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Abstract
Community murals in US inner city neighborhoods offer popular, grassroots representations of local identities and their relation to urban space and community culture.
They are powerful tools in building neighborhood solidarity across ethnic groups,
generations, and defended gang territories. Designed primarily for local consumption,
murals circulate dramatic, alternative representations of local identity, heritage and
history, contesting attributions of stigma and danger promulgated in mainstream
media. In Boston’s Dudley Street corridor that crosscuts its Roxbury and Dorchester
neighborhoods, both low-income communities of color, these themes are evident in the
presence of a vibrant series of community murals lining the one-mile long street.
Designed and painted by local youth under the sponsorship of grassroots communitybased organizations, the murals give voice to urban youth’s hopes, struggles, and
aspirations for their individual and collective futures, from their positions in disadvantaged, multi-ethnic neighborhoods in a city sharply divided by race and class.
Murals, public art, urban ethnography, youth.

Introduction

T

oday’s intensely mediatized urban environment is replete with
contestation for power, cultural authority, and control of urban
space through what Charles Rutheiser (1996) has termed “Imagineering.” A central dimension of local struggles for community survival in the midst of today’s transformation of urban space is the clash
of contested representations of urban places, including visual representations of neighborhoods and their residents, as well as their past,
present, and imagined future. Urban anthropologists, of course, have
long attended to this contested terrain of visual representation, as it is
key to understanding the asymmetries of class, race and power so
patent in contemporary urban development. Wong and McDonogh
pointed out,
The visual culture of cities . . .represents a central formative feature of
the lives and identities of contemporary citizens and demands ethnoCity & Society, Vol. 24, Issue 3, pp. 263–280, ISSN 0893-0465, eISSN 1548-744X. © 2012 by the American
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graphic fieldwork and cultural analysis to study. . . [The] holistic social
and cultural interpretation of urban visual cultures represents a central
challenge to urban anthropology as well as a key contribution for the
discipline to make in interdisciplinary discussions (2001:96–97).

These struggles over visual representations are most dramatically
fought in the electronic and print media, as well as in cyberspace. As
Raymond Williams (1995) has noted, however, people’s abilities to
produce cultural (including artistic) representations depend heavily on
whether they have access to, or control of, the means of cultural production. Control over print and electronic media are quite differentially
distributed by class and race in U.S. society, and as Snajdr (2010) points
out local communities often are disadvantaged in battles over urban
representation that also take place in cyberspace.
In contrast to print, electronic, and cyber media, where serious social
divides persist in terms of access, the community mural presents itself as
a particularly powerful medium of grassroots neighborhood representation, as it requires little capital and is subject to considerable local
control. Conrad observed:
Murals are not dependent on huge sums of money from individuals,
corporations, or government; rather, modest public funding has permitted artists to design and work closely with those who live with the
murals on a daily basis . . .this relationship between artist and community participants is the major democratic feature of mural art.
(1995:129)

Conrad underscores the decidedly democratic nature of community
murals, writing that “the theme of many murals is protest against injustice and praise for cultural values” (ibid). He quotes Alan Bennett in this
regard, who argues that, “community murals . . .are the most democratic
art the United States has ever produced. Murals give voice to ordinary
people’s concerns and involve them in the creation of images that hold
meaning for them and for their community” (quoted in Conrad
1995:116).
In this paper we examine the place of community murals as a
form of such counter-hegemonic neighborhood representation in Boston’s Dudley Street corridor, a one-mile-long artery that spans two
of Boston’s major neighborhoods of color, Roxbury and Dorchester.
A rich collection of neighborhood murals line this street, offering
grassroots representations of local identities, neighborhood history,
evolving ethnic and generational relationships, and the trajectory of
development and change. The murals are powerful tools in building
neighborhood solidarity across ethnic groups, generations, and
defended gang territories, and feature the strong cultural leadership
role of youth in building community and in envisioning a hopeful
future for residents. Boston’s community murals share many characteristics with wider examples visible in cities in the U.S. and in other
global locations.
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Community murals, and their emergence during
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the U.S. urban crisis of the 1960s

T

he U.S. community mural movement was born in the turbulence of
the 1960s urban crisis, emerging as a popular art form in most of the
nation’s major cities, with Philadelphia, Los Angeles, San
Francisco-Oakland, Chicago, and New York developing especially
vibrant traditions. Today, Philadelphia’s streets alone reportedly contain
over 3000 murals (Golden, Rice and Pompilio 2006). Of course, U.S.
traditions are part of a broader political mural movement that is global in
scope, and especially strong in Latin America and in the Mediterranean,
especially Italy. Community murals seem to flourish as forms of popular
expression in periods of social crisis and transformation, or civil unrest,
such as during the Great Depression (Conrad 1995), in Northern Ireland
during “the Troubles” (Santino 1999), in Ghana’s post-colonial struggles
of the Set/Setal youth movement to define national culture and identity
(Diouf 2005), or in post-apartheid South Africa (Marschall 2002).
Themes of popular resistance—either against the state, or elite or civil
opponents—are usually patent in community murals, in terms of messaging and appropriation of public space. Some neighborhoods in today’s
U.S. inner cities, whose murals we examine here, are also in a condition
of social crisis and immiseration, one that has arguably been chronic for
many decades.
Murals can have many sources of sponsorship and their production
can be a matter of individual, group, or institutional action. Not all are
products of collective, grassroots action or sentiment that engages a
broader community. They can be completely commercial or state-driven
in content and execution, and not in any sense have community or
grassroots origins. In some cases, as in the example discussed by Wight
(2006) in Chicago’s Pilsen neighborhood, local mural movements that
originally begin as popular, grass-roots expressions, can be co-opted and
redirected for purposes of tourism marketing. In others, such as those in
Salazarist Portugal, murals served very much the propaganda interests of
the fascist state (Sapega 2002), or are designed by gangs or sectarian
groups to mark and defend territory against outsiders (Santino 1999).
Community murals, however, have some specific features that set
them off from other types of wall paintings. They are set in public, visible
locations, typically outdoors, in neglected, vacant sites, in what some
have called urban “free space” (Delgado and Barton 1998:347), places
that usually are subject to a great deal of local control, that are “settings
between private lives and large-scale institutions where ordinary citizens
can act with dignity, independence, and vision” (Evans and Boyte
1986:17, quoted in Delgado and Barton 1998:347). The murals arise
mostly in working-class or minority neighborhoods, offer public or
community-wide representations, and normally address social critique,
often containing assertions of ethnic pride, neighborhood identity, and
celebration of social and political struggle. They typically are organized
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Murals are
fundamentally
collective, not

and produced through the initiative of local community artists rather
than through state, commercial, or corporate direction, even if sometimes these wider agencies offer financial support; and, they have the
grassroots participation of local people in defining themes, and often in
the actual artistic production (Cockcroft, Weber, and Cockcroft 1977:
Conrad 1995; Marschall 2002). They are fundamentally collective, not
individual, works of art.
In the 1960s and 70s, murals were often fashioned as a self-conscious
alternative, and resistance, to traditional venues of art-making and
display that communities of color are usually excluded from, leading to the
transformation of streets into galleries. Dana Chandler, a Boston muralist,
told a reporter in 1968, while painting a wall in Roxbury in Boston:

individual, works

There is no Black art in the Museum of Fine Arts, so we are going to
utilize the facade of buildings in our community for our museum
. . .black people (are) painting murals about themselves and their situation . . .Black art is not a decoration. It’s a revolutionary force”
(Shepard 1968:31).

of art

Boston, Massachusetts has been the site of creation of many community murals that exemplify these patterns. Murals started to appear on
Boston streets in the late 1960s and 70s, funded through a variety of
public and private sources, including municipal government, arts institutions, and community based and non-profit organizations. Early programs left murals in over 30 different neighborhoods, in a wave that art
critic Taylor called, “the most vital public mural program of any city in
the world” (Cockcroft, Weber, and Cockcroft 1977:54). For most of the
1970s and 1980s, the Mayor’s office in Boston had a Visual and Environmental Arts Department that steadily funded community murals. In
the 1980s a City Arts Program continued providing funds for many new
community murals. Today funding is provided by a variety of agencies of
city government, and by non-profit foundations, especially the Boston
Arts Fund. In recent years, the intensity of new mural creation has
diminished some due to funding cuts, but the mural movement has
continued to flourish in Boston to the present day, even if on a lesser
scale.

The Dudley Street corridor in Boston’s Roxbury and
Dorchester neighborhoods

A

plethora of community murals with visible assertions of neighborhood pride and social critique are strongly evident along the
one mile long Dudley Street corridor that spans Boston’s Roxbury
and Dorchester neighborhoods. “Dudley Street” has a geographic integrity though it spans the two neighborhoods, linking the two important
crossroads of Dorchester’s Uphams Corner with Roxbury’s Dudley
Square, located at opposite ends of the street. Counting side streets that
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connect to the thoroughfare, the area is approximately one mile square.
This is the neighborhood whose remarkable story of community-led,
grassroots revival from abandonment, disinvestment, and arson, led by
the non-profit planning and advocacy organization, the Dudley Street
Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI), has been chronicled in the book Streets
of Hope: The Fall and Rise of an Urban Neighborhood (Medoff and Sklar
1993), and profiled in an award-winning documentary film, Holding
Ground: the Rebirth of Dudley Street (1996), that examines the dramatic
first ten years of the organization’s work. The DSNI organization and its
neighborhood achievements are the focus of study in hundreds of U.S.
and international universities, in the fields of sociology, anthropology,
urban studies, planning, and social work. Partly because of this high level
of organizing and activism in the neighborhood, its streets are host to
more than two dozen community murals.
Traditionally an immigrant-receiving neighborhood for successive
waves of newcomers since the late 19th century, the Dudley corridor is
quite ethnically diverse today, mixing new Latino and Cape Verdean
immigrants with longer-resident black and white Americans. The 23,000
residents who live there are 38 percent African-American, 29 percent
Latino, 25 percent Cape Verdean, and 7 percent White, including older
Irish- and Italian-American families (Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative 2011). Though diverse, the neighborhood is quite unified on a
civic level. The DSNI organizing initiative, and the neighborhood, have
been effective in building community unity and collaboration across
ethnic lines, and in promoting the continuing integration of new immigrants with established Americans already living there (Sieber and
Centeio 2010).

A stigmatized neighborhood
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Though diverse,

the neighborhood
ompared to other Boston neighborhoods, the Dudley corridor has
higher rates of poverty and crime, and it is stigmatized by outsid- is quite unified on
ers, suburbanites, and by the local media as a dangerous, crimea civic level
ridden zone. It is also wrongly glossed by outsiders as a homogenously
“black,” African-American neighborhood. A current local joke terms the
neighborhoods “Death-chester and Raucous-bury,” instead of their
proper names, and the neighborhood is omitted from tourist maps of
Boston, even though it is close to downtown and contains many of
Boston’s oldest historical sites.
As Delgado and Barton have written of community murals in Latino
communities in California, they appear in communities that “do not
control media outlets such as radio stations, newspapers, and television
stations” (1998:348), and where negative media coverage emphasizes
problems such as crime, drugs, and violence, and little else. In Boston, a
series of reports over recent decades by the William Monroe Trotter
Institute for the Study of Black Culture has consistently revealed a
systematic bias of news coverage of Boston’s Dorchester and Roxbury
neighborhoods, the home of the Dudley Street corridor, toward accounts

C
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of crime, violence, social disfunctionality, and drug abuse (Alberts 1995;
Clark 1994; Johnson 1987). Heroism, dignity, struggle, positive aspirations, and rich cultures and histories are elements of neighborhood life
that are seldom validated in media coverage.
At several non-profit organizations in Roxbury in particular, cultural
and media professionals have begun a variety of programs to combat the
wider metropolitan prejudice against the neighborhood, in an attempt to
bolster local self-esteem and to set the record straight in the face of this
negative media onslaught. One example is the Roxbury Unseen Success
Project, initiated by a non-profit media organization that produces and
sponsors public screenings of documentary films celebrating notable
people in business, government and the arts who are from the neighborhood. The producer of the series noted that, “if you listen to the general
commercial messages that come out about Roxbury . . .it’s about crime
and poverty and we know that’s not what Roxbury is all about” (Brown
2010:19). Another organization, Discover Roxbury, designs, organizes and
conducts tours of Roxbury’s historic sites, its arts studios and spaces,
cultural institutions and businesses, often for school groups from white
suburban areas. Both outsiders and community residents benefit. The
organization’s website notes,
We nurture and encourage the community voice by developing
Roxbury residents as tour leaders and acting as a resource that helps
sustain community memory . . . We seek to overcome racial and class
stereotypes of Roxbury and the lack of knowledge about the community
. . . We foster cultural equity so that Roxbury’s rich heritage and
vibrant present become an integral part of Boston’s cultural landscape.
(Discover Roxbury 2011)

Community murals represent an even more grassroots, popular
example of this kind of local response—through the medium of public
art—aimed at countering the stigmatization of the neighborhood in local
media and popular perceptions, along with making an attempt to bolster
local self-esteem, especially among youth whose horizons are so defined
by the neighborhood. Community organizers such as DSNI’s Luzia
Centeio and Jose Barros see the murals as offering this positive uplift, and
as an important element in promoting youth success and crimeprevention, especially in the absence of positive encouragement from
official sources. Delgado and Barton write, that the community mural is
a “cultural-based form of self-expression for communities that have few
unregulated outlets for their public voices . . .[and] an internal message
board for the internal and external community to see, read and learn
from” (1998:348). It is no surprise that many youth-serving non-profits
organize mural projects for their constituents, and that these are so
positively received by community residents of all ages.
Few scholarly observers or community residents today argue the
merits of community murals as art, judged from an aesthetic standpoint,
and most commentary today frankly assesses them as political statements
268

that address issues of power, resistance, and representation. Community
murals contest and bypass negative media representations by presenting
more positive ones. The Dudley Street mural crews consciously understand their mural work as an alternative channel that the community
and especially its youth have available to represent the neighborhood, its
cultural and historical complexity, and its aspirations. At DSNI, Luzia
Centeio observed that youth in the community have few other sources of
positive public imagery of their neighborhood.
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The central role of youth in mural production

M

ost of Boston’s community murals, including those on Dudley,
are productions of youth groups. Often under the mentoring of a
community muralist, who is an artist as well as a community
organizer, groups of youth meet to define the theme of the mural, and
consult more widely with residents through interviews and focus groups.
These focused conversations usually include interviews with older residents and aim to identify key images and ideas for content. Finally, youth
collectively work with their mentor to design and execute the work.
Typically these youth groups are associated with youth development
programs connected to community non-profits who seek and receive
funding for mural projects. Almost always these projects are part of
summer job programs, often linked to violence prevention initiatives,
where youth are paid stipends to stay busy during their school vacation and
do something productive that benefits the neighborhood. Luzia Centeio,
former Executive Director of Cape Verdean Community Unido, whose
mission centered on youth programs, and who sponsored many local youth
mural crews in recent summers, noted that it costs about $10,000 to
complete one mural, between paying the youth stipends, a fee to the
community muralist who organizes the project, and other miscellaneous
expenses for equipment and supplies. These works of public art are
thus deliberate, carefully organized,
purposeful projects (see Figure 1).2
Youth sensibilities and perspectives are evident in the content and
messages murals convey: images of
multi-cultural, multi-racial, multiethnic youth living, interacting,
and playing together in harmonious
ways, and advocacy of inter-group
peace and harmony, including gang
peace; pride over their diverse
ethnic histories and heritages;
overt aspirations for success, and for
overcoming perils and barriers to
achievement and personal and
community advancement; solidar- Figure 1. Several youth painting 2010 mural about Cape Verde on side
ity across the generations; and, a of rail station at Upham’s Corner, Dorchester. Photo by authors.
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positive view of the neighborhood’s historical trajectory. These themes
are rarely visible in the media, in school curricula, or even in other public
places in the neighborhood. Maria Centeio, a local youth who participated in two mural paintings, explains
The murals give the youth the opportunity to express loudly on these
walls what they feel and hope for the community: change, unity, and
peace. You don’t find of lot of that in many of our neighborhoods
. . . Another way of saying it is: we may not be perfect, but we’re proud
of where we live and this mural shouts a beautiful story about us.

The mural making
process helps
youth make
connection with
their elders and
the history of their
group, and to take
cultural leadership
in the
neighborhood
270

More than their elders, most of whom have entered the neighborhood as adults almost always from more homogenous locations, or grown
up there when it was less diverse or well organized, youth are the true
optimistic visionaries of community unity and advancement. Circumscribed by locality more than older people, youth consider the fragile,
complex zone—new and emergent as it is—as a normal world. In their
social practices within their own age groups, youth are leaders in repairing and building community. Their display of their cultures in the murals
is replete with multiple national flags of countries such as Cape Verde,
Jamaica, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico, and allusions
to the co-existence of the diverse types of popular music of these countries. The murals represent a world where today’s young people build
friendships among schoolmates and neighborhood friends of different
ethnic origins, and typically learn one another’s music and dances, alternating them at the mixed parties they attend. Their generation—in
school, sports, social life, and even in gangs—is quite multi-culturally
literate, much more than their parents’. Although crime, drugs, and
delinquency are more conventionally linked with the community’s youth
in local media imagery, neighborhood youth in fact take on a great deal
of civic responsibilities in a number of public youth councils connected
to many non-profits, church-linked youth programs, and even on the
board of DSNI, which reserves four seats for youth. As DSNI’s Valdy
Gonçalves reminds, most local youth also assume serious responsibilities
in caring for family members, such as younger siblings, and contributing
through their earnings to their household economy.
In community murals, youth insert their hopes and dreams into the
narrative of their neighborhood’s collective history, linking their present
and future with their ethnic groups’ transnational connections and with
historical memories before the experience of migration. Their parents
and grandparents usually understand that the perspectives of the youth as
the “second generation,” U.S.-born, are different than their own, and
youth voices are given a public presence that is rare in more middle class
communities, as is evident in the youth’s murals that claim prominent
public space. The entire mural making process, in sum, works to help
youth make connection with their elders and with the history of their
group, and to take cultural leadership in the neighborhood. Young people
not only celebrate their own group’s history, but most mural crews are

multi-ethnic, and “it’s a learning process for everyone to learn about
everyone else’s cultures and histories,” one young Dudley muralist suggested. Youth also come to see the murals as a record of the neighborhood’s history. Portraits of people are included in most of the murals, and
these are normally likenesses of real individuals. Inclusion of someone in
the murals thus identifies them as important in the history of the neighborhood. Youth mural artists also often represent themselves or their
friends. Many of today’s community leaders, now in their 30s, are pictured as children and youth in some of the older community murals, such
as DSNI’s John Barros and Jason Webb in the famous 1993 “Nubian
Roots” mural (see Figure 4).
At the summer youth jobs program at the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative each year the young people’s orientation program begins
with a half-day guided walking tour of neighborhood murals, many of
them already a generation old, where staff review and discuss the local
history using the murals as a valuable visual aid. According to Luzia
Centeio, Jason Webb, Travis Watson and others at DSNI, afterward
many young people say they aspire to become part of their neighborhood’s historical record for the future by appearing in the murals. Overtly
about the present and the past, the murals give youth a sense of hope and
struggle for the future. As DSNI’s Valdy Gonçalves pointed out, drawing
on his own experience in the 2009 youth program and familiarity with
murals, an understanding and respect for neighborhood history and
culture is exactly the foundation youth need for charting a new future,
because “the history tells you what the older generation was able to
achieve, and that there’s still a lot of work to be done.”
Community murals are not only tolerated and supported by the
neighborhood in general, including all its age groups, but they seem to
be immune to graffiti, tagging, and vandalism by other youth. Local
youth’s involvement gives murals credibility and protection as community products. As Jason Webb of DSNI, himself a former youth muralist
in the neighborhood, noted:
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Murals are powerful symbols of community for the residents. They
project the messages of our past and look toward the future. The youth
take a lot of pride in designing them, putting them up, and feel ownership. Our murals have gotten no graffiti in 30 years! In other places,
staff-driven CDC [community development corporation] murals with
little community participation see graffiti the first week, and when you
see that, you know there’s no community buy-in.

The murals: a glance at some examples and
key themes

D

udley’s community murals, as in other U.S. cities, are located in
highly public areas, often on the side walls of neighborhood corner
stores, giving them extra visibility, and also typically around or
under subway or train trestles owned by the regional transit authority, the
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MBTA. They constitute an appropriation of vertical public space by local
residents to tell the neighborhood’s story. In telling that story, murals
display the following key themes relevant to neighborhood identity,
social relations, popular aspirations, and struggle:
(1) Rich Multi-Cultural Heritage and History. One major theme is
the vibrant, diverse multi-cultural heritage and history of the neighborhood. The mural detail in Figure 2 is from the 35-foot long African
Diaspora mural, located under the commuter rail trestle on Massachusetts Avenue near South Bay that aims to celebrate the different peoples
in the neighborhood who share African descent. The large number of
flags on the mural indicates just how extensive this number is; the
representation of the extent of the African diaspora, of course, includes
the United States. Another section of this mural shows maps of Africa
and the Americas imagined as overlapping territories, with Boston,
Bahia, and Dakar all on the same longitude.
(2) Peace, Harmony and Solidarity across Difference. Another
key theme, probably the most
common, is a celebration of peace,
harmony and solidarity across
group lines in the neighborhood.
These murals often have an overt
theme of “Peace,” and they positively affirm the actual situation in
the neighborhood—that is to say,
its vibrant multicultural and especially multi-racial mix, evincing
Figure 2. Detail from the African Diaspora mural on Massachusetts
Avenue, Dorchester-Roxbury line, Boston. Photo by authors.
intercultural co-existence and collaboration in all areas of life. They
hold up the neighborhood that people know, and by representing it, they
valorize its special beauty, human vitality, and goodness. A local youth
remarked that the murals try to show “all the different cultures, the
diversity of our neighborhood, and celebrate all the groups and their
presence here.” The theme of peace in the neighborhood is also linked to
the desire for global peace. As one youth remarked, “It’s our dream to
show that our desires are not limited just to the place where we live, but
we hope for peace around the world, too.”
The mural pictured in Figure 3 is located near the boundary line
between two different gang territories. The Uphams Peace Mural was
painted in 2006 after a spate of gang-related murders among local
youth, and expressed hope the tide had finally turned toward peace. The
mural emphasizes peace, harmony, and hope for young people, who live
separated from the downtown Boston area of high buildings, skyscrapers, and money, symbolized by large dollar signs hovering over the
downtown. The need to work together for peace, so that all can
succeed, is evident, and the mural like most of the others shows many
examples of people of different skin colors and cultures coming together
and showing compassion, caring and collaboration. Peace is something
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that the mural suggests does not come naturally, but that must be
struggled for, as the mural also shows images of collective neighborhood
political demonstrations.
This particular mural, moreover, makes several direct references to
gang peace, and shows respect to those youth who have died and, whose
graves are pictured in the corner of the painting. Neighborhood gangs in
Boston are not ethnically based, but territorial, and this particular mural
was a collaboration between youth from two different gang territories,
Bird Street and Dudley Street, and built on the border between these two
areas of turf, slightly into the Bird Street zone. The mural offers commentary on itself, as the youth in the front is reading a copy of the only
one of Boston’s newspapers, the African-American weekly The Bay State
Banner that covers the black community. The news that gains headlines
on his paper is that two different gang neighborhoods have collaborated
with one another in creating a peace mural (“CVC Unido and Bird
Street Create Peace Mural”). To create these murals that draw on youth
from different gang neighborhoods, it is usually necessary to clear the
boundary crossings with the local gangs. Murals are one of the few
activities where youth from different gang turf can collaborate without
fear, and as such they are important statements of hope, as a young
muralist explained, for “the chance of bringing less violence to the
community, and gang violence is the number one problem to overcome:
without that there wouldn’t be much violence.” Speaking out against
gang violence is a responsibility the youth muralists do not shy away
from, even though all usually know friends and/or family who have been
killed on the streets: “We are glad to take this bigger responsibility [to
speak out]. It isn’t a burden we don’t want to take. It is enjoyable to say
these things.”
(3) Intergenerational Solidarity. Dudley’s first neighborhood
mural, “Nubian Roots: Unity
through Diversity” (Figure 4), celebrates the African diasporic heritage of most of the neighborhoods
groups, and the unity across ethnic
and national difference that this
affords. The mural is best known,
however, as an affirmation of intergenerational solidarity, and it is not
the only mural where the intergenerational collaboration in defining
mural themes is reflected in the finished product.3 This mural project Figure 3. Detail from Uphams Peace Mural, on Dudley Street under the
was done by youth who are pictured commuter rail trestle, Dorchester. Photo by authors.
in the mural itself. The pattern of
mural production entailing “working across generations” is a common
feature of community murals everywhere (Delgado and Barton
(1998:253).
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Today, almost two decades later, the youth pictured as playing conga
in the mural is John Barros, currently DSNI Executive Director, and
member of the Boston School Committee, and the youth with the
“Roxbury” tee shirt is Jason Webb, current DSNI Operations Manager.
The older women, one black and one white, were among the DSNI board
members who in the mid-1990s, added youth representatives to the
organization’s board. To people in the community, now nearly two
decades later, this mural is understood as homage to memorable local
personages, another common pattern with community murals that quite
often honor “local heroes” only neighborhood residents can recognize
(Delgado and Barton 1998:350).
(4) Aspirations of Success for
Youth. A prominent theme in
many murals is assertions of hope
for economic, social, and personal
success against the negative odds
that face youth in low-income
urban neighborhoods like Dudley
Street, and exhortations of encouragement for their efforts. These
murals do not sugarcoat the
obstacles the youth face. Muralist
John Ewing remarked, “youth are
pretty realistic and honest, more
than adults, about the obstacles
they face, and want to bring [to the
Figure 4. “Nubian Roots” (1993), on the side of Davey’s Supermarket,
murals] the issues they are dealing
on Dudley Street, Roxbury. Photo by authors.
with.” One of the murals on the
south side Davey’s market (Figure 5) shows two young men (with Jamaican and Haitian flags on their clothes) who have been playing on a
football field, “the Field of Life,” where to reach their goal of “Freedom,”
they have to pass “Violence” and “Racism.” The score, moreover, is 99 to
1, and it is the 4th down! A text painted next to this detail (partially
visible on right) remarks: “See, when you look at us, we don’t want you
to just see athletes. We’re survivors of a field of life. With our positive
weapons in hand, we can achieve anything!!!” As muralist Ewing noted,
“nobody just wants to dwell on how difficult it is, without some balance
of a message of hope.” Such words of encouragement that youth make to
one another through these murals are common in the neighborhood.
Another part of this mural exhorts that,
The road less traveled is the road to a new day, to a new tomorrow, to
a brighter future. The road less traveled isn’t necessarily the road you
should take—it’s just the road designated for those who have the
courage to walk it.

Another mural contains simply the large graffiti-inspired word,
“Esperanza” [Hope]. Around the corner from Davey’s Market, in front of
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the Emerson School is another simple exhortation: “Believe, Achieve,
and Succeed.”
Murals like these allow youth to recognize their own heroism, to
support and encourage one another’s efforts, and to recognize their
schools (often named in the murals), sports, and their cultures (often
glossed as musical genres) as aids in their struggles. Maria Centeio
observed,
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We step outside ourselves, and let our parents know that we believe in
one another, and we are proud to be part of our community and to be
together. It’s a message of solidarity to youth living in the area. We’re
in this together and all this can be overcome, and in the end that’s
really good!

(5) Creating a positive history
of the neighborhood. As noted
earlier, the assemblage of community murals is understood by the
community and its youth to represent the history of the neighborhood, and once again the trajectory
commonly shown is a positive one.
It is not only that the murals themselves take on the status of historical artifacts, but also that history
itself can be explicitly addressed in
the mural content. In the summer
of 2009, for example, a youth mural
crew decided to paint a mural Figure 5. Youth playing hard on the Field of Life, detail from side wall of
showing a historical chronology in Davey’s Market, Dudley Street, Roxbury. Photo by authors.
four panels under the commuter
rail underpass on East Cottage Street in Dorchester (Figure 6). The
neighborhood’s conception of its own history, however, does not always
coincide with state authorities’ preferred version. The mural crew’s goal
was to show the progression of the neighborhood through a series of
historical phases: 1) a crisis period of arson, disinvestment, and illegal
dumping; 2) a period of organizing and protest against these conditions;
3) a phase of neighborhood cleanup, greening, and redevelopment, and
finally 4) the creation of the new $115 million Kroc-Salvation Army
Recreation Center that had just broken ground.
The MBTA authorities, however, intervened during the work to
object to the design of the first panel, saying they thought it had too
much violence in it, including burning buildings and even the image of
a gun (which was denied by the youth mural crew). Since the murals are
generally designed for local neighborhood consumption, and not for
outsiders, community organizers were incensed and the youth “frustrated,” according to Valdy Gonçalves, at what they regarded as unwarranted intervention that undermined their project. The controversy
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reached mainstream newspapers and local television stations, and many
criticized the crude attempt of the MBTA to censor the mural (Bierman
2009). The controversy finally prompted an editorial in The Boston
Globe, which sided with the youth, arguing that,
The Dudley Street neighborhood of Roxbury has a hard-edged history
that includes arson and disinvestment by banks and insurance companies. Young artists working on a public mural on MBTA property
beneath a Fairmount Line overpass sought to depict those tumultuous
decades along with the revitalization efforts that began in
the 1980s and that continue
today (Boston Globe 2009).

Figure 6. Neighborhood History Mural, incomplete, under railroad
trestle, East Cottage Street, Dorchester. Photo by authors.

The newspaper concluded
that the neighborhood’s history
“deserves an honest look” (ibid).
After public pressure, the MBTA
relented and gave its permission,
but by this point, the mural painting season was over and the youth
were back in school. To this day,
the mural has not been completed,
the first panel deliberately painted
a blank white in protest during
summer 2009.

Conclusions

I

t is clear, as Cockcroft, Weber and Cockcroft (1977) argue, that murals
and other forms of community-based public art, that create and circulate self-images, are key in the project of building community solidarity
and identity under adverse circumstances of poverty and exclusion. The
messages of murals and the process of their production on Dudley Street
advocate unity across ethno-racial, generational, and territorial lines.
Cockcroft, Weber, and Cockcroft further argue, “Community is a process
of people coming together around common problems, discovering their
common values, and developing their sense of solidarity” (ibid:72). Especially in excluded and stigmatized neighborhoods, the grassroots creation
of counter-hegemonic representations is a deliberate form of resistance
against economic and media assaults experienced by locals, and an
attempt to appropriate community space for purposes of constructing
compelling, visible positive images and messages of survival, cultural
affirmation, pride, and hope.
Dudley murals are not alone in revealing that such public art, and the
counter-images it asserts, must also be considered within an intergenerational perspective. In disadvantaged communities, the responsibility of envisioning a positive future is often left to youth, even if they
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receive mentoring and encouragement from adults. Of course, youth’s
constructive and central role in building community in the popular
neighborhoods of global cities is not confined to Dudley Street. What
Liechty observed in South Asia, is no less true in chronically disadvantaged U.S. inner-city communities like Dudley: “times of sociopolitical
stress may force groups to ask (or literally recruit) young people into
adulthood earlier and earlier” (2009:35). Young people are positioned in
the community and the present in a way different from their elders.
Ligia Ferro’s comparative work in Lisbon, Paris and Rio de Janeiro on
youth street artists reminds us that it is common globally for lower-income
urban youth, often immigrant or ethnic minorities, to use art as a form of
social mediation. She notes that these youth artists occupy and are
“mediators among diverse social strata, given that their world is extremely
heterogeneous . . .They live very diversified cultural experiences during
their adolescence. They are mediators among different social classes,
places, lifestyles, and cultural references” (Ferro 2010:90). Ferro explains
that youths’ competence also arises from the fact they typically cross
boundaries among a wide variety of musical and style cultures, thus
learning to traverse diverse, differently coded social worlds. Building on
Gilberto Velho’s work on urban youth in Brazil (Velho 1994; Velho and
Kuschnir 2001), Ferro further explains that urban youth engagements
display an ambitious agenda, including a “struggle against social and
economic inequality, and against diverse discriminations (ethnic, class,
and gender), exchange of cultural codes and references, and the conquest
of the street as a space for expression” (ibid:91). Street artists among
youth, Ferro and Velho point out, like the youth in Dudley, selfconsciously take on activist roles as social interveners in their neighborhoods, especially adopting a role of “social rescue” targeted at the small
minority of peers who have entered into crime and gang violence. Their
expressions and sensibilities more broadly, quite evident in community
murals, simultaneously contest their own and their peers’ marginalization
as youth, as well as the societal inequities—especially poverty and poor
schooling—that set obstacles in their paths toward self-realization.
Community murals on Dudley, as in so many other urban locations
globally, not only offer critical commentary on distressed communities’
present social and economic conditions. These forms of art also address
the future, recognizing its connection to the present and the past, and are
active interventions designed to promote a more equitable and liberatory
future. Usually opaque to outsiders, community murals give local people
a vision of affirmation, pride and hope within a broader information and
media environment that routinely works to squelch these. Murals like
Dudley’s often draw their energy from youth, the age group with the
strongest reserves of hope and positive aspirations, who are poised to
make the future. The murals affirm that youth, as Snellinger has argued,
“can be looked at as a classification of those who are waiting for what is
to come; youth is . . . emergence” (2009:60), a category of actors who
always represent change and who, as the “voice of tomorrow,” display
“hope and a ‘not-yet’ orientation of possibility” (ibid:40).
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Youths’
competence also
arises from the
fact they typically
cross boundaries
between various
musical and style
cultures, thus
learning to
traverse diverse,
differently coded
social worlds
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Notes
1

Earlier versions of this paper were presented as part of the panel, “The
Circulating City: the Dynamics of Representing Urban Space, Place and
Community,” Edward Snajdr, Organizer, Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological Association, New Orleans, November 19, 2010,
and at the “Paths towards Reflexive Sociology: Ethnography Matters”
conference, Oporto, Portugal, December 10, 2009 (Cordeiro, Ferro, and
Sieber 2009). We owe special thanks to many who generously offered
insights to help us understand Dudley murals. From DSNI, the following
were especially helpful: Luzia Centeio and Denise Gonsalves (both also
former Executive Directors of Cape Verdean Community Unido), Maria
Centeio, Jason Webb, Travis Watson, Valdy Gonçalves, Jose Barros, John
Barros, and Ros Everdell; as well as community muralist John Ewing, and
colleagues Judith Zeitlin and Natalicia Tracy.
2
Community murals are sometimes confused with another kind of
“street art”—graffiti, an individual work or sometimes a collage of individual products in a single location. Sometimes murals use graphic styles
of graffiti artists as part of their composition, but never as a tag for any
individual. Community murals, however, never have the kind of spontaneity of graffiti, but they carry more legitimacy as a semi-permanent
form of public art among the wider community.
3
The Nho Lobo mural on the corner of Dudley and East Cottage
Streets, in fact, was a joint product of Cape Verdean youth and elders
working together with muralist and organizer John Ewing. Its theme was
youth’s need to respect the wisdom of traditional Cape Verdean culture
and values.
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