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Introduction

I’m going to present you some partial results of a study of press discourses about crime and penal justice in the end of nineteen-century, which is being oriented by the historian Maria João Vaz. This study is being done in the ambit of a research project named “non-nationals imprisonment” coordinated by the sociologist António Pedro Dores, promoted by CIES/ISCTE research center and funded by the Portuguese science and technology foundation. 

 
I’m going to focus on the crime coverage of a Lisbon newspaper named Diário de Notícias (a journal that still exists today) in the year of 1892, to talk about discursive processes of identification and classification of quotidian conflict resolution behaviors of some social groups, as deviant and dangerous to the society’s values and interests, through which urban insecurity feelings are fed and a social order and its mechanisms of social control are naturalized and reproduced.

Crime coverage and insecurity discourses about quotidian violence 

Diário de Notícias first number was published in December of 1864 and marked the development and industrialization of the Portuguese press and journalism by introducing a generalist, informative and popular journal at a low price in the newspaper’s market of the time. It was a conservator newspaper whose editorial line was anchored on objectivist and neutrality purposes, based on a positivist view of reality, and also on a civic journalism posture that refused getting on polemic political discussions and chose a moralizing and educational mission. By the year of 1892 it was the most sell newspaper in Lisbon.

In the end of the nineteen-century crime was seen as a growing social problem of urban life that could threaten the emergent social order, based upon a liberal and capitalist state and supported by the bourgeoisie interests and values. As Maria João Vaz explained: the city was seen as a moral degenerating environment leading social and economic deprived populations to deviant conducts. This emergent social order established new mechanisms of governance and social control that configured new forms of deviance and law infraction. 

In those days, discursive or mediated experiences like crime news or crime fictions were already an important source of public knowledge and opinion about crime and criminal justice institutions and processes. Crime and its forms of control had a daily presence in Lisbon’s press. 

Diário de Notícias crime coverage was framed by a combination of some factors, which are important to identify: first, the main sources of the newspaper information about crime were the police crime participations and occurrences. Police reports ensured a daily flow of news about crime and the credibility and legitimacy of the reported facts, but this official dependence for crime information implied a discourse about crime that was, mainly, a public translation of the official perspectives about the social practices considered illegal and the social groups that were associated to these practices. Second, even though the editorial line of this newspaper prescribed a concern with an accurate report of crime events (supported by its positivist posture), however the newspaper commercial strategies, organizational dynamics, production practices and routines, and professional conventions determinate agenda setting processes based on news-values that settled news selection. 

These interrelated aspects of news production generated a news framing structure established by narrative conventions and dominant social meanings maps, were the events were fit into, that built a certain discursive quotidian social reality and established what was said or not said by the newspaper. Thus, Diário de Notícias crime coverage transported to the public opinion knowledge selective definitions of the criminal reality of the time, which were built upon the logics of the socially emergent and accepted, that the newspaper helped to confirm and reinforce through communicative practices. 

This crime reporting was done in two main informative formats: one had the form of daily rubrics where were published detailed and long lists of the quotidian street crime routines, mainly minor offenses, described through a short and constrained discourse. The other had the form of detailed crime reports, some dramatized as crime stories.

The newspaper most noticed crimes were the crimes against people that were object of 52% of the crime news, followed by the crimes against propriety with 34% of the news. These crime trends are closed to Lisbon’s criminality tendencies of the time, that as Maria João Vaz
 explains, were delineated by the enduring of a high rate of crimes against people in the form of corporal offenses and injuries and the rising up of the rates of crimes against propriety as a result of the industrialization and urbanization processes.

The crime of corporal offences and injuries in the forms of aggressions and disorders was reported on 48% of the total of the crime news registered. 79% of these news described aggressions and 21% disorders. 90% of the aggressions occurred in the city streets and involved the imprisonment or the accusation of 1.297 persons (89% of those were men and 11% women). The disorders took to the imprisonment of 799 individuals (85% men and 15% women) and 86% took place in the city streets. Even though only 9,6% of the disorders occurred on taverns, this were the disorder cases detached by the newspaper on news where this places were associated to deviant and immoral interactions, linked with the refusal of working and family values, drinking, violence and crime. Some of the persons captured for disorder participation or for aggression were also accused for disobedience and violence against the authorities and resistance to imprisonment, as the populations didn’t very well accept police intervention in this kind of situations. 

On 33% of the aggression cases reported were used weapons: 71% of these weapons were walking sticks, stones, sticks, umbrellas, keys, and furniture and kitchen objects, showing that anything handy were used to strike. On 28% of the aggressions were used pocket knifes, cases that were publicized on news named  “Stabs” where the newspaper dramatized the danger of the common use of pocket-knifes by the popular classes, saying that they could be easily transformed from utilitarian utensils to deadly weapons by people with an impulsive, scrappy and violent nature and defending restrictive measures against its use in name of a civilizing development of Portuguese society. 

The individuals accused or imprisoned for these offences were identified by the journal as belonging to the popular and working classes: 30% were craftsmen and small industries workers, 17%, non specific workers and (all with 14% of references) coachmen an transports workers, civil and military workers and small commerce workers, and 4,5% were servants. The profession distribution of these offences victim’s was similar. As Maria João Vaz
 pointed out: these were social groups mainly composed by migrants that were arriving to Lisbon coming from the rural areas to look for better life opportunities. Once in the city, most of them lived form precarious works and remained at the social, economic, and cultural margins of society. These groups’ ways of life were seen as immoral, violent and undisciplined and leading to crime careers. They were considered very dangerous to the established social order, by the urban elites.

The Diário de Notícias aggressions and disorders reporting confirmed and fed the social alert around the popular classes ways of life defining them as unruly, violent and immoral through discourses anchored on ideas of social disorder and decline and played upon a sense of increasing risk grounded on social-economic and cultural change strains amplified by the newspaper, a media process pointed out by Stuart Hall et al
. These discourses found echo on the security concerns of the urban elites generating sentiments of insecurity and the urging for more order and security that were also publicized by the newspaper.

These interpersonal quotidian violence daily approaches participated on the transformation of the violence statute from a cultural practice of common conflict resolution in the quotidian sociability’s spheres to a delinquent practice, as the means of legitimate violence became concentrated in the hands of the state. Foucault
 points out this change as a process fed by the closeness of the relation between the disciplinary power and the penal power that gradually spread out to all the society and allowed to pass, in a natural way, from the disorder to infraction and inversely from law infraction to deviance regarding a rule, an average, a norm.

Norbert Elias
 explains that the refinement of customs, self-restrain and reflexibility in social relations, defended by the bourgeois symbolic-moral universe, transformed the threshold of moral tolerance concerning violent acts that has became embodied into the criminal law, leading to a pacification of social relations process. As people realized that government punished violent acts, there was a gradual tendency for them to monitor and control aggressive impulses and appeal to the justice system to mediate their conflicts. People who didn’t acquire the level of emotional control of aggressive impulses or a work, family or law-abiding conduct demanded by society, were defined as criminal or ill and needful of the moral, educational and reintegration intervention of the penal system for social adjustment. 

The newspaper information of imprisonment and accusation for aggression and disorder offences reaffirmed, day by day, the social intolerance and penalty for violent and undisciplined behaviors, fomenting violence control and moral and manners improvement trough a persuasive discourse. At the same time, as Foucault explained, by an alarm or victory report was making acceptable the judicial control complex that sustained the social order, naturalizing it. 
Some of the trends of Diário de Notícias discourses about corporal offences and injuries referred above, highlight the ways this newspaper participated on the construction of interpersonal quotidian use of violence and indiscipline as serious social problems, by a process of signification that operated through social selectivity and stigmatization discursive mechanisms.

Nowadays, as David Garland
 explains: high crime rates have become a normal social fact in our societies and mass media, particularly, television with its daily images of crime, pursuit and punishment, has institutionalized a mediated collective crime experience based upon collective representations rather than accurate information about crime. In his opinion, our attitudes to crime become settled cultural facts that are sustained and reproduced by cultural scripts and not by criminological research or official data. 

Richard Erickson
 says that mass media mediated crime experiences and discourses have become an ideal way of expressing urban fear and insecurity feelings that are underscored by a strong emphasis on emotive dimensions. This provides a didactic theatre of reform, instructing people about responsibility, accountability and moral ordering and feeding back in the form of authoritative support for official institutions. 

Since the end of the nineteen-century, perspectives about crime, criminal, social order and social control had been several times revised and different objectives and priorities for criminal polices had been established in different times. In recent years, as David Garland
 suggests, some of the dominant control theories deem crime and delinquency not as deprivation problems but inadequate controls, providing important sources of legitimation for an anti-welfare politics and a conception of the poor as an undeserving underclass. 

João Dornelles
 defends that the new forms of social control don’t search anymore to solve social order problems but rather neutralize them, using social policies that no longer search to integrate the marginalized social groups but only to unfit them through more repressive criminal policies that are based on concepts of efficiency and social risk that is amplified to all kind of situations seen as inadequate to the social order. 

As media institutions mediate the discourses and strategies used by the several public institutions and agents that operate in crime and justice fields and the discourses and understandings of the media audiences, they are becoming an important instrument of diffusion and legitimation of a new criminology that, as Garland
 explains trades in images, archetypes and anxieties rather than research findings and by a rhetorical political discourse traces crime problems to the amoral behavior of dangerous offenders who typically belong to racial and cultural groups. 

A recent study about immigrant and ethnic minorities representations on Portuguese press, promoted by the Communication observatory and coordinated by Francisco Cádima,
 concluded that there is an association between crime and immigrant groups on the press. This study found that most of the news about these groups was about their crime practices. Another research of television and press crime news promoted by the Immigrant and ethnic minorities observatory and coordinated by Isabel Ferin Cunha shows that most of the news about immigrants and ethnic minorities associates these groups with negative situations, like: prostitution, violence, drugs, and workers exploitation. In both studies the news main sources are official institutions.

These studies are an example that shows that some of mass media crime coverage are still anchored on fear of crime and insecurity discourses that build deviance as a moral transgression covering the politic, social and economic aspects of law infraction and setting danger images by stereotyping depictions of deprived, racial and ethnic social groups or individuals which aspect or life styles are shown as alien, intimidating and associated with crime. These discourses build a public reality around social divisions that legitimate and naturalize forms of social exclusion and discrimination that, as David Garland
 points out, is being used by policy makers to justify populist repressive “law and order” policies and punitive segregation.
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