
Dissent and Democracy
silence, visibility and power



Congress shall make no law respecting 
an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or 
of the press; or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble, and 
to petition the government for a 
redress of grievances.



civil rights movement in the US

1st amendment in action



MLK: letter from a Birmingham Jail
You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, 
marches, and so forth? Isn't negotiation a better 
path?" You are quite right in calling for negotiation. 
Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. 
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis 
and foster such a tension that a community which 
has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to 
confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue 
that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation 
of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister 
may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am 
not afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly 
opposed violent tension, but there is a type of 
constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary 
for growth. 



criminalizing dissent

silencing protest:

violence

fear

manufacturing 
threats

suspension of 
rights



protests and the state

protest in Myanmar 

long history/protests

peaceful-then state-
military cracks 
down

differences?-states 
and visibility



global media and dissent

WHAT / WHO 
makes it into the 
news and HOW

media can control:

images

categories

voices



where the power is:

8 companies in control in the US in 2007 (in 1983: 50)

    * Disney (market value: $72.8 billion)
    * AOL-Time Warner (market value: $90.7 billion)
    * Viacom (market value: $53.9 billion)
    * General Electric (owner of NBC, market value:     
$390.6 billion)
    * News Corporation (market value: $56.7 billion)
    * Yahoo! (market value: $40.1 billion)
    * Microsoft (market value: $306.8 billion)
    * Google (market value: $154.6 billion)



challenging invisibility

using citizen media 

challenge the “global WE” --who gets left 
out?

redefining who counts and how they 
count

social justice movements-- NOT just 
marches


