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ABSTRACT

Much has been written about the ‘social problem’ of fear of crime in the crimi-
nological and sociological literature in recent years. We would argue that thus far
in this literature, however, there has been too much emphasis on the question
‘How rational is people’s fear of crime?’, a question that largely reduces the com-
plexity of the phenomenon and positions a ‘biased’ lay response against an
‘expert’ objective judgment. In this article, we review different epistemological
perspectives that can be offered to understand in greater depth the fear of crime
phenomenon. We place particular emphasis on those hermeneutic perspectives
that go beyond the models of the rationalist, individualistic subject to exploring
issues of symbolic representation, discourse and the micro - and macro-contexts
in which fear of crime is experienced and given meaning. We also draw upon two
case studies from our own empirical research into fear of crime, conducted with
the intention of exploring the situated narratives, cultural representations and
different levels of symbolic meaning that contribute to the dynamic constitution
of fear.
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INTRODUCTION: FEAR OF CRIME AND THE IDEAL OF THE RATIONAL ACTOR

In 1997 we were the leaders of a large fear of crime research project under-
taken as a consultancy for the Australian Criminology Research Council
(CRC), the National Campaign Against Violence And Crime, and the
National Anti-Crime Strategy. As researchers in the area of the sociocultural
aspects of risk, we were interested in tendering for this consultancy because
it seemed potentially to mark a watershed in Australian fear of crime policy
and research. The ‘Request for Proposals’ sent out by the CRC emphasized
the lack of theoretical clarity in the �eld. It also pointed to the ‘dif�culties
with the empirical . . . measures [generally] used’ to date which are ‘not
necessarily applicable to a social or emotional phenomenon such as fear of
crime’. In particular, the document encouraged research which would look
outside the mainstream fear of crime literature.
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On our reading, this proposal indicated three areas of concern, all of
which attracted our attention as critical researchers. First, here was some
sign of dissatisfaction among major state agencies and policy-makers with
some of the long-lasting criminological and policy representations of the
‘afraid layperson’ which rested upon assumptions about rationalistic action
and cognition (see Sparks (1992) and Hale (1996) for exhaustive reviews
and critiques of this fear of crime literature). In this familiar ‘administra-
tive criminology’ tradition, quantitative measures are used to

�nd disproportions between the level of threat and the existence of fear.
Untoward fear is made to � ll the apparent gap between measures of
actual and perceived risks. . . . These notions suggest that fear is extra-
neous, excessive, generated by something other than its ostensible
objects, and to this extent irrational. (Sparks 1992: 8)

From this perspective, it is assumed that lay people should ideally possess
knowledge about the probabilities of certain crimes happening to them in
the situations in which they �nd themselves (based upon of�cial statistics
of crime incidence). They should use these probabilities rationalistically to
calculate whether or not they should feel apprehensive about becoming the
victim of a crime, and if so, what steps they should take to avoid this occur-
ring. Lay people are seen as unfortunately often failing to achieve this ideal,
behaving ‘irrationally’ by responding with an inappropriate level of fear to
crime. Reference is made to the ‘paradox’ that those individuals deemed
to be at low risk of being victims of crime are most afraid of the possibility
(see, for example, recent articles by Smith and Torstensson 1997; Borooah
and Carcach 1997).

Some criminologists have attempted to pose strategies by which fear of
crime might be rendered more ‘rational’ (for example, Smith and
Torstensson 1997) or refer to the ‘errors in the public perception of crime’
in which ‘the general public in various places have inaccurate, overly nega-
tive views of crime statistics’ (O’Connell and Whelan 1996: 179). This sug-
gests that there is such a thing as objective and expertly derived crime
statistics against which people’s perceptions can be measured: an approach
which also assumes some objective measure of ‘rationality’, so that people
can be regarded as ‘properly afraid’, ‘too afraid’ or ‘not afraid enough’ of
crime. As it was argued in a recent review document on fear of crime pub-
lished by the Australian Institute of Criminology, ‘While the fear of crime
expressed by some citizens is well-founded, other individuals are at less per-
sonal risk than they might believe’ (Grabosky 1995: 1).

There is greater concern expressed in the administrative criminology
literature about what is seen to be inappropriately high levels of fear than
about cavalier attitudes towards crime. The general populace – and, in
particular, members of the social groups of women and older people –
have frequently been portrayed as responding to certain crimes more
fearfully than they ‘should’. This fear is seen as dysfunctional because it
is assumed to restrict the autonomy of fearful individuals, ‘detract from
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the quality of life’ and ‘adversely affect social and economic well-being’
(Grabosky 1995: 1). Such individuals are portrayed, therefore, as the
passive victims and even prisoners of their fear. Underlying many discus-
sions of women and older people’s fear of crime are assumptions that
draw on stereotypical notions about femininity and old age and capacity
for rationality.

In the administrative criminology literature the mass media are often
singled out and criticized for fomenting the general public’s ‘inappropri-
ately’ high levels of fear of crime (Sparks 1992: 2), again positioning the
public as passive and irrational before the ‘assault’ of the media. According
to Grabosky, for example, ‘Frequent exposure to news coverage of crime
may lead one to overestimate the probability of personal victimisation’
(1995: 2). This perspective on media in� uence in the fear of crime
phenomenon has been strongly in� uenced by the ‘cultivation’ theorists, led
by Gerbner and his colleagues. The cultivation theorists regarded media
representations – especially those that appeared on television – as playing
a vital role in producing a view of the world that inaccurately portrayed it
as replete with crime. From the 1970s on they have published many
accounts of their ‘mean world’ thesis, which argued that the mass media
tend to represent the world predominantly as uncivil, violent and threat-
ening rather than as orderly and secure. Over time, Gerbner et al. contend,
cumulative exposure to this ‘distorted’ view of the world leads audiences,
particularly heavy viewers, to adopt it as their own view (see, for example,
Gerbner 1970; Gerbner and Gross 1976).

The cultivation approach has been subject to an extensive critique for its
methodological de�ciencies (see, for example, critiques by Hughes 1980;
Gunter 1987). A number of challenges to administrative criminological
accounts of fear of crime and that presented by the cultivation theorists
have also come from left realists, including the feminist critics who have
had increasing in� uence in the criminological literature. In response to
constructions of the ‘irrational’ subject, such critics have positioned people
as responding appropriately to fear of crime, based on real incidents to
which they are exposed. As Young puts it: ‘popular conceptions of crime
and policing are, in the main, constructed out of the material experiences
of people rather than fantasies impressed upon them by the mass media or
agencies of the State’ (1987: 337). If, for example, women are more afraid
of some crimes than men, then this is because they are subjected to higher
levels of harassment and threatening behaviours in their everyday lives than
appear in of�cial crime statistics. It is argued by left realists that the para-
doxical response on the part of women identi�ed by experts may be in part
a result of the experts’ own ignorance over the scale of violence against
women. Perceived risk may re� ect real experiences of assault or harass-
ment. Women’s fears should not, therefore, be discounted as ‘irrational’
but rather be viewed as rational responses to lived situations they �nd fright-
ening. Likewise, the apparent nonchalance of some men is represented as
‘irrational’ because they do not adequately assess the higher risk to which
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they are exposed of being a victim of crime (see, for example, critiques by
Valentine 1992; Goodey 1997; Pain 1997).

The left realist importantly diverts attention towards more �ne-grained
analysis of fear and anxiety in the routines of ordinary, everyday life. Here
again, however, there tends to be a comparison made between ‘objective’
risk and the degree to which individuals respond rationally or otherwise to
it. In this case, there is a focus on the ways in which ‘expert’ knowledges
tend to ignore or discount the extent of ‘objective’ risk that is experienced
and responded to by lay people. As Sparks argues, the rationality/irration-
ality of their response is again emphasized in the left realist literature: ‘By
default the notion of rationality functions in realist discourse to stipulate
that a fear is fully “rational” only if its existence is wholly accounted for by
an antecedent level of objective risk’ (1992: 10). Even in these realist
accounts of everyday experience of harassment, victimization and dis-
advantage embedded in ‘deep structures’ of exploitation, there has been a
surprising tendency to an almost stimulus–response effect (experience of
harassment or crime leads to fear of crime), with little insight into the com-
plexities and displacements involved, and the extra-rational level at which
fear (or lack of fear) is produced and operates. Nor, in the left realists’
emphasis on ‘real’ crime events, are issues of the cultural and symbolic rep-
resentations, myths, narratives and meanings that are integral to everyday
experience and the interpretation of that experience taken into account.

TOWARDS A HERMENEUTIC UNDERSTANDING OF FEAR OF CRIME

An important development in understanding fear of crime is the position-
ing of people as re� exive subjects who experience and respond to crime via
communal, aesthetic and shared symbolic meanings. We use the term
‘re� exivity’ here to encompass not simply a process of rationalist self-
monitoring through cognitive or normative categories. As critics such as
Lash (1993) have argued, re� exivity importantly also incorporates self-
interpretation and evaluation of social processes, conducted through aes-
thetic and hermeneutic understandings, or those that seek to understand
the deep meaning and signi�cance of actions, words, deeds and insti-
tutions. Aesthetic or hermeneutic re� exivity is rooted in background
assumptions and unarticulated practices and in intuition, feeling, emotion
and the spiritual. This type of re�exivity involves the processing of signs and
symbols rather than simply ‘information’. Aesthetic re�exivity relies upon
an individual’s membership of a community, moral and culturally learned
and shared assumptions, preferences and categories.

These aspects are particularly highlighted in the work of Mary Douglas
(1985, 1992) on risk and culture. Douglas challenges the individualistic
model of the rationalist actor, arguing for a view of the subject that recog-
nizes her or his location within a community or subcultural group. She
asserts that lay responses to risks and dangers should not be considered as
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erroneous or biased if they differ from expert assessments. Rather, their use
and value within a particular cultural context needs to be acknowledged.
Individuals are not the ‘fools’, ‘individual decision-makers’ or ‘hedonic
calculators’ which they are often represented as being in ‘expert’ risk
discourses (Douglas 1985, 1992). Rather, their re� exivity in response to per-
ceived dangers make eminent sense and have use and value within their
shared cultural context. Importantly, ideas about danger and risk serve to
bolster symbolic notions of community boundaries, helping to maintain
social order and moral principles and explain misfortune. Distinctions
between rationality and irrationality in relation to the individual have no
meaning in this schema, for as Douglas argues, cultural assumptions and
meanings always have their use and value to achieve certain, often symbolic,
ends.

One important development has been the discursive turn evident in post-
structuralism, including an interest in representation, which has begun to
make itself known in recent sociocultural analyses of fear of crime. From
this perspective, the ‘cultural frames’ by which crime ‘makes sense’
becomes the focus of attention (Young 1996) rather than the attempt to
measure the rationality of response to crime. For example, in Sparks’ in� u-
ential book on television representations of crime, he explores the expres-
sive and emotive characteristics of crime, law enforcement and
contemporary culture, with an emphasis on the metaphorical and �gura-
tive dimensions of crime and punishment within everyday media rep-
resentation and viewing. For Sparks (1992: 11), fear is not simply a static
quantity to be measured. It is instead positioned as a dynamic mode of per-
ception which is intimately linked to individuals’ subjectivity and biography.
People’s responses to crime are generated not so much via rationalistic
calculations of probabilities, but via a series of intuitions, grounded in the
experiences of everyday life. Sparks positions fear of crime within people’s
more general sense of wellbeing and their hermeneutic response to the
world rather than seeing it as the outcome of a ‘stimulus-response’ effect

To be fearful . . . is to approach and interpret the world in particular
ways. To this extent, it is rarely fully accurate to speak of fear as having
been ‘caused’, even by a speci�c precipitating event; nor is it always
appropriate to interpret fearfulness solely in terms of the objects to which
it ostensibly attaches. This being so, it would seem less appropriate to view
fears of crime among those who are not much at risk of becoming victims
as, in any simple sense, ‘irrational’, than to see such fears as also intelli-
gibly summarizing a range of more diffuse anxieties about one’s position
and identity in the world. (Sparks 1992: 14)

Sparks’ analysis of the meanings and resonance of television crime offers
an important textualist approach to the fear of crime debate, and provides
a clear challenge to conventional notions of the ‘rational’ response to
crime. Yet as a primarily textualist analysis, it remains largely speculative: it
can offer no grounded views on audience response to such meanings, or
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the ways in which media products interact with other sources of meaning
in constructing perceptions of crime. Fear of crime research needs to
explore the dynamic situated and micro-contextual contexts in which fear
of crime is generated and experienced.

Some recent analyses have combined the left realists’ interest in the
material worlds in which people develop their perceptions of crime with a
focus on discourse and representation as contributing to the construction
of social reality. An exemplar of such research is the interpretive empirical
analysis based on ethnographic techniques conducted by Ian Taylor and his
colleagues. In one study, Taylor explored the emotions and anxieties of
af� uent, middle-class people in a ‘village’ suburb of Manchester. He identi-
�ed their concerns about the new noises of privatized, economically
rationalized Britain (the regular sound of burglar alarms, the noise of the
spatially dispossessed youths in the local pub and park) and the channels
of discourse (supermarket check-out gossip, children bringing anxious
playground talk home to their parents, the local newspapers’ speculations
about drug dealing in the park) which construct a public sphere out of
private fears and unease. These are the interwoven ‘noises’, ‘talk’, ‘rumour’
and ‘myths’ of crime that circulate in a very speci�c community that is
nevertheless historically and geographically representative of a particular
politics at a particular time. These ‘noises’ and ‘talk’ have ‘an indirect
relationship to real events or incidents, and [are] clearly linked, in some
way, to the coverage given to local crime in the community newspapers’
(Taylor 1995: 277).

In their A Tale of Two Cities (Taylor et al. 1996), Taylor and his colleagues
took this conceptual/empirical analysis of lived local experience further, by
exploring ‘symbolic locations of crime’ in ‘headquarter cities’ like Man-
chester and declining ‘module production cities’ like Shef�eld in terms of
their different ‘structures of feeling’. They used Raymond Williams’ notion
of ‘structure of feeling’ or ‘the particular quality of social experience and
relationship, historically distinct from other particular qualities which give
a sense of a generation or a period’ (Williams, quoted in Taylor et al. 1996:
312). Taylor et al.’s analysis demonstrates the value of situated ethno-
graphic methods, embedded in broader socio-historical and structuralist
analysis, in explicating the complex sociocultural phenomenon that is fear
of crime. On the one hand, a focus on urban (and rural) histories tends to
indicate the structures of time, place and everyday routine in which fear of
crime is embedded. Individual histories and biographies can indicate long-
term patterns as well. On the other hand, though, personal biographies can
indicate the potential for agency that is embedded in different histories and
different spaces.

Contrasted with Sparks’ (1992) generalized mass-media images, the
channels of discourse identi�ed by Taylor et al. produce the localized
hermeneutics about crime. But although Sparks’ focus is different from that
of Taylor, both emphasize the importance of fear of crime as a dimension
of experience, in particular the insinuation of fear and anxiety into daily
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life via ordinary discourses, rhetorics and routines. They also both insist on
the importance of lay knowledge and local context in understanding fear
of crime. Fear of crime, they argue, always involves issues of representation
and meaning, and therefore it is vital to understand the character and uses
of mass media in conjunction with other sources of meaning. This under-
lines the point that ‘gossip’ and media need to be analysed together, in local
context, rather than in isolation.

A hermeneutic approach to fear of crime acknowledges the role played
by various levels of consciousness in its ontology. At a further level of analy-
sis, in their recent work combining sociology with psychoanalytic theory,
Hollway and Jefferson (1997a, b) emphasize the importance of taking into
account the unconscious psychodynamic aspects of people’s responses to
crime. They seek to explore the ‘diffuse anxieties about one’s position and
identity in the world’ that Sparks noted was a central underpinning of fear
of crime. Hollway and Jefferson draw particularly on the notion of the
unconscious defence mechanisms of splitting and projection and how they
are used to deal with threats to the self.

Writing speci�cally about how the risk of crime is conceptualized and
dealt with, Hollway and Jefferson argue that anxiety, as an inchoate
emotion, underlies much of the contemporary response to what people
de�ne and treat as crime risks. They speculate about the extra-rational level
of individuals’ responses to risk phenomena in a society in which risks have
become increasingly incalculable and a political and moral issue (here
drawing on Beck’s and Giddens’ writings on the ‘risk society’) (Hollway and
Jefferson 1997a). Anxiety, they argue, is the product of the repression of
what is seen as threatening to the integrity of the self at the unconscious
level. It is split from the self and displaced onto other targets: other aspects
of a person’s life, other things, people or social groups. In this respect,
Hollway and Jefferson take further Taylor et al.’s view that ‘There is little
doubt that the fears which are articulated in these suburban areas also act
as shorthands for, or displacements of, other middle-class fears that are
general in free market England, notably in respect of house prices . . . and
a cluster of other economic areas, including unemployment’ (Taylor et al.
1996: 307).

Hollway and Jefferson claim, therefore, that the current currency of fear
of crime discourses is such a manifestation of displaced anxiety. In doing
so they draw on their interviews with people living on two council estates
in northern England, in which they attempted to elicit narratives that went
beyond people’s experiences of crime and thus positioned crime as part of
individuals’ gestalt. Hollway and Jefferson argue that because crime can
easily �nd a identi�able target – the criminal – it provides a repository for
anxieties about other fears that are more intractable and diffuse for the
individual. People may become obsessed with crime and strategies for its
avoidance because they feel that they can do something about this danger,
unlike those underlying their other fears and worries. This gives them a
sense of mastery, a feeling that they have some control over some aspect of
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their lives: ‘Paradoxically then, a rampant “fear of crime” discourse which
might on the face of it be thought to exacerbate fears, could actually serve
unconsciously as a relatively reassuring site for displaced anxieties which
otherwise would be too threatening to cope with’ (Hollway and Jefferson
1997a: 263–4).

Thus, for example, Hollway and Jefferson diagnose one of their interview
subjects, Bob, as having a heightened anxiety about crime because he is dis-
placing his fears about physical incapacity and ageing, of the meaningless
of his current existence, of an unfamiliar and potentially hostile world
outside his home. They argue that this man’s strategies in relation to his
fear of crime serve to function as a defence against his other, more diffuse
and intractable anxieties, providing him with an imaginary sense of mastery
(1997a: 263). In contrast, another housing estate resident, Joe, has a long
history of feeling connected to this community as boys’ soccer coach and
Working Men’s Club secretary. So despite sharing with Bob the view that
the housing estate upon which they live is ‘terrible’ (and garaging his car
off the estate), ‘fear of crime does not act as a magnet for other anxieties. . .
Joe has no need of the unconscious displacement apparent in Bob’s story.
Being �t and healthy, being active in the community, being known and
respected: these give Joe a feeling of being in control, of having some in� u-
ence’ (1997a: 265).

Hollway and Jefferson’s work places an important emphasis on the play
between the individual’s psyche and the social location in which the psycho-
dynamic response to fear of crime is developed. It therefore represents an
apparent avoidance of the model of rationality that is so characteristic of
the fear of crime literature. Their analysis is valuable in addressing the point
that fear of crime need not be speci�cally about crime itself, but also incor-
porates concerns about oneself or one’s intimates, or about society and
social life, and is constructed through both personal biography and dis-
course.

Paradoxically, however, Hollway and Jefferson’s approach also tends
towards an objectivist perspective, even though this is a perspective that they
deliberately set out to avoid. Part of their research involved making assess-
ments of how much ‘at risk’ of crime they thought their research partici-
pants were. Their theorizing of anxiety, indeed, is based on their assessment
of how divergent was the ‘real risk’ of crime to the individuals they inter-
viewed compared with the interviewees’ apparent level of anxiety about
being a victim of crime. Hollway and Jefferson, with their knowledge of
psychoanalytic concepts, sought to establish links between their inter-
viewees’ accounts of their life experiences and the extent to which such
accounts revealed underlying anxieties that were having an impact on their
fear or crime. They assumed that their interviewees themselves would be
unable to make these links: ‘we did not expect research respondents necess-
arily to be able to understand their own actions, motivations, or feelings’
(Hollway and Jefferson 1997b: 55).

As such, this research tends to slide back into a variant of the

514 Deborah Lupton and John Tulloch



‘expert/rational’ versus ‘lay/irrational’ dichotomy. Hollway and Jefferson
have replaced the ‘irrational, overly fearful subject’ of mainstream crimi-
nology with that of the ‘anxious, defended subject’ (1997b: 53), itself a
somewhat limiting concept if it fails to recognize the rational as well as
extra-rational aspects of fear of crime. There is the suggestion in their
approach, just as is evident in administrative criminological discourses, that
some people may be judged as ‘too fearful’ about crime in terms of the ‘real
risk’ of being a victim (although their explanations for this inappropriately
high level of fear are very different from those found in administrative crim-
inology). To focus only on unconscious displacement tends to ignore the
conscious strategies and various circuits of communication adopted by both
the Bobs and the Joes in ‘going on’ with lives in which fear of crime (for
both) is a material phenomenon, not simply a displacement of less de�n-
able and manageable worries. In other words, it ignores the continuity
between Joe and Bob as lay agents, leaving the former as somehow trapped
in his private space where a misconceived fear of crime replaces agency in
areas ‘that matter’ (his sick body, his unemployment and so on).

OUR RESEARCH

For the remainder of our discussion we will illustrate our arguments by
taking (like Hollway and Jefferson) two case examples which in some ways
match theirs from our own empirical study into fear of crime.1 In our
research we did not seek to explore explicitly the psychodynamic aspects of
people’s responses to crime, although we acknowledged the importance of
this level of response and construction of cultural meaning. We were
attracted to a view which eschewed a direct evaluation of how ‘rational’ indi-
viduals’ responses were to crime but rather positioned people as re�exive
subjects who experience and respond to crime via communal, aesthetic and
shared symbolic meanings. While we accepted that fear of crime may often
manifest itself as displaced anxieties, we were uncomfortable with a com-
plete replacement of the rational subject with the anxious subject. We also
wanted to avoid the premise that we, as ‘experts’, can determine whether
or not the people we talk to are responding overly fearfully to crime itself,
whether their fear is ‘appropriate’ or not. Our concern instead was to
investigate the basis and meaning of fear, and its location in everyday
experiences and narratives.

We shared the concern of left realists that, at least to some extent, fear
of crime does have a material base in people’s experience and so does have
an intelligible relationship to their day-to-day lives, rather than simply being
the result of fantasies and ‘moral panics’ imposed upon them by the mass
media or other forms of mediated knowledge (sometimes fear of crime is
simply fear of crime). We also, however, attempted to elicit the situated nar-
ratives, myths and meanings within which fear of crime is generated, and
the various and diverse circuits of communication by which these are
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reproduced. In doing so, we acknowledged the discursive and representa-
tional dimensions of fear of crime and the broader concerns beyond simply
an anxiety about being a victim of a speci�c crime that underpin it.

Our notion of subjectivity drew on poststructuralist assumptions about
the fragmented and often contradictory nature of identity and experience,
seeing both ‘rationality’ and ‘emotion’ as constituted through the dis-
courses of a number of subcultures or social collectives of which individuals
are members as well as through personal experience. This is a theoretical
position which believes both in ‘structure’ (although not as a �xed and
unchanging pre-determinant of meaning) and in ‘agency’ (although not in
the humanist sense of autonomous, individual, rational choice). We
focused our questions on issues of biography, temporality, space and the
sense of control that individuals feel they have over situations in which
crime is a possibility.

The interviewees from our study who form the basis of our two case
studies here are both women who are 68 years old. Mae, Australian-born of
British ancestry, lives alone in a small country town in New South Wales.
She is similar to Bob in having become extremely privatized, living alone in
her home behind multiply-deadlocked front and back doors and windows.
Unlike Bob, however, there is not even the ostensible cause of a break-in to
‘explain’ her great fear of ‘home invasion’. The only time that Mae has had
to contact the police was when a neighbour threw a � rework on her roof.
Unlike Bob, Mae is not poor (living in her own home in retirement) and is
reasonably � t and well. Her extreme ‘fear of an unfamiliar and hostile world
outside the home’ (Hollway and Jefferson 1997a: 263) is mainly the result
of a speci�c biographical event: the death (through natural causes) of her
husband eighteen months before. Since then, Mae has stopped watching
any crime series on television – even series she had watched comfortably
with her husband before he died. Indeed, the same shows seem to have
changed for her since then: ‘That’s the trouble, they’re getting too much
like what’s happening out on the streets . . . like what you read in the paper.’

While she avoids all crime on television because ‘You see these things
happening and I think you imagine that it’s going to happen to you’, Mae
has taken to reading the local and national newspapers far more since her
husband died. Her knowledge (and fear) of crime comes almost entirely
from this media source, since she does not go out much and has never
experienced a criminal incident. It is in these newspapers that Mae has
‘become far more aware of the drug problem now’. In the local paper she
scrupulously reads the court cases, �nding here the accounts of ‘home in-
vasions’ which she fears so much. Her reading of the paper tells her that
nine out of ten cases are ‘about drugs’; and Mae is thus quite able (like
many of our older interviewees) to construct a causal narrative of crime,
where youth unemployment leads to drug-taking and thus to ‘home inva-
sions’. As a result, she has ‘only recently’ begun worrying about her grand-
children and drugs. This is also something she ‘sees so much of on TV,
where people are dying from taking drugs. Peer pressure and all those sorts
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of things. It doesn’t matter how good a child is – they can be turned around,
can’t they?’.

Our point here is that Mae is displaying a broadly-based ‘lay knowledga-
bility’ about what she sees as an increasingly risky society. Certainly, this
society is not in her control. She says that you can only warn your grand-
children about drugs, and the government doesn’t seem to be doing any-
thing. And certainly, a great deal of her anxiety and uncertainty does seem
to be channelled through the one particular fear of home invasion. But
rather than an unconscious displacement move, this process seems closer
to being one of conscious metonymy, where one aspect of (in this case a
‘causal’) �eld stands in for other aspects to which it is related. It is not the
case that Mae’s fear of home invasions simply gives her ‘an imaginary sense
of mastery’ as ‘a relatively reassuring site for displaced anxieties which
otherwise would be too threatening to cope with’ (Hollway and Jefferson
1997a: 263, 264). True, her multiple locks are her residual form of mastery
in a very insecure world, and to draw attention to that aspect of anxiety-
displacement, as Hollway and Jefferson do, is valuable. But to emphasize
only the displacement reduces Mae’s lay knowledge of a world of risk, and
effaces what is clearly a very deep and material anxiety among our respon-
dents (and, indeed, in Hollway and Jefferson’s interviewees Bob and Joe
also) about the world of increasing risk and crime in which their children
or grandchildren will grow up.

Biographical change (the death of her husband) may well have released
a greater uncertainty about the late-modern world for Mae, but it is an
uncertainty she works hard to control by means beyond her privatized
domestic world. When her husband was alive, she could, she says, talk with
him about the crime series they watched so that she wasn’t (as she is now)
scared by every creak in the house. But in the absence of that particular
circuit of communication (regular talk between her husband and herself),
Mae has adopted a new one: the local newspapers – and it is there that she
learns about ‘home invasions’ (thus increasing her fear) and about a macro-
social narrative (unemployment/drugs/burglary) which both gives her a
‘causal’ understanding and a new reason for fearing for her grandchildren.

To suggest that fear of crime is no more than an unconscious displace-
ment of the uncertainty, ambivalence and chaos of the late-modern world
would be to leave Mae, like Bob, trapped in the fortress of her home. At
one level, she is. But at another, she is still active dialogically, replacing her
engagement with her husband’s ‘talk’ with that of the local media (even as
she turns off the television which was one focus of her earlier ‘talk’). Mae
is not just a ‘too fearful’ victim of a ‘sensationalizing’ media, as the cultiva-
tion theorists would argue. She is also active – just like before – with cul-
tural intertexts, narratives and representations. Through these circuits of
communication she is creating meanings, causalities and knowledge about
why she is powerless (as a grandmother who can only talk and warn, and as
a voter whose government ‘does nothing’).

In Mae we have deliberately chosen one of our most anxious and
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privatized respondents, partly to compare with the also very privatized Bob
described by Hollway and Jefferson, and to indicate that even here agency
and a determination to understand and work on the ‘real world’ (even if
only via talk with grandchildren) is strong. Fear of crime is, centrally, about
crime in Mae’s case. We were also indicating a continuity in the process of
Mae’s agency; even though the particular circuit of communication she
chooses to manage her world is now different (and, indeed, is increasing
her fears – though one might argue at the same time that this is giving her
a greater knowledge of the macro-social than she may have acquired in
‘talk’ with her husband).

Our second case study Moira, like Hollway and Jefferson’s Joe, allows fear
of crime discourse little purchase on her life – even though she says, like
Mae, that she is of a particularly nervous disposition. She says, ‘With the
newspaper and TV there is not a day goes by without some stabbing or some
other dreadful thing happening, and it is disturbing in a way, but I don’t
dwell on it’. Moira, who lives in Sydney, emigrated to Australia from South
Africa. Like Mae, she lives in her own home in a pleasant area. Like Mae
also, Moira says ‘I actually avoid police shows’ on television. She, too, is con-
cerned about ‘home invasion’, involving not only theft but also physical
assault: ‘Mostly home invasions [worry me]. That’s why we have security
doors. Apart from that I don’t worry. If they burgle they burgle – it doesn’t
worry me.’ Moira in this respect is like Joe who took precautions like
installing security lights, and then got on with his life.

However, to make comparisons like this – Mae with Bob, Moira with Joe
– is also misleading, because it ignores the situated biographies which each
negotiates as a life project of lay knowledge. Moira’s ‘home invasion’ story
makes our point clearly

Home invasion . . . I don’t really think about it all the time, but it is in
my mind. Don’t forget we come from South Africa, and I got into the
habit of worrying about things like that. In South Africa even then, which
was a reasonably peaceful time, you were always aware of your coat or
your bag when you walked down the street, and if you had a servant I
always worried when we were out and left her babysitting that when we
came back the house would be burgled, the kid would be probably
screaming in its cot, and the servant would not be there, which happened
quite frequently. I just never felt safe there and I came here and I was left
with the same feeling.

Moira admits that her South African neighbours ‘would leave their house
wide open’ when they went out, whereas when ‘we went out of the house
every window and every door was always locked’. But, in an important sense,
what has happened since in South Africa has, in Moira’s view, justi�ed those
early fears, since now ‘every house is barricaded like a fortress and con-
nected to the police station’. As in the case of Mae, Moira establishes causal-
ities in her ‘lay knowledge’ about crime. She is quite aware that she is
unusually nervous on the one hand (thus recognizing that her home
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security in Sydney is an extension of her anxieties in South Africa), but also
relatively independent and cynical on the other. Even when her family did
suffer a break-in of their Sydney home: ‘I couldn’t care less about the
invasion of privacy. I was furious that they stole my good jewellery. It didn’t
increase my sense of vulnerability. If you take the normal precautions and
lock the door, then what can you do? It happens.’

As in the case of Mae, we are making the point that Moira is acutely aware
of her particular fears of crime, able herself to relate them to her personal
and social biography. She is also aware of the way in which she negotiates
her image of the police in relation to this. Moira was born in
Palestine/Israel prior to 1946, the daughter of a senior of�cer in the British
Palestine Police Force. Much of her current attitude to police and crime is
negotiated via her memories of this police force on the one hand and the
South African one on the other. Her pride in her father’s work has given
her a long-term sympathy for the police: ‘I have always defended the police
– I have always thought they must be honest.’ Consequently she says she
could never understand the general hostility displayed by the public and
the media to the police when she arrived in Australia. On the other hand,
she had ‘dreadful’ experience with the South African police: ‘Everything
was the police there, and the law was that as an “alien” I had to report to
the police all the time.’

After coming to Australia, Moira has negotiated her attitude to police and
to television cop series between these two real-life memories, avoiding the
‘good guy/bad guy’ police/criminal representations, and watching regu-
larly only one police series – the American drama NYPD Blue, where they
‘appear more natural and human. They have real problems that other
people have, and you never see them shooting people, blowing on their gun
and walking away as if it’s done’. Moreover, her own experience with Aus-
tralian police as a result of her break-in has made her more cynical about
them, and, during the interview, her language about them begins to change

I used to always defend the police when people would talk about cor-
ruption and things. I would always think they were exaggerating, but two
incidents happened to me, very minor things while we lived in Balmain
[a Sydney suburb] and I realised police really don’t care and they are not
there to protect you.

One incident was the theft of her jewellery, when the police displayed no
interest in following the burglary up and suggested that she should try and
trace it herself by visiting pawnshops. The other was when a hit-and-run
driver wrecked her parked car, and the police did not follow up the descrip-
tion and registration number given by neighbours. In addition, Moira �nds
recent news about police corruption in New South Wales ‘upsetting and dis-
illusioning’.

Moira’s changing narratives about the police in our interview display the
process of ‘dialogic exchange’ (Bakhtin 1984) where the ‘voice’ of the
speaker as a site of consciousness allows us to explore context-bound
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utterances as she negotiates and develops a voice that questions, even chal-
lenges, her ‘dominant’ one. Both ‘externally’ (in relation to others’ voices
– Mae’s ‘talk’ with her husband, and her reading of local papers) and
‘internally’ (Moira’s negotiation of ‘police’ via biographical memories)
there is an interplay of voices within our respondents’ narratives, a dialogic
exchange which is ‘agitated, internally undecided and two-faced’ (Bakhtin
1984: 198). So, on the one hand, Moira says – after completing her story
about the local police and her jewellery – ‘Look, it wasn’t a murder, so I
couldn’t expect them – I am sure if there had been someone hurt they
would have reacted more positively.’ Here the police as ‘responsible agents’
are recuperated. But on the other hand, the increasingly ‘upsetting and dis-
illusioning’ recent stories she recounts make her reconsider her own
father’s honesty when he was in the police force

My impression was the police were doing the right thing, but you can
never tell when you are a child. The thing that they did which would now
be considered a crime, as dishonest, was when we would accept gifts.

In this case Moira’s uncertain, self-conscious and re� exive language is
beginning to reconstruct a view of police and crime in a new (but not
unconscious) frame.

These are powerful memories and negotiations, working at the very
centre of Moira’s identities, and a psychodynamic analysis of Hollway and
Jefferson’s kind would undoubtedly be valuable here. But our point is to
draw attention also to the conscious level of agency at work in Moira’s narra-
tive voices about moral ‘responsibility’ and ‘irresponsibility’. In dialogue
with us Moira is also in dialogue with her past, with her experiences and
with a variety of intertexts (like the local newspaper where, like Mae, Moira
�nds some collaboration of her concern with ‘home invasion’). In this dia-
logic process past and present anxieties, subjectivities and ideologies are
incorporated within a continually developing process (Bakhtin 1984)
wherein our respondent negotiates her voice quite consciously. This is
evident, also, in Moira’s worry about crimes against young children. She has
a grandchild with Down’s Syndrome, and she gets upset by media reports
of institutional and personal violence against children. Like Mae when her
partner was alive, Moira talks with her husband about these media stories.

Moira discusses powerful personal anxieties and moralities, to do with
deep and shifting identi�cations with her father and with her grandchil-
dren. But they are also speci�c fears of speci�c crimes, which are worked
through the micro-narratives of a series of different circuits of communi-
cation. As such they are operating at the level of lay knowledge and sense-
making, not simply as irrational fears or displaced defences against
uncertainty and ambivalence. The ways in which particular individuals
identify with fear of crime discourse does indeed depend on their unique
biographies, as Hollway and Jefferson say. But there is an important aspect
of conscious story-telling, memory negotiation and embedded dialogic
exchange in this which an analysis based on unconscious projection and
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displacement misses. Our choice of contrast between Mae and Moira is as
much to draw attention to the continuities between them as they resort to
various circuits of communication in constructing ‘lay knowledgability’ as
to their differences as differently situated 68-year-old women.

CONCLUSION 

We conclude that theorizing about fear of crime need not attempt to dis-
tinguish between ‘rational’ or ‘irrational’ responses to crime. What remains
important is the assumption that fear of crime operates at a number of
different levels of meaning and consciousness, emerging from and con-
stantly reactive to direct personal experiences, knowledge about others’
experiences and mediated sources of information, and also � tting into
broader narratives concerning anxieties about ‘the way society is today’.
When analysing the fear of crime phenomenon, it is important to avoid a
position of moral indifference where reasoned (and ‘emotional’) anxieties
are deprived of their agency. Like other recent theorists constructing a ‘cri-
tique after postmodernism’, we are adopting ‘the position of “now-here”:
inescapably local, partial and fragmentary, and yet contextual, intercon-
nected and globalizing’ (Adam and Allan 1995: xvi). In our case, this is to
position qualitative research within an ‘ethnography of storytelling’ (Ang
1995: 75), wherein we explore re�exively the embedded dialogical nature
of discourse (including our own: see Tulloch et al. 1998).

Lay knowledge, in local dialogic exchange with a variety of circuits of
communication (family stories and memories, talk, local papers, television
items about police inquiries) constructs speci�c causal chains in relation to
‘unemployment’, ‘drugs’, ‘crime’ ‘police corruption’, and so on. The
process of negotiation here is consciously and dialogically reasoned. It is
that re�exive approach to dialogic exchange within and between respon-
dents, and between researcher/interviewer and interviewee which is
missing from Hollway and Jefferson’s methodological account, where they
sought to ‘place an anxious, defended subject rather than a rational,
unitary one at the core of our concerns’, but were ‘somewhat uncertain how
to surmount the methodological problems thus posed’ (1997b: 66–7).

The option – whether theoretically or methodologically – is therefore not
an either/or between an ‘unconscious defended subject’ and a ‘rational
unitary one’. We would argue further that the important research question
in fear of crime research is not ‘How rational is people’s fear of crime?’, a
question which we have argued is far too simplistic, and indeed, patroniz-
ing. Rather a series of questions may be substituted which examine the local
and global, the conscious and unconscious, the discursive and extra-
discursive and the material and symbolic dimensions of fear of crime, while
acknowledging that each of these pairs of terms are not binary oppositions
but instead are sides of the same coin. To us the way ahead with analyses of
fear of crime and the media would seem to lie with a combining of Douglas’
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view on risk perception as a hermeneutic and symbolic product, Hollway
and Jefferson’s emphasis on the psychodynamic aspects of people’s
responses to crime, Sparks’ focus on fear of crime as a dynamic interplay of
perception and cultural representation, Taylor et al.’s focus on the cogni-
tive and emotional scripts inhering in ‘long-established memories and
beliefs’ (1996: 314), and the kind of analysis of lay knowledge and the dia-
logic use of micro-circuits of communication we have attempted to develop
in our own research. 
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NOTE

1. Three empirical studies formed the
basis of our research: a main study, cover-
ing a range of issues to do with fear of
crime, plus two smaller and complemen-
tary sub-studies. The main study was con-
ducted with participants living in Sydney,
the smaller industrial city of Wollongong
(located close to Sydney), the country
town of Bathurst (about 250 kilometres
from Sydney), Hobart (a small city in the
state of Tasmania) and country areas close
to Hobart. The main study looked at a
broad range of issues related to fear of
crime. One of the sub-studies, conducted
in Sydney and the Blue Mountains (a rural
area from which many residents commute
to Sydney by train to work) focused
speci�cally on public transport and fear of
crime. The other sub-study focused on fear
of crime and the mass media (conducted
in Sydney, the Blue Mountains and
Bathurst). All three studies used the quali-
tative methods of one-to-one interviews
and focus group discussions. There was
also limited use of quantitative methods in
the main study: interviewees and focus
group participants answered some ‘tick-
the-box’ questions and then went on to
explain why they gave such responses in
the interviews/discussions. For the full
report of this research, see Tulloch et al.

(1998). The research was funded by the
Criminology Research Council.
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