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CultureStrike 2011

“A delegation of more than 50 acclaimed writers, visual artists, and filmmakers 

gathered in Tucson and Phoenix from September 10-16 to kick off a major national arts-

based campaign to challenge what they say are punitive anti-immigrant laws and 

longstanding federal immigration policies.” WordStrike web site

The CultureStrike delegation toured southern Arizona to learn firsthand what’s 

happening in the state that has attracted so much national attention on issues of 

immigration and citizenship.

http://wordstrike.net/30-minutes-culturestrike-wordstrike-part-1
http://wordstrike.net/30-minutes-culturestrike-wordstrike-part-1
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CultureStrike 2011

I was invited  to participate because of my writing on former Black Panther artist 

Emory Douglas and the role of art in activism.
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Favianna Rodriguez
Activist, artist, one of the CultureStrike organizers

favianna.com, @favianna
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Usually when people are organizing a protest, their first thought is not to call in 

the artists, writers and musicians. But that’s exactly what San Francisco Bay 

Area artist and activist Favianna Rodriguez and the other CultureStrike 

organizers did. On September 10, 2011 a group of more than 50 creative 

producers in a variety of media began gathering for the CultureStrike Coalition 

National Campaign. 

http://wordstrike.net/festival/culturestrike-coalition-kicks-off-national-campaign
http://wordstrike.net/festival/culturestrike-coalition-kicks-off-national-campaign
http://wordstrike.net/festival/culturestrike-coalition-kicks-off-national-campaign
http://wordstrike.net/festival/culturestrike-coalition-kicks-off-national-campaign
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Jeff Chang, organizer, American Book Award and Asian American Literary Award-

winning author, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop, Total Chaos—the art and aesthetics of hip-hop



7

CultureStrike, WordStrike and SoundStrike were created to protest recent 

legislation in Arizon, specifically a bill called SB 1070, that put into place some of 

the harshest methods of enforcing immigration restrictions to date. 

http://ttp://www.azleg.gov/legtext/49leg/2r/summary/s.1070pshs.doc.htm
http://ttp://www.azleg.gov/legtext/49leg/2r/summary/s.1070pshs.doc.htm
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SB 1070’s most egregious provisions allow law enforcement officers to ask for 

proof of residency from anyone stopped for any reason and prosecute anyone 

“who is sheltering, hiring or transporting illegal aliens [sic].”
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Wangechi Mutu, artist whose work is in collections such as MoMA in New York 
and San Francisco, Whitney Museum, Deutche Guggenheim Berlin
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Protestors and activists believe the law supports racial profiling and is intended 

to terrorize immigrants and encourage “self-deportation.”

http://news.newamericamedia.org/news/view_article.html?article_id=7e91689900815e2927b438d2e5c1d08f
http://news.newamericamedia.org/news/view_article.html?article_id=7e91689900815e2927b438d2e5c1d08f
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Emory Douglas, former Black Panther and activist artist at the
Mexican border
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Recent similar legislation was passed in Alabama, which required schools to 

check the immigration status of all students and make it a crime to assist in 

any way anyone labeled “illegal.” The law was contested and parts of it were 

struck down. 
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Rinku Sen, Colorlines publisher, Daniel Alarcón, writer, 

Favianna Rodriguez artist and CS organizer, Betsy Richards, writer,

Emory Douglas, activist artist, at the Mexican border fence
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One of the activists’ goals is to stop people from using the term “illegal” to 

describe undocumented workers. 

http://colorlines.com/droptheiword/blog/take-action-now-tell-the-associated-press-to-drop-the-i-word.html
http://colorlines.com/droptheiword/blog/take-action-now-tell-the-associated-press-to-drop-the-i-word.html
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Maxine Hong Kingston, National Book Award winner,

W. Kamau Bell, comedian, Tania Bruguera, Cuban performance artist
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Alabama’s tough immigration law was legally contested and parts of it were 

struck down in court. The short-term result was that many immigrants just left 

the state rather than risk being turned in and prosecuted.
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dream hampton, music writer, collaborated with Jay-Z on NYTimes bestseller, Decoded. 

Rinku Sen Colorlines publisher; director,

Applied Research Center (ARC), Kat Rodriguez, Derechos Humanos
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One of our most important visits was to Operation Streamline, a sentencing 

program in which migrants caught crossing the border are prosecuted in large 

groups. 

http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/newsroom/news_releases/archives/2005_press_releases/122005/12162005.xml
http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/newsroom/news_releases/archives/2005_press_releases/122005/12162005.xml
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Jeff Biggers, American Book Award-winning author talks with

Jessica Hagedorn novelist Toxicology, National Book Award nominee
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Favianna Rodriguez and the other organizers understand how artists work. An 

impression is made in one’s consciousness but may not manifest itself in actual 

work until much later. By taking us to the places where people try to cross in 

spite of 20 foot fences, border patrol everywhere, and brutal desert conditions 

made an impression. We felt the heat and imagined the desperation.
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Teju Cole, Nigerian-American writer, photographer, and art historian.

Every Day is for the Thief, a novella, and Open City, a novel.
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One judge said he can sentence up to 70 people a day. The prisoners are 

shackled together with chains in the courtroom, usually plead guilty and receive 

sentences of up to 6 months, although most are shorter. 
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Elizabeth Méndez Berry, writer, and Colette Gaiter
with others at the border fence, Nogales
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Parts of border fence made of landing strips from Vietnam War
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In Phoenix we visited Sheriff Joe Arpaio’s infamous Tent City, where many 

migrants serve time in outdoor tent facilities for illegally crossing the border.
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Arpaio enjoys additionally humiliating inmates by making men wear pink 

shorts and everyone wears anachronistic black and white prison stripes.



http://www.nmnewsandviews.com/2011/08/03/tent-city-celebrates-18-years-today/
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http://www.nmnewsandviews.com/2011/08/03/tent-city-celebrates-18-years-today/
http://www.nmnewsandviews.com/2011/08/03/tent-city-celebrates-18-years-today/
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http://www.nndb.com/people/890/000046752/

Sheriff Joe Arpaio of Phoenix, “America’s Toughest Sheriff”

http://www.nndb.com/people/890/000046752/
http://www.nndb.com/people/890/000046752/
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We visited organizations on both sides of the border. On the Mexican side a 

government supported organization tries to discourage people from crossing 

the border and offers assistance in returning. In spite of their best efforts, few 

turn back. 
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On the U.S. side, a volunteer organization offers food, clothing, and temporary 

shelter for those who have made the dangerous trip from Mexico.
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Rinku Sen, Colorlines publisher, Gan Golan, author, and others listen

to a presentation at the mexican border
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The next step after observing the situation is to disseminate the information. 

Favianna Rodriguez is mastering the art of using media to advocate and inform 

for social justice.
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She is a printmaker, graphic designer, and proficient at efficiently using social 

media. Integrating different social media applications to maximize 

communication and minimize time is her specialty. 
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While we were in Arizona she conducted a workshop on social media for artists 

and activists in the Tucson community. 
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Rodriguez uses her web site, blog, and twitter account in an integrated way to 

inform on her activism, art work and the work of other artists. 
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One of the most effective things she and other artists do is reuse images in 

different media to create a branding effect.
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 When a news photographer captures a group carrying an artist’s poster and it 

runs on the front page of an online news blog or newspaper, that additional 

coverage helps turn the image into a recognizable icon and part of a larger 

meme that identifies the cause. 
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Favianna Rodriguez, Bay Area artist who designed this poster

along with Orange County Dream Team member Bao Ngiyen
Photo: L. Breen
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Favianna Rodriguez teamed up with Josh McPhee, another artist activist who 

runs the organization JustSeeds, to create a book of reproducible non-

copyrighted images called Reproduce and Revolt. They believe that designing 

messages well increases their impact and facilitates visual activism for non-

artists/designers.

http://justseeds.org/bookzine/04reproduce.html
http://justseeds.org/bookzine/04reproduce.html
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Ernesto Yerena is another CultureStrike artist working on immigration issues 

and recently, Occupy Wall Street. He worked with Shepard Fairey (of Obama 

“HOPE” and “OBEY” fame) to create posters for the Alto Arizona! campaign.

http://altoarizona.com/creative-resistance.html
http://altoarizona.com/creative-resistance.html
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Ernesto Yerena poster in collaboration with Shepard Fairey
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Shepard Fairey’s 2008 poster
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During a protest in Arizona against SB 1070, a child holds the poster 
of an image created by Ernesto Yerena 

Photo: Evan Finn
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Ernesto Yerena’s art publishing organization, Hecho Con Ganas “is heavily 

influenced by Chicano / Mexican-American culture and also honors those who 

work against all odds to reach success with ganas [passion] regardless of 

culture, nationality, sex or age.” 

http://hechoconganas.com/hcg-about.html
http://hechoconganas.com/hcg-about.html
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“Ganas Director” by Ernesto Yerena
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Yerena created the “We are Human” campaign that was translated into posters, 

stickers, and became a prominent visual meme in Arizona immigration policy 

reform activism.
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“Reform Immigration Now!”
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Arizona Protest
Diane Ovalle, photo
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These artists take advantage of the fact that grassroots journalism uses the 

same tools as mainstream publications. After the Arizona Daily Star ran this 

article featuring Cesar Maxit, an activist artist from Washington D.C., 

WordStrike re-blogged it.
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Cesar Maxit, an artist from Washington D.C.

leads a workshop on stencil-making as part of the CultureStrike festival
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W. Kamau Bell, Nato Green, and Janine Brito, of Laughter Against The Machine: 

Guerrilla Stand-up Comedy on America, filmed for their documentary while they 

were with CultureStrike in Arizona.

http://laughteragainstthemachine.wordpress.com/2011/09/14/tonight-chicago-this-shouldve-been-up-yesterday-arizonas-wifi-is-also-criminal/
http://laughteragainstthemachine.wordpress.com/2011/09/14/tonight-chicago-this-shouldve-been-up-yesterday-arizonas-wifi-is-also-criminal/
http://laughteragainstthemachine.wordpress.com/2011/09/14/tonight-chicago-this-shouldve-been-up-yesterday-arizonas-wifi-is-also-criminal/
http://laughteragainstthemachine.wordpress.com/2011/09/14/tonight-chicago-this-shouldve-been-up-yesterday-arizonas-wifi-is-also-criminal/
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Dignidad Rebelde, (Rebel Dignity) is a collective of artists led by Jesus Barazza 

and Melanie Cervantes. They have created a set of posters in multiple languages 

for the “Foreclose on Wall Street West” action. 

http://dignidadrebelde.com/
http://dignidadrebelde.com/
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Jesus Barazza also created a 

poster “Decolonize Wall 

Street” which recalls the 

widespread takeover of Native 

American land, particularly the 

fact that Manhattan Island was 

originally Algonquin land. 
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This group of young Latino artists have studied the work of 1960s and 70s 

activist artists, including Emory Douglas, who was the artist for the Black 

Panther party and among the CultureStrike delegation. Favianna Rodriguez, 

Jesus Barazza and Melanie Cervantes have collaborated with him on projects in 

the San Francisco Bay area.  



77

Emory Douglas, former Black Panther and activist artist and Gan Golan,
author, Goodnight Bush and The Adventures of Unemployed Man
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CultureStrike ended its Arizona delegation visit just as Occupy Wall Street 

exploded. The first protests started on September 17, 2011. CultureStrike 

participants jumped right in and started writing, blogging, tweeting, 

performing, and, of course, making posters. Favianna Rodriguez and other 

artists have offered posters as free online downloads.

http://www.favianna.com/media/Worldvs1Percent_FaviannaPoster.pdf
http://www.favianna.com/media/Worldvs1Percent_FaviannaPoster.pdf
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Favianna Rodriguez
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“We will call on these memories as we use our technological or analog tools to 

retell the stories in our own media and in our own words. We hope these stories 

offer vicarious experiences to our audiences that will encourage at least 

curiosity to learn more, and our ultimate goal is to motivate a commitment to 

lasting change.” 
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Emory Douglas, former Black Panther artist and young activist artist
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CultureStrike: artists educating on immigration

2017 Update on participants and their continued impact on subjects of immigration and race

Jeff Chang published Who We Be: A Cultural History of Race in Post-Civil Rights America in 2016

W. Kamau Bell has hosted two TV shows: Totally Biased, and the current United Shades of America, on CNN. 

He has also published The Awkward Thoughts of W. Kamau Bell in 2017

dream hampton produced three films including Treasure, 2015, about a transgender woman whose brutal 
murder was not charged as a hate crime

Jeff Biggers’s State Out of the Union: Arizona and the Final Showdown Over the American Dream
was published in 2012

In addition to her thriving art practice, Wangechi Mutu started the Africa’s Out project in 2015,  “to change the 

way we ALL engage with Africa and, more specifically, the way Africans reach out to empower one another.”

Teju Cole’s most recent books are: Known and Strange Things, a collection of essays on art, literature, 

photography, and politics, published in 2016. Blind Spot, a book of photographs and texts,  published in 2017

http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/535446/known-and-strange-things-by-teju-cole/9780812989786/
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/535446/known-and-strange-things-by-teju-cole/9780812989786/
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/551542/blind-spot-by-teju-cole/9780399591075/
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/551542/blind-spot-by-teju-cole/9780399591075/

