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ABSTRACT 
!is article argues that graffiti is neither waste nor crime, as it has come to be known in 
Victoria, British Columbia. Rather, it comes to be understood this way through cultural 
reverence for and specific use of property and a resulting visual order. By tracing how disgust 
functions as a regulatory emotion—one that protects borders and maintains hierarchies—this 
analysis posits that reactions to graffiti are less spontaneous responses than cultivated ways 
of seeing, grounded in Victoria’s colonial history and its ongoing attachment to property.  
!is understanding should unsettle societal and individual reactions of disgust and encourage 
Victorians to reconsider who or what is deemed to belong in the city. 

To make this case, this article troubles the notion of “public space,” showing how it is 
exclusionary by design and that its limits are enforced through aesthetics rather than law alone. 
Drawing on the work of Sara Ahmed, Alison Young, and Martha Nussbaum the framework 
developed here explains how disgust “sticks” to certain objects and makes associations to 
these objects appear as objective truths. A comparison between Victoria and Friedrichshain, 
a neighbourhood in East Berlin, Germany, illustrates how di"erent histories of property use 
generate diverging visual orders. Since its inception, part of the colonial mission in what 
is now known as Victoria has been to establish legitimacy through aesthetic regimes. !is 
tradition influences how disgust is experienced by Victorians, who in turn read graffiti as 
waste or crime.  In contrast, Friedrichshain’s relationship to private property has long been 
in flux and produces an experience of graffiti as a signal of belonging and shared use of space. 
Finally, the article examines how current discourse in Victoria—including city messaging, 
downtown business interests, and community attitudes—casts graffiti as waste and crime, 
and how this framing creates a hierarchy between acceptable pieces and unacceptable tags. 

*  Hannah Thiessen is a third-year JD student at the University of Victoria. She is deeply grateful to 
Professor Gillian Calder for her support and guidance during the writing of this article and to those with 
lived experience of street-level resistance, without whom this work would not have been possible.
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FIGURE 1. PHOTOGRAPH OF OUR PLACE SOCIETY ON PANDORA STREET, VICTORIA, 
BRITISH COLUMBIA, AUGUST 16, 2025. PHOTO BY HANNAH THIESSEN.

INTRODUCTION
Last summer, I spent two months living in Friedrichshain, a neighbourhood in East Berlin. 
On weekends, I often wandered over to Boxhagenerplatz, where the park seemed to brim 
with life at every hour of the day (see Figure 2). People of all ages were scattered across the 
grass or gathered in groups on benches—drinking, smoking, reading, stretching, or simply 
taking a break with their belongings beside them. !e park felt genuinely used, claimed by 
the public as a place to be outside together. I also remember evenings at Modersohnbrücke, 
a bridge near the hostel where I worked. Its concrete was layered with graffiti, the kind of 
visual disorder that at home in Victoria, British Columbia would normally signal danger 
or neglect—yet the space was not abandoned. Instead, people clustered along the bridge, 
smoking, sharing cheap beer, and quietly watching the sun fall over the S-Bahn tracks.  
It became one of my favourite places in the city to visit. Far from a sign of risk, the graffiti 
marked the place as alive, available for use, and somewhere to pause.
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FIGURE 2. PHOTOGRAPH OF BOXHAGENERPLATZ, BERLIN, GERMANY, MAY 26, 2024. 
PHOTO BY HANNAH THIESSEN.

When I returned to Victoria, the contrast felt sharp. Most parks here are either empty or 
tightly scripted in their use. ! ough busy, Beacon Hill Park seems organized around a family-
oriented image, where I do not quite feel like I belong. As seen in Figure 3, smaller green 
patches on medians along Pandora Street (“Pandora”) are fenced o" , policed, and made 
inaccessible—especially to unhoused people. Pandora has been called the “prime face” for 
Victoria’s social crises of housing, toxic drug supply and a lack of access to voluntary care.1

1 Jody Paterson, “Street stories: Scenes from the 900 block of Pandora Avenue”, Times Colonist (18 
January 2026),)online: <timescolonist.com> [perma.cc/HD72-8BZV].
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FIGURE 3. PHOTOGRAPH OF FENCING ON PANDORA STREET, VICTORIA, BRITISH 
COLUMBIA, AUGUST 16, 2025. PHOTO BY HANNAH THIESSEN.

Because essential services like hot meals, shelter, and health care, are concentrated on Pandora, 
it has become the central gathering place where houselessness in Victoria appears the most 
concentrated and visible. Where space is open, it feels regulated into civility. Where people 
appear not to conform to the city’s image, they are moved along. !ose living on Pandora 
are subject to an almost daily wave of municipal bylaw presence that tears down and often 
washes away their only worldly possessions. In Victoria at large, the appearance of graffiti 
seems tightly controlled, confined mostly to murals and sanctioned walls located away from 
the downtown core. !e informal and plural use of public space I experienced in Berlin feels 
foreclosed here.  

!is contrast raised questions for me and ultimately inspired this article. Why does Berlin feel 
open, even amidst its own struggles with gentrification? Why does Victoria feel closed? And 
what does this mean for people who cannot retreat into private space, who are continuously 
displaced by bylaws, fences, and policing? While this article engages with graffiti and its 
aesthetic implications, it is important that I self-locate from the position of a non-street 
involved observer with no first-hand experience of graffiti as a practice or subculture.2  

2 Sandra Harding, “Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What Is 'Strong Objectivity?'” (1992) 36:3 
Centennial Rev 437 at 444. Harding suggests that “strong objectivity” requires making the social 
location of the author visible, since all knowledge is socially situated and dominant perspectives 
such as mine could risk obscuring its own limitations.
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My analysis is informed by my involvement advocating for harm reduction and 
decriminalization with HARDLaw3 and my frustration at the way Victoria regulates people 
out of space without o"ering anywhere else to go. At times, I draw on what certain spaces 
feel like as a 25-year-old able-bodied law student. I acknowledge the limits of this position.  
I aim to interpret these visual texts with care, and without appropriating the voice or authority 
of graffiti-writers themselves.

!is article attempts to make sense of the relationship between property, aesthetics, and 
disgust as forces that structure public space in Victoria. I argue that in Victoria, the city’s 
long-standing use of private property as a vehicle for aesthetic governance has cultivated a 
visual culture more powerful than formal law—one that reads certain forms of expression, 
like graffiti, as interruptions in order or cleanliness. !e resulting exclusion of graffiti fosters 
a sterile aesthetic of the city that adheres to the status quo. !is knowledge may have 
implications for how we judge aesthetics and belonging in public space and encourage us to 
interrogate our emotional reactions to what we see.              

!is argument unfolds in three parts. Part I briefly sets up the current graffiti landscape in 
Victoria. Part II disrupts the notion of public space as neutral or universally accessible and 
assembles a theoretical framework from the work of emotion scholars Sara Ahmed and Martha 
Nussbaum, and graffiti and criminology scholar Alison Young. !is framework explores 
how aesthetics and emotions—particularly disgust—operate within aesthetic governance. 
As Ahmed and Young observe, disgust is tied to the violation and maintenance of borders, 
prompting a regulatory reaction on the part of the disgusted.4 Ahmed further argues that 
disgust is “sticky”: what we find disgusting is shaped by histories of contact and border 
violations, rather than being inherent to the object itself.5 I suggest that this understanding 
should unsettle societal and individual reactions of disgust and encourage Victorians to 
reconsider who or what is deemed to belong in the city. 

In Part III, Victoria is compared to Friedrichshain, a neighbourhood with a di"erent 
historical relationship to property.6 Comparing the divergent histories of these two 
places shows how disgust towards graffiti in Victoria is not inevitable—it is shaped by 
particular uses of property and a resulting visual order. Finally, in Part IV, the framework 
assembled here is applied to the regulation of graffiti in Victoria to show how graffiti 
has become associated with criminality and waste. Finally, the article examines how 
discursive municipal and civilian responses to graffiti are animated by disgust directed 
less at the content of the graffiti than at its perceived threat to the city’s aesthetic “order.”  

3 HARDLaw is a student-run harm reduction and decriminalization club at the University of Victoria 
Faculty of Law.

4 Alison Young, Judging the Image: Art, Value, Law (London: Routledge, 2005); Sara Ahmed, The 
Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press Ltd, 2004) at 8.

5 Ahmed, supra note 4 at 91.
6 Quill Kukla, “Street Art, Placemaking, and Anticapitalist Spatial Activism” (22 July 2020), online: 

<spectrejournal.com> [perma.cc/J32J-WTAU].
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I. SETTING THE SCENE: GRAFFITI IN VICTORIA
Graffiti is a common feature of Victoria’s urban landscape. In the downtown core, the  
Downtown Victoria Business Association’s Clean Team (“DVBA”) removes hundreds of 
tags each week and has taken down more than 73,000 graffiti marks since 2005.7 !e DVBA 
estimates that the removal of graffiti costs business owners an average of $1 million annually.8 
!e City of Victoria website frames graffiti as detracting from the city’s “look and feel,” 
reducing property values and threatening residents’ and visitors’ sense of security.9 

Despite this response, graffiti is not treated uniformly across the city. Certain areas are subject 
to rapid removal, while other are left untouched. Some forms of graffiti, such as large-scale 
murals that are stylistically “clean,” are even celebrated. !ese uneven patterns of occurrence, 
removal, and appeals to public safety raise questions about why certain forms of graffiti are 
framed as waste or crime, while others are incorporated into the visual fabric of the city.

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
!e treatment of graffiti outlined above invites a broader theoretical inquiry into how aesthetic 
norms operate as a form of law. !is part lays out the theoretical framework for this article’s 
assertion that the aesthetic norms of a city function as law, shaping who and what belongs in 
public space. It begins by disrupting the idea of public space, suggesting that public space is 
not truly public is because the term is exclusionary. One way that the image or the aesthetic is 
implicated in the exclusionary nature of public space is that it creates a mechanism by which 
certain people or things look like they should or should not belong. Young lays out how this 
mechanism functions, using her concept of disgust and aesthetic vertigo to flesh out how 
emotions are implicated in our rejection of certain objects.10 Ahmed similarly disrupts the idea 
that the object of disgust is inherently disgusting. She posits that the “stickiness” of disgust 
allows it to attach to certain objects through histories of association. By clarifying disgust’s 
relationship between the object and its history, we can begin to question reactions to graffiti. 

A. Public Space?

Naively, I had never questioned the idea of public space. !is phrase conjured scenes of walking 
through Victoria’s streets, hanging out with friends in cafes and parks, running into strangers 
at the beach, or people watching from a bench. In my imagination as a white, 25-year-old law 
student, “public” space was just that—space that belonged to everyone, where anyone could be 
and do as they please. I recognized that there were certain limits to behaviour in public space, 
but I accepted these parameters because I benefitted from sharing space with others. 

However, in legal and material terms, city streets, parks, and beaches do not truly belong 

7 Downtown Victoria Business Association, “Gra!ti in Downtown Victoria”, online: 
<downtownvictoria.ca> [perma.cc/7R8D-CNF3].

8 Ibid.
9 City of Victoria, “Gra!ti Prevention”, online: <victoria.ca> [perma.cc/5C5V-7LNQ].
10 Young, supra note 4 at 8.
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to the public, and the “public” they are imagined as serving does not include everyone.11  
!e term “public” is a misnomer—and this is not just a quibble over language. Calling a space 
“public” obscures who is allowed to appear in space, to act and exist without suspicion or 
displacement.12 What we call “public” space is structured by exclusions that are central to how the 
space functions. !e exclusion of unhoused people from public space highlights this contradiction. 

On a material level, I have conveniently ignored that the spaces we call public do not,  
in fact, legally belong to the public. In Victoria, the municipal government owns and manages 
most sidewalks, roads, and parks.13 One might argue that in a representative democracy, 
government ownership is e"ectively public ownership: that the state holds land on behalf of “the 
people.” However, it is hardly controversial to suggest that contemporary democratic institutions 
are largely unresponsive to the will of the people. French economist !omas Piketty famously 
points out that capitalism has led to the concentration of wealth in the hands of a minority of 
people.14 In turn, this wealth can be used to lobby governments in favour of large corporations, 
making the state more responsive to the needs of industry rather than the “public.”15

Don Mitchell, known for his scholarship on cultural theory and houselessness in the United 
States, interrogates the idea of public space in his book, #e Right to the City: Social Justice 
and the Fight for Public Space.16 He illuminates how public space has always been contested 
by showing how unhoused people17 and activists have been strategically excluded from public 
space such as the “People’s Park” at University of California, Berkeley. Mitchell reflects that 
“although homeless people are nearly always in public, they are rarely counted as part of 
'the public.'”18 He argues that because unhoused people have no private space to return to, 
they must perform private acts in public, such as washing, urinating, sleeping, and drug 
consumption.19 !ese behaviours are then criminalized, thus excluding unhoused people from 
public space. In Victoria for example, bylaws prohibit sheltering in most parks. Even in parks 

11 Don Mitchell, The Right to the City: Social Justice and the Fight for Public Space (New York: Guilford 
Publications, 2003) at 128.

12 Andres F Ramirez, “Decolonizing the National Park: Unsettling public space through Indigenous 
urbanism” (2024) 6:1 J Race, Ethnicity & City 38 at 49. 

13 City of Victoria, “Our Parks” online: <victoria.ca> [perma.cc/7HPM-5MXV]; City of Victoria, “Streets” 
online: <opendata.victoria.ca> [perma.cc/7VL9-Q4MZ]; City of Victoria, Bylaw No 09-079, Streets 
and Tra!c Bylaw (26 November 2009, consolidated 10 July 2025), s 107, online (pdf ): <victoria.ca> 
[perma.cc/WT8G-HMKH]. Individual property owners are sometimes responsible for maintaining 
the sidewalk adjacent to their property, including during snow removal.

14 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the twenty-"rst century, translated by Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2017).

15 Matthew Polacko, “Party Positions, Income Inequality, and Voter Turnout in Canada, 1984–2015” 
(2020) 64:9 Am Behavioral Scientist 1751 at 1765.

16 Ibid.
17 Amanda Abrams, “Is it OK to use the word ‘homeless’ – or should you say ‘unhoused’?”, The Guardian 

(20 July 2023), online: <theguardian.com> [perma.cc/3D8X-9BHA]. Abrams argues that the term 
“unhoused people” began popping up around 2008, being used by housing service providers in 
Seattle to reduce stigma associated with describing people by their housing status and to signal 
that they may have spaces they consider home. I use this term for the same reasons.

18 Mitchell, supra note 11 at 135 [emphasis in original].
19 Ibid.
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where sheltering overnight is allowed, unhoused individuals must dismantle their shelters 
by seven a.m. each day.20 Further, in 2024, the Government of British Columbia moved to 
restrict drug use in public space, which was later approved federally through Health Canada.21  
!e presence of unhoused people in public space destabilizes the idea of “publicness,” showing 
that existence in public space is contingent on the ability to access private property. 

Another critique of the idea of public space comes from feminist legal theory: what constitutes 
the public/private divide is socially constructed, serving particular interests at particular 
times.22 British criminal legal scholar Nicola Lacey maintains that:

[the] public/private dichotomy allows the government to clean its hands of any 
responsibility for the state of the ‘private world’ and depoliticizes the disadvantages 
which inevitably spill over the alleged divide by a"ecting the position of the ‘privately’ 
disadvantaged in the ‘public’ world.23

For example, in the realm of family policy, this division has led to assumptions about what the 
law can touch: domestic violence and family care are private issues, while violence between 
strangers is a public problem.24 !is allows the state to largely ignore the costly issue of 
intimate partner violence.

!e constructed line of the public/private divide is similarly at play in the exclusion of 
unhoused people from public space.25 In this case, washing, urinating, lovemaking, and drug 
use are relegated to the private realm, making these activities appear inappropriate in public.26 
In contrast to the family realm, the appearance of these activities invites regulation from the 
state in the form of anti-sheltering and public drug use laws. By regulating the appearance 
of the “private” in “public,” the state is empowered to ignore issues of housing and poverty. 
!erefore, “public space,” refers to space that is highly exclusionary, premised on access to 
private property and subject to the agenda of an unresponsive government. !e ramifications 
of this type of public space are far-reaching. When governments regulate people who have 
nowhere else to exist out of public space, it begs the question whether they are allowed to 
exist at all. !is idea, coupled with the fact that unhoused people are disproportionately made 
up of racialized, disabled, and LGBTQIA+ folks, 27 results in the advancement of a vision of 

20 City of Victoria, “Park Bylaws” (accessed 12 August 2025), online: <victoria.ca> [perma.cc/8GHG-XRRC].
21 Health Canada, “Personal Possession of Small Amounts of Certain Illegal Drugs in British Columbia” 

(7 May 2024), online: <canada.ca> [perma.cc/9X7H-FQY9].
22 Susan B Boyd, ed, Challenging the Public/Private Divide: Feminism, Law, and Public Policy (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1997) at 4. 
23 Nicola Lacey, “Theory into Practice? Pornography and the Public/Private Dichotomy” (1993) 20:1 JL & 

Soc’y 93, as cited in Boyd, supra note 22 at 3.
24 Frances E Olsen, “The Myth of State Intervention in the Family” (1985) 18:4 U Mich JL Ref 835, as 

cited in Boyd, supra note 22 at 10.
25 Mitchell, supra note 11 at 135.
26 Ibid.
27 Capital Regional District, 2023 Greater Victoria Point-in-Time Homeless Count and Housing Needs 

Survey: Greater Victoria (Victoria: Capital Regional District, 2023), online (pdf ): <crd.ca> [perma.cc/
CS3K-N8EC].
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society that is predominantly made up of white, property-owning individuals. As suggested 
below, the exclusionary nature of “public” space is not only a matter of law or policy, but 
aesthetic governance. In spaces where whiteness or a sanitized cityscape is the visual norm, 
di"erence appears to be rendered disruptive and worthy of regulation.

B. Aesthetics as Governance

It is hard to think of an area of public life that has staked its claim to legitimacy on that 
which is tangible, real, and logical, more than the law. However, the interdisciplinary field 
of law and art helps to elucidate the law’s subjective nature. In her book, Judging the Image: 
Art, Value, Law, Alison Young provides a paradigm for understanding the informal laws of 
the aesthetic. We might think of the law as regulating art, like obscenity laws that regulate the 
distribution and public display of “obscene” materials. We might also think of art as depicting 
law in literature, like Kafka’s #e Trial.28 But what about when art or the image does the work 
of law? Young argues that image has the power to regulate norms and behaviours. Importantly, 
she draws out that “law [itself ] founds its authority in a system of the imaginary.”29 !e “law” 
relies on imaginaries like “justice” or “the reasonable person,” and invites legal practitioners 
to make judgements based on these images.

As a student of law, this revelation that subjectivity can creep in is both shocking and 
predictable. Before I went to law school, I thought the law was legitimate because it was 
premised on cold, hard logic and critical thinking. Now as a student of law, I realize the “law” 
is highly flexible and operates with a great deal of subjectivity. !is experience fits with Martha 
Nussbaum’s observation that law is inseparable from emotion: emotions and images influence 
legal decisions and underlie the very existence of law. As she explains, emotions like fear 
motivate laws against physical harm while anger drives retributive justice.30 Young foregrounds 
her discussion of the image by drawing on critical legal scholar Yifat Hachamovitch:

An object of judgement is retained by attaching to it a visual image; it is the visual image 
which accumulates sense; and alongside sense, the image accrues a series of judgements 
or perceptions, it is made into a new objectivity. !e image is lost as it acquires ‘sense,’ 
or meaning, and then is transformed into objectivity, the rule, logic, judgement.31

In other words, over time, our mental image of an object absorbs layers of perception and 
moral assessment, until it no longer appears as an image but as a fact: something objective, 
self-evident, and which, depending on the association, attracts regulation. In this process, 
the subject forgets the image’s constructed nature—where these associations came from, or 
what emotions shaped our reading of the image. Like law, the image is seen as a rule or the 
truth, appearing neutral while carrying social meaning. Adding to this, regulatory responses 

28 Franz Kafka, The Trial, translated by Willa Muir & Franz Kafka print ed 9 (New York: Knopf, 1992).
29 Young, supra note 4 at 12.
30 Martha C Nussbaum, Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2004) at 13.
31 Yifat Hachamovitch, “In Emulation of the Clouds” in Costas Douzinas, Peter Goodrich & Yaron 

Hachamovitch, eds, Politics, Postmodernity and Critical Legal Studies: The Legality of the Contingent 
(London: Routledge, 1994), cited in Young, supra note 4 at 12.
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to images that seek to remove an object further regulate that object by establishing an image 
without it as the standard or norm. A cityscape devoid of graffiti makes the appearance of 
graffiti appear as an interruption. Emotion is highly involved in this process, particularly in 
how it colours perception and produces the eventual “truth” of the image.

C. Disgust Sticks

Ahmed defines and distinguishes emotion from a"ect in #e Cultural Politics of Emotion.32 
Whereas a"ect is an immediate, pre-conscious intensity that occurs in response to an object, 
emotion is the interpretation of that intensity in culturally and socially specific ways.33 
Importantly for this article, Ahmed posits a theory of emotions as relational: there is an 
“aboutness” to them.34 Our emotions are shaped by contact with objects, and readings of that 
contact, which further define that object.35 Ahmed uses the example of a child and a bear.  
A child encounters a bear, experiences fear and then runs away. Her account of emotion would 
tell us that the child has a cultural knowledge of bears as being fearsome, they experience fear 
and then further define the bear as fearsome. Reading Ahmed together with Hachamovitch’s 
understanding of how the image becomes “truth”36 suggests emotion is implicated in the 
production of what appears objective. 

!is article relies on Young’s argument that disgust is one of the primary emotions that 
shape the rejection of graffiti. Young’s work is summarized at length here because it shaped 
how this project was initially conceived. !e way she vividly captures how images alone 
can make us feel disgust, even when nothing disgusting is physically present is striking.  
While Young’s chapter on disgust focuses on gallery-based works like Piss Christ and MYRA, 
her framework—particularly her analysis of how disgust operates—is useful for understanding 
aesthetic rejection more broadly.   

!e controversy surrounding Piss Christ by Andres Serrano provides a powerful example of 
the mechanism of disgust. As seen in Figure 4, the image—a photograph of a figure of Jesus, 
submerged in Serrano’s urine—is softly lit, with bubbles clinging to the figure in a way that 
could be described as ethereal or reverent. However, the knowledge that urine produces this 
e"ect changes everything. !e proximity of a sacred object (Jesus) to a reviled substance 
(urine) triggers disgust. As Ahmed points out, disgust is about the violation of boundaries.37 
!ese boundaries seem especially salient when waste touches the revered. But this is not just 
about the borders of two objects touching. One also feels disgust as a result of being too close 
to the “too close-ness” of waste and a sacred object.38 As Young points out, disgust works 
through a shortening e"ect: it collapses the distance between the viewer and the object.39     

32 Ahmed, supra note 4.
33 Ibid at 8.
34 Ibid at 7.
35 Ibid.
36 Hachamovitch, supra note 31.
37 Young, supra note 4 at 86.
38 Ibid at 43.
39 Ibid.
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FIGURE 4. ANDRES SERRANO, PISS CHRIST, 1987, CIBACHROME PRINT, 152.4 X 101.6 CM 
© ANDRES SERRANO. PHOTOGRAPH: NICOLETA RALUCA TUDOR / DREAMSTIME.

Ahmed helps deepen this reading by asserting that this shortening e"ect also makes the 
border between the self and the image become real and felt, making the viewer aware of 
their proximity to the image.40 Young argues that this discomfort causes the viewer to react 
in one of two main ways: the viewer can attempt to prevent exposure to the reviled image 
by increasing the distance between themselves and the image, or they can engage in an act of 
physical vandalism.41 Key to Young’s explanation is to remember that the object in this case 
is a photograph of a representation of Jesus, and yet some viewers react as if someone has 
urinated on Jesus himself. !is produces what Young calls “aesthetic vertigo.”42 !e distant 
threat feels intimate and imminent due to the visual proximity, which triggers the need to 
restore distance.43 !is paradox of closeness and distance creates “vertigo.” 

Ahmed’s idea of stickiness clarifies this need to create distance. Disgust clings to objects and 
bodies—not because they are inherently disgusting but because of historical links or imagined 
contact.44 An object can become disgusting due to its perceived closeness to other objects that 
are labelled as disgusting. In Piss Christ, it is not just that the image depicts urine; it is that the 

40 Ahmed, supra note 4 at 85.
41 Young, supra note 4 at 44.
42 Ibid at 8.
43 Ibid.
44 Ahmed, supra note 4 at 90.
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urine threatens to contaminate Jesus and cling to him. !e viewer must distance themselves 
from this contamination to avoid their own. As seen below, the historical sticking of graffiti 
to waste and criminality can create disgust, resulting in graffiti’s regulation in public space.

MYRA by Marcus Harvey functions similarly. !e painting is a massive pointillist45 portrait of 
Myra Hindley, one half of a duo who killed and sexually assaulted five children in Manchester, 
England in the 1960s.46 As seen in Figure 5, the points that make up the image are stamps 
created by using a cast of a child’s hand. Young argues that this produces disgust because it 
visually enacts a violation of the border between innocence and violence.47 !e visual structure 
of MYRA forces the viewer to confront the proximity of killer and victim. To look directly at a 
face composed of hands that were targeted by a killer causes a visceral reaction. Again, disgust 
operates through stickiness. In MYRA, Hindley’s criminality risks sticking to the children. !e 
proximity of the children to Hindley creates disgust which shortens the distance between the 
painting and the viewer, who feels complicit merely by looking at the interaction. As with Piss 
Christ, this results in attempted physical destruction of the image by viewers.48 

FIGURE 5. MARCUS HARVEY, MYRA, 1995, ACRYLIC PAINTING, 11 X 9 FT © MARCUS 
HARVEY. PHOTOGRAPH: MALCOLM PARK / ALAMY.

45 The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, “Pointillism” in Encylopedia Britannica, online: <britannica.
com> [perma.cc/SST4-8JNR].

46 Every Painter Paints Himself, “The Hanging of Myra Hindley” (29 December 2020), online: 
<everypainterpaintshimself.com> [perma.cc/Y359-L2AU].

47 Young, supra note 4 at 43.
48 Ibid at 35.
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Young observes that the public reaction to MYRA may have contributed to Hindley being denied 
parole,49 providing a salient example of the aesthetic and the real collapsing into one another.  
!e painting was not just an image, but a reenactment—it was as if the crime had been committed 
again through the image. MYRA shows how powerful aesthetic disgust can be: it governs what is 
acceptable to be seen by the public and shapes how society punishes and remembers.

Another complication of disgust is that it is crucial to power relations.50 !is concept is 
made clear when one considers that where something appears in space plays a role in the 
hierarchizing of objects and bodies. Ahmed furthers this point by drawing from William 
Ian Miller, known for his work on law and emotion. She argues that disgust reactions are 
not only about boundary violations, but also whether objects are “beneath” or “above” the 
subject.51 For instance, bodily functions (waste, sexuality or anything below the belt) are 
associated with shame or filth; they are described as low:

It is not that what is low is necessarily disgusting, nor is sexuality necessarily disgusting. 
Lowness becomes associated with lower regions of the body as it becomes associated 
with other bodies and other spaces.52

Put di"erently, what gets associated with lowness and sexuality becomes disgusting, but 
sexuality and lowness themselves have become symbols of disgust through their own history 
of associations. !e above and below metaphor gets applied to objects, bodies, and behaviours. 
Some are cast as higher or more civilized, while others are lower and closer to bodily waste. 
Ahmed o"ers that disgust at “that which is below” functions to maintain the above/below 
relationships between the person asserting disgust and that which is beneath,53 meaning that 
the disgusted can reinforce their “aboveness” through the feeling of disgust. 

!is relationship is seen in Piss Christ, with the literal invocation of bodily waste (something 
beneath) with Jesus (something meant to be above in virtue). !is contributes to the 
discomfort of the border violation. !e gallery visitors who vandalized Piss Christ maintained 
their “aboveness” by physically expressing their disgust. As Young writes, the desire to judge 
these works with disgust is the desire for the reinstatement of law and continued maintenance 
of the status quo of religious sanctity.54

Tying the mechanism of disgust back to Hachamovitch’s account of how image becomes 
truth and applying this to the examples of Piss Christ and MYRA provides a more holistic 
account of how aesthetic governance can function through disgust. Beginning with images like 
MYRA or Piss Christ: without meaning, it is a painting of a woman made up of small hands 
or a plastic figurine submerged in urine. But over time, the image is imbued with meaning, 
and the subject reacts to its history of associations. We begin to think that our reaction is to 
the object itself and not its history. MYRA is no longer paint on a canvas but the collision of 

49 Ibid at 35.
50 Ahmed, supra note 4 at 88.
51 Ibid at 89.
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid.
54 Young, supra note 4 at 44.
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innocence and violence. Piss Christ is no longer a photograph of an inert object in urine, but 
blasphemy embodied. Emotions like disgust mediate this process, as they inform the meaning 
we give the image and how we respond to it. Our contact with MYRA and Piss Christ elicits 
an emotion, which we then interpret, thus shaping our contact with the painting. 

!is article suggests that this understanding should complicate reactions to what is deemed 
disgusting in Victoria, including graffiti and the appearance of unhoused people in public 
space. Showing how such judgments are steeped in emotional reactions informed by cultural 
norms and historical context, suggests that feelings of disgust arise less from the object itself 
than from the subjects who perceive it. !is paves the way to interrupt the type of thinking 
that disgust towards an object is based on an objective truth about the status of that object. 
As argued below, in the case of graffiti, history informs the cultural narrative about what is 
revered, mediating the subject’s disgust reaction.

III. HISTORY  
Since disgust and regulatory reactions are shaped by perceived border violations, they often 
arise when two things—whether they are objects, ideas, or bodies—are thought to come 
too close to one another. Disgust, in this sense, performs a protective function: it reasserts 
boundaries, reimposes hierarchy, and deflects contamination. In the cases of Piss Christ and 
MYRA, it was the sacred—Jesus or children—that was perceived to be sullied by juxtaposition 
with waste or indecency. !e intensity of these reactions suggests not mere discomfort, but 
the violation of a form of cultural reverence. In her canvassing of disgust and law, Martha 
Nussbaum argues that what the average person deems reasonable depends on dominant 
cultural norms.55 I suggest that disgust and regulatory reactions to graffiti similarly depend 
on reverence for private property. 

In cities like Victoria, where property is elevated beyond the material and into the symbolic, 
graffiti’s disordering presence can be felt as a kind of moral violation. !is orientation toward 
property is not inevitable or natural; rather, it is cultivated and inherited. I argue that Victoria’s 
low tolerance for graffiti depends upon a reverence for private property due to its local 
historical and contemporary use as a way of legitimizing dominant aesthetic regimes and 
political orders. !is reverence has come to feel natural only because it is so deeply sedimented 
in the city’s colonial past. 

To reveal this orientation toward property-based order, and the disgust it breeds toward 
disruptions like graffiti, I contrast Victoria with Friedrichshain, a neighbourhood in East 
Berlin. Friedrichshain—and East Berlin more broadly—is renowned for its visual disorder: 
tags, pieces, murals, wheat-paste posters, stickers, anarchist art, and uncommissioned public 
expression are ubiquitous.56 !e cityscape brims with visual noise. Crucially, this does not 
appear to be experienced by locals as dirt or vandalism, but rather as a tool of place-making and 
belonging.57 As in Victoria, the historical context matters. I later suggest that Friedrichshain’s 

55 Nussbaum, supra note 30 at 42.
56 Kukla, supra note 6. 
57 Ibid.
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historical inheritance of private property contestation has contributed to a cultural story in 
which private property is not a reliable tool for dissemination of dominant aesthetic norms.58 
!e resulting visual order is more plural, aesthetic control is not monopolized by the state 
or capital, and graffiti can be seen beyond evidence of crime or decline, but as participation 
in a more plural aesthetic.

A. Victoria

Returning to Victoria, I argue that the disgust directed at graffiti is not merely a spontaneous 
emotional response but is informed by the historical role of private property as a vehicle 
for disseminating aesthetic norms central to the colonial project. Graffiti itself also conflicts 
with the European aesthetic order established during Victoria’s colonization. Property’s 
instrumental role in producing visual order helps explain its reverential status in present-day 
Victoria and the intensity of disgust responses to its aesthetic disruption. !e metaphysical 
dimension of property helps clarify this. As utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham wrote:

!ere is no image, no painting, no visible trait, which can express the relation that 
constitutes property. It is not material, it is metaphysical; it is a mere conception of the 
mind. To have a thing in our hands, to keep it, to make it, to sell it, to work it up into 
something else; to use it—none of these physical circumstances, nor all united, convey 
the idea of property.59

In other words, property is not a natural emanation of human behaviour. It is an invented 
structure, given meaning by narrative and law. Enlightenment thinker John Locke famously 
tells us that property arises from mixing one’s labour from the land, naturalizing the idea that 
merit and productivity justify ownership. Property was developed in tandem with, and helped 
justify, colonial expansion. In the context of the New World, Locke’s story allowed European 
settlers to place Indigenous land in a paradigm of ownership as unowned, unworked, and 
available.60 Because Indigenous people often did not “improve” land in a Lockean sense, their 
presence could be ignored or erased.

!e ideological framework of property as a reward was essential to colonization in what 
is now Victoria. !e Indigenous lək̓ʷəŋən people (or as they were called by settlers, the 
Songhees) were displaced from the Victoria region for their “inability” to mix their labour 
with the land and make use of the excess.61 !eir relationship to the land did not conform 
to European ideas of property. For instance, the lək̓ʷəŋən people viewed themselves as being 
in relationship with the land rather than having dominion over it.62

58 Ibid.
59 Jeremy Bentham, “Security and Equality of Property” in C B Macpherson, ed, Property: Mainstream 

and Critical Positions (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978) at 51.
60 Penelope Edmonds, “Unpacking Settler Colonialism’s Urban Strategies: Indigenous Peoples in Victoria, 

British Columbia, and the Transition to a Settler-Colonial City” (2010) 38:2 Urban History Rev 4 at 8.
61 Ibid at 8.
62 Esquimalt Nation, “Language & Culture, Esquimalt Nation, Community Engagement”, online: 

<esquimaltnation.ca> [perma.cc/M6LR-SRTC].
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In “Unpacking Settler Colonialism’s Urban Strategies,” colonial historian Penelope Edmonds 
details the transformation of Victoria from a heterogenous mercantile port into a racially 
ordered settler city through strategies that privileged property ownership and racial exclusion. 
She recounts that in the mid-nineteenth century, Victoria was still under the influence of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company.63 Trade was diverse and Indigenous people, Chinese migrants, 
Kanakas, and Euro-Canadians shared and shaped the city’s early character.64 However, as 
more British settlers arrived—particularly following the 1858 Gold Rush—the dynamics 
of the city shifted. !e port was reimagined as a British city that would reflect the values 
of empire: racial hierarchy, spatial order, and sanctity of property.65 !is reimagination 
depended on embedding European aesthetic norms, like tidiness and permanence, into the 
built environment through property ownership, zoning, and architectural form.66 

Fort Victoria, which belonged to Hudson’s Bay, was surrounded by Indigenous camps and 
reserves. Edmonds posits that Victoria was incorporated in 1862, to protect property owners’ 
interests. Property owners lobbied for zoning laws to sanitize and order the landscape of the 
city to boost their own property values. As settlement accelerated, Indigenous reserves and 
spaces were viewed as “inconvenient” and “immoral.”67 !is was said to derive from the 
property owners’ concerns that Indigenous proximity would lower land values. Edmonds 
recalls that municipal records reveal e"orts to transfer and commodify reserve land to be 
“improved,” engendering a deep appreciation for land as owned.68 Eventually, the lək̓ʷəŋən 
were relocated, and their land was absorbed into Victoria’s expanding settler grid.69

Settlers ardently protected property values through a visual regime of disgust, even at the 
time. !is regime defended economic interests and worked to preserve the European aesthetic 
order in which private property carried with it visual stability and settler legitimacy. !e 
establishment of courthouses, government buildings, and churches in European colonial style 
suggest the permanence and legitimacy of a new authority.70 Public health discourse coded 
Indigenous bodies as unclean and incompatible with settler civility.71 !e press portrayed 
Indigenous peoples as dirty, diseased, and immoral. For instance, settler Robert Burnaby wrote 
to his sister in England, describing the lək̓ʷəŋən reserve as “horrible and filthy.”72 !e British 
Colonist explained that Aboriginal people from the Northern end of town refused to leave 
and rendered property valueless, due in part to the fact that, “their camp is perfect Bedlam 

63 Edmonds, supra note 60 at 6.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid.
66 John Koenig, Spaces of Denial and the Denial of Place: The Architectural Geography of Homelessness in 

Victoria, BC (MA Thesis, University of Victoria, 2007) at 114 [unpublished].
67 Edmonds, supra note 60 at 16.
68 Ibid at 11.
69 Ibid at 6–9.
70 Thomas R Metcalf, An Imperial Vision: Indian Architecture and Britain’s Raj, A Philip E Lilienthal book 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989) at 6.
71 Edmonds, supra note 60 at 13.
72 Ibid at 10.
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and one of the greatest dens of vice and crime ever permitted in a Christian community.”73 
Settler W.C. Grant said of the lək̓ʷəŋən people: “[h]e prefers war to peace, noise to quiet, 
dirt to cleanliness.”74 Edmonds points out that the reference to bedlam should alert us to 
dirt, chaos, borders, and margins.75 !e aesthetic of the city had shifted toward one that 
championed permanence, tidiness, and closely aligned with the idea of private property.

While this history makes sense of the legacy of reverence for private property in Victoria, it 
also adheres to a mechanism of aesthetic governance informed by Young, Hachamovitch, 
and Ahmed. Settler concerns surrounding the proximity of reserves suggest that the image 
of Indigenous peoples was made synonymous with dirt and waste, and that this image was 
made objective as these associations fell away. !e proximity of the lək̓ʷəŋən reserve appears 
to produce a shortening e"ect and makes the border between settled Victoria and the reserve 
feel real and vulnerable to trespass. !e disgust risks sticking to the virgin city, which was 
viewed largely as a fresh start in the “new world.” !e settlers must react to restore distance, 
pushing Indigenous bodies further away, lest the dirt and disgust attach to them. 

!e power relation inherent to disgust as suggested by Ahmed is also at play here.  
Recalling that dirt can be defined as “matter out of place,”76 disgust on the part of the settler 
serves to restore order between the settlers and the lək̓ʷəŋən people by placing the lək̓ʷəŋən 
people below the settlers. Disgust thus operates to restore not only social distance, but the 
visual coherence of a city whose legitimacy depended on appearing settled.

Given the central role that private property played in disseminating and legitimizing European 
aesthetic norms during the colonization of Victoria, it follows that this legacy persists in 
contemporary expectations. Property continues to function as a primary vehicle through 
which dominant aesthetic values are reproduced, rendering interruptions such as graffiti 
a"ectively o"ensive. 

!e aesthetic regime established through property and colonial urban planning has not 
fallen away with time. It has been preserved in contemporary Victoria. Heritage buildings 
and historically-styled streetscapes operate as mediums through which an aesthetic order 
of heritage, neatness, and permanence are understood as desirable and legitimate.77 !is is 
actively leveraged through tourism, which depends on the continued marketing of a city 
that appears safe, orderly, and historic.78 In light of these e"orts, not only does graffiti appear 
in opposition, but it also co-opts the mechanism meant to disseminate dominant norms. 
Graffiti triggers disgust by violating the border of a tightly controlled aesthetic with its 
uncontrolled nature. !is historical account denaturalizes contemporary disgust reactions, 
revealing them not as inherent responses to disorder, but as products of a specific aesthetic 

73 Ibid.
74 WC Grant, “Remarks on Vancouver Island, Principally concerning Townsites and Native Population” 
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regime. Contrasting Victoria to Friedrichshain helps to further support that histories of 
property inform disgust toward graffiti.

B. Friedrichshain

Berlin’s relationship to property, particularly in neighbourhoods like Friedrichshain,  
has undergone dramatic transformation over the last century. !ese shifts can be seen not only 
through the material conditions of the city, but in how citizens relate to ownership, space, 
and belonging. Unlike Victoria, where private property was embedded from the outset as a 
colonial mandate and remains heavily protected, Friedrichshain’s story is one of instability, 
flux, and resistance. In that context, this article suggests that graffiti does not provoke the 
same disgust and regulatory reaction. Not because Berliners are naturally more tolerant, but 
because the a"ective force of disgust toward graffiti is mediated by a less sacrosanct view of 
private property. !e visual disorder or mess of graffiti is legible in a city where the boundaries 
of property have long been in flux.

Under the German Democratic Republic (“GDR”), East Berlin operated according to a 
very di"erent logic than Western capitalist cities. Property was collectivised, and the state 
administered housing and work.79 Space was distributed according to need or occupation.80 
However, it is important to acknowledge that the GDR, and by extension Friedrichshain, 
was not a utopia of shared resources and egalitarianism. While it did o"er housing and 
services outside of a capitalist property framework, it was also a deeply authoritarian regime.81 
Surveillance by the Stasi secret police force was pervasive and dissent was not tolerated.82 
!e Stasi monitored, intimidated, and in some cases imprisoned or disappeared people for 
expressing resistance.83 !is authoritarian backdrop complicates the collective ethos. It was 
not freely chosen so much as structured by state control. Still, within that system, everyday 
spatial practices like schwarzwohnen—“squatting in the dark” or unauthorized living in the 
many empty flats in East Berlin—emerged as a practical response to need and vacancy.84 
!ese were not necessarily acts of resistance, but they reflected a lived relationship to property 
grounded more in use than in ownership.

!ese informal practices shaped expectations: property was not untouchable. It could be 
occupied, repurposed, and negotiated. In other words, property was not a reliable vehicle for 
the legitimization of aesthetic norms and political orders. !is history laid the groundwork 
for a visual culture less bound to the sanctity of private ownership and more open to 
subversion—especially after the Berlin Wall fell.85 !e fall of the wall produced a rupture 
in how property was understood and distributed. Suddenly, collective property became the 

79 Kukla, supra note 6. 
80 Ibid.
81 Mary Fulbrook, Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR, 1949–1989 (Oxford: Oxford University 
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Wiley Blackwell, 2015) at 184.



APPEAL VOLUME 31 % 103   

object of privatization. Whole swaths of East Berlin, including Friedrichshain, were left in 
legal limbo: buildings were vacant, ownership unclear, and many residents felt unsure of their 
status.86 In this vacuum, a new wave of squatters emerged, not just continuing old practices, 
but politicizing them.

Squatting was not just about housing. For some, it became a mode of resistance against the 
encroaching logic of capitalist redevelopment.87 Whole buildings became autonomous social 
centres. Critical theorist Andreas Huyssen famously called Berlin a “city of voids”: fi lled 
with empty housing and spaces left over from the Nazi era, division, and reunifi cation.88

! ese voids invited visual expressions like graffi  ti, murals, and stencils previously confi ned 
to the West side of the wall, to proliferate (see Figure 6).89

FIGURE 6. PHOTOGRAPH OF KINO INTIMES, BERLIN, GERMANY, JANUARY 2, 2016. PHOTO 
BY TINE VOLPERT *WIKIMEDIA COMMONS, CC(BY(2.0).

! ese were not random acts of vandalism, but signatures on a city whose identity was visibly 
up for grabs. Visual interventions on property did not automatically trigger disgust because 
private property had no clear moral authority in this historical moment. Graffi  ti was part of 
a larger project of asserting presence and resisting erasure.

86 Kukla, supra note 6.
87 Vasudevan, supra note 85 at 184.
88 Andreas Huyssen, “The Voids of Berlin” (1997) 24:1 Critical Inquiry 57 at 95.
89 Kukla, supra note 6.
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As the city settled into its new status as capital of reunified Germany, developers moved in. 
Buildings were bought, renovated, and gentrified.90 But the memory of contestation did 
not disappear. Liebig 34, one of the squats that still exist in Friedrichshain, embodies this 
anarchist ethos and aesthetic (see Figure 7). !e resulting visual order gives the lingering 
sense that the space is still open to negotiation. 

FIGURE 7. PHOTOGRAPH OF LIEBIGSTRASSE, BERLIN, GERMANY, FEBRUARY 26, 2011. 
PHOTO BY STEFFEN ZAHN *WIKIMEDIA COMMONS, CC(BY(2.0).

Places like the East Side Gallery—once the Berlin Wall, now a canvas of political art—
encapsulate this ethos. Even as the East Side Gallery is protected and marketed, it 
nods to its origins of flux. !is article argues that disgust does not attach to graffiti in 
Friedrichshain the way it might in Victoria. !e cultural story is di"erent. In Victoria, 
where property has always been tightly guarded, visually orderly, and tied to colonial 
hierarchy, graffiti becomes a spontaneous, unwelcome intervention that must be regulated. 
In Friedrichshain, where notions of property have been more negotiated, graffiti lands 
di"erently. It is not a violation but a continuation of the story of the neighbourhood. 
!e disgust reaction is mediated because the sanctity of property is not so deeply felt.  

90 Andrej Holm & Armin Kuhn, “Squatting and Urban Renewal: The Interaction of Squatter Movements 
and Strategies of Urban Restructuring in Berlin” translated by Andrew Winnard (2010) 35:3 Intl J 
Urban & Regional Research 644 at 653. 
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IV. ANALYSIS: GRAFFITI
!e previous parts of this article helped to explain how cultural objects are read through histories 
of contact associations rooted in emotion. In the case of contemporary Victoria, this part 
suggests that graffiti is read through a cultural lens steeped in reverence for a particular aesthetic 
notion of property and visual colonial control. !e idea that graffiti is equivalent to filth or 
crime is not just a social belief—it is institutionalized in City policy and community discourse. 
Examples from the DVBA, the City of Victoria’s website, and a local business owner illustrate 
how graffiti becomes both a target of municipal regulation based in disgust and metonymous 
with waste and criminality. !is section will also investigate the hierarchy between kinds of 
graffiti in Victoria to further link it to disgust. Finally, in an attempt to show that these waste/
criminality associations are not inherent, this part will explore the history of graffiti itself.

A. Evidence of Waste/Criminality Associations

An online search of “graffiti in Victoria” brings up a range of headlines including: “Satanic 
Graffiti Draws Police to Oak Bay Home”91 and “Police Seek Graffiti Suspect Caught on 
Camera Tagging Victoria Businesses.”92 How to define graffiti, and whether to define it as 
crime or art, depends on who you ask, but in Victoria, framing in official discourse leans 
heavily toward deviance. While studying in a café in downtown Victoria, I noticed a man 
in a uniform reading, “DVBA Clean Team.” A Google search led me to the DVBA’s website 
where I found a page dedicated to graffiti removal. !e messaging could not be more explicit 
in linking graffiti with filth and crime.

!e website o"ers a three-step guide to “stop the cycle of graffiti vandalism.”93 Step one: 
report graffiti to police and, if it is on public property, call the City’s Graffiti Hotline. Step 
two: photograph the graffiti and send the image to police. Step three: remove the graffiti by 
contacting the DVBA Clean Team. !e site emphasizes that “the best way to stop the spread 
of graffiti (tagging) is to remove it as soon as it appears.”94 I toggled over an infographic 
teaching residents how to recognize if someone in their “family or social circle” might be 
a tagger.95 !e checklist includes telltale signs such as residue on their hands, frequently 
watching tagging videos, or carrying a large backpack. Strikingly, the campaign o"ers no 
guidance on what to do if you suspect a family member is tagging—only a call to remain 
vigilant. !e tone is reminiscent of the United States’ Department of Homeland Security’s 
infamous “See Something, Say Something” campaign,96 originally designed to teach citizens 
how to recognize suspicious activity associated with terrorism.

91 Greater Victoria News Sta", “Satanic gra!ti draws police to Oak Bay home”, Victoria News (19 June 
2025), online: <vicnews.com> [perma.cc/2S6Q-8GPV].

92 Simon Little, “Police seek gra!ti suspect caught on camera tagging Victoria businesses”, Global 
News (30 December 2021), online: <globalnews.ca> [perma.cc/CQ4W-DVYN].

93 Downtown Victoria Business Association, supra note 7.
94 Ibid.
95 Ibid.
96 US Department of Homeland Security, “If You See Something, Say Something, Homeland Security”, 

online: <dhs.gov> [perma.cc/8RFQ-5M75].
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A trip to the City’s graffiti page is illuminating. It defines graffiti as any writing, etching or 
symbol applied to public or private property without the owner’s consent.97 !e website warns 
that if left unchecked, graffiti “reduces property values, promotes an undesirable image of 
the city, undermines residents’ and visitors’ sense of security, and can lead to more graffiti.”98

Young’s work helps illuminate the DVBA and City’s stance towards graffiti. She compares the 
reaction to graffiti to reactions to Piss Christ or MYRA where the image of graffiti becomes 
linked with waste and crime through repeated association.99 Overtime, the association fades 
from view, leaving the impression that the thing itself is the problem: that graffiti is waste or 
crime. Ahmed’s account of disgust sharpens this point: disgust works spatially to maintain 
boundaries between clean and unclean. In the framing of the City and the DVBA, graffiti 
is a pollutant whose presence threatens to contaminate the rest of the space. !e DVBA’s 
insistence that “the best way to stop the spread of graffiti is to remove it as soon as it appears”100 
draws on this contamination logic: waste and crime invite more waste and crime, risking a 
chain reaction that could stick not just to the surface the graffiti is on, but the image of the city 
as a whole.101 As put by Nussbaum, this feeling of disgust motivates the imposition of law.102

!e verbiage of consent on the City’s website evokes imagery of sexuality and that which 
is low on the body. Borrowing from the personhood perspective of property, which sees 
property as essential for developing one’s personhood, this wording personifies property 
as vulnerable and open to defilement.103 !e encounter between this vulnerability and the 
opportunistic criminal nature of graffiti invites the disgust and regulatory response on 
behalf of the City. Graffiti must be removed to prevent defilement of the property, and to 
avoid making the viewer complicit in this crime. !is is further supported by the creation 
of a hotline to report these incidents.

A disgust like that which is directed at sexual crime is implicit in likening graffiti to a 
national security threat, as in the DVBA “How to Spot” campaign. !e idea of a foreign 
harm infiltrating the city evokes disgust. It is ironic that there is a responsibility placed on 
the viewer to take ownership of property that does not belong to them and put a stop to it, 
especially considering that public space is not inclusive space. If you are not a part of the 
solution, you are a part of the problem, but not everyone gets to reap the benefits of this 
collective surveillance. 

In sum, both the City and the DVBA frame graffiti through a discourse of contamination  
and crime, where property is imagined as vulnerable, residents are conscripted into 
surveillance, and graffiti becomes metonymous with waste. !is framing forecloses alternative 
understandings of graffiti as art or expression.

97 City of Victoria, supra note 9.
98 Ibid.
99 Young, supra note 4 at 54–55.
100 Downtown Victoria Business Association, supra note 7.
101 See note 124 for discussion of “broken windows” theory of crime.
102 Nussbaum, supra note 30 at 30.
103 Margaret Jane Radin, “Property and Personhood” (1982) 34:5 Stan L Rev 957 at 957–958.
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B. Hierarchy

Graffiti comes in many di"erent forms and is a concept that is difficult to define since it 
encompasses so many activities. Young di"erentiates between tagging, latrinalia, pieces, and 
stencils all as forms of graffiti.104 What seems to unite these is their placement somewhere 
public, often without the consent of the owner of the surface. Within society, and indeed 
within the writing community, there is a hierarchy of graffiti’s artistic qualities. !is hierarchy 
further suggests graffiti is subject to the same mechanisms of disgust revealed by Piss Christ and 
MYRA. Bigger or more tolerated murals may be celebrated for their artistry, but they often 
reinforce a visual order—one that confirms the City’s authority to dictate what belongs.105 
In contrast, tags—which are spontaneous, uninvited, and harder to control—threaten that 
order, not necessarily because of their content, but because of their form. !at tags might 
threaten to contaminate larger pieces by proximity is explored below.       

During my investigation into graffiti in Victoria, I rode my bike toward Rock Bay, the city’s 
more industrial end. I noticed that every telephone pole was adorned with what some would 
call scrawl. One tag in particular, “MOTH,” appeared repeatedly on many surfaces. Moth is 
the perfect example of a tag (see Figure 8). As Young defines it, tagging is a form of graffiti 
“in which an adopted name is written in complicated calligraphy on any available surface.”106 
!e form’s repetition and apparent ubiquity distinguish it from the more elaborate “piece” 
(short for masterpiece) characterized by large-scale cartoonish imagery (see Figure 9).107 

104 Young, supra note 4 at 51.
105 Eynat Mendelson-Shwartz & Nir Mualam, “Taming Murals in the City: A Foray into Mural Policies, 

Practices, and Regulation” (2020) 27:1 Intl J of Cultural Pol’y 65 at 67.
106 Young, supra note 4 at 52.
107 Ibid at 51.
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FIGURE 8. A TAG DEPICTING THE NAME "MOTH," VICTORIA, BRITISH COLUMBIA, JULY 13, 
2025. PHOTO BY HANNAH THIESSEN. 

FIGURE 9. PIECE, VICTORIA, BRITISH COLUMBIA, JULY 13, 2025. PHOTO BY HANNAH THIESSEN. 
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In the parking lot at Bay and Douglas streets, an expanse of cinderblock walls functions as 
an informal gallery. !e walls are layered with vibrant pieces, many produced through tacit 
arrangements between writers and landlords. In conversation, the owner of Cavity Curiosity Shop 
explained that such agreements can determine which walls remain adorned and which are subject 
to removal.108 He expressed frustration at the presence of tags that appear around or overtop the 
larger pieces, noting that the City frequently “rolls over” entire murals because of them.109

!is reaction points to the extent to which hierarchies of aesthetic value are naturalized within 
both official and subcultural discourses in Victoria. Tagging in particular is discursively aligned 
with waste and criminality; its presence is sticky and understood to attract further disorder 
to the urban surface itself and those graffiti pieces deemed sufficiently artistic to remain. 

!e works depicted in Figure 10 illustrate the tension between sanctioned and unsanctioned 
forms. !e pieces adhere to some type of legibility of order within Victoria because they 
are not seen by the landlords as a blight to their building and are permitted by private 
negotiation. Further, they appear in “non-heritage” areas of Victoria. !ey do not interrupt 
the colonial brand of the city marketed toward tourists. By contrast, the throw-ups “JAMS” 
and “MOSAIC” above the pieces appear as interruptions to this legibility. !eir uneven lines 
and messy execution are read as failures of ability. !is hierarchy between tags and pieces 
reflects the moral ordering of art and defacement as it relates to private property.

FIGURE 10. TAGS AND PIECES, VICTORIA, BRITISH COLUMBIA, JULY 13, 2025. PHOTO BY 
HANNAH THIESSEN. 

108 Andy, Cavity Curiosity Shop, “tags versus pieces” (13 July 2025) via oral communication 
[communicated to author].

109 Ibid.
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C. Unnatural Associations

!is part attempts to make strange the association between graffiti and criminality by 
examining the history of this association. Although the stickiness of disgust invites us to make 
the waste/criminality/graffiti association, Young argues that this metonymical relationship 
should actually be surprising given that it is a relatively new phenomenon.110 She references 
that graffiti was commonplace in pre-modern societies, to the extent that in the Shakespearean 
era, people wrote graffiti in their own homes.111 Despite probably originating in Philadelphia 
in the late 1950s, graffiti writing as we know it today is said to have risen to prominence in 
New York in the late 1960s and early 1970s.112 

American urban culture historian, Joe Austin provides an account of this rise and regulation in 
Taking the Train.113 He posits that graffiti writing was brought to prominence by urban youth 
as a way of becoming “famous” within certain bounded communities.114 Real fame happened 
when a writer was able to make their name known far outside their community or in particularly 
inaccessible places.115 Because writers were made up primarily of people of colour in the 1970s, 
tagging in an inaccessible space might mean tagging in certain white neighbourhoods.116  
Further, Austin articulates that “writing culture made a place for itself in New York City by 
selectively appropriating institutional spaces created by other organizations.”117 Whether intended 
or not, writing involves a reclamation of space, making an intervention in a neighbourhood of 
order and creating room for a more pluralistic visual landscape. 

While writing contains a material criminal element because it violates vandalism laws, Austin 
historicizes the regulation of graffiti and seems to conclude that its regulation is the result 
of a top-down process. He tells us that the construction of tagging or writing as a problem 
within New York did not begin until February 1972.118 It was at this time that a reporter 
working for the New York Times recognized the difficulty that all the writing was causing 
for subway workers who were tasked with cleaning.119 !e article frames the subway writing 
as a “malicious youth craze” and psychologists interviewed to speculate on the motives of 
the graffiti artists said it was “an attempt by insignificant people to impose their identity 
on others.”120 Austin says that in response, Mayor Sanford D. Garelik proposed a “War on 
Graffiti,” claiming that “graffiti pollutes the eye and the mind and may be one of the worst 
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forms of pollution we have to combat.”121 Austin concludes that graffiti was not a problem 
to be fixed until the government and media said so.

!is treatment by the municipal government and the media also happens to dovetail with the 
broken windows theory of criminality.122 !is theory, originally coined by political scientist 
James Q. Wilson and criminologist George L. Kelling, dictates that signs of disorder and crime 
in an environment like broken windows, attract more crime and decay to that environment.123 
Graffiti, similar to broken windows, needs to be removed as soon as possible to avoid attracting 
more crime to the area. !is theory has shown to be a problematic oversimplification.  
Public policy scholars Bernard Harcourt and Jens Ludwig say that the theory does not 
acknowledge other factors like poverty, unemployment, and education, that are known to 
contribute to crime and confuses correlation with causation.124 !e result is the unfair targeting 
of marginalized communities. !at there is little empirical support for graffiti attracting crime, 
suggests that the association of graffiti with crime is, at least in part, constructed. 

Taken together, the evidence presented here suggests that graffiti’s association with waste 
and criminality in Victoria is less an inevitable truth than a socially constructed narrative 
reinforced through policy, media, and community discourse. In Victoria, the City and the 
DVBA reproduce this framing by invoking disgust, contamination, and the language of 
surveillance, casting graffiti both as a pollutant and threat. Yet, as Young and Austin remind 
us, these associations are historically contingent: graffiti has not always been treated as deviant, 
and its regulation emerged from deliberate top-down campaigns rather than inherent qualities 
of the practice itself. Recognizing this clarifies that graffiti’s criminalization reflects broader 
anxieties about property aesthetics and order, rather than something intrinsic to the act of 
writing on a wall.

CONCLUSION 
!is article has argued that graffiti is neither waste nor crime but comes to be understood 
this way through the use of property as a tool to produce colonial dominance and a resulting 
visual order. Tracing how disgust functions as a regulatory emotion—one that protects 
borders and maintains hierarchies—suggests that reactions to graffiti are less spontaneous 
responses than cultivated ways of seeing, grounded in Victoria’s colonial history and its 
ongoing attachment to property.

To make this case, this article troubles the notion of “public space,” showing how it is 
exclusionary by design and that its limits can be enforced through aesthetics rather than law 
alone. !is analysis cobbles the work of Sara Ahmed, Alison Young, and Martha Nussbaum 
together to develop a framework for understanding how disgust “sticks” to certain objects 

121 Austin, supra note 112 at 84.
122 Ibid at 146.
123 George L Kelling & James Q Wilson, “Broken Windows”, The Atlantic (1 March 1982), online:  

<theatlantic.com> [perma.cc/VL2D-X99L].
124 Bernard E Harcourt & Jens Ludwig, “Broken Windows: New Evidence from New York City and a Five-

City Social Experiment” (2006) 73 U Chicago L Rev 271 at 316.



APPEAL VOLUME 31 % 112   

and makes associations to these objects appear as objective truths. Comparison between 
Victoria and Friedrichshain illustrates how di"erent histories of property generate distinct 
uses of property and therefore di"erent visual orders: since its inception, part of the colonial 
mission in what is now known as Victoria was to establish legitimacy through aesthetic 
regimes. !is tradition of private property use influences how disgust is experienced by 
Victorians, reading graffiti as waste or crime. !at Friedrichshain’s relationship to private 
property has long been in flux, suggests that graffiti there is experienced more as a signal of 
belonging and shared use of space. Finally, this article examined current discourse in Victoria 
casts graffiti as waste and crime, and how this framing creates a hierarchy between acceptable 
pieces and unacceptable tags. 

Seen together, these observations suggest that disgust toward graffiti in Victoria is not 
inevitable but rather socially constructed. Recognizing this opens space to question the 
logic that ties property, order, and belonging so tightly together. If disgust is produced 
through stories, repetition, and cultural attachment, it can also be disrupted. A more plural 
visual order that tolerates interruption and mess might foster a sense of belonging that is 
currently foreclosed, especially for those, like the unhoused population of Victoria, who are 
most often displaced by aesthetic judgments about who and what looks out of place. An 
inclusive visual plane signals a status quo where no one has a monopoly on public space.  
To complicate these associations of disgust is to recognize that exclusion from public space 
rests less on real threat than on a powerful image—and suggests that imagining otherwise 
might be just as critical as legal reform.


