
Bernie Gabriel 

Abuan 

Writing 10 

28 February 2013 

Innocent Crimes of Graffiti 

 Graffiti. Is it a form of art or is it an offense that should be punished by the law? When it 

comes to the subject of graffiti most people will think that there is little or no ethical issue 

because of graffiti’s negative connotations. However, since there are always two sides to a story, 

there also must be two opposing ethical stances. A lot of people consider graffiti to be an activity 

of hooligans, gangsters, delinquents, or trouble makers. The graffiti artist’s actions can be 

perceived as pointless and contribute nothing to society. These thoughts could be attributed to 

the roots of this infamous form of art. According to cityofmerced.org, “graffiti began in New 

York around the seventies. It was mostly used to promote “MC’s” for their shows or other hip 

hop movement related activities. Graffiti quickly became a battle for whom can make their 

names notoriously known throughout the city. Later graffiti was adopted by gangs as a means to 

mark their territory to intimidate rival gangs away.” Graffiti has recently been adopted into a new 

form or style that many would deem as art. Although graffiti was born from a disreputable past, 

it has qualities that can be a form of expression, and a way for people to communicate a message.  

People who are opposed to graffiti might say that it is visually displeasing, void of value 

and meaning. Art defined by dictionary.com is “the quality, production, or realm, according to 

aesthetic principles, of what is beautiful, appealing, or of more ordinary significance”. By this 

definition it is easy to see and understand why people view graffiti as a form of art. In fact many 

would agree that it is “creative and makes things look much better” (Austin 100). Like many art 
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forms graffiti takes time to make and the end product, with all its intricate parts, is worth a 

thousand words. Graffiti is so much more than people make it out to be. Graffiti can be used as a 

tool to expand people’s minds opening them to new opinions and views. Messages in graffiti can 

be satirical views about society and social conducts or norms. For example, advertising pops up 

in places people don’t particularly care for. Graffiti like Shepard Fairey’s obey piece, mocks 

advertisements by subjecting the audience to the same image over and over again. Graffiti is 

almost a reflection of society in a fun house mirror. Like a comedian, graffiti artists can exploit 

the flaws of anything ranging from politics to music. A specific graffiti artist that does this well 

is Banksy. Banksy’s pieces are highly controversial because they comment on social issues such 

as gay rights, war, and not surprisingly the rights of graffiti artists. This type of graffiti is often 

why supporters of the movement believe that the laws against it violate the artist’s freedom of 

speech highlighted in the first amendment. This is a fair argument for graffiti supporters because 

the opinions conveyed through the art are essentially a freedom that everyone deserves. 

Furthermore, graffiti as a form of expression is highly looked down upon in society because it 

costs the government billions of dollars per year to remove the graffiti. Graffiti is seen as a 

“multi-billion dollar problem that’s vandalizing private businesses and government agencies and 

private homes” (Bomb It). Combating graffiti by spending billions of dollars to cover up is 

almost pointless. Graffiti artist will make their work with or without laws against them. I believe 

that the proper way for the government to approach graffiti is by setting up “legal walls” like 

those in San Diego (Graffiti Artist Want to Disassociate from Crime). This way artist can put up 

their work on the wall without being criminalized and without the government having to spend 

billions of dollars per year to remove it. 



Gabriel 3 

 

The people behind the graffiti are just as misunderstood as their craft. Many people 

associate graffiti with crime. “In a lot of communities where graffiti [is seen, there] is a definite 

deterioration in the community…and with disorder we also see crime” (Community Crime 

Update). This statement implies that some people think that graffiti is a sign of disorder. 

According to law enforcement and other groups of individuals graffiti is considered a gateway 

crime. Many believe that once people have the thrill of doing graffiti and getting away with it 

larger crimes will follow. This relates to the broken glass theory. The glass theory which many 

“social psychologists and police officers tend to agree that if a window in a building is broken 

and is left unrepaired, all the rest of the windows will soon be broken” (Wilson and Kelling 2-3). 

Laws are then established to criminalize graffiti and graffiti artists. In the documentary Bomb It, 

the graffiti artists that are being interviewed argued that they are “just vandalizing” and not doing 

any serious crime that can damage people physically. While outlining the history of graffiti, 

cityofmerced.org says, “In order to engage our adversary, we must know as much about the 

"tagger" as we can. We will try to put a face on this menace to our community. When we do, ask 

yourself: "Do I know this person?" Words such as, adversary and menace are the reason why 

graffiti is being criminalized by civilians and government alike. This then gives the wrong 

impressions that graffiti and people who do it are bad. In the documentary Bomb It Marc Echo 

explains that the real issues are things like “classrooms, family structure [that] can’t be sand 

blasted off a wall”. Other than focusing on the “real issues” of society the government chooses to 

go after graffiti artist because it would be easier to do and they would have more to show when 

questioned, “What have you done for the people?” The reason why people go out to do graffiti 

might be because there aren’t enough art programs in schools or the family life is below ideal.  

And because of these circumstances they let loose with a therapeutic session with a spray can. 
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On top of everything it does not help to be labeled a criminal for painting on public walls. 

Sometimes people are quick to judge the actions of others to look deeper into what the cause 

might be. This leads to treating the symptoms of society, neglecting the disease.  

Graffiti can be a work of art that can convey honest opinions and maybe even cause 

people to think about things such as political views that they might not have thought of 

otherwise. For many the views of graffiti as a form of expression and communication are 

objectionable. Graffiti’s reputation has led the governing forces of the world to see graffiti as a 

flaw of society. Popular culture on the other hand is beginning to accept graffiti as a valid art 

form. In a perfect world the good and the bad are as distinguishable as the differences in black 

and white. Unfortunately we do not live in a perfect world. People will disagree on matters 

because our world has grey areas where the good and the bad aren’t very obvious. Graffiti. Is it 

art or is it an offense that should be punished by the law? This question will continue to be 

debated for as long as I can imagine. And as long as this question is being debated the graffiti 

artist will keep painting.  
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