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Abstract 

 

In 2002 Stapleton Road, Bristol became the UK's first 'Policing Priority Area' and in 

2005 a national newspaper labelled it 'Britain's most dangerous street'. 

Subsequently, a moral panic materialised in Bristol. The panic is still emerging, 

making new folk devils of 'new' Other young men. It works through the circulation of 

discourse that represents young black men on Stapleton Road as symbols of crisis 

and deviance, which threaten the moral order of the street. This is articulated 

through the racialised imagination of gangs. 

 

This dissertation deconstructs the racialised identity essentialisms which the moral 

panic represents and propagates. Further, through Henri Lefebvre's social 

production of space and writings on everyday life, this dissertation argues that 

representations of stigmatised places obscure the lived experiences of everyday 

encounters. It recovers everyday life on Stapleton Road and argues that this disrupts 

and destabilises the coherence of the moral panic's representation. Furthermore, it 

recognises the affective force of the representation and how it comes to matter in 

everyday encounters on Stapleton Road.            
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1. Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Genesis’ is a music shop 

run by Dudley. Always 

busy, people hangout, 

listening to reggae and 

dancehall as it cascades 

into the street. Dudley 

stands at his counter, he 

finds me browsing. He 

welcomes me with a bassy 

fusion of Bristolian and 

Patois, “Alright Son, how 

you doing?” Metal clatters 

against glass, a young boy 

and his bike fall through 

the door. Stumbling, his 

bicycle is far too large, 

struggling to balance 

bottles of coke in his arms 

whilst holding bags, 

bursting with more 

bottles. “Hey! Can I leave 

my bike here?!” / “Yes Son”. 

Dudley turns to me, “Go 

see will you, that boy needs 

a little help”. He’s been 

looking straight passed 

me, out onto the street the 

whole time (Field note, 

Stapleton Rd. 2nd July).  

 

Young people are being 

increasingly demonised by 

the police. Last month a 

young man associated with 

the ‘Easton High Street 

crew’ was released, and the 

police insisted - even 

though he'd got quite a 

regular set of orders - they 

insisted, on spending a lot 

of manpower and 

resources trailing him to 

various addresses, so they 

could drag him back to 

court and claim he should 

be remanded in custody. At 

the youth offending team, 

we don't see any evidence 

of him getting involved in 

crime and he’s complying 

with the terms of the 

order. But despite that, 

because of the reputation 

the police believe he has, he 

is being victimised and they 

are still trying to catch him 

out  

(Matt Clement). 

 

IT'S Britain's most 

dangerous street - a 

moral cesspit where the 

pavements heave with 

killers, junkies, hookers 

and their pimps. A lawless 

hellhole infested by 

ferociously violent 

criminals and the lowest 

dregs of society. Despite 

the police's best efforts, 

it’s Bristol’s centre for 

violent crime and drug-

dealings. Turf wars 

between rival gangs in 

Easton and St. Paul's have 

exacerbated the problems. 

Much of this shocking 

plight began when police 

launched a blitz on 

notorious St Paul's. The 

gangs simply moved 

across the M32 to 

Stapleton Road. Forget 

the Home Office crime 

mapping site, this 

REALLY is Britain's 

worst street (The People 

2011; Bristol Evening 

Post 2011).  
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My argument emerges from these stories. The first is a representation: 

Stapleton Road, Bristol, is 'Britain's most dangerous street'. The second 

narrates an everyday encounter on the street; its character is strikingly 

different to the first. The final story demonstrates how the representation 

comes to matter: by affecting everyday encounters between particular bodies 

on Stapleton Road. These stories allude to the content and course by which 

my empirical chapters proceed.  

 

My research challenges the coherence of the representation. It argues that, 

lived experiences become reduced and obscured under the 'Britain's most 

dangerous street' discourse. In fact, the everyday experience forwarded in 

this research bears no resemblance to this representation. Notwithstanding 

this, through representation, a moral panic materialises. It concerns the 

perceived 'threat' to the order of the street from 'Other' young men. This 

relies on the racialised identity constructions of young men in spaces with 

stigmatised reputations. These discourses stick to bodies, making young men 

on Stapleton Road symbols of crisis, deviance and threat; a demonisation 

articulated through the construct of the 'gang'. 

 

My empirical chapters begin by deconstructing this representation. The moral 

panic is laden with racial coding and ideologically driven essentialisms that 

conceal the complex subjectivities evident in my fieldwork. Subsequently, 

chapter five recovers some of what becomes obscured; a gleaning of 

everyday life on 'Britain's most dangerous street'. The character of everyday 

life is incongruous to the demonic representation of the street, it thus 

destabilises the latter's coherence. Finally, chapter six illuminates the affect 

of the representation, and the consequent effect on the everyday lives of 

young men on Stapleton Road.        

 

This contributes to the debate on the 'neglected phenomenon' of territorial 

stigmatisation (Wacquant 1993; 2008), and how it intersects with moral panics 

(Cohen 1972). It takes as its starting point, Loic Wacquant's assertion that any 
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study of 'new' urban poverty must begin with the powerful stigma attached to 

spaces of relegation (1993: 369). 

 

 

Stapleton Road and the construction of 'Britain's most dangerous street' 

 

Historically, Stapleton Road was a gate to the city, and it remains a key 

arterial route today (Smith 1998). The street is flanked by the M32 motorway 

and a train line to Temple Meads; it is dissected by Bristol's inner-city ring 

road. Since the 1950s it has been home to various immigrant communities, 

accommodated in Easton's post-war tower blocks and old terraces (Clement 

2007). The street encompasses some of the highest concentrations of poverty 

in the UK (BEST 2003).  

 

In 2002, David Blunkett (then Home Secretary) toured Stapleton Road, 

declaring it Britain's first policing priority area (Home Office 2003). 

Consequently, a set of terms was acquired, through which a powerful 

representation would emerge. Terry – local resident and church secretary – 

describes the event's affect: 

 

'Obviously he didn't know about it, but he was coming down 'ere sayin' 

"it was the worst in the country". Of course that was all plastered 

across the papers. Then people got the perception that it was suddenly 

unsafe to come 'ere, and members of our congregation was phoning up, 

asking if they should stay away.'  

 

Local memories cite this moment as the first public representation of 

Stapleton Road as dangerous and criminal. Specifically, folk memory recalls 

Blunkett defining Stapleton Road as either the 'worst' or 'most dangerous' 

street in Britain. Blunkett's status gave credibility to the representation 

(Becker 1967). 



16 

'Locally, people were saying it was a load of rubbish, a load of crap 

really and it wasn't fair' (Tess, Easton Community Centre). 

 

Local oppositions struggled to challenge this representation, and the terms 

associated with the event became a lens through which future events on 

Stapleton Road would be, and still are comprehended. 

 

The image of criminality is furthered by a perceived dialectic between two 

imagined places - termed 'Front Lines' - existing within Easton and Bristol's 

'other' inner-city neighbourhood, St. Paul's (Sibley 1999). St. Paul's is 

stigmatised: a reputational ghetto which materialises as Grosvenor Road, the 

former site of the Black and White Café - 'Britain's most dangerous hard drug 

den' (Slater and Anderson Under Review; Thompson 2003). Bristol City 

Council demolished the Café in 2004 as part of the planned eradication of the 

St. Paul's 'Front Line' (Clemment 2007). Following this spatial fix (Harvey 

2000) local discourse imagines that the 'Front Line' has re-emerged on 

Stapleton Road, specifically around the steps of the Kensington Baptist 

Church: Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Kensington Baptist 

Church, Stapleton Road, August 

2010. 

Photo: J. 

Silverman  
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The 'Front Lines' are represented as drug dens:  

 

'Going back to drugs, we had the Black and White, but they [the Local 

Authority] disrupted the market. Easton was already bubbling, it was 

almost certain that 'The Frontline' was going to shift over here. What's 

going on is a fight for drugs between BS5 [St. Paul's] and BS2 

[Easton]' (Dennis, Youth Worker).    

  

The stigmatisation of St. Paul's provides the resonance by which the narrative 

of a new 'Front Line' is made meaningful (Hay 1995). The association with 

drugs positions the street as a classic object of moral panic (Cohen 2002: xii).  

The Refugee also exists within this typology (ibid.). Recently, Somalis have 

become the largest BME group in Bristol: 0.1% of Bristolian school children 

were of Somali lineage in 2001; increasing to 3.8% by 2010 (BCC 2010).  

 

Joe: 'Was there a Somali presence on Stapleton Road when Blunkett 

came down?' 

 

Abdikarim: No, the stigma of Stapleton Road is long running; well 

before the Somalis were here.'  

 

I asked a member of the Somali Forum to describe the perception of Somalis 

in Bristol: 

 

'I'm afraid it is not a positive. Somalis came here mostly as refugees. If 

you look at that category and read the Daily Mail you are already 

stigmatised, you are the enemy and you are the scrounger. Then, the 

perceptions of Muslims after the bombings in London did not make the 

Somali image any better. Then the piracy really kicked off. On top of 

that, you have a failed state and the news is always bad. Now being 

black, refugee, pirate, terrorist, Muslim, especially being male; all this 

means that if you are a Somali you are someone, or something, that I 
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should worry about. I should worry about you; you are an enemy within 

us, among us and you are just a scrounger' (Kalil). 

 

The narrative surrounding Blunkett's visit still circulates, but it now fuses 

with refugee stigma, and sticks to the Somali bodies that appear on the street; 

a new folk devil emerges, alongside a new racialised iconography of place 

(Back 2005). The representation of drugs in Bristol is articulated through 

explicitly racialised spatial constructions. Previously, this was imagined 

through confrontations between black British and Jamaican 'gangs' within St. 

Paul's (Thompson 2003). The arrival of Somalis coincides with a changing 

spatiality of drugs and race. The ethnic identity of Stapleton Road was 

recently defined by a Councillor: 

 

'On Stapleton Road there are Somalis, Black-Africans and Asian 

groups' (Bristol Evening Post, 7th January 2011). 

 

An essentialist discourse of ethnic opposition consequently emerges between 

Jamaica and Somalia, St. Paul's and Stapleton Road. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Moral Panics 

This research follows Cohen (1972), Hall et al. (1978) and Alexander (2000) 

in identifying and deconstructing a moral panic. Cohen (1972) was the first to 

develop a meaningful sociological analysis of the concept (Thompson 1998). 

His definition (1972: 9) is frequently quoted verbatim in sociology texts. To 

avoid further repetition I present my interpretation:  

 

Society believes its norms exist in a continual state of vulnerability; stability 

is potentially endangered by the unpredictable behaviour of an individual or 

group. Periodically, 'subcultural' behaviours challenge social continuity to the 

extent that they become labelled as a threat. The objects of this novel, 

threatening behaviour are identified (often caricatured) by the media in easily 

presentable forms. Their threat is made credible through the rallying experts 

to corroborate the media's claims; secondary definers (Becker 1967; Hall et 

al. 1978). Consequently, the discourse of threat is amplified, engendering a 

rapid swelling of public distress. Subsequently, a response is demanded from 

the state, after which the panic recedes, leaving an imprint on society's 

collective memory (Cohen 1972: 9; Thompson 1998: 8).  

 

Hall et al. (1978: 223) add the 'signification spiral' to Cohen's (1972) 

definition. This explains how specific events – usually concerning minority 

groups – are mapped onto matrices of established fears: they become 

symbolic of a more general social threat, rousing dormant anxieties and 

provoking calls for 'stern measures' to curtail 'deviant' behaviour (Davis 2004: 

112). 

 

Moral panics politicise normative (over)reactions to imagined difference, thus 

influencing policy – see Burney (2006); Cohen (2002: xxiii); Chrondroleou 

(2000); Hall et al. (1978); Young (1971). They may be mobilized by a variety 
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of actors operating at different levels of the social structure, motivated by 

various rationales (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2009: 51-71). A successful panic 

requires affected subjects to be 'hailed' by its discourse; occurring only if the 

discourse resonates with subjects' lived experiences (Althusser 1971: 162; 

Hay 1995: 203). This requires the recognition of the objects of moral panic – 

its folk devils (Cohen 2002: viii-xviii). Somali young men are constructed as 

folk devil gang-members in the moral panic discussed in the present 

research; this will be deconstructed. 

 

2.2 The Objects of the Gang Panic: Race, Youth and Gender 

 

Through racialised discourse, 'Other' young men have become the folk devils 

of a moral panic signifying a crisis of the moral order of the street. This is 

conditioned by a fear of contemporary youth violence, which adults are failing 

to control; calling for the spatial disciplining of particular young men (Mc 

Robbie 1994). Valentine (2001: 181-184) argues that this moral panic occurs 

in the early 1990s in both the USA and UK but is expressed through different 

objects and terms. 

 

In the USA, the moral panic is articulated through the modality of the gang; a 

code word for race and a symbol for drugs (Lucas 1998). The media uses 'the 

gang' as a racialised construction to understand violence involving young 

people. This has become politicised, resulting in pervasive infringements on 

young men's civil liberties: curfews; spatial exclusions; and penal measures 

enforced through the mechanism of gang injunctions (Beckett and Herbert 

2010). Mike Davis (1990: 284) describes this condition as 'a war against 

every non-Anglo teenager' who becomes 'a prisoner of gang paranoia and 

associated demonology'.  

 

Valentine (2001) argues that in the UK, this moral panic is not expressed in 

terms of gangs, nor is it explicitly racialised. Rather it represents a more 

general anxiety about the 'end of childhood' beginning in 1990 with the 
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murder of James Bulger (ibid; Newburn 2007). Further, the reactionary 

institutional disciplining of young people is not yet as pervasive as the US' 

gang injunctions (Valentine 2004; Beckett and Herbert 2010).  

 

Valentine's (2001) argument is flawed: The moral panic about young men's 

'threat' to the street goes at least as far back as Cohen's (1974) analysis; it 

has been explicitly racialised since the 1976 riots at Notting Hill Carnival 

(Gilroy 1987) and Hall et al.'s (1978) analysis of mugging; and Alexander 

(2000) demonstrates its articulation through the racialised construction of 

'gangs'.  

 

This research discusses the intensification of this racialised moral panic with 

the advent of the gang injunction in the UK in 2011. It follows Alexander 

(2000) by deconstructing the intersections of race, youth and masculinity as 

symbols of crisis, deviance and threat, crystallised in the concept of the gang 

(Alexander 2000: 20). Further, it discusses what racialised identity 

representations do: they obscure; they carry an affective force; they matter in 

everyday encounters (Alexander 2000; Back 2006; Swanton 2008; 2010)    

 

2.3 The spaces of Moral Panics: Advanced Marginality and 
Territorial Stigma 

 

Focussing on 'Britain's most dangerous street', this research contributes to 

the debate on advancing urban marginality and specifically, territorial 

stigmatization put forward by Loic Wacquant (1993; 2008). Advancing 

marginality refers to new forms of physical and social exclusion produced by 

and intensifying under Neoliberal Capitalism. These exclusions effect the 

recomposing working class at the bottom of the neoliberal social order and 

materialise as 'spaces of relegation' (Wacquant 2008: 232); the 'symbolic 

locations' of moral panics (Valentine 2001: 181). Marginality is advancing 

because it is conditioned by the continuing rolling-out of neoliberalism (Peck 

and Tickell 2002). Therefore, urban geographers should identify and 
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strategically counter the structures that maintain this process (Wacquant 

2008: 233). Wacquant (2008: 229-257) identifies 'six properties' of advancing 

marginality; of these, this research is concerned with Territorial 

Stigmatization. 

 

Territorial stigmatization describes the profound 'blemish of place' attached to 

residence in 'spaces of relegation' (Wacquant 2007: 67; 2008: 237). This is 

closely linked but not reducible to the traditional stigmata associated with 

poverty and ethnicity (ibid.). These makers become hyper-visible in 

stigmatised locales (Bourdieu 1999). Territorial stigmatization is a technology 

deployed by the state to justify unusual policies which violate conventional 

norms in the name of addressing urban social problems (Slater and Anderson 

Under Review). It is important to note that multiple representations of 

stigmatised places exist; to recognise this disunity does not deny the 

seriousness of the concept's effects (Damer 1992; Dean and Hastings 2000; 

Lupton 2003).           

                 

Dean and Hastings (2000) develop a typology for 'challenging' territorial 

stigma in their discussion of social housing estates. They rightly criticise 

urban regeneration's narrow focus on spatial design strategies - Harvey's 

(2000: 24-31) spatial fix - however they develop a confused typology that 

treats 'responding'; 'shaping'; and 'challenging' spatial representations as 

mutually exclusive; they are not.  

 

I intent to demonstrate the social production of space (Lefebvre 1991a) and 

consequently how everyday spatial practices respond to, challenge and thus 

destabilise stigmatised representations. I posit that these prosaic acts are 

important to the analysis of territorial stigmatization, which to date has 

prioritised political economy; this is perhaps a consequence of the subject 

being a neglected phenomenon (Wacquant 2008). Additionally, Lefebvre 

(1996) urges multiple readings of the city. 
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2.4 The Social Production of Space 

 

Space is not inert, neutral, or pre-given; rather it is produced and continually 

emerges through social relations (Lefebvre 1991a). Lefebvre's theory 

motivates geographers' concern with everyday practice: in understanding the 

production of space. Lefebvre's conceptual triad (1991a: 33) explains the 

mutually constitutive relationship between representations of space, 

representational space, and spatial practice by which space is produced.  

 

Representations of space are conceived and imagined spaces, embedded with 

ideology and known through codes and signs; as in the discourse of the moral 

panic. Representational space is the directly lived and embodied space of 

everyday experience. It is felt rather than thought. This lived space is full of 

complexity and messiness which representations attempt to order and 

rationalise; this everyday space lives on the street 'beneath', and 'in-between' 

the moral panic discourse. Spatial practices emerge by dialectic with spatial 

representations as conception and execution, the conceived and the lived. 

However, this may be transcended by bodily acts which create 

representational spaces. Consequently, all three social processes are held in 

tension as a trialectic (Lefebvre 1991a; Merrifield 2000). Lefebvre's spatial 

triad enables a critical and relational study of representation, lived experience 

and its emergence in practice which concerns this post-structural study of 

the city. 

 

I use the terms representations of space and spatial representations 

interchangeably. Whilst acknowledging the existence of multiple 

representations of Stapleton Road, when I refer to: 'Stapleton Road's spatial 

representation'; 'the dominant spatial representation'; or 'the moral panic's 

spatial representation' I am discussing the stigmatised representation as 

'Britain's most dangerous street'.     
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2.5 Everyday life: as obscured; as critique; as carnival 

 

De Certeua's account of walking in the city demonstrates how everyday life 

becomes obscured by spatial representations (1984: 91-110). De Certeau 

uses the metaphor of elevation to show how representations are produced in 

contrast to everyday practice. Viewing the city from above - the 'scopic 

viewpoint' - is transformative; the city becomes imagined as text from which 

a 'fictive knowledge' is produced through the act of reading (ibid: 92). Any 

characterisation of the city beneath the elevated reader is representational: 

an ideological 'concept city' (ibid: 94). On the ground below is the walker; 

characterised as the 'ordinary practitioner' who produces representational 

spaces through embodied practice1. This everyday practice is illegible to 

those viewing the city from above. Thus, everyday life is invisibly clouded in 

discourses of representation: the route of the walker is mapped, but nothing is 

said of the experience of walking (ibid.) This research is concerned with 

recovering aspects of everyday life, that are lost in Stapleton Road's 

representation as 'Britain's most dangerous street', and the moral panic 

discourse. 

 

 Lefebvre's writings on everyday life are particularly relevant to the analysis 

of streets (McCann 1999, in Hubbard 2006). This research discusses how 

bodily practice on Stapleton Road produces representational spaces that 

oppose the moral panic's spatial representation. It is therefore positioned 

within the literature concerning resistance through everyday practice 

(Hubbard 2006). Thrift (1993: 10) contends that there is a great capacity for 

individual agency in reconfiguring the city. Significantly, Lefebvre draws out 

the transformative potential of everyday life by focussing on the power of 

laughter and play that emerges in moments of festival (Simonsen 2005). 

Festivals are authentic paradigms of everyday life. They temporarily 

                                                 
1 It is acknowledged that De Certeau (1984) does not use explicitly Lefebvrian terms.  
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transcend dominant orderings and thus create spaces of disalienation 

(Merrifield 2006). In these realms, the forces which slowly accumulate in 

everyday life are rapidly released (Lefebvre 1991 b: 207).  

 

This research draws on Lefebvre's (1955) and Bakhtin's (1984) studies of 

Rabelais and the philosophy of the carnivalesque. Both critics argue that 

Rabelaisian carnival laughter was intimately tied to freedom; through the 

ritual mocking and parodying of authority and its ordering ideologies, new 

spaces emerges in everyday life. These are non-official spaces filled with 

revolutionary potential (Bakhtin 1984: 6; Lefebvre 1555; Merrifield 2006: 15). 

As an expression of everyday life, the carnival is always present as the 

dialogical other to monolithic representation. Subsequently, we should look 

for everyday carnivalised moments that contest the official order (Brown 

2004; Lefebvre 1995: 203). I apply this theory to the present study by 

treating the moral panic discourse and stigmatised spatial representation as 

Bakhtin's (1984) 'official order'. Further, I demonstrate the existence of 

representational spaces, as carnival acts which parody the spatial 

representation through ritual laughter and folk humour. By this process, the 

'Britain's most dangerous street' discourse is mocked and destabilised.          

 

2.6 Knowing the everyday 

 

The everyday may be comprehended through an embodied entwinement with 

life at the street level (De Certeau 1984). Its quality is an un-reflexive, 

embodied performance; a ballet of unscripted practice (Borden 2001; Nash 

2000; Jacobs 1961). This space is lived in and acted out, rather than imagined 

from a distance. When space is embodied, its experience becomes multi-

sensate; space is known in seeing, hearing, smelling and touching (Harrison 

2000; Hubbard 2006). This knowledge is often pre-reflexive. Consequently, it 

is difficult to express how space is experienced, because by reflecting upon 

its practice, spatial-knowledge becomes what it is not: representational (Amin 

and Thrift 2002). Therefore, research methods should strive to experience 
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the sensate life which people struggle to articulate: the embodied affect of 

encountering the material and immaterial qualities of space, pre-cognitive 

practices, and the tactile, multi-sensory experiences of everyday life 

(Taussig 1991; Amin and Thrift 2002; Thrift 2008). The following chapter 

discusses my methodological response to these requirements. 
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3. Research Methods 

 

3.1 Ontology and Epistemology 

 

The research takes the post-structural position that space is produced, and 

continually emerges through mutually constitutive socio-spatial 'trialectics': 

(Lefebvre 1991a: 33). This enables a critical and relational study of 

representation, lived experience and the practice of everyday life on 

Stapleton Road. This ontology informs the research objective: to illuminate 

and analyse the social relations that are obscured in a unitary focus on 

representation – as in the moral panic.  

 

Subsequently, three research questions guide the discussion: How Stapleton 

Road's spatial representation facilitates a moral panic, and how this might be 

deconstructed?; What aspects of everyday life are obscured by the 

representation, and how recovering these destabilises the representation?; 

What spatial practices emerge to condition the objects of the moral panic? 

Following Soja (1996: 71-74) I have illustrated this trialectic:               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Empirical Chapter 
Three 

Spatial Practice:  
Disciplining bodies 
ÔÈÁÔ ȬÇÏ ÄÏ×Î 3ÔÁÐÅÓȭ 

 

Empirical Chapter One 
Spatial 

Representation: Moral 
Panic  

Empirical Chapter Two 
Representational 

Space: 
Recovering everyday 
ÌÉÆÅ ÂÙ ȬÇÏÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Î 

StapÅÓȭ 

Figure 3.1:  

The spatial trialectic 
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The epistemology requires a methodology that can analyse representational 

discourse, as well as the pre-discursive; multi-sensate; affected; material and 

immaterial; performative and embodied experience of everyday life (Amin and 

Thrift 2002; De Certeau 1984; Hubbard 2006; Nash 2000; Thrift 2008). 

Therefore, an ethnographic approach encompassing an assemblage of 

creative methods was adopted. This made room for encounters with the 

situated, plural and emerging aspects of everyday life on Stapleton Road 

(Amin and Thrift 2002).        

 

3.2 Ethnographic Methods 

 

Participant Observation 

 

Participant Observation is the foundation of ethnography; an intensely 

embodied experience, in which the 'becomings' of spatial practice can emerge 

(Cloke et al 2004; Hammersley 1998; Swanton 2008). I spent three months 

'deeply hanging out' on Stapleton Road: walking the street end to end most 

mornings, immersing myself and noting observations about street life. 

Additionally, I attended many local events which were advertised in the cafes 

where I had my lunch and coffees. These included, but were not limited to: 

community days; Neighbourhood Partnerships; arts trails; Police Surgeries; 

'multicultural' dinners; Somali forums; Black Development Agency events; 

peace marches; community project meetings; and meetings responding to 

violence.  

 

This provided the opportunity to meet and talk with local people, many of 

whom I later interviewed. 'Public figures', speaking at these meetings were 

asked if they could be quoted directly, and permission was gained to do this. 

Additionally, I shopped on the street; photographed it; visited friends living 

locally; used Easton Community Centre's facilities; got my haircut; used a 

local gym; wrote my field notes in cafes; drank in the pubs; and spent a lot of 

time gleaning a sense of the everyday texture of the street, whilst field-
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noting my experiences. I made myself available for as many encounters with 

street life and those who relate to it as possible. 

 

Interviews 

 

I augmented my field notes with 20 semi-structured interviews. The 

participants all lived locally, or held professional interests in Stapleton Road. 

They included: residents; councillors; self-identified 'community activists' and 

'leaders'; youth workers; police officers; local business proprietors; 

academics; and local government office bearers. These participants 

encompassed a range of ethnic, religious, gender, professional, age and class 

backgrounds.  

 

The interviews lasted 1-2 hours, and were loosely based around the 

participants' experiences with Stapleton Road's spatial representations and 

whether this resonated with their daily lives2. They all took place on or 

around the street, or in the work places of the participants. The method 

enabled participants to reflect on, and narrate their experiences of everyday 

life; this could not be known through observation or quantitative methods 

(Kussenbach 2003). Further, I endeavoured to be open, reflexive and 

interactive as an interviewer to encourage the emergence of everyday life 

(Heyl 2001).  

 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded following Strauss' 

(1987) method (in Fielding 2008) so that relationships, themes and patterns 

could be drawn out and analysed (Crang 1997). Participants were informed of 

my research objectives, that their anonymity would be assured, and that they 

could review and withdraw their transcripts.    

 

 

 

                                                 
2 An example of an annotated interview transcript is provided in appendix A.  
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Go-along Interviews 

 

I undertook three go-alongs, in which participants led me on narrated 'tours' 

of Stapleton Road (Kussenbach 2003). This method acknowledges that 

participants may not be conscious of their spatial practices (Thrift 2008). 

Consequently, go-alongs enable reflections on everyday life to be made in 

situ at the time of practice. Subsequently, they are considered less contrived 

than disembodied reflections (Kussenbach 2003). Crucially, this situated 

practice allowed the intrusion of the everyday into the interview. The 

disruptive nature of spatial practice willingly intervened in the dialogue, and 

this distractive disruption actually made the everyday evident (Hall et al 2008; 

Taussig 1991). The go-along with Shirley – Easton resident and councillor - 

is a case in point; the everyday social life of the street emerges by disrupting 

my interview: 

 

Ignoring me, Shirley says a hello to another person she knows. I bumble 

along trying to talk about Stapleton Road's reputation but Shirley cuts 

across me mid-sentence: 

 

Shirely: 'Hellooo! You're very quiet Sean?' / 'Hmmm?' / 'I said you're 

very quiet, are you okay?' / 'Yes' / 'That's all right then' / 'Yes darlin' / 

'Ah hehe heh he'. 

 

We move on. I don't know quite how to react to Shirley who is talking to 

everyone in the street but me. 

 

Shirely: 'Santras!' [Shirley calls across the street and then laughs] 'Heh 

heh hehehee'. 

 

I try in vain to get her attention again (Field note 16th August). 
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This sensitised me to the webs of everyday social relations that were 

previously incompressible as an outsider (Kusenbach 2003).  

 

Soundwalks 

 

This research shares Hall et al.'s (2008) experience with go-alongs: In the 

process of transcription I realised that prioritising speech only registers a 

narrow aspect of the multi-sensate spatial experience; the aggregates of 

everyday noise that constitute the soundscape are edited out (ibid). This 

overlooks the ever-present force of sound: what sound actually does and how 

it comes to matter in encounters between machines, animals, bodies, 

language, accents and things both material and immaterial, which conditions 

bodily affect (Massumi 2002; Swanton 2010). Hall et al. (2008) propose 

soundwalks as a variation on the go-along that enables the recovery of the 

messy cacophony of everyday noise that is routinely excluded by acts of 

making sense. Subsequently, I became attentive to the noisy expression of 

everyday social life which I originally overlooked. 

 

Discourse analysis 

 

A thematic content analysis of materials gleaned from: media articles; local 

publications; marketing literature; internet blogs and commentary; community 

newsletters and notice boards; radio programmes etc. provided a basis from 

which I developed my discussions about Stapleton Road's spatial 

representation with my participants. 

 

 

3.3 Access  

 

Access to everyday life on Stapleton Road was limited by my outsider status, 

my body's whiteness, its curiosity, my clothing, my youth, and the often 

superficial ways that I attempted to interact with everyday street life: getting 
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my hair cut in Afro-Caribbean barbershops. Consequently, gatekeepers 

proved to be essential, and I'm indebted to a 'Local Partnership' manager who 

introduced me to my first encounters after which the research snowballed. As 

previously noted, participating in the multitude of publicised 'community 

events' gave me the opportunity to meet research participants. I invested a lot 

of time in 'being seen' - calling by the same places every day and continually 

attending local events and meetings. This helped develop a rapport with 

people before interviewing them; Tess from the Community Centre noted: 

'you're becoming besotted with Stapleton Road you are!' [Laughing].     

 

Stapleton Road's private-public spaces (cafes, parks, pubs, religious buildings 

etc) are highly segregated by ethnicity, gender, generation and religion. For 

example, customers in Somali run cafes are almost exclusively 'older' Somali 

men (Kalil, Somali Forum). Consequently, gatekeepers gave me the courage to 

traverse these boundaries: 

 

Shirley: I don't really feel like walking further do you mind? 

 

Joe: No not at all, would you like to sit down and get a drink? 

 

Shirley: Yeah let's go in here. 

We go into a West-Indian cafe called Wazobia. I put the tape 

recorder in my pocket as we go inside. Chimes ring when you open 

the door. The cafe is small and really busy; the tables are mostly 

taken by women with young children. Reggae music is playing loudly. 

Everyone is black but me. I would not have come in here without 

Shirley.  

(Filed Note 18th August) 
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3.4 Positionality  

 

My position as a 'researcher' affected my participants' reactions as well as 

the particular representation they wished to present to me3. It should also 

be noted how the spatial representation affected me: 

 

It's getting darker and I walk away from Stapleton Road towards 

Town. I notice the wind, it's raining. The takeaways are busy. A 

voice shouts from a side street. I walk faster. I look at the ground. I 

phone someone. Turning a corner when - BRAKES SCRREEECHING 

– contact - BODIES SLAM TOGETHER – FEAR - What's happened? 

What will happen next?! – PANIC - I'm on Stapleton Road!  

"Shit I'm so sorry! I didn't see you. Are you all right mate? I'm really 

sorry.. Are you okay?" (Field Note 17th July). 

 

This field note describes an encounter where a cyclist crashed into me on the 

pavement. He was large, young and black; hooded as it was raining. This 

shows the force of race (Swanton 2008; 2010). My moment of panic was 

conditioned by the discourses of race and territorial stigma that materialised 

in the sudden slamming together of black and white bodies on Stapleton Road. 

I feared that I was about to be attacked. Consequently, I was caught off guard 

when the young man instantly apologised, expressed concern, and admitted he 

should not have been cycling on the pavement.  This is a case in point for my 

wider argument regarding the ability of everyday life to subvert 

representations; and how discourses come to matter in everyday encounters.    

 

3.5 Limitations    

 

The young men I approached didn't want to be interviewed. Even when I 

ran into someone I went to school with on the Stapleton Road, he assumed 

that I must be there for professional reasons and declined my invitation to 

                                                 
3 This will be returned to, and expanded upon with specific examples in chapter 5. 
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discuss the street. This access problem could be overcome in future 

longitudinal studies by following Alexander's (2000) example of becoming 

a youth worker.       

         

Being an outsider I may have misread situations. There are many possible 

interpretations of the spatial relations discussed; a consequence of the 

messy plurality of everyday life. Furthermore, there are equally many 

representations of Stapleton Road; focussing on the 'Britain's most 

dangerous street' discourse doesn't deny that others exist, rather it 

examines the force of a particular representation and how it comes to 

matter in everyday life.     
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4. Deconstructing a Spatial Representation: Stapleton Road 

as a site of moral panic 

 

4.1 The Moral Panic: Somalis, Gangs and Stapleton Road 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above is a patent demonstration of an interest-

group stoking a moral panic to acquire 

resources (Goode and Ben-Yahuda 1994: 67). 

This appropriates the death of a young man 

murdered on Stapleton Road during the course 

of this fieldwork. The media instantly 

responded with a premeditated, racialised 

discourse of gangs that plays on the ethno-

„Stapleton Road, Bristol was 

yesterday named by David 

Blunkett as among the five 

worst crime spots in Britain 

and the first to be declared a 

“policing priority area” (The 

Independent, 2002). 

 

„This is Stapleton Road in 

Easton, an area with an 

unenviable reputation for 

crime involving young 

people, which is thought to be 

drug related‟ (BBC News, 

2002).   

   

„It‟s Britain‟s most dangerous 

street – a moral cesspit where 

the   pavements are heaving 

with killers, junkies, hookers 

and their pimps. Bristol‟s 

Stapleton Road is a lawless 

hellhole infested by 

ferociously violent criminals‟ 

(The People, 2005). 

 

„Turf war between rival drug 

gangs led to a teenager being 

stabbed to death on Stapleton 

Road‟  

(Bristol Evening Post, 2010).  

 

„Forget the Home Office 

crime mapping site, this 

REALLY is Britain's worst 

street‟ (The People, 2011) 

‘Regarding gang issues on Stapleton Road, 

residents of Easton and St Pauls sadly faced 

the tragic offence on Thursday evening... 

We’re currently hunting down two individuals 

who we’re very keen to speak to in connection 

with the murder of an 18yr old lad... We also 

have bigger plans in place... I’m pretty 

confident that we are talking about the highest 

crime area in the city. Not that I want to scare 

people, but I’m alerting you to the fact that this 

is the argument that I’m using to make the 

business case for additional staff. For me, 

Stapleton Road is the biggest priority in 

Bristol’. (Police Inspector, Avon and Somerset 

Constabulary, Lawrence Hill Neighbourhood 

Forum, July 2010).   
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I contacted the reporter covering the murder to 

ask for an interview, she responded:  

 

I've been at the Post for 30 years and was out 

in Stapleton Road today.  If you visit YouTube 

you will understand what has been happening in 

the area.  Abdi, the boy who was killed, was a 

member of the Easton High Street Crew who’ve 

been at loggerheads with the St Paul’s 

Bloodgang for months.  I'm told that Abdi 

dressed in Bloodgang colours (red) for the St. 

Paul's Carnival just to goad them and they killed 

him for it’   

(Reporter, Bristol Evening Post).  

 

national opposition of Stapleton Road and St. 

Paul's outlined in the introduction: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘War between gangs led to 

fatal stabbing of teenager’; 

‘..some Somali boys had 

become involved in drug 

dealing and had clashed with 

Bristol-born black kids from 

St Paul’s. ‘Somalian Mr 

Mohammoud was attacked 

on Stapleton Road... The 

prime suspect [is] the 

Jamaican, Mr Campbell, 20, 

formerly of St Paul’s’. 

(Bristol Evening Post, July 

2010; February 2011) 

Figure 4.1   

The Media’s ‘Gangs’  

 

Photo:          

J. Silverman 

Photo:         

J. Silverman 
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Figure 4.1 assembles screenshots from the reporter's YouTube links4 with my 

own photographs. This represents the media's explanatory discourse: drug 

market territoriality between young black males, made visible by oppositional 

colours, postcodes - BS2/BS5, and ethnic group association. This explanation 

becomes 'credible' through secondary definers: the police statement above 

(Hall et al 1978: 57).  Subsequently, Somali young men follow Black and 

Asians to emerge as folk devils (Anderson 2000), and the moral panic is 

announced at a public meeting by a Councillor:  

 

'These Somali youths are out of control!  We need to take action 

immediately... There's a separation between the elders and the 

youngsters. These youths, can't see that their culture is worth 

working... they feel, well, not part of any culture really. Thursday [the 

day of the murder] was said to be a sort of [sighs vigorously] "wake-

up call", and I'm going to call it that too; we need to take action quickly' 

(Lawrence Hill Neighbourhood Forum, July). 

 

 

4.2 Deconstructing the moral panic: young men 

 

As with Alexander's (2000) Asian Gang, young men on Stapleton Road are 

held responsible for its representation:  

 

'..the main fuss about Stapleton Road is the crime, drug dealing, 

youngsters hanging out on the corners, you find them in front of shops, 

its full of young guys' (Faruk, Councillor Easton).   

 

The generational crisis of Somali youth depicted above represents a problem 

orientated understanding of male identity, premised on essentialist discourses 

of fear of the young man, who marked by his ethnicity, is a cultural anomie: 

                                                 
4 They are available at: http:// youtube.com/watch?v=l4w2DUa2_1w; http:// 

youtube.com/watch?v=fwaEafmb5-A [accessed 05/03/11]. 
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unemployed, with nothing to do, and nowhere to go but the street (Alexander 

2000; Durkeim 1897).  

Young men may well be unemployed:  

 

'The perception is that they are lazy, and that they don't have jobs – well, 

they don't have jobs!' (Dennis, Youth Worker).  

 

This can be explained by the structural conditions of advancing marginality, 

institutional racism and territorial stigmatisation (Wacquant 2008). However, 

this doesn't question the extent to which 'crises' of youth and masculinity are 

sensationalised and reductive, obscuring more prosaic youth practices 

(Alexander 2000; Connell 2005; Nayak and Kehily 2008). I asked Dennis to 

describe hanging out on Stapleton Road:  

 

'We call it "liming": just standing around, just chillin', being relaxed, 

chattin' to your friends and having a laugh. Largely, that's what Somali 

and Black-British people are doing'.  

 

To lime is to enjoy oneself by 'hanging out'; the concept is expansive, from 

exchanging stories with friends to revelling in carnivals. It should have no 

explicit purpose beyond itself (Eriksen 1990; Juneja 1988). Everyday youth 

practice is likely to be embodied by this concept, rather than symbolic, crisis 

motivated, aggressive performances of masculinity (Nayak and Kehily 2008). 

Notwithstanding this, liming on Stapleton Road has divergent representations, 

variable by age. Older men are imagined as engaging in legitimate cultural 

practices: 

'They are very social and very oral community, often they'll meet on 

corners and debate things... and you'll get maybe 20 or 30 guys just 

meeting and having a discussion' (Steven, Safer Bristol).  

Conversely, young men are treated as guilty until they prove their innocence; 

legitimacy is acquired with age; common in studies of trusting black males in 

public (Anderson 1990): 
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‘Umm, it’s unique really for the younger generation; they call it “Stapes”. 

You heard that? / Yeah / They call it “going down Stapes” / It seems going 

down Stapes / -is the big thing for the kids. It's “going down Front Line”... sort of - 

for some of them / A performance? / Yeah it's like, I can strut my stuff down there, 

be a big man (laughs). But you know, young people are aware, my kids are... they 

feel more threatened by it in a sense, because they will be perceived ‘as 

something’ walking down Stapleton road’  (PCSO Ross; Tess, Easton Community 

Centre). 

 

'I've fallen foul of it myself, there was a group of kids sat on them steps 

and I thought, "what are they up to?" So I go over and speak to them; 

turns out they are actually waiting to go and play football' (PC Price). 

 

This common misrecognition is explained by the nature of fleeting encounters 

which demand rapid judgements, and consequently suspicious questions, 

"What is his business?" follows affective assemblages of youth, masculinity, 

blue bandanas, and black bodies grouped together; materialising in particular 

spaces imbued with stigmatised representations – 'predatory' discourses 

easily stick to the bodies of young men sitting on the Kensington Baptist 

Steps. (Alexander 2000; Amin and Thrift 2002; Anderson 1990; Back 2006; 

Connell 1987; Goffman 1951; Hebdige 1988; Swanton 2008). This begs the 

question, what does Stapleton Road mean to young people?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A paradox confronts young men in stigmatised places; by 'going down Stapes' 

they are represented as threatening, and in this act they actually become 

victims of the spatial representation; a master status emerges (Anderson 

1990; Pain 2003). Young people's views on violence allude to this: 

 

'I followed the peace march, and when it stopped where Abdi was killed, I 

stood with some of the young people. I says to them "well what do you think 

about all this?" and they said, they thought the march was really good, that 
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people should stand up to violence and they don't like what's going on' 

(Dennis). 

This hints at the contradictory nature of what it means to be young on 

Stapleton Road. 'Going down Stapes' for some may be a performance, a proud 

showing of hyper-visible youth and masculinity (Keith 1995; McDonnell 

2002). Equally, it may be liming: 'doing nothing' in the street – 'the major 

activity of British youth subculture' (Corrigan 1993: 84). 

 

Racialised generational 'differences' are made visible through gender (Gilroy 

1993: 85; Hall et al 1978). 

  

'You don't hear this being reported about Somali young women' (Kalil). 

 

The crisis of Somali young men refers to a 'double emasculation' following the 

'feminisation' of post-industrial working-class labour and the 'absence' of 

black fathers. This theoretically structures their psyche to display reactive 

and pathological aggressive masculinities (Connell 2005; Giroux 1996; Marriot 

1996; Nakyak and Kehily 2008). This 'phallocentric myth' (Hooks 1992: 89) is 

deployed in the moral panic. Consequently, gender subjectivity becomes 

invisible through the modality of race, and a flat representation articulates 

what it means to be both black and a man. (Alexander 2000: 234; Hall et al. 

1978) This has little resonance to everyday, dynamic gender practice on 

Stapleton Road (Hooks 1992; Mc Donnell 2002). 

 

A case in point is the 'caring masculinities' of men, who could be represented 

as public characters5 and old heads (Anderson 1900; Duneier 2001; Jacobs 

1961). Dennis has already described his 'overtime' youth work; this 

destabilises the folk-devil masculinity.  Additionally, a vulnerable and scared 

feminine counterpart to the hyper-masculine discourse was not evident on 

Stapleton Road (Connell 2005). I suggested to Tess that street was a 

masculinised space, which she contested straight away: 

                                                 
5 For example, Dudley – manager of Genesis Music, see introduction p. 1.   



41 

Figure 4.2 : 

‘Respect-4-

Life Peace 

March’ 

 

Stapleton 

Road, 31st 

July 2010  

 

Photographs:          

J. Silverman 

 

 

 

'If you've got a group of young Somali men, hanging out and you get a 

group of Somali girls, roughly the same age come past. If the boys start 

mouthing, the girls tend to demolish them completely. These guys 

suddenly shrink into themselves because most of the Somali girls are so 

loquacious, they just knock them down and strut on past. Women are 

generally not scared, they just can't be bothered. Same with African-

Caribbean women and some of the white girls too; they will just give it.'  

 

A forceful display of empowered femininity was evident in the peach march 

that followed the murder. It was organised by local women under the banner 

'Mothers against Weapons and Violence' (Figure 4.2). 
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It must be emphasised that both youth and gender identities are fluid and 

continually in the process of 'becoming'; pre-given characteristics are not 

passively scripted onto bodies (Butler 1988; Grosz 1994). Therefore, 

racialised representations which narrate the relationships between young men 

and others on Stapleton Road deny the multiple subjectivities evident in 

everyday life (Alexander 2000: 235). 

 

 

4.3 Deconstructing the moral panic: ethnicity 

 

 

The moral panic is premised upon racialised spatial representations that can 

be easily unpacked, following Alexander (2000); Back (1996); Hall et al 

(1978); Hall (2000); Keith (1995). Race is a 'lazy folk devil' that is too easily 

rolled out, enabling 'new' moral panics to make sense through their 

positioning within established discourses (Alexander 2000: 3). Consequently, 

'new' Somali folk devils wear old masks, handed-down from generations of 

misrepresented 'Other' young men. Through 'racial coding' dynamic and fluid 

subjectivities disappear (ibid; Keith 1995). A case in point is the previously 

the cited media representation (p18); an online commentator responds: 

 

'There are more than three groups on Stapleton Road: I am not Somali, 

Black-African, or Asian'6.  

 

Racialised essentialisms engender false oppositions:           

      

There is a well rehearsed myth of division. But when you look at the 

cemetery [Funeral of Abdrisak Mohamoud], young people stand  

                                                 
6 See online commentary relating to article: ‘Former Bristol councillor warns 

Stapleton Road community is falling apart’, Bristol Evening Post, 28/12/10, available 

at: http://thisisbristol.co.uk/news/act-stop-community-falling-apart/article-

3042939-detail/article.html . 
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together. So in reality children go to the same school, where they sit 

down in the same class. But they are known only as Somalis, nothing 

else, no matter where they come from; he may live in Easton, but he is 

born in Holland, and they are Dutch. They have never seen Somalia, but 

still they are known only as Somali, Black Somali (Abdikarim). 

 

This describes how race stands in the place of analysis, reducing identity to 

stereotypes read from skin pigmentation (Alexander 2000; 2005; Hall 2000). 

This occurs in the media's 'gang' representation, through the invention of 

ethno-national oppositions. Conversely, Back's (1996: 54) neighbourhood 

nationalism is evident in Dennis's account of youth identity:   

 

When young people come in here, they're supposed to put their names, 

their age and their ethnic breakdown on an attendance sheet. And 

universally, the people that struggle with ethnicity are black young 

people. Because our young black people, all they will put is black, just 

black. And so you try and explain the concept of ethnicity, you try to 

connect them back to a landmass, you try to sell it to them that way – but 

they don't even see themselves as British.  Now, suddenly they've got 

something to be proud of which is their 'endz' - that's what they call it – 

and that becomes everything for them. So if somebody goes on Facebook 

and says blah, blah, blah about BS5, that's where the problems are. So 

they don't necessarily feel connected to England, or Africa, or Jamaica 

but their 'endz' is different. 

 

This conception of identity is premised upon shared spatial experiences 

rather than ethno-national belonging, and this destabilises the gang discourse 

(Back 1996).     
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5. Representational spaces on Stapleton Road: Recovering the 

everyday by 'Going down Stapes' 

 

Spatial representations reduce complex relations to simplistic discourses. 

Consequently, everyday life on Stapleton Road is invisible in the discourse of 

'Britain's most dangerous street' (De Certeau 1984). This chapter recovers the 

everyday from this representation by showing small acts of encounter (Amin and 

Thrift 2002). These constitute only fragments of the complex and multifaceted 

nature of everyday life, but nevertheless contradict and subvert the dominant spatial 

representation (Highmore 2002).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1 ‘Stapes’, Photos: J. Silverman 
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5.1 Stapleton Road's everyday social space 

 

Stapleton Road's social space of everyday encounter is obscured by its dominant 

spatial representation; it is unseen and also unheard. The everyday soundscape 

flows through, underneath, in between, and over my go-along interviews (Hall et al 

2008; Kussenbach 2003). The sounds of Stapleton Road are expressed as 

aggregates of ambient noise that exists in the background of my speech and 

punctuate my interviews; sometimes distracting my participants; frequently 

subverting my attempts to talk about spatial representations (Hall et al 2008). This 

soundscape alludes to the social qualities of street life: laughter; buses; accents; 

music; greetings; mid-flow discussions; brief hellos; singing; shouting; sirens; 

argument, articulated in many different languages. Inaudible in transcription, this 

richness is lost in the act of writing (Amin and Thrift 2002). Consequently, some of 

the soundscape has been gleaned for the reader to listen to7: the 'stuff left over' 

following the transcription of speech from a go-along one afternoon (ibid: 1025). 

 

The sounds of everyday social life contradict the street's representation as no-go 

and intimidating. These are the sounds of midsummer liming, a social practice 

through which Stapleton Road becomes a hetereotopia (Foucault 1986): 

 

'I'm telling you, in an area like this, when the sun is out, people's mental 

health actually improves, because if you've been unemployed for a year, a 

couple of years, or even longer, it's pretty bloody miserable! We all retreat 

inside during the winter, but in the summertime, when the sun is out, you can 

put a vest on and you can go outside and meet your friends. Your situation 

hasn't changed, but you can feel connected to something, for a short time. 

And I think that is what life on Stapleton Road represents' (Dennis). 

 

                                                 
 
7 Please listen to the CD attached as appendix B. The listener is urged to please pay close 

attention to the background sounds that underlie the broken pieces of interview dialogue. 
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Heterotopias are counter-sites, in which ordering representations are contested and 

inverted (Foucault 1986: 24). Liming on Stapleton Road creates an oppositional 

space, outside the alienating representation of danger. This liberates the street from 

the representation by celebrating sociability and shared connections. Stapleton Road 

becomes a heterotopia of deviation because it defies the behaviour prescribed by the 

moral panic (ibid: 24). Further, it shows that Stapleton Road is capable of juxtaposing 

within a single location, multiple representational spaces that undermine unitary 

spatial representations (ibid: 25). Furthermore, as Foucault suggests the heterotopia 

is temporary; limited to the summertime (ibid: 26). However, this limitation is 

transcended by the everyday hetereotopic presence of carnival: 'the ultimate lime' - 

discussed below (ibid: 26; Juneja 1988). The definitive function of heterotopia is to 

expose the instability of dominant spatial orderings (Foucault 1986: 27); the moral 

panic's spatial representation.         

 

On summer afternoons the atmosphere of the street is busy but slow; a space to 

relax rather than a route to get somewhere. Dennis describes this as a temporal 

escape from structured situations; alienation under advancing marginality (Wacquant 

2007). Consequently, it forms an emancipatory space created by everyday social 

practice lived outside, directly on the street: 

 

'Everyone's on the street all the time! I know loads of people in Easton, 

purely 'cause we cross paths so many times. People sit outside their houses 

every day. That's just the simplest, cheapest way to be social. It's the 

nature of living in Easton! And as we've moved deeper towards what some 

people refer to as the 'Front Line', the neighbourhood actually feels more 

relaxed. I know every single one of my neighbours. Everyone lives there 

whole life on the street' (Alice). 

 

This demonstrates how multiple representations exist which contradict the moral 

panic discourse, where the experience of shared practice and social connection is 

absent. A case in point is Stapleton Road's representation as a Community Centre: 
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Joe: So the street has a significant social life to it? 

 

Mmmm, mmm, mmm [Drawing on her cigarette]. Absolutely, yeah that's 

right. Some people use it as their... if you like, their Community Centre. 

People walk for different reasons: they hang around and meet each other; 

walk around it; go up and down; say hi to people; have a chat; go shopping; 

whatever. The bad press it gets is astonishing (Tess). 

 

The divergence of everyday life and the moral panic's spatial representation 

emerges during a go-along with Shirley. She wanted to show me around her 

neighbourhood and in the following field note Shirley takes me 'down Front Line':  

 

Shirley waves across the street, "Hello!" She smiles sweetly at people we 

pass. Reggae music cascades onto the street from Dudley's shop. Shirley 

sees another man she knows, she laughs and says hello. We approach the 

Kensington Baptist Church 

 

Shirley: 'People think they are using this section here, as the new frontline'.  

The steps of the Kensington Baptist Church are busy today: around 15 

young men are hanging out in the sunshine and their voices are loud and 

boisterous.  

'This part here, generates this lie! This section here, to say this, is now 

"Front Line" that is ridiculous!' 

Joe: 'Do you think young men get treated differently here than in other 

places?' 

 

Shirley: 'Yes definitely. If you wasn't here, I'd go and talk to them.'  

 

Ragga music comes into the recording.  

 



49 

'Yeah because him right there, he's from a respectable family there 

[pointing straight at a young man]; I taught him at Sunday school. See them 

all sat there like that on the corner, I think it's disgusting.' 

Shirley stops walking. She stands staring directly at the young men who are 

sitting on the steps. We are three feet from them. Following her stares, the 

young men move away from the steps. We carry on walking. 

 

'I've been living here for over 25 years and Stapleton Road has been given a 

very bad name, you know. How could this possibly be the worst?! It's not 

the worst. Look, we're walking down here and if it was that bad we'd be 

getting attacked and mugged or at least harassed. You'd think you'd be 

offered drugs or something!' 

 

Joe: 'I'm standing here holding an expensive tape recorder, no problem'. 

 

Shirley: 'And I've spent a lot of time here and chatting with you, has 

anything happened to us? Of course it hasn't. People are trying to create an 

issue here. Stapleton Road is not the worst street, and Easton is not the 

worst area' (Field note, 16th August). 

 

 

Going-along 'Front Line' with Shirley demonstrates a very different everydayness to 

the sensationalist representation: The invisible social networks of everyday street 

life intervene as Shirley exchanges friendly greetings with people she encounters 

(Kusenbach 2003). She also directly challenges the spatial representation by standing 

before the young men, presenting herself as dominant; there is nothing to fear in 

encountering them. Further, her vocal challenges and embodied practice subvert the 

representation; we come to no harm. Her remark that it's 'disgusting to see them sat 

on the steps', later emerges to be motivated by a desire to protect the young men 

from the racialised discriminatory practices that follows their embodiment with the 

steps8. 

                                                 
8 This will be expanded upon in the subsequent chapter. 
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The everyday social life of the street also challenges the spatial representation in a 

more prosaic manner. Often when trying to talk to Shirley about the street's 

reputation, everyday social life intrudes, disrupting our interview9. This offers a 

glimpse of the messiness of everyday life that is subsumed under the order of 

representation. The quality of this spatial practice is distinctly social, and 

consequently its force undermines the distinctly antisocial spatial representation. 

 

5.2 Stapleton Road's Carnivalesque spaces 

 

Stapleton Road's carnivalesque spaces exist in dialectic with the moral panic's 

spatial representation. Carnivals are produced by performative spatial practices that 

explicitly contest the representation by appropriating, parodying and mocking it; 

they resist the ordering which representation attempts to impose and consequently 

they are emancipatory spaces produced by everyday practice (Bakhtin 1984; Brown 

2004; Lefebvre 1991a). 

 

Lefebvre (1991a) considered carnivals to be authentic everyday practices of variable 

intensity, occurring both prosaically and as volatile performative, explosions: a rapid 

release of the accumulating pressures that structure everyday life. Consequently, 

carnivalesque spaces are realms where the shackles of alienation are loosened 

(Merrifield 2006). 

 

Young men liming on Stapleton Road is a prosaic expression of carnival (Juneja 

1988). The dominant order of the moral panic casts them as pariahs, thereby 

alienates their spatial practice. However, by defiantly embodying space through the 

relaxed and ritualised practice of liming they carnivalise the street by subverting its 

ordering ideology: the street is the 'rightful' realm of adults, and young black men 

threaten this. The YouTube music videos that the media cite as evidence of the gang 

occupation of Stapleton Road are conversely interpreted as intense expressions of 

the everyday liming; carnival's ritual paegents (Bakhtin 1984: 4; Lefebvre 1955). 

                                                 
9 This has already been elaborated upon in chapter 3  
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Ȱ) ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ "ÉÎ ,ÁÄÅÎ ɀ Osama! I feel 
like Hussein ɀ Saddam! / 

Independents bang this loud until the 
3ÃÒÅ×Ó ÈÁÔÅȱ 

 
 

 

ȰTrinity we the rea list team/          

ÓÈÏÔÔÉÎȭ ÈÅÁÖÙ ÂÅÁÔÓ ÔÏ ÆÉÅÎÄÓȱ 
 

 

This interpretation is based on Bakhtin's emphasis on carnival's ritual laughter, 

masquerade, parody, grotesque, costumed monsters, hostility to order, suspended 

hierarchy, at stage without footlights, everyone performs, everyone is mocked, a 

temporary space that parodies extra-carnival life, spatial representation and 

structural alienation (1984: 1-59). I demonstrate this through an assemblage of 

YouTube stills10, selected lyrics and my commentary – Figure 5.2: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 These stills are taken from the links the reporter from the Bristol Evening Post forwarded 

to me. They are available at: http:// youtube.com/watch?v=l4w2DUa2_1w; http:// 

youtube.com/watch?v=fwaEafmb5-A [accessed 05/03/11].  

Ȱ"3υȟ "3υȟ "3υȟ "3υȟ ×ÈÁÔȦȱ 
 

 

Ȱ) ÙÏÕ ÐÌÁÙ ÉÔ 
two faced / 

your blood will 
get squirted out 
ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÔÏÏÔÈÐÁÓÔÅȱ 
 
 

 

The carnival takes place at the site of the 

murder. It begins by showing police 

surveillance of the ‘Front Line’; directly 

speaking to and making performers of 

officialdom (Bakhtin 1984). Its message is 

antagonistic and mocking: Trinity (local 

police), we are shottin’ (selling) beats (music, 

not drugs) to ‘fiends’. Comparing themselves 

to public enemies, the young men feel 

disproportionately victimised by the hating 

‘Screws’ (police), whose practice is 

conditioned by the dominant spatial 

representation (Herbert 1997; Lefebvre 

1991). 

Costumed as folk devils, the performers 

articulate a grotesque folk humour: They 

parody the representation that they are 

dangerous, by claiming that they will ‘squirt 

your blood out like its toothpaste’ (Bakhtin 

1984). They re-appropriate the young man’s 

death from its discourse by filming his shrine  
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These music-videos carnivalise their stigmatised settings in a demonstation of 

agency and creative resistance in the face of homogenous and repressive spatial 

 
Ȱ9ÏÕ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ 

fuck ing pussy 
suck your Nan / 

your M um 
sounds like a 
ÍÁÎȱ 

 
 

 

 
Ȱ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ 
how it is here / 

you have to wear a 
blue bandana if 
you live here: 
%ÁÓÔÏÎȱ 

 

 

Figure 5.2: YouTube Carnival 

Ȭ#ÁÒÎÉÖÁÌ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ËÎÏ× ÆÏÏÔÌÉÇÈÔÓȭ 
(Bakhtin 1984: 7)  

- and parodying their representation as 

murder suspects.  

 

The carnival unites under a spatial 

identity (Back 1996) and through a 

chorus of voices – “BS5, BS5, BS5” – 

‘shout at those who rule and divide “we 

are all fools, deviants, outcasts, and 

criminals” (Brown 2004: 95). 

The street scene is filmed, 

demonstrating that everyone performs 

and all are subjected to the mocking 

(Bakhtin 1984).           

The bandana is the mask of the carnival. 

Its role is to reveal the collective identity 

of the folk devil, embracing the character 

so it may be laughed at; real identities 

are hidden by the mask, as within the 

moral panic (Alexander 2000; Taussig 

1987: 83).  

 

The red bandana signifies ‘adversarial’ 

St Paul’s, who are seen engaging in 

carnival laughter. Bakhtin makes clear 

that the mocking is directed at everyone, 

including carnival’s performers (1984: 

12); the young boy and his amateur 

lyricism.  
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orderings (Brown 2004; Lefebvre 1955). However, they are extreme expressions of 

the small carnival acts of ritual laughter and folk humour of that are present in 

everyday life (Bakhtin 1984; Lefebvre 1991a). More prosaic form of ritual mocking 

emerges during a go-along with PCSO Ella Ross when we visit 'Tovey's' 

fishmongers: 

 

Ella: Where's Dave!!?.. I'm showing Joe around today, he's writing a 

dissertation on Stapleton Road. 

Dave: A what? 

Ella: A dissertation, like a thesis... 

Dave: Oh right...  

Ella: What is it? 

Joe: It's on challenging the perceptions of an area... 

Dave: Well write this: "We've had a shop here since 1935". 

Ella: You've had a shop here since 1935! Have you been here since 1935 

Dave? Apparently they do really nice fish?!  

Dave: Why'd you want to write on Stapleton Road? 

Joe: The focus is Stapleton Road. 

Dave: [Interrupts] Murders... Drugs! 

Ella: No! Don't go saying that!  

Dave: Trouble all the time. 

Ella: You've just ruined it! Haven't you. Hang on, what do you mean, murders 

all the time!? How many murders has there been, let's say every year? 

Dave: Probably about 5 in 8 years.. 

Ella: Was there?.. There wasn't one in 2009. 

Dave: Yes there was. 

Ella: Where?! 

Dave: There's a murder here every day! [Laughs]  

Ella: You are such a...! When was there one last year? 

Dave: There was a stabbing, a few stabbings last year. 

Ella: Alright, okay, there was some stabbings. 

Dave: and the shooting. 
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Ella: On Stapleton Road!? I don't know about no shootings.  

Dave: Right next to the bank, there.  

Ella: Well, I don't know about that. Hmmm... Ooh, you are making it seem 

awful! 

Dave: Ella, this is the street in Britain what's got the worst reputation of any 

street, and it's the most dangerous street in Britain. Thought you'd know that 

being in your line of work! [Laughing]  

 

This everyday example of folk humour shows the emergence of carnival spaces on 

Stapleton Road as the spatial representation is mocked and subverted by everyday 

practice. I am very much a target of this laughter; Dave jokes that a dissertation on 

Stapleton road must be about murders and drugs. This ritual mocking also occurs in 

encounters that are not (as) influenced by my inquiries; during a go-along with 

Shirley we have a chance encounter with Abdul, a local entrepreneur. They 

discussed the latest gossip that Barclay's bank is withdrawing from the street: 

 

Abdul: Seen this Barclay's is going? Because of all the crime yeah! / It's because 

they've got a new one in town  / Hmm, no, that's what they're saying but it's 

because... / -  Because they've got a large one in town!  / Yeah, and 

that's what I'm saying to everyone, but the truth is it's because they're scared that they 

might get stab-up! / That's not true! It's not that bad along here, 

Abdul. That 's what I'm trying to tell this young man  / [Abdul 

starts laughing] Yeah it's not that bad... 

 

In both instances my interview participant makes clear their intention to present an 

alternative spatial representation that contradicts the 'Britain's most dangerous 

street' discourse. Further, they fear the alternative representation they are 

constructing for me is being undermined by the 'unhelpful' intrusions of everyday 

folk humour. Conversely, everyday life emerges through carnivalesque's ritual 

mocking of the spatial representation. This parody can only make sense if it exists 

alongside a much more complex and multifaceted social reality than the spatial 

representation allows for.   
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6. Spatial practice: Disciplining bodies that 'go down Stapes' 

 

 

'The politics of misrecognition and fear damages the choreography of life'  

(Back 2006: 8) 

 

Spatial practices occur as mediations between spatial representations and 

representational spaces (Lefebvre 1991a). Subsequently, the representation of 

Stapleton Road as: 'Front Line'; gangs; and dangerous youth, informs the practices of 

social control that strategically order the lived spaces emerging on Stapleton Road; 

specifically, through disciplining the spatial practice of young, male, black bodies 

(Lefebvre 1991a; Foucault 1977). This disciplinary practice is diffuse; enacted by 

agents of social control, broadly incorporating the criminal justice system as well as 

wider non-institutional 'community actors' (ibid; Philo et al. 2000; Sibley 1995). 

Three spatial practices which attempt to discipline young men on Stapleton Road 

emerged during the fieldwork. These appear to be guided by the following 

rationalities: Young men are a threat to space, therefore they must move; second, 

young men are under threat from space, therefore they must move; third, young men 

won't move, traditional approaches have failed, therefore we must move in the 

'professionals'. 

 

The rationality that young men represent a threat to others exists in the discourse of 

the moral panic. The previous chapter illuminates the representational spaces which 

challenge the coherence of this particular spatial representation. Notwithstanding 

this, it must be acknowledged that representational spaces emerge within fields of 

discourse. As a result, the 'Britain's most dangerous street' representation to some 

extent informs the spatial practices of social control on Stapleton Road (De Certeau 

1984). 

 

'All we need is neat and tidy, that's all, and most importantly, to move the gang 

culture away' (Faruk). 
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'Gang culture' is racialised coding for young black men on Stapleton Road11; this 

rationality informs the disciplining of young men by the police. Through their 

embodiment of the space represented as the 'Front Line', they become hyper-visible 

(Keith 1995) and attract surveillance: 

 

I'm saying these young men are the ones being targeted, they are the main 

focus, if the police drive up and down they are the main focus. No attention is 

given to anyone else (Shirley). 

 

This resonates with Tess's comment (p.39) that if you are young on Stapleton Road 

you will be seen as 'something' (a potential threat) which is partly constituted by 

Goffman's concept of the setting (1951: 21). Consequently, the spatial practices of 

young men are closely observed by the police:  

 

'We obviously follow who is associating with who, who is seen with who, what 

people are wearing, if we think they are gang related' (PCSO Ross). 

 

When young people encounter this gaze they are affected, moving away from the 

spaces they were in:  

 

'When we pulled up outside of the park, there was a group of kids on the 

bench. I was on the radio and they just got up and leave 'cause they know 

that there's a good chance that I'm going to come over and speak to 'em. I 

suspect they'd been smoking cannabis and they get up and leave 'cause they 

think they're gonna to get turned over...  Because we know Stapleton Road's a 

problem, police officers will go park their car to write their note book... and 

because we're parked there, the kids just get up and move on' (PC Price). 

 

This reflects the quiet forms of power exercised by the agencies of social control 

who discipline bodily practices through banal encounters (Foucault 1977). This is a 

                                                 
 
11 This point was previously established and expanded upon in chapter four. 
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pervasive technology, determined by hierarchy, classification and the high visibility 

of those identified as deviant (Ibid: 215; Keith 1995; Sibley 1995: 82). The 

pervasiveness of this disciplining operates on a continuum of intensity (Walzer 

1986). Therefore, the police's intervention in the spatial practices of young men 

varies, from the banal yet affective gaze, to the highly pervasive eradication of the 

social spaces they produce – termed by the police as 'hang-around spots': 

 

'You generally have somewhere that is the kid's 'hang-around spot'. In two 

years it's gone from Villiers Rd., where there was a Sports Cafe - kids 

would go in and drop stuff on the floor, and you are never going to pin it on 

anyone; then a lot of work was done and it was closed. So they started 

using the rank of houses by the bus stop that are out of police access; 

work's done there and so it moves round the corner into Kensington Park; 

we put a camera up so they can't do it there anymore. So it moves round the 

corner into William Hill. The good thing about William Hill is, go into a 

bookie's and come out with cash in your pocket – "just won it on the horses, 

prove otherwise". We engaged with William Hill... to make it no longer 

attractive, and it went full circle right back down to Villiers Road; there was 

an address... the kids were using that to supply drugs, so we put a Crack-

house Closure on that. We now see them loitering around the Kensington 

Baptist Church steps; steps is a natural seat, that's why they loiter there. 

There's worked planned: cameras are fantastic; they see what goes on and 

the kids don't necessarily know we're watching. So the plan is to get 

another camera, right on top of them' (PC Price). 

 

This account demonstrates the continual movement and eviction of young people 

from the social spaces they create on and around Stapleton Road. The motivation is 

clear: these are spaces where young people are perceived as drug dealers. I asked 

PC Price to expand on the relationship between the police and young people: 

 

'I think I've used this so many times now: It's like playing football isn't it (?) 

We're kicking a ball around, we're chasing after this ball and this group of 
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kids is the ball and we the police are chasing it. They keep moving all 'round 

different parts of the football pitch. Eventually we'll kick the ball out of the 

stadium and it will stop. But then someone will find a new football and it will 

come back in. So, at the moment we're reducing the size of the ball; so at the 

moment it's about a tennis ball, but it's still moving 'round the pitch. So, it 

would be good to just get rid of it completely; I wish - a big bulldozer straight 

down the middle - or, in the words of a colleague: napalm'.               

 

This is a shocking account of a local police representation of young men's right to 

public space on Stapleton Road: 'they have none'. The policeman believes that 

violently removing the kids off the street is a legitimate policing practice. This 

representation constructs young men as the confrontational and oppositional 'Other' 

to the police; embodied by Steve Herbert's concept of territorial machismo (1997: 

83). When challenging PC Price on what exactly made Stapleton Road 'unsafe' he 

responded:    

 

It's only people that are involved with 'that circle' that have been getting 

problems, and if you are with that crowd: Live by the sword, die by the 

sword. 

 

'That circle' refers to young men who stand or sit in groups on Stapleton Road, 

represented here as drug dealing gang members. This denies all the possibilities for 

subjectivity discussed in the previous chapters. 'Being involved' has a broad 

interpretative range, which is structured by complex social networks; it is most 

likely that PC Price is referring to public association. If young men chose to do this, 

by his rationality they deserve their fate: the pervasive disciplining of their spatial 

practice by the police.  

 

In response, an alternative discourse emerges: young men are under threat from 

space, therefore they must move. Specifically, the racialised representation of young 

men conditions the police's propensity to deploy techniques of power against these 
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men. Subsequently, being on Stapleton Road threatens the safety of young men (by 

police violence) and consequently, they should move: 

 

Shirley: If you wasn't with me, I would have gone up and talked to them and 

told them to stand up and leave. I don't understand it, I have no fear they are 

just boys. 

Joe:  Why do they need to get up and move though? 

Shirley: Because I know what everyone is thinking of them sitting there; 

because I know, and they know, everything that is being said about them 

being there. So I would say to them, move. 

Joe: But what is the reason why they should move? 

Shirley: Because along here, as we've said, has got a reputation as the worst 

street in Britain, and they reinforce it. But I'm saying these young men are 

the ones being targeted, they are the main focus, if the police drive up and 

down they are the main focus. No attention is given to anyone else. 

 

Shirley is a 'non-institutional' agent of social control who disciplines young men's 

spatial practice, motivated by a desire to protect them from the 'institutional' 

disciplining of the police; 'Full lighting and the eye of a supervisor capture better 

than darkness, which is ultimately protected. Visibility is a trap' (Foucault 1977: 

200).    

 

Clement (2010) argues that as practices of aggressive policing become routine in 

stigmatised areas, a reactive propensity to violence in young men is becoming more 

common:  

  

'..more aggressive policing is producing a defensive reaction, which is making 

these young people more likely to use violence and be more casual about the 

consequences for themselves; you know: "I'll fight an officer even though I 

know I'll lose, even though I know I'll be forced to the ground, twisted up 

within two minutes... I'll do that because I don't care" (Clement: Per Com). 
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This is premised on two structural conditions: first, the effect of advancing 

marginality and its 'decivilising' experience which structures a 'fuck it mentality' in 

some young men on Stapleton Road (Clement 2010; Duneier 2001: 61; Wacquant 

2007); second, the recognition that state sovereignty is a myth and thus the criminal 

justice system alone cannot prevent crime and 'disorder'. In response, the state 

paradoxically rolls out an aggressive and punitive law and order stance to reaffirm 

its power, whilst simultaneously claiming the police cannot prevent crime alone and 

a partnership approach is required (Garland 1996; Reiner 2010). I contend that the 

latter position guides the practice of sending youth workers to the street itself; as 

young men won't move, traditional approaches (policing and youth clubs) have failed, 

therefore we must move in the 'professionals'. 

 

These young people are disconnected to the point when the boundaries are 

at best a blurred in terms of what is acceptable behaviour. That's the 

problem, and what we're missing is Street-based Youth Work: we've failed 

to draw kids into youth centres, because young people have 'outgrown' the 

facility that is a youth centre... so we need very experienced Street-based 

workers who will know how to get in there and say "okay how's it going?"; 

you've got to bring it to where the guys are at. And you need to bring in 

guys that have worked London; Nottingham; Glasgow; that have experience 

in areas with serious gang activity, and more shootings than we've had. We 

need to say right, you've been down the sharp end and I want to pay you 

forty grand to work here; that's what's been missing for a long time . 

(Steven, Safer Bristol) 

 

This approach has militarised overtones: specialist youth workers, seasoned with 

experience in 'more notorious' areas should be sent to Stapleton Road's 'Front Line'. 

This technique of social control differs from the other strategies by allowing young 

men to remain on the street; if only to be disciplined in situ. All three emerge as 

forms of spatial practice that are conditioned to an extent by the moral panic's 

spatial representation. These spatial practices attempt to discipline the young black 

bodies that carve out representational spaces on Stapleton Road.  
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Finally, I wish to emphasise that spatial practices holds no a priori privilege in the 

production of space (Lefebvre 1991a; Soja 1996). Therefore, rather concluding by 

way of Neil Smith's (1996) Revanchist City thesis, I wish to remind the reader of: the 

representational; the everyday; the carnival spaces; and that small acts of agency 

which challenge Stapleton Road's representation and the emerging practices of 

bodily discipline (Brown 2004) – called 'going down Stapes'.              
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7. Conclusion 

 

The spatial representation of Stapleton Road as 'Britain's most dangerous street' and 

the moral panic this facilitates has been debunked by the analysis of my research. 

Chapter four critically deconstructed the racialised identity representations of 

masculinity, youth and ethnicity that intersect with the street's territorial stigma and 

stick to the bodies of young Somali men; these essentialisms cast young men as 

symbols of crisis, deviance and threat that crystallise through the construct of the 

'gang'. The deconstruction of these identity categories destabilises the coherence of 

the moral panic's representation of young men on Stapleton Road. Consequently, this 

begs the question whether it is appropriate to explain violence involving young 

people through the modality of gangs.  

 

A case in point to support my conclusion is the murder of teenager Shevon Wilson, a 

nephew of a participant in the current research, who died 12th September 2009 in St. 

George, Bristol. As with the murder of Abdrisak Mohamoud, the media deployed the 

same simplified narrative, explaining Shevon's murder as 'gang-related' (Hutchinson 

and Harding 2009). In fact he was stabbed by a lone man following a disagreement 

after leaning against a car outside (Matthews, in Walton 2011). 

 

It has been argued throughout that the moral panic's spatial representation and its 

expression in the term 'gang' is a reductive categorisation that obscures more than it 

reveals. Subsequently, it is appropriate to think of the 'Britain's most dangerous 

street' and 'gang' discourses as terministic screens (Burke 1966). Kenneth Burke 

argues that vocabularies are not wholly faithful reflections of reality, rather they are 

necessarily selective. Further, in meeting the needs of reflection, our selections are 

reductive. This reduction becomes a deflection of reality when the selected 

terminology is not suited to the subject matter which we intend to make 

comprehendible. Consequently, the terms of the moral panic, laden with racial coding 
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and ideologically driven essentialisms, are deflections from the lived experience of 

everyday life on Stapleton Road.  

Chapter four offered a gleaning of everyday life. This illuminates some of what has 

been obscured by the moral panic's spatial representation. Rather than a place of 

fear and danger, this research found a relaxed and social space of shared 

connection. On summer afternoons Stapleton Road is full with bodies who walk, 

meet, encounter, embrace, acknowledge, discuss, watch, hang-out, and collectively 

produce representational spaces of social interaction that contradict the highly anti-

social spatial representation. On these afternoons, the planned scripting of street life 

is inverted: people sit together for hours at the bus stop without ever caring to 

board; walls, fences, bike stands and steps, adorned with liming bodies, host social 

interactions – all benches have been removed from Stapleton Road. Subsequently, 

the street is a highly embodied space of shared connection and interaction that 

makes the everyday practice of 'going down Stapes' a significant social event. 

  

It is important to remember that, although these representational spaces exist 

despite the moral panic's spatial representation, they are not unaffected by it. 

Rather, everyday carnival acts emerge within the field of discourse, speaking 

directly to the representation; parodying and mocking, these acts of ritual laughter 

disarm the moral panic and playfully destabilise the coherence of its spatial 

representation. Notwithstanding this, and without disempowering the agency 

performed through these everyday acts, it is concluded that deconstruction is not 

enough; we must recognise the force of the spatial representation and the work that 

it does.  

 

This was addressed in the penultimate chapter which demonstrated that despite the 

deconstructions presented in chapter three, and the existence of a very different 

'everydayness' in chapter four, young men are confronted by pervasive disciplining 

from diffuse agents of social control. This is the affect of the moral panic: racialised 

identity constructions fuse with the discourse of danger that circulates around 

Stapleton Road and materialise when young black men embody the 'Front Line'. This 

event occurs intensely when these bodies group in association, more intensely still 
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when they are adorned with symbolic 'gang' colours; at these moments, the spatial 

representation comes to matter, as discourses stick to bodies and affect others to 

deploy disciplinary powers against these young men. This violence is applied to 

general rather than particular young black men on Stapleton Road. Consequently, 

visibility may be a trap (Foucault 1977); however, young men continue to carve 

representational spaces on Stapleton Road that confound and resist both spatial 

representations and the practices of spatial disciplining. Whether these acts are 

conscious or not, does not take away from their disruption of the 'gang' panic. 

 

On 31st January 2011, England and Wales followed the US by introducing the civil 

control orders - 'Gang Injunctions' (Home Office 2010). Consequently, local 

authorities can apply for court injunctions against individuals to 'prevent gang-

related violence' through a range of infringements on positive and negative liberties 

(ibid: 5). Specifically, those under order may be prohibited from associating with 

certain individuals, wearing specified colours or clothing, using the internet to 

'promote, or antagonise gangs', and they may be excluded from specified spaces 

(ibid: 19). The transgression from any requirement is an offence, punishable by two 

years imprisonment (ibid). 'Large volumes of evidence are unnecessary' rather, 

hearsay, screen captures from internet sites, and items of clothing will suffice (ibid: 

12). The gang itself is defined as 'three or more people with a name, emblem, colour, 

or any other characteristic to identify a group, who are associated with a particular 

area' (ibid: 5).   

 

This signifies that the policy response to the moral panic discussed by Valentine 

(2001) and the present research, has intensified. The effects for young men on 

Stapleton Road, and other stigmatised areas across the UK, are likely to be 

profoundly negative. Young people may too easily be served with control orders due 

to its uncritical definition and the low standard of evidence these orders require: for 

example, music videos - appropriated in the construction of the moral panic, 

deconstructed by this research. This is the force of representations: they obscure 

the complexity of everyday life as a strategy to spatially order the city; they also 

affect others into disciplining the young men that 'go down Stapes'.          
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B: CD of everyday soundscape  


