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Pilipinas Aruarian Koneksyon: Exploration of Street Art in the Philippines 
  
Motivation-Movement 

I write this paper in solidarity to the Filipinos and Filipinas that are struggling with the 

social conditions they continue to experience in the streets back home and are active in 

creating and organizing social movements to address the conditions they are facing, 

through ground-level social programs, politics, the sciences, academic discourse, and the 

arts. When I refer to home I mean the Philippines, and I recognize my position and 

privilege as a Filipino man of colour living in Canada on the other side of the geographic, 

political, social, and cultural wall that separates and constructs clear boundaries between 

Third and First-world nations. As a scholar of anthropology I am fascinated with the 

issue of movement and migration, why people move, what are the desires that fuel human 

movement, and how do people move. In this era of globalization and the rise of the 

Internet, it is not difficult to get in touch and learn about the experiences and conditions 

people face across borders. The Internet act as tool which connect separate bodies 

together into one virtual space and place of interaction through the technology of 

computer and mobile monitors, which creates a structural system of monitoring social 

conditions that were separated by walls and borders in previous generations. It also 

functions as a technological tool that challenges permanence and temporality with 

regards to dissemination of information through its allowance for swift movement of 

information across temporal spaces (Appadurai 1990:518). Further, the Internet 

challenges physical and social structures that were established in previous regimes 
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through its permeable characteristic that facilitates transference of information from one 

matter to another. My fascination for topics about human migration, particularly 

movement from Third to First-world environments led me to works that discuss power 

dynamics of people that are living in the said environments. Having experienced 

migration myself as a scholar from the Third-world studying in the First-world, I 

endeavor through my academic work to understand the dynamics that fuel human flows 

and how the discourse of migration is represented in academia and popular media. 

 

 
Fig.1 screenshot of StreetKonect with a reply to my email stating my motivation for research and collaborative work. 
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Theoretical Lenses: Bertolt Brecht and Walter Benjamin 

Within the current context of globalization and the function of the Internet as a 

medium for spreading information across time and space I will explore and discuss 

narratives expressed by people doing street art in the Philippines and how it travels across 

walls and borders through the use of websites “in and on” the Internet. By discussing this 

topic I will use two primary sources as the foundation for my analysis of street art and its 

culture and these are: StreetKonect and Pilipinas Street Plan, all of which are websites 

that post photos, videos, and facilitate discourse about street art and its culture in the 

Philippines. The websites also serve as a community space for the people to connect, 

organize and discuss social, political, and cultural conditions of the Philippines through 

the use of street art. The foundational anthropological theories that I will use in analyzing 

this topic will be based from Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht that were once 

associated with the Frankfurt School of thought, which mostly engage in the discourse of 

social change by analyzing and challenging established power structures through the use 

of the dialectical method, critical philosophy in looking at media.  

 In understanding critical engagement of power structures through street art, I will 

use Brecht’s concept of Verfremdungseffekt or distancing effect a theatrical method 

which functions to engage the audience to be emotionally detached from the play and 

encourages them to be critical of what they are seeing in front of them, creating a 

defamiliarization of the otherwise familiar conditions they are seeing within the play’s 

narrative and for the audience to be able to analyze and critique their everyday 

sociopolitical and cultural environments (Ewen 1992:219). By using Brecht’s method of 

distancing effect I will place different experiential conditions in four walls or sites of 
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analysis, the first wall as the sociopolitical conditions experienced in the Philippines, the 

second wall as the reaction of artists through the form of street art in narrating and 

addressing conditions in their environment, the third wall as the site for posting photos, 

videos, the creation and management of a website with the purpose of documenting and 

posting Philippine street art “in and on” the Internet for dissemination and travel through 

space and time, and the fourth wall as the site accessed by end users interested in learning 

about street culture, and conditions in the Philippines. The concept of four walls creates a 

moving dynamic which is facilitated through the use of the Internet as a medium of 

passing information from one place to another. A wall-to-wall act of transference 

facilitated by agents, which also functions as an act of challenging and questioning 

conditions that are posted in different walls that encompass geographic, temporal, 

ideological, social, and cultural spheres. Walter Benjamin’s concept of aura introduced in 

the essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” will also be used in 

the exploration of street art that materializes from the four walls or sites of analysis, as it 

travels through the Internet from the Philippines to the end users’ computer or mobile 

monitors all around the world. The significance of Benjamin’s concept of aura in the 

context of movement from wall-to-wall through the Internet is it shows the original 

artists’ intent and how it changes through time, space, and human interaction as it moves 

through different walls or sites of analysis (Benjamin 2004:5).      

First and Second sites: No Entrada Indio! Walls in the Philippine Context 

 The Philippines is made up of 7,100 islands that comprise an archipelago and is 

both a plural and singular place. It is plural with regards to its social organization that is 

made up of different ethnic and cultural groups and is singular by appropriation of 
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previous colonial regimes and through its goal to become a modern state in the post-

colonial period (Steinberg 1992:36). One cannot talk about critical analysis of the 

Philippines without serving the historical context its society and culture to dinner. When 

using the metaphor dinner in describing Philippine social conditions I do not speak of a 

simple dinner consumed for the sake of energy consumption, but refer to a grandiose 

dinner party which facilitates strict social segregation located in a grand ballroom that is 

attended by people of high social stature often featuring a full piece band, expensive 

champagne served in crystal glasses with servants attending to guests serving a never-

ending roll of hor d’ouevres which functions to prolong the social spectacle. Rather than 

coming into terms and ending the imagined spectacle by looking and addressing dire 

social conditions still experienced in the Philippines, continued sociopolitical nepotism 

that is prevalent in its society is palimpsests by the ones that hold power in the Philippine 

sociopolitical structure and system. In deconstructing sites of social spectacles in 

Philippine society and culture through street art in the Philippines one can analyze a 

famous tourist attraction called Intramuros, but before looking at street art as a medium 

for artistic expression or a vehicle for social change one must first define its 

characteristics. Through generations artists have been exhibiting their works in the street, 

but does having a piece of artwork in the street make it street art? Also, commercial art 

uses the street for advertising, posting movie posters, product posters but none of that is 

considered street art (Riggle 2010:245). When placing their works in the street, artists 

subject their pieces to the public, relinquishing material control of the work after the act 

of creation giving street art its ephemeral characteristic. Another attribute of street art is 

that it is often illegally posted on spaces that are owned by the city creating discourse in 
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power dynamics while also adding to its ephemeral characteristic. According to Riggle a 

notable characteristic of street art is that its meaning is severely compromised when 

removed from the street (2010:245).  

Intramuros, popularly called the “Walled City”, which also means “within the 

walls,” is a site where the Colonial Spanish Government administered its colony located 

outside its walls. It was constructed in 1571 with six meter-high walls within a span of 

three-kilometers enclosing one hundred sixty hectares of land near the Manila port. In the 

Spanish colonial period Intramuros also functioned as a site where only Spanish elites 

and mestizos live, creating a barrier that alienates the Others, which are not of the same 

sociopolitical and racial group to live outside its walls1. The act of segregation of space 

through the construction of the Intramuros signifies clear separation of two worlds in the 

colonial period, which caters to power dynamics that symbolizes sociopolitical worlds of 

the colonizer and the colonized, the administration and the group being administered, the 

ones who are in and the ones who are out, and the powerful and the weak. In the context 

of street art in general Walls are the sites where majority of street art gets expressed. Art 

posted by Filipino and Filipina street artists in Philippine walls may be interpreted as 

reflections of what Ley and Cybriwsky calls the “twilight zone of communication, an 

outlet of deeply felt but rarely articulated sentiments and attitudes, development in 

history…which serves as peepholes into the minds of the artists that speaks not only for 

themselves, but for others like them” (1974: 492).    

                                                 
1 Description of Intramuros from Philippines Travel Guide 
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fig. 2  Magdalena Peseva x Vermonyo x Koo Koo @ Intramuros 2010 “Kill Your Demons” in Pilipinas Street Plan 
 

 
fig 3. Hepe @  Intramuros 2010 “Hepe hits Intramuros: After all the controversies we still feel this is a good one” in Pilipinas 
Street Plan  
 

Intramuros, a site that serves as a symbolic representation of colonial alienation 

with its walls that separated the worlds of the powerful and the powerless and black and 

white ideologies prevalent in colonial regimes is being challenged by Filipino and 
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Filipina street artists by posting on its walls. The act of placing graffiti on the walls of 

Intramuros may be interpreted as an act of reclaiming space and place, both physically 

and symbolically for the Filipinos and Filipinas who were excluded in its outskirts. The 

tagging of Intramuros may also be interpreted as an act of street artists informing the 

public about it being a historical, sociopolitical, and cultural symbol of colonial 

oppression, with a call for movement towards “killing the demons” of the colonial past 

and despite the “controversies” of challenging the status quo, the artists still felt that their 

work was a “good one.”    

Third and Fourth sites, Websites: Destroying the Walls and keeping them Alive  

 Having established street art’s function in adding to the discourse of analyzing 

social conditions in the Philippines and for it being motivator of social change, its 

downside is it could not be utilized to in full effect as a medium of expression and 

communication due to its ephemeral characteristic. Also, being a tool for communication, 

street art’s fleeting characteristic and being situated in a specific place limits its function 

of information dissemination, but with the creation of Websites that showcase and 

document street art in the Philippines its limitations are challenged. Websites like 

StreetKonect and Pilipinas Street Plan function as third walls unto which street art from 

the Philippines are posted, allowing people in the Philippines and all around the world 

interested at street art, street culture, and happenings have access to information wherever 

and whenever they are connected to the Internet. Also, by posting photos and videos of 

street art and its practice in websites on the Internet the power dynamics shifts because 

the authority now comes from the owner of the website and not the city or the owner of 

the wall that was tagged. This shifting of authority means that street art’s ephemeral 
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characteristic is challenged by reconfiguring its form from a fleeting to a permanent or 

super-permanent medium of expression, symbolically destroying the wall that limits its 

functionality but at the same time maintaining the aura of the artwork by keeping it 

uploaded on the walls of the websites and in the Internet despite of it being physically 

destroyed by the city or the owners of the wall where its posted on.   

 Another function of websites as wall or sites where street art can be disseminated 

and communicated to a larger audience is its mobile capacity to reconfigure permanent 

walls that are situated in a specific physical space and time to a fluid wall that permeates 

time and space in the “streets” of the Internet. Street art is usually found in contested 

places, contention happens between street artists and the city or private owners of 

establishments, and also fellow street artists. Docuyan writes about the positioning and 

contention of places in the culture of street art,  

“Like other private interests they use urban spaces to fulfill their own personal 

desires, needs, and motivations in place-making…although they make places 

street artists, unlike other private interests are profoundly out of place—at odds 

with competing and usually more dominant visions of appropriate use of urban 

environments” (2001:105).  

As Docuyan postulates, street art is not only contested on the material level but also in 

the ideological and sociopolitical level with regarding its place in society. The dialectics 

that happen in the material aspect of place-making and placement of street art occur on 

the level of “where it is allowed or tolerated and where it is not” fueled by cultural forces 

that are being contested on the ideological and sociopolitical level in a specific society.  
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Websites creates a place for street art to be showcased and seen in anywhere and anytime 

by anyone eliminating the contention for place. Further, websites serve as a mobile wall 

that allows for the dissemination of street art to anyone, anywhere, and anytime by a 

press of a button, destroying the “current” material structure of the wall where the art is 

placed and replacing it with an abstract and fluid wall that flows and keeps the message 

alive through space and time.  

 
fig.4 Rai Cruz 2012 @ along Alabang Zapote Road, Las Pinas“ Against the flow: Only dead fish swim with the current” in 
StreetKonect 
 

Conclusion? -Flow and Trajectory  

 Street art in the Philippines functions as an integral tool for artistic self-

expression, highlighting social issues, and creating public discourse both in physical 

geographic and abstract ideological locations as it penetrates both the public and private 
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spheres through websites on the Internet. The four walls or sites of analysis give us a 

glimpse of the sociocultural conditions and sociopolitical power dynamics through 

historical and contemporary periods of the Philippine society, which also allows for 

mechanisms of change through the mobile and fluid dissemination of information 

through the Internet. In addition, the reconfiguration of the characteristics of physical 

walls and abstract walls that are posted on the Internet through the websites allows for 

physical and symbolic destruction of the old structure and at the same time creating a 

new structure through websites that keep the aura of the original street artwork alive and 

flowing through space and time. 

"I discovered, somehow, during the War that all I had been taught, formally and 
informally, about my society, my country and related subjects was a gross distortion of 
reality. I therefore determined, when I entered college, to find out why people behave as 

they do." –Leslie A. White 



Yu Chua 12 

Bibliography 
Appadurai, Arjun 
1990 Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy. In Readings for a 

History of Anthropological Theory. Paul A. Erickson and Liam D. Murphy, eds. Pp. 
514-522. Toronto: University of Toronto Press Incorporated. 

 
Benjamin, Walter 
1936 The Work of Art in the Age Of Its Technological Reproducibility. In Walter 

Benjamin: Selected Writings, Volume 3: 1935-1938. Cambridge Mass: Harvard 
University Press. (on-line book, UBC Library) 
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm 

 
Docuyan, Faye 
2000 Governing Graffiti in Contested Urban Spaces. Political and Legal Anthropology 

Review 23(1): 103-121. 
 
Ewen, Fredric  
1992 Bertolt Brecht: His Life, His Art, His Times. New York: Citadel Press.  
 
Ley, David and Roman Cybrwisky 
1974 Urban Graffiti as Territorial Markers. Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers 64(4): 491-505.  
 
Pilipinas Street Plan. Electronic document. http://pilipinastreetplan.blogspot.com/. Date 
accessed, March 16, 2012 
 
Philippines Travel Guide 
2012 Intramuros the fort city that protected almost all!. Electronic document,  
http://www.philippines-travel-guide.com/intramuros.html. Date accessed, March 26, 
2012. 
 
Riggle, Nicholas Alden 
2010 Street Art: The Transfiguration of the Commonplaces. The Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism 68(3): 243-257.  
 
Steinberg, David Joel 
1990 The Philippines a Singular and a Plural Place. San Francisco: Westview Press. 
 
StreetKonect. Electronic document. http://blog.streetkonect.com/. Date accessed, March 
16, 2012. 
 
 


