
 

 

 

Arts of Resistance: Seeing and Shaping the Struggle 

by Ryan Griffis and Sarah Ross 

Historic struggles for more equitable cities have always used visual and representational means 

alongside direct action and policy reform. Posters, buttons, pamphlets and other printed 

ephemera are part of a visual culture produced by, for, and with urban social movements. Using 

everything from bold graphics to timelines and maps, artists create another language to articulate 

power and oppression as well as visions of resistance. As artist-archivists Dara Greenwald and 

Josh MacPhee have written in their curatorial project Signs of Change: Social Movement 

Cultures 1960s to Now1: 

 

"In order for groups of people to consciously change the world, part of their struggle must be 

envisioning and experimenting with what this new and changed world will look like." 

 

Thus, visual and representational means serve to expand a critical and visionary lens, making the 

work of social justice multifaceted and dynamic. Our desire here is to discuss a small number of 

artists and collectives that we understand to be consciously working with, or alongside, social 

movements. These projects do not always obey the disciplinary boundaries that define art. Many 

also do not follow conventional forms associated with movements— such as posters or banners 

for protests. Performance studies scholar Diana Taylor's work might offer some ways to consider 

 
1 Greenwald, Dara and Josh MacPhee, Signs of Change: Social Movement Cultures 1960s to 

Now. Oakland: AK Press, 2010.  



 

 

how the range of projects we will discuss are situated within movement politics. In particular, 

her use of the archive and the repertoire as categories of action seem appropriate. Her dialectical 

framing of the tension between written culture and embodied speech maps well onto our 

understanding of the importance of both the document and direct action for art practices 

embedded within movements.2  

 

Artists have appealed to the truth-power of the archive, mobilizing both the representational and 

pragmatic uses of data in the service of movements and demands for social justice. What 

differentiates this use of data from journalism or reportage, however, is the performance of the 

information, the deployment of data in the form of "testimonial transfers and performance 

protest." It is the combination of the archival and performative that makes these projects a 

valuable component (or constituent) of social movements. As Taylor notes: 

 

Each system of containing and transmitting knowledge exceeds the limitations of 

the other. The live can never be contained in the archive; the archive endures 

beyond the limits of the live.3 

 

Social justice movements rely on representations of the past, as well as images of a just future. 

 

 
2 Taylor, Diana, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas 

Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. 
3 Taylor, 173. 

 



 

 

Taylor also uses the concept of the scenario to describe the preexisting cultural logics that 

"frame and activate social dramas." The role of activists, politicians, police, and artists exist 

within scenarios that we all know. Through the simultaneous engagement with the archive and 

the repertoire, these projects intersect scenarios that too frequently are moving along different 

paths, opening a space, however small, for the logic of oppression to give way to that of social 

justice.  

What follows are artists and collaboratives who challenge ways in which spaces and places are 

organized through the control of narratives and the shaping of histories. Using various tactics, 

these projects work with emerging movements and local communities to develop counter 

narratives and to retell stories, thereby reshaping place.  

 

PLATFORM LONDON 

Platform is an art, activist and education collective based in London. Since 1983 the group has 

worked in coalition with labor unions and environmental activists to produce walking tours, 

workshops, parades and performances. For the last two decades, Platform has focused on the oil 

industry and its impact on global warming, war, labor and transnational trade. One example of 

this activity is found in an operatic walking tour titled And While London Burns. The 

downloadable audio piece takes listeners/walkers through London’s financial district, home to oil 

company giants such as British Petroleum. The story tells histories of the city’s connection to oil 

while also foregrounding a love affair between an activist and financial worker who were 

brought together and torn apart by global warming. The audio tour mobilizes listeners to 



 

 

experience the space of capital while reflecting on the capacity of global capital to create 

catastrophe at both intimate and planetary scales.  

 

 

 

 

CHICAGO TORTURE JUSTICE MEMORIALS 

 

Torture Survivor Anthony Holmes signs his name to a wall dedicated to all 119 survivors of police torture under Jon 

Burge at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago Sullivan Galleries, 2013. Photo Credit: Bronte Price 

 



 

 

Between 1972 and 1991, over one-hundred African American men and women were tortured by 

police detectives under the direction of Police Commander Jon Burge at the Area 2 and 3 Police 

Headquarters on Chicago's South Side. The torture included electric shock, sexual abuse, 

suffocation and beatings. Coerced confessions resulted in convictions, long prison terms and 11 

sentences of death. Many of the survivors have since been exonerated and released but, over 20 

known survivors of this police torture remain incarcerated. 

 

In 2010, Burge was convicted of perjury and obstruction of justice for denying the torture that he 

and others committed. He was sentenced to four and a half years in prison; except for his 

conviction, no other Chicago police officer, state's attorney or city official has been held 

accountable or apologized. In response, a group of lawyers, artists, writers and activists began 

meeting to ask questions about how cultural projects might both challenge the city to recognize 

the police violence and launch a reparations campaign. The Chicago Torture Justice Memorials 

group formed and began to solicit proposals for memorials to honor the torture survivors, their 

families, affected African American communities and to reckon with the consequences of state 

violence. The on-going call has resulted in an archive of works that have been exhibited around 

the city in galleries and social centers. The exhibits create sites for discussion— they perform a 

kind of history lesson— of a recent history that the city continues to downplay or otherwise 

ignore. The exhibitions form a base of support in the continuing fight for new trials for the 

torture survivors who remain in prison. The group is also advocating for a city reparations 

ordinance that would create a public archive and museum to memorialize the survivors and offer 



 

 

mental health counseling and access to education services to survivors and their families. As of 

this writing, such an ordinance is being considered by the Chicago city council.  

 

MILLION DOLLAR BLOCKS  

 

Million Dollar Blocks Map, 2009.  Designed and produced at the Justice Mapping Center by Eric Cadora and 

Charles Swartz. 

 

Maps have long been used by geographers and sociologists to visualize social data about a place. 

One set of maps, created with artist Laura Kurgan of the Spatial Design Lab and the Justice 

Mapping Center, has created a new phrase: Million Dollar Blocks. The term, used as the title of 

their project, describes areas of a city where states spend more than $1 million dollars, annually, 



 

 

to lock up residents of a single neighborhood block. The maps were originally created for a block 

in Brooklyn, but the team has also created maps for Phoenix, New Orleans and Wichita. These 

maps ask how policy makers might better use funds, but they also critically reflect on the cruel 

ironies of poverty and penology. 

 

GRUPO DE ARTE CALLEJERO 

 

"Assassins live here" posters were distributed on March 24th, 2002-2006 in remembrance of the victims of the 1976 

military coup. The poster was updated each year with new addresses and reprinted between 2002-2006. Photo 

courtesy of Mariana Corral 

 

Maps made by Argentinian collective Group de Arte Callejero (GAC) have functioned more as 

traditional locational devices than in sociological terms, having developed as a aide in direct, 



 

 

group actions. With their maps Assassins Live Here and custom made street signs, the group 

locates specific places where members of the former dictatorship live— people who were 

responsible for kidnapping, torturing, and disappearing dissident citizens. While the horrific 

events occurred during the nation’s "dirty war," between 1976 and 1983, a legacy of impunity 

continues. Between 2002 and 2006, GAC working with H.I.J.O.S. (Hijos por la Identidad contra 

el Olvido y el Silencio, an organization formed by the children of the disappeared) placed the 

maps throughout Buenos Aries, and made street signs to indicate that an assassin or torturer lived 

on the block. Distributed maps, appropriated street signs and performed escraches, or acts of 

public shaming, make up a repertoire of actions that have built solidarities and confronted pain, 

violence and the state’s willful forgetfulness. H.I.J.O.S and GAC are insistent on a present 

history, a past that won’t, indeed can't, disappear.  

 

  

 

 

SPECTRES OF LIBERTY 



 

 

 

Ghost of Liberty Street Church, Troy New York, 2008. Photo Credit: Chris Harvey 

With a focus on history and a celebration of radical pasts, the late artist Dara Greenwald, along 

with Josh MacPhee and Olivia Robinson worked on a series of public projects called Spectres of 

Liberty. The installations, discussions and print materials remember U.S. abolitionists who 

fought to end slavery. One iteration of the project focused on the site of a former church in Troy, 



 

 

NY and its reverend, Henry Highland Garnet. Using sewing machines and sheet plastic, the 

artists created a full-scale inflatable model of the church and temporarily installed it upon a 

parking lot where it once stood. The church was inflated using a simple fan which allowed a 

public to enter it, where they would witness Garnet’s speeches calling for an active struggle 

against slavery while learning of the Reverend's significance to the history of abolition. Garnet's 

words were animated on the plastic walls through video projections, making the images visible 

from both outside and inside the inflatable church. The temporary building created a physical 

space in situ, to reflect on past and current struggles against oppression. 

 

PARK FICTION  

 

Park Fiction is now Gezi Park Fiction St. Pauli, solidarity photo-shoot with occupygezi, June 16, 2013, Photo 

credit: Margit Czenki 



 

 

Other forms of disappearance are present in the rapid transformation of city spaces, where artists 

working with social movements develop modes of visual presence to question and challenge 

what often cannot be seen. In 1994, artists, filmmakers and a neighborhood association in the St. 

Pauli neighborhood of Hamburg, Germany worked together to demand a public park on land 

being targeted for private development. St. Pauli, known for a squatter movement in the 1980s, 

had been largely abandoned by city services, but as waterfront industry in the neighborhood 

began to move out, the harbor city became prime real estate. The artists and neighborhood 

association not only protested the construction of private housing towers, they developed an 

alternative planning process to create the park collectively, and called it Park Fiction. They 

created the “Archive of Desires,” “Garden Library and Action Kit” and a telephone “Hotline” 

designed to record people’s ideas for the park at any time of the day or night, all of which created 

multiple points of access to the planning process. Artists Christoph Schäfer and Margit Czenki 

describe the process like this: 

“Park Fiction organized the planning process like a game. Consequently, instead of handing out 

textual leaflets explaining how to access the process, Park Fiction gave out a Game board 

showing all the possibilities to become part of the project.” 

In 2005 the park was realized, featuring ideas developed during collaborative planning, including 

a Flying Carpet, materialized as a wavy, grassy surface central to the park. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

CHAos 

 

CHAos posters inserted in downtown bus shelter, Chicago, IL 2004. Photo Credit: CHAos Campaign.  

In 1994, it was determined that Chicago’s high rise public housing did not meet federal 

government standards; four years later, Mayor Richard Daley petitioned Washington D.C. to 

allow the city to demolish the buildings. The move marked the beginning of “The Plan for 

Transformation,” the nation’s largest public housing redevelopment effort.  The plan was 



 

 

designed to relocate thousands of families from public housing to mixed income communities 

built in the footprints of the demolished buildings. In 2004, the Chicago Housing Authority 

(CHA) bought $600,000 in ads that rebranded the agency and announced the “Plan for 

Transformation” on buses, trains and in print media. The copy read “This is CHAnge,” and 

featured public housing residents describing the benefits of moving into new housing units. In 

response, a coalition of artists and housing activists created visually identical ads, except that the 

slogan “CHAnge” was replaced with “CHAos” and they featured the faces of five developers and 

agency officials who stood to benefit politically or financially from the plan. One poster 

juxtaposed images of Mayor Richard Daley with a question “Are tourists more important than the 

poor?” Another featured former alderman and CHA head Terry Peterson with “Do Money and 

Politics Mix?”— a reference to Peterson receiving contributions from businesses with 

CHA contracts. In May of 2004, thousands of CHAos ads went up in bus shelters and on public 

transit with the goal of creating a counter-narrative to CHA’s privatization of housing and 

subsidies to developers. Within weeks, all the ads were removed.  

Costing more than a billion dollars and relocating more than 16,000 families, eighty-five percent 

of the Plan for Transformation is complete, yet many proposals have been stalled or completely 

scrapped due to the 2008 economic crash. In 2013, a second phase of the plan has been unveiled: 

“Plan Forward.” Thousands of former CHA residents, meanwhile, are still waiting for housing 

vouchers, and the waiting lists are long.  



 

 

 

OPERATION PAYDIRT / FUNDRED DOLLAR PROJECT 

Similar kinds of collaborations and tools for action are present in the on-going project Operation 

Paydirt/Fundred Dollar Project led by artist Mel Chin. Chin has established his career, in part, 

by working with scientists to address abandoned sites often polluted by industrial processes. As 

an artist, he creates highly visual and playful forms with which to reflect and mobilize around the 

conditions of contamination. Operation Paydirt is a collaboration with the US EPA Region IX in 

Oakland, CA which began in 2007 to cultivate awareness about lead in the soil of play spaces 

accessible to children. Many major industrial cities’ soil is contaminated well above acceptable 

EPA levels. Operation Paydirt/ Fundred Dollar Project offers a solution— a scientifically 

proven method to neutralize lead. Chin proposes a city-wide effort for New Orleans, where 30% 

of inner city children are affected by lead-poisoning. The estimated cost to treat soil in New 

Orleans is $300,000,000. The Fundred Dollar Bill Project raises that money-- in the form of 

hand-drawn dollars made with community organizations and schools. Chin and organizers have 

used the activity of making money with school kids and community groups as a starting point for 

conversation and action around soil contamination. The dollars are collected in an "armored" 

truck, powered by vegetable oil; when the total dollar amount is made, the dollars will be 

delivered to the U.S. congress.  

The histories of artists working in and with social movements are long and deep. Social realism, 

the Black Arts Movement, Feminist art, HIV/AIDS activism, the Chicano Arts Movement—all 

have given present day artists and collaboratives the groundwork upon which to build aesthetic 



 

 

cultures for the present. The work developed during these periods is not simply illustrative, as 

images, themselves, do not transform culture. Instead, the work is reflexive, somatic, and 

participatory, using all forms of culture to engage ideas and problematize assumptions. The 

selection of artists and collaborations described here offer a reconsideration of aesthetics as 

central, rather than peripheral to, collective political struggles. These projects bring together 

forms of public memorial, traditions of agit-prop theatre, research based graphics, and radical 

forms of participatory visioning. That they are recognized as art or design is perhaps of 

secondary concern. What is significant, however, is that the fields of art and design leave an 

opening for aesthetic experimentation to develop alongside of, and in solidarity with, struggles 

for social justice.  

 

The authors would like to thank the artists and activists for making descriptions and images of 

their work available. Also thank you to David Ayala Alfonso, Brett Bloom, Joao Da Silva, Brian 

Holmes and Daniel Tucker for their assistance. 

 

 


