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Summary 
 
Suspicious symbols: from banks to leisure examines the 
development of a popular symbol of crime, the unseen face 
that was common in bank robberies, as a sign of fear 
produced through imported images, and that has changed its 
meanings in the contemporary city. Analysing the reactions of 
people in Tallinn to this widely known robber’s image, we 
intend to understand Estonians behaviour.  
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Objective 
 

The aim of the project is to analyse the reactions and 
behaviour of people in Tallinn to a produced symbol of fear in 
the imported mainstream culture. Our intention is to present to 
the people with an alienated image that comes from outside of 
their minds and experience, which they have certainly never 
faced before in real life, but since the image is carved inside 
their minds mainly through media, they may relate it to a fear-
producing event. 
 
Alienation of the symbols of fear 
 
1. The symbol 
 

Increasingly, contemporary metropolitan societies are 
basing their knowledge about culture in terms of symbols. The 
replacement of the original names of companies, ideas and 
products, by a shorter, concise and “catchy” version, 
represents this simplification of concepts into a symbol that 
embodies the whole cultural idea behind the product. An I-pod 
is not only a music player device, but it also means the whole 
I-pod lifestyle, where for example, high-tech and ultimate 
design play a role in something as unrelated as music. Even 
food and drinks can be related to the lifestyle that is connected 
to the product, like the I-pod. And the same thing can be 
applied to every single choice we make in the capitalist world, 
where implications are carried under all sorts of labels. And it 
all can be described with the simple word “I-Pod”. Under these 
terms, we can say that we live in a symbolic society, and we 

tend to classify all things under these labels, perhaps because 
it is easier to categorise and understand the complicated world 
that surrounds us, taking ready-made boxes with profiles that 
are easily recognised.  
 

But this symbolism doesn’t apply only to products, but 
all things in life. Wearing dreadlocks can be associated with 
the hippie or rasta ideology, as much as shopping for food in 
Stockman can imply a gourmet knowledge and taste.  
 
But where do the symbols come from? Mainly they are related 
to the way media influences the cultures, but also vice versa. 
Usually are first produced in the underground cultures, in the 
fringes, and after being detected they are discovered by the 
media who develops most of the symbol-making in the 
process. Still, most of the symbols do have a “real” historical 
background. For example the symbol we are using in our 
project – a stocking pulled over ones head, comes from 
robbers` habit to cover their face. There are reports of actual 
bank robbing cases even nowadays, where the criminal has 
had a sock over the head, for instance in Parkvale Bank, 
Pittsburgh in September 2001 and in Key Bank, Bellevue in 
September 2004 . (For reference, please see “sources”) 



2. The symbol of fear 
 

The production of symbols also creates feelings and 
emotions that are related to it. If, to continue with the I-Pod  
example, it represents functionality and high design, it may 
also bring the feeling of self-confidence and even superiority.  
  

The feelings play one of the most important part in the 
interpretation of the symbol. They carry the information, which 
produces most characteristics, which describe the profile of 
the symbol. They can be at the same time positive, negative 
or neutral: for example, self-confidence can be good because 
it makes the person more daring to act, but at the same time it 
protects him/herself from the others by feeling more secure. 
The same thing happens with all the personalities created by 
symbols. Our objective in this case is to stir these profiled (and 
stereotyped) emotions towards something out of ordinary that 
fits in one of those profiled (and stereotyped) boxes of 
information. Our symbol is created by the robber’s image, and 
the emotions produced may be the product of the same 
profile, even though it is the first time that they have seen this 
symbol in person. The feeling of fear can be then described as 
a learnt (as opposed to spontaneous) reaction to the symbol 
of the robber.  
 
3. Alienation of symbols 
 

How many of the people who will face us wearing the 
stockings have ever seen a robber wearing a stocking over 
the head? We presume probably none of them. But still they 

have the fear, because they have learnt it from what media 
has taught them, that robbers wear masks or stockings or 
whatever over their heads. There is an alienation of the origin 
of the symbol and the real situation. Through this project, we 
also want to prove that there is no real connection between 
the symbol and the reaction it causes in people. 
 
Methodology 
 
 The project is made following the observational 
fieldwork methods of direct observation, in order to obtain 
most of the behaviour of people around us in a distanced way, 
without them noticing we are observing. The project is carried 
out by the three of us: two are wearing the masks, and one is 
far away and observing, just as well as another citizen. The 
two people that are wearing the masks will act as if they were 
wearing them, behaving normally in context for each of the 
locations. The stockings over the head are the only symbol 
present, whereas the body movements and performance are 
ordinary. Maybe people wouldn’t notice us if it weren’t for the 
masks. This is the attitude we want to question, whether or not 
is a symbol enough for creating a reaction in people. The third 
person will be observing from afar, maybe even looking 
strangely at us as if she was also impressed by our image. 
 
 The fact of the three of us being women represents a 
very different perspective and results than if we were men. 
This probably makes the reactions in people more divided and 
estranged, because the symbol of fear through the stockings 
on the head is mainly represented by men. This way we 



provoke an alienation of this symbol by shifting it off from its 
original context in the image produced by the media, and we 
hope we create an uncertainty in the behaviour of the 
participants. 
 
Locations 
 

 
 
 
A previous study of the place 
 
 The places where we perform the project have been 
chosen according to the characteristics of the environment 

and the people that usually use these locations, in opposition 
to each other, in order to touch different people in diverse 
activities. Our intention has been to obtain different results 
from each of the scenarios, where the reactions of the people 
may vary according to the qualities of the place and the way of 
interacting with us and our stockings.  
 
 According to the study of Proxemics by Edward T. Hall, 
the distances between people are classified in four: intimate, 
personal, social and public, depending on the space and its 
density. The interpersonal distance is the most important part 
of proxemics, and especially in cities, the behaviour of people 
depends enormously on the place and its environment. 
According to Hall (cited on Givens), there are four different 
distances with which we define our spatial territory. Intimate 
(0-50 cm), personal-casual (0.5m – 1.2m), social-consultive 
(1.2m – 3m), and public (3m+). In the Estonian context, 
probably these personal spaces are much wider, and the 
uncomforting starts in a very early stage of the approximation 
of the other persons.  
  
 David B. Givens tells that “[in proxemic space] there are 
cultural rules and biological boundaries--explicit as well as 
implicit and subtle limits to observe—everywhere” (1998). Any 
unusual thing or person, beyond these borders, needs a 
different approach and relational behaviour, therefore 
recurring to the “learnt” classification of symbols previously 
stated. 
  



 The concrete environment where fear may propagate 
from one person to the other, especially in crowds, has very 
specific characteristics that start by a conductivity between 
individuals (in a transference of emotions) and a tension, 
which exists always in very small closed public spaces. 
Through these two characteristics of a crowded environment, 
fear can spread all over when there is a spark of uncertainty in 
the safeness of the place: this is, when there is present a 
symbol of fear. 
 
Place no. 1 
Tram from Telliskivi stop (Kopli) to Hobujaama stop 
  
 The tram is one of the most used places that combine 
many kinds of people with different behaviours, since, being a 
transport; it forces strangers to be enclosed in a small space 
without a single purpose but to wait until your stop. The 
personal space is reduced to the minimum, and if usually 
people feel uncomfortable while being too close, then when 
there is a strange person among them, they feel even weirder. 
The tram is a place where you might encounter any kind of 
odd person, and probably have encountered. Therefore to 
some extent we are all used to an unusual behaviour or 
personality in tram, since it is such a public space with no 
RSVP. When someone is annoyed by another traveller, 
she/he has to cope with it and probably ignore it or leave the 
tram, since the odd person has as much right to be there as 
any other passenger. 
 
 

Place no. 2 
Viru Keskus 
 
 The extreme control and surveillance in Viru Keskus 
makes it irresistible to try our luck. The tight environment of 
socializing through window shopping, or even just hanging 
around in Viru Keskus involves the idea of it as a secure 
place: both secure of any riots or disturbances and of the 
weather and outside “wilderness”1. The idea of walking around 
Viru Keskus with the stockings on the head questions its 
security, as whether it is normal for some strange-looking 
people, strongly related to a symbol of fear, to be walking 
there. 
 
Place no.3 
Rimi supermarket 
 
Food store where lot of people do their evening shopping. It is 
not that expensive as Viru Center store and people are more 
“simple”.  Evening time makes people tired and sometimes 
nervous they are crumbling and the overall mood is crumply.  
 
Place no. 4 
De La Gardie store 
 
 Another of the main symbolic shops in Tallinn that 
represent a high status. Located in the over-secured old town, 
we want to make its safety fragile, by walking in the shop, and 
                                            
1 Wilderness implies also an improperly-behaved society, where they 
refuse to go inside such secure places because they might be banned out.  



provoking reactions on the high-end shoppers and their well-
trained security officers and salespeople.  
 
Place no. 5 
Stereo bar 
  
 The last place also reminds of the westernization of 
Tallinn, and it brings an image of high design and RSVP. The 
bar is probably mostly intended to draw the foreign tourists, 
especially British, but for locals the place is sometimes too 
fancy or too over-designed to go in normal clothes and in a 
normal attitude2. The idea of going in such place, with a 
deformed face under the stockings tries to provoke an RSVP 
attitude in the people who run the bar, and also touches 
different people that are not the common citizens of Tallinn. 
Bar is totally coloured white, every detail including waitresses.  
Trajectory 
  
 Between one place and the other, there should also be 
reactions in the streets, and these will also be taken into 
account, since the city fabric is more prone to provoke 
behaviour, since it is the “wilderness” 
 
 

                                            
2 By the term “normal” we mean an unpretentious behaviour, since the 
place’s extreme design implies a symbol of high standards and an I’m-too-
good-for-you attitude. 

Process of fieldwork 
 
Place no. 1 
Tram from Telliskivi stop (Kopli) to Hobujaama stop 
 
 People were peeping us but none said a word. We 
heard them talking in-between, whispering. And they stood 
back a bit so there was empty circle around us. At start we did 
not talk to each other but when I started to talk to the mobile 
phone people seemed to relax a bit. Voice always makes 
person closer – to hear the voice means to be able to 
communicate.  
 
 Two Russian guys around 20 were following us to Viru 
Centre. They probably wanted to see what’ll happen there. 
Between them they called us bums. 
 
 Place no. 2 
Viru Keskus 
 
 We walked through it. Because of the ultra high security 
level there we unconsciously walked faster than normally. We 
did not window shop or look around. People watched us, 
some youngsters laughed. We did not encounter any security 
men.  
 
Place no.3 
Rimi supermarket 
 



 We walked slowly between shelves, took chocolate and 
new pair of stockings. Shopkeepers who noticed us became 
very observant but did not follow us. In the counter the cashier 
became nervous. We were very close to her about 0,6 m. She 
mixed up the numbers of money she wanted from me. Behind 
her was standing security woman. She was ready to jump – if 
we did any wrong move she would call help. She was also 
confused, probably never seen something like that before and 
was looking suspiciously at the other shoppers too, including 
our third participant. We went out and put on our new socks, 
which were tighter.  
 
 
Place no. 4 
De La Gardie store 
 
 Anybody hardly noticed us there except the security 
man. He became quite observant but did not move from where 
he was standing before. Customers who saw us did not show 
any reaction or pretended not to see. 
 
 
Place no. 5 
Stereo bar 
 
 We walked in as normal customers, put away our 
clothes and went to the counter. Woman behind it looked very 
surprised and confused and she had all the time eye contact 
with another woman sitting away. We ordered wine and beer. 
She just said yes, nothing more. As we were sitting in the 

table she watched us all the time from distance. Our third 
participant, the “normal citizen”, got a wrong sort of tea by the 
same waitress and saw her having a nervous discussion with 
a waiter. At the table next to us were sitting some Estonians 
with some English-speaking friends. They were laughing and 
looking at us. Then they started to pretend that they are taking 
photos of each other but de facto they were photographing us. 
All the people who entered watched us carefully and some of 
them smiled or laughed but nobody said a word to us until 5 
black men came in. They immediately pointed their fingers on 
us, laughed and yelled and came to our table. They started to 
ask questions; why, how long, where, how do we look in 
reality, do we want to party at night. We explained, that it is a 
school project. They asked two questions: did we go to the 
bank and did we want to get arrested.  
 
 At start we were suspecting that they think with black 
socks we want to make jokes about black people – this 
thought is also kind of a symbol. They wanted to take pictures 
with us. After finished talking to us they made friends with 
everybody in the bar during about 10 minutes. While they 
were talking to us other people in the bar and one waitress 
were listening carefully what we were talking about – they 
were curious to know why the hell do we were socks???? 
 
Results 
 

As we walked with stockings over the head people said 
nothing to us. They were whispering between each other or 
watched secretly but nobody asked us why we were doing it. 



Most citizens tried to pretend that they did not notice us, that 
everything is like it has to be. We might have thought before 
that the terror act in Madrid have made all European people 
nervous and actually media is pushing this kind of opinions. 
We should think that nobody’ll never know if the next suitcase 
or back bag in the train carries his number. In reality our 
everyday world people still have this “it-cannot-happen-to-me” 
way of thinking and they do not suspect automatically the 
worst. This is a good sign – if we loose trust to the surrounding 
completely we can’t survive for long.  
 

With our little experiment we tried to prove that there is 
no need for an expected action – some known symbols can 
cause fear just by their appearance. Result of our fear test is 
negative – people in Tallinn do not have instinctive fear for 
stockings over the head. We got much of attention, mostly 
carefully covered, but we did not create fear. The nature of the 
attention was curiosity, confusion, mistrust or humour.  
 

Analyzing background work and fieldwork we can raise 
some hypothetical conclusions why this symbol does not 
make people feel fear. This theory is based strongly on our 
Estonian background, knowledge about history and 
sociological type of Estonians; also conversations we’ve had 
before with people concerning that theme.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
1. Time scale 
 

Stockings-over-head – symbol comes from old times 
and in today’s world where every schoolchild is able to have 
shotgun works stocking like mark from comedy. Caproic sock 
reminds probably times from good old country-style-life, when 
all men smelled of blood, tobacco and whiskey and ride 
passionate horses; where women where able to shoot and 
dance at the same time and love was powerful. This is 
probably what comes to mind seeing caproic sock.  
 

First link people make with stocking is still bank 
robbery. Black men in Stereo bar asked if we went to the bank 
and so did all other people we talked to about this project. 
Stocking and bank are like Bonnie and Clyde but taken out of 
the context they do not make us to be afraid anymore. In 
today’s world most of the bank robberies are made through 
Internet and nobody has seen a bank robber with a stocking 
over the head unless in some movie. The real contact to the 
historical background of the symbol has become weak. Thus 
the symbol is rather perceived as a nostalgic memory of old 
times. That’s why may be if we think longer stocking is even 
lovely memory from old times most of all hasn’t never been.  
 
 
 
 
 



2. Nation 
 

Estonians are “cold Nordic people”. They prefer to look 
from distance and discuss by themselves but never ask. With 
new capitalistic world and free manors youngsters sometimes 
are braver or just impolite but mostly Estonians try to be 
invisible. This is probably related to a wish to be “nobody”, not 
to rise up from mass. This fear or nervous modesty comes 
partly from soviet times when public attention also could mean 
arrestment. You never know where “they” could see 
propaganda against the government. This kind of cowardice is 
especially inherent to older Estonians.  
 

The symbol of a stocking over the head does not mean 
so much to Estonians: it is absolutely apolitical and most 
people do not feel personal touch with it. It comes through 
media and associates to American life Estonians could not link 
themselves to. 
 

The biggest reason why people try not to get involved in 
things they do not understand is that they are very much afraid 
to become a joke. Estonians are quite serious people, most of 
them. They can’t laugh at themselves and to avoid equivocal 
situations they prefer to mind their own business. 
 
 
3. Gender 
 

We looked recognizably female whereas the symbol of 
a stocking is strongly connected to male appearance. We 

were wearing black clothes and so on but we still looked like 
girls. People where suspicious and confused but the way of 
thinking that women can’t do much harm, with or without a 
sock, is still prevailing. And fear of woman suicide terrorists 
hasn’t arrived here yet. Estonia is quite a male-society – even 
women think that if there are some men around, nothing bad 
can happen. Let’s for example take our adage: “if there is at 
least one one-handed man at the table, a woman should not 
pour her own drink”, which illustrates the dependence on men 
being present. So unconsciously women are mostly afraid of 
men but at the same time think that in men’s world in men’s 
present they are protected and a another woman can never be 
a “bad guy”.  
 
 
4. Openness 
 

Estonia has been opened for the world over 10 years 
now. With that time all kinds of people have moved here, we 
have visited worlds, cities etc. Estonians have seen black 
people, Chinese, handicaps, hippies, rock 
musicians.........People have seen all kind of things and why 
not wear a sock over the head? Maybe we were cold. With 
hostile behaviour people are on the one hand trying to keep in 
secret their insecurity caused by the unknown. Natural 
wariness makes people observe the situation carefully and 
after time of adaptation they are brave enough for making a 
new move. Like wild animals they must at first sneeze air and 
use camouflage.  
 



 
5. Costume time 

 
Increasingly, we find people dressed up in the streets, 

in costumes, for several reasons. Maybe they are going to a 
birthday dress-code party, or they have a special event, a 
school ending day, Halloween, Mardi Gras, etc. We are not so 
easily amused by someone looking odd. It could easily be that 
people with stockings over the heads are going to a costume 
party. Many of our friends even thought it was “funny” and 
probably also some other young people that saw us on the 
streets. 
 

At the end of November there is Estonian traditional 
holiday Kadripäev, when people, mostly children dress up like 
beggars and go from house to house to dance and sing and 
get candies. Because of the modern times our “kadri’s” do not 
dress any more like old times in long skirts and scarves but 
sometimes also like Spiderman or George Bush. And they 
sometimes wear socks or perhaps could wear. Seeing us 
could seem like rehearsal for that day.  
 
 
6. Publicity and the crowd 
 

People feel more afraid in public places than at home. 
But the presence of other people reduces the fear remarkably. 
It is also much easier to hide your fear and yourself being in a 
crowd. If we would have walked the same streets at night 
when there`s only a few people around if any, we would have 

probably seen different reactions, because people would have 
encountered us face to face without the possibility to “melt” 
into the crowd.  
 

 
 
Closing 
 

Our fears, reasons for tears and incertitude come from 
childhood. When born we only have knowledge which does 
not belong to that world. We start to acquire experiences 
saving them by our mind and body and soul. Very first strong 
feelings, fears, survivals leave us strongest and immortal 
marks and start to form our personality. In later life we might 



experience so-like emotions again but then they’ve become 
sort of copies and do not touch us that deeply any more. Once 
we have lost our innocence, there is no turning back. The city 
life makes us loose it faster in every single way, every single 
aspect of our childish self. We are not easily deceived by 
appearances, since the contemporary city creates clever and 
intelligent human beings, capable of dealing and surviving any 
unexpected event or creature.  
  

Our illusions and appearances are created by 
memories which during some time will embed symbols from 
out of happenings that have most mattered to us. Night 
dreams and nightmares confirm and deform our 
understanding of symbols and by doing so create new 
symbols. So consequently we are what we experience or in 
other words we create our own symbols by living life we’ve 
given accidentally.  

 
“Stockings over the head” has become symbol of 

comedy, like all kind of symbols loose their original meaning. 
Topical themes and problems take over places every day and 
create totally new symbols and they often reform and distort 
meanings of older ones.  

 
This is just what happens to the people. If they change 

because of times or space mutations their thinking also 
becomes different. Symbols are created by people, so they 
can’t live without somebody believing in them. Some of them 
get new meaning or lighter weight; some of them will survive 
in books or movies. But who knows how many symbols we’ve 
never heard about or we do not recognize? Things we do not 
know does not mean that they do/did not exist. Adaptation is 
going on in every field of life. Once we got used to have 
telephones or wear glasses, we also must become familiar to 
the changes of our traditional ways of thinking. If to reflect on it 
in wider perspective, this is quite scary to realize all things we 
get used to will change and deform some day, without warning 
or notice. Certainly not all changing things or symbols have to 
become laughable objects; there are things that will never 
loose their first  meaning.but still is good to hope that all bad 
symbols could be rehabilitated like “stockings over the head” – 
the transformation from evil to funny is a turnover we do not 
meet too often. 
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