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Criminological Encounters Now and in the Future

Lucas Melgaço and Mattias De Backer
On behalf of the editorial team

It is our great pleasure to introduce the second issue of Criminological Encounters. Before we introduce
the content of this issue, we would like to first restate to our readers the journal’s mission statement.
Criminological Encounters is a radically free, independent and open-access journal. We believe that scientific information should not hide behind expensive and inaccessible paywalls but should be accessible for
both authors and readers. For such an initiative to exist in the intensifying neoliberalization of academia,
we count on the work of volunteers and reviewers who sacrifice their time to offer something to the collective. Our journal is a bold initiative to challenge neoliberal academia by promoting “slow criminology”.
We believe that the academic world ought to be less worried about rankings, impact factors, the h-index
and metrics in general and should focus more instead on meaningful transformations in people’s lives,
particularly those of so-called “subaltern” or less hegemonic groups. Criminological Encounters also engages with initiatives to decolonize academia by making it a venue for voices typically prevented from being heard by Anglo- and Eurocentric academia. We aim to foster encounters between academics from the
so-called “Global North” and “Global South” (see further below). Lastly, this journal is also a venue for encounters between researchers, activists and practitioners. We believe that academia should be less selfcontained and should dare to explore the geographical, psychological and symbolic regions beyond the
university campus (see further below as well). With this initiative, we aspire to produce a welcoming venue for comparative criminological research around the globe and a venue for creative, inspiring and challenging encounters.
Since the publication of our inaugural issue, we’ve come across some challenges and, as a result, some
changes within the team have occurred. We welcome Mattias De Backer as new co-editor-in-chief (in a
dual role with Lucas Melgaço) and a new team of associate editors: Lior Volinz is in charge of book reviews, Iris Steenhout is our associate editor for forums, An-Sofie Vanhouche will be responsible for the
opinion pieces and for a section exclusively dedicated to promoting the work of young scholars, Jenneke
Christiaens is in charge of the artistic section and Brunilda Pali is section editor for the interviews with academics and practitioners.
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Issue number 2 comprises seven contributions, namely three full articles, one interview, one short article
and two book reviews.
We open with Michael McGuire’s thought-provoking text “Intertheory Relations in the Social Sciences:
Criminology as a Physics of the Social?" In this text, he argues that too little attention is paid to intertheoretic relations in the social sciences. As a result, one well-known assumption about the place and the status of criminology has become established, that is, that criminology is a niche subdivision of sociology that
only focuses on offending and institutional responses, while not bringing much to the “grand narratives of
social science, or to the rich theoretical insights found within its ‘master’ disciplines like economics” (p.
12). McGuire challenges this assumption by proposing a more radical position in which criminology is given a far more foundational role. This audacious view is supported by three arguments. The first consists
of a reference to the history of the social sciences and the role played therein of criminology. The second
consists of the observation that social phenomena depend upon a social order secured by the kinds of
mechanisms that have been of special interest to criminologists. The third argument associates manifestations of these mechanisms with precepts of how the contemporary world is experienced and governed.
We are honoured to be able to publish this text as it asks fundamental questions about the nature of
criminology and because it is an inspiring example of the encounters to which this journal wishes to give a
platform ‒ in this case, the encounter of criminology and physics.
The second article, “Stuck in the Carceral Web: Prisoners’ Experiences of Electronic Monitoring”, by James
Gacek, promotes an encounter much appreciated by this journal, namely that of criminology and geography. More specifically, the article brings insights from carceral geography and mobility and sets them in a
dialogue with penology and electronic monitoring. By researching prisoners with electronic monitoring in
Scotland he unveils the pains of having their mobility restrained in a world that is constantly on the move.
He concludes his article with a discussion on the consequences of the widening of today’s carceral web.
Iris Steenhout’s article entitled “Detecting Crime Waves in an Extensive Text Corpus of (Online) Crime
News: TheGuardian.co.uk as a Test Case” brings computer sciences and, more particularly, data mining to
the field of criminology. In this text, the author argues that the large-scale digitization of news articles
offers a remarkably wide range of possibilities for criminology science scholars. The latter are confronted
with the challenge of developing new methods and approaches to deal with the massive number of available online data. What the article sets out to do is exactly this: to build several (software) tools and test
their efficacy in analysing the data focusing on crime-related topics and the way these are part of news
waves. The article analyses crime-related coverage in The Guardian over a period of six years, identifying
21 main topics and detecting six types of news waves. The article concludes with some interesting recommendations as to how to further make use of data mining in criminology.
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For issue number 2 we had the honour of interviewing David Lyon, one of the most acclaimed worldwide
references on surveillance studies. Rosamunde Van Brakel and Lucas Melgaço talked with him about his
encounters not only with criminology but also other disciplines like computer science, political sciences,
and cultural and religious studies. In this interview, they also asked him about his encounters with scholars from the Global South, particularly his experience with Palestine, and Lyon told us about his new
book, The Culture of Surveillance: Watching as a Way of Life, and its relevance to criminology.
In this issue we also present a new section called “Promising Researchers”, in which short, peer-reviewed
articles are published by undergrad or early-phase PhD students. We are introducing this section since we
are convinced that young and promising researchers need opportunities such as this to familiarize themselves with the practices of peer review and publishing. In short, we would like to give these promising,
early-career researchers a suitable platform. In this issue, we present a short article by Jasmien Bougrine
and An Nuytiens based on the field research that the first author undertook in the context of her master
thesis. The article explores young women’s personal stories and self-narratives, the role of gender and the
importance of one particular basketball project in their self-narratives. The article concludes that stories
about discrimination among the participants are legion and that Belgian anti-discrimination laws are inadequate for tackling everyday and covert discrimination. For this reason, the authors argue, research that
approaches vulnerable groups as subjects, that acknowledges the issues they deal with and gives them a
voice is extremely important.
The issue concludes with two book reviews. The first is by Mike Nellis, who presents a very comprehensive analysis of the work Pervasive Punishment: Making Sense of Mass Supervision by Fergus McNeill
(2019). Nellis examines how McNeill’s work makes a strong claim for both scholars and practitioners to
attend to the pains of (community) supervision in the penal system. His review shed a light on the different inter-personal, methodological and literary encounters in McNeill’s work, each of which makes a
strong contribution for the understanding of supervision as a punitive act. The second review, by Danielle
Watson, analyses the book Southern Criminology by K. Carrington, R. Hogg, J. Scott, M. Sozzo and R. Walters (2018). Watson highlights how the work of Carrington et al. challenges the universal generalizability
of scholarship from the Global North.
As a team, we have mixed feelings about our first two issues in light of our mission statement. We are
proud and happy with the work undertaken so far, the encounters we have managed to promote and the
introduction of a new format such as “Promising Researchers Platform”. Yet, we think there are still many
underexplored possibilities and ambitions originally formulated but not yet realized. Firstly, we would like
to publish the work of authors coming from the so-called “Global South”; this was one of the main reasons why we decided to engage in this demanding but rewarding venture of starting a new journal. Criminological Encounters is there to challenge hegemonic views in criminology
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and the monotony of Anglo-American scholarship. We are aware, however, that a journal in English severely limits the opportunities to engage with Global South scholars. To mitigate this limitation, we would
like to reiterate here the statement made in the inaugural issue that we welcome articles (and/or translations) in one of the other languages mastered by our editorial team: Spanish, Portuguese, French and
Dutch. The second type of encounter that is still missing is that with practitioners and activists.
We will make sure that our next issues offer a stage to these important voices. We also make the journal
a venue for artistic interventions in which criminology encounters with arts like photography, cinema, and
literature. Finally, we would like to see more debate on controversial contemporary topics. We see Criminological Encounters as a place where constructive confrontations of ideas are possible and we intend to
further explore these possibilities in the coming issues.
There are many ways and formats one can publish with us. We work not only with full articles but also
with alternative publishing formats. Beyond the section dedicated to young scholars mentioned above,
we also work with short opinion pieces, artistic interventions, book reviews and forums. For the latter, we
encourage panel organizers in international conferences to collect short contributions from the different
panellists and compile them in the format of a forum. For more information on this and the other publishing formats please access our website (www.criminologicalencounters.org).
If you want to keep informed about our latest issues you can sub-scribe as a reader on our website, sign
our newsletter (https://bit.ly/35FN4W9) and follow us on Twitter (@crimencounters). We look forward to
receiving your contributions in the future.

© The author(s), 2019 | Licensed under Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.
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Intertheory Relations in the Social Sciences: Criminology as a Physics of the
Social?
Michael McGuire
University of Surrey, United Kingdom; m.mcguire@surrey.ac.uk

ABSTRACT
Are there inter-theoretic relations within social science which in any way parallel those seen in natural
science? If so, where should criminology be positioned within such a framework? Does it have the kind of
explanatory power usually granted to ‘more venerable’ social sciences like economics or sociology? Or is
it, as some have argued, merely a ‘rendez-vous’ discipline, dependent for its insights and status upon other disciplines? In this paper I argue for a more radical position, one which contends that criminology provides a kind of methodological core for social inquiry. I offer three arguments in support of this stance.
First, the decisive (though overlooked) role played by criminology within the emergence of social science.
Second, the foundational insights it offers into the problem of social order – arguably the central challenge for social science. Third, the striking way that many explanations of the contemporary social world
appear to supervene upon criminological concepts and ideas. I conclude by suggesting that the function
of criminology as a foundational social science may be akin to what Comte and Quetelet once called a
‘social physics’.
Keywords: Social Order; Social Physics; Criminological theory; Supervenience; Theoretical reduction

INTRODUCTION
A key methodological question within science centres upon how different theories should be related to
each other. The importance of this question is obvious enough. If, as is often the case, the relation sought
is reductive, then identifying a theory to which others reduce provides for a far more economical toolkit –
one with all the explanatory power of the previous arrangement, but with fewer commitments to extra
entities or laws. As a result, the natural sciences have been replete with attempts at theoretical reduction
‒ some more successful than others. The recognition of valence in physics as the basis of chemical bon-
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ding and the absorption of Newtonian mechanics by special relativity count as obvious examples of success (Bunge, 1985; Rivadulla, 2004). But genuine reductions have been so few and far between that less
demanding varieties of intertheoretic relations are usually sought.
One promising approach here has centred upon the more fluid concept of a “hierarchy”, where a theories
position within any hierarchy is determined by “how basic” an account of the world is offered1. But since
“basicness” need not entail an eliminative reduction, different theories within the hierarchy can retain
their nomological autonomy2. Perhaps the most influential account of this relationship currently available
lies in the idea of “supervenience” ‒ the extent to which the entities and properties of a theory are said to
“supervene” upon those of another (Kim, 1993). Supervenience relations are most easily understood in
terms of one very simple principle ‒ “no difference in theory A without a difference in theory B” (Lewis,
1986, p. 14). For example, molecular properties supervene upon atomic ones since any molecular change
requires a corresponding change in atomic properties (whilst the reverse does not hold). It is in this sense
that physics has often been seen as the most “basic” science ‒ since every other natural phenomenon ultimately supervenes upon the entities and forces studied by physicists, without the converse being true.
As the physicist Rutherford once put this more colourfully, “all science is physics or stamp collecting”.3

The increasing prominence – or “rude health” (Garland & Sparks, 2000, p. 190) ‒ of criminology within
both academic and policy fields has highlighted a long-standing need for a better understanding of this
question as it relates to the social sciences, for the relatively limited attention paid to intertheoretic
(social science) relations4. has allowed certain assumptions to prevail about the status of criminology, particularly the idea that it offers (at best) a “niche” variety of specialized social explanation, one focused almost exclusively upon a scientific account of the interplay between offending and its institutional responses. Such criminology functions merely as a subdiscipline of sociology (Akers, 1992; Hester & Eglin,
2017), one that offers certain useful (albeit highly particularized) insights into deviance and social control
but that has little to offer to the grand narratives of social science, or to the rich theoretical insights found
within its “master” disciplines like economics. In this paper I want not only to challenge this standard
model but to set out some grounds for a more radical position, one that does not just resituate criminology within the social sciences or as an amorphous rendezvous point for other, more substantive positions
(Downes, 1988). Instead I will suggest it may also have a far more foundational role.

1 More “basic” theories are simply those upon which other theories supervene – i.e. physics is more basic than chemistry in this sense.
2 That is, independence in terms of their laws.
3 Cited in Birks (1962).
4 Aside from debates about the relations between economics and sociology conducted during the late nineteenth/early twentieth century by
thinkers such as Small (1895) and Marshall (see Arena, 2008), subsequent discussions have been sporadic and limited, for example in papers
such as Parsons and Smelser (1956).
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I will offer three arguments in support of this revisionary stance: first, a historical argument that highlights
the instrumental role played by criminological thinking in shaping the origins of what we now think of as
“social science”; second, a supervenience argument that, in a striking parallel with the “social physics”
considered by early social scientists, suggests that social phenomena depend upon a social order secured
by the kinds of mechanisms that have been of special interest to criminologists; and third, a causal argument, which associates manifestations of these mechanisms with precepts of how the contemporary
world is experienced and governed.

Intertheoretic relations: unity, fragmentation and hierarchy
At the heart of the question of intertheoretic relations lies the issue of commensurability – the extent to
which any theory can be meaningfully correlated with another. This question was pursued independently
by both Kuhn (1962, 1983) and Feyerabend (1962), who came to the (somewhat contentious) conclusion
that most scientific theories are incommensurable because scientists (literally) “think differently” and so
utilize non-translatable concepts when operating within distinct theoretical frameworks. Incommensurability appears to undermine the prospect of any common explanatory ground across theories ‒ an uncomfortable outcome for most philosophers of science/social science. (Cartwright (1999), Dupré (1993) and
Hacking (1996) are amongst those who hold science to be ineluctably fragmented. Oppenheim and Putnam (1958) are amongst those who have rejected this.)
In comparing theories, a key desideratum is surely to acquire answers to questions like: what does one
theory tell us that another does not? How does one theory complement or enhance the claims of another? When are theories inconsistent with each other? But the “pre-paradigmatic” nature of social science
(Kuhn, 1983) has been problematic here, for it means that, unlike natural science, there has been limited
consensus about what constitute its foundational research problems. It is almost impossible therefore to
decide (for example) when a monetarist analysis of exchange relations is “better” than a Marxist one or
whether a Freudian explanation of cultural symbols replaces, or merely complements, anthropological
interpretations. In this paper I will therefore restrict consideration of intertheoretic relations within social
science (and specifically criminology’s status here) to the more manageable question outlined above – the
extent to which theories supervene or depend upon others for their mechanisms or their explanations,
that is, how far any social science theory can be said to be basic to others. For if it is at all plausible that
criminology provides theories that are in some sense “basic”, then the charge that it is merely a subdiscipline within more (ostensibly) established theoretical fields like sociology or psychology becomes far less
sustainable.
Such an approach provides for a less onerous set of objectives than more formal approaches to intertheoretic relations: for example, Carnap’s attempt to derive a purely observational, universal language of science by way of logical semantic intertheory relations (Carnap, 1928), or Nagel’s suggestion (Nagel, 1961)
that disciplines could be interconnected by way of certain “bridge” laws (Hempel, 1966).
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Relating supervenience relations to questions of explanatory power allows a theory to be seen as more
basic where it explains a set of observations more comprehensively (Oppenheim & Putnam, 1958). Not
only does this avoid the complications of applying formal/logical languages to social science theories, it
also focuses attention upon what many take to be a primary task of social (or natural) science ‒ the identification of (causal) mechanisms (Elster, 2007). This idea of a stratified reality, where the atomic level connects with the molecular level via causal mechanisms and so on all the way up to the social and psychological, was also set out in the work of Bhaskar (2008).

It has found favour with social scientists5 precisely because it is able to grant autonomy to the social
world, whilst acknowledging certain forms of dependency upon physical processes.
This dependency is captured well by the concept of supervenience, and it is on this basis, then, that I will
claim that there is at least some meaningful commensurability across social science theories and that
such commensurability implies a more basic role for criminology than has usually been considered.

Criminological explanation
An immediate problem in attempting to situate criminology within the social sciences is defining the
scope of its inquiry. Without some reasonably robust sense of this it would clearly be hard to know where
or how other forms of social explanation supervene upon criminological explanation. So when we say that
a piece of knowledge, or a tool of inquiry, is “criminological”, what is meant by this? Prima facie, the answer to this question appears temptingly straightforward ‒ almost from its inception, the field of criminological inquiry has centred upon three defining questions: the nature and causes of crime and criminals;
the legal and institutional responses to criminal offending; and the extent to which the theoretical tools
and methods for investigating these are “scientific”. But closer inspection quickly reveals that matters are
far from this simple. On the one hand, there has been the demand that criminological explanation should
encompass far more: for example, victims as well as criminals, fear of crime as well as crime itself, and
what prevents crime as well as what causes it (amongst many other options). On the other hand, even
with these basic questions, opinions have varied significantly about where the emphasis should properly
lie. For example, legalistic approaches like those associated with classicist thinkers such as Bentham were
less concerned with the criminal (who, after all, had chosen to offend through the exercise of free will)
and far more interested in the nature of societal responses to their actions. By contrast, positivist approaches saw the criminal as central – often regarding crime itself as something that could only be understood through this lens ‒ as in Ferri’s argument that “crime must be studied in the offender”.6
In turn, more recent approaches like crime science have swung the pendulum back to a focus upon crime
rather than criminals (Laycock, 2005).
5 Within criminology, Bhaskar’s critical realism has been especially enthusiastically applied within the “ultra-realist” position espoused by Hall
and Winlow (Hall & Winlow, 2015). However, see Wood (2019) for a critique of Hall and Winlow and inconsistencies in their utilization of
critical realist ideas
6 Cited in Sellin, 1958, p. 482.
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Equally tendentious has been the debate over whether the focus of criminology should only be upon violations of legal rules (Tappan, 1947) or whether it should extend to breaches of less formal societal rules:
for example, cultural forms of deviance like extreme fashion, disruptions such as antisocial behaviour
(see, for example, Mannheim, 1955) or any conduct causing harm (Hillyard, Pantazis, Tombs & Gordon,
2004). And whilst the idea that criminology should be concerned with developing a “scientific” approach
to these questions has found more agreement (criminologists, like any other social scientists, want to feel
that what they are doing is epistemically superior to a mere casting of the runes), there have been plenty
who have been less convinced of the value or success of this goal (see, amongst many others, Young,
2011). For Foucault in particular, criminology was little more than a product of the nineteenth-century
disciplinary order – and so “failed to develop a theoretical justification for itself, or even a coherent
framework” (Garland, 1992, p. 404) as a science. In this view, criminology only survives because it legitimizes governing power structures by way of pseudo-scientific characterizations of pathological difference
and the “criminal type”.
Deep though these disagreements have often been, and overly varied though the subject matter of criminology often appears, this need not suggest any fundamental confusion about the scope of the discipline.
I argue instead that any conclusion that criminology is fundamentally “fragmented” (Wikstrom, Oberwittler, Treiber & Hardie, 2012), “lacks a common paradigm” (Brisman, Carrabine & South, 2017) or is
little more than a hotchpotch of other theories – a mere “rendezvous” discipline – represents a collective
failure of nerve on the part of criminologists and a recurring failure to accept its pre-paradigmatic status
as a discipline. Certainly, criminology remains at a relatively developmental stage as a science – but this
does not entail anything inherent to its nature that might prevent it from acquiring the status of a more
integrated, explanatorily powerful body of knowledge. After all, given that physics has taken over 2,000
years to acquire the status it has, the few hundred years (or less) that have seen the development of
criminology is a drop in the ocean by comparison. Similarly, rather than taking the plethora of (ostensibly)
distinctive approaches within the criminological tradition as a weakness, I contend that this is a sign of
strength, for it demonstrates how the (ostensibly) simple construct of “crime” can generate rich and diverse fields of inquiry. Such diversity is in fact the sign of good theory, a mark of what philosophers of science have termed theoretical “fecundity” or “fruitfulness” – the capacity of a theory or theories to generate new insights – one that has been counted as a theoretical virtue alongside other kinds of virtue such
as evidential and causal accuracy or explanatory depth (Keas, 2017).
But whatever the focus of criminology – be it criminals, victims, deviance, harm or something else – there
is a clear supervenience relationship at work with respect to its foundational subject matter. Here the “no
difference in X without there being a difference in Y” requirement is seen in the fact that without there
being certain forms of negative or harmful conduct that societies respond to in more or less serious ways,
there would be no deviance, no violations of law, no (social) harm, no victims of this, no attempt to create
policing mechanisms, no punitive order and so on. It is in these kinds of norm violation and the institutional response to them where I situate the ontological focus of criminology that will be pursued in the
argument to follow.
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This means that the ontological status of crime within criminology is not given by particular crimes, for
these may clearly vary across time and place. Rather, “crime” acts as our best evidence of two factors that
do appear to be universal. First, as Durkheim suggested, there is the recognition found within every society that there are always some individuals who violate its social order. Second, there is the recurring perception that some violations are so serious that they demand a response that goes beyond mere societal
disapproval. Rather, these are violations that so offend against accepted codes that punishment is required. This holds whether the social order is underpinned by religious codes, legal codes or the whims of
some dictator.
It is in the universality of this tipping point between sanctioned and unsanctioned rule breaking where
criminology finds its ontology. It is in mapping the particularities of how each society constructs systems
around this where its epistemology begins. And it is in the convergences between the social order that
emerges and the rich and diverse socio-economic structures that are able to emerge as a result where its
key supervenience relations lie. In what follows, I will suggest that it is this fundamental focus upon social
order and the response to departures from it that provides criminology with its ontology, and which confers its special position within the social sciences. But first I turn to a more straightforward issue of priority ‒ where it sits within the historical development of the social sciences.

A historical argument: criminology and the inception of “social science”
Criminology has rarely figured as a theoretical field within discussions on the origins of the social sciences.
The more usual tendency has been to read this genesis story as one involving the emergence of economics and sociology (see, for example, Goldman, 1983; Ross, 1992). Mere terminology has often sufficed to
support this standardized chronology. For example, the use of the term “sociology” by the French essayist
Sieyes (in an unpublished manuscript from 1780) has sometimes been cited as evidence of the emergence
of sociology in the late eighteenth century (Faure, Guilhaumou, Vallier & Weil,1999) – even though
Sieyes was not proposing a new science and probably meant something different from how sociology is
read in contemporary terms7. Nonetheless, other, more comprehensive criteria ‒ such as evidence of a
substantive body of published, theoretically integrated work ‒ also appear to support the “standard” origins story of social science. In particular, the plethora of economic texts that emerged in the late eighteenth century ‒ most notably Smith’s Wealth of Nations in 1776 – seems to confirm the status of economics as the most venerable of the social sciences. For this text and several other economically focused
works, such as Malthus’s (1798) An Essay on the Principle of Population and Jean-Baptiste Say’s (1803) A
Treatise on Political Economy, represent a body of work published at least 30 years prior to the text usually taken to “officially” demarcate the emergence of sociology as a discipline – Comte’s Cours de Philosophie Positive.

7 For example, Sieyes also used the term “sociocracy”, which appears to entail a different, more political science-oriented set of theoretical
objectives.
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However, closer inspection suggests that such criteria may in fact support a rather different and less well
told story. For example, the text that most accept as one of the foundational statements of early criminology, namely Beccaria’s On Crimes and Punishments, was published in 1764 ‒ over 10 years prior to
Smith’s Wealth of Nations. Nor was this text an isolated event. Beccaria’s work was quickly followed by
thematically related texts such as Verri’s Observations on Torture (in 1777) and further works with clear
criminological themes ‒ in particular, Bentham’s An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation in 1780 and his Panopticon Writings in the 1790s (in Bozovic 2011). If we look back still further, to
texts such as Montesquieu’s (1749) The Spirit of the Laws, which include a number of arguments around
penality (arguments that were a major influence upon Beccaria’s thinking), the origins of criminology
might be situated still earlier. Indeed, even works like Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651), traditionally interpreted
as a political science treatise, might also be read in criminological terms given its preoccupations with security, crime, policing and punishment.
Adopting a criterion of origins based upon publication, then, suggests that a plausible historical case can
be made for holding that criminological themes and ways of thinking were widely present in works that
were at least contemporaneous with (if not prior to) those with primarily economic themes. Moreover,
such works significantly pre-date those texts usually taken to define the emergence of a definitively
“sociological” discipline. It is also worth noting just how much of Adam Smith’s work was preoccupied
with recognizably proto-criminological concepts at times. His first publication, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) – a work Smith regarded as superior to Wealth of Nations (Phillipson, 2010) – was not only
concerned with moral norms and deviations but contained significant discussions on the nature of crime
and its appropriate punishment.8
Works like Lectures on Justice, Police, Revenue and Arms (1763) extended such reflections, offering detailed suggestions about the way that justice systems could be optimally organized and funded and stressing the duty of governments to provide adequate “policing”. Smith’s Lectures on Jurispridence9 ‒ which
sets out a quasi-history of the emergence of (criminal) justice ‒ provides further evidence of his interest in
criminological questions. Even Wealth of Nations does not have a purely economic focus, declaring itself
to be focused upon the “four great objects” of the state/law, namely “justice, police, revenue and arms”,
and it contains various reflections upon regulation and optimal methods for organizing a justice system. 10
Whilst publication offers one kind of criterion for primogeniture in the social sciences, the opinion of early
social scientists themselves in defining the primary explanatory function of their disciplines is also revealing. For example, in his Course on Positive Philosophy Comte argued:
Now that the human mind has grasped celestial and terrestrial physics, mechanical and chemical, organic physics, both vegetable and animal, there remains one science, to fill up the series of sciences of observation ‒ social physics. (Comte, 2010, p. 7)
8 See, for example, II.III.17, III.I.15 ff and III.I.122, amongst many others
9 This work, unpublished during Smith’s lifetime, was based upon lectures given in the earlier part of his career.
10 I.10/82; in particular Book V.
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This idea of social science as a “social physics” is one that was also advocated in a more criminological
context by Quetelet (2013). But if an interpretation of social science as social physics is to reveal anything
substantive about a credible chronology of social science, two issues need clarification: First, the question
of when the term “social physics” was first used and by whom; and second – and more crucially – what a
social physics entails and which social science discipline provides the kind of explanations best suited to
the foundational concerns of any such physics.

Given that Comte’s first use of the concept of a “social physics” can be dated to his 1822 essay Plan des
travaux scientifiques nécessaires pour réorganiser la société – more than 10 years before Quetelet’s first
recorded use of the term11 – the answer to the first question would appear straightforward enough. But if
we look a little more closely at how, and with what intentions, the term “social physics” was used, the answer becomes less clear-cut. For example, it seems plausible to argue that this is a concept that Quetelet
had been developing for some time and was more influenced by his work with early statisticians like Concordet and his idea of a “social mathematics”. Quetelet was working with Concordet in Paris at the time
when Comte was composing the Plan des travaux scientifiques nécessaires and his version of social physics seems more likely to have been developed from his earlier (1831) formulation of a mécanique sociale
(“social mechanics”)12 than from Comte’s idea – which Quetelet appears to have been unaware of (Porter,
1985).13
More decisive evidence of their differing interpretations lies in what each took a social physics to consist
in. For Comte, social physics “is that science that occupies itself with social phenomena, considered in the
same light as astronomical, physical, chemical and physiological phenomena” (1966, p. 27). Yet for
Quetelet, a social physics was a predominantly frequentist idea, centred around investigations into constants like the “average man” (l’homme moyen), one characterized not just by the mean values of variables that follow a normal distribution but crucially by the deviations from this constant. Statistical approaches to the physics of the social were anathema to Comte who famously rejected the “pretension of
some geometers to render social investigations positive by subjecting them to a fanciful mathematical
theory of chances”.14 Whichever interpretation is ultimately preferred, it is more than plausible to argue
that the view of social science as a “social physics” has historical roots that are at least as “criminological”
as sociological. And as the next section will argue, there are also reasons for holding that criminological
concepts do in fact better realize the idea of social science as a social physics.
11 In his 1835 work “Essay on Social Physics: Man and the Development of his Faculties”.
12 The term was used in a paper delivered by Quetelet in 1831 and published in 1832 as Quetelet, “Recherches sur la loi de la croissance de
l’homme”, NMB, 7 (1832).
13 Beirne (1987) is inclined to differ, though he concedes that there are no references whatsoever to Comte in Quetelet’s early works. Beirne
also accepts that Quetelet’s almost total immersion in the statistical “scene” of Paris in the early 1820s may have had more influence upon
his thinking.
14 Cours Pos Phil; bk 6 ch. 4 1855, p. 492. Comte was unhappy that Quetelet used the term “social physics”, castigating the “Belgian Scholarwho has adopted it.... as the title of a work whose concern is simple statistics” (1838 version of Cours, bk 4, p.15 ‒ cited in Beirne, op. cit.).
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It does not of course follow from any historical re-evaluation of the status of criminology that its status
within social science as a whole has shifted. This does, however, provide a much-needed challenge to the
myth of criminology’s late arrival on the social science scene. A closer scrutiny of the historical record not
only suggests that the criminological imagination was active at the origins of the (contemporary) social
sciences, but also that it made at least as substantial a contribution to the development of this field as
ostensibly “master” disciplines like economics and sociology.

Supervenience ‒ social physics and the dependence upon social order
The fact that criminology might realize the idea of a social physics more completely than other social sciences provides a second rationale for treating it as foundational. Within natural science, the status of
physics as the most “fundamental science” is usually secured in virtue of the fact that it:
…deals with...the fundamental principles that are subsequently applied to...other disciplines
of science such as biology, chemistry...electronics, engineering. (Sanghera, 2011, p. 8)
Since the converse does not hold – that is, explaining the behaviour of atomic particles does not depend
upon the behaviour of cells or organic matter – the implication is that all varieties of natural science explanation ultimately supervene upon physical explanation.
Is there any sense in which a structurally equivalent argument within social science could be run? Here
Quetelet’s reflections are instructive, for not only do they offer one kind of an indication of what such
fundamental (social) patterns might consist in but (ultimately) why criminological explanation sits so well
with them. For Quetelet, as we have seen, a social physics is best rooted in a frequentist understanding,
one that appears to reveal key continuities and constants within social facts such as birth, death and morbidity rates. In fact, the concept of frequency is something of a red herring, one masking a deeper, more
subtle idea that is at work. As Quetelet himself put it, “…in the social state we may expect… to find all the
principles of conservation that are observed in… natural phenomena (2013, p. 7). In other words, frequencies in the social world are just another manifestation of the kind of conservation principles found
throughout nature, and this means that, though interesting, they are secondary to a still more general
focus on social science/social physics. This is the phenomenon of constancy itself and how it is detected
within social data. Science as a whole is predicated upon this simple methodological premise – i.e. that
not only does it identify ontological facts about the existence of constancy/regularity within nature, but it
also provides methods that can reliably distinguish observations of the “real” constancies from mere
chance conjunctions: regular things that can be reidentified and located within explanatory categories
(Strawson, 2002). To put this another way, good science is “good” by virtue of the fact that its methods
help to reliably distinguish orderly/non-random phenomena from the purely random. For example, chemistry counts as a valid scientific discipline precisely because it detects and explains a specific range of nonrandom natural patterns such as inorganic molecules and chemical reactions. Reading tea leaves does not
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count as scientific because the patterns it detects and claims to interpret are the outcome of randomness
and chance.
So central is the requirement to detect non-randomness or pattern that it is the (ostensibly superior) capacity of mathematics and physics to do this that has lent them their elevated status ‒ indeed mathematics has often been described as the “science” of pattern detection (Resnik, 2000). Of course, the fact
that so many observations within the social world appear to relate only to single or ‘one off’ events has
made it far more difficult for social scientists to decide whether an observation involves something genuinely non-random. Nonetheless, good social science explanations depend upon identifying non-random
features of the social world, in the form of familiar patterning variables such as utility, class, demand,
preference or consumer confidence. The idea that the social world, like the natural world, exhibits order
means that the task of social explanation is, in effect, to reformulate Kant’s question about the world,
“how is nature possible?”, in terms of Simmel’s question, “how is society possible?” (Simmel, 1910). For
social order (or at least the presumption of it) is not as fundamental a prerequisite for the possibility of
social science as natural order is for physics; it is in the realization of social order ‒ in its disruptions or in
its absences ‒ that the character of social life emerges.
The idea that what characterizes social science is the study of (social) order is one to which social scientists have frequently returned. Comte himself accepted that a social physics was that part of natural philosophy dealing with a “science of organized bodies” (2010, II, p. 28), and more recently it has been argued that social order is the “core theoretical issue in the social sciences” (Hechter & Horne, 2001, pp. 1–
2) or that “explanations of social order, of how and why societies cohere, are the central concern of sociology” (Marshall, 1998). Norbert Elias acknowledged the strong affinities between natural science and
social science in this regard, arguing that the concept of social order should be understood “in the same
sense that one talks of a natural order, in which decay and destruction as structured processes have their
place alongside growth and synthesis, death and disintegration alongside birth and integration” (1978, p.
76). But in contrast to natural science, there are a far more bewildering number of ways in which social
order can be manifested ‒ manifestations that, in a sense, define the multifarious fields of social scientific
investigation. So I suggest that we begin with something more fundamental ‒ the underlying structure of
social order (in any form) and the kinds of mechanism capable of producing it. In the next section I will
consider two such mechanisms and why criminology may play a foundational role in theorizing them.

Supervenience: social order and its dependence upon criminological mechanisms
Order, in general terms, has been variously conceived: as the stochastic phenomenon of non-randomness
or compressibility (Kolmogorov, 1963); as symmetry and invariance (McGuire, 1999); and in terms of
emergence and complexity (Prigogine, 1989). Whilst some of these ideas may have a bearing upon the
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way social order is formed and maintained (see, for example, Lane’s 2006 association between complexity
and the orderly hierarchy of social science theory), something a little more obviously “social” seems desirable if the autonomy of social science is to be maintained. In addition to some of the more familiar ideas
already considered – i.e. social order seen in terms of familiar phenomena like states and religions, market structures like price elasticity or attitudes like voting preference – sociologists have also suggested
that social order can be understood in terms of more abstract entities like agents or structures, hierarchies or networks (Hechter & Horne, 2001). The problem is that such ideas seem merely to involve manifestations of social order rather than providing any obvious conditions or mechanisms for it.
If we therefore ask instead what produces stable social formations, one useful place to begin lies in
Hobbes’ seminal reflections upon this problem. Hobbes famously argued that any consideration of social
order needs to begin with a more primal state – that of social disorder, where social actors are driven by
the “perpetual and restless desire for power after power which ceaseth only in death” (1962, II, XI), thus
producing the notorious “war of all against all” (ibid.).
Since, for Hobbes, social order is a second-order phenomenon denoted by basic security, some form of
mechanism is required to explain how the shift from social anarchy to social order occurs. Hobbes’ response to this question arguably prefigures what are now the two fundamental approaches to explaining
how social order emerges and is maintained. Both can be seen in terms of his construct of the
“Leviathan”, a supra-human structure that underpins their order:
(i)

First, the Leviathan defined by Hobbes in terms of the “Commonwealth by acquisition” – the
mechanism of a (coercive) “natural force” (like a strong leader) (II, XVII) that secures social
order from chaos.

(ii)

Second, the social contractarian Leviathan, or the “Commonwealth by institution”, where social order emerges because “men agree amongst themselves” to delegate control to an individual or assembly (II, XVIII).

Hobbes does not see these mechanisms as operating magically, or independently of the social. Rather,
they depend upon a still deeper, albeit less discussed factor to which Hobbes also seems to allude – the
choices we make in opting for these forms of social order and what influences these choices. On the one
hand, our choices may be driven by irrationalities, such as fear (of a powerful leader or of external
threats). On the other hand, it may be rationalities – like the pursuit of efficiency – that shape our decisions. I want now to suggest that criminological concepts and tools form an essential prerequisite for explaining three of the factors that appear central to forming and maintaining social order – the three C’s,
namely conflict, consensus and choice. And therefore, since the study of social order is fundamental to
what social science is, criminological concepts and tools are basic to social science.
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Social order, coercion and conflict
The idea that coercion can produce and sustain social order has been an influential one. No specific degree or variety of coercion seems to be required since order might arise as much from subtle ideological
control as from the impositions of a brutal tyranny. This idea of social order has of course been most extensively developed within Marxist thought – ostensibly through the mechanism of economic classes
(Marx & Engels, 1969), though it is important to be clear that class structure’s more enduring function is
to maintain social order. For Marx, deeper factors like superior access to wealth/capital serve as the primary mechanisms for producing social order, with the possibility of force always underpinning this privilege. In contemporary society, this “latent” force is most commonly articulated through the state – that
“complex of institutions that bases itself on the availability of forcible coercion…in order to maintain the
dominance of a ruling class” (Draper, 1977, p. 251). The “monopoly upon force” (Weber, 1919) exerted by
the state underlines why social order that originates coercively need not involve actual force. “Soft” power, such as ideological incorporation or the threat of latent violence,– can be just as effective a mechanism.
However the interplay between violence and order is mapped out, there are good arguments for seeing
criminological concepts as being integral to understanding it. Firstly, it is obvious enough that the uses/
misuses of violence and the social responses to this have represented a key theme within criminological
thought from its very origins. This is not surprising – since violence against us counts as one of the most
socially undesirable of outcomes, it has (almost) always counted as a cardinal “crime” and as one of the
actions societies are willing to punish most heavily (see McMahon, 2002 for some notable exceptions).
Understanding violence (whether physical or psychological) and the optimal ways of preventing or responding to it has therefore been one of the most heavily theorized areas within criminology ‒ whether
this involves the actions and motivations of violent perpetrators, the harms inflicted upon victims of violence or the institutional structures society has developed for managing violence (see, amongst many others, Alverez & Bachman, 2008; Barak, 2003; Riedel & Welsh, 2008; Westmareland, 2015). And whilst this
means that criminology does not, of course, “own” violence as a research thematic, it is criminology, of all
social science disciplines, that has developed the widest spectrum approach towards it. That is not just in
terms of its individual/psychological basis, but also its social causes, its societal impacts and the institutional responses to it.
A second, less obvious factor that ties social science/sociological accounts of coercive social order to criminological explanation arises from our perceptions that this is a variety of order that is “unjust”, for clearly, where force is an ultimate determinant of social order there are no requirements for transparency,
due process or the other familiar constraints of a socio-legal framework. In a sense, then, criminality (or
at least the illicit) pervades and underpins the very core of such an order since “[in] any system in which
the rulers are self-appointed… there is no legal procedure for removing them” (Wintrobe, 2000, p. 22).
Not only that, since the kinds of legal constraints we normally expect to protect us are likely to have been
abused, or to be absent altogether, one of the key characteristics associated with any power – the power
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to define individuals as ‘criminal’ – lies entirely within the whims of a central coercive force.
In other words, one of the defining characteristics of coercive social order lies in its negations or violations
of law – violations that mirror precisely that which defines the criminal. The inherent criminalities of coercive order are perhaps most starkly revealed in its most expansive manifestation – as empire – for “the
story of empire is the story of crime and violence. Empires are, criminologically speaking, criminal organizations” (Iadicola, 2009, p. 33). And even where we conceptualize coercive order in more invisible or subtle forms, the shift away from spectacular demonstrations of power towards “juridical power” still carries
with it a range of criminological implications. For as courts are used to bolster control (rather than justice
per se), “threats to society” become recouched in the language of crime and criminality (Foucault, 1975).
Given all this, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that if one attempts to understand a social order that is
dependent upon coercive mechanisms without drawing upon criminological concepts and tools, one has
simply failed to grasp the essential character of what coercive social order is. For not only is such an order
an implicitly violent one, it can be plausibly interpreted as an alegal and therefore potentially criminal social arrangement. Furthermore, in considering the cold pragmatics of coercive power, it seems clear that
without resorting to prototypically criminological tools like policing bodies, policing technologies, punishment regimes, surveillance tools, criteria for legitimate/illegitimate identification or the use of shaming
and othering as control mechanisms, such an order simply cannot be maintained. Thus, whether it is in
the abstract conception of coercive order, its status as an illegitimate or alegal social formation or the
kinds of control resources required to maintain it, criminology appears to operate as a basic social science
in explaining this.

Social order as consensus
Criminological thought appears to be equally foundational to an understanding of the mechanisms that
underpin a “contractarian” Leviathan, that is, to a social order that emerges through consensus – the extent to which social actors “agree” to abide by certain norms and values. Durkheim’s argument that
“social reality is at its core a moral reality” (Collins, 1988, p. 44) offers one reason why consensus is such
an effective mechanism for producing social order, since:
…(the) effectiveness of the normative solution (to social order) is due to the fact that norms
and values are not only shared but also internalized and so become constitutive, rather than
merely regulative, of social behaviour. (Ellis, 1971, p. 694)
This view of social order is one that has found wide support amongst social scientists. Parsons, for example, argued that “[p]eople act on the basis of their values; their actions are oriented and constrained by
the values and norms of people around them; and these norms and values are the basis of social order” (Knapp, 1994 pp. 191‒192). Similarly, though Goffman was uncomfortable with the kind of macro -
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structural interpretation of social order favoured by Parsons, he agreed that consensus was the central
mechanism for producing it, since “the rules of conduct that bind the actor and recipient together are the
bindings of society” (1967, p. 90). For Goffman, such order was best observed in micro-interaction because it is here that “the interaction (order) more than any other perhaps is in fact orderly and…this orderliness is predicated on a large base of shared cognitive presuppositions, if not normative ones” (1983,
p. 5). Either way, whether normative consensus is interpreted as a force of the collective consciousness,
structural norms or the rules of everyday life, this approach to social order ultimately rests upon the extent to which behaviours are sanctioned or censured.
The foundational social science role that criminology plays in understanding the mechanisms that drive
consensus can perhaps be most readily seen within the modalities of how any society evaluates departures from them, for such evaluations are most transparently manifested in the form of the institutions
societies construct to judge, to “correct” or to punish normative departures. I will return to this point in a
moment, but there is another, perhaps even more striking indicator of the foundational aspects of criminological thinking here that emerges from such considerations, for with just a little reflection it becomes
apparent how deeply interwoven at the conceptual level ideas of norm adherence are with ideas of the
criminal/deviant. In fact, a view of social order as consensus is, in effect, semantically equivalent to a view
of social order as an absence of rule breaking (ergo criminality/deviance). And this semantic interdependence therefore implies an even stronger, (semantic) version of the supervenience relation discussed earlier – the fact that any attempt to explain normative social order automatically entails conceptual/linguistic
facts about criminality/deviance. Thus, the relationship between normal/legitimate and deviant/criminal
polarities turns out to involve far more than an interesting association, for a kind of figure/ground relationship between deviance/criminality and normative order emerges, one where deviance/criminality
serves as a necessary condition for our understanding of the latter. The conclusion appears unavoidable.
One cannot consistently conceive of, or talk about, a consensus view of social order without that also entailing concepts and language involving the pathological, the deviant or the criminal.
If we turn back again to the role criminology plays in theorizing the institutions required to manage departures from consensus, a second key factor in this kind of argument emerges. This derives from the
weightings we assign to differing violations of normative consensus. Such weightings appear to be essential to our sense of normative order in that they allow us to make sense of the relative seriousness of various departures from norms and the kinds of sanctions then considered appropriate for such departures.
However, whilst there might be ways in which certain acts are perceived as more or less serious departures from normative consensus, there is clearly significant cultural variation in such orderings (Sellin &
Wolfgang, 1964). There is, however, arguably one master ratio to such scalings – criminality itself. For
though there is no universal scale for ordering the seriousness of deviant acts across time and place –
slavery might be more or less bad than blasphemy in some societies – one universal social fact does appear to hold. The “more bad” an act is perceived to be, the more prepared any society appears to be to
punish the act severely. It is in this sense that criminality seems to anchor our sense of the normative, for
it serves as a kind of “zero point” against which other behaviours can be oriented.
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Once deviant acts are ordered in terms of this zero point of criminality (however differently construed
across diverse societies), we see a further mark of the explanatory power of criminological thinking. This
involves a range of predictors of the kind of society involved, predictors that can be specifically derived
from the kinds of institutions deemed necessary to manage departures from accepted values and standards. Giddens once argued that, “institutions by definition are the more enduring features of social
life” (Giddens, 1984, p. 24), and the institutions a society deems to be appropriate for responding to deviance/crime therefore serve to characterize that society in fundamental ways. It is clear, for example, that
heavily punitive societies are very different from those that are less so inclined, just as societies prepared
to utilize violence as punishment differ fundamentally from those that do not (Brown, 2009; Foucault,
1975). Thus, by obtaining knowledge about the kinds of acts that are punished more or less heavily, or the
kinds of individuals who are sanctioned more or less severely in any society, we also obtain fundamental
ways of understanding how the order in any particular society is realized and maintained.

Social order, rationality and drives15
As has been suggested, there is arguably a third, less discussed factor that seems to underpin these dual
mechanisms of social order, one also suggested by Hobbes’ account. This centres upon our “natural passions” (II, XVII) – the drives that initially striate the primal “state of nature”, which denote disorderly societies and which then contribute to the choices we make in opting for the coercive or consensual forms of
social order. For example, a consensual social order may be preferred because its promise of greater
equality and justice makes it the more rational choice, one where our drives are suppressed. Or a coercive
system of social order may be accepted because more instinctual factors such as being in “awe of a sovereign” (ibid.) or a fear of punishment gain the upper hand. Either way, there are resources provided within
criminological thought for understanding both these kinds of motivations that provide a further mark of
its explanatory power.

Its contributions here are perhaps most evident in one of the core concerns of the criminological project –
understanding how/why the interplay of “natural passions” in urges and drives like jealousy, rage or a lack
of sexual control so often culminate in criminality (or conversely the fear of crime). Katz once characterized a central question for criminology in just these terms: “How can people so frequently and easily be
both out of control and in control at the same time?” (2001, p. 309). Katz has of course been

15 For example, Sieyes also used the term “sociocracy”, which appears to entail a different, more political science-oriented set of theoretical
objectives. Philosophers like Hobbes and more recently, of course, Freud and Nietzsche made liberal use of the concept of drives, but their
relationship to emotions has not always been clear. I use the term “drive” to refer to any psychological factor that makes us behave in certain
ways. On this basis, emotions represent sufficient, but not necessary, conditions for drives; that is, we may be driven to attack someone because we feel hate. However, drives may also be cognitive: for example, where behaviour is driven by beliefs like optimism bias. I also assume that a drive can operate at a more subdoxastic level than even emotion – as with a sexual urge, or the desire to avoid pain. Thanks to
one of the reviewers for helping me clarify this point.

VOL 2 (1) 2019
criminologicalencounters.org

26 | Intertheory Relations in the Social Sciences: Criminology as a Physics of the Social?

one of the leading criminologists to have stressed the need to understand how fundamental drives like
euphoria, sexuality or the “dizziness” of feeling evil (1988) so often produce wrongdoing. The idea that
our drives are fundamental to understanding social order is an old one ‒ as Nietzsche once pointed out,
“insanity…in groups, parties, nations and epochs is the rule” (1966, aphorism 186)16 ‒ but it has begun to
acquire an increasing respectability within the social sciences. For example, in a series of fascinating examples, the psychologists Kahneman and Tversky (2000) suggested just how far highly non-rational considerations underpin many of our decisions. These provide examples of cognitive drives, like their identification of “optimism bias”, where individuals appear to ignore clear evidence of risk to believe they can
succeed in something, or “loss aversion”, where individuals display asymmetric attitudes to gains and
losses (such as preferring to avoid losing $100 rather than to take risks in gaining $200). Of course, criminology has no kind of monopoly on invoking irrationality (or emotion) as a determinant of behaviour –
aside from Kahneman and Tversky’s work, there are developed studies on the role of emotion and the
instincts within other social science disciplines (Barbalet, 1998; De Haan & Loader, 2002; Hochschild,1979;
Katz, 2001; Scheff & Retzinger, 1991). It is more that the tension between irrationally or rationally driven
behaviours is one that criminologists regularly need to engage with in explaining departures from social
order.

It is also apparent that impulses like anger, trust, sexual attraction, shame and resentment can also be
important in explaining adherence to norms as departures from them is a highly plausible one. As Hobbes
suggested, our “natural fear” of others can be a strong factor in our decision to delegate power to an assembly – a decision that may make perfect sense in terms of self-preservation. In other words, even
though this appears to be counter-intuitive, irrational drives can also produce forms of social order that
have a rational basis. Criminology provides a powerful tool for conceptualizations of rationality as a behavioural determinant in this wider sense, that is, as a factor driven by, and operating at, the extremes of
human behaviour, most obviously at the extreme of criminal behaviour itself. Indeed, the origins of criminology arguably begin with the attempt to make sense of this kind of trade-off, with the classicist perspectives of Beccaria and Bentham and their view that criminal behaviour is a phenomenon that emerges
from free (and rational) choice. This theme has remained central to contemporary positions such as rational choice theory (RCT) and the idea of the “reasoning criminal” (Cornish & Clarke, 1986), which holds
that criminals should be treated as consummately rational agents ‒ seizing opportunities whenever they
arise, whilst constantly weighing and evaluating the alternatives and the dangers in making the choices
they do (Cohen & Felson, 1979). More recent work has attempted to produce subtler versions of this approach that permit emotions and/or irrationality to be more instrumental in the reasoning that produces
crime (Walters, 2015): for example, hybrid models of decision-making such as that seen in Lindegaard,
Bernasco,, Jacques & Zenebergen’s (2014) study on the role of emotion in robbery.

16 Beyond Good and Evil, Aphorism 186.
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The wealth of reflections it offers upon such factors suggest why criminology offers a key “go-to” tool for
understanding when rationality acts as a driver of norm violation as much as it does norm preservation,
for either we act rationally in our best interest with no regard to others (i.e. normlessly or lawlessly) or we
act in our best interest with complete deference to others. And where “rational self-interest” is pushed
to its extreme, harm to others and social disorder inevitably emerge. It is in the task of deciphering the
nature of this constraining (inherently social) continuum that, once again, we find ourselves firmly within
the domain of the criminological imagination.

Mechanisms – a criminological social physics and tools for mapping the contemporary
social order
As suggested earlier, one of the key virtues of theories within the philosophy of science is that theories
that are better at explaining and predicting empirical phenomena are usually regarded as “better” theories. The fact, then, that criminology does not just provide foundational insights into the general mechanisms ‒ ergo physics ‒ of social order but seems able to apply these to specific forms of social order generates the outline of a more developed supervenience argument. This augments the general supervenience of social formations upon social order by identifying a range of higher-order criminological mechanisms (from torture instruments and royal pardons to tribal courts and police forces), which, in maintaining order in a particular society, also influence its character and culture. The late modern social order we
now inhabit appears to be particularly well suited to this kind of analysis, for against a backdrop of increased or “over” criminalization (Duff, Farmer, Marshall, Renzo, & Tadros, 2014; Husak, 2008), some
have also noted “the centrality of many criminological issues to the social organization, governance and
everyday life of contemporary societies” (Garland & Sparks, 2000, p. 191). When combined with a gradual
seeping of tools once restricted to the penal and policing domains into the governance of everyday life, it
becomes plausible to suggest that understanding the late modern social order becomes far easier when
perceived through the lens of key explanatory concepts and constructs found within contemporary criminological thought.
Take, to begin with, some of the most influential frameworks currently utilized by social scientists for interpreting the contemporary world: for example, the “risk” society (Agamben, 2006; Beck, 1992; Mythen,
2014), the “surveillance” society (Bogard, 1996; Lyon, 2006; Marx, G.T. 2016), the “securitized” society
(Buzan, Ole & de Wilde, 1998; Hallsworth & Lea, 2011; Schuilenberg, 2015) and the “society of control” (Deleuze, 1992). All of these frameworks depend upon invoking definitively criminological explananda like rule breaking, policing, predictive social control, criminalization, sanction and punitivity. Even more
overtly economic or technology-specific periodizations like the “information” or “big data” society also
draw upon conceptualizations with a normative-regulatory – i.e. criminological ‒ character: in particular,
the role of data/information in the social sorting of individuals into the kinds of “legitimate/illegitimate”
or “suspect/non-suspect” social categories familiar to criminologists. Within the contemporary order, to
lack access to legitimizing credentials like a passport, a bank account, a mobile phone number or an
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adequate approval rating on social media is to raise suspicion and the danger of being profiled in terms of
various risk, deviant or even criminal categories. In turn, the detailed links and associations that big data
sets now provide make the generation of potential deviance/criminality an increasingly common social
phenomenon. Thus, an employer’s scrutiny of compromising Facebook photos, the drunken Twitter post
investigated by police, suspicious behaviours recorded on CCTV and the rejection of a visa application as a
result of a teenage caution for marijuana possession have become familiar tropes of our world and indicate the extent to which information is now as much about its policing function as its communication
function (Marx, G.T., 2016; Staples, 2013).
We live, then, in a world where demands for authentication and legitimacy constantly confront us. Our
capacity to live “normal” lives, indeed our very movement through the social world, is something now circumscribed by the spiralling demands of legitimacy ‒ not just in the new institutional rules around crossing borders (Aas & Bosworth, 2013) or in entering privatized spaces (Ericson & Haggerty, 1997; Mythen,
2014), but even within mundane requirements to open an online account to buy theatre tickets, to enter
a passcode to enter an apartment block or have the correct digital footprint to cross a border. In turn,
whilst the enhanced role of various security assemblages in shaping what is legitimate or illegitimate may
be familiar enough, their transformation into a calculus of governance has been less predictable. The
scale of this is often staggering ‒ for enhanced security is not just about risk reduction in an immediate
sense, but a constraint that operates across every aspect of life. The emergence of predictive control via
the “pre-crime” approach (Zedner, 2007) is just one indicator of this pervasiveness. But a world where
citizens are evaluated as much in terms of the criminal potentials of their future as their legitimate actions
in the past is not just a world where “crime consciousness comes to be embedded in everyday social
life” (Garland & Sparks, 2000, p. 200), it is also one where wide swathes of social explanation now supervene upon criminological explanation.
In such a world, the central social ordering role that surveillance mechanisms have now acquired becomes clearer, for the more “full spectrum” any mechanism within this surveillance assemblage becomes,
the easier it is to enforce continuous assessment of legitimacy and conformity by way of governing normative criteria, whether this involves monitoring financial transactions for “suspicious activities”, an ESTA
validation or the use of tracking software to monitor partner infidelity. A social order dependent upon
such universal and instantaneous testing of norm violations is surely a world where the sortal mechanism
of criminality (whether actual or potential) has become a central organizing construct ‒ one vastly facilitated by technologies that permit “hyperconnected” continuous control (Deleuze, 1992; McGuire, 2008).
In our world, crime is transformed into a form of governance, one that “constitutes a new raison d’être
for state interventions” (Battersby, 2014). And with that, our status within the Leviathan is eroded from
individuals-with-rights into individuals-who-pose-potential-risks and the citizen is transformed into a new
civic category – the citizen-criminal. In such a world, the criminological imagination can no longer be
treated as a mere adjunct to other social sciences. Rather, it becomes an essential tool for making sense
of contemporary social order.
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Conclusion
In this time of crisis and challenge for the social sciences – especially in relation to their perceived utility –
it is surely an important methodological requirement to better understand how they are interrelated if
we are to better understand their collective function as science. But this raises new and provocative questions about the status of criminology. For some, the conclusions about its scientific status have been pessimistic. For example, Garland and Sparks have readily acknowledged the role of crime as a central and
pervasive analytic theme in disciplines as diverse as “feminism, cultural studies, economics…political science, risk analysis (and) social theory in all its forms” (2000, p. 201), just as they have conceded that criminology serves as a “focal point for most of the intellectual currents of the past 30 years” (p. 193). But
they also seem to lose their nerve and read this negatively, as implying a kind of erosion in the authority
of criminology, one where it “can no longer hope to dominate the ways in which …(such themes)…are analysed” (p. 201). In this discussion I have argued for a converse conclusion, one where the central relevance of criminological thought to contemporary social life indicates its basicness as an explanatory resource, not its marginalization.
At the very least, there seems good evidence to suggest that criminology played a far more central role
within the genesis of the social sciences than has usually been granted. But there may also be plausible
reasons for saying more, for with closer scrutiny it appears that criminological tools may provide key resources for understanding what is perhaps the foundational question within social science – the mechanisms behind social order, whether these emerge through coercion or by consensus. If, as early social scientists imagined, a viable social science must involve a viable social physics, it has become increasingly
apparent that this cannot depend upon mathematical models involving frequencies or quantities alone.
Rather, a truly “social” physics must reflect all the forces that contribute to, maintain or disrupt social order, even if (or perhaps because?) these lack clear metrics at present.
It has not been the purpose of this discussion to exhaustively characterize the precise dynamics of how
such a social physics might operate, nor could it be. This is clearly a much larger project than what is possible here. Rather, the idea has been merely to suggest some reasons why criminology appears ideally
placed to assist in mapping some of the key ordering forces of any such physics ‒ the primal conditions of
what is socially tolerated, the drives and motivations that lead individuals to violate such rules and the
retributions that result. Understanding the predictive-explanatory implications for social science of this
constitutes one stage of such a project. Beginning to outline some of the key supervenience relations between socio-economic relations and criminological tools and concepts is another. There is some distance
to go in this project, but, as the progress of natural science has taught us, we cannot begin to understand
the laws governing any range of phenomena until we properly recognize the forces upon which they supervene.
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ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to examine the experiences of feeling and being “stuck” within the larger carceral
web of people and practices associated with monitoring and managing the marginalized in society. Qualitative interviews were conducted with 10 prisoners from HMP Edinburgh who experience electronic monitoring (EM) in Scotland. By drawing upon carceral geography and mobility, I supplement the clarion call
by researchers for a more detailed and spatial analysis of EM while giving voice to an unheard and marginalized population. Findings suggest that reconsidering these individuals as being stuck sheds light on
the issues they face with EM stigma, with sticking to the time of the curfew, and the pains of being stuck
in place while their loved ones and their lives remain “on the move”. In effect, questions must now be
posed to begin to ameliorate the issues of the excluded-as-stuck, as a greater concern for the expansion
of the carceral state and the widening and diffusion of the “carceral web” calls for consideration over its
disentanglement and reduction.
Keywords: electronic monitoring, criminology, carceral geography, carceral state, Scotland

Introduction
Increasingly, scholars now speak of living in a “carceral age” (Bosworth & Kaufman, 2011), especially with
the extensive nature of surveillance, control and punishment now permeating outside typical spaces of
incarceration. As French and Smith (2016, p. 4) suggest, citizens of Western, liberal democracies are consistently and routinely managed by various institutions in our society, their bodies profoundly exposed to
surveillance, and their personal information “scanned, recorded and registered multiple times in countless networked databases” (French & Smith, 2016, p. 4). Indeed, such thinking can illuminate a variety of
actors, institutions, practices and spaces, all of which intermesh and circulate within aspects of carcerality
and various networks of surveillance (Gill, Conlon, Moran, & Burridge, 2016). As a result, the presence,
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proliferation and expansion of the electronic monitoring (EM) of offenders becomes an insightful and creative example of the way in which the normative nature of the carceral age has taken shape in the West.
Yet there is a need to examine EM not merely as a technology implemented within institutional and community corrections, but as one node of surveillance entangling people within aspects of carcerality
through state-sanctioned penalties. While a litany of literature has theorized the far-reaching consequences of surveillance and control at the national and international level (Hucklesby, 2008, 2009, 2013;
Nellis, Beyens, & Kaminski, 2013), there exists a research lacuna that examines how offenders experience
EM, the pains of their exclusion and being “stuck” within a world forever “on the move” (Cresswell, 2006).
According to Hage (2009, p. 4), “stuckedness is by definition a situation where a person suffers from both
the absence of choices or alternatives to the situation they are in and an inability to grab such alternatives
even if they present themselves”. As Hage suggests, we now live within a world that fears this state of
stuckedness caused by various neoliberal successes (governmental deregulation, privatization and maximized fiscal austerity, to name a few) that aim to have us believe that “a viable life” is only rendered meaningful when it senses that it must be “going somewhere” whilst adding productive value to society (2009,
p. 1; for further examples see Wafer, 2017). Such people then become anxious when they cannot find a
life “where they feel they are going somewhere as opposed to nowhere” and become afraid of being left
behind (Hage, 2009, p. 2). The extent to which EM influences the rhythms of offenders’ activities suggests
that such technology can be vehicles of punishment that accelerate, decelerate, interrupt or distort their
mobilities and lives. Yet, as we will see below, offenders are not merely rendered “stuck” spatially
through their homes; in fact, these individuals felt stuck temporally, socially (through their interpersonal
relations) and through the stigma-based perspectives concerning body image in their communities. Taken
together, offenders are asked to “wait out” their states of stuckedness to see their penal situations end,
yet it is this form of waiting that makes EM “a governmental tool that encourages a mode of restraint, self
-control and self-government” all through an imagined existential stuckedness (Hage, 2009, p. 6).
Moreover, EM has become an increasingly complex entity within the expanding carceral state, a notion
that Villanueva rightly refers to here as “a set of institutional configurations and actors that prioritize punishment, containment, detention and/or incarceration for treating poverty and marginalization” (2017, p.
150; see also Beckett & Murakawa, 2012; Sparks & Gacek, 2019; Wacquant, 2009). As Gottschalk (2015, p.
34) contends, the construction of the carceral state resulted from a complex set of developments: “No
single factor explains its rise, and no single factor will bring about its demise.” Indeed, the resiliency of the
carceral state is ascribed significantly to the elasticity of its web, inasmuch as “the various permutations
of the carceral state suggest that it is informed by and contours itself around the ways in which the economic, political and social structures interrelate with each other at different moments in time” (Kato,
2017, p. 217). Such structures have the potential to connect to the everyday life of marginalized groups
engaging with surveillant technologies, thereby further spinning the carceral web. In effect, EM and other
technology-driven surveillance and management innovations effectively extend carceral space into every-
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day life, rendering carcerality and surveillance commonplace (Gill, 2013; Sparks & Gacek, 2019).
To offer a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between (1) the people and practices associated with monitoring and managing the marginalized in society, and (2) the experiences of feeling and being “stuck” within the larger carceral web, I first discuss EM as a form of punishment imposed upon
offenders. Following this, I examine EM alongside carceral geography, highlighting the significance of this
interdisciplinary field of research for the paper. I then establish the methodology and analysis implemented in the study. Drawing upon experiences from 10 prisoners in Scotland, my findings suggest that reconsidering these individuals as being “stuck” sheds light on the issues they face with EM stigma, with sticking to the time of the EM curfew, and the pain of being stuck in place and waiting while their loved ones
and their lives remain “on the move” (Cresswell, 2006). I also address and discuss further implications of
EM in concert with the current climate of the carceral state, and reflect upon prisoners’ experiences in
conclusion. In effect, these findings offer a thought-provoking entry point for criminologists and carceral
geographers alike to further investigate and interrogate the widening and diffusion of the carceral web. 1

What is electronic monitoring?
Nellis et al. (2013, pp. 4‒5) define EM as “technology [that] must be understood as nothing more or less
than a form of remote surveillant control, a means of flexibly regulating the spatial and temporal schedules of an offender’s life”. The technology has a chameleon-like character of a multi-usable device and can
be presented as a solution to different types of penal problems. As Nellis et al. (2013, p. 5) argue, the intended effect of monitoring is to remind the offender that “he [sic] is being watched (continuously or haphazardly and regularly), and that his compliance or otherwise with the spatial and temporal regulations
that the court or prison has imposed on him will be relayed to a judicial or penal authority”. Should the
offender “breach” the conditions imposed on them within the EM period, they will be subject to a more
severe penalty (or recalled to prison) if a violation has been deemed to occur. There are several uses of
EM in criminal justice systems, such as during the pre-trial phase, during parole, as a sentence itself or in
conjunction with other sanctions (e.g. imprisonment). In the latter case, the offender receives a prison
sentence and is then placed on the EM system when released back into society (Payne & Gainey, 2004).
As a relatively new way of controlling (and punishing) offenders in the community, EM has been taken up
in varying degrees (either as localized experiments or nationwide schemes) in over two dozen countries
over the last three decades (see, for example, Nellis, 2009b; see also Gacek, 2019). In its original and predominant form, EM is implemented, alongside curfews and home detention, as a form of offender supervision in the community. Generally, the offender has a tag attached to their ankle (and in rare cases, the
tag is worn on the wrist) (Nellis, 2009b, 2013). EM can exist as a generic term or as several remote loca-

1 Aspects of this paper build on earlier versions of my work (for example, see Gacek, 2019, 2018, 2017). However, this article endeavours to
engage in a discussion that adds substantially to the findings with newer information and theoretical analyses.
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tion-checking technologies that each make possible the micro-management of offenders’ (or in some cases pre-trial detainees’) schedules and locations at various points in the criminal justice process (Nellis, 2013).

Examining EM through carceral geography
The term “carceral geography” was coined to describe the relatively new and vibrant field of geographical
research into practices of incarceration, viewing such carceral spaces broadly “as a type of institution…
whose distributional geographies, and geographies of internal and external social and spatial relations,
could be explored” (Moran, 2012, p. 306; Moran, Piacentini, & Pallot, 2012). Carceral geography has been
able to account for and critique the so-called “punitive turn” in the West (Wacquant, 2002), characterized
not only by the growth in legal, state-sanctioned incarceration sentenced to ever-longer prison terms in
punitive conditions, but by “the extra-penal mass supervision of increasing numbers of people whose lives
are penetrated by the criminal justice system” (Moran, Turner, & Schliehe, 2017, p. 666). This has brought
about new ways of thinking about geography, the state, and spaces of incarceration, detention and captivity.
Technologies of surveillance and control to track offenders are a prime example of this carceral turn in
academia, as such EM technologies “enable a carceral ‘fix’ to operate beyond conventional carceral spaces”, permitting people to remain mobile in their communities relative to the curfews imposed upon them
at sentencing (Moran et al., 2017, p. 666). Scholars have become increasingly mindful of how the
“carceral” is conceptualized within any research project undertaken, and the trajectories through which
the “carceral turn” will lead future research (Gacek, 2019; see also Gill et al., 2016; Gutiérrez Rivera, 2017;
Moran et al., 2017; Peters & Turner, 2017). Indeed, scholars have critically discussed Goffman’s (1961)
notion of the “total institution” in order to call attention to the interconnectedness of prisons and other
carceral spaces (for example, see Moran, 2015; however, for an overview of this critique and a recovery
of Goffman’s work in terms of (re)presenting experiences of solitary confinement, see Gacek, 2018). The
intention of this attention has been to counter the imagination of the cloistered carceral institution, discussing instead the liminal, carceral spaces “betwixt and between” the inside and outside of prison
(Moran, 2015, p. 90). The EM of offenders provides us with a unique penal method with which to attend
to the multi-scalar contexts witnessed within carceral and non-carceral spaces, as these technologies and
techniques of confinement and restricted mobility “leach into everyday domestic, street and institutional
spaces with which both former [prisoners] and their loved ones…come into contact” (Moran et al., 2017,
p. 670).
What this “mobility thinking” has accomplished is a re-examination of how one might consider and study
a world that is always “on the move” in late modernity (Cresswell, 2006). While the notion of mobility has
generally been linked to autonomy, movement, freedom and transgression, it did not always have these
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meanings (for a review, see Cresswell, 2006). Current representations of mobility are connected to Western modernity, the expansion of global capitalism and the rise of technologies (Gutiérrez Rivera, 2017).
Aside from such representational meanings, mobility is also physical; in other words, mobility is
“practised, experienced [and] embodied” (Cresswell, 2006, p. 2). Yet mobility is also not value-neutral; it
can be an instrument of power, but not all people have equal access to its operation or implementation
(Fishwick & Wearing, 2017; Gutiérrez Rivera, 2017; Moran et al., 2012). As indicated above, neoliberal
capitalism is decidedly characterized by and experienced as “left-behind-ness, and a simultaneous fear of
missing out” (Wafer, 2017, p. 406; italics added). Similarly, EM is not value-neutral; as Bülow (2014) reminds us, the technological design of EM, coupled with its potential technological functions, can have ethical implications for tagged individuals (for a greater discussion and examples, see Gacek, 2019). Certain
individuals undergoing EM may have restricted movement or limited access to a place or area, while others may be forced to move (Nellis et al., 2013). In any case, we must remain mindful that mobility and
punishment are experienced differently among individuals and groups (Payne & Gainey, 2004): while
some may not be affected by the sanction, others may be unfairly punished through EM, such as placing a
burden upon an offender’s mobility through experiences of stuckedness and left-behind-ness in a world
constantly on the move.
Taken together, such carceral scholarship also highlights various forms of confinement and mobility, examining how they join together in particular ways within the shadows of the carceral state (Beckett & Murakawa, 2012). For instance, the use of the private security firm G4S Scotland by the Scottish government
to monitor offenders in the community through EM could be seen as one tool in the carceral state’s arsenal ‒ put simply, the penal arm of the state, which is charged with the task of “containing the surplus populations constantly (re)produced by the neoliberal paradigm of capitalist development” (De Giorgi & Fleury-Steiner, 2017, p. 3). Drawing upon carceral geography and EM, this paper extends the critique of the
carceral state in a direction that supplements the academic clarion call for greater recognition towards
the extension of carceral logics outside of prison walls and the larger “punitive governance of social marginality through carceral expansion” (De Giorgi & Fleury-Steiner, 2017, p. 2). Indeed, the multi-scalar
effects of the carceral state now include not only a country’s “vast archipelago of jails and prisons but also
the far-reaching and growing range of penal punishments and controls that lie in the never-never land
between the gate of the prison and full citizenship” for the excluded of society (Gottschalk, 2014, p. 289).
While notable scholars anticipated these penal developments (Cohen, 1979, 1985; Feeley & Simon, 1992),
continued interest in carceral web-widening must remain paramount.
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Methodology
This paper draws upon semi-structured interviews conducted with 10 prisoners (eight men, two women)
at Her Majesty’s Prison (HMP) Edinburgh, located in Scotland². Prisoners were identified and recruited for
interviews using snowball sampling, and these interviews were audio-recorded and then later transcribed.
Furthermore, I recognize this type of sampling strategy “as convenience (based on contacts available),
non-random and non-probability (not necessarily reflective of a broader population, making wider inferences difficult) and often purposive (targeting certain groups or types)”, so of course the usual caveats
will apply (Geddes, Parker, & Scott, 2018, pp. 347‒348). Notwithstanding, this method of sampling can
be beneficial to qualitative research, as it creates and develops a unique type of social knowledge that is
emergent, interactional and potentially political (Noy, 2008, p. 327).
These prisoners were serving a sentence and all technically in the custody of the Scottish Prison Service
(SPS). This sample of prisoners comprised individuals who had breached Home Detention Curfew (HDC), a
scheme in Scotland (as well as in England and Wales) in which prisoners gain release from prison ostensibly as part of a reintegrative transition back to the community but also functionally used to manage the
prison population and crowding (Armstrong, Malloch, Nellis, & Norris, 2011). The study participants were
all individuals who had breached the conditions imposed on them within the EM period and had been
sent back into the SPS.³
While participants had been held in different prisons before being released to EM (including HMP Edinburgh, HMP Polmont, HMP Addiewell and HMP Corton Vale), breaching had resulted in their reimprisonment at HMP Edinburgh, where interviews took place4.
HMP Edinburgh provided a small room inside the prison where these meetings between the men and myself could take place. Given the personal nature of the prisoners’ experiences, and coupled with the highly
controlled prison environment in which access for me to interview prisoners in their cells was unobtainable, interviews were carried out off-wing (i.e. away from prisoners’ accommodation). Interviews were
conducted in private interview rooms within the “Agent’s Visit” area of the prison (i.e. in spaces reserved
for private consultation with legal representatives, social workers and psychologists).

2 Ethical approval was received from the Scottish Prison Service as well as the Research Ethics and Integrity.
3 Recollections of time served in the SPS were approximations at best. Participants found it difficult to remember exactly the amount of time
spent for each prison sentence they had received, or the total number of months or years spent within a particular prison. Nevertheless, the
incorporation of the prisoners’ narratives into the study remains significant, particularly when connected with an understanding of what the
narratives are trying to say about carceral experiences in their own words. As always, acknowledging the very real human aspects that exist
within data collection and analysis must remain the gold standard for qualitative research.
4 It is important to note that there are additional prisons within Scotland that house prisoners. However, the sample interviewed at HMP
Edinburgh did not mention these additional prisons when they recalled their experiences in the interviews. In effect, these additional prisons
are not included in the discussion presented here.
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Although for security reasons HMP Edinburgh staff were present in the corridor outside the interview
rooms, the interviews could not be overheard 5.
Once collected, the contents from the interviews were coded to facilitate the analysis process. I implemented a type of coding that Coffey and Atkinson (1996, p. 29) refer to as “coding as an analytic strategy”. Each piece of data was (re)read to examine broader assumptions, themes and meanings underpinning what was articulated within the text (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Instead of focusing on specific quantities of words or phrases, this strategy emphasizes the presence and absence of information within the
data. This coding process is significant for prisoner interviews as it can make the data more manageable,
while simultaneously allowing for a more comprehensive analysis of my sample’s experiences (Coffey &
Atkinson, 1996, p. 30; see also Gacek, 2019).
Additionally, I recognize that a bias in snowball sampling may exist in the study, insofar as prisoners interviewed could have similar ideas and experiences and give each other’s references to SPS operations management or to the researcher himself (Flick, 2009, p. 110). Notwithstanding, the study generates “context
-dependent knowledge” pertaining to the impact of incarceration through the experiences chosen by the
sample to be shared (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 222). Recognizing my privileged position as researcher, aspects of
Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992) self-reflexive sociology were introduced in the study to understand how
to position myself in relation to the respondents at HMP Edinburgh, the research encounter and the analytical themes that arose from the data. Doing so allowed me to engage in a critical and reflexive analysis
of my own positionality and social location alongside my observations of, and interactions and conversations with, those interviewed (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).
While the information obtained from the sample is in no way generalizable to the prison population in
Scotland generally, the inherent importance of qualitative research suggests that even a sample size of
one interview or one narrative is meaningful; such research supplements the ongoing knowledge mobilization inherent within criminological and carceral geographical inquiry and the minute yet complex intricacies of everyday life. In effect, the capacity of research to provide understanding, give voice to unheard
populations and to even potentially evoke positive social change demonstrates the need for continued
“carceral work” (Peters & Turner, 2017).

5 Any information that could identify the participants personally was kept confidential by the researcher.
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Findings
Struggles with sticking
Through a carceral geographical lens, it becomes clear that there is more to the carceral than a mere anchorage to the prison (Gacek, 2019). Indeed, Gill (2013, p. 26) explored the use of EM as a natural extension of, or an alternative to, mainstream carceral environments, suggesting that confinement can be independent of physical restriction. Gill (2013) observed that forms of punishment that are not explicitly prison-based can be just as constraining, in a different sense, as traditional spaces of incarceration.

The constraint and risk of stigmatization was a theme that emerged from my respondents’ experiences.
As Bülow (2014, p. 511) indicates, “the EM device is not only a technological artefact, but also has social
and cultural content that may lead to stigmatization of the individual wearing it”. As EM can lead to stigmatization, people who meet individuals undergoing EM “may ascribe normative expectations to that
person, which may result in both social disadvantages and social exclusion” (Bülow, 2014, p. 512), especially if one considers how the stigmatization can relate to future employability (see, for example, Nellis,
2009a). Perceptions of whether respondents would hide the fact that they were tagged were similar in
this regard:
I used to get kind of anxious about people seeing me wearing a tag. Because dealing with it, or
out in the community anyway, it’s easy for people to be judgmental of those that had a brush
with the law. So it was just another, you got to sort of deal with once tagged.
And it wasn’t easy to wear, as I was tagged in the summer, and that wasn’t easy ‒ I ended up
walking around with long trousers on, and even that would be suspicious, you know? I do get
quite anxious about being seen with the tag. But now being back in the prison it’s just something I just want to put it in my past. Now that I’m back, would I hide it? No. But would I willingly disclose it? No. (Danika)6
No, but obviously I don’t want people knowing. If I wear skinny jeans, then it’s hard with my
body being pumped, and people are gonna notice. But if they notice, they notice. (Carl)
I mean I wouldn’t walk around in shorts with it on. I would be embarrassed. So aye, I would
hide it, aye, even if I was roasting in the summer months, I would hide it. (Isaac)

6 Pseudonyms were assigned to ensure confidentiality.
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So these respondents would hide the fact that they were tagged, but only in particular contexts and certain
situations. For instance, being tagged in the summer months for respondents was particularly difficult as it
would indicate to others in the community that they had had “a brush with the law” and they did not want
people in their communities “to be judgmental” of them (Danika).
In addition, Danika reframed her thoughts to indicate that rather than hiding the tag she would not disclose this knowledge to others, potentially for further anxiety of judgment. And hopefully, with the passage
of time, the stickiness of the stigma would rub off and be less noticeable in the community. While Carl suggested that he would not hide the tag, he felt similarly to Danika about disclosure: that “obviously” he
would not want people to know; however, should the community notice him wearing a tag, then so be it,
but it would not be because he had disclosed this information from the outset.
Besides the focus of stigma sticking to them, respondents also indicated that the hardest thing to deal with
once released was “sticking” to the time, or monitoring the time they had before their curfews began:
The time was the hardest to deal with, yeah. There were some times I was late getting in, but
sometimes it was just the initial looking at the watch, sometimes from like half six, quarter to
seven, constantly looking at the watch and asking myself “Am I going to make it? Am I going to
make it? Am I going to be 10 minutes late?” So it was really “watch time” that was the only issue. (Aaron)
When you get tagged, you’ve got to figure out how much time you could do things before the
curfew, and that put a strain on my relationship with my girlfriend. And when I was in here it
was hard for her to see me, as there’s not many buses that will take her from Dunbar to here,
so that also added to the strain. (Billy)
Sticking to the time. Aye, sticking to the 7pm to 7am time. I’m a nighthawk, and I like being out
of the house if I can. Especially if I’m taking my dogs for a walk and it’s hard to collect them.
You can lose track of time without even realizing it. (George; italics added)
Indeed, the theme of sticking to or being/feeling stuck is a significant theme that spans the experiences of
my respondents. In a sense, the sample of prisoners, like most prisoners post-release, is governed by
“unruly mobilities” (Fishwick & Wearing, 2017). Therefore, the state imposes time restraints on them (i.e.
like sticking time to prisoners post-release) or responsibilizes prisoners post-release to stick to time (and
self-monitor) themselves. This grants the state the ability to further manage post-release prisoners’
“unruliness” and monitor their whereabouts across a range of geographies (for a further discussion on individuality and self-governance, see Rose, 2000).
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Guiding the excluded towards individual choice and responsibility has the power to shift the burden of
compliance onto their shoulders; however, such guidance has the potential to maintain “a particular,
state-defined subjugation in which the individual who takes responsibility for herself ends up paradoxically following the directions given by others”, most notably the carceral state (Moore & Hirai, 2014, p. 8).
Along parallel lines, I concur with Gill (2013) here and elsewhere (Gacek, 2019) that while imprisonment
does cast a long shadow, one that may start from the prison and extend outward into society, EM as a
form of punishment imposes a particular pain of confinement ‒ a pain that is imposed within a state of
stuckedness. Like glue, the adherence to stigma and time leaves behind a residue that exacerbates the
detriment these marginalized individuals are already experiencing in their lives in the community (Gacek,
2019). In particular, the feelings and experiences of being in a state of stuckedness parallels the feelings
associated with the carceral, particularly the detriment of social exclusion; the aggravation and frustration
of isolation from the community; the shame and embarrassment of becoming incarcerated or electronically monitored; and in terms of EM, the annoyance attributed to micro-managing times and schedules
before and after curfews (Gacek, 2019). Constellated together, the stickiness of stigma and time reveals
how EM plays its part in enforcing offender compliance and ensuring that, to varying degrees, the offender feels punished, even within the comfort and the confines of their own community.

Waiting and wanting to get unstuck
Imprisonment, regardless of whether it takes place in a prison or at home, “is the exemplary symbol of
waiting, of being stuck in a space and for a time not of our choosing” (Armstrong, 2015, p. 133). It is not a
far cry to suggest that home may be a space where we choose to be “stuck”, especially when passing the
time with loved ones. Home is also a place where we can engage in a diverse range of activities that might
have productive value (e.g. housework and cooking versus checking social media, watching DVDs, etc.). To
this end, I remain cognizant that the inside/outside dichotomy of the home has been analysed and critiqued, “with feminist scholars pointing out the patriarchal character of the association between masculinity and the public, and femininity and the private/domestic, in the light of the fact that the domestic
can be the locus of oppression rather than freedom” (Moran, 2015, p. 31).
Yet spatialized through the home, the punishment of time imposed by EM gives us a view of imprisonment in which we observe post-release prisoners coping with passing the time, allowing both them and
ourselves to understand penal time and penal waiting as sitting around . While not physically trapped in
their homes, EM provides the insightful perspective of viewing these individuals as penal “waiters” immersed in their own dysfunctional, marginalized and “suspended” lives (Medlicott, 1999) and wanting to
be liberated from waiting. In terms of the struggles post-release prisoners and their loved ones face during the EM period, focusing upon this waiting provides a crucial insight into how EM as a penalty sub -
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sumes the personal territories and lifestyles of those who come into contact with it. Indeed, “the analytical power of waiting…derives from its capacity to highlight certain features of the social process that
might have been hitherto foreshadowed by others or entirely hidden” (Hage, 2009, p. 4).
When asked about what activities they engaged in while the EM curfew was in place, respondents shared
how they attempt to pass the time:
It was mostly playing Xbox, or watching TV, but you get bored of watching TV after being in
here [prison] for so long, because that’s all you can really do to pass the time. Outside, I’d go
on social media and talk to people. But otherwise it’s playing Xbox and that’s pretty much it.
(Billy; italics added)
Just watching TV, playing on the computer and watching DVDs. Maybe I’d read books too.
These activities helped yeah, light reading would help me take my mind off of stuff. Finding a
room in the hostel and getting into a book helped time pass. (Fred; italics added)
I never really had many activities, to be honest with you. I was staying at my mum’s place, and
there’s not much to do there in the evening. So when I was on curfew, I would just go to
sleep, basically. I knew I would hate to be awake and missing out on being out with pals, so I
figured I should just go to sleep. Other times, I would sit in my room and watch TV, but sleeping was it most of the time. (Isaac; italics added)

The point underscoring this form of confinement is that for a particular time slot (for example, 7pm – 7am
within a physical residence), what we may actually experience are feelings of being trapped or “locked
up” within a particular area, all the while preferring the relative freedom of just “being out” (Isaac). While
prison waiting may be experienced as particularly burdensome because it stops time (for the prisoner)
while the rest of the world remains “on the move” (Cresswell, 2006), this type of waiting produces the
particular pain of “time standing still but passing away” (Armstrong, 2015, p. 134, citing Wahidin, 2006,
para. 6.4), a pain that is witnessed from my respondents’ experiences.
Generally, the temporality of imprisonment finds its spatial translation in the prison cell (an arguably crucial space of imprisonment), in which “time itself [is] compartmentalized through space” (Matthews,
2009, p. 37). However, to understand penal waiting, as Armstrong (2015, p. 134) rightly contends, we
should not solely consider it as “a form of stopped time and stilled movement” that focuses on particular
moments and populations and constructs their needs in particular ways. We must recognize the mobility
embedded within experiences of imprisonment, examining how “waiting can be a mobile experience” (Armstrong, 2015, p. 135) that makes visible the prisoner as a “waiter” ( or in the context of EM,
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the offender released to their home and/or physical residence in the community) and other “waiters”
feeling similar pains (the loved ones of the tagged offenders). My earlier work suggests that prisoners will
attempt to lessen the impact of carceral regimes by engaging in activities that take their minds off or help
them forget their carceral environments for short periods of time (Gacek, 2017). Indeed, the mobility of
prisoners “to psychologically enter the inner spaces of their minds to avoid and distance themselves
from…prison life” (Gacek, 2017, p. 73) existing outside their anatomical control can be similarly compared
to the activities engaged in by these respondents (i.e. watching television, playing video games, going on
social media, drinking, etc.). Notwithstanding, once the EM curfew begins, “the swirling flow of life is broken up…into boxes of time” in which particular activities and movements are authorized or not, much like
what is seen in the prison (Armstrong, 2015, p. 137). By slicing up life into spatio-temporal boxes, this logic of control through EM reveals a Foucauldian penal power in which “[w]e…become disciplined through
the waiting process” (Kohn, 2009, p. 225).
This adherence to a space renders a particular visibility to the offender and/or former prisoner, rendering
them “stuck” in a particular space to be further managed and monitored by both G4S Scotland specifically
and criminal justice authorities generally. In effect, multi-agency collaboration and public-private organizational relationships are forged through the excluded-as-stuck, all the while ensuring that the maintenance of offender monitoring proceeds as planned, managing and containing offenders-as-risks along the
way and for the foreseeable future (Garland, 2001; Rose, 2000; Sparks & Gacek, 2019).

Discussion and implications
The carceral states in the USA and the UK have become worrisome leviathans of confinement, and to resolve this situation one could argue that EM has been legitimated as a viable alternative to increase diversion and decarceration and to decrease incarceration rates and costs (for further discussion and debate,
see Graham & McIvor, 2016; Nellis, 2013, 2015; Nellis et al., 2013). While I acknowledge this argument as
a fruitful attempt to deal with mass incarceration in the West, I query whether a focus upon population
rates and costs of prison on the one hand, and EM on the other, simply obscures the culture of control
pervading our understanding of punishment (Garland, 2001). As Kato (2017, p. 198) contends, while demands in the West to dismantle mass incarceration “are increasingly gaining traction, it will not necessarily lead to a reduction of the carceral state”. Kato (2017, p. 198) suggests that emerging trends that centre
on surveillance and security, as well as the processes by which policymaking is negotiated and social upheavals are managed, “put more of the burden upon the controlling aspects associated with the carceral
state and less upon the enclosing characteristics of traditional incarceration”. Therefore, declines in incarceration and increases in EM “should be seen as more of a realignment than an end to the carceral
state” (Kato, 2017, p. 198), and while people may elude incarceration it is through EM that “they are nevertheless enmeshed within a carceral web that is more widening and diffuse” (Kato, 2017, p. 217; italics
added). Now is the time to reconsider cognitive assumptions, normative commitments and emotional
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sensibilities that guide and coordinate crime and social control of our society (Gacek, 2019; Sparks &
Gacek, 2019). We must reshape how we feel about marginalized groups, specifically how they are made
to feel punished, excluded, isolated, mobile, immobile or stuck within the carceral web in numerous ways
(Gacek, 2019). Whether we are debating the use of prison versus the use of EM, such penalties merely
represent two different ways of understanding and managing the same situation, that is, the legitimation
of the carceral state’s continued management of impoverished and marginalized groups with little to no
consideration of ameliorating these social issues outright (Sparks & Gacek, 2019). In the end, EM represents a form of confinement similar to prison while simultaneously widening the carceral web across a
diverse range of geographic scales; it does nothing to assist or support the excluded in a meaningful way
that could lead to their actual inclusion in our society, nor does it redress the collateral effects of imprisonment imposed upon the loved ones of the offender (Gacek, 2019). While it may be the case that such
redress is neither within the nature of the technology nor the outlines of its use (Bülow, 2014), releasing
the offender to their community to wait and to be rendered stuck without proper support in place hardly
sutures a wound that requires greater attention, assistance and resources. Should we decide that EM be
allowed to expand further (both in technological prowess and punitive means), appropriate social policies
and programmes must be paired with EM to directly redress the actual needs of the offender and assist
them in unsticking from the carceral web and ameliorating their particular social circumstances (Sparks &
Gacek, 2019).
Unfortunately, mounting fiscal pressures alone will not be enough to spur communities and governments
to make significant shifts in how they perceive punishment in nature, form and function. The “carceral
clawback” remains persistent (Carlen, 2002), and as the carceral web widens so does “the political clout
and political acumen of groups, institutions and organizations with vested economic interests in maintaining [it]” (Gottschalk, 2015, p. 35). While each may have their own vested interests in the carceral state,
and while such interests were not the main catalysts for the origins of the carceral state, they have certainly become major impediments to reducing prison populations significantly and to reconsidering why
certain forms of punishment in our society are allowed to persist (Gacek, 2019; Gottschalk, 2015; Sparks
& Gacek, 2019).
Finally, EM as a creative carceral extension could also be described in part as “pre-emptive”; that is, EM,
whether it be through the private or public sector, represents one measure or method among many within the shift from prevention of crime to pre-emption of crime and future risk (for a discussion on this shift,
see Zedner, 2007). This shift is indicative of a unique set of social ordering practices, creating, developing
and maintaining “liminal carceral spaces and new forms of mobilities that engage communities…and individuals” (Fishwick & Wearing, 2017, p. 51). In this light, techniques of incarceration that manifest themselves in the local community and in wider society “are now possible in unprecedented ways that were
not feasible in earlier periods due to a lack of infrastructure and technology for security” (Fishwick &
Wearing, 2017, p. 49). Such techniques could expand and include technologies like “DNA analysis; high-
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-powered satellite surveillance cameras; taser guns; electronic tracking devices; Internet surveillance; and
new security forces…introduced to police migration and ‘terrorism’” (Fishwick & Wearing, 2017, p. 49).
Notwithstanding, a geographically expansive understanding of the carceral opens up incarceration as a
multi-institutional, fluid and indeterminate practice. Further scholarship needs to continue to engage with
these extensions of the carceral state as they come into contact with those stuck and entangled within
the widening carceral web beyond traditional spaces of incarceration (Gacek, 2019).

Concluding remarks
This paper reconsiders both the micro-scale complexities of daily life for EM offenders and the macro
shifts in carcerality spreading across society. Taking into consideration the shadowy auspices of the carceral state, this paper galvanizes attention towards reproduction of the carceral beyond the anchorage to
the prison and the current climate of the carceral state.
While my own research attempts to investigate the meanings, interpretations and representations of carcerality in its various forms (Gacek, 2017, 2018, 2019), it cannot be accomplished without the experiences
my respondents have chosen to share. The excerpts of experiences presented here are the respondents’
stories, and they deserve to be shared and discussed, rather than discredited, neglected or silenced. In
concert with this study, these excerpts are not just a contribution to carceral scholarship and wider discussions about EM, but also to the growing and pressing desire to ameliorate the unfortunate circumstances of the excluded-as-stuck ‒ in other words, the marginalized, monitored and/or incarcerated in our
society. Moreover, while the carceral state may be exceptional in its size and tenacity, “many of the political, economic and social forces that sustain it and stand in the way of genuine penal reform are
not” (Gottschalk, 2015, p. 39). Going forward, research and policy need to continue to critically query and
examine how particular forms of punishment are legitimated through society’s “deep attachment to
[punishment] and its centrality within our culture, vocabulary and sensibilities” (Sparks, 1994, p. 19). Only
then can we reconsider EM’s place within the carceral state’s arsenal of penalties to impose. We must
redress the state’s tendency to couple carceral logics with carceral expansions. With the aid of studies
such as this one, we can hear more clearly marginalized voices. This clarity can aid researchers in disentangling the carceral web that is being spun throughout our communities, townships and nation states.
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ABSTRACT
The large-scale digitization of crime-related news articles offers a wide range of possibilities for research.
At the same time, this demands new methods and approaches that might challenge criminologists. In this
article, we would like to demonstrate how we can use available – but often unstructured – data and open
up their potential through data mining. More specifically, we demonstrate how we can detect the main
crime-related topics in the extensive text corpus of TheGuardian.co.uk and spot potential crime waves in
these news messages. Our results prove to be promising, inventorying 21 main topics in the news articles
and detecting the five types of news waves proposed by Geiß (2018), plus an additional type of wave.
Keywords: News waves, online mass media, moral panic, news hypes, crime wave dynamic

The dynamics behind news wave construction
Why is it crucial to gain insight into the development of media waves? Why is this particularly interesting
for criminologists? Because people turn to news for information they can trust and act upon (Strömbäck,
2005). When we trust a source, it “considerably widens the potential for action” (Luhmann, 1995). Furthermore, media users tend to believe that news stories are relevant and true (Luhmann, 2000). This is
problematic as people experience difficulties to “distinguish between an increasing number of media reports and an increasing number of reported incidents” (Kepplinger, 2018, p. 13). Another stringent issue
that makes the study of media waves interesting is that audiences and politicians are often influenced
more “by media reporting than other reality indicators” (Kepplinger, 2018, p. 13).
Kepplinger (2018) identified both direct and indirect consequences tied to the intensity of coverage. Direct effects, for example, can include the impact on a judicial sentence when a case receives much media
attention. Direct effects are not to be confused with deterministic causation, but the friction that re-
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porting causes can lead to a clear effect. Indirect effects, for example, are the consequences for citizens
that undergo political interventions based on media hypes. Mediatization of events can force politicians
to adapt their actions in accordance with what mass media present as an urgent matter that should be
handled (Strömbäck, 2008). This effect is unsettling since media reports should not be seen as a mirror of
reality, but as a filter and as something that adds meanings to events (Luhmann, 2000; McCombs, 2005).
The idea that media serve as a mirror of reality derives from the illusion that journalists are expected to
be impartial observers observing and reporting events objectively (Kepplinger, 2018). This is also how the
role of journalists is presented in traditional theories. However, from empirical research we know that
journalists are subject to different selection processes that fuel the mass media system (e.g. Hanitzsch &
Vos, 2017). In fact, individual journalists’ ‒ or even editorial boards’ ‒ freedom “in choosing the news
items they run is much less than critics often suppose” (Luhmann, 2000, p. 27).
Diminishing budgets and the fierce competition among media organizations have reduced the degree of
freedom of individual journalists even further, as they pushed the mass media from a trustee model,
where the journalists brought news that they thought served the public interest, to a market model,
where the preferences of the audience, advertisers and other financers play a pivotal role in determining
the news value of an item (McManus, 2009; Schudson, 2003). News organizations are not only competing
with other news outlets, however, they are also competing with social media. All an individual bystander
needs is a phone to publish news faster than journalists via social media.
News organizations that aim to build a long-term reputation and relationship with their readers, however,
cannot publish at the same speed as social media without checking sources. This is the new reality for
news organizations. The challenge is that there is too much (unchecked) information without the means
to sort efficiently through it (Grieco, 2017). Lewis, Williams and Franklin (2008) argued that “the number
of checks that the typical journalist makes to confirm a story is decreasing” due to the increased pressure.
Journalism standards are at risk of being traded in for faster publishing of error-prone news items. As a
result, we see a pressure to publish news at a higher pace and a media system that “become[s] more selfreferential, leading to more events that trigger huge and fast-developing news waves” (Van Atteveldt,
Ruigrok, Welbers, & Jacobi, 2018, p. 62).
Journalists are clearly embedded in a mass media system that has its own modus operandi to classify, select and create news. Zhu (1992) argued that this selection process of picking news to add to the news
agenda has an important consequence: it results in a zero-sum game. Prioritizing one topic will happen at
the expense of other topics. As Dana, editor of The New York Sun from 1868 to 1897, famously stated,
“[if] a dog bites a man, that’s not news. But if a man bites a dog, that is news” (quoted in Von La Roche,
Hooffacker, & Meier, 2013, p. 75). Mass media always had the ability to turn non-existing events into realworld effects and – at the same time – ignore other important events (Luhmann, 2000). In May 2019, for
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example, there was widespread coverage in the Belgian press of a supposed outbreak of scabies, tuberculosis and even malaria – a non-contagious disease ‒ among “transmigrants” in the Brussels-North railway
station. This was soon contradicted and proved to be “fake news”. We can hardly accuse the media of objectivity, especially when it comes to crime-related coverage. Crime news is not a reflection of reality.
White-collar crimes, for example, are not covered regularly in newspapers, and even if they are, one can
find them most often in the financial section where they are stripped of any “real” crime connotation
(Stephenson-Burton, 1995, pp. 137–144). This contrasts with the majority of recorded crime, which consists of property offences, white-collar crimes and corporate malpractice (Hillyard, Pantazis, Tombs, &
Gordon, 2004; Tombs & Whyte, 2004).
What is published is never just passive information gathering and transmission, but the result of complex
decisions on the newsworthiness of events that will fuel the development of news waves. But how is the
newsworthiness of an event assessed? Van Atteveldt et al. (2018) inventoried three positive feedback
processes that reinforce each other and result in attention spikes: intra-media, inter-media and extramedia dynamics (Van Atteveldt et al., 2018).
The intra-media dynamic is fuelled by the need to tell a good story (Wolsfeld, 2014). A key event draws
attention and relevant information is lined up in issue attention cycles that vanish when new cases demand attention. Newsworthiness is assessed on the basis of surprise elements, conflicts, norm violations
and local relevance (Harcup & O’Neill, 2016; Luhmann, 2000). Every news organization also develops its
own selection routines, bearing in mind that the information has to fit its proper rubrics and templates.
Available time and space are crucial during the final selection process. If a news broadcast is only 10
minutes long, there is no time to introduce complex stories.
Journalists are influenced by news items published by other mass media organizations, but also by social
media. This is the inter-media dynamic. Donsbach (2004) argued that journalists have difficulty in estimating the newsworthiness of an item and overcome this by looking at colleagues to validate their beliefs. Items that support their beliefs are then copied and get dispersed across different media organizations, and as such, a sort of shared reality is created. During this process, news reporting can easily
“become self-referential and cumulative, each journalist building on the competitor’s scoop” (Giasson,
Sauvageau, & Brin, 2018, p. 169). Inter-media agenda setting illustrates that “imitation is key in the daily
routine of news media” (Hardy, 2018, p. 138). News editors start the day by reading competitors’ newspapers. Radio news takes newspapers as a reference to start the day and television turns to newspaper and
radio news for input. In addition, Pujol (2013) noted that social media streams are now part of the imitation process as well. However, copying information from different news outlets is not without risk. An increased focus and enhanced synchronic attention of media given to the same topic leads to media waves
that add to the public’s perception that more news reports equals a greater seriousness of the topic
(Kepplinger & Habermeier, 1995).
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The effect of a cascade of similar news items can result in a complex feedback system with real-life effects
(Wolfe, Jones, & Baumgartner, 2013). On 15th October 2017, for example, Alyssa Milano tweeted “if
you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet”. The hashtag was seen
by 1.2 million Twitter users in the following days, which resulted in 1.7 million tweets across 85 countries
(Wolfe, 2018). Stories that were originally not picked up could no longer be ignored by the mass media.
The #MeToo movement was widely covered, resulting in even more tweets and consequently more news
items as new scandals popped up continuously.

While the abuse was not a new given ‒ many tweets referred to misbehaviour in a distant past ‒ this selfreinforcing cycle drew more public, media and political attention to the issue and resulted in real-world
effects. A ripple effect spread throughout the movie industry. Prominent figures were fired or forced to
resign and officially accused of sexual misconduct. The mass media system is clearly embedded in an environment with an audience and different sources. This creates an extra-media dynamic. Social media enables citizens to launch stories without much effort, or restrictions from gatekeepers, via Twitter, YouTube
etc. If these stories go viral, it is difficult for news organizations to ignore the social media outburst, and
as such, the possibility of a media wave increases (Mandell & Chen, 2016).
There is clearly no one-to-one correspondence between news and events, or “between operational and
represented reality” (Luhmann, 2000, p. 27). Media waves and moral panic tend “to emerge in series, and
are generally part of a deeper crisis” (Maneri, 2018). Media hypes construct a sort of complex map that
highlights crises and social phenomena, but “the map is not the territory” (Korzybski, 1958). Media hypes,
however, can point to emerging social phenomena, and as such they are an interesting and challenging
area for researchers. While there was no health crisis at the Brussels-North station (supra), the location
has been receiving attention for a long time due to the presence of its temporary residents and their life
circumstances.
Due to the vast amount of crime news, it is not an easy task to detect crime news waves. Most scholars
therefore concentrate on a specific predefined news wave (e.g. Giasson et al., 2018; Rosa, 2018; Van der
Steenhoven, 2018). In this work, however, we used a different approach. We started by operationalizing
“news waves”. Once the definition was clear, we continued with the problem of structuring and categorizing a vast number of crime-related news articles from a specific news site, TheGuardian.co.uk. Secondly,
we explored the presence of potential news waves in all of these categorized messages over an extensive
time period (1/1/2011 – 28/8/2016). This allowed us to study the characteristics of the different waves.
The detected news waves were then compared with the five wave profiles proposed by Geib (2018, see
below).
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Defining media waves | hypes | storms | tsunamis
Before we investigate media waves in more depth, we should first specify how we operationalize this concept. The term is quite commonly used, but the meaning is not as straightforward as it appears. So-called
“media waves” have been well studied in the past. Vasterman (2005) argued that a “media wave” is characterized by events that receive an intense and sudden media coverage that is stimulated, amplified and
magnified by these very media. In a similar vein, Boydstun, Hardy and Walgrave (2014, p. 511) defined a
“media storm” as “an explosive increase in news coverage of a specific issue constituting a substantial
share of the total news agenda devoted to the issue during a certain time”. A dominant news frame is created and public discourse is presented as homogeneous. Lowering the gatekeeping thresholds and imitation seem to be key at this point (Hardy, 2018). Journalists build on previous stories also covered by competitors and expand the initial scope with exclusive interviews, opinions and debates. Dissenting opinions
receive little attention during this process. “Following the trigger event, an archetypal image (or theme)
will slowly impose itself” as more and more similar and comparable news items are added to the initial
trigger event (Giasson et al., 2018, p. 169). Eventually a decline in media attention occurs, but Vasterman
(2005) argued that there is a high likelihood of more news waves on the same topic since it has now
caught the attention, awareness and sensitivity of the public.

The idea of such successive waves of media coverage is coined by Giasson et al. (2018) as a “media tsunami”. Tsunamis also consist of several waves, interrupted by periods of relative lull, but growing in strength
and magnitude in shallow water. The metaphor is built around four conditions that are also often found in
media waves: first, there is a trigger event that initiates the set of waves; second, this key event introduces a first wave of coverage and introduces the topic into the public sphere; third, a period of relative calm
arrives (lull); and finally, fourth, each successive wave is bigger than the initial one.
Geib’s (2018) work also addressed successive waves and proposes four variables that can describe the
development of news events: the intensity of spikes, baseline coverage, the frequency of spikes and the
oscillation of spikes. These variables allowed him to detect five wave profiles. “Routine issues” are
“covered regularly, producing a strong baseline regardless of salient current events”. Court issues, for example, are regularly mentioned in the news. Some cases can attract a lot of attention and cause a temporary spike, but their effect usually fades again. “Flatline issues” are those events that are not covered significantly over an observed interval. White-collar crimes, for example, do not attract a lot of attention in
general. Spikes can occasionally occur but will disappear quickly.
“Struggling issues” have a less regular coverage and fluctuate more than routine issues. Geib referred to
violent crimes as examples of these types of issues. “Launching issues” are issues that manage to build up
over the observed time interval. A large prison reform, for example, could qualify. Before starting debates on such a reform, not a lot of attention would be paid to the topic. Once the project concretizes,this
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would appear more often. As a last type, Geib identified “bursting issues”, issues “driven by salient events
that lead to short-term peaks in coverage” (Geib, 2018, p. 103). Coverage of elections would qualify for
this type of wave.
It should be noted that in criminological studies, waves are typically associated with negative attention
and addressed as “hypes”. Cohen (1972) used the concept to build his theory on moral panic, a mediagenerated public fear. Fishman (1981) noted that new incidents that fit into a discovered “new” type of
crime receive a disproportional amount of attention from the media. Surveillance, for example, was not a
common topic in news media before Snowden’s revelations on the NSA’s surveillance practices. After the
media attention, however, this topic became more visible.
Detecting crime waves is not a trivial matter. One of the first studies on media hypes by Kepplinger and
Habermeier (1995) explained how key events with high visibility managed to trigger a wave of coverage.
Everything that fitted the topic was drawn into the news cycle and covered (Vasterman, 2018). As argued
by Vasterman, however, crucial to this study was the selection of these key events. They were all
“genuine events” that could be quantified and compared, like a specific earthquake or a traffic accident.
As such, the amount of coverage could be juxtaposed with the actual number of incidents. For events involving social issues – the majority of criminological research – this approach becomes problematic. A lot
of crime entails “dark numbers” that obscure the extent of the problem. For example, nuisance, child
abuse, sexual abuse and domestic violence etc. are harder to quantify. Furthermore, crime constructs are
tied to time and space, and tend to change. This is especially the case when they have been the subject of
a news wave (Egelkamp, 2002). The #MeToo movement, for example, changed discourses and increased
the willingness to report similar incidents, resulting in action by authorities, institutions and action
groups. These, in turn, led to even more coverage of “thematically related news” (Vasterman, 2018, p.19).
The problem above is similar to the definition of “moral panic”. Who defines what should be seen as a
moral panic? How can this be quantified? How can we compare the attention spent on the issue that receives coverage with the actual and objective number of events? Due to this mismatch between news
waves and actual events, media attention cannot serve as a proxy for crime statistics. However, even if it
cannot serve as a proxy, it is still useful to focus on the characteristics of news waves. We agree with
Vasterman (2018) that it is impossible to quantify and compare the coverage of events with their realworld proportions, especially when social constructs are involved. Yet, we can focus on the systematic
build-up of the news waves.
We would therefore like to broaden the scope of academic studies that attach a normative connotation to
extensive media attention. The rationale behind news waves is not to be reduced to merely “promotional
publicity of an extravagant or contrived kind” (Vasterman, 2005). Instead we use Vasterman’s broader de-
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finition that refers to a sit-uation in which something attracts more media attention than may be expected. In other words, it is not required that media consciously bring this news in an extravagant fashion.
Our definition is built on the changing dynamics of news hypes rather than asserting an a priori normative
meaning to them.
We disentangle the concept of “hype” from its proportions in the “real world”, as these are often thought
to predict hysteria while an event is still taking place. Vasterman (2005) draws a parallel with Smelser’s
definition of panic. Smelser (1963, p. 131) describes panic as “a collective flight based on hysterical belief”. Our definition does not consider whether the panic is justified or has a negative outcome. It has no
associated normative judgement. Both definitions are disentangled from the real world.
This definition does, however, blur the distinction between media “waves” and “hypes”. A dramatic
event, for example, like the terrorist attacks at Zaventem airport (Brussels) in 2016, also has the tendency
to trigger a self-reinforcing cycle of media attention. Yet, we do not attempt to classify the detected news
waves into a “dichotomy of whether or not it is a media hype” (Vasterman, 2018, p. 21). The distinction
between waves and hypes requires a qualitative approach that is beyond the scope of our research.

Data set: exploring crime-related topic on TheGuardian.co.uk
For this project we used the crime-related news on TheGuardian.co.uk.1 We selected TheGuardian because it is one of the largest online news sites available at the moment. Our methodology was built
around the idea that another site can serve as input with only minor adjustments. The tools used are thus
generic and widely applicable. This could be particularly interesting for comparing dominant topics and
waves across different news outlets.
In 2016, at the time of our data collection, the website was structured in very broad categories, some of
which were oriented towards criminologically relevant news. We collected all news messages in the categories “UK crime”, “Prisons and probation”, “Criminal justice” and “UK security”. This led to a data set
containing 39,118 news messages, written by 4,128 authors. For this work, we restricted our data set to
the period between 1/1/2011 and 28/08/2016. This left us with 14,146 articles to explore. We opted for
this restriction since 2011 was the year when user contributions started to play an important role in the
news as well (Steenhout, 2019). Of course, this interval can be extended. The only restriction is that the
data set should contain a sufficient number of news messages. We would advise those willing to try similar methodologies to work with at least 1,000 news articles per year.
It should be mentioned that TheGuardian.co.uk actively promotes user engagement by allowing users to
add to the above categories as well, albeit in the form of “opinions”. It is quite hard for readers to distin1 This research was performed by courtesy of TheGuardian.co.uk.
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ish between actual journalists’ content and opinion pieces. The layout is quite similar and often the only
giveaway is the word “Opinion” on the left margin. Because these messages are so hard to distinguish and
we expect the contributions of non-journalists to grow, we opted to handle these as news messages as
well.

Methodology
Our data set was characterized by its lack of structure. Apart from the four very broad categories, we had
no idea which topics were actually covered. News items were associated with certain tags by the journalists. However, these were no help since these tags are often too broad, or refer to very specific cases. An
example of the tags that addressed specific cases was “Mark Duggan”. Duggan was shot by the British police in 2011. His shooting allegedly triggered the UK riots of 2011. The tag can refer to news items reporting on the shooting incident, the riots that followed, the juridical consequences, etc. Unless we
looked at the specific context of these messages, we risked grouping together a wide variety of topics that
only had a specific person in common. This rendered the tags quite useless for detecting topics. Reading
our collection of texts was not a viable option either. At a reading pace of a good 200 words per minute, it
would take us more than 8,200 hours. At eight hours a day, that would take over three years to read, not
analyse, these texts.
To unlock the potential of our data, we turned to knowledge discovery and data mining (KDD) techniques.
KDD is an interdisciplinary field that uses a variety of methods originating from linguistics, statistics, machine learning, data visualization, etc. Its principles are based on finding patterns in data without a priori
starting from predefined patterns or categories. Analysing data in a structured and intelligent way is a valuable resource in research. It can uncover new and latent patterns and thus lead to insights, serving as an
excellent point of departure for further in-depth analysis.

Text mining is a specific subset of data mining that focuses on text. The field offers a wide variety of methods that can be combined in many ways. It has been used to explore news messages in the past. Singh,
Tiwari, and Garg (2011) demonstrate some efficient clustering techniques that can be used to cluster
news topics.
Cluster analysis is a common technique for clustering news messages into topics. The technique involves
clustering unlabelled data into useful collections (topics). It therefore falls under the “unsupervised” algorithms that are able to detect patterns in data (data mining). No training set is presented with a preset
number of specific classes. Instead, the algorithm has to discover interesting structures in our texts. We
have used incremental k-means cluster analysis to determine exclusive clusters and enforce induction of
the main topic.
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Once we were able to determine the main topics present among the news topics, we could offset the frequency of coverage of a specific topic against the time. We used HighCharts to visualize these time series.
HighCharts is a JavaScript charting library, free for non-commercial use, that allows dynamic charts on data. This is convenient since, in our case, it is sometimes necessary to zoom into specific regions in the time
series for further exploration. This ability to zoom into a specific region of the time series allows for a visual check of the findings based on the metrics to detect anomalies, or unexpected peaks, in our time series.
These peaks are potential news waves.

Topic detection
We used RapidMiner’s incremental k-means clustering to group our news items (e.g. Witten, Frank, &
Hall, 2011). The algo-rithm runs through the stories one by one and decides, through a simple three-step
pro-cess, whether the news article should be added to an existing cluster or a new cluster needs to be
created (Fig. 1). Compared to regular k-means, the number of clusters (k) is not set, but we let the algorithm iterate the analysis of the data in order to
find a decent number of meaningful clusters. For
k = 1 we have just one cluster. The decision to assign a news article to a specific cluster is based on
the distance to the closest cluster centre. We
used the Euclidean distance metric for this purpose. The centroids, or means, of the instances in
each cluster are calculated. These new centroids
are now the new centre values for each cluster.
The process iterates the data with the new cluster
centres until the same points are assigned to each
cluster.
We preprocessed our data before using k-means
clustering. Preprocessing is a crucial and important step in natural language processing. The
idea is to extract interesting parts of the text and
to get rid of words that contribute little to the
content. As we are eliminating actual data from
our data set, it is a step that requires quite some
attention as well.
Figure 1: k-means clustering approach.
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A poorly preprocessed data set will eventually reflect badly on the results, while thoughtful preprocessing
reduces the throughput for algorithms significantly and improves their efficiency and effectiveness
(Vijayarani, Ilamathi, & Nitya, 2001).
Figure 2 gives an overview of the steps in this preprocessing phase. In the first step, the raw data in our
articles (documents) were chopped up into smaller chunks of terms (tokens). In this process we only selected English tokens, automatically removing punctuation. The list of tokens was the basis for the remainder of our analysis, assisting us in finding meaningful keywords. All text mining processes require the
actual words in the data set. After tokenization, all words were transformed to lower case. Words at the
beginning of a sentence were then treated in the same way as words further on in a sentence. Additionally, some tokens, contractions that are common in English, were replaced (“I’m” by “I am”, “we’ll” by “we
will”, etc.). Filler words (a, the, this, and etc.) contribute little to the meaning of a text, but due to their
high frequency in texts they can provide an obstacle in analysis. We used RapidMiner’s own list for removing English filler words.
To further reduce our data set, words with less than three and more than 25 letters were removed as
well. This was based on the assumption that small words often contain additional filler words, whereas
words with more than 25 letters are so rare that they contribute little to our analysis. As a last step, we
performed word stemming. This allowed us to reduce words like “kill”, “killing” and “killed” to the same
stem “kill”. We used Porter’s algorithm to achieve this (Porter, 1980). It builds on the idea that suffixes in
the English language are often made by grouping smaller and simpler suffixes. Since English grammar has
around 1,200 suffixes, it offers an efficient technique for further data reduction (Vijayarani et al., 2001).

Figure 2: Preprocessing steps.
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After the pre-processing, our articles were ready to be converted to word vectors, which allow the distance to specific centroids to be created and measured. We used tf-idf (term frequency-inverse document
frequency), as it signals how important a word is to a document in reference to all articles: the tf-idf value
increases proportionally to the word’s occurrences in the document, but is offset by the word’s frequency
in the corpus. This helps in determining whether a word is very common or highly uncommon. In both
cases, the word would attribute little meaning. Very common words will appear in most documents and
do not contribute to their distinction. Highly uncommon words might be so specific that they are too precise to allow distinction.
One of the difficulties of k-means is that the algorithm does not provide an optimal k. Witten et al. (2011)
suggested that the success of clustering can be approached subjectively by estimating how useful the result appears to a human user. They therefore asserted the importance of common sense while clustering.
Clusters have to pass the human test and provide meaningful results for the underlying research project.
This requires extensive knowledge of the field.
Besides common sense, there are also measurements that assist in asserting validity. Different performance measurements are available to assess both internal and external validity. We used the average
centroid cluster distance and the Davies-Bouldin index as measurements of internal validity (Hofmann &
Klinkenberg, 2014).
The “average within centroid distance” explores each cluster stepwise and measures the average distance
to the points in the cluster. Compact clusters result in a small average distance. How-ever, since the value
will decrease as the number of clusters increases, interpretation can be troublesome. The measure did
not prove to be a good detector of outliers. The Davies-Bouldin metric targets compactness. It measures
the maximum ratio of intra-cluster distance for points in two clusters to the distance between those clusters. The average of the clusters is taken. A low Davies-Bouldin measurement typically yields a good clustering. To assess external validity, we used human effort to label 495 news articles. We calculated the
matching matrix on a sample of N = 495. We provided ac-curacy based on the matching matrix. Since this
measurement alone is not suitable for assessing the strength of the clustering, precision (positive predictive value), recall (true positive rate) and F1 measure were added to better assess the quality of the detected clusters.
The results of the clustering were illustrated by visualizing the centroids per cluster through “wordles”.
These provided an easy overview of the most important terms in a cluster. The importance of each term
is represented by the font size of the term. Our clustering algorithm did not give us any insight into the
actual contents of a topic. Wordles, however, helped us to determine the actual topics since they signal
the distinguishing words and importance of these words within each topic.
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Visual anomaly detection through time series
We used time series to plot news topic frequency (coverage/day) on a timeline. Since our observed interval spanned a relatively long period, an interactive chart was im-plemented as a web application. Here it
is possible to zoom in on specific regions. This offered the necessary detail for more in-depth investigation
of specific trends. The app is illustrated in Figure 3². By simply clicking on a specific topic, the associated
time series is drawn. Time series of several topics can be compared as well.

Figure 3: Example of the web application.

For detecting anomalies, several techniques exist that are often quite domain-specific. In criminology, for
example, boxplots are frequently used to detect outliers. While boxplots would be suitable for detecting
waves on the condition that there are no continuous upward trends, this method would be unable to detect trends that persist over a longer period of time. Furthermore, several ‒ mostly economic ‒ models
exist. ARIMA models are just one example, but these entail several assump-tions that our time series cannot meet (Mills, 1990).
Geib (2018) is – to the best of our knowledge – the only scholar that has attempted to systematically describe the characteristics of waves and detail their dynamics extensively. He used three promising steps to
detect news hypes: 1) cut-off: coverage of issues below the average is cut off. Only above-average coverage is considered; 2) threshold: issues have to remain above average with a threshold of at least three
times the volatility of the issue; 3) volume: spikes with a volume of less than five news items above the
cut-off are dropped.
While this approach is suitable when you study several news outlets, it proved to be inadequate for observing a specific outlet over a longer time interval, where smaller amounts of coverage per day are encountered. Therefore, we adapted this approach. We defined an issue as a wave when we encountered

2 The code of this web application is available via Github.com. Researchers interested in using the app can contact the author for access.
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coverage that was above average (cut-off) and increased over at least two successive days. The constraint
on threshold and volume was not withheld. Since we only looked at one news outlet, introducing a minimal value would have been arbitrary. Instead, the detailed visualization discussed above was used as a
supplementary visual check. We did look at the oscillation and average volume of peaks to assess the behaviour of the associated time series.

Analysis
Incremental k-means clustering was used to gain an understanding of the underly-ing topics. The underlying rationale was that texts with similar topics would group together. The measures for internal validity,
Davies-Bouldin index and the average within-cluster distance suggested 25 clusters. Figure 4 illustrates
the values, ranging from k = 1 to k = 30. Davies-Bouldin had a minimal score of 5.2 at this point. The average within-cluster distance suggested no outliers in these clusters. A visual check of the term distribution
over the clusters suggested that these 25 clusters resulted in overall meaningful categories that covered a
wide area of crime-related news items. Our matching matrix gave more insight into the quality of these
clusters. Not only were types of crimes discovered but also more politically relevant topics (voting rights
for prisoners), juridical topics (courts), etc. It is important to note, however, that this was not necessarily
optimal clustering. Beyond k = 30, for example, there may have been better clustering of the data. Based
on the results of our external validity check, and by applying the clusters in our research (common-sense
approach), we found most of these clusters to be sufficiently useful for our purposes.

Figure 4: Davies-Bouldin index for our incremental k-means algorithm.
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The wordle illustrations (Figure 5) present three of the 25 clusters found, containing the top words significant to the cluster. Term importance is reflected by the font size of the term. While many terms overlap,
a pattern of separation is visible.

Figure 5: Wordle illustration of three topics found.

The fact that terms appear in more than one cluster is a logical consequence of language use, especially
when focused only on criminologically relevant discussions. Even though the English language has a broad
corpus, there is a limited range of words that is frequently used (Zipf, 1932). The chances are that these
are important in several topics. Furthermore, an overlap can be expected since some topics are related.
The discussion of a court case, for example, should be clustered under the “courts” topics. The case may,
however, very well cover a murder. But while some terms overlap, the story is on a case brought before a
court, not on the actual act of murder.
We asserted the external validity via the performance measures of the matching matrix (Table 1). Per
cluster, the 10 most commented upon and 10 least commented upon messages were selected and labelled according to the 25 clusters. Five news items showed overlap and were excluded, resulting in a
sample of 495 news items. The ground truth was then compared with the actually predicted clusters.
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Table 1: Performance measures (matching matrix) for topics found
Id

TP

TN

FP

FN

Accuracy

Precision

Recall

F1 measure

1

19

385

1

1 .995

.95

.95

.95

2

15

389

0

5 .988

1

.75

.857

3

17

387

4

3 .983

.81

.85

.829

4

17

387

2

3 .988

.895

.85

.872

5

17

387

0

3 .993

1

.85

.919

6

15

389

0

5 .988

1

.75

.857

7

17

387

2

3 .988

.895

.85

.872

8

18

386

0

2 .995

1

.9

.947

9

12

392

2

8 .976

.857

.6

.706

10

19

385

4

1 .988

.826

.95

.884

11

15

389

1

5 .985

.938

.75

.833

12

19

385

0

1 .998

1

.95

.974

13

20

384

4

0 .99

.833

1

.909

14

17

387

1

3 .99

.944

.85

.895

15

15

389

0

5 .988

1

.75

.857

16

15

389

1

5 .985

.938

.75

.833

17

15

389

1

5 .985

.938

.75

.833

18

10

394

7

10 .96

.588

.5

.541

19

16

388

0

4 .99

1

.8

.889

20

17

387

0

2 .995

1

.895

.945

21

12

392

1

15 .962

.923

.444

.6

22

17

382

2

3 .988

.895

.85

.872

23

15

387

1

5 .985

.938

.75

.833

24

19

389

0

1 .998

1

.95

.974

25

16

385

57

4 .869

.219

.8

.344

Twenty-one clusters scored very well, but four clusters had a resulting F1 measure of under 80%. The first
were the “youth crime” and “missing persons” clusters. With a recall value of .6 and .444, these clusters
scored poorly on completeness. In the case of the “youth crime” cluster, no fewer than six of the 20 news
items were misclassified as “youth crime” when they should have been in the cluster “non-indexed
crime”. Inspection suggested that this was a cluster that would benefit from further division. The majority
of misclassified items had “social services” as the main topic. The “disappearing” cluster also had most of
its misclassifications located in the “non-indexed crimes” section. “Murder” and “non-indexed crimes”
scored poorly on both precision and recall. Here too results suggested that the clusters could be further
subdivided.
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For the “non-indexed crimes” in particular, an extra problem surfaced. Some articles contained a weekly
overview of crimes and therefore covered a wide area of crimes. However, no crime in particular had
more importance than another in these articles. This problem could not be tackled via a k-means approach alone, and would benefit rather from a multi-label approach. The overall performance of the
k-means clustering algorithm was therefore quite good, bearing in mind that four clusters performed
worse than the other 21 clusters. These four clusters were therefore excluded from our time series analysis.

Table 2 contains the size and description of the clusters found. When facing large amounts of textual
date, like the news items in our study, it is impossible to profile each cluster manually by going through all
of the text in the clusters. Clusters are therefore usually identified by the descriptive terms provided by
the cluster model. The term vector provides weight measurements that explain how well each term fits
into the cluster.
Table 2: Overview of found topics in corpus with news items
Id

Topic

Total

Description

1

Prisons

820

General news on the prison systems

2
3
4
5

Syria
Bill creation
Riots
Shootings

317
393
394
401

Reports on Syria and the related war crimes
News on the process of proposing, passing and using of new bills
News on riots and prosecution of rioters
News on gun-related crimes

6

Child abuse

548

News on child abuse and exploitation

7

Rape

610

News on rape and sexual assaults

8
9

Legal assistance
Youth Crime

345
371

Reports on legal aid during lawsuits
News on youth crime and the effects of placement/imprisonment of youth

10
11

Courts
(Online) fraud

1101
425

Reports on courts and the justice system
Fraud and embezzlement news

12

Drugs

168

News on drug-related crimes

13

Privacy and surveillance

423

Reports on spying, privacy, surveillance, etc.

14
15
16

Muslim extremism
Sentencing
Intelligence services and military ops.

348
214
497

Reports on muslim extremism and radicalization
News on sentencing measures and their effects
News regarding intelligence services, like MI5 and MI6 and (secret) military operations

17

Assault

972

Assault-related news (with or without weapon)

18
19

Murder
Human rights and prisoners

1389
115

Murder-related news
News regarding prisoners' human rights

20

Dog-related crimes

48

Reports on attacks by dogs, but also crimes on dogs

21

Disappearances

577

News on disappearance cases

22

Terrorism

611

Reporting on terrorism

23

IRA

460

IRA-related reporting

24
25

Extraditions
Non-indexed crimes

220
2379

News on extraditions (both non-UK and by/to UK)
Category that bundles a few crimes that don’t fit into the above categories, like
discrimination, theft, traffic
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In the wordle, the size of each word directly reflects its importance in the cluster. Additionally, the descriptions were tuned based on closer inspection of 20 of the cluster members as well. The 20 news items
selected were the 10 most commented upon and the 10 least commented upon news items in the cluster.
As expected, clusters varied in size (Table 2 illustrates the distribution of the news items over the clusters). We saw little attention given to minor street crimes. Theft, for example, went unnoticed in the clusters. The category “Drugs” contained only 168 news items. This contrasted with less common crimes like
“Terrorism”, “Child abuse” and “Shootings”, which generated larger numbers of news items, a finding
that is in line with research stating that topics involving violence receive greater attention from the mass
media. According to Williams and Dickinson (1993), the British press devotes 65% of crime reports to stories involving interpersonal violence. Police records, however, indicate that only 6% of registered crimes
involve interpersonal violence.
A remarkable number of news items involved the topics “Fraud”, “Privacy and surveillance” and
“Intelligence services”. These are usually underreported topics, and they are a less likely fit in the
“Violence” category. Furthermore, we suspect a “Snowden ef-fect” in these articles. TheGuardian.co.uk
was at the very centre of Snowden’s revelations on the NSA. Snowden approached a journalist from
TheGuardian.co.uk to publish his records. The newspaper has a strong focus on whistle-blowers, offering
an environment where they can provide information anonymously. This is a tactic that might explain the
presence of numerous news items on fraud as well. These are typically cases that can be signalled by
whistle-blowers too. Yet this needs further examination to make valid statements.
Without scrutinizing the texts in each topic, the wordles had already revealed quite a lot of information
on the topics. The “riot” wordle (Fig. 5), for example, suggested that the “riots” topic deals with very local
riots (presence of terms like “London”, “Birmingham”, “Manchester” and “local”). Proximity, violence and
norm violations are subjects that, in general, score high in the assessment of newsworthiness by news
organizations (Luhmann, 2000). The wordle also tackled norm violations and seemed to focus on violence.
These were expressed in terms like “disorder”, “disturbance”, “moral”, “trouble”, “violence” and
“criminal”. Other terms like “local”, “shop” and “owners” pointed towards a “hierarchy of victimization” (Greer, 2004). In a context of riots, defenceless shop owners can be a target for the mob. Greer
coined the term “hierarchy of victimization” to refer to the phenomenon that in the/according to the media, not all victims are equal. Norm violations affecting defenceless persons, children, elderly persons etc.
are considered more important than, for example, norm violations against prisoners. Other keywords emphasized the involvement of youths and gangs. Keywords like “culture”, “family”, “social”, “work” and
“society” could indicate that some of the articles tackled possible interventions or solutions in the context
of the riots. Again, this is very suggestive and should be checked against an in-depth exploration of the
actual news articles.
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Once the main topics had been induced from our results, we were able to plot the frequencies via time
series. These served as a visual check of the detected topic dynamics. When we explored the topics in
more depth, we found dynamics that support Geib’s categories. Table 3 gives an overview of the observed metrics.
Court news (topic 10), for example, qualified as a routine issue (Fig. 6). Court events figured routinely (n =
1101) in the news and had a strong baseline (C = 2.49) due to its regular presence in the news. There were
a normal number of spikes considering the constant coverage (f = 32). Each spike had, in general, a low
volume (V = 6.22). Other examples of routine issues included the topics “prisons” (topic 1),
“assault” (topic 17) and “general terrorism” (topic 22).
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317

0.15

-0.54

16

0.18

125.1
9

M
(SD)

10
(6.27)

820

0.4

1.45

35

1.81

59.0
6

M
(SD
)

5.77
(3.87
)

Cut-off

Normalized cut-off (C)

Spike frequency (f)

Normalized spike
frequency

Avg. time between
spikes

4
(2.26)

0.57

2.91
(1.4)

0.76

Spike duration (D)

Avg. oscillation

Spike volume (V)

2

1

Topic

0.63

3.9
(2.3)

8.1
(6.52
)

M
(SD
)

206.
7

-0.34

10

-0.22

0.19

393

3

1.58

6.33
(6.24)

48.17
(78.81
)

M
(SD)

338.1
7

-0.68

6

-0.22

0.19

394

4

0.53

2.57
(0.73)

5.57
(4.29)

M
(SD)

145.0
7

0.00

14

-0.22

0.19

401

5

0.64

2.69
(0.99
)

4.15
(1.46
)

M
(SD
)

159

-0.08

13

0.42

0.27

548

6

0.65

2.71
(1.2)

4.95
(3.04
)

M
(SD
)

95.7
1

0.61

21

0.66

0.3

610

7

0.48

2.5
(0.5)

5
(1.41
)

M
(SD
)

342

-0.68

6

-0.38

0.17

345

8

0.87

3.38
(1.67
)

6.22
(3.74
)

M
(SD
)

64.6

1.55

32

2.49

0.53

1101

10

0.52

2.6
(0.8)

4.8
(1.6)

M
(SD
)

410.
8

0.77

5

0.06

0.21

425

11

0.3

2

3

M
(SD
)

-

-1.11

1

-1.1

0.08

168

12

0.72

5.39
(3.56)

12.28
(10.5)

M
(SD)

114.8
3

0.35

18

-0.14

0.2

423

13

Table 3: Features of issue profiles

0.61

2.62
(0.92
)

4.85
(1.7)

M
(SD
)

159

-0.08

13

-0.38

0.17

348

14

0.38

0.64

2.5
(0.63)

5.14
(2.39)

8 (1)

2 (0)

M
(SD)

145.1
4

0.00

14

0.18

0.24

497

16

M
(SD)

1031.
5

-1.03

2

-0.94

0.1

214

15

0.75

3.14
(1.81
)

5.86
(3.14
)

M
(SD
)

48.0
7

2.49

43

2.01

0.47

972

17

0.31

4 (1)

10.5
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Figure 6: Visualization of time series “Courts” topic.

Less regularity and more fluctuation than in the above routine issues could be found in the “Rape” topic
(topic 7, Fig. 7), which proved to be an example of a struggling issue. The topic was covered less frequently (n = 610), but still had frequent spikes (f = 21) with a higher volume (V = 4.95) than the routine issues.
Contrary to Geib’s findings, the topic “general terrorism” (topic 22) also qualified as a routine issue. The
topic is quite present in our data set (n = 611) and had frequent spikes (f = 27) with an average volume of
4.3. This difference could be explained by the time intervals that were used in his research. Geib focused
on 2006 and German newspapers. Although not a new phenomenon, terrorism has gained a prominent
spot in European newspapers over the last few years. One of the reasons is that terrorism, being a communicative act, benefits from the ability of citizens to upload, share and report on terrorism (O’Loughlin,
2019). Struggling issues are those issues that are quite stable and tend to recur (e.g. violent crimes, international conflicts, etc.). This discrepancy in findings does however show that the time series dynamics are
not absolute. The profile of a time series can be different in time and space

Figure 7: Visualization of time series “Rape” topic.
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Flatline issues can be found, for example, in topics like “dog-related crimes” (topic 20), “human rights for
prisoners” (topic 19), “legal assistance” (topic 8) and “sentencing” (topic 15). None of the topics were covered significantly, and if a few, generally moderate, spikes arose, they quickly faded. As argued by Geib
(2018), some of these topics are surprisingly fundamental to society (“legal assistance”, for example). This
can also be the very reason why the topics are neglected by journalists. They might be taken for granted
and only covered in the case of major deviations from the norms. When a major scandal is encountered,
flatline issues can always change to launching or bursting issues.

The “Riots” topic (topic 4) provided a clear example of a launching issue. Figure 8 illustrates less frequent
spikes (f = 6), but massive attention during these spikes (V = 48.17). Over the entire observed interval,
however, quite moderate attention was given to the topic.

Figure 8: Visualization of time series “Riots” topic.

The difference between launching issues and bursting issues is quite small. The latter are characterized by
shorter-duration spikes compared to launching issues. Coverage increases and decreases rather abruptly,
whereas launching issues have a “tail” (visible in Fig. 8). Coverage is comparable, however. An example of
such a bursting issue was found in the “Child abuse” topic (see Fig. 9). The temporary salience of this topic
managed to attract a lot of attention over a short period of time, but quickly faded. Here too, under the
right conditions, the characteristics of a time series could change and cause it to fall under a different profile.
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Figure 9: Visualization of time series “Child abuse” topic.

We found a news issue that did not match Geib’s characterization completely, however, since it lacks a
category for “persistent issues”. Persistent issues are somewhat related to the launching issues described
by Geib and show a moderate attention over the years and – depending to a great extent on the observed
interval – moderate volatility. In the data, a few (f = 18) but quite articulate news spikes (V = 12.28) were
present. These issues differed in the sense that they not only built up considerably over time, but also remained present in the news from this point onwards (an example of such a persistent issue can be found
in Figure 10). Around July 2013, we saw the topic “Privacy and surveillance” (topic 13) gain prominence.
The time series suggested that around that time a particular incident (or sequence of incidents) drew the
attention of the media and public. This event was so invasive that the sensitivity of the media increased
and persisted over the given topic. The wordle suggested a prominent focus on the revelations of Snowden. “MI5”, “MI6” and “GCHQ”, all British intelligence services, were also prominent in the topic. The
leaking of the NSA’s surveillance methods by Snowden put the topic on the agenda.

Figure 10: Visualization of time series “Privacy and surveillance” topic.
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Conclusion and discussion
There is a rather general consensus that public knowledge about crime and criminal justice is derived
from the media (e.g. Jewkes, 2015; Luhmann, 2000; Surette, 1990). Media do not provide an objective
view on reality, however, and inter-media, extra-media and intra-media effects can trigger a boost in coverage. This, however, is not without consequences. It enforces “the false impression that problems accumulate and problems become more urgent” (Kepplinger & Habermeier, 1995). This in turn can activate a
series of events that might not have happened otherwise. Media hypes can also point to emerging social
phenomena. An alleged health crisis, for example, might point to an underlying issue with (trans)migrants
in a train station.
For researchers, wave dynamics are therefore a promising field of study. Furthermore, the digitization of
crime news on a variety of platforms offers vast amounts of data to explore. This creates new opportunities to scrutinize this information and explore connections that are beyond the possibilities of an observing researcher.
In this work, we demonstrate how data mining techniques can be effectively used to structure unstructured news articles. The method allows us to focus on the detection of possibly latent news waves and
not on just one specific predefined wave.
We illustrated that the produced time series mostly follow the topic dynamics that Geib (2018) proposed
in his work. We found an additional type of wave that catches permanent changes in news coverage: increased awareness of privacy and surveillance has been observed since Snowden’s SNA revelations. This
is particularly interesting for criminologists as it addresses the social construction behind crime and visualizes this qualitatively. This study also demonstrated that topics are bound to time and space. Moreover,
the definition of a news wave can obviously have an impact on the results.

Our work would benefit from a better description that better catches a variety of news waves and not only those that build up over a limited amount of time. Yet, we are convinced that our methodology allows
for a fast and effective approach to detect the underlying changing dynamics of crime issue coverage. Furthermore, the method can be easily adapted to handle other data sources and provide the means for
comparative research between news streams on the topic of news wave characteristics.
The explosion of digital news (and digital content in general) clearly requires new methods and an interdisciplinary point of view to explore the possibilities of this digital revolution. This might be a challenge for
contemporary scholars in the field of criminology. While criminology is an interdisciplinary field, the interdisciplinarity is often restricted to the social and legal sciences. We would therefore advise embracing the
current potential for criminological research by integrating at least some basic data mining in courses.
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ABSTRACT
Young people from Brussels are often considered a homogeneous group and associated with a negative
connotation. Nowadays, one way to mobilize these young people is through social sports projects. These
“Sport for Development” (SFD) programmes focus on individual and social development within a multicultural society. Now it appears that the scientific results of these programmes are not unequivocally positive and mostly include (young) men and boys. BC Foyer Molenbeek is such project with this special feature that it focuses exclusively on girls and young women. It concerns a group that is both socially and scientifically invisible. The following research question has been decided upon to discover what these urban
women consider important and at the same time to empower them: “Which elements are represented in
the self-narratives of the girls of BC Foyer Molenbeek?” Through a participant-oriented, open and bottom
-up research approach, we wanted to gain insight into these women’s stories and empower them at the
same time. Their self-narratives seemed of undeniable value as they showed us the importance of not only recognizing but also acknowledging this group and the everyday discrimination they have to face in a so
-called “post-racial” and “post-feminist” society. In addition, theoretical expectations of SFD programmes
do not always correspond with practice; depending on an internal (within the club) or external (contact as
a member with the outside world) frame, some of the goals are reached, others are absent or even experienced in the opposite way.
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Introduction
Brussels, the capital of Belgium and de facto capital of Europe, can be considered a demographic outsider.
While other Belgian regions have undergone a shift towards an older population, this is not the case for
Brussels. International and national migration flows of young people and a high natural birth number
have led not only to a young but also to a diverse and even super-diverse population (Geldof, 2013; Hermia, 2014). Different nationalities, cultures, religions and socio-economic positions live next to and with
each other, transforming Brussels into a dynamic and future-oriented city (Elchardus, Roggemans, & Siongers, 2011). However, a unilateral positive view falls short: Brussels is also characterized by a high degree of poverty and a continuing increase in inequality. In comparison with other Belgian regions and European countries, the levels of (youth) employment, well-being and the quality of education remain rather low (Elchardus et al., 2011; Geldof, 2013). This, combined with phenomena such as radicalization,
terrorism and (media) debates on safety in Brussels, has resulted in a negative image of the capital in general, and specific districts in particular, as places characterized by nuisance and criminality (Cops & Put,
2011). Not only the city itself but also young people living there have to deal with these negative views
and representations (Vettenburg, Elcharus, & Put, 2011). Despite the lack of (scientific) attention given to
this group and their subjective environment, they are continuously associated with alarming themes such
as unsafety, criminality, unemployment, low degrees of education and poverty. Negative clichés have become the norm and a problem approach dominates discussions about them (Rea, Nagels, & Christiaens,
2009; Vettenburg et al., 2011). As a consequence, different categories of urban youth in Brussels are often
described as vulnerable, at risk or lacking social capital. The deficit model builds on this by stating that
young people from disadvantaged areas are uniformly deficient. Instead of focusing on social systems underlying social vulnerability, individual shortcomings are emphasized (Nols, Haudenhuyse, & Theeboom,
2017; Rea et al., 2009).
As a result of this approach, a wide range of social programmes has been developed to focus on the
emancipation of these young people (Perkins et al., 2007). Sport for Development (SFD) programmes are
organized to reach and mobilize young people, building on the assumption that they can benefit from
sport as a form of positive development (Herbots, 2011). Such programmes aim to develop and empower
vulnerable young people within a multicultural society (Kidd, 2008). However, research has shown that
the outcomes of these projects are difficult to measure, and promising images of SFD projects may be
overrated. The outcomes of these programmes are not unequivocally positive as sports may contribute to
discrimination and exclusion (Chawansky & Hayhurst, 2015; Deelen, Burgers, Jansen, & Koelemaij, 2015;
Jeanes & Lindsey, 2014; Lyras & Peachey, 2011; Vandermeerschen & Scheerder, 2015). For example,
Coakley (2011) suggests that sport projects mainly result in bonding with “equals” based on socioeconomic status, or racial or ethnic identity, while “bridging” and facilitating relationships based on differences happens less frequently.

VOL 2 (1) 2019
criminologicalencounters.org

83 | Jasmien Bougrine and An Nuytiens

In addition, while research on young women and girls is under-represented in criminological research in
general (Chesney-Lind & Chagnon, 2016), and more specifically in Belgium, this is even truer when it
comes to research on women in SFD projects. Despite the increasing number of young women participa-ting in these programmes, research on SFD programmes mainly focuses on (young) men (Tlili & Delorme,
2014; also see, however: Schaillée, Theeboom, & Skille, 2017).
Building on these gaps, we conducted research to gain insight into the participation of urban 1 women
from Brussels in an SFD programme, and into their life stories in a more general way (Bougrine, 2018).²
The study had two main goals. The first goal was to create more visibility for recognition of urban women
participating in SFD programmes. We aimed to raise the awareness of this issue amongst criminological
scholars. The second goal focused on the participatory aspect as we tried to voice and empower an often
forgotten group, not only in research, but also in policy and practice. By collecting personal stories and
women’s self-narratives, we gained insight into their life world and experiences. The main research question was: “Which elements are represented in the self-narratives of the young women of Basketball Club
(BC) Foyer Molenbeek?” A special focus was given to the role of gender and the importance of this basketball project in their self-narratives.

Methodology
The research was conducted at Basketball Club Foyer Molenbeek. This club focuses on vulnerable and urban youth in an inclusive way and emphasizes personal, interpersonal and social development but is exclusively focused on women. Accessibility, engagement, respect and learning are important values.
(Young) women play basketball in categories ranging from “under eight” to “older than nineteen”. They
have the opportunity to play in a recreative or competitive team, practise twice a week and play a game
at the weekend.

The fieldwork was conducted by the first author in March and April 2018. The researcher participated in
an active way, which enabled her to create informal trust relationships. After a short immersion period,
the researcher asked women playing in the “under nineteen” and the women’s team (aged 14 years and
older) to participate in the research. Initially, eight of them volunteered, five of whom actually participated. Participants were aged between 15 and 21 and were living in different areas of Brussels (Schaarbeek,
Sint-Joost-ten-Node, Jette and Molenbeek). Other important characteristics in the context of this research
include their skin colour (all respondents have a tinted or dark skin colour), origin (most of them are Belgian nationals but their origins can be found in Senegal, Guinea and Congo) and spoken languages (Peul,
French, English, Dutch, Lingala and Wolof ).³
1 Urban youth are defined by Grebe as young people living in “distressed neighbourhoods and [being] consistently marginalized from society
due to race, income and lacking opportunities” (Grebe, 2017).
2 This research was conducted by Jasmien Bougrine in order to obtain the degree of Master in Criminology (master’s thesis). An Nuytiens was
the supervisor of this master’s thesis. The annual Jeanine Segers Prize for the best master’s thesis in criminology was granted to Jasmien
Bougrine in 2018, and the Gülen Chair award for the best intercultural master thesis (KULeuven) in 2019.
3 Peul and Wolof are West African languages spoken in Senegal, Gambia, Congo, Guinea and Nigeria, among others
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The study was inductive with a bottom-up approach, and we used different qualitative methods to give a
voice to these urban women and to avoid controlling or leading their answers. I asked the participants to
collect photos they considered characteristic, important or special in their everyday life. Fotohistorias is
participatory photographic research often used to study minority or marginalized groups and to present
stories that are less expected or less visible in current media and power structures. The collected photos
served as a starting point for one focus group with four respondents and one interview with one respondent. Both the focus group and the interview were focused on in-depth conversations and connections
with these women and were semi-structured, as the participants were asked to choose a picture and to
talk about it. This way, the participants were able to introduce, emphasize and elaborate on the topics
they wanted to (Yefimova, Neils, Newell, & Gomez, 2015). This resulted in rich data on values, motivations, feelings and meanings. Initially, two focus groups were planned. Due to a short time frame and for
practical reasons, the second focus group was replaced by a one-to-one interview. The interview and focus group were conducted in French, Dutch or a mixture of both languages. The collected data were transcribed verbatim and analysed with MAXQDA software.

Me and us
From the data, five identity categories emerged in which the participants recognized themselves: “me as a
basketball player”, “me as a student”, “me as a friend and family member”, “me as a resident of Brussels”
and “me as an individual”. Almost all the stories and photos could be related to one of these categories,
emerging as important components of the identity of these urban women.

Figure 1
Basketball player
Gym

Figure 2
Student
Blackboard

Figure 3
Friends and family member Movie tickets

Image 4
Resident Brussels
Metro

Image 5
Individual
Book

By listening to their self-narratives and assuming a constructionist approach in which “absolute truths” do
not exist (Drake, Fergusson, & Briggs, 2014; Flick, 2004; Luyten, Nuytiens, Christiaens, & Dumortier, 2018;
Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007; Smith & Sparkes, 2016), we were able to distinguish some new
perspectives. While the general image of living in Brussels is rather negative, the participants repeatedly
talked about the city’s positive side. The city is the place where they grew up, built memories and can be
independent.
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This is Brussels, and since everything I do takes place in Brussels and since we live in Brussels, it
is also like being … independent you know, our parents don’t need to drop us off somewhere
the whole time.5 (participant 1)
Similar stories were found in the other identity categories. As students, the participants emphasize the
importance and the fun of going to school and developing themselves. When they talked about the basketball project, pleasure, friendships and participation in extra sporting activities like adventure camps
and reunions were emphasized. The participants also stressed the small things in life, their own uniqueness and how they appreciate spending time with their family and friends.

Me and them
While the young women identify themselves in these categories, this self-identification does not match
the identification applied by others to them, or at least the way they feel others identify them. Skin colour, the negative stigma connected to Brussels/Molenbeek and gender become more important when we
introduce social processes and other persons.
Yes, or it is like “aaah Molenbekers [people from Molenbeek]” (…). So they call us
names or they say like, really rude, or … to us but we do understand them [we understand Dutch] so we are … we lose our focus on the game, we cannot concentrate anymore … (participant 2)
Figure 6
Molenbeek

Similar processes take place across different identity categories. The participants point out the discrimination they experience based on skin colour, gender and the negative stigma correlated to Brussels.
Yes, my parents always tell me that we have to work more than our co-students at
school who are white because we are coloured, so it is harder for us. If we don’t have a
diploma, what are we going to do for … (participant 4)

Figure 7
Women

Not everyone is ... there are always stereotypes that … “yes, women are good for staying at home, they are good for…”, in the sense of … how do I say this …. (participant 2)

Sermijn (2013) defines the Other as a combination of other persons, social language and discourses interacting as co-constructors of self-narratives. Consequently, the Other plays an indistinguishable role in the
construction of our own self-narratives and identity (Van Droogenbroeck, Spruyt, Mastari, & Siongers,
2016). Different aspects of these women’s social identity (e.g. ethnicity, gender, appearance) can then
5 All the quotes are translated from Dutch or French. In this process, we tried to stay as close as possible to the original meaning.
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lead to labels and stereotypes. The social identity theory as developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner
(Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) indicates this process and the creation of an in-group on the one
hand and an out-group (“the others”) on the other. By categorizing and stereotyping these women into
non-dominant identity groups, a process of othering takes place. These processes create expectations and
control interactions (Bourabain & Verhaeghe, 2018; Lutz, 2002; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2016).
Experienced discrimination should not be underestimated as it may lead to the development of a negative self-image and create negative consequences for one’s own identity (Van Droogenbroeck et al.,
2016). It appears that these processes continue to exist in a society proclaiming to be free of racism and
sexism, also called a “post-racial” or “post-feminist” society. The results rather support the idea of a
“colour-blind” or “gender-blind” society in which it is claimed that all people are equal, but in fact (in reality) they are not. Everyday discrimination emphasizes these hidden forms of discrimination in significant
life events as well as in everyday and recurrent situations (Bourabain & Verhaeghe, 2018).
(…) Because, for example, the boys can go out to play with their friends, but the girls cannot
because the parents believe that… how to say this ... they will go out to do stupid things with
boys and stuff like that. (participant 5)
While these hidden forms of discrimination are minimized and even denied, their consequences should
not be underestimated. Experienced discrimination is linked, among other things, to social problems and
decreased personal well-being (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2016). In addition, attributional ambiguity includes hidden forms of discrimination in combination with uncertainty about why someone acts, or their
wider motives. This means that people cannot distinguish any longer whether someone acts based on
their personal qualities or based on characteristics of their social identity (in this case: being a woman,
being black and living in/playing for Molenbeek). As a consequence, insecurities about the motivations of
people can lead to attributional anxiety. When one expects to be discriminated against or is conscious of
being a member of a stigmatized group, negative experiences will more often be perceived as discrimination. Finally, the rejection identification model highlights the risk of coping with these processes through
group identification, reinforcing identification with “social equals” and experiencing a higher degree of
discrimination (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2016).
In these processes, it is important to emphasize the multifactorial nature of experienced discrimination.
The young women find themselves on multiple axes (perceived as non-dominant or deviant in society) of
social exclusion. An intersectional vision (Crenshaw, 1989; Kambel, 2001), in which different social signifiers are recognized, is therefore recommended. Processes such as self-identification, socialization, internationalization and stereotyping by oneself, others and society are all included in such a vision (Van MensVerhulst & Radtke, 2009). Attention to intersectionality then allows us to create a higher degree of visibility and inclusion (ELLA, 2014).
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It is not because you are a girl and because you have a coloured skin that you cannot skateboard. (participant 5)
Yes, it is just as we …. As we are standing… There are benches and you just have to cross the
field. Then you see all these eyes watching you like you are something weird. And then you
think like “yes, alright I am black I am from Molenbeek, yes, I play basketball, yes, I can do
things yes … but in the end …” (participant 2)

Us and the basketball project
As the women were connected through basketball, the project had a dominant place in their conversations. It is important here to distinguish an internal (within the club) and external (contact with the outside world) frame. The participants indicate that the project helps them to develop and engage themselves, build friendships, positive peer relations and social contacts, and to develop individual and social
skills. This means that some important SFD goals are reached (Deelen et al., 2015; Vandermeerschen &
Scheerder, 2015).
After school, we meet and then we go to the movies, we go to eat something, or when there
are birthday parties, I invite them, or when my niece gets married I … or even not my family …
to say that when we are not playing basketball, we do other things [together]. (participant 3)
However, when the women talk about the external frame (how outsiders look at them), they point out
their experiences with stereotypes, othering and conflicts. SFD goals such as multiculturalization, ethnocultural encounters and social participation (Elling, 2004; Herbots, 2011) are not achieved and are even
experienced in a negative way. Contrary to what is expected, participation in this project makes them
aware of being different. For example, some participants indicate that they will leave the team and join a
team playing in the French-speaking league because they think there is more diversity and expect less discrimination.
(…) and when we, I don’t know, we touch them, drama is created, so I decided … I’m not saying
it won’t exist in the French-speaking league but … (participant 2)
It will be less because there is more of a mix on the French-speaking side than on the Dutchspeaking side. (participant 3)
They feel their opponents, as well as supporters and even the referees, treat them based on their social
identity, rather than on their actions and basketball skills. While they apply the label of “basketball player” to themselves, the “others” label them as “black” or “Molenbeker” and a process of othering is experienced. Consequently, no unambiguous answer can be presented since the goals of SFD programmes are
not reached in an unequivocally positive or negative way.
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Between them, they [the younger players in the club] are used to diversity, so they cannot understand that when we go to a game somewhere else, they are the only black girl team, Arab
and so on, and all the other teams when you arrive at the reception, and so there are only
white people and they do not mix between club A and B and … they stay like this …. Or when
the refs do not whistle for them and stuff like that, the little ones do not understand why ….
And you, you see it …. And explain this to a child?! Because the white kids don’t do this on purpose as they too are amongst whites only there, you see, so it’s like that. (participant 4)

Conclusion and reflection
Through a participant-oriented and open research approach, we were able to gain insight into the stories
of a group that up until now has remained underexplored and hence invisible. Theoretical expectations of
SFD programmes do not always correspond with the practice: while some of the goals are reached, others
are absent or even experienced in the opposite way.
This study has explained the importance of these urban women’s self-narratives in social programmes
and issues. Some major and valuable understandings were discussed and analysed. As a consequence,
this study also demonstrates the value of a bottom-up, open and inclusive research approach. Urban
youth should be approached as subjects instead of objects. They should be able to speak up for themselves and spread their opinions on themes concerning them. It is important to recognize but also to
acknowledge these groups and the contemporary issues they have to deal with. Listening to their stories
showed us the importance of recognizing everyday discrimination and the importance of the role of “the
Other”.
Unfortunately, Belgian anti-discrimination laws are falling short since they do not cover everyday and hidden discrimination. The current discourse denying discrimination needs to be replaced by one that
acknowledges its existence, whereupon a conclusive and interdisciplinary policy can be put in place, both
on a national level and on the level of the basketball federation.
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When Surveillance Studies and Criminology Meet.
An Interview with David Lyon
David Lyon. Interviewed by Lucas Melgaço and Rosamunde Van Brakel
Vrije Universiteit Brussels
Born in Edinburgh, Scotland, sociologist David Lyon
moved to Kingston, Canada, in 1990, where he developed his groundbreaking work on surveillance
studies. In 2000, he founded The Surveillance Project, which became the Surveillance Studies Centre
(SSC) at Queen’s University in 2009, today an important hub connecting surveillance scholars from
all over the world. Having worked on topics related
to the information society since the 1980s, in 1994
he published his first book, The Electronic Eye: The
Rise of Surveillance Society, which was entirely dedicated to surveillance studies. This book is considered one of the pioneering works in this field.

Lyon has published an abundance of articles and
books dealing with different aspects of surveillance.
Criminologists interested in learning about Lyon’s
work should have a look at the following selection.
Books: Surveillance After September 11 (2003); Liquid Surveillance: A Conversation (with Z. Bauman,
David Lyon. © L. Melgaço, 2018
2013); and Surveillance after Snowden (2015). Edited volumes: Surveillance as Social Sorting: Privacy, Risk and Digital Discrimination (2002); Identifying
Citizens: ID Cards as Surveillance (2009); Theorizing Surveillance: The Panopticon and Beyond (2006); Playing the Identity Card: Surveillance, Security and Identification in Global Perspective (with C. Bennett,
2008); and Surveillance and Control in Israel/Palestine (with E. Zureik and Y. Abu-Laban, 2010). More recently, Lyon published his latest book, The Culture of Surveillance: Watching as a Way of Life (2018),
which we had the opportunity to talk about in this interview.
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Lyon’s career in surveillance studies is rich in encounters. His work is highly transdisciplinary as it connects
sociology to areas as diverse as computer science, political sciences, cultural and religious studies, security studies and obviously criminology. He has also been involved in stimulating geographical encounters
with the Global South, which can be seen in his partnerships with Palestine but also the support he has
given to the development of surveillance studies in Latin America, particularly through his involvement
with the Latin American Network of Surveillance, Technology and Society Studies (LAVITS).
This interview took place on a sunny summer’s day in June 2018, in Aarhus, Denmark, on the occasion of
the 8th Biennial Conference of the Surveillance Studies Network.

David, what was your first encounter with surveillance studies like, although there was
nothing called surveillance studies yet at that time?
You know, I don’t think there was any event or something that happened, it was more of a slow and
steady dawn. Let me tell the story: I was already teaching sociology and there was a huge interest in new
technologies, after 1978, when the silicon chip was invented. This was greeted with much fanfare because
it was the silicon chip that enabled the miniaturization and the lightweight components. They had everything to do with coming towards the end of the Cold War when the rhetoric was that the war of the future was going to be in space, between the Soviet Union and the United States. That war in space could
only be fought if you could miniaturize and make lightweight computer components. (…) There was a lot
of talk of a dream coming true. The silicon chip was going to change everything. I even gave a series of
critical talks that ended up being called “Silicon Society”. But it shows how important one little component was to the whole debate.
And then people started talking about the microelectronics revolution, and soon the information revolution, and out of that emerged the “information society” idea. So that was how I encountered it at that
time, especially in the early 1980s. By 1984, somehow I had come across the name of Elia Zureik and I
wrote to him. He was a complete stranger. I was living in Britain, he in Canada. I wrote to him out of the
blue and we started discussing social aspects of new technologies.
I also felt the need to talk with other like-minded people and we formed a little group (I was still in the UK
in the 1980s), the Research and Ethics Group in Informatics and Society (REGIS), which was mainly computer scientists, actually. And within that, mainly human-computer interaction (HCI) people. It was HCI, a
bit of software, design and ethics. I was the social scientist. Those were the people I was meeting with at
that time and I didn’t really know where to find other people to talk about these things.
By then the Open University was trying to get a handle on the “revolution” and they invented a new
course called “Information Technology and Society”. They had determined that they were going to not
only use a traditional Open University means of communicating with distant students, via letters, radio,
TV and telephone, but they were going to actually try electronic communication with students and faculty.
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So, because I agreed to be a tutor on this course, I had to learn how to use these new tools. And the
course was meant to be about information technology in society, but using the new tools that few people
knew anything about. That was actually a technological encounter because we had to learn basic things
about programming, how the connections were made, because it was telephone line connected. This also
meant that the modulator demodulator, the modem, had to be a thing. Not the little thing that you’re
aware of, but we used the acoustic coupler. Did you ever see an acoustic coupler?
Well, you’ve got your old-fashioned telephone handset, and you had to take it off the regular mount, lift
the thing up and plunge the handset into the coupler, a large rubber device that converted the electronic
signal to sound and back ‒ hence an “acoustic coupler”.

What year was this? Do you remember?
’85, ’86? ’86 maybe. I truly can’t remember. So that was how I got into the field of social aspects of new
technology. Teaching this course was very helpful because I was learning things in order to teach them.
That was fascinating. But then, as I was in the REGIS group and I was also teaching this material, the one
thing that struck me over and over again was the ways in which personal records were being collected
and maintained, the word database was being more widely used, and very few people seemed to be analysing this phenomenon critically.
I realized that there was the possibility for massive use of these personal data, and I got interested in that
because that seemed to me to both carry some promise, but also a lot of challenges and a lot of issues
whose significance had not been publicly recognized. However, in 1986, investigative journalists Steve
Connor and Duncan Campbell published a book on intelligence gathering in the UK. This was a really fascinating study, and there was no social scientist that I knew of who was working on that type of material.
These investigative journalists broke new ground. It was a very comprehensive look at British intelligence
gathering and also the connections with Australia, the United States, New Zealand. Basically, the Five
Eyes.
So I got into this field because I was trying to assess treatments of the so-called “information society” ‒ my book was called Information Society: Issues and Illusions. Chapter 5 of that was about the gathering of personal data. And it was Chapter 5 that I really wanted to focus on once I’d started to get my head
around what was actually happening and the potential power and changes in power relations that
seemed to me to be highly likely. They were already taking shape with policing and border surveillance
and international intelligence and all that kind of thing. I think that was the opening encounter, if you like,
that got me into the area of trying to study surveillance.
Then, of course, I was reading people who had written about surveillance. James Rule, for example,
started his research, I think, in 1969 for the book Private Lives and Public Surveillance. And then there was
Gary Marx, whom I visited at MIT in 1987, and we just talked and talked. That helped me understand
better the policing angle on surveillance.
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Gary’s Undercover: Police Surveillance in America appeared in 1988. Oscar Gandy’s first major book on
this, The Panoptic Sort, didn’t come out until 1993. Shoshana Zuboff I read fairly early on too, again in
1988 (that was The Age of the Smart Machine). I also benefited from James Beniger’s The Control Revolution, which offered an illuminating historical perspective.

So “surveillance studies” was born from an encounter between sociologists and computer
scientists?
Well, I don’t know who first used that term but I think it was the social scientists. I can remember back in
the early days, we sometimes jokingly said, well, should we call what we do “surveillance studies”? After
all, that was the concept that was in common between all of us and that was what we were talking about.
Privacy was significant in the debate but some of us queried whether privacy was the key concept. The
thing that held together the various kinds of studies that we were trying to do was the notion of surveillance.

Whilst privacy and surveillance studies overlap, they are also two different fields, expertise,
approaches and communities.
Of course, they do form two kinds of parallel communities that have frequent meetings across the boundaries, but I’m not sure there are any real “boundaries”. But anyway, in the West, the notion of privacy
seemed to be top of mind, even though it was understood differently on the two sides of the Atlantic. But
as soon as you said “privacy” and thought about it for a few minutes, you realized that it has some very
specific historical roots. Privacy is connected with property, for example; it tends to be individualistic, and
refers to a common Western, liberal, individualist approach to life and the universe, (…) if you’re coming
to it from sociology, that sets up a few little warning bells.
And you see it working out over the intervening years, where for example in the tech community
you often do see quite individualistic “solutions” to what are essentially social and political issues. There’s
always a “technological solution” that will help you protect your “privacy”. So immediately you’re moving
the debate out of the public domain, out of the domain of public discourse, democratic participation and
decision-making about the systems themselves.
There are many important crossovers, encounters between people interested in surveillance and
those interested in privacy, primarily. It is a genuinely two-way street.(…) .Those who see the importance
of such a dialogue include Priscilla Regan, who wrote about the common and public and social aspects of
privacy. Then Valerie Steeves, who in her PhD dissertation showed that before Alan Westin’s work focused more on corporations, it was fundamentally about the social value of privacy. So you find people
learning from each other and I think that’s an exciting thing. It’s also very true of Colin Bennett who has
done much to encourage dialogue between “surveillance” and “privacy” scholars.
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You mentioned Gary Marx, who is someone who is clearly related to criminology. Can you
think about other encounters you had with criminology or criminologists doing surveillance
studies? You are clearly very involved with the theories of surveillance, and criminology has
also somehow discussed such theories ‒ maybe the best example being Foucault and the
panopticon. How do you see, then, the relation between surveillance and criminology?
Well, early on I read Stanley Cohen. Cohen’s work was pretty central for understanding surveillance because he focused on “social control”. It also had interesting connections with Europe and the Middle East
because he taught at the Hebrew University for a while. At the time Cohen was there, the Israeli surveillance system was really being built in a big way, and that country has now become the second largest purveyor of surveillance technologies and techniques in the world after the United States.
I would also argue that his work was delightfully historical. He rooted surveillance in a longue durée of historical change, and that is always a valuable contribution. Some things are simply not new and unprecedented, which of course is the danger with discussing anything that is related to the use of new technologies. They are often promoted as complete novelties, but if you acknowledge their social and political dimensions, you realize that actually, similar conditions have issues that have arrived before of it, then they
are probably not quite as new as the flashy new technologies that we’re talking about.
Cohen was pretty influential on my early thinking about the kind of criminological dimensions of
surveillance. Then, through the intervening years, several people stood out. I always thought that Lucy
Zedner’s work was so thoughtful. She cuts through muddled approaches with clarity, reminding us how
easily terms like “security” are compromised by state-oriented assumptions (“national security”) that take
the focus away from, say, human security. But then what characterizes people like Cohen and Zedner is
precisely their willingness to ask the right questions: the deeper questions, the historical questions, the
ethical questions.

Could you tell us a bit about your interest in Palestine and Israel and the encounters you
had with these topics/countries?
Okay. Israel and Palestine. As you know, full disclosure, I find myself in a Christian tradition and I am a
Christian believer, so that’s quite important in a place where theologies – Jewish, Christian and Islamic –
are actually vital to understanding the political and social discourses of that particular part of the world.
You cannot evade those important dimensions of life there.
For a very long time I have been interested in what was going on in the Middle East, and specifically
in Israel and Palestine. (Actually, my brother was a journalist in that part of the world for all his life and so
I did understand things better from his analyses while working for Reuters.) And again, being in touch
with Elia Zureik, a Palestinian Canadian, from 1984 on was significant. I learned more from him than anyone on this theme.
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We had determined that because I was working with him we would use part of one of our large
grants to do work on surveillance and power relations in Israel/Palestine. So the most emotionally moving, dynamic and insightful research workshop I have ever had the privilege to be present for took place in
Cyprus.

Was there a special reason why the meeting took place in Cyprus?
We met in Cyprus simply because we knew that the people that we wanted to participate would be unlikely to get visas or have the money to pay for flights to North America or somewhere in western Europe.
There were people from Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, as well as from both the Jewish and the Palestinian diaspora in Europe and North America. That workshop was a steep learning curve for me. I was working on
identification systems at that time so I learned as much as I could about the different coding of identification systems in Israel/Palestine for Palestinians, Israelis and “Arab Israelis” as they are officially called.
At the time of that event in 2009 I had not actually visited the West Bank or Israel. Going there and
meeting people there made a huge difference. I have good colleagues and friends, both Palestinian and
Israeli. I respect the boycott, but that doesn’t make me say, “No, I will never speak at one of those universities.” It depends on the context. I’ve spoken at a human rights conference in an Israeli university, for
example. I have to say that some of the best and most profound critics of the occupation are Jewish Israelis at Israeli universities and we should never forget that. They are the ones that take huge risks with their
lives. I have colleagues whose cars get graffitied and broken outside their homes because they’re Jewish
Israelis who are seen by some as “traitors” to Israel.
Many speak of there being “two sides” in this decades of struggle. There are, in fact, a multitude of
“sides” and the complexities of the situation are vast. But what’s particularly interesting is the profound
penetration of surveillance into everyday life in Israel/Palestine and the way that it really drills down the
capillary level, which you can see in so many ways. The visitor sees it in Ben Gurion Airport near Tel Aviv.
Visitors don’t see all the security devices but you do see some things – like the first check being on the
approach road. You see security-surveillance on the Allenby Bridge entry from Jordan, which is supposedly under the Palestinian authority but actually there’s two-way glass all the way along and Israeli personnel are right behind the glass. You just can’t see them as you’re going through.
It’s a very interesting and desperately poignant case study to be thinking about Israel and Palestine,
because you can see just how far the settler colonialism project is maintained by surveillance and the accompanying violence. And the two are very closely intertwined. And yeah, there’s so much to learn about
surveillance in a context like that.
I’ve been invited to lecture on surveillance at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and I also taught a
course at Birzeit University in Ramallah. The Hebrew University students were very attentive and understood what I was saying. My host was the fine and courageous feminist scholar Nadera Shalhoub Kervorkian. The Ramallah visit was really fascinating too because I was planning to give a course about surveillan-
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ce and I thought I would speak guardedly about surveillance in other places and about theories of surveillance. But the students wanted to know about their everyday lives and how an understanding of the social sciences was going to help them understand what was happening to them. So, pretty soon I found
myself throwing caution to the winds. Whether informers were present or not, I said to myself, I’ll just go
for it, do what the students want me to do, and we had a great time. Those have been really excellent encounters in terms of learning about the lived reality of surveillance when it is most intense and most extensive throughout the region.
(As an aside, I don’t know if you have come across Lior Volinz. His work is so fascinating. He has photographs of undercover agents in the old city of Jerusalem just going about their activities, and he points
out what distinguishes them from a crowd of other people that look very like them. He’s also aware of the
very subtle high-tech surveillance there, but his work is super-interesting and he’s a case in point of someone from a Tel Aviv family who is profoundly concerned with the future of that land.)
So the Israel Palestine case is really telling because it’s a crucible and it’s where you see certain
kinds of surveillance taken to a conclusion, taken in a direction that is further than many other countries
around the world, especially in western Europe, for example, would dare to go. But the settler colonialism
project demands this. Another theorist at New York University, Helga Tawil-Souri, has a paper on what
she calls “sublime surveillance”. The holier the site, the denser the surveillance. Again, you can’t get away
from the theologies. It’s a fascinating thesis.
As I say, in Israel/Palestine you see surveillance in its high-intensity form. I think it’s very valuable
and very disturbing to see some of those consequences of surveillance in such contexts and the ways that
it can be made to work to maintain the control, alongside violence, by which I include everything from
verbal violence to so-called “security fences”. On the Israeli side, the “security fences” are just grey concrete barriers that could be anywhere. But on the Palestinian side, the 8-metre-high “apartheid walls” (as
they are often called) are covered with defiant graffiti, stains and smoke-and-fire damage. And of course,
the exclusion zone by the walls is heavily surveilled – a fact that is also lampooned on the Palestinian side.

Could you say a few words about your new book, The Culture of Surveillance: Watching as
a Way of Life, and the encounters you experienced in the process of writing it? What should
criminologists know about surveillance culture? In what way should this topic interest those
dealing with discussions on crime but also violence and security policy?
Well, the argument is based around several premises, and I start by modifying my earlier definition to say
that “surveillance is the operations and experiences of the collection, analysis and use of personal data
for the purposes of influence, management or control”. Today, we have to think in terms of the data
sucked up by platforms, which in turn depends on the active participation of millions, indeed billions of
users. The is the obverse of the “surveillance capitalism” coin, discussed in different ways by Mark Andrejevic, Christian Fuchs and Shoshana Zuboff. I suggest that we have not properly grasped the character
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of the cultural transformation of surveillance currently under way. My book is meant as a pointer, alerting
us to something that needs to be studied, rather than being the study that will fully position the phenomena.
We’ve often tended to think of surveillance as something that is done to us, something that happens to us, something that is designed to evoke certain kinds of responses if we know about it or something that simply tracks, monitors us when we don’t necessarily know about it. But what I want to suggest
is that surveillance has entered a kind of public consciousness and into everyday practices in ways that
perhaps we haven’t fully appreciated.
It entails looking at surveillance more critically from the point of view not of how surveillance is
done, that is, how surveillance cameras are used or how software is developed to track people or transactions, but rather to think more about the experience of surveillance. Now, of course, that’s not new because many have examined the experience of surveillance (think of Kirstie Ball’s work, and many others).
But I argue that exploring the experience of surveillance should be a core component of surveillance studies, alongside our investigations of the ways that surveillance operates. So the subject perspective takes
its place alongside what I call the “operator perspective”.
I believe that we have to think of this culturally, as an anthropologist might think of it. It has overlaps with what we might think of as culture in terms of music and drama and film and novels and all that
sort of thing. It does have connections – those provide the metaphors, the images of surveillance and the
fictional descriptions of what surveillance feels like. But we also need to explore the everyday life of surveillance in contexts where we haven’t necessarily had to talk about it previously.
Once, surveillance studies was prominently about the workplace, when our studies of surveillance
started in earnest in 1993. Then public street surveillance with CCTV, and government administrative surveillance, plus police and intelligence surveillance, along with others. But it makes far less sense to think
only about these separate silos. Increasingly, since the 1990s, data has been flowing freely between them,
with new kinds of outcomes.
(…) What I say in the book subtitle is that watching has become a way of life. Surveillance cannot
but be embedded in everyday life, not least due to Internet and social media use. So we’re talking twentyfirst-century surveillance. Of course, post 9/11, surveillance was amplified, but also post 2004 with Facebook, plus Google and the rest of the amazingly influential platforms. Each is intrinsically surveillant in
profound and deliberate ways that we are only slowly discovering. But they demand that we think of surveillance beyond the metaphors used by Orwell and others, such as Big Brother.
For instance, my definition of surveillance now includes “analysis” of data (as well as, importantly, collection and use). How fatefully the algorithms are constructed is one question, but how they tie in with the
business models of the platforms is another. The platforms require our engagement and our interaction
with them, which is why AI (artificial intelligence), machine learning and neuroscience also have to be factored into our understanding of today’s surveillance.
In the culture of surveillance, it’s the ways in which we are implicated in our own surveillance that
are unprecedented. There is a sense in which if you’re walking down the street where cameras are locat-
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ed you participate in a weak way. But if you are using social media, you are actively participating and
many users have also come to understand their activities in surveillant terms. Even if you don’t have a
strong sense that there’s someone else there or that there is some system that is doing more than connecting you with those you love, as Mark Zuckerberg puts it, then you’re beginning to get that sense. Just
look at the number of memes there are floating around these days that make it very clear that we are not
alone with our ‘loved ones.’
Now, why’s that important for criminology?... This is, in fact, important for every way that we think
about surveillance today. But the fact that we participate in it is crucial for police use of social media. This
applies where there’s a generalized use of social media, engaged by many police officers and departments, building on traditional ways of checking up on suspects or possible suspects. And it applies in the
large-scale use of data – gleaned from many sources including social media ‒ in predictive policing, where
both persons and places are effectively under intensive surveillance.
Experiencing surveillance increasingly entails participating in surveillance and that participation is
both knowing and unwitting. The participation is consequential because of the ways that the data are
used, the way that the platforms are organized, the way that the algorithms are constructed. Today, policing technologies rely precisely on this world of the culture of surveillance. But that culture-of-surveillance
world also exhibits novel features, such as mutual, or peer, surveillance and also self-surveillance in the
shape of personal tracking devices that use very high-tech methods. Technologies such as facial recognition and biometrics, when used in everyday personal devices, help to normalize their use, making them
appear less threateningly surveillant when used by authorities such as the police.
Today’s surveillance is not a conspiracy, but the concatenation of social, economic and political processes responsible for the culture of surveillance tends to distract from its potentially negative or at least
controversial aspects. And that in turn connects with the very metaphors that we use. Whenever something happens ‒ for example, the serial scandals associated with Facebook ‒ someone invokes Orwell.
This writer contributed hugely to our understanding of surveillance, in the social sciences as in the wider
society. But the direct relevance of Orwell decreases in a world of social media, Internet use, participatory
surveillance and the other phenomena that we’ve been discussing, which is why we need to read some
different novels, watch some different TV series and wean ourselves off Orwell’s particular story.
Orwell’s commitment to democratic participation and to the decency of human life, as he thought of it, is
vital, and more urgently needed than ever. But today we badly need a fuller understanding of contemporary surveillance that focuses not only on the subtle and consequential ways that data is manipulated or
on how the political economy of government and corporate surveillance is so closely intertwined, but also
on how we are all implicated through our almost inescapable participation in everyday surveillance. It’s a
multifaceted problem that leaves no human life untouched. So it requires approaches that feed into new
policies of data governance – in law enforcement as in every other realm – relating to basic rights and
that have social justice, the common good and human flourishing at their core.
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Danielle Watson
University of the South Pacific, Fiji; danielle.watson@usp.ac.fj
Criminological scholarship has long been dominated by northern theorizing and (mis)conceptualizations
about parts of the world well beyond northern remit. Knowledge production and intellectual rhetoric
from the English-speaking Global North account for most of the academic scholarship produced and disseminated globally. Scholarly perspectives from the northern knowledge centre have therefore shaped
intellectual perspectives that largely exclude most of the world’s population relegated to northern margins or the Global South. What has also been the norm is the application of northern foundational principles to scholarly knowledge coming out of the Global South. An increase in intellectual knowledge produced by scholars from the Global South about criminological issues not aligned to northern ideological
positions and specific to the non-northern context represents a conscious shift away from the acceptance
of a northern monopoly over criminological knowledge. Southern Criminology is an ideal representation
of this shift as its authors deconstruct notions about the universal generalizability of scholarship from the
Global North. While scholarly knowledge on criminological issues specific to the Global South is not new,
Carrington and her co-authors present a monograph that purposefully sets the stage for the creation, decolonization and internationalization of criminological knowledge.
The authors begin their discussions by highlighting purposeful knowledge polarization processes that they
describe as an act of colonizing extending to knowledge and place. They explain the binary yet fluid categorization of the progressive Global North and “backward” South as “privileg[ing] ideas of temporal succession, in which the first named (the Global North in contemporary parlance) designates the normative
benchmark (the developmental destination) to which the rest of the world will naturally aspire” (Carrington et al., 2018, p. 6). They draw attention to the convenience of descriptions of the Global
North to include rich countries that comprise parts of the “Anglo world” geographically located in the
Global South. They further point to the classification of overseas British and European territories or dependencies as comprising the Global South. These definitions also extend to include countries in the Pacific and Caribbean “double colonized” by powerful neighbours. Southern Criminology is therefore treated as a project aimed at regularizing alternative forms of knowledge production. They describe the project as follows:
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Southern Criminology [attempts] to transnationalize and democratize criminological practice
and knowledge, to renovate its methodological approaches, and to inject innovative perspectives into the study of crime and global justice from the periphery. [It] seeks to modify the
criminological field to make it more inclusive of histories and patterns of crime, justice and
security outside the Global North. More fundamentally, [it] is a theoretical project [that] seeks
to generate theory and not just apply theory imported from the Global North (p. 25).

In Southern Criminology, much emphasis is placed on contextualizing southern realities, while also challenging criminological knowledge imbalances informed primarily by discourses specific to northern contexts, historically promoted power hierarchies and imbalances, and established and accepted benchmarks
for knowledge production. The authors draw attention to the magnitude of social problems prevalent in
the Global South, which are either disproportionately represented in scholarly literature or examined using a northern theoretical lens, not cognizant of the historical, social, ideological and contextual reality of
the South. They also draw on the contemporary debates of southern scholars (Chakrabarty, 2000; Connell, 2007; de Sousa Santos, 2014; Walmsley, 2016) to substantiate the need for scholarship to more
closely reflect global interconnectedness and for new knowledge to depict a shift away from ideas about
the universality of northern criminological positions. Their arguments, as well as the scholarly positions
represented, tactfully emphasize the validity of northern positions as conceptually and contextually valid,
while also being inadequate as an indicator of a disciplinary scholarly standard. They acknowledge the
difficulties associated with attempts at full dismissal of historically ingrained ways of knowing and being.
Reference is made to Chakrabarty (2000) and his promotion of knowledge decentralization, as well as de
Sousa Santos (2014) and his promotion of an “epistemological break” from Western thought processes.
Carrington and her co-authors present Southern Criminology neither as an attempt to discredit existing
scholarship nor further substantiate existing binaries, but as a scholarly acknowledgement of the need for
criminological contributions aimed at “correcting the imbalance in the global organization of criminological knowledge” (Carrington et al., 2018). Northern criminological theorizing is also presented here as the
backdrop against which ideas of universality can be examined and understood. The promoted shift away
from a global knowledge centre signals a movement away from scholarly ideas about criminological theories closely linked to northern notions of modernization to more of an evolutionary form of knowledge
identifying the criminological knowledge hub while also acknowledging the need for its expansion to include the South.
Carrington and her co-authors go further to highlight the criticality of expanding the criminological gaze
to include the Global South. They highlight the top-down nature of northern criminological positions that
were predominantly state-centred and not focused on occurrences beyond national boundaries or peripheral spaces. Their arguments also present the acts of violence associated with state building and the
costs of such acts borne by the new worlds. They provide sound arguments to substantiate the need for
the development and promotion of more inclusive scholarship and draw attention to the expanse of spa-
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-ces beyond northern centres rife with criminological issues including, but not limited to, remnants of colonialism and the violent impacts of colonial empire building; nation (re)building forged in violent histories; fragile, failed and titular democracies; large sects of marginalized and vulnerable populations; and
parts of the world significantly affected by acts of criminality and crimes unlike any specific to those experienced or conceptualized in northern criminological theorizing. They highlight the normalization of violent conflict in postcolonial Africa, Asia and the Middle East and draw attention to the predominance of
countries from the Global South on the list of countries ranked as having the highest rates of death by violence. What is also interesting is their highlighting of similar problems in the Global North that defy foundational northern theorizing and are largely experienced by populations comprised of persons from the
Global South. The United States context is referenced as four of the world’s most violent cities (St Louis,
Detroit, Baltimore and New Orleans), well known for the largest slave-trading markets, are located in the
US. This points to an acknowledgement of what Carrington and her co-authors describe as “legacies of
colonization, poverty, gross inequality, civil war, dictatorship, apartheid, and foreign control and intervention” (p. 35) being not just prevalent but also unchecked in parts of the world used as a normative benchmark.
Like other criminologists focused on scholarship reflecting realities about and within the Global South,
they acknowledge international interconnectedness and the ease with which crime and criminality can
impact on contexts beyond place of origin. Criminological discussions non-inclusive of discourses with
contextual and conceptual significance are likely to work in the disservice of understanding and framing
North/South criminological relations. The authors also emphasize the imbalance in the distribution of
crime and gendered violence, with most documented occurrences taking place in what can loosely be categorized as southern margins and non-Western outliers ‒ specifically, in Africa, Asia, Latin America and
other contexts marred and moulded by colonial power haggling. They go further to explain several social,
cultural, traditional and non-colonial historical intricacies of southern spaces that cannot be accurately
explained using northern theories or “outsider” knowledge frameworks limited in scope and capacity to
underwrite elements specific to the Global South. Like other scholars from the Global South, they also
acknowledge the non-transferability of concepts and theories specifically developed to respond to criminological issues in the Global North, which differ to issues in the post-conflict, postcolonial or neocolonial
Global South (Carrington, 2015).
Southern Criminology also presents focal areas that are either under-represented or not at all the focus of
mainstream criminology. The authors specify contextual and ideological variances between North and
South scholarly dialogue on topics relating to governance, justice, violence, race, gender and concepts of
belonging. In so doing, they bring to the forefront under-represented yet important areas, which have
been the focus of southern criminologists as well as international aid providers, government organizations, non-governmental organizations and other social scientists. They also point out that many international concerns with substantial social, economic and personal consequences have greater prevalence in
the Global South. In Chapters 2 and 5, they draw attention to two issues – gender and environmental
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concerns – which are of priority concern for international aid providers, the United Nations and governments the world over. They show the relationship between violence and climate change in parts of the
Pacific and violence and colonialism in parts of South America, which point to the shortcoming of northern theories on understanding, explaining or preventing violence. Carrington (2015) states: “[Northern]
theories are not necessarily translatable to understanding the complexities of violence in culturally diverse, low-income and post-conflict, postcolonial or neocolonial contexts” (in Carrington et al., 2018).
The arguments presented underscore their “southernizing” agenda as they emphasize the coloniality of
gender in the Global South and the high susceptibility of women to gendered violence in low- and middle
-income countries, with two out of three women in the Asia-Pacific region having experienced gendered
violence at some point. The uniqueness of their contribution to criminological dialogue is also evidenced
in their tactful unpacking of northern power homogenies that frame and support prevailing principles
that contribute to environmental crimes in the Global South. In so doing, they highlight the far-reaching
impact of northern influences on environmental crimes that go beyond climate change and the displacement of large populations from Pacific Island countries. What is also significant about their arguments
that further validates the need for a southernized approach to criminological dialogue is the propensity
of northern power to influence what takes place in the South, unmatched with contextual knowledge
about issues in the South.
In Chapters two, three and four, the authors elaborate on issues of crime and criminality, and responses
to these issues in specifically “southern” contexts. They also identify arguments substantiating the need
for southern arguments of belonging, primarily in colonized spaces. All of the chapters aptly acknowledges the significance of histories and geographies in the development of northern theorizing and points
to the shortcomings of transposing such positions to other contexts. Here, attention is drawn specifically
to northern histories of imperial state building forged in involuntary migration, multiple forms of servitude, upheld class/race structures and labour control; and southern histories of colonization involving dispossession, mass killings, forced segregation, vigilantism, discrimination and other forms of oppressive
actions (Carrington et al., 2018, p. 46). Carrington and her co-authors describe the likelihood of such contextually foreign positions being ambiguous, inappropriate and lacking in contextual specificity. They further describe instances where the South is used as a testing ground for northern-centric theorizing on
feminism, penology and other scholarship informing criminological knowledge formation. They also discuss the impact of such northern knowledge frameworks on southern policies and practices intended to
address issues within largely marginalized contexts. The inappropriateness of such frameworks results in
policies based on problematic, ill-informed or false assumptions about “othered” populations. The authors do not suggest that the development of alternative southern frameworks is the sole solution to addressing the shortcomings of existing scholarship as they also acknowledge the challenges faced when
attempting to make sense of contemporary issues and the difficulties involved in navigating narratives
underscored by race, class, ethnicity, gender, culture and religion. Reference is made to several contexts
in the Global South including, but not limited to, the Asia-Pacific region, Australia and Latin America.
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For many scholars from the Global South, myself included, Southern Criminology not only promotes a
shift in how we think about criminological knowledge, it also provides an empowering yet profoundly rational way to conceptualize scholarship. The authors encourage scholars to adopt a more emancipatory
approach to knowledge creation and to consciously move away from an acceptance of northern criminological theorizing as the standard used to inform how we think about southern realities. They do not suggest a full dismissal of foundational concepts from the global power centres; instead, they advocate the
exploration of alternative knowledge frameworks and the consideration or rather prioritization of southern solutions to both southern and non-southern problems at the forefront of criminological discussions.
In a sense, Carrington and her co-authors challenge us to reflect on the way we perceive knowledge, to
acknowledge the multifaceted nature of global challenges largely specific to the Global South, and to be
mindful of the need to produce contextually and conceptually applicable criminological scholarship.
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This impressive and important book – a critical penological analysis and a linked piece of short fiction
called The Invisible Collar ‒ will give small comfort to the international network of scholars, policymakers
and practitioners concerned with community sanctions and measures, because it convincingly suggests
that they have innocently and inattentively been doing much harm. Contrary to the still commonplace
liberal view that such measures and sanctions are relatively (and sometimes substantively) benign in comparison to imprisonment, McNeill argues that the scale and reach of “supervision in the community” and
the intensities of the oversight and “grip” imposed on supervised individuals in late modernity are both
more detrimental to social cohesion (rather than “reintegrative”) and more painful to undergo than scholars and practitioners alike have realized. The seemingly defensible supervisory ideal, which international
academia still uses to benchmark and critique the demeaning actuarial techniques that now characterize
the “non-custodial” side of late modern penalty, was always more humanly problematic than it appeared,
and decidedly more punitive in its effects and consequences.
Focusing on the USA and Scotland (his home country), and occasionally drawing evidence from elsewhere, including Europe and especially (in probation terms) the good-guy-gone-bad of England and
Wales, McNeill acknowledges significant national, jurisdictional and agency variations in supervisory practices. These are, typically, probation orders, parole licences and suspended sentences, but also, now, a
whole host of prohibitory, breachable supervision orders (some offence-specific, with pre-crime overtones) as well as new forms of electronic monitoring. Nonetheless, sufficient common features exist
across jurisdictions, he insists, to justify the contention that neither scholars nor social workers anywhere
have yet managed to paint an honest, culturally memorable and politically compelling picture of what
contemporary supervision actually entails and feels like. This partly explains the prevalence of glib, often
unchallenged media judgements that being placed on supervision is somehow akin to “walking free from
court”; even the European legal designation “semi-liberty”, whilst a descriptive improvement, does not
fully evoke the human experience of being supervised.
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It is the core project of this book to make supervision not only more intelligible (the “making sense” of the
subtitle) but also more culturally and politically visible, more accessible to a range of commentators outside academia, using “visual criminology” projects (Supervisible, Picturing Probation, and Seen and Heard)
in which McNeill and a number of his colleagues have latterly been involved (alongside supervised, or formerly supervised, people themselves), as well as a similarly constituted songwriting project, detailed in a
separate appendix). The book draws on previously, and sometimes collaboratively, published material but
still manages to be effortlessly distinctive and original. And just as it is no ordinary book, so it received no
ordinary book launch, at a gig in a Glasgow pub:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=PaMwzRNyo1E

Theorizing mass supervision
“Mass supervision” is big, with populations typically three, four or more times larger than the population
of prisons in the same jurisdiction. It is the hitherto neglected (except by penal abolitionists) corollary of
mass incarceration, which usually stands in conceptual isolation as an emblem of penal pathology in
Western societies. Pervasive Punishment persuasively claims that mass supervision is just as central to
understanding the contemporary dynamics of penal change, and just as complicit, in a more dispersed
and attenuated way, with the political and economic drivers of material inequality. It is arguably more
normalizing of inequality, precisely because it can be, and often is, represented as a civilizing alternative
to prison, manifestly more humane (and cheaper). McNeill’s book is well positioned in familiar, still liberal, critical penological terrain, but will in fact be grist to the abolitionist mill as well because it concedes
their long established message that so-called alternatives to prison and early release schemes all too
often extend rather than undermine the reach of imprisonment and are symbiotically entwined with it.
Pervasive Punishment, whilst breaking new conceptual ground, has recognizable intellectual debts, notably to David Garland’s (2001) The Culture of Control, to which it is a kind of counterpart and complement,
but arguably (and interestingly) even more so the late Stan Cohen’s (1985) Visions of Social Control. Conceptually speaking, “pervasive punishment” is “the dispersal of discipline”, “net-widening”, “blurring” and
“mesh-thinning” rudely, defiantly, oppressively come of age, and refusing to leave the scene of the crime,
ruefully suggesting that nothing Cohen said back then about his fears for the future stopped them from
coming true.
To ground the analysis of supervisory infrastructures and practices in the machinery of neoliberal capitalism, a notion of the penal state and the microphysics of power, there are the near-obligatory nods to
Durkheim, Marx and Foucault. Even Deleuze’s provocative, post-Foucauldian, post-disciplinary “societies
of control” get a mention, although on this minor point McNeill fares no better than anyone else in finding sufficient penological relevance in this strange abstraction. In picking up on how computers, just-intime production techniques and cybernetic thinking were changing society, Deleuze was indubitably prescient, but in that particular theoretical idiom it took until Bernard Harcourt’s (2016) Exposed: Desire and
Disobedience in a Digital Age to grasp what had emerged, and what new penal affordances had come into
being.
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Exposed is a book with some relevance to McNeill’s reflections on the future trajectories of electronic
monitoring, on the politics and techniques of making people more visible, and on the technological milieu
in which good forms of supervision might or might not be salvaged and taken forward.
Pervasive Punishment succeeds in a kind of analysis that none of the aforementioned grand theorists
quite managed. It traces the macro-to-micro inscription of broader structural influences downwards and
outwards into the face-to-face interactions of supervisory practice, through the mediating agency influences in between. For this reason, Richard Sennett – who has perfected this kind of analysis ‒ is a surprising absence from the list of intellectual progenitors. In the way it socially situates humanly recognizable
supervisees, anonymized here as Teejay and John, whom McNeill met in the “visual criminology” and
songwriting projects, Pervasive Punishment stands easy comparison with The Hidden Injuries of Class
(Sennett & Cobb, 1993) and The Corrosion of Character (Sennett, 1998), the rare and renowned kind of
not-quite-ethnographical works whose pained human subjects and the places they live and work are not
lost sight of in the overarching theoretical analysis. Penology has not had such a book as Pervasive Punishment before, and had McNeill subtitled it, as he aptly could have done, The Hidden Injuries of Mass Supervision no reader could have accused him of vanity.

The structure of the argument
Having clarified concepts and established a lineage in the first two chapters, Chapter 3 concerns the social
distribution of supervision in terms of class, race and gender – who gets supervised most, and who least,
and why? This is where “mass” is explained. Chapter 4 examines the ubiquitous, paradigmatic legitimation of supervision in penal reductionist narratives through the particular lens of Scotland – the never (or
negligibly) realized promise of using prison less if supervision is used more, no matter how the character
of supervision is politically shifted or represents itself over time, whether as mercy, welfare, responsibilization, control or punishment. Chapter 5 adapts Ben Crewe’s (2011) work on the variable depth, tightness
and weight of prison regimes, which make them more or less humanly bearable, to supervisory regimes,
exposing the fluctuating pains and burdens they impose on people, teasing out the responses and adaptations of Teejay and John. It shows how the imperatives of governance structures and agency protocols,
channelled and mitigated with variable degrees of reflexivity by different supervisors, systematically misrecognize their human subjects as perpetual objects of “categorical suspicion”, always in need – by dint of
their ascribed risk ‒ of oversight and intervention, never trusted. McNeill coins the redolent concept
“malopticon” to characterize the relentlessly negating gaze that supervisory institutions and actors direct
towards hapless supervisees, seeing surveillantly and judgementally, but not truthfully, not roundedly.
The last two chapters both point to ways forward. Chapter 6 makes the case for making the penal character and human consequences of supervision more “visible”, so that we (academics, policymakers, the
public) can become better placed to know what we are dealing with if we wish to reform or abolish it.
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The first part of this calls for a larger, sustained (clumsily named!) “counter-visual criminology”, building
on the projects described earlier in the book to enable a wide range of audiences to engage both cognitively and affectively with new, probably unfamiliar ways of seeing “offenders” and “outcasts”, more commensurate with the ways in which they see themselves, more generative of empathy and concern.
There is a connection here with a larger moral, political and sociological project, perhaps most associated
with Zygmunt Bauman, to affirm the face and the soul of “the human” in a technocratic environment that
increasingly tends towards its erasure. . The politics of visibility has become more complicated, because
in an age of ubiquitous CCTV, databases and social media ‒ the technocultural corollaries of electronic
monitoring, with which they all share pinpointing capabilities – spaces of anonymity and obscurity become as vital to human flourishing as visibility on the public stage, whose intended and hoped for meaning becomes harder to fix and control as images circulate and recirculate, and get reinterpreted, in digital
networks. Bernard Harcourt (2015, p. 282), not so enamoured of visibility as a social goal, presents
“fogging up” the tools of transparency as desirable “digital resistance”, although he registers the same
recurrent human hope as McNeill when he reminds us of the Prison Information Group founded in France
by Deleuze, Foucault and others in 1970, whose “idea was to produce a space, an opening, where people,
voices and discourses could be heard that were otherwise silenced”.
The second, allied part of Chapter 6 enters the debate on “public criminology” on the terms set by Loader
and Sparks (2010), which see a properly functioning, expansive, deliberative democracy as the way forward. McNeill’s hope is that academics, practitioners, artists and hitherto outcast voices, sometimes
melded together, will claim, gain and retain a persistent voice on penal matters. In seeking to build an understanding of what supervision really is, politically and experientially, he calls for an activist “dialogue”
that will “be enabled and enhanced by creative practices, processes, representations and responses that
help us to see, hear and sense supervision” (p. 155). Whether McNeill is conscious of it or not, the great
German artist Joseph Beuys (1921‒1986) seems a distant influence on his thoughts, or, more precisely, on
the Scottish penal milieu in which he has developed intellectually as a social worker and academic. Beuys
lived and breathed the idea that all of us have it in us to be artists, that our best selves appear through
creativity, and that art could be a social critique. In one of those instances of random “happenstance” that
McNeill acknowledges play a part in penal trajectories and outcomes, in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
Beuys’s outlook imprinted and vindicated the artistic endeavours of the controversial Special Unit in Glasgow’s Barlinnie Prison (Nellis, 2010). It in turn left a stuttering and ambivalent legacy of receptiveness to
using creative arts therapeutically and empoweringly with offenders in Scotland, which McNeill and his
colleagues have been doing much to invigorate.
Chapter 7 draws out two scenarios: a dystopian one of ever-expanding supervision, augmented, even
dominated, by emerging forms of technological monitoring, and, alternatively to that, a hopeful, defensible model of good supervision practice, based on parsimony, proportionality and productiveness. The dystopia comes over as an intensified, even more automated malopticon, complete with reporting kiosks,
biometric recognition systems, incessant tracking and biochemical and electroshock immobilization techniques, all of which, sadly, exist on this side of feasibility and do indeed have real-world champions. Such
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projections, which in dark times can all too easily colonize our imaginations, require active resistance. To
fortify us mentally, McNeill reminds us at the end of the book, somewhat bracingly after characterizing so
much supervision as Javert-like malevolence relentlessly messing with redeemable Valjeans, that pockets
of good supervision do survive, and still matter. Its principles and protocols are easily delineated and are
still sometimes applied in practice, especially in Europe. Nonetheless, it is in the nature of mass supervision not to be good-quality supervision: its rationale is not the support, reform and reintegration of troubled and troublesome individuals writ large, but the dispersed regulation of largely disadvantaged populations, cheaply. The solution to its scale, its mass character, lies with an end to systematic disadvantage
and inequality – easier said, of course, than done – but pre-figurative forms of dealing better with the
troubled and troublesome are indeed needed now, as signals of possibility.
McNeill’s short story supplements his policy and practice recommendations with one such possibility, the
“Conviction Collective”, a self-help-cum-social-movement that helps people to rebuild their lives after
punishment. This is certainly a valuable gesture towards something beyond the routinized, individualized
nature of state supervision, but it might be argued that more needs to be said about the economic desolation, crime networks and cultural dynamics of the communities in which many supervised people live
their lives, adversities on which even supportive collectives can have only a limited impact. What would
communities need to be like to make formal supervision less defensible? Richard Sennett’s (2012) observations in Togetherness on the craft of cooperation, and the kinds of individualism (and tribalism) that
produce “the uncooperative self”, would be worth considering. Alice Goffman’s (2015) ethnography of
young, poor African-American men caught in “a web of warrants and surveillance” corroborates McNeill’s
core point about the bleakness of the state-supervised life in run-down areas from a different perspective, and lends urgency to his proposed solutions.

Pervasive Punishment as a “criminological encounter”
There are several ways in which Pervasive Punishment is a “criminological encounter”. The first is interprofessional. Part of the story McNeill tells concerns the way in which his own training and experience as
“a criminal justice social worker” in Scotland (his pre-academic career) ‒ which emphasised the helpful
and constructive aspects of supervision and often disavowed its penal character – was modified over time
by intellectual and professional encounters with critical penologists in Europe and the USA. There is some
significant politicization here, a dawning that in the new century the penal and welfare promises of liberal
reformism were being dashed, and that the purposes and practices of the supervisory agencies in which
he had once had confidence were being distorted into something indefensible. Whilst remaining sensitive
to the practical and emotional demands of supervision on social workers, and probation and parole officers, he reframes their prevailing professional world views, whether based on need (helping) or risk
(protecting the public) or both, as rather egregious “penal imaginaries” that render them oblivious to the
harms that they inflict.
The second encounter is methodological – the complementary use, alongside critical analysis, of visual
research methodologies that equip the subjects of supervision – treated as “knowledgeable informants” ‒
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to use photographs, music and song lyrics to express their view of their experience and engage in dialogue with others about it. Some of the photographs are used in the book, and a postscript on Making
Stories and Songs from Supervision, co-written with a music-maker, explains the processes and rationale
underpinning the approach, and also the origins of the short story included in the book, and the roots-inreal-life of the characters in it.
The third encounter relates to this fictional narrative. The juxtaposition of an unfolding short story alongside the academic analysis works to substantiate the book’s central claim that the subjective experience
of supervision, and the milieu in which it occurs, is hard for those unfamiliar with it to imagine and empathize with, unless they are represented in a personalized way. The Invisible Collar engages its own right to
tell, at intervals throughout the book, the story of a supervised offender called Joe, his skilful and empathetic social worker Pauline, who is at odds with the heartless managerial culture she has to work in, and
Norm, her manager, the self-absorbed embodiment of all things actuarial. The idioms are perfectly complementary. For some, perhaps many, readers of Pervasive Punishment, the short story will be the hook
the argument about the character of supervision hangs on, providing the cognitive and sensory insights
that make the analysis plausible and compelling; for those of us who already “know” supervision, it is
McNeill’s Sennett-standard sociological reflections on it, which make us see it anew, that are the noteworthy intellectual achievement here. The story, sharp as it, is just a bonus.
McNeill is not the first criminologist to pen supportive short fiction, though he may well be the first to entwine it within an academic narrative itself. Stan Cohen originally published The Last Seminar as a separate journal article in 1979 before including it in his edited collection Against Criminology (Cohen, 1988). A
sardonic dystopian fable, tonally somewhere between Borges and Ballard, it depicts the breakdown of
order in a liberal Western university, and in the mental health of the first-person narrator (a radical criminologist!) as chaos and violence of seemingly unknown provenance invade the campus.
The collapse begins slowly with merely unsettling incidents ‒ “cons” turning up to his classes disputing his
expertise on imprisonment – which don’t impinge on everyone equally: the theorists and philosophers
continue abstruse conversations among themselves (while Rome burns!), oblivious to the panicking sociologists. Why the empiricists, wonders the criminologist? Why those who had at least tried to engage and
be relevant to a troubled, unjust world? It does not dawn on him as he flees the subsequent screams and
gunfire, as it does to the reader, that angry subaltern voices, not easily boxed into academic categories,
were rebelling against everyone who had merely studied injustice, even those with good intentions, without actually altering anything. Asking the subjects of oppression for their views, by itself, is a less
“engaged” way to be than many academics, even radical academics, like to think. Unlike his fictional alter
ego, Cohen always worked out what was going on, called things by their true names, and did involve himself in political and professional struggles outside academia.
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Some critical comments
Cohen’s depiction of the state of the world in 1979 was allegorical; re-read now, it seems a little more literal in the world in which Pervasive Punishment has appeared. Although McNeill is politically and professionally engaged outside academia, what he does not openly reckon with here, in his pursuit of an enlarged public space for democratic deliberation, are the punitive, indeed nihilistic, voices who have always
inhabited that space. In many respects ‒ as an ascendant populism shakes liberal foundations – such voices are louder than they have been for decades. It does not matter, for present purposes, why they are
there, or what social forces they represent; just acknowledging that they mobilize every time a progressive penal strategy is pursued is part of what praxis always requires. They can be circumvented, sometimes, but not vanquished. One reason, historically, why so many forms of penal-welfare supervision have
been contestable and contradictory, and prone to punitive intensification (especially in Britain), is that
they are almost always the product of legislative and policy compromise with hostile interests. They are a
mix of “not prison” to those who see the harms prison does, and want alternatives, but are also required
to be “prison-like” by those who want some aspects of imprisonment replicated.
McNeill is wise to open up new options in civil society for supporting reintegration that don’t entail protracted periods of state supervision, to imagine “the impossible”, but baneful influences exist in civil society too. The latter-day successors of G K Chesterton (1907), who reviled the “detestable determinism” of
early English release-on-licence schemes, and the undignified “perpetuation of punishment” that they
seemingly entailed, are probably not the kind of allies that McNeill would want on his side. The 24% decline in the use of community supervision in England and Wales since austerity began in 2010, and the
increase in fines, is no harbinger of the future he has in mind (Centre for Justice Innovation, 2018). Mass
supervision has more than one kind of opponent. A recent near-future dystopia, for example, depicts a
commercialized criminal justice system in Britain transformed beyond recognition by neoliberal assumptions: every crime is penalized with a fee according to the agreed financial worth of the harm done or the
life taken, with long periods of indentured labour in harsh corporate worksites for those (most people)
who can’t afford to pay their debt (North, 2018).
And then there’s the crime victims, whose pain, fear and anger are easily manipulated to serve penally
regressive ends, but whose needs, rights and interests matter no less than those of designated offenders,
who may well have experienced victimization themselves. Apart from Richard Sennett’s work, the other
book that Pervasive Punishment made me think of, partly by default, party in its cool determination to
make a difference, was John Braithwaite’s (1989) Crime, Shame and Reintegration. In terms of practical
policy prescription, Braithwaite understood that questions of censure, constraint and redress (as well as
reintegration) can never ultimately be evaded if vulnerable people are to be protected from harm and
violence, and if progressive penal measures (or moving away from penal measures) are to seem like a
plausible political option. McNeill does not directly address these questions, but in any debate about the
rolling back of mass supervision, whatever the social justice strategy that might underpin it, they will
arise. His hope, though, that through creative arts the humanity of “offenders” will become more apparent, and thereby open up a range of engagement strategies less severe, and less risk-oriented, than penal
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supervision ‒ emotionally painful perhaps, but not inimical to their citizenship – is consistent with
Braithwaite’s approach.
Pervasive Punishment is right that the pains of supervision have not become embedded in popular consciousness as readily as those of imprisonment. They are therefore easily minimized and misrepresented
as something lenient, which mystifies both their political function and their personal impact. Would it
make a political difference if such pains were durably inscribed in cultural memory, via novels, biographies, films, poems, concerts, podcasts, reports, documentaries and research, constantly available as an
authoritative resource with which to counter repeated misrepresentations? Possibly, but many a prison
movie over the last hundred years has casually turned brutality into cliché and perverse entertainment:
vicarious awareness of “the pain of others” does not always translate into compassion (Sontag, 2003). It
matters less, I think, whether honest representations of supervision become enduring, institutionalized
common sense, so long as the supply of new, invigorating representations is constant, each one commanding attention anew.
Few “offender autobiographies” or “prison novels” have a lasting impact down the years on culture: public interest, even in the good ones, tends to be transient, and they seem not to have an aggregated, cumulative effect. But while they do not collectively deepen or solidify progressive sentiment over time, any

one of them may have an enlightening and galvanizing effect on particular readers, influencing career
choices or professional and political alignments. There are far fewer parole and probation autobiographies or novels than their prison equivalents, but they too can work in the same stimulating – if limited
‒ way. McNeill mentions one such parole novel, Edward Bunker’s (1933‒2005) excellent, semiautobiographical No Beast So Fierce (Bunker, 1973), which was much talked about in its day, aided somewhat by Dustin Hoffman’s film of it (Straight Time (1978) ‒ see numerous clips on YouTube), and achieved
cult if not classic status. More novels of this calibre, in different jurisdictions, might help to illuminate and
even delegitimate “bad” supervision, especially if publishers, academics and penal reform groups
acknowledge their authenticity and fan the flames of public interest in them. But none will last forever,
and while Bunker’s work (four novels and a memoir) brilliantly captured an earlier era of American imprisonment and supervision, it is not – and cannot be ‒ the touchstone it once was.
Sociology is perhaps no different: some exceptionally perspicacious works do nail the moment, but
whether they have lasting impact cannot usually be predicted in advance. Pervasive Punishment certainly
deserves to set the terms of an overdue debate on mass supervision, its unwarranted scale and its
attendant human pains. The sophistication and lucidity of its analysis, its grounding in visual criminology
projects, the stylishness of its encounter with fiction and McNeill’s already golden reputation as an academic and activist will guarantee initial attention. It will be for others to engage with it, take up its challenges and reinforce its significance, a process I hope I have begun here. I will hazard that Pervasive Punishment will last, that it will be looked back upon as a critical moment in the understanding of supervision,
and that others will agree with me that, while its focus and ambitions are intentionally more modest, it
really does belong in the illustrious company of Cohen, Garland, Braithwaite and Sennett.
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