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ABSTRACT

Cultural criminology, as a field that emphasizes the role of culture, emotions, and rationality in understanding the
phenomenon of crime, has been accompanied by diverse ideas since its inception. This article aims to examine the
evolutionary trajectory of this field, from its foundational premises to its future prospects, by critically analyzing its
definitions, historical contexts, and strengths and limitations. In addition, the article places particular emphasis on
the necessity of developing multidimensional frameworks for crime analysis that more accurately reflect its inherent
complexity. Drawing on textual analysis and the theoretical positions of the pioneers of cultural criminology, as well
as the critiques directed at this field, the present study adopts an analytical-historical approach to examine the
formation and transformation of cultural criminology. In this context, in addition to reviewing three classical
critiques, attention is also devoted to a less frequently discussed criticism concerning the prioritization of symbolic
interactionism over socio-psychological concepts. The findings indicate that despite its significant contributions to
explaining the role of culture and emotions in the emergence of crime, cultural criminology faces several challenges,
including theoretical ambiguity, insufficient attention to structural factors and intersectionality (including gender
and social class), and neglect of socio-psychological explanations at the level of individual agency. By contrast,
biocentric criminology, as a complementary approach, underscores the necessity of integrating macro, meso, and
micro levels in crime analysis. Accordingly, inspired by the perspective of Jonathan Ilan, this article proposes that,
in order to overcome existing limitations and develop a comprehensive understanding, cultural criminology must
simultaneously incorporate the macro (structural), meso (cultural), and micro (individual) levels into its theoretical
and methodological frameworks. Finally, through the presentation of concrete examples, the article offers
recommendations for expanding interdisciplinary collaboration and strengthening the multidimensional
dimension in future research within this field.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
Cultural criminology emerged as a critical response to the limitations of mainstream criminological

theories that privileged rational calculation while marginalizing the profound roles of culture,
emotion, meaning, and lived experience in shaping criminal behavior and social reactions to crime.
Early criminological models, including strain, control, and learning theories, largely failed to
integrate emotional dynamics and symbolic processes, despite empirical evidence demonstrating
that both crime and societal responses to it are deeply saturated with affective and cultural elements.
The emotional mobilization of fear, anger, shame, and moral outrage has repeatedly influenced
public policy and political outcomes, as illustrated by moral panics surrounding violent crime
(Cohen, 2011; Goode & Ben-Yahuda, 1994; Jenkins, 1997; Young, 2011a, 2011b) and highly charged
political events such as the Willie Horton case (Blumenthal, 1988; Newburn & Jones, 2005) and recent
electoral dynamics in the United States (McKinley, 2022). The intellectual foundations of cultural
criminology were decisively shaped by Katz’s phenomenological critique of overly rationalistic
criminology in The Seductions of Crime, which reoriented analysis toward foreground emotions,
situational meanings, and experiential motivations underlying criminal acts (Katz, 1988). This
perspective was further consolidated through foundational works by Ferrell, Sanders, Hayward,
Young, Presdee, and others, who emphasized the centrality of meaning-making, representation, and
symbolic interaction in crime and control (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Blumer, 1969; Ferrell, 2015;
Young & Brotherton, 2014). Simultaneously, cultural criminology evolved in close dialogue with the
broader “cultural turn” in social theory, influenced by scholars such as Bourdieu, Alexander, Swidler,
Lamont, and Griswold, who repositioned culture as a mediating force between structure and agency
(Alexander, 2001; Lamont & Fournier, 1993; Swidler, 2001). Within this intellectual environment,
cultural criminology emerged not merely as a theoretical orientation but as a multidisciplinary
project that sought to integrate cultural analysis, emotional sociology, and ethnographic methods to
illuminate crime as a dynamic social process.

The methodological and conceptual commitments of cultural criminology were significantly shaped
by ethnographic inquiry and interpretive analysis, privileging qualitative approaches over dominant
quantitative paradigms (Young, 2011b). Ferrell and Sanders’ seminal work articulated crime as a
cultural practice embedded in symbolic environments where identity, aesthetics, and emotion
converge, arguing that criminal subcultures communicate through style, representation, and
performative meaning (Ferrell & Sanders, 1995). This perspective was reinforced by Presdee’s notion
of the “carnival of crime,” which framed transgression as an expressive cultural phenomenon deeply
intertwined with pleasure, risk, and emotional release. Parallel to these developments, Stephen
Lyng’s theory of edgework illuminated the experiential allure of risk-taking and its existential
dimensions, linking voluntary exposure to danger with the search for control, authenticity, and
emotional intensity under conditions of late modern alienation (Lyng, 1990). Cultural criminology
thus forged a synthesis between phenomenological criminology, symbolic interactionism, emotional
sociology, and critical theory, while drawing empirical inspiration from the Birmingham School’s
analysis of media, moral panic, and the cultural construction of deviance (Hall et al., 1978). Through
this synthesis, the field reconceptualized crime not merely as a rule violation but as a meaningful
social practice embedded in cultural narratives, mediated by power, representation, and emotional
economies (Chancer, 2005). Moreover, the rise of feminist, LGBTQ+, and anti-racist movements in
the late twentieth century expanded the analytical horizons of cultural criminology, enabling the
systematic incorporation of gender, sexuality, and race as core dimensions of criminalization and
social control rather than peripheral variables.
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Despite these achievements, cultural criminology has faced sustained critique concerning conceptual
ambiguity, theoretical incompleteness, and insufficient multidimensional integration. Garland’s
influential analysis highlighted persistent confusion surrounding the concept of culture,
distinguishing between culture as a social domain, as a civilizational worldview, and as the sphere of
cultural industries, while cautioning against overreliance on cultural explanation in isolation from
political and economic structures (Garland, 2006). Young further argued that cultural criminology
risked privileging phenomenological immediacy at the expense of structural analysis, calling for a
synthesis capable of integrating Mertonian structural insights with Katzian emotional dynamics
(Young, 2003). Jefferson’s later critique reinforced this concern by demonstrating that cultural
criminology frequently neglected “conjunctural analysis,” the historically situated examination of
political, economic, and cultural forces that Stuart Hall had masterfully deployed in Policing the
Crisis (Hall et al., 1978; Jefferson, 2021). A third major line of critique focused on gender, sexuality,
and intersectionality, where feminist scholars exposed the field’s limited engagement with gendered
violence, sexual risk, and the lived vulnerabilities of women and marginalized sexual minorities
(Connell, 2005; Messerschmidt, 2018; Naegler & Salman, 2016; Pascoe, 2011). Similarly, race scholars
documented how everyday exposure to racialized policing, surveillance, and structural violence
remained under-theorized within many cultural criminological accounts (Geller et al., 2014; Ross,
2016). Collectively, these critiques converged on a common diagnosis: despite its rhetorical
commitment to complexity, cultural criminology often failed to operationalize truly
multidimensional analysis across structural, cultural, and individual levels (Hayward, 2016; Hayward
& Young, 2004).

Recent theoretical developments have sought to revitalize cultural criminology by reasserting its
original multidimensional ambition. Ilan’s proposal of a three-level analytical framework—
integrating micro-level individual agency, meso-level cultural meaning-making, and macro-level
structural forces—offers a coherent roadmap for future research (Ilin, 2019). However, even this
renewed framework remains incomplete without systematic incorporation of psychosocial
criminology, which provides conceptual and methodological tools for examining unconscious
processes, biography, emotional development, and internal conflict. Psychosocial criminology
challenges the persistent neglect of unconscious dynamics within cultural criminology, a neglect
historically rooted in the dominance of symbolic interactionism and the marginalization of Freudian
and post-Freudian traditions in criminological thought (Alford, 1998). Goffman’s explicit rejection of
psychoanalysis contributed to the field’s enduring hesitation toward unconscious mechanisms,
despite their explanatory relevance for phenomena such as moral panic, displaced fear, and symbolic
projection (Hall et al., 1978). Empirical psychosocial studies demonstrate that social reactions to
crime and individual criminal motivations cannot be fully understood without attending to
unconscious fantasy, defense mechanisms, and early life experiences (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007;
Hollway & Jefferson, 2012). Gadd and Jefferson’s psychosocial analysis of offending revealed how
criminal behavior often emerges from deeply embedded emotional conflicts and biographical
trajectories that intersect with structural conditions, thereby enriching rather than replacing cultural
and structural explanations (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). Integrating psychosocial criminology thus
enhances the explanatory power of cultural criminology by illuminating why particular individuals
commit crimes under similar structural and cultural conditions, addressing a long-standing question
in criminological theory.

The future of cultural criminology therefore lies in the systematic construction of a genuinely
multidimensional paradigm that unites structural, cultural, emotional, and psychosocial analysis
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into a coherent framework. Such integration enables the field to transcend traditional boundaries
and engage new domains of inquiry, including elite crime, political extremism, corporate deviance,
state violence, and media production. Applying a multidimensional lens to phenomena such as
financial fraud, authoritarian populism, or digital radicalization allows researchers to examine not
only economic incentives and cultural narratives but also unconscious motivations, emotional
investments, and biographical contingencies. This expanded agenda aligns with contemporary calls
for criminology to confront the global resurgence of authoritarianism, neoliberal restructuring, and
digital transformation through robust interdisciplinary collaboration (Ilin, 2019; Jefferson, 2021). By
incorporating psychosocial insights, cultural criminology becomes better equipped to explain
phenomena such as moral panics, collective anxieties, and the affective foundations of punitive
politics, thereby strengthening its relevance for policy analysis and public understanding. Ultimately,
this transformation positions cultural criminology not as a specialized subfield but as a
comprehensive paradigm capable of capturing the full complexity of crime in late modern societies.
In conclusion, cultural criminology stands at a decisive crossroads where its future depends on the
depth of its commitment to multidimensional integration. By embracing a paradigm that unites
structural forces, cultural meaning systems, emotional dynamics, and psychosocial processes, the
field can fulfill its foundational promise of offering a comprehensive understanding of crime and
social control. This transformation not only revitalizes cultural criminology’s theoretical coherence
but also expands its empirical reach to address emerging forms of crime, governance, and resistance
in an increasingly complex global order.
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