris on 

the freeway” in the anti-Prop. 187 march, for instance, was counterbalanced by the immediate 

statement that “no one was injured or arrested” and the broader representation of the assembly as 

peaceful and orderly.56  In LA 92, there was no similar conformity to conventions of materiality 

present or publicized, so that things like broken glass or “looted” goods, placed in this context, 

conveyed no political sense.   

An object in itself has no illocutionary force.  It would be difficult to say what a rock 

does in being thrown, other than the obvious and concrete observations that it might skip on 

water or break something.  However, normatively political objects can contribute to the 

illocutionary force of the act of assembly.  The converse is also true: unconventional objects 

contribute to the act as an infelicitous “utterance.”  In both instances, however, objects are 

auxiliary to or read in conjunction with the gathering’s other material elements.   

This contributing status is true even for ostensibly political things like country flags.  

Recall that one of the key objections some members of the public had to the anti-Prop. 187 

march was that it featured Mexican and other Latin American flags: “If they want to be part of 

 
56 Rodriquez and Alexander, “70,000 Rally.” 
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this country, they should carry this country’s flag.”57  We would be hard pressed to say, without 

considering the other material characteristics of a gathering, what a flag does in being brandished 

as a flag – it might do something in one setting that it does not in another.  But evaluated in 

conjunction with this march’s order, its tight organization, its festive atmosphere, its sheer 

numbers, the flag becomes a potent political statement.  Here, it has locutionary force, conveying 

perhaps Mexican identity or pride.  It also contributes to the march’s illocutionary force, enacting 

not only an intelligible political gathering but simultaneously a vibrant political presence.  I 

maintain that it is this twofold force combined with the marchers’ underauthorization – the 

“wrong” people with the “wrong” politics generating a political force that cannot be dismissed – 

that provoked audiences’ ire.  That these audiences found marchers’ politics detestable or 

illegitimate and thus to be electorally defeated was possible because they saw that act of 

assembly as politically intelligible in the first place.  

Physical objects are akin to spatial location or embodiment in that all are normative 

registers that govern the act of assembling intelligibly.  But objects differ from these latter two in 

a key regard: where objects are auxiliary to the act of gathering, spatiality and embodiment are 

necessary conditions of it.  That is, spatiality and embodiment are internal to an assembly’s 

illocutionary force, whereas objects are more politically ambiguous and often considered 

alongside the assembly’s other material, affective and collective characteristics.58  Conventions 

of spatiality and embodiment thus carry more weight in an assembly’s (un)intelligibility than 

objects do.  I have enumerated several of these conventions – meaningful location, peace and 

 
57 Berger and Stewart, “Many Angered,” emphasis in original; McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March”; 
“March Against Proposition 187,” Los Angeles Times. 
58 For an account of material’s force as a form of subaltern “speech,” Kevin Olson, “Epistemologies of 
Rebellion: The Tricolor Cockade and the Problem of Subaltern Speech,” Political Theory vol. 43, no. 6 
(2015): 730-752. 
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order, intelligible subject and so on – to illustrate some of the normative constraints on politically 

intelligible assembly.   

LA 92 and the anti-Prop. 187 march suggest that materiality is a central register by which 

an assembly’s normativity is generated.  Location and the embodiment of its participants are 

central to an assembly’s political intelligibility, and they have the capacity to generate 

illocutionary force.  Walking with others along Cesar Chavez Avenue toward City Hall, for 

instance, conveys social presence on its own.  The conventions I reconstructed above, while not 

exhaustive, are consistent means of evaluating the political character of that location and 

embodiment; and as normative these conventions empower some locations, embodied subject 

positions and forms of action over others.  While this “where” and “who” are central conditions 

of an assembly, more often it is the entire complex of materiality that shapes an assembly’s 

intelligibility and its political valence.  More broadly, the material elements of a public gathering 

cannot be unwoven from other registers of normativity like affect and collectivity, which is the 

focus of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
Collectivity as Performative Force 

 
 
 

The Los Angeles Times’s characterization of the 1994 anti-Proposition 187 march as an 

“orderly, regimented crowd . . . a roiling river of banners, flags and placards moving 

triumphantly down Cesar E. Chavez Avenue,” reveals the centrality of the assembly’s material 

elements.1  Physical form described with military flourish, compared to an elemental force of 

nature and with specific attention to the objects at hand, this gathering’s materiality contributes 

to a normative understanding of it as a march – as an assembly.  As the language of the “roiling 

river” and “triumphant” movement suggests, this materiality is also tied to an affective sense of 

the gathering; I return to this in the final chapter.  Compare this characterization of the crowd 

with the reported objection that some “No on 187” activists had to a march of this size in the 

heart of Los Angeles: they worried that “a sea of Mexican flags and brown faces in Downtown 

Los Angeles” would antagonize voters.2  

As I discussed in the previous chapter, these two statements reveal some of the 

conventions of materiality that govern an assembly’s political intelligibility: an “orderly, 

regimented” crowd, a “river of banners, flags and placards,” streets awash with Mexican flags 

and “brown faces” – these material elements factor into the gathering being publicly understood 

as a march.  These statements are also part of a broader pattern of framing assemblies in the 

language of collectivity: a “roiling river,” a “sea.”  Joel Ochoa, one of the march’s organizers, 

described the procession as a “human river,” and throughout the assembly participants chanted 

 
1 McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March.” 
2 Ibid. 
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slogans such as “Unete Pueblo” [Join the People].3  In the de-individualizing language of crowd, 

sea and people, the focus falls not on individual participants but is instead oriented toward the 

gathering as a unit.   

Lest we misattribute this normative focus to the orderly crowd, however, in LA 92 as 

well the public attended to the collective, albeit in starkly different fashion.  Public discourses 

characterized those on the streets as “crowds of looters,” a “rioting mob” and “a mob of about 15 

rioters.”4  The Los Angeles Sentinel reports that neighborhoods where “Black rage spread like 

wild fire” were filled with “hordes of arsonists and opportunistic looters.”5  Though to starkly 

different effect, the language used to characterize both assemblies reveals a presumption of unity 

– the presence of a collective subject. 

The phenomenon I explore in the present chapter is this: in gathering, something happens 

whereby individual participants congeal into a collectivity.  This is something we understand on 

an intuitive level.  When we see a gathering of people, our gaze does not fall on the individuals 

standing in the sea of bodies as discrete units or even parts that constitute the whole without 

remainder.  Instead, we register the collective body – and our everyday language confirms this 

fact.  As the public discourses about the anti-Prop. 187 march, LA 92 and countless other 

assemblies indicate, we do not describe a public gathering as an individual participant standing 

alongside several dozen, hundred or thousand other participants.  Instead, we see the gathering as 

 
3 Rodriquez and Alexander, “70,000 Rally”; Francisco Robles, “La familia Peña, como tantas otras, vino 
desde Oxnard a la manifestación,” La Opinión, October 17, 1994, 3A. 
4 Seth Mydans, “Riot in Los Angeles,” New York Times, May 3, 1992, A1 [Sunday edition]; Greg Braxton 
and Jim Newton, “Looting and Fires Ravage L.A.,” Los Angeles Times, May 1, 1992, A1; Marc Lacey 
and Shawn Hubler, “Rioters Set Fires, Loot Stores; 4 Reported Dead,” Los Angeles Times, April 30, 
1992, A1. 
5 Marsha Mitchell, “Residents Say Police Should Have Stayed, Police Disagree” Los Angeles Sentinel, 
May 7, 1992, A3. 
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a collective, and we have names to describe different collectives (crowd, mob, throng, multitude) 

and collectives engaged in politically intelligible forms of political action, i.e., assembly 

(marches, protests, demonstrations, rallies).  The puzzle here is how a collective subject emerges 

and in doing so eclipses the individuals gathered.   

Moreover, consider the common responses to an assembly: What do they want?  What 

are they trying to say or do?  These responses suggest both the presence of a unified subject and 

a unified intention connected with this collectivity.  There are thus two related problematics that 

this chapter examines: first and introduced above, how collective identity exists; and, second, 

how the collectivity comes to have a unified aim that eclipses the various and even contradictory 

motivations of individual participants.  

Theories of collective identity in social movement scholarship seem to be a natural 

starting point to begin teasing out these intertwined puzzles.  After all, assemblies like rallies, 

protests and sit-ins are often the most public and enduring face of social movements.  These 

theories of collective identity emphasize the importance of attending to psychological, emotional 

and cultural – and not simply structuralist (e.g., resource-based) – explanations for movements’ 

mobilization and persistence; collective identity both generates and is produced by social 

movements.  Collective identity in this literature, however, is a slippery concept.  While some 

scholars consider it to be an individual’s perception of a shared connection,6 others see collective 

identity as a shared sense of “we-ness.”7  The term’s elasticity is rooted in part in disagreement 

 
6 E.g., Francesca Polletta and James M. Jasper, “Collective Identity and Social Movements,” Annual 
Review of Sociology 27, 2001: 283-305.  
7 David Snow and Catherine Corrigall-Brown, “Collective Identity,” International Encyclopedia of the 
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 2nd Edition, Vol. 4, edited by James D. Wright (Oxford: Elsevier, 2015): 
175.  See also David Snow, “Collective Identity and Expressive Forms,” International Encyclopedia of 
the Social and Behavioral Sciences, Vol. 11, edited by Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Baltes (London: 
Elsevier, 2001): 2212-2219.  
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over whether to study collective identity a product of social movements or use it as a conceptual 

tool to understand the processes by which movements establish a form of collective identity.8  

These are, ultimately, qualitatively different conceptualizations which depend on how the 

concept is to be used and to what end(s).  

What is clear is that there are affinities between this broad field of scholarship and the 

project that I pursue here.  Nevertheless, I consider the present project to travel alongside rather 

than work within this tradition.  While mine is a normative aim to investigate assemblies’ 

conditions of political intelligibility, many of these sociological discussions of collective identity 

focus on collective identity as it is experienced and sustained within movements and by 

movement participants.  By extension, much of this scholarship addresses the strategic and 

tactical dimensions of collective identity in mass mobilization instead of collectivity’s 

performative preconditions and/or effects.  Furthermore, those theories that take collective 

identity to be a product of and/or located in individual experiences adopt an individualism at 

odds with my investigation of the logic by which a collective subject is articulated.   

Finally, the political actions that social movement scholarship analyzes – sustained and 

organized efforts to create institutional or cultural change – operate at a different scale altogether 

from the momentary, “snapshot” kinds of political action that are my primary interest here, 

although the two may of course be intertwined.  This last point is particularly important when 

considering gatherings like LA 92 that have been publicly unintelligible as moments of sustained 

and/or coordinated political action.  Adopting a social movement lens would preclude both 

 
8 Cristina Flesher Fominaya, “Collective Identity in Social Movements: Central Concepts and Debates,” 
Sociology Compass 4/6, 2010: 396-398. 
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analyzing them as moments of political mobilization and investigating the preceding conditions 

under which gatherings like this are intelligible as forms of political action. 

In this chapter, I advance the claim that a public gathering generates normative force 

based on its articulation of a collective identity.  In the language of performativity developed in 

the previous chapter, the articulation of collectivity is simultaneously a convention or condition 

of a politically intelligible assembly as well as the performative effect of assembling.  This 

performative or illocutionary effect is twofold: first, a gathering instantiates a collective identity 

oriented around particular claims, a “we,” in Butler’s language;9 second, in so doing, the 

gathering appears as a politically intelligible assembly.  Thus, there is no essential collective 

identity or subject that need precede a gathering.  Instead, a gathering that conforms to the 

multidimensional conditions discussed throughout this project (i.e., of materiality, collectivity 

and affect) creates the illusion of a durable and coherent collectivity.   

Further, and to reexamine Austin’s claim that intention is not a precondition for an 

illocutionary act’s felicity, I contend that intention is indeed central to it.  The felicitous 

articulation of an assembly’s collectivity – and so the assembly qua political assembly – rests on 

its association with intelligible intention(s).  While intention(s) and claim(s) are integral to an 

assembly’s illocutionary force, however, they cannot guarantee it.  Efforts to articulate a 

collectivity – and the act of assembling more broadly – occur in a normative framework that 

encloses what claims can be made and heard, and what collective identities can be articulated 

intelligibly.  Hence, the need to examine these conventions or conditions of performative felicity. 

To develop this argument, I engage first the thought of Ernesto Laclau and Jason Frank, 

two radical democratic theorists who examine the logics by which collective identity is created.  

 
9 See Chapter 1, fn19. 
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Laclau and Frank both investigate “the people” as a performative effect.  Associated with ideas 

such as popular sovereignty and constituent power, “the people” is a singular kind of collectivity 

because it stands as the legitimating force in/of democratic politics.  While the present study 

investigates adjacent issues of popular presence, it does not explicitly engage “the people” and 

these associated concepts of popular sovereignty and constituent power.  Some assemblies 

articulate themselves and their motivations in the language of “the people,” but moments of 

public gathering are not essentially linked to this form of collectivity.  Nevertheless, Laclau and 

Frank provide compelling accounts of how “the people” as a collective identity is constructed.  

In the following chapter, I extract from their thought to theorize the formation of collective 

identity in the context of public assembly.   

In Laclau’s theory of politics as populism and Frank’s conceptualization of the 

constituent moment, both thinkers assert that democratic politics consists of competing claims to 

“the people.”  Different members of the populace struggle with and against each other to assert 

themselves as this collective identity, which carries with it the ability to author and legitimate 

coercive political change.  It is in struggling to claim “the people” that this collective identity is 

in fact performed: for Laclau, the process of joining with similar others or differentiating oneself 

as a group from dissimilar others enacts “the people”; for Frank, the unauthorized acting in the 

name of “the people” challenges its bounds and retroactively enacts that very collectivity.  In 

focusing on claims and intentions, however, neither Laclau nor Frank accounts for the fact that 

the “success” of a political claim does not begin or end with the actor.  Speech acts such as 

claiming “the people” and any other collective identity are embedded within contingent speech 

situations in which context and audience delimit and influence the act’s felicity, its performative 
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force.  Neither Laclau nor Frank provides theoretical resources to consider the contingent 

relations between actor, context and audience. 

For some of these resources, I turn to Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, as 

developed in Gender Trouble.10  This theory of performativity enables us, first, to understand the 

articulation of collective identity as a surface effect produced by adhering to compulsory norms 

over time.  Second, and in so doing, this theory places performative acts within a normative 

framework that is the condition of intelligible performance.  In the previous chapter, I discussed 

some of these norms of materiality using the Austinian language of “convention,” and in this 

chapter, I present additional norms about an assembly’s collectivity and thus political 

intelligibility, including about collective intention and organization.  Framing an assembly’s 

political intelligibility as a function of its success in articulating a collective identity enables us 

to better understand why – despite both making claims to “the people” – the march against Prop. 

187 was politically intelligible and LA 92 was not.  The following chapter extends this arc by 

discussing audiences’ role in the performative act’s felicity and in thus shaping an assembly’s 

public meanings.   

 

I.  Intention, Claims and Collective Identity 

To frame the following discussion of Ernesto Laclau and Jason Frank’s respective 

thought, let me return briefly to Austin’s articulation of the performative utterance and the 

 
10 Bodies That Matter and Excitable Speech also centrally engage the theme of performativity.  However, 
Gender Trouble is Judith Butler’s most sustained theorization of performativity as an articulation of a 
seemingly essential (gender) identity and is therefore the most appropriate text to develop the account of 
collective identity advanced here.  Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 
Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999); Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New 
York, Routledge, 1993); Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997). 
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illocutionary act.  Neither of these relies upon intention for its felicity.  While Austin admits that 

it may be “appropriate,” for instance, to intend to make a promise and/or to keep one’s word, he 

insists that intention is not necessary for the successful performance of the promise: one succeeds 

in promising simply by stating the correct words under the correct circumstances.  While a 

promise made without the appropriate intention(s) is a misfire, or abuse, or misapplication, or 

otherwise “given in bad faith” or “misleading,” “it is not a lie or a misstatement.”11  Neither is 

the success of the illocutionary act bound by intention: “the act is constituted not by intention or 

by fact, essentially but by convention.”12   

Austin’s claim here fails to take into account the effect(s) of the performative act as it is 

situated in social practices.  As a linguistic speech act, to say “I promise” without a 

correspondingly appropriate intention may succeed.  As a speech act understood socially, 

however – that is, within a broader scene of communication – to say “I promise to call you 

tomorrow, but I don’t actually mean to make this promise” cannot succeed.  To do so might elicit 

confusion or hurt from one’s interlocutor; it certainly would not constitute a “happy” promise.  A 

performative completely severed from intention is not merely a misfire or abuse, but simply 

makes no sense as a performative because it violates intentionality as a condition of the act’s 

social force.   

The following section extends this claim to the collective, performative act of 

assembling.  As the ordinary question “What do they want?” suggests, public attention turns to a 

gathering’s intentions and its collective actor.  As I discuss in this section, Laclau and Frank see 

this collective as a product of jointly made claims and demands, i.e., intentions are the basis for 

 
11 Austin, How To, 11, 16 (italics in original). 
12 Ibid., 127 (italic in original). 
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collective identity.  Intention is both, then, a condition of a gathering’s collective identity and the 

gathering’s performative force.  Because, however, the collectivity is a performative effect and 

not an essential subject, this intention is attributed to the gathering by public audiences.  

Participants’ self-stated intentions are thus integral to but do not govern the collectivity’s 

perceived intentions or the assembly’s public meanings.  

 

A.  Demands and the Articulation of “the People” 

The precipitating event of LA 92 was the total acquittal of the four LAPD officers of all 

charges brought against them.  Despite this, the events are widely known as the “Rodney King 

riots.”  Why did Rodney King become the public face of the unrest, or at least its orienting 

figure?  Why did many of those on the streets reference Latasha Harlins, the 15-year old African-

American girl who was murdered days after King’s videotaped beating?13  The immediate 

response might be to point to the fact that it was King who was beaten so viciously, or that it was 

Harlins who had died so unjustly.  Such a cursory response, though, belies the fact that myriad 

assemblies have coalesced similarly around a central figure that represents with the collective 

claims of those gathered, from Mohamed Bouazizi in what became the Tunisian Revolution to 

Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri.  Likewise, though in an opposite fashion, at the anti-Prop. 

March in 1994 the figure of then-Governor Pete Wilson was invoked repeatedly, with signs 

declaring “Down with Wilson” and “No Re-Pete.”   

 
13 Latasha Harlins was a 15-year old African American girl who was shot in the back of the head after 
shopkeeper Soon Ja Du accused her of stealing a bottle of orange juice.  Based on security camera footage 
and eyewitness accounts, a jury found Du guilty and recommended the maximum sentence for Du.  The 
presiding judge overruled this recommendation and ordered Du to five years of probation and a $500 fine.  
Harlins was shot less than two weeks after the video of Rodney King was distributed.  See Brenda 
Stevenson, The Contested Murder of Latasha Harlins: Justice, Gender, and the Origins of the LA Riots 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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Expanding our definition of what constitutes a central figure allows us to see that ideas 

(justice, liberty, “the people”), mottos (“the 99%,” “Podemos!”) and objects (a raised fist, the 

Mexican flag) can similarly galvanize individuals to create a collectivity – an imagined 

community, in Benedict Anderson’s well-worn phrase.  These are ideational, discursive and 

material symbols invested with shared meanings and social force.  Symbols function by means of 

representation, standing for a referent that is absent or otherwise exceeds the symbol itself.14  A 

better understanding of the ways that a gathering performs collective identity demands that we 

also parse how this process of symbolic representation works.  Doing so gives us a firmer grasp 

on the logics that centered Rodney King at the center of LA 92 and Pete Wilson or the Mexican 

flag at the center of the anti-Prop. 187 march – as personifications of the shared motivations for 

gathering in public space.  

Because it is particularly pertinent to these themes, I turn to Ernesto Laclau’s political 

ontology as it is developed in On Populist Reason.15  This book extends earlier work such as 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, written with Chantal Mouffe, which sought to provide an 

account of the formation of collective identity without recourse to primordialism.  Their 

antiessentialist claim here is that collective identity is the product of a process by which different 

social positions compete and combine with each other for social hegemony.  It is this contingent 

and relational struggle for hegemonic status that produces collectivities: we understand ourselves 

as similar to each other and therefore a unit, because “we” are not the different “they” whom we 

oppose.  Furthermore, when identities become hegemonic, particular positions claim to represent 

 
14 Hannah Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 
especially chapter 4. 
15 Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005); Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy, Second Edition (London: Verso, 2001). 
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the social whole but can never do so, for the part can never represent “a totality that is radically 

incommensurable with it.”16  These struggles for social hegemony are discursive in that they 

center on the signifying functions – the public meanings or content – attached to words, ideas 

and social logics like “democracy” and “justice.” 

In On Populist Reason, Laclau locates this earlier social theory squarely in the domain of 

politics.  He declares that politics fundamentally concerns the constitution of the collectivity 

known as “the people.”  Politics is populism, broadly understood: “the political operation par 

excellence is always going to be the construction of a ‘people.’”17  In this work as well, the 

register of analysis is discursive, broadly understood: “relations play the constitutive role.”18  

The materiality of Rodney King or the Mexican flag is theorized in terms of what it represents or 

claims in the effort to constitute “the people” as a political collective.  Despite this limitation in 

focusing on discursive claims, I introduce below a few components of his work that enable us to 

better conceptualize the formation of collective identity.   

Laclau begins with the “social demand” as the minimal unit of analysis.19  A request or 

claim – to address a housing problem in a shantytown, to take Laclau’s example – is made to 

some institutional channel.  This request reveals the constitutive failure or absent fullness of 

politics, because those who are not a part of or have been excluded from the community 

nevertheless appeal to it.  A request that remains unmet may find solidarity with other similarly 

neglected ones, and insofar as they are structurally similar vis-à-vis the institutional order (i.e., 

its constitutive exclusions), relations of equivalence are established between them.  These 

 
16 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy, x. 
17 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), 153. 
18 Ibid., 68. 
19 Ibid., 72-77. 
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relations of equivalence form a frontier separating the institutional system from the excluded, 

whose demands have now been combined in equivalential relation.  Here are two conditions for 

the constitution of a “people”: an internal frontier separating “the people” from institutional 

power, and an “equivalential articulation” of demands enabling the collectivity’s emergence.   

Without a congealing force, however, this proto-“people” would dissolve back into a 

motley crew of heterogeneous demands.  Thus, a unifying figure is necessary.  Within the chain 

of equivalence, one particular demand becomes an “empty signifier,” which is to say that it 

comes to represent and hegemonize the other demands in that chain at the same time that it 

constitutes those demands and serves as the nexus around which they are articulated.  This is a 

synecdochal relation in which one part of the equivalential chain comes to represent the whole.  

It is also a performative one in that collective identity does not exist prior to representation: it is 

through representation that the empty signifier constitutes the whole – it “constitutes that 

totality” of the equivalential chain.20  Put another way, the constitution of a collective identity 

entails shifting the contingent system of signification so that an empty signifier, now a “nodal 

point of sublimation,” speaks for, effects and – invested with affective force – exceeds its 

equivalential peers.21   

This analytic framework illuminates elements of the anti-Prop. 187 march and in LA 92.  

The former, for instance, explicitly advertised itself in opposition to the proposition, establishing 

what appears to be a clear antagonistic frontier.  Speaking across from City Hall, Joe Hicks, the 

executive director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, declares that the march was 

 
20 Ibid., 162, italic original, 69-71; see also Lasse Thomassen, “Hegemony, Populism and Democracy: 
Laclau and Mouffe Today (review article),” Revista Española de Ciencia Política vol. 40 (2016): 167, 
and “Antagonism, Hegemony and Ideology after Heterogeneity,” Journal of Political Ideologies vol. 10, 
no. 3 (2005): 294. 
21 Laclau, On Populist Reason, 120. 
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“a message to the rest of the nation that California will not stand on [the] platform of bigotry, 

racism and scapegoating” that the proposition represented.  Additionally, and considering the 

different constituencies opposed to Prop. 187, perhaps the face of the undocumented migrant 

became the empty signifier which came to represent the “No” campaign.  Or, as the “No Re-

Pete” and “Down with Wilson” placards suggest, perhaps it was the figure of incumbent 

governor Pete Wilson that functioned as an empty signifier.  The vehemence with which Wilson 

was depicted – for instance, as a pig, with a noose around his neck, in a coffin, his effigy burned 

near City Hall – suggests that his figure represented more than the actual political candidate 

himself.22  The proposition itself can even be understood as a floating signifier whose very 

meanings were claimed and contested by both “Yes” and “No” camps.  

Upon closer inspection, however, elements of the march diverge from and compel us to 

challenge the joints of Laclau’s scaffolding.  Those who opposed Prop. 187, for instance, were 

not all the constitutively excluded and thus not all structurally equivalent vis-à-vis the broader 

community.  Opponents included undocumented migrants brandishing Mexican flags as well as 

the mainstream group Taxpayers Against 187, who shared concerns about “illegal immigration” 

but concluded that Prop. 187 was not the most fiscally sensible way to address the issue.23  

Under the “No” banner also gathered citizens and documented migrants of color who worried 

that the proposition, which entailed a reporting system for those “suspected” of being 

undocumented, was a slippery slope down which even citizens would be targeted.24  That these 

structurally dissimilar demands did in fact coalesce in the “No” camp undermines the claim that 

 
22 McDonnell and Lopez, “70,000 March.” 
23 Linda Bosniak, “Opposing Prop. 187: Undocumented Migrants and the National Imagination,” 
Connecticut Law Review 28 (3), 1996: 565. 
24 John S. W. Park, “Race Discourse and Proposition 187,” Michigan Journal of Race and Law vol. 2, no. 
1 (1996): 175-204. 
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the articulation of a “people” entails enchaining structurally similar demands.  A “people” may 

be articulated by structurally dissimilar actors who align strategically rather than by the 

constitutively excluded, however diverse their particular demands may be.25  This is to say that 

the appearance of a collective identity may be the result of coalition building rather than 

discursive struggle: not all demands – and not all claims to a “people” – are made by what 

Laclau calls “outsiders” or “underdogs” of the system.26 

Moreover, contra Laclau’s claim that populism entails the division of society into two 

camps, the internal frontier cannot be so cleanly established in contingent circumstances.27  To 

illustrate, here we have two rival visions of “the people” struggling to institutionalize hegemonic 

status.  On the one hand is an anti-immigrant vision of a “people” masquerading as respect for 

law and order, fiscal restraint and individual responsibility.  On the other hand, strategically 

coalesced, is a set of disparate visions of “the people,” some which look similar to the competing 

camp (e.g., Taxpayers against 187) and others that articulate a more inclusive and just vision of 

the People.28  But allow me yet another hand: what of the formal institutions of politics that 

simultaneously affirm and negate these competing articulations?  The “Yes” camp was affirmed, 

perhaps, in then-Governor Pete Wilson’s reelection co-option of its campaign.  Its vision for “the 

people” was simultaneously negated by then-presidential candidate Bill Clinton, who urged 

 
25 This is a political point that echoes Gayatri Spivak’s language of strategic essentialism, the deliberate 
use of positivist essentialisms for political ends.  Stating that strategic essentialism is not a theory, Spivak 
has repudiated the idea as it has often been used within academic discourse. See Outside in the Teaching 
Machine (New York and London: Routledge, 1993), Forward and Chapter 1. 
26 Laclau, On Populist Reason, 139-156. 
27 Though Laclau acknowledges the instability of the internal frontier and that political struggle entails 
contest over this very frontier, he retains the structural division of society into two antagonistic camps; 
ibid., Chapter 5. 
28 Linda Bosniak notes that the formal arguments propounded by opponents of Prop. 187 appealed little to 
justice or fairness-based visions of “the people” and often sought to negate consequentially and factually 
the supporters’ claims.  See Bosniak, “Opposing Prop. 187,” especially fn30. 
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Californians to reject the proposition as an impediment to federal immigration policy, and later 

ruled largely unconstitutional by federal courts.  As Clinton’s remarks illustrate, however, the 

“No” camp was also affirmed and negated, ambivalently affirmed in suggestions that Prop. 187 

would “punish the children” by denying them health care, and in practice negated by acts like 

authorizing increased Border Patrol spending.29  Putting aside structural location and even 

granting “sufficiently” similar political aims within camps, there is no clear division of society 

into (two) antagonistic camps, particularly vis-à-vis an establishment voice or institutional 

power.   

As an account of the constitution of collective identity, Laclau’s political ontology also 

provides us with theoretical resources to understand some of the key elements regarding 

collectivity in LA 92.  Here, the internal frontier pits the police and criminal justice system more 

broadly against “the people.”  One of the young men standing at Parker Center uses this 

language explicitly, stating that “we are the people, we are Rodney King’s peers, we are Eula 

Mae Love’s peers, we are Latasha Harlins’s peers.”30  The fact that the unrest followed the 

acquittal of all charges against the four LAPD officers and not the initial distribution of George 

Holliday’s video (which relayed violence that to many in those same communities was not news) 

suggests that it was catalyzed by a sense of the criminal justice system’s failure to execute that 

justice.  That those marching before Parker Center or holding placards at street corners in South 

Central shouted that LAPD Chief Darryl “Gates must go!” reflects this internal frontier.  It also 

 
29 Operation Gatekeeper, for instance, was a federal enforcement act targeting migration from the U.S.-
Mexican border near San Diego. It was announced in Los Angeles on September 17, 1994, in the heat of 
the pre-election debate about Prop. 187.   
30 “Rodney King riots in Los Angeles,” ABC News, April 28, 2017, 1:02.  Eula May Love was a 39-year 
old African-American woman shot and killed at her home by LAPD officers in 1979.  Officers alleged 
that she had a knife in her hand.  
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suggests that Gates – and certainly Rodney King, Eula Mae Love and Latasha Harlins – 

functioned synecdochally as signifiers around various demands were articulated, demands that 

exceeded these individuals’ literal figures.  In contrast to the anti-Prop. 187 march, these 

elements of the equivalential chain were structurally similar, constitutively excluded by the 

established order – whether it was those frustrated with the verdicts and the systemic, anti-Black 

racism they laid bare or the working poor whose underpaid work nevertheless wasn’t enough to 

secure sufficient infant formula or toilet paper.  

Against Laclau’s understanding of the “social demand,” however, LA 92 illustrates the 

sociopolitical erasure or delegitimation of demands that are not seen as such.  Though the 

demand is Laclau’s minimal unit of analysis, he tells us little about the conditions under which 

demands can be heard as such and by whom.  For demands to register as demands necessitates 

shifting the system of signification, a fact Laclau grants readily.  Shifting the system of 

signification, however, requires a community sufficiently able and willing to acknowledge such 

claims in the first place, a point I return to in the following chapter.  Where claims are not 

recognized as such by the broader community or the “system,” neither can we hope for an 

equivalential chain to be – unless we subscribe to a view of politics as brute force of numbers.   

Furthermore, while Laclau writes that the struggle over signification is a struggle over 

political frontiers, the internal frontier is never sharply defined.  Multiple frontiers can and do 

coexist in the same equivalential chain and in the same political gathering.  Take LA 92, where 

we see simultaneously a complex anti-Black frontier involving cross-racial relations and 

intersecting with an oppressive police force, as well as economic, urban and gendered frontiers: 

there is never simply the “community as a whole” and the “underdog.”  Because all systems are 



 

 67 

constituted via multiple exclusions, theorizing politics as an effort to displace frontiers becomes 

an analytically impotent exercise in overdetermination.  

As the accounts I have sketched above, Laclau’s logic of populism cannot help us 

understand the multidimensional means by which a public gathering constitutes a collective 

identity and, in turn, becomes politically intelligible.  Despite relations that were not 

equivalential, despite the ambiguity of the internal frontier, despite not substantially shifting the 

system of signification, the anti-Prop. 187 march was seen as constituting a collective identity 

and as a political march.31  Some of the theoretical limitations of Laclau’s framework arise from 

the fact that actual political moments are oddly absent from his account of identity formation.32  

Though there are a handful of scattered references to riots and contentious collective action, 

these are filtered through an exclusively discursive lens, e.g., mobilizations to expand the chain 

of equivalence.  However, discourse is not the totality of signification: not all experience boils 

down to discourse, for materiality matters.  It was the burning buildings, the “senseless 

violence,” the racialized bodies on the street of South Central, that most immediately gripped 

viewing audiences in 1992, as it was the sea of “brown faces,” the Mexican flags and the 

“orderly, regimented crowd” marching down Cesar Chavez that many audiences noted in 1994.  

As I suggested in the previous chapter, political action operates across multiple registers, and 

non-discursive elements of a gathering – like its materiality and its affective force – are key to its 

broader political un/intelligibility.   

 
31 For a theoretically grounded discussion of “Latino” as a contested collective identity, see Beltrán, The 
Trouble with Unity.   
32 Erin Pineda writes that deliberative democrats and agonists both neglect concrete forms of contentious 
political action like protest.  She does not discuss Laclau but takes Chantal Mouffe to represent agonistic 
democrats more broadly; “Enacting Democracy: Deliberation, agonism and the empty place of political 
action,” Working manuscript.  
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Where does this leave us for theorizing the role of collective identity in assembly’s 

political intelligibility?  We needn’t jettison all of politics-as-populism, for its basic 

presupposition that there is no primordial collective identity is both theoretically and 

phenomenologically compelling.  Collectivity is a product of political action, a result of demands 

coalesced under a public face – an empty signifier, as it were.  We can retain this political 

ontology without adopting wholesale Laclau’s populist logic.  Nevertheless, we need a more 

capacious explanation of collectivity’s constitution, one that can account for the force of 

materiality and the other registers along which a gathering resonates.   

 

B.  The Felicity of Constituent Moments  

In what follows I read Laclau’s account of populism alongside Jason Frank’s constituent 

moment.  Constituent moments occur when the un- or underauthorized justify their actions by 

reference to “the people” and, in doing so, constitute and authorize that very “people.”  This self-

referential temporal play creates collective identity.  These constituent moments can crystallize 

in specific episodes of collective political action like public assemblies, and by extension they 

occur on the discursive and material registers.  Frank’s account of constituent moments thus 

seems to be a well-suited complement to Laclau’s symbolic framework.  However, Frank’s 

account is also limited in helping us understand the articulation of collective identity, because it 

fails to account for the conditions under which a constituent moment is felicitous.  Both thinkers 

adopt an actor-centered approach that provides only a partial lens on the constitution of 

collectivity and the political intelligibility of assembly, both of which demand that we consider 

the relations between actor, audience and context. 
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Frank’s project investigates historically the grounds of popular politics and the way that 

such politics function through authorization and representation.  Since the American Revolution, 

most Americans have agreed that governance is legitimate only with the consent of “the people.”  

“The people” is not an essential, unified or delimited unit, but has been and continues to be the 

site of intense political contestation.  Actual people speak for and claim the ideational “people,” 

though they may not be authorized to do to.  In their seizing the mantle of authority, “the people” 

is simultaneously the product and the legitimating force of such claims.  Claims to “the people,” 

however, are always partial and incomplete, because “the people” can never be present and 

represented in its entirety.  The temporal dimension of constituent moments is important, 

because it makes clear the retroactive nature of “the people” as well as its forward-looking 

ground, what Frank calls a “people” that is “not…yet.”  To illustrate his claims, Frank draws on 

the rich sociopolitical imaginaries of postrevolutionary America, showing how speeches, crowd 

action, aesthetic production and elite writing “enact and transcend their own self 

representations.”33 

Frank’s constituent moments echoes at key points Laclau’s logic of populist reason.  

There is the occasional explicit reference to Laclau, for instance referring to “the people” as an 

empty signifier charged with meaning and “seized upon for radical democratic ends.”34  More 

significantly, though, is the parallel between Frank’s theory of “the people” as a form of political 

subjectification and Laclau’s idea of “the people” as articulation.  Frank draws the concept of 

political subjectification from Jacques Rancière, who sees it as the redistribution of the sensible 

 
33 Jason Frank, Constituent Moments: Enacting the People in Postrevolutionary America (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2010), 8. 
34 Ibid, 7. 
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through which a previously insensible part can appear as a political subject.  Let me expand 

briefly.   

Democratic politics, for Rancière, is an effort to make visible those whom the dominant 

regime of sensibility erases or otherwise negates.  Like the distinction between reasoned speech 

and mere expression of pain or pleasure,35 the extant regime of sensibility as an institutionalized 

or “police” order renders some identities sensible, meaningful and thus the totality of the polity, 

and others non-sense, meaningless and excluded.  Politics proper, then, is a process of opening 

up a space so that, however fleetingly, those without a part come to have a part;36 it is a moment 

of appearance that aims to create new “ways of doing, of being, of saying.”37  Importantly, 

politics and aesthetics are mutually imbricated: politics is also and necessarily aesthetic because 

it seeks to reconfigure these boundaries of sensibility so that a “new” or previously insensible 

political subject can emerge.  In this way, disidentification with the dominant regime of 

sensibility is also subjectification, i.e., making visible a political subject.  

Frank develops this account of subjectification by conceiving it as a kind of performative 

utterance.  Drawing here on Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler’s deconstructions of Austin’s 

speech act theory, Frank argues that efforts at subjectification are performative acts.  Such acts 

are “felicitous” when they enact the very “people” being claimed, that is, make newly visible a 

 
35 Rancière takes this distinction from Aristotle, for whom logos as the reasoned speech of humans can 
distinguish between the just and unjust while phōnē, the language of animals, merely expresses pain or 
pleasure.  Jacques Rancière, Disagreement (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999); Aristotle, 
Politics, III.1253a. 
36 As Frank notes, this account is similar to Sheldon Wolin’s “fugitive democracy,” though he also 
contends that this “evental” reading of Rancière’s work obscures the latter’s politics of the ordinary.  
Sheldon Wolin, “Fugitive Democracy,” Constellations vol. 1, no. (1994), 11-25; Jason Frank, “Logical 
Revolts: Jacques Rancière and Political Subjectivization,” Political Theory vol. 43, no. 2 (2015), 249-
261; see also Bonnie Honig, Honig, Bonnie. Emergency Politics: Paradox, Law, Democracy (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), Chapter 1.   
37 Rancière, Disagreement, 40 (italics in original).   



 

 71 

political subject.  Recall that this language of felicity comes from Austin, for whom performative 

utterances are felicitous, i.e., they do what they say, insofar as they observe convention.  So, to 

take Austin’s example, the naming of a ship can be felicitous only when spoken under 

conventional – “correct” – conditions, for instance that one be the person appointed to name her.  

Authority is thus a core condition of felicity.  But, as Frank depicts, the un- and underauthorized 

can and do in fact claim “the people” and in so doing can and do authorize themselves 

retroactively.  From this, and extending the logic that Butler develops in Excitable Speech,38 he 

argues that claims to “the people” have force when they break with ordinary citations of “the 

people.”  Such acts “accumulate[] the force of authority through the repetition or citation of a 

prior and authoritative set of practices.”39  Authority is not a precondition of felicity but instead 

is itself produced in repeatedly disrupting those norms of authorization.  Frank thus reads 

Rancière’s account of subjectification alongside Butler’s deconstructed performative, 

conceptualizing “the people” as both the effect and its self-authorizing ground. 

As noted previously, both Frank and Laclau take as their central interest “the people.”  

While assemblies need not claim “the people” – and certainly and not all do so in practice – both 

thinkers offer analytic tools to theorize the formation of collective identity, which is central to an 

assembly’s performative force.  Both Laclau and Frank see “the people” as a political category 

that emerges from political contest rather than some given and readily identifiable “datum” of the 

social structure.40  Where Laclau frames this contest as a process of articulation in which 

heterogeneous particulars enchain themselves, Frank adopts Rancière’s language of 

 
38 Butler, Excitable Speech, 51. 
39 Ibid., 51 (italics in original) and 141-163.  
40 Laclau, On Populist Reason, 224. 
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subjectification and locates such processes in the macro- and micropolitics of postrevolutionary 

America.  Moreover, Frank’s constituent moment enables us to understand the anti-Prop. 187 

march as a moment in which the un- and underauthorized –immigrants or residents of color, 

perhaps – appeared in public and in so doing declared themselves to be political subjects.41   

Despite this core similarity,42 it is worth noting in the context of the present project that 

Frank investigates his claims by analyzing concrete moments of collective political action.  He 

pays particular attention to postrevolutionary crowds, which exceeded the reigning politics of 

representation and the orderly public sphere, and which political elites considered to be 

dangerous vectors of disorder.  In gathering to claim “the people,” such crowds disrupted a 

political culture in which representatives were the only ones authorized to do so.  In their 

affective and material characteristics, such gatherings unsettled regimes of sensibility that 

dichotomized reason and passion, text and voice, order and formlessness.  Crowds generated this 

disruptive force through nontextual qualities like “enacted voice,” which enabled performances 

of sincerity and authenticity that broadsides and pamphlets could not capture, or like the 

charisma exemplified in Patrick Henry’s speeches, which were near-sublime not because of their 

reasoned content but because of some mysterious ineffability in Henry’s delivery.43  It was in 

such qualities that crowds embodied democratic excess, challenging the reigning norms that 

located authority in text, reason and representatives, and enacting a form of authorization distinct 

from one based on rational argumentation.  Crowd gatherings relocated authority in voice, in the 

passions and in their own action. 

 
41 See also Beltrán, Trouble with Unity. 
42 Frank acknowledges these similarities; Constituent Moments, 293fn5. 
43 Ibid., 76. 
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In examining the postrevolutionary crowd as a point of underauthorized authorization, 

Frank suggests that politics is not relegated to one sphere of human activity but occurs in grand 

gestures and ordinary deeds alike, and across different registers.  He thus emphasizes episodes of 

radical and revolutionary action as well as the “small dramas” of self-authorization.44  In this 

sense, and as indicated above, his account of constituent moments integrates the affective 

dimensions of experience that we recognize to be phenomenological realities of public gathering.  

As an embodiment of “enacted voice,” the crowd exemplifies the mutual articulation of 

materiality and affect.  Likewise, Democratic-Republican societies functioned as spaces of 

“insurgent citizenship” characterized by “ritualized theatrics” – from impassioned debates to 

liberty caps to robes mandated for judges, all of which not only enabled democratic contestation 

but also generated and mobilized collective democratic and oppositional sentiment.45  

This materiality is, admittedly, implied more than thematized: the experimental spaces of 

insurgent citizenship often seem to be (counter)publics rather than physical spaces per se, and 

Frederick Douglass’s body as an integral dimension to the force of his “What is the Fourth of 

July to a Negro” speech is relegated to a footnote.46  Nevertheless, Frank’s account of collective 

identity better accounts for the material and affective qualities of both 1992 and 1994 gatherings 

that would have remained invisible under Laclau’s logic.  To be fair, Laclau suggests that 

heterogeneous elements in the equivalential chain are have affective or emotional investments in 

the empty signifier, but this simply underscores my point that Laclau reduces the complex and 

 
44 Ibid., 33, 250-251. 
45 Ibid., Chapter 4, e.g., 152. 
46 Ibid., 294fn13. 



 

 74 

multiple registers of experience and signification to discourse.47  In either case, the present effort 

to theorize the collective identity of an assembly benefits from reading Laclau’s political 

ontology alongside an epistemological and methodological approach like Frank’s. 

However, missing from both accounts of collective identity formation is a consideration 

of the broader scene of communication.  While Laclau and Frank conceive politics agonistically, 

both presuppose that the constitution of “the people” can be a volitional act rooted in 

participants’ claims and transparent intention.  If we were to take at face value their respective 

accounts of articulation and subjectification, we would not be remiss for thinking that “the 

people” results from one-directional acts in which those claimants shape social reality.  Contra 

both thinkers, however, not all demands can be understood as such, nor can un- or 

underauthorized social actors simply claim “the people” repeatedly and in doing so authorize 

their own claims.  Agency and performative force do not begin or end with the actor and her 

internal intentions, for efforts to articulate a collective identity occur within a sociopolitical 

context that encloses what popular claims can be made, heard and take social root.  Neither 

Laclau nor Frank provides a theoretical apparatus that encompasses these contingent relations 

between actor, audience and enabling context.  

 

II.  Collectivity and Performative Force 

 
47 Laclau engages the crowd psychology of Sigmund Freud and Gustave Le Bon.  Freud, arguing against 
the latter, argued that group psychology and in particular the ties within a group result from a libidinal 
identification with and transference of the individual’s ego ideal to the group leader.  Laclau extends 
Freud’s point, arguing that the hegemony of the empty signifier and the logic of equivalence result from 
an affective investment in the empty signifier.  Though Laclau writes that signification and affect are 
mutually imbricated – neither language nor affect is possible without the other – the way he articulates 
populism emphasizes the former; see chapter 4.  Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular 
Mind (San Diego, CA: Maestro Reprints, 1998); Sigmund Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of 
the Ego (New York: W. W. Norton, 1959); Laclau, On Populist Reason, 52-64, 110-111.  See Chapter 4 
for a discussion of the affective dimensions of Le Bon and Freud’s crowd theories. 
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Let me frame the current problematic in the language of the performative, which will 

bring us closer to demystifying the mystery of collective identity that I posed at the outset, i.e., 

how various parts come to appear as and constitute a whole greater than their sum.  In what 

follows, I argue that collective identity is a performative effect whose intelligibility requires 

complicity with dominant regimes of sensibility, including by citing its conventions (Austinian 

language) or compulsory norms (Butler’s language).  In the concrete terms of the two assemblies 

I investigate, the anti-Prop. 187 march felicitously enacted a collective identity because it 

conformed to norms of collectivity and was one gathering in a chain of similarly understood 

ones.  In so doing, the assembly appeared politically intelligible as a march.  LA 92 was not 

understood as adhering to normative frameworks governing the constitution of collective identity 

and thus appeared politically unintelligible as an assembly. 

Both Laclau and Frank see collective identity as a performative effect.  For Laclau, the 

empty signifier, represents, unites and expresses various demands in the equivalential chain, 

though it cannot be reduced to these heterogeneous parts.  This relation of representation is also a 

constitutive one: it locates the internal frontier, thereby naming an identity that is opposed to the 

enemy.  So rather than “pre-exist[ing] the representation of it by the empty signifier,” collective 

identity is constituted through this synecdochal operation.48  Popular identity is thus grounded, 

retroactively, “in the performative dimension of naming.”49  Laclau complicates this picture by 

acknowledging that antagonistic forces may create a floating signifier by trying to capture the 

empty one, hegemonize their own equivalential chains or displace the internal frontier.50  As I 

 
48 Lasse Thomassen, “Hegemony, Populism and Democracy,” 167. 
49 Laclau, On Populist Reason, 103. 
50 Ibid., see chapter 5. 



 

 76 

see it though, he is wrong to say that it is the radically exterior outsiders of the system that 

contest the frontier, i.e., resignify “the people.”51  There is no privileged point of resignification, 

only one that works within the signifying logic of the status quo.  To signify in the first place 

necessitates operating from within existing regimes of sensibility, to use Rancière’s language – 

anything else would be received as mere noise rather than demands as such.  Put differently, 

absent in Laclau’s performative is an account of the conditions under which efforts to represent 

and otherwise resignify a “people” or other collective identity are successful.   

We see a parallel kind of silence in Frank’s constituent moments.  By way of his 

historical expositions, Frank characterizes “the people” as a collective identity that is always 

partial and incomplete, its content and its boundaries subject to constant contest.  When the un- 

or underauthorized claim “the people,” defying the authorized norms and procedures for 

representing popular voice, those claims can be self-authorizing.  In such constituent moments, 

“the people” becomes the ground and the effect of that felicitous claim.  As I see it, though, 

Frank glosses over what is embedded in this idea of felicity.  This is an important omission 

because felicity is what gets us from mere efforts to claim “the people” to the enacted collectivity 

called “the people.”  To unpack this, let me return to the term “felicitous.” 

Frank draws the term from Austin and deconstructive critiques of his speech act theory.  

As a brief reminder, the language of felicity designates a performative utterance that has properly 

followed conventional procedures and thus does what it says – it has succeeded, so to speak.  As 

an example, if one is vested with the authority one can felicitously name a ship in speaking the 

words “I name this ship…”; without this authority the utterance misfires because one has failed 

 
51 Ibid., 150. 
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to observe the conventional procedure.52  According to Derrida’s critique of Austin, however, 

this convention and context in communication more broadly are never fully determined.  Thus, 

one’s intention to reference or “cite” some idea of a fixed convention cannot govern the meaning 

of one’s claim.  Rather, each utterance creates context anew: each citation “engender[s] an 

infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely illimitable.”53  Butler picks up on this to 

argue, in part, that it is precisely making context anew which generates the performative force of 

a claim.  The effect of authority thus originates from speaking improperly in the absence of prior 

authorization.54   

Logically, Derrida’s point about the illimitability of context may be true.  An infinity of 

new contexts, however, is not a phenomenological possibility.  While new contexts may arise 

from each utterance, they are necessarily bound by and draw from existing histories and norms: 

there is no Archimedean point from which a totally new context might be generated.  This is 

something Butler recognizes in Excitable Speech, though Frank seems to take only her point 

about unauthorized authorization.  She writes, “contexts inhere in certain speech acts”; it is 

simply not the case that “the speech act, by virtue of its internal powers, breaks with every 

context from which it emerges” because all re-signification occurs “within a linguistic field of 

enabling constraints from the outset.”55   

To return to the constitution of collective identity in Frank’s work, what this means is that 

un- or underauthorized claims do not just break from norms of authorization and enact “the 

people” unilaterally.  If this were possible the history of civil rights struggles in the United States 

 
52 Austin, How To (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975). 
53 Derrida, “Signature, Event, Context,” 12. 
54 Butler, Excitable Speech, 141-163.  
55 Ibid., 161, 16. 
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would look more like civil rights affirmations.  Prior context means that not all resignifications 

are or can be felicitous.  “Enabling constraints” delimit the bounds of felicity.  Given intention’s 

inability to govern the scene of utterance, this performative failure may be related to a speaker or 

actor’s misfire as much as an audience’s interpretive miscarriage.  Talking about “the people” as 

an effect, after all, necessitates talking about the audiences for whom that effect has social force.  

This dovetails with the problems I suggested inhere in Laclau’s populism.  Neither Laclau nor 

Frank can provide an account of the constitution of collective identity that attends to context and 

audience.  To better understand collectivity and assembly’s intelligibility, we need an account of 

the enabling constraints under which acts of assembly can generate performative force.  The 

remainder of this chapter charts a performative theory of collective identity.  Collectivity is both 

a convention or (in Butler’s language) a compulsory norm of assembly.  Furthermore, 

collectivity is a performative product of assembling, and one of its conditions is a sense of 

coherent intention attributed to that collective.  With these theoretical resources we are better 

positioned to understand why the anti-Prop. 187 march was considered a politically intelligible 

assembly where LA 92 was not.  I return to the role of the audience in the following chapter. 

 

III.  Performativity, Intention and Collective Identity  

I have maintained that collective identity is not an essential substance but rather a 

performative effect.  The commonplace question one asks upon seeing a gathering – What do 

they want? – obscures or takes as given the fact that there is no “they” that precedes the act.  

Rather, the very act of gathering instantiates a collective subject from many individual parts.  

Because each gathering occurs at a particular time, in a particular place and within a particular 

context and therefore can never be replicated exactly, each creates anew a certain collectivity. 
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Tempering the radical possibilities of “creating anew,” though, is the fact that gatherings can and 

often do mimic each other in their declarations and aims as well as in strategy and tactic.  As a 

result, they frequently appear to be variations on a theme rather than a new theme altogether – 

and this is precisely my point.  Without reference, a gathering remains an accident of 

heterogeneous elements, unintelligible as a social agent.  It is citation that consolidates a 

collective identity and gives the appearance of a coherent unit, an assembly.  

It is not difficult to see this logic at play in our two gatherings.  On the one hand, the 

1994 march cited recognized repertoires for assembling, for instance snaking as one down Cesar 

E. Chavez Avenue and amassing before City Hall – and, of course, obtaining a permit to 

assemble, which cannot be understated as an element of political intelligibility.  Plenty of 

marches are written into our social imaginaries, and the choice to rally through a major 

thoroughfare named after a labor leader associated with Latino civil rights lent added 

significance to the event.  On the other hand, in LA 92 people gathered here and there on 

sidewalks and in parking lots and street intersections.  Without a sense of unified movement or 

reference to other such gatherings, audiences arguably refused or were unable to locate the 

gatherings within a recognized chain of similar assemblies.  This non-conventionalism was 

exacerbated by frames of anti-Blackness that render black bodies hypervisible as bodies and yet 

unintelligible as political agents.  Added to this is the fact that the media focused 

overwhelmingly on the events at Florence and Normandie rather than the demonstration in 

downtown’s Parker Center or the vigil at the First AME Church, both of which in effect 

referenced more established forms of assembly and thus generated a stronger sense of collective 

identity.  In order to flesh out these theoretical and empirical claims about the performative force 

of a gathering’s collectivity, let me revisit Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity.  I do 
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so not only because the concept has become closely associated with her work, but also because 

Jason Frank draws explicitly on her later development of performativity in relation to hate 

speech.   

Butler’s gender performativity challenges the assumption that gender is an essential 

identity, i.e., that one is “born a woman.”  It posits instead that gender is a surface effect of a 

series of bodily acts sustained within a given discursive framework, one of “compulsory 

heterosexuality.”  This framework of compulsory heterosexuality constitutes the domain of 

intelligibility.  It thus functions as a “regulatory fiction” that differentiates in binary form sex, 

gender and desire.  These elements are united these in a causal relationship, such that certain 

anatomical features come to be associated with a particular gender and are said to generate 

certain desires, bodily gestures and ways of comportment.  Bodies and desires that don’t adhere 

to or dwell beyond these expectations are rendered unintelligible and face coercion, violence, 

punishment and/or ostracism.  These associations, however, are not “natural.”  As regulatory 

fiction, they are instead embodied norms that have become sedimented, consolidated over time 

so that a certain gender “naturally” has these body parts and “naturally” looks like this and 

“naturally” desires that.  Put differently, there is no “natural” gender identity that precedes and 

generates bodily acts.  Rather, reiterated and mundane bodily acts produce – perform – the 

appearance of an essential gender: gender identity is the exterior effect of a “stylized repetition of 

acts.”56  In Butler’s riff on Nietzsche, there is no doer behind the deed, no subject that preexists 

and originates it: the deed is everything.57   

 
56 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1999), 179 (italics in original). 
57 Ibid., 33.  Friedrich Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals (New York: Vintage, 1989), 45. 
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It’s important to note, however, that gender as a performative effect is not willed.  One 

does not wake up one morning and decide to appear this or that gender.  In line with Derridean 

citationality, intention does not govern the scene of utterance, for one’s words and deeds are 

always sustained within a given framework, here one of compulsory heterosexuality, and a 

context of social interaction.  There is, thus, no sovereign subject who masters or controls the 

origins and effects of her actions.  In this sense, performativity differs from performance: where 

the former concerns the effect of a coherent gendered subject, the latter presumes this subject as 

its starting point.58  From a different angle, one’s status as an gendered agent does not 

ontologically preexist the acts, roles and practices through which one “assumes social visibility 

and meaning.”59  While it is through them that one assumes a socially visible and meaningful 

identity, it is these same prescribed acts, roles and practices – norms – that circumscribe the 

range of identities and modes of life that can appear at all.  Compliance with compulsory 

heterosexuality, albeit never a willed compliance, is thus necessary in order to effect an 

intelligible gender identity or subject position; this discursive framework is what, more broadly, 

Laclau might call systems of signification or Rancière dominant regimes of sensibility. 

Considering collective identity as a performative effect further complicates these points 

about the non-sovereign citation of discursive norms.  Let me discuss this in two parts, the first 

 
58 On performance, the common reference is to sociologist Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of the Self 
in Everyday Life (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1956).  Likening quotidian social interaction 
to theatrical performance, Goffman argues that the individual alters her appearance, mannerisms and 
actions situationally, in an attempt to guide or control others’ impressions of her.  She prepares for her 
role behind-the-scenes, with the goal of performing “on stage” – maintaining a coherent self – for 
different audiences or interlocutors.  While both Butler’s performativity and Goffman’s performance 
assume that the actor is located within a given framework (e.g., of discourse), the latter accords 
ontological primacy to the subject where the former argues for its non-essentialism. 
59 Butler, Gender Trouble, 22. 
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of which concerns the citation of norms and the second of which takes up the issue of collective 

intentionality. 

First, a collectivity remains unintelligible if it does not adhere to a given normative 

framework that regulates assembly across multiple registers.  This is a complex web of norms 

regulating the acts, roles and practices of bodies in public space, materially, affectively and as a 

collective.  While a discursive framework like Laclau’s would have us focus on no more than 

symbolic signification, the performative account I propose here argues that these systems of 

signification – their performative force and so the force of assembly – are written on and operate 

with “mnemic trace” through the body.60  This normative framework unites embodied norms 

(e.g., racialized, gendered) with those governing class, citizenship and other axes of political 

subjectification.  It weaves these together with regimes of appearance that police how, when and 

under what conditions which people may gather in public space: the performativity of collective 

identity is thus expressed bodily.  As a matrix of disciplinary and juridico-discursive power, this 

normative framework sets the limits of a gathering’s intelligibility as an assembly – and so, too, 

its political meanings and valence.  

An assembly thus becomes politically intelligible when it appears, in part, the act of a 

collective agent – unified, reasoned and imbued with purpose.  (I return to intention below.)  

Gatherings which appear to be carefully planned and organized are more politically intelligible 

than those that appear spontaneous and impulsive.  That the anti-Prop. 187 march had been 

planned and publicized widely since June endows that assembly with a cohesive aim and 

purpose.  In this variation on the material “peace and order” discussed in the previous chapter, 

this agent-related form of order implies deliberate, strategic and thus reasoned action by a 

 
60 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech, 152-158. 
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collective political actor.  By adhering to these conventions of collectivity, an assembly enacts 

collectivity – it declares the “we” that Butler references – and in so doing satisfies a core 

condition of intelligibility.  As with gender identity, gatherings that do not enact a collective 

identity are rendered unintelligible and face sanction in the form of coercion, brute violence, 

erasure and/or or threats thereof.  An assembly must cite these compulsory norms in order to be 

intelligible as such. 

Crucial in this element of citation is that acts and practices of collective gathering should 

be sustained over time.  Just as identity is not willed, neither is it the instantaneous product of a 

singular act.  Performativity is a process, one in which a series of repetitions or citations, in 

Derridean language, over time congeal into the sense of a coherent agent.  Naturalization 

necessitates movement through time.  Where a singular instance of compliance with these norms 

remains little more than a lone point, a series of citations generates a constellation that nestles 

any one such iteration within a narrative arc.  Note, however, that citation does not indicate 

uniform repetition.  As regulative ideals, norms of compulsory appearance can be approached 

only asymptotically, as approximations rather than exact repetitions.  This is particularly true of 

public gatherings, where repeating the conditions of any one instance – time and place, 

participants involved, bystander(s) and audience(s), affective responses, and so on – would be 

altogether impossible.   

However, as Butler elaborates with regard to gender identity and which I suggest is true 

also for assembly, there is subversive potential in the non-uniformity of repetition.  This 

structural failure indicates that adherence to norms does not govern the system of signification.  

While an assembly must cite norms of acceptability in order to appear intelligible, while 

participants are compelled to plan and organize so that the assembly appears connected to a 
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collective actor, the fact that it can only approximate those norms makes room for deviation from 

them.   

Nevertheless, and contrary to what Frank implies in his account of un- or underauthorized 

self-authorization, citations that hew more closely to these conventions are obviously more 

intelligible than those that attempt radical resignification.  This condition of citationality may be 

one reason why the anti-Prop. 187 march was intelligible as an assembly in ways that LA 92 was 

not.  The former executed a tricky balance of deviation and compliance that enabled its 

intelligibility.  While the “sea of Mexican flags and brown faces” in the heart of Los Angeles 

may have challenged public space as the domain of the universal subject, the march also 

complied with norms of appearance, marching peacefully with exuberance and triumph to City 

Hall.  Moreover, as I elaborate below, the march was one citation in a chain of similarly 

interpellated gatherings that spanned the course of 1994, consolidating across time the sense of a 

collective subject.  

By contrast, and exacerbated by media coverage of it, LA 92 did not appear to conform to 

conventions about collectivity.  The Los Angeles Times, for example, reports that “scattered 

demonstrations” erupted across the city, suggesting an absence of unified or coherent aim.61  To 

similar effect, those on the streets are characterized as “thousands of looters” in a “chaotic 

rampage,” and alternately as engaged in “race-related violence,” without clearly contextualizing 

either motivation.62  This ambivalence characterizes virtually all of the media coverage about the 

events.63  Where the first description foregrounds the economic reasons for people to gather on 

 
61 Lacey and Hubler, “Rioters Set Fires.”  
62 Ibid.; Greg Braxton and Jim Newton, “Looting and Fires Ravage L.A.” Los Angeles Times, May 1, 
1992, A1; see also Sastry and Grigsby-Bates, “When LA Erupted.” 
63 Campbell et al., “Remote Control.” 
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the streets, the second description emphasizes the racial dimensions of the gatherings. The effect 

is, again, to blunt any sense of cohesion, clarity or deliberation and thus any sense of collective 

identity associated with the assembly.  Moreover, LA 92 was a single event composed of several 

gatherings over a relatively short timespan of six days instead of the dozens of anti-Prop. 187 

marches, demonstrations, rallies and walk-outs that occurred over six months.  To public 

audiences, this may have emphasized the absence of any political collective. 

The second consideration in framing collective identity as a performative effect, and one 

which has already seeped into this discussion, concerns collective intention.  Returning to the 

commonplace question “What do they want?,” the issue here is twofold.  The first asks how a 

collectivity can have an intention, the second how that collectivity’s intention eclipses the 

diverse and contradictory intentions of individual participants.  The performative framework 

establishes that there is no essential collectivity, only the effect of one.  At first glance, if 

collective identity is no more than surface effect, then it can have no intention, for intention is 

generally understood to be a product of the/a mind – the individual mind.64  Nevertheless, in 

practice as participants, bystanders and audiences, we recognize some kind of collective 

intention when we see or join in a gathering.  If we did not, we would never ask what they want 

 
64 Because intention is a mental state and minds belong to individuals, philosophers of mind generally 
conceive intention to be a quality of individuals.  For diverse efforts to consider or develop theories of 
collective or shared intention, see John Searle, “Collective Intentions and Actions,” in Intentions in 
Communication, ed. Philip R. Cohen, Jerry Morgan and Martha E. Pollack (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1990); Raimo Tuomela, “We-Intentions Revisited,” Philosophical Studies 125 (2005): 327-369; Margaret 
Gilbert, “Walking Together: A Paradigmatic Social Phenomenon,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy XV 
(1990): 1-14; J. David Velleman, “How to Share an Intention,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 57, no. 1 (1997): 29-50; and Natalie Goldman and Robert Sugden, “Collective Intentions and 
Team Agency,” Journal of Philosophy 104, no. 3: 109-137.  The performative theory I posit here 
sidesteps these philosophy of mind efforts in considering collective intention to be a function of audience 
attribution. 
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or what they are trying to do.  How to square this seeming contradiction?  As the phrase “we 

recognize” suggests, audience attribution is key here. 

Recall that gender performativity is about bodily acts and practices sustained within a 

discursive framework.  Embedded in this – indeed, implied in the very language of 

performativity – is the notion of acting for an audience, including for oneself.  In the context of 

gender identity, one’s comportment, vocal intonation, mode of dress, desires and so on are 

practices directed toward an everyday public.  This public character is consequential precisely 

because the “social audience, including the actors themselves, come[s] to believe and to perform 

in the mode of a belief.”65  Likewise, public gathering – and its effect of a collective identity – is 

directed toward an audience, including those participants themselves.  Intuitively, we understand 

that assembly entails publicity.  And insofar as we see gathering as a performative act, the public 

plays an active role in receiving and making meaning of it.   

What does this translate to, in terms of intention?  An individual participant has her 

particular intention(s) in joining a gathering, for instance, I want to protest this gross miscarriage 

of justice, or I want to spend time with my friend who attending this march.  Others may have 

intentions that coincide or even conflict with hers.  But, to again echo Derrida, an individual’s 

intention simply cannot govern the scene of any public utterance, much less the embodied 

signification of an entire gathering.  Moreover, neither participant nor audience is privy to the 

swirl of particular intentions at hand, and even shared intentions are coincident rather than the 

product of some collective, hive-like mind.  Generalizing collective intention from an individual 

participant’s intentions or developing a theory of contagious group mentality does not clarify our 

ordinary understanding or experience of it. 

 
65 Butler, Gender Trouble, 179. 
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Instead, I propose that we come to ask what they want because audiences attribute an 

intention to the collectivity that has already been outlined by elements like the gathering’s 

materiality or its organization.  Audiences – including participants themselves – read intention 

onto a flickering collective and in so doing consolidate it as such.  We might understand this as a 

co-conditionality.  Of course, they do so with interpretive cues, including sometimes from 

individuals who announce their particular intention(s).  My contention here is that collective 

intention is a product of audience attribution rather than anything inherent in the gathering itself, 

and this intention is a conventional condition of intelligible assembly.   

Framing intention performatively may help understand why the image of people hurling 

rocks at the glass doors of Parker Center led some audiences to see the act as legitimate anger at 

the LAPD and others to see hooliganism and violent lawlessness: they attributed different 

collective intentions to the same gathering.  I expand in the following chapter on the role of the 

audience in an assembly’s political intelligibility – what I call publicity, in reference to 

assembly’s public character.  For now, let me note that collective identity is inseparable from 

collective intention, for each is the condition for the other’s consolidation.  Further, the 

performativity of a gathering’s collective identity is embedded in a normative framework.  In this 

twofold way, assembly cannot be understood without also considering the audience’s active role 

in interpreting and making sense of it – or its interpretive failures.  This is one of the core 

differences between my performative theory of an assembly’s collective identity and Laclau’s 

populist logic and Frank’s constituent moment.  

Let me be more concrete about these theoretical claims.  The October march against 

Proposition 187 was one in a series of similarly presented and similarly interpellated gatherings.  

Throughout 1994, and especially in the lead-up to Election Day, California saw dozens of rallies, 
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demonstrations and other such events opposing the bill.  In just the Los Angeles area, for 

instance, including in areas as diverse as conservative Santa Clarita to South Central, Fullerton to 

Westwood, hundreds to thousands of middle, high and college students staged marches and 

walkouts.  Similar gatherings occurred across the state, from San Jose to San Diego (and even 

across the southern border).  These student protests were not endorsed by the formal anti-Prop. 

187 campaigns,66 and they certainly differed from each other in participants involved, location, 

timing, tactics and a host of other factors.  Nevertheless, they all conformed to these conventions 

of assembly.  Most notably, they referenced the established and successful history of Chicano 

school walkouts in Los Angeles.67  Considered from a distance – and in spite of their differences 

from each other, i.e., they were citations and not repetitions – events like the student walkouts 

and the October march fashioned a collective identity from what might otherwise have been 

singular events.   

This cluster of events suggests that the number of times similarly understood assemblies 

occur matters in the public perceptions of any single assembly’s public meanings.  In line with 

empirical findings of social movement scholars, repetition and the length of a political campaign 

are important factors in movement growth and success.  Within the theoretical framework 

offered here, the 1994 march and its kin indicate that there is a temporal condition for an 

 
66 See, e.g., Beth Shuster, “10,000 Students Protest Prop. 187,” Los Angeles Times, November 3, 1994, 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1994-11-03-mn-58295-story.html.  Some members of the 
formal campaigns, in fact, considered these gatherings to be counterproductive; Bosniak, “Opposing Prop. 
187”; Philip Martin, “Proposition 187 in California,” The International Migration Review vol. 29, no. 1 
(1995): 259. 
67 Chicano students throughout 1968 staged walkouts – the East Side Walkouts or Blowouts – to protest 
poor and unequal conditions at LAUSD schools, in particular overcrowding, nonrepresentative 
curriculum, lack of college preparation, racist or indifferent teachers and run-down facilities.  See, e.g., 
Edward J. Escobar, “The Dialectics of Repression,” Journal of American History vol. 79, no. 4 (1993): 
1495-1497. 
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assembly’s intelligibility.  The march in 1994 was situated in a constellation of similarly 

interpellated gatherings that occurred across the state and over the course of almost an entire 

election year.  We might think of this as a diachronic constellation of gatherings, where this 

longer duration helped sediment the sense of an active collectivity.  By contrast, LA 92 occurred 

over a few days and in seemingly isolated pockets of Los Angeles.  While by the sheer amount 

of media coverage LA 92 was more intense than the anti-Prop. 187 gatherings, the former was 

also more limited in time and space.  LA 92 was also composed of different forms of assemblies 

(e.g., church vigil, protest and picketing, “looting” and “rioting), the most visible of which were 

unintelligible to many audiences.  This suggestion about temporality points us to the long arc of 

collective action rather than focusing on exemplary moments of it.  Assembly is not only 

episodic but must also be understood in a more expansive framework, both in terms of its 

performative felicity as well as its sociopolitical efficacy.  In this sense, we would do well to 

extend Jason Frank’s call to orient our scholarly (and activist) gazes toward “small dramas” as 

well as revolutionary moments. 

To return briefly to the citation of norms: arguably, the October march downtown and the 

anti-Prop. 187 gatherings more broadly are conservative because they adhered to and thus further 

entrenched norms of compulsory appearance.  As I noted above, intelligibility requires 

complicity with dominant regimes of normativity; “every credible production [i.e., felicitous 

performative] must be produced according to the norms of legitimacy.”68  To do otherwise would 

be to relegate the performative beyond credibility, which is to say that it would constitute no 

production at all – what, one might contend, LA 92 illustrates.  Recall, however, that a citation 

can only approximate the regulatory ideal: it can only “fail to be identical with those norms and 

 
68 Butler, Excitable Speech, 151.   
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remain at a distance from the norm itself.”69  The performative’s “imposture” leaves room for 

those norms to be subverted.   

At the same time that the anti-187 march adhered to established repertoires of public 

assembly, it also disrupted expectations of which bodies belonged in public space.  It was not the 

universal, raceless citizen moving along Cesar Chavez Ave., but instead many who were 

racialized and, through stereotypes of the non-citizen, thus also hailed as foreigners.  As I 

discussed in the previous chapter, rallying in the heart of the city amounted to a declaration that 

they too are members of the public and entitled to its spaces.  What the march indicates for us 

theoretically is that the performance of collective identity – and so an assembly’s intelligibility as 

the act of a collectivity – depends on a delicate balance between the structural conditions of 

citation and subversion. 

A skeptic might, of course, object to my account with an alternate explanation in which 

organizational prowess makes or breaks a gathering’s ability to perform a collective identity.  

After all, the proliferation of walkouts, marches, demonstrations, rallies and so on, not to 

mention the many local and national civil rights organizations like the Coalition for Humane 

Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) and the Mexican American Legal Defense and 

Education Fund (MALDEF), surely affirms the importance of organizing and strategic coalition-

building.  This skeptic might even say that it is this kind of central organizational force that 

instantiates a sense of collectivity.  Certainly, these are important factors in an assembly’s overall 

intelligibility, but they are not decisive.  At least in the case of the No on Prop. 187 campaign, 

most of the gatherings were not organized by a central actor or coalition but were instead free-

standing, allied events.  There was no public face people could latch onto as the collectivity – it 

 
69 Ibid. 
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had to be created.  Effecting a collective identity was that much more urgent in this instance 

because the coalition opposing Prop. 187 was internally diverse and disagreed vehemently about 

strategy and the appropriate tactics to be employed.  Further, if organization was in fact the 

determining factor in an assembly’s intelligibility as a collective act, then in 1992 the planned 

vigil at the First AME Church should have made LA 92 at the very least more intelligible – 

which, considering many audiences still see the event a set of riots, it did not. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have argued for the insufficiency of radical democratic frameworks like 

those provided by Ernesto Laclau and Jason Frank to illuminate gatherings’ articulations of 

collective identity.  The former neglects materiality and reduces politics to symbolic 

signification, while the latter underplays the importance of conditions of felicity and thereby 

overlooks the intractability of citational context.  Ultimately, both cast as one-sided popular 

efforts to articulate collective identity.  While, contra Austin, intention is important, it does not 

govern an assembly’s political intelligibility, for performative acts operate within the bounds of 

existing discourses and normative bounds.  Further, recalling Austin’s perlocutionary, audiences 

are active parts of these acts.  Neglecting these elements means that we cannot understand what 

makes an assembly intelligible as such. 

The performative account of assembly I develop engages these conditions of 

intelligibility.  I argue that assembly is intelligible and has normative force when it is seen as the 

act of a collective subject.  This collectivity does not, however, precede the assembly of its 

constituent parts.  It is, rather, a surface effect produced by adhering to norms that govern the 

conditions of gathering.  This normative framework sets the enabling constraints within which a 



 

 92 

collective identity can be articulated, so that an assembly must hew close enough to be made 

intelligible.  Intelligibility entails complicity with the norms being opposed and thus demands a 

certain conservativism.  As the anti-Prop. 187 march indicates, however, this leaves room for 

subversive potential.   

As a performative effect, a collectivity does not intend anything.  Nevertheless, broader 

publics see intention in it.  And this, precisely, is my point: we as audience members, including 

participants themselves, attribute intention to the collective.  These attributions vary and at time 

even contradict the intentions of participating individuals.  Interpretive miscarriage – or 

disregard – is a structural condition of all communicative exchange.  I expand on publicity and 

the role of the audience in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
Publicity and the Disorders of Desire 

 
 
 

This study has thus far focused on illocutionary dimension of the act of public assembly: 

what does the act of assembling do or enact in the social world?  Recall, however, that for Austin 

all speech acts also have perlocutionary effects: “effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of 

the audience, or of the speaker, or of other persons; and it may be done with the design, 

intention, or purpose of producing them.”1  While he generally neglects the perlocutionary in 

order to expound on the illocutionary, returning to this dimension of speech is a way to 

understand the role of the audience or the broader publics in an assembly’s political 

intelligibility.   

The following chapter extends the foregoing discussion about collectivity by pivoting to 

the audience as integral in generating a public gathering’s political intelligibility. Here, I focus 

on the audience as integral in responding to and attributing meaning to a particular social 

phenomenon, reorienting theoretical attention toward the interpretive interactions between 

broader publics and those gathered in the streets. In so doing, my aim is to reinsert into our 

theoretical consideration the dynamism that characterizes actual struggles over interpretation and 

political intelligibility.  

By acknowledging that this interpretive practice is situated within a context that 

circumscribes what claims that can be made and understood, by whom and in what ways, this 

chapter extends and builds upon the work of the previous one. Together, these chapters provide a 

 
1 Austin, How To, 100. 
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distinct framework for understanding the public conditions of an assembly’s political 

intelligibility.  They should be read as two parts of my broader argument about collectivity 

operating within a scene of communication and the public generation of performative force. 

Motivating this chapter is a specific question about LA 92: why, as a whole, did the Los 

Angeles Sentinel, the largest African-American owned newspaper east of Colorado, see LA 92 as 

politically intelligible while the Los Angeles Times did not?2 Both saw the same events, but each 

came to attribute vastly different meaning(s) to them. On the one hand, the Sentinel generally 

saw those gathered as political actors engaged in political action.3 In fact, even when reporters 

and columnists disagreed with the particular tactics participants employed (e.g., breaking the 

glass doors of LAPD headquarters), they nevertheless characterized those acts as responses to, 

for instance, the acquittal of the four LAPD officers or the disproportionately high rates of 

unemployment in South Central. That is, they saw the acts as politically intelligible.4 On the 

other hand, and as discussed in previous chapters, the Times characterized the gatherings as riots 

or the acts of a violent mob – and this is especially true in the first few days of the unrest. In 

other words, it accorded no political intelligibility to those same acts.  

The theoretical framework I develop here about the “interpretive public” theorizes this 

divergence as a matter of the social positions audiences occupy within broader systems of 

 
2 In this chapter, I analyze the discourses from these two news outlets as proxies for differently situated 
public audiences. 
3 Writers of the Los Angeles Sentinel expressed diverse viewpoints on LA 92: some approved of 
participants’ actions and others did not. Those who disapproved of the actions nevertheless saw those 
actions not as senseless but rather as responses to particular political injustices. It is on this basis that I 
distinguish between the two outlets and their respective normative responses.  
4 E.g., Charles Blatcher, III, “No Justice, No Peace,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 21, 1992, A6; Benjamin 
F. Chavis, Jr., “Civil Rights Journal: Stop Denying Racism In America!”, Los Angeles Sentinel, May 28, 
1992, A7; Lynne C. Shifflett, “Waiting for Justice,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 7, 1992, A18; John 
William Templeton, “The Rule of Race, Not of Law,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 21, 1992, A6. 
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constitutive exclusion. An assembly’s audiences constitute an interpretive public when they 

reference an assembly’s material, collective and affective characteristics to evaluate its political 

intelligibility, and not all audiences do engage in this act of interpretation.  The interpretive 

public exists when it regards and is thus oriented around a common phenomenon in the shared 

world.  This interpretive public might include assembly participants themselves, those with direct 

access to the assembly such bystanders and on-the-scene news reporters, and those who consume 

mediated representations of the assembly.  Of course, not all of these parts of the public have the 

same capacity to shape an assembly’s political intelligibility.  In particular, the news media has a 

unique ability to shape and reflect an assembly’s normative force for the broader public.  For this 

reason, in this chapter I examine media representations of LA 92, acknowledging that the media 

is but one part of the interpretive and plays a gatekeeping role that other members of it do not. 

In the context of LA 92, and insofar as dominant strains of American sociopolitical 

culture have been structured by a set of racialized codes that, on the one hand, connect reason 

and political action, and on the other hand situate Blackness beyond reason,5 for some publics, 

Black agents gathered in the streets are more unintelligible as political actors – especially when 

that gathering takes non-normative form. The frameworks of intelligibility that structure who 

counts as a political actor and what counts as a political action shape the political sense one can 

make of a particular social phenomenon, the sense one can attribute to a gathering as a political 

event. So it was that the Sentinel and the Times understood the assemblies so differently, even 

though both audiences were part of the same broader interpretive public, both sharing in the 

practice of evaluation and both trying to generate meaning out of the same material facts.  

 
5 Recall also, from the last chapter, some of the “naturalistic” language used to describe the events, e.g., 
“Black rage spread like wildfire.”  
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Though different audiences may interpret the same phenomenon, they do so from distinct 

social and epistemological positions and with varying political commitments. This suggests less 

a model of splintering publics than it does the inescapable fact of plurality that defines a life 

shared and made with others.6 This is in part to say that my interest here, and the focus of this 

chapter, is less with the shape and/or bounds of publicity and more with its character and 

function:7 what occurs in an interpretive public, and how this understanding can be made helpful 

for parsing the generation of an assembly’s political intelligibility.  In using this language of 

publicity, I am referring to the fact that acts of assembly have public audiences and thus are acts 

seen by multiple audiences and social agents.  Publicity and the idea of the interpretive public 

that I submit here point toward the fact of a world-in-common, where intelligibility is a function 

of assembled actors as well as public attributions of meaning.   

To develop my argument, I begin in section one by sketching two partial and inadequate 

models of publicity that the interpretive public challenges. The first suggests some audience(s) in 

the communicative act and is represented by Ernesto Laclau’s populism, while the second 

focuses on context or convention and is implied in the constituent moment that Jason Frank 

theorizes. Outlining these two modes of publicity extends the dialogue with Laclau and Frank 

begun in the previous chapter.  

Each of these implied forms of publicity illuminates an important aspect of the scene of 

communication. However, on an ordinary register we understand that the generation of political 

 
6 The project in this chapter is thus different from identifying or articulating various subaltern 
counterpublics. For multiple publics that serve as a refuge from or challenge to the dominant public, see 
Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually existing 
Democracy,” Social Text 25, no. 6 (1990): 56-60;  Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics (New 
York: Zone Books, 2002).  See also Section II below. 
7 In using the language of publicity, I am referring to the fact that acts of assembly have public audiences 
and so are public in character.    
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intelligibility necessitates both audience as well as context/convention. After all, utterances are 

made within a particular context and to audience(s), who play a role in interpreting those initial 

utterances and attributing meaning to them. Neither Laclau nor Frank provides a way to 

understand fully the public character of the constitution of collective identity. By contrast, the 

interpretive public, which I expand on in section two, provides a framework of publicity that 

attends to both of these conditions, understanding them as part of a broader landscape of 

communicative exchange, intelligibility and political force. 

In particular, the interpretive public convened in face of an assembly is oriented around 

the specific act of interpreting that gathering. Its end is interpretation and the generation of public 

meanings, however contested those meanings may be. In contrast to models of publicity that 

operate on the register of discourse and the open exchange of ideas, the interpretive public takes 

into account the wide variety of referents we use to attribute political meaning, including the 

material elements I discussed in Chapter 1. As a result, this publicity is better suited to 

understanding a distinctly embodied phenomenon like public gathering – including the anti-Prop. 

187 march and especially the assemblies of LA 92, which for many audiences were defined not 

by discourse but by young racialized bodies on the streets, fear and frustration, arson and 

property damage, in short, materiality, affect, symbol.  

But ultimately, as I suggested above, the interpretive public is normatively vacant: 

diverse audiences are drawn into the same project of interpretation, but they do so from different 

perspectives and with different commitments. One’s location within a system of constitutive 

exclusions both epistemological and political structures the frameworks through which one 

interprets a public gathering. To theorize a publicity so widely encompassing certainly enables us 

as political theorists to schematize the generation of political intelligibility as well as to identify 
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broad currents of political meanings. But publicity as a concept provides limited resources in 

capturing the textures of lived experience; it cannot help us understand the bounds of 

intelligibility that structure a life shared with others. Put differently, my aim is to suggest that 

this interpretive public provides a helpful theoretical lens for understanding how shared 

meanings about street politics are made. 

In what follows, I develop these lines of thought out of the archival material related to 

LA 92. Instead of discussing it as well as the anti-Prop. 187 march, I’ve chosen to delve into the 

details of LA 92 because it illustrates in relief the nature and limits of interpreting and making 

meaning of a public gathering. Different publics expressed starkly different attitudes towards 

interpreting the same events. The heated and continuing conflicts over how to name, understand 

and assign political intelligibility to them direct us toward a model of publicity that attends to 

practices of actually existing interpretation. 

 

I. Partial Publicities 

Recall the scene that opened the dissertation. Five young men stand in a liquor store in 

South Central Los Angeles. It’s late afternoon and the news has just come out: the four LAPD 

officers charged with excessive force in beating Rodney King have been acquitted in full. The 

storeowner blocks the exit as the young men move to leave without paying, and one of them 

strikes the storeowner with a 40-oz. bottle of malt liquor, yelling, “This is for Rodney King!”  

A few miles north, at downtown’s Parker Center, people are already gathering in the 

plaza, chanting “No Justice, No Peace.” One young man interviewed by local broadcast station 

ABC 7 describes those gathered there as “concerned citizens,” declaring that “We are the 

people.” He explains: 
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I feel that the jury in Simi Valley gave the OK to continue to abuse and oppress and 

suppress Black people in this country. I feel that there is an undercurrent of racism and 

that the system is rotten to the core, and I couldn’t sit in my home and just watch it on 

television; I had to come here and let my voice be heard. . . . We have to be heard.8 

How would Ernesto Laclau and Jason Frank, the key thinkers I engaged in the previous 

chapter, characterize the two scenes I’ve just sketched? For Laclau, such demands are made to 

some agonistic interlocutor(s) that would seek to challenge these calls for resignification (of who 

or what is included in “the people”); his framework would emphasize the claims made and the 

struggle between different claimants. For Frank, claims to “the people” are made by those who 

lack the authority (or at least sufficient authority) to do so, and it is in this un- or under-

authorization that “the people” comes to fruition. 

Laclau nor Frank could be read as implying two forms of publicity: one oriented around 

an implied interlocutor or exchange (Laclau) and the other rooted in context or convention 

(Frank). Neither thematizes the public character of claims and acts, so these forms of publicity I 

have named are extracted from their writing. But attending to either the interlocutor or the 

context, as I will expand on below, prioritizes an actor-centric account of intelligibility that does 

not reflect the dynamic generation of performative force that necessarily involving actor, 

audience and context.  

Laclau would frame the two scenes I sketched earlier as instances of demands being 

made. Young Black men at Tom’s Liquor, perhaps excluded from “the people” of the polity, 

make claims challenging their exclusion. They are united with others similarly situated, forming 

a frontier separating the structurally excluded “us” from the “them.” In Laclau’s language, the 

 
8 “Rodney King riots in Los Angeles,” ABC News, 0:00-1:17. 
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interviewee’s “we are the people” is a demand, one that establishes a chain of equivalence 

(between the constituent parts of that “we”) and in doing so an internal frontier. These claims 

coalesce around an “empty signifier” that comes to represent and totalize individual claims – the 

figure of Rodney King, for instance (hence, “this is for Rodney King!”).  

Across the internal frontier is implied some sort of constitutively included interlocutor – 

the “them” whose vision of “the people” the structurally excluded underdog challenges. 

Understood within Laclau’s agonistic framework, the suggestion here is that the latter lobs some 

differently ascribed content of “the people” across the frontier and the response is to challenge 

this resignification on symbolic grounds. It is in this process that an idea like “the people,” for 

instance, becomes a loaded term whose content becomes the object of symbolic struggle.9 In this 

contest, different parts of society aim to fill a phrase like “the people” with their own content.  

Thus, the figure of Rodney King becomes a rallying cry for those on the “underdog” side of the 

frontier, but it also comes to represent for those constitutively included an amalgamation of 

racialized fears about, perhaps, the physical prowess of Black men.10  

As party to this contest or struggle the audience, however vaguely understood, occupies 

some place in Laclau’s political ontology. But that role gets reduced to either diametric 

opposition (symbolic struggle) or identification (chain of equivalence). Politics, however, is not 

 
9 For discussion of the floating signifier, see Laclau, On Populist Reason, 129-138. 
10 For an analysis of the racial epistemes at play in the trial of the four LAPD officers, see Judith Butler, 
“Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White Paranoid” in Reading Rodney King / Reading 
Urban Uprising, edited by Robert Gooding-Williams (New York: Routledge, 1994): 15-22. Consider also 
the specific racialized language that two of the LAPD officers used in a patrol car log to describe the 
domestic violence incident they responded to right before apprehending Rodney King: “Sounds almost 
exciting as our last call . . . . It was right out of “Gorillas in the Mist”; Tracy Wood and Sheryl Stolberg, 
“Patrol Car Log in Beating Released,” Los Angeles Times, March 19, 1991. Consider too that, by 1982, 
16 of the 18 Angelenos dead from LAPD chokeholds were Black men, to which when questioned Darryl 
Gates responded that the “veins or arteries of blacks do not open up as fast as they do in normal people.”  
See Davis, City of Quartz, chapter 5. 
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an infinite series of negations.  There is an infinite variety of ways of engaging with an initial 

attempt to resignify “the people,” and contest over its terms is only one of them. By reducing 

interlocution in this way and thereby mischaracterizing interplay, Laclau prioritizes a simplified 

understanding of actors’ intentions and accordingly downplays the public generation of 

normativity. His discursive framework and this either-opposition-or-identification together 

neglect the irreducibly material dimensions of public gathering.  

Events like LA 92 simply cannot be theorized by recourse to symbolic struggle alone.  

Those on the streets that first afternoon may have sought to resignify “the people,” but audiences 

weren’t only, initially or even primarily interested in challenging that resignification. As much of 

the media coverage indicates, they were mostly interested in trying to understand what was going 

on in the first place, evaluating its political status – and doing so with reference to the gatherings’ 

materiality, the broken glass, the fires up and down Vermont Avenue. Laclau would have us see 

that intended resignification as the initial volley that some interlocutor(s) then intends to 

challenge, and so on. But even given an agonistic politics, this leaves out everything that goes in-

between, including the contingent attribution of meaning to those initial acts – attribution which 

cannot be framed in terms of intention alone. Laclau’s reduction of signification or performative 

force to either-opposition-or-identification, and his corresponding focus on intention, leaves us 

with few resources to understand the public generation of political intelligibility.  

Though Laclau’s political ontology mis- or wrongly characterizes the communicative 

relationship, audience does figure into this dynamic engagement. This is a key element of the 

interpretive public, and one that I’ll return to in the following section. For now, I want to suggest 

only briefly that this space for the audience is reminiscent of the plural character of Hannah 
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Arendt’s space of appearance.11 Plurality conditions the space of appearance: only in a realm 

composed of others can one appear as a distinct individual, and only against this background of 

difference can one come to express and be recognized in one’s singularity. More precisely, it is 

only against this background of others that one’s self-expression comes to have meaning at all:12 

the constitution of identity and so the generation of normativity – including whatever collective 

identity is seen to be effected in a public gathering – necessitate audience(s) to listen to and 

attribute shared meaning to it.  

Working within Austin’s speech act framework, Stanley Cavell suggests that speech acts 

have no hypnotic power over their audiences.  In the language of the previous chapter, this would 

be an illusion of sovereign intention: it would not only be pure magic but also deny those 

audiences the freedom to respond, to improvise in the “disorders of desire.”13 However, if one’s 

speech act never affected one’s audiences, one could never make oneself intelligible to them.  

This in-between is the space in which assembly and the interpretive operate. Collective action 

divorced of publics can carry no political intelligibility, for without an audience to the act there is 

no shared world.  

Where traces of publicity can be located in Laclau’s political ontology, Jason Frank’s 

constituent moment suggests the importance of context and convention in constituting “the 

people.” For Frank, the two scenes sketched earlier would in fact be such constituent moments. 

They are moments when the un- or underauthorized make claims to belong to “the people” that 

legitimates the political order – and in doing so, constitute that very people. This is particularly 

 
11 Arendt, The Human Condition; Hannah Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
12 Lisa Disch, Hannah Arendt and the Limits of Storytelling (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
13 Stanley Cavell, “Passionate and Performative Utterance” in Contending with Stanley Cavell (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005): 194. 
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evident in the second scene, where the interviewee, describing the structural racism Black people 

face, declares that “we are the people.” This interviewee may not have been considered or may 

not have considered himself to be part of “the people” that founds and authorizes the political 

order, and his reference to the “abuse and oppress[ion] and suppress[ion of] Black people in this 

country” underscores his insufficient or lack of sociopolitical authority. But in asserting publicly 

that “we are the people,” he claims himself as belonging to that “people.” 

For Frank, what is noteworthy theoretically is that the interviewee’s claim to “the people” 

actually creates that people that he claims. In speaking these words, the man seizes the mantle of 

authority, creating “the people” that legitimates the political order and thereby justifying his 

outrage, his claim, his decision to “let his voice be heard” at Parker Center, on TV, in public. It is 

for this reason that Frank alludes to the temporal play of the constituent moment: “the people” 

does not precede any claim to speak on behalf of it. 

In the background of this discussion is Frank’s concern with un- or underauthorization. 

The constituent moment concerns specifically those “imposters, radicals, self-created entities”14 

– from disorderly crowds to Frederick Douglass – that seize the mantle of authority, acting in the 

name of “the people” even when they have no standing to do so. Borrowing from Judith Butler’s 

discussion of the performative effects of hate speech,15 Frank suggests that it is exactly this lack 

of authorization that generates the claim’s performative force. By acting as if already authorized 

to speak in the name of “the people,” one literally performs or makes oneself into that very 

people.  

 
14 Frank, Constituent Moments, 8. 
15 Butler, Excitable Speech (New York: Routledge, 1997). See, however, Lisa H. Schwartzman, “Hate 
Speech, Illocution, and Social Context: A Critique of Judith Butler,” Journal of Social Philosophy vol. 
33, no. 3 (2002): 421-441.  
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But Frank leaves unclear what it is about this underauthorization that constitutes “the 

people.” What are the conditions of such a performative utterance? Can any un- or 

underauthorized actor simply claim and thereby constitute this collective identity? On an 

ordinary level, and as I discussed in the previous chapter, we recognize that not all claims to “the 

people” can be heard as such, nor do they all perform what they are intended to do. Rare is the 

person whose utterances are as immediately and exactly felicitous as she might wish. LA 92 is a 

case in point. People on the streets were making serious political claims, among them to “the 

people” in just the way that Frank would characterize as a constitutive moment. But as public 

representations of the events indicate, including the media coverage examined throughout this 

project, these claims were not always interpreted and attributed as such; not all un- or under-

authorized claims to (constitute) “the people” succeed. Why not? This is a question Frank’s 

constituent moment, and its theorization of the constitution of collective identity, does not 

provide the resources to answer.  

Frank is right to attend broadly to context, but in focusing on underauthorization he 

neglects the enabling conditions of claims-making. What conventions or contextual constraints 

shape what claims can be made (by whom) and understood (as such, by whom), and how? By 

ascribing theoretical significance to the fact of claimants’ underauthorization, Frank gestures 

toward the norms of intelligibility that dictate who can speak (legitimately) for “the people.” 

These are conditions of publicity: talk of conventions and context concerns the social 

expectations and constraints in which un- or underauthorized claimants find themselves.  Frank, 

however, elides this public character of claims-making.  

Ultimately, the problem with Frank’s constituent moment is its implication that 

unauthorized actors can claim and constitute “the people” simply by fiat; his is a volitional 
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account of claims-making. As I have stated, however, un- or underauthorized claims to “the 

people” or any other collective identity do not simply succeed by dint of that insufficient 

authority; intention does not govern the scene of utterance.16 If it did, a notable segment of the 

public response to LA 92 would have been to characterize those gatherings and their expressed 

claims as politically intelligible, for this is certainly how some participants saw and explained 

their own and others’ actions.  

Laclau and Frank provide only partial lenses for theorizing publicity in the constitution of 

collective identities. To flesh out how collective claims are made and made meaningful publicly, 

we need also to attend to the ways that context and convention shape what can be claimed 

intelligibly in conjunction with the role that audiences have in responding to such claims (or not). 

This is the work of the interpretive public. 

 

II. Putting it Together: Interpretive Publics and Political Intelligibility 

As afternoon spilled into evening on April 29, 1992, different people across Los Angeles 

– from news anchors standing in Parker Center to photographers driving around South Central to 

shopkeepers concerned for their livelihoods – were engaged in the same act of trying to figure 

out what those on the streets were doing. Those gathered at the First AME Church may have 

been trying to understand what was going on in downtown or South Central, just as some of 

those who assembled in Parker Center may have puzzled over what their fellow participants in 

the plaza were doing or what that downtown gathering would come to mean. Those who watched 

 
16 See again Derrida’s criticism of the sharply identifiable context(s) that Austin appeals to in discussing 
the conventional terms of a felicitous utterance. Butler’s performativity has been criticized for its 
volitionalism even as Butler disavows it; see Molly Anne Rothenberg and Joseph Valente, “Performative 
Chic: The Fantasy of a Performative Politics,” College Literature vol. 24, no. 1 (1997): 295-304. 
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the events unfold on Live TV were also trying to make sense of the gatherings, though their 

conclusions may have been (more) foregone based on anchors’ language and attitudes.  

These various members of the public approached the events with different assumptions 

and political commitments, they may have come to different – mutually exclusive, even – 

conclusions about the events, they may have simply taken as given another’s attribution of 

meaning to the events instead of themselves puzzling over them. In spite of these differences, on 

a basic level they were all doing the same thing: looking at the same people gathered on the 

streets and trying to find their actions intelligible. In the language I develop below, they were 

part of the same interpretive public, engaged in the shared practice of interpreting the same 

assemblies.  

Interpretive publicity is a relationship that exists amongst those who generate social 

meaning about an assembly, whether they do so actively or passively. It includes those assembly 

participants as well as those who register and attribute meaning to the public actions. In 

interpretive publics, one shares in the common practice of regarding the same phenomenon and 

evaluating its social status, its normative weight, and so it is open to all who direct themselves 

similarly. Its intersubjectivity has no content but is made in the very act of interpreting.  

Loosely yoked together by practice, the interpretive public can be likened to an imagined 

community, though its nexus is neither Anderson’s nationalism nor any broader sense of 

identity.17 Instead, its nexus is the common interpretation of a particular phenomenon – though, 

as I suggest below, people engage in this practice from necessarily distinct standpoints and to 

 
17 Anderson’s imagined community is much stickier than the interpretive public I’m suggesting here. In 
the imagined community one might be willing to go to war or to sacrifice for one’s fellow community 
members; there, “the image of their communion” is a powerfully binding one. That the interpretive public 
loosely ties but nevertheless does not bind is a quality which figures into its ambivalent character. 
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 2nd edition (New York: Verso, 2006). 
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different effect. So while I may not know you, we may not be acquaintances and may never 

converse or deliberate, we nevertheless look at, filter through our existing frameworks and make 

sense of (or not) the same people and actions on the streets. In other words, regarding the same 

phenomenon makes it a distinctly social phenomenon; it becomes a shared reference point that 

orients an interpretive public, creates a world in-common.18 

Though “public” is often associated rhetorically with spatiality – as in public sphere or 

public space – interpretive publics have no physical location. The questions that interest me are 

not where such shared interpretation takes place, the boundaries of some spatialized sphere, or 

the normative status of a single dominant public and subpublics of retreat. The interpretive 

public is a relationship, and it concerns publicity as the medium through which political 

intelligibility is generated. That, for instance, the boundaries of an interpretive public are 

nebulous is not cause for concern, at least within the terms of this project: the point of such a 

public is not the arena itself but that the political valence of an assembly comes from this quality 

of publicity. While matters of subaltern counterpublicity are important – attributing meaning is a 

socially and politically situated act and thus shot through with power – what interests me here 

and what I sketch out below is the way that publicity works.  

Though the interpretive public has no spatial locus or physical quality to it, let me make 

clear that it is not, by contrast, simply a matter of the circulation of ideas, the swirl of 

conversation or public reason. An interpretive public is not in essence a discursive space where 

people discuss their common affairs and create or shape public opinion; there need not be 

conversation at all. (And, in fact, the concept of the interpretive public suggests that such 

 
18 Clive Barnett, “Convening Publics: The parasitical spaces of public action,” In The SAGE Handbook of 
Political Geography (London: Sage Publications, 2008): 413.  
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“common affairs” are not given but instead are made through this shared orientation and shared 

practice.) It is neither “subjectless communication” nor the alternate forms of expression that 

resist the communicative norms of a dominant public, and so is distinguished from those theories 

of publicity that are primarily discursive in nature.19 Like Laclau’s populism-as-politics, these 

discursive publicities – both consensus oriented and in their more agonistic form – would distil 

politics to claims, deliberation, disagreement, the free and even wild exchange of ideas. Publicity 

understood in these ways cannot adequately capture the material and affective qualities that 

make assembly so normatively distinct. After all, why make claims in the streets if you can 

simply make claims in newspapers or online (often at much lower personal cost)? Discursive 

models of publicity cannot account for the normative “value add” attached to assembly.  

Moreover, when people gather on the streets, it is not only (or even mainly) the claims 

that people make which captures public attention: it is also their literal bodies on the streets, the 

arrangement of those bodies in a particular plaza or thoroughfare, the emotions they express and 

elicit in those watching. Claims are important, but so are these material-affective elements that 

captured public attention so forcefully in 1992. The language of “public” that I use is not a 

gesture toward some faceless aggregated and discursive subject – as in public opinion, public 

will, the public. Instead, “public” here is intended to point to a quality of intersubjectivity 

grounded in making sense of material and affective experience. In this sense, the interpretive 

public shares affinities with Lauren Berlant’s intimate public as an affective world as well as 

Michael Warner’s reminder that the audiences of public spheres are themselves not abstract but 

 
19 Jürgen Habermas, “Three Normative Models of Democracy,” Constellations vol. 1, no. 1 (1994): 8; see 
also Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1989) and Between Facts and Norms (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), as well as the tradition of 
deliberative democracy that follows; Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the 
Critique of Actually existing Democracy,” Social Text vol. 25, no. 6 (1990): 56-60. 
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embodied.20 But where Berlant and Warner take as their object of analysis texts (textual, visual, 

audio), my interest here is specifically with social practices, which demand attending to 

embodiment, materiality and affect as manifested in actual moments of collective action.  

To better understand how an interpretive public makes sense of an assembly, I will first 

consider communication more broadly. Any communicative act is a process of approximating 

received meaning to intended meaning. In a perfect, frictionless world, the meaning that 

audiences receive is exactly what the speaker intends. However, in actual moments of 

interpretation, in real conversations between real people, which is to say under conditions of 

difference, what one intends may not be what one says or otherwise expresses.  

Further, what one actually says or expresses may not be what one’s audience hears and 

interprets. Phrases, words and references might carry different meanings for one party than for 

the other. Perhaps one does not follow the other’s train of thought. One might even, to borrow 

from Bernard Williams, wishfully mishear what the other says.21 This is all to say that 

communication is not a sovereign act wherein one party imposes meaning on the other, but rather 

a dialogue in which social meaning is the product of interpretive interplay between differently 

situated actors. As in Arendt’s space of appearance, I may initiate words and deeds, but I live in 

a world shared with others and so am not master of – I cannot control – their reception, their 

legacy, the reactions they provoke. The reality of communicative exchange undermines a 

metaphysics of mastery in which intention governs the scene of utterance. 

 
20 Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008) and Cruel 
Optimism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011); Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics 
(New York: Zone Books, 2002); Michael Warner, “The Mass Public and the Mass Subject,” in Habermas 
and the Public Sphere, edited by Craig J. Calhoun (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992): 377-401. See also 
Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture vol. 14, no. 1, 2002: 49-90; Frank, 
Constituent Moments, Chapter 2. 
21 Bernard Williams, Truth and Truthfulness (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 83.  
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Here, communicative context or background becomes especially important. Without a 

shared background of meaning, the meaning publics attribute would rarely, if ever, approximate 

the speaker’s intended one. This is certainly true in forms of life: just as one could not apprehend 

a chess piece as such without first knowing the game of chess, with no prior notion of assembly 

or the tradition of public protest a group of people holding signs at Parker Center and chanting 

“No Justice, No Peace” could not appear as a public gathering. This is also true at the level of 

political culture and experience, or common meaning,22 which prescribe for those embedded in it 

a network of rules that govern intelligibility. A knight cannot move diagonally just as a bishop 

cannot castle. Similarly, words, phrases, manners of speech and engagement would resonate 

differently – or not at all – without some shared reference point(s).  

My point here is that shared context at these deep and intermediate registers is necessary 

for communicative exchanges to operate felicitously, which in effect means the audience 

attributing a meaning to an utterance or act that approximates what was originally intended. Of 

course, there is no unitary or totalizing context, and each person’s standpoint in any shared 

background differs – sometimes radically – from another’s. Nevertheless, communicative 

exchange is more often more successful when actors share forms of life, share common reference 

points. In a polity characterized by plurality and riven by inequalities, however, this 

communicative demand presents intense challenges, as communication across difference can 

look more like dueling monologues and less like dialogic exchange.  

Further complicating the matter, communication in nonverbal form is more ambiguous, 

unclear and perhaps as a result more subject to interpretive contestation. As I discussed in 

Chapter 1, gestures and other forms of embodied signification, for instance, require a deep 

 
22 Taylor, “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man.” 
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embeddedness in a shared cultural framework when one cannot rely on words to make sense of 

what the actor meant. Without knowing what a raised fist symbolizes or the histories attached to 

it, for instance, a raised fist in the midst of a Parker Center protest would have no effect, no 

meaning, or at the worst would misfire – perhaps even as a sign of white power. The same is true 

for material signification understood more broadly: what social meaning(s) does classical 

columns at a state building or the elevated dais in the House chamber have –23 and do these not 

change across time and space, and depend on who does the interpreting? 

This ambiguity characterizes the public signification of public gatherings. That people 

gather in public space doesn’t on its own say much, and doesn’t say much politically – people 

standing near each other could, after all, be a matter of coincidence, or they might be waiting for 

some parade to start. It is through the accumulation of contextual cues that publics begin to 

interpret, interpellate and generate political meaning from participants’ sheer presence. One 

familiar with Los Angeles, for instance, would understand without explanation that Parker 

Center, as the headquarters of the Los Angeles Police Department, is a metonym for the city’s 

police force. To assemble there, then, would be an embodied challenge to it. Likewise, one 

familiar with the First AME church, its congregation and its location in the city would recognize 

the socioeconomic differences between those at the vigil and those taking things from stores 

along the Vermont corridor. 

But these contextual cues are not simply given. They are, rather, generated from the 

accumulation of one’s experiences, one’s political and ethical commitments, the normative 

frameworks of the social world(s) one is born into. An infinity of possible cues is available to 

 
23 See John Parkinson, Democracy and Public Space (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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public audiences in their efforts to make meaning of any event,24 not least an overdetermined 

phenomenon like a public gathering. As such, making sense and connections out of facts is not a 

neutral act but is instead colored through with one’s assumptions and priorities; I return to this 

below.  

Whereas in conversation we have developed social mechanisms to clarify moments of 

confusion and illuminate the original actor’s intended meaning, the same mechanisms are not 

codified for other forms of signification like public gatherings. Members of the broader public 

often come to learn of assemblies after-the-fact and come across it through mediated channels 

and cannot simply ask those assembled, “What are you trying to do?” or “Do you mean to 

suggest XYZ when you march in this street?” This distance compels them to rely more heavily 

on shared background and made contextual cues, along with those mediated representations and 

first-hand accounts, to interpret the gathering. Publics “decipher” the bodies gathered; they note 

the place of assembly (this plaza, that thoroughfare) or neighborhood (Koreatown, Pico-Union) 

or modality of assembly (vigil, protest). They look for patterns and other details that might 

provide some basis for attributing meaning, including intent, to the collective gathering, and 

often they make such interpretive judgments in a split second. That we frequently come to learn 

of gatherings through mediated sources – social media and cable news, certainly, but also print 

news, documentaries, as (pop) cultural references, or people in their lives already familiar with it 

– means that we often learn of the gathering itself through another’s framing, assumptions and 

explanations. Mediation is thus particularly important because we do not always or necessarily 

attend to and engage actively in this process of interpretation. 

 
24 This is a point that Hannah Arendt makes about the historian who constructs a narrative from a 
multitude of historical facts; “The Concept of History,” Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 
2006): 17-40. 
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This contemporaneous (coincidental) practice of interpretation, I submit, creates a loosely 

tied network or commons. The act of translating a phenomenon into a social phenomenon, an 

intelligible social fact, creates an interpretive public. Audiences encounter the gathering and 

puzzle over who stands there and/or why they do so. Within their preexisting ontological and 

epistemological frameworks, filtered through mediated channels, they grasp for – indeed, they 

construct – contextual cues to make sense of and attribute meaning(s) to an assembly. They 

toggle between these different – sometimes and in some ways overlapping or competing – 

interpretations of a gathering to come to a sense that resonates at home. In so doing, they not 

only lend credence to but make it a social phenomenon worth attending to: they name it publicly 

as an assembly. 

 

III. Publicity’s Normative Indeterminacy 

This brings us back to the disagreements over what to name LA 92. Why did some 

members of the interpretive public see these gatherings as politically intelligible, while others 

considering the same phenomena did not? That is, why did some consider these assemblies to be 

protests and demonstrations, i.e., forms of political action – even if ultimately unacceptable ones 

– and others saw them as no more than riots? In service of exploring these questions, permit me 

an extended comparison of two editorial approaches toward these events.  

For nearly two full weeks following the acquittals, the Los Angeles Times dedicates its 

top-of-fold, front page to the unrest.25 The paper’s reportage follows a largely cohesive editorial 

 
25 Here, I focus on coverage from the Los Angeles Times, as a representative of mainstream and national 
coverage on the events. On the publication’s racially circumscribed understanding of politics and social 
justice, see Joao Costa Vargas, “The Los Angeles Times’ coverage of the 1992 rebellion,” Ethnicities 4 
(2): 209-236.  
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narrative that roundly condemns the violence. This condemnation is encapsulated in the 

immediate decision to describe the events as “riots” and “looting” and the actors as “mobs” and 

“roving bands of looters” and not as intelligible – or even possibly intelligible – reactions to the 

verdicts. By spotlighting the statements of a wide range of voices – from political officials like 

President Bush and then-mayor Tom Bradley; anonymous jurors defending their reasoning for 

acquitting the four officers; high-profile members of Los Angeles’s African-American 

community like AME Church Reverend Cecil L. Murray; to those hurt by the violence, like 

Carlos Mejia, who was pelted with bricks in the head when stopped in his car at Manchester and 

Western – the Times’s reporting lends credence to this particular narrative.  

In the analysis pieces that appear over the next few days, the Times and other mainstream 

dailies portray the event as a racial conflict punctuated by indiscriminate looting. Two days after 

the verdicts are announced, for instance, the Times’s front page laments the eruption of racial 

anger and ethnocentrism. As “[d]azed white and Latino passersby [are] beaten by angry black 

assailants,” “frightened Korean merchants” have no choice but to protect themselves and their 

livelihoods from said assailants; “black, Latino and white looters rampag[e] through ruined 

stores.” “White police officers” have no option but to “retake city streets by force.”26  

This rhetoric flattens the substantial demographic and ideological differences within 

racialized groups and erases the historical, geographic and interpersonal complexities of 

interracial relations in Los Angeles. It further connects race to riot, most transparently by 

painting Black actors as leaders of looting and violence and simultaneously pitting caricatures of 

aggressive Black against passive Latino and white. It thus implies a causal connection between 

 
26 Stephen Braun and Ashley Dunn, “View of Model Multiethnic City Vanishes in Smoke,” Los Angeles 
Times, May 1, 1992, A1. 
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Blackness and the violence or vandalism that might characterize riots – and suggests that the 

strength of this connection has forced otherwise docile (frightened) Koreans into vigilantism. 

Moreover, by framing the events as a conflict between Black or Black-instigated disorder and 

white order, this editorial perspective obscures the possibility that the gatherings might in fact be 

a call for justice.27 The rhetorical effect is to associate Blackness with irrational and politically 

unintelligibility. 

These effects are amplified by the notable absence in these initial mainstream accounts of 

any sustained effort to contextualize participants’ actions. No perspectives are presented from 

those on the streets, even from participants of the Parker Center demonstration or the AME rally. 

Those who do appear to sympathize with the outrage and anger of “rioters” are either portrayed 

as bitter or angry, or their sentiments are qualified with statements like, “still, burning it down 

was not the way.”28 Furthermore – and this is surely in part because of its precipitating effect – 

much of the coverage focuses on the brutality Rodney King endured at the hands of the four 

LAPD officers on trial, acknowledging this particular and particularly grave miscarriage of 

justice. By framing the matter as an issue of individual-level violence, however, these accounts 

negate the deep-rooted social structures that made possible the initial attack and the subsequent 

acquittals. They locate the problem in a handful of rogue cops, or at best a panel of conservative 

jurors, rather than in a system of racial and economic injustice.  

 
27 For similar analysis of coverage from the New York Times and Washington Post, see Shannon 
Campbell, Phil Chidester, Jamel Bell & Jason Royer, “Remote Control: How Mass Media Delegitimize 
Rioting as Social Protest,” Race, Gender & Class Vol. 11, no. 1 (2004): 158-176. For a comparison of 
Los Angeles Times and Los Angeles Sentinel coverage, see Hemant Shah, “Press Coverage of Interethnic 
Conflict: Examples from the Los Angeles Riots of 1992,” Journal of Dispute Resolution 1: 177-183, 
2007. 
28 Charisse Jones and Dean E. Murphy, “A Long Night of Anger, Anarchy,” Los Angeles Times, May 1, 
1992, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-05-01-mn-1392-story.html. 
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Without much historical context, the mediated audience is primed to see both the beating 

and the acquittal as aberrations rather than another link in the chain of antiblack violence that also 

claimed Latasha Harlins’s death in 1992. (It’s no accident that Rodney King said a decade and a 

half later that the incident “made me feel like I was back in slavery days.”29) Rather than a 

collective or structural issue for the entire American polity to reckon with, redress becomes the 

individual-level responsibility of Officers Koon et al. This absence of historical context neuters 

those assembled on the streets of political intent or content, for an individualized and ahistorical 

understanding of violence permits no space to consider one form of violence (property destruction, 

for instance) a response to another form of violence (structural racism, for instance). The Times’s 

account thus paints these actors to be unruly rioters engaged in random, senseless and apolitical 

acts of destruction. 

The interpretation and public sentiments reflected in the Los Angeles Times’ editorial 

stance stand in stark contrast to those in the Los Angeles Sentinel.30 Let me note three key 

differences. First, the paper uses different language to describe the same events. The initial 

police encounter is in some places described as a “monster police beating,” and brutality is 

attributed to the entire LAPD instead of only to the four officers. Instead of referring to their trial 

as the “Rodney King trial,” which mainstream outlets like the Times have done overwhelmingly, 

the Sentinel nearly always refers to it as the “Rodney King beating trial” or spells out that it is 

 
29 “15 Years Later, Rodney King Looks Back,” NPR, March 3, 2006, 
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5243592. 
30 The Sentinel is published weekly on Thursdays; by the time the unrest broke out late Wednesday 
afternoon, the week’s issue had already gone to press. Indeed, the only suggestion of any post-verdict 
gathering is a small notice of a vigil to be held at the First AME Church, “whether the verdict is innocent 
or guilty”; “King Trial Verdict,” Los Angeles Sentinel, April 30, 1992. A1.Because of this time lag, 
Sentinel pieces generally more analysis more break news about LA 92. There is one pre-written article 
that suggests “reasoned calm” is necessary in the case of the acquittal of any of the officers; Larry Aubry, 
“Rodney King: Reasoned Calm Needed,” Los Angeles Sentinel, April 30, 1992, A6. 
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the four LAPD officers on trial. The latter also employs a broader range of words to describe 

activity on the streets: in some places they are described as are “riots” characterized by “looting” 

or “pillaging” and “arson,” but they also constitute an understandable “uprising” or a “rebellion,” 

or “civil disturbance.”  

Second, the Sentinel presents a diverse set of viewpoints regarding the unrest. Journalists, 

columnists and special writers who hold different perspectives describe the events variously: 

some call April 29 “a night of terror” in which “pilferers” engaged in “wrongful rampage” while 

others vindicating those on the streets as actors “alienated and effectively disenfranchised from 

the justice system and political process.”31 Likewise do articles include multiple perspectives 

from those off and on the streets, as bystanders, participants or owners of damaged property. 

Where one article quotes NAACP Executive Director Benjamin Hooks statement “vigorously 

condemn[ing]” the “rioting, arson, looting and murder [which] solve nothing,” another describes 

Baby Faye walking out of a Boys Market with only three packs of Charmin toilet paper – 

because, as she explains, she “can’t afford the good stuff.”32 Where some stories highlight those 

lamenting the destruction of their or the neighborhood’s Black-owned businesses, letters to the 

editor express a qualified sympathy, expressing that “we do not condone the violent aftermath . . 

. but we do understand it.”33 Instead of one editorial viewpoint there are many, just as there are 

myriad public voices quoted in these articles.  

Last, the paper weaves the unrest into a complex historical tapestry of economic 

inequality, police brutality and systemic racism. Each issue through June features several articles 

 
31 “Slanted Media Coverage of Uprising is Disgraceful,” Los Angeles Sentinel, June 25, 1992, A6. See 
also Costa Vargas, “The Los Angeles Times’ coverage.” 
32 Dennis C. Schatzman, “When Injustice Backhands ‘The Hood’ One Too Many Times,” Los Angeles 
Sentinel, May 21, 1992. A6. 
33 Letters, Thursday May 7, 1992. 
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about the unrest, and nearly all of those discuss explicitly or reference some combination of 

historical circumstance to situate it. So, for instance, does one columnist state that “the recession 

has taken its toll,” noting the high rates of unemployment in the African American community, 

especially among young men. Black businesses are reported as facing high insurance rates, 

redlining and difficulty securing financing. The “Reagan Revolution” is said to have “destroyed 

social and economic support programs for minorities, poor and working people and urban 

centers.”34 The beating and acquittals are “reminiscent of the trials held in the old south,” as 

“case after case against police and LA’s citizenry who commit crimes against Blacks have ended 

with little justice for African-Americans.” Public anger and unrest are “a culmination of years of 

injustice, slaps in the face, put downs, hangings, castrations, and now a rigged trial.”35 The unrest 

is not considered ahistorically but is rather situated in a narrative arc that enables it to be sensible 

and politically intelligible as a form of contestation, even if for some that form remains 

unjustifiable. In fact, a June 25 editorial criticizes “slanted” mainstream reporting, noting there 

was “no political or historical context to the events,” and the fact that such coverage ignored key 

facts and circumstances such as Latasha Harlins’s “brutal slaying” and youth unemployment 

“approaching 60 to 70 percent in some areas” of South Central.36  

Though they regarded the same gatherings on the streets, it’s evident that the Times and 

the Sentinel took very different editorial approaches to covering LA 92, and these approaches 

reflect competing interpretations of what these events could and did mean. The Times generally 

found the unrest devoid of political content, a result of violent rioters and looters having their 

 
34 Ron Daniels, “Rodney King Verdict: ‘No Justice, No Peace.” 
35 “Riot is the Language of the Unheard,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 14, 1992, A19.  
36 Avery Tallifellow, “Who Was Latasha Harlins and Why Don’t You Know?”, Los Angeles Sentinel, 
June 25, 1992. 
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way in the streets. It flattened perspectives within the Black community by reducing them to 

tropes of “criminal looter” or “righteous leader (who just so happens to agree with us).” In the 

ways I’ve discussed, the Times itself interpreted the unrest to be devoid of political intelligibility. 

As a result, to greater and related effect, it limited the range of interpretive possibilities that 

could follow for those members of the broader publics who relied on the paper to make sense of 

the events. 

The Sentinel, by contrast, interpreted these gatherings as political action in both the 

voices it included as well as in its editorial approach. To be sure, not all approved of the form of 

such action; some described the events as a “racial melee” and those on the streets as “hordes” 

captured by a “mob mentality.”37 Nevertheless, they overwhelmingly acknowledged the violence 

and destruction as responses to the verdicts – not the random and carnivalesque acts of 

opportunists – and expressed a qualified sympathy, a sense of those gatherings as, to recall 

Maxine Waters’s explanation, “somewhat understandable, if not acceptable.” As Junie McNair in 

a letter to the editor states, “Although the actions did not reflect my deeds, they did reflect my 

emotions and state of mind.”38 These attributions of political content are not simply semantic 

designations but have material consequences, as Sentinel columnist Larry Aubry suggests: those 

on the streets “are the people routinely referred to by the media and others as ‘savages,’ looters, 

animals, etc. Presumably, this makes it easier to focus on their immediate behavior (violent) 

 
37 Marsha Mitchell, “Residents say police should have stayed, police disagree,” Los Angeles Sentinel, 
May 7, 1992, A3; Ron Dungee, “The Legacy of Rodney King,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 7, 1992, A3. 
Interestingly, in condemning the “looting” two Sentinel columnists seem to imply that it was non-Black 
actors who engaged in more opportunist behavior: “These people [looters] are mostly Hispanic, I 
observed; I don’t believe that many have even heard of Rodney King.” 
38 Junie McNair, “Letter to Editor,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 7, 1992, A6. 
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rather than the underlying [sic] of such behavior, which, as usual, is relegated to the back 

burner.”39 

But interpreting the unrest as the Sentinel did, finding it intelligible, is a contingent fact. 

Context, as I argued earlier, is made, not given.  Within given frames of intelligibility, certain 

information rises to the level of relevant fact, and different “facts” are imbued with normative 

weight and public narrative(s) are construct accordingly. These are not neutral acts and 

normative assignations but are woven into an already existing fabric of social normativity, itself 

an index of already existing relations of power and domination. The activity of generating an 

interpretive context from which to make sense of a particular phenomenon is thus a function of 

one’s standpoint and the frameworks of intelligibility that constitute it. Put differently, these 

frameworks – including their normative presuppositions and exclusions – condition and enable 

the ranges of publicly available interpretive possibilities.  

What’s evident from the comparison made above is that the Sentinel generated a complex 

web of contextual associations in which to locate the assemblies on the streets. It attributed 

meanings to those gathered that approximated what those on the streets actually said. This is 

evident in, at the very least, actually citing what people themselves said, whether it was Baby 

Faye stating she can’t afford Charmin’ or Fred Fleet declaring that “the people’s anger spills into 

the street.”40 Across distinct and yet interlocking registers – registers material, affective and 

discursive – the Sentinel created an interpretive context and political meaning out of the messy 

hodgepodge of social life.  

 
39 Larry Aubry, “Shameful Decision, Prophetic Aftermath,” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 7, 1992, A6. 
40 “Riot is the Language of the Unheard.” 
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The concept of the interpretive public as developed above provides an analytic 

framework for theorizing this generation of an assembly’s normative force. But publicity gives 

us limited resources to consider why publics who try to make sense of the same phenomenon 

nevertheless come to different, even competing, interpretations of it. In other words, we know 

how an assembly’s normative status is generated – that is, in a public and dynamic interpretive 

exchange – but we are at a loss to understand the conditions of possibility for being able to form 

meaning in the first place. Why did the Times and the Sentinel attribute different degrees of 

political intelligibility to the same street gatherings, the same bodies, the same claims?   

The interpretive public does not itself determine reigning frameworks of intelligibility, 

but the work of interpretation is nevertheless governed by these frames.  I argue here that this 

interpretive work is structured by the contingent exclusions that constitute all systems of 

knowledge and political agency. These exclusions condition the possibility of finding an 

assembly politically intelligible. The Times’s inability or refusal to locate the unrest in any 

particular context except the most superficial (for instance, that it follows the acquittal of the 

LAPD officers or Rodney King’s beating a year earlier) is no accidental or arbitrary matter. It 

instead indicates the particular sociopolitical locations and identities of its writers and editors as 

well as those of the audiences for whom it writes, and the interpretive possibilities and limits 

contained within.  

At first blush, that the Times and Sentinel interpreted the same gatherings in the streets 

differently might be understood as a matter of socioeconomic inequality. The socioeconomic 

privileges of some enable them to live in worlds that overlap little with those who are less 

privileged. They may share fewer background contexts and therefore have less willingness or 

ability to relate to each other. As Susan Bickford articulates, the uneven power dynamics that 
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result from social, cultural and economic inequalities can block or distort a genuine attending to 

(in her parlance, listening) that is necessary for a democratic politics.41 Certain accents and 

vocabularies, for instance, are associated with different cultures and may as a result be taken less 

seriously. As I discussed in Chapter 1, these norms extend to bodily appearance. Certain 

racializations, gender presentations, modes of dress are given more social weight than others. 

These norms that govern communication and signification more broadly are not neutral and in 

fact reinforce the racialized positions, gender presentations, modes of dress and so on of already 

dominant groups.42 These power-laden norms are not limited to dialogue, which is Bickford’s 

area of concern, but obtain in the interpretive public as well. Publicity, in other words, is not 

neutral but is itself constituted and structured by norms of inclusion and exclusion. 

Under such conditions of inequality, audiences may attend to and attribute meanings 

based on their valuation of these external characteristics rather than the content of what people 

themselves might be claiming or signifying. It’s clear that attending to these external 

characteristics was at least part of the way that many public audiences interpreted the events in 

1992. Take the Los Angeles Times’s characterization of the unrest as a racial conflict, which I 

considered in the previous section. In this framing, the paper distilled the complex set of events 

to a single axis of contention. It simultaneously flattened into one layer the substantial 

differences amongst members of the same racialized group – so that, for one, Korean 

shopkeepers who stood armed on the rooftops of their stores and activists and community leaders 

who organized the 30,000-participant peace rally in Koreatown are reduced to a singular racial 

 
41 Susan Bickford, Dissonance of Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), Chapter 4, 
especially 95-104. 
42 Bickford, Dissonance; see also Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1987). 
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marker: “Korean.” So it is that social, cultural and political arrangements can block and/or distort 

the ways audiences interpret people gathered on the streets. More broadly, the result is that 

certain identities, practices and cultures are universalized while others are devalued, and our 

patterns of interpretive care and attention often map onto these inequalities.  

At another level, though, we might consider the ways political subjecthood and identity 

are constructed in the first place, the exclusions that constitute them and the ways that these 

frameworks of intelligibility and political agency structure the bounds of political interpretation. 

Let me follow Sina Kramer’s account of constitutive exclusions to trace this logic and then 

expand on its relation to the interpretive public.43  

Because identity is relational, any system or political body constitutes itself by excluding 

some element or quality. This process of identity formation functions through constitutive 

exclusion, establishing a boundary that demarcates the outside (them, the excluded) from what is 

inside (us, the included). Thus, perhaps, “we” are the ones who love peace and freedom, “they” 

do not, and this essential difference is how “we” define and understand ourselves. Any boundary 

between inside and outside is neither clear-cut nor eternal, so the excluded element(s) remains 

inside as what cannot be understood – in Kramer’s language, unintelligible as a subject position. 

So it is that those who don’t meet the norms of what counts as “us” are cast outside the realm of 

political being and political sensibility; they figure as radically external, or a-, pre- or even anti-

political. This exclusion creates the illusion of a fully intelligible political agent on the “inside,” 

in contrast to the wild, criminal and intelligible claims being made “beyond” the frontier.44 Yet, 

those excluded are also in fact necessary for the original identity or system to continue to exist 

 
43 Sina Kramer, Excluded Within. 
44 Ibid., 6. 
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and understand itself as such. In these ways, constitutive exclusions – always multiple – are part 

and parcel of any generation of polity, identity or system. This ontological matter of subject 

status has epistemological effects, for it establishes norms of what “counts” as real – and by 

extension, what is beyond the realm of intelligibility. But it also has political effects in that these 

lines of demarcation are never given, but are rather contingent matters always subject to 

(continual) contestation.  

The various regulatory norms that shape our interpretive practices are themselves 

founded upon multiple forms of exclusion. Interpretation is, after all, a social practice, one 

undertaken by audience members located in a particular world and whose identities are 

conditioned by social position. The structures and norms by which someone “inside” understands 

herself as a political agent simultaneously render those “outside” unintelligible as political 

subjects and their actions unintelligible as political acts. Excluded figures who might contest 

their exclusion, then, come to register as wild, criminal and politically unintelligible. When one’s 

assumptions, opinions, language and worldview have been built off certain exclusions, even the 

most generous and well-intended audience member might be unable to step outside that 

fundamental framework and generate a context with which to attribute normative weight to the 

words and actions of the excluded. Interpreting the acts and claims of those excluded would 

demand in the first place radically dismantling one’s (exclusionary) normative frameworks; and 

furthermore engaging in this process continually, since all normative presupposition rely on 

forms of exclusion. 

Let me put this more concretely. All four LAPD officers charged with using excessive 

force in apprehending Rodney King were acquitted. This, despite the videotaped and widely 

circulated evidence to the contrary, despite the fact that King sustained several bone breaks and 
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fractures (including to his skull), permanent brain damage and kidney damage – not to mention 

long-lasting emotional and physical trauma. The acquittals underscored not only the deeply 

racialized character of the criminal justice system, but they also laid bare a set of ontological and 

epistemological norms that establish whose life counts as a life, whose loss counts as a loss, and 

thus who can demand justice and whose demands simply can’t make sense.45 Likewise, who 

qualifies as a political actor and what forms of action count as intelligible – and as such, socially 

legitimate. Made clear in the verdicts and much of the public response to the unrest was the 

unintelligibility of Black life and the unintelligibility of Black contestation.46  

My contention here is that at least some public audiences, including the Los Angeles 

Times, interpreted those gatherings on the streets as violent, wild, senseless riots because there 

was no room within racialized normative frameworks to understand or contextualize the actions 

of the constitutively excluded as modes of political agency and action. “Riot” is, after all, a word 

used to describe something senseless, violent, excessive. Those engaged were “looters” captured 

by a “mob” mentality – irrational, wild, unreasoned; in short, beyond political agency and action. 

What this designation reveals are normativity’s operating terms: riots are unintelligible according 

to constitutive norms of political agency. And, as I discussed above, compounding these 

differences are the material patterns of domination that make those exclusions all the more 

invisible.  

Generating a context, trying to understand what those on the streets were themselves 

claiming, doing, meaning, would have required a total upheaval of perspectives and the 

normative assumptions that undergird them. This would have entailed, at least, radically re-

 
45 See Butler, “Endangered/Endangering”; Robert Gooding-Williams, “‘Look, a Negro!’” in Reading 
Rodney King / Reading Urban Uprising (New York: Routledge, 1993): 157-177. 
46 See Chapter 1, footnote 55.  
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questioning what it means to be and know another as a (political) subject as well as the 

normative frames that structure one’s own, contingent understanding of political agency and 

intelligibility. It would have necessitated a fundamental change in (self-)consciousness that 

extends beyond being challenged or wrong.  

Though there were clearly differences of opinion within the Sentinel, those interpretations 

were guided by different normative frameworks – hence, the overall political intelligibility 

(though not necessarily approval) accorded to the events. Without making essentializing 

assumptions about experiences and political commitments, let me contend that the Sentinel’s 

interpretation of the events and attribution of normative force to the assemblies comes from a 

different set of normative presuppositions about political agency and action. It was within the 

bounds of these presuppositions that audience members at the Sentinel were able to generate a 

relevant interpretive background, contextualizing the gatherings and locating in them political 

content – hence, for some, “uprising” and “rebellion” rather than “riot.” Different social actors’ 

identities, frames of intelligibility and thus publics are constituted through exclusion, such that 

those exclusions render non-normative assemblies and actors politically unintelligible. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

Publicity as a theoretical tool gives us purchase in understanding the open and dynamic 

conditions of meaning-making. My goal in developing the interpretive public as a concept has 

been to shift the terrain of this publicity to better consider assembly and the material-affective 

registers along which its normativity is generated. This interpretive public is oriented not around 

a particular attribution of meaning but rather the shared practice of making sense of a public 

gathering. It is in the work of the interpretive public that political intelligibility is made. Here, 
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the meanings and normative valences that are attributed to a gathering exceed but nevertheless 

engage with the intended meaning of its individual participants. These are not the one-directional 

claims that Frank would have us consider, nor the determinate negations Laclau seems to 

suggest, but rather dynamic and contingent exchanges of interpretation, fraught with infelicities 

and the potential for misfires as much as they do attribute normative force “successfully.”  

The interpretive public, however, both necessitates a common world and creates a world-

in-common. Assembly, of course, imagines an audience and in gathering calls it into being. The 

shared practice of interpreting an assembly, likewise, creates a loose interpretive public. But 

there are sociopolitical and epistemological conditions of intelligibility – and theorizing the 

public character of normativity doesn’t help us understand how this fact translates to differential 

or even competing interpretations. These material and normative frameworks structure what 

interpretive conclusions can be found possible in the same phenomenon. They circumscribe the 

interpretive contexts in which one can locate a public gathering and as a result, too, the political 

intelligibility that can be attributed to it. It was in part due to these constitutive exclusions that 

the Los Angeles Times was unable to see those gathered on the streets as political actors engaged 

in intelligible forms of political action. That these exclusions were intensified by frustration and 

anger of those on the streets and manifested in the fear and anxiety that some audiences 

experienced is the empirical geography of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
Affect and Horizons of Concern 

 
 
 

Along with materiality and collectivity, affect is a core register by which assembly 

generates its normative force, and an assembly’s political intelligibility is thus governed also by 

norms about affect.  In this final chapter, I examine the archival record about LA 92 and the anti-

Prop. 187 march to conceptualize the complex role that affect plays in political assembly.  The 

public responses to the two gatherings analyzed here indicate that politically appropriate affects 

– joy, exuberance, solidarity – expressed by participants, attributed to a gathering, and 

experienced by interlocutors contribute to its intelligibility as a political assembly.  By contrast, a 

gathering that is associated with politically inappropriate affects – anger, fear, frustration – 

whether attributed to or experienced by those gathered or by their audiences may be considered 

publicly unintelligible as a political assembly.   

Affective differences between the 1994 march and LA 92, and in particular the way that 

those differences are processed and articulated by public audiences, suggest that affects carry 

different normative weight within extant frameworks of assembly.  While the 1994 gathering 

into downtown Los Angeles was perceived to be orderly, peaceful, exuberant and full of 

camaraderie, and hence, in conjunction with other dimensions of its assembling, a march, the 

gatherings that characterized LA 92 were for many audiences angry, uncontrollable and 

horrifying – in short, unintelligible as political assembly and so, for many, was seen instead as 

riot or violent crowd action.  There are thus two claims here: first, that conventions govern what 

affects are politically intelligible, and what affects can be intelligibly expressed by those 

gathered.  In this first way, norms about affect intertwine with those of materiality.  Second, the 
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affects that people experience in connection with an assembly reflect their responses to that 

assembly.  Considered together, affect is both a basis for evaluating the political legitimacy of an 

assembly and simultaneously a mirror of that evaluation.  Affect, in this sense, is a vehicle and 

expression of social legitimation.   

I should note here that my use of the language “appropriate” and “inappropriate” is a way 

to categorize the political intelligibility of certain affective orientations as they already circulate.  

With these terms, I am not suggesting from my perspective as a theorist that some affects are 

more or less acceptable or appropriate than others.  That some assemblies are considered 

affectively “appropriate” or “inappropriate” is itself a normative evaluation that already reflects 

the assembly’s intelligibility.  So, for instance, to see a public gathering as exuberant and 

festival-like march is itself an indication of its intelligibility within extant normative frameworks.   

As will become clear in what follows, my discussion of affect is interwoven with my 

discussions in previous chapters.  For instance, the affective responses to each of the two 

gatherings I analyze here are inseparable from their material elements.  In LA 92, after all, at 

least some of those on the streets expressed their anger and frustration with the LAPD verdicts 

by throwing rocks and glass bottles.  Likewise, at least some of the fear that public audiences 

experienced came from seeing those rocks and bottles strewn on the ground, or from burning 

buildings or racialized scenes of bodily violence.  And, as this turn to “public audiences” 

indicates, analyzing the constellation of affects that come to characterize an assembly 

necessitates considering the affective orientations of those on the streets as well as their 

audiences – and the affects that the latter attribute to the former.  This chapter thus incorporates 

and extends the foregoing discussions on materiality, collectivity and publicity. 
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The first section below clarifies what I mean by affect, including its relation to adjacent 

concepts such as emotion, feeling and sentiment.  In so doing I review some of the key literatures 

on affect.  Such theories and investigations are voluminous across the humanities and social 

sciences, from conceptualizations of affect rooted in neurology and/or biology (e.g., Brian 

Massumi, William Connolly and Eve Kosofsky-Sedgwick) to efforts to make clear the value that 

moral sentiment adds to democratic deliberation (e.g., Sharon Krause).  As important as this 

scholarship is, much of it provides few analytic resources for understanding the normative 

valence of affect vis-à-vis public assembly.  However, neither do notable crowd theories help 

much in this regard.  Writings on crowd emotion and psychology (e.g., Gustave Le Bon or 

Sigmund Freud) have since been dismissed as conservative reactions to circumstances of the 

time, though their influence persists in the ordinary language that we use to describe assemblies, 

evident in full-fledged terms like “mob mentality.”  In place of these crowd theories, 

contemporary social movements scholars (James Jasper or Francesca Polletta) have developed a 

language for discussing the emotions that motivate protest and those emotions, like solidarity, 

that a protest generates in its participants, as well as the influence of these emotions on public 

audiences’ support for the issue(s) at stake.  This sociological literature is important to parsing 

the motivational factors and strategic choices that influence whether and how an assembly like a 

demonstration takes place.  Absent from it, however, is a normative understanding of an 

assembly’s intelligibility as well as the role that affects play in it; I return to this below.  What is 

clear in reviewing the expansive literatures on affect is that they tend to do one of two things: 

either such theories approach affect normatively without considering how it works and its effects 

in concrete moments of political action, or they discuss the two together without considering 
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how affects are situated in a normative framework that regulates their and the assembly’s 

(un)intelligibility.  

The second part of this chapter considers affect and intelligibility within actual moments 

of public assembly.  I review side-by-side the public responses to LA 92 and the anti-Prop. 187 

march.  I observe a pattern of attention to the affective character of these assemblies as well as to 

the affective responses various publics experience in reaction – the feelings, moods, emotions, 

atmospheres and energies that come to be associated with any particular gathering.  I find that 

affect is not external to our normative understanding of an assembly but forms instead part of its 

very scaffolding.  As I discussed above and articulated in the language of “appropriate” and 

“inappropriate” affects, an assembly’s affective character is evaluated according to certain 

normative standards.  These normative criteria are themselves conditions of an assembly’s 

appearance as such; to be politically intelligible demands that a gathering subscribe to certain 

expectations about what affects should – and should not – be at play.  In addition, these norms 

are conceived and applied differentially: some social agents can express affects that are other 

identities cannot intelligibly express.  The public responses to these two gatherings underscore 

affect’s deep sociality and also suggest that a public gathering’s normative acceptability is a 

reflection of how participants and audiences perceive their relations to each other.  

Before proceeding, let me underscore that the affective norms I derive from analyzing the 

LA “Riots” and the anti-Prop. 187 march should not be understood as general norms that can be 

located in, distilled from or used to analyze all public gatherings.  Just as there is no set of norms 

that governs and is thus expressed in all assemblies, there is no generalizable theory of affect that 

unfurls from them.  Like the standards of materiality that I discussed in Chapter 1, the 

expectations that I identify below are specific to each gathering’s time, place and respective 
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sociopolitical, economic and cultural circumstances.  However, and as I have articulated 

previously, analyzing the similarities and differences between these two assemblies can help us 

see more clearly, at least in these instances, the muddy waters that are our normative 

assumptions.  This exercise leaves us as empirically invested political theorists better equipped to 

parse any given assembly’s normative bases.  And insofar as we might understand different 

public gatherings as sharing family resemblances, this exercise also helps us begin to map out the 

normative coordinates that regulate political assembly.   

 

I.  Affect’s Contours  

In a chapter centered on affect, the first course of action is to clarify what precisely I 

mean with the word “affect.”  This itself presents a challenge, for the various ways that affect has 

been conceived, the diverse analytic frameworks that ground these conceptualizations and the 

theoretical uses to which they are put – these are legion.  Gregg and Siegworth, in providing an 

overview of such theories, enumerate at least eight angles from which affect has been theorized.  

These range from post-humanist theories that posit “human/machine/inorganic” assemblages in 

place of an agential and human-oriented ontology to biologically rooted explanations for various 

physical-psychological responses.1  I see no way to categorize this terrain neatly, in part because 

it spans diverse disciplines and methodologies and serves different theoretical or analytic 

purposes, from propounding the importance of moral sentiment for democratic deliberation, for 

instance, to laying bare the affective contradictions of neoliberal capitalism.2   

 
1 Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Siegworth, The Affect Theory Reader (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press): 6-8. 
2 Sharon R. Krause, Civil Passions: Moral Sentiment and Democratic Deliberation (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2008); Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2011). 
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This section introduces thus an idiosyncratic mix of affect theories that figure 

prominently in these studies and appear particularly relevant to assembly.  I group together the 

affect theories of Brian Massumi and William Connolly, two key figures whose thinking on this 

matter dovetails with (or, indeed, grounds) some of the new materialisms discussed in Chapter 1, 

with the biological-psychological affect of Silvan Tomkins.  I find their neuro-biological or 

psycho-biological accounts of affect – Tomkins, for instance, suggests there are nine essential 

affects that all humans experience – unconvincing for a number of reasons relating to the 

relationship between the cognitive and the non-cognitive, which I detail below.  Ultimately I find 

Massumi, Connolly and Tomkins’s theories to be limited in helping us understand assembly 

because their political implications and the status of shared affects remain unclear.  To address 

these theoretical gaps, I turn briefly to the work of various crowd and social movement theorists 

who consider affect at the group or collective level.  

Before discussing these various affect theories, however, let me provide some 

preliminary contours of what I mean when discussing “affect.”  Rather than defining affect 

precisely, I understand it as a complex of emotions, feelings, moods, desires, currents, 

atmospheres, attachments and other ineffable experiences that resist total representation.  I don’t 

differentiate between affect and emotion or feeling or intensity and so on, for my goal is not to 

categorize different experiential phenomena but rather to understand what role such phenomena, 

broadly conceived, plays in an assembly’s intelligibility.  So it is, admittedly, a capacious 

umbrella of a word, and one that I’ll expand on over the course of this chapter, particularly as it 

emerges in concrete detail in section two below.  For now, I’ll say three things, based on my 

reading of key conceptualizations of affect and the ways they correspond (or not) to my 

observations about the two gatherings I’ve chosen to work with. 
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First, affects have an orienting character to them.  Though they certainly do not all have a 

motivating tendency toward action (e.g., my anxiety may be paralyzing rather than enabling), 

affects respond to and direct us toward certain phenomena, interactions or worldly experiences.  

The anxiety and dread I experience, for instance, might be a response to the cloud of this global 

pandemic; likewise, our solidarity might be a response to the untenability of the status quo and 

instead might take the form of imagining and even enacting a possible alternative social 

arrangement.  Affects are, in other words, deeply embedded in their native relations, including 

interpersonal and social contexts and circumstances: they reflect connections and are generated 

in them.  Following from this, affects can be experienced individually as well as with others, as 

part of what forms a collective, as I suggested in Chapter 2.     

Second, these affective experiences cut across category distinctions.  While they can of 

course be described by discursive means, this effort to represent affective experience does not 

totally capture it.  However, and while Jason Frank might refer to affect as a pre-cognitive or 

sub-representational force,3 affects are also cognized or represented, though only ever partially.  

After all, I can name and relay the exhilaration and solidarity felt amongst fellow demonstrators 

who share a political aim, just as I can describe the chill I feel in my spine when a particularly 

captivating rhetor takes the stand – even as I may not explicitly think of and conceptualize these 

experiences thus.  Affect is thus a force that resists or at the very least blurs neat distinctions 

between experiences that are pre-cognitive, sub-representational or un-conceptualized and those 

cognized, represented and conceptualized.  Put differently, there is no binary difference between 

 
3 Frank, Constituent Moments, especially Chapter 2. 
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cognition and affect or reason and emotion: affect and emotion are “fundamental to the 

rationality of an act rather than divorced from it.”4 

Last, in line with the performative tack that this project takes, I am interested in what 

affects as a conglomeration of embodied, not-totally-representational experiences do in shared 

political life: what alternatives do affects enable and what possibilities do they foreclose – and 

under what conditions?  In other words, the question here is what effect(s) affects have, not what, 

precisely, an affect is.  What these three points that I just outlined suggest that affect has an 

essentially social character to it: while accessed individually, affective orientations are not 

ahistorical and decontextualized phenomena but rather reflect one’s position in the world.  I’ll 

return to these points below. 

 Brian Massumi and William Connolly’s writings on affect have been highly influential 

across the humanities and humanistic social sciences.5  Both rely in similar ways on a certain 

kind of neurobiology, for instance interpreting empirical (psychological, neurological) 

experiments to reveal affect as a force independent of thought.  Here, I focus on Massumi’s 

writings.  I’ve chosen to do so not only because his thought has been influential across a range of 

intellectual domains over the past 25 years, but also because he was one of the first notable 

contemporary thinkers to challenge social theory’s perceived rationalism and cognitivism by 

 
4 Karen Fierke, Political Self-Sacrifice: Agency, Body and Emotion in International Relations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 63. 
5 Brian Massumi, “The Autonomy of Affect,” Cultural Critique no. 31 (1995): 83-109; Parables for the 
Virtual (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002); Politics of Affect (London: Polity Press, 2015); 
William E. Connolly, Neuropolitics: Thinking, Culture, Speed (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2002). 
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reclaiming the actual and theoretical importance of non-cognitive and/or non-representational 

phenomena.6   

 In his 1995 essay “The Autonomy of Affect,” Massumi begins to develop a “cultural-

theoretical vocabulary specific to affect.”7  He opens the essay by recounting an empirical 

experiment involving a melting snowman that was shown in between programs on German 

television.  Researchers noted that children watching the story had distinct physiological 

responses when a voiceover narrated the story factually, step-by-step: their hearts beat faster and 

their breathing deepened.  Even though this factual narration was ranked as least pleasant (most 

unhappy), it “elicited the highest level of arousal.”  Researchers, Massumi writes, were “a bit 

taken aback by their results,” concluding that affect plays a primary role in image reception.8   

 For Massumi, this experiment is notable because it failed to find traces of exactly what it 

was looking for: cognition.  Heartbeats racing or sweat beading don’t map onto cognized 

expectations of arousal, e.g., pleasure or happiness.  Instead, what this experiment indicates is 

that there is a level of experience – what he terms intensity or affect – beyond the cognitive, and 

it is one that is embodied in such autonomic reactions.  This claim is buttressed by a second 

experiment, one cited also by Connolly, showing that brain activity exists before an active 

decision to flex a finger.9  This is the “missing half-second” between the beginning of a bodily 

 
6 In translating Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus [(Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987), xvi], Massumi defines affect as a prepersonal intensity and not a personal 
feeling; see discussion below.  
7 Massumi, “Autonomy,” 88. 
8 Ibid., 83-84. 
9 Ibid., 89-90.  For Connolly on the same experiment, see “Brain Waves, Transcendental Fields, and 
Techniques of Thought,” Radical Philosophy, no. 94 (March-April 1999). 
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event (the electroencephalograph showing brain activity) and its expression (marking the 

decision to flex one’s finger).   

What these experiments suggest, according to Massumi, is a plane of experience 

independent of what we can think, expect or represent – hence, somatic arousal autonomous of 

(and, indeed, contrary to) expectations of pleasure.  This is the plane of intensity or affect.  Non-

linear and non-linguistic, it is unassimilable to the signifying and semantic logics that define, 

however contingently, our cognitive sensibilities.  Affect is, in other words, non-signifying and 

nonconscious intensity or force.  This point about non-cognition is particularly apparent in the 

second experiment, where affect operates independent from the dictates of will and 

consciousness.   

This is not to say that affect is born from nothing and responds to nothing.  Massumi is at 

pains to point out that affect, as it is encapsulated in bodily life, is contextual and 

environmentally specific.  Following Spinoza, Massumi explains that affect is the capacity to 

affect and to be affected.  And, to extend this core quality, affect is best understood as a process 

rather than some static entity: it is, in his language, processual becoming.10  Within this 

framework, affect is to be distinguished from emotion.  Where affect charts an encounter 

between affecting and affected bodies and is therefore always external and relational, emotion is 

internalized: it is something that someone feels and can describe – that is, can qualify in 

linguistic terms – and so can be only a “subjective” and cognitive phenomenon.11   

 
10 For process-based ontology in relation to “the people” as the legitimating force in a democratic order, 
see Paulina Ochoa-Espejo, The Time of Popular Sovereignty (University Park: Pennsylvania State Press, 
2011).  There are ties here to the “new materialisms,” some versions of which draw on Massumi’s 
concept of affect or like him work in similar ways with thinkers like Spinoza, Deleuze and Guattari, and 
Whitehead. 
11 Massumi, Parables of the Virtual, 28.   
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I find Massumi’s thought, as well as much of the affect theory that takes as baseline the 

tenets outlined above, unhelpful at best and troubling at worst, for several reasons.12  First, in 

suggesting that affect operates on a somatic or physiological plane that is independent of 

cognition, Massumi revives the age-old – and, false – dichotomy between the body and the mind.  

He sets up a duality wherein the latter centers on reason, language, consciousness, will and 

intention, while the former entails matter, non-representation, intensities and encounters between 

sensate entities.  Though his aim may be to thematize non-rational modalities of experience 

where it had been made absent in cultural-social theory, affect as he conceives it simply 

entrenches the duality in the opposite direction.   

Second, it is not clear that there is in fact a strict distinction between emotion and affect 

based on Massumi’s claim that emotions are subjective and cognitively rooted.  Emotions are not 

generated ex nihilo: they too are contextually sensitive responses to our environments and 

specific social, cultural and political circumstances.  That is to say, emotions are also relational 

and not purely “subjective” in the pejorative sense Massumi seems to attribute to them.  

Moreover, the fact that emotions can be interpreted, named and thereby given personal and 

interpersonal meaning does not render them fully cognized facets of experience.  We can and 

often do, for instance, have experiences that our bodies feel quite intensely but we nevertheless 

can lack the capacity to express them – and not for want of trying (is this not why we teach 

children to “use your words”?).  That is, we can have emotional experiences that remain 

 
12 Portions of the below critique are drawn from Ruth Leys, “The Turn to Affect: A Critique,” Critical 
Inquiry, vol. 37, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 434-472 and Linda Zerilli’s engagement with it in “The Turn to 
Affect and the Problem of Judgment,” New Literary History, vol. 4, no. 2: 261-286; see also Connolly’s 
response, “The Complexity of Intention,” Critical Inquiry vol. 37, no. 4: 791-798 as well as Leys’s 
scathing critique in “Affect and Intention: A Reply to William E. Connolly,” Critical Inquiry vol. 37, no. 
4: 799-805; see also Margaret Wetherell, “Trends in the Turn to Affect: A Social Psychological Critique,” 
Body & Society vol. 21, no. 2: 139-166.  
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linguistically unintelligible, or, in Massumi’s language, “non-cognitive,” muddying the hard line 

he draws between emotion and affect.   

As a brief side note, and because it’s found renewed attention via Eve Kosofsky-

Sedgwick’s influential work, I find Silvan Tomkins’s schematizing of affect problematic for 

similar reasons.13  A psychologist by trade, Tomkins theorized nine distinct affects hardwired 

into the human biological system, among them anger, joy, surprise, fear and disgust.  Found 

across the human race, these affects skirt intention and meaning.  As automatic responses we 

experience in reaction to external stimuli, there is no cognitive content attached to them.  Not 

only does Tomkins’s affect theory presume a universalism that does not inhere across all cultures 

and all self-understandings (after all, even if a word-concept like disgust were to be found in all 

languages it would not follow that it occupies the same normative place in each, to say the least); 

but in doing so the theory is also curiously ahistorical, as if expressions of joy looked or even 

functioned the same way in Tang Dynasty China as they do in the contemporary U.S.  This is not 

to mention its biologism and intensification of the mind-matter dichotomy. 

Last, it’s not clear what we do with these theories of affect.  Say we accept the general 

claims represented here: that emotions are distinct from affect, that affect is an autonomous plane 

of non-cognitive experience, that it captures an affecting (affectionate?) encounter between 

sensate entities, or that there is indeed a set of affects that inhere in all humans.  How do these 

claims help us understand what affect does in the field of human relations?  How would they 

 
13 Silvan Tomkins, Affect Imagery Consciousness (New York: Springer, 1962); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Thinking Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003); Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, “Shame in the Cybernetic Fold: Reading Silvan Tomkins,” Critical 
Inquiry vol. 21, no. 2 (1995): 496-522.  I should be clear that Massumi and Tomkins have distinct 
understandings of affect which are arguably incompatible, for the former seeks to retrieve affect from the 
realm of signification and language while the latter locates it in 9 defined structures.  I insert Tomkins 
here because together both understandings frame affect as a bodily and pre-cognitive intensity or force, 
one that precedes or at the least operates outside language and representation.   
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translate into any sort of normative democratic political theory, a theory of collective action, a 

theory of power, a theory of intersubjective meaning?  In short, what do these affects do, in our 

chaotic and plural world?  This question returns us to the performative framework that orients 

this project.   

Rather than defining affect constatively or based on controlled neuro-psychological 

experiments, I’m interested in the twin questions of what work affect – as a transversal complex 

of intensity, feeling, emotion and adjacent forms of experience – does in specific historical 

circumstances of collective political action.  These studies of affect are valuable because they 

challenge the reason-based primacy of some political theorizing.  However, we do not need a 

concept of affect to have sharp edges in order to ask what role it plays in collective political life, 

and the affect work I have outlined here only takes us so far in the present project.  After all, if 

affect is indeed relational and social – if “the experience of affect and emotion . . . is as 

extremely varied as the contexts of life in which they emerge” – then it only makes analytic 

sense to look at affect as it is used and understood.14   

One natural entry point into theorizing affect and collective action is the crowd theories 

of Gustave Le Bon and Sigmund Freud.15  Both took a skeptical view toward crowds and masses 

and their writings have, like hypnosis, long since been dismissed – in part for being rooted in a 

conservative bourgeois fear about politically enfranchising the common people.  Nevertheless, 

their work has been influential for two reasons.  First, they were some of the first modern 

thinkers to consider street politics and affect together, which in the language of their time took 

the form of psychological or psychoanalytic approaches toward the political collective.  Second, 

 
14 Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 13. 
15 Le Bon, The Crowd; Freud, Group Psychology and the Ego.  For contemporary analyses of this work, 
see Dean, Crowds & Party; and Laclau, On Populist Reason, Chapter 1. 
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vestiges of their thought remain in the everyday language we use to describe the collectivities 

gathered on the streets – from “mob mentality” to “hive mind” to the purportedly hypnotic sway 

of leaders over their flocked masses.  In this ordinary sense, their influence is notable and so 

their work is worth considering, if only briefly. 

Both Le Bon and Freud are interested in crowd psychology, as the respective titles of 

their books on crowds suggest: Le Bon’s Psychology of Crowds and Freud’s Mass Psychology 

and Ego Analysis, and the latter in fact responds to and builds upon the former.  One of their core 

claims is that individuals within a crowd lose their individuality, including the reason, moral 

sentiment and discipline that make them upright persons when operating on their own.  

Individuals in a crowd are subsumed by it in a kind of “mental unity”: they become easily 

impressionable and adopt the crowd’s emotions or states of mind; and because individuals are 

less fearful en masse, the crowd is often driven to action and prone to destruction.  It is, for this 

reason, easily manipulated by an influential leader or demagogue, who need only gin up raucous 

enthusiasm for support.  In Le Bon’s language, in a crowd one is “a grain of sand amid other 

grains of sand, which the wind stirs up at will.”16  The collective mind is spontaneous, impulsive 

and irrational where the individual mind is orderly, deliberate and reasoned: an animalistic or 

naturalistic group mind pit against the cultivated and civilized individual.  Freud extends Le 

Bon’s thought using his own language, articulating the group mind in terms of libidinal desire.  

For him, the key takeaway is that group psychology reflects the ego ideal’s identification with 

and desire for all horizontal others and especially with the group leader. 

To be clear, Le Bon and Freud do not specifically discuss the physical crowd or the street 

gatherings that are central to this project.  They are concerned with the kind of thinking that 

 
16 Le Bon, The Crowd, 8. 
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characterizes collectivities, be it in a military setting or in a religious order.  However, the 

fundamental ideas that individuals within the crowd lose their individual consciousness and their 

reason, or become mere expressions of collective energies, continue to surface in contemporary 

public discourse about assemblies.  For instance, and as I return to below, media outlets widely 

characterized those who gathered on the streets in LA 92 as “roving mobs” engaged in senseless 

violence and looting.  Here, participants are described not as individual actors but in terms of the 

group and its irrational activity.  Moreover, in relying on language drawn from the natural world 

– those gathered as a “raging fire” or gunpowder set to explode – these media accounts take 

currency from the distinction between reason and nature.  Indeed, what is interesting is that 

characterizing the crowd in this manner is not simply the case in instances of destructive 

violence.  In the anti-Prop. 187 gathering, which is considered intelligible as a political march 

and was at the time noted for its nonviolence, participants were described collectively as a 

“roiling river,” drawing again on this naturalistic language.   

My takeaway from the crowd theories of Le Bon and Freud is this: they were incorrect to 

argue that crowds generate a collective mind of their own.  As I argued in Chapter 2, there is no 

collective subject but only the performative appearance or effect of one.  Neither are they correct 

to argue that this collective mind overrides individual consciousness.  But in the conviction that 

there is something worth investigating in the psychological (to use their language) character of 

the crowd, they hit upon something intuitively compelling about collectivities and their 

emotions, moods and atmospheres.  And as I suggested and will return to below, public 

discourses about actual moments of collective assembly reinforce this intuitive sense.  

But physically gathered collectives are distinct from psychological or virtually gathered 

crowds.  The mob in the streets is not identical to the online mob: one is physically congregated 
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in public space and can inflict immediate, unmediated and visceral damage in a way that the 

online mob – as virulent as it can be – cannot.  And as materiality creates effects beyond the 

linguistic register, gatherings in public space carry an affective force distinct from psychological 

or virtually gathered crowds.  Neither the affect nor the crowd theorists provide tools for us to 

better understand these affective dimensions of such gatherings.  To supplement this gap, let me 

turn briefly to the work of James Jasper, a cultural sociologist who studies emotions and social 

movements, including specifically in protests. 

In reaction to the structuralist paradigms that had dominated the study of social 

movements and contentious politics, Jasper has spent the last 20 years redirecting sociologists’ 

attention toward movements’ cultural determinants, in particular the moral sensibilities and 

emotions at play in protests, demonstrations and other instances of mass mobilization.17  Instead 

of focusing on considerations of resource mobilization (e.g., acquisition of money, popular 

support or sufficient numbers) or the opportunities that enable movement success (e.g., elite-

level infighting or the broader public’s newfound political consciousness),18 Jasper has 

emphasized the importance of identity and self-understanding in agents’ decisions to mobilize 

and sustain that movement engagement.19   

 
17 James Jasper, “Emotions and Social Movements: Twenty Years of Theory and Research,” Annual 
Review of Sociology vol. 37 (2011): 285-303; James Jasper, “The Emotions of Protest: Affective and 
Reactive Emotions in and around Social Movements,” Sociological Forum vol. 13, no. 3 (1998): 397-
424; Jasper and Lynn Owens, “Social Movements and Emotions,” in Handbook of the Sociology of 
Emotions: Volume II, edited by J. E. Stets and J. H. Turner (2014): 529-548. 
18 For political opportunity, see most prominently Charles Tilly, Contentious Performances (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
19 On collective identity in social movement scholarship, see Chapter 2; for contentious politics 
scholarship with a similar constructivist framework, see Francesca Polletta, It Was Like a Fever: 
Storytelling in Protest and Politics (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2006); “Culture and Social 
Movements,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 2008. 
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Within this culturalist paradigm, Jasper begins from the premise that emotion 

accompanies all social action.20  Emotions not only shape our ideas, identities and interests, but 

they also influence the affective attachments we have to them.  For Jasper, emotions not only 

constitute us as individuals, but they also permeate shared social meanings, which is to say that 

they can and often do have a public character.  One result of this understanding is that there is no 

purely cognitive or purely “natural” sensation that originates in a single body.21  Thus rejecting a 

strict binary between cognition and materialism, or reason and emotion, Jasper instead suggests 

that emotion is better conceived as a continuum, one located in social practices.  At one end fall 

deep-rooted affects like love for a parent, and at the other end are reactive emotions like short-

term anger at a political decision.  General affects and specific emotions are thus not irrational 

eruptions, as Le Bon or Freud might have us believe, but are relatively predictable precisely 

because they are located in a web of social relationships, meanings and practices.  In fact, that 

emotions are relatively stable can be understood by conceptualizing them as interacting 

“batteries” that energize action – for instance, the positive and negative charges of pride and 

shame, or hope (for the future) and fear (of current and future suffering).22 

Having presented his understanding of emotions, Jasper focuses primarily on theorizing 

emotion as a motivating factor in movement participation or recruitment.23  Emotions define 

goals for collective action and motivate follow-through with that action.  There are two main 

 
20 See also Krause, Civil Passions. 
21 Jasper, “Emotions of Protest,” 399-400. 
22 Jasper, “Emotions and Social Movements,” 291. 
23 He distinguishes between protests and social movements, noting that protests can occur outside the 
organized efforts of social movements and that social movements can occur without protest action; 
Jasper, “The Emotions of Protest,” 397.  I use the two terms interchangeably to refer to those episodes of 
collective political action – street politics – that occur within and outside dedicated social movements.  
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ways to schematize this: in terms of the durability of emotions or the social context that forms 

them.  To the former, consider this.  The fear that one experiences upon learning of a recent 

political development, for instance, whether for oneself or loved ones, might inspire one to 

organize or join a demonstration at City Hall.  This illustrates what Jaspers would call response 

to events or information.  Likewise, loyalty to a group with which one identifies or is attached to 

may drive one to continue participating in protests and adjacent forms of street politics – loyalty 

here functioning as an ongoing affect.  Among the emotions that lead people into social 

movements are these more durable affects such as solidarity and loyalty, emotional reactions like 

outrage and anger, and what Jasper calls “transitory feelings” or mood, including defiance and 

enthusiasm.24   

Another way to schematize how emotions motivate participation or recruitment in protest 

is to consider the social context that forms them.  The emotions that one experiences outside of a 

movement may propel her to join, just as those that are generated within the movement itself 

may drive her to continue participating.25  To illustrate, my commitment to the safety of my 

neighborhood – an affect developed outside any particular social movement – might motivate me 

to join an organizing group opposing the proposed siting of a new factory within neighborhood 

bounds.  And, my feelings of collective identity or solidarity and my respect for a particularly 

charismatic leader within that group – “internal connections through identification” – might 

sustain my participation in it.26  That is, emotions are also formed and reinforced in sharing with 

others the common experience of collective action.  Understood in terms of their durability or 

 
24 “Emotions of Protest,” 405-406. 
25 Ibid., 407. 
26 Jasper and Owens, Social Movements and Emotion, 531. 
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social context that generates them, emotions are key factors in motivating, perpetuating and 

giving collective meaning to protest participation. 

But participation, recruitment and retention do not exhaust the role that emotions play in 

social movements and protest in particular.  Because external audiences are also “strategic 

players in a conflict,” successful activists “learn how to manage the emotions of the messenger, 

the message, and the audience.”27  Understanding that emotions are “interpreted differently 

depending on who is expressing them,” movement actors try to control collective emotions and 

“improve the external image of the protestors.”28  In this “rhetorical display,” activists modulate 

emotions in order to “appeal to other players and bystander publics.”29  Indeed, part of this 

display may be to change the very normative framework that governs what emotions are 

acceptable and which are not – for instance, social movements and protests that aim to legitimize 

women’s expressions of anger or other negative emotions.30 

I agree with much of Jasper’s framework for theorizing emotions, beginning in his effort 

to remove from emotions the “taint” of irrationality.  While his goal and methodological 

approach of naming and schematizing relevant emotions differ from the project I undertake here, 

I also see as valuable his consistent work of parsing theoretically and empirically the ways that 

emotions actually figure into the efficacy of social movements.  Though the landscape has 

changed in the past 20 years, there has certainly been a need for scholars of social movements 

and contentious politics to consider the cultural dimensions of and especially the emotions 

 
27 Ibid., 535. 
28 Ibid.  
29 Jasper, “Emotions and Social Movements, 293. 
30 See, e.g., Jasper and Owens, Social Movements and Emotion, 541-544. 
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involved in the phenomena at hand – especially given that ordinary experiences of protest and 

other street politics are so emotionally charged.   

However, I find that Jasper’s approach to studying emotions remains rooted in a 

volitional model of political action that cannot be sustained under conditions of plurality and 

contingency.  That is, his is a strong will-based understanding of political action and change.  By 

claiming that activists and protest participants are actors who aim to improve their external 

image by learning how to manage collective emotions, Jaspers implies that such actors would 

succeed in achieving movement or protest aims if only they better managed their own or the 

group’s emotions.  It is certainly true that, embedded in this world as we are, as political actors 

we have an intuitive sense of what acts will be politically intelligible.  However, public 

interpretations of our acts are contingent upon myriad factors in such a way that we cannot 

determine precisely how our actions will be received by others – or if they even will.  His 

framework puts too much weight activists’ wills and planning, as if analyzing the political 

landscape “correctly” could secure a successful protest and as if one could strategize affective 

experience at all. 

To say this is to state once again that there are normative standards that shape the 

parameters of intelligibility, and that these standards guide our sense of what actions will be 

more likely received by others; indeed, this includes the materiality, collectivity and affect that I 

discuss in this project.  Jasper only references such norms passingly, acknowledging that 

sometimes social movements aim to refashion altogether the normative framework governing 

emotions.  What norms these are, however, and the ways that they are invoked differently for 

different actors or how they govern the terrain of “emotional intelligibility,” among other related 

questions, remain unexplored.  In this sense, Jasper’s conceptual framework for understanding 
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the role of emotions in protest falls prey to the same volitional, actor-centered framework found 

in the thought of Jason Frank and Ernesto Laclau, as well as certain a-contextualism or lack of 

attention to the enabling normative constraints for collective political action.  

 While these various approaches toward theorizing affect have their respective limitations, 

they nevertheless provide us with helpful tools to begin sifting through the archival material 

about LA 92 and 94.  Excepting Le Bon and Freud’s long-dismissed crowd theories, we 

understand that affects are not simply the polar opposites of reason and cognition.  Rather, 

affects are, in Massumi’s language, transversal: they blur any strict distinction between reason 

and emotion, cognition and affect, language and sensation.  Emotions are also “rational” – they 

are socially meaningful responses to certain situations or phenomena, which is to say that affects 

are located within broader social logics.  This is not to say that they are necessarily or always 

consciously cognized, but more to point out the futility of forcing such strict dichotomies on the 

ways that affect works in and shapes our self-understandings and shared lives.  Affect, in this 

sense, is an orienting force: it is relational in that it is embroiled in the ways that we interpret, 

make meaning of and respond to worldly experiences or phenomena.  This situatedness is in part 

the reason that affect is better understood within particular contexts rather than abstractly or 

otherwise mapped schematically; affect demands that we examine the way that it, indeed, affects. 

 

II.  Affects in Action 

The following section situates the foregoing discussion in the context of the LA Riots and 

the anti-Prop. 187 march, in both of which affective reactions figured prominently.  These were 

messy constellations of affects that characterized the gatherings, and in order to clarify and 

render them more concrete I organize them in three parts.  I begin with the emotions, feelings 
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and moods that assembly participants themselves felt, which sometimes but not always overlaps 

with what they expressed in mediated accounts;31 this is the primary dimension of affect that 

most of the theorists discussed above focus on and has generally been where their theorizing 

stops.  Those affects that are expressed by or in the collective present another layer to the puzzle; 

but, following the arguments I make in Chapter 2 about the assembled collectivity’s performative 

basis, these affects are not inherent to any collective but rather ascribed to it by the work of an 

interpretive public.  Put differently, it is the public’s attribution of affect to the gathered 

collective.  Yet another dimension of affect is what those members of the public feel, sense or 

otherwise experience upon learning of the assembly.  There are thus three vectors of affect at 

play in this broader scene of signification:  participants, the collective and the interpretive public.   

 I find that the political intelligibility of the anti-Prop. 187 march is connected to affects 

such as joy, exuberance and a festive mood that were considered publicly appropriate.  By 

contrast, the performative infelicity of the LA Riots is connected to frightening or otherwise 

politically inappropriate affects – anger and fear chief among them.  In other words, there are 

affective norms by which members of the interpretive public evaluate the kinds of affects 

involved in an assembly, whether these affects are expressed by participants themselves or 

attributed to the broader collective; and these norms shape the gathering’s normative force 

Furthermore, these norms are not applied universally.  Different social identities and 

groups are permitted different affective repertoires, and the affects that are normatively 

appropriate in one sociopolitical context differ from those in another.  While affect theory tells us 

that affects are relational and orient our responses to the shared world, what I find in reviewing 

 
31 As members of the general public, without speaking directly with participants, we have access only to 
mediated accounts of their affects, or those that they expressed to the media.  But what one expresses is 
not the totality of what one feels or senses.  
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this archival material is that affects are not only relational but also normatively weighted and 

thus carry consequences for an assembly’s political intelligibility as such.  

Discussing affect in assembly typically calls to mind the affects of those gathered on the 

streets.  These can be understood as the emotions, feelings and moods that both participants 

themselves feel as well as those attached to the collective more broadly.  (Though I consider 

them separately for analytic clarity, the two cannot be neatly disconnected, because the affects 

tied to the group are often reflections or extensions of a few of the more noteworthy individuals.)  

Let me start with affects that participants experience and express, which is how much of the 

social movement scholarship has approached the topic.32  These literatures often study these 

affects as galvanizing factors for assembly and movement participation.   

Take, for instance, this statement by a man named Russell, interviewed by ABC 7 News 

early evening of April 30, the second day of the “riots”: “I was there at the time of the rioting. 

We was, uh, you know, frustrated, mad, angry, just want somebody to understand, you know, 

what the situation is . . . It’s not right to hurt innocent people, it’s not right to burn down the 

buildings, but if that’s what it takes to get, for somebody to listen and understand us, then that’s 

what we have to do.”33  Consider Russell’s statement alongside Mark Craig’s, who, in his peace 

sign t-shirt was captured in an iconic photo which made the front cover of TIME Magazine: 

“Thinking back at that night, I had just finished school, went home, watched on verdict on 

 
32 The accounts of affective reactions that I rely upon are drawn largely from media representations of the 
events and their participants, and the voices these accounts center are necessarily limited in perspective.  
Because the interpretive public generally does not have unmediated access to the events or their 
participants, however, analyzing these media representations is important (1) because media accounts are 
have a unique capacity to shape mass public opinion and an assembly’s political illegitimacy and (2) to 
understand what public audiences saw of the events. 
33 “Local News Coverage 1992 Los Angeles Civil Unrest – Excerpts, Tape 1 [1992-04-29]” UCLA Film 
& Television Archive: News and Public Affairs Collection.  
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television, and was just very disappointed . . . for me, I needed to vent.”34  The dominant 

emotions that are expressed by two of the gatherings’ participants are frustration, anger and 

disappointment.  And as their statements together suggest, not only were affects the motivating 

factors for assembling, but the aim of doing so was to get “somebody to listen and understand.”   

These sentiments of anger and frustration were not only self-stated but also palpable.  In 

part, the materiality of this anger was reflected in the very fact of gathering – that people 

experienced these affects so intensely they felt compelled to take to the streets, an act with no 

small opportunity cost.  This palpable affect was also reflected in the specific and arguably 

violent form that some of these gatherings took, especially in the first two days of the unrest, 

from strewn bottles to cars ablaze to shattered glass storefronts.  But it also took material form in 

the sense that affect theorists like Massumi, Connolly and Bennett would describe – as an 

affective intensity that moves through bodies human and nonhuman alike.  As Sheila Rose, a 

columnist for the Los Angeles Sentinel, describes: “When I heard the verdict, me and [fellow 

columnist] Jean Parker were in the Crenshaw Plaza. If you could have felt the anger and hurt that 

swept across the mall, you could really understand why there was so much destruction. The 

frustration most people felt – and still feel – behind this verdict was absolutely incredible.”35  

This intensity was reinforced in the naturalistic language commonly used to describe 

participants’ actions, from the anger and hurt that “swept across the mall” to “Black rage spread 

like wildfire” to a “volcanic fury.”36  In these descriptions, anger and rage become elements of 

 
34 “Protestor ‘needed to vent’ during riots,” CNN, April 26, 2012, 
https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2012/04/26/natpkg-la-riots-mark-craig.cnn.  
35 Sheila Rose, “What’s It All About?”, Los Angeles Sentinel, May 7, 1992, B6.  Crenshaw Plaza is 
located in the largely African-American Baldwin Hills neighborhood of Los Angeles.   
36 Marsha Mitchell, “Residents Say Police Should Have Stayed, Police Disagree” Los Angeles Sentinel, 
May 7, 1992, A3; Sheena Lester, “From the Editor [YOUNG IDEAS Editor]” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 
7, 1992, B6. 
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nature that cannot be contained and, the implication is, refuse to bow to reason and control.  

Though scholars like Massumi may theorize affect as a transversal intensity and Jasper may 

reject the emotion-reason dichotomy, the way that public discourses characterize affect continues 

to rely upon a binary distinction between affect and reason: in this discourse, affect is positioned 

opposite reason as uncontrollable and spontaneous.  This naturalistic language is one way of 

attributing collectivity – a unity – to those assembled individuals.  In this framing, however, the 

collectivity is a singular force of nature, affectively charged, rather than deliberate, strategic and 

reasoned political actors. 

One might assume, based on this observation about LA 92, that there is a connection 

between an assembly’s political unintelligibility and the fact that related affects were expressed 

in metaphors of nature – and so the attendant, even if implicit, suggestion of the assembly’s a- or 

irrationality.  This primary assumption, however, does not hold water, at least in the case of the 

anti-Prop. 187 march, which was both considered politically intelligible and whose affect as a 

collective was described in just such terms.  The Los Angeles Times, for instance, described the 

march as a “roiling river,” while participant Joel Ochoa, speaking to the Los Angeles Daily News, 

himself described it as “like a human river”37 – both constituting an interesting metaphorical 

contrast to the fire-based descriptions that dominated media characterizations of LA 92.  This 

common rhetorical trope used to depict these two differently received assemblies suggests that it 

is an assembly’s collectivity that is described as an element of nature.  These elements, like water 

 
37 McDonnell and Lopez, “L.A. March”; “70,000 Rally.”  The following account, including quotations 
cited, is compiled from the above articles in addition to “Prop. 187 foes rally by thousands at City Hall,” 
Daily Breeze, October 17, 1994, A3; Patrick J. McDonnell and Robert J. Lopez, “L.A. March Against 
Prop. 187 Draws 70,000,” Los Angeles Times, October 17, 1994, A1 [Orange County Edition]; Flores, 
“70,000 Protest”; Leo Mullen and Maria Puente, “70,000 in L.A. denounce immigration ballot measure,” 
USA Today, October 17, 1994, 3A; Arredondo, “Rechazo”; Robles, “La famila Peña.” 
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or fire, are associated with distinct affects, which come to characterize the collective and 

gathering more broadly.  Considered in tandem with other characteristics of a gathering – its 

perceived level of planning or the arrangement of bodies, for instance – these nature-based 

affects come to carry more or less interpretive weight for audiences evaluating it; I return to this 

shortly below. 

At first blush, it might also be easy to assume that, because the anti-Prop 187 march was 

politically intelligible in a way that LA 92 was not, the former must not have involved angry 

participants.  But this assumption is likewise untenable.  Certainly, the 1994 march was likened 

to a river, evoking perhaps the quieting force of water, but note that the Los Angeles Times 

described the march not simply as a river but as specifically a “roiling” one – a turbulent, 

disturbing and possibly even vexing entity.  Participants were indeed angry about the proposition 

on the ballot: they were “outraged” and decried the measure as “unfair” and “against children,” 

that it was “unjust” [“no es justo”].  Some at the march burned effigies of then-Governor Pete 

Wilson, who had pinned his gubernatorial reelection campaign on his support for the proposition.  

Consistent with the claims of social movements scholars, anger and indignation indeed motivate 

turnout and sustain movement participation.38  Here, like in the LA 92, anger was not only an 

 
38 On anger in protest movements, see James M. Jasper, “Constructing Indignation: Anger Dynamics in 
Protest Movements,” emotion review vol. 6, no. 3 (2014): 208-213.  Recent research indicates that anger 
does not necessarily serve the same galvanizing functions across racial difference; see Davin Phoenix, 
The Anger Gap (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).  On Black anger and protest, including 
constraints on its intelligibility within a liberal democratic polity, see Juliet Hooker, “Black Lives Matter 
and the Paradoxes of U.S. Black Politics; From Democratic Sacrifice to Democratic Repair,” Political 
Theory vol. 44, no. 4 (2016): 448-469; Debra Thompson, “An Exoneration of Black Rage,” South 
Atlantic Quarterly vol 116, no. 3 (2017): 457-481; for classic Black feminist effort to reclaim anger as 
personally-politically emancipatory, see Audre Lorde, “The Uses of Anger.” On rage as a motivating 
factor for riots in European metropoles, see Mustafa Dikeç, “Revolting Geographies: Urban Unrest in 
France,” Geography Compass vol. 1, no. 5 (2007): 1190-1206 and Ferdinand Sutterlüty, “The hidden 
morale of the 2005 French and 2011 English riots,” Thesis Eleven vol. 121, no. 1 (2014): 38-56. 
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affect that individuals experienced and a galvanizing force for their participation, but it was also 

an affect attributed to the broader collective.   

In a key difference between these two assemblies, however, anger in the 1994 march was 

tempered by sentiments of exuberance, whether experienced by those in the march or attributed 

to its collective.  The same Los Angeles Times article referenced above notes that, “Despite 

participants’ anger, the mood on Sunday was mostly exuberant, leavened with ethnic pride.”  

The syntax of this sentence is revealing, for it suggests exactly that certain affects have 

countervailing or balancing effects: exuberance and pride bring levity to an atmosphere that 

otherwise would have been leaden with anger.  This tempering effect is similarly illustrated in 

phrases such as “boisterous condemnation” and the universal inclusion of observations about the 

march’s cheerful atmosphere: the “mood was loud and festive,” “some sang, some waved 

Mexican flags,” “protestors marched parade-style,” “los manifestantes recorrieron en forma 

entusiasta.”  This festivity also took material form, from young children and families present to 

waving flags and a mariachi-inspired riff on the Star-Spangled Banner.   

While individuals felt and expressed anger, and this was a sentiment attributed to the 

group as a whole, that same group was also associated with other affects based on factors such as 

the march’s planning, its material elements and the age makeup of its participants.  In other 

words, affects attributed to the collective gathering are based on a range of normatively relevant 

contextual cues that audience members – whether immediate or through mediated channels – sift 

through.  Importantly, these affects interact in complex ways to set the bounds of a gathering’s 

political intelligibility.  The framework of the interpretive public that I discussed in the preceding 

chapter helps us understand that this is a process of normative evaluation, that is, attributing 

shared meaning to the assembly.   
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 These conclusions reveal the difficulty of separating individual affective experiences 

from the affect(s) of the collective that one constitutes – and, further, from the public’s 

interpretation of the assembly.  What one feels may differ from what one expresses, and 

individual participants experience and express affects that may appear contrary to the 

collective’s; indeed, one individual’s affective experiences may even differ substantially from 

another’s in the very same gathering.  In the words of one protestor standing at Parker Center, “I 

feel that it’s a great travesty of justice . . . I feel that there is an undercurrent of racism and that 

the system is rotten to the core, and . . . I had to come here and let my voice be heard. . . . we just 

decided . . . We have to be heard.”39  Similarly, someone who marches in that “roiling river” 

along Cesar Chavez Avenue might feel angry about the injustice of the proposition – “it’s against 

children,” marcher Salvador Alendar says – while another might also express excitement and 

pride standing alongside others, as fellow participant Amin David did in comparing the march to 

the civil rights marches of the 1960s.40  Anger and excitement are of course different affects, but 

more to the point, they are different in kind and so, too, should be disaggregated.   

Furthermore, recall my argument in Chapter 2 that there is no inherent or ontologically 

prior collective; the collective is a performative effect that comes to exist in the iterated citation 

of enabling norms.  The extension of this claim is that there is no collective that “has” any affect 

– if affects can even be possessed, a claim that thinkers like Massumi contest.  This makes some 

intuitive sense, for there is no collective mind or body which can be said to sense, feel or 

otherwise experience affects.  Instead, the affects connected with an assembly are those 

attributed to it by audiences, understood broadly to include participants themselves as well as 

 
39 “Rodney King riots in Los Angeles,” ABC News. 
40 McDonnell and Lopez, “L.A. March” [Orange County edition]. 
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members of the broader public.  So it is that an individual at an assembly might find the energy 

of those around her to be proud and exuberant and attribute this mood to the assembly as a 

whole; similarly, someone who sees pictures of a gathering on social media might see it as 

menacing based at least in part on their evaluation of other given information.  But this 

attribution has an ambivalent – though not random – quality to it, for it may not always or 

necessarily reflect the affective experiences of participants themselves.  Just as one person may 

experience affects that differ from fellow participants or from the broader collective, someone in 

the general public may attach moods, sentiments, feelings and such that miss or misrepresent 

what is “there” in the streets.  The attribution of collective affect is thus in part a function of what 

audience members see or fail to see. 

This last point brings me to the affects that audiences themselves experience in response 

to an assembly.  An audience member’s response reflects her self-understanding in relation to the 

gathered.  As I discussed in the previous chapter, “audience” is a broad category, and it includes 

those who see (if not also participate in) an assembly in-person, those like reporters who amplify 

the assembly’s public presence and the general publics who consumes these mediated accounts; 

these parts of the audience compose the interpretive public.  And though these parts have varying 

degrees of access to an assembly and experience and interpret it differently, what is common 

amongst audience members is that frequently they have affective responses to an assembly.  One 

may feel a frission of excitement upon seeing people gathered in a public square while the same 

sight might generate rage and indignation in another; yet another member of the broader public 

may feel about it nothing but ambivalence (itself an affect).  Because affect is relational, I 

suggest that the affects one experiences in reaction to a public gathering reflect her sense of 

connection to those gathered, which is to say the way that she sees herself in relation to them.  
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Let me be more concrete about this.  In response to the anti-Prop. 187 march and other 

similar demonstrations that dotted the state in the 1994 campaign season, news accounts 

spotlighted the anger of certain members of the general public.  Much of this response seems to 

have centered on marchers’ decisions to brandish the Mexican flag: “I see a lot of Mexican flags, 

I see a lot of Spanish writing, and I don’t like it,” one woman explains, while another explains 

that “When I saw that Mexican flag, I thought to myself, ‘I don’t need this here . . . I’m voting 

‘yes’ on 187.”41  In some audiences’ eyes, the “foreign flag” stands as “an expression of Mexican 

nationalism” and so galvanizes a patriotic indignation.  Several sets of differences (Mexican / 

American, citizen / foreign, us / them) are thus collapsed onto the immediate distinction between 

these audience members and those marchers whom they deeply oppose.  Whether the statements 

here are interpreted as mere distaste or real anger, however, they nevertheless express an intense 

negative affect, one which may have led voters to support the proposition or intensified existing 

support for it.   

Interestingly, following the march the Times reported that “Several Latino activists 

privately expressed fears that a sea of brown faces marching through Downtown Los Angeles 

would only antagonize many voters.”42  While we can only interpret this in reverse, the fact that 

activists were concerned about the march is revealing, for it implies their strategic expectation 

that the presence of a “sea of brown faces” in the heart of the city would provoke negative 

responses in the electorate or broader public.  This affective expectation is materially rooted and 

collective in orientation, hence the “sea” (unifying with nature-based tropes and referring again 

 
41 Patrick J. McConnell and Robert J. Lopez, “Some See New Activism in Huge March,” Los Angeles 
Times, October 18, 1994, A1; Leslie Berger and Jocelyn Stewart, “Many Angered by Prop. 187 
Demonstrations,” Los Angeles Times, November 4, 1994, A1. 
42 Patrick J. McDonnell and Robert J. Lopez, “L.A. March Against Prop. 187 Draws 70,000.” 
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to a body of water) of “brown faces” (racialized bodies standing in public space).  Here, 

activists’ fear lays bare the norm that these faces shouldn’t be gathered in public space to begin 

with.  That they have flouted this norm institutes a struggle marked by hostility and anger in 

those to whom such public space purportedly belongs.  And this, in fact, is exactly what 

happened, as certain audiences reacted with anger upon seeing Mexican flags waving in the 

march.  This anger – and we might also add similar feelings of being wronged, upset or 

otherwise ill-at-ease – is an affective response that suggests what had been understood or 

perceived as a shared norm has been violated.   

In LA 92 we see this dynamic of affective response at play.  Public representations of the 

events suggest some members of the broader public felt that norms of assembly – conventions of 

non-violence, the normative precedence given to planned and strategized gatherings, the 

appropriate physical forms of such gathering, i.e., the conditions of intelligibility I have been 

enumerated throughout the project – were violated.  As the tone, content and focus of media 

coverage suggests, some members of the public felt deeply upset, scared and critical, if not also 

shock, horror, confusion, fear and disgust.  These affects are apparent in the language reports 

used, immediately labelling the events “riots,” a “chaotic rampage,” and a “Dantesque scene [una 

escena dantesca]” instead of other (intelligible) forms of assembly.43  These affects are apparent 

in the language reports used to characterize those gathered on the streets: “thugs,” “hoodlums,” 

“no doubt gang members,” “gangbanging bums,” “ghouls . . . delight[ing] in their newfound 

freedom.”44  These affects are apparent in the people that mainstream reports chose to spotlight, 

including shopkeeper Richard Rhee, who explains that “This is my market and I’m going to 

 
43 José Ubaido, “Negocios de la Broadway, saqueados y quemados,” La Opinión, April 30, 1992, A10.  
44 “Local News Coverage 1992 Los Angeles Civil Unrest – Excerpts, Tape 1 [1992-04-29]” UCLA Film 
& Television Archive: News and Public Affairs Collection. 
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protect it. . . It’s just like war. . . I’ll shoot and worry about the law later.”45  These affects are 

also apparent in the visual scenes that reports centered, from constant replays of Reginald 

Denny’s beating to helicopter pans of smoky neighborhoods still ablaze to hours-long birds-eye 

views of people gathered at Florence and Normandie Avenues.  News reports – and so the 

broader public’s attention, insofar as media outlets both reflect and shape their target publics – 

were fixated on these scenes, with this language.  But these observations are not merely a matter 

of rhetoric or visual scene.  Instead, they express affective reactions to the perceived violation of 

beliefs and expectations about what should have happened.  After all, one is only shocked and/or 

horrified if the phenomenon at hand so far exceeds one’s expectations for it; one is only confused 

if the phenomenon at hand makes no “sense” within preexisting frameworks of perception.  

Affects, thus, are imbued with normative judgment.    

That these affective responses also included understanding and sympathy with those on 

the streets, even if not always approval, complicates the scene of analysis.  Normative judgment 

is not abstractly made but instead reflects the individual audience member’s sense of relationship 

with those gathered.  For instance, a woman named Dorothy explains that “everyday citizens,” 

young children to seniors, were on the streets and that “I thought about participating myself.”46  

Dorothy sees herself as a part of this “everyday” citizenry, as like them, so much so that she 

considers joining their activities.  In a letter to the Sentinel editor, one Junie McNair states that, 

“Although the actions [of those on the streets] did not reflect my deeds, they did reflect my 

emotions and state of mind.”47  Similarly, the editor himself, Jim Cleaver, writes, “To be sure, 

 
45 Ashley Dunn, “Looters, Merchants Put Koreatown Under the Gun,” Los Angeles Times, May 2, 1992, 
A1. 
46 Victor Merina and John Mitchell, “Opportunists, Criminals Get Blame for Riots,” Los Angeles Times, 
May 1, 1992, A1. 
47 Junie McNair, “Letter to Editor,” Los Angeles Sentinel May 7, 1992, A6. 
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there was anger over the verdict regarding the beating of Rodney King. In point of fact, anger 

was justified. Burning was not. Looting was not. Destruction of property was not.”48  Embedded 

in these latter statements is an understanding and sympathy with the anger that drove people to 

assemble.  The fact that Cleaver sees the “burning,” “looting” and “destruction of property” as 

unjustified suggests exactly that he believes there are more normatively acceptable ways of 

expressing this anger.  Nevertheless, understanding and sympathy imply a common feeling with 

those assembled, even when these affects are tempered with condemnation.  While the basis for 

this feeling remains unclear, the point is that audience members’ affective responses are shaped 

by their sense of connection to those gathered or their perceived aims – even when that sense is 

unconscious, unarticulated or unthematized.  Hence, Richard Rhee’s defensive statement, above, 

that “It’s just like war”: he understands himself to be in battle against a “they” that would wish to 

harm him.   

Note, however, that normative standards for assembly are not applied equally to all who 

would assemble.  This unequal application, I suggest, underscores my claim that affective 

responses reflect a sense of connection to those gathered.  While the burning cars that featured so 

prominently in pictures of LA 92 evidenced its lawlessness as a mass “riot,” public audiences do 

not rush to the same conclusion in centering the same angry car-burning in the French gilets 

jaunes “protests,” for instance.49  For many public audiences, shock, horror and fear characterize 

the former as a politically unintelligible assembly, while the latter is more frequently understood 

as a politically intelligible “grassroots” movement.  The importance of embodied materiality – 

 
48 Jim Cleaver, “Some Candid Thoughts about the Madness.” Los Angeles Sentinel, May 21, 1992, A7. 
49 Angelique Chrisafis, “Who are the gilets jaunes and what do they want?” The Guardian, December 7, 
2018. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/03/who-are-the-gilets-jaunes-and-what-do-they-
want. 
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here, the specific racializations at hand – matter in the kinds of affects that assembly participants 

are normatively allowed to express.  Members of the general public who disagree or find no 

common ground with participants’ perceived aims, their expressed affects (e.g., anger or rage) or 

the form of their acts (e.g., “violent”) may see an assembly as politically unintelligible – hence, a 

“riot” instead of a “protest.”  The difference between public characterizations of the gilets jaunes 

and the 2005 “riots” in the Parisian banlieues is illustrative: media representations of the former 

generally depict white participants, while those of the latter center immigrants and/or youth of 

color.50  In LA 92, the fact that those gathered on the streets especially in the first two days were 

primarily angry, young and Black played into deep-rooted racial stereotypes and racialized limits 

of political agency.  As Jose Esteban Muñoz articulates, “minoritarian affect is always, no matter 

what its register, partially illegible in relation to the normative affect performed by normative 

citizen subjects.”51  Dictates on women’s expressions of anger in political leadership, too, reflect 

this normative framework and attendant (un)intelligibility.  Put differently, some people have 

less normative bandwidth for affective expression in political life; and some assemblies – their 

affects and their participants’ affects – are evaluated according to inconsistently applied 

normative criteria.   

 

III.  Conclusion 

For both participants and the general public, affect is a central component of assembly.  It 

is internal to the ways that we experience and respond to the sight of hundreds or thousands of 

bodies in the streets – indeed, it is internal to our understanding of what an assembly actually is.  

 
50 Dikeç, “Revolting Geographies”; Sutterlüty, “The hidden morale”; see also Étienne Balibar, “Uprisings 
in the Banlieues,” Constellations vol. 14, no. 1 (2007): 47-71. 
51 José Esteban Muñoz, “Feeling Brown, Feeling Down,” Signs vol. 31, no. 3 (2006): 675-688.   
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Considering how fundamental affect is, however, there has been little theoretical discussion of 

affect and assembly from a normative perspective. 

This chapter has examined the role of affect in assembly based on my analysis of the 

public discourses about the anti-Prop. 187 march and LA 92.  Though “appropriate” affects like 

joy, exuberance and solidarity were expressed by participants of the anti-Prop. 187 march and 

attributed to their collective presence, some in the broader public felt angry about the assembly.  

Nevertheless, the march was seen as a politically intelligible form of gathering: why?  Here, the 

importance of analyzing affect alongside other internal elements of an assembly’s normativity 

like materiality becomes clear: it was the flags specifically to which people objected, but it was 

also the planned, orderly and tempered quality of the march that rendered it intelligible within 

existing normative frameworks.  Contrast this with LA 92.  Those on the streets expressed strong 

“negative” and palpable affects like anger and frustration.  Many of those in the broader public 

felt fear, confusion and shock, but also sympathy and understanding – sometimes even 

simultaneously.  Here, as in the anti-Prop. 187 march, the affects that audiences experienced 

reflected their evaluation of whether or not standards of assembly – about nonviolence, about 

planning, about orderliness, about what affects are even appropriate for expressing in public 

space and who can legitimately do so – were violated.  Additionally, audiences’ affective 

reactions reflect their sense of common feeling with those gathered.  Considered altogether, then, 

affect is both a basis for evaluating an assembly and its participants as well as a mirror of that 

evaluation.  

Theoretically, what I find is that the way affect “works” in practice is much more 

complex and context-specific than what affect theorists like Massumi or constructivist social 

movement scholars such as Jasper would seem to suggest.  To illustrate, Massumi’s claim that 
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affect is “transversal,” that it cuts between boundaries of human and non-human or emotion and 

reason, tells us little about the observed fact that our ordinary ways of describing affect in public 

settings – as in the characterization of Black rage as wildfire – tend to reinforce such 

dichotomies.  Likewise, the archival material suggests that the affects connected to an assembly 

are more multidimensional than the motivating factors for participation or the effervescent 

energies generated in gathering.  Also at play are the affects of those in the broader public as 

well as the affects that they attribute to the performed collective.  My claim about affect thus in 

part parallels the critique I made of radical democrats like Laclau and Frank: an assembly’s 

intelligibility must be understood as emerging from multiple perspectives and not simply by 

analyzing the affects or claims of those gathered on the streets.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
 
 

The last decade has been called the decade of protest.251  From the occupations of 

Zuccotti Park at the decade’s opening to the Hong Kong protests at its close, public assemblies 

have captivated audiences across the world, whether galvanizing popular support, producing 

trepidation, or catalyzing concrete political change.  For all of the public attention that these 

demonstrations, marches, assemblies and other forms of collective political action have captured, 

they have varied widely – not only in their geography, but also in the demographic makeup of 

their participants, the emotions and affects that they elicit in their audiences, the disparate 

political claims that they make, and so on.  Though some assemblies may engender public 

audiences’ sympathy, others may arouse disgust or fear, and yet others may be met with 

indifference.  For all of these differences, these assemblies are intelligible as political assemblies.   

What is common to them as forms of public gathering?  How do they imprint themselves with 

such force on broader public imaginaries? 

In this study, I have attempted to address these questions in two ways.  First, by 

examining the LA “Riots” and the anti-Prop. 187 march in Los Angeles, I have articulated 

several compulsory norms governing an assembly’s political intelligibility.  These norms delimit 

an assembly’s material, collective and affective modes of signification.  In reconstructing these 

conditions of intelligibility, I have suggested that an assembly generates normative force 

 
251 Claire Harbage and Hannah Bloch, “The 2010s: A Decade of Protests Around the World,” NPR, 
December 31, 2019, https://www.npr.org/sections/pictureshow/2019/12/31/790256816/the-2010s-a-
decade-of-protests-around-the-world; Erica Chenoweth, Sirianne Dahlum, Sooyeon Kang, Zoe Marks, 
Christopher Wiley Shay and Tore Wig, “This may be the largest wave of nonviolent mass movements in 
world history. What comes next?” Washington Post: Monkey Cage, November 19, 2019. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/11/16/this-may-be-largest-wave-nonviolent-mass-
movements-world-history-what-comes-next/. 
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multidimensionally.  Assemblies imprint themselves as intelligible assemblies via multiple 

registers, not only via political claims, but also by means of materiality, affect and constituting a 

collective identity.  Second, I have maintained that an assembly’s politically intelligibility should 

be understood as the product of a scene of signification.  Felicitous assembly is not produced in 

agents’ acts alone but results from an assembly’s perceived compliance with preexisting norms 

and audiences’ attention and response(s) to it.   

In making these claims, I contend that there is no essential political assembly.  Instead, 

political assembly and its normative force are a performative effect of agents assembling under 

and according to certain constraints, including compulsory norms about materiality, collectivity 

and affect.  Further, an assembly’s performative force depends also upon publics’ interpretations 

of that act of assembling for its political intelligibility and its broader normative force.  Last, 

because there is no essential identity or form of it, the political valence of an assembly must be 

examined in practice, as located in its native sociopolitical contexts and normative frameworks 

and with specific attention to actors and audiences as they are situated within that social reality.  

Exposing our standards of intelligibility in this way better equips us to ask the following 

questions about particular protests’, marches’ or demonstrations’ political legitimacy.  

I have developed my argument inductively, examining what broader conclusions about 

assembly political theorists can draw from the 1992 LA “Riots” and 1994 anti-Prop. 187 march.  

Participants in both public gatherings made political claims about social justice and in the 

democratic language of “the people.”  While in the former these claims were largely obscured 

publicly by the gathering’s unconventionalism, in the latter the adherence to compulsory norms 

enabled those claims to resonate publicly.  This differential outcome reflects a complex 

normative framework whose disciplinary power operates across multiple dimensions.  
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Materially, politically intelligible assemblies are those that occur in particular physical locations 

and are considered peaceful and orderly (including nonviolent).  Further, differently embodied 

(e.g., racialized or gendered) actors are invested with varying degrees of political agency, so the 

acts of those who are unintelligible or underauthorized as agents exert less normative force.  This 

normative framework also marks as politically intelligible those assemblies associated with a 

collective actor, privileging planned and organized gatherings that appear connected to a unified 

aim or intention.  Participants’ intentions are thus important because they direct the attribution of 

collective intention.  As with the anti-Prop. 187 march, locating a particular assembly in a series 

of similarly understood assemblies consolidates this sense of collectivity.  Last, within this 

normative framework certain affects are deemed appropriate for assembly, a designation which 

shifts depending on perceptions of the agents involved.  Thus, as LA 92 illustrates, anger is 

normatively off-limits for some groups of embodied actors to express even as it is appropriate for 

others. 

As this brief review of assembly’s enabling constraints suggests, there is no single 

register by which an act of assembling becomes intelligible as a political assembly.  It is the 

interplay of these normative constraints and the delicate dance of adherence to them that generate 

a gathering’s performative – and its political – force.  However, these constraints do not carry 

equal weight in shaping a gathering’s broader intelligibility.  In all likelihood, the social 

authority of its participants carries more weight than its being planned, and the relative 

importance of these norms cannot be identified precisely in advance.  Furthermore, it bears 

repeating that these normative conditions do not apply uniformly to all social actors: some agents 

are positioned in a way that they can violate public expectations with relative impunity.  The 

burden to assemble in intelligible ways is thus greater for non-normative actors, not only as a 
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matter of organization and within-group policing (e.g., volunteers regulating fellow marchers’ 

actions, as occurred in the anti-Prop. 187 march), but also in terms of self-expression and pride 

(e.g., minimize or sublimate collective anger at racial injustice, as some public responses to LA 

92 urged).  Though I have enumerated several of them here, my intention in this study has not 

been to provide an exhaustive list of assembly’s conditions of intelligibility.  It has been, rather, 

to identify patterns of public consideration and develop from those a theoretical vocabulary to 

begin analyzing the normative frameworks that govern actual public understandings of assembly.   

Furthermore, recall that Austin’s language speech acts, governed by convention as they 

are, also have perlocutionary effects.  Participants’ acts and intentions influence but do not 

determine an assembly’s political intelligibility, for audiences react to an assembly and can 

choose whether or not – and how – to respond to it.  Why were the 1992 gatherings not 

considered protests or demonstrations and instead named riots and the acts of a mob?  Not 

because of anything essential about those gatherings or the actors involved, but because 

dominant public audiences saw them as riots and mob action, according to the norms I have 

articulated and within the exclusions constituting their understandings of political subjectivity 

and agency.  In social practice, performative felicity is produced in a dynamic interplay between 

actor and audience, so evaluating the public intelligibility of any claim, act or identity requires 

also attending to the role of the audience.   

The LA “Riots” and the anti-Prop. 187 march teach us concrete lessons about assembling 

politically.  In the former, participants made significant political claims, but for many public 

audiences the material form of the gatherings and their actors muted those claims.  While non-

normative agents are not (necessarily) relegated to political unintelligibility, the onus falls on 

them to toe the normative line ever more carefully.  By contrast, the anti-Prop. 187 assembly 
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enacted a march so felicitously and, in combination with other similar assemblies, consolidated 

such a strong collective identity that this collective appeared to be a real political threat.  The 

march established not only a precedent for mass immigrant rights organizing but also the 

organizational infrastructure required for it.  This relative success underscores the importance of 

attending theoretically to political organizing.   

The different public discourses about these two gatherings leave us with a sobering 

account of assembly.  For assemblies to be intelligible requires adhering to reigning norms in a 

conservativism that inevitably insulates the status quo from change.  Non-normative assemblies 

– including the complex of claims, acts and identities amalgamated in them – are left at a 

disadvantage, faced with an extra burden to conform or condemned to unintelligibility.  That 

norms interact in complex ways such that an assembly’s political intelligibility cannot be 

predicted seems to exacerbate this conservativism.  The implication is that successes or failures 

of intelligibility can be understood only in retrospect.   

While true that this normative framework governing assembly – as all such structuring 

frames – is conservative and structurally disadvantages the non-normative, it is not the case that 

agents have no sense of what performative force an assembly will have.  Recall that in the anti-

Prop. 187 march organizers were well aware that tens of thousands of “brown faces” on the 

streets of Downtown Los Angeles might well undermine their entire effort.  By dint of belonging 

to this social world, agents have an intuitive sense of what forms of action, by whom, and in 

what ways, enable or preclude an assembly’s intelligibility.  Moreover, as the march also 

illustrates, an assembly need not conform absolutely to all of these enumerated norms in order to 

be intelligible as such; there is a room for “error,” so to speak, especially because the regulatory 

ideal is only ever an ideal.  The key question that follows is in what ways non-conventionalism is 
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normatively permissible and to what degree.  The responses to these questions can only be 

answered in context, by agents who have a “feel” for the social practice of assembly, and often in 

retrospect.252   

The central ambition of this study has been to make manifest the workings of political 

intelligibility.  It is a project of self-understanding that has tried to illuminate the unspoken but 

often intuitively understood conventions and collective meanings that constitute our shared lives.  

Though these normative frameworks are deeply forceful, they nevertheless depend upon our 

continued conformity.  In illuminating the contingencies of our social practices, my hope has 

been to contribute to a world where different actions, agents and experiences can flourish. 

 
252 Bourdieu, Logic of Practice, 66-68, 81-82.  
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