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Excerpted from a long article
 about the idea of what a public space for democracy would look like at Damascus Gate shared by Israelis and Palestinians.

…From roughly 600 to 350 B.C, Athens located its democratic practices in the town square and the theatre.  In these spaces, very different kinds of democracy were practiced.  The square stimulated citizens to move beyond their personal concerns and acknowledge the presence and needs of other citizens.  The theatre helped citizens focus their attention and concentrate on decision making.  We would never want to copy the social conditions of Athenian democracy (the majority of people were slaves; women were excluded from politics), but we can learn something by studying how these often volatile, intensely competitive people connected their democracy to architecture. 

In the Pnyx, Athenians debated and decided on the city’s actions. The Pnyx was a bowl- shaped, open-air theatre, a ten-minute walk from the city’s central square.  Chiseled out of a hill, The Pynx resembled other Greek theatres, and, like them, was used originally for dancing and plays.  In the sixth and fifth centuries B.C., however Athenians seeking order in their politics, put this ordinary theatre to a different use.  Speakers stood in the open round space on a stone platform, called a bema, so that they could be seen by everyone.  Behind the speaker the land dropped away, so that words seemed to hover in the air between the empty sky and the crowd of normally five to six thousand men; from morning to late afternoon, sunlight struck the speaker’s face, so that nothing in his expression or gestures was obscured by shadow. The audience for this political theatre, men who belonged to the same local tribe, sat around the bowl in assigned places.  Sitting in a semi-circle, citizens could see each other’s reactions even as they watched the orator at the bema.

The men sat or stood this way for a long time – as long as the sunlight lasted.  The theatrical space thus functioned as detection mechanism – its focus and duration allowed participants to get beneath the surface of momentary impressions.  This disciplinary space of eye, voice, and body had one great virtue: through concentration of attention on a speaker and identification of others in the audience who might call out challenges or comments, the ancient political theatre sought to hold citizens responsible for their words.

In the Pnyx, two visual rules organized the often raucous meetings at which people made decisions: exposure – of the speaker and of the audience to one another – and fixity of place, where the speaker stood and the audience sat.  These two visual rules supported a verbal order: the unfolding of argument.

The other space of democracy was the town square, the Athenian agora. The square consisted of a large open space crossed diagonally by the main street of Athens; at the sides of the agora were temples and buildings called stoas, sheds that opened sideways onto the agora.  Many activities occurred simultaneously in the agora – commerce, religious rituals, simple hanging out.  The agora also contained a rectangular law court, surrounded by a low wall, so that citizens who were banking or making an offering to the gods, for instance, could also follow the progress of justice.  The stoa helped calm this diverse hubbub; as one moved out of the open space into a building, one moved into more private spaces.  The rooms at the back of the stoas were used for dinner parties and private meetings.  Perhaps the most interesting feature of the stoa was the transition space just under the shelter of the roof on the open side; here one could retreat yet keep in touch with the square.

What import did the complex, teeming space of the agora have on the practice of democracy?  A democracy supposes that people can openly entertain views other than their own.  This was Aristotle’s contention in the Politics.  He thought the awareness of difference occurs primarily in cities, since every city is formed by synoikismos, a drawing together of different families and tribes, of competing economic interests, and of natives with foreigners. 

Two millennia later, “difference” seems to be largely about identity – about race, gender or class. Aristotle’s definition of difference was more complicated.  He included the experience of doing disparate, even incongruous things – such as praying and banking – in the same space.  The mixture in a city of action as well as identity is the foundation of its distinctive politics. Aristotle’s hope was that, becoming accustomed to a diverse, complex milieu, citizens would be less likely to react violently when challenged by something strange or contrary. Instead, this diverse environment should encourage and support the discussion of differing views or conflicting interests.  The agora was the place in the city for this tolerance of difference.      

Yet if in the same different persons or activities are merely concentrated but remain isolated and segregated, diversity loses its force.  To count, differences must interact. 

The Athenian agora made diverse male citizens interact in two ways.  First, the open space of the agora contained few visual barriers between events occurring at the same time; Athenians did not experience physical compartmentalization.  Thus, coming to the town square to negotiate with a banker, one might observe a trail in the law court and even shout out one’s opinion about the proceedings. Second, the agora established a space for stepping back from such engagement – the edge, just under the roof of the stoa; here was a fluid, liminal zone between private and public.  

These two principles of visual design – lack of visual barriers and a well defined transition zone between public and private – shaped people’s experience of public communication.  The flow of speech was less continuous and singular than in the Pnyx; in the agora, verbal communication was more fragmentary, as people moved from one scene to another.  The operations of the eye were correspondingly more active and varied in the agora than in the Pynx; a person standing under the stoa roof looked out, scanning.  In the Pnyx, the eye was mostly focused on the orator at the bema. 

This ancient city illustrates how politics can be shaped by urban design.  The theatre and the square are the two best designs for democracy.  The theatre organizes the sustained attention required for group decision making; the square is a school for the often fragmentary, confusing experience of diversity.  The square prepares people for debate; the theatre disciplines their debate.

…The urgent necessity for democratic deliberation today is that people concentrate upon, rather than “surf” over, social reality. To pay attention and to commit means our culture needs in a broad way to revise its fear of discipline.  For this reason I’ve come to believe that designers need to pay attention to the disciplinary architecture of theatres as possible political spaces. All live performance aims at concentrating attention.  To achieve sustained attention, to commit people to one another even when the going gets rough or becomes boring, to unpack the meaning of arguments – all these require a space that focuses the eye and voice.  

I would like to illustrate the possibility of creating a modern Pnyx…

…Decentralized democracy is an attempt to make a political virtue out of fragmentation, an attempt that appears in demands for local, communal control of schools, welfare services, or building codes.

…Of course this is appealing; real life is local, concrete, particular. But the decentralization of power is in fact not so benign.  Gated suburban communities exercise such local power; communities may decide by quite democratic means, to exclude blacks, Jews the elderly, or other “undesirables.” Even if the community is benign, the smaller a unit of power, the weaker it becomes.

…so the problem is how to accept the virtues of fragmentation while combating isolation.  This is the dilemma in designing a modern Pnyx, and it necessitates innovation in form. 

…We might think of a Pnyx today as a place with porous walls, so people can be drawn in.

…Ando’s design suggests another architectural version of focus without closure.  This portable theatre aims to share political activity without unifying it; Ando wants people, a sit were, to share a common mental ground in acting locally.

…I don’t mean we should forget about building public squares – agoras.  Because cities gather together differences, strangers need a center, they need somewhere to meet and interact.  But the stimulations of the center are not in themselves enough to create an urban polity; the polity further requires a place for discipline, focus, and duration.  Decentralized politics especially need such places.
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