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Abstract 

 

This article analyses the essential opening in inclusivity and accessibility within 

Public Art and discusses its efficacy as a catalyst for instigating social change 

through the introduction of socially engaged, unsanctioned public artworks. I 

investigate local mural As A Black Person In The UK… I Need You To Do More 

along the M32 in Easton (created on July 15th 2020 as part of the recent Black Lives 

Matter (BLM) movements during lockdown) by artists Lanie Rose and Ruby Pugh, 

alongside another initiative - Femxle Skate Takeover of the same location on 

September 5th 2020 by Jeyda Junae, BLM activist and co-founder of Black 

Community Rising (BCR) in Bristol. Through conducting interviews with the 

instigators of said movements, I gained valuable insight into the personal 

experiences of artists/activists driving the expansion in cultural diversity in Public and 

artistic representation today. I have then compared the motion of social resistance 

spurred by BLM to the explosive nature of Subway Art in 1970s New York, 

highlighting similarities in the initiation of these artistic protests by discussing their 

comparative social climates, and the way Graffiti empowered BAME youths through 

the creation of community. By reflecting on the theoretical reasoning suggested by 

Duncombe, Mouffe and Bourriaud as to the intentions of the activist artist, and 

analysing the social/political reception of these unsanctioned public occupancies, I 

examine the role artistic social interventions have had, and hopefully will continue to 

have, in sparking a sea change from capitalist socio-political agendas and 

emancipating minority societal groups. 
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Introduction 

 

“Artists and writers throughout the continent are currently involved in a redefinition of 

our continental topography. We imagine either a map without borders, a map turned 

upside down or one in which.. Borders are organically drawn by geography, culture 

and immigration, not by capricious fingers of economic domination” (Lacy, 1995 

citing Gómez-Peña p19) 

 

Our generation is seeing a radical upheaval in the means and liberation of 

expression through creation. The above quote summarises this perfectly – it points 

to the long overdue opening of accessibility and acceptance into the artistic and 

public realm, and a shift in the way our society responds to such hegemonic control 

of cultural expression. I will be investigating this motion of social resistance through 

questioning the ownership and censorship of public spaces; how the ‘unauthorised’ 

creative occupancy of public sites can be used to emancipate marginalised 

communities and act as a catalyst for sparking social change. 

 

From researching into the recent Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests during lockdown, 

it has become obvious to me that artists and everyday individuals alike are at a 

pivotal stage in liberating the public realm, and allowing society as a whole to mirror 

this progression. I have focused on two local community groups that accentuate this 

rise in grassroots artistic reclamation: ‘As A Black Person In The UK’ collective, 

comprised of artists Lanie Rose and Ruby Pugh, and their DIY mural alongside the 

M32 in Easton; and Femxle Skate Takeover of the same location by Jeyda Junae, 

BLM activist and co founder of Bristol based organisation Black Community Rising 

(BCR). But are these localised acts of resistance enough to bring about an entirely 

new socio-political agenda? 

In attempting an answer, this article will provide an analysis of these examples in 

relation to the emergence of Subway Art during the 1970s in New York City, to 

explore the importance these creative outlets have had in encouraging public 

expression and communication between disenfranchised communities. This 

speculation will address Duncombe and Bourriaud’s theories surrounding the 

intentions and “aeffects” of the activist artist (Duncombe, 2016, p119); whilst 
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observing the comparative societal receptions and repercussions of unsanctioned 

public protest happening in both the 70s and the present day, and inspecting them 

through the lens of concepts including the Broken Windows Theory, and the 

psychological phenomenon of crisis bonding.  

 

As Guy Debord surmises: to create a conscious change, to really revolutionise 

everyday life, a break-away from the repetitive nature of cultural oppression must be 

made by the everyday individual, in an entirely new type of revolutionary 

organisation (Debord, 1961, p7). In our immediate reality of 2020, emerging from the 

wreckage of a global pandemic and with current social injustices and inequities 

freshly highlighted, our generation has the opportunity to provide this new beginning. 

Thanks to the advancement of technology and social media, public protests have 

never been so public; surely, with the whole world watching, the perfect time to take 

a stand is right now? 

 

 

1. Public Art: A Social Intervention 

 

“The politics of reconceptualisation has begun and the search for a new agenda for 

art has become a conscious search.” Gablik, 1995, p77 

 

Over recent decades, we have seen a noticeable transcendence in the inclusivity 

and sociability of the Arts industry. One of the major depictions of this shift is the 

adoption of alternative arenas that hold artworks; the exclusivity of traditionalist 

galleries, venues and institutions has been sidestepped by the introduction of using 

outdoor/public spaces as a platform, making the demographic of viewers able to 

access said artworks far more diverse.  

To gain an understanding of the scope of what Public Art encompasses, I will look 

to the definition of the term provided by the Tate –  

  

“The term public art refers to art that is in the public realm, regardless of whether it 
is situated on public or private property or whether it has been purchased with 
public or private money. 
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Usually, but not always, public art is commissioned specifically for the site in which 
it is situated. Monuments, memorials, and civic statues and sculptures are the most 
established forms of public art. 
 
But public art can also be transitory, in the form of performances, dance, theatre, 
poetry, graffiti, posters and installations.  
Public art can often be used as a political tool, like the propaganda posters and 
statues of the Soviet Union or the murals painted by the Ulster Unionists in 
Northern Ireland. Public art can also be a form of civic protest, as in the graffiti 
sprayed on the side of the New York subway in the 1980s.” 

 

Historically, ‘Public Art’ refers largely to the selective standpoint of such artworks 

under commission by private bodies, purchased and installed with private money to 

commemorate or beautify a specific site. These private indulgences in the “cannon-

in-the-park” concept of Public Art (Baca, 1995, p131), refer to the first section of the 

definition. However, an important change in the constitution of ‘Public Art’ came to 

a head during the late 90s, with well established artists, writers and educators 

(Suzanne Lacy, Tania Bruguera, Judy Baca, Suzi Gablik, and Lucy Lippard to 

name a few) calling for an ‘artistic social intervention’ into public spaces. Their aim 

was to involve more activist, socially charged elements to “communicate and 

interact with a broad & diversified audience about issues directly relevant to their 

lives” (Lacy, 1995, p19). This intervention gave rise to ‘New Genre Public Art’: A 

major reformation in the way artists consider the social, environmental and 

economic climate of their works, entirely reliant on the base factor of engagement 

and participation with local communities (Lacy, 1995, p19).  

This transformation in redefining Public Art resonates with me, a practicing ‘public’ 

artist who specialises in community work and interactive collaboration, as 

imperative to the societal and cultural opening in not only the Arts Industry, but all 

sectors of society. After all, to acknowledge that there is an overwhelming need for 

sea-change in our current Anglo-western ideologies, it is essential that we begin by 

actively listening and communicating with Other cultures, not merely settling with 

surface level representations and understanding (Gómez-Peña, 1995, p96). 

 

This idea of utilising Public Art to ‘hand over the microphone’ therefore allows 

underrepresented and overlooked subgroups to take the stage and voice their 

opinions. However, despite being recognised in this Modern era not as “radial 

politics but elemental humanism”, it is still a concept that power holders and 

https://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/i/installation-art
https://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/m/mural
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hegemonic governance find threatening (Gómez-Peña, 1995, p98). This alludes to 

the second section of what defines ‘Public Art’, and what I will be examining in 

more depth: unsanctioned grassroots movements such as public protest, 

demonstrations, graffiti and activist art, and how they carry such weight in 

“launching the modern emancipation plan” to use the words of Bourriaud, in his 

1998 essay Relational Aesthetics (Bourriaud, 1998, p42).  

 

To fully analyse why public, socially engaged movements are imperative in 

challenging current societal inequities and encouraging free thinking and 

engagement with public spheres from every culture, we must look to the theoretical 

functions behind their initiation. From reflecting on Duncombe’s suggested 

intentions of the activist artist (2016), it is clear there are several different roles that 

artistic protest plays in empowering the unheard in society; yet at the core of each 

there is the unifying sense of communal experience and understanding. As 

humans, we instinctually seek to create environments that enable an 

intersubjectivity and awareness of shared values; this establishing of collective 

identity is what gives direction and meaning to a movement. In the construction and 

maintenance of (micro) communities via the social arts, we inadvertently lay the 

foundations for a type of “creative placemaking” (Duncombe, 2016, p121) – it is 

from this we see the emergence of a “counter-hegemonic culture” (Duncombe, 

2016, p121 citing Gramsci, 1971) in which marginalised groups are granted 

undiluted expression without fear of suppression. The strength that comes from 

having such a supportive network, where open participation is an incited and highly 

valued practice, provides an element of sociability that is an essential part of 

validating and giving significance to every member of the community. This falls in 

line with Bourriaud’s theory of art being relational. By “tightening the space of 

relations” between the active agents of social subgroups, an artistic movement 

allows for the manifestation of a social interstice, which in turn means an increase 

in actualising free communication and discourse of ideas and views (Bourriaud, 

1998, p42). Therefore, arguably the most important aspect of having this 

intersectional space is the utter liberation that comes from initiating conversations 

where the restrictions of social dialogue are broken down to directly address heavy, 

socio-political issues. When applying this form of dialogic art to public spaces, we 

can see why Public Arts are such an important vessel of conversational exchange 
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between cultures, bringing to attention the real injustices within society. As 

Bourriaud describes, our cities are “the tangible symbol and historical setting of the 

state of society, that state of encounter imposed on people” (Bourriaud, 1998, p42). 

This ‘state of encounter’ is what artistic protest relies on to create real impact; 

public sites whose main aim is to create a very specific impression of the state of a 

society are then played at their own game when they are subject to manipulation by 

the artist, and are transformed into an arena of direct exposure and influence to 

passers by. The making of these ‘agnostic spaces’, an expression coined by 

Mouffe in his article Artistic Activism and Agnostic Spaces (2007), facilitates an 

unveiling of “all that is repressed”; that which “the dominant consensus tends to 

obscure and obliterate.” (Mouffe, 2007). Consequently, this serves to 

defunctionalise the status quo of public expression (Groys, 2014) and permits the 

sorely needed diversification in demographic of peoples being represented in and 

interacting with the public sphere, through which we see an incredible “political and 

cultural development” (Bourriaud, 1998, p42) of our urban landscapes.  

 

By analysing all of the mentioned factors that allow for ‘Public Art’ to protest the 

current hegemonic ideologies rife in elitist social norms, there is an important 

underlying suggestion. To really hear the dissent of the proverbial underdogs of our 

society, the process of instigating social change must begin above all with a 

valuing of community and practicing basic yet fundamental conversational 

exchange  –proving the one thing that truly unifies and empowers all is the 

knowledge that one is being heard (Lacy, 1995). 

  

 

 

2. Artistic Public Occupancy: 2020 

 

In today’s political climate, transitory, socially charged public works are renowned 

as an empowering vehicle to voice the dissent of ostracised communities. During 

the summer of 2020, we have seen public protest through this vein heightened to a 

remarkable level. Following George Floyd’s murder by four Minneapolis state 

policemen on 25th May 2020, BLM protests for anti racist, anti imperialist solidarity 
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have exploded not only in the US but all over the world; outlining the significant 

gains of the BLM movement since its emergence in 2013 (Blackwell-Pal, 2020). 

Since May, artistic and activist public responses to the scope of this injustice have 

increased hugely in Bristol, in an effort to expose and dismantle the racial 

prejudices happening in the UK alongside that of other countries. Recently formed 

artists collective As A Black Person In The UK, comprised of Lanie Rose and Ruby 

Pugh, exemplify this perfectly. I arranged a free-form, non hierarchical interview 

with Rose to unpack her experiences from forming the collective, and to analyse 

the public artworks they have created so far (in particular their mural, As A Black 

Person In The UK… I Need You To Do More, next to the M32 in Easton (fig 2)). As 

an unemployed, black individual who did not even consider herself a ‘creative’, 

arriving back to the strange and isolating environment of semi-lockdown Bristol, 

Rose did not know how to cope with the overwhelming feelings of fear, anger and 

frustration circulating the Black community following Floyd’s death. She 

collaborated with Pugh, and the collective created their first mural (fig 1) on 6th 

June 2020: a Black Lives Matter statement with a mix of statistics, personal 

experiences, facts and feelings, “to give ‘just a small glimpse’ into the systematic 

racism that still exists in the UK… to support all black voices... and erase 

ignorance” (Trevena, 2020). The piece proved far more successful than expected; 

after sharing a picture on social media the mural went viral within a week, receiving 

10,000 likes and thousands of people sharing it on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter 

and Tumblr (Rose, 2020). 

 

 

                     Figure 1: As A Black Person In The UK’s first mural, 2020 
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The global recognition and inspiration fuelled by their debut encouraged the 

collective to continue the momentum. On 15th July they created their second mural, 

As A Black Person In The UK… I Need You To Do More (fig 2). Painted on a 

section of fencing roughly 90m in length situated along the M32 in Easton, it is their 

largest piece to date, using the vantage point as a vessel to carry across an 

inescapable message to every person passing in or out of the city. When I asked 

Rose to explain the concept and initiative driving the statement, she explained 

simply “I just needed people to do more than what they were doing. From attending 

several protests, and noticing numbers at marches dwindle significantly after the 

toppling of (Edward) Colston’s statue, it was disheartening to see people not 

continue to support the cause… It felt fake; the white individual wanting to feel 

good about themselves”(Rose, 2020). At the end of the mural, they have a section 

labelled What To Do Next (fig 3), highlighting the quintessential need for individual 

progress, through continual daily acts of learning, listening and speaking out, to 

expose and dismantle racial prejudice; “the support has to be ongoing… if people 

take the time to educate themselves, to understand the gravity of the situation, they 

will know what to do. It’s saying ‘here are the tools, now do it’”(Rose, 2020). 

I find this reminiscent of Gómez-Peña’s discussion around the current public 

pretence of acknowledgment of the continual inequities lying beneath our social 

neocolonial agenda; the message essentially being “if we merely hold hands and 

dance the mambo together, we can effectively abolish ideology, sexual and cultural 

politics, and class differences” (Gómez-Peña, 1995, p97). By exercising a token act 

of support in the fight towards celebrating a liberated and multicultural society, 

those with the advantage of social ‘superiority’ are excused from having to initiate a 

conversation that creates actual, significant changes to the comfort of the status 

quo.  

 

An element that stood out significantly when addressing this piece as a work of 

public protest is its location. When I posed this to Rose, she noted “You can’t avoid 

it. We needed a big, bold canvas… we knew the space, knew it had visibility. It’s an 

unofficial site; we didn’t have permission but decided we were just going to do it” 

(Rose, 2020). The M32 in Easton is one of the main entry and exit points to Bristol 

city centre and directly joins the M4, connecting London and South Wales; by 

electing this major highway, the piece is witnessed day and night by anyone 
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travelling through and around not only Bristol, but potentially much further afield. 

The sheer scope of this exposure is key to the widespread influence the piece’s 

statement necessitates to be effective. When considering this “agnostic space” 

(Mouffe, 2007) as an expressive platform, the site is a perfect intersection point for 

subconsciously opening the eyes of its audience and planting the seeds of 

revolutionary discussion and dialogue, to then be carried and dispersed by the 

traveller. Furthermore, a notable factor to the election of this specific site is the 

expropriation and claiming of what is technically a ‘privately owned’ space, but has 

been purposefully neglected. The term ‘nothing sites’, used by corporates and 

private business in avenues of public development or construction, describes such 

spaces – awkward plots of land, sides of roads, alleyways, underpasses – deeming 

them as unprofitable, and therefore of no value or use. As a consequence, these 

grey areas, a no mans land between private and public, are susceptible to 

everyday people using their own tools to reoccupy the space and utilise it to regain 

a sense of power and control; “making visible what has otherwise gone unnoticed” 

through unsolicited artistic expression (McCormick, 2010, p82). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 2: The collective’s second mural, alongside the M32 in Easton, 2020 
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                 Figure 3: Detailing of the M32 mural ‘What To Do Next’, 2020 

 

 

To further examine the usage of these spaces as a vessel for DIY public 

expression, and to appraise the power of community, I conducted an interview with 

Jeyda Junae – social activist and co founder of grassroots initiative Black 

Community Rising (BCR), also borne from the recent surge in BLM – to discuss a 

few of her public activism projects. Much the same as Rose, Junae felt the 

immediate urgency to solidify People Of Colour (POC) and Black communities, in 

response to the detrimental trauma and damage of “seeing our kin.. someone who 

could be your brother or cousin, hunted and killed so brutally”(Junae, 2020). BCR 
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is an ideal example of how community resolution can emancipate and empower 

those who are most vulnerable, setting the groundwork for societal progression. 

“Through hosting various community classes… from decolonising the British 

Empire to Afro Fantasy, Black Queerness and Climate Justice”(fig 4), and 

collaborating with a whole variant of black creatives to “put together things like 

zoom calls, educational leaflets, giveaways of herbal medicinal packs”, the group 

aim to encourage the notion of self care, and show people in the black community 

they are loved, rejoiced and respected (Junae, 2020). I find this an explicit 

personification of what socially engaged, ‘public art’ works should be: the creation 

of a free, safe space outside of the tightly bound conforms of an oppressive 

hegemonic culture, where disenfranchised communities can freely express their 

own unique voices and identities, and cultivate new socio-political ideologies. 

 

          Figure 4: Black Community Rising campaign and events leaflet, 2020 
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To discuss the significance of unsanctioned occupancy of public spaces, I address 

a specific project that Junae organised on September 5 th of this year: GAL GWARN 

Femxle Skate Takeover of the M32 underpass in Easton. The Takeover was 

arranged and leafleted on Facebook; coming together as an eclectic mix of “femxle 

DJs, musicians, local femxle and BAME creatives, skaters and artists… a sea of 

smiles and good vibes” (figs 5,6&7) for several hours, until the police shut it down, 

with BBC News reporters later demonising the Takeover in their coverage story 

(Junae, 2020). To give context to GAL GWARN, Junae explains that it was an 

initiative to “get girls (and non binaries) to not be intimidated by a male dominated 

arena… to get involved, get some bruises and have fun”; but on a more in-depth 

level, she comments “it was about empowering the most oppressed. Blacks, POC, 

the queer community, womxn, young people…it was to support them, and give 

them a place to thrive” (Junae, 2020). I was particularly interested to see how this 

project speaks comparatively to the As A Black Person In The UK mural previously 

analysed, considering both are illicit reclamations of the same bracket of neglected 

space that adorns the motorway, and have direct influence on the same locality 

(Easton/Eastville). 

 

The disused underpass GAL GWARN used for the event has been under 

reparation since 2017 by local grassroots skate community ‘M32 Spot’, along with a 

team of others, including Bristol based non-profit community organisations LitterArti 

and People’s Republic of StokesCroft (PRSC), M32 DIY Crew, local residents and 

several students from UWE, in an effort to reclaim and reform the wasteland as the 

only free undercover skate park in the city (PRSC, 2017). Much like the mural, this 

DIY intervention has recycled and redefined an eligible public space discarded by 

the council and corporate construction bodies, turning it into a liberated and vibrant 

public platform and eliciting a potent sense of communal identity and solidarity. 

Moreover, this “unsanctioned, autonomous zone” provided a “genuine space where 

minority groups can guide themselves, govern themselves, look after their own 

interests” (Junae, 2020); out of reach of the tight grasp of the ever-increasing 

authoritarian control of our current circumstance. 
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                 Figure 5: Local creatives and craft stalls, GAL GWARN 2020 

 

             Figure 6: Femxle skater ‘getting some bruises’, GAL GWARN 2020 

 

            Figure 7: Femxle DJ laying down some tunes, GAL GWARN 2020 
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These examples of improvised social uprising and collective empowerment in 

Easton/Eastville are particularly influential as they represent rare pathways to 

meaningful expression for people living in an area which has experienced 

prolonged economic austerity, made worse by the devastating effects of recent 

gentrification. For the past five years, Easton has been subject to immense urban 

renewal by development giants like Generator, resulting in the area having the 

“fastest increasing house prices in Bristol, and among the steepest rising in the 

country”(Cork, 2020). Easton has been classified for decades prior as one of the 

most deprived areas in the South West (the Lawrence Hill ward being one of the 

most deprived in England (BCC, 2019)) – with this impoverishment 

disproportionately affecting its majority ethnic populations – and recent 

gentrification has effectively served to cleanse the neighbourhoods of 

multiculturalism and class diversity. Skyrocketing living prices and white corporate 

expropriation of local business have decimated the sense of belonging of ethnic 

communities; what was previously a convergence of many perspectives of 

language, class, and culture has been erased, leaving behind a homogenous 

neighbourhood vulnerable to the enforcement of conformity (Schulman, 2012, p36). 

Because of the notable lack of funding and support from policy makers to improve 

the quality of life for its original residents, recently combined with the gentrified 

flood of new inhabitants with a much higher socioeconomic status, Easton and 

Eastville are now almost void of true community feeling and incentive – recreating 

the areas as “centres of obedience, instead of instigators of positive 

change”(Schulman, 2012, p28). Through these two different pieces, we see a 

refreshing example of community led, public social intervention resurfacing the 

need for urbanity and accessible public spheres, “reclaiming and obtaining space in 

whatever way possible… to give people back their land, the right to speak up.. in a 

place they call their own”(Junae, 2020).  
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3. Artistic Public Occupancy: 1970 

 

To gauge a more comprehensive understanding of the convention of artistic 

occupancy of public space, I have looked to the explosive appearance of the 

Subway Art movement and its inauguration in New York City during the 1970s, to 

act as a comparison with the social artistic action of 2020. At that time, NYC was 

experiencing a new low in its socioeconomic history; the ruinous effects of austerity 

and financial deficit plunging the city into a state of fiscal and spiritual crisis, 

making it all the more difficult for vulnerable communities – post industrial 

conditions of substandard housing, unemployment and increasing social hostility 

adversely affecting BAME youth. With the city undergoing “a brutal process of 

community destruction” and enforced repression of ‘slum neighbourhoods’, “Black 

and Hispanic residents who were relocated were structurally denied city resources 

and political power”(Oni, 2020, p74). Street artists, particularly those from 

categorically marginalised subgroups, began marking up carriages of the city’s 

Subway system, as a coping mechanism against continual structural failings and 

systematic persecution, to protest against “the indignities of city bureaucracies” 

(Castleman, 2004, p24); and so, the Subway Art movement was born.  

As Oni suggests, “graffiti has long been integrated as a practice of space, and the 

struggle over it” (Oni, 2020, p73): this DIY act of resistance saw young, inspired 

artists from a plethora of cultures and ethnicities (DONDI, Lady Pink, Fab 5 Freddy 

and IZ the Wiz being notable examples) using their own means to create vivid 

statements of liberated artistic expression (fig 8), and demonstrating their right to 

be seen. Transforming trains into canvases, street artists were not only creating 

their own ‘open gallery’ of sorts (discrediting the exclusive realm of ‘genuine public 

art’), but were also exploiting the control of privatised property – using the 

extensive network of the Transit System to create “art in motion” with the trains like 

“thousands of rolling billboards” publicising their messages all over the city (BLADE, 

2020). I see this incentive suggested again in the extreme exposure of the M32 

graffiti piece discussed previously, drawing an important parallel between the 

dynamics of public protest movements then and now. 
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To further this comparison, it is necessary to underline the weight Subway Art carried 

in encouraging communal solidarity and security. Much like the GAL GWARN 

Takeover, through instigating these “localised practices of self” (Forman, 2004, 

p155) Subway Art provided a social sphere of autonomous creative ‘placemaking’, 

where artists could create an inner subcultural dialogue – therein enhancing the 

convivial bonds between those who are structurally oppressed and misrepresented, 

in a burst of “cultural, spiritual and mental connection”(Fab 5 Freddy, 2020) and 

energy to collectively fight against hegemonic coercion.   

  

 

             Figure 8: DONDI piece ‘Children of the Grave 1, 2 & 3’, 1978-1980 

 

 

4. The ‘How & Why’ 

 

“But if we are to take activist art seriously, if we truly believe that art can change 

the world, we need to always be asking the critical questions: What work do we 

want activist art to do and how do we know if it works?” Duncombe, 2016, p129 

 

As Duncombe suggests, for artistic public intervention to entirely implement lasting 

and meaningful societal change, we must come to an understanding of how and 
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why these movements work. To do this, I pose an analysis of the movements of 

Subway Art and BLM in context to their respective backlash, versus their positive 

activist ‘aeffects’. 

 

In the year of 1972, NYC Mayor John Lindsay began a city-wide ‘war on Graffiti’, 

after hosting a ceremony in which he declared writers to be “insecure cowards 

seeking recognition”(Castleman, 2004, p22). From this sprang an extreme 

authoritarian crackdown to quash the emerging subcultural movement; young 

writers (in particular Blacks and Hispanics) were “demonised, pathologised and 

criminalised” by the media and surrounding homogenous suburban 

neighbourhoods, and as the movement evolved, were placed under increasingly 

aggressive police constraint and surveillance (Forman, 2004, p10). This draconian 

zero-tolerance enforcement was encouraged tenfold by the publicising and 

popularisation of the controversial ‘Broken Windows’ theory: “if a window in a 

building is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of the windows will soon be 

broken”, implying that by targeting visible acts of such ‘anti-social behaviour’, 

authorities will create an atmosphere of public lawfulness, and prevent more 

serious crime (Kelling and Wilson, 1982).  

 

This fuelling of social hostility and divide by the media and authority figures  

demonising dissenting subcultures is a tactic we see employed today, in an effort  

to divert attention from governmental failings. As the BLM movement spread across  

the globe, the vilifying of protesters increased: in the weeks after  

Floyd’s killing, with BLM campaigns fighting to reform and repair America’s 

disastrous legacy of racism and police brutality, President Trump’s contribution to 

the national discussion was to consistently misrepresent the mass protests “as an 

outbreak of lawless anarchy that he is heroically cleaning up, as part of his newly 

rebranded “law & order” campaign” (Glasser, 2020). This deliberate 

characterisation of protesters as lawless rioters has been deployed in the UK too; 

the government’s defensive, inflammatory response being to deny our own history 

of racial and class discrimination (Mason, 2020) and instead, penalise 

predominantly peaceful demonstrators as irresponsible and reckless spreaders of 

COVID-19. It is ironic that, due precisely to this refusal to acknowledge – and 

therefore challenge – socially engrained discrimination, ethnic minority groups are 
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disproportionately affected by the virus because of limited access to healthcare, 

education, income and wealth gaps, and overcrowded or substandard housing 

(CDC, 2020).  

 

When talking to Junae about the backlash against GAL GWARN, I saw her first-

hand experience with such divisive demonisation of vulnerable communities. 

“COVID has put a veil over these movements of civic unrest” she commented, “with 

the BBC spinning the story of GAL GWARN as a ‘Saturday night party’ of youth 

spreading corona, they completely neglected to shed light on what we were 

actually trying to do with community empowerment” (Junae, 2020). Unfortunately, 

the pandemic has presented a tool for mainstream media and the government to 

effectively turn everyday people against one another. Seen in the blatant push to 

‘rat on your neighbour’, authority figures succeed in dividing a panic stricken public 

by using their collective sense of fear and directionless anger to “point the finger 

inwards, away from themselves and the lack of support for black youth and 

vulnerable subgroups” instead of tackling the real issues of strategic racism and 

injustice (Junae, 2020).  

 

However, when discussing the course of societal progression it is equally important 

to focus on the spark of hope these two movements have provided in igniting the 

sea change in public acknowledgement and celebration of multiculturalism and 

diversity. The mechanisms to suppress Subway Art fittingly resulted in it spreading 

internationally to other major cities including Rome, London and Paris, allowing the 

movement to evolve in different countries and different artistic avenues. The 

worldwide repercussions of Subway Art resonated so strongly, with artists like Keith 

Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat introducing it to the industry of Fine Arts, a 

“lucrative atmosphere that opened a lot of doors”(LEE, 2020), that from the 80’s 

onwards its popularity grew immensely, leading to the eventual legitimisation and 

acceptance of Graffiti and Street Art as the true ‘public art’ movements we label 

them as today.  

 

“It has expanded, gone across the world, and come back in many different forms.” 

(KEL 1, 2020) 
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This quote is true of both the Graffiti movement, and that of Black Lives Matter. In 

the course of a few short weeks, there has been an international explosion of 

attention and support of Black Rights, with media coverage of BLM protests from all 

corners of the globe. As potentially the most widespread and impactful racial justice 

movement to date, it is inspiring to see people whatever their social or political 

stance waking up to the idea that current power holders and coercive institutions do 

not have their best interests at heart; whether this is because of lockdown and the 

“notion of being kept inside, feeling sick and tired” or “black people seeing all this 

brutality and having to make a change, knowing no one else will” (Junae, 2020). 

While researching As A Black Person In The UK, I came upon an interview Rose did 

as part of a collaborative video by CNN, showcasing street artists from Afghanistan, 

Kenya, Washington D.C and the UK and their projects supporting BLM. Witnessing 

the poignant beauty of such international ripples influenced by the movement is both 

exhilarating and overwhelming. There has been a “complete reflection, all over the 

world” of art being used as a tool to heal, beginning with “the internal healing” of 

individuals, “then stretching out to a community, then to a global change” (Jones, 

2020); where joy, empathy and love ignite the flame of collective empowerment and 

acceptance. 

 

To see the absoluteness of this public solidarity run parallel to the devastation of 

COVID-19 sweeping the globe is astounding, if slightly confusing. How is society 

recovering so quickly, and in fact thriving, considering the detrimental socioeconomic 

and environmental effects of the spiralling pandemic? A hypothesis that may explain 

this unsolicited ‘rising from the ashes’ is the theory of Crisis Bonding: “the unique 

human bonding phenomenon that occurs among strangers in a crisis situation 

involving unexpected man-made or natural disaster” (Clawson, 2012). The theory 

describes the intuitive collective bonding and solidarity not only within communities 

and close societal circles, but between complete strangers as a coping mechanism 

to deal with the traumas and hardships of social, environmental or economic crisis. 

Through social gatherings and, now more relatively, the global online platforms of 

social media, we allow the immense strength born of such levels of empathy and 

comfort through communication to support every individual in need, crossing all 

social boundaries. This rings true in the calamitous disaster of Coronavirus, but also 

in the ‘everyday crises’ of the social injustices brought about by capitalist governance 
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(Debord, 1961, p5), which the pandemic has brought to the surface. With this 

spotlight highlighting anew the racial/class discrimination and brutal maltreatment 

induced by systematic neglect and austerity, we as a society have entered a 

mentality likened to that of a quote from artist Suzi Gablik, which reads: 

 

“We are living in a state of emergency… Real life is calling. I can no longer ignore 

the clamour of disaster – economic, spiritual, environmental, political disaster – in the 

world in which I move.” Gablik, 1995, p75 

 

In the face of such international emergency, we are at a crossroads with how society 

as a whole decides to progress; this pivotal moment is history in the making. How 

can we ensure a transcendence in our social ideology? 

 

5. Where do we go from here? 

 

“A radical critique in acts of prevailing everyday life could lead to the supersession of 

culture and politics in the traditional sense, that is, to a higher level of intervention in 

life” Debord, 1961, p3 

 

In his article Perspectives for Conscious Alterations in Everyday Life (1961), Debord 

discusses the situationist view of making physical, tangible alterations to our 

immediate everyday life, in order to properly expropriate control of societal 

movement and therefore create a better future. To direct modern society’s 

breakaway from its historical cycle of oppression, we must look to the unsung heroes 

of the everyday who are living under these oppressive conditions right now, to 

reclaim the public domain and demand that their voices be heard. Through activist 

art, unsanctioned public occupancy and undiluted expression from every (sub)culture 

and ethnicity, especially those with little means, “the present dominates the past and 

the creative aspects of life always predominate over the repetitive” (Debord, 1961, 

p7). We are already seeing this exemplified in CNN’s report of public interventions 

happening on a global scale. Through the uniting of artists in collaboration with each 

other from so many different countries, street art has become a way for everyday 

people to take matters into their own hands, and expose the immense faults and 
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injustices in current capitalist agenda. As Tania Bruguera points out, activists have 

incredible influence and responsibility, because to create powerful art “is to start 

practicing for the future” (Bruguera, 2012, p103). The movements analysed in this 

essay have proved that by renouncing everything that transcends everyday life – the 

spectacle and ‘greatness’ of leaders, the conformity and restriction of capitalist 

institutions (Debord, 1961, p7) – and instead putting trust in the power of the people, 

and the unbreakable bonds of community (fig 9), then and only then will we see true 

progression in the liberation of society. 

 

 

           Figure 9: pro-community, anti institution tag next to the M32 mural, 2020 
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Conclusion 

  

The invaluable insight and knowledge I have gained while collating the research for 

this article has both profoundly moved and energised me. We have entered a crucial 

point in modern history; countries worldwide are struggling with the crushing weight 

of economical, social and environmental crises amplified by the pandemic, and our 

future hangs in the balance. Through seeing the discouragingly cyclical nature of 

public reception to artistic movements past and present, from authoritarian 

aggression and coercion over protesters to the manipulation of mainstream media, it 

is difficult to determine what will happen with the forward motion of society. In 

acknowledging the theoretical structures outlined by key writers like Duncombe and 

Debord, underlining the elements that make artistic protest an accessible and 

representative platform of the true public, it is explicit that unsanctioned public 

interventions like GAL GWARN, As A Black Person In The UK and the Subway Art 

movement enable an essential disruption to the status quo of hegemonic conformity. 

But it is still unclear whether this disruption will direct us towards an emancipated 

and inclusive future, or whether it will result in further social divide. Will we, as active 

and independent agents, be enough to revolutionise Modern society? To establish a 

more concrete answer I plan to continue this investigation with a follow up project 

that will collaborate with local community organisations and BAME/young creatives, 

to construct my own how-to instructional guide/manifesto, Reclaiming Space in a 

Capitalist Society (For the Individual with Limited Means). The project will aim to 

create a socially engaged artistic intervention to stand beside those instigated by the 

collectives and organisations studied above, involving elements of public speaking, 

workshops and classes, activist performance pieces and unsanctioned transitory 

urban art. Hopefully, this project will prove to reiterate the one certainty my research 

has pointed to when addressing the future of societal progression: that community 

reparation and resolution is the bare minimum. Although we are seeing the 

beginnings of this, through grassroots initiatives like As A Black Person In The UK, 

BCR and GAL GWARN, it will take the support from all sides for empowerment and 

a social sea change to come to fruition. In short, “not until we can see our neighbour 

as a mirror image of ourselves” will we move in unison, and cause a turning of the 

tides (Junae, 2020). 
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