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Writings on the Wall
An Investigation into Young Graffiti Writers’ Motivations,
Meanings, and Strategies for Creation in Hanoi, Vietnam

Overview:

The aim of this thesis is: to investigate the actions and motivations of
young street art creators and graffiti writers in urban spaces in Hanoi,
Vietnam, and to investigate whether their actions can be considered a
form of everyday politics.
In order to approach this aim, my thesis is guided by
three main research questions:
1. Who are the individuals engaging in the creation of street art and graffiti, how did they get into this art form, and how do they go about creating?
2. What are the spatial dimensions at play in the creation of graffiti and
what are the reasons behind any spatial patterns that might exist across
the city?

Conceptual
Framework:

The conceptual framework that I draw on to inform my study of graffiti writers in Hanoi,
Vietnam has three main components. First, I analyze graffiti as a specific subculture. This
offers insights into the philosophical underpinnings of the practice, emphasizing the
formative role graffiti plays in the establishment of identities, as well as how it serves as a
form of empowerment and self-expression (Merrill 2015 370.
Then, by drawing on concepts from the everyday politics literature, I look at how
subordinate groups may negotiate power relations through acts of resistance, compliance,
and possibly quiet encroachment. This informs my analysis of how writers navigate spaces
and boundaries to create graffiti, and how authorities structure their responses to these
acts of creation.
Finally, I review literature on graffiti in Asian landscapes, and conclude that graffiti must
be analyzed in its specific context as, despite being a global phenomenon, the motivations
behind its creation are not homogenous, indeed, not even across Asia (Valjakka 2011 67.
I will draw on these understandings to focus on graffiti in the context of the Vietnam
socialist state.

3. Is the creation of graffiti and street art in Hanoi a form of everyday politics, or do their creators have other intentions?
Graffiti:
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Meanings

Methods:

To answer these questions, I conducted seven weeks of fieldwork in
Hanoi, Vietnam in the summer of 2019. My research was guided by two
complementary methods: semi-structured interviews (including photo
elicitation) and participant observation. I conducted 33 semi-structured
interviews with graffiti writers (19, key informants (5, and locals (9.
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illustrated with graffiti from each area

I approach my second research question by offering a spatial analysis of the two
districts in Hanoi, Tây Hồ and Hoàn Kiếm, where the majority of graffiti is concentrated.
Writers – both local and foreign - described Tây Hồ as the area where it is the most socially
acceptable to do graffiti, and listed it as the most frequent place they paint. The high
presence of temporary construction walls in the district provides an ideal surface for
graffiti. I found that Tây Hồ has a higher presence of pieces, which can be found along
temporary construction sites and quasi-legal graffiti walls, while the Old Quarter, in Hoàn
Kiếm district, has many throw ups and tags, which are quicker to complete. These can be
found on private shutters, electricity boxes, and public and private walls.
Factors that influence the presence or absence of graffiti include the built environment
itself, namely, what surfaces are available to paint, and the behaviour of locals and
authorities towards graffiti in the area. Tây Hồ, for example, is known to be the most lenient
in regards to graffiti, with most writers having few confrontations, especially with police,
while painting there. The busyness of the Old Quarter, however, makes it a higher risk area,
as it is more likely that writers will be caught by locals or police while painting. It is common
for writers to choose their spots based on where their graffiti will be most visible in order
to gain the most respect from their peers, however, many writers in Hanoi also expressed
that they preferred spots to paint which allowed them to take their time with their piece,
and were therefore less populated such as side streets or areas near quasi-legal graffiti
walls where they would not be interrupted.

The 19 youth graffiti writers
and street artists interviewed
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Map of the two districts in Hanoi I conducted my research.
Tây Hồ (West Lake) and Hoàn Kiếm (contains the Old Quarter)

Tag on electricity box in Old Quarter. Photo by author

I answer my first research question by drawing on 19
interviews with graffiti writers and street artists. First, I
provide a brief overview of the different groups involved
in the graffiti scene in Hanoi, which consists of foreign
and local writers. I found that there appear to be around
1520 ‘active’ writers, meaning those who go out and
paint at least once a week.
There are two generations of graffiti writers, the first
generation who began doing graffiti 15 years ago, and
the second, who have been doing graffiti for under five
years. The individuals that are a part of the graffiti
subculture in Hanoi are predominantly young, ranging
between 1735 years of age, and identity as male.
Vietnamese writers were generally described, both by
themselves and foreigners, as ‘piecers’, meaning they
focused on painting artistic pieces rather than throw ups
and tags. They also emphasized the aim of graffiti as
beautifying the landscape through artistic expression.
Most of the expatriate and foreign graffiti writers
classified themselves, first and foremost, as bombers,
although they also do pieces. I found that strategies for
creation varied as foreign writers were more concerned
with ‘getting up’ and the ‘rush’ associated with graffiti,
whereas the Vietnamese writers were more concerned
with creating artistic pieces which would be positively
received by the public.
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Throw Up in Tây Hồ. Photo by author

Piece in Tây Hồ. Photo by Sarah Turner

The discussion of my final research question is
guided by concepts of everyday politics outlined in my
Conceptual Framework. I hope to have contributed to
discussions regarding graffiti in the Asian context by
analyzing and interpreting how graffiti writers navigate
the rules and expectations surrounding graffiti creation
in Hanoi, Vietnam, and framing these socio-spatial
navigations as forms of everyday politics.
Writers engage in verbal and spatial negotiations,
such as self-censorship and site selection, as a way to
both contest and comply with people’s understanding
of the il/legality of graffiti in public spaces. These
negotiations, or the modification of “public transcripts,”
take place between writers, locals, and authorities, and
allow writers to influence the public’s perception of
graffiti by complying with their expectations of what is,
and what is not, acceptable (Scott 1990 3. This also
works as a form of everyday resistance, as these
tactics have been developed as a means to secure
space in controlled areas where graffiti is not always
welcome.
By modifying graffiti practices and contesting the
normalized rules of public space usage in Vietnam,
graffiti writers are engaging in subtle forms of
resistance to secure their ability to continue creating
and participating in the graffiti subculture.
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