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THE PERSISTENCE OF GRAFFITI – STYLES, SITES, INNOVATIONS

THE RESILIENCE OF GRAFFITI WRITING CULTURE
From humble beginnings in Philadelphia and New York City, graffiti writing spread
across the globe, rapidly becoming an aesthetic feature of countless cities and
their surrounding areas. Alongside the spread of graffiti, one can easily identify a
concomitant  proliferation  of  discourses on  the topic.  Academic accounts often
romanticize  graffiti,  seeing  it  as  a  mode  of  resistance  to  current  social
contradictions. Against this, the state and mass media have typically denounced
the practice, routinely construing it as a threat to civic life. This presentation will
delve into the history of graffiti in order to account for its resilience. How to explain
that – despite 40 or so years of adversity – the commitment to graffiti  writing
shows no sign of coming to an end any time soon? 

INSIDE: PRISON INMATE GRAFFITI
This paper examines inmate-created graffiti in Australian, U.S. and U.K. prisons.
Despire its unique nature, few studies of prison graffiti have occurred. A visual-
ethnographic approach is employed to interpret the images’ meanings and infer
something  of  their  creators’  experiences.  While  street  graffiti,  “paint-ups,”
“tagging,” and so on are for public viewing, much prison graffiti is ‘private’ and
hidden from view. Inmate-graffitists’ motives tend to reflect concerns arising from
total, often dangerous, confinement. Their graffiti echoes prison-specific issues of
personal power: sexual frustration and aggression as self-assertion; resistance to
perceived oppression; or reactions to boredom. Some prison graffiti function as a
form of personal diary. The stylistic and motivational differences between inmate
graffiti in private spaces and that found outside underscore the need for further
research.

Ronald  Kramer  is  a  Senior  Lecturer  in
Sociology and Criminology at the University of
Auckland.  His  research  focuses  on  power
asymmetries, criminalization, and social control.
This  relationship  has  been  explored  through
empirical  studies  of  graffiti-writing  culture  in
New York City, fieldwork conducted on Rikers
Island  and,  currently,  an  institutional
ethnography of  New Zealand’s  district  courts.
He  has  published  articles  in Ethnography,
Theoretical  Criminology,  British  Journal  of
Criminology,  Punishment  and  Society,  and
Journal of Consumer Culture.

Jacqueline Z Wilson is an Associate Professor
in  the  Collaborative  Centre  for  Australian
History at Federation University Australia. She
has authored over forty scholarly publications,
including  Prison:  Cultural  memory  and  Dark
Tourism (2008)  which  was  the  first  national
study  of  prison  tourism,  and  she  is  the  lead
editor  for  The  Palgrave  Handbook  of  Prison
Tourism (2016). She is also involved in ongoing
projects with colleagues on archival systems for
children who grew up in out-of-home State care.
Jacqui is a former ward of the State of Victoria
and an activist and advocate for Care Leavers in
Australia.  Her  research  is  concerned  with
historical  justice,  national  memory  and
experiences of State care and punitive welfare
systems.

WHEN:  Monday 24th October
2pm to 5pm WHERE:  

Humanities 3 (HU3)
Level 4
Room 421

RSVP at thesiseleven.com 


