
ANTH 3323/5323 – TOPICS IN ANTHROPOLOGY: CRIME 

 

Lecture Time: Wednesday 14.30-16.15 (Wen Lan Tang LG204) 

Tutorial MA: Wednesday 16.30-17.15 (Wen Lan Tang LG204) 

Tutorial UG:  Wednesday 17.30-18.15 (T.C. Cheng Bldg. 114) 

Francesco Vecchio: b139662@cuhk.edu.hk  

 

Course Description 

Rule violation often reveals more about society than about the act itself. This course examines crime 

as a cultural, political, and social construct. Drawing on anthropological and interdisciplinary 

perspectives, it explores how states, law enforcement agencies, courts, media, and everyday actors 

define and label illegality and criminality. Through topics such as gang violence, border control, 

incarceration, and moral panics, the course asks why and how certain populations are believed to be 

dangerous; and considers whether crime can serve as a lens through which to examine dispersed and 

diffuse practices of control, power, and deviance across lines of race, class, gender, and citizenship. 

Grounded in ethnographic studies, the course bridges theory and real-world contexts, enabling 

students to engage with crime as lived experience, moral dilemma, and instrument of power. 

 

Learning Outcomes 

The course will allow students to: 

• Critically examine crime as a socially constructed category 

• Apply anthropological understandings of crime to contemporary issues 

• Compare different cultural and institutional approaches to deviance and punishment 

• Understand individual and group experiences within complex social realities 

 

Assessment: 

1. Class/tutorial participation and discussion (20%) 

Students are required to complete the assigned readings for the week prior to attending class and to 

actively participate in class discussions, while keeping in mind that the classroom fosters a safe space 

for the open exchange of ideas. Regular attendance is expected for both lectures and tutorials.  

 

2. Leading tutorial discussion (20%) 

Each student is responsible for leading a tutorial discussion, either individually or as part of a group. 

This involves conducting a brief presentation to engage fellow classmates and encourage them to 

delve into the designated topic, fostering an environment for discussion. The primary aim is to inspire 

and encourage all participants to collectively explore relevant and interesting issues and experiences. 

To support their tutorial, students can utilize various materials, including news articles, videos, and 

more. 

 

3. Mid-term Essay (1500 words for UG, 2000 words for MA students) (30%) 

By 28 October 2026, students are required to submit one essay on a self-selected topic that pertains to 

the course. They are expected to incorporate class readings into their work to develop their own 

analysis and argument. Additionally, students are encouraged to utilize other sources of information to 

enrich their essays further. Detailed information will be shared in class. Papers are to be submitted to 

VeriGuide. 

 

4. Take-home Exam (30%) 

Questions for the take-home exam will be given on the last day of class and detailed information on 

how to complete this assignment will be provided on the same day. Students will have 14 days to 

complete this assignment, which will be due on 16 December 2026. Papers are to be submitted to 

VeriGuide. 

 

Plagiarism: 

Students are required by university policy to submit all papers to VeriGuide (the Chinese University 

Plagiarism Identification Engine System). For more information go to 

https://academic2.veriguide.org/portalcuhk/ and check the website 

mailto:b139662@cuhk.edu.hk
https://academic2.veriguide.org/portalcuhk/


http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/ for more information about plagiarism and 

VeriGuide. 

 

Grade descriptors: 

Grade Overall course  

A Outstanding performance on all learning outcomes.  

A- Generally outstanding performance on all (or almost all) learning outcomes.  

B Substantial performance on all learning outcomes, OR high performance on some learning 

outcomes which compensates for less satisfactory performance on others, resulting in overall 

substantial performance.  

C Satisfactory performance on most learning outcomes, possibly with a few weaknesses.  

D Barely satisfactory performance on several learning outcomes  

F Unsatisfactory performance on several learning outcomes, OR failure to meet specified 

assessment requirements.  

A detailed explanation of the above grade descriptors is available in the Course Assessment file in the 

Syllabus, Assessment Information, Tutorial folder in Blackboard. 

 

Use of AI: 

Use of the IA is accepted only with explicit acknowledgement. 

Students are allowed to use AI tools in any learning activities and/or assessments if they explicitly cite 

or otherwise acknowledge the use of these tools. In addition, students are required to adhere to the 

following rules: AI tools can be used as a tool for critical thinking, by prompting questions, testing 

ideas, and offering alternative perspectives that challenge the student’s line of inquire. AI cannot be 

used to generate copy-and-paste answers. AI generated texts must be acknowledged and properly 

cited. AI can be used for proofreading. However, students should remain vigilant, as AI-generated text 

contains often deficiencies and limitations, and must ensure that AI suggestions do not alter the 

intended meaning of their writing. Students should be aware that excessive use of AI is often easily 

detectable, and that VeriGuide incorporates AI-detection tools.  

This course adheres to the ethical use of AI. Students are encouraged to learn more about the 

permitted use of AI at CUHK by visiting: https://www.cuhk.edu.hk/ai-hub/  

 

Course Structure and readings: 

Unmarked readings are required for UG and MA students. Readings marked with a * are required 

readings for MA students and optional for UG students. Readings marked (suggested) are optional for 

MA and UG students. 

 

Part I: What is Crime? (Weeks 1-3) 

 

Week 1 – What Makes an Act a Crime? (9 Sep 2026) 

Is crime a fixed and universal category? This week explores how societies produce the distinction 

between normality and deviance through ideas of purity, danger, and social order. Rather than treating 

crime as simple rule-breaking, we examine how it functions as a boundary-making practice that 

defines acceptable life and shapes social belonging. 

 

Durkheim E. (1966) “Rules for Distinguishing Between the Normal and the Pathological”, The Rules 

of Sociological Method, New York, Free Press, Part I and III. 

 

*Douglas M. (2003) “Secular Defilement”, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution 

and Taboo, London, Routledge, p.43-50. 

 

(suggested) Malinowski, B. (1926) “An Anthropological Definition of Law”, Crime and Custom in 

Savage Society, London, Kegan Paul Trench Trubner & Co. 

 

(suggested) Erikson, K. T. (1962) “Notes on the Sociology of Deviance”, Social Problems, 9(4), 

p.307-314. 

 

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/
https://www.cuhk.edu.hk/ai-hub/


Week 2 – Making the Criminal: From Biology to Power (16 Sep 2026) 

How has the figure of the criminal been produced and transformed over time? This week examines the 

shift from early positivist approaches to contemporary critical frameworks, tracing a move from 

biological explanations of deviance to analyses of power and governance. It highlights how theories 

of crime do not simply describe reality but actively shape how crime is regulated and contested. 

 

Diegel, D. (2012) “The Methods of Lombroso and Cultural Criminology”, in P. Kepper and P. J. 

Ystehede (eds.), The Cesare Lombroso Handbook, London, Routledge, p.268-280. 

 

*Rose, N. (2000) “Government and Control”, British Journal of Criminology, 40, p.321-339. 

 

(suggested) Schneider J. and Schneider P. (2008) “The Anthropology of Crime and Criminalization”, 

Annual Review of Anthropology, 37, p.351-373. 

 

(suggested) Garland, D. (2002) “A History of the Present” in D. Garland, The Culture of Control: 

Crime and Social Order in Contemporary Society, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p.1-26. 

 

Week 3 – When Violence Becomes Crime: War, Genocide, and State Power (23 Sep 2026) 

This week challenges the idea of crime as individual deviance by examining how large-scale violence 

is produced through legal, bureaucratic, and institutional systems that also define what counts as 

lawful or criminal. It shows how violence can emerge from routine administrative practices and 

everyday forms of moral disengagement, raising questions about responsibility, witnessing, and how 

harm becomes normalized within systems of governance. 

 

Hinton, A. L. (2002) “The Dark Side of Modernity: Toward an Anthropology of Genocide”, in A. L. 

Hinton, Annihilating Difference: The Anthropology of Genocide, Berkeley, University of California 

Press, p.1-34. 

 

*Watch the documentary film: The Act of Killing, by Joshua Oppenheimer. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKoP2PnU60s. 

 

(suggested) Das, V. (2008) “Violence, Gender, and Subjectivity”, Annual Review of Anthropology, 37, 

p.283-299. 

 

(suggested) Hoque, A. and Michelutti, L. (2018) “Brushing with Organized Crime and Democracy: 

The Art of Making Do in South Asia”, The Journal of Asian Studies, 77(4), p.991-1011. 

 

(suggested) Sheper-Hughes, N. (1996) “Small Wars and Invisible Genocides”, Social Science & 

Medicine, 43(5), p.889-900. 

 

Part II: Who is a Criminal? (Weeks 4-7) 

 

Week 4 – Growing Up Under Surveillance: Youth, Gangs, and Policing (30 Sep 2026) 

Focusing on youth, gangs, and urban inequality, this week examines how policing and surveillance 

operate as everyday social practices. We explore how criminalization is not only enforced through 

institutions but also lived through routine encounters, classifications, and regimes of visibility that 

actively produce marginality. 

 

Rios, V. (2011) “The Labeling Hype: Coming of Age in the Era of Mass Incarceration”, in V. Rios, 

Punished: Policing the Lives of Black and Latino Boys, New York, New York University Press, p.59-

87. 

 

*Fassin, D. (2013) “Interactions”, in D. Fassin, Enforcing Order: An Ethnography of Urban Policing, 

Cambridge, Polity Press, p.85-112. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKoP2PnU60s


(suggested) Cohen, A. (2018) “Youth Gangs, Violence, and Local Culture in Chiang Mei, Northern 

Thailand”, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 47(4), p.484-507. 

 

(suggested) Goffman, A. (2009) “On the Run: Wanted Men in a Philadelphia Ghetto”, American 

Sociological Review, 74(3), p.339-357. 

 

(suggested) Lane, J. (2018) “Going to Jail Because of the Internet”, in J. Lane, The Digital Street, 

Oxford, Oxford University Press, p.121-160. 

 

Week 5 – Crimes of Mobility: Migration, Borders, and Illegality (7 Oct 2026) 

Is mobility a right or a crime? Focusing on borders as active sites of governance, this week examines 

how migration is criminalized and movement becomes a site of control, violence, and classification. 

Rather than treating illegality as a fixed legal status, we explore how migrant deviancy is produced 

and contested through state practices and lived experience. 

 

De León, J. (2015) The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail, Oakland, 

University of California Press, p.62-86. 

 

*Bosworth, M. and Guild, M. (2008) “Governing Through Migration Control”, British Journal of 

Criminology, 48, p.703-719. 

 

(suggested) Sigona, N. (2012) “‘I Have Too Much Baggage’: The Impacts of Legal Status on the 

Social Worlds of Irregular Migrants”, Social Anthropology, 20(1), p.50-65. 

 

(suggested) Pan, D. (2011) “Student Visas, Undocumented Labour, and the Boundaries of Legality: 

Chinese Migration and English as a Foreign Language Education in the Republic of Ireland”, Social 

Anthropology, 19(3), p.268-287. 

 

(suggested) Vecchio F. and Gerard, A. (2015) “Surviving the Politics of Illegality”, in S. Pickering and 

J. Ham (eds), The Routledge Handbook on Crime and International Migration, London, Routledge, 

p.179-192. 

 

Week 6 – When Illegality Becomes Livelihood (14 Oct 2026) 

This week examines il/legal, il/licit, and informal transborder economies as socially embedded 

systems shaped by globalization, uneven regulation, and moral economies of exchange. Moving 

beyond representations of smuggling as organized crime, we explore how border economies are 

produced through everyday practices of trust, negotiation, and risk, showing how illegality is made, 

sustained, and normalized in practice. 

 

Nordstrom, C. (2007) Global Outlaws: Crime, Money, and Power in the Contemporary World, 

Berkley, University of California Press, Ch.1 and 14, p.3-9 and 139-147. 

 

*Dobler, G. (2022) “Localising Smuggling”, in M. Gallien and F. Weigand (eds.) The Routledge 

Handbook of Smuggling, Abingdon, Routledge, p.19-29. 

 

(suggested) Andreas, P. (2013) “Border Wars and the Underside of Economic Integration”, in P. 

Andreas, Smuggler Nation: How Illicit Trade Made America, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.291-

329. 

 

(suggested) Zhang, S.X. (2008) “Becoming a Snakehead”, in S.X. Zhang, Chinese Human Smuggling 

Organizations: Families, Social Networks, and Cultural Imperatives, Stanford, Stanford University 

Press, p.23-41. 

 

(suggested) Grillot, C. (2016) “‘Trust Facilitates Business, But May Also Ruin It’: The Hazardous 

Facets of Sino-Vietnamese Border Trade”, Asian Anthropology, 15(2), p.169-185.  

 



Week 7 – Sex, Race, and Crime: Governing Bodies and Desires (21 Oct 2026) 

How do gender norms shape what is crime and who is criminalized? This week examines how crime 

is produced through the regulation of sexuality, gender, and racialized bodies. Focusing on sex work 

and trafficking, it explores how individuals are simultaneously policed, protected, and stigmatized 

through gendered logics, and how crime operates as a mechanism for governing bodies and producing 

hierarchies of respectability, vulnerability, and control. 

 

Rubin, G.S. (2007) “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality”, in R. 

Parker and P. Aggleton (eds.) Culture, Society and Sexuality: A Reader, Abington, Routledge, p.137-

181. 

 

*Pickering, S. and Ham, J. (2014) “Hot Pants at the Border: Sorting Sex Work from Trafficking”, 

British Journal of Criminology, 54, p.2-19. 

 

(suggested) Chin, C.B.N. (2013) “‘What Is Wrong with Being a Miss?’: Transnational Migrant 

Women and Sex Work in the Twenty-First Century”, in C.B.N. Chin, Cosmopolitan Sex Workers: 

Women and Migration in a Global City, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p.84-119. 

 

(suggested) Carrier-Mosain, M.E. (2020) “The Dramatic Losses of Brazil: City-Staging, Spectacular 

Security, and the Problem of Sex Tourism during the 2014 World Cup in Natal”, City & Society, 

32(3), p.530-555. 

 

(suggested) Gribaldo, A. (2021) “The Gender of True-Lying”, in A. Gribaldo, Unexpected Subjects: 

Intimate Partner Violence, Testimony, and the Law, Chicago, HAU Books, p.93-124. 

 

Part III: How is Crime Controlled and Managed? (Weeks 8-10) 

 

Week 8 – Researching Crime: Ethics, Risk, and Access (28 Oct 2026) 

This week examines the methodological and ethical challenges of studying crime and illegality 

through ethnography. Focusing on risk, access, and positionality, it explores how knowledge about 

illicit worlds is produced and constrained in practice, and how researchers navigate power 

asymmetries, trust, and their own role in shaping ethnographic knowledge. 

 

Venkatesh, S. (2013) “‘Doing the Hustle’: Constructing the Ethnographer in the American Ghetto”, in 

R. E. Ocejo (ed.) Ethnography and the City: Readings on Doing Urban Fieldwork, New York, 

Routledge, p.179-185. 

 

*Chege, N. (2014) “‘What’s in it for me?’: Negotiations of Asymmetries, Concerns and Interests 

Between the Researcher and Research Subjects”, Ethnography, 16(4), p.463-481. 

 

(suggested) Kwok, S.I. (2020) “Negotiating Access to Research on Triad Society: The Importance of 

Chinese and Triad Cultural Capital”, Qualitative Research, 20(3), p.307-323.  

 

(suggested) Flexia C., Sánchez-García, J., and Brisley, A. (2020) “Gangs, Methodology and Ethical 

Protocols: Ethnographic Challenges in Researching Youth Street Groups” Journal of Applied Youth 

Studies, 3, p.5-21. 

 

Week 9 – Punishment and the Carceral Condition (4 Nov 2026) 

This week explores life under confinement and how punishment produces and reproduces inequality, 

shaping identity, belonging, and survival. Confinement is approached not only as incarceration, but as 

a broader social condition sustained through surveillance, exclusion, and restricted mobility that 

extends into everyday life. 

 

Fassin, D. (2016) “Ye Who Enter Here”, in D. Fassin, Prison Worlds: An Ethnography of the Carceral 

Condition, Cambridge, Polity Press, p.84-103. 

 



*Bosworth, M. (2014) “Recognition and Belonging in an Age of Deportation”, in M. Bosworth, Inside 

Immigration Detention, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p.86-108. 

 

(suggested) Watch the film: The Stanford Prison Experiment (2015), directed by Kyle Patrick Alvarez.  

 

(suggested) Martinez, D. and Slack, J. (2013) “What Part of ‘Illegal’ Don’t You Understand? The 

Social Consequences of Criminalizing Unauthorized Mexican Migrants in the United States”, Social 

& Legal Studies, 22(4), p.535-551. 

 

(suggested) Henson, A.R., Bennett, J.Z., Forney, M., and Martinez, G. (2026) “The Good, the Bad, the 

Ugly: A Qualitative Exploration of Life-Course Posttraumatic Growth for Individuals Formerly 

Sentenced to Juvenile Life without Parole”, Criminology, online, p.1-26. 

 

Week 10 – Media, Moral Panic, and the Spectacle of Crime (11 Nov 2026) 

This week examines how crime is made visible and emotionally charged through media. It explores 

how selection, amplification, and dramatization turn deviance into spectacles of violence and moral 

urgency, and how media, technology, and politics shape what is seen, feared, and acted upon. 

 

Hall, S., Critcher, C., Jefferson, T., Clarke, J., and Roberts, B. (2013) “The Social Production of 

News”, in S. Hall et al., Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order, London, 

Palgrave Macmillan, p.56-80. 

 

*Goode, E. and Ben-Yehuda, N. (2009) “The Media Ignite and Embody the Moral Panic”, in E. 

Goode and N. Ben-Yehuda, Moral Panics: The Social Construction of Deviance, West Sussex, Wiley 

Blackwell, p.89-108. 

 

(suggested) Feldman, A. (1997) “Violence and Vision: The Prosthetics and Aesthetics of Terror”, 

Public Culture, 10(1), p.24-60. 

 

(suggested) Yildiz, A. (2025) “Fear Makes the Soul: Constituting Whiteness through Moral Panics in 

Postcolonial Germany”, Cultural Studies, 39(1), p.38-62. 

 

(suggested) Walsh, J.P. (2020) “Social Media and Moral Panics: Assessing the Effects of 

Technological Change on Societal Reaction”, International Journal of Cultural Studies, 23(6), p.840-

859. 

 

Part IV: What’s Beyond Crime? (Weeks 11-13) 

 

Week 11 – Environmental Harm: When Destruction Becomes Crime (18 Nov 2026) 

Why is some environmental destruction treated as crime while other harms are normalized or 

ignored? Moving beyond legal definitions, this week examines how environmental harm is produced 

through everyday practices of extraction, consumption, and governance. It highlights the “slow” and 

uneven nature of such harm, raising questions of legality, responsibility, and accountability. 

 

Goldstein, D.M. (2017) “Invisible Harm: Science, Subjectivity and the Things We Cannot See”, 

Culture, Theory and Critique, 58(4), p.321-329. 

 

*Spapens, A. (2024) “The Anthropocene and Green Criminology”. in P. van Duyne, J. Banach 

Gutierrez, G. Antonopoulos, K. von Lampe, P. Larsson, and J. Harvey (eds.) Green and Transnational 

Crime in Europe and Beyond: Synergies and Challenges, London, Routledge, p.73-94. 

 

(suggested) Wong, R.W.Y. (2025) “Lawful Yet Awful: Narrating Environmental Harm in Mercy 

Release”, Journal of British Criminology, online, p.1-14.  

 

(suggested) Nixon, R. (2013) “Introduction”, in R. Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of 

the Poor, Harvard University Press, e-book, p.1-12. 



 

(suggested) Boukli, A. and Kotsakis, A. (2023) “Transversal Harm and Zemiology: Reconsidering 

Green Criminology and Mineral Extractivism in Cerro de Pasco, Peru”, Critical Criminology, 31, 

p.1113-1136. 

 

Week 12 – Courtroom Truths: Lawyers, Testimony, and the Making of Justice (25 Nov 2026) 

This week examines courtrooms as performative arenas where legal truth is not simply discovered but 

actively constructed. Drawing on ethnographic accounts of lawyers, asylum hearings, and high-profile 

trials, we explore how credibility, expertise, and narrative authority are shaped through interaction, 

institutional procedure, and public scrutiny. 

 

Bens, J. and Vetters, L. (2019) “Ethnographic Legal Studies: Reconnecting Anthropological and 

Sociological Traditions”, Journal of Legal Pluralism, 50(3), p.239-254. 

 

*Good, A. (2004) “‘Undoubtedly an Expert?’ Anthropologists in British Asylum Courts”, Journal of 

the Royal Anthropological Institute, 10(1), p.113-133. 

 

(suggested) Talebi, S. (2019) “Ethnography of Witnessing and Ethnography as Witnessing: 

Topographies of Two Court Hearings”, PoLAR – Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 42(2), 

p.226-243. 

 

(suggested) Mather, L., McEwen, C.A., and Maiman, R.J. (2001) “Constructing Professional Meaning 

and Identity in the Practice of Divorce Law”, in L. Mather, C.A. McEwen, and R.J. Maiman, Divorce 

Lawyers at Work: Varieties of Professionalism in Practice, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p.157-

174. 

 

(suggested) Modisett, J.A. and Dryer, D.J. (2005) “Prosecuting Mike Tyson: Boxing with the Media”, 

in S. Lee Burns (ed.) Sociology of Crime, Law and Deviance: Ethnographies of Law and Social 

Control, London, Emerald Publishing, p.145-163. 

 

Week 13 – Living with the Past: Forgiveness, Memory, and Repair (2 Dec 2026) 

What comes after crime and violence? This final week examines how societies respond through 

practices of forgiveness, reconciliation, and remembrance. Focusing on transitional justice, it explores 

everyday forms of social repair that shape the aftermath of violence, showing how memory and 

forgiveness are contested, uneven, and politically charged processes that redefine responsibility, 

justice, and the possibility of living with the past. 

 

Jansen, S. (2013) “If Reconciliation is the Answer, are We Asking the Right Questions?”, Studies in 

Social Justice, 7(2), p. 229-243. 

 

*Kent, L. (2016) “Sounds of Silence: Everyday Strategies of Social Repair in Timor-Leste”, 

Australian Feminist Law Journal, 42(1), p.31-50. 

 

(suggested) Bartel, R.C. (2018) “Confession and the Anthropology of Forgiveness: Reflections on 

Colombia’s Processes of Transitional Justice”, The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean 

Anthropology, 24(1), pp.145-161. 

 

(suggested) Hayner, P.B. (2011) “Confronting Past Crimes: Transitional Justice and the Phenomenon 

of Truth Commissions”, in P.B. Hayner, Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the Challenge 

of Truth Commissions, London, Routledge, p,7-18. 

 

(suggested) Theidon, K. (2006) “Justice in Transition: The Micropolitics of Reconciliation in Postwar 

Peru”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 50(3), p. 433-457. 


