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Résumé 
Ce bref cas ethnographique décrit et interroge l’effet disruptif de la discussion, au sens 
habermassien d’une interaction communicationnelle, au sein d’un espace ritualisé de 
performance démocratique. Au Los Angeles City Council, un ordre cérémoniel fortement 
mis en scène et répétitif encadre la participation du public en la réduisant à des 
engagements soit de soutien, soit d’opposition. Dans ce contexte, des performances 
absurdes, du trolling théâtral, voire des propos haineux virulents, sont devenus des 
caractéristiques normalisées des séquences de « commentaires publics » de ces 
réunions. À l’inverse, les appels sincères à une discussion publique raisonnée sont perçus 
comme incongrus, voire intolérables. En s’appuyant sur la théorie de l’ordre de l’interaction 
d'Erving Goffman et ses « cadres », ainsi que sur des travaux plus récents portant sur leur 
application aux interactions politiques, l’auteur examine comment ces moments 
d’exhortation sincère à l’action communicationnelle révèlent une rupture plus profonde : 
une disruption qui ne remet pas en cause le décorum de l’assemblée, mais le cadre même 
qui définit ce qui compte comme interaction démocratique légitime. Il en émerge un 
paradoxe de la démocratie participative, où la discussion publique ne constitue pas la 
norme à protéger, mais l’anomalie à gérer, voire à faire taire. 

Abstract 
This ethnographic account describes and questions the disruptive effect of discussion, in 
the Habermasian sense of a communicative interaction, within a ritualized space of 
democratic performance. At the Los Angeles City Council, a highly staged and repetitive 
ceremonial order frames public participation as either supportive or adversarial. In this 
context, nonsensical performances, theatrical trolling, or even virulent hate speech have 
become normalized features of the "public comments" segments of these meetings. By 
contrast, sincere calls for reasoned public discussion are treated as incongruous, even 
intolerable. Drawing on Goffman’s theory of the interaction order and its "frames", and 
more recent works on its application to political interactions, the author examines how 
these moments of earnest exhortation to communicative action reveal a deeper disruption 
: one that challenges not the decorum of the chamber, but the very frame that defines what 
counts as legitimate democratic interaction. What emerges is a paradox of participatory 
democracy, where public discussion or deliberation is not the norm to be protected, but the 
anomaly to be managed or silenced. 

 

Mathieu Berger est sociologue, professeur et chercheur à l'UCLouvain (CriDIS et IRIB), 
et chercheur associé à l'EHESS (CEMS) et à l'EPFL (LaSur). 



3 
 

1. Introduction 
 

This brief ethnographic account describes and questions the disruptive effect of 

discussion, in the Habermasian sense of a communicative interaction (1984), within a 

ritualized space of democratic performance. At the Los Angeles City Council, a highly 

staged and repetitive ceremonial order — part sentimental community celebration, part 

political theater — frames public participation as either supportive or adversarial. In 

this context, nonsensical performances, theatrical trolling, or even virulent hate speech 

have become normalized features of the "public comments" segments of these 

meetings. By contrast, sincere calls for reasoned public discussion are treated as 

incongruous, even intolerable. Drawing on Goffman’s theory of the interaction order 

and its frames (1974 and 1983), and more recent works on its application to political 

interactions (Berger, 2015 ; 2020 and 2024 ; Tavory & Fine, 2020), I examine how 

these moments of earnest exhortation to communicative action reveal a deeper 

disruption : one that challenges not the decorum of the chamber, but the very frame 

that defines what counts as legitimate democratic interaction. What emerges is a 

paradox of participatory democracy, where public discussion or deliberation is not the 

norm to be protected, but the anomaly to be managed or silenced.  

2. The case  
 

Los Angeles City Council meeting, November 2011. As is the case three times 

a week, the Council of the Day kicks off with a sequence of "Presentations & 

Proclamations" that will keep participants busy for the first 45 minutes of a two-hour 

meeting. During these opening segments, several of the elected councilmen and 

women from the city's 15 districts take the flloor to praise the outstanding merits of 

various prominent members of "the Los Angeles community" : a special individual, a 

family or a small local group/business, sometimes a larger collective/organization, or 

even a cultural/ethnic/religious group as a whole. All are invited to the podium by their 

host council(wo)man to be introduced, celebrated, applauded, sometimes to perform 

a little something, often to be formally awarded. The main civic meetings of a 

municipality of 3,800,000 thus consist, for a significant part, of a community ceremony, 

a procession in which, through the weeks, months and years, all sorts of valued 
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members parade : moral authorities, role models, heroes of the day, Hollywood 

celebrities or public characters of a particular district, cultural minorities in colorful 

traditional costumes, representatives of a local institution (a "historic gazette", an 

"iconic diner"). The celebration of these important figures alternates with the 

valorization of smaller, more vulnerable beings, who find all their relevance and 

importance within the community form given to these meetings : cute toddlers, grannies 

and doggies. This is the case every Friday, when councilmember Herb Wesson walks 

up to the podium for his presentation. Today, it is the turn of a tiny Chihuahua dressed 

in a purple outfit, which he carries in one hand while petting it affectionately with the 

other.  

 
Herb Wesson (Councilman of District 10) : 

[As he settles in front of the lectern and adjusts the microphone:] 

Look who we’ve got home today. Isn’t she as cute as she can be? 

[He waits a few seconds to get the room's attention, then begins :] 

Thank you very much, Mister President. As many of you know, at least twice a month 

we try to bring in wonderful dogs and cats, that live in the shelters that we as a city run, 

in what we’ve called the Pet Adoption Fridays. Today, I have with me a beautiful classy 

little lady. Her name is Jackie O, she’s three years old. Let’s see if we can show you… 

[he holds her up to the camera ]. Now look at that face… Jackie is looking for a home. 

And if you ever would love to have a companion animal that will always be there for 

you, I can’t think of a better one than this little chihuahua, that is very good around 

people, children, and other animals. She’s at a discounted rate, only 83 dollars (…). 

Thank you very much. 

 

This concludes 45 minutes of Presentations & Proclamations and opens a 

segment of public comments. After a few interventions from the citizens present at 

Downtown City Hall, mechanically called by Council President pro tempore Denis Zine 

to speak for two minutes into the microphone, Zine turns to the chamber's main large-

screen monitor to inquire about possible comments from members of the public 

attending from the Van Nuys City Hall, in the San Fernando Valley, and connected by 

video-conference. A man, apparently alone in the hall, speaks up. 
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Ankur Patel (Citizen from the San Fernando Valley) :  

Thank you. You know, I usually don't show up on Fridays because of the dog and pony 

show that is the "Presentations & Proclamations" section, [with a wry smile and an 

ironic tone] highlighted by the fact that Councilman Wesson actually brought a 

chihuahua in a tutu. [Then in a more serious, outraged tone:] You're wasting our public 

time with a Chihuahua in a tutu ?! Now I understand that you want to save animal lives, 

and I'm all for it... And if you wanna talk about saving lives, there're many other things 

we can do... The City Treasury's investment portfolio is a $6 billion document that this 

city spends our tax dollars on, investing in... a lot of corporations and companies that 

do foul around the world. We can actually affect that stuff. So maybe the dog that you 

can adopt makes you feel good right here, and please do, but I'm more concerned 

about the atrocities. And there are atrocities going around in the world. Now, what can 

I do over here in a... a... [He looks around him with a sad laugh] in an empty Valley 

building. I don't know, man... I come here and I get frustrated on a regular basis, 

because I feel like... [Suddenly, louder :] Goddammit guys, you ain't paying attention to 

anything!!! Talkin' 'bout Chihuahuas in tutus?! Goddammit guys, come on! Please... 

[The Council President interrupts Patel] 

 
Denis Zine (Councilman of 3rd district, and President pro tempore) :  

All right, the language has now become offensive. [Patel's microphone is cut off, with 

38 seconds of speaking time left, and Zine continues:] All right, thank you very much. 

OK, let's come back to [Downtown] City Hall.   

 

As we can see, the "dog-and-pony democracy" by which municipal authorities 

frame the civic interaction they have with citizens, positing communication between 

each other as a highly scripted, staged and routinized, perfectly predictable process, 

sometimes meets with resistance. Indeed, this San Fernando Valley gentleman, Ankur 

Patel, is far from alone in his reaction to this transformation of municipal politics into a 

civic mass, a ritual celebration of the community of nice people, beloved members and 

cute pets. Indeed, since 2006, a group of a dozen highly vocal citizen speakers make 

themselves heard at almost every council meeting (and there are over 100 meetings a 

year), missing no opportunity to express themselves loudly during the general public 

comments sessions that punctuate every meeting. Bringing together a handful of 

Venice Beach street performers (the self-proclaimed "Venice Outlaws"), then a few 

other individuals from the four corners of the municipality and beyond, the "LA 

Gadflies", as the Los Angeles Times quickly dubbed them, did their utmost to mock, 
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pastiche, ridicule and subvert the saccharine communal ritual to which city officials 

seemed to reduce democratic interaction. Thus, in the late 2000s, early 2010s, the 

general public comments sequences that followed the official Presentations & 

Proclamations segments also featured a parade of individuals lining up behind the 

lectern to offer a succession of zany, parodic, clownish, or queer performances. The 

procession of noble, bold and beautiful members of "the LA family", solemnly invited 

to present themselves with great pomp and circumstance, gave way to a bevy of 

unwelcome, scruffy, shaggy and giggly marginals. The harmonious chants of the 

Koreatown Women's Choir gave way to the amateurish, strident, hysterical political 

slams of members of the Venice Outlaws, or to dissonant political songs accompanied 

by an old, out-of-tune guitar. The ceremonial costumes worn to celebrate Mayan 

Heritage Month gave way to the garish, mismatched checkered suits of Hollwood 

gadfly extraordinaire John Walsh ("I may dress like Bozo but everybody knows who 

the real clowns are"). The adorable doggies presented with tenderness and affection 

by the councilmembers gave way to the growling, barking or howling of Zuma Dogg 

and his sidekicks, or to the grimy worn-out pig-headed puppet ventriloquized by Wayne 

Spindler, through which he spouted long series of insanities several times a meeting, 

several times a week and all year round. 

 

A casual observer of these meetings would probably be quick to conflate Ankur 

Patel's spirited interpellation, reproduced above, with the boisterous public comments 

offered at every meeting by the so-called L.A. Gadflies. In both cases, we are indeed 

dealing with a lively speech, expressing the speaker's critical stance towards the 

workings of City Council meetings with a fair amount of irony and sarcasm; in both 

cases, these interventions can be considered "disruptive", in that they break sharply 

away from the happy communal ceremony to propose something very different. And 

no doubt the councilmen and women easily make this amalgam, ignoring both. My 

intention with this project is to provide readers with the analytical means to distinguish 

clearly — on a descriptive level, but also perhaps on a normative level — between 

these two forms of citizen criticism in assemblies. Indeed, one cannot confuse, on the 

one hand, Mr. Patel's blasé irony at the appalling situation he has just witnessed and 

his sad laughter at finding himself so helpless and isolated in his attempt to urge the 

Board to deal with more important matters, and on the other hand, the gadflies' 

snickering jubilation at constantly, collectively and effectively subverting the dog-and-
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pony show with their own freak show. These two types of intervention represent 

different critical approaches, or even — from the frame-analytical perspective we will 

be using — opposing approaches. 

 
Fig.1 : Contrasting "Early LA gadflies" and Mr. Patel's alternatives 
to dog-and-pony democracy (Nov. 2011), in frame-anaytical terms 

 

 

 

The LA Gadflies, while subverting the community ritual proposed by the 

institutional hosts, nevertheless make use of this particular ritual or ceremonial form 

given to democratic interaction by the official set-up to reinterpret it in their own playful, 

burlesque or parodic way. They retain and adapt some of the dimensions of the 

community ritual: its collective character ; its temporality, both of repetition (similar 

interventions recur several times per meeting, at each meeting) and of progression 

(the uninterrupted chaining of individual interventions and their integration into a 

collective achievement) ; or its dramaturgical dimension of performance and 

representation (emphatic expressive speech style, centrality of the body and gestures, 

use of masks, costumes, instruments and props). The LA Gadflies' performances 

observable in the years 2006 to 2014 turn the official community ritual into an 

alternative, parodic counter-ritual, rather than abandoning the ritual form. In the terms 

of Frame Analysis, if the initial forms proposed by the City Council official hosts are 



8 
 

understood as a ritual "keying" (or transformation) of public discussion, then the forms 

developed by the gadflies in these years represent a theatrical "upkeying" of the ritual 

transformation of public discussion. With this upkeying move, these critical 

performances double down on the official performances, adding a layer of meaning to 

the framework of interaction, making it all the more ambiguous. 

By contrast, Ankur Patel's proposal represents an invitation to "downkey" the 

situation of democratic interaction, to strip it down, by ridding it of its ritual and 

celebratory forms, of its bells and whistles ; to bring it back to a less ambiguous, more 

basic form, that of the coordination of political representatives and their constituents in 

a straight public discussion around burning issues, with the possibility for the latter not 

only to speak out, but to be listened to and taken seriously. Yet these calls by citizens 

to bring democratic interaction back to the basics by recovering the discussion form, 

are extremely rare and, perhaps because of this rarity, particularly infelicitous. If it is so 

easy and obvious for the City Council President to abruptly cut off Mr. Patel in his public 

commentary, it is not only because of his physical absence from the Downtown LA 

Council Chamber and the convenience of instantly muting and disconnecting him with 

a single click; it is also, I believe, because of the particularly rare and therefore 

minor(ity) nature of this kind of serious critical questioning made in good faith, as an 

invitation to resume democratic discussion in a simpler, clearer form. 

It is also worth noting that Ankur Patel is cut off because of the "offensive" nature 

of his language. This is surprising, because his "Goddammit guys!" expressed in a 

lively manner, but intended to get the attention of council members, to wake them up 

and get their attention, seems quite innocuous compared to the stridency, vulgarity, 

obscenity and racist/sexist hostility that will gradually impose themselves, in the early 

2010s, as discursive standards for the gadflies ; speech forms protected by the First 

Amendment of the Constitution, along with a series of other "symbolic expressions". 

The City of Los Angeles learned this the hard way when, after ejecting from one of its 

committees a citizen speaker — a black man — clad in a KKK robe and hood, the 

Municipality was sued by this individual and forced to settle the matter financially for 

$400,000. Cases like this have paved the way for an escalation in hostile and dark 

"trolling" of council sessions by these radical citizens. Public comments sessions, from 

2012 onwards, were also characterized by increasing vulgarity and obscenity, starting 



9 
 

when, on several occasions, a homeless speaker, Mrs Antonia Ramirez, called LA 

councilmen "pussies".  

The question of the right to use "obscene language" was put to the deputy city 

attorney attending the meetings, who was forced to conclude, with great 

embarrassment, that a distinction had to be made between sexual obscenity, in its 

lascivious sense, and pictorial language, which cannot be prohibited. Since then, 

swearing has been accepted at council meetings. By 2019, public comments had 

become saturated with expletives, including more and more racial/anti-semitic slurs, 

sexist and homophobic insults, as in this comment by Mrs. Ramirez, in May 2019 – 

just an extreme form of what can be heard all meeting long : 

Build a wall. Shut the border. Send [the message] that President Donald Trump means 

business! Kill the A.C.L.U.! Kill the fuckin’ FBI, CIA, NSA and Homeland Security! Kill 

all the wetbacks and gangbangers! KILL all the perverted masonic jewish zionist twisted 

satanist perverted elite assholes! And kill [Mayor] Eric Garcetti and [City Attorney] 

Michael Feuer for creating an unlawful safe haven sanctuary! And again, deport these 

chango-latino-gangbanger pussies and thieves ! And stop lickin’ the [n-word]s’ ass ! 

 

Fig.2 : Occurrences of "Bleeps" in o0icial transcripts of LACC meetings (y-axis),  
for the period 12.15.2015 - 09.26.2017, representing 200 meetings (x-axis). 
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Fig.3 : Racial slurs and expletives at LACC, proxied by frequence of "n-word" uttered by non-black 
speakers (total : 447) and "fuck" heard in meetings (total : 2237), between Jan. 2018 and Dec. 2020 

(312 meetings; 12927 pages of transcript). 

 

 

      Occurrences of "n-word" per meeting 

 Occurrences of "fuck" per meeting 
 

Until 2020 and the COVID pandemic, we witnessed a progressive radicalization 

of gadfly speech, with public commenters applying an agonistic, hostile and hateful 

transformation to the theatrical and parodic style of their predecessors. Costumes and 

masks were still the order of the day, but KKK hoods, skull helmets and terrorist 

balaclavas had replaced clown costumes and Batman masks. LA's City Council 

sessions now consisted, predictably and regularly, of the following spectacle: a formal 

45-minute community dog-and-pony show ritual, aggressively profaned and 

overturned by a kind of 30-minute gadfly anti-ritual. The syrupy tones and expressions 

of affection, gratitude and appreciation of the Presentations & Proclamations now gave 

way to aggressive yells and shrieks, barrages of (racial, antisemitic, sexist and 

homophobic) slurs, ad hominem expressions of hatred and, quite regularly, personal 

threats to council members. It is no longer about offering a theatrical counter-ritual 

parodying the official ritual, but about brutally negating the officials' ritual by opposing 

it with an anti-ritual ; about acid raining on their parade and shattering the community 

atmosphere that had been building up during the first part of the meeting. 

This extreme turn in civic participation occurred against a backdrop of parodic, 

theatrical civicism, performed in critical reaction to (and therefore in reference to) the 

community ritual that represents the City of Los Angeles' official interpretation of 

democratic interaction at City Council. In other words, the framing of public comment 

as systematic profanation must be understood as one of the consequences of the 
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official framing of democratic interaction as a happy community celebration, a civic 

ritual (Berger, 2020). Yet nothing fundamental has been done by the City to reconfigure 

the whole interaction situation and find other ways of framing it. In fact, it is as if the 

council members had adapted, become accustomed and acclimatized to these highly 

frequent extreme forms of citizen speech, reflected in Antonia Ramirez's 

aforementioned comment, when apparently they cannot cope with a reasonable and 

reasoned interpellation like Ankur Patel's, again a much rarer form of speaking out. 

The former, though radical, scandalous and brutal, "make sense" in this setting, in that 

they fit into a pattern of clear-cut symbolic opposites : those who speak first vs. those 

who speak last ; distinguished community members vs. outcasts ; heroes vs. villains ; 

syrupy tones vs. strident shrieks ; scripted speeches vs. rambling diatribes ; etc. 

Whereas Mr. Patel's interpellation just does not seem to make sense in this situation 

and appears, in this respect, to be more disruptive than the worst racist insult shouted 

out loud. It is all very well for Mr. Patel to assert his freedom of speech by going ballistic 

like the others, but for him to claim the right to be heard and listened to, that is 

unacceptable. On the main stage of municipal democracy, Ankur Patel's call for public 

discussion and dialogue with citizens on the city's important affairs is utterly 

incongruous.  

Yet, what would have happened over the past fifteen years if the Los Angeles 

City Council had shown as much patience and respect for calls for discussion as it has 

for hate speech? This thought is not mine, but that of one of the few LA citizens 

committed to the idea that democratic politics is based on discussion, which is so rarely 

heard in this council chamber (December 2019) : 

Rob Quan (Citizen from Highland Park) : 

So we have "100% affordable housing" on the table, and that's great. But I just wonder 
: would Council have come to this solution years earlier if they discussed this issue 
more thoroughly in the routine happenings of this Council? We really do have a broken 
Council, and I don't mean that as an insult to any of our councilmembers who aren't 
listenning right now, uh... [sad laugh]  

This Coucil has some exceptionnally qualified individuals who are extremely capable 
and smart, but we don't get to hear that enough. The best moments we have in this 
Council is when you actually discuss issues and actually figure out problems. I think it 
is the biggest problem that we have in these halls (...) For instance, I was disappointed 
of the outcome on the ban of developer contributions. Yeah, it would've been nice to 
see something that'd align more with what I wanted to see on the table, but I really don't 
care about that. What matters to me is the process, and again, we have a broken 
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process. This Council cannot offer ten minutes of public discussion on the issue, even 
though we all sat through thirty minutes of the n-word. For all of you who put up a fit 
over having to hear verbal abuse. Think about that. We sat through thirty minutes on 
the n-word and we couldn't have ten minutes on ethics reform in these halls. I do think 
that hearing from the public might help, but really you talking about these issues 
publicly... I think if we had two more meetings where this full council talking about 
reforms, you would've come with better solutions that at least half of this body could 
support. 

 

Fig.4 : Contrasting "Later LA gadflies" and Mr. Quan's alternatives 
to dog-and-pony democracy (Dec. 2019), in frame-anaytical terms 

 

 

3. Conclusion  
 

This brief ethnographic exploration of the LACC showed us how the main body 

of institutional city politics in the Californian megapolis has learned to absorb theatrical 

trolling far more effectively than it can accommodate civic reason. The escalation of 

obscene, hostile speech — though framed as disruption — is, in practice, a 

continuation of the council’s logic of symbolic opposition : ritual vs. counter-ritual, 

center vs. margin, speaker vs. heckler. By contrast, figures like Patel or Quan attempt 

something structurally disruptive : not to replace the saccharine ceremony by a dark 
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carnival, but to reclaim the council as a space for public discussion. Their disruption is 

neither noisy nor grotesque, but dissonant nonetheless — apparently so out of tune 

with the expected choreography that it cannot be processed as part of the scene.  

This seems to shed new light on the Habermasian conception of communicative 

action and its enduring relevance for contemporary democratic theory. While many 

authors have been quick to sideline the Frankfurt philosopher, calling for a rethinking 

of democracy "after Habermas" (Crossley & Roberts, 2004), this came at the cost of a 

tremendous misunderstanding of his Theory of Communicative Action. This theory has 

most often been reduced to its institutional application in "deliberative democracy", as 

it has been understood by Habermas's followers in political philosophy and political 

science, who in turn inspired the implementation, in many places, of forms of 

"deliberative participation". Critics have often interpreted deliberative democracy as a 

top-down, naïve, and overly abstract attempt to ground politics in deliberation — 

envisioned as an emotionally sanitized and coldly rationalistic mode of communication. 

Our ethnography reveals a very different situation — counterintuitive for many political 

theorists. Here, rather than being imposed from above, the call for reasonable 

discussion arises from the bottom up, through these emotional — even passionate — 

appeals from community members committed to discussion as a preferable form for 

democratic interaction. They strongly urge for a bit of seriousness and reflection in civic 

life, considering the magnitude of public problems that saturate the urban space of a 

city like Los Angeles. 

Patel's and Quan's involvements show us that the "deliberative citizen" 

(Mendelberg, 2002) is not merely an abstract idea dreamed up by an old German 

philosopher, and that democracy conducted in the mode of communicative action does 

not produce the kind of smooth process typically associated with the polished practices 

of deliberative democracy, as designed by academic political scientists. Here, it 

corresponds to the concrete practical expectations of simple citizens whose public calls 

for discussion appear problematic and provoke disruption. However, in the terms of 

Tavory and Fine (2020), the interventions of these two speakers from the public are 

less a disruption of interaction than a disruption for interaction. What is at stake here 

is a break from a weak version of democratic interaction in its ritual-dramaturgical form 

— whether enacted by officials or by radicals — in favor of a stronger, communicative 

version. One that would be genuinely intersubjective, concerned by the expressive, 

cognitive or normative validity of each other's utterances, and open-ended, uncertain 
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in its outcomes. For indeed, the way in which our two deliberative citizens are turned 

into pariahs also offers a striking lesson for democratic theory : the greatest threat to 

public institutions may not be chaos or hate, but the civic demand to speak, listen, and 

think together. 
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