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Introduction 

For a long time, locations of traffic—streets, squares, marketplaces—have been the sites of 

political resistance, civil disobedience, even revolutions. For media activists, understanding 

today's digital communication networks in terms of traffic is therefore key in defining the 

emancipatory political potential of new media. And whereas in the beginning there was a 

tendency to project the urban map onto cyberspace and substitute embodied protest by 

practices of hacking, recent protest history has shown that things are a lot more complex. 

Protest movements such as the Arab Spring, Occupy, and los indignados in Spain represent a 

new political movement in which the traffic of bodies and the traffic of data are combined in 

specific ways that may account for the efficacy of these protests. To understand this 

interrelation of bodies and data, I will start out by considering the duality of street space: first 

as a location of traffic, where regulations apply that we expect to keep traffic flowing, to keep 

people safe and the city usable, and secondly as a space of public political assembly. The 

particular political quality offered by the street is different from that of a convention center, a 

parliament building, or a stadium; even if such locations are public or serve public purposes, 

they are, unlike the street, not locations of traffic. They are structures built around specific 

purposes that may be political ones. In what follows, I will argue that locations of traffic such 

as the street have a specific political quality precisely because they are locations of traffic. In 

order to substantiate that view, I will focus on the political quality of walking in the street, on 

the changing theoretical views on digital protest media, and on the transition from a 

disembodied understanding of hacktivism towards a new role of digital media in street 

protest: dismantling the separation between the personal and the public spheres, which in 

other contexts is often lamented as “oversharing,”2 actually accounts for a greater political 

efficacy of embodied protest. 

 

 

 

                                                
1 This publication forms part of the research project “Media Activism“ at the University of Innsbruck, financed 
by the Austrian Science Fund, project nr. P 21431-G16 
2 I take issue with this notion and argue elsewhere that sharing does not form part of an economy of exchange 
(which it would need to do in order for the “over” to make sense). Cf. Sützl (2013) 
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Not being allowed to stop 

Perhaps the following resembles an experience many of us have had: We take part in an urban 

street protest, and we experience the activity of protesting as a peculiar transformation of the 

ground underneath our feet. While protesters occupy the street space, the other road users, 

such as shoppers, tourists and business people, are engulfed by the protesting crowd and seem 

strangely out of place in the very same location that a moment before seemed to be theirs. 

Drivers are held at bay by the police. The street space, whose very ability to function depends 

on a careful management of movement, of attention, of desires, a space where everything 

must happen for a reason and must remain reasonably predictable—that street space becomes 

an altogether different place. 

 To understand this point, let us imagine what happens when things in the street are 

done “without a reason,” when they seem to elude the grip of causality and need to be put into 

quotation marks because imagining something occurring without a reason is odd. Or worse: 

because of its proximity to the concept of the miracle, a concept banished by modern 

rationality, something that happens without a reason inspires suspicion and fear. Thus, 

something occurring without a reason represents a looming menace to street safety—but it 

also unsettles the cause-and-effect structure that underlies the workings of the world itself in 

Western culture. It is for good reasons, then, that things must not occur without a reason in 

traffic, and that laws are in place as a safeguard. For example, in the Austrian road 

regulations, the section that seeks to order the behavior of pedestrians on sidewalks lists a 

number of things not to be done, one of them being obstructing traffic by “stopping without a 

reason.”3 As artist Victoria Hindley suggests in her work Sidewalk Interstice, the act of 

stopping without a reason, while seemingly a meaningless act precisely because it has no 

reason, takes on a particular meaning: order is questioned at a point that defies any cause-and-

effect structure. This is what occurs in street protests, which are  political events precisely 

because of they maintain a certain measure ir non-predictability (as opposed to the military or 

party parade). Or in other words, it is a demonstration of freedom – the same freedom that 

makes a citizen’s choice on Election Day unpredictable. And it is to safeguard this political 

freedom that another law is in place, usually a constitutional law that overrides the road 

regulations and their insistence on cause and effect. This law ensures that the basic right to 

free assembly can actually be exercised. This is why in political systems that wish to call 

themselves democratic, the government has the duty to make the free assembly of citizens on 
                                                

3 Österreichische Straßenverkehrsordnung 1960, § 78.  
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the street possible and to send out police to divert traffic from the location of the protest. The 

street and the square quite literally become a space of politics. They do so not in a dramatic 

sense like a law-giving body such as a parliament, but in a fundamental sense of defining the 

political as such. What the road regulations refer to as “without a reason” is, in this sense, the 

political dimension of the street, for which these regulations have no words except negation 

precisely because of their structure of predictability inherent in any regulation. The simple act 

of people being in the street and claiming no reason, no purpose, is itself a powerful political 

act, an act that works without the demands usually associated with protest. Specific claims 

would in fact take the protest back to the realm of cause and effect, subjecting it to this or that 

regulation, to this or that restriction. Recent protest movements, such as the Occupy 

movement, the indignados in Spain, or the 2009 European student protests have been 

criticized as ineffective because of the absence of demands (Žižek 2012: 77-89), but it would 

be hard to deny them a particular radicality in terms of affirming the very possibility of a 

democratic politics. In the end, what these new protest movements do is precisely what the 

Austrian road regulations call “obstructing traffic by stopping without a reason,” and what in 

the language of constitutional law would be called exercising the right to free assembly. That 

is why the police have the double function of enforcing the ban on stopping without a reason, 

and of protecting the right to stop without a reason by making it possible for people to 

assemble on squares and streets, on motorways and train tracks.   

 

The political poetics of walking 

From Gandhi's salt march to Mandela's walk to freedom and the Zapatistas’ marches on 

Mexico City, there are many historical examples of how a people rises up by taking to the 

street and draws on what seems to be an extraordinary political potential hidden in the simple 

act of walking. Such walks, rather than conforming to an authorized structure of purpose, 

generate their own reasons. They are, as it were, direct forms of claiming and exercising 

sovereignty. Michel de Certeau has examined the act of walking in the city as an act of 

defiance in his Practice of Everyday Life (de Certeau 1984). In a nutshell, he understands 

walking as a sovereign form because with walking people, one never quite knows what they 

might do next, what twists and turns they will perform, what temporary map they will draw 

over and beneath the official panoptic map, and indeed when they might stop and if they will 

have reason to do so. The fabric of walkers’ movements to de Certeau is a not fully penetrable 

layer of meaning created by steps that he compares to speech acts. From this perspective, 

urban walking is a statement that functions without words.    
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 The regulations for controlling this unpredictable behavior of walkers, according to de 

Certeau, can never fully accomplish their purpose; there always seem to be jaywalkers, people 

stopping without a reason, people doing many things other than walking while they walk. 

Walking, he argues, consists of a myriad of footsteps that “do not compose a series. They 

cannot be counted because each unit has a qualitative character […] Their swarming mass is 

an innumerable collection of singularities […] They weave places together” (de Certeau 1984: 

97). The city as a whole “is no longer a field of programmed and regulated operations. 

Beneath the discourses that ideologize the city, the ruses and combinations of powers that 

have been readable proliferate; without points where one can take hold of them, without 

rational transparency, they are impossible to administer” (de Certeau 1984: 95).  

  I would suggest that in the terms of the qualities Certeau attributes to walking, 

bicycling can also be considered a form of walking. The poetics of cycling as a manual 

activity extends the metabolic power of human locomotion in a subtle yet very effective way.4 

Even before digital networks began to cover the globe, the bicycle has been related to the 

non-violent overthrow of power more than once: it was a symbol of the appropriate 

technology movement for Schumacher and Illich, and it has been likened to Gandhi's spinning 

wheel as a tool of popular empowerment.  Salvador Allende reminded his followers that 

socialism could only arrive by bicycle,  and it continues to inspire hope for eco-friendly, less 

violent urban traffic. In the Critical-Mass biking events held today, this ‘walking’ nature of 

the bicycle is brought to life in many cities around the world on a monthly basis. When bikers 

take to the streets, they follow a route that is spontaneously decided upon by whoever happens 

to be at the head of the crowd, or by a process called “xerocracy” based on photocopied route 

proposals. Sometimes referred to as “organized coincidence,” these forms of protest traffic 

seem just as difficult to control as any swarm.  

 By contrast, motorcars do not form swarms. They are subject to a rigid structure of 

external regulations that literally and figuratively imprisons drivers and passengers. Street 

protest with cars is impossible (although protesters have used tractors), as the actions that a 

car can perform are rather limited. In fact, if there is an opposite to street protest, it is 

probably the traffic jam: an implosion of an implosion of traffic patterns despite adherence to 

large-scale regulatory structures designed to keep traffic flowing.  

 

Swarms, urban and digital 

                                                
4 This would also apply in its own ways to urban motion subcultures such as skateboarding, roller skating, 
buildering, freerunning, parkour, etc. Cf., for example, Fuggle 2008.  
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The reference to the swarm has been a constant in media activism since de Certeau wrote The 

Practice of Everyday Life and Garcia and Lovink took up some of his ideas for their tactical 

media concept (Garcia/Lovink 1997). Referring to Arguilla and Ronfeldt (1998), Brian 

Holmes wrote of swarming as a tactic that made the anti-WTO protests of Seattle 1999 

particularly successful (Holmes 2006). Here, he argues, the internet with its decentralized, 

anti-hierarchical structure was used as tool of self-organization and an instrument of 

emergence that worked without a center and a hierarchy, without a chain of command, 

without a defined point of origin. Like in a swarm of birds, there was no leadership, no central 

source of authority, yet effective collective action. In my understanding of Holmes, the 

emergence of the collective will cannot be reduced to a common denominator; instead, the 

individual actions of the protesters are coordinated in real time and thus can be effective in 

their purpose as well as being difficult to predict and stop. We find here precisely de Certeau's 

idea of walking in the city as an innumerable collection of singularities. Applying de 

Certeau's analogy of a map, here we would be looking at a map that emerges with the traces, 

disappears with them, and never creates a panoptical, stable bird's eye map. Felix Stalder has 

described the organization Anonymous, often referred to as a “hackers collective,” as a “set of 

politically oriented swarms” (Stalder 2012). 

  If we follow de Certeau, then the political significance of the swarm form derives 

from the difficulty of exercising control over it. Just like animals of prey exhaust themselves 

when hunting animals that form swarms, external authority can be exercised over the swarm 

itself only at a great expense. The only other possibility is to undermine the swarmness of the 

swarm. And since an interface exists between what appears to be technical regulations on the 

one hand (traffic regulations) and political rights on the other (public assembly), the question 

of how swarms can be controlled at all is a question of how technology relates to politics: 

whether we consider technology as a formal concern, as a neutral instrument that serves an 

independently-defined purpose, or whether we understand technology as part of politics. 

Whatever the positions may be, any media theory that claims socio-political relevance owes 

its rationale to that portion of the socio-political change generated by technology that cannot 

be accounted for on the basis of calculability, cause-and-effect chains, and instrumentalism. 

Media activists tap into this out-of-control portion of technology in order to disrupt 

hierarchies, transgress boundaries, or open up potentials for non-violence—being political by 

working with technology in a non-instrumental fashion. This non-instrumental or anti-

instrumental take on technology then translates itself into social forms such as a swarm, into 

movements without demands, into stopping without a reason: forms whose political radicality 
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rests precisely in this non-instrumental structure because it is difficult to control such forms. 

The political struggle is therefore inevitably also a technological struggle, a struggle of 

choices around technology.  

 So while it is difficult to control a swarm by targeting it, it is possible for 

governmental authorities to create or destroy infrastructures that encourage or discourage the 

poetics of walking. One way of doing so has been described by André Gorz (1980) who in 

Ecology as Politics suggests that giving priority to motorized traffic in cities keeps the 

walkers off the street who do not wish to expose themselves to the smell, noise and physical 

danger caused by cars. According to him, the city is increasingly a mere function of the 

motorcar. He describes the modern city as disappearing altogether: roads no longer connect 

cities, but the city disappears by being “strung out along empty streets lined with identical 

developments“ (Gorz 1980: 76). By favoring infrastructures that privilege the motorcar, Gorz 

argues, a choice is made that is ecological only on the surface, but profoundly political 

underneath because it forces people to interact in ways that are subject to seemingly technical 

regulations—regulations that cease to be merely technical in the moment that we stop 

considering technology as an autonomous sphere distinct from society and politics.   

 Another form of undermining or discouraging the formation of swarms on the 

seemingly technical level is slum clearance. The slum is a place that defies mapping, and it is 

a location where tactical behaviors exist that elude formalized governmental authority. When 

de Certeau speaks of the city as a “text” written by  ordinary practicioners living “below the 

threshold at which visibility begins,” of a “atopia-utopia of optical knowledge,” (Certeau 

1984: 93) this applies to the slum to an even larger degree than to the city as such. Therefore 

the law cannot be enforced, as its representatives literally get lost. One method adopted by the 

state to control what occurs in a slum is to remove the slum as a whole and to fill the newly 

created space with panoptical structures. Bangalore, the city whose name has become a verb 

synonymous with global IT outsourcing (“to bangalore”), is one example of an urban center 

where IT campuses are set up in areas previously occupied by slums (Liang 2005, Davis 

2006). A similar strategy of clearing up slums appears to be adopted in Brazil in preparation 

for the 2014 soccer world championship (Hecking 2013). However, urban planners know that 

slums then tend reappear in other places. In fact, from Friedrich Engels’ study of urban 

squalor in 19th century Manchester to Mike Davis’ Planet of Slums, the slum appears to be a 

prevalent phenomenon associated with the modern city (Davis 2006a: 20–49). Davis also 

points to the historical precedent of the modernization of Paris under Baron Haussmann, 

where narrow streets and dense structures, offering hiding places and quick communication 
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channels for revolutionaries, were replaced with linear boulevards. Not only did their 

construction require the removal of entire neighborhoods, but the resulting traffic routes were 

too wide for people to use them for rebellions: quickly rolling together a few barriques such 

as they were used for wine, filling them with sand or debris, and setting up barricades was as 

difficult for revolutionaries as it was easy for the military forces to quickly move troops and 

to maneuver heavy weaponry. 

 Are the major social networking sites on the internet a reincarnation of boulevards in 

cyberspace? According to sociologist Aras Özgün, this is exactly what they are (Han 2011: 

23), and with them comes the rebirth of panoptic rule. Although this time, according to 

Byung-Chul Han, it is a rule that can rely on the individuals’ readiness for self-exploitation in 

which they think they are engaging freely (whereas the inmate of the panoptic prison knew he 

or she was not free). Accordingly, the cyber-boulevards know no negativity, no thresholds, 

there is instead an excess of positivity where meaningful distinctions are no longer possible, 

and where “chain reactions of sameness” occur (Han 2011: 24). If this is true—and it would 

be hard to ignore the glaring absence of elements of negativity on social networking sites—

then the possibility to use these technologies for real protest, protest that actually challenges 

power, are indeed limited. and tThe ways in which digital media have reinforced the quality 

of streets and squares as sites of protest may be better understood by looking at these media 

before the advent of corporate social media.  

 What we are seeing today in the recent waves of street protest and its swarming 

behaviors is both the expression of a subversive poetics of walking as described by de Certeau 

and of the nomadic digital resistance that influenced the early hacktivist movement, (Barlow 

1996), the Electronic Disturbance Theater (Wray 1998), and the Critical Art Ensemble (CAE) 

in the mid-nineties. CAE, a collective of artists, activists and theorists, urged militants to stop 

wasting their time by taking to the streets because as far as power was concerned, the streets 

were “dead capital” (CAE 1996: 11). Power, according to CAE, was no longer represented in 

the form of material structures; it had rather become a flow of data. Agencies of power could 

therefore be more effectively challenged in cyberspace: “Before computerized information 

management, the heart of institutional command and control was easy to locate [...] the 

conspicuous appearance of the halls of power was used by regimes to maintain their 

hegemony. Castles, palaces, government bureaucracies, corporate home offices, and other 

architectural structures stood looming in the city centers, daring malcontents and underground 

forces to challenge their fortifications” (CAE 1996: 7–8). Actions directed against locally 

embodied structures, according to CAE, “are no more disruptive than a fly biting an elephant” 
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(CAE 1996: 29). In their later work, though, CAE does return to the image of a fly as an agent 

of disturbance in what they call “fuzzy sabotage,” where the unpredictable swarming behavior 

of flies is just what makes them powerful (CAE 2002: 103–104).    

 Now, the belief that electronic disturbance is sufficient to create political change has 

been  questioned by activists from the beginning. And as recent protest movements have 

shown, including those of the Arab Spring, governments continue to be toppled by people in 

the street, by people who use the streets for a purpose that is not traffic. On the other hand, 

electronic communication media used by protesters have often meant that police were not 

sure were to deploy their water canons because protesters would behave in unpredictable 

ways and appear at unexpected locations (consider the five-finger tactic employed by 

protesters at the Heiligendamm G8 summit in 2007). The use of media by the protesters 

meant that the swarms of protesters became more like swarms, that their swarmness, their 

non-predictability, their inaccessibility to the panoptical gaze, actually increased. With 

Howard Rheingold, one could say that the protesters became “smart mobs” (Rheingold 2002). 

But the real political significance of these new street protests lies beyond the mere tactical 

advantage afforded by digital communication technologies. In order to understand the 

political strength of these movements, we need to look at the boundary between the public 

and the private spheres, and how they are punctuated by digital communication.   

 In “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street,” Judith Butler addresses this 

question through the lens of embodiment and the public sphere in connection with the recent 

waves of street protests of this kind (Butler 2011). She starts her argument with Hannah 

Arendt, according to whom political action becomes possible when a body appears in public. 

Butler is critical of Arendt’s strict separation between a public and a private sphere because 

this dividing line follows a gender division: “The body in the private sphere is female, ageing, 

or childish, and pre-political [...] When male citizens enter in to the public square to debate 

questions of justice, revenge, war and emancipation, they take the illuminated public square 

for granted [...] their speech [is] physically cut off from the private domicile, itself shrouded 

in darkness and reproduced through activities that are not quite action in the proper and public 

senses.” (Butler 2011) Accordingly, Butler argues, Arendt’s theory of political action lacks 

the recognition that bodies that appear and speak in public require other bodies that create and 

maintain precisely this public. The public space of appearance then is inevitably a split space 

that assumes a non-political, mute space inhabited in the classical polis by women, foreigners, 

slaves, and barbarians, whereas today it is populated by migrants, transsexuals, precarious 

workers and others who are fighting for a political voice, fighting to articulate a right to 
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rights. This fight, according to Butler, is a fight to politicize the pre-political, mute space that 

Arendt’s understanding of the public sphere implies. Butler cites the Syrian uprising before it 

turned into a civil war as an example of “how the existing public space is seized by those who 

have no existing right to gather there, and whose lives are exposed to violence and death in 

the course of the gathering as they do” (Butler 2011).   

 The struggle then is one for the space of appearance, and not one within that space. It 

is a struggle for the possibility to include the non-political space into the political public, and 

thus to create a public that is capable of effectively questioning the legitimacy of a political 

system. Unless the pre-political space becomes political, an agency of power can use that 

[unquestionable] space as a foundation for […? As a form of unquestionable legitimization?]. 

In fact, according to Butler, the separation between these two spaces is not just a line between 

social or urban environments; it is part of subjectivity and thus runs through the individual 

body, making it both a public, speaking body and a working, sexual, mute body, whereby the 

“the private body conditions the public body“ (Butler 2011). Transgressing the boundary 

between these two spheres, both within and without the body, is where Butler sees the 

potential of a radical democratic change. When protesters take the pre-political parts of 

society and of their own body to the protest, for instance by making the domestic sphere 

visible, camping out, providing food, or dividing labor across non-traditional gender 

divisions, then such a radical change becomes possible. The key point here, in terms of trying 

to understand what has become of street protests, is that Butler considers mobile digital media 

as instrumental in bridging the dividing line between the political and the pre-political space 

by allowing it to transcend locality and thus generate a public that is less defined by existing 

divisions and therefore capable of creating a stronger political momentum. There is, one 

might say, a dislocation of resistance.  

 However, Butler concedes that the individual use of media in street protests is still not 

free of corporate influence. Indeed, access to social media sites can be blocked either by 

authoritarian governments, or by the sites themselves, reflecting two different principles of 

censorship: one that I would like to call the “pull-out-the-plug” principle, and the other one 

that is the cynical principle. The former takes the form of pure negativity, locking away or 

murdering activists and journalists, blocking access to media, banning certain technologies, 

etc., such as it is typically done in anti-liberal political systems. The latter articulates itself as 

excess, as irrelevance, as noise, as entertainment, as consumer experience, as security, as 

intellectual property, etc.—a great deal of which may be contained in Han’s phrase of the 

“terror of positivity.” This type of censorship is typically practiced by liberal systems in 
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which the first form of censorship is more difficult to implement. It is in this way, in 

understanding and fighting against both of these forms of censorship, that the potential of 

political struggles in the street is inseparably linked to what occurs in the realm of digital 

technology. It is quite consistent with this interrelationship that this fight takes on the shape of 

street protests, as in the wave of international anti-ACTA protests in 2011. 

 

Conclusion     

The simple matter of people walking in locations of traffic has a fundamental political 

significance that I have explored along two routes: The first of these was the difference 

between street space and media as a location of traffic, subject to seemingly technical 

regulations. We found that such regulations do have a political limit, and the injunction that 

forbids walkers to stop “without a reason” marks that limit. This means that traffic routes are 

not just that; they are also always political spaces in a very fundamental sense. They are 

physical and symbolical spaces where reasons must be allowed to be absent because they are 

the spaces where reasons are first brought forth. The absence of specific demands in street 

protests is what makes such protests rather powerful, and not just because it leaves the 

representatives of power at a loss as to how they might respond. It is particularly powerful 

because it asserts the basic right of public assembly and reminds agencies of power on whose 

shoulders they stand, showing them, quite literally, the place from which their legitimacy may 

be called into question. This is something that happens before any claims are voiced, and 

claims may even act to distract from this more basic truth of a street protest. Protesting at 

locations that are usually used for traffic does something else in addition: it makes present the 

political nature of everything technological, including the technicalities of regulating traffic. 

Looking at technology from a non-technological point of view then makes it possible to see 

the political potential of technologies in terms of asserting autonomy vis-à-vis governments.  

 The second route was an attempt to understand how the poetics of walking such as de 

Certeau describes it, as immune to panoptic control, articulates itself politically in the form of 

swarms. The use of digital communication technologies by street protesters has much more to 

do with the idea of nomadic resistance first articulated by the electronic civil disobedience 

movement of the 1990s than with corporate social media. It makes the swarms of protesters 

more swarm-like and affords them tactical advantages capable of surprising security forces. 

But the key political significance of media use by street protesters lies in their potential to 

overcome the traditional division between a public and a private sphere, and the social 

divisions that go along with it. When these divisions are broken down because the ‘personal’ 



 11 

is finally acknowledged as political, protesters cannot be sent home because the public street 

is their home. In other words: it becomes a lot more difficult for agents of power to control 

dissent by controlling the public/private boundary, a control which allows them to relegate 

controversial political issues into the private realm, declare them private matters, and thus 

evade political accountability. In the case of such controls, things would remain as they are, 

and the protest would failed. 

 However, this potential of digital media in strengthening protest media is a political 

platform in itself. A scenario where net neutrality is in danger and digital restrictions 

management proliferates would certainly diminish that potential, and there is much work left 

to do in order to prevent that from happening. 
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