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37 photographers
documented Ordinary
New Yorkers as they
rallied, marched,
and demonstrated.
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Manhattan, December 14, 1989
During the forceful eviction of the homeless from Tompkins
Square Park, some of park’s residents burn their tents in protest.
© Q. Sakamaki
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Right:
Manhattan, 1995
Demonstrators protest against
the capital punishment of
Mumia Abu Jamal.
© Sylvia Plachy
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Cover Image:
Manhattan, July 22, 1993.
Activist James Baggett
and friends carry the coffin of
fellow activist Jon Greenberg
through the streets during a
political funeral. Greenberg
died of complications from
AIDS on July 12, 1993.
© Thomas McGovern

OVERVIEW

HISTORY OF EXHIBITION

Featuring work by more than thirty-five independent
photojournalists, this exhibit captures ordinary
New Yorkers as they rallied, rioted, marched, and
demonstrated. These stunning images document
historic moments of violent confrontation such as
the Tompkins Square Park and Crown Heights Riots
and as well as organized protests involving nonviolent civil disobedience and creative street theater.
Collectively, these photographs, together for the first
time, chronicle the history of New York City and the
nation from 1980-2000. During these two decades of
swift economic and demographic change, Americans
grappled with social issues including race relations,
police brutality, housing and gentrification, HIV/
AIDS, gay and lesbian rights, reproductive rights, U.S.
foreign policy and military actions, art and the culture
wars, environmental and animal rights issues, and
education and labor relations. This exhibit highlights
both the key roles of citizens and of journalists in
enacting democratic social change, and invites
viewers to reflect on how these social issues, as well
as social movements and the practice of journalism,
have evolved in recent decades.

This exhibit grew out of research for Tamar Carroll’s
book, Mobilizing New York: AIDS, Antipoverty and
Feminist Activism, published by the University of
North Carolina Press in 2015. Carroll joined with
Meg Handler and Mike Kamber to curate this exhibit,
which premiered at the Bronx Documentary Center
in New York City from January-March 2017; Josh
Meltzer developed the companion multimedia
website, http://whosestreets.photo/, which features
video interviews Meltzer conducted with many of the
photographers, as well as additional photographs
and information. The exhibit catalog sold out and
will be reprinted and distributed by the Rochester
Institute of Technology Press.

Left: Manhattan, 1992
Pro-choice march.
© Sandra Lee Phipps

“Whose Streets? Our Streets!” will be exhibited
at Rochester Institute of Technology from October
11-November 2, 2018, and is available to travel to
other non-commercial galleries and museums.
Meltzer is producing a short documentary film
based on the exhibit and featuring his interviews
with the photographers; the film will premiere at
Rochester’s Fringe Fest in September 2018. It will
be included in the exhibition at RIT and available to
travel with the exhibit.

CONTENT
All photographs are available as high-quality digital files,
so institutions may choose whether to print a selection
of the photographs to their own specifications, or to
exhibit the 94 prints (roughly each 17” x 24”) mounted
on Gatorboard, plus an optional four oversize prints (4’ x
6’) printed at RIT and shipped from RIT to the exhibiting
institution. Galleries can also choose to exhibit parts of
the exhibit as they wish. Total exhibit size as printed at
RIT is 3500 square feet.
Wall text panels, including an overview panel (60”x63”) as
well as photograph captions, can either be printed by the
exhibiting institution, or ordered and shipped from RIT.
At the Bronx Documentary Center, an additional 30
photographs were wheatpasted on exterior walls
outside of the gallery, to expand visitor engagement with
the show. Digital files and directions for printing and
wheatpasting can be sent.
Other materials include scans of 28 tear sheets from
newspapers and newsmagazines showing how the
photographs were originally published, and a curriculum
guide for engaging high school and college students and
community groups in tours of the exhibit.
Publicity materials including postcards with the
companion website url are available.

Optional components include:

•

A looping slide show of contemporary protest images
taken since 2016 by some of the photographers,
which can be displayed on a monitor or projected
onto a screen.

•

The short documentary film based on the exhibit,
produced by Josh Meltzer, and fully captioned.

•

A small 360 degree exhibit, allowing the viewer to
“step inside” some of the photographs in the exhibit.
Requires a 3D headset (Oculus Rift) and computer.

•

Clayton Patterson’s groundbreaking documentary
film of the Tompkins Square Park riot, via special
arrangement with the filmmaker.

The curators are available to give gallery talks; travel,
lodging and honorarium to be covered by host institution.
Show Fee: $900 for full show of all 94 images.
Smaller sized exhibits can be priced accordingly.
Shipping and insurance required by hosting gallery.

For booking and more information:
Tamar Carroll twcgsh@rit.edu
734-330-5991
Josh Meltzer
jhmpph@rit.edu
270-799-9839

Gallery Opening
Bronx Documentary Center
January 2017

PRESS
The Bronx Documentary Center installation of the exhibit
received extensive coverage with 59 pieces of press,
including in The New York Times, The Guardian, The LA
Times, The Village Voice, The Atlantic, Art in America,
American Photo, Photograph Magazine, and The
Huffington Post.

“Images stick with us. So do slogans. Repeating the
name of the show feels like being part of a movement.
A week later, while listening to the protesters during
the marches, I thought again about the show as
marchers chanted: “Tell me what democracy look
like.” There was a cry that followed, an answer to the
present, but also to the past and what the walls inside
the Bronx Documentary Center were exhibiting: “This
is what democracy looks like.”
David Rosenberg
Photograph

“The show is not only a crucial visual history lesson
covering two decades whose social movements shaped
New York, but also a lesson in how to document such
movements for lasting impact. Amateur and seasoned
photographers alike would do well to visit.”
Illana Novick
Hyperallergic

“Major historic events, like the Tompkins Square Park Riot
and the Crown Heights race riots, are placed alongside
simple, almost unremarkable moments of protest: a
mother picketing a medical-waste incinerator or workers
demanding better treatment at a restaurant in Chinatown.
The photographs show the everyday political life of the city.
In the years covered by these shows, people struggled, lost,
fought, and occasionally won against powerful reactionary
political and economic forces. The traces they left behind in
print and photographs shed light on those eras and remind
us that things have been as bad before, if not worse, and that
resistance flourished nonetheless.”
Michael McCanne
Art in America
www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-features/news/radical-imagesthe-visual-language-of-protest/

IMAGES
RACE RELATIONS
New York City simmered with racial tensions in the 1980s and
1990s. Working-class white youth in Brooklyn and Queens
attempted to preserve segregation through violence directed
at people of color who ventured into “their” turf. Civil Rights
leader Rev. Al Sharpton led tense protest marches through
white neighborhoods, met with jeering counter-demonstrators.
Tensions boiled over in a three day race-riot in Crown Heights,
Brooklyn in August 1991, pitting Afro-Caribbean and African
American residents against the Orthodox Jewish community.
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IMAGES
POLICE BRUTALITY
Excessive use of force was a key issue for African Americans and
Latinos in the 1980s and 1990s, who protested violent treatment by the
largely white police force. Responding to a number of high-profile cases
and despite vigorous opposition by police, in 1993, Democrat David N.
Dinkins, the City’s first African-American mayor, created its first allcivilian police complaint review board. Republican Rudolph Giuliani
defeated Dinkins in the 1993 mayoral election, pledging to crack down
on crime; the “stop and frisk” policy adopted by Police Commissioner
William Bratton led to an increase in complaints of police brutality
against African American and Latino young men in particular.
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IMAGES
AIDS
New York City was an epicenter of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, which
disproportionately affected gay men. Members of the AIDS Coalition
To Unleash Power (ACT UP) staged dramatic demonstrations,
including political funerals, and committed acts of civil disobedience
to draw attention to the very high death rates from and inadequate
medical care and support services for those infected with the virus.
ACT UP called for the development of affordable, effective treatments
and an end to the widespread homophobia which shaped responses
to the epidemic.
a1

a2

a3

a4

a5

a6

a7

a8

a9

a10

a11

a12

a13

a14

a15

a16

a17

a18

a19

a20

a2

IMAGES
HOUSING
Access to affordable housing was a key goal for many
activists. As New York City’s economy recovered from
the fiscal crisis of the 1970s, real estate developers
began building luxury apartments in formerly
working-class neighborhoods, demolishing low-rent
single resident occupancy (SRO) hotels and leading
to record levels of homelessness. In August 1988,
conflict over gentrification and the right to public
space came to a head in the Tompkins Square Park

riot, as police attempting to impose a curfew on the
park charged activists, leading to 38 people injured
and more than 100 complaints of police brutality. In
May 1995, conflict over housing again came to a head
in the Lower East Side, as police used an armored
vehicle to evict squatters from two tenements on
East 13th Street, some of whom had occupied the
buildings for more than ten years.
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IMAGES
WAR & ENVIRONMENT
Global conflicts resonate strongly in New York
City, particularly among its many immigrants
and their descendants, as well as among
pacifists and environmental activists. In 1982,
the Nuclear Freeze Movement held one of the
largest rallies in the City’s history in Central
Park, as demonstrators urged President Ronald
Reagan to end the proliferation of nuclear
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weapons and save the world from the threat of
a nuclear winter. Some New Yorkers opposed
U.S. military intervention in Central America
in the 1980s and called for peace during the
First Gulf War (1990-1991), while others took
to the streets in protest of religious conflict in
Northern Ireland and the Middle East in the
1980s and 1990s.
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EDUCATION & LABOR
Income inequality and poverty increased in
New York City in the 1980s, and residents and
workers struggled to preserve public services
and to oppose wage and benefit cuts during this
period of post-fiscal crisis austerity. In 1991,
students at the City University of New York
(CUNY), which had been tuition-free until 1976,
went on strike to protest a proposed $52 million
state budget cut to CUNY as well as rising tuition
and the elimination of scholarship monies.

Striking students shut down 6 of the 21
campuses and won a reduction in state cuts and
the tuition hike. The recession of the early 1990s
worsened conditions for poor and workingclass New Yorkers, who suffered from high
unemployment rates well into the decade. Labor
unions saw growth in organizing service sector
workers, particularly health care workers, and
fought to maintain workers’ standard of living.
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IMAGES
ABORTION RIGHTS
Abortion rights were hotly contested in the
1980s and 1990s as a newly invigorated antiabortion movement used street theater,
civil disobedience, and violence to close
clinics, while pro-abortion rights activists
demonstrated in support of women’s access
to abortion and escorted patients into clinics.
Randall Terry, who founded the radical antiabortion group Operation Rescue in 1986,
called on supporters to block entrances to

women’s health clinics and to actively confront
women trying to enter. During the 1992
Democratic National Convention in New York
City, Terry brought national attention to the
issue as he was arrested for arranging to have
an allegedly aborted fetus delivered to Bill
Clinton.
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CULTURE WARS
Abortion, gay and lesbian rights, sex
education in public schools, and censorship
of the arts were key touchstones in the
culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s, which
pitted feminists and gay and lesbian rights
activists against members of the Religious
Right, who opposed the expression and
representation of non-heterosexual marital
sexuality. Feminists also demonstrated
against rape and sexual harassment, and
called for greater inclusion of the work of
women artists in New York’s museums, as
well as in positions of political leadership.
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IMAGES
QUEER ACTIVISM
In the early 1990s, queer activists sought
to broaden the gay and lesbian movement
to incorporate bisexual and transgender
people, and more fundamentally, to reject
binary sexual and gender categories such as
“straight” and “gay.” Emerging out of AIDS and
reproductive rights activism, queer activists
mobilized in response to homophobic violence
against LGBT people and the Religious Right’s
assertion of a heterosexual, patriarchal norm
for American citizenship during the culture
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wars. In New York, direct action groups such
as Queer Nation and the Lesbian Avengers
formed to increase the visibility of LGBT
people and to create safe spaces for them to
be out in public. Many of their direct actions
included public displays of affection that
affirmed the sexuality of LGBT people, which
was especially significant given the context of
the repression of gay sexuality during the AIDS
epidemic.
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MULTIMEDIA CONTENT
360° IMMERSIVE VIDEO
Using video headsets, guests in the exhibit will be able to view contermporary
stereographic (3D) video footage from several of the image locations that were shot
using a 17-camera stereographic 360° video camera and overlayed with the original
decades-old still photograph to give the viewer a sense of how the city has changed
due to gentrification or imagine a moment of activism at location in the city today.

SHORT DOCUMENTARY

Featuring content from interviews with many of the photographers in the exhibit,
this short documentary explores the issues in the show, as well as annecdotes by
photographers about specific images and situations.

CONTEMPORARY PROTEST IMAGES
Several of the photographers in the exhibit have been photographing street activism and
protest since 2016 and the election of Donald Trump. This piece in the exhibit features a
looping slideshow of images taken since 2016 by a selection of the photographers.

“CAPTURED”

© Mark Peterson

Clayton Patterson’s groundbreaking documentary film of the Tompkins Square Park
riot, via special arrangement with the filmmaker.

INTERACTIVE NYC MAP & TIMELINE
An interactive map, showing neighborhoods, social activism movements and locations
of some of the images made in the exhibit. This piece will be displayed on an iPad.

© Clayton Patterson

Manhattan, 1995
Squatters attempt to defend their
building from an expected attack by the
police on East 13th Street by blocking the
street with over-turned cars and trash.
© Andrew Lichtenstein

