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1. Introduction

The increasing regulation and social control of incivilities across Europe is a prime example
of a shift in social control from the notion of crime towards broader notions of disorder and
other sub-criminal behaviour (Garland 2001; Zedner 2009; Pleysier 2015; Persak 2016a).
Incivilities, also known under other names, such as anti-social behaviour, disorder, quality-of-
life crimes, public nuisance and petty offences, encompass a variety of conduct from littering
and vandalism to public drunkenness, aggressive begging, noisy neighbours and so forth. They
have become construed, both at the local and the national levels, as a risk to future crime and as
such something to be managed, or better yet, criminalised. Although some incivilities may be
harmful and thus legitimately proscribed (such cases have mostly already been criminalised in
some way or another), many others represent only trivial and fleeting annoyance to some
(although not necessarily to others, as emotional responses are subjective) or a simple violation
of a rule, without causing any harm, that is, objective setback to one’s legitimate interests
(Persak 2007a; Simester and von Hirsch 2011; PerSak 2014). Drawing on a discourse inherited
from the ‘broken windows’ theory (Wilson and Kelling 1982), it is the risk of incivilities or their
assumed propensity to grow into more serious crime that often guides their criminalisation,
even though sometimes indirectly through administrative or civil law.3 When they are
conceptualised as a conduct that causes or may cause alarm, harassment or distress to others
(as the anti-social behaviour has been defined in England and Wales, for example), the
vagueness and, in particular, the subjectivity of it also highlight the significance of people’s
perceptions in the definition of incivilities.

A recent comparative work highlighted, among others, the role that space (management)
plays in the social control of incivilities across European countries (Persak 2016b). Zoning, for
example, is a strategy used in Budapest, Hungary, to prevent incivilities said to arise from the
behaviour of the homeless (such as going through trash and sleeping rough) by prohibiting the
homeless in certain areas of the city — areas that belong to city centre and attract tourists. The
importance placed on the commercial attractiveness of urban spaces in Budapest was one of the
important factors leading to the criminalisation of this particularly vulnerable group (Podoletz
2016). Similar place restrictions have been used in the US to “banish” the undesirable element
from specific zones (Beckett and Herbert 2009) or in the UK to prohibit offenders from
accessing certain places where they have previously engaged in anti-social conduct. In England
and Wales, the prohibition to enter certain areas could be stipulated as a condition in the anti-
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social behaviour order, which, if breached, could lead to imprisonment. After the adoption of the
Anti-social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014, the prohibition to enter certain areas can be
postulated as a condition in the civil injunction or become a focus of dispersal powers (direction
excluding a person from an area) or of a public space protection order.

However, the space is not perceived in a uniform way. Different cultural meanings, values
(Di Ronco 2014, 2016), social and media representations (PerSak 2007b, 2016c) inform our
perceptions of space and of activities performed within it. Considering contemporary urban
orders are increasingly governed through space (Engle Merry 2004) instead of, or in addition to,
being governed through punishment, and considering that it is often the perceptions of space
rather than the physical space itself that matter in terms of the social reaction to (uncivil)
behaviour in a particular urban space, one could argue that perceptions of space should become
an object of criminological and (criminal) policy investigation in their own right. The central
aim of this article is to examine how urban space and perceptions of urban space (including the
perceptions and spatialities of crime and disorder) can affect the social control in the area of
incivilities. To this end, we first inspect the existing criminological literature, particularly within
the group of the socio-spatial studies that emphasise the importance of culture and values in the
interaction with the social control. Partly drawing on examples from our previous studies and
on studies carried out in other disciplines, such as in urban sociology, geography and
psychology, we then suggest that people’s perceptions of urban space (which are influenced by
history, cultural symbols and values, and emotions) affect their perceptions of incivilities, while
the latter often determine or at least importantly contribute to the shaping of the social control
of incivilities. We further highlight the role of gentrification as a medium consolidating different
socio-economic groups in their vision of city development and support for spatial
governmentality, and as a tool of social control in itself. The paper concludes by arguing that
socio-spatial criminological research should draw (at least more frequently and substantially)
on other disciplines in order to obtain a more complete and integrated analysis of the
perceptions of the space surrounding us and of the behaviour (and social control) that follows,
and by discussing implications of this for the possible future, more integrated and
interdisciplinary research on the social control of incivilities in the city.

2. Socio-spatial (criminological) research

Anthony Bottoms (2012) referred to three main areas of scholarly research, falling within
the heading of socio-spatial criminology, which are concerned with analysing and explaining
crime and disorder in urban space. The first group of socio-spatial studies has focused on the
spaces where crime and disorder occur the most (hot spots) and on the crime prevention
mechanisms that are designed to reduce their incidence in such city areas. The second group is
concerned with the analysis of the social structures and dynamics of problematic
neighbourhoods as well as with their effects on the (criminal or compliant) behaviour of their
residents. The third group of writings, which has only recently emerged, mostly within the
ambit of cultural criminology, has emphasised the importance of including cultural values and
symbols in the study of perceptions and social control of urban crime and disorder (Bottoms
2012).

This third group of socio-spatial criminological scholarship seems particularly relevant to
the purposes of this paper, as it emphasises the importance of cultural values and symbols to
explain perceptions of incivilities, which (as will be elaborated below) are important to the
purpose of understanding social control against urban disorder. In contrast with first two areas
of socio-spatial-criminology, which have mainly addressed urban spaces with a high incidence
of crime and disorder, these third group of studies may also provide a more complete picture of
crime and incivilities in the city, as also studied crime and disorder in wealthy and recently re-
designed, re-planned areas of the city. The latter areas are not necessarily the urban hot spots of
crime and disorder; however, they tend to be the privileged sites of social control, as they are
usually the spaces where dominant majorities live, work and shop.



Within this last group of socio-spatial writings, different conceptualisations of space have
been developed. Hayward (2004), for example, has theorised the occurrence of crime and
disorder in the city and, especially, in regenerated urban areas where consumption and
pleasure activities (which often co-exist with disorder) are sought after. On his account, societal
attitudes and social control responses tend to vary in these regenerated spaces according to
their uses (or to the uses that are “approved” by the mainstream society). Uncivil behaviour is
more tolerated in regenerated spaces devoted to business and to the night entertainment,
whereas this is less so in big city centres where upper and middle classes tend to live and shop
(Hayward 2004: 185-195). A number of cultural criminologists have also studied the influence
of newly emerged subjective states of hedonism and cultural practices, mainly raised from the
current consumerist culture, on disorder and practices of social control implemented against in
revitalised areas of pleasure such as night-time districts (Maesham 2004; Maesham and Brein
2005; Hayward and Hobbs 2007). In addition, they have critically addressed the
regulatory/penalising practices implemented against groups that are thought by majority
groups not to show enough consumption potential, such as homeless and young people
(Coleman 2005; Hayward and Yar 2006; Martin 2009).

Cultural criminological accounts of urban crime and disorder have also framed urban space
as a locus of exclusion and penalisation of groups that the dominant majorities perceive as
having an alternative, subcultural style, such as graffiti writers (Ferrell 1995, 1997), bikers
(Ling and Bracey 1995), and gangs (Miller 1995). Miller (1995), for example, highlighted how
style in terms of hairstyle, clothing, tattooing, hand signs and gestures, non-verbal
communication and the use of graffiti not only shapes the identity of gang members; markers of
style are said to be recognised outside the gang and to be reacted upon by criminal justice
actors through criminalisation.

Some researchers have focused on how the experiences of certain groups of people in urban
space translate into their perceptions and representations of that space. Within the literature on
the Night-Time Economy, which collects writings from many disciplines including urban
geography and (cultural) criminology, research has been conducted, mostly by urban
geographers, to inspect, for example, how drinkers emotionally and bodily experience (also
through social interaction) drinking and alcohol-related disorderly behaviour in the urban
space, with space being an element influencing their perceptions (Jayne, Valentine and
Holloway 2008, 2012; Jayne and Valentine 2016).4 Similar is emphasised by the studies in urban
geography on the performative representation of space of, for example, graffiti writers, street
artists, skaters, free-runners, and street performers, who are thought to have a different
perception of the urban space than the powerful majorities and to contribute, with their actions
and behaviour, to the shaping or changing of the image and general representation of the urban
space (see, for example, Hubbard 2006).

All these studies based their selection and categories of various urban areas on different
criteria. Hayward (2004), Coleman (2005), Maesham and Brain (2005), and Hayward and
Hobbs (2007), among others, have based it on a consumption/pleasure criterion, which
identifies space as a site where underperforming individuals (e.g., young people and homeless),
and individuals who are perceived to act uncivilly while pursuing hedonism (e.g., drinkers), are
intensively monitored and penalised (especially in areas where dominant majorities reside and
shop). Ferrell (1995, 1997), Miller (1995), Ling and Bracey (1995) have relied on a
policing/social control criterion, and conceptualised space as a locus of penalisation of
individuals and groups perceived to have a specific subcultural style. Jayne and colleagues
(Jayne, Valentine and Holloway 2008, 2012; Jayne and Valentine 2016) have built upon an idea
of space that is informed by a “personal lived-in” criterion, where space is an element that
interacts in, and shapes, drinkers’ (individual and collective) drinking experience.

4 The physical layout of bars and public spaces, including their opportunities to sit, stand and move, the availability of
toilet facilities, the proximity of other people etc., have been found, for example, to influence drinkers’ experiences of
drinking and drunkenness in night-time locations (Jayne, Valentine and Holloway 2012).



While it is clear from this literature review that cultural socio-spatial criminological
research has considered the perceptions of incivilities (and of “uncivil people”) in its analysis of
social control of crime and deviance in the urban space, it analysed them mostly in terms of the
penalising/excluding effects that the perceptions of powerful societal groups have on minority
populations or on people thought to behave “inappropriately” in certain city areas, while paying
much less attention to the perceptions of penalised groups. The analysis of the perceptions of
certain targeted groups (e.g., street drinkers, skaters etc.) has mostly been carried out by urban
geographers, rather than by (cultural) criminologists. This perhaps explains why the
criminological analysis of the link between such perceptions and the regulation of incivilities is
not particularly profound and illuminating.

What is further underexplored is the symbolism of certain urban spaces and its
criminological relevance, i.e. relevance for the selection of the type and of the severity of the
regime of urban social control to be applied in various city areas. Whereas many culture-
oriented authors have emphasised the symbolic significance of space, they tend to see it through
the lens of (late modern) consumerist culture. They have highlighted, for example, the
criminogenic pressures that the spatial symbols of the contemporary consumerist culture such
as newly built architectures of consumption (e.g. shopping malls and arcades) and their
(consumerist) imagery have on individuals (Hayward 2004; Hall et al. 2008).5 However, the
symbolic meaning or significance of space is also linked to other, historical, architectural and
wider social and cultural or context-specific values and dynamics. For example, gentrification
processes, physically or architecturally transforming many city centres, have often, rather than
entirely replacing the old, added new, consumption-oriented buildings like shopping malls next
to relatively old buildings,¢ particularly when the latter held a specific architectural symbolism
through which they were perceived and understood. So far, however, such wider social,
historical and architectural factors and dynamics have mostly been studied by other disciplines,
such as urban sociology and geography, whose knowledge (e.g. on gentrification) has only
marginally penetrated into mainstream criminology. In the remaining part of this article, we
aim to help locate some such knowledge gaps and suggest how future research could fill them
by arguing also for a bigger interdisciplinary involvement of criminology or more fluid
knowledge transfer between the relevant social science disciplines.

3. Perceptions at the intersections: space - incivilities - regulation
3.1. Perceptions of space and perceptions of incivilities

Perceptions of incivilities, as well as perceptions of urban social problems in general, matter
as they often influence how (well) urban dwellers feel about living in their city (Goffman 1971).
Similar to the fear of crime, which affects how people behave, where they go, whether they
avoid some places in the city, how they comport themselves, what they dress and so forth,
perceptions of incivilities can trigger their fear of victimisation (Sampson and Raudenbush
2004), make people dislike certain parts of the city or even avoid it, e.g.,, for its smell, noise,
rowdy people etc. They can therefore restrict their movement or their will to move through
certain parts of the city and, in some cases, contribute to some people becoming more intolerant
towards those places and people occupying it, leading to dissatisfaction and pressures on the
city administration to reduce what they see as a cause of nuisance.

However, perceptions of incivilities and actual incivilities need not overlap. Studies on the
fear of crime have long ago revealed that there exists a (sometimes large) discrepancy between

5 The new symbolism of corporate/consumption infrastructures is also addressed in the work of urban sociologists
(Zukin 2005; Gottdiener 2005) and of cultural geographers (Thrift 1996; Firey 2005; Anderson and Harrison 2010),
to which cultural criminologists often refer in their writings.

6 For example, in Rome, the area around the House of Representatives (Palazzo Montecitorio) combines very old
historical buildings (including the Pantheon and many other Ancient Roman monuments, along with Baroque
churches and statues) with shopping malls (mainly, in Corso Como and via di Campo Marzio), expensive boutiques
and design shops.



the actual crime rates (and actual probability one would become a victim of crime) and people’s
perceptions (fears) that they are likely to become a victim of crime. What those studies found,
moreover, is that there exists a bigger connection between the fear of crime and incivilities than
that between fear of crime and crime itself. In other words, it is people’s perceptions of disorder
(incivilities) that triggers their alarm and “fear of crime” (Goffman 1971; Hope and Hough 1988;
Young 1999). Depending on the local culture and contextual factors, including the relative
absence of law enforcement or signals of control, certain signs or episodes of disorder alongside
crime become perceived in individual communities as “signal crimes” (Innes 2014) and it is this
that makes people uncomfortable or fearful and stimulates them to react in a certain way. In
other words, although perception is based on incomplete, unverified and thus unreliable
information, it steers human behaviour and is for most practical purposes equated with reality.”

Perceptions of disorder therefore matter. But what are they? Perception has been described
as “the organisation, identification, and interpretation of a sensation in order to form a mental
representation” (Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner and Nock 2014: 130) and more widely to understand
the environment. In the context of disorder or incivilities, this would then mean the
organisation, identification and interpretation of sensory information in order to form a mental
representation of “disorder”.

However, we may recognise or “identify” and interpret something as a sign of disorder or
nuisance simply because were brought up in, or are accustomed to, a different space - space
that in our heads remains as a sort of paradigmatic order space against which we judge
deviations. When we are faced with something entirely different, we compare this new space
with our paradigmatic order space and designate encountered deviations as “disorder”. City
folk, long-term urbanites or those being born and raised in the city may therefore “see” or
perceive less disorder that people who have moved into the city (e.g. for work) from suburban -
differently ordered spaces. A study by Félonneau (2004), for example, revealed that the attitude
one holds toward the city is important, since those who dislike or reject the city (urbanophobes)
tend to overestimate uncivil behaviour in the city. In contrast, those favourably inclined
towards the city (urbanophils) tend to identify with the city and underestimate the frequency of
uncivil behaviour.8 Our perceptions of (and attitudes towards) space can therefore mould or
filter our perceptions of incivilities. This paradigmatic order space need not be some
geographically different place though; it might be the same territory but from a different time, a
bygone era. We may be remembering how this place and things in it “used to be” and holding
our memory or image of the (often idealised) place as our measuring stick.

How we perceive and understand objects does not happen in a vacuum. One’s knowledge of
the world around them is of “paramount importance in understanding what and how [one]
perceives events and stimuli and what they remember about them” (Kapardis 2005: 25; Clifford
and Bull 1978). Perceptions of space are socially,® psychologically, morallyl0and culturally
(co)constructed, which is reflected also in the way these perceptions are studied. Urban
sociologists, psychologists, geographers as well as city planners have collected and studied
people’s perceptions of space in different ways. Some have gathered people’s perceptions of
space directly, for example, through interviews carried out with the aid of cognitive mapping,

7 http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/perception.html. That there is a frequent mismatch between
perceptions of anti-social behaviour and an objective measure thereof has also been observed by researchers who
drafted the 2010 Home Office Research Report 34 (see Mackenzie, Bannister, Flint, Parr, Millie and Fleetwood, 2010).
8 Félonneau used a sample of 150 students who had lived in the city of Bordeaux for at least 3 years. A later study
similarly found that people living in Paris are less annoyed by environmental nuisance (physical incivilities), the use
of cars and other (more social) incivilities, than people living in other French provincial cities, possibly due to a more
positive social representation of the urban environment (Robin, Matheau-Police and Couty 2007).

9 Social psychologists remind us that while individual experience and perceptions are not to be dismissed, we have to
remember that “nearly everything which a person knows they have learnt from another, either through their
accounts, or through the language which is acquired, or the objects which are used”. The roots of our knowledge are
“submerged in the way of life and collective practices in which everyone participates” and it is this mutual interaction
in which significant knowledge and beliefs originate (Flick 1998: 216 (all quotes)).

10 Dixon, Levine and McAuley (2006) claim that incivilities are the product of the moral rules that apply to a specific
urban space (or of the social construction of public space).



which is based on the respondents’ graphical (affective and experiential) perception of certain
urban environments. Other have collected them indirectly through, for instance, the analysis of
texts, paintings, fiction, films and other media, which are thought to reflect (dominant)
representations of urban space (Wirth-Nesher 2001; Hubbard 2006).

Although it is sometimes difficult in our Western society to disentangle consumerist values
from (other) cultural factors, people’s perceptions of space are not always explained by
reference to economic or consumption considerations. Such examples involve cases where
specific architecture plays a symbolic role in a particular urban space. Historical buildings or
monuments, for example, convey different (non-consumerist) messages and signs to individuals
- signs that are related to, or mediated through, their history and the national or local/city
culture.l! History and culture, alongside consumption, therefore play a role in how people
construct and understand space around them. Schut, Nas and Hettige (2011) have shown, for
example, that the meanings given by people to particular places and buildings in the city of
Colombo, Sri Lanka, and their associated emotions are very much influenced by the local history
and culture of the city, for example, by its past as a Portuguese and Dutch colony and by its
relatively recent history of civil war and terroristic attacks.

Another such culturally mediated value is aesthetics. One’s culturally conveyed
representations of aesthetics (i.e. of what is beautiful) inform one’s ideas of visually pleasant
public spaces. The presence of things or groups of people who are not “stylish” enough or are
considered aesthetically disturbing in those same spaces may thus influence one’s perceptions
of disorder and spark law enforcement responses - either indirectly (through pressure on the
city officials) or directly (where perceptions are those of the police). The sense of aesthetics is of
course something very subjective. Even within the same culture or the same in-group,
individuals may differ in their opinion of what is “beautiful” or “ugly”. What is relevant in view
of the social control is the power to uphold one group’s aesthetic vision to the detriment of
others. While different groups using the same space have different definitions of “aesthetic
order”, the “aesthetic of authority” (Ferrell 1996) becomes the norm or measuring stick, while
the aesthetic orders of minorities tend to be marginalised or even criminalised, especially in
certain areas of the city (Millie 2016).12

The homeless, for example, are a sore spot for many a city mayor, particularly when present
in certain urban spaces. Not only do they not contribute to the consumption and have therefore
no financial “added value” for the city, they are also often considered unsightly and their
everyday behaviour a nuisance, something that city centres aimed at attracting tourists and
gentrified areas where up-market consumers live would prefer to remove or at least displace.
Apart from the zoning already mentioned, social control measures against the homeless stretch
from outright criminalisation to “softer” situational measures meant to discourage or disable
the homeless from engaging in their activities (basically from being homeless) at their doorstep.
The so-called defensive architecture stretches from inch-high studs at the entrance areas to
slanted bus benches and windowsills, from wall and ground spikes to park benches with
armrests (the purpose of which is not really to rest arms but to partition the bench and prevent
people from lying down). The homeless are progressively deemed unsightly or aesthetically
challenging, to be tolerated only when invisible or displaced to less visible or important parts of
the city (Persak 2015), similar to Davis’ (1990, 1998) famous account of “defensive space” and
its effects in Los Angeles. The neo-liberal, consumer-oriented vision or politics of a
contemporary city - or at least its most visible and deemed most important, and hence the most
policed, parts - goes hand in hand with the mainstream aesthetics and is thus easily supported
by a large part of city dwellers, regardless of their socio-economic status.

11 The idea that landscapes are to be read through their culture and history has been traced back to Carl Sauer (1925)
and his Berkeley School of cultural geography (for a review of the latter see Jackson (1989) and Hubbard (2006)).
That various symbols are conveyed through, among others, urban architectures as a result of the specific city history
and culture has been further elaborated by urban symbolic ecology (e.g. Nas 2011).

12 An abandoned car filled with plants, to use Millie’s (2016: 14) example, may be considered and celebrated as an art
installation in one city area and a traffic violation in other commercial urban districts.



The importance of aesthetics and its influence on societal perceptions and law enforcement
of nuisance also emerges from the results of two comparative studies that we previously
conducted. For example, the comparative research addressing the societal attitudes and law
enforcement responses to the incivility or nuisance of street prostitution in different city areas
of Birmingham (specifically, the wards of Ladywood, Sparkbrook, and Soho and Lozells), the
Brussels Capital Region (the municipalities of Ixelles, City of Brussels and Schaerbeek) and
Milan (the zones of Porta Nuova, Ticinese-San Lorenzo, and Loreto and Buenos Aires) has
shown that in certain wealthy areas of the centre of Milan there is a higher intolerance towards
the nuisance of street prostitution than intolerance exhibited in the spaces of the other two
considered cities, even though these spaces are similar in terms of regenerated architectures
and of socio-economic composition of their residents. Such intolerance may have (among other
factors) also something to do with the fact that street prostitutes in certain well-off areas of
Milan are considered to have a “socially unacceptable” aesthetic style, which offends and
undermines residents’ life quality (Di Ronco 2014).13

The relevance of people’s aesthetic styles in the shaping of law enforcers’ representations of
nuisance emerged also from a study where we investigated the nuisance of public drunkenness
in two nightlife locations!4 of Ghent, Belgium and Trento, Italy (Di Ronco 2016). In opposition to
the legal normative definition of alcohol-related nuisance given by the Ghent police officers, law
enforcers in Trento associated the nuisance of public drinking and drunkenness with the
presence in the night-time area of specific societal groups (including immigrants, punks and
homeless), which presented, at least for some of the interviewed police officers, some specific
aesthetic features, such as “large, broad and strong build” (when referring to immigrants) and
“shabbily dressed” (when addressing homeless). One Trento police officer, moreover, also
considered the aesthetic styles of, particularly, punks to be in conflict with the aesthetics of the
nightlife location or, more precisely, with the beauty of the architectures and historical
buildings present in the area (Di Ronco 2016).

The idea that city centres have a specific aesthetic, which has to be “protected” by powerful
majorities against the presence of poorly dressed groups as well as against physical incivilities,
also emerges from a recent judicial case, in which the Tribunal of Bologna condemned an
internationally recognised street artist (AliCe) for the offence of criminal damage for her having
written a graffito in the city centre of Bologna. Although the judge in her reasoning conceded
that the concerned graffiti undoubtedly qualifies as public art, she stated that it conflicts with,
and opposes to, the “extraordinary beauty” of that historical area (Marceddu 2016).

This also brings us to the question of whose perceptions matter the most, in particular for
social control? Are they the ones of the (ethnic) majority? The ones of dominant groups, be they
economic or political? Are they of the mayor and city council as city administrators? Of the
police? Who has the power to label something as deviant, to see something as disorder?

3.2. Perceptions of incivilities and the regulation thereof

Those seeking the primary explanation for contemporary social control in neoliberalism
would focus on its economic dimensions, on financial considerations as being the driving force
behind urban city control of incivilities. In this light, the economic elites (in conjunction with the
political ones, governing the city) and their perceptions of what is a nice, beautiful, orderly
space and what is disorder would determine the types and the severity of regulation behind it.
Gentrified spaces come to express the cultural and aesthetic values of the new middle class
(Bridge 2001, 2006), as despite the existence of different tastes among different societal groups,

13 As recently argued by Crocitti and Selmini (2016), most of the Italian municipalities, which have enacted
administrative orders against uncivil behaviour, have penalised street prostitution. Many of these orders, moreover,
have addressed the behaviour and especially the “appearance” of street prostitutes (or the way they are dressed),
which are considered “threats to urban safety and ‘public decency’, and a situation that creates a feeling of insecurity
in citizens living or passing nearby” (Crocitti and Selmini 2016: 9).

14 The selected nightlife locations were the Vlasmarkt and the Oude Beestenmarkt, in Ghent. In Trento, they were the
area around the Santa Maria Maggiore Square and the one of via Roma, via delle Orfane and vicolo Colico.



the new middle classes tend to present their tastes as the legitimate ones and impose them on
others (Featherstone 2007).15 Those with power to define what is considered “legitimate” also
have the power to label others as deviant when those others do not share their vision of
aesthetics or engage in activities that are not to the taste of the former.

However, the elites or the powerful cannot completely set the tone of a specific urban social
control, unless backed up by other city residents with voting rights. Most mayors and city
councils democratically depend on their electorate every few years, so what people in general
think matters to them. In Rome, for example, deep concerns of citizens about the high and
increasing level of physical disorder in the capital have led all five candidates who have recently
run for mayor at the municipal elections to include in their political programmes for the next
five years measures aimed at reducing urban deterioration (Corriere della Sera 2016). The
mayor of Verona justified the enactment of a local order, prohibiting people to give food to the
homeless (who have mostly been identified as refugees) in the areas of the city centre, on the
basis of the many complaints of urban physical disorder (mostly litter, said to be left behind by
homeless) received from residents (Globalist 2014). In the municipality of Tongeren, which is
situated in the Flemish Region of Belgium, the concerns of citizens over the presence of dog
mess on the streets (which was indicated by a local survey as the major source of annoyance)
has also led the elected representatives to introduce, and harshly enforce, administrative fines
(Damiaans 2009). The response need not always be repressive though. Following the opinion of
citizens, city administrators may also decide not to implement exclusionary or penalising
decisions against uncivil behaviour. The Bristol City Council, for example, opened an online
consultation to ask residents for their views on whether to remove Banksy’s graffiti, and then
acknowledged the result of this consultation by not removing it (Millie 2008).

While taking people’s perceptions of what disorder is, and what it is not, seriously is
important, it is equally essential - for the legitimate regulation on its basis - to understand how
these perceptions are formed and that perceptions need not correspond to reality.16 Here,
criminological /psychological studies would have a lot to add; unfortunately, they are still rather
scarce (Franzini et al. 2008; Heap 2010). Franzini et al. (2008: 83) observe that “[t]heoretical
explanations and empirical evidence of how disorder is perceived and its relation to
independently observed measures of disorder are rare”, which is surprising considering the
importance of perceptions for the so-called zero tolerance policing. The latter, theoretically
based on the “broken windows theory” (Wilson and Kelling 1982), clamped down hard on
visible signs of disorder so that they do not grow into more serious crime. However, disorder
seems to have been taken initially as something objective and it was not until later that
researchers started pointing out the subjective elements of it (e.g. Whitehead, Stockdale and
Razzu 2003; Lemieux 2005). In an important study, Sampson and Raudenbush (2004), for
example, investigated how individuals perceptions of disorder are formed in Chicago
neighbourhoods and came to the finding that they are shaped not only by observable conditions
of disorder but also by neighborhoods’ racial and socioeconomic composition. Atkinson and
Flint (2003) observed that perceptions of disorder varied within neighbourhoods, mentioning
that the levels of neighbour support and the length of residence were crucial factors affecting
these perceptions. Similarly, Mackenzie et al. (2010) proposed that perceptions of anti-social
behaviour are a matter of interpretation and that the reason for people’s different
interpretations lies in social connectedness. Property type has also been found to influence

15 A “typical” gentrifier still comes from middle classes, although the term has seen some significant expansion in the
last decade. While previously it was the young, single, childless professionals who tended to enjoy the city and were
presented as the driving force of gentrification, it is now progressively also middle-class families raising children in
the city who find living in the inner city a good way to combine “careerism and familism” (Karsten 2003: 2582) and,
even more recently, the super-rich who drive further gentrification (Doucet 2014a).

16 In a recent study by eCrime (2016), researchers studying residents’ perceptions of urban (physical and social)
disorder in different areas of Trento and comparing them with objective indicators (as recorded by law enforcers)
found that while in most neighbourhoods they tended to match, in some other neighbourhoods (specifically, in the
neighbourhoods of Meano and Sardagna) residents’ perceptions of disorder where higher than expected on the basis
of the reported objective levels of disorder.



perceptions of disorder (Flint et al. 2007), as has the media (e.g. Reiner 2007; Persak 2007b;
Heap 2010). Franzini et al. (2008) examined how people of Baltimore perceive disorder using a
similar methodology as Sampson and Raudenbush (surveys, systematic social observations,
census data, and police records) and also found that visual cues of disorder are ambiguous and
that perceptions of disorder are formed not only on the basis of the observed disorder but also
on the basis of individual characteristics of residents and neighbourhood social structure. In
contrast to the findings in Chicago, their findings, however, also indicated that neighbourhood
poverty and not neighbourhood racial composition affected perceptions of disorder in
Baltimore. They suggest that this shows that the influence of racial segregation on perception of
disorder is imbedded in the larger historical context.

Doucet (2014b) similarly observed - although in the context of the study on gentrification -
that people living in different cities differently perceive urban transformations. While, for
example, in the UK gentrification was perceived as having to do with the changing classes of
residents, in the Netherlands it was the changing ethnic composition (rather than socio-
economic class) that was noted as “gentrification” (Doucet 2014b). This may have historical
roots; it may, however, also have to do with the current preoccupations of a specific
multicultural city and times we live in; for example, with the current refugee crisis, post-2008
financial crisis and the consequent rise of populism and observed increased intolerance and
sensitivity toward foreigners and immigrants. Similarly to history, wider social and cultural??
contexts therefore provide filters through which we perceive urban space and transformations
taking place within it, including those towards greater (in)civility.

3.2.1. Gentrification as a medium?

This alerts us the importance of incorporating the concept of gentrification more strongly
into the realm of social control and, by consequence, into (mainstream) criminology, criminal
policy and criminal justice studies, where it is currently not given sufficient attention.
Perceptions of space are not static and can change with the transformations of the public space,
e.g. due to the prevalent gentrification, observed in many Western cities. Many cities have
coupled gentrification processes with rebranding campaigns and punitive strategies towards
incivilities in an effort to change the image of the city into, for example, “safe” or “safer” cities
and make them thus more attractive to young professionals, families and tourists (Belina and
Helms 2003; Bannister, Fyfe and Kearns 2006), such as in the case of Stoke-on-Trent’s “cultural
quarter”, illustrated by Jayne (2000). These rebranding campaigns have also aimed at attracting
investors into the city, including the major leisure corporations involved in the business of the
Night-Time Economy. Some cultural criminologists (e.g., Hayward 2004), geographers and
urban studies scholars working in the field of criminology (e.g., Bannister, Fyfe and Kearns
2006) and scholars from other fields contributing to the literature on the Night-Time Economy
(e.g., Chatterton and Hollands 2003; Hobbs, Hadfield, Lister and Winlow 2003, 2005) focus
particularly on this economic dimension of gentrification, seeing it as an element that goes
hand in hand with consumption and pleasure or as a strategy to regenerate (deprived) urban
city centres and transform them mainlyinto shopping areas or zones of night-time
entertainment. In their view, gentrification is used to create super safe environments that
allow upper and middle classes to live, shop and, in certain city areas which are often subject to
intensive surveillance, to spend the night drinking and partying.

However, there is more to gentrification than its purely economic side. It is interesting that
the processes of gentrification often seem to be almost equally supported by the well-off
(buying property in new, gentrified areas) as by the more general public, who sees these
processes in terms of regeneration of the city rather than in terms of social injustice or
displacement of the poor, which is aided by the positive media accounts (e.g. Cravatts 2007;

17 Innes (2014) has underscored the importance of considering the specific cultural context of the community under
study to enhance our understanding of the events that act as a signal of the risk of crime and disorder (as opposed to
other events, which are not perceived as threats to the collective security).



Buntin 2015; Gillespie 2015; Hartley-Brewer 2015). As the end result of gentrification is often
newer, shinier, better-looking and “safer” urban spaces than their previous versions, it is
welcomed by city dwellers of varied socio-economic status,!8 tourists, business owners and
economic elites alike. The fact that gentrification is almost equally driven by economic factors as
it is by aesthetic considerations seems to be key in the legitimisation processes of urban social
control - and it is this aspect of gentrification that, we would argue, should attract more
criminological interest.

This does not mean, however, that the gentrification processes are never met with
opposition, or with a successful one. A nice example of the residents’ opposition to plans of
gentrification is Berlin Tempelhof, a former Nazi Airport and concentration camp that has later
been converted into a city park, where different societal groups tend to gather and spend their
leisure time, do sports, engage in cultural activities or simply hang about. It has also been a very
popular location for art installations and has recently been used as a shelter for refugees. In a
2014 referendum, the citizens opposed to the proposal of converting the park into a building
site. Among other reasons, people thought it was “insensitive” to allow construction works and
promote gentrification on a site “whose history should never been forgotten” (Hilbrandt 2016:
9). Similar example is one of Metelkova City in Ljubljana, Slovenia. Metelkova City Autonomous
Cultural Center (or “Metelkova”, as it is simply referred to) comprises an area, located alongside
the Metelko street, which in socialist times housed the military base of the Yugoslav army.19
When the Yugoslav People’s Army left Slovenia in the autumn of 1991, its former military
barracks became a refuge for alternative artists, craftsmen and young people, some of whom
squatted it in 1993, when the city government tried to demolish Metelkova. They attempted to
evict the squatters, but were met with fierce opposition from various groups and individuals,
intellectuals and youth, who eventually, after years to struggle, won. Now it has become an
important part of Ljubljana’s night-time offer, a tourist attraction even, housing art galleries and
studios, several clubs, live music spaces, offices of cultural organisations and a hostel (former
prison). For Tempelhof and Metelkova to succeed in resisting more lucrative city projects,
however, they needed a more widespread support by the general public. The fact that these
spaces were previously spaces of oppression, historical remnants of totalitarian times, which
citizens would prefer to replace with something more positive or democratic, may have had a
lot to do with their perceptions of those spaces and consequently their support for new, very
different, bottom-up or grassroots projects.

Although gentrification processes can be met with resistance, the mentioned examples of
successful resistance tend to be exceptions, rather than rules. These projects tend to succeed
only as long as they are “exceptions”, spatially limited and not considered occupying “prime
areas” of the city. Cities and states have been deemed justified to choose their own economic
and development policies, including city-planning policies, even if their choices may sometimes
seem to conflict with human rights or social justice - if they, for example, drive those with lesser
means out of certain city areas.20 On average, pro-gentrification policies tend to prevail.

18 Support for gentrification policies by those with lower incomes for whom it would likely be more difficult to afford
to live or continue living in new, gentrified areas may suggest a further, more psychological factor at play. Some
research has shown, for example, that perceptions of disorder significantly affect residents’ self-esteem and that
“impoverished and deteriorating surroundings are internalised and incorporated into an individual’s self-image”
(Haney 2007: 992). It may be that gentrification perceived as “beautifying” the city could, conversely, increase the
urbanite’s self-worth and therefore receive his or her support.

19 It was, however, first built in 1882 for the purposes of Austro-Hungarian Army. For more on the history and
development of Metelkova City see Retina (n.d.).

20 In the recent case of Garib v. The Netherlands (judgment of 23 February 2016), for example, the European Court of
Human Rights (concretely, its Third Section) found no violation of the applicant’s freedom to choose one’s residence
(Article 2 Protocol no. 4) in the case of the city of Rotterdam imposing a minimum income limit on those wishing to
reside in certain inner-city areas (unless the minimum duration of residence requirement was met), which effectively
prevented the applicant from residing in the area of Tarwewijk. Such gentrification measure, restricting the said
freedom, was seen as serving the legitimate aim “to reverse the decline of impoverished inner-city areas and to
improve quality of life generally” (§110). Even the two dissenting judges who have found the violation in the present
case, however, considered city policies striving to improve impoverished areas, including “urban planning favouring



In view of the process through which perceptions of nuisance by those whose voice in the
city is usually heard (voice of the gentrifiers) come to influence urban order and social control,
one could conceptualise gentrification as a sort of medium, i.e. not only as a great equalising
power or channel through which different socio-economic groups converge in their city
development visions and garnered support for various urban social control initiatives but also
as a vehicle of social control as such. Considering gentrification often results in the squeezing
out of the poor, who can no longer afford to live in the city centre, and putting the “right” class
or socio-economic (and ethnic) group of people (back) in, thereby transforming the inner city
into a disorder-free space or at least generating the perception of disorder-free space, it can
surely be seen not just as “co-existing” with social control but rather as another social control
response — a seemingly non-punitive response but nonetheless an anti-incivilities measure.
Through gentrification efforts leading to the creation of visually pleasing spaces of living and
consumption, the dominant, high-income, gentrifier groups get the rest of city dwellers on
board and align the latter’s perceptions to theirs. This, in turn, provides a powerful incentive for
the municipal authorities to take a specific regulatory action or adopt a specific economic or city
development policy and, moreover, provides a veneer of legitimacy to those decisions. As
building permissions in city centres tend to be dependent on municipal authorities, what seems
like a non-criminal matter (unlike violations and administrative fines for incivilities) becomes
another, albeit less visible, tool of social control.

4. Conclusion

In the preceding pages, we have tried to show that, and how, people’s perceptions of space
matter for their perceptions of incivilities, which in turn are relevant for urban social control of
disorder. In short, it has been claimed that perception of and attitudes toward space play an
important role in how we perceive incivilities, whether we even “see” them and how frequently
we believe they occur. Perceptions of incivilities, in turn, inform the city administration of the
“problem” and consequently influence the social control, regulation and enforcement of
incivilities, although admittedly the perceptions of those with more power (mainstream
population, majority population, those bringing financial investments to the city, those
occupying gentrified areas or gentrifiers) are often listened to the most. Considering it is
predominantly left to the municipal authorities to decide which incivilities to tackle and how to
tackle them, this is a significant repressive tool at the disposal of the city government.

Normatively speaking, understanding people’s perceptions of incivilities as well as the
underlying processes that influence them should be seen as a precondition for an effective and
reassuring policy against the adverse impact of incivilities on people’s lives (Heap 2009). It is
important therefore that perceptions and views of city dwellers are taken into account and
properly addressed, and therefore that they are first properly established. The latter should
include the examination of perceptions of all groups of people inhabiting the city, including
those of minorities (especially ethnic minorities), of socio-economically deprived, of youth and
of any other groups that tend to be marginalised and penalised by agencies of formal social
control.2! Moreover, studying the perceptions of those who are directly engaged in the
“business” of social control, such as the police, seems a worthwhile enterprise, as it is on the
basis of their perceptions that they inform decisions on whether or not to penalise a certain
“uncivil” behaviour or population.

The existing studies on the perceptions of space, particularly those relevant for social
control, have mostly been interested in the mainstream or dominant perceptions of space.
Urban geographers contributing to the socio-spatial criminological literature represent an

more luxurious apartments”, as “unquestionably legitimate” as long as they are not linked to personal characteristics
(§23).

21 Millie’s attempt (2006) is a noteworthy, yet rather lonely example. His focus groups among the minority and
marginalised Londoners revealed that all social groups can be anti-social, but that the anti-social behaviour of some
of them remains less visible or less acknowledged, for example, the abuse the homeless receive from “the suits”.



exception as they have investigated the perceptions of those who tend to be targeted by
punitive regulations (e.g., street drinkers, skaters etc.). Following their example, investigating
more (or engaging more with) the perceptions of space of diverging societal groups, not only of
those in power (economic or political) but also of those without power (the youth, immigrant,
homeless), should be encouraged in criminology, as it may offer interesting new research
directions and help explain how the city is a site of conflict and cooperation. Studying cases such
as Tempelhof or Metelkova, where the city, or part of it, becomes a site of resistance and where
(dominant) perceptions of such spaces need not be in conflict with alternative lifestyles or even
tend to support the presence of different groups and their heterogeneous uses of urban space,
can be useful to unpack and understand the societal, historical, cultural, contextual etc. factors
that lead to a more liberal, less punitive approach to incivilities in the public space. Cases such
as these also underline the need to understand whom our various urban spaces should serve
and what they are designed or meant for, realising that answers to these questions are probably
in continuous flux, to be negotiated and redefined between different urban populations who
occupy or claim the right to these spaces.

Furthermore, studying how people’s perceptions and representations change with
gentrification or city development projects, what are the elements that contribute to the
legitimising of these projects and what effects these projects bring about in terms of e.g.
displacing certain groups or activities, can help deconstruct “gentrification” not only as a term
within cultural theory and urban planning but also as a criminological concept in its own right,
seeing it as a process (and a tool) of social control. In this light, engaging more with the
gentrification scholarship, which reminds us “that behind this middle-class ideal, which is so
highly sought after, there are many others who are excluded” (Doucet 2014a: 132), would seem
a logical step for any socially-oriented criminological perspective and criminal policy.

In the long run, studying perceptions of space and of incivilities of various groups, and
especially those of the powerful who affect the city policy against incivilities, as well as the
study of gentrification and similar urban planning actions may contribute to the further
development of the field of socio-spatial criminology and, more concretely, to the enhancement
of the criminological understanding of disorder and its social control in the urban space.
Drawing from other disciplines, such as urban geography, urban sociology, urban planning and
psychology, would help us gain insights on the role of history, culture, architecture, aesthetics
and contextual factors as well as attitudes and emotions in shaping people’s perceptions of
space (and of incivilities in it). In addition to the methods of studying perceptions of space
already mentioned above (interviews with residents, observation, analysis of text, video
material etc.), new communication platforms, such as social media (e.g. Facebook groups,
Twitter posts, blogs), various apps and the internet more broadly, should not be neglected as
they can provide a powerful tool for investigating people’s underlying understanding of space
and its characteristics (including incivilities), and ultimately contribute to the understanding of
the social reaction against nuisance. CCTV footage can likewise be informative in assessing how
people perceive certain spaces as well as incivilities, although knowing that one is under
surveillance, that one is being watched, in itself modifies one’s behaviour (see, e.g., Mazerolle et
al. 2002) - at least at the beginning, before CCTV cameras may become banal or normalised
(Goold et al. 2013). Ultimately, it may convey more about how people perceive social control
mechanisms, which have been designed and physically incorporated in the urban space (CCTV)
than space itself. On the other hand, it may be difficult to completely disassociate the two when
relatively stable or regular surveillance of certain urban spaces becomes de facto perceived as
an element of that urban space. Conceived as such, this could also enhance our understanding of
perceptions of urban space as well as of social control. Finally, in light of the recent terrorist
attacks in several European cities, an interesting research direction would also be to inspect
whether people’s perceptions of space and of minor incivilities have changed after these attacks
and, if so, how. Has a more serious crime of terrorism, for example, coloured urbanites’
perceptions of minor disorder and tolerance towards it? Or perhaps, conversely, made them
(re)focus on the truly serious crimes instead, downplaying incivilities?
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