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The Power of Public Imagery

Public imagery's ability to capture attention, evoke emotions, and effectively communicate
complex messages makes it a powerful tool for drawing attention to various issues. Images have
a unique capacity to emotionally connect with individuals, increasing the likelihood that they will
interact with and retain the information being presented. However, a number of variables, such
as context, audience, and image quality, affect how successful public imagery is at spreading

awareness.

Street Art

Street artists challenge audiences to face challenging truths about privilege and power by
disrupting normative frameworks with their provocative imagery and agonistic dialogue. A
dynamic and often controversial form of artistic expression, street art subverts social conventions
and preconceptions. Street art, which is defined as visual art produced in public spaces, has
developed from its start in graffiti, which became a popular means of expression in the 1970s, to

become an acknowledged form of contemporary art (The Art Story, 2024).

Visual Synecdoche

Synecdoche is a literary method in which one component represents the total or vice versa. It is
frequently embodied in street art. In street art, a single image or symbol can encapsulate larger
societal issues or represent entire communities. Similar to this, street art that focuses on specific
elements of a larger story, like a protest sign or a symbol like the Palestinian flag, can act as
synecdoche by representing the movement or cause it symbolises in its totality. Street artists
produce visual synecdoches that allow viewers to interact with the greater narrative through a

single focal point and reflect on the intricacies of societal issues.
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The Battle for Cultural Preservation

New York City's Queens was home to the well-known street art and graffiti gallery 5 Pointz. The
name "5 Pointz" is derived from the five boroughs of New York City coming together at one
location (Cobb, 2019). Originally a manufacturing complex, 5 Pointz was transformed into a
famous outdoor graffiti gallery, providing a legal platform for aerosol artists worldwide to display
their works. Murals, tags and colourful, detailed graffiti were all over the building's outside walls
(Google Arts and Culture, 2024), and travellers from all over the world came to see it as a centre of
graffiti culture and a gathering spot for artists. More than merely a graffiti-covered structure, 5
Pointz served as a hub for graffiti culture and a symbol of artistic expression. 5 Pointz was a
significant venue for artistic expression and cultural monument where graffiti was accepted as a
valid art form deserving of acknowledgement and preservation (Rosati, 2018). Its whitewashing
and eventual demolition in 2013 provoked a great deal of discussion and controversy and was
viewed as a blow to the artistic community and sparked concerns about how cultural history is
being erased in the face of gentrification and development. Graffiti, according to those who
oppose it, is unlawful property defacement and vandalism (See Brilliance, 2024). They believed
that in order to rejuvenate the community and get rid of blight, 5 Pointz must be demolished. They
failed to recognise the cultural value of graffiti and the contributions made by the artists who
created places like 5 Pointz. This poses significant issues about who gets to define what
constitutes art, whose opinions are heard during the urban development process, and how to

strike a balance between property owners' rights and communities' cultural heritage.
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Reclaiming Spaces

CornBread

Darryl McCray, better known as CornBread, is considered to be one of the forerunners of
contemporary street art and graffiti. His distinctive style and strong letters, along with his frequent
graffiti of the city under the moniker "CornBread," helped him become well-known in Philadelphia
in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Paradigm, 2024). Graffiti by CornBread was more than simply a
means of self-expression; it was an act of rebellion and identity assertion. CornBread revolted
against social standards and the marginalisation of African American teenagers in urban areas. He
experienced institutional prejudice and little opportunity for self-expression as a child growing up
in Philadelphia's Northside. CornBread used graffiti as a way to take back public areas and make
his presence known in the city, creating a lasting impression by writing his moniker on walls,
buildings, and other surfaces all across the city, challenging the popular perception of urban
decay and neglect (Norval, 2021). The lack of representation and acknowledgement of African
American culture and creativity in mainstream society was another factor contributing to
CornBread's revolt. Through graffiti, he and his community were able to establish their identity
and agency in a society that frequently ignored them and carve out a place for themselves within
the visual landscape of Philadelphia. CornBread had a lasting impression on the city and served
as an inspiration to next generations of street artists and graffiti writers with his prolific tagging
and powerful lettering, which affirmed his right to be seen and heard. In addition to paving the
path for next generations of street artists and graffitists, his contributions to urban art also
assisted in redefining the parameters of public space and cultural representation in cities all over
the world (Untold History, 2021). Beyond simple rebellion, CornBread's graffiti was a declaration

of resistance, creativity, and defiance in the face of adversity.
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Confronting Stigma

The power of artistic expression to promote empowerment and help people regain their identity is
demonstrated by the way that street art is being used to combat stigma in black communities
(Street Buddha, 2023), but labelling this kind of expression as vandalism rather than art draws
attention to more general problems with perception and cultural prejudice. When underprivileged
groups use public places for advocacy and self-expression, they frequently encounter backlash
and criminalisation, which is a reflection of underlying power dynamics and social injustices.
Concerns about property rights, gentrification, and vandalism are only a few of the ethical
questions that street art raises. However, street art encourages a democratic and participatory
kind of creative involvement by challenging onlookers' perceptions and asking them to think
critically about their surroundings (Tunnacliffe, 2016, Page 14). This emphasises how crucial it is
to question accepted ideas about art and appreciate the significance of many viewpoints in

influencing public opinion and fostering social change.
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Breaking Boundaries

Keith Haring

The classic pop art created by Keith Haring first appeared in the 1980s New York City graffiti
subculture as a vibrant form of expression. Haring aimed to bring attention to the HIV/AIDS

crisis through his striking and accessible imagery (The Keith Haring Foundation, 2024). His graffiti
art style is characterised by bold lines, vibrant colours, and impactful and powerful depictions. His
artworks were able to reach a variety of audiences, from prominent galleries to urban street
corners, because of the global appeal of his artwork, which transcends language and cultural
barriers to increase understanding and acceptance of his concepts (Souza, 2024). His use of
public areas to create his artwork —such as city streets, subway stations, and outdoor murals—
meant that a wide range of people were met with his message. In places where the illness was
frequently stigmatised or disregarded, this visibility was especially crucial for bringing attention to
the HIV/AIDS issue and initiating discussions regarding it. Through its direct confrontation of the
stigma associated with HIV/AIDS, Haring's artwork prompted viewers to examine their own
preconceptions and biases, leading to an increased level of empathy, compassion, and
understanding for individuals who are impacted by the illness. Haring encouraged people to
interact meaningfully with his artwork to empower both individuals and communities (Fields,
2020). Haring turned his artwork into a catalyst for social change and collective action by
encouraging people to take an active role in the battle against HIV/AIDS through collaborative

mural projects, public installations, and activist campaigns.
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From Local Roots to Global Impact

The development of street art is an example of a worldwide phenomenon in which people from
many backgrounds use this form of expression to create awareness and inspire social change.
Street art has captured the interest of individuals from all walks of life, despite its origins in
underprivileged groups as a form of self-expression and empowerment. Street art acts as a global
language of activism, promoting empathy and solidarity across cultural differences by elevating
voices and bringing attention to a range of causes, from environmental concerns to social
injustices (Ki Culture, 2023). This extensive involvement highlights how art has the ability to break
down boundaries and bring people together to work together for a more just and compassionate

society.

Disturbing the Silence

Ai Weiwei

Prominent Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei has used public images and street art as a potent
technique to bring attention to social and political concerns in China, including censorship and
violations of human rights carried out by the Chinese government. Ai Weiwei addresses the 2008
Sichuan earthquake in his installation piece "Remembering," honouring the people lost in the
tragedy. Everything that the Chinese population was informed about was entirely under the
authority of the Chinese government (Krysiak, 2018). Because their schools were improperly built,
a large number of children and students became victims of the earthquake. With its 9,000
backpacks, "Remembering" is a straightforward piece that demonstrates thoughtful design.
Mandarin characters in the colours yellow, green, and red form the phrase "She had been living
happily for seven years," as stated by the mother of the victim, over a background of blue
backpacks (JoAnne Artman Gallery, 2020). These artworks served as powerful reminders of the

disaster's human cost as well as the demand for the authorities' responsibility and duty. His
9
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thought-provoking installations and artworks expose human rights abuses, challenge
governmental policies, and support freedom of speech. Ai Weiwei has brought attention from
across the world, through his use of public imagery, to the difficulties encountered by activists
and nonconformists in China. Despite being harassed, surveilled, and imprisoned by the Chinese
authorities (Stevens, 2012). Ai Weiwei continues to use his work as an instrument for social and

political action, pushing people to speak out against injustice and oppression.

Emblem to Artwork

Symbols associated with activism or a certain cause may transform into powerful symbols of
resistance and advocacy when they are inked or incorporated into artworks on a regular basis. By
way of regular incorporation into murals, posters, graffiti, and other artistic mediums, these
symbols become more noticeable and recognisable (Batrice & Associates, 2023). They become
symbols of identification, collaboration, and common beliefs among activists and supporters over
time, beyond their initial function. Artists manipulate colours, composition, and context to transmit

certain messages and evoke reactions from viewers, giving these symbols additional levels of
10
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significance and emotional resonance (Kristel, 2023). By doing this, they draw attention to the
activism's message and objectives. These emblems, which stand for resistance, hope, and the
desire for a better society, become deeply embedded in the movement's cultural imagery. They
have a lasting impression on society through their artistic creations, which also serve as

permanent reminders of the challenges and victories of activism.

Beyond Borders

An international movement for awareness and advocacy is the use of street art and public
expression to show support for Palestine. Street paintings portraying scenes of resiliency and
resistance, artworks using the flag's signature colours, and protests draped in its banner all
function as powerful symbols of resistance and unity against injustice. The Palestinian flag has
transcended its initial meaning to become a globally acknowledged sign of support for the
Palestinian people, much like the development of street art in many contexts (Morgan, 2023). Its
visual representation of current conflicts in public areas not only helps supporters everywhere feel
more united. The Palestinian flag has evolved into a piece of art in itself, meaning much more
than its political implications. Infused with new levels of significance from political discourse to
the resilience of a community fighting for independence and justice (Palestine From My Eyes,
2024). The flag has evolved into a metaphor for a people's enduring spirit. It is evidence of the
powerful ability of art to elevate voices, promote harmony, and spark significant change in the

face of disaster.

“If graffiti changed anything, it would be illegal.”

- Banksy

11
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Banksy

Street artist Banksy is well-known for his provocative works that often explore socio-political
themes, leaving an enduring impression on the international art scene. In his investigation of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Banksy frequently uses his artwork to poignantly portray the difficulties
that the occupied Palestinian people suffer, drawing attention to the issue of destruction in Gaza
(Adamolekun, 2022). By painting a seemingly innocent scene of a kitten playing with a ball of
rusted metal on the remains of a house destroyed by an Israeli air strike, Banksy juxtaposes the
whimsical with the tragic, creating a poignant commentary on the devastation wrought by conflict.
The image of the kitten, a universally beloved symbol of innocence and playfulness, serves as a
stark contrast to the harsh reality of war and destruction. In explaining his artwork on his website,
Banksy reveals his awareness of the limitations of traditional media in capturing public attention to
such issues. He acknowledges that while he initially intended to document the destruction in
Gaza through photographs on his website, he recognised that people are more likely to engage
with images of kittens online (Banksy Explained, 2021). By incorporating the kitten into his
artwork, Banksy ingeniously harnesses the power of popular imagery to draw viewers in and
provoke reflection on the underlying message. Through this clever juxtaposition, Banksy
challenges viewers to confront uncomfortable truths about the impact of conflict on innocent
lives, ultimately compelling them to consider the human cost of war in Gaza and beyond. In doing
so, he demonstrates the transformative potential of public imagery as a means of sparking

dialogue, raising awareness, and inspiring action on pressing social issues.
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Conclusion:

In conclusion, it is impossible to overestimate the influence of public images in bringing societal
challenges to light. Street art and public symbols have developed into effective instruments for
sparking social change on a worldwide scale. They have risen above their humble origins to
become well-known symbols of action and resistance that connect with individuals in a variety of
situations and backgrounds. These images embody the larger difficulties and goals of society as a
whole in addition to capturing the essence of particular situations. They both represent the
tenacity and resolve of people and communities to oppose the current system and act as visual
reminders of the injustices and inequality that still exist. Recognising the transformational
potential of public imagery in reshaping narratives, challenging conventions, and motivating
collective action towards a more fair and equal future is crucial as we navigate the complexity of
the modern world. We can strengthen the voices of the marginalised, promote empathy and
understanding, and seek to create a society that values diversity, fairness, and human dignity for

all by utilising the power of visual symbols.
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