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Aesthetic Altruism: the Consciousness of Street Artists
Melanie Cheng1

Abstract
In the past few decades, many street artists have gained international recognition and now straddle
the worlds of actual street art – art in the streets, art in the public domain – and fine art – art that
is perceived to be of a particular quality, shown in galleries or museums. Despite perhaps
“transcending” the streets, most successful street artists choose to continue creating artwork in
public spaces, both legally with permission, or illegally without. Street art is different from
public art, which is categorically created through a public process; while some street art, if not
created aesthetically or thoughtfully, may be perceived as simply vandalism.
Using Ken Wilber’s Four Quadrants of Integral Theory as a loose framework, this paper explores
the inner consciousness of street artists since the first American graffiti writers in the 1960s to the
international street art movement that continues to expand and evolve today. Common themes
among street artists emerge as creating their self-identity, pushing each other’s limits in creative
community, representing everyday people and unique places, connection and belonging, and
opening people’s eyes to new ideas and important issues.
Over the past fifty years, street artists continue to strive to contribute something aesthetic and
meaningful to themselves and society, with payment and recognition as only peripheral (or even
non-existent) priorities.
Keywords: activist art, consciousness art, counter-culture, graffiti, guerrilla art, integral theory,
public art, street art, subculture, yarn bombing

Introduction
The mainstream public is becoming more
aware of positive street art – art in the public
domain that has been created both illegally
and sometimes legally. Interestingly, many
people – if not most – do not consider how it
got there, let alone who is responsible. Street
art may be just a “tag” of an artist’s
pseudonym or image in a public place; it
may be a mural that seems to magically
appear; it could be a sculpture that pops up
one day; it could be made to (hopefully) last,
or intentionally made to disappear.
1
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The only apparent rules for street art are that
rules and artistic conventions are meant to be
broken or transcended. Often, the artists
themselves happily remain unseen and
unknown to the general public.
The underlying impetus behind
Street Art grew out of the belief
that art should function in
opposition to, and sometimes
even outside of, the hegemonic
system of laws, property, and
ownership; be accessible, rather
than hidden away inside galleries,
museums,
and
private
collections; and be democratic
2
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and empowering, in that all
people (regardless of race, age,
gender, economic status, etc.)
should be able to create art and
have it be seen by others.
(ArtStory)
Also, even though street art is almost always
in public spaces, it is not considered part of
the public art genre, because it is not “a
product of a public process of creation,
procurement, and/or maintenance” (Public
Art, Wikipedia). In fact, street art is almost
always categorically opposed to the
municipal and government process.

transcendental artist, describes the four
quadrants from left to right, top to bottom:
1. The inner, creative consciousness of
the artist
2. The artist creating an artifact
3. The art piece going out into the world
4. The inner consciousness of the
collective [affected by the artifact]
(Grey, 2013)

There is subjectively “positive” street art,
which is considered aesthetic, thoughtprovoking, and/or with a point of some kind;
and there is subjectively “negative” street art,
which is often labeled as simply vandalism
or even a menace to society.
Social media’s promotion of recent street
artists, such as the elusive, provocative artist
Banksy, causes many people to believe the
street art “movement” has only been around
the past few decades; but, the roots of
current-day street artists are actually graffiti
writers and illustrators from the late 1960s.
Going back even further, prehistoric cave
artists are often ordained as the very first
“street artists” – before streets existed: art in
the public domain.
Tying street art to consciousness, it seems
natural to consider American philosopher
Ken Wilber, as he has frequently written and
spoken about art and consciousness. The
basic premise of his Four Quadrants of
Integral Theory is a perfect framework to not
only understand the consciousness of street
artists, but to also improve one’s own
understanding and appreciation of art in
general.
There do seem to be infinite interpretations
of Wilber’s quadrants, so below is how Alex
Grey,
the
respected
integral
and
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Figure 1: Four Quadrants according to Alex Grey

In this paper, I describe street art mostly
within Grey’s first three quadrants, as most
of the documentation about street art focuses
on the unique sub/counter-culture of street
artists themselves, not so much the general
public that enjoys and benefits from it.
Nonetheless, “these artifacts of [street] art
are created by sentient beings, and sentient
beings impact those artifacts with essentially
the nature of consciousness that is doing the
creating. That artifact will then evoke a
similar state of consciousness in [the general
public] viewing or coming into contact with
it” (Wilber, 2019).
There are also many, diverse types of street
art and infinitely unique backgrounds,
personalities, and beliefs of countless street
artists around the world. This paper
discusses the perhaps majority demographic
of street artists who have been significantly
3
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documented thus far. I look forward to
discovering further accounts of the vast
international community of street artists as
the general public becomes more aware and
interested.
Early days: Identify yourself. Prove your
existence.
One of the primary reasons that “graffiti
bombers” first started tagging their names in
the late 1960s,
and how many
internationally-known street artists even
today got their start, is that they want to
“make their mark by any means possible” for
their own benefit, not anyone else’s (BBC
One, 2017).
As a young New York City teen in the 1980s
explained: “It’s not a matter so they know
who I am. It’s a matter of knowing that I can
do it. I was there. It’s for me. It’s not for
nobody else to see it” (Silver, 1983). Even
recently, the sentiment remains the same:
“Fuck everybody. Fuck society. This is me…
I’ll express myself. It’s all about expression.”
For many street artists, it is how they first
establish their self-identity: “Art was all I
had. I clung to it tightly to understand who I
was as a person” (Fischer, 2015).
As more street artists emerged in a particular
city in the 1970s and 1980s, however, they
started to recognize each other’s work, and
the goal evolved to “getting up or gaining
credibility and fame” among other street
artists (not the general public) by
“proliferating one's name around the city”
(ArtStory).

Figure 2: First tagger in Philadelphia, late 1960s

Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS, 2022
https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/cejournal/vol19/iss19/1

Figure 3: First tagger in NYC, late 1960s

Figure 4: Invader in Paris, 1990s

Thrive among your people. Push artistic
limits.
As Grey says: “Every creative act empowers
every other creative act,” and that is exactly
how street artists continue to inspire each
other’s creativity today.
Graffiti artists started just “writing” –
tagging their name, which then led to
illustrated pictures, which then led to threedimensional graphics. Styles became more
complex and even illegible (e.g., wildstyle,
Figure 5), but that was actually the goal: to
separate those in the know and those not.
“All those people who don’t write, they’re
excluded. I don’t care about them. They
don’t matter to me. It’s for us [artists]”
(Silver,
1983).
“Inaccessibility
[of
understanding] reinforces that sense of

4
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having a secret society inaccessible to
outsiders” (ArtStory).

[because] both operate under cover of
darkness to evade capture and
eradication… Rats are the only wild
animals living in cities, and only rats
will survive when the human race
disappears and dies out.” Banksy also
“felt an affinity” with rats who are
“active at night in order to evade
apprehension and eradication.” He
explained, “If you feel dirty,
insignificant or unloved, then rats are a
good role model. They exist without
permission, [and] they have no respect
for the hierarchy of society” (ArtStory).

Figure 5: Wildstyle graffiti

Hip-hop and breakdancing were emerging at
the same time as graffiti art, and creative
youth often straddled areas. Artists –
whether with paint, music, or dance –
inspired each other and thrived by being
seen, recognized, validated, and followed
(Silver, 1983). One of many cross-talents,
Robert Del Naja, known as “3D,” was a
member of the Bristol Collective of street
artists in the 1980s, but he also rapped and
dj’d. His group eventually became the
internationally renowned band Massive
Attack.

Figure 6: Blek Le Rat’s Crooner

Whether street artists create artwork for
themselves or others, the community’s
creativity is prolific! There are too many
unique styles and influences of street artists
to include here, but a few aspects to
acknowledge:
•

•

Stencils: Blek le Rat from Paris in the
early 1980s, inspired by fascist stencils
used in Italy, was the first to use
stencils in street art (Figure 6), which
allowed him to quickly get in and out
of dangerous areas without being
caught.
The Rat: The rat has been used by
many, but most notoriously by Blek le
Rat and Banksy. Blek saw the rat as
“an ideal symbol for the graffiti artist,
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Figure 7: Banksy’s stenciled rat

•

Ephemeral pieces: American Joshua
Allen Harris’ animals made of old
plastic bags that inflate when air vents
blow (Figure 8).
French JR’s piece on an old bunker in
Sainte-Marguerite-sur-Mer,
which
washed away at high tide the same day
5
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his team spent hours creating it
(Figure 10).
Russian Evgeny Ches’ cellograffiti,
spray-painted cellophane wrapped
around natural objects to create a
temporary canvas (Figure 12).
SF Bay Area artists Lorna and Jill
Watt’s “yarn bomb” on a bike rack
(Figure 9).
•

“Real art”: Transcending negative
connotations about graffiti, many street

specific
predecessors
who
demonstrated that street art can artists
acknowledge a handful of actually be
“real art.” For example, Tristan Eaton,
a prominent street and gallery artist
from Los Angeles, explains how
renowned artist Keith Haring, who got
his start painting empty subway ad
spaces in the 1980s, showed that street
art can be unique, compelling, taken
seriously – and generate a lot of money
(Figure 11).

Figure 8: Joshua Allen Harris’ repurposed plastic bags

Figures 11-12: Keith Haring’s humble start in
NYC, and commissioned Tuttomondo in Italy

Figure 9: Lorna & Jill Watt’s knit snakes

Figure 10: JR’s fleeting fancy on an old bunker in France
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Figure 13: Evgeny Ches’ activist art on cellophane
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•

Self-promotion: Possibly one of the
most creative styles of a street artist
that has been difficult to replicate has
been Banksy’s unique self-promotion
and PR, all while remaining
anonymous. Ever since his start at the
Bristol Collective in the 1990s, he has
amazed his peers in how he has
marketed and documented his work,
strategically placing it for the most
impact and acceptance, and ultimately
opening doors for many other artists in
his wake (BBC One, 2017).

Represent.
Interviews across street artists yield two
consistent
messages:
the
intentional
promotion and validation of everyday
people, and representing the unique character
of the place one is in, whatever state it is in.
Unlike museum or gallery art that is vetted
and qualified by an elite few, street art “in
the public domain is about building the
middle class aesthetic…that’s for all of us”
(Fischer, 2015).
The realities of a place also add to the depth
of the pieces created there. In Detroit, street
artists do not see it as a “bleak abandoned
landscape,” but rather “a blank canvas open
to creativity,” rich with the city’s texture and
evolving history during these distressed
economic times. Street artists can also be
directly educated about the heritage of a
place, like at the international Pow! Wow!
Hawai’i! event, where they are immersed in
island culture and the natural, local
environment before creating their pieces for
the festival (Fischer, 2015).
Beyond these principles, there are several
core values of most documented street artists,
which make them “really believe it, …love
it,” and want to represent it (BBC One,
2017):
•
•

Impermanence and ephemerality.
Immediacy.
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•

•
•
•

•

Electricity and feeling alive from
above as well as from the potential
of getting caught.
Solitude; “no one bothers you.”
Freedom and free speech.
“It’s cool to be a little stupid”
(Fischer, 2015); “vandalism” is
relative.
Democracy and equal opportunity,
to an extent. Especially in the
beginning, street artists were “bold,
creative, and dedicated… but also
young and mostly poor, with limited
choices of how and where to spend
their free time” (Colors, 2018). The
street art community welcomes all
classes, ages, and races; however,
there have been fewer women in the
street art community historically.

Connect.
From the early days of graffiti until today,
many street artists have looked to each other
for guidance about spots to cover, artistic
trends, camaraderie, and, ultimately,
validation for their unconventional lifestyle.
Choosing a life of street art binds artists
together.
In the international street painting
community, “not everyone gets what your
lifestyle is like. It’s nice to be around people
that understand it, and it’s cool you get to
travel and paint for a living.” Since the
graffiti era, street artists enjoy operating “the
tourist way,” bopping to different cities
through a type of international, counterculture “Underground Railroad, where
somebody knows somebody with places to
paint” (Fischer, 2015).
Many street artists also naturally bond from
their common background in other counterculture worlds of skateboarding, surfing,
graffiti, tattoos, and punk rock. They selfreportedly connect in their shared beliefs
about life in general: “[We are]
7
7

Journal of Conscious Evolution, Vol. 19 [2022], Art. 1

Journal of Conscious Evolution, Vol. 19 [2022]: Cheng: Aesthetic Altruism

independently-minded beings that don’t
really have day jobs, but we work our asses
off. [We] have an opportunity to go
anywhere we want in the world at any time,
and meet people who have the same belief
system and freedom – and not walk around
with the chains of the corporate world saying
you need a bank account, and you need two
to five cars, and you need 3.5 kids, and a
white picket fence. That…is what embodies
the spirit of the [street art community]”
(Fischer, 2015).
In contrast to the male-dominated
international street art community using
paint and chalk, female-driven street art
communities are on the rise using wool and
yarn. Some groups consider their work to be
“synonymous with the current feminist
movement…recla[iming]
traditionally
feminine arts of knitting and/or crocheting to
partake in the traditionally masculine and
male-dominated graffiti scene,” while others
view it as simply a way to humanize and
“personalize[e] sterile or cold public places”
(Yarn Bombing, Wikipedia). Still others use
yarn bombing to tell a “stitched story” or
narrative. Regardless of the agenda of a
particular “guerrilla knitter,” there is a
ubiquitous whimsy in all of their work that
connects the knitting community together,
and inevitably brings smiles to local
residents.

Figure 14: Hanasaurusrex’s meter monster in
Hawaii
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Figure 15: Esther Poon’s yarn embellishments in
Hong Kong

Figure 16: Yarn bomber Grace Brett in Selkirk,
Scotland

Open eyes. Open minds.
Independently-minded street artists cannot
not challenge the status quo. Jeff Brown,
known as “Kase2” in the 1970s, said that
even though people may call it vandalism, “I
know what I’m doing. I did something to
make your eyes open up” (Silver, 1983).
Indeed, Grey explains that “the painter
channels the creative force into the [artistic]
artifact, and this artifact then becomes a
battery [that’s] ready to zap a viewer into a
new way of seeing the world” (Grey, 2017).
Rooted in their values around democracy,
middle class, and freedom, many street
artists directly challenge and even combat
the barrage of commercial advertising that
inundates us on billboards and signs. “If

8
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advertisers are permitted to visually pollute
purportedly ‘public’ places, why can't
citizens be a part of that dialogue”
(ArtStory)?

“Most people can’t even comprehend why
someone would do that. And then [it’s done]
for free? [The aesthetic altruism] blows
people away” (Fischer, 2015).

Commercial advertisers buy their way into
our headspace by placing ads, while street
artists revel in taking the space for free, and
providing aesthetic and activist nourishment
in its place – somewhat like Robin Hood.

Street artists can open our eyes about our
shared humanity as well. Messages could be
conveyed in words, but sometimes images
can move the heart more quickly and deeply.

Figure 17: JR’s image of a child peering over the US-Mexico border

Figure 18: JR’s image of inmates on the maximum-security Tehachapi prison yard
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Sometimes, street art can also open our eyes
to the lunacy of it all. Los Angeles-based
Shepard Fairey showed us the power of
simple repetition with his ubiquitous OBEY
stickers with Andrés the Giant, which were
thrown up across the country by the street art
and skateboard community. Fairey called it
an experiment in phenomenology – “how
much power can be created by perceived
power” (BBC One, 2017).

street artists for a proposed documentary, he
started posting his own artwork around Los
Angeles, created his new moniker “MBW,”
and had a team create scores of pieces to host
a PR-blitzed art opening as if he were an
established artist (to great success).
Thankfully, most street artists seem to have
deeper, more authentic aspirations, where
many use their artwork as a soapbox to voice
concerns about social and environmental
issues.
Graffiti is a sporadic, illegal,
mostly anonymous and fleeting
form of intervention in the
dominant culture. When read in
parallel to political events… it
becomes the most accessible
medium of resistance, remarkably
resistant to institutionalization and
instrumentalization. ~ Tea Hvala,
activist

Figure 21: Keith Haring, 1989

Figures 19-20: Shepard Fairey’s guerrilla street
art

Likewise, Thierry Guetta, known as “Mister
Brainwash,” opened our eyes (once exposed
by the film Exit Through the Gift Shop) to
how you can manufacture hype by simply
believing it yourself. After filming other
Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS, 2022
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Figure 22: Banksy, Regents Canal in London
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Figure 23: Brazilian Alexandre Orion’s “reverse-graffiti” created by wiping soot to make
a statement about pollution

Figures 24-25: Banksy, on the Palestinian West Bank barrier wall
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Conclusion
Regardless of how people first start creating
street art (many are now graduates of
prestigious art or design schools), street art
provides youth and adults the opportunity “to
get fame and respect for their [artistic] deeds
– rewards which, in any other part of their
lives, [may be] elusive.” Thus, “in its purest
form, graffiti is a democratic art form that
revels in the American Dream” (Colors,
2018).
Art galleries and collectors are always
hunting for something new to market and, as
early as the 1970s, street art has provided
that value. Successful street artists may
transcend the streets and show their work in
galleries or their own art shows, yet almost

all choose to continue to create work in the
public domain – still without permission,
dodging authorities and the law. Caledonia
Curry, known as “Swoon,” continues to
create street art to “have an impact on the
urban landscape, rather than disappearing
into obscurity by creating commercial art
that would remain hidden inside a gallery or
private collection” (ArtStory).
Prioritizing their values and acceptance
among their peers over hype in the media or
the art industry, most street artists continue
to authentically represent the values they
purport, especially the free speech and
electricity to zap us with new ideas and new
levels of consciousness. “Art is the
messenger of things to come” (Moses, 2016).

Figure 26: The first graffiti gallery show in the 1970s

Figure 27: Car wash in
Santa Monica, California

Figure 28: Austrian Nychos at Art Basel, Miami
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