


GROUND RULES 
BY KASIA HOULIHAN

Welcome. Be mindful of the speed limit. 
Adjust your volume. Play ball at the park. 
Avoid loitering and littering. Keep our 
neighborhood drug free. Love and respect 
your community and our block. Refrain, 
Reflect, Respect.

Boldly articulated in crimson, indigo, and 
saffron paint, these words float amidst 
depictions of rainbows, shooting stars, 
hearts, and Dr. Martin Luther King, all 
smiling back at us. Yet the messages are 
emblazoned across panels that are in 
limbo, as they are waiting to take root and 
speak out. For this is a collection of new 
block club signs, each destined to become 
a local landmark that greets residents and 
visitors alike to the streets called home by 
neighboring Chicagoans.

These bright and shiny placards came to 
be after community organizer, Jahmal 
Cole, took notice of the signs installed by 
various hyperlocal organizations known as 
block clubs in his Chatham neighborhood 
on the city’s South Side. Many of them 
were faded and worn, and the tone of their 
directives was consistent from one street 
to the next: No Littering, No Loitering, 
No Ball Playing, No Gambling, No Drugs. 
Cole surmised the positive impact of a 
shift in focus from the prohibitive to the 
cooperative, with an emphasis on such 
values as respect, unity, and communal 
pride. Not too long after, a group of 
Chicago youth was assembled by  

Cole’s organization My Block, My Hood, 
My City, with the help of Arts + Public 
Life’s Design Apprenticeship Program, to 
design and fabricate new signs for the city’s 
block clubs.

The first step was getting the teenage 
sign makers and block club members in 
the same room to start a dialogue that 
would continue throughout the process. 
The designers took detailed notes as 
they asked the local leaders about their 
particular blocks—many of them having 
lived there for decades—and what they 
wanted newcomers to know about their 
community and its values. The youth 
then got to work, crafting messages and 
imagery that appeal to a personal sense 
of responsibility to one’s neighborhood, 
rather than attempt to forcefully regulate 
people’s behavior by way of threat.

Block Building traces the stages of this 
conversation from beginning, middle, 
and end as it positions the new block club 
signs in dialogue with their predecessors, 
alongside the sketches, reference images, 
and notes accumulated along the way. But 
the exhibition is also looking beyond this 
discrete narrative, as it further extends its 
purview into both the more distant past 
and ultimately the future.
 
A pair of home movies transports us 
to 1960’s Chicago by way of various 
moments from block club parties—

WELCOME
TO 80TH + HARVARD BLOCK CLUB

WHERE KIDS
LIVES MATTER

RULES:
–NO DISRESPECT–

WE CALL THE POLICE

Before Black Lives Matter’s founding 
in July 2013, who could have guessed 
the connotations of “Where Kids’ Lives 
Matter” in 2018? Finishing with “We Call 
the Police,” the irony is difficult to ignore. 

Yet, youth have emerged as the visionaries 
and makers in 2018. As lead instructor 
of the Design Apprenticeship Program 
(DAP), I’ve become familiar with making 
objects that hold opposing ideas. The 
sign’s contradictions and nuances come 
from needing to communicate collective 
neighborhood aspirations while extending 
an invitation to others. In doing so, the 
signs represent an existing public while 
forming another. They hold opposition 
because clean singularity doesn’t exist 
within the complexities of Chicago’s 
South Side. Weinberg/Newton Gallery’s 
Block Building is an invitation into this 
unfolding story. As a means of uniting 
people, block club signs have played a 
central role in visualizing the block club 
imaginary. 

In 2017, Jahmal Cole of My Block, My 
Hood, My City approached the University 

of Chicago’s Arts + Public Life to propose 
making new block club signs. Jahmal 
connects in many styles, but his signature 
is shoveling snowy driveways. Through 
small acts of service, he works like a 
spider on a web, spinning one connective 
strand between himself and a neighbor 
that he repeats again and again. During 
this work, he noticed materially worn, 
semantically negative block club signs. 
NO LOUD MUSIC, NO CAR WASHING, 
NO LOITERING, NO DRUGS, NO 
DISRESPECT,  etc. He and block clubs 
wanted to revise the language through new 
signs. DAP tackled the project and made 
seven signs that first summer.

In 2018, we set out to do twelve more. On 
day one, twenty-six high school design 
apprentices sat down with twenty-seven 
block club members, three instructors, 
two community organizers, and one 
gallery director to talk about what these 
signs could be. On one hand, there was 
a traditional client-designer exchange: 
discussing visual needs, wants, demands 
and probing for an overarching concept. 

On the other hand, these conversations 
were oral history. A long-time resident 
of 77th and Hermitage told stories about 
CAP (Chicago Alternative Policing 
strategy). His club desired “cleanliness” 
in their sign—as a word and an aesthetic. 
“Cleanliness is a sign of larger community 
health.” A clean block is a sign of residents 

SIGNING THE BLOCK CLUB IMAGINARY 
BY GABRIEL MORENO

children dancing, friends laughing, an 
impromptu fashion show. This sparkling 
footage, at once intimate and distant 
with its Kodachrome patina, is from the 
South Side Home Movie Project. A local 
treasure tucked away on University of 
Chicago’s campus, SSHMP describes 
itself as, “both a film preservation 
project and a visual history of Chicago’s 
South Side neighborhoods.” Block clubs 
are vital components of this vibrant 
history, harkening back to the Great 
Migration in the early decades of the 20th 
century when the Chicago Urban League 
assembled block clubs to support black 
families who moved here from the South.

As community organizers like Jahmal 
Cole propel block clubs into the 21st 
century, they recognize and celebrate 
the generations of local leaders before 
them who, together with their neighbors, 
decided to make change when the powers 
at be wouldn’t do it for them. The effort 
to reimagine block club signs is simply 
one component of Cole’s larger crusade 
to, in his words, “rekindle the spirit of 
(Chicago’s) civic organizations.” Another 
major aspect of My Block, My Hood, My 
City’s work involves shepherding clubs 
into the digital age where virtual networks 
have the potential to create impactful 
connections and build relationships—both 
online and face to face—that then lead to 
tangible progress.

As these new signs await their future on 
our city’s streets, Block Building provides 
us the opportunity to recognize how their 
messages of unity and uplift don’t simply 
erase those that came before; rather they 
join an ever-evolving dialogue among past, 
present, and future generations whose 
shifting perspectives continue to honor 
and hone deep, lasting values. Looking 
back is a way to move forward. So adjust 
your volume, be mindful of the speed limit, 
and take heed. For these are the ground 
rules. Welcome.
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who care. It communicates that certain 
activities will be noticed, and residents 
will do something about it. 6800 S Paulina 
echoed a related message: “We deserve to 
live better than the way we’re living… and 
we need to make it happen for ourselves.”

DAP became a part of this “we” making 
“it” happen for “ourselves.” Inclusion 
was welcome and unsurprising. Many of 
the teens live in the same neighborhoods 
as these block club captains. Amidst this 
inter-generational oral history, some of  
the generational divide dissolved away.  
A memorable moment was when a student 
vocalized they felt the signs’ “no’s” were 
directed towards them. The tenor became 
about flipping the script—breaking from 
the “NO”-centricity and moving towards 
invitation, vibrancy, and the upbeat.  
This new tenor is what DAP brought to  
the signs.

In 8200 S Paulina’s case, block club 
captains wanted specific details in their 
sign: red, navy, and white; flowers; “We 
Call The Police;” a founding member’s 
name; a founding date; and “a clean, 
traditional look.” Through working and  
re-working dozens of designs, these 
criteria mingled with other source 
materials. Students sourced art deco 
design, city insignia composition, and 
sign painting’s direct and zany style. 
They printed copies of Chicago’s hand- 
painted signs. They researched Sankofa 

symbols mentioned in conversation. We 
visited the Smart Museum to talk around 
Kehinde Wiley’s painting, Easter Realness 
No.4; other days we discussed the Obama 
portraits, or did a formal analysis of Kerry 
James Marshall’s Slow Dance. Through 
design, this source material was plucked 
from the South Side’s orbit.

Through making, this cultural material 
has become visible as block club signs. By 
making, I mean the process of drafting 
repeatedly and reworking ideas. It is a 
process of making something, stepping 
back, seeing what thoughts and feelings 
arise, then stepping forward to try again. 
Afterwards they meet with block club 
captains, among themselves, and discuss 
the police, the right shade of pink, or 
the right typography. Teens make the 
decisions in this process. It is their 
tastes, their styles, their visions, and 
their decisions that come forward. They 
grappled with what signs have been, and 
what they could be. As messages that 
will live in the streets, these signs are 
transformative. They hold block club 
values and memory while facing the world 
through the eyes of teens.  

This is how these signs have come to hold 
multitudes. They hold multiple voices 
because the process invited many voices. 
We convened to imagine signs that could 
be, and through storytelling, museum 
visits, community organization, dialogue, 

and sign painting, the imaginary became 
real. The block club imaginary is where 
calling the police meets art deco meets 
Obama’s African Lily. It’s where street sign 
permits meet neighborhood invitations 
meet an African-Diasporic consciousness. 
It is pragmatic, it is self-determining.  
It retains a deep memory of African-
American history and awareness of home 
ownership in Chicago. In front of these 
homes are twelve new signs made by teens. 
Each is a window into the South Sides of 
yesterday, today, and to come. 
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