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Democratic Action
Democratic Action, that is, an ability to stress legitimate entitlement in interactions with political authorities;, participating in civil society; being 
able to engage in activism and initiate change.

Introduction
Before we get started – let’s consider: what is a democracy?

In the 2010s, anti-government protests erupted across much of the Middle East. In what is called the 
Arab Spring, protests spread from Tunisia to Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain, where rulers were 
overthrown and civil wars began. For many protestors, their main rallying cause was a lack of democratic 
representation in their government. Many of these countries had authoritarian dictatorships.

One common theme emerged across each of these countries: citizens wanted democracies.

A full explanation of the Arab Spring can be found via National Geographic.

To draw attention to their cause and make a rallying cry for change, protestors used graffiti and street art:

The words “FREEDOM LIBYA” written in a curvy font against a brick wall. A peace sign is found between 
“FREE” and “DOM”. This was “tagged” near the Mitiga International Airport in Libya. The design is in the 

colors of the rebellion flag, gradienting red and green.

Graffiti illustration of dictator of Libya, Muammar Gaddafi, drinking from a barrel of oil which shows how he 
is consuming the resource and its sales revenue. 

Purpose
In fighting for a more just democracy, people have protested in various ways – picketing, marching, writing 
petitions, and making their voices heard. In this lesson, we’ll explore how activists have used art as a tool for 
democracy, often through subversive means, to garner attention and support for their cause.
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A graffiti illustration of Muammar Gaddafi hiding in a sewer system, with the caption “Have the rebels come 
or not?” written in Arabic. Gaddafi is found with his head coming out of a sewer pipe next to the edge of a 

road, looking afraid.

Why do you think it is that the protestors are making this street art?

Is this street art legal? Why would protestors risk doing this?

Consider This
In thinking about the use of graffiti, we must define the difference between subversive art and traditional 
art. Subversive art tends to mean art that either goes against the concepts of traditionalism (such as out-of-
the-norm modern art) or is literally subversive, as in it challenges the status quo. To be subversive means 
to challenge those who are in power, such as standing up to leaders, to authority figures, or to traditional 
practices in a culture.

Marcel Duchamp’s “Fountaine” (1917) is an example of rejecting traditional art by making a conceptual 
urinal….as art!

Banksy’s graffiti on Newman Street in London (2008) is an example of subversive art against the 
government, protesting surveillance.
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When we see street art and graffiti, what do we see? How do we interpret what they’re trying to say? 
Consider what the following are meant to say about a space, community, or government:

Mad Graffiti Week (Facebook group), Joker as a puppeteer, 2012. Cairo.

Sanchez Art Center Community Mural, 2021. California.

Happy Chopper, 2002. London. (Banksy)



5

In the same line of thinking, nations also use art to manipulate, control, and encourage people toward 
certain behaviors. This art is called propaganda.

Consider this video from Big Think: What is propaganda? A transcript is available here.

What is propaganda?

How can art be used to challenge biases?

How are propaganda campaigns used to connect the meaning of words to other things? What does this 
mean? 

Is street art a form of propaganda?

Diving Deeper
What’s an issue that matters to you? How could art best be used to counteract stereotypes? In this activity, 
you will create example street art to best highlight a needed change.

First off, consider what topic you’ll choose. This should be something that people mistakenly judge people 
form, a type of hate/discrimination, something commongly misunderstood, or something/someone who 
deserves better treatment.
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What do you want your artwork to symbolize? Although others may interpret your work differently, 
many artists will provide an Author’s Purpose or Artist’s Statement, which gives a summary of the artist’s 
perspective on the work. 

Sketch an idea for your artwork below.

How would this art transform a public space?
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Reflect
How would you rate your understanding of this concept? Place an “X” in the corresponding box below.

How has your understanding of this concept changed as a result of this lesson?

Which individual or community actions do you think would be achievable? Why?

How can art be a part of the democratic process?


