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Abstract 
 

 
Street art and graffiti are predominantly made by urban residents to assert their presence 
in society; address social, political, and economic issues; and transform the physical 
spaces of a city. Historically dominated by men, the graffiti/street art subcultures are 
experiencing a rise in the participation by and recognition of women. Existing literature 
has generally focused on men’s involvement, while the discussion of women 
writers/artists is often limited to how they have remained on the periphery. With the 
growing use of social media to publicize their artwork and connect with other artists, 
women are expanding their reach within the subcultures. By adapting traditionally 
masculine content and approaches to graffiti/street art while incorporating their own 
perspectives, relationships to the material and social environment, and expressions of 
identity, women graffiti/street artists are creating unique spaces of artistic expression and 
transgression, both online and offline. This case study in Oakland, California, uses semi-
structured interviews with thirty informants, document analysis, participant observation, 
and creative practices to examine how women graffiti/street artists change the urban 
landscape. My research indicates that women artists are both performing and representing 
their socio-cultural identities, and thus redefining the subcultures in ways that are 
increasingly nonpatriarchal, nonhierarchical, and decolonial. In contrast to studying only 
the broad, structural forces in a city, this research contends that examining the individual 
identities of participants—their lived, daily experience and senses of agency—is crucial 
for understanding the workings of urban space. This research also contributes to our 
grasp of how women further important feminist approaches to urban space and dialogue. 
Situated within the traditions of feminist geography and the geohumanities, this case 
study aims to contribute to the body of literature on street art and graffiti by emphasizing 
the transformative impact of women street artists on urban space, urban identities, and an 
urban aesthetic.  
 
Key words: street art, graffiti, gender, identity, Oakland 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

 I will begin by introducing the topic of graffiti and street art (henceforth 

graf/street art) in Oakland and explaining the importance of and my justification for 

studying women graf/street artists and their impacts on the urban landscape. Second, I 

will define the working terms “graffiti” and “street art” for this research. Third, I will 

introduce the research aims and research questions. Fourth, I will outline my contribution 

to existing research within the social sciences.  

 

1.1 Relevance of research: graf/street art in Oakland, CA 

 As the train surfaces from beneath the San Francisco Bay, the elevated tracks rise 

to a sweeping view of the city. Industrial buildings, port machinery, and a sea of houses 

reflect the storied past of Oakland, California. Working class, vibrant black communities 

once fled entrenched violence in the Deep South for new lives and work at the shipyards 

here. Latinx migrant farmers also found employment opportunities in the region, 

especially along Coastal California and the Central Valley. Through the subway windows 

one can see the neon colors of “graf,”1 or graffiti, spray-painted on walls, signs and 

streets, sometimes overlapping with murals and street art. As Oakland’s social and 

physical spaces fluctuate, its artists react and respond. Layers of paint on urban surfaces 

tell the story of a changing city. The social and embodied spaces of Oakland, like the 

layers of paint on the urban surfaces, converge and co-constitute to create the changing 

city.  

                                                
1 The term “graf” is used as shorthand for “graffiti” by many of the graffiti writers and street 
artists I interviewed for this research. 
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 My train jostles into the Fruitvale BART station, and I walk to the Fruitvale Plaza 

to meet with Mujer Muralista2 a local artist. Sitting across from me in a café, she recounts 

her experience growing up in East Oakland. As a teenager, she joined a gang and began 

painting graffiti. A female mentor in high school introduced her to muralism, which 

redirected her path toward community building and activism. “She saved my life,” Mujer 

Muralista declares. “So she is one of my unsung she-roes for sure. All of those teachers” 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016).3 Her experience is similar to that of many of 

the informants I interviewed in Oakland, first experimenting with graffiti before 

transitioning to other forms of unauthorized and authorized creative expression. Many of 

the women in this study also share a desire to create work that is political, that challenges 

the status quo and normative ideas of gender and identity. During the fifteen years since 

she began creating public art as a teenager, Mujer Muralista has developed an artistic 

style through street art and mural projects and founded the Do You See Me Movement,4 

an international initiative empowering women to tell their own stories through art. She 

hopes her work can carve out a space, both in the graffiti and street art subcultures and in 

society more broadly, where women can express themselves more freely. For Mujer 

Muralista, art is a visual tool to empower women to vocalize their experiences and seek 

support in order to reclaim space, not just physically in the city but socially in their 

relationships to each other and to men.  

                                                
2 “Mujer Muralista” is the pseudonym used by a graf/street artist in Oakland. All artists included 
in this thesis use names other than their birth names. The five predominant informants in this 
study—Mujer Muralista, Girl Mobb, Miss Me, Bud Snow, and Kee—gave me permission to use 
their artist pseudonym, with one exception: the street artist Girl Mobb. She asked me to include 
her real name, Nina Wright, to credit her here. The contact information for those artists who 
asked me to include their Instagram/website accounts can be found in the footnotes. 
3 See appendix for interview details. 
4 For more information on Mujer Muralista’s initiative, see her crowd-funding webpage: 
www.indiegogo.com/projects/the-do-you-see-me-movement-art-community/x/15402368. 
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 Aesthetic elements, both sanctioned and unsanctioned, help shape the physical 

landscape of a city. The surfaces of Oakland are filled with markings: billboards and 

advertisements towering over murals on city walls; transportation and business signage 

on buildings, bus stops, and street corners; and tags and graffiti under overpasses, on 

electrical boxes, and in alleyways. The walls of the city are like a palimpsest, repeatedly 

marked by artists, property owners, the city government, the graffiti task force, weather, 

demolition, and construction. The multilayered surfaces are an expansive, changing text. 

They chronicle the history of the street, the neighborhood, and the city—the varied and 

changing stories that connect people and place (Crang 1996). The numerous signs and 

markings in a city do different things: they caution, advertise, inform, and advise. There 

is overlap in intention and reception between seemingly disparate examples of signage. 

For example, a piece of gang graffiti might alert an inhabitant to danger, just as a traffic 

sign does at the site of an accident; “tread lightly,” it warns. As street artist Bud Snow5 

explains,  “Gang [graffiti] […] is about defining neighborhoods and letting you know that 

you’re not in your neighborhood. It’s like putting up the signs. It’s actually sort of a 

public-service announcement in a lot of ways. It’s like, ‘Stay out. Stay the fuck out!’” 

(personal interview, June 29, 2016). Street art, which originates out of the culture of hip 

hop and graffiti, also adds to the cacophony of signs in a given space. Street art and 

graffiti are both provocative forms of creative expression that can reinforce, transform, 

and subvert normative structures of power in urban space. 

 Oakland (pop. 419, 267, in 2015) (City of Oakland 2017) is located in the San 

Francisco Bay Area (pop. 7 million) (Bay Area Census 2017). Historically working class, 

                                                
5 See: @bud_snow (on Instagram) or www.doyouknowbudsnow.net. 
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the city has long been the site of marginalization and violence, sparking nationally and 

locally significant movements of political activism during the past century into the 

present. Today, these conditions, plus the influence of Mexican muralism, have made 

Oakland’s urban spaces ripe for graffiti and street art. Although dominated by men 

historically, the graf/street art subcultures in Oakland are experiencing a rise in 

participation by and recognition of women artists. This is also happening on a global 

scale in cities such as Mexico City, Melbourne, and Paris as street art grows in 

popularity.  

 Existing literature on graffiti and street art has generally focused on men’s 

involvement, while the discussion of women artists is often limited to how and why they 

have remained on the periphery (Ross 2016a). With the growing use of social media to 

publicize their artwork and connect with other artists, however, women are expanding 

their reach within the street art subcultures. By adapting traditionally masculine content 

and approaches to graf/street art as well as incorporating their own perspectives, 

relationships to the material and social environment, and expressions of identity, women 

graf/street artists are creating unique spaces of artistic expression and transgression, both 

online and offline.  

 My aim is to call attention to the contributions of women graf/street artists 

working in the urban landscape, especially Oakland, and to contribute to the existing 

literature on these subcultures in the field of human geography. I draw on feminist 

literature and the theories of cultural and urban geography to examine how women 

graf/street artists respond to their environment—in particular, how the violence that 

occurs in their communities informs both their process of making art (the materials, 
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techniques, and locations chosen) and the content and imagery of their work. I am also 

interested in how gender and identity performance are reflected in the women’s artistic 

strategies. In this study, “identity” refers to the various perspectives, interests, and actions 

of the research informants, especially with regard to their gender. By reworking ideas 

about gender during their artistic process and as part of their completed art, women 

graf/street artists create important counterspaces to and discourses with the dominant 

structures of the city. Although men and women graf/street artists share common 

experiences in their direct engagement with urban space, women experience the built 

environment in unique ways by navigating risk, playing with gender, and supporting each 

other in their endeavors to “make room” for discourses alternative to the predominantly 

male ones. 

 

1.2 Definitions: street art and graffiti 

 In this thesis, “street art” is used as an umbrella term to refer to both legal and 

illegal two-dimensional artwork in the streets of the city.6 “Graffiti,” which is often 

limited to spray-paint as the medium and text as the content, refers specifically to the 

subculture out of which street art was born. The scope of this research includes street art 

and graffiti.  

 

1.3 Research aims and research questions 

 This thesis focuses on the participation, experience, and perspective of women in 

                                                
6 Street art is an expansive category of visual art. Forms of expression that fall under the umbrella 
of street art and are excluded from this study are: street performance (although there is a 
performativity to any form of mark-making), sculpture and installation, yarn bombing, guerrilla 
gardening, stickers, and tiling. 
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the graffiti and street art subcultures of Oakland. In the following chapter I demonstrate 

how Oakland’s political and artistic characteristics, along with its growing contingent of 

women graf/street artists, make the city ideal for this research. My aim is to analyze how 

women graf/street artists perform their identities in the changing social and material 

spaces of the city. Through this case study, I examine the ways women graffiti/street 

artists do their work in Oakland and the complex effects of that work on urban space and 

themselves. My methods include 30 semi-structured interviews,7 document analysis, 

participant observation, and my own photographs and drawings that examine the works 

of female graf/street artists. 

 

The following research questions guide this study: 
 

 How do women graf/street artists perform their identities and represent 

themselves through their work in Oakland, California? 

a. How do women graf/street artists experience urban space through their art?  

b. How do women graf/street artists make choices about the imagery and content of 

their art in both the physical and digital spaces where they display their work? 

c. What effect does the work of women graf/street artists have on the urban 

landscape? 

 

1.4 Research contribution 

 This thesis focuses on the contributions of women participants in the graf/street 

                                                
7 During fieldwork, I interviewed both men and women graf/street artists. The material gathered 
from the male informants provided context for the field site. Within the scope of this thesis, I 
draw primarily from the perspectives of the women informants in their expression and 
performance of gender. 
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art subcultures. Specifically, I show how women graf/street artists experience and 

perform their identities in relation to the urban spaces in which they work. To situate my 

case study, I draw on urban geographies (Jackson 1989; Staeheli 1996; Mitchell 2000) 

and feminist literature (Grosz 1995; Rose 1996; Butler 2014). I integrate Don Mitchell 

and Lynn Staeheli’s description of space as relational and changing and Judith Butler’s 

claim that gender is performed through daily, repetitive actions that are embodied and co-

constitutive with societal constructs. Focusing only upon the broad, structural context of 

street art and graffiti is insufficient for understanding the impact and inner-workings of 

graffiti and street art subcultures. This study emphasizes the importance of examining the 

individual identities of participants—their lived, daily experience and senses of agency—

to understand the ways their artwork shapes urban space. This localized information 

provides crucial insight into the social and spatial politics of the built environment and 

contributes to an understanding of the ways women engage urban space with feminist 

approaches. 

 This thesis is divided into the following sections: historical background of 

graffiti/street art in Oakland, theoretical framework, methodology and positionality, 

analysis and discussion, and concluding remarks. 
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Chapter 2: Historical background of graffiti and street art in Oakland, CA 
 

 
2.1 Graffiti through the ages  

 Marking the landscape is part of our legacy as human beings. From ancient cave 

paintings hundreds of thousands of years old to the marks in Pompeii preserved by the 

eruption of Mount Vesuvius (Baird and Taylor 2016); from the hobo markings on trains 

(Lennon 2016) during the Great Depression to public bathroom scrawlings of love (and 

more) (McMenemy and Cornish 1993); from gang symbols to the aerosol art of the 

present (Ross 2016b), people have always written and drawn on the landscape to 

communicate with one another. 

 “Graffiti” refers to a full range of signs that individuals use to mark the landscape. 

Derived from the Greek graphein (“to write”), the Italian graffito (graffiti in the plural) 

was coined in the mid-nineteenth century to refer to drawings and scribblings on flat 

surfaces excavated in Roman architectural sites (Baird and Taylor 2016). More recently, 

the term graffiti has come to designate the ornate marks of the hip hop movement in the 

United States and now flourishing in cities worldwide (Stewart 1991). One of the five 

pillars or elements of hip hop,8 contemporary graffiti began in New York City and 

Philadelphia during the 1960s, arising among working class youth who, with spray-paint 

cans in hand, illegally marked the city (Rahn 2002). Their motivations for these actions 

varied: they wanted to gain recognition, alter urban surfaces, announce a counterclaim to 

space against the city government or a rival gang, make a political statement, or 

experience the rush of doing something unauthorized or even illegal (Ley and Cybriwsky 
                                                
8 Rap or MCing, DJing, B-boying or breakdancing, aerosol writin’ or graffiti writing, and 
knowledge. Originally composed of four elements, hip hop expanded in the 1980s to include 
“Knowledge, Culture and Overstanding” with the encouragement of the influential artist Afrika 
Bambaataa  (Price 2006: 37).  
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1974). For many youth, then and now, graffiti has been a tool for making their voices 

heard in a society that often privileges white, middle-class cultural forms and practices 

(Price 2006). 

 Generally, graffiti refers to unauthorized “tagging,” “throw ups,” “masterpieces,” 

and other text-based art (Phillips 1999: 312).9 A classic example of a graffiti tag—the 

pseudonym or graffiti name an artist10 paints around the city—is “TAKI 183” (Figure 1 

on the following page) that appeared on trains, walls, and bridges around New York City 

during the 1970s (Cresswell 1996). Derived from 183rd Street in Manhattan where the 

teenage artist11 resided, the tag was a counterclaim to public space; it challenged the 

prescribed set of regulations of the cityscape. Tags such as these are visible at sites where 

other kinds of graffiti are absent because the simple style takes little time to produce. One 

can find them throughout Oakland, both on public and private property (illustrated in 

Figures 2 to 4).  

                                                
9According to one male informants, Bijan Bucket, graffiti is often divided into the following 
categories: “tags” or “throw-ups,” “straight letters,” “pieces” or “masterpieces,” “wild style,” and 
“burners” (personal interview, June 13, 2016). Generally, graffiti is text-based. There is a 
hierarchy to these marks: the more elaborate a piece is (e.g. straight letters are more complex than 
tags, pieces more intricate than straight letters, and so on), the more permissible it is for a graffiti 
writer to paint that style over the one before (Rahn 2002)  
10 In this thesis, I describe graffiti as an art form. I do this to suggest that graffiti as a form of 
creative expression is artistic much the same way as muralism, public art, and sculpture are. It 
should be noted that many within the graffiti subculture, however, do not consider graffiti art. 
Instead, they refer to the genre as graffiti writing and themselves as graffiti writers. 
11 The writer, TAKI 183, is considered the “grandfather of U.S. metropolitan graffiti” (Cresswell 
1996, 43). 
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Figure 1: Graffiti tag by artist TAKI 183. New York City, NY 

Source: https://brightongraffitiandstreetart.wordpress.com/history_of_graffiti_new_york/ 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Graffiti tags by unknown artists. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 28, 2016) 
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Figure 3: Graffiti tags by unknown artists. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (July 1, 2016) 
 

 

 
Figure 4: Graffiti tag over wheatpaste by unknown artist. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 28, 2016) 
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 The next two forms of word-based graffiti are called throw ups and masterpieces. 

A throw up (illustrated in Figures 5 to 7) is slightly more advanced in design than a tag, 

demanding more time to create and often larger-sized. A masterpiece, or “piece” (Figures 

8 to 10) is an even more elaborate production than a tag or throw up. Pieces are often 

colorful, “complex murals which writers produce both individually and collectively, and 

‘piecing’ the process by which these murals are created” (Ferrell 1996: 12). The more 

experienced graffiti artists, or “kings,” tend to create pieces. Since each form takes 

progressively more planning and time to create, a hierarchy has arisen as to how wall 

space is used and marked. For example, a graffiti writer can paint a throw up over a tag 

but is not supposed to cover a masterpiece.12 This system of wall space use is a guide 

more than a set of hard and fast rules. Hence, writers might tag work that according to the 

hierarchy should not be covered, provoking the original artists to return to paint again. 

This “diss” creates an atmosphere of ongoing competition for space. 

 

                                                
12 The graffiti writer Bijan Bucket explains the fluid formality of the hierarchy in graffiti: “If you 
put more time, then you should be able to put it over somebody, but everybody thinks they're the 
shit, you know what I mean? So everyone just starts going over everyone” (personal interview, 
June 13, 2016). 
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Figure 5: Throw up by unknown artist. North Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 28, 2016) 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Throw ups by unknown artists. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 28, 2016) 
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Figure 7: Overlapping throw ups by unknown artists, Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (July 1, 2016) 
 
 

 
Figure 8: Piece by unknown artist. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (May 25, 2016) 
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Figure 9: Piece by unknown artist. 23rd Street train yard. Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 4, 2016) 
 
 

 
Figure 10: Collaborative piece and street art by members of CBS crew. North Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 10, 2016) 
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2.2 The rise of street art 

 According to feminist scholar Jessica Pabón, the movement of street art arose 

from the “hip hop graffiti” subculture around the turn of the 21st century (2016: 78). As 

public and media reception of graffiti evolved, so did the various modes of mark-making. 

Artists began creating increasingly elaborate depictions of words and images and using 

innovative materials and processes. This detailed, time-consuming style was different 

enough from graffiti to deserve its own category: “street art.”  

 The ethnologist Nancy Macdonald writes that street art is a relatively “new arm to 

the urban art movement,” similar to graffiti in that it takes place in public space and may 

incorporate text or spray-paint (2016: 190). “Its work is illegal (mainly), but unlike 

graffiti, this is more a consequence of its placement, rather than its central focus” (ibid). 

Street art has evolved from graffiti’s preferred medium of spray-paint to a wider range of 

materials and tools, including stickers, stencils, and wheatpastes (illustrated in Figures 11 

to 13).  

 Whereas graffiti is frequently made quickly and covertly because it is illegal, 

primarily text-based, and typically spray-painted, legal street art and murals typically 

involve a bigger time investment from the artist. Street art and murals often include 

images, and they can be larger and more detailed because of the ample time that legality 

offers. These works frequently appear in highly visible areas, particularly when 

commissions or grants finance the project. Making these distinctions is useful for 

analyzing my findings because many of the informants in this research began as graffiti 

writers and transitioned into street art.  
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Figure 11: Stickers and tags by unknown artists. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (August 5, 2016) 
 
 

 
Figure 12: Stencil by unknown artist. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (May 25, 2016) 
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Figure 13: Wheatpaste by unknown artist. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 1, 2016) 
 

 The boundaries between these categories are by no means sharp: there are many 

ways to define street art and graffiti depending on whom one asks, and it is not always 

clear based on observation whether a work is authorized or not (Ross 2016b). For 

example, Figure 14 on the following page shows an image of street art in North Oakland 

that incorporates abstracted text alluding to a style of contemporary graffiti. In the 

foreground of the mural is a block of graffiti text or piece, in this case with bright colors, 

fades, and arrows. A member of the neighborhood where this mural was found explained 

that the wall had been blank only months before. One morning the graffiti-style text 

appeared. The neighbor assumed that it was painted illegally. Days later, artists were seen 

in broad daylight painting the mural that surrounds the text. The neighbor learned the 

building owner had authorized local artists to paint the street art. Many works of street art 

can be found in this community and surrounding neighborhoods in North Oakland, an 
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area that is undergoing rapid socio-political change as real estate prices rise. As the street 

artist Girl Mobb13 describes about graffiti and street art, “With murals and stuff, it’s like 

we’re practically already following the rules unless it’s an illegal mural, but you can’t 

really tell […] in Oakland ‘cause I’ve done murals that are illegal like in the daytime, and 

they just look like regular, old murals [laughs]” (personal interview, July 1, 2016).  

 

 
Figure 14: Street art by unknown artists. North Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (April 1, 2016) 
 
 
 The blurred boundaries between what constitutes authorized and unauthorized 

marks—what is acceptable and unacceptable in urban space—reflect a similarly opaque 

set of changing interactions between the public and these marks. Historically, the public’s 

response to illegal street art has been to condemn the work as criminal, deem it 

                                                
13 See Girl Mobb’s Instagram account at @girlmobb. Her email is ninawrights@yahoo.com. 
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disrespectful of private property, and declare it a malicious act of defacing the city 

(Halsey and Young 2006: 279). However, the aims of graffiti writers and street artists are 

far from limited to laying claim to a gang territory’s boundaries, advertising the 

availability of illegal drugs, or challenging rivals. Street artists refine their skills to 

demonstrate their talent, offer personal and political opinions, and react to other visual 

signs in urban space. Unauthorized mark-making can also serve as an important and 

unregulated strategy for aesthetic improvement of the visual landscape. Forms of mark-

making, especially graffiti, offer viewers alternative perspectives to those promoted by 

the city (Ferrell 1996: 176). It is important to venture beyond these speculations and 

prejudices about street art in order to understand the reasons that drive artists to mark 

their landscape in the first place (Halsey and Young 2006: 279). This is especially 

relevant with respect to women artists because existing literature and the findings in this 

research suggest that their mark-making is disruptive, not just to the larger establishment 

in society, but also to the patriarchal and hierarchical structures within the subcultures of 

graffiti and street art themselves (Pabón 2016; Macdonald 2016). 

 The lack of a clear boundary between graffiti and street art gives artists the 

opportunity to do powerful work in urban spaces. Regulatory structures use distinctions 

to exert control over the social and embodied spaces of a city. The fluid definitions of 

graffiti, street art, murals, and public art make these various artistic expressions difficult 

to contain, potentially disrupting some of the state’s control and subverting surveillance 

(Bloch 2016). When something is loose and indefinable it has greater potential to subvert 

disciplinary action and regulation by the state. The very unboundedness of these genres 

of art is thereby politically charged.  
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  A large body of literature on graffiti and street art already exists in the social 

sciences. Much has been written on the history of graffiti and street art; on the numerous 

forms of engagement with and resistance to structural forces at work in the city 

(inequality, marginalization, state control); and on varieties of artistic expression (Rahn 

2002; Powers 1999; Iveson 2013). Topics beyond the scope of this thesis include 

historical perspectives on ancient graffiti (Baird and Taylor 2016), hobo graffiti  (Lennon 

2016) and its hip hop origins (Rahn 2002; Bloch 2016); the multiple forms of media used 

(yarn bombing, wheatpasting, stencils, stickers) (Haveri 2016); spatial considerations, 

including bathroom graffiti (McMenemy and Cornish 1993) and subway art (Ross 

2016a); the commercialization of street art and graffiti (Alvelos 2004; Borghini et al. 

2010; Banet-Weiser 2011); the various reactions from the public (Cresswell 1992); the 

global street art movement (Banksy 2006; Young 2014); graffiti as protest (e.g. Native 

American graffiti) (Martín 2016); and state regulation of and response to graffiti14 

including the Broken Window Theory15 (Wilson and Kelling 1982). 

                                                
14 In his study of race and the political economy of nature, Jake Kosek (2006) describes the 
entrenched relationship between the individual and the society that perpetuates racialized 
constructs. The city government’s reliance on the “broken window” theory—that minor signs of 
urban deterioration such as rundown buildings, unkempt property, and graffiti attract crime and 
lead to major societal decay (Sampson and Raudenbush 2004: 319; Allen-Taylor 2012a)—
exemplifies this connection between individual and societal health. Relying on this theory, the 
city defines what is disorderly and encourages the policing of areas to create certain 
environments. This dynamic relates to Heneghan’s (2003) writings on racialized discipline in that 
the individual is meant to control him or herself while also being regulated from outside in order 
to cultivate the general wellbeing of society. 
15 Historically, graffiti has played a controversial role in urban space: often condemned as 
territorial, defacing, and/or gang-related, while increasingly commercialized and valorized under 
certain conditions and in certain settings. The sheer abundance of tags throughout many cities in 
the United States has contributed to city governments’ resentment of graffiti. As graffiti appeared 
across the United States by the 1980’s, politicians, corporate administrators, city planners, and 
transit authority leaders—largely due to the “attack” of graffiti on subway cars—launched 
campaigns to combat what they saw as a growing problem in the inner city. Their approach 
adhered to the “broken window” theory. The reactions of city dwellers to graffiti and street art 
have been shaped by city regulations intended to increase the surveillance of urban space. 
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2.3 Oakland as a center for street art and graffiti 

 Oakland has a long history of street art and social justice activism (Crane 2015). 

Historically African-American and working class, residents of Oakland joined together 

during the 1960s and 1970s to address their concerns about discrimination and unequal 

representation in the city government (Rhomberg 2004). As the Black Power movement 

took root in American politics, Oakland became a hotbed for community organizing 

against racial injustice. The Black Panther Party was founded in Oakland in response to 

police brutality and high rates of poverty and unemployment against the backdrop of 

postwar America in which middle-class families fled to the suburbs and urban renewal 

projects displaced minority and working class communities (Self 2000). The movement’s 

successes included a free lunch program implemented in public schools to provide 

impoverished children with free meals as well as self-monitoring initiatives for 

communities to protect themselves from police violence. More recent activism in the city 

includes the 2011 Occupy Oakland movement during which inhabitants participated in 

radical political protests against many of the social injustices the Black Panther Party had 

addressed decades before (Mahler 2012). As the city undergoes rapid development from 

a burgeoning technology industry (Kane 2014), ongoing efforts to protest eviction and 

the housing crisis, with support from organizations such as the Anti-Eviction Mapping 

Project,16 have united activist organizations and community members (Frock 2014).  

 Street art and graffiti have long been used to visualize and vocalize dissent in 

protest against the city’s regulation and privatization of spaces in Oakland, and today is 

no exception; graffiti is flourishing throughout the city, Oakland is also experiencing a 

                                                
16 For more information, visit: http://www.antievictionmap.com 
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surge in authorized street art. With this growth has come conflict in the city government 

between those in favor of street art and those opposed. The city implemented an 

ordinance against tagging to penalize those caught illegally painting on property (Allen-

Taylor 2012). A subsequent abatement program was launched to fund public murals in an 

effort to deter graffiti (Blasky 2015). This back-and-forth illustrates the contentious 

nature of street art in public space and the debate about what its ever-changing role 

should be. Within this atmosphere, women graf/street artists are making art that engages 

with their fellow artists, their fellow inhabitants, and the physical spaces in which they 

live and work.  

 Much of the graffiti and street art in this study is located in and around the 

Uptown District of Oakland, north of the financial district of the city. The neighborhood 

has been working-class for decades but is currently disrupted by urban development 

projects due to its geographic proximity to the financial district and downtown areas of 

the city, as well as to nearby San Francisco. The area has an abundance of legal and 

illegal street art. Also explored in this study are West and East Oakland, as well as “Deep 

East” Oakland in and around the Fruitvale BART Station, where police officers killed 

Oscar Grant, a young, unarmed black man, in 2009. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
 

  
 The rich body of scholarship on urban geographies and feminist geographies 

provides the framework for modern analysis of space and gender. In this section, I draw 

on this theoretical framework to address four topics: (1) street art as an urban 

phenomenon that can be analyzed with feminist and urban theories; (2) the ways in which 

urban and feminist perspectives expand our conceptions of spatial and cultural politics, 

spaces of exclusion, and counterspaces; (3) feminist scholarship on “gender,” specifically 

the critiques of patriarchy within radical feminism; and (4) the ways constructs of space 

and gender intersect to exclude. 

 

3.1 Viewing graf/street art through the lenses of feminist and urban geographies 
 
 The literatures of feminist geographies, cultural geography, and urban geography 

offer approaches with which to examine how women graf/street artists produce, contest, 

and change urban spaces. I draw on the writings of urban geographers such as Lynn 

Staeheli and Don Mitchell, who have problematized our neat categories of public and 

private space. I then juxtapose these ideas with theories by feminist scholars, including 

Judith Butler, Elizabeth Grosz, and Gillian Rose, to examine how gender is performed 

and embodied in urban spaces.  

 Inspired by theories on creative geographies, I combine traditional and creative 

practices to present the artwork made by the women graf/street artists. By using artistic 

practices or "doings" such as drawings and photography in the collection, analysis, and 

presentation of the data, I am able to incorporate theory on space and gender into the 

practice of conducting research. Because the subfield of creative geography guides the 
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methods for this research, I will discuss its contributions in Chapter 4: Methodology. 

 

3.2 Feminism, cultural and urban geographies, and the multitude of “space” 

 At the turn of the 20th century, many subfields of human geography began 

emphasizing the role of culture—the shared beliefs, customs, and practices that shape 

society (Cresswell 2012).17 This “cultural turn” coincided with a postmodern shift in 

social theory that emphasized the importance of understanding the interconnectedness of 

culture and space. The geographer Don Mitchell writes, “All of a sudden, the language of 

space and place was everywhere. And geographers, used to being on the margins of 

academic discourse, sat up and took notice” (2000: 60). This “new cultural geography”18 

examined how politics and culture are intertwined and co-constitutive (Marston and De 

Leeuw 2013). It also emphasized the inherent politicization of culture reflected in social 

life (Jackson 1989). Scholars developed the concept of a politics of landscape, place, and 

space, and the various social contestations that develop through humans’ interactions 

with the physical landscape, and it began to feature in their research. As Mitchell notes, 

“Studies of landscape were infused with strong evaluations of the politics of class, 

gender, race, ethnicity, and eventually sexuality” (Mitchell 2000: 61-62).  

 Feminist scholars joined these conversations, offering perspectives on the 

                                                
17 As culture again became a central focus of human geographers, numerous interpretations arose, 
which muddied the waters. If culture was “everything—anything—and that it exists as a ‘realm 
apart’” (Mitchell 2000: 64, italics in original), then it made it difficult to isolate. Culture was a 
text, it was fluid and changing, yet it also influenced and shaped the countless ways humans 
interacted with one another and space. Because culture has been reinterpreted as so many things, 
the critical cultural geographer expressed interest in finding meaning in culture rather than clear 
explanations. 
18 Denis Cosgrove (1983) wrote of the need for a “radical cultural geography” that focused on 
culture as it relates to power, inequality, and hierarchy. The control and regulation of space was 
examined as belonging to an elite few. Peter Jackson (1989) also encouraged a cultural geography 
study that focused on the daily practices of everyday life. 
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relationship between space and gender. A subfield of human geography, feminist 

geography brings a set of critical theoretical and methodological approaches to social and 

human interaction and environment. I explore two important aspects of the intersection of 

feminism and urban geography: a rethinking of “space” (Staeheli 1996; Domosh 1998) 

and an exploration of “gender” (Butler 1990), with a focus on using these frameworks as 

context for the experiences and work of women graf/street artists. I explore the ways that 

the graffiti/street art subcultures in general, and the women participants specifically, 

respond to and challenge powerful spatial and gender constructs. As Mitchell explains, 

“Social constructions of gender, together with sexuality and […] race, have been 

instrumental in determining the shape, importance, and meaning of public and private 

spaces—of physical landscapes. And the cultural politics of space that has resulted is also 

clearly a cultural politics of masculinity, femininity, and ‘the body’” (2000: 223). 

 The New Cultural Geography theory on conceptions of public and private space is 

also important to this discussion. “Public space,” according to Jeff Weintraub (1997), is 

often discussed in terms of a public/private binary based on such factors as socio-

economic status, gender, and race in society. This dichotomy19 suggests that these 

                                                
19 The ways that society defines “public” and “private” can provide insight into the assumptions 
and biases city dwellers bring to the public sphere (Fraser 1997). The different meanings behind 
the public/private distinction reveal the numerous languages and perspectives that shape 
discourse (Weintraub 1997). According to Weintraub (1997), these discourses are important to 
analyze as “sociological assumptions” (Weintraub 1997: 3). Although the complexity of meaning 
behind the private/public dichotomy can be problematic, this binary distinction can be useful as 
an “instrument of social analysis and moral reflection if approached with due caution and 
conceptual self-awareness” (Weintraub 1997: 38). Jürgen Habermas describes “the public sphere” 
as a group of “private persons” who discussed public concerns and held the state accountable to 
the “common interest” (Fraser 1997: 72). This definition helps explain the strong distinction 
between the state on the one hand and the public realm of society and social discourse on the 
other. Without this distinction the socialist vision became associated with the authoritarian state 
and institutionalized, rather than being linked to participatory democracy. Habermas theorizes 
that this institutionalization threatens the idea of social democracy. 
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concepts are simple and contained, when in fact the meanings of these words vary widely 

(Weintraub 1997). The “public” of “public goods” means something different from 

“public sphere”—“the public arenas of citizen discourse,” as defined by Fraser (1997: 

70). Similarly, “privatization” (the process of corporate takeover of government 

functions) has a different meaning from “private life” (as in the home, one’s sexuality, 

and the family). The popular use of the term “public” tends to focus on its materiality, 

referring to a specific place (Staeheli and Mitchell 2007). Yet, “public” is also 

representational and created through public discourse (Barnett 2007; Iveson 2011). This 

discourse or “public address” is an important factor in producing and reifying different 

public spheres, the “arena of self-organized discursive interaction in which common 

interests, values, experiences and desires are posited and contested by people who do not 

address each other personally” (Iveson 2011: 21). It is useful to view the public sphere 

and public address as interrelated and in a constant state of change. Clive Barnett argues 

for a conceptualization of “public” not as something contained and tightly bound but as a 

dynamic set of ideas, actions, and beliefs (2007: 406). This reframing of public as fluid 

and changing provides a helpful approach to understanding the evolving nature of the 

city, especially in relation to the changing structures of ownership and property.  

 Street art can serve as a form of public address in which the artists make 

assumptions about the intended audience. Artists engage these “social imaginaries” 

(Iveson 2011: 21) each time passers-by see their work on a wall, for example, or when 

other artists respond by adding to or covering up portions of the work. Graffiti artists, 

through their illegal marking of urban spaces, present a counterclaim to public and 

private space that disrupts conventional understandings of who can use the space and 
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how it is to be used. For example, an alley exists in East Oakland where the walls on 

either side are covered in graffiti. This area is loosely regulated—it appears that street 

artists can access and alter the surroundings without reprisal. The artists create new 

discursive publics that represent their desires, needs, and identities and invite other 

people to engage with the space. They are, through their mark-making, reshaping 

dominant and hegemonic narratives. 

 Property regimes are an important element of urban space. Lynn Staeheli and Don 

Mitchell describe the concept of what they term the “regime of publicity.” They define a  

regime as a “system of laws, practices, and relations” (2008: 142) Publicity, in this 

context, is the “structural constitution of public spheres” (ibid: 154). The regime of 

publicity, then, includes three parts: relations of property; social norms; and practices of 

legitimation (ibid: 142). The relations of power that structure and restructure property are 

unfixed, and this changeability plays a major role in the shaping of the citizens’ 

perception of the public sphere they experience. Exercising power, Staeheli and Mitchell 

argue, is inherent in the creation of public space, property, and publicity. The relations 

flowing among these are constantly changing. However, there is still structure to these 

entities that arises from the process of trying to “fix” them in place. Regimes shaped by 

urban developers, city planners, community organizers, as well as inhabitants and 

visitors, each play a part in the process of fixing relations in place.20 

                                                
20 Nicholas Blomley (2004) discusses the ways that property and land are contested. Property 
determines social order, offering a “set of social symbols, stories, and meanings. The formation of 
national identity is, in part, a meditation on the meanings and significance of land as property” 
(2004: 38). A great proportion of deeded property within a city’s boundaries falls within the 
private domain, managed by the government and corporations and off limits to public 
consumption or utilization and highly regulated. The landscape of a city is composed of 
normative political, economic, and social structures that shape private and publicly accessible 
space. These structures include ideas about what is proper and rational; they mold how urban 



 35 

 Through their use of and transformation of space, artists engage with structures of 

power and politics in the city (Ley and Cybriwsky 1974) and with the inhabitants who 

encounter their work. Linked to this conversation on space are the changing 

interpretations of gender. Understanding the meanings and politics of public space can 

help us grasp the cultural contributions of women graf/street artists. 

 

3.3 “Gender,” the body, and patriarchy 

 The feminist understanding of gender as being a performance always in flux 

provides another lens through which we can examine the fluidity of space. Feminist 

scholars describe gender as something unbound—constructed, performed, and changing 

(Butler 2000; Rose 1996). Identity and gender are always in a state of becoming, and this 

affects the ways people shape the spaces they inhabit in cities. In other words, gender is 

perpetually changing according to shifting social constructs, and thus, so is space.  

 My strategy for exploring this dual fluidity is to look at the experiences of women 

graf/street artists, rather than examining their work in isolation. Giving attention and 

weight to the personal experience is fundamental to the feminist approach (Butler 1990; 

Domosh 1996). As Rebecca Solnit remarks, each inhabitant of a city “possesses his or her 

                                                                                                                                            
space is organized and regulated. Conversely, the materiality of the city, especially public space, 
influences these ideologies. This reciprocal interaction—the back and forth flow between the 
physical landscape and those practices and ideas within a society— creates an ever-changing 
environment (Cresswell 1992). Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of the social production of 
space—that space is socially constructed through the values and beliefs of a society—is a helpful 
theoretical base on which to analyze the reciprocal relationship between space and society. In 
thinking about publics, it is also useful to reflect upon the relationship between physical space 
and representation and the role of politics. By conceiving of space as something more than 
location and coordinates on a map, but that which constitutes and reconstitutes social 
relationships while being shaped by these very social connections, space becomes by its very 
nature politicized. Here there are forces of power and resistance that play important roles in the 
urban environment (Jones and Natter 1999).  
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own map of the place, a world of amities, amours, transit routes, resources, and perils, 

radiating out from home” (2010: 3). Linda McDowell (1983), in her writings on class and 

gender, also emphasizes the importance of looking at the everyday lives of and relations 

among women to understand how their roles are dictated by capitalist structures.  

 This approach aligns with the concept that space is not a set container for social 

actions but is instead unbounded and disorderly (Mitchell 2000: 215). “Space,” in the 

Cartesian sense of something contained, becomes “place”—something specific, local, and 

embedded with meaning (Massey 1994; Grosz 1995). In this thesis, I examine “place” in 

the urban landscape of Oakland by studying the local and embodied experiences of 

women graf/street artist informants, and also by incorporating my own creative practices 

as a researcher. For example, I use sketching as a way of slowing down to observe and 

experience urban spaces more deeply than I could by snapping a photograph.  

 As a way of understanding the experiences of the informants represented in this 

thesis, it is important to understand how gender is socially constructed. We are not born 

with a gender; it is a social construction projected onto women’s bodies that relies on 

“self-surveillance” to take effect (McDowell 1995: 79). Massey (1996: 109) writes that 

the social performance of gender is “quite literally inscribed on the bodies of people—

through, for example, their desire to attain some socially acceptable form of masculinity, 

femininity, and the ‘look’ associated with those” (Mitchell 2000: 220). Butler (1990) 

contends that gender is a “regulatory fiction” used to discipline bodies and manage their 

relations with one another. Thus, we should question categories of gender, namely male 

and female, and understand them as far more messy and uncontained than society would 

have us presume. 



 37 

 Radical feminism and its central critique of patriarchy are fundamental to my 

analysis of the experiences and perspectives of the women graf/street artists in this study. 

Radical feminist scholars prioritize patriarchy as the focal point of gender inequality. As 

Chapter 5 will demonstrate, the work and approach of the women informants is 

fundamentally anti-patriarchal. They find collective empowerment through their common 

struggle against the masculinist and exclusionary forces within the subcultures of graffiti 

and street art and in society in general. Whereas socialist feminists focus on capitalism as 

the context in which to study patriarchal gender relations, scholars of radical feminism 

contend that patriarchy alone is central because it predates capitalism. As Dixon and 

Jones contend, the critique of radical feminists is not in “the control of labor, but in men’s 

control of women’s bodies—a control exercised in sexual relations and childrearing, and 

maintained through patriarchal ideology and violence” (2006: 48).  

 

3.4 The intersection of space and gender 

 If gender is a social construct that is performed—it is constituted through the 

actions of individuals (Butler 1990)—then there is a spatiality to gender. Gender is 

produced and reproduced through the social spaces with which one interacts (Kay 1997). 

By examining bodies as both socially constructed, marked, “read,” and historicized—a 

set of changing ideals that relate to the normative gender binary of male and female—and 

material—tactile, sensuous, mobile, and capable—we can begin to unpack a body’s 

relation to space. Bodies and space can be understood as co-constitutive: space produces 

certain bodies just as bodies produce certain spaces. As American Studies scholar Vera 

Norwood and the feminist geographer Jan Monk write, “Landscape provides the 
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necessary context and background for life. […] [I]n creating landscapes we express our 

social and personal identities” such that space both shapes and is shaped by our behaviors 

(Norwood and Monk 1987). 

 As feminist geographers have argued, space often includes and excludes certain 

bodies according to gendered constructions. Marginalized populations, including women, 

people of color, and members of the LGBTQ+ community are persistently excluded even 

from “public” spaces that are presented as completely inclusive. In her analysis of gender 

and citizenship during the early history of the United States, Sallie Marston (1990) 

examines how the US was supposedly inclusive, but its policies were actually fraught 

with prejudice and excluded many populations according to such categories as gender, 

class, and race. Despite the early nation’s transition from a centralization of power 

around an individual (monarch) to the distribution of power among a community—a shift 

“from subjects to citizens” (1990: 449)—access to the rights afforded to citizenship 

remained unequal. The “gendering of public and private life” sequestered women and 

invisibilized their identities (ibid: 457). Feminist geographies emphasize the importance 

of examining the spatiality of gender divisions that reinforce social boundaries. As this 

study will show, women graf/street artists, by placing their bodies and their work in 

public spaces, disrupt the exclusionary forces in the urban landscape. 

 The government’s control over public space has resulted in sites that promote 

security for the middle- and upper-class rather than facilitating true social interaction. 

Essentially public space functions as “a controlled and orderly retreat where a properly 

behaved public might experience the spectacle of the city” (Mitchell 1995: 115, italics in 

original). With this perspective, public spaces are often intended for a certain kind of 
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public that includes some members while excluding others. Understanding which city 

dwellers might be included and excluded can be an important method for assessing the 

publicness of a space (Staeheli and Mitchell 2008; Bayat 2013).  

 As I mentioned, exclusion can be based on the gendering of space. The built 

environment has been made in the form and image of men who have sought to define 

space that is inclusive of men while exclusive of women. Feminist scholar Grosz 

contends that these male-dominant physical spaces have placed women in a state of 

“homelessness within the very home itself” (Grosz 1995: 56). The construction of spaces 

that are gendered has stigmatized women’s presence in the public sphere, reinforcing the 

idea they belong only in private/domestic spaces (Wilson 1991). The ideology that 

creates exclusionary spaces arises not from individual men, but from an overall 

conception of masculinism that is rooted in patriarchy. 

 These processes of exclusion can be observed in the graffiti and street art 

subcultures, where women are similarly overlooked. Pabón (2016) describes how 

inhabitants in the city ascribe ideas related to gender, as well as class and race, onto the 

anonymous authors of street art and graffiti. Viewers fill the gap of anonymity, projecting 

stereotypes onto blank faces. “The process of a viewer’s visual and cognitive perception 

replaces anonymity with biases and stereotypes of the subject held responsible and/or 

given credit for the public act. The subject is likely assumed to be urban, economically 

disenfranchised, and […] male. Under the conditions of this particular gaze, girls and 

women who write graffiti or make street art are not visible” (Pabón 2016: 78). 

 Macdonald (2016) and Pabón (2016) contend that men have historically 

dominated the subculture of graffiti. This is reflected in their approach to the content of 
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their work (more masculine style and imagery, more tagging as a form of branding), the 

materials they use (generally limited to spray-paint), and their exclusiveness and 

competitiveness with one another. They held, and continue to hold, the power to 

dominate the subculture. The graffiti and street art subcultures, especially graffiti, serve 

as spaces for men to construct their masculinity, and this has led to the exclusion of 

women. As Pabón explains:  

The historical marginalization of women street artists/graffiti writers has consequently produced 
an aesthetic hierarchy whereby imagery, lettering, and approach characterized as “feminine” is 
degraded—tacitly informed by the notion that only men are capable of producing graffiti/street art 
with “masculine” characteristics. As an active deconstruction of a sexist value structure, a way to 
bring gender equity to these value systems, and/or as a nonchalant rejection of them, graffiti 
writing and street art making women mark their letters with embellishments (bows), popular 
cultural references (Poison Ivy), and titles (Miss). Others revel in overt female sexuality and 
hyperfemininity through characters. 
 

(2016: 83) 
 

 In applying feminist approaches to space and gender, my research seeks to make 

visible the understudied contributions and experiences of women graf/street artists in 

three ways: (1) by expanding the existing literature on the contributions of women to the 

graffiti and street art subcultures, namely the creative ways they perform, challenge, and 

disrupt gender identities; (2) by demonstrating that their contributions extend beyond 

liberating women in society to challenging and transforming male artists; and (3) by 

emphasizing the importance of studying the local, everyday experiences of individuals. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 
 In this chapter, I outline my research approach, which draws on visual 

ethnography. I then discuss my methods of data collection and analysis, including semi-

structured interviews, document analysis, and participant observations. I also describe my 

use of sketches to visualize my research findings. Lastly, I discuss my positionality and 

its possible effects on the research process.  

 

4.1 Research approach: visual ethnography 
 

 To address my primary research question, How do women graf/street artists 

perform their identities and represent themselves in urban space?, I used visual 

ethnography—the intensive, systematic study of visual language. This entailed slowing 

down and spending time in spaces that feature graffiti and street art in order to record and 

closely engage with the experiences and transgressions of the artists. My goal was to 

inhabit space in a particular, self-reflexive, and bodily way—moving through the world 

in the same way as the participants—in order to experience the space much like they do. 

As Besio and Butz write, “[E]thnography utilizes an epistemological position that 

prioritizes the particularity and context-dependent nature of knowledge” (2004: 433). The 

emphasis on the local and changing relations among humans, non-humans, and the built 

environment is an important contribution of ethnography (Herbert 2000; Katz 1994). As 

an epistemology, this approach helped me understand what it is like to be a graffiti writer 

or street artist.  

 My research evolved in various ways. I explored the city’s graffiti and street art 

primarily by bicycle and on foot, either accompanied by artists or alone. I spent time with 
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informants, interviewing them at cafés in and around Downtown Oakland and visiting 

their studios. A local journalist led me by bike on a tour of West and East Oakland, where 

we visited alleys and local train yards famous for their street art. All of these encounters 

with artists, their artwork, and the spaces they inhabit enriched my understanding of their 

experiences. Because risk is a fundamental part of the experience of a graf/street artist, 

encountered to an even greater extent by women artists, my time spent in these spaces 

was an attempt as researcher to contextualize aspects of what the women artists describe. 

 

4.2 Justification of methods 

 My research involved interviews, document analysis, and participant observation 

(see Table 1 on the following page). The interviews were essential to learning about the 

motives and intentions of the women graf/street artists in Oakland. Their descriptions of 

their experiences in the city and the work they made informed the way I viewed and 

interpreted their art. A review of archival materials provided the context for this research. 

News releases reveal how the public and city government have responded to graffiti and 

street art. Often they condemn graffiti (specifically tags) while appearing to give 

increasing support to authorized street art. This public perception tracks the global trend 

of the rising popularity of street art. Finally, participant observation enabled me to ground 

the material I collected through the interviews with my informants.  
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Table 1: Summary of methods 
Research question: How do women graf/street artists perform their identities and represent 
themselves through their work in Oakland, California? 
Research 
Subquestion 

Evidence Method Mode of Analysis 

How do women 
graf/street artists 
experience urban 
space? 

Experiences of women 
graf/street artists 

Semi-structured interviews 
with various artists 
 
Participant Observation 

Examination of common 
themes/trends in 
perception according to 
coding of interviews and 
artwork 
 
Comparative discourse 
analysis of how different 
actors perceive street art 
 

How do women 
graf/street artists 
make choices 
about the imagery 
and content of 
their art in both 
the physical and 
digital spaces 
where they show 
their work? 
 

Experiences of women 
graf/street artists 
 
Archive of digital media 

Semi-structured interviews 
with various artists 
 
Participant Observation 
 
Secondary source data: 
digital media (primarily 
Instagram) 

Examination of common 
themes/trends in 
perception according to 
coding of interviews and 
artwork 
 
Comparative discourse 
analysis of how different 
artists make choices 
about street art 

What impact does 
the work of 
women graf/street 
artists have in 
urban space? 

Information on City of 
Oakland Public Art 
Program 
 
Graffiti ordinance and 
other regulatory 
measures 
 
Perceptions of street art 
from public, municipal 
government, and other 
artists/mark-makers 

Secondary source data: news 
publications, press reviews, 
and blogs 
 
Participant observation of 
aesthetics of urban spaces 
and human-to-human and 
human-to-environment 
interactions within public 
spaces. 
 
Empirical documentation of 
ongoing and changing uses 
of public space 

Examination of common 
themes/trends in 
perception according to 
coding of interviews and 
artwork 
 
Qualitative summary 
 
 

 

 I also incorporated creative methods to document and respond to what I viewed. 

As Hawkins describes, creative geographies are “modes of experimental ‘art-full’ 

research that have creative practices at their heart” (2015: 262). Neither skill in drawing 

nor the ability to produce “a mimetic record of place” (ibid: 263) is a prerequisite for 

engaging in creative geographies. The learning and discovery from sketching arise in the 
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very act of doing, the process of drawing. What I emphasize in this research is the 

multiple roles of creative practice: as a tool for data collection, an artifact and prompt for 

analysis, and a vehicle for communication. 

 To sketch something is to spend time with the object of study, to develop a 

relationship that is embodied—moving the ink nib across the surface of paper, adjusting 

one’s eyes and hands to see and touch, and slowing one’s breath. Sketching in the urban 

landscape may also trigger emotions—the feeling of heightened alertness, even fear, in an 

unfamiliar environment; the sense of settling into oneself in the landscape; or the 

memories elicited by sounds of sirens or smells of car exhaust and salty ocean air.  

 My sketches offered a mode to study space more deeply than traditional note-

taking would have allowed and the opportunity to expand my understanding of how the 

interviewees related to place. Sketching made it necessary to spend time in the spaces 

that the participants described and think about their experiences there. Mujer Muralista 

explained the heightened risk involved when she paints without her husband present. Girl 

Mobb told me about the passerby who harassed her while she spray-painted portraits of 

community members. Then there was the recent murder of the muralist Antonio Ramos, 

with whom another informant, the woman street artist Kee, collaborated on a project 

underneath the overpass at West and 35th Street. Reflecting on the narratives of the 

interviewees while sitting in these spaces helped me understand their stories. 

 Capturing what is seen through a sketch works differently from snapping a 

photograph. The act of taking a picture is instantaneous, brief, and fleeting. I can never 

understand the participants’ experiences as though they were my own. The creative 

practice of sketching permits a slowing down in space to observe and draw, and to 
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empathize in greater depth with the narratives and experiences of women graf/street 

artists. 

 

4.3 Data collection and analysis 

 I examined the ways women graf/street artists perform their identities in Oakland 

by merging qualitative methods—semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and 

participant observation—with artist’s tools such as sketching and photography. My 

research tools included a notebook and pen, DSLR camera, and audio recorder. My 

smartphone became an unanticipated research device; I used the GPS for tracking down 

and flagging the graffiti and street art recommended to me, the voice recorder as a backup 

for my Sony digital recorder, and the camera as a more easily accessible (and less 

conspicuous) alternative to the hefty digital camera I concealed in my backpack. I also 

used less conventional tools: a paper sketchpad, pens, and pencils for drawing. With the 

art materials, I created visual representations—mimetic, relational, and abstract—from 

my observations, intended to complement my written notes. At the end of this chapter, I 

briefly describe my methods for communicating my research results. 

 

4.3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

 I conducted semi-structured interviews with thirty individuals in Oakland, 

California (Table 2; see appendix for interview details). These interviews captured a 

range of perspectives of Oakland residents on graffiti and street art to answer my first 

subquestion: How do women graf/street artists experience urban space? The duration of 

interviews ranged between 30 minutes and 4 hours, with the average lasting 
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approximately one hour. In December 2016, I conducted follow-up research, 

interviewing several participants from the previous summer a second time and meeting 

with new informants. The research used purposeful sampling in which I identified 

individuals who were knowledgeable about graffiti and street art. I then located them 

through a kind of “snowball sampling” (Osborne 2008) that drew from my established 

relationship with members of A PLACE for Sustainable Living, a well-established non-

profit organization in Oakland that leads community-building activities focused on 

creative expression and environmentalism.21  

 
Table 2: List of interviewees 

Type 
Member of 

Art Collective 
Los Pobres 

Artistas 

Member of 
Art Collective 

Trust Your 
Struggle 

Member of 
Clarion 

Alley Mural 
Project 

Independent 
Artist 

No. of 
Informants 

Women 
graffiti/street artist 2 1 1 8  12 

Men graffiti/street 
artist 2 n/a n/a 8  10 

Resident 5 n/a n/a n/a   5 
Business Owner 2 n/a n/a n/a   2 
City Official 1 n/a n/a n/a   1 

Total 
Interviewees     

 
 30 
 

  
  
 I began my research with a broad focus on the ways that graf/street art shape 

urban space. As I interviewed various stakeholders—residents, business owners, one 

government official, and male and female artists—it became apparent that the women 

artists were experiencing the city in distinct ways. In locating interview participants, I 

made efforts to remain sensitive to the politics of inclusion and exclusion in the 

                                                
21 For more details, see: http://aplaceforsustainableliving.org 



 47 

subcultures of graffiti and street art. Historically, there has been a dearth of geographic 

literature on graffiti and street art that highlights the complex and changing roles of 

female-identified participants. My approach in this research has been to focus upon 

women participants in order to emphasize their role in enacting creative changes, 

particularly through graffiti and street art in the urban environment. 

 To begin my analysis, I transcribed and reviewed all interviews and identified the 

predominant themes. I then reviewed the interviews again and searched for themes that 

could relate to particular concepts in feminist theory, such as embodiment, perception and 

experience of threat, and expressions of gender, such as mimicry of masculinity. In 

comparing interview transcripts, I looked for certain meaningful similarities among 

interviews—for example, the shared experiences of navigating dangerous spaces. I also 

examined the interviews for differences to understand the unique intricacies of the 

women informant’s identities and artwork.  

 

4.3.2 Document analysis 

 I reviewed traditional and digital archives including photos and videos to 

contextualize the empirical research. News and journal articles provided information on 

the rich history of activism, rise of graffiti, and city governmental response to graffiti 

during the past decade in Oakland. My research also included examination of online 

information, including news publications, press reviews, and blogs for coverage of 

graf/street art in Oakland. Digital news articles and social media provided current context 

for graffiti and street art in Oakland. As a whole, these materials were useful for 

understanding and creating cohesion among the various political actions, urban 
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development initiatives and arts projects, and municipal graffiti removal efforts in the 

city. 

 At the beginning of my fieldwork, an artist in Oakland recommended that I use 

Instagram to search for graffiti and street artists in the area. The social media application 

became a crucial tool for finding interview participants. It served multiple purposes: to 

observe the ways graf/street artists use social media to promote themselves, to track down 

artists to participate in my research, and to communicate with potential interview 

participants. My use of social media provided me an opportunity to engage personally in 

the experience of using social media to join in the online conversation. Social media and 

other online platforms were also useful because I was able to view how women articulate 

their politics and perform their identities without the gaze of the researcher influencing 

them. 

 During the course of my research, multiple interview participants I met through 

Instagram remarked that my own Instagram profile and personal artwork made them 

more willing to participate in this project. In other words, it appeared to be to my benefit 

that I was an artist; it seemed to legitimize my interest in their work. As Ramos (2000) 

describes in his ethnographic account of his travels through Ethiopia, artwork and art-

making can sometimes have a disarming effect on viewers: it piques their curiosity, 

drawing in the viewer. For some interview participants, my artwork appeared to have a 

similar effect to what Ramos articulates in his study: my sketches and paintings served to 

“humanise me in other people’s eyes” (Ramos 2000: 9, quoted in Alfonso et al. 2004: 75) 
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4.3.3 Participant observation 

 I relied on participant observation in conjunction with interview data to answer 

my second and third subquestions: How do women graf/street artists make choices about 

the imagery and content of their art in both the physical and digital spaces where they 

show their work? and What effect does the work of women graf/street artists have on the 

urban landscape? I spent time with the interviewees; met them for coffee; toured sites 

where their work was located or where they wished to paint; and accompanied them on 

bicycle rides through Oakland, dodging traffic, hopping fences, and visiting the 

alleyways and abandoned buildings of West Oakland. I documented my observations as 

notes in my journal, drawings in a sketchpad, and photographs snapped around the city. 

 Fieldwork itself is a creative practice—the reiterative process of generating new 

questions and ways of seeing as the researcher collects, sorts, and reviews data. This 

mode of thinking is particularly useful in approaching the ways graffiti and street art 

engage in material and symbolic discourse with the social and embodied spaces of a city. 

Because my research focus—graffiti tags and masterpieces, street artwork such as wheat 

pastes and stencils, and murals—is highly visual, photography and drawings were helpful 

tools for attempting to capture these art forms. Analyzing my own images and sketches is 

a crucial second step in the practice of incorporating my own “creative doings” (Hawkins 

2015: 248) into my research. The final step is putting the creative research methods to use 

in my manuscript. I placed my art directly into the research text as a reference and 

modified and translated the sketches into the finished report. 

 The method of analysis is an important consideration in the research because there 

is a tendency to condense to false labels the meaning, the method, and the intention 
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(Marston and De Leeuw 2013: iv). My analysis of the imagery of the participants’ 

artwork is shaped by what the participants said about their work during the interviews. 

Thus, the focuses of my research evolved as I spoke with artists and endeavored to stay 

true to their intentions. Also, it is important to acknowledge that these works of art have 

lives of their own, both in the physical streets and alleys of Oakland and the digital walls 

of the Internet. Finally, my analysis of the artwork considered imagery and aesthetics, 

materials, techniques, and messages. This was supplemented by what I learned through a 

review of my sketches and photographs. 

 

4.4 Visualization of findings 

 Inspired by research in visual anthropology and the geohumanities (Alfonso et al. 

2004; Hawkins 2012, 2015; Ingold 2011; Ramos 2004), I used creative practices of 

image-making and marking not only as tools to gather and analyze data, but also as 

means to communicate my findings. Drawing from scholars who incorporate visual 

methods into their traditional-format articles, I integrated my sketches and photography 

to show the results of this research. The images (Figures 15-17) on the following pages 

are examples of the drawings created during fieldwork. This “constructive engagement” 

(Hanson 2009: 11) with visual art leads to innovative, creative, and deeply personal 

processes of putting things together. The social scientists Azevedo and Schroer (2016) 

demonstrate the potential benefits of joining ethnographic methods with drawings in their 

research on falconers and birds of prey. Through graphics and sketches that accompany 

text, they explore and communicate the “affective materiality” within the relationships 

between their subjects and the physical environment and changing weather patterns. 
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Their research attests to the creative potential of combining visual illustrations with text 

to explore the complex and changing relationships between human and non-human 

entities and space.  

 As mentioned earlier, geography and creative practices have the potential to 

intersect as a form of political critique. As Marston and De Leeuw (2013) write, “[T]he 

production of creative expressions by geographers, or those by artists that are 

geographically focused, can themselves be political statements about our academic 

production of knowledge: Publishing poetry, for instance, may not be the best way to 

secure tenure in a geography department, so it is a risk for a geographer to maintain 

creative practices outside or even in tandem with the production of more standard 

geographical scholarship” (xii). By modifying the traditional manuscript to include 

graphic components, I aim to integrate varied media of communication—the traditional 

format of geographic research with visual modes—to make the work available both to 

scholars at conferences and presentations as well as for a wider audience via cafés, art 

spaces, and online sites.  

 

 
Figures 15: Sketch of street art by Girl Mobb. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Drawn by author (July 1, 2016) 
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Figures 16: Sketch of street art by Girl Mobb. Uptown District. Oakland, CA 

Source: Drawn by author (June 6, 2016) 
 

 
Figure 17: Sketch of “West Street Mural.” West Oakland, CA 

Source: Drawn by author (July 10, 2016) 
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4.5 Researcher’s positionality and limitations 

 The majority of this research was undertaken during the summer of 2016 when I 

lived in Oakland, California, for three months. I previously lived and worked there from 

2012 to 2015. During these three years, I informally observed the city’s graffiti and street 

art and followed news coverage of the local government’s regulation of graffiti. I also 

participated in mural projects with local residents and learned of the growing popularity 

of street art throughout the Bay Area. I developed an intimate relationship with the city’s 

streets, politics, and art and came to understand how vibrant a setting Oakland is for 

budding street artists, especially women participants, and how intertwined their work and 

activism are in the city. My summer research and a follow-up study in December 2016 

built upon my previous experiences in the city. 

 During fieldwork, distance is created between the viewer and the viewed, 

establishing an inherent power differential. Feminist scholars have discussed how 

historically fieldwork has centered on the male gaze: the researcher or observer is in a 

dominant position (masculine) in relation to the field site and field subjects passively 

waiting to be dominated or encountered (feminine) (Rose 1993; Sparke 1996). The very 

act of observation and representation projects femininity onto the subject (Rose 1993). 

Simultaneously, the researcher feels unsettled around the subject—the feminine—

engaging in a kind of fantasy about the “other.” This gaze both places the viewer in a 

position of control and fulfills a heterosexual fantasy of enjoyment. Rose critiques 

geography’s visual approach and representation for skewing the actual gendered 

complexity of viewer and viewed, thus enacting “systematic erasures” (Rose 1993: 87). 

The very act of seeing could be understood as a process of highlighting and omitting.   
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 Rose’s critique of the male gaze informs my own engagement in researching the 

gendered role of observing and seeing. Inherent in this research are power dynamics. My 

work is complicated by various factors: my racial and gendered identity, and my position 

as researcher and observer against the “object” of study: the participants. I identify as 

white, cis-gendered, and male. The interview informants are of various ages, ethnicities, 

gender identities, and sexual orientations. The bulk of my findings come from female-

identified graf/street artists, some of whom identify as sex-queer, indigenous, and/or 

nonwhite. Many of the women speak of the importance of telling their own story (as 

opposed to having it told by others). Inevitably, I, the outsider, am telling their story.  

 To try to represent the women graf/street artists fairly, I sent drafts of my thesis to 

two of the informants for feedback and made revisions according to their comments. 

Recognizing the highlighting and erasure inherent in this research, I have also tried to 

emphasize those topics and interpretations from my interviews and observations that 

were directed by what the women graf/street artists revealed to me.22 The content of the 

artwork by the graf/street artists, and my own interpretation of the imagery, reflect the 

myriad constructions of the landscape. The built environment is shaped by these social 

constructions. I recognize that such characteristics as gender, sexuality, class, and race 

intersect in important ways to shape the social and embodied spaces of a city. These 

structures and the ways that they present inequality and exclusion are ever-present in the 

subcultures of street art and graffiti.23 

                                                
22 As I address in the following chapters regarding my creative geographic methods, sketching 
can serve as an important way to see and know. It can also further problematize the positioning of 
the researcher if devoid of self-reflexivity. 
23 The decision to focus on gender is not to suggest that issues around race, sexuality, or class are 
less important. The intersectionality of these issues exists whether I address it or not. I chose to 
focus on gender, not because it was the only construct shaping the participants’ experiences and 
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 Nash (1996) contends that although researching the body and the built 

environment is inherently political, it is not necessarily masculine; rather, it is deeply 

contextual. Visual representations are tied to specific geographies and histories that shape 

how the built environment and bodies are depicted and interpreted. I aim to support 

Nash’s claim that numerous gazes, including ones that are feminine and serve feminine 

pleasure, are possible (1996: 161). 

 

                                                                                                                                            
identities, but due to the limitations of the timeline for my research, as well the importance of 
focusing closely on fewer topics in order to explore them in more depth. In my conclusion, I 
address the areas unexplored in this research that could be further examined. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis 
 
 

 The following analysis reveals the ways women graf/street artists perform their 

identities and represent themselves through their work in Oakland, California. Their 

participation in graffiti and street art involves collectivization, engagement in politics, 

and expressions of identity, especially gender. They navigate, resist, and reinforce their 

identities as women in a male-dominated environment. The chapter is divided according 

to the following themes: gender and sexuality (5.1); performativity (5.2); (in)visibility: 

processes of highlighting and omitting (5.3); social and political messages (5.4); 

embodiment and violence (5.5); and digital spaces (5.6). In the final section of this 

chapter (5.7), I discuss these findings in more detail. The themes address how women 

graf/street artists experience and shape urban space and make choices about the imagery 

and content of their art in both the physical and digital spaces where they show their 

work. 

 The majority of research participants in this study live in Oakland. Three of the 

women graf/street artists live outside California but have made work in Oakland. I met 

Mujer Muralista, mentioned earlier, through the social media app Instagram, where she 

posts images of her street art. I stumbled upon her account by “following” artists who 

also follow her work on the app. We met during my research in December 2017, first at a 

café near the Fruitvale Bart Station and later for a short tour of East Oakland and her 

recent mural at a nearby taqueria. While she spoke to the business owner, I took a 

photograph and later made a quick sketch of the mural (Figure 18). Afterward, I returned 

to the site to draw a detail of the mural (Figure 19). The front wall facing the street was 

covered in a painting depicting Latina women making tortillas set against a cluster of 
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nopales, or prickly pear cacti, in the foreground and desert behind. Another mural 

extended beyond the gate on the inner wall of the taqueria, featuring women of color and 

Black Panther members, alluding to the political movement in Oakland. 

 

 
Figures 18, 19: Sketches of Mujer Muralista’s mural. La Casita Taqueria, Fruitvale, Oakland, CA 

Source: Drawn by author (December 16, 2016) 
  
 
 During the making of these sketches, I reflected on my conversations with the 

artists whom I interviewed and the general themes that surfaced over the course of my 

study. Seven of the twelve female informants with whom I spoke make a combination of 

authorized and unsanctioned work; some have transitioned to making only sanctioned 

street art. Kee, a fellow artist and friend of Mujer Muralista, met with me in South 

Berkeley to discuss her work and struggles in Oakland amid ongoing violence. Like 

Mujer Muralista, Kee is a native of Oakland. She had collaborated with Mujer Muralista 

on previous work. After we spoke at a café, I visited a nearby mural she was creating 
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with a well-known Bay Area artist, Juana Alicia. On Instagram, I also found Miss Me,24 

an artist from Canada who has engaged in illegal work in Oakland. We spoke by phone 

about her experiences, and she explained the reasoning behind the imagery of her 

artwork. Bud Snow, another woman graf/street artist, met with me during the summer 

and again in December at her studio. An Oakland resident, Bud Snow often collaborates 

with the street artist Girl Mobb and recommended that I speak with her. Several of the 

artists in this study know each other and collaborate. Many work alone, yet their 

experiences of navigating the graffiti and street art cultures converge in dynamic ways.  

 

5.1 Gender and sexuality 

 A few important themes emerged regarding gender and sexuality for the women 

graf/street artists: unequal treatment and challenges between women and men, 

competition, and collaboration among women. Multiple artists in this study described 

obstacles they felt were particular to being women in the male-dominant subcultures of 

street art and graffiti. The informants described concerns about earning less than men for 

commissioned pieces, having fewer opportunities to paint, and being overlooked in 

collaborative projects in the city. As Girl Mobb explained: 

I definitely feel like the graffiti scene supports more male artists than female artists. Basically to 
support myself, I’m kind of my own package. I don’t have a real crew or anything; it’s just me. 
The men that do murals get paid a lot more, and there’s a lot more of them doing it than females. I 
feel like it’s hard to be taken as seriously as a female artist especially in the mural scene because 
we’re not the dominant ones. There are way less of us. I don’t feel like most of us have the kind of 
support system that we need. 
 

(personal interview, July 1, 2016) 
 

 Her comment reveals the difficulties she and her fellow women graf/street artists 

                                                
24 See Miss Me on Instagram at @miss_me_art. Her artist’s website is: http://www.miss-me-
art.com. 
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face as underrepresented members of the subcultures. Kee’s frustrations are similar to 

Girl Mobb’s: “[I]t’s already hard to be making it as an artist and then on top of that I have 

to be [pounds fist] a lesser paid artist because I’m a woman, you know what I mean?” 

The characteristics of the male-dominant graffiti scene—the emphasis on heightened 

danger and risk to earn respect, the warfare mentality of antagonizing the city 

government and police by breaking the law—combine to construct and reinforce a less 

inclusive environment for women. As Macdonald observes, the illegality, competitive 

nature, and precariousness of traditional graffiti serve as “constructive identity 

resource[s]” for men that might be less available to women (2016: 183).  

 These resources shape an identity among male artists that many informants 

describe as unwelcoming and frequently bigoted. Mujer Muralista prefers to work with 

women instead of men 

[b]ecause of the sexist crap, man, like men talking over me when I’m speaking or trying to share 
an idea. I worked on a collaborative project spray-painting a car a few years back and there was a 
male artist who just basically painted right over what I had just done. […] [I’m] not taken 
seriously for the art that I’m doing […]. I’m a woman so I'm something to conquer. It's like a 
primal something is going on there that needs to be healed for decades back, for generations back, 
yo. […] I’m not trying to take your job. I’m not trying to overshadow you. I’m actually trying to 
help you so we can do this beautiful work together. I’m not trying to compete with you. It’s all of 
these things coming up which I just don’t give a shit about. This poor little male ego. I’m sorry, 
get over yourself. We’re trying to do something beautiful for our community and you’re bringing 
all this energy in.  
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
 
 Her comment reveals the importance she gives to her work—doing “something 

beautiful for our community”—and the frustration she feels about the harassment she has 

experienced from the men graf/street artists. Just as Mujer Muralista and other female 

informants often experience discomfort working with male artists, many of the women 

graf/street artists say that the male artists also feel uneasy. For example, Girl Mobb and 

Miss Me, who describe themselves as particularly straightforward and direct, speculate 
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that these qualities are intimidating for men. Miss Me explains: “I […] have a very strong 

personality. I’m kind of the opposite of the stereotype of the artist as super closed and 

really awkward. I have a loud personality and I talk a lot about my gender and […] sex. 

Some people that are maybe, you know, not used to that […] don’t know how to act” 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016). She elaborates on her experiences with male artists: 

It’s true that it [the art world] is very male dominated, and I find that sometimes you know certain 
crews or certain groups of people will have a chance to work with each other and somehow never 
kind of include you. I’m trying to not take it personally but I think it’s because they don’t really 
know how to work with good women artists, because a lot of these guys when they deal with girls, 
it’s girls that are kind of bad at art, and they [the guys] are badass so they can kind of show off and 
stuff. So they’re not used to having to be with a girl that they can’t impress—a girl who does 
exactly what they do and sometimes […] better.  
 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016) 
 

 For Miss Me, the lack of inclusion in collaborative projects with men might arise 

from discomfort that men graf/street artists feel. The presence of women graf/street artists 

can threaten the machismo and masculinity of the male artists/writers. These observations 

resonate with Macdonald’s observation that a “woman achieving in the same way as her 

male peers has the power to silence their masculine commentary and criticism. Unless, 

that is, [when] she is consigned to a place where her actions have no volume; a woman on 

the subcultural sidelines is going to have very much less to say than a woman on the 

pitch” (2016: 188-89). Miss Me explains that men feel especially pressured by women 

artists who are good at their craft. Perhaps this is because it forces them to confront their 

advantaged positions in society. Girl Mobb’s experience is similar to Miss Me’s:  

I feel like because a lot of [male artists’ discomfort] revolves around ego, […] if you let the 
women in it’s kind of like sharing your light or something. […] [W]hen women are doing 
something that’s like just as hardcore as the men it’s like intimidating. It throws them off and 
makes them uncomfortable. You know, graffiti is like a huge ego thing for sure, so it’s gonna be 
more discriminating than other art forms. 
 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016) 
 

 The informants’ comments illustrate the frustrations women graf/street artists feel 
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about being overlooked in the subcultures and also reveal their determination to continue 

making art despite the challenges. In response to the exclusion of women, many of the 

women informants collaborate on projects. Girl Mobb and Bud Snow often participate in 

all-women art shows. Girl Mobb explains: 

At first I thought it was kind of cheesy to do another all-girl art show because I do that a lot. […] 
[But] this is definitely relevant because most of these graffiti-themed shows—it’s all dudes with 
one girl with the intention being that, ‘Oh we threw a girl in there.’ You know? [laughs]. So yeah, 
I thought [about] what can I do to be part of the change in the situation. 
 

(ibid) 
 
By working together, women graf/street artists in Oakland manage to secure 

projects that might be more difficult to do on their own. Collaborations with women 

artists and patrons often allow for more creative space and encouragement. “[L]ately, 

most of my gigs have been coming from women-owned businesses.” Girl Mobb explains. 

“[U]sually working with them, they’re always like, ‘Yeah, let’s do it!’ Really excited. 

Whereas sometimes with the male business owners, it can be more like pulling teeth, you 

know?” (personal interview, December 30, 2016). For Girl Mobb, these women-only 

collaborations have led to more projects, widening the spaces of inclusion for many of 

her female peers. 

 Similar to Girl Mobb, Mujer Muralista stresses the importance of her 

collaborations with her fellow female artists. Her experience as a marginalized member 

of society deeply shapes her approach to her artwork: 

I feel like it’s something innately that I’ve been taught as a woman that I can’t seem to unlearn 
which is thinking of others first and caring for others first before myself. I see my male 
counterparts that are privileged just acting and doing without consulting or checking in with the 
greater community. [It is] a more selfish approach when someone just goes and does their thing 
without consulting others or thinking how it could affect others. Maybe it’s kind of a socialist 
perspective. […] My father was a political prisoner who was exiled to this country. I am the first-
born daughter. I am indigenous. I am queer. I am a muralist. I’m a teacher. Sure there’s all these 
bits and pieces of who I am that make me do it that way, but it feels right. I don’t want to stop. 
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
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 Her comment reveals the importance she gives to the shared experiences of 

women and her own personal narrative. Drawing from her complex history as a queer, 

indigenous woman, she highlights the unique and thoughtful perspectives that women 

graf/street artists bring to the community. By involving neighbors in the process of 

creation and meditating on the long-term social impacts of an artwork, Mujer Muralista 

presents an approach to street art that is inclusive. The multitude of characteristics that 

make up her identity play an important role in shaping her approach to her artwork. 

 

5.2 Performativity: playing with gender 
 

 Women artists employ traditionally masculine expressions and techniques to 

street art and graffiti, but they are also carving out a niche for themselves that is distinctly 

their own. In many cases the artwork exhibits some of the qualities—aggression, 

competition, and subversion—of contemporary male-dominated graffiti, but with a twist. 

Miss Me and Girl Mobb, in particular, create pieces that bend gender norms. Miss Me 

uses a feminine name, yet shows more masculine characteristics in her work. Her use of 

“miss” injects her femininity into urban spaces that are often exclusionary to women, 

playing with the “gendered sense of belonging to, safety in, and ownership of public 

space influenced by architectural features and urban planning” (Pabón, 2013, as quoted in 

Pabón 2016: 81).  

 There is an inherent sexualization of women graf/street artists in the subcultures 

(Macdonald 2016: 188) that leads to an undermining of the ability of a woman artist: her 

skill is overlooked or cheapened by the sexual focus from the male gaze. The work of 

Miss Me and Girl Mobb, as well as the approaches of Mujer Muralista and Kee, confront 
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and take control of this outsider-looking-in sexualization of their bodies. The recurring 

image Miss Me often wheatpastes is a self-portrait in which she stands nude except for a 

shirt and mask (Figure 20). She holds her t-shirt up with her teeth, exposing her breasts. 

Her hands positioned on her hips, she stares directly at the viewer through her balaclava. 

Miss Me calls this character “the vandal.” The balaclava and name “vandal” both have 

masculine undertones: subversive and confrontational. Yet, by placing Mickey Mouse 

ears onto the mask, Miss Me juxtaposes the more masculine characteristics with a 

playful, disarming quality. 

 

 
Figure 20: Screenshot of wheatpaste by Miss Me. Location unknown. 

Source: Instagram page of Miss Me: https://www.instagram.com/miss_me_art/ 
 
 

 Contrasting with the traditionally-masculine characteristics, the naked female 

body with breasts bared presents a particular style of femininity. Yet, through presenting 
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her body in such a raw, exposed, and aggressive way, the image dances between 

normative ideas of femininity and masculinity. Miss Me’s work demonstrates that the 

aggressiveness of the male-dominant subculture is not completely abandoned, even when 

a female-identified artist is the creator. She modifies the aggressiveness of the subculture 

to fit her desires and intentions—both to carve out space for herself in the scene and 

communicate messages that are personal. In addition to the image above, Miss Me 

creates versions that play off of the base image: she might replace her breasts with sharks 

baring teeth or teddy bear heads, or cover her vulva with a disembodied hand showing the 

middle finger. On her Instagram page, she combines images of her street art with videos 

of similarly dressed women wearing balaclavas and standing nude. 

  Another image Miss Me repeats in many places is two hands together to form the 

shape of a vagina with the word “Pussyluminati” in cursive above the image. On 

Instagram, often she overlays the image onto male figures whom she is criticizing: 

Donald Trump, Ayatollah Khomeini, Warren Jeffs, and Yishai Shlissel, for example. She 

calls it a “power pussy” (Miss Me Instagram account, 5/24/2016). In addition to her self-

portrait and “pussyluminati” series, she makes wheatpastes depicting women of color 

such as Nina Simone and Angela Davis. In her stencils she also includes corporate logos 

like the Adidas and Nike images with words such as “feminist” or “free” over them. 

 Although Girl Mobb and Miss Me are not personally acquainted, Girl Mobb 

similarly uses the balaclava to play with gender and sexuality, while simultaneously 

presenting normative gender roles (Figure 21). Girl Mobb often paints images of women 

with mascara and lipstick. Her recent work depicts women blowing kisses toward the 

viewer. She juxtaposes the femininity of the characters (makeup, kisses, pink and purple 
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colors) with feminist imagery: unshaven legs, the balaclava, and power poses. Often her 

murals feature dismembered heads rising above the street. Aggressive imagery repeated 

in many of her works includes concertina wire, trash, polluted skylines, and burning 

police cars. 

 

 
Figure 21: Street art by Girl Mobb. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 6, 2016) 
 

 Girl Mobb’s recent street art includes “Cop Kiss” (Figure 22) a series of murals 

and art pieces that depict a woman lying on top of a burning police car. In the fall of 

2016, the graffiti art gallery 1AM gave her permission to paint a version of this piece on 

their premises. She remarks: “I was like, ‘Can I paint a girl straddling a cop car on fire on 

the side of your building?’ And they were like, ‘Yeah! That’s rad!’ I was kind of like, 

‘Are you going to let me get away with this?’ and they were like ‘Hell yeah!’” Her aim is 

to provoke the viewer by placing confrontational material in public space. 
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Figure 22: Street art by Girl Mobb. Downtown Oakland, CA 

Source: Instagram page of Girl Mobb: https://www.instagram.com/girlmobb/ (July 1, 2016) 
 
  
 Girl Mobb often paints an overtly feminine subject—with lipstick, eye shadow, 

and colorful fingernails. A self-portrait, the recurring figure depicts traditionally feminine 

imagery that contrasts with aggressive forms such as the mask and leather clothes, which 

conceal and distort her identity. “[I am] hidden from the world, kind of a lone wolf […] 

character,” she explains, and her work is less a commentary on the world around her than 

a window into her own experience and complex identity. Her imagery is intentionally 

provocative and humorous: 

I’ve been told that the symbols I use are confrontational. […] I like to use […] imagery with dual 
meanings. So, I have the cop car on fire and the palm trees and the trash can and the girl with the 
ski mask and stuff like that. So it kind of has like aggressive connotations or something like that. 
[The kisses over the cop car] are just to be fun and cocky. 
 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016) 
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  The juxtapositions of gender that some women graf/street artists employ present a 

form of posturing or “code-switching,” as Mujer Muralista says. It seems women artists 

are constantly repositioning themselves within and against the male-dominated culture so 

that they often embody and express both masculine and feminine qualities. Through the 

use of names like “Miss” and imagery that includes more traditionally feminine symbols 

and characters, these artists accentuate and emphasize their femininity. Yet, they also 

emulate characteristics of their male counterparts such as aggression and stoicism in 

order to compete in the male-dominated subculture, thus obscuring their gender. They 

often learn these qualities from those male members of their inner artist circles from 

whom they seek support. Girl Mobb explains: 

I’ve asked for […] guidance from OG [slang for “original gangsta,’’ referring to veteran artists 
who are often male] muralists about how to get better paying gigs in the mural scene. And they 
came at me super real like, “It’s gonna be harder for you as woman for these business owners to 
take you seriously” and like, “You have to be aggressive and even if you’re faking it, be super 
aggressive and […] don’t bow down.” […] What you do is a service just like a plumber or 
electrician and you gotta like stand up for yourself and that’s hard because people try to take 
advantage of you and be like oh this is your enjoyment […]. It is a service, a public service. 
 

(personal interview, July 1, 2016) 
 

 Her comment illustrates the discrimination that women graf/street artists face. As 

Mujer Muralista says, “[T]here’s all these double standards in society of just sexist crap 

[…] to navigate” (personal interview, December 11, 2016). Mujer Muralista describes the 

ways in which she adopts actions from her male counterparts: 

I’m learning how to copy them in some areas to be more aggressive in certain capacities and not 
doubt myself as much, cause as a woman I tend to doubt or second-guess more than I really have 
to. I look at how my homie here do it. Is he tripping on stuff like that? Not really. I say let me just 
pretend that I am male for a while. […] If we as women can utilize our intention, the women’s 
intuition thing that we have, in a way that is successful, then it’s great. But we’ve often been 
beaten over the head for having emotions in the business world […]. If I can learn how to navigate 
in this male-dominated field and not let anything stop me and don’t get caught up in my emotions 
and self-doubt—just keep plowing ahead—then eventually I’ll get there. 
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
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 Mujer Muralista asserts that it is through combining masculine and feminine 

qualities that she will be successful. She is conscious of the advantages of more 

masculine approaches while remaining in touch with what she views as important 

contributions of “women’s intuition”: bringing a sensitivity to one’s surroundings and 

social relations. Kee, like Mujer Muralista and Girl Mobb, shares a critical perspective on 

traditional, gendered notions of engaging with her community. She insists that artists  

need to redefine what power and powerful looks like. […] I was raised by a man, you know? […] 
And I have to catch myself sometimes, you know what I mean? […] [W]hen I’m angry and being 
all kind of obnoxious, I feel powerful. Why is that? Why do I associate dysfunction with things 
that are powerful? […] Instead of like how powerful it is to be, I’m gonna put myself out there in 
the space where I don’t know how people are going to respond to my work. Why isn’t that 
considered more powerful?   
 

(ibid) 
 

 Through their collaboration with fellow women artists, their juxtaposition of 

overtly feminine and masculine qualities, and their thoughtful reflections on their 

identities and experiences in society, women graf/street artists in Oakland are disrupting 

patriarchal and masculinist forces in the graffiti/street art subcultures. As the next section 

shows, the artists claim agency over how their bodies are read and their stories told 

through processes of concealing and revealing their identities.  

 

5.3 (In)visibility: processes of highlighting and omitting 

 All creative work is a selective process. Particular elements (text, images, media, 

location, time) are emphasized while other components are set aside, overshadowed, or 

eliminated. Through the erasure of certain individuals, contexts, landscapes, and social 

conditions, a piece of artistic work inescapably reinforces certain structures, politics, and 

gender norms. Women graf/street artists are engaging in processes of selection as they 

reveal and conceal parts of their identity through the work they do in the city. They make 
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choices about what to depict and omit during the process and finished product of their 

work.  

 Referring again to Miss Me’s self-portraits, which she has placed throughout 

Oakland and other cities, the imagery of the artwork both highlights—presenting the 

rawness of her nudity—and omits—concealing her identity. Contrasting her naked body 

with her masked face, Miss Me is intentional about the ways she hides and reveals 

qualities about her body and identity. She explains: 

There’s definitely a certain power to [anonymity]. […] People just love to have a face, love to 
have a figure. It’s the whole idea of the golden calf and idols and the face of Jesus. There is a huge 
power to a face that you can project everything you need on. Even reacted at very positively. 
There is [also] a power in anonymity because, like, mystery is something that people like.  
 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016). 
 

 Miss Me chooses to obscure her identity because she does not want to be judged 

according to the criteria by which women are often measured: physical appearance. “I 

don’t want people to talk or to discourage me a certain way,” she says (ibid). Miss Me 

feels that the tendency among male viewers to assess her work according to her physical 

features distracts from her message in her art. Instead of being evaluated according to her 

appearance, she wants to be recognized for and judged by her skill and what she is trying 

to communicate. Her response in her artwork—to disguise her face but show her naked 

body (Figure 23 on following page)—touches on the coexistence of seemingly 

contradictory aspects. She is both making herself visible and simultaneously obscuring 

her identity. 
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Figure 23: Screenshot of wheatpaste by Miss Me. Location unknown. 

Source: Instagram page of Miss Me: https://www.instagram.com/miss_me_art/ 
 

 Anonymity can make a piece of street art more generalizable, reaching a far wider 

audience than if the identity of the figure or artist was known. This happens by offering a 

space for viewers to project their own interpretations and feelings onto the art. Yet 

through repetition and mass-production, the work and the artist become recognizable and 



 71 

distinct. The balaclava-clad woman in Miss Me’s stencils could be anyone and yet, 

simultaneously, someone very specific—the artist: 

The mask is very much a face and so it’s even better. It’s like a cartoon. It becomes this weird like 
idea and I find it’s also a way for a lot more people to identify with me because I’m more of a 
cartoon. I’m less of a specific face. I don’t look like anyone, you know what I mean? I don’t 
remind you of anybody. 
 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016) 
 

 Miss Me seeks spaces that are highly visible to place her work, often in the 

financial and tourist districts of cities. “I like places where people are, where people 

live,” she says. “I like my stuff to be seen. I’m not big on hiding my work in alleys and 

back stuff. I don’t do that much. […] I like to spark a conversation with as many people 

as I can” (ibid). A consequence of choosing more visible areas is that the spaces are often 

more highly regulated. As a result, her work is removed more quickly than if it were 

placed in less public areas. For Miss Me, the heightened exposure of her pieces in more 

visible areas of the city compensates for their shorter lifespan. 

 Like Miss Me, Girl Mobb often depicts characters whose identities are concealed 

(Figure 24 on following page). However, Girl Mobb shows her face freely in her social 

media accounts. Making it clear to the public that she is a woman is important to her: “I 

guess the way things are going, since I'm kind of doing more activist work for like 

females […], it makes sense that I would just put [my gender identity] out there” 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016). She appreciates the range of mark-making 

found in Oakland—tags overlapping murals and wheatpastes that coincide with graffiti 

pieces. “The street and walls are just another platform where you get a larger audience. 

So, it’s all just kind of art to me,” she says. 
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Figure 24: Street art by Girl Mobb. Fruitvale Neighborhood, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (December 16, 2016) 
 

 Often Girl Mobb’s artwork references the landscape of the Bay Area, juxtaposing 

the lushness and beauty of the area with images of its underbelly: detritus, machinery, 

cars, and pollution (Figure 25). Some of her work has an environmental focus; usually a 

few key elements are collaged together. Like Miss Me, Girl Mobb prefers contrasts, 

painting positive elements such as “beautiful plants and landscapes” with the negative 

qualities of Oakland such as “poverty and garbage […]. I try not to butter up the image 

that California is this like oasis from every other place. It has extreme positives but also 

extreme negatives” (personal interview, July 1, 2016). Girl Mobb’s surroundings are 

important for inspiring the imagery she highlights in her work: 

Well environment kind of becomes a part of who you are and you become a part of it. […] Putting 
images of Oakland in my work is important because in a way it kind of is a shout out to the city 
that I live in. I don’t really need to say Oakland is diverse and unique and blah blah blah.  […] I 
feel like describing it through symbols and imagery is a way […] people understand it. […] It’s 
just kind of like this excess of everything all the time. And that’s what kind of drives people out 
and brings people in, this insane poverty and insane wealth, insane grunginess and insane 
shininess, lush trees, garbage, abandoned buildings, brand new condos like all next to each other. 
All surviving against each other and it’s just so extreme. […] I wanted to describe it in […] a 
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pleasing sort of pattern type way. It makes it pleasing to the eye and in a way it’s a kind of 
monotony because you live this day-to-day life but you’re surrounded by all this crazy shit 
[laughs]. 
 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016) 
 
 

 
Figure 25: Street art by Girl Mobb. Uptown District, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (June 28, 2016) 
 

 Similar to Girl Mobb, Mujer Muralista makes her identity fully visible. She 

chooses to put her face on her Instagram feed as a strategy to build her network of fans 

and participants. Through her artwork, Mujer Muralista hopes to highlight voices in the 

community to strengthen the connections among the inhabitants: 

I think faces, portraits, the selfies phenomenon—there’s a deeper meaning to that. I think people 
[…] want that vulnerability, that soul of a person, that connection. And the way to get there is the 
face, the eyes. Whenever I talk to people about their inspirations, they remember people and what 
they look like. 
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
 

 Primarily making authorized street art, Mujer Muralista chose to reveal her 
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identity in direct response to feeling underrepresented in the street art scene. Recently, 

she completed a mural alongside work by a male artist. A local newspaper featured the 

male artist’s work but gave no coverage to Mujer Muralista’s art. “Do they just not see 

me?” she asked me during our interview (personal interview, December 11, 2016). With 

that question, she founded an arts movement called Do You See Me to highlight 

women’s voices through street art projects. As she explains, “The Do You See Me 

Movement is an interactive project that reclaims our narrative as girls and women of 

color through mural activism worldwide. With an emphasis on first-person perspective, 

participants hold a sign in their language that asks: do you see me? […] [The project 

seeks to] empower communities one mural at a time” (Mujer Muralista’s Instagram 

account, December 10, 2016 post).  

 Mujer Muralista enlists the participation of women, artists or otherwise, collects 

stories about their identities, and transforms them into murals. She also designs coloring 

books featuring the participant’s experiences to print and distribute to the public. Mujer 

Muralista wishes to highlight women’s voices because she believes they have been erased 

from society. She hopes that her work can encourage women to tell their own stories 

through artwork so that they can become what Pabón describes as “agents of 

communication between women of varying identities and experiences—not as passive 

objects to be gazed upon” (2016: 84). 

 At the beginning of this chapter, I described Mujer Muralista’s mural at the 

taqueria in East Oakland (Figures 26 and 27). On an inner wall hidden from the street but 

visible through the windows from inside the taqueria, she showed me a mural in progress. 

Like Miss Me, Mujer Muralista describes the support she feels from the queer 
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community. Her imagery celebrates her indigenous roots and her womanhood. She often 

uses bright colors and includes text that asks “Do you see me?” in English, or “¿Me  

ves?” in Spanish. 

 
 

 
Figures 26, 27: Street art by Mujer Muralista. Fruitvale Neighborhood, Oakland, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (December 16, 2016) 
 
 
 Women play with anonymity and femininity to draw attention to their message. 

Sometimes they use pseudonyms. Sometimes they use their real names. The choice 

depends on the level of legality of their work and whether the artist wants elements of her 

identity, including her gender, to be visible to others. In part, this is in response to an 

erasing of women’s identities that is performed by the city space, the arts community, and 

male artists. In the public sphere, a work of graffiti or street art is often assumed to be 

made by a male artist. Yet women graf/street artists make active choices about how or 

when they want to be viewed. There is a simultaneous process of making visible and 

obscuring in which they participate through their use of highlighting and erasure. As the 

next section shows, these choices are often political. 
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5.4 Social and political messages 

 Many of the women graf/street artists I interviewed self-identify as activists. They 

express interest not only in making a career as artists, but also creating work that offers 

political and social commentary. Their activism might reveal itself in the ways they 

include members of the community in the process of designing and making a mural or 

their work as educators for youth, especially girls. Their efforts to support one another 

through collaboration are intended to make the voices of women artists heard. 

 For example, Mujer Muralista discusses the role of the artist in shaping 

community. Although she appreciates work that beautifies a space, she feels that at its 

root street art should improve a neighborhood beyond aesthetics. Her work as an educator 

is an extension of and complement to her own artistic practice. By lifting up the stories of 

others, she aims to present a counternarrative to the often marginalizing forces in the city. 

She intends for her work to be decolonizing in urban space. To be colonized, Mujer 

Muralista explains, is to be unaware 

that society has been constructed to enslave us basically […]. [A]ny indigenous person on turtle 
island, the Americas, whatever you want to call it, cause the name has changed over time 
depending on who’s in charge, right? Just pick a colonizer: French, English, Portuguese, Spanish, 
right? […] [T]hey brought their paradigm to this land that wasn’t theirs and then they 
implemented language and religion to steal the land, the culture, the language from the people that 
were already here. And then on top of that, they made us feel really shitty just to exist and then 
instilled and implemented their concepts of beauty and education and law and they made it 
difficult for us to own land as indigenous peoples. They made us ashamed for having brown skin 
or speaking our native tongue. […] So, all of these horrible things—a genocide of peoples—and 
then you start forgetting. That’s the worst part of being colonized: forgetting who you are.  
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
 
Mujer Muralista hopes that her artwork sparks conversations about 

marginalization and underrepresentation in order to build more inclusive communities. 

“Let’s connect, let’s talk, let’s have these difficult conversations,” she says. “Let’s ask a 

lot of questions, let’s get to the truth of this, and let’s make some positive change in our 
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communities because this isn’t really going away at least not for a long time, right? This 

cage we’re in called the city with all of these functions that we take for granted” (ibid). 

 Girl Mobb expresses similar interests in using her artwork to engage viewers in 

conversations about society and politics. For example, her recent mural, “Feel the Bern” 

(Figure 28), depicts Bernie Sanders between outstretched hands holding burning bras. 

The title includes the subheading, “Feminists for Bernie.” Such overtly political murals 

do important work in public space because they are essentially billboards that counter the 

normative images and text that the public sees in the city. Girl Mobb’s “Bernie” piece is 

an example of political propaganda. 

 

 
Figure 28: Street art by Girl Mobb. Oakland, CA 

Source: Instagram page of Girl Mobb: https://www.instagram.com/girlmobb/ 
  

 Like Girl Mobb and Mujer Muralista, Miss Me also makes work that is overtly 

political. She describes the support she receives from her followers who share her 

sentiment: 

I have had a ton of super positive feedback from women. Men—none of them get it. Men don’t 
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understand it. They can’t help but see it as a sexual thing. Women on the other hand—[…] usually 
more funky, strong personality, edgier [women]—[…] really get it right away. I have a huge queer 
following. I get pictures every week from girls doing it [lifting up their shirts] in front of the 
“vandal” [the label she gives the repeated image of herself with the balaclava and raised shirt]. 
They get the attention. They get that it’s a soldier saying, “Go fuck yourself, society. Enough with 
it! Don’t make me sexual!” 
 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016) 
 

 Miss Me’s statement reveals her intention behind her artwork—to claim power 

over her sexuality and gender. “If I didn’t decide to use my body in a sexual way,” she 

later remarks, “don’t make it sexual. That’s not how it is. Sexuality is an intention. […] If 

I want to be sexual, I’ll be sexual. If I don’t want to be sexual, I’m just a person” (ibid). 

Through the artwork she affixes to the walls of cities, Miss Me makes overt, political 

statements about identity and empowerment that resonate with inhabitants. Her growing 

fan base reflects the power and immediacy of her work. By placing images of her body in 

public space, she challenges the dominant narrative that certain bodies—such as non-

male and queer—do not belong. As the following section explores, women graf/street 

artists experience the forces of inclusion and exclusion often through embodied, and 

threatening, ways. 

 
 
5.5 Embodiment and violence 
 

 According to my interviewees, making art outside in public space is inherently 

risky. Graffiti writing is especially dangerous because artists face arrest if they choose 

sites that have high traffic. Instead, they often choose secluded areas or paint late at night, 

exposing themselves to potential violence related to drugs or crime. As Girl Mobb 

explains, authorized work can sometimes provide a safer environment. After the 

challenges presented by making graffiti, she appreciates the benefits from doing 

sanctioned projects. “I can take my sweet time on a wall and do whatever I want. There’s 
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little need to risk my freedom [laughs] to do it at night and threaten to get shot or arrested 

or any of that kind of stress” (personal interview, December 30, 2016). 

  However, authorized street art is not devoid of risk. “As far as murals go,” Girl 

Mobb explains, “there have been instances where it’s been just as unsafe to do a mural as 

it has been to do street art. I’ve actually been threatened to be murdered for doing a mural 

before in East Oakland on occasion. And that was actually more stressful than doing 

street art and being chased with a hammer down the street” (ibid). Making art in public, 

regardless of legality, means exposing oneself for long periods of time in one area. 

Whereas a passerby might merely walk or drive through space, the graffiti writer, 

muralist, or street artist actively engages with the social and embodied spaces of the city. 

 In the traditionally patriarchal, masculinist, and exclusionary environment of 

urban space, danger is especially present for women graf/street artists. Each of the 

women informants described the increased risk they felt specific to their gender. 

Women’s bodies are incongruous with the dominant vision of those occupying public 

space. Girl Mobb describes an experience she had while making legal work in East 

Oakland. She was painting portraits of passers-by, many of whom were people of color. 

As a white woman, she was aware that the project might attract attention. A black man 

stopped by and asked her what she was doing as a white woman painting images of 

people in the community. The confrontation reveals competing opinions. What she 

viewed as an homage to the community, the man saw as an undermining of the 

neighborhood’s own artistic identity. He wondered why a local artist from that 

community and of the demographic of that community was not painting the mural.  

 Like Girl Mobb, Mujer Muralista shares stories of her own experiences of threat 
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in the city. She describes how gender plays a part in her experience of danger: 

I mean, I’m a female. I’m already vulnerable. That’s just something I’ve had to learn to accept and 
then find power in instead of hurting myself for it even further. For me growing up it’s always 
looked down in society when women have emotions or feel. The pressures we put on our boys that 
also affects the girls. So misogyny goes both ways. Sexism hurts everybody. The expectations and 
pressures we put on gender roles. Just being female, I cannot leave the house after a certain point, 
or I have to report where I’ve been where a man doesn’t have to. […] I’m hyper vigilant of my 
body and my space, especially in public [when] I’m working. You don’t harass a male worker on 
the street just for being male and working, but a woman working on the street, painting—she’ll get 
harassed every five minutes. […] There’s an unspoken understanding in our society to treat people 
by how they look. And I’m not just talking about gender, it’s deep.  
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
 

 Moments of heightened violence spark new conversations with community, and 

cause people to reevaluate whether making street art is worth the risk for the artists, 

especially women participants. Incidents can also fortify communities of artists as they 

react by supporting one another. A recent event that many of the informants describe was 

the shooting of the muralist Antonio Ramos25 in Oakland in 2015. Ramos was a local 

painter collaborating with 60 other artists on the anti-violence mural for the Oakland 

Super Heroes Mural Project, a local organization that worked with West Oakland Middle 

School ArtEsteem students to develop the project. Girl Mobb had been working on 

murals near the overpass where Ramos was killed when the incident happened. “That was 

actually really difficult because I was doing two murals at the same time and both of 

them were on either side of where the shooting happened,” she explains. “So I had people 

coming up to me and actually being pretty supportive and just telling me to be careful and 

that they had my back and they were watching me and just to be safe” (personal 

interview, July 1, 2016). 

 Bud Snow also felt impacted by the shooting. She had applied to be on the same 

                                                
25 A short letter about Ramos’ murder from the staff of the Oakland Super Heroes Mural Project: 
http://myemail.constantcontact.com/A-Horrible-Tragedy-In-West-Oakland.html?soid=110121003 
1386&aid=ltqiQTpSf3o 



 81 

crew that Ramos was a member of when he was shot. In retrospect, she felt lucky she had 

not been selected to participate. Kee’s reactions were especially personal because she had 

worked with the Oakland Superhero Mural Project and had befriended Ramos. The 

murder affected her ability to continue making art: 

It’s been very difficult […]. I’ve had to ask myself […] why am I doing art, what does this mean 
especially when it’s like even though we’re trying to do this to challenge violence and these kinds 
of issues, it’s still gonna happen and it doesn’t make us safe. […] It’s like how am I going to move 
forward and what message do I have when I’m still trying to pursue art and still trying to make it 
accessible even though there are obviously going to be dangers, you know? 
 

(personal interview, December 16, 2016) 
 
 Figures 29 and 30 show photographs of the mural where Ramos was killed. 

Dedicated to the artist after his death, the mural features superheroes who use their 

powers to bring peace to the community. On the left, a Mexican-American figure, Emilio, 

is depicted who spreads his music to bring calm to the neighborhood. A Yemeni figure, 

Gaza, floats within the frame to the right. Her super power is using her flowers to subdue 

criminals and pacify violence. Beneath Gaza, community members and Ramos’ family 

members placed an altar in memory of Ramos. The mural and altar are powerful symbols 

of the neighborhood’s effort to join together in the face of the grave challenges of poverty 

and racism. The shooting is a tragic reminder that violence is still present in West 

Oakland.  
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Figures 29, 30: “West Street Mural.” West Oakland, CA 

Source: https://www.streetartsf.com/super-hero-mural-project-3/ 
 
 

  One afternoon, while sitting under the overpass where the mural is located, I 

made a sketch of the mural and altar beyond the passing cars. Running North to South, 

West Street often has lighter traffic than nearby Market Street or MLK Jr. Way. During 

twenty minutes of sitting, only two pedestrians walked through the space. One passer-by 

approached me to inquire about my drawing. I described my research, and he gestured 

toward the altar and walked away. With little foot traffic, the space felt isolated. I 

reflected on the descriptions from the female informants about the risk they experienced 

making graffiti and street art in the city. Days before, Kee had described the impact of 

Ramos’ murder on her art practice: 

I kind of got sidetracked because of this really terrible situation [Ramos’ murder]. Sadly, I haven’t 
really been making any art since then because it just makes me feel sad. I kind of feel […] 
abandoned by my artwork. I feel like my artwork abandoned me [laughs] in the sense that I can’t 
find some of the solace in it that I would like, you know? […] I’m realizing that’s because it’s like 
so contested, you know? […] It feels like […] there’s no room for this voice that is representing 
ancient and sort of esoteric and kind of like the underdog … if you still wanna think about women 
you know being treated as second-class citizens too. […] So, you’re kind of like damn, you know, 
people don't even value my shit. [I]t’s […] part of the constant, you know, lucha [Spanish for 
‘fight’], you know?  
 

(ibid) 



 83 

  The physical spaces of a city present real danger to both men and women 

graf/street artists. In contrast to the risk that accompanies painting in the streets, the 

digital spaces of social media such as Instagram provide safer modes of making one’s 

work visible. As the next section demonstrates, digital media increasingly expand 

opportunities for women graffiti/street artists to make their voices heard by offering a 

wider array of venues and tools to display and promote their artwork. 

 

5.6 Digital spaces 

 Since its introduction to the early graffiti scene of the 20th century, photography 

has provided a useful documentary tool for graffiti and street artists. It has allowed mark-

makers to reach a wider audience as well as preserve their artwork. As Snyder writes, 

“Photographs made ephemeral graffiti pieces permanent, allowing writers to view the 

work of others without attachment to a specific place or time” (2006: 93).26  

 Photography and digital media serve an important role for many of the women 

graf/street artists I interviewed. Most are actively using social media, especially 

Instagram, to promote their work, connect with other artists for support and collaboration, 

and spread their messages. Girl Mobb describes the impact of digital media on the 

increased popularity of graffiti and street art: 

Because of the internet, a lot of people are being shown graffiti and they wanna know more about 
it. And maybe they wouldn’t have seen it walking past it before but now that they have all these 
photos in their face, they’re starting to notice it. So I think it [graffiti and street] is popular because 
of the internet, too […]. More and more people mistrust the government and are as frustrated as 
fuck and they want to act out at whatever means necessary, and I think the easiest way when you 
want to act out is buying a can of spray paint or stealing it and writing something on the wall. 

                                                
26 Also, Snyder observes: “As photographic and publishing technology became more accessible, 
though, writers themselves began to actively document their subculture. This began with the 
simple trading of photos, but quickly evolved into magazines and videos. This transition allowed 
writers to take control over the representation of their subculture, as well as to reap possible 
financial rewards” (Snyder 2006: 94). 
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That’s like a super gratifying, like instant gratification way to be, like, fuck everything around me 
[laughs].” 
 

(personal interview, July 1, 2016) 
 
    Figure 31 shows a group of passers-by photographing themselves in front of a 

work of street art. In the foreground on the right-hand side, a mural by Girl Mobb shows 

a cluster of hands, each holding a smart phone.  

 

 
Figure 31: Street art by Girl Mobb. Mission District. San Francisco, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (May 16, 2016) 
 

 Kee describes her desire to use digital media to carve out spaces to highlight the 

voices of women and people of color. Recently, she began taking local community 

college art classes to learn animation and digital design tools. She is interested in doing 

storytelling with murals. By using animation, she can make videos that morph murals 

into moving canvases, bringing the images alive. With the local artist Juana Alicia, Kee is 
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currently working on a mural in South Berkeley (Figure 32). 

 

 
Figure 32: Street art by Kee and Juana Alicia, South Berkeley, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (December 16, 2016) 
 

 
 Social media creates new spaces for viewers to engage with the work of graffiti 

and street artists in more intimate, frequent, and active ways. The Internet also provides 

fans an array of ways to celebrate artists’ work and connect with the artists. Bud Snow 

describes how friends often photograph her work and post them on Instagram. By tagging 

Bud Snow’s name, viewers can take part in promoting the work of the artists they admire. 

As artists continue to experiment with social media, they learn new ways of using it to 

promote their work. Bud Snow remarks: 

My enjoyment from this app has […] become way more defined. […] I don’t want to lose 
followers and I wanna respect my community that are my fans. There are people who just follow 
me for my work. You get people [re]posting and tagging [your work]. I’ve met lots of people 
through it and I’ve been contacted a lot through it. It’s really cool. [When people like your images 
on Instagram] it gives you a sense of confidence. It shows that your work is being seen. 
 

(personal interview, June 29, 2016) 
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 At the same time that artists celebrate the potential of social media, many also 

express ambivalence. For Girl Mobb, Instagram has helped her find work and connect 

with others but has also hindered her sense of an embodied connection with people. She 

describes her attitude about social media, visible in the recurring imagery of iPhones 

(Figure 33): 

Everyone is so disconnected and trying to be connected through their phones, and it’s so ironic. 
And then in a way that’s a self-portrait too, because as I was doing it. I realized I’m doing the 
same exact thing. I do use the Internet as a tool as it’s good to be used as a tool, but I also feel like 
people use it to build, um, their personality and like how they feel about themselves. 
 

(personal interview, July 1, 2016) 
 

 There is a delicate balance for artists between curating one’s life enough to attract 

fans but not so much as to distract from the realities of real—not virtual—life. Girl Mobb 

has often critiqued social media in her images. She painted a series of street art pieces 

about digital culture.  

 

 
Figure 33: Street art by Girl Mobb. Mission District. San Francisco, CA 

Source: Photographed by author (May 16, 2016) 
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 For Mujer Muralista, social media has influenced how she markets herself. 

Although she considers herself an introvert, she posts “selfies” on social media because 

she has learned that it is the optimal strategy to get attention online. As a woman of color 

and a marginalized member of society, she decided that putting her face on Instagram is 

itself an act of defiance because she is highlighting a voice and physical features that are 

often invisible in society, especially in the media. This attitude echoes the stated goal of 

her Do You See Me Movement: to showcase people whose images and voices go unseen. 

Through social media, she has connected with other artists and expanded her arts 

initiative. She says, “Let’s give you the mic now. You have the mic, you have the forum. 

Thank you social media. I’m using you in a good way. Not just for selfies, but let’s really 

give that a context. Let’s really look into who you are.” 

 For Miss Me, her relationship to social media was the impetus for her illegal 

street art: 

I got censored by Facebook and Instagram a bunch of times for really ridiculous stuff. […] [I]t 
comes down to usually the shadow of a nipple or ... it’s really almost nothing when we have the 
most vulgar, violent hate speech shit all over those social media. Straight up porn sometimes. And 
then there’s my stuff. When you get censored, they send you a little message that says that they’re 
trying to keep the Internet safe. That is so insulting. So insulting. I understand that they have to put 
rules there, but those rules don’t make sense and they reflect on something that is fucked up. It’s 
this woman’s sexuality, and it’s only okay a certain way and not the other. Basically I had created 
that mask [the balaclava she wears in her paintings and videos], and I took these pictures of me 
like a vandal. And I put them on Instagram but you could barely see anything. It was blurred. […] 
Yet they censored it. They told me I made the Internet unsafe. It just made me so enraged that this 
whole world of the Internet—because it has become a whole social world, you know—that I 
would be banned from it for just being me and putting an image of me that was not trying to be 
sexy, not trying to get dudes, not being vulgar. It was just me with a freaking mask and I had my 
shirt off […]. That made the Internet unsafe? It just made me so enraged that I was like, “You 
know what, motherfucker? Watch me!” So I drew it and I put it like ten days later all over my city. 
I was like, this is fucked up, this is not making anyone unsafe. This is me being me. I’m not 
responsible for how it makes you feel, for your behavior, for your actions. This is just my body. I 
was born this way. 
 

(personal interview, June 27, 2016) 
 
 These artists are building physical and digital communities through such media as 
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Instagram and Facebook. Posting their work online, the women graf/street artists carve 

out spaces for themselves that are inclusive for others as well. The following section will 

discuss the key contributions of these women graf/street artists toward discovering and 

expanding important niches within the subcultures. 

 

5.7 Discussion of findings 

 According to the women graf/street artists I interviewed, the patriarchal and 

masculinist structures of a city impact their experiences in numerous ways. They often 

face heightened physical and emotional violence, exclusion from public and artistic 

spaces and groupings, and delegitimization from fellow artists and the city government. 

As mentioned earlier, the graffiti subculture historically has been a space where boys and 

men construct their masculinity through risk-taking, competition, and rebellion (Monto et 

al. 2012). As Macdonald describes, “Unlike a girl, a male writer’s reputation or identity 

rests upon his graffiti, not his sexual activities, his demonstrations of masculinity, not his 

passive physicality. At the end of the day, he occupies a sphere that grants him a 

presence, a competitive force and an opportunity to be recognized” (2001: 13). This 

social space is not afforded consistently to women; their contributions are often devalued 

and their bodies sexualized. The conventional constructs of masculinity (Pabón 2014: 12) 

have perpetuated patriarchal ways of viewing and relating in society, despite graffiti’s 

“anti-establishment” tendencies.  

 Public discourse often frames women practitioners as dependent on male artists 

and tokenizes them, valuing their identity more than their skill. Macdonald describes how 

women graf/street artists are simultaneously elevated in the subculture and media because 
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of their minority status and made inferior because their tokenization inhibits recognition 

of their “authenticity” (Macdonald 2001). This undermining of their abilities and 

contributions creates a challenging environment. Women graf/street artists work harder 

than their male counterparts to be appreciated for their work, not just for their appearance 

or status (Macdonald 2016: 188). 

 The women graf/street artists in this study are experienced, skilled, and dedicated 

to their work. They appear to be reshaping the graffiti and street art subcultures, and 

urban space more generally, by deconstructing and constructing femininity in dynamic 

and innovative ways. I highlight four important ways women graf/street artists are 

shaping these subcultures: their efforts to collectivize and support one another, their use 

of social media, their role as educators, and their political statements. These contributions 

have the potential to create important counterspaces in the graffiti/street art subcultures, 

urban space, and society in general, destabilizing pervasive systems of patriarchy, 

masculinity, and colonialism.  

  

5.7.1 Building a collective 

 Women graf/street artists are making collective efforts to carve out spaces of 

acceptance and resistance. Pabón describes the politics and power of women working 

together: “Painting as a collective of self-identified and proud women is a striking act in a 

sexist subcultural (and indeed, mainstream) environment where doing so is perceived as 

too political or too ghettoizing” (2016: 86). Mujer Muralista’s arts movement, for 

example, connects women internationally so as to empower and give voice to the 

voiceless. This act can be seen as a kind of hybridization of social science and artistic 
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methods, not unlike my own approach to this research. Echoing Hawkins’ (2015) call for 

more research on the ways social scientists can, and increasingly do, add creative 

methods to their toolbox of research techniques, artists are also incorporating social 

science methods into their research. Mujer Muralista uses focus groups, interviews, and 

participant observation in her arts initiative, the Do You See Me Movement. She 

interviews participants about their experiences, makes sketches from their responses, 

alters the work based on their feedback, and creates finished artwork that is true to their 

personal stories. Participants are encouraged to upload their own photographs and share 

messages in their native languages in order to highlight their own experiences. “We really 

emphasize the first-person perspective, because so often people are speaking for us in 

academia, the business realm, you name it,” Mujer Muralista said. “Unless it’s in a book, 

it’s not valid. People’s own experience is not considered of value but I want to recreate 

that and document it in a way that is respectful to every single participant’s experience 

and story and then take their images, that very image, and create coloring booklets out of 

it and murals all over the world” (personal interview, December 11, 2016). This fusion of 

practices—social scientists using creative methods and artists using social science 

techniques—has the potential to generate, as Hawkins describes, “rich currencies of 

transformation and exchange at work in these methods” (2015: 263). By using and 

adapting these practices to suit their needs, researchers and artists can create innovative 

approaches that could be useful for future practitioners. 

 As mentioned earlier, many of the women graf/street artists who participated in 

this research feel excluded from collaborative projects organized by men. However, they 

frequently work together on projects and lend emotional support to one another. Girl 
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Mobb describes the community of women in the graffiti and street art scene in Oakland: 

All the women artists I know […] share everything. […] [W]e’re pretty well connected and know 
what’s going on and are up to date on each other’s projects and even collaborate pretty often. 
Every show I’ve done for the past probably two years, I’ve done with Bud Snow. […]. It’s been 
really inspiring for me too to just be more adamant about this whole, you know, female unity thing 
[…]. I don’t really feel competitive with the ladies in the scene. 
 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016) 
 

 Competition between women graf/street artists does arise among women artists 

and female arts collectives, but they appear less individualistic than their male 

counterparts. Kee recounts a time when she and a fellow woman artist competed for 

space during an all-women project: 

They invited, I think, like fifteen women artists, street artists, graf artists, muralists to come […]. 
[T]his organizer […] basically lays everyone out, you know? She gets these nice, whatever, 200-
feet wall spaces, and then like plops everyone in a line, right? [Kee taps the table repeatedly as if 
she is placing imaginary people along a wall]. You’re going to be here, you’re going to be here, 
kind of supposedly based off of style so there’s like a flow. The next morning, I get there and 
someone went over my area basically and I was like, “What’s up?” I was just like, from woman to 
woman, from artist to artist, I was like, “Hey girl! I think I was supposed to be right here.” And 
you know what she told me? She was like, “Oh, well early bird catches the worm, right?”[…] I 
could tell she was coming from this street graf mentality. […] Like I could have sat there and I 
guess been like, okay, should we have a discussion about female solidarity and you know artist 
solidarity […]? [T]here’s no reason we can’t have enough space for all of us, you know? I’m not 
trying to intrude on your shit. 
 

(personal interview, December 16, 2016) 
 

 Kee suggests that women graf/street artists might compete because of the 

pressures they feel from their marginalization in the graffiti and street art subcultures. For 

her, the competitive nature of the subcultures—especially graffiti—that she associates 

with masculinity can influence women artists who are striving to find their own space. 

Sometimes, she says, women artists in her community think “women only have this much 

room so I have to be the woman to get it. It’s like naw, dude, there’s enough crumbs for 

everybody. It’s that internalized patriarchy” (ibid). Her experience during the all-woman 

collaboration mentioned above reflects the influence of her male peers on women in the 

graf/street art subcultures. Kee describes what she wished she had said to the woman who 
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intruded on her space: 

[Y]ou’re obviously hanging around these guys [laughs] so I get where you’re coming from, girl. 
[…] I’m not trying to sit here and argue with you, girl. [..] I just want you to see how you’re being 
destructive to yourself and your fellow woman who, in a way, is you. You know what I mean? If 
we think about [how] we’re all … some people say it like this, we’re all reflections of each other, 
right? 
 

(ibid) 
 

 Her comment shows her desire for cooperation in the subcultures, especially with 

her fellow women artists:  

We [women] have a voice! [pounds fist on table]. We’re going to use it! And we’re going to use it 
to address the fact that we can’t even live a normal life which I feel like is the privilege of a lot of 
male street artists […]. [W]e want to be able to, like, [laughs] unafraid, unabashedly ashamed 
make our art. We want to show feminine topics. Whether it’s like obviously a picture of a woman 
[or] lesbianism […] or queerness, we want to be able to show ourselves loud and proud. We don’t 
care that we’re going to show naked women, that we’re going to show their body hair. We’re 
going to show women with each other. [...] It’s nice to have this solidarity. 
 

(ibid) 
 

 For Kee, Mujer Muralista’s recommendation that I speak with her exemplifies the 

mutual support among women graf/street artists. It demonstrates how women artists are 

willing to “share the stage” with one another. She describes how her murals are often 

collaborative with other artists. Kee prefers the “group, cooperative effort […] which is 

what we artists need to learn how to do. How are we all going to work together to make 

this society work? These are very metaphorical, right? Small scale to big scale in that 

way” (ibid). Her explanation reveals how her interest in collaboration extends beyond her 

approach to her art to a broader vision of how to live her life; she seeks to co-create 

communal space within her neighborhood. “You know, I think it’s very symbolic [to be 

an artist]. It is an opportunity to be able to know how to navigate […] your community 

spaces” (ibid).  

 The women graf/street artists view Oakland’s art scene as an intimate network. 

Because artists tend to know one another, they often hold each other accountable. Girl 
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Mobb gives an example of confronting someone who painted over her mural: 

Usually in the few instances where my stuff has been tagged, I’ve been able to find the person and 
be like “what the fuck” and they’re usually like “oh, I was drunk, I didn’t see what I was doing, 
blah, blah, blah.” […] [T]he Oakland art scene is pretty well connected and mostly everybody 
knows everybody. I can usually find the person that did it and if I don’t know the person who did 
it, it’s just a random person that, you know, is just tagging stuff and it’s not personal. 
 

(personal interview, July 1, 2016) 
 
 The collaborations among these artists that draw together graf/street artists and 

community members are similar to the “orchestration of social relations” (2015: 262) that 

Hawkins describes in her research about the pop-up art happenings in South Western 

England, although the projects in Oakland are smaller in scale. Hawkins chronicles her 

collaboration with the artist Lovejoy on the project Caranvanserai, seeking to shape the 

local community, both spatially and socially, through interactive arts activities. By 

engaging various members in the painting of a mural, the women graf/street artists in this 

study similarly co-create spaces for active participation in the shaping of communities. 

These artists have often joined together to support one another in carving out space for 

their voices to be heard. Their support for each other in the face of exclusion from many 

of their male peers contrasts with the patriarchal, competitive tendencies of the traditional 

graffiti and street art subcultures.  

  

5.7.2 Working in virtual space 

 As mentioned earlier, the Internet has been an important tool for women 

graf/street artists to build vast networks of collaborators and fans. Through their use of 

social media, especially Instagram, these artists extend their reach far beyond the physical 

spaces where they install their art. By using digital media, women artists expand their 

robust connections with local artists to include vast, international networks of 
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practitioners. As Pabón (2013) describes, these relationships among women graf/street 

artists are often familial in the ways that artists share support, encouragement, and 

admiration. Often, these budding relationships manifest in collaborative projects both 

locally and abroad.  

 Another way the participants in this research use the Internet is as a place to 

crowd-fund for projects. Mujer Muralista recently launched a campaign on IndieGoGo to 

raise money for expanding the reach of her Do You See Me project. The digital 

relationships she cultivates provide a pool of potential financial investors.  

 The material and digital spaces also influence each other. Increased visibility in 

virtual spaces might lead to more opportunities to paint in physical spaces by building the 

artist’s credibility and reputation. Similarly, the increased presence of a woman 

graffiti/street artist in the “real world” will likely lead to more recognition online. Social 

media applications also influence art by providing an array of privacy settings, image 

filters, and other technical and creative features artists can use to customize their level of 

visibility and presence on the Web. These tools give artists greater choice as to how they 

make themselves visible. Social media can function as a tool to virtually transform the 

material artwork on which an artist’s posts are based, so that one original piece can 

bloom into endless creative iterations .  

 Pabón contends that heightened visibility of women graf/street artists might 

benefit not only women, but also men, by forcing them to confront the inherent gender 

biases within the subcultures. As Macdonald writes: “In this way, the [I]nternet may not 

just be working to address the subculture’s gender membership, but ultimately its values 

and principles too” (2016: 190). Perhaps the growing participation of women in 
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graffiti/street art, visible in both material and virtual spaces, might encourage male 

participants to both reconsider and actively try to dismantle the destructiveness of 

patriarchy (ibid).   

  

5.7.3 Role of education 

 Many of the women graf/street artists whom I interviewed work as part-time and 

full-time youth educators. Some regularly present to the public on their artwork. 

Engaging city residents, especially youth, as teachers and speakers is another important 

channel for women graf/street to build exposure. Girl Mobb recently applied for and won 

a grant from the San Francisco-based arts organization Southern Exposure to begin an 

after-school graffiti program for girls in Oakland. She hopes that this camp will make the 

subcultures more accessible to young women: 

It is easier for males to get into street art because it’s kind of passed along whereas [for] women 
you kind of have to get into it on your own. I want to […] change the dynamic of that a little bit. 
[…] [F]or my graffiti camp for girls, I’m actually going to be teaching girls from twelve to sixteen 
of age [...] how to spray paint and how to do public works. […] I’m hoping that will like maybe 
balance the scales a little bit. 
 

(personal interview, December 30, 2016) 
 

 Similar mural programs for youth exist in Oakland. However, they are often for 

“justice-involved youth,” primarily boys and young men who have committed crimes. 

“It’s still really imbalanced I feel like,” Girl Mobb said. “And there’s not really anyone 

that’s like pushing to show young girls how to do it. It still feels like kind of a boys’ 

club” (ibid). The program she is launching provides materials and training for young 

women to make graffiti. “They can get school credit for learning how to use spray paint 

and kind of subversive art materials. I think it will be cool” (ibid). She believes this kind 

of program will be empowering for girls “because they are learning skills that they 
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probably wouldn’t otherwise learn and it gives them, you know, a platform of expression 

that is usually exclusively targeted towards young men. And, you know, there’s a lot you 

can do with it. It has definitely […] empowered me as an artist and a person learning how 

to use those materials” (ibid). 

 Mujer Muralista also mentors young women. As an art teacher, she provides in-

school and after-school art classes that focus on muralism and aerosol art. The methods 

she uses to draw out stories from participants in her arts initiative, the Do You See Me 

Movement, have been useful in her role as an educator:  

As an educator I think that’s the best way to connect with people and pull out their genius. You 
just gotta keep asking questions. Do you feel seen? How or how not? What is it like to be you? 
People don’t get asked that stuff usually. They’re not given a space and a forum to really express 
themselves and be seen. Being seen is such a question, isn’t it? We’re often seen in a way that we 
don’t like. We are being villainized or oversexualized. 
 

(personal interview, December 11, 2016) 
 

 The painting classes these women graf/street artists teach are also instructive on 

social and political issues. As artists, educators, and activists, they use their artwork to 

empower one another and their young students to be visible and heard. 

 

5.7.4 Politics and counterspaces 

 Street art and graffiti are provocative. They trigger conversations among viewers 

of the artwork and the people responsible for maintaining the structures on which it 

appears. Those street artists who make unauthorized work, whether intentionally political 

or not, are engaging in a type of resistance to the authorities that govern the city. 

Graf/street art, especially work made illegally, has the potential to offer 

counterstatements to not only the “exploitative dynamics of capitalism, but also against 

the repressive operations of the modern nation state” (Ferrell 1996: 160). By operating 
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without permission and altering the landscape, graffiti and street artists challenge the 

hegemonic ideas of large institutions and structures, including the government, the 

capitalist economy, the church, and the formal educational system—regimes that involve 

presupposed ways of thinking about how society should function and how people relate 

to and interact with one another in space. Because it is illegal, graffiti often symbolizes 

resistance and distortion of the conventional laws of a city, regardless of the artist’s 

intention. Thus, graffiti artists may be seen as political activists. Visconti et al. describe 

this contestation achieved by street artists: 

Artists in this category promoting street democracy, the collective stance, encourage a twofold 
contestation. On the one hand, they resist individualistic deployment of public space by both other 
artists and passersby. Consequently, they oppose the capitalistic sale of streets resulting in the 
commercialization of street art, the egocentric display of the self carried out by artists performing 
on their own behalf, the overwhelming domination of advertising, and the emphasis on private 
property marked by the individualistic dwellers and gatekeepers. 
 

(2010: 520) 
 

 Feminist geographers have explored the gendered construction of space according 

to various themes: exclusionary effects of violence (Pain 1991; Valentine 1989), 

questions of legitimacy (Fraser 1997; Marston 1990), and impact of feminist political 

activism in urban space (Staeheli 1996; Mitchell 1995). Regarding political action, there 

has been debate about the importance and role of visibility in public space. Whereas 

some scholars argue that in order for political activism to be most effective, it must be 

visible in the public sphere (Mitchell 1995), others contend that activism can and does 

occur in both public and private space, often simultaneously. As mentioned earlier, the 

boundaries between these spaces are in constant flux. Actions can be at once public and 

private depending on the interaction between those who make them and their audience 

(Staeheli 1996). 

  The women graf/street artists in this study participate in this blending of private 
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and public space and their relationship to traditional gender roles by placing in these 

spaces both their own bodies and the bodies of the characters depicted in their imagery. 

They continually inhabit and transform spaces through their markings in urban space. 

This is a kind of autotopography, or “self-telling through place-shaping” (Mares and Peña 

2010: 246), in which the women graf/street artists repeatedly remake and rework their 

identities in the urban landscape.  

 In this way, women graf/street artists are opening up new spaces of inclusion. As 

discussed earlier, those who are excluded from a mainstream, white, masculine public 

sphere are uniquely positioned to find or create spaces that are more open—to participate 

in a multiplicity of publics. Alternative spaces, or “counterpublics,” are interesting not 

only for how they resist hegemonic norms as stand-alone entities, but how they interact 

with one another. As Staeheli and Mitchell describe, these counterspaces “interdigitate,” 

like the interlocking fingers of clasped hands, to resist and work within regimes of 

property (2008: 143).  

 Street art challenges the normative aesthetic of a city––essentially, “style as a 

prefabricated commodity, as a consistent and proper set of social rules” (Ferrell 1996: 

161). Opting for her own individual aesthetic, a street artist might reject the standard 

appearance of the city, amending the urban landscape with new color, texture, imagery, 

and content. The artwork contests the symbols of the city deemed appropriate by 

authorities and instead offers a new visual adaptation of the urban landscape, thereby 

transforming the homogenized aesthetic (Cresswell 1996: 57). By manipulating the urban 

environment, women graf/street artists construct an “alternative, street-wise aesthetic that 

subverts the pre-packaged imagery of the culture industry” (Ferrell 1996: 173) and the 
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visual cues of the urban landscape. These counterpublics represent the unique and 

individual needs and identities of the women/graf street artists (Iveson 2011: 25). They 

open up “partitions of the perceptible” (ibid), meaning that they expand the public sphere 

to those individuals who are otherwise excluded. 

 In response to this spatial isolation related to gender, women graf/street artists are 

(re)claiming public space by putting their bodies in these exclusionary spaces and by 

creating artwork that stays there after the artists depart. Their artwork is a feminist effort 

to take a stand in a given space, declaring it an equal and inclusive place in which all 

genders can be present and safe. As Mitchell describes, this “micropolitics” (2000: 213) 

is important, not just as standalone wave-making, but in relation to larger, more overtly 

transgressive actions and behaviors. If gender is spatially constructed through its 

performativity in social spaces, then these women artists are creating a different, 

innovative, form of gender/femininity. Through their intervention into and with space, 

both as a setting and as a medium, women graf/street artists declare that they do not stay 

in their place. They respond to the marginalizing and invisibilizing forces by explicitly 

changing urban space according to their own visions, and the effects of this transcend the 

alteration of a particular place.  

 By depicting the female body and sexuality as fluid, Mujer Muralista, Girl Mobb, 

Miss Me, and Kee make artwork that embodies feminist approaches to identity. These 

artists “reclaim and revalue the presence of girls’ and women’s bodies in public spaces. 

Taking strength from claiming their ethnic and gender differences, they manipulate the 

stereotypes that would otherwise subordinate them subculturally, socially, and 

historically” (Pabón 2016: 84). Their work has the potential to democratize the public 
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space of the street by collectively claiming urban space not just for certain members of 

the population but for all identities. As Visconti et al. describe, graffiti and street artists in 

general, and women participants specifically, “acknowledge the right of collectively 

consuming public space as a collective good, while calling for participation, 

responsibility, and planning from its entitled owners” (2010: 520). 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
 

 In this section I highlight the multitude of ways women graf/street artists perform 

their identities in the urban space of Oakland. They channel their experiences of risk, 

competition, and collaboration into artwork that impacts the urban landscape and 

produces spaces of resistance. Second, I describe some of the benefits and challenges of 

incorporating creative practice in social science research. Last, I offer suggestions and 

recommendations for future academic research on the transformative impacts of women 

graf/street artists on urban space, urban identities, and an urban aesthetic. 

 

6.1 Contributions of women graf/street artists 

 Drawing from the traditions of feminist and cultural geography, I have described 

some of the connections between graf/street art and the changing conceptions of space 

and gender—particularly with respect to the politics of aesthetics. The participants in this 

study play with normative ideas of gender and space through the imagery of their artwork 

that combine and problematize traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics as 

they occupy, however transiently, urban space. By placing their bodies in the urban 

landscape and actively participating in the graffiti/street art subcultures—and thus 

confronting the male-dominant and marginalizing structures at play—women graf/street 

artists are reconstituting gender “reality,” poking holes in the social conventions “in order 

to counter the violence performed by gender norms” (Butler 1990: xxiv). They claim 

agency over how they represent themselves and reveal and/or disguise gender, playing 

with levels of anonymity and visibility to destabilize the sexism that exists in both the 

graf/street art subcultures and society in general. They build collectives and networks of 
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solidarity among women locally and globally. They make artwork that depicts their 

sexuality and gender in ways that are personal and challenge the prescribed sexualization 

of the female body. They occupy virtual and physical spaces to promote themselves, 

extend their message, and connect with other artists. They place their bodies in public 

space despite the often unwelcoming, violent, and exclusionary nature of the urban 

landscape toward female bodies. And they work as educators to extend the reach of their 

arts and activist practices to empower young women. Hoards of social media followers 

and community members in Oakland are hearing them. 

 Graffiti and street art shape the city in varying ways that reveal not only the 

diversity of social, political, and artistic expression of city dwellers but also the range of 

uses of urban space. These forms of mark-making reconfigure the urban landscape 

through both material and discursive processes that challenge conventional notions of 

what is rational and permissible in the public sphere. As this study demonstrates, women 

graf/street artists are constantly reworking their identities and senses of belonging 

through their engagement with and performance in urban space. Graffiti and street art 

also provide powerful tools and venues for women to carve out spaces of resistance. In 

the challenging and sometimes violent environment of Oakland, this engagement 

necessarily involves struggle. By altering the urban environment in collaborative and 

innovative ways, women graf/street artists are making themselves visible and their voices 

heard.  

 

6.2 Benefits and challenges of creative practices 

 Incorporating creative practices into the methods of this study was both 
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challenging and generative. The drawings were useful as tools for data collection, 

prompts for analysis, and as a medium for communication. Yet, a significant barrier was 

finding ways to integrate the sketches and drawings into the body of the thesis such that 

the juxtaposition of text and image could be helpful in communicating the findings to the 

reader. Ultimately, the drawings were most useful in the fieldwork and analysis phases of 

this research. They are embedded in this thesis primarily as artifacts of the creative 

research process. Future applications of creative methods could include a comic to 

accompany the thesis that draws from the perspectives of the women informants. 

Translating the findings into graphic stories might make this content more accessible to a 

wider audience outside of academia. Also, future collaborations and/or co-creation of 

artwork with the informants in this study might open up new and interesting avenues for 

thinking about the myriad ways women graf/street artists experience and transform urban 

space. 

 A significant contribution of the creative “doings” in this research was in the data 

collection stage. As mentioned earlier, sketching served as an important tool to extend 

my observations. Making drawings in the urban spaces of Oakland forced me to slow 

down, sparking conversations with bystanders in the public spaces. As I sketched on 

street corners and along sidewalks, passers-by would often stop to inquire about the 

research. The creative practices also allowed me to study the people and environments 

more closely, developing perhaps a greater sensitivity to my surroundings than traditional 

note-taking would have produced (Hawkins 2015; Geismar 2014). By sketching for long 

periods of time in the urban spaces in which the women graf/street artists made art, I was 

able to also contextualize the experiences the informants described during interviews. 
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Sketching, alongside photography, was a useful practice for recording the impermanence 

of graffiti and street art in Oakland, vulnerable to weather, temperature, and the 

manipulations and erasure by artists, passers-by, and the city task force.  

 As Michael Taussig (2011: xii) explains, “To draw is to apply pen to paper. But to 

draw is also to pull on some thread, pulling it out of its knotted tangle or skein, and we 

also speak of drawing water from a well.” To physically draw is to metaphorically haul 

up from observations deeper understandings of what might be there within and beyond 

the field of vision. Drawings can be valuable not only as finished products but also 

through the process of making. Perhaps the real worth of drawing is in the doing: the 

practice of observing that demands time and patience, that values the static object, that 

acknowledges a drawing can never fully reproduce the object of study. The act of 

drawing ties the maker and the viewer to previous experiences of looking, suggesting an 

unfinished narrative perpetually unfolding (Hawkins 2015: 254). Whereas text might 

indicate that everything can and must be captured on paper, documented, and 

categorized, drawings allow for a certain incompleteness of a description—the 

unbounded nature of space and interaction—to arise.   

  

6.3 Evaluation and suggestions for further research 

 This research contributes to feminist, cultural and urban geography in the 

following ways: it encourages a more nuanced understanding of the role of women in 

street art and graffiti subcultures, especially as they destabilize patriarchal, hierarchical, 

and colonial structures in subcultures and in society as a whole; it demonstrates the value 

of graffiti and street art as important political commentary, both implicitly and explicitly; 
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and it advocates for the use of creative practice in research, including participating in the 

production of art, to better understand the motives and experiences of street artists. 

 Existing literature provides a range of recommendations for ways city dwellers––

governmental planners, communities, and graf/street artists––might coexist (Ross 2016c). 

Many of these suggestions are contentious. For example, some cities have designated 

certain public spaces for artists to make their work freely without the threat of arrest. 

Critics argue that such mechanisms of legitimization and/or authorization from the city 

government undermine the very essence of the artwork, especially graffiti writing, which, 

they reason, is rooted in illegality (Bloch 2016). To make graffiti permissible is to 

disempower the political subversiveness that is at its core. Such critics contend that 

within the structure and regulation of urban spaces graffiti serves an important socio-

political role of providing visible manifestations of resistance to the current urban 

processes that dominate urban space. Street art plays a valuable role as a medium for 

public socio-cultural and political expression and representation, especially among people 

whose voices are otherwise muted or effaced from the public sphere. 

 I advocate for increased communication between city officials and community 

members and women street artists and graffiti writers. Regardless of legality, graffiti and 

street art made by women deserve greater recognition in the public sphere, including 

increased press coverage in print and digital media and funding from the city government 

for legal projects by local women artists. Research recommendations include exploring 

the intersectionality of gender, race, and class in shaping the experiences of women 

graffiti/street artists as they perform their identities; making comparisons between 

innovative projects by women graf/street artists and collectives happening in domestic 
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and international cities; and reviewing the challenges and obstacles facing Oakland’s 

public arts programs, as well as comparing results to the policies and programs of other 

cities, both domestically and internationally. 

 Ultimately, women graf/street artists engage with social and spatial politics in 

innovative, and I would argue, transformative ways. The artists’ acts are transformative 

because they mix and meddle with the binary gender constructions of masculinity and 

femininity—both in their process of art making and in the artworks themselves, through 

words and images. Despite facing numerous challenges within the subcultures and in 

society in general, women graf/street artists are refusing to remain silent. They are 

shaping important counterspaces that are inclusive, creative, and engaged. As Mujer 

Muralista explains, “I guess one gets used to the risk. You can get used to anything. If 

society keeps treating you a certain way you start to believe that’s how it is. But some are 

brave enough to have the gumption to be like, actually, that’s not how it is. I’m not okay 

with that. I’m gonna change it!” (personal interview, December 11, 2016). 
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Appendix: Interview Details 
 
 

Informant’s Name Date Location 
Bud Snow June 29, 2016 

 
 
December 17, 2016 

Farley’s Café, Uptown District, 
Oakland, CA 
 
Faultline Art Studio, Fruitvale, 
Oakland, CA 

Girl Mobb July 1, 2016 
 
December 30, 2016 

Phone interview 
 
Phone interview 

Kee December 16, 2016 Nomad Café, Oakland, CA 
Miss Me June 27, 2016 Phone interview 
Mujer Muralista December 11, 2016 

 
 
December 16, 2016 

Powderface Café, Fruitvale, 
Oakland, CA 
 
La Casita Taqueria, Fruitvale, 
Oakland, CA 

LV June 21, 2016 Phone interview 

MW May 16, 2016 Roxie Theater; Clarion Alley, 
Mission District, San Francisco, 
CA 
 

EY June 17, 2016 Phone interview 

SS June 17, 2016 Arizmendi Bakery & Pizzeria, 
Emeryville, CA 

IN June 22, 2016 Mo’joe Café, Berkeley, CA 
SG June 9, 2016 Phone interview 
MG June 10, 2016 Sidewalk, Grace Ave. and Lowell 

St., North Oakland, CA 
DM May 24, 2016 Fresh Café, Downtown Oakland, 

CA 
CT June 2, 2016 Phone interview 
fnnch June 15, 2016 Phone interview 
LC June 21, 2016 Phone interview 
RW June 8, 2016 Phone interview 
TJ June 21, 2016 Sidewalk, Grace Ave. and Lowell 

St., North Oakland, CA 
ZG June 13, 2016 PLACE for Sustainable Living, 

North Oakland, CA 
Bijan Bucket June 13, 2016 Farley’s Café, North Oakland, 

CA 
ZZ August 1, 2016 Phone interview 
FA June 10, 2016 Sidewalk, Grace Ave. and Lowell 

St., North Oakland, CA 
JJ May 26, 2016 Johansson Projects, Uptown 

District, Oakland, CA 
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VR May 28, 2016 PLACE for Sustainable Living, 
North Oakland, CA 

KZ June 29, 2016 Oakland City Hall, Oakland, CA 
BE May 27, 2016 Sidewalk, 25th St. and Broadway, 

Oakland, CA 
MI June 1, 2016 Sidewalk, 56th St., Oakland, CA 
EM May 26, 2016 Sidewalk, 27th St. and Telegraph 

Ave., Uptown District, Oakland, 
CA 

KA June 6, 2016 Sidewalk, 23rd St. and Telegraph 
Ave., Uptown District, Oakland, 
CA 

PH June 3, 2016 Bicycle tour of West and East 
Oakland, CA 
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