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“When ‘Jane,’ a San Francisco 
organizer, sent out anonymous 
invitations to her friends in 
June…” New York Times Week 
in Review, August 17, 2003

WHO AM I?

• One of the first 
flash mob organizers, 
known anonymously 
as “Jane”

• Now a flash mob 
archivist &  historian



1. what is a flash mob?1. what is a flash mob?



2. issues in site2. issues in site--specific design & dramaturgyspecific design & dramaturgy



3. flash mobs as power play3. flash mobs as power play



4. lessons from the flash mob phenomenon4. lessons from the flash mob phenomenon



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? 

flash mob (FLASH mawb) n. A large group* of people 
organized through electronic media (email, listserv, bulletin 
boards, text messaging, e.g.) who gather in a predetermined 
location, perform some brief (usually silly or playful) action, 
and then quickly disperse. —v., —adj.
—flash mobber n.
—flash mobbing pp. 

(Word Spy, www.wordspy.com, entry created July 14, 2004)

*depending on where the flash mob happens, a “large group” could
mean anywhere from 20 to 500 or more people.
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what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? 

A flash mob, in six acts:

• the announcement

• the meet-up

• the mob event

• the dispersal

• press coverage

• blogging

The following images and text are from San Francisco Flash Mob #1, 
“Whirling Dervishes”, July 16, 2003 @ 5th and Market Street.
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what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the announcementthe announcement

You are invited to take part in MOB, the project that creates an inexplicable mob of people in San Francisco for ten minutes or 
less. Please forward this to other people you know who might like to join. 

INSTRUCTIONS - MOB #1
Start time: Wednesday, July 16th, 6:27 pm

Duration: 10 minutes
(1) At some point during the day on July 16th, synchronize your watch to http://www.time.gov/timezone.cgi?Pacific/d/-8/java.
(2) By 6 PM, based on the month of your birth, please situate yourselves in the bars below. Buy a drink and act casual. If you are 
attending the MOB with friends, you may all meet in the same bar, so long as at least one of you has the correct birth month for

that bar. January, February, March, April: Union Square Sports Bar near Powell and O'Farrell. May, June, July, August: Gold 
Dust Lounge near Geary and Powell. September, October, November, December: Red's Corner at Ellis and Mason.

(3) Then or soon thereafter, a MOB representative will appear in the bar. He or she will pass around slips of paper with your 
instructions. Commit the instructions to memory and put the slip in your pocket. ONCE YOU ARE AT THE MOB SITE, 

NONE OF THESE SLIPS OF PAPER SHOULD BE VISIBLE.
(4) Leave the bar and walk to the MOB site. If you arrive near the final MOB destination before 6:27, stall nearby. NO ONE 

SHOULD ARRIVE AT THE FINAL MOB DESTINATION UNTIL 6:26.
(5) The MOB begins at the designated location at 6:27.

(6) At 6:37 you should disperse. NO ONE SHOULD REMAIN AT THE MOB SITE AFTER 6:39.
(7) Return to what you would otherwise have been doing.

* * * * SPECIAL NOTE: We need FOUR VOLUNTEERS to assist n passing out instructions. Please reply only if:
(1) You will absolutely positively 100% be at the MOB and can be in the area by 5:30 on Wednesday.

(2) You are not a squealy.
(3) You are not concerned that passing out small slips of paper may harm your future chances to run for office.

(4) Your initials are not L.G. (you know who you are)
If you meet the above criteria and would like to volunteer, send a message with your cell phone number to 

mobproject@yahoo.com.
-The San Francisco Mob Project



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the meetthe meet--upup



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the mob eventthe mob event



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the mob eventthe mob event



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the dispersalthe dispersal



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the dispersalthe dispersal

6:37 PM

6:38 PM



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the press coveragethe press coverage



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the press coveragethe press coverage



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the press coveragethe press coverage



what is a flash mob? what is a flash mob? the the bloggingblogging



flash mobs are an example of dark play in 
public spaces

dark play: play based on deception and subversion, in 
which some players may not even be aware they are playing, 
or in which there are no metacommunications that “This 
is just play” (xref Gregory Bateson)

“Dark play occurs when contradictory realities co-
exist, each seemingly capable of canceling the other 
out.” (Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology)
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flash mobs are an example of glocalized
performance

glocalization: a 
mutual process 
whereby the local is 
made to contain 
much that is global, 
while the global is 
increasingly 
penetrated and re-
shaped by many 
locals.
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Flash Mobs Go Global: 100 cities & counting…
Auckland/New Zealand (34°) New Plymouth/New Zealand (174°) Adelaide/Australia (36°) Brisbane/Australia 

(37°) Sydney/Australia (152°) Seoul/South Korea (126°)  Manila/Philippines (122°)  Taipei/Taiwan (122°)  
Beijing/China (117°)  Hong Kong/China (114°)  Kuala Lumpur/Malaysia (103°)  Singapore/ (103°)  
Krasnoyarsk/Russia (93°) New Delhi/India (77°)  Omsk/Siberia,Russia (74°) Mumbai/India (72°)  

Zagreb/Croatia (45°) Moscow/Russia (38°) Kharkov/Ukraine (34°) Odessa/Ukraine (32°) St. Petersburg/Russia 
(31°) Tel Aviv/Israel (32°) Alexandria/Egypt (30°) Kishinev/ Moldova (29°) Helsinki/Finland (25°) 

Athens/Greece (23°) Stockholm/Sweden (21°) Budapest/Hungary (19°) Cape Town/South Africa (19°)  
Vienna/Austria (17°) Prague/Chechia (14°)  Venice/Italy (13°) Berlin/Germany (13°) Oslo/Norway (12°) 

Augsburg/Germany (11°) Rome/Italy (11°) Hamburg/Germany (10°) Cologne/Germany (7°) 
Amsterdam/Netherlands (5°)  Barcelona/Spain (2°)  Toulouse/France (1°) London/England (0°)  

Belfast/Ireland (6°)  Dublin/Ireland (5°) Rio de Janeiro/Brazil (43°) Sao Paulo/Brazil (47°) Warsaw/Poland 
(52°) Reykjavik/Iceland (64°) Montreal/Canada (74°) Toronto/Canada (79°) Bogota/Colombia (98º) Mexico 

City/Mexico (99°) Edmonton/Canada (113°) Vancouver/Canada (124+°)

Boston/USA (73°) New York City/USA (74°) Philadelphia/USA (75°)  Washington D.C./USA (77°) Palm 
Beach/USA (80°)  Fort Lauderdale/USA (80+°)  Miami/USA (80°) Orlando/USA (82°)  Columbus, OH/USA 

(83°) Huntsville/USA (86°)  New Orleans USA (90°)  St. Louis/USA (90°)  Des Moines/USA (92°) 
Houston/USA (95°)  Indianapolis/USA (96°)  Kansas City/USA (96°) Minneapolis/USA (96°)  Austin/USA 

(97°)  Dallas/USA (97°) Fort Worth/USA (97°)  Chicago/USA (97°) , Billings, Montana/USA (104°)  
Denver/USA (105°)  Tempe/USA (112°) Phoenix/USA (112°)  Salt Lake City/USA (112°) Santa Rosa/USA 

(115°)  Las Vegas/USA (115°)  Los Angeles/USA (117°)  Milwaukee/USA (122°)  Santa Cruz/USA (122°)  San 
Francisco/USA (122°)  Portland, Oregon/USA (123°)  Seattle/USA (124°)
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NEW YORK

MELBOURNE

PARIS

DUSSELDORF



ST. GALLEN, SWITZERLANDSYDNEY

RIO DE JAINERONEW YORK



Flash mobs go global: SAO PAOLO
date: August 13, 2003

participants: 100+

location: crosswalks at Paulista
and Augusta avenues — one of 
the city's most crowded 
crossings 

action: take off one shoe and 
bang it on the street while 
crossing in the crosswalk.
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Flash mobs go global: CAPE TOWN
date: August 15, 2003

participants: 150+

location: Outdoor Adventure 
Expo at the International 
Convention Centre

action: “Be a duck.”
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Flash mobs go global: TOKYO
date: September 27, 2003

participants: 9

location: atrium at Tokyo 
Station 

action: a one-minute jan ken 
poi (rock paper scissors) 
challenge
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Flash mobs go global: MUMBAI
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date: October 4, 2003

participants: 70+

location: Outside Cross Roads 
shopping center

action: “A silly show in 3 
acts”: Stock Exchange. Dance. 
Freeze.



“DON’T’ STOP FLASH MOBS” – a 
banner in Mumbai after flash mobs were 
officially banned by the government



Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE?

SUBJECT: Flash mob in Singapore - not possible 

[Society] @ 05:40 PM 
Can a flash mob be ever staged in Singapore? I don't think so. If 
you take part in one, most probably you will find yourself behind 

bars. You see, in Singapore, you need a license to organize 
yourself into groups publicly and to speak to that group. I am not 

kidding! *sigh* (resident of Singapore)
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Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
date: August 30, 2003

participants: 50

location: Raffles City Mall

action: look for “something 
precious”
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Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
date: October 4, 2003

participants: 30

location: City Link Walk

action: “The Big Freeze”: 
create real-world bullet-time
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Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
date: October 4, 2003

participants: 30

location: City Link Walk

action: “The Big Freeze”: 
create real-world bullet-time
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Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
date: August 16, 2003

participants: 20

location: Orchard MRT 
underpass

action: ride the escalator as if it 
were a roller coaster
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Site specific design and dramaturgy
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Site specific design and dramaturgy

Two main strains emerged:

Site specific PLAY vs. Site specific PERFORMANCE

“What would be FUN here?” vs. “What would be FUNNY 
here?”

interaction vs. spectacle

paratelic focus vs. audience focus
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Site specific PLAY

“Duck Duck and Cover” massively multi-player duck duck
goose in Mission Dolores Park, San Francisco
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Site specific PLAY

“Black and White” massively multi-player, cooperative tag 
in the Jardin du Luxemborg, Paris
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Site specific PLAY

“Chalking it Up” sidewalk treasure hunt, Prince Arthur and 
De Buillon streets, Montreal
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Site specific PERFORMANCE

“Ode to Bill” Hallmark Greeting Card Store, Boston
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Site specific PERFORMANCE

“Paparazzi Mob” Supermarket Entrance, Amsterdam
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Site specific PERFORMANCE

(l–r) “Pirate Ride” Shopping Mall, San Diego; “Escalator Parade” Shopping 
Mall, Seattle; “Escalator Merry Go Round” Shopping Mall, Minneapolis
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FLASH MOBS:

Changing the 
world?...

…or just changing 
the channel?

Flash mob in Sao Paolo, Brazil
date: August 19, 2003

participants: 100+



Site specific design and dramaturgy

Both strains attend to:

AFFORDANCES (see Donald Norman’s Design of Everyday 
Things)

The performance strain attends to:

CONTRAST
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Site specific design and dramaturgy

Both strains attend to:

AFFORDANCES (see Donald Norman’s Design of Everyday 
Things)

The performance strain attends to:

CONTRAST

To date, NO EVIDENCE of a flash mob designed for 
“commentary” on the site.
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”

2. Participants vs. non-participants
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”

2. Participants vs. non-participants

3. Organizers vs. participants
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”

2. Participants vs. non-participants

3. Organizers vs. participants

4. Participants vs. participants
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”

2. Participants vs. non-participants

3. Organizers vs. participants

4. Participants vs. participants

5. Press vs. organizers and participants
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Flash mobs as Power Play

Six vectors of power play emerged:

1. Participants vs. “state”

2. Participants vs. non-participants

3. Organizers vs. participants

4. Participants vs. participants

5. Press vs. organizers and participants

6. Organizers vs. organizers
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

1. Play is controversial.  Play is inscrutable and 
perceived as dangerous.
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

2. Public space is not the same as “space where 
the public is.”
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

3. Network technological practice varies locally.
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

4. Physical manifestation of the information 
network is possible and desired.
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

4. Cybernetic systems are inherently dramatic 
and spectacular.
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Lessons learned from the flash mobs

5. Social networks are real and performative –
i.e., there is a point.
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Dark Play in Public SpacesDark Play in Public Spaces

MORE INFO: MORE INFO: 

www.avantgame.comwww.avantgame.com


	1. what is a flash mob?
	2. issues in site-specific design & dramaturgy
	3. flash mobs as power play
	4. lessons from the flash mob phenomenon
	what is a flash mob? the mob event
	Flash Mobs Go Global: 100 cities & counting…
	Flash mobs go global: SAO PAOLO
	Flash mobs go global: CAPE TOWN
	Flash mobs go global: TOKYO
	Flash mobs go global: MUMBAI
	
	Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE?
	Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
	Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
	Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
	Flash mobs go global: SINGAPORE
	Site specific design and dramaturgy
	Site specific design and dramaturgy
	Site specific PLAY
	Site specific PLAY
	Site specific PLAY
	Site specific PERFORMANCE
	Site specific PERFORMANCE
	Site specific PERFORMANCE
	Site specific design and dramaturgy
	Site specific design and dramaturgy
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Flash mobs as Power Play
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs
	Lessons learned from the flash mobs

