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Introduction
It is more or less taken for granted that crime rates in South Africa, violent crimes in
particular, are very high. Beyond that things become less clear.
(Samara 2003)1
It is not only more or less taken for granted that crime rates in South Africa are very high but it is
also assumed that “South Africa remains a society divided against itself, no longer by the iron
laws of apartheid, but by the fear and the threat of crime”.2 According to surveys evaluating
public opinion, after unemployment crime is one of the biggest problems in South Africa. Thus
high crime rates are believed to threaten democratisation, as the South African government will
be judged by its population to a certain extent upon its results in regard to their fight against
crime and in their ability to provide citizens with safe neighbourhoods.3 It is not clear, whether
crime rates are increasing or decreasing in South Africa because crime statistics and their
reliability and modes of publication are an ongoing topic of debate.4 Furthermore statistics show
how high the fear of crime is1 and that it can become a bigger problem than crime itself.5 It is
suggested that “people react to their perception of social problems rather than to the problems
themselves”.6 Beyond this, things again become less clear.
The aim of this ethnographic research which I conducted in the suburb of Observatory in Cape
Town between July and November 2003, was to get beyond the South African statistics, which
indicate high crime rates, and to put forward data of more empirical nature in order to understand
what role crime and fear of crime play in the shaping of people’s everyday lives.7 Analysis of
this data suggests that not only is crime, or fear and crime, a threat to the process of
democratisation, but, the security strategies residents develop to live and move in safety shape
social life in a community as much as crime itself does. I argue that the implications and social
consequences of these individual spatial security strategies go further than self-protection. By
installing an ‘architecture of safety’ and changing their individual movement patterns and their
habits in regard to the use of public space, residents’ security strategies have an effect on other
members of the community and on social life in Observatory. This paper aims to examine these
effects, and consider their consequences in relation to the production of fear and insecurity. I
suggest, using ethnographic data, that the ‘architecture of safety’ interrupts public mutual
systems of surveillance which not only contributes to the fear of crime but can also reinforce this
fear or even facilitate crime itself.
Research setting
Observatory is situated seven kilometres south east of the central business district of Cape Town
and covers an area of 182 ha. It is connected to the railway, which passes through the suburb and
is very close to major transport intersections, which allows quick access to the greater
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metropolitan area of Cape Town. These factors make the area not only attractive for residential
development but also for industrial and commercial businesses.8
In the mid 1980s the suburb started to change significantly and, since then, has undergone a
process of gentrification. The composition of the population changed notably between 1980 and
1985;9 the number of households in which families resided decreased; and households consisting
of young couples or singles between the ages of 20-34 and houses with people over 65 began to
dominate the population structure. Wealthier people, often with university degrees, moved in and
the number of owner-occupiers increased, as did the value of properties since there was more
income to renovate the old Victorian houses. This in turn meant that previous residents with
lower incomes, mostly working-class households, were forced to move to other areas at a time
when rents began to increase. Small shops closed and the first big supermarket opened. Further, a
vibrant and ‘trendy’ bar and restaurant scene was established; antique shops and interior décor
shops among others opened with the aim to attract wealthier middle- and upper-class.10 During
the late 1980s and early 1990s a policy plan of the City of Cape Town and newspaper articles
revealed that people began to install burglar bars and erect high walls as the demand for security
increased. The main social problems of this period were according to the newspapers not crime,
but increased traffic and parking problems, vagrancy, litter and lack of lighting on the street and
the subway being perceived as ‘unsafe’ and ‘filthy’. 11
In 2001, Statistics South Africa described Observatory as a middle- to upper-middle class suburb
and home to 5.307 residents, with a high number of professionals and people with university
degrees. The age group 20-34 was noted as still dominant.12 According to estate agents whom I
interviewed, property prices had increased steadily since the early 1990s and the population
composition is changing from “students” and “hippies” to “more yuppies”, that is “residents who
are buying to live in Observatory”. In 1997 a group of residents founded Obswatch, a
community-policing organisation, as a response to increased crime problems in the
neighbourhood. The suburb recently entered the headlines as a result of crime, which seems to
have increased significantly since December 2002. While I prepared and conducted the research
between February and November 2003 the suburb was preoccupied with implementing various
strategies to increase residents’ awareness of the need to work together in their fight against
crime.
Fear of crime through German lenses
Coming from Germany, crime was something I had never thought about; fear of crime was
something that I had never encountered, and experience of crime was something which had
never touched my life. After my arrival in South Africa in February 2003, the social
phenomenon of crime surprised me. I connected it with violence, loss and fear. Alone at home I
was afraid of break-ins; driving around at night I was scared of hi-jacking; walking alone on the
street during late hours I was worried about getting mugged. Before I even entered South Africa
my personal fear was awakened and shaped as I was surrounded by German public text
knowledge which associates South Africa with images of violent crime, fear and danger.
However, it is noteworthy that I learned to fear these things in South Africa not through my own
experiences of crime, but through other people’s encounters with crime. I observed people who
had to deal with break-ins, muggings, robberies or whose friends and relatives became the
victims of stabbings, hijackings or shootings. I learned in practice through the reactions of the
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victims or of the people around them, firstly, how to protect myself from becoming a crime
victim but also to cope emotionally with crime incidents, by watching, practicing and
internalising the habits of people around me regarding crime. Most surprising, however, was that
fear of crime was not consciously expressed by most of the people in my surrounding or by the
participants in my project, besides some of the people who had been recent victims of violent
crime.
Methodology
Between July and November 2003 research was conducted amongst residents living in
Observatory. Informants emerged from three sources. Firstly I asked people who I had made
contact with after arriving in Cape Town in February 2003 if they could assist in setting up a
meeting with any acquaintances they might have in Observatory. Further contacts were made
through informants, which introduced me to other residents or brought other people to our
meetings. The fifteen research subjects were aged 18 through to 68 and were made up of
professionals, students and highly skilled workers.
To avoid my own fear and ideas about crime directing the fieldwork relationship into one
specific direction, and to avoid people telling me what they thought they should say about fear of
crime and crime in Observatory, the research strategy was not to ask initially about their personal
fear and thoughts about crime but to begin the research with social mapping. I visited people’s
homes and after telling them about my research project I asked them to point out to me on a
copied map, size A4, of Observatory which spaces and places they visit, where they walk, which
public or private facilities they use, how and when they get there. I then asked the interviewed
residents to locate crime incidents they remembered on the same map and to indicate places,
streets and areas in Observatory, which they perceived as safe or unsafe. Important was also to
find out whether they perceived the same areas differently depending if it is day or night.
I assumed the map would assist people to consciously remember their everyday practices.
However, the method did not fulfil its aim with most of my informants. It seems that the piece of
paper looked neutral to them, that is, it did not give the informant any triggers to recall practices,
feelings and sensual information experienced in the space we were looking at on the map. Some
informants could not read the cartographical map or, had problems locating places and streets.
Having said that the social mapping method did not fulfill its aim, the information gathered
through this response was nevertheless significant. It allowed for a first impression of people’s
everyday life rhythm, a sense of their perception about safe and unsafe parts of Observatory and
about their personal crime experiences. Adding to this was the development of a comfortable
basis for further conversation. It must be emphasised, however, that in what detail research
subjects drew on the map, how much time they spent on it, what kind of things happened in the
house and outside during the social mapping and people’s reaction to it, and the stories
informants wanted to talk about around the subject of crime, fear of crime and prevention
measures were much more ‘useful’ than the actual information the maps revealed. In addition,
informants were asked to write down a list of their prevention measures which are installed and
used in their houses. The same problem occurred; informants could not remember consciously
what kinds of prevention measures they use and possess. And again the ‘hidden and silent’
information revealed more than the data I was originally looking for.
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It became evident that what people say they do and think they do is not necessarily an accurate
indicator of what they actually do.13 Giddens (1984) refers to the practical consciousness in
relation to the activities and knowledge people do and have when they ‘go on’ with their lives, as
for example waking up, getting dressed or activating the alarm system, avoiding ‘unsafe places’
or unlocking and locking security gates. People do not think about these everyday activities
consciously, and people tend to apply this internalised knowledge, expressed in these practices,
without further discussion or consideration. Discursive consciousness includes the practices and
the knowledge people are more aware of on a conscious level for example when they talk about
crime experiences, discuss the bombardment by crime on news TV or look for a house with extra
security – all of which is information the researcher can find out through asking questions in
conversations with the research subjects.
Initially I planned to do only social mapping with the informants at the first meeting and then
choose four out of the twelve informants for a further in-depth-conversation. Because social
mapping was not entirely adequate to acquire the necessary data and because informants showed
great interest in talking to me I also followed up the social mapping with a conversation, with
each research subject. These conversations lasted between forty-five minutes and three hours. I
guided the conversation by initially asking questions about relevant issues which came up during
the social mapping and focused on listening to all the different themes informants connected to
crime in Observatory. This revealed mostly knowledge on a discursive level, but also helped
uncover residents’ everyday practices and practical consciousness.
Given this limitation on verbal information, it was necessary to find data based on actual
behaviour. To find out what role crime and fear of crime plays in people’s lives on a practical
level was challenging to discover for a couple of reasons. ‘To hang around’ and experience crime
and fear of crime as informants do is nearly impossible or not achievable. Participant observation
in public spaces to ascertain what people do is also problematic because the public sphere, in the
residential parts of Observatory, is mostly empty. Furthermore, these public spaces are privatised
which does not allow a lot of insight into people’s personal life. The consequence was that I
‘hung around’ and walked around on my own a lot and noted everything which did or did not
happen and everything I could see or could not see. Within this process I started to focus on
particular on houses’ architectural safety design and on what kind of relationship existed
between the design and the shape of Observatory’s streetscapes and landscape.
In addition I spent as much of my personal time as possible in Observatory: going to local cafés,
restaurants, bars and clubs, visiting friends, taking their dogs for walks and shopping at the local
shops and supermarkets in order to obtain a deeper understanding of how people live their lives
on an everyday level. I tried to find secondary data to compare the oral and observed data with,
but it was difficult to get any relevant information. The South African Police (SAP) were not
allowed to give me crime statistics, security companies were not available for an interview to
find out how they operate, how many residents are their clients, buy their security products or
how many calls they receive every day and estate agents did not have internal statistics such as
how often a house changes its tenants or owners, how property prices of specific houses had
increased or photo records of how house’s architecture has changed over time. A major source of
secondary data were newspaper articles about Observatory from the last thirty years, estate
agents’ adverts, police monthly newsletters and the community profile database of Statistics
South Africa.
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I explored residents’ fear of crime and their spatial security strategies to live and cope with fear
of crime and crime over five months by means of literature research, social mapping, open-ended
conversations with fifteen residents, interviews with key-informants such as real-estate agents,
SAP, the Observatory Business Forum and Observatory’s community police Obswatch and
participant observation within and around Observatory. In a country with such high crime rates I
expected to find that people who experience fear of crime, are experts in crime prevention or
perceive crime as a major problem in South Africa, but what I actually found was something
quite different.
Fear of crime: Strengthening of the boundaries between private and public spaces
I am walking around the streets in Observatory. The streets are almost deserted and
empty.14 The only streets, which are active, are one part of Lower Main Road where shops
and cafes are located and the streets which link the Minibus taxi stops on Main road with
the Railway Station. I observe people from different social backgrounds anonymously
encountering each other. Some people recognised other pedestrians and stop to greet each
other. The cafes along Lower Main Road are busy and people sit down to have
refreshments and watch the ongoing activities on the streets through the windows. On
Station Road vendors sell their merchandise on the pavements and customers shop and chat
with them for a few minutes.
By contrast, other parts of Observatory lack any kind of street life. The atmosphere
feels hostile. The boundaries between the public and private are clearly expressed by iron
fences with special spikes; through full height walls topped with electric wires which
obstruct any view into the property. I feel intimidated by the number of signs of ‘ARMED
RESPONSE’ and the number of watchdogs barking at me. People, behind their gates,
fences and walls are looking at me suspiciously. It seems that they are not used to and do
not appreciate people walking around, looking curiously at their houses and gardens, or
who are looking for a chat over the fence. Public facilities like playgrounds and park areas,
which are marked by signs of neglect, remain unused or unable to be used because they are
locked. Occasionally I meet parents with their children and people walking their dogs in
the afternoon hours. The majority of people who are walking through the area during the
day are ‘informal’ residents namely vagrants with their trolleys who ask for food or money
and check the dustbins for valuable things. Other people are only daily visitors, such as
beggars who knock on people’s doors to ask for food, clothes or money, workers like
gardeners, domestic workers, construction workers and in the morning and around five,
people who are walking down from the minibus taxis to the station. The majority of other
observed people and residents move around in cars.
I stop in front of one house to look closer at the signs of '
ADT'
,'
Obswatch'
,'
Mr.
Spike'and '
City Alarm'
. Behind the full height wall judging by their growls, two big dogs
start barking at me until a woman arrives in her car at the front of the house. The woman
presses the remote control and the gate opens automatically. She drives inside and the
floodlights automatically switch on although it is about four o'clock in the afternoon.
While the gate is open I can see the Rhodesian ridge back and the Rottweiler cross, which
barked at me until a few seconds ago in the most hostile manner, running around, still
barking but now in a friendly manner while wagging their tails and welcoming the woman.
While the gate is closing automatically I can see the woman unlocking her car, then
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pressing her car remote control to activate the car alarm and immobilizer. After the gate is
closed again I can hear her saying hello to the dogs, unlocking the security gate of the
house, then the door of the house; then the alarm starts to beep and the two different doors
are closed. The woman noticed me because we made eye contact, but pays me no further
attention.
(Fieldnotes: Thursday, 4 September, 2003)
Fear of crime and the experience of crime are leading to the development of houses where people
believe they are safe and protected. One is not likely to see houses without burglar bars, security
gates, fences or walls in Observatory.15 The few houses whose residents risk living in a house
that is not protected by any kind of material security strategies are rare and, during the six month
period between initiating and concluding the research, I observed how unprotected houses were
disappearing. The inclination with regard to houses which have been recently renovated is to
increase the height of the walls. Houses, which have been newly built are situated in walled
complexes or tend to be designed with fewer windows facing out to the street and to integrate the
prevention measures into the architectural design of the house with the intention to reduce the
opportunities for burglars to enter the house to a minimum. Not only private spaces are secured,
but also communal facilities like playgrounds, parks, parking lots or sports fields are separated
with high fences and gates from the public sphere. Furthermore, residents in Observatory pay
private security companies to look after their property and to patrol the streets around their
houses. Having said that, the ‘architecture of safety’ and individual material security strategies
do not only protect individuals and private property in Observatory. By strengthening the
boundaries between private property and public streets; by purchasing security rather than
maintaining it through sociality; by focusing on the safety of the individual instead of the safety
of the community as a whole; residents’ material safety culture has an effect on other members
of the community and on the shape of social life in Observatory.
In what follows, I start by exploring why and when residents feel the need to install prevention
measures; what kind of feelings people have about them and how far the applied prevention
measures help to establish a feeling of security, and, how far do they go to fulfil their aim to
prevent crime? I then discuss case studies of houses’ security design, looking at specific design
elements people choose to incorporate. I explore the relationship between design of houses and
the street life and streetscapes of Observatory. Finally, I examine the impact the ‘architecture of
safety’ and the increased use of cars have on the public systems of surveillance in Observatory.
How far does the houses’ security design undermine residents’ opportunities to create social
networks in the community and thus reinforce the need for the purchase of individual security?
To what extent does house and street design contribute to a safer environment, and, to what
extent does it contribute to crime and fear of crime?
For centuries walls and gates have been a part of everyday life to regulate and control the
relationship between private and public spaces. Private space finds its socially recognised and
accepted expression for example in private property. Michel de Certeau and Luce Giard (1998)
suggest that private property is a space which is closely linked with a sense of ownership,
privacy and identity.16 That means a person'
s home has something exclusive, it is this person'
s
private space and therefore cannot be somebody else'
s private space at the same time. It provides
ideally a space where the person can withdraw from the public sphere’s pace and anonymity,
where the social and physical body is undisturbed by undesirable elements and free from any
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social duties and rules. The person does not have to work at home most of the time and can
instead find rest and protection. However, as Ali Madanipour (2003) argues “the concern for
privacy and the need for protecting it are [...] often set against the fear of its violation by
intrusion and loss of control”.17
The most common response to crime and fear of crime amongst interviewed and observed
informants was to materially strengthen the boundaries between their properties and the public
space. Residents whom I interviewed pointed out that they tended to feel unsafe and started to
reduce opportunities for intruders to enter their properties, when incidents of crime occurred
around them or when their next-door neighbours erected high walls, fences and other kinds of
security measures. For example, Susan mentioned that she was not very eager to put a wall up,
because it would destroy the character of her Victorian house. But she nevertheless, felt she had
had to, because she was under the impression that all her neighbours were erecting walls and if
she did not follow this trend she felt her house would be left as an easy target for any burglar.
Susan was thinking also of installing an alarm system in her house, because she believed that her
house was not safe during the day anymore when nobody was at home, because her next-door
neighbours had experienced break-ins.
Interviewed victims of crime who had recently had their house broken into especially felt the
need for more protection. Annika, 27, and Daniel, 30, who experienced several violent and nonviolent crimes within a few months outside and inside their home mentioned that they were
afraid that they were not safe anywhere anymore. Daniel said: “I don'
t feel it is my house
anymore, since they broke into it”. Annika, who was burgled while she was at home, could not
stay in her flat for a while and felt constantly scared. She said: “I feel uncomfortable and unsafe
at home, because you being at home doesn’t stop them”. Both said that they could cope with the
loss of material things, but that the experience that they did not feel safe at home anymore and
that there was no space anymore where they could withdraw from the public was for them a
tremendously painful and shocking experience. Daniel’s reaction to being mugged with a knife
in front of his house and to the break-in, was not to install more security measures. The house
was already highly protected, but in going one step further Daniel moved out to a safer area into
a flat in a safety complex with increased security features, where he hoped he could feel more
comfortable and safer again. Annika also said that she had “had enough of Observatory” after
she got burgled the second time within six months and said she wanted to move out, if she could
find a place in town which she could afford. Meanwhile, she pointed out that she had tried to
negotiate with her landlord to put more security measures into the flat such as installing a new
security door and barbed wire around the drain pipe, because she suspected that the burglar used
it to get over the balcony into her flat.
Annika’s and Daniel’s experiences and reactions emphasise that it was not so much the loss of
material goods that caused them pain and fear after the burglary, but the violation of their private
spaces and the feeling that the burglars did not respect the boundaries of their private places.
Annika and Daniel felt that the burglars had taken their homes away. Home is more than just a
physical space, where somebody resides and dwells. De Certeau and Giard (1998) explain that a
home is a space that tells the ‘life history’ of the person who is living in the space and about his
or her habits, desires and everyday activities.18 Using de Certeau'
s and Giard’s metaphor of home
it becomes understandable why Annika and Daniel felt that nothing belonged to them anymore.
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Through the burglary they had not only lost their possessions but had been forced indirectly to
“tell an intimate story” about themselves, which they probably did not intend to tell strangers.
Furthermore the meaning which they gave to their homes has suddenly changed through the
crime event that had taken place: their homes had been associated with places where events were
predictable and where they could find rest, privacy and security, but that space was now linked
with unpredictability, insecurity and fear.
This feeling was increased by the perception of a social back-up system which was seen to have
failed to adequately protect them. For example, Annika disapproved of, “how useless the
neighbourhood watch ‘Obswatch’ is. They don'
t have a right to arrest. They are small lazy guys
on bicycles. They can'
t do anything and are not interested in investigating. They are pathetic”.
Daniel pointed out how shocked he was that it took the police one hour to respond to his
emergency call. Evette, 29, another informant, complained after she was a victim of crime, “the
insurance company treated me like a criminal. They were useless. […] I felt betrayed.” She
pointed out how she started to lose “belief in the democratic system, because you contribute
labour and money, but then the insurance company cheats on you”. The informants’ statements
show how disappointing experiences with the social support system, which is actually there to
assist people to cope with traumatic experiences like crime, in the end reinforced their feelings of
loss, helplessness and vulnerability, which one felt after being victimised. Their experiences and
perceptions of an insecure everyday life in an unsafe and unpredictable environment led to an
impression that informants believed that they had to protect themselves with material security
strategies or purchase private security, as they did not feel safe again otherwise.
Security: a commodity?
Other interviewed residents reacted in a similar way; they did not complain about the offenders
but about the institutions whose business it is to prevent crime, protect people or to reduce the
damage after they had been victim of crime. It seems that informants made private security
companies, insurance companies and the material security industry responsible for the crimes,
which they experienced because they purchased or contracted with them, with the expectation
that they would have a positive influence on their security. On the one hand, informants “feel
betrayed” in the moment when they realise that their financial effort to feel and be safe has been
ineffective. On the other hand interviewed residents searched at the same time for further
protection within the private and material security sector and gave increased trust to them to get
professional protection for themselves and their property. Interviewed residents revealed an
ambiguous relationship towards private security and prevention measures, mainly because they
did not always fulfil the intended aim.
For example, Nicola, 35, said on the one hand that they do not switch on the alarm, which was in
the house when they bought it, because it does not help. In their old house they had used it, but
even so they had had one break-in and, in a very relaxed manner, she said: “if somebody wants
to break in they can anyway”. On the other hand, she pointed out a few minutes later in detail
how they were going to build a kind of ‘panic room’ in the form of internal security gates in their
house, where the family could lock themselves in during the night. Furthermore, she explained
that they leave the windows and backdoors open so that the dog can run around, because she did
not believe that a locked door would stop somebody breaking in. However, Nicola said that
although the house had a full height wall she was worried that people could look through the
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postal aperture and see that the house had no burglar bars. Therefore she was planning to install
some at the front.
Nicola’s example suggests that residents have, simultaneously had no trust and high expectations
in their purchased private technological and material security measures. It seems that most of the
residents interviewed do not have any expectation towards their neighbours and the community.
Neither was seen as a mode of protection that might offer safety for the individual household and
on which informants could rely for the maintenance of safety in their neighbourhood. For
example, although Nicola pointed out that she felt comfortable in the neighbourhood and liked
the “village atmosphere” – yet she did not want to stay at home alone when her husband was
away. Other informants also expressed a reluctance to rely on their neighbours to assist in
establishing safety. Some research subjects did not ask the neighbours to keep an eye on their
property while they were away, preferring to request the private security company to do so and
to get a house sitter to live in the house for that time.
In these ways, security is purchased rather than maintained through neighbourhood sociality in
Observatory. Some informants maintained their safety by relying on financial rather than social
capital. Putnam (cited in Madanipour, 2003) understands social capital as the:
Norms and networks of civil society that lubricate cooperative action among both citizens and
their institutions. Without adequate supplies of social capital – that is without civic engagement,
healthy community institutions, norms of mutual reciprocity and trust – social institutions
falter.19
Lang and Hornburg (cited in Madanipour, 2003) define social capital as referring to the “stocks
of social trust, norms, and networks that people can draw upon in order to solve common
problems”.20 It seems that informants in Observatory did not “draw anymore on social networks
to solve the common problem crime” but maintained an anonymous financial relationship with
private security companies and insurance companies to protect themselves. Their safety was thus
not in the social system of “mutual reciprocity and trust” within the community but within the
financial system where security is a commodity, where people felt that there were unmistakable
obligations between the company and the customer. In other words, people felt they should be
safe because it was the duty of the security company to take care of them, as residents paid them
to receive their security service.
Drawing on Madanipour (2003), who defines communities and neighbourhoods as places, which
are thought to prevent social fragmentation and alienation between citizens within the city, I
explore now, after discussing in more detail the security design of Observatory’s houses, how far
the ‘architecture of safety’ undermines residents’ opportunities to create social networks in the
community and thus reinforces the need for the purchase of individual security.
The ‘architecture of safety’: Observatory’s residents search for security
According Madanipour (2003), communities are seen within urban theory as a space in the city
where, through the reduction of impersonal encounters, residents get to know each other. This
enables residents to create social networks with the aim of helping and supporting each other but
also socialising with each other on a less anonymous level than within the city. The community
allows residents to have control over the space they dwell in, which enables them to weaken the
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boundaries between the private and public sphere, in other words, to extend their private space of
the home into the public sphere of the neighbourhood.21 However, the majority of the residents
of the observed houses in Observatory did not extend their private space towards the public
sphere but differentiated the boundaries between their private spaces and the public sphere
distinctly through concrete walls and iron or wooden fences in different heights and designs. The
wall and fences make it quite clear who is the owner of a particular place and where the violation
of private space would start, with the implication that a stranger would have to justify his or her
presence once he/she entered the property. The observed houses of Observatory reveal that the
neighbourhood offers many residents a personal intimate space on the one hand, which as de
Certeau (1984) suggests is linked with a strong sense of ownership, identity and privacy. For
example, some back and front gardens of informants were totally privatised and closed in, as the
high walls and fences did not allow neighbours or people on the street any view into the gated
and walled property.
On the other hand, the perceived sense of ownership did not go further than their own private
space. It did not seem that many people extended their personal care and concern to spaces
which were outside their private sphere – that is, toward the street, which is according to
Madanipour (2003) crucial to creating feelings of sociality in a neighbourhood. On the contrary,
because of fear of crime, informants strengthen the boundaries between their private property
and the public spaces. To set foot in these private residences was difficult, as observed houses
did not often have personalised entrances; or it was not possible from the outside to make out
who was the owner of the property as houses did not have any indication of name tags or number
plates. Some properties were not possible to enter without phoning the owner, because the high
perimeter walls, fences and gates did not even have an intercom system or other modes which
indicate to the resident that visitors are in front of the house.
In addition, it does not seem that the effort some residents put into renovating their houses and
designing their gardens had the aim to contribute something to the architectural value of the
whole neighbourhood as the owners ‘hide’ their houses behind walls.22 As noted previously,
houses, which have been recently built or renovated have the tendency to increase the height of
their walls and fences or to be designed with fewer windows facing out to the street and to
integrate the prevention measures into the architectural design of the house with the intention to
reduce the opportunities for intruders to enter the house to a minimum. In addition it is
noticeable on recently renovated houses that house owners individualised and camouflaged
material security measures. The defensive character of gates and walls topped with spikes is
transformed by using instead ‘Mr. Spike’ – hard-edged flowers which have more similarity with
pieces of art than with prevention measures to keep out intruders. Some other observed houses
made use of ‘Eina Ivy’, spikes which look like Ivy and which are sold as a product which can
add ‘Value, Beauty and Safety’ to properties at the same time.
Consequences for street life and streetscapes – danger for social networks and the safety of
community
Urban planners concerned with crime prevention through environmental design agree that the
practice of hiding houses behind walls, fences and hedges destroys the system of ‘mutual
surveillance’ in a neighbourhood.24 Mutual surveillance includes ‘active’ and ‘passive’
surveillance.25 ‘Active surveillance’ refers to the act of policing by the police and private
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security companies, whose task it is to provide systematic institutionalised and professional
surveillance. ‘Passive surveillance’ implies the public and private spaces are observed through
people’s everyday patterns of residence and circulation. In terms of house design, residents
provide a natural system of surveillance; for example, when doors, windows, alleys, fences or
walls are located in such a way that allows them to monitor activities that are occurring in their
own house on the street. Furthermore, this system is a mutual one. That means that people from
the outside, who pass the property, can also observe what is going on in front of or inside the
house. Thus, the design of residences and streets and the number of people, who are using the
open public space, can increase the feeling that there is a constant mutual circle of observation,
which in turn can reduce residents’ fears and keep back criminals.
In Observatory, for example, the system of mutual surveillance is profoundly interrupted in
streets where the majority of houses have non-transparent, high walls. On the one hand, houses
and people on the street are left without observation from the walled properties and on the other
hand the walled houses are without regular surveillance from the public. In terms of ‘active
surveillance’ Obswatch pointed out another negative effect of walls in that they hinder the work
of security guards to patrol the house because they cannot see what is going on inside the
property once the intruder is over the wall.
Furthermore, this kind of built environment can reinforce resident’s feelings of fear and the need
to take a car to move around as the pedestrian can not be seen by the residents of the walled
house. This example reveals that the relationship between the built environment and social
actions is not a neutral one, but people’s social actions are influenced by their environment and
the built environment is shaped by social actions.26 In other words, there is a direct relationship
between sociality and spatiality; residents’ decision to use a car because it is safer is influenced
by an environment which is perceived to be unsafe, but the built environment is also shaped by
social actions which means that through the increased use of cars, the streets are becoming less
safe. The reason mentioned by most of the informants as to why they take their car to get
somewhere is that it is ‘safer’. The car allows interviewed and observed residents, without too
much inconvenience, to take safer travel routes instead of the direct way, without spending much
more time. The car is a fast moving personal room; Madanipour (2003) calls it “the ultimate
portable territory”. People can lock it from the inside and feel safe and distant from disturbing
elements of the outside world: “The public road is then sometimes carpeted by private boxes.
The prevalence of cars in the city has historically reduced pedestrian safety and comfort […] The
personal space of the pedestrian was a small space around the body, which was now enlarged to
the moving glass and metal box of the car. […] Driving a car is ‘a way to feel social without
having to be social’”.27
The social consequence is that people, who cannot seek protection behind a “moving glass and
metal box”, are on the streets and are therefore more vulnerable to for example muggings, armed
robberies or rapes. Not only certain architectural safety designs but also the different moving
paces of people and cars undermine the opportunity for residents to provide a certain kind of
public mutual surveillance system for each other. It is difficult to see exactly what is going on
outside when driving in a car and concentrating mostly on the ongoing traffic and on what is in
front of you. Music sound systems in cars can also reduce the chances that the person in the car
can hear other people calling for help. Furthermore, if more residents use a car, less people walk
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on the streets, which means, less people are available to come to assist victims of crime in cases
of emergencies. Only one informant pointed out how the use of cars can influence the safety of
every community member in the streets. The Chairman of the Business Forum, mentioned that
although he has access to a car he tries to walk as much as he can through Observatory, and he
recommend that other people do the same. The streets would then be safer, especially at night,
because other people walking could see what is going on and help each other if there is a need
for it.
Another effect of these spatial security strategies which cannot be developed further within the
frame of this article but it is nevertheless crucial, is that people from different social backgrounds
have less chance to encounter anonymously with each other. This in turn can create an
uncomfortable feeling or even fear of the others, which should be differentiated from the fear of
crime.
Conclusion
The aim of this study has been to get beyond the crime statistics and add data of a more everyday
nature to the topic of fear of crime and crime in South Africa. It argued that there is a strong
relationship between sociality, spatiality and safety; or between abandoning street life and social
networks and the increasing ‘architecture of safety’ which is essential to consider when
exploring the impact crime has on people’s everyday life. The findings of this study suggest that
there are social consequences not only of crime, but also of the spatial security strategies against
fear of crime and crime in Observatory. Individual spatial security strategies go further than
private self-protection. The increased use of cars and the focus on the ‘architecture of safety’ not
only interrupts social networks of protection and surveillance, but can reinforce fear of crime or
facilitate crime itself. Moreover, the purchase of safety fulfils the needs of the security of some
individuals rather than the safety of other members of the neighbourhood and of the community
as a whole.
In conclusion, I want to emphasise three reasons why much more research is needed in this
important area. First, what does it mean for the security of households which cannot rely on their
financial capital to maintain safety? Does it mean that some houses and residents are becoming
safer as other become less so? It is important to raise these questions to indicate in what direction
individual purchased security might develop.
Second, I suggest that this project is significant at the level of ‘architecture of safety’ –
education. This idea was raised in the field and also came out of discussions with other people
who were very interested in the alternative perspective this project opened up with regards to
relationship between sociality, spatiality and safety. In addition, the study has shown that
although a lot of observed and interviewed residents have ambiguous feelings towards their
prevention measures they seemed to be unaware that their prevention measures might be
counterproductive to their fight against crime.
Third, the approach that crime and fear of crime is to a certain extent influenced by the shape of
the streetscapes of a neighbourhood and can be prevented through environmental design is,
relatively new and untested in South Africa.28 From the urban planning side, there is an
awareness that the concept is not a universal solution in terms of crime prevention, but can make
a significant difference in relation to some kinds of crimes and to the quality of people’s life and
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is especially successful when it is applied on a local basis.29 Urban planners concerned with
crime prevention have realised that to focus on the physical environment without taking into
consideration people’s individual fears, their patterns of residence and circulation and their
everyday needs and habits with regard to the use of public space is not enough. Unfortunately the
review of studies, which worked with the concept of planned place-based crime prevention,
within this research, shows that this aim is not yet successfully realised and that researchers only
mention the need for much more qualitative data in this area, but are not actually gathering the
data.30
With regard to this point, this paper sees a strong need for the disciplines of Social Anthropology
and Urban Planning to work together. Urban planners can help anthropologists with their
different perspectives on the city’s environment and professional knowledge about the use of
materials and design to produce research, which is more multi-perspective. Furthermore, this
paper argues that this ethnographic project and its results and assessments can contribute, with its
detailed explorations of how people move and live in safety and of the complex socio-cultural
and political-economical everyday structures around fear of crime and crime and spatial security
strategies, to the challenging process of urban planners and architects to design and plan safer
spaces in an environment and society, which is becoming more and more complex.
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NOTES
This article is based on and uses material of the analysis developed in my Honours thesis, at the
Social Anthropology Department, (UCT), ‘To Live and Move In Safety. The social
consequences of spatial security strategies against fear of crime and crime in Observatory’, 2004
(unpublished thesis).
Comments and critique may be addressed to: helloduke@freenet.de
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