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Violent Crime

Analysts have long noted that some societies have much higher rates of
criminal violence than others. They also have observed that the risk of be-
ing a victim or a perpetrator of violent crime varies considerably from one
individual to another. In societies with ethnically and racially diverse popu-
lations, some ethnic and racial groups have been reported to have higher
rates of violent offending and victimization than other groups. This excep-
tional collection of original essays explores the extent and causes of racial
and ethnic differences in violent crime in the United States and several
other contemporary societies.

Divided into three thematic sections, the volume begins with empirical
analyses of homicide for several large urban areas in the United States.
Chapters in the second section examine patterns of domestic violence in
the United States, youth violence in Canada and New Zealand, and racially
motivated violence in England andWales. The authors conclude their study
by taking on the task of explaining racial and ethnic disparity in rates of vio-
lent crime. In the final seven chapters, they critically examine the credibility
of the evidence of group differences in rates of violent crime and debate the
merits of many of the popular theories that have been put forth to explain
them.

Darnell F. Hawkins is Professor of African-American Studies, Sociology, and
Criminal Justice at the University of Illinois at Chicago. He is the editor of
Homicide among Black Americans (1986), Ethnicity, Race, and Crime: Perspectives
across Time and Place (1995), and Crime Control and Social Justice: The Delicate
Balance (forthcoming), and he has published more than forty articles. He
is a founding member of the National Consortium on Violence Research
(NCOVR).
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Foreword
James F. Short, Jr.

Despite impressive achievements, American criminology continues to suffer
from a host of theoretical and methodological weaknesses. Among these,
conceptualization andmeasurement of race and ethnicity, and of racial and
ethnic behavioral differences, are major impediments to the advancement
of knowledge. This is not unique to criminology, of course, but that neither
excuses nor explains our failure to do a better job. Darnell Hawkins’s intro-
ductory essay explores both the validity and the reliability of biological and
social constructions of race – topics too long neglected by criminologists.

Importantly, this volume explores racial and ethnic distinctions beyond
the familiar African-American/white, as well as recognizing that ethnic
distinctions have achieved global importance in an increasingly mobile
world.

The concentration of American criminologists on crime and criminals in
the United States is a problem of long standing. This somewhat ethnocentric –
not to say myopic – practice is not a major focus of the present volume, but
research from Canada, New Zealand, and England and Wales adds a great
deal to the book.

Ethnocentrism takesmany forms and here againDarnell Hawkins and his
colleagues are enlightening. Scholars in the social and behavioral sciences
are notorious for conducting our research within the boundaries of our
disciplines – this, despite the inherently interdisciplinary nature of crim-
inology. Moreover, we tend to restrict our vision within narrowly defined
methodological and theoretical preferences. Chapters in this volume ap-
proach racial and ethnic contexts of violence from a variety of disciplinary,
methodological, and theoretical perspectives.

This book also addresses previously understudied problems, populations,
and violence-related phenomena, such as the historical roots of codes of
behavior that support or require violence, and of moral development, and
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xii JAMES F. SHORT, JR.

the consequences of conceptual ambiguity and “race neutral” theory and
research.

Finally, editorDarnellHawkins issues a clear andunmistakable challenge:
ideological biases and simplistic approaches to understanding violent crime
have too long hampered both the acquisition of knowledge and efforts to
control violence.Moving beyond these limitations requires that the contexts
within which behaviors are defined as violent, as well as the contexts in which
violence occurs, be understood.

These contributions are consistent with trends in all the social and behav-
ioral sciences, and they are as necessary as they are important. The changing
racial and ethnic character of the United States clearly requires a broader
focus. In the past, data limitations have limited systematic comparison of
races other than black and white, an irony that should escape no one in
view of the presence, since European conquest of the continent, of large
numbers of native populations and groups.

Part II continues the study of previously understudied populations by
comparing native (aboriginal) and other youth inCanada andNewZealand,
respectively. The former, by Bill McCarthy and John Hagan, builds on their
earlier study of another understudied population – “street youth” (see
Hagan andMcCarthy, 1997). The international contribution to this richmix
of studies is further enhanced by treatment of “racist victimization” (most
commonly referred to as “hate crimes” in the United States; see Jenness and
Broad, 1997; Jacobs and Potter, 1998) in England and Wales.

Migrations ofmany types throughout theworld (seeTonry, 1997) virtually
ensure that future researchwill require evenmore subtle treatment of ethnic
and racial distinctions and the contexts within which they exist, as these
relate to crime and other behaviors.

In sum, editor Darnell Hawkins here broadens the focus of violence stud-
ies in a variety of ways. There is much to be learned in these pages. Readers
should be warned, however, not to expect simple or easy answers to the
puzzles here addressed. Contributors prudently acknowledge limitations in
their data and in their ability to explain observed relationships. Although
they break new ground in coverage of racial and ethnic groups, and in
recognition of the importance of context, much research and more rigor-
ous theoretical development will be required if knowledge of the important
topics here addressed is to be advanced beyond its present relatively under-
developed state.



Editor’s Introduction
Darnell F. Hawkins

I am convinced that in the next century millions will cut each other’s throat
because of 1 or 2 degrees more or less of cephalic index.

– Varcher de Lapouge, late 1880s, as quoted by Ruth Benedict,
Race: Science and Politics (1940)

European expansion overseas, therefore, set the stage for racist dogmas
and gave violent early expression to racial antipathies without propounding
racism as a philosophy. Racism did not get its currency in modern thought
until it was applied to conflicts in Europe – first to class conflicts and then to
national. But it is possible to wonder whether the doctrine would have been
proposed at all as explaining these latter conflicts – where, as we have seen,
the dogma is so inept – if the basis for it had not been laid in the violent
experience of racial prejudice on the frontier.

– Ruth Benedict, Race: Science and Politics (1940)

Generally speaking, there has been an ethnic succession in all areas of
crime, beginning with the Irish, who were the first identifiable minority to
inhabit urban slums. In the 1860s Harper Magazine observed that the Irish
“have so behaved themselves that nearly 75 percent of our criminals are
Irish, that fully 75 percent of the crimes of violence committed among us are
the work of Irishmen. . . .” Speculation as to the causes of the alarming rate of
crime among the Irish centered on ethnic traits, especially the intemperate
disposition of the Irish “race.”

– Stephen Steinberg, The Ethnic Myth: Race, Ethnicity,
and Class in America (1981, 1989)

Living in a culture of inequality, poverty, discrimination, racism, unemploy-
ment, and debasement of values, is humanly demeaning especially for blacks,
a culture in which the very condition of being black is in some ways treated as
a crime, a crimewhich leads to crime, because the only outlet for the resulting
emotional frustration is its effect, namely, violence. In the culture of racism,
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where so many are scarred and criminalized, the victims are euphemistically
called “the race problem,” implying that the victims are the cause of it. The
latest solution to the problem by government is the threatened enlistment of
thousands more police, and the building of more overcrowded prisons.

– Ashley Montagu,Man’s Most Dangerous Myth:
The Fallacy of Race (1942, 1997)

Increased use of police power has been justified as necessary to combat civil
disorder. But the paradox is that the violence that the police attempt to
control is inspired in many instances by the police themselves. And more
important, much of the violence in these situations is actually committed
by the police. . . .The state, quite understandably, does not regard its own
actions as violence, or if such actions are considered, they are defined at
best as “legitimate violence.” So it is that the looting of property during race
“riots” is defined as violence by the state, but killing of looters is legitimate.

– Richard Quinney, The Social Reality of Crime (1970)

In the U.S., Blacks are less than 13 percent of the population but have
50 percent of all arrests for assault and murder and 67 percent of all ar-
rests for robbery. . . .On the other hand, Orientals are under-represented
in U.S. crime statistics. . . .The same pattern is found in other countries.
In London, England, Blacks make up 13 percent of the population, but
account for 50 percent of the crime. A 1996 government commission in
Ontario, Canada, reported that Blacks were five times more likely to go to
jail than whites, and 10 times more likely than Orientals. In Brazil, there are
1.5 millionOrientals, mostly Japanese whose ancestors went there as laborers
in the 19th century, and who are the least represented in crime. . . . Studies
find that Blacks are more aggressive and outgoing than Whites, while Whites
are more aggressive and outgoing than Orientals.

– J. Philippe Rushton, Race, Evolution, and Behavior (1999)

Contributors to this volume were asked to provide empirical analyses, the-
oretical essays, or state-of-the-art reviews aimed primarily at answering two
major questions:

� Are there racial and ethnic differences in rates of criminal violence?1
� To the extent that differences can be shown to exist, what are the causes
of the observed disparity?

The result is a collection of essays divided into three major sections. The
first part of the volume contains five chapters that explore ethnic and racial

1 Many contemporary analysts of race and ethnicity also question the idea that terms such as
“ethnic” and “racial” denote different social constructs. They suggest that the word “ethnic,”
as used here to imply cultural distinctions within racial categories, may be problematic to the
extent that it presumes that cultural differences do not also mark the boundaries between
races. In their view, the label “ethnic” can be used to denote differences traditionally thought
of as “racial.”
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differences for homicide offending and victimization in several urban areas
of the United States. In the second section are two chapters that exam-
ine racial differences in rates of domestic violence in the United States.
Also included are three very informative essays that explore ethnic and
racial differences for both lethal and nonlethal forms of violence in Canada,
New Zealand, England, andWales. The final section contains seven chapters
that seek and offer explanations for ethnic and racial differences through
the use of data analysis and critiques of extant theory. Much of this discus-
sion is aimed at explaining disproportionate rates of violence amongAfrican
Americans.

The queries to which the authors respond arise out of a long-standing and
often highly politicized research tradition within the social and behavioral
sciences. Spanning more than a century, the prophetic and pointed obser-
vations at the start of this introduction illustrate for the reader the broader
historical, political, and socioeconomic contexts within which the chapters
contained in this volume are inevitably and inextricably embedded. They
also reveal quite clearly the ideological and epistemological disagreement,
lack of resolution, and polemics that have resulted from earlier attempts
to probe the questions addressed by the present volume. Reflecting their
historical link to the promulgation of racist and ethnocentric social policy
within and across nations, scholarly and public discussions of race and eth-
nicity have always been marked by emotion and contentiousness. Similar
tensions related to social class, race, ethnicity, politics, and public policy
have also permeated scholarly and public discourse on crime and punish-
ment, both during the past and today. Thus, the question of ethnic and racial
difference in rates of involvement in criminal violence, the theme of this
volume, brings to the fore a combination of the considerable discord that
has permeated these two interrelated and highly contested areas of public
and scholarly concern.2

2 Many current analysts of race, crime, and justice issues, especially those conducting research
in the United States, complain that the contentiousness and political turmoil that often
surround this area of research detract from efforts to conduct research that reflects scientific
objectivity and an unbridled search for knowledge. Some cite such recent incidents as the
cancellation during the early 1990s of a conference on the biology of violence to be convened
by an agency of theU.S. federal government after objections from liberal andminority interest
groups as evidence of the depths of the current problem. By contrast, even a cursory review
of the history of such research in the United States reveals that these tensions are hardly new.
Many of the earliest investigators in this area of study, most of whom are now heralded as
icons of an objective and politically unbiased research tradition, worked amid the scholarly
and public misconceptions of their era. Indeed, their work on this topic arose in response to
such misconceptions. Pioneers such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Thorsten Sellin, Edwin Sutherland,
Clifford Shaw, and Howard McKay used their work to counter perceptions of the innate
criminality of African Americans and southern and eastern Europeans. These perceptions
were, of course, an integral part of the social Darwinist and eugenicist movements of the
period.
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Contexts and Cautions

Although the use of racial categories to distinguish and label various group-
ings of human beings has been widely accepted inWestern and non-Western
societies for many centuries, important questions regarding the validity and
utility of the notion or concept of “race” remain. Challenges to its pre-
sumed meaning and relevance can now be found across a wide range of
disciplines, including literary criticism, jurisprudence, and the traditional
social science disciplines of anthropology, psychology, and sociology. Build-
ing on the pioneering efforts of Ruth Benedict, Ashley Montagu, and other
early anthropologists, many contemporary social analysts, some referred to
as “critical race theorists,” reject what are labeled “essentialist” or “biologi-
cal determinist” views of race differences. They insist instead that race is a
“social construct,” the origins of which reflect less an attempt to objectively
classify humankind than an exercise in social control and dominion. Critics
also note that most of the social behaviors that are linked etiologically to
racial difference by some social analysts are very complex phenomenawhose
variability across groups cannot be attributed to “race” differences alone.

Beyond these widely cited social scientific challenges and reconceptual-
izations of the notion of race, potential critiques of traditional racial catego-
rizations also have come from the biological sciences. Many contemporary
medical scientists and researchers continue to see some utility in racial la-
bels. Aware of the large racial differences often seen in rates of illness and
death from various diseases, researchers have used clinical trials that take
into account the race or ethnicity of subjects in an attempt to determine if
there are group differences in genetic susceptibility to some diseases. Sim-
ilar trials have been used to determine the extent to which groups differ
in their responses to medications and treatment protocols. Findings from
some of these studies have proven to be quite promising; but researchers
have been quick to note that global racial categories, such as those based
on skin color or other superficial markers, may prove in the long run to
be of only limited use for such purposes. The ongoing Human Genome
Project is likely to show that racial differences are not entirely a figment of
the “biological imagination,” but preliminary findings from this important
scientific breakthrough may have already begun to reveal the inadequacy of
simplistic, global, phenotype-based racial categories.

Within the criminal justice arena, similar challenges to conventional ideas
and beliefs can be noted. Over the last several decades, many criminologists,
often labeled as conflict theorists or critical criminologists, have challenged
the meanings assigned to many of the core concepts employed in this area
of research. For these analysts, “crime” (including criminal violence) does
not represent a phenomenon whose definition is uniformly clear or uncon-
testable. Similarly, the labels “criminal” and “criminality” are said to denote
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neither fixed traits nor conceptions that are divorced from the political
economy and power differentials found in a given society. In this regard,
they have observed that conceptions of what constitutes a “crime” often
vary considerably across race, ethnic, and class boundaries, from one na-
tion or society to another, and from one era to another within the same
society. Furthermore, even if one accepts the idea that definitions of crimi-
nal conduct flow from widely agreed-on norms and values, work conducted
within the conflict perspective also reminds us of the considerable bias and
exercise of discretion that is frequently observed in law enforcement and
in the administration of justice. For researchers in this tradition, questions
of whether racial differences in crime and violence exist, and the offering
of reasons for any observed differences, often cannot be fully disentangled
from questions of bias, power, privilege, and protection of group interest.
See Taylor, Walton, and Young (1973) for an excellent review of research
in this tradition in the United States and Europe. As Quinney (1970) notes
above, whether an act of violence is seen as a crime or not is often in the eye
of the (powerful) beholder, or his or her agent.

Other analysts of race, crime, and justice, including those commentators
whose observations appear at the beginning of this introduction, offer other
necessary cautions to thosewhowould take on the tasks assigned to contribu-
tors to this volume. These cautions derive from our knowledge of the history
of American and world race relations and its relevance to the topic at hand.
The study of racial difference in the tendency to resort to violence is com-
plicated by the fact that acts of violence and aggression, whether at the level
of the individual, the crowd, or the nation-state, have routinely marked the
presumed boundaries between racial and ethnic groups. Indeed, violence
has been used to “define” these groups and, once defined, to enforce public
and private adherence to such labeling. Throughout human history, partic-
ularly in instances of societal attempts at ethnic differentiation, actual social
and cultural differences between groups are often trivial at the start of this
process. Any profound differences that do emerge appear gradually over
time and typically in the aftermath of repeated acts of organized intergroup
violence. In addition, although geography and climate have played a major
role in shaping over many millennia what are now perceived as racial differ-
ences, recent human history has seen numerous instances withinmultiracial
societies where violence has been used to prevent interracial sexual contact
and intermarriage. These are, of course, obvious means of reducing what is
perceived as racial “difference.”

Thus, at first glance to ask whether there are racial and ethnic differences
in levels of violent offending and victimization appears to beg the question.
Violence has been the tool by which some racial and ethnic groups have
conquered others. Violence also has been instrumental in subsequent ef-
forts by such groups to amass the social, economic, and political capital
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required to maintain dominance, including the power to label individuals
as members of one racial or ethnic group as opposed to another. Given the
historically grounded link between violence and ethnic or racial differen-
tiation, it is plausible that though perceived racial and ethnic groups may
differ in other ways, the resort to violence may not be a behavioral trait
that distinguishes them. Critical criminological analysts remind us that the
crimes of the powerless are more numerous than those of the privileged
only if we fail to remember that “a crime by another name – (is still a crime)”
(Reiman, 1984).

Yet, it is also true, as Fanon (1967, 1968) has argued, that under con-
ditions of prolonged and profound subordination, perhaps especially in
societies where “race” marks lines of social cleavage, much of the violence
of the oppressed tends to turn inward against members of their own group.
At the same time, the institutionalization of group oppression and disad-
vantage may reduce over time the need for ongoing violent, militaristic
repression on the part of the dominant group. This observation may have
much relevance for our understanding of the comparatively high rates of
interpersonal violence that are observed among “minorities” in many in-
dustrialized nations and in many developing, postcolonial societies of the
world at the turn of the twenty-first century. The problem of within–race and
within–ethnic group violence among disadvantaged populations is a theme
that is explored in each of the three sections of the present volume. The
persisting problem of internecine violence among African Americans is of
particular concern for contributors to the volume.

Despite such critiques of traditional conceptions of race, crime, and crimi-
nal violence,many researchers have continued to use primarily “essentialist”
conceptions of race in an attempt to explain group differences for a wide va-
riety of behaviors and social attributes. These include intelligence, athletic
ability, criminal conduct, human aggression, sexual conduct, family forma-
tion and functioning, and economic and cultural progress and achievement.
In recent years, views of the relationship between race and violence can be
found in the work of such researchers as Wilson and Herrnstein (1985),
Herrnstein and Murray (1994), and Rushton (1995, 1999). All have sug-
gested that racial differences in rates of violence likely reflect innate predis-
positions to such behavior. Although considered controversial, their views
have found considerable acceptance among some communities of scholars
and among members of the general public. Theirs and other, similar in-
vestigations published over the last four decades illustrate quite clearly that
despite continuing criticisms of traditional conceptions of race and crim-
inality, many continue to believe in the existence of separate and distinct
“races” of humankind, whose biological differences are linked to, among
other things, varying levels of violent and aggressive behavior. Although
many social scientists have chosen to ignore or downplay the importance
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of these views of race and crime, they remain part of the mix of competing
explanations for any differences in rates of violent conduct observed across
those groupings said to be the world’s “races.” The three sets of authors cited
above have provided data, research findings, and lines of argument that are
neither strikingly original norwithout conceptual andmethodological flaws.
In each instance, however, through their critical and often detailed examina-
tions of alternative hypotheses, they have succeeded in highlighting the very
real inadequacies and weaknesses of the assortment of “environmental” the-
ories favored by their critics as explanations for racial and ethnic differences.
Therein lies their potential contribution to the literature in this developing
area of research.

Coverage and Scope of Volume

In my earlier work on the subject of race and ethnic differences in rates of
crime and violence, I have staked out clear ideological stances (Hawkins,
1986, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1995b, 1997). Many of these stances are evident in
my commentary in this introduction. However, two major nonideological
themes run consistently through all of my own work. One is the proposition
that social scientists who conduct research on this topic must first clearly
delineate what we know and do not know about the extent of such group
differences. I have cautioned that much remains unknown about the true
extent of ethnic racial disparity for the full range of behaviors defined as crimes
or violence, and across the multiplicity of racial and ethnic groups that reside
in modern industrial societies such as the United States, and increasingly,
Western Europe. A secondmajor theme has been the suggestion that where
wide racial and ethnic disparity is shown to exist, as in theUnited States both
during the past and today, social scientists must move beyond mere docu-
mentation of such difference to attempt to determine its causes. Whereas
these are the avowed goals of all who study race, crime, and justice, nu-
merous observers have noted our failure over the years to accomplish this
seemingly straightforward task.

Given my observations in this introduction, some readers may question
the omission of chapters that provide data and detailed discussion of each of
the multifaceted dimensions of the race-ethnicity-violence nexus that I have
sought to describe. Because no single volume can assemble the full array of
contributions needed to provide a truly comprehensive view of the interplay
among race, ethnicity, and violence, certain decisions regarding coverage
had to bemade. Both practical considerations andmatters of interest guided
those decisions. Authors were asked to provide chapters that would explore
the problem of interpersonal criminal violence, typically those acts referred to
as common law offenses in the United States and other nations influenced
by Anglo-Saxon legal traditions. These are the forms of violent behavior
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that have been the subject of most past criminological research on racial
and ethnic difference, for example, see Hindelang (1978). Increasingly, the
study of race differences in interpersonal violence also encompasses work
on violence and aggression conducted within the behavioral sciences and
in public health. With the exception of the public health arena, researchers
within these traditions have tended to focus on racial and ethnic differences
among those who commit acts of violence, as opposed to victims. A more
comprehensive examination of racial differences that incorporates greater
attention to group-level violence, for example, mob actions, riots, revolts,
and also subtler forms of violence committed by the privileged or on their
behalfmust await future volumes. I do include in thepresent volume two very
insightful chapters by Ben Bowling and Coretta Phillips and Frankie Bailey.
They explore important dimensions of intergroup violence in England and
the United States. See Kelman and Hamilton (1989) for an informative
social psychological study of “crimes of obedience,” a category that includes
many governmentally sanctioned forms of interpersonal violence.3

For many other readers, my discussion of the historical and ideologi-
cal origins of research and public discourse on race, ethnicity, crime, and
violence may seem informative, but its usefulness for improving our un-
derstanding of contemporary patterns of interpersonal violence may be ques-
tioned. In response, I would suggest that the chapters in this volume offer
much to show that knowledge of the past always informs our understanding
of the present. I also believe that a reflexive analytic approach (Gouldner,
1970) that explores the assumptions and intellectual legacies that under-
pin our scientific inquiries is extremely valuable. I include in the volume
several chapters that explore racial and ethnic differences for both violent
offending and victimization in societies other than the United States (e.g.,
see McCarthy and Hagan, Chapter 6; Fergusson, Chapter 7; and Bowling
and Phillips, Chapter 8). These contributions illustrate for the reader the
relevance of the cross-national perspectives offered by the commentators
whose observations are cited at the start of this introduction. Their inclu-
sion also reflects my view that interpersonal violence, in all its various forms,
represents at the dawn of the twenty-first century a problem of global mag-
nitude. Although violence rates have dropped in the United States over the
last decade, they remain at levels far exceeding those found in most other
industrialized nations. In addition, much evidence suggests that rates of in-
terpersonal, criminal violence are rapidly increasing in many other parts
of the globe, including portions of Eastern Europe, South Africa, Brazil,
Mexico, and other parts of Latin America.

3 The term “interpersonal violence” does not necessarily exclude all forms of intergroup con-
flict and aggression.What is currently labeled “hate crime” andmany other violent encounters
involving small groups of individuals are essentially interpersonal in nature.



EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION xxi

The contributors to the present volume have had to overcome several
hurdles. My own earlier work (1986) and recent essays by LaFree (1995)
and Sampson and Wilson (1995) have noted the reluctance of contempo-
rary criminologists and other social scientists in the United States to engage
in discussions of the extent and causes of racial differences in crime and
violence. For quite understandable reasons, some of which have been de-
scribed in this introduction, race and race differences remain emotionally
and politically charged and divisive topics in the United States and in many
other societies around the world. Reflecting this contentiousness, the scien-
tific study of race, ethnicity, and violence must be conducted in a society in
which racial and ethnic stereotyping often leads to perceptions of unequal
levels of violence across groups even in the absence of reliable or conclu-
sive data. For example, a 1990 survey of a nationwide sample of Americans
revealed that 56 percent of white respondents described African Americans
as more prone to violence than whites. Latinos were also described as more
violent than whites or Asians (Bobo and Kluegel, 1997). These beliefs may
reflect the effects of persisting racial stereotypes on perceptions among
the public, an awareness by respondents of the wide racial disparity that
exists in rates of criminal violence in the United States, or a combination of
both. There is some evidence that due to the nature of media coverage of
crime, many Americans believe rates of crime and violence among African
Americans to be higher than they actually are. The potential misuse of social
scientific research to further foster such stereotypes may be one factor con-
tributing to the disinclination of many contemporary researchers to engage
in research and discussion of racial differences in crime.

For researchers who overcome their hesitation and are willing to un-
dertake such studies, significant barriers to the collection of complete and
reliable data exist, many of which are described in various chapters of this
volume (see also Short, 1997). Race and crime data–gathering efforts reflect
the biases and policy concerns of government agencies and the interests that
they represent. For example, in the United States today, unlike during the
past when “white” immigration was a matter of public debate, there are sig-
nificant practical and political barriers to the collection by government of
data for persons of European heritage. As a result, crime and violence data
do not exist for most of the diverse white ethnic groupings found in the
nation. For social scientists pondering the questions posed at the start of
this introduction, such data would be invaluable, as would data sources that
would allow for the calculation of rates of crime and violence for the diverse
ethnic groups that comprise Asian Americans, Native Americans, Latinos,
and, increasingly, African Americans. Among other uses, such data might
help social scientists test various theories that posit the importance of cul-
tural and subcultural differences for explaining group differences in rates
of violence. Almost every contribution to the present volume alludes to or
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explicitly explores the significance of cultural and subcultural differences
in explaining racial and ethnic variations in rates of violence.4

Despite inadequate data and the very real potential for distortion and
misuse of findings, social scientists in the United States, Western Europe,
and other parts of the world have begun in recent years to confront head-
on the questions surrounding race and ethnic differences in crime and
violence. Several notable edited or authored volumes have appeared in just
the last few years (e.g., see Hawkins, 1995; Marshall, 1997; McCord, 1997;
Short, 1997; and Tonry, 1997). Each volume has shown the need to engage
in more and more sophisticated research and to mine alternative and previ-
ously overlooked sources of data on race and ethnic differences in crime and
violence. The present volume, the first devoted in its entirety to exploring
the multiple dimensions of the nexus of race, ethnicity, and violence, builds
on those earlier efforts with a full awareness of some of the limitations of
the present work, as well as the work that preceded it. While marking an
excellent start to dialogue in this very important area of criminological and
race relations research, contributors to this volume are unanimous in their
belief that there ismuchwork to be done.Definitive answers to the questions
posed earlier do not come easily, often because of the paucity of data avail-
able and partly due to the very complexity of the research designs needed
to fully explore racial and ethnic differences and to test rival hypotheses.

Much of that complexity is evident when one takes note of both long-
standing and newly emerging findings and facts from this area of research.
For example, explanations that are grounded in the view that either biolog-
ical or abiding cultural differences across groups explain ethnic and racial
disparity in rates of interpersonal violence have long had to contend with a
variety of seemingly anomalous findings. Among these are studies that show
substantial variation in the rates of violence within demarcated racial and
ethnic groupings. The arguments of Rushton (1995, 1999) and Herrnstein
and Murray (1994) are challenged by studies that show much variation in
rates of interpersonal violence among persons of African ancestry in the
United States and Africa in the past (Bohannan, 1960) and within the
black population of the United States today (Hawkins, 1999). As in the past,
within-race analyses pose serious challenges to theories that posit the ex-
istence of large and innate race differences in behavior. As shown in the
present volume, apart from the example of African Americans, many other
within-race and between-race differences in levels of interpersonal violence
in the United States also exist and require explanation. Many have not been
explored due to an absence of reliable race- and ethnicity-specific crime
data and the resulting tendency of American criminologists to focus almost

4 Limited data on both race and ethnicity in Canada andWestern Europe also hamper research
efforts in those areas of the world.
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exclusively on the study of black-white differences (Hawkins, 1999). Within-
race and within-ethnic group analyses, such as those conducted in several
chapters in the present volume, also raise questions regarding the applicabil-
ity ofmany theories and explanations that are based on notions of economic
disadvantage or culture.

Explaining change over time has proven to be a problem for most efforts
at theory making within the social sciences. Several major temporal shifts
in levels of interpersonal violence in Europe and America also may suggest
that many of the currently competing theories of ethnic and racial differ-
ence may require amendment or revision. For example, a sharp rise and
gradual decline in rates of criminal violence in Western European societies
and America over the last four to five centuries has been reported by Gurr
(1977) and others. Other studies have shown a decline in rates of violence
among white ethnics and Asian Americans in the United States during the
last two centuries or less (Lane, 1979, 1986, 1997; Gurr, 1989; Monkkonnen,
1995; Steinberg, 1995; Hawkins, 1993, 1999). Without modifications, many
widely cited social theories that posit the importance of culture, subculture,
economic deprivation, structural disadvantage, or biological difference ap-
pear to be inadequate for accounting for such change.

Findings from contemporary Europe and other industrialized nations
offer similar etiological challenges. Although much of the work on this
topic in these regions has just begun, early studies may suggest that many of
the explanations long associated with the study of group differences in the
United States may not be applicable. Group differences in rates of crime
and violence observed in those areas of the world do not appear to be
easily explained by traditional notions of minority versus majority, white ver-
sus nonwhite, and possibly economically disadvantaged versus advantaged
(Marshall, 1997; Tonry, 1997). My own work and that of Martinez (1999)
on homicide trends has suggested that many puzzles remain in terms of ex-
plaining the ethnic and racial distribution of lethal violence and its change
over time in the United States (Hawkins, 1999).

Further complicating and informing efforts to explain the racial and eth-
nic patterning of interpersonal violence are two distinct, but increasingly
interconnected, streams of research that have examined characteristics of
the individual offender and the immediate contexts and environments in which
offenders live and in which acts of violence occur. Studies focusing on the
former have examined traditional social and personal correlates of interper-
sonal offending as well as the neuropsychological and neurochemical bases
for differences between individuals. These studies are far more sophisti-
cated (conceptually andmethodologically) than the psychological studies of
aggression, abnormal behavior, andpsycho- and sociopathology thatmarked
an earlier era. Chapters in the present volume by Fergusson (Chapter 7)
and Farrington, Loeber, and Stouthamer-Loeber (Chapter 11) are examples
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of research in this tradition. Studies in the latter tradition have examined
local community and neighborhood effects on varying levels of violence.
Innovative studies of how community- and neighborhood-level contextual
factors impact racial differences in rates of interpersonal violence have also
been published in recent years (e.g., see Krivo andPeterson, 1996; Sampson,
1997; and Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997). Increasingly, the best
work in each of these areas of research combines elements of both modes
of analysis.

Together, these research protocols may ultimately take us far toward an
understanding of varying levels of violent involvement by individuals living
under similar conditions, and individuals living in certain neighborhoods
as compared to others. They also may prove to have much to offer discus-
sions of race and ethnic differences. In fact, some progress has already been
made toward that end. For example, researchers have observed that within
racial and ethnic groupings, attention to individual differences (e.g., in-
herited predispositions, developmental pathways, etc.) and to differences
in localized environmental contexts may explain varying levels of interper-
sonal violence. Still at issue in this research is the question of the extent
to which explanatory models based on individual-level and neighborhood-
level correlates of violent offending “map” ontomodels that are based on the
presumption of the etiological significance of race and ethnic group mem-
bership. That is, can they fully account for ethnic and racial differences?5

This is a question posed by Farrington, Loeber, and Stouthamer-Loeber in
Chapter 11 of the present volume. Much more work remains ahead in this
important line of inquiry, partly because many of the samples of subjects
used to analyze developmental trajectories for violent offenders have not
always been racially or ethnically diverse.

All of the authors contributing to the present volume are cognizant of
the long-standing problems in the study of race, ethnicity, and violence that
I have described in this introduction, and all have sought to overcome or
address them in various ways. My own biases and predilections notwithstand-
ing, my objective when soliciting authors to contribute to this volume was
to assemble a very diverse group of scholars who would offer new and inno-
vative approaches to the study of race, ethnicity, and violence. Despite my
unsuccessful attempts to solicit chapters on racial and ethnic differences

5 Even in societies marked by ethnic, racial, and social class cleavages that lead to much
intergroup conflict, not all individuals (even those of the same age, gender, etc.) are equally
likely to engage in the intergroup violence that marks group boundaries. In addition, in
times of relative “peace” between groups or under conditions of geographic isolation, some
individuals exhibit much higher rates of intragroup aggression and violence than others.
The fact that individual differences matter for the etiology of interpersonal violence does
not, however, suggest that race and ethnic differences are driven by precisely the same factors
that account for differences among individuals.
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in the nineteenth century, violence among Native and Asian Americans,
and a review of the biogenetic literature, I believe the present collection
of essays largely represents substantial progress toward that goal. Although
they share a commitment to scientific methods, the use of appropriate data,
and the accuracy of data interpretation, these authors hardly speak with
one voice. They differ in the conclusions they reach, and often within the
same chapter, competing, alternative explanations and interpretations for
reported findings are offered. Through their collective effort to engage in
such criticism and self-examination, the authors have avoided the tendency
to replace a legacy of biological determinism in this area of research with
a nonreflexive form of social determinism. The chapters build on the past
but offer much to help guide much needed future research efforts in this
important area of social inquiry.
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C H A P T E R O N E

Homicide Risk and Level of Victimization
in Two Concentrated Poverty Enclaves:
A Black/Hispanic Comparison
Harold M. Rose
Paula D. McClain

Introduction

Regardless of race or ethnic status, victims of homicide in the United
States are drawn most often from the lower socioeconomic classes. More
recently, however, a growing number of researchers have begun to fo-
cus attention on the context and/or environment in which homicide
within the lower socioeconomic classes occurs (SeeMorenoff and Sampson,
1997; Almgren and others, 1998; Krivo and Peterson, 1996). More of-
ten than not, this means focusing attention on urban neighborhoods
described as economically disadvantaged or as neighborhoods of con-
centrated poverty (Massey, 1995). The current focus on concentrated
poverty neighborhoods as a primary environment of concentrated homi-
cide victimization is partially an outgrowth of interest in the phenomena
described as the underclass. Underclass research had its origins in work
done in the 1980s (see Glasgow, 1980; Murray, 1984; Wilson, 1987; Auletta,
1981).

The validity of the concept of the existence of an urban underclass in the
United States and its various definitions have been severely criticized, and
is not universally accepted among academic researchers. In this instance,
we focus our attention on two sets of urban neighborhoods that satisfy the
definition of extreme poverty neighborhoods, that is, 40 percent poor, in
a single large Midwestern urban center. It is in neighborhoods that tran-
scend this poverty threshold that homicide victimization rates are usually
highest. It is in neighborhoods like these that researchers have identified
a number of critical dimensions that are thought to lead to elevated homi-
cide risk (see Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997). Thus, our focus
on neighborhoods of concentrated poverty is designed to help us better un-
derstand variations in homicide risk levels among twominority populations,

3
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blacks andHispanics, during the 1989–93 interval, residing in a single urban
center, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

The 1989–93 interval generally coincides with themost recent upsurge in
urbanhomicide in theUnitedStates. In viewing these two residential clusters
as environments of elevated homicide risk, our approach will place primary
emphasis on victimization rather than offending. We do look, however, at
the offending practices of youth and young adults in these settings. The
victimization approach employed in this paper reflects the demographic
perspective of the authors.1

We also must note the importance of studying homicide as a way of es-
timating the extent of actual racial and ethnic differences in crime and
victimization. Of all violent crime statistics, homicide statistics are the least
biased, meaning that they are far more accurate than other violent crime
statistics. All of the other crime statistics rely on victim reporting to the
police and police agencies reporting to a host of local, state, and federal
agencies. If a victim does not report a crime, it is not counted. Or, even if
reported, police agencies for a variety of reasons may not report it to the
various data collection agencies. Thus, we know that these crime statistics
are biased in a number of ways and do not reflect the actual levels of vio-
lent crime. Homicide statistics, by contrast, do not rely on self-reported data
but result from one source – the discovery of a body. As such, the bias in
homicide statistics is minimal. Therefore, homicide studies are a good way
to begin a volume on racial and ethnic differences in crime.

Concentrated Poverty Neighborhoods: Environments
of Violent Victimization

We assume that the growth of concentrated poverty neighborhoods is a re-
flection of local level effects of the globalization of the economy, and the
social and economic polarization thought to accompany it, such as the loss
of limited skill jobs, the growth of low-paying jobs, and, among others, the
relocation of jobs from the central city to the suburbs (Wilson, 1987, 1996;
Massey and Denton, 1995; Kasarda, 1993). Those most negatively affected
by these changes find themselves in close contact with others who also have
been negatively affected by economic change. Wilson (1987), in describ-
ing the changes taking place in Chicago’s black community, suggests that
more successful blacks are able to abandon these communities, and, as
a result, leave behind a residual population with only limited resources
with which to alter its status, at least through employment in the legitimate
economy.

1 In this instance, homicide is primarily viewed as a cause of death rather than a criminal
offense. Researchers adopting an offender perspective most often represent a criminological
orientation.
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The question becomes – Does the growth in the number of extreme
poverty neighborhoods lead to an escalation in levels of lethal violence as
some writers suggest (see Anderson, 1999)? If so, does the risk of victimiza-
tion vary across race/ethnicity and gender? Furthermore, does the struc-
ture of victimization in extreme poverty neighborhoods differ from that in
nonconcentrated poverty neighborhoods? These are the questions that are
central to the research presented in this chapter.

Milwaukee, Wisconsin: A Temporary Target of
Economic Dislocation

Milwaukee, a midsized American manufacturing belt city with a historical
reputation as a prosperous working-class center (Hamilton, 1972), saw that
reputation diminish as an outgrowth of the loss of manufacturing jobs be-
tween the late 1970s and themid-1980s. By the endof the 1980s, however, the
city had experienced a remarkable economic recovery. Despite the recov-
ery, its black population was left behind as black male joblessness continued
at a high level. Neighborhoods of concentrated poverty rapidly expanded
in the city’s black community. By 1990, more than half of the city’s black
neighborhoods could be described as extreme poverty neighborhoods. Yet,
this pattern was not confined to the city’s black community, as concentrated
poverty neighborhoods were also prevalent in the city’s substantially smaller
Hispanic community.

In 1990, Milwaukee had a total population of 628,000, of which 190,000
or 30.2 percent were black, and 40,000 or 6.4 percent were Hispanic. A
disproportionate share of both groups was housed in concentrated poverty
neighborhoods. These were neighborhoods in which drug and gang activity
were most pervasive. Given the vagaries present in the two clusters under
review, one might conclude that we should expect them to be among the
most violent in the city.

The black population in Milwaukee is almost five times as large as its
Hispanic counterpart. Nevertheless, we believe it important to measure
the extent to which the two groups have been involved in the upsurge in
homicide victimization that began locally in 1989. Milwaukee, like a num-
ber of large American cities, experienced a rapid increase in victimization
levels beginning in the middle to late 1980s that finally leveled off in the
early to mid-1990s. Being classified among the growing number of cities
where homicide levels had reached all time highs was a new experience for
Milwaukee.

Historically, urban homicide in the United States reached its highest
levels in those large American cities that were primary targets of black mi-
gration beginning during World War I and ending prior to 1970. A number
of those places experienced an upsurge in levels of victimization between
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1965 and 1975, an interval that was characterized by an earlier drug epi-
demic. By 1990, several large American cities, such asNew York, Los Angeles,
Chicago, and Miami, were the places of residence with growing black and
Hispanic populations, a sizable share of whom were poor. These also were
places in which new rounds of violence occurred leading to unprecedented
levels of homicide. In such centers, drug and/or gang activity was increas-
ing. These activities are often assumed to be associated with the expansion
of zones of concentrated poverty. It is in these zones that employment in
the mainstream economy is low and employment in the illicit economy is
where youth and young adult males frequently turn for economic support
(see Wilson, 1996).

The Microspatial Targets of Investigation

Differences in population size between the two populations suggest that
they would contribute differentially to the level of observed victimization
from 1989 to 1993. In each of the years, blacks accounted for the single
largest number of victims. By the end of the period, black victimizations
hovered around 80 percent of the total. Yet, Hispanic victimizations were
also increasing, but at a much slower rate. What we are primarily concerned
with, in this instance however, is how these two populations, residing in
a set of similarly situated neighborhoods, were differentially engaged in
behaviors leading to fatal victimizations. In effect, we are attempting to
isolate indirectly an environmental influence on risk of victimization in two
ethnic residential clusters.

In order to give equal attention to these two populations at risk, we focus
on homicides occurring in two sets of eleven neighborhoods. In one set of
neighborhoods, blacks represent the predominant population, and in the
other, Hispanics represent the predominant or subpredominant population
(see Figure 1.1). In both instances, a group of contiguous concentrated
poverty neighborhoods have been chosen as target neighborhoods. Thus,
we are attempting to detect differences in levels and risk of victimization in
two distinct race/ethnic populations. It should be noted, however, that there
are more than forty black concentrated poverty neighborhoods in the city
and we have chosen to direct our attention to only eleven. By contrast, the
eleven target Hispanic neighborhoods represent the only neighborhoods
in the city in which the Hispanic population was in the majority or near
majority in 1990.

Differences Among the Target Neighborhoods. The neighborhood clus-
ters possess similarities across a number of important social variables, but
they differ on a number of dimensions as well. The most obvious differ-
ences are in levels of segregation and the presence of persons from abroad.
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Figure 1.1. Black and Hispanic Study Neighborhoods

Blacks aremuchmore intensely segregated in the study neighborhoods than
are Hispanics. In no instance do Hispanics constitute more than two-thirds
of the neighborhood population, and in several instances hover around
only two-fifths of the population. In none of the observed neighborhoods
do blacks constitute less than 90 percent of the total. Massey (1995) has
suggested that it is at the intersection of poverty and segregation that the
potential for lethal violence reaches its peak.

One final distinction that differentiates these two neighborhood clus-
ters is the prevalence of households headed by females. Among Hispanic
households, 26.6 percent are headed by females, whereas in the black neigh-
borhoods more than three-quarters of all households are female-headed. A
number of homicide researchers associate high levels of female-headed
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households with weakened informal social control that results in increases
in levels of violence among youth (Sampson, 1987; Ousey, 1999; Phillips,
1999).

During themost recent intervals inwhichhomicidespeaked in theUnited
States, 1965–75 and 1985–95, blacks constituted the primary victims and
offenders. As a result of thehigh levels of black involvement in lethal violence
nationally, some researchers have described black males as practitioners
of a subculture of violence (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967). Nonetheless,
not all researchers agree. Some have rejected outright the categorization
of black males as practitioners of a subculture of violence as an adequate
explanation for the rise and fall of homicide peaking patterns (see Cao,
Adams, and Jensen, 1997). That distinction aside, blacks have experienced
the highest homicide risk levels of any race/ethnic population in the United
States since homicide statistics were first recorded. Even so, after controlling
for race, homicide rates vary substantially across place (Peterson and Krivo,
1993).

Why So Few Comparisons of Levels of Black and
Hispanic Victimization?

Research on the recent upturn in urban homicide risk levels has focused al-
most exclusively on killings taking place in the nation’s larger black commu-
nities. Little attention, until recently, has been focused on Hispanic victim-
izations, even though they constitute a significant urban population residing
in expansive barrios in a growing number of urban centers. One reason, no
doubt, for the failure to devote attention to Hispanic victimization is related
to data quality and the absence of Hispanic scholars with a professional in-
terest in the subject. Martinez (1997: 18) recently noted that “although the
seriousness of the Latino homicide problem is recognized, its study is largely
ignored.”

Until relatively recently, the ethnic status of victims and offenders was
not reported to the FBI. At the national level, Hispanic victims were often
identified as white, thereby making it difficult to define national homicide
rates for persons ofHispanic origin. This is further complicated by the use of
ethnic categories within theHispanic population that divides the population
into ethnic-origin groups, such as Cubans, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and
other South Americans.

At the national level, the absence of data providing racial identifiers has
slowed efforts to compare Hispanic victimization and risk levels with those
of blacks and whites. At the local level, however, comparisons have already
begun (see Shai and Rosenwaike, 1988). Studies comparing victimization
rates among blacks, whites, and Hispanics at the city level show variations in
levels of risk among these groups in individual cities. Generally, levels of
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Table 1.1.Mean Homicide Rates Based on Race
and Ethnicity for the City of Milwaukee – 1990
Rate per 100,000

Gender Black Hispanic White

Male 106.0 50.0 11.6
Female 14.5 – 3.8

Source: Computed by the authors based on data
provided by the Milwaukee Police Department.

Hispanic risk fall somewhere between those of blacks and whites (Zahn,
1988). The discrepancy in levels of Hispanic variation seemingly depends
on the socioeconomic status of the predominantHispanic group –Mexican,
Puerto Rican, or Cuban – in the local population. In Miami, recent work
shows that the difference in the mean homicide rate between Latinos and
Anglos was nominal (Martinez, 1997). In this instance, the predominant
Hispanic population is Cuban, a group that occupies a higher socioeco-
nomic position in that community’s economy than do other Hispanic sub-
populations. What we generally know the least about, however, is how black
and Hispanic populations residing in similarly disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods differ in victimization levels.

Black and Hispanic Levels of Homicide Victimization in Milwaukee. In
Milwaukee, homicide victimization rates (1989–93) for blacks, Hispanics,
and whites can be seen in Table 1.1. Table 1.1 reveals the relative ranking
of prevailing levels of risk, based on both race/ethnicity and gender, among
the three populations.2 As the table illustrates, males are most often in-
volved in interactions leading to homicide. Hispanic victimization levels fall
somewhere between that of blacks and whites, but are substantially more
elevated than that of white males. Although Hispanic males exhibited an
elevated risk level, not a single Hispanic female was killed during the 1989–
93 interval. The extremely low rate of Hispanic female victimization may
be suggestive of unique features of Hispanic culture that mitigate against
female homicide victimization.

As is true nationally, homicide levels, especially urban homicide levels,
are driven by conduct engaged in by black males. While national aggregate

2 The rates displayed in Table 1.1 were derived based on the mean number of homicides
occurringover a three-year period involving victims fromeachof the identifiedgroups divided
by the size of its population at the time of the 1990 census multiplied by 100,000, that is, HR=
V/P × 100,000.
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homicide levels decreased during the early 1980s, shortly thereafter homi-
cide levels in selected urban areas, for example, Washington, DC, New
Orleans, Los Angeles, and St. Louis, among others, appear to have climbed.
Since 1985, young black males age fifteen to twenty-four years led the up-
surge in urban homicides as both victims and offenders (Blumstein, 1995).
Ironically, while risk levels for black males age fifteen to twenty-four years
old were rising, risk levels for black males forty and over were declining (see
Almgren and others, 1998).

Milwaukee: A Newcomer to High Homicide Victimization

Milwaukee, a city without a history of high levels of homicide, began to
join the cluster of urban centers experiencing the most recent epidemic of
rising homicide in the late 1980s. Among the more frequent explanations
given for the most recent cyclical increase in risk levels are growth of crack
cocaine markets (Johnson, 1993; Blumstein, 1996), the growth of urban
gangs (Klein, Maxson, and Cunningham, 1991; Spergel, 1992), and the
easy availability of handguns (Wright and others, 1992; Blumstein, 1995;
Zimring, 1996). The attraction of poor urban youth to gang involvement,
drug sales, and easy access to guns is thought to constitute the catalyst for
the increased homicide levels in Milwaukee and similar places during the
early 1990s.

Milwaukee’s Black and Hispanic Populations. Blacks and Hispanics now
constitute more than 36 percent of the city’s population, with the black pop-
ulation alone making up 30 percent of the total population. Both groups
experienced substantial growthduring thedecadeof the eighties. Forblacks,
between 1985 and 1990, sizable numbers of migrants from elsewhere in the
United States chose to settle inMilwaukee. As a result, Milwaukee registered
a positive net migration gain, unlike the pattern in other larger Midwest ur-
ban centers that experiencednetmigration losses in their black populations.
Migration was a substantial contributor to the 30 percent black population
increase occurring in the 1980s. The Hispanic population increased even
more rapidly, exceeding 50 percent. Much of this growth was from immi-
gration from abroad.

The Identification of Target Black and Hispanic Neighborhoods. The
two neighborhood groups selected for comparison are comprised of eleven
census tracts each. Both the black and Hispanic neighborhood clusters can
be described as zones of high or concentrated poverty, although they ex-
hibit poverty levels that describe them as either high poverty, or extreme
poverty neighborhoods, 40 percent poor families. Such neighborhoods are
described by some scholars as zones of underclass residence and are thought
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to support the evolution of an underclass culture (Massey and Denton,
1995; Anderson, 1999). Such labels smack of territorial stigmatization with-
out objectively acknowledging the process that has led to this outcome (see
Wacquant, 1996). Jargowski (1996) and Anderson (1999) indicate that even
among the poorest of neighborhoods, practitioners of nonmainstream val-
ues are likely to constitute the minority. Even within these ecological spaces,
broad differences can be observed in particular aspects of their social envi-
ronment. Nevertheless, the combination of high levels of racial segregation
and high levels of poverty appear to stimulate an increase in levels of vio-
lent victimization (Peterson and Krivo, 1993; Massey, 1995). The question
becomes – How do these differences manifest themselves in ethnic-specific
settings? For instance, black majority neighborhoods characterized by ex-
treme poverty are places where homicide levels are generally higher than
those in neighborhoods where poverty is less extreme. Can the same pattern
be observed in Hispanic neighborhoods?

The north side neighborhood cluster is the place of residence of al-
most 12 percent of the city’s black population, but constituted the place of
occurrence of 16 percent of the city’s homicides in 1990. At the same time,
the south side neighborhood setting was home to just under two-fifths of
Milwaukee’s Hispanic population. It should be noted, however, that these
two neighborhood groups, respectively, were the sites of 16 and 4 percent of
all homicides committed in the city in 1990. The north side cluster included
in this investigation represents less than one-fourth of the concentrated
poverty neighborhoods in the city’s black community.

What these data suggest are that homicides, in a single year, are four
times more likely to occur in black extreme poverty neighborhoods than in
similarly situated Hispanic neighborhoods. As it turns out, the black victim-
ization rate, in this cluster of neighborhoods, exceeded 100 per 100,000 in
1990. The victimization rate in the Hispanic cluster was substantially lower,
measuring 20 per 100,000 in the same year. What accounts for the wide gap
in victimization rates in two similarly situated concentrated poverty neigh-
borhood clusters?

Krivo and Peterson (1996) recently addressed the problem in racial dis-
parities in crime levels between blacks andwhites residing in high and/or ex-
treme poverty neighborhoods using data from Columbus, Ohio. They con-
cluded that disadvantaged environments were more important than race in
explaining observed differences. Peeples and Loeber (1994) also addressed
a variant of this question by examining differences in delinquency rates
between black and white youth residing in underclass (high poverty neigh-
borhoods) and nonunderclass neighborhoods in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
They found that black youth residing in neighborhoods similar in status to
those of white youth engaged in delinquent acts on a scale similar to that of
their white peers.
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Ostensibly, these investigations are attempting to separate out race ef-
fects from neighborhood effects on rates of criminal and/or delinquent
behavior. Our goal is to ascertain differences in risk of victimization among
the minority populations residing in neighborhoods with similar levels of
neighborhood poverty. Our results will reflect the shortcomings of employ-
ing a single measure, such as concentrated poverty, to assess differences in
dangerousness across ethnically specific neighborhoods, specifically, black
versus Hispanic.

Selecting an outer limit to define extreme poverty neighborhoods to fit
the definition used to identify a universe of underclass neighborhoods is
not without limitations. This assumes that one neighborhood is very much
like any other along those dimensions that influence acts of lethal violence.
Noting the shortcoming of projecting an almost universal pattern of social
and economic behavior to persons residing in neighborhoods designated
as underclass, Jargowsky (1996) states:

. . . there is much more heterogeneity in economic and social indicators
within such neighborhoods than is commonly believed. Most residents of
high poverty neighborhoods are not nearly as isolated from values as popu-
lar stereotypes suggest the mainstream economy and mainstream. (p. 580)

Thus, given the diversity within these neighborhoods, differences in victim-
izations should be expected.

Acts of Lethal Violence and Differential Neighborhood
Stress Levels

In this section, we attempt to account for the discrepancy in the frequency
of acts of lethal violence in extreme poverty neighborhoods that might be
loosely labeled ghetto and barrio neighborhoods. In order to determine if
indicators other than poverty might be at work in influencing the adaptive
behavior of the neighborhood population, we utilized a set of stress scores
that were devised in earlier work as a measure of environmental stress (Rose
and McClain, 1990).

The observed scores were derived through principal components factor
analysis. A series of eleven census variables were used in the factor analysis.
These include percent families with below poverty income, percent female-
headed households, percent females divorced and separated, male labor
force participation rates, percent high school graduates, percent recent mi-
grants, percent housing vacancy, percent crowded housing, percent males
age fifteen to twenty-four years, median rent, and median family income.
Other researchers have employed alternate approaches in an effort to mea-
sure environmental stress. Harries and Powell (1994) employed stress scores
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Figure 1.2.Observed Stress Levels and Cumulative Homicide Frequencies in a Sam-
ple of Black and Hispanic Neighborhoods

to demonstrate their efficacy in illustrating the spatial pattern of juvenile
gun violence in the city of Baltimore.

Three sets of common factors were extracted that were labeled social
disorganization, social rank, and economic opportunity. The factor scores
on the social disorganization and social rank dimensions were summed in
order to derive a stress score for each observation. The stress scores al-
low us to partition high poverty neighborhoods across a range of variables
that are assumed to be important contributors to violence (see Figure 1.2).
The small number of observations in the present investigation allows
us to use the stress scores in only a descriptive rather than an analytic context.
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Differences in the prevalence of high stress at the neighborhood level
demonstrate the existence of differences in a contextual effect that could
heighten the probability of violence. If stress levels are associated with lev-
els of victimization, as Harries and Powell (1994) suggest, then logically we
would assume that neighborhoods registering higher levels of stress would
also be neighborhoods in which the frequency of victimization would be
elevated.

Black and Hispanic Differences in Levels of Neighborhood Stress. The
stress scores demonstrate that the Hispanic high poverty enclave includes
fewer high stress neighborhoods than does the black high poverty enclave
(see Figure 1.2). Within the black neighborhood group, eight out of the
eleven neighborhoods qualify as high stress neighborhoods. By contrast, in
the Hispanic neighborhood group, only five of the eleven neighborhoods
have stress levels that place them in the high stress group. If stress, as defined
here, is less pervasive and less intense in a cluster ofHispanic neighborhoods
than in a similar cluster of black neighborhoods, we should anticipate lower
homicide risk levels and possibly differences in the circumstances leading
to lethal encounters in the two clusters under observation.

However, even in black and Hispanic neighborhoods exhibiting similar
stress levels, the number of black victimizations is substantially greater than
the number of incidents in Hispanic neighborhoods. Four-fifths of all vic-
timizations took place in the black high poverty neighborhood sample. Yet,
even within this cluster, a small group of neighborhoods accounted for the
lion’s share of all victimizations.

Stress Levels and Homicide Frequency. Variations in intensity of stress
and its association with homicide frequency at the neighborhood level dif-
fer between the two poverty enclaves. Homicide frequency more often oc-
curs in high stress black neighborhoods than in high stress Hispanic neigh-
borhoods. During the five-year interval (1989–93), 77 percent of all black
enclave victims were victimized in high stress neighborhoods. By contrast,
fewer than 45 percent of Hispanics were victimized in high stress neigh-
borhoods in the Hispanic enclave. On its face, it appears that stress levels
play a weaker role as a contributor to violent victimization in poor Hispanic
neighborhoods than is the case in similarly situated black neighborhoods. It
might be that the circumstances of death vary within these enclaves in such
a way that stress is a poorer predictor of the likelihood of victimization in
one setting, but not in the other.

What is apparent, however, is that our black poverty enclave represents
a more dangerous environment than does the Hispanic poverty enclave.
During the initial year (1989), only a single homicide was recorded in the
Hispanic enclave, whereas twenty-two were recorded in the black enclave
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Figure 1.3. The Annual Homicide Frequency in Two Ethnic Poverty Enclaves: 1989–
1993

(see Figure 1.3). In subsequent years, the number of victims in the Hispanic
enclave increased, and, by the end of the period, the ratio of black victim-
ization to Hispanic victimization was 6 to 1.

As indicated earlier, the Hispanic enclave was less intensely segregated,
and, in a number of neighborhoods, whites were still a majority of the neigh-
borhood population. In an environment in which Hispanics and whites
shared residential space and responded to similar levels of stress, one might
expect occasional interactions that would lead to lethal outcomes, partic-
ularly if these interactions involved youth gang conflict. An unexpected
finding associated with victimization in the Hispanic enclave is that almost
two-fifths of the victims were non-Hispanic whites. Hence, violent interac-
tions in the Hispanic enclave produced a more diverse mix of victims than
was the case in the black poverty enclave. Fewer than five percent of the vic-
tims in the black poverty enclave were nonblack, a condition, no doubt, that
is an outgrowth of higher levels of segregation in the black neighborhood
cluster.

It is evident that forces other than sheer differences in population size
has led to a substantial gap in the number of victimizations taking place in
the two ethnic enclaves. Differences in the intensity of stress are associated
with differences in victimization levels, but the association appears to be less
strong in the Hispanic enclave than in the black enclave. This suggests that
the two communities may differ in terms of the prevalent motivation for
violence, as well as the subsequent structure of victimization. Furthermore,
the participants in these encounters may differ in terms of gender, age,
and relations between victim and offender. Finally, we wish to determine
differences between the two enclaves in the extent to which drugs, gangs,
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and guns serve as motivators in escalating the risk of violence, as these are
factors that are often associated with the most recent upsurge in urban
violence nationally (Blumstein, 1995).

Homicide in Target Neighborhoods

As is true nationally, males dominate homicide in our study neighborhoods.
During the most recent interval of escalating risk levels nationally, in those
environments in which homicidesmore often take place, gender differences
have grown. This has led to lowering the annual percentage of female vic-
tims. In high-risk urban centers, males often comprisemore than 80 percent
of all homicide victims (Rose and McClain, 1998). In Milwaukee, males ac-
count for more than four-fifths of the total in both enclaves, registering
almost 88 percent in the black neighborhood cluster and slightly less than
84 percent in the Hispanic cluster. While the rate of homicide victimization
among older males has been declining nationally, the inverse has character-
ized the victimization of younger males (Blumstein and Rosenfeld, 1998).

The Growing Importance of Young Adults’ Propensity for Violence.
Males age fifteen to twenty-four represent the primary target population
in the most recent upsurge in urban victimization levels (Derber, 1996).
Some scholars believed that urban youth residing in high poverty neigh-
borhoods have a weaker attachment to traditional values than do those of
an older generation (Zimring, 1996; Blumstein, 1995; Massey, 1995). Black
youth in particular, either in an effort to survive or in a rejection of main-
stream values, have been described as adopting a code of conduct that is
at odds with that of earlier generations (Anderson, 1999). These behaviors
have been cited by some scholars as evidence of a growing oppositional cul-
ture (Anderson, 1994; Bourgois, 1995; Calmore, 1995; Shihadeh and Flyn,
1996; Heimer, 1997) presumed to be embedded in a desire for peer respect
and the need for status often associated with the acquisition of selected
consumer items (Nightingale, 1993; Haymes, 1995).

All in all, regardless of motivation, youth, especially juveniles, interact
with their peers in ways that have led to an increase in the body count
among the young in poor and near poor neighborhoods across America.
Now we explore the question of to what extent that conduct has manifested
itself in the two enclaves under investigation.

Comparative Young Adult Behavior in Target Neighborhoods. Victims
in the city’s black enclave were more likely to be fifteen- to twenty-four-year-
old males than was true of the Hispanic enclave. More than 35 percent of all
victims in the black high poverty neighborhoods were young black males. In
the Hispanic neighborhood cluster, just slightly more than one-fifth of the
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victims fell in the above age category. The discrepancy in the victimization
levels between young black and Hispanic males suggests the operation of
either a different set of motivating forces or a lesser intensity of the same or
similar forces. The forces most frequently cited for the upward movement
of young black victimization levels are increasing involvement with gangs,
participation in the drug economy, and a propensity to acquire and arm
themselves with handguns (Blumstein, 1995; Zimring, 1995). That being
the case, we should expect some differences in the structure of victimiza-
tion in the two neighborhood groups, as well as differences in killings that
occur in public spaces, for example, street killings, and those that take place
in residential or other private spaces, for example, nonstreet killings (see
Tardiff et al., 1995).

In the black neighborhood enclave, we speculate that acts associated
with symbolism and predation would be more often associated with the
fatal blow than in the Hispanic enclave. Thus, we would expect robbery-
related, gang-related, and drug-related victimizations to be more prevalent
or commonplace. Interpersonal conflict growing out of arguments associ-
atedwith close personal bonding is expected to decline in prevalence during
the interval.

Victim/Offender Relations

In order to determine the validity of our speculation, we recorded the
victim/offender relationships reported by the FBI for the years 1989–93
(see Table 1.2). We combined strangers and unknowns into one category of
relationships, and acquaintances and other knowns into a second category.
We assume that the category stranger and unknown will be more frequently
associated with acts involving predation and symbolism, while acts stemming
from interpersonal conflict and/or issues associated with emotional bond-
ing will be associated more often with relations among acquaintances and
other knowns. It should be noted, however, that this dichotomous group-
ing does not fully capture the essence of the behavior described previously.
Decker (1996) has demonstrated that a growing number of recent victimiza-
tions should be categorized as deviant, as they do not easily fit the dichotomy
employed here.

The data in Table 1.2 fail to support our predicted associations between
victims and offenders in the two enclaves. Given the greater prevalence of
fifteen- to twenty-four-year-oldmale victims in the black enclave, we assumed
that predatory and symbolic actions would transcend all others in impor-
tance. The data show that in most years stranger and unknown killings were
more prevalent in the Hispanic enclave. We are cautious, however, in our
interpretation of this situation as the annual frequency of victimization is
much lower in the Hispanic enclave than in the black enclave. Although
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Table 1.2. The Changing Structure of Victimization in a Sample of Milwaukee
Black and Hispanic Neighborhoods: 1989–1993

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993

Black Enclave
Percent Stranger/ 8.0% 63.0% 65.6% 69.6% 45.0%
Unknown Victims

Percent Acquaintance/ 92.0% 37.0% 34.4% 30.4% 55.0%
Other Known Victimizations

Hispanic Enclave
Percent Stranger/ 100.0% 85.8% 87.5% 22.0% 59.0%
Unknown Victims

Percent Acquaintance/ 0.0% 14.2% 12.5% 78.0% 41.0%
Other Known Victimizations

stranger and unknown victimizations were more prevalent in the Hispanic
enclave, the difference between the two clusters of neighborhoods is seven
percentage points. Furthermore, the motives of those involved in unknown
circumstances may differ between the two groups. These findings do, how-
ever, suggest a growing commonality in the behavior of youthful males in
both enclaves.

The Circumstances of Death in Sample Neighborhoods. While victim/
offender relations provide some clues to the range of behaviors that might
be involved in fatal interactions, they do not allow us to address directly
some of the issues that were raised earlier. That is, to what extent have con-
flicts around gang, drug, and robbery activities led to increasing the level
of victimization in the two neighborhood clusters? Data from the final two
years of the interval, 1992 and 1993, permit us to specify the circumstances
associated with the fatal acts.3 A sample of thirty-seven incidents out of a
total of seventy-seven is utilized to gain greater insight into those factors
leading up to fatal outcomes. After reviewing the court records, we are in a
stronger position to establish if, in fact, gangs, drugs, and guns were a force
in promoting acts of lethality in the local settings.

Although the sample incidents represent a small number of cases, they do
not appear to be out of line with cases representing the city sample. Twenty-
three cases represented incidents occurring in the black enclave in 1992
and 1993. Fourteen incidents occurred in the Hispanic enclave during the
sameperiod. In both samples, victims and offenders tend to be concentrated
among youth and/or young adults.

3 The circumstances of the fatal events were extracted from Milwaukee court records.
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Youthful offenders tend to be slightly more prevalent in the black enclave
than in the Hispanic enclave. Drug-related victimizations occur more fre-
quently in the black enclave followed by other arguments and gang-related
killings tend to dominate the circumstances associated with most fatal inter-
actions. Based on a limited number of cases, it becomes apparent that drug-
and gang-related killings are growing in importance in the two Milwaukee
neighborhood clusters.

The prevalence of gun use is lower than anticipated, as were killings
growing out of other arguments. In those instances in which death involved
intimate partners and/or child abuse, body force and knives were more
likely to represent the weapon used. Child abuse cases were occurring with
greater frequency than anticipated, a factor that led to an increase in child
killings.

Court documents provided information describing a broad array of char-
acteristics of both victims and offenders. Two things stand out that are im-
portant in the context of this investigation. One is evidence of an increase in
multiple offender offenses, such that a substantial share of all offenses falls
into this category. Multiple offender victimizations are most frequently as-
sociated with gang and drug killings. Second, it was not uncommon to have
multiple offenders that represented a mix of race/ethnic populations, for
example, black and Hispanic offenders and a black victim, or Hispanic and
white offenders and a Hispanic victim. These mixed race/ethnic offenders
were observed in both enclaves. It is not our intent to suggest that this is a
widespread practice, but it appears that when youth share common social
space, the ethnic mix of violent collaborations increases the likelihood of
multiethnic involvement.

The Site of Victimization: Street versus Nonstreet. On a final note, the
ratio of street killings to nonstreet killings varied within the two enclaves.
In the Hispanic enclave, street killings were no more likely to occur than
nonstreet killings. Given the higher percentage of killings growing out of
conflict between primary relations, such as intimate partners, parents, and
children, this should be expected. Within the black enclave, however, street
killings tended to predominate. Almost three-fourths of all victimizations
recorded occurred outside of residential structures, for example, streets, al-
leys, vacant lots, and in automobiles, as logically one might expect given the
high involvement of drug- andgang-related killings. Street killingsweremost
frequently associated with multiple offender events, the use of a handgun
or long gun, and the involvement of youthful offenders. In both enclaves
a common trend was underway that involved multiple youths accosting a
single victim and assaulting that victim with a handgun. In the final two
years, drugs and gangs were of growing importance in contributing to the
level of violence observed in our sample neighborhood clusters.
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Summary and Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to ascertain if blacks and Hispanics residing
in high poverty neighborhoods experience similar levels of homicide risk
or if there are substantial differences in frequency of victimization. Na-
tionally, homicide victimization rates show black risk levels exceed those
of Hispanics by a ratio of more than 2 to 1. But seldom have studies that
compared these groups viewed the differences in level of victimization from
the perspective of the residential environment in which the two populations
reside.

Because elevated risk among black populations is most pronounced in
high poverty neighborhoods, we selected a sample of high poverty neigh-
borhoods in a single city that contained a predominance of black and
Hispanic residents in order to determine the extent to which acts of violent
victimization varied across such neighborhoods. In these neighborhood
clusters the size of the black population was approximately one and one-
half times larger than the Hispanic population. Thus, if no differences ex-
isted in the demographic structure of the population and/or the levels of
poverty, we would expect the frequency of black victimization to exceed
that in the Hispanic enclave by a factor of more than 4 to 1 over the five
years.

In order to illustrate the prevalence of internal differences within these
extreme poverty neighborhoods, we derived a set of stress scores. We found
that the internal distribution of stress had an association with frequency, but
not a very strong one. Black neighborhoods exhibited higher stress levels
than did the Hispanic neighborhoods. Apparently, stress levels in the latter
neighborhoods produced a weaker association than in the former. Thus,
stress levels alone do not allow us to account for the differential frequency
of victimization in the two race/ethnic enclaves.

This investigation demonstrated that a gap exists in homicide victim-
ization levels in black and Hispanic neighborhoods, characterized by high
levels of neighborhood disadvantage. Nevertheless, we failed to examine
analytically the association of the contribution of levels of disadvantage to
homicide victimization levels (see Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997).
There were other omissions as well. No attempt was made to examine the
physical or functional characteristics of individual neighborhoods within
the selected clusters for possible clues. For instance, neighborhoods char-
acterized by greater commercial activity may represent a locus of higher
victimization levels as they tend to bring people together. Moreover, black
and Hispanic residents might possibly respond to similar levels of disadvan-
tage in different ways. Ousey (1999) demonstrated recently that homicide
risk is not invariant across race, an indication that groups respond to exter-
nal forces in unique ways.
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There is a need for more neighborhood-based comparative studies if we
are to gain a better understanding of what accounts for similarities and
differences in black and Hispanic victimization levels. Presently, a number
of large urban centers have substantial black and Hispanic populations that
could be used for comparative studies. In this way homicide researchers
wouldbe in a strongerposition to account fordifferences in level andpattern
of victimization based on residence in high poverty neighborhoods and/or
on the differential openness of local economies to black andHispanic youth.

One additional factor that requires attention in future research is differ-
ences in risk and frequency of victimization among subgroups within the
black and Hispanic populations (see Hawkins, 1999). Increasing immigra-
tion has led to more ethnically diverse black, for example, black American,
Jamaican, and Haitian, and Hispanic, for example, Mexican, Puerto Rican,
and Cuban, populations in many U.S. urban centers. Examining subgroup
differences would provide greater insight into the role of culture on victim-
ization risk in poor neighborhoods.



C H A P T E R T W O

Moving Beyond Black and White Violence: African
American, Haitian, and Latino Homicides in Miami1

Ramiro Martinez, Jr.

How and why does violent crime vary across racial and ethnic groups?
Researchers of American social problems have grappled with this question
for more than a century, with most attention being paid to differences be-
tween blacks and whites. Black-white comparisons have been the norm since
W. E. B. Du Bois completed his pioneering study, The Philadelphia Negro, in
1899 (Du Bois, 1899: 235–86; see also Hawkins, 1999; Bobo and Johnson,
2000). Du Bois, like others in his era, observed the impact of crime, in-
cluding violence, and criminality on conditions within Philadelphia’s black
community and noted the necessity to incorporate an analysis of crime into
his “social study” (for a fuller treatment of the Du Boisian perspective, see
Bobo, 2000).

In fact, most early examinations of the relationship between race/
ethnicity and crime during the early twentieth century described the ef-
fects of cultural absorption, acculturation, and social adjustment on both
black migrants and European immigrants moving into urban areas such as
Philadelphia (Lane, 1979; 1986; 1997). Varying levels of criminal involve-
ment were linked to levels of acculturation and assimilation into American
society, suggesting that more than a hundred years ago criminologists were

1 I thank Police Chief Raul Martinez, ex-Assistant Chief John Brooks, Lt. George Cadava,
Lt. Bobbie Meeks, and former Lt. John Campbell of the Miami Police Department (MPD).
Special thanks to past and present detectives in the MPD Homicide Investigation Unit for
permitting continued access over the past several years. I also thank Matthew T. Lee and
Raymond Paternoster for assistance and comments. Initial funding was provided in part
through the National Science Foundation (SBR-9515235), and in later stages, a Ford Foun-
dation Postdoctoral Minority Fellowship, the Harry Frank Guggenheim Foundation, and the
National Consortium on Violence Research (NCOVR). NCOVR is supported under grant
# SBR-9513949 from the National Science Foundation. The conclusions presented in this
article are mine alone and should not be taken as the view of any official agency. I am, of
course, responsible for any omissions, or errors of fact.
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fully aware of a possible race-ethnicity-crime linkage. This connection was
largely conceptualized as the product of or associated with the geographical
movement of large groups of people. Moreover, racial differences in crime
and violence were seen primarily in terms of black versus white, while ethnic
differences were described largely in terms of foreign-born versus native-
born whites (Martinez and Lee, 2000a).

While contemporary scholars still face and attempt to address the ques-
tion of what accounts for racial and ethnic differences in crime, both
American society and thinking about race, ethnicity, and violent crime have
changed considerably over the last century. Indeed, a simple dichotomy
of black versus white no longer captures the extent of racial differences
within the U.S. population. Furthermore, unlike studies conducted dur-
ing earlier decades, for the most part immigrant status is not considered
a significant variable in most recent studies of urban violence (but see
Lee, Martinez, and Rosenfeld, 2001, for exceptions; see also Morenoff,
Sampson, and Raudenbush, 2001). During the century since Du Bois’s
pioneering work focused attention on crime and other urban problems
in black Philadelphia, large Latino2 and Asian communities have emerged
in urban areas across the United States. Consider that the first census of the
twenty-first century shows the Latino and African-American populations in
rough parity (Schmitt, 2001).

Furthermore, the Afro-origin population has grown increasingly di-
verse. For example, the Haitian population surpasses the size of popula-
tions of “native-born” African Americans in many census tracts in Miami,
Florida (Dunn, 1997; Elliott and Grotto, 2001). In some large cities of
the United States, especially those on the East Coast, persons of Latin-
American, Jamaican, or West African ancestry constitute sizable shares of
the black population. Together these changes have important implications
for the question of what accounts for racial and ethnic differences in vi-
olent crime. My primary objective in this chapter is to better inform fu-
ture analyses by providing a map of the basic contours of changing race
and ethnic distinctions (Latino, African-American, and Haitian) and pat-
terns of violent crime in Miami, Florida. Miami is a large, multiethnic3 U.S.
city that has witnessed major demographic changes during the last two to
three decades.

2 For purposes of this paper, “Latino” refers to people of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban,
or any other Spanish-speaking descent from the Caribbean or Central and South
America living in the United States. When appropriate, I will mention specific Latino
groups.

3 Non-Latino whites or Anglos also reside in Miami, but their fraction in the city popula-
tion and homicide involvement is very small. Rather than compare whites, who mostly re-
side in the affluent community of Coconut Grove, to ethnic minorities residing in much
less affluent areas, I direct attention to the three largest similarly situated nonwhite ethnic
groups.
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The Present Study

This chapter raises a number of analytical and substantive questions about
the need to bring immigration back into the picture after several decades of
inattention to its effects on crime. Amid a new era of dramatic demographic
transformation, it is necessary to reexamine the nature of racial and ethnic
differences in American violent crime (see Martinez and Lee, 2000a). This
reexamination also must include greater attention by researchers to the
relationship between crime and immigration. Despite the prominent atten-
tion given to the study of crime and immigration during the early decades
of the twentieth century, the relationship was overlooked during ensuing
decades.

As scholars have pointed out, there are several reasons that the link be-
tween crime and immigration has been overlooked during the latter part of
the twentieth century. First, some social scientists have cautiously avoided
the study of subjects such as immigration and crime, because research find-
ings may be misused as they were in the past to fuel stereotypes of crime-
prone immigrants (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1997). Second, racially disag-
gregated data sets on the criminal involvement and victimization of Latinos,
“nonnative” blackAmericans, or subgroups amongAsianAmericans are rare
and generally require time-consuming and expensive data collection efforts
(Martinez and Lee, 1999; 2000b). Third, like most rapidly emerging devel-
opments, contemporary immigration patterns have not been widely studied
by criminologists. This has left basic questions unanswered about issues like
selectivity among immigrants (particularly as this relates to “political” versus
“economic” or “legal” versus “illegal” immigration patterns), the macroso-
cial causes and effects of immigration, and the importance of distinctions
within immigrant groups when examining crime (Gans, 1992).

Nevertheless, while much research has been conducted on the relation-
ship between race and violent behavior, few studies have explored the na-
ture and extent of this relationship in Latino populations (Valdez, 1993;
Alaniz, Cartmill, and Parker, 1998) and even fewer have done so in aHaitian
population (Martinez and Lee, 2000b). To address this overlooked issue,
the independent effects of recent immigration, net of a host of other fac-
tors, on community levels of homicide and ethnic-specific homicide counts
are examined. In addition to its unique focus on immigration, this analysis
utilizes four strategies in order to generate the most meaningful and valid
results. First, data are drawn fromMiami, Florida, a city that offers particular
advantages for the study of crime, ethnicity, and population change because
of its diverse population. During the last decade, the city has seen the in-
flow of large numbers of Latino and Haitian immigrants (Stepick, 1998).
Prior to their arrival the city’s population consisted of large concentrations
of native whites, African Americans, and Cuban Latinos. Miami’s current
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population allows for useful comparisons between foreign-born and natives
and between various racial and ethnic groups found in the city.

Second, since the “neighborhood” is considered one of the most sig-
nificant levels of analysis for social comparisons, particularly those involv-
ing crime, we explore these dimensions at the census tract level, a com-
monly used proxy for communities or neighborhoods (Messner and Tardiff,
1986; Lee, Martinez, and Rosenfeld, 2001). Third, because the forces influ-
encing homicide vary across racial/ethnic groups (Ousey, 1999), I assem-
bled a racially disaggregated homicide data set using data collected directly
from the city of Miami Homicide Investigations Unit.4 This allows linking
ethnic/race-specific homicides (African-American, Haitian, and Latino) to
the tract level with population characteristics gathered from the 1990 Cen-
sus. Finally, this study employs Poisson regression, themost appropriatemul-
tivariate statistical technique (see Long, 1997) for modeling rare homicide
events at the tract level. This method represents an advance over previous
research that has relied heavily on ordinary least squares regression mod-
els. Prior to exploring this relationship, I review an influential perspective
on immigration and review the contemporary literature (see Martinez and
Lee, 1999).

Significance and Background

The proposed research study is embedded in two distinct but overlapping
lines of inquiries, each of which tends to emphasize certain variables or
processes. The first line of exploration has a foundation in the body of eco-
logical research on poverty, social disorganization, and violent crime dating
back to the early work of Shaw andMcKay (1931; 1942). The second is more
contemporary and focuses on documenting the incidence of violent crime
within Latino groups. This type of investigation (as best as I can determine)
had its inception in the 1930s with the pioneering work of Taylor and his
colleagues (1931; see also Bowler, 1931).

Ecological Research. This scholarly tradition emerged in the 1930s with
the influential studies conducted by Shaw and McKay (1931). The primary
focus of this research was to document the role that poverty and other social
conditions play in the criminal behavior of European immigrants and black
migrants in Chicago’s urban neighborhoods (Martinez, 1997). The results

4 Homicide and other types of violent crime are concentrated in the city of Miami, not in
Miami-Dade County. The much larger and unincorporated surrounding area is serviced by
theMiami-Dade County Police Department, which encompasses a heavily rural and suburban
population.Consider that in 1996 thenumberof homicides inMiami andMiami-DadeCounty
were roughly similar. But the population size is over three times larger in the county than the
city.
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from this line of study suggest that, among other factors, the likelihood of
violence is shaped by poverty and influenced by the relatively large numbers
of recent immigrants living in the urban neighborhoods that were studied.
This perspective is relevant to the contemporary experiences of Latinos in
the United States, and particularly those in Miami. Recent reports indicate
that higherproportions ofLatino thanblackhouseholds in theUnitedStates
have incomes that place them below the poverty level, and that Miami leads
major cities in proportion of residents living in impoverished conditions
(Holmes, 1996; Goldberg, 1997).

Furthermore, consider that Miami serves as a major import site into
the United States and has had record levels of homicide (McBride et al.,
1986; Martinez, 1997). Both of these factors have contributed to widespread
stereotypes that most of the local criminal activities (e.g., drug lords) are
linked to the Latino, that is primarily immigrant, population (Inciardi,
1992). For example, Martinez and Lee (2000b) reported that the popular
media singled out the Mariel Cubans as responsible for the rise in violent
youth crime associated with drug trafficking in the early 1980s. Yet, evidence
emerged that the “Marielitos” were not overrepresented in drug homicides
across that entire time period (Martinez and Lee, 2000b).

For Latinos and Haitians, however, immigration is an opportunity to re-
visit the association between violence and integration, a key component
of the social disorganization school of social theory. While violence is un-
doubtedly influenced by economic deprivation, the distribution of immi-
grants across neighborhoods and year of entry also influence violent victim
rates, net of the impact of economic stress (Grenier and Stepick, 1992).
The central issue has been the long-term concern over whether Haitian and
Latino communities are decimated by corresponding violence, or if violent
events between individuals are exacerbated by conditions influenced, di-
rectly or indirectly, by the presence of immigrants. For instance, research on
San Antonio homicides between 1940 and 1980 discovered that Mexican-
origin male homicide rates fell in between those of whites and blacks, and
that homicide remained concentrated in poor areas of the city, regardless of
residents’ ethnicity (Bradshaw, Johnson, Cheatwood, and Blanchard, 1998).
Another study found that alcohol availability, not percent foreign-born, was
an important influence on youthmale violence in threeCalifornia cities with
sizable Latino populations (Alaniz, Cartmill, and Parker, 1998). Finally, an
investigation of Puerto Rican newcomers discovered that those living out-
side of New York City had homicide rates comparable to native whites, while
Puerto Ricans living in the boroughs of the city had high rates of homicide
(Rosenwaike and Hempstead, 1990).

Several scholars have carefully thought about homicide among several
distinct ethnic groups in Miami, Florida. Even though the media often
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depicted Mariel refugees as crime-prone, the empirical evidence confirmed
that they were rarely overrepresented as either homicide victims or offend-
ers. In fact, after a short time period, they were much less likely to offend
than Miami’s established Cubans, most of whom arrived in earlier decades
with greater amounts of social and human capital (Martinez, 1997a). In
addition, despite a steady flow of Latino immigrants in the 1980s, Miami’s
homicide rates continued to decline (Martinez, 1997b). Finally, Martinez
and Lee (1998) found that while African Americans were overrepresented
in homicide incidents relative to group size, Miami’s Haitians and Latinos
were underrepresented, and in some cases the rate of homicide among the
two immigrant groups was lower than that of non-Latino whites (Anglos).

In line with prior investigations, the criminal participation of immigrant
groups varies considerably in different cities. A good illustration of this fea-
ture is provided in a study of Latino homicide among El Paso’s Mexicans
and Miami’s Cubans (Lee, Martinez, and Rodriguez, 2000). Despite the two
cities’ similar employment and poverty rates (and other economic charac-
teristics), El Paso’s Latino homicide rate was almost three times lower than
that inMiami. In addition to city-specific characteristics like Miami’s greater
income inequality (see Martinez, 1996, for a discussion of absolute versus
relative deprivation among Latinos) and possibly older tradition of gun use,
other local conditions shaped the comparatively high and heavily Cuban
homicide rate. For example, Cubans (and later Central Americans) settled
in amore violent area of the country (south Florida) thanMexicans (El Paso
and the Southwest), and regional contexts may shape each group’s involve-
ment in homicide. Wilbanks (1984) demonstrated that Miami’s homicide
trends mirror those for south Florida generally, and that this area experi-
enced a sharp rise in homicides preceding the arrival of thousands of Cuban
refugees in the Mariel boatlift of 1980 (see also Epstein and Greene, 1993).
Thus, Miami’s Latinos lived in a location experiencing higher levels of vio-
lence than El Paso’s Mexican-origin Latinos (Lee, Martinez, and Rodriguez,
2000).

While important differences were revealed by the experiences of Cuban
and Mexican-origin, investigated in the research described earlier, other
studies also have considered within-group differences among ethnic groups
(see Hawkins, 1999, for a similar strategy). In one of the few studies compar-
ing and contrasting the incidence of violence (as measured by homicide)
among foreign-born blacks, Martinez and Lee (2000b) found that Mariel
Cuban, Haitian, and Jamaican immigrants were generally less involved in
homicide than natives. Comparing the early 1980s, when these groups first
began arriving in Miami in large numbers, to the late 1980s, the authors
discovered a strong pattern of declining violence, especially for Jamaicans
and Mariels, while Haitians continuously maintained a low overall rate. As
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these immigrant groups grew in size, and had a higher proportion of adult
males, homicide rates rapidly declined. This finding suggests that rapid
immigration may not create disorganized communities, but may instead
stabilize neighborhoods through the creation of new social and economic
institutions (see also Portes and Stepick, 1993).

In sum, the small number of studies providing empirical evidence finds
that immigrants in the United States are generally less involved in crime
than other ethnic groups, in spite of the standard perception about the
immigration-generates-crime and criminals connection. These findings are at
odds with expectations derived from the social science literature. These
include the belief that settling in extremely poor neighborhoods and adap-
tation difficulties should foster high rates of criminal involvement (see
Hagan and Palloni, 1999; Martinez and Lee, 2000a). Furthermore, these
findings suggest that immigrant experiences are heavily shaped by local con-
ditions, and it is likely that these circumstances influence criminal involve-
ment to a larger degree than the cultural traditions of the groups themselves.

Ethnicity-specific Studies. Another substantive topic, which has long re-
ceived attention in the literature, has been the ethnicity and crime con-
nection. As elaborated below, this chapter not only builds on this research
tradition but also moves beyond it to address the concerns mentioned ear-
lier in this narrative. It focuses in particular on how Latinos and Haitians
are influenced by violence, and more important, if this influence is sim-
ilar at the community level, net of traditional characteristics of violent
crime.

Even though investigations on race and violence that move beyond black
and white comparisons as the main analytic framework to include Latinos
are rare, and studies that include non-Mexican Latino victims are even rarer,
some research literature does exist. In an early analysis of Mexican-origin
crime in several cities as part of the 1931 Wickersham Commission, Taylor
(1931) concluded that Mexican crime rates seemed to be in line with pop-
ulation size. But, most important, patterns of criminal involvement varied
considerably across cities and were shaped by a host of social factors includ-
ing poverty and the age and sex distributions of the immigrant population.
Furthermore, Taylor (1931: 235) also discovered that Mexican criminal in-
volvement displayed “interesting diversity within the same locality,” suggest-
ing theneed to examine structural factors differentially affecting immigrants
in socially meaningful areas like neighborhoods, rather than larger politi-
cal divisions like cities and states. In short, there was no single conclusion
that could be drawn about “Mexican crime rates” independent of the local
community context.

Even with this early work in mind, subsequent Latino crime research
was scarce (see Martinez and Lee, 1998, for review of the literature). In
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spite of the fact that the Latino population is substantial in some areas of
the country (e.g., the Southwest), and predominantly of Mexican origin,
historically their small numbers in most localities have made it difficult to
study ethnic distinctions (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993). With Latinos
now projected to become the largest ethnic minority group in the United
States, this failure to examine ethnic distinctions appears to be at odds
with media images that expound on the dangers they pose to society and
to Anglo demographic dominance. Since researchers are driven in part by
media images, their failure to more carefully examine Latino crime and
violence is somewhat surprising (Martinez, Lee, and Nielsen, 2001).

The most prominent image of Latino threat appeared in the 1980 Mariel
boatlift whenmost Cuban refugees landed inMiami. Writers fueled a crime-
prone image by proclaiming that Mariel-related crime was spreading across
the United States without presenting any systematic evidence to support
this notion (Tanton and Lutton, 1993). Nevertheless, the violent Mariel
image flourished as politicians, commentators, and others posing as social
scientists (cf. Lamm and Imhoff, 1985; Tanton and Lutton, 1993) continued
to promote the notion of the crime-prone immigrant.

Current research contradicts this popular notion. For example, by ex-
amining in a multivariate context whether there are differences in victim-
violator relationships or crime incidents involving family members, inti-
mates, strangers, and acquaintances, net of other predictors, we can better
determine whether immigrants (e.g., Mariels, Haitians) were overrepre-
sented in particular types of violent crime. This enables a test of whether the
perception of Mariels as disproportionately involved in crime and violence
is in fact accurate or is a misleading stereotype. In a recent article, Martinez,
Lee, and Nielsen (2001) examine these differences in homicide victim-
offender relationships across racial/ethnic groups (e.g., whites, African
Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, Mariel Cubans, and non-Mariel Latinos) in
Miami for the years 1980 through 1990. Controlling for ethnicity and the
relationship between victims and perpetrators, and a host of other impor-
tant explanatory and control variables, the authors discovered that Mariels
were rarely overrepresented in homicide types and in the rare instance
(e.g., acquaintance killings) when they were overinvolved the effect soon
dissipated.

In summary, the research on the ethnicity and crime connection seems
to suggest that the emergence of Latino and Afro-Caribbean violence has
been due primarily to poor social conditions. Among these are high poverty,
poor housing, few health and educational services, and other deleterious
circumstances that dominate Latino communities in places like Miami. Be-
fore exploring these issues in greater detail, I move from the literature re-
view to the current study beginning with a brief description of the research
site.
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Research Setting

The city of Miami is ideally suited for this study. First, data from the FBI’s
Uniform Crime Report (UCR) demonstrates how Miami led the nation in
homicide rates throughout the 1980s and had homicide rates higher than
comparably sized cities over this same period (see annual editions ofCrime in
the United States, 1980–95). Second, data from the 1990U.S. Census indicates
that the city of Miami area has one of the highest concentrations of non-
Mexican-origin Latinos (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990; 1993). In 1990,
most of the Latino residents living in Miami were of Cuban, Dominican,
Puerto Rican, Honduran, and Nicaraguan origin (see U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1990). Furthermore, the 1990 U.S. Census Bureau data also indi-
cates that about 10 percent of all persons living in the city of Miami were
French Creole speakers, presumably of Haitian origin, and that the city of
Miami holds the second largest Haitian population in the United States
(Dunn, 1997; see Stepick, 1992).

Moreover, poverty data from the U.S. Census Bureau indicates that al-
most 50 percent of Latinos in the city of Miami were living below the U.S.
poverty level, a level much higher than the national rate of 11.2 percent
for non-Latino whites but lower than that of Haitians (U.S. Census, 1990).
The numbers of immigrants moving to Miami are likely to increase (as
are their poverty rates), since southern Florida continues to be one of the
most popular destination points for young and poor immigrants from South
America, Central America, and the Caribbean Basin. The latest census bu-
reau population report estimates that Miami-Dade County now has the
highest percentage of Latinos of any large county in the nation (Driscoll
and Henderson, 2001). Other sources predict that the number of Haitians
will soon surpass that of African Americans, making Miami the first city in
the United States with a larger foreign- than native-born black population
(Dunn, 1997).

Since Latino and Haitians dominate the social and economic landscape
of Miami, any sign of high crime is likely to generate stereotypes of crime/
drug-prone immigrants. Even though it is located in a region of the
United States with historically high rates of violent crime, and had the high-
est criminal homicide rate for large cities from 1948 to 1952 – a period
predating recent immigration – this image has endured beyond what would
be expected from the long-term effects of disorganization (see Sampson and
Lauritsen, 1997; Wolfgang, 1958: 25). Thus, accommodating the demands
of population growth reminds us that immigrationhas consequences for cer-
tain community characteristics, such as poverty, and consequences for the
perception of violent crime when the presence of newcomers overshadows
the number of established residents. These images are not always in line with
contemporary research findings, but reflect stereotypes that immigration
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facilitates crime, a notion not always grounded in reality (Lee, Martinez,
and Rosenfeld, 2001).

Data and Method

My purpose in this section is threefold. First, the mechanisms by which re-
cent immigration might generate violence will be explored. This is done
by examining the proportion of recent immigrants in a given tract, over
and above traditional predictors of violence. Second, this link should have a
separate impact on disaggregated homicide levels, requiring moving be-
yond overall total counts. Exploring the implications of this process on
group-specific killings (African-American, Haitian, Latino homicides) ac-
complishes this goal. Third, an assessment ismade of the effects of economic
deprivation and census tract characteristics in the city of Miami.

To address these issues, data on homicides during the 1988 through 1993
period was collected directly from files in the Homicide Investigations Unit
of the city ofMiami Police Department (MPD) and theMiami-DadeMedical
Examiner Office (ME). Each individual homicide and supplemental homi-
cide case was manually drawn from stored MPD and ME files, copied, read,
and coded by a trained research assistant. The address of the homicide inci-
dent is also contained in these files, allowing linkage to data from the 1990
decennial census at the tract level. Furthermore, direct access to detailed
internal files was necessary to distinguish white or African Americans from
Latinos andHaitians, since the latter two ethnic groups are not typically, or at
least consistently, coded in the FBI’s UniformCrime Reports or Supplemen-
tal Homicide Reports.5 Although some researchers question the accuracy
of official police data and maintain it portrays an inaccurate impression of
crime in the United States, nearly all acknowledge that homicide is themost
reliably recorded index crime (Lane, 1997).

The primary unit of observation in the following analysis is the census
tract, or the seventy census tracts with more than five hundred residents in
Miami. Census tracts are used because they are commonly used as neigh-
borhood proxies in ecological level research (Messner and Tardiff, 1986;
Alba et al., 1994; Morenoff and Sampson, 1997). Furthermore, factors such

5 Multiple sources of information were used to assess the race and ethnicity category reported
by Miami homicide investigators, most of whom were of Cuban or Puerto Rican origin. For
example, a few “Latinos” were coded by skin color as “white” or “black” in the ME files but
“Latin” in MPD documents or vice versa. Both data sources provide other information such
as their surnames, country of birth, or narratives translated from Spanish to English. In those
rare instances when skin color, instead of ethnicity, I recoded as “Latino” not as “White” or
“Black” victims. Similar efforts were taken for “Haitian” victims. Most were coded as “BH” for
blackHaitian, but in a handful of cases a FrenchCreole surname (e.g., Pierre, Dorvil, Jacques,
etc.) provided clues that the victim was not African American. When all else failed, I asked
the detective in charge of a specific case to verify ethnicity.
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as income, poverty, and other valuable information are available from 1990
census reports, allowing detailed examination of areas where killings oc-
cured in the city of Miami.

There are two features of this approach and data that must be accounted
for in the analysis: the counts of homicide are rare and include values of zero,
and these events are dispersed across ecological units such as census tracts
in a highly skewed manner. The use of ordinary least squares regression is
inappropriate, since it assumes normal distributions and logarithmic trans-
formations of the dependent variable do not induce normality. However,
to compensate for the nonnormal distribution of homicides, a maximum
likelihood estimator is employed to deal with counts, not rates. In Poisson
regression, parameters are estimated through amaximum likelihood proce-
dure, which has a number of desirable properties, including an asymptotic
distribution, consistency, and efficiency (Feinberg, 1984). More specifically,
homicides are conceptualized as counts of events per unit, a description
suggesting that use of a Poisson random component or the related negative
binomial specification is most suitable (Osgood, 2000). The general analytic
strategy is to assess the independent effect of immigration on the frequency
of ethnic-specific homicide counts across census tracts, controlling for a host
of variables described below.

Although scholars are not in complete agreement on what set of vari-
ables should be used in homicide research, I have included a number of
commonly used measures. First, a measure of population size is included to
control for the fact that highly populated tracts will have greater numbers
of persons at risk. Next, the percentage of persons living below the poverty
line is an indicator of economic deprivation and that is used as well. I also
include two control variables: (1) the percentage of the tract population
that is young (aged fifteen to twenty-four years) and male; and (2) the per-
centage of the population that is non-Latino black. Both measures control
for the population in each tract that ismost at risk of homicide victimization,
at least at the national level. Also included is a social control measure of the
potential for intact families, percent divorced, in each Miami census tract.
This measure is a proxy for family supervision and used by other scholars
as well.

Following the tenets of social disorganization theory, I have included a
measure of the percent of “new” immigrants.6 In this case, the fraction of res-
idents who arrived in theUnited States between the years 1987 through 1990
(regardless of legality) is included in the analysis. Social disorganization the-
ory suggests that the presence of recent immigrants will weaken community
organization and institutions, thus affecting criminal activity by contributing

6 There is not an attempt to assess legality. Undocumented persons are not distinguished from
others in any tract. Instead, this variable looks at the effect of new residents in census tracts.
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Table 2.1. Variables and Descriptive Statistics (N = 70)

Variables Values Mean S.D.

African-American Number of African-American 6.57 10.36
Homicides homicides in each tract

Haitian Homicides Number of Haitian homicides 0.60 1.52
in each tract

Latino Homicides Number of Latino homicides 4.86 3.99
in each tract

Population Size Number of persons in each 5215 2004
census tract

Percent Poor Percent of families below 32.50 14.26
the federal poverty line

Percent Divorced Percent of population 22.48 7.04
older than 15 years that
is currently divorced
or separated

Percent Young Male Percent of the population 6.59 1.22
male and aged 15 to 24 years

Percent Black Percent of the population 29.72 37.69
that is non-Latino black

Percent New Immigrant Percent of the population 9.46 6.49
foreign-born and arrived
since 1987

to population turnover and ethnic heterogeneity. In Miami, this could have
implications for both Latino and heavily Haitian areas, some of which are
close to older, more established African-American communities. I turn to
the findings in the next section.

Results

Thedescriptive statistics exhibit both similarities anddifferenceswith regard
to the variables appearing in Table 2.1. The dependent variables for the
three race-specific models used in this study are displayed first: the average
number of African-American, Haitian, and Latino homicide counts in each
tract. Miami has a much higher number of homicides per tract for African
Americans than for Haitians and Latinos. Since our dependent variable is a
count rather than a rate, a measure of the population size or group-specific
population (logged in the Poisson model) is included to control for the
fact that highly populated tracts might have greater numbers of homicide
events.
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Next, since tracts with high levels of poverty are commonly thought of as
particularly crime-prone, percent poverty is included. Miami has a higher
percentage of people in poverty than the total U.S. population; however, it
is necessary to remember that this factor could also vary across neighbor-
hoods and by ethnicity. The standard deviations associated with poverty are
substantial and, therefore, highlight the wide variation of persons living in
impoverished conditions across the tracts (which range from 11 to 68 per-
cent in poverty). Still, this variable could influence ethnic-specific homicide
in each city, regardless of this dispersal.

The table also highlights the tract level fractions of the percent of the
population that is divorced, percent young and male, and percent black.
Nearly 20 percent of the “legal-age” population is divorced. The percentage
of the population that is male and between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
four years is around 6 percent, and one-third of the population is non-Latino
black. Moreover, the average number of persons in each neighborhood
(census tract) is over five thousand residents and considerable variation is
apparent in each tract. Some areas have as few as six hundred residents and
others spiral up to eleven thousand persons with most leaning toward the
high end.

But these variables alone do not adequately illustrate the complexity
of demographic controls, disorganization, or deprivation. Finally, we have
included a measure of the percentage of “new” immigrants (in this case,
those who arrived in the United States between the years 1987 and 1990, as
measured by the 1990 census). Social disorganization theory suggests that
the presence of recent immigrants will weaken community organization and
institutions, thus affecting criminal activity by contributing to population
turnover and ethnic heterogeneity. Furthermore, as we have mentioned,
politicians and pundits have suggested that the newest immigrants are a
crime-prone group, a claim seized on by the media especially with regard
to the 1980 Mariel boatlift in Miami (see Martinez, 1997). Unfortunately,
there has been little empirical research at the tract level to address these
allegations. The current study is therefore one of the first to assess the
impact of recent immigration, independent of variables like poverty and
age structure, on homicide events.

Overall, these descriptive findings portray the relatively harsh conditions
in many Miami neighborhoods. All of the ingredients for disorganization
and deprivation apparently exist and a host of deleterious conditions could
potentially shape tract level homicide. The question is whether these circum-
stances influencehomicide and, if so, whether there are racial and ethnic dif-
ferences in their effect on the risk of homicide offending and victimization.

To explore the crime and immigrant link, I begin by presenting maps
of the spatial distribution across tracts of total homicide rates and per-
centages of new immigrants (using quartiles for both). Miami has a high
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Figure 2.1.Miami Tracts by Percent of New Immigrants

percentage of new immigrants, but, as the maps in Figures 2.1 and 2.2
show, “high immigrant” tracts do not correspond well with “high homicide”
tracts. In fact, only two of the high homicide tracts (over 57 homicides
per 100,000 total population) in northeast Miami overlap with high im-
migrant tracts (over 35 percent new immigrants). Many Miami tracts with
no or few homicides have high levels of new immigrant residents. Most high
homicide tracts are centered in areas with very few immigrants (e.g., Liberty
City, Overtown) or in the downtown area.While themaps give some sense of
the spatial concentration of homicide incidents, the important question is
to what extent immigration influences homicide independent of the effect
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Figure 2.2.Miami Tracts by Total Homicide Rate

of other variables – a question that is answered in the multivariate analysis
that follows.

Poisson Results

Table 2.2 presents the Poisson regression coefficients estimating the inde-
pendent effects of all variables for African-American-, Haitian-, and Latino-
specific homicide counts, without the new immigration variable. According
to the results, percent poverty and non-Latino black are the only two signif-
icant predictors of all dependent variables. Tracts with high poverty rates
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Table 2.2. Poisson Regression Effects of Independent Variables on Race-Specific
Homicide Counts (N = 70)

African American Haitian Latino

Intercept −2.63∗ 1.54 −0.054
(.043) (.529) (.483)

Population size (ln)a .121∗∗ .018 .123∗∗
(.033) (.012) (.288)

% Divorced −.040 −.048 −.011
(.081) (.034) (.098)

% Poverty .248∗∗ .279∗ .403∗∗
(.045) (.158) (.055)

% Young and Male .187∗∗ −.719∗∗ .029
(.055) (.222) (.048)

% Non-Latino Black .315∗∗ .315∗∗ −.141∗∗
(.019) (.068) (.021)

Log Likelihood −498.288∗∗ −89.114∗∗ −158.082∗∗

Note: Standard Errors are in parentheses.
aGroup-Specific Data
∗p < .05 (one-tailed)
∗∗p < .01 (one-tailed)

are also areas with high homicides, suggesting that impoverished condi-
tions give rise to all ethnic homicides. Despite this similarity, the results also
reveal that this effect is stronger for Latinos than for African Americans and
Haitians. The impact of poverty is similar among foreign- and native-born
blacks.

Despite this important parallel between poverty and homicide, some dif-
ferences also exist in the findings. Although the increased percent of non-
Latino black is related to higher African-American and Haitian homicides,
as would be expected, the direction on Latino killings is negative. There is
at least one important reason for this effect and it is understandable in the
context of neighborhood segregation inMiami. Latino-dominant areas have
relatively small African-American populations, if any, and in fact, percent
black and percent Latino were negatively and highly correlated with each
other (r = −.80). The chances for outside group interaction are relatively
small even in ethnically diverse Miami neighborhoods.

Results for some of the control variables conform to expectations but
exceptions arise. For young males, the impact attains significance in two in-
stances but in different directions. The increased African-American killings
correspond to a greater young male population, but Haitian homicides are
higher in areas with fewer young males. There probably is a substantial
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difference in the age distribution for both Afro-origin populations (see
Dunn, 1997). Teenaged males were not disproportionately represented
among the recent Haitian influx, which was fueled by political despair and
widespread poverty in the nation of Haiti. Rather, Haitian adults, older
males, and some intact families populated the first large 1980 boat waves.
A high proportion of young males, by contrast, significantly increases the
number of African-American homicides.

In sum, all three ethnic group homicides are positively affected by impov-
erished conditions. But, again, important similarities and differences exist.
The levels of African-American andLatinohomicides are both shapedby the
number of residents in each tract. Haitian and African-American homicides
are influenced by group size, but the percent of the neighborhood that is
young and male is also an important factor for immigrant and native-born
black homicides, but in different directions. The primary implication for all
of these findings is that in the absence of a control for recent immigration,
the results may change.

In fact, the theoretical foundation built by the early Chicago School im-
plies a direct influence of immigration on local crime. Therefore, to exam-
ine this relationship, I explore the association between recent immigration
and crime in Table 2.3. The findings reveal that the results are largely consis-
tent with those of the previous model. Like before, the poverty variable has
the highest influence on Latino homicides and one of the leading effects
on black homicides, but for Haitian killings the magnitude of the effect of
poverty has dampened considerably. An increase in immigration has atten-
uated the role of poverty in Haitian homicides but not to the same extent
that it does for African-American or Latino killings. Rather, recent immigra-
tion and poverty might have a higher degree of interaction in areas where
Haitian homicides occur than in areas where they are infrequent or absent.
Regardless, immigration does shape Haitian homicides but to an extent
lower than that of any other variable.

The other results still reinforce the view that economic deprivation is
more directly associated with African-American and Latino homicides. An
increase in poverty is consistently linked to violence in many areas; how-
ever, the magnitude is somewhat higher for Latino than African-American
killings. The results again show that areas with higher percentages of young
males are significantly related to decreased Haitian and increased African-
American homicides. Most Haitian homicide victims in Miami are over
twenty-four years of age, reflecting the preponderance of Haitian adults
in the local population (Lee, Martinez, and Rodriguez, 2000). Again, as
shown across all columns, immigration is not significantly related to homi-
cides; thus, the most recent wave of immigration has not had a direct impact
on homicide.



AFRICAN AMERICAN, HAITIAN, AND LATINO HOMICIDES 39

Table 2.3. Poisson Regression Effects of Independent Variables and Recent
Immigrants on Race-Specific Homicide Counts (N = 70)

African American Haitian Latino

Intercept −2.20∗ 1.54 −0.646
(.043) (.529) (.408)

Population size(ln)a .126∗∗ .133 .118∗∗
(.033) (.126) (.029)

% Divorced −.067 −.049 −.095
(.083) (.035) (.099)

% Poverty .256∗∗ .019 .362∗∗
(.045) (.018) (.068)

% Young and Male .173∗∗ −.582∗∗ .025
(.057) (.230) (.048)

% Non-Latino Black .285∗∗ .413∗∗ −.115∗∗
(.029) (.093) (.032)

% New Immigrants −.024 .089 .130
(.017) (.049) (.123)

Log Likelihood −498.288∗∗ −89.114∗∗ −157.521∗∗

Note: Standard Errors are in parentheses.
aGroup-Specific Data
∗p < .05 (one-tailed)
∗∗p < .01 (one-tailed)

Discussion and Conclusion

By incorporating the impact of immigration on crime (a focal concern
among the founders of American sociology and criminology), this chap-
ter is the first to examine the influence of deprivation and disorganization
on African-American, Haitian, and Latino homicide in a city with a pre-
dominant immigrant population. These findings reveal that an increase in
poverty is associated with increased homicides, and this holds in most cases,
regardless of homicide victim ethnic composition. In turn, other neighbor-
hood characteristics have a varying level of significance on homicide counts.
Several implications can be drawn from these findings.

First, the bulk of neighborhood-level homicide research, much of it ex-
tended from the work of Shaw and McKay (1931, 1942), describes how
deprivation or disorganization shapes local crime. However, crime is also a
reflection of larger social, political, and economic processes within neigh-
borhoods, cities, and beyond. This chapter demonstrates how one element
of social change – varying numbers and characteristics of newcomers –
transforms communities, exacerbates local conditions, and explores why
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attention to this process is necessary to advance community-level crime re-
search. However, the direct link to violent crime as measured by homicide
is not necessarily evident, at least in Miami.

Second, this chapter demonstrates the utility and shortcomings of ex-
amining the group-specific level of homicides. An exploration of racially
disaggregated homicides reminds us that the range of factors shaping the
number of killings might vary by racial/ethnic group, thereby increasing
the potential scope of research applied to violent crime. The impact of
deprivation and disorganization, however, appears to transcend immigra-
tion and ethnicity. An increase in neighborhood poverty has detrimental
consequences for African-American, Haitian, and Latino homicides. This
influence is less than expected for Haitians when immigration is incorpo-
rated, but the implication is that an influx of newcomers might have an
indirect effect on homicide. This analysis suggests this might be the case in
immigrant black killings, but at least for the factors used in this model, there
are many similarities between African Americans and Latinos as well. Nev-
ertheless, the basic links among deprivation, disorganization, and homicide
are similar for all three ethnic groups.

There is an important caveat. Homicide is a rare event; thus, disaggregat-
ing homicide across subpopulations raises the possibility that the data are
being strained into small categories and pushed to their limits. The sources
and causes of any group differences may extend beyond the analytic ca-
pabilities of the data presented and, therefore, these findings should be
interpreted with caution. However, rather than accounting for all aspects of
immigrant and native-born homicides, I have produced a plausible account
of how three distinct ethnic groups are influenced by social and economic
factors in a unique immigrant city. Clearly, there are other distinct forces
shaping homicide in African-American, Haitian, and Latino communities,
but those processes are beyond the scope of traditional census tract variables
(i.e., social and human capital, level of gun access, etc.). I have, however,
attempted to yield a reasonable set of findings to encourage others to un-
dertake efforts similar to this one in the future.

Still, even with these concerns in mind, this chapter did find that recent
immigration does not increase community counts of Miami homicide, espe-
cially among those ethnic groups likely to be influenced by the deleterious
consequences of a massive influx of newcomers, that is, African Americans,
Haitians, and Latinos. These findings offer little support for accusations
that immigration facilitates criminal violence in a multiethnic city (see Lee,
Martinez, and Rosenfeld, 2001). Instead, native- and foreign-born groups
could profit greatly from counterclaims that immigration stabilizes com-
munities and buffers impoverished areas from criminal violence (Martinez
and Lee, 2000b). The recent growth of diverse groups of ethnic minorities
has complicated the relationship among race, ethnicity, and crime, even
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while scholars ignore this complexity, and place Latino and Afro-Caribbean
groups with other “nonwhite” ethnic groups, or, at best, treat them as one
of a series of control variables in a statistical analysis. Instead, this chapter
places Latinos and Haitians at the center of criminological research.

Future Directions

Like others, I close by stating the obvious: much more research needs to be
conducted on ethnic minorities and crime, both in the United States and
in other settings. In the United States, we need inquiries that move beyond
the black or white dichotomy and explore differences found in the increas-
ingly multiethnic cities of the nation. Such studies will advance our knowl-
edge beyond the conclusions drawn by this chapter. We need more studies
on nonlethal violence (e.g., stranger robbery, intimate violence, acquain-
tance arguments, etc.) to determine whether these activities vary over time
or across locales and ethnicity. Some Haitians and Latinos might be at ele-
vated risk of robbery, while others are possibly involved in domestic violence
situations, withbothbeing linked topoor economic status and the stress asso-
ciated with adaptation to a new life. Furthermore, at some point, immigrants
and nonimmigrants alike become Americanized in terms of their criminal
involvement. The question then is at what degree of integration (e.g., first-,
second-, or even third- generation) areHaitians and Latinos engaging in vio-
lence like others and when does that take place? Does assimilation suppress
or encourage violence?

A related issue is how economic and political refugees from abroad in-
fluence local crime (Waters, 1999). Many Haitians and Latinos left wartorn
countries and totalitarian regimes throughout the 1980s and settled in the
United States. Some were persecuted for political reasons, especially for
membership in opposing political groups, and were in many cases the vic-
tims of official violence themselves. Others left for economic reasons in
search of jobs and better wages. The majority of both refugee groups, how-
ever, had to enter the United States without the benefits of legality. This
meant planning a long trip, gathering resources to carry it out, crossing at
least one border (and in many instances two or three), amassing and carry-
ing relatively large sums of money, and, of course, exposure to enormous
personal dangers during the journey to the United States (Menjivar, 2000:
222). As Cecilia Menjivar (2000: 233) eloquently points out:

When refugee immigrants make use of social webs similar to those used by
regular immigrants to reach their destinations, it becomes difficult to disen-
tangle whether they are political or economic migrants. [my emphasis]

Thus, immigration, as it affects other aspects of an individual’s experiences
and community conditions, is probably not influenced by immigrant status
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in and of itself. The key variable is the effect of conditions in the receiving local
context, including an individual’s social capital, as well as discrimination,
punitive government reactions, and so on, since the circumstances driving
them from home have more similarities than is commonly recognized.

Another important topic that warrants attention concerns the growth and
effects of immigrants in rural (and suburban) areas. Many Latinos are en-
tering small towns and rural settings in North Carolina, Arkansas, Georgia,
Tennessee, Nevada, and Iowa. These areas have experienced phenomenal
Latino growth and the consequences of this process remain to be seen. For
instance, will rural Latinos bemore or less assimilated, subject to discrimina-
tion, and singled out than urbanLatinos?Will these practices shape violence
victimization, criminal involvement, and criminal justice decision-making
processes? There obviously is a need for more criminological research on
rural and, of course, suburban areas that include Latinos.

Finally, other important issues deserve attention. What happens when
the first-generation immigrants have children raised in the United States?
After many years of weakened connections, conceptions of poverty “relative
to” the old country become less salient and the impact of the persistence of
social ties on criminality could diminish.Will Haitian and Latino crime then
approach those of other ethnicminority groups?Historical research leads us
to expect an increase in violence. But will Haitian and Latino communities
provide an exception to expectations? What about Asian (e.g., Vietnamese,
Korean, etc.) and Afro-Caribbean (Jamaican, Bahamian) ethnic group dif-
ferences vis-à-vis crime? Will immigration status and timing of arrival, again,
explain potential ethnic differences?

Although these issues are important to examine in the future, my main
point bears repeating: scholars of violence research can no longer write
seriously about the study of crime and violence as entirely amatter of “black”
versus “white” crime. The reality of everyday life inAmerica is too complex to
view race/ethnicity and crime research in strict racial dichotomies of black
or white. Studying the future, not the past, of violent crime research in urban
America requires thinking about ethnicity and acknowledging that ethnic
diversity matters, even when easy generalizations no longer exist. There is
no doubt that much more research remains to be done in this area and that
the findings in this chapter requires others to move forward.

The work of Du Bois (1899) serves as a reminder that race and crime
has long been a central concern of American sociology. Having moved away
from the issues raised at the turn of the century and ignored since World
War II, researchers are now encouraged to bring immigration back in to
the study of group differences in rates of crime and to reconsider the im-
portance of work written a hundred years ago. Future research should be
open to the idea that immigration can be a positive influence on commu-
nities that suppresses crime, and not necessarily a negative influence that
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encourage criminality or its impact on the level of social disorganization.
A significant number of recent immigrants in Miami reside in areas with
little or no homicide. This is likely true of other large cities that have experi-
enced a recent influx of immigrants. Concentrating on the mechanisms
that differentiate these places from those hit hard by deprivation, poverty,
and high rates of crime is an important task. The incorporation of Latinos
and Haitians into criminological research will inevitably intensify, and when
it does, my hope is that this chapter will provide a foundation on which oth-
ers can build studies that effectively capture meaningful group differences
in violent crime research, as well as a rationale for moving beyond black and
white comparisons.



C H A P T E R T H R E E

Homicide in Los Angeles County: A Study
of Latino Victimization1

Marc Riedel

Most people are aware of two facts about homicide and violence. First,
poverty and economic disadvantage are related to violence and, second, the
majority of minorities are found in urban areas of poverty, economic disad-
vantage, and high rates of violence. These two views are cobbled together
in the view that poverty and economic disadvantage affect all minorities in
the same way to produce violent behavior.

In part, this perspective has the consequence of believing that the large
amount of researchonAfrican-American violence canbe readily generalized
to other groups. Thus, as Martinez (1996; 1997a; 1997b; 1999) notes, there
is little research on Latino crime and few studies comparing Latino violence
to violence among whites and other minorities.

It is becoming increasingly apparent that Latinos cannot be indiscrim-
inately grouped with other minorities in studying crime. In the last few
decades, a social construction of Latino gangs and Latino violence has ap-
peared (Spector and Kitsuse, 1987; Klein, Maxson, and Miller, 1995). The
view of Latinos in terms of a “social problem” of gangs and violence has prob-
ably been spurred on by the increase of immigration in Florida, Texas, and
California. Finally, the Uniform Crime Reporting Program and National
Center for Health Statistics began in the 1980s to collect information on
Latino homicides and other crimes. The availability of this data has been an
important stimulus to research exploring differences between Latino crime
and crimes of other minorities.

1 There is an array of terms without much consensus as to preference used to refer to the
race/ethnic groups. “Blacks” or “African Americans” are frequently used terms to refer to
people of African descent. I use the term “whites” to mean non-Hispanic whites or Anglos;
“Latinos” refer to different Latino groups; and “Asians” are Asians/Pacific Islanders.
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The view that economic determinants in the form of social class acts
uniformly on all minorities finds expression in structural theories. Hagan
(1985) developed a structural theory drawing on the writings of Willem
Bonger (1916), who believed class position had to be taken into account
to understand the relationships between gender and crime. To take one
example, Bonger and Hagan argued that as economic circumstances de-
clined, differences in crime rates between males and females would also
decline. In other words, the ratio of white male-to-female rates would be
larger than the ratios of either black male-to-female rates or Latino male-to-
female rates. Hagan found support for this hypothesis using Canadian data.
Riedel (1989) calculated ratios for previous research studies as well as ratios
on Cook County (Chicago) and urban counties in Illinois. While there was
support for the hypotheses for African American versus whites, there was no
support for the limited data on Latinos available from Wilbanks (1984).

Because the ratios of differences for white and minority sex ratios was
stronger for data prior to 1975, we calculated ratios for Los Angeles County
for 1987 through 1995. There was no support for any of the hypotheses.
The mean ratio of white male rates to female rates for the nine-year period
was 2.5. Instead of being smaller, as hypothesized, the mean black male-to-
female ratio was 5.9 and the mean Latino ratio was 8.5. This is not to suggest
economic factors are unimportant; it is to suggest that economic factors
have different consequences for different minorities because of cultural
factors.

Latinos in the United States

In recent decades, however, Latinos have become a very large segment of the
population, particularly in the western and southwestern parts of theUnited
States. Kennedy (1996: 68) points out that the Latino population increased
from 14.6 million in 1980 to 21.4 million in 1990. Most of the immigrants
have been from Mexico and they are concentrated in two states, California
and Texas. Latinos are 28 percent of the population in Texas and 31 percent
of the California population. California alone has nearly half of the Latino
population and over half of the country’s Mexican-origin population.

California is the largest state with an estimated 1999 population of
34,036,000 and Los Angeles is the largest California county (9,790,000)
(State of California, 1998). During the 1980s, Los Angeles became a major
growth center in the United States and the U.S. capital of the Pacific Rim.
Chinchilla, Hamilton, and Loucky (1993) characterize the subsequent eco-
nomic restructuring of Los Angeles County in the 1990s as the juxtaposition
of first world capital (United States, Europe, and Japan) and third world
labor composed largely of Latino and Asian immigrants.
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The projected year 2000 nonwhite population for Los Angeles County
makes the nonwhite population a clear majority (67.2 percent). The Latino
population is the largest (45.6 percent) followed by Asians (12.6 percent),
African Americans (9.4 percent), and Native Americans (0.3 percent).
Population projections for 2010 make Latinos a majority (51.0 percent)
with whites declining from 32.1 percent in 2000 to 26.7 percent (State of
California, 1998).

It has been noted that explanations that rely on social class variables do
not suffice to explain violence among minorities. What further complicates
the problem of explanation is that major metropolitan areas underwent a
process of economic restructuring in the 1980s and 1990s, which has had
an impact on violent crime. Wilson (1987) provides a contemporary inter-
pretation of poverty in his description, mostly of Chicago, of an underclass
or ghetto poor and the growth of African-American crime, female-headed
families, teenage pregnancies, and welfare dependency.WhileWilson’s writ-
ing had a major impact on thinking about poverty and African Americans,
Moore and Pinderhughes (1993) show that economic and social forces have
a different impact outside Chicago and on Latinos.

Latinos in Los Angeles

Economic Restructuring. Wilson’s book, The Truly Disadvantaged, provides
a different view from earlier writings of the effects of poverty. Dramatic
increases in joblessness and long-term poverty were the outcome of major
economic shifts – economic restructuring – that led to a loss and relocation
of jobs from industrial centers such as Chicago. Such restructuring also led
to a loss of middle-level jobs and a polarization of the labor market. The
jobs that remained required either technical skills or education unavailable
to inner-city poor or were low-paying jobs with little room for job mobility.

Economic restructuring also has had a major impact outside the
“rustbelt.” In the Los Angeles barrios examined by Moore and Vigil (1993),
Latinos found work in traditional manufacturing: auto assembly, tire, auto
parts, and steel factories. However, the 1970s brought about an expansion
of high-tech companies and an increase in financial andmanagerial services
associated with the region’s “Pacific Rim” orientation. Traditional manufac-
turing jobs declined rapidly, while very low-wage manufacturing and service
jobs expanded.

However, Wilson’s analysis of the importance of immigration falls short
when applied to Latinos. Immigration fromMexico and Central America to
LosAngelesCounty increaseddramatically in the1970s and1980s. In anarea
containingElHoyaMaravilla, a barrio studiedbyMoore andVigil, theLatino
population was about two-thirds in 1964; by 1980, it was 94 percent. The
negative side of this immigration was that all the low-wage jobs were filled
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by immigrants. In addition, these immigrants were not eligible for public
assistance. These circumstances created “perhaps the largest pool of cheap,
manipulable, and easily dischargeable labor of any advanced capitalist city”
(Soja, 1987) (Cited in Moore and Vigil, 1993: 34). This also meant that
Mexican immigrants were more likely to get jobs than Mexican Americans
who lived in the same community for a long period of time.

Concentration Effects. One of the most important features of Wilson’s
(1987) analysis of African-American poverty in Chicago was the increase
in the number of poor neighborhoods and proportion of poor people in
these neighborhoods between 1970 and 1980. Besides high unemployment,
Wilson saw the movement of middle- and working-class African Americans
out of these communities to areas with better housing, leading to a loss
of achieving role models, weakened marriage market, and less useful job
networks. For those left behind, poverty becomes more concentrated.

While jobs have vanished in Latino communities, immigration and
a historically lower level of housing discrimination distinguish African-
Americans from Latinos (Moore and Pinderhughes, 1993). Extensive immi-
gration has meant many traditional family networks, particularly extended
families. The concern about the rise in female-headed households resulting
from poverty is also somewhat misplaced. In two of the barrios studied by
Moore and Vigil (1993: 36), almost 80 percent of the families with children
under eighteen in 1980 were headed by a married couple.

While extensive immigrationhas contributed to ahighly exploitable labor
pool, it has also had positive effects. While economic factors lead to families
moving in and out of poor neighborhoods, in some cities, there are con-
siderable cross-class linkages that provide resources to the poor who were
left behind. Furthermore, the arrival of Mexicans and Central Americans
from more traditional cultures has contributed to a strengthening of tradi-
tional social controls and networks, a revival of their native language, and
the emergence of new community institutions.

Moore and Vigil (1993) also suggest that the reduction in federal re-
sources and subsequent elimination of local agencies may have contributed
more to deterioration of barrio communities than demographic shifts. Be-
ginning in the late 1970s, funding was reduced or eliminated for grassroots
agencies that provided job training, legal advice to immigrants, and health
and social services, and provided programs to help gang youths, heroin
addicts, and ex-offenders become reintegrated into the community.

The different consequences of economic restructuring for Latinos in
comparison to African Americans suggest that different patterns of homi-
cide may exist. Developing a theory or a modification of a theory to explain
differences between these two race/ethnic groups may be premature in view
of what little is known about Latino homicide patterns. This is not to say that
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we cannot trace a theoretical link from the writings of Wilson (1987) and
Moore and Pinderhughes (1993) to testable hypotheses about similarities
and differences in homicides among the three race/ethnic groups.

There are, however, a few components of economic restructuring among
Latinos, such as the impact of immigration, that have implications for vio-
lent victimizations. There are other differences between Latino, African-
American, and white homicides in which the effect of interaction of
racial/ethnic components of culture and economic restructuring are not
understood. Combining the preceding with the paucity of research on
Latinos, the strategy pursued here is to describe general patterns of homi-
cide victimization and examine differences with respect to gender. Gender
is emphasized not only because it is a central status characteristic of most so-
cieties, but also because what research exists suggests interesting differences
between Latinas, black, and white females.

Research Issues

Total Rates andTrends. While immigration has had negative effects, it also
has had the mitigating effect of reducing the amount of social disorganiza-
tion in Latino communities. Immigration has meant the preservation and
extension of a single language, extended families, and cross-class linkages.
In addition, the high proportion of intact families are factors that should
reduce the devastating effect of poverty.

Previous research indicates that Latino homicide victimization rates
are between white and African-American rates. In five southwestern states
(Arizona, California, Colorado, NewMexico, Texas) during the years 1977–
82, whites had a victimization rate of 7.9 per 100,000, Latinos followed with
a rate of 21.6, while African Americans had the highest at 46.0 (Centers
for Disease Control, 1986). In Chicago, Block (1993: 284) reports that in
1989 whites and other males had a rate of 10.3, followed by 43.9 for Latino
males, and 74.2 per 100,000 for African-American males. Finally, Martinez
(1997a: 25) notes that while whites comprised only 10 percent of the popu-
lation in Miami from 1990 through 1995, they committed 7 percent of the
homicides. Latinos were almost 63 percent of the population, and commit-
ted 38 percent of the homicides. African Americans were 27 percent of the
population and committed 56 percent of the homicides.

hypothesis 1: Latinos in Los Angeles County will have total homicide vic-
timization rates that are smaller than African-American and larger than
white rates.

Race/Ethnicity and Female Rates. One effect of economic restructuring
is the creation of many low-level service jobs that require little training or
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education and that are readily filled by immigrants. The immigrants also
carry with them their cultural values with respect to family and the role
of women. Among poor Latinos, two-parent families are not unusual. In
examining research on Latinos, Moore and Pinderhughes (1993: xvi) note,
“The evidence on familism was skimpy, but there was good reason to believe
that in many areas Latino families still operate to support and control their
members.”

It is also possible that Latino cultural patterns operate to make women
less vulnerable as targets of violence. Horowitz (1983: 136), in her study
of a Latino community in New York, points to the importance of virginity,
motherhood, and submission tomen for young women. “Violence,” she sug-
gests, “is the antithesis of femininity. Most of what is considered masculine –
violence, aggressiveness, domination, and the uncontrolled expression of
passion – is the opposite of femininity – submissiveness and controlled
passion.”

Not overemphasizing this view is important. Submissiveness and passivity
may be an invitation to violent exploitation and rates of violence are much
greater among Latino than among non-Latino white families (Straus, 1988).
Furthermore, bothHorowitz (1983) and Vigil (1988) describe the existence
of female Latino or Latina gangs. However, Moore and Vigil (1993) indi-
cate that, while there are many “traditional” family networks in Los Angeles
barrios, more egalitarian patterns are appearing.

The available research does show a smaller amount of Latina victim-
ization. For the southwestern states mentioned earlier, African-American
females have the highest homicide rates, while the Latina rates were only
slightly greater than white female rates (Centers for Disease Control, 1986).
Block (1993) also found Latina homicide rates to be similar to white female
rates in Chicago.

Vigil (1988) also notes that in interbarrio fighting between gangs, there
was an understanding that women, children, and elders were not to be
targeted. Sanders (1994) pointed out that, while members of these three
groups were sometimes killed in drive-by shootings, they were regarded as
accidental victims who happened to be in the line of fire.

hypothesis 2: Latina homicide victimization rates will be more similar to
white female victimization rates than to African-American female victim-
ization rates.

Intimate Partner Homicides. If the Latina victimization rates are substan-
tially different from African-American and white rates, an obvious area of
exploration is the relationship of Latina victimization to intimate partner
homicides. It is “obvious” because a large number of female homicide vic-
tims are killed in intimate partner settings (Cardarelli, 1997).
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The pattern in previous research indicates that Latina victimization tends
to be highest in intimate partner relationships, while African-American
females tend to be lowest. Using data from the entire state of California for
1987 through 1996, Riedel and Best (1998) examined sex ratios of killing
among husbands and wives, commonlaw relationships, and boyfriends/
girlfriends for whites, Latinos, and African Americans. Using computed
percentages rather than ratios for whites, Latinos, and African Americans,
81.5 percent of Latino intimate partner homicides were females. Both white
(79.8 percent) and African-American (59 percent) intimate partner rela-
tionships had lower percentages of female victims.

Among Chicago homicides originating in assaults, there was little dif-
ference between Latinas (46.9 percent), black (45.9 percent), and white
(49.5 percent) female victimizations with respect to intimate partner homi-
cides. Latinas (7.6 percent) were similar to black (9.6 percent) females and
different from white (13.6 percent) females in the category of other family
victimizations.

For the most socially distant relationships of offenders known to the
victim, such as friends, acquaintances, and work relationships, Latina vic-
timizations (26.6 percent) were more similar to white (28.6 percent) fe-
males and least similar to black (37.6 percent) female victimizations. Finally,
in Chicago assault homicides, Latinas were more frequently victimized by
strangers (19.0 percent) than either black females (6.7 percent) or white
females (8.4 percent) (Block, 1988: 50).

It is evident that Latina homicides in relation to victim/offender rela-
tionships is a variegated picture of results depending on the city. Part of the
reason may be that Latinos is a broad category including Mexicans, Cubans,
and other Latin American countries. Hence, given the distribution of dif-
ferent Latino groups in U.S. cities, there may be different cultural patterns
that account for differences in the violent victimization of Latinas (Martinez
and Lee, 1999).

While the previous research supports a hypothesis of low Latina victimiza-
tion, it is unclear how Latina victimization contributes to intimate partner
and other victim/offender homicide relationships. Rather than stating a
hypothesis, we will examine Latina rates and their contribution to different
types of victim/offender relationships.

Race/Ethnic Differences in Ages Among Females. Research indicates
that females, like males, are homicide victims primarily in the fifteen to
thirty-four age range. Rodriguez (1988: 78) found that homicide rates for fe-
males peaked in the ages sixteen to twenty-four.Amoredetailed analysis indi-
cated race/ethnic-age-specific homicides were highest (10.1 per 100,000)
for white females in the sixteen to twenty age group. Latinas (18.9) and
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black females (30.8) had the highest rate in the twenty-one to twenty-four
age group.

Valdez and Nourjah (1988: 98) used data derived from death certificates
to study homicide in southern California. Homicide rates were highest for
the twenty-five to thirty-four age group of females with white females having
the lowest rate (5.5) followed by Latinas (8.5) and black females (28.4).

However, race/ethnic-age-specific rates among the very oldest groups are
very different. For the sixty-five to seventy-four age group, all three groups
were very similar. Latinas had a rate of 4.0, whites a rate of 3.9, and black
females a rate of 3.0. By contrast, in the seventy-five year and older group,
black females had a rate of 31.1 per 100,000, a rate of 6.8 for white females,
and a rate of 3.3 for Latinas. It does appear that Latinas share with other
race/ethnic groups a high risk for homicide victimization in the young ages.
The evidence with respect to older females only partially supports Vigil’s
(1988) claim that older Latinas were not targeted.

hypothesis 3: The highest homicide victimization rates for Latinas will be
in the fifteen to thirty-four age range.

hypothesis 4: Homicide victimization rates for Latinas at all ages will be
larger than white female rates and smaller than black female rates.

Gangs, Race/Ethnicity, and Male Rates

Wewill not examine gang involvement among the three race/ethnic groups,
because the present data on gang-related homicides suggests that these
homicides are underreported to the Criminal Justice Statistics Center
(CJSC). Based on gang definitions used by Maxson and Klein (1995), they
report about 25 percent more gang related homicides than are found in
this data. It is not known why data reported to the CJSC contains a smaller
number of gang homicide than was obtained from the gang control units
used by Maxson and Klein.

Male Victimization and Victim/Offender Relationships. Whereas gang-
related homicides cannot be distinguished from other types of homicides
in this study, those homicides remain in the data set. It is likely that many
homicides are the result of gang shootings, because gangs are a common
characteristic of urbanareaswhereLatinos reside. Indeed, as Sanders (1994)
indicates, gang membership may be passed on from father to son.

Although it is difficult to determine its prevalence among Latino males,
the cult of machismo is one that will increase the probability of violent
conflicts with intimate partners and family members as well as other
males (Martinez-Garcia, 1988). Its contemporary expression is found in the
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subculture of violence where one man insulting another is cause for a re-
sponse that can range all the way from a counterinsult to lethal violence
(Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Luckenbill, 1977). Hence, from the perspec-
tive of victims, we should find that Latino males should have the lowest
involvement in intimate partner homicides andhigher involvement inhomi-
cides outside the family.

Block’s (1988: 50) study of assault homicides in Chicago gives partial
support to the preceding. Male Latinos had the smallest percent of intimate
partner victimization (2.5 percent), followed by white males (7.5 percent)
and black males (13.4 percent). Likewise, Latino males also had the lowest
(4.1 percent) involvement in other family homicides in comparison to white
males (8.2 percent) and black males (7.4 percent).

For the more socially distant relationships of friend, acquaintance, em-
ployer, co-worker, and so on, black males (65.0 percent) were more heavily
involved in these types of homicides, while Latino males (59.4 percent) and
white males (56.3 percent) were very similar. While homicides in relation-
ships outside the family did not favor high involvement by Latino males,
homicides involving strangers were higher among Latino males. Thirty-four
percent of Latino males were victimized in stranger relationships, while
14.0 percent of black males and 26.6 percent of white males were killed by
strangers.

hypothesis 5: The percent of Latino males involved in intimate partner
and family killings will be smaller than the percent of white and black
males.

hypothesis 6: In cases of other relationships known to the victim, but out-
side the family, Latino male victimization rates are between white and
black male rates. Latino males are most frequently victimized in stranger
relationships.

Race/Ethnic Differences in Ages Among Males. There is a widespread
consensus that homicide is a young man’s offense and we should expect
that to be true of Latino males as well. Although rates vary among the three
race/ethnic groups, most homicide victims were males between ages fifteen
and thirty-four (Centers for Disease Control, 1986; Leyba, 1988; Rodriguez,
1988; Block, 1993). For example, Valdez and Nourjah (1988: 98) studied
homicides in southernCalifornia in 1985 and found that blackmales (fifteen
to twenty-four) had a rate of 108.9 per 100,000, followed by Latino males
(44.7) and white males (13.3). For the ages of twenty-five to thirty-four, the
rates were 139.1 for black males, 56.4 for Latino males, and 15.1 for white
males.

For ages sixty-five to seventy-four, Valdez and Nourjah found Latino male
rates (14.4) were between white male (8.1) and black male (46.8) rates.
However, in the seventy-five years and older group, as with females, black
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male rates were 19.8 while Latinomale (6.6) and whitemale (5.2) rates were
very similar.

hypothesis 7: The highest homicide victimization rates for Latino males
will be in the fifteen to thirty-four age range.

hypothesis 8: Homicide victimization rates for Latino males will be larger
than white male rates and smaller than black male rates at all ages.

Weapon

Based on a study of 6,956 homicides in New York City, Rodriguez (1988: 84)
found that Latinos were more likely to be killed by firearms than blacks
or whites. Among Latino victims, 62.6 percent were killed by handguns,
while 48.3 percent of white victims and 56.9 percent of black victims were
killed by handguns. There was less than a 3 percent difference among the
three groups in the use of cutting instruments. Puerto Ricans are the largest
single group of Latinos in New York; results may be different in Los Angeles
County, where Latinos of Mexican descent are the largest group.

In Chicago, Block (1993: 319) found that among race/ethnicity groups,
Latino male victims were most frequently killed by automatic firearms. Fifty
percent of street gang-related homicides and about 70 percent of “other
expressive” or confrontational homicides of Latino victims involved auto-
matic firearms. In an earlier analysis of homicides that began with assaults,
Block (1988: 54) found that Latinos had the highest percent of victimiza-
tions with firearms and whites the lowest. For males, 73.1 percent of Latino
male homicides were by firearms; this compares with 65.8 percent of blacks
and 52.5 percent of whites. For females, Latinas likewise had the highest
percent (59.5 percent) of victimizations with firearms, followed by black
females (53.2 percent) and white females (43.9 percent). Despite the differ-
ences among the three race/ethnic groups, it is still abundantly clear that
firearms are the favored weapon in homicides.

While there are stereotypes that Latinos favor knives in violent en-
counters, there is no evidence in Chicago assault homicide victimizations.
Latinos, both males (19.1 percent) and females (15.2 percent), had the
lowest percentage of knife killings. Knives were used in black male killing
in 24.3 percent of the cases and 19.1 percent of the black female killings.
For whites, 24.3 percent of males and 19.1 percent of females were killed by
knives.

Other weapons such as hands, feet, clubs, poison, vehicles, suffocation,
and so on were used most frequently against women. Among Latinos,
25.4 percent of Latinas, 24.1 percent of black females, and 36.9 percent of
white females were killed by other weapons. Among males, other weapons
were found most frequently in white male victimizations (23.2 percent) and
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infrequently amongblack (8.8 percent) andLatino (7.8 percent)males. The
finding that more women were killed by other weapons highlights Browne’s
(1997) observation that, while women can be as aggressive as men in domes-
tic conflicts, the superior physical strength of males in using such weapons
as hands, feet, and clubs is substantially more lethal.

hypothesis 9: The most frequent homicide weapon for whites, Latinos,
and African Americans of both genders is firearms.

Precipitating Event

Leyba (1988: 115) found in her study of homicides in Bernalillo County
(Albuquerque, NM) that amongLatinos, 82 percent did not involve a felony.
Among whites, 72 percent were nonfelony, and among African Americans,
all eighteen cases were nonfelony homicides.

Block (1988: 48) found that 69.0 percent of Latino males and
72.5 percent of Latinas were killed in a fight, brawl, or argument. This
contrasts with 54.2 percent of white males, 62.4 percent of white females,
72.0 percent of black males, and 73.7 percent of black females killed in
nonfelony encounters.

Latinos are unlikely to be lower in nonfelony homicides than whites when
compared to felony homicides. The reason is that white males and females
are more frequently working at jobs where they are targets for robberies as
well as moving in public spaces, such as going to and from jobs on public
transportation, where they are also likely to be robbery or rape targets.

hypothesis 10: The percent of Latinos victimized in felony homicides will
be lower than the percent of whites victimized in felony homicides.

Method

The source of data for this study are all homicides reported to the California
Criminal Justice Statistics Center (CJSC) from 1987 through 1998.2 Of the
42,093 homicides reported to the police during that period, we selected all
homicides (N = 19,808) reported as occurring in Los Angeles County.

From this file, we excluded justifiable homicides (N = 1,011) and
manslaughters (N = 111). The analysis file contained 18,686 wilful homi-
cides or murder cases or 94.3 percent of all homicides reported in Los
Angeles County from 1987 through 1998. During that period, there were
8,949 Latino, 6,430 black, 2,403 white, 509 Asian, and 335 homicide victims
of “other” race/ethnic groups. There were sixty cases where race/ethnic

2 We are grateful to Tricia Clark and Linda Nance, Criminal Justice Statistics Center, for their
help. The data was reformatted for SPSS with KEDIT and a macro generously provided by
Kent A. Downs of the Mansfield Software Group.
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Figure 3.1. Race/Ethnic Homicide Rates: Los Angeles County, 1987–1998

identification was missing. Race/ethnic groups other than whites, blacks,
and Latinos were excluded from the analysis.

The number of homicides or homicide counts, as opposed to rates per 100,000
persons at risk, give very little indication of the actual risk of victimization
for these race/ethnic groups. While there are more Latino than African-
American homicide victims, the risk of homicide among Latinos is actually
substantially lower than for blacks, because Latinos are a larger proportion
of the general population in Los Angeles County. Conversely, blacks, who
comprise a smaller proportion of the county’s population, are at greater risk
because of a substantially higher population-based rate of homicide.

Results

Rates and Trends by Race/Ethnic Group. Figure 3.1 indicates that the
first hypothesis was supported. Consistent with previous research, Latino
homicide rates were higher than white rates and substantially lower than
African-American rates per 100,000.

Figure 3.1 indicates substantially different trends for the three groups us-
ing race/ethnic-specific rates. The risk of black victimizationwas thehighest,
showing a peak rate of 71.2 in 1993, which was later than occurs for the other
two groups. Black rates varied between 1987 through 1992, peaked in 1993
(71.2), then declined to 29.7 per 100,000 by 1998.

Latino rates increased to apeakof 28.1per 100,000by 1992, thendeclined
to 11.6 by 1995. Like black rates, white rates peaked in 1993 (6.9), then
declined to 3.9 per 100,000 by 1998.
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Table 3.1. Race/Ethnic-Gender Specific Homicide Rates: 1987–1998

Blacks Latinos Whites

Year Males Females Males Females Males Females

87 116.3 24.0 28.0 4.0 8.2 4.0
88 99.0 21.8 27.6 3.3 9.4 4.4
89 115.7 21.4 35.8 4.7 8.7 4.3
90 111.8 18.7 46.4 5.9 8.1 3.1
91 118.1 16.9 44.7 4.9 10.3 3.2
92 110.8 18.9 49.5 5.5 8.7 3.8
93 122.8 25.5 42.2 5.2 10.2 3.6
94 116.3 14.1 38.6 3.2 7.4 2.9
95 91.4 14.7 40.3 5.1 8.4 2.8
96 81.7 15.2 31.4 3.6 7.1 3.1
97 65.6 9.8 27.1 3.1 5.1 2.2
98 54.3 8.0 19.8 3.0 5.0 2.9

There are two observations to be made about the three race/ethnic rates
in Figure 3.1. First, while the three rates were distinct, Latino rates were
closer to white than to African-American rates. Given the effects of restruc-
turing and immigration, it can be suggested that Latino communities have
not become as socially and culturally disorganized as African-American
communities.

Second, all three groups participate in the declining homicide rates that
are a fixture of national rates as well. Each race/ethnic group has shown
lower rates since 1993. There is little agreement on the causes of the decline
in homicide rates although there have been thoughtful attempts to explain
it (Blumstein and Rosenfeld, 1998). The causes, whatever they are, seem to
be having an impact on all three race/ethnic groups, albeit with the greatest
impact on black rates. On the one hand, the greater change in black rates
may be a statistical artifact: given the relative size of the rates for the three
groups, black rates have a greater possible range of change than Latino or
white rates. On the other hand, changes in the level of the causal variables
may be having a greater effect on African-American than Latino and white
rates.

Race/Ethnicity and Gender Rates

Table 3.1 gives the race/ethnic-gender-specific homicide rates for the twelve-
year period for males and females.

Table 3.1 shows that black male victimization rates consistently had the
highest rates for the twelve-year period. Blackmale rates were over four times
as high as Latino male rates and between ten and twenty times higher than
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Table 3.2. Victim/Offender Relationships by Race/Ethnicity of
Female Victims

Female Race/Ethnicity

Relationship Blacks Latinas Whites Total

Intimate Partners 171 235 209 615
(22.2) (33.9) (36.8) (30.5)

Other Family 93 93 89 275
(12.1) (13.4) (15.7) (13.5)

Other Known 306 193 152 651
(39.8) (27.8) (26.8) (32.1)

Strangers 199 173 118 490
(25.9) (24.9) (20.8) (24.1)

Total 769 694 568 2031
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

white male rates. While there were large differences among the different
male and female race/ethnic groups, the three groups had peak rates in
the early nineties then declined.

Table 3.1 indicates support for the second hypothesis, namely, Latina
rates are more similar to white female than African-American female rates.
Black female victimization was between four and five times higher than
the victimization rates for Latina and white females. The mean intragender
ratio for African-American females/Latina was 4.1; for African-American
females/white females, it was 5.1 while for Latinas/white females, it was 1.3.

Female Victimization and Victim/Offender Relationships. To explore
the similarities and differences among Latina, black, and white females fur-
ther, we examined female victimization by victim/offender relationships.

Table 3.2 suggests that Latinas, while their rate of victimization was low,
tend to be victimized by a greater variety of victim/offender relationships
thaneitherwhite orAfrican-American females.With respect to intimatepart-
ner victimizations, Latinas (33.9 percent) resembled white female victims
(36.8 percent) more than black female victims (22.2 percent). While the
three race/ethnic groups were similar with respect to victimization among
other family members, Latinas presented different patterns with respect to
the other two more socially distant relationships.

Among “Other Known” relationships between victim and offender,
Latinas (27.8 percent) resembled white females (26.8 percent). However,
among stranger victimizations, Latinas (24.9 percent) were more similar to
black females (25.9 percent).

In the absenceofmoredetaileddata, results aboutLatinas suggest a group
of women in economically disadvantaged settings who are both harmed
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Figure 3.2. Mean Female Race/Ethnic-Age-Specific Rates of Victimization, 1987–
1998

and benefit from intimate partner relationships. On the one hand, their
violent victimization in intimate partner relationships may be the outcome
of patriarchal relationships in which they are perceived as not behaving
correctly in their subordinate status. This interpretation is consistent with
Straus’s (1988) results, mentioned earlier, that Latino families are more
violent than non-Latino families.

On the other hand, it has to be recognized that in male-dominated
societies, women receive a measure of protection by falling under the pro-
tective mantle of some male, either a family member or intimate partner
(Baumgartner, 1993). In those instances, we would expect their homicide
victimizations for the “Other Known” category to be much lower than black
females, which Table 3.2 indicates is the case.

Finally, of course, family cohesion cannot completely override the effects
of poverty and social disorganization. Even assuming that Latinas have some-
what of a protected status, they cannot avoid being a target in a high crime
area. In this instance, we would expect violent victimization by strangers to
be similar to that of the other disadvantaged group – black females.

Female Victimization at Different Ages. To explore Latina victimization
a final step, we calculated the mean of twelve years of rates for each of five
age groups. These mean values are plotted in Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2 shows that mean black female rates were highest in the fifteen
to thirty-four age group (27.2 per 100,000), which supports the fourth
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hypothesis. The age range of fifteen to thirty-four was the only one where
Latina killings (6.8) are higher than white females (4.5). The mean rates
between the white females and Latinas were nearly identical in the two age
ranges, thirty-five to forty-four and forty-five to sixty-four. In the age range
sixty-five to one hundred, the mean Latina rate (1.5) was less than the white
female rate (3.3).

African-American female rates declined from the fifteen to thirty-four
age high to 8.3 at ages forty-five to sixty-four, but then increased to 9.9 in the
sixty-five to one hundred age group. Like male victimization rates, which
will be seen in the next section, African-American female victimization rates
remain high throughout their life span.

The result comparing Latina to white females gives limited support to
the fourth hypothesis, which stated Latina rates will be higher than white
female and lower than black female rates. It is true that Latina rates are
substantially lower than black female rates. However, from ages thirty-five to
sixty-four, Latina rates were almost identical with white female rates and in
the sixty-five to one hundred category, Latina rates were lower.

The increase in homicide victimization among Latinas, relative to white
females, in the fifteen to thirty-four age range is consistent with what was
suggested in previous research. The ages from fifteen through thirty-four
are those where women are gettingmarried and victimized for the first time.
This is also the age rangewherewomenaremore likely to beunaccompanied
in public settings and susceptible to attacks by strangers. The decline in
homicide victimization among aged sixty-five to one hundred Latinas is
consistent withVigil’s (1988) finding that in gangwarfare, old people should
not be targeted.

Race/Ethnicity, Males, and Victim/Offender Relationships. Table 3.3 is
a cross tabulation of type of victim/offender relationship by three race/
ethnic male groups. A general view of the table shows that males were sel-
dom homicide victims in intimate partner or family murders. Males were
victimizedmost frequently in relationships in which the offender was known
but outside the family.

The fifth hypothesis stated that Latino males would show the smallest in-
volvement in intimate partner and other family homicides; this is supported
in Table 3.3. Latino males were 0.9 percent of intimate partner homicides
compared to 3.0 percent of black and 5.4 percent of white males. For other
family homicides, only 3.4 percent of Latino males were victims compared
to 4.7 percent of black males and 9.2 percent of white males.

The sixth hypothesis stated that Latino male percentage of “Other
Known” to the victim homicides would be between black and white percent-
ages is supported. The percent of Latino males killed in “Other Known”
relationships (52.9 percent) was less than the percent of black males
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Table 3.3. Victim/Offender Relationship by Race/Ethnicity of Male Victims

Male Race/Ethnicity

Relationship Blacks Latinos Whites Total

Intimate Partners 114 48 70 232
(3.0) (0.9) (5.4) (2.2)

Other Family 177 189 118 484
(4.7) (3.4) (9.2) (4.5)

Other Known 2135 2984 594 5713
(56.1) (52.9) (46.1) (53.2)

Strangers 1379 2420 506 4305
(36.2) (42.9) (39.3) (40.1)

Total 3805 54641 1288 10734
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

(56.1 percent), but more than the percentage of white males (46.1 per-
cent). By contrast, consistent with the second part of the sixth hypothesis,
Latino males were killed more frequently by strangers (42.9 percent) than
either black males (36.2 percent) or white males (39.3 percent).

If Martinez-Garcia (1988) is correct in her analysis of machismo, then we
should expect fewer Latino male intimate partner and other family victims.
Latino male involvement in stranger homicides is high as predicted, but
it is unclear why it is not also higher in other known relationships than
African-American male victimization.

Male Victimization at Different Ages. The seventh hypothesis states that
Latino male rates will be highest in the fifteen to thirty-four age range. The
eighth hypothesis states that Latino male victimization rates will be lower
at every age than African-American rates and higher than white male rates.
We calculated the mean of twelve years rates for each of five age groups.
Figure 3.3 shows that both hypotheses are supported.

While rates were low for the three groups before the fifteen to thirty-four
age category, they were extremely high for fifteen to thirty-four black males
(X̄ = 210.1). Black males in this age group were over seventeen times more
likely to die of homicide than white males (X̄ = 11.9) and over three times
more likely than Latino males (X̄ = 68.2).

Among older age groups, Latino homicide victimization rates were sim-
ilar to white rates. While there was a substantial difference between Latino
and white males in the forty-five to sixty-four age group (19.8 vs. 9.0), the
mean rates were very similar in the sixty-five and older groups, which is
consistent with Vigil’s (1988) claim, mentioned in the previous section, that
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Figure 3.3.Mean Male Race/Ethnic-Age-Specific Homicide Rates, 1987–1998

the elderly are not targeted in interbarrio conflicts. Black males, on the
other hand, were consistently higher: at ages sixty-five and older, the black
male victimization rate (X̄ = 29.6) was still over six times higher than the
white male rate (X̄ = 4.8). Thus, while the risk of homicide victimization is
extremely high for young African-American males, it is very high for black
males of all ages (Reiss and Roth, 1993).

Weapons

Weapons are classified into firearms (handguns and other firearms), knives,
and other weapons. Percentages for each weapon classification, race/ethnic
group, and gender are given in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4 presents ample confirmation of the ninth hypothesis, that is,
that firearms are the most frequently used weapon among all three race/
ethnic groups. Almost 80 percent of male victimizations and 56.1 percent
of female victimizations were by firearms. The highest use of firearms in
homicides occurred for black males (83.4 percent), followed closely by
Latino males (81.7 percent), and white males (59.3 percent). Among
females, by contrast, the greatest occurrenceoffirearmsoccurred forLatinas
(63.6 percent), followed by black females (58.9 percent) and white females
(42.8 percent).

Knives were used slightly more frequently to kill females (13.8 percent)
than males (11.2 percent). Knives were used to kill white males (18.5 per-
cent)most frequently and blackmales least frequently (9.2 percent). Latinas
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Table 3.4. Weapons by Race/Ethnic Group by Gender

Males Females

Weapon Black Latino White Total Black Latina White Total

Firearms 83.4 81.7 59.3 79.9 58.9 63.6 42.8 56.1
Knives 9.2 11.1 18.5 11.2 13.4 12.4 16.1 13.8
Other 7.4 7.2 22.3 8.9 27.7 24.1 41.1 30.1
Total 5364 8024 1662 15050 1028 889 708 2625

were killed least frequently by knives (12.4 percent), while white females
were killed most often (16.1 percent). Generally, the differences among the
six groups was relatively small with respect to knives as a weapon.

Other types of weapons were used far more frequently on women
(30.1 percent) than men (8.9 percent). Other weapons account for about
7 percent of black and Latino male homicides. However, 22.3 percent of
white males were killed by other weapons.

In examining female use of weapons other than knives and firearms,
all three groups of females were killed more often by other weapons than
males. What is unusual about Table 3.4 is the high percentage of white
males (22.3 percent) and white females (41.1 percent) victimized by other
weapons.

A large part of the reason white females are killed more often by other
weapons may be because a large proportion are killed in intimate partner
conflicts. It is reasonable to suppose that knives and other weapons might
be the nearest available weapon in a domestic conflict and, therefore, used
more frequently. But how can the high percentage of white males victimized
by other weapons be explained?While they are a larger percent of victims in
intimate partner homicides, the difference between black and white males
is very small (see Table 3.3).

It is not clear what accounts for this concentration of other weapons
among white males. It does appear to be a configuration that distinguishes
white homicides, but the reasons for it are unknown.

Precipitating Events

The Los Angeles data were classified into two categories to examine the
effect of “motives” or precipitating events. The felony category included
killings associated with such offenses as robbery, rape, burglary, and mo-
tor vehicle theft. Nonfelony homicides included those associated with such
offenses as lover’s triangle, brawls, and arguments. Table 3.5 gives the rela-
tionships between precipitating events, race/ethnic group, and gender.
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Table 3.5. Felony-Nonfelony Circumstances by Race/Ethnic Group by Gender

Males Females

Circumstance Black Latino White Total Black Latino White Total

Felony 24.0 20.6 38.8 23.8 27.8 20.5 34.0 27.0
Nonfelony 76.0 79.4 61.2 76.2 72.2 79.5 66.0 73.0
Total 4679 7045 1467 13191 900 792 632 2324

Consistent with the tenth hypothesis, Latino males and females were
victimized in felony murders less frequently than either African-American
or white females and males. White males and females are most frequently
victimized in felony homicides because, as noted earlier, whites are more
likely to be engaged in economic activities that make them attractive targets
for such offenses as robberies.

About three-fourths of homicides inLosAngeleswerenot committedwith
a contemporaneous offense; that is, they were nonfelony homicides. Both
Latinomales and females weremost frequently involved in nonfelony homi-
cides. Put another way, Latinos were more frequently involved in homicides
that originate in conflicts. These kinds of homicides fall within aggressive
actions that “seek to compel and deter others, to achieve a favorable social
identity, and to obtain justice, as defined by the actor” (Felson, 1993: 104).
Sanders (1994), in his study of southern California gangs, notes how fre-
quently drive-by shootings and other types of lethal violence occur because
of threats to turf or imagined insults which offend the individual and col-
lective identity of gang members. Insults to ego or “face attacks” also may
figure prominently in the motivation of nongang homicide.

Conclusions

From an examination of the research literature as well as an analysis of
Latino homicide in Los Angeles County, the following generalizations are
warranted. First, it seems abundantly clear from studies in other parts of
the United States as well as research in Los Angeles County that there are a
large number of Latino homicides.However, when the amount of homicides
are examined in relation to the size of an increasingly large population, that
is, using rates, Latino homicides consistently fall between African-American
homicide rates and white rates with a pronounced tendency to be more like
white than black rates.

On the basis of available evidence, it is difficult to attribute causal relation-
ships either in terms of economic restructuring or cultural patterns brought
from a mother country. Too little is known about either set of causes. While
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economic restructuring is insightfully discussedbyMoore andPinderhughes
(1993), much more needs to be done to explain its impact on violence. By
contrast, to attribute patterns of homicide to general cultural traits among
Latinos is to assume a cultural homogeneity that does not exist in very cul-
tural diverse groups.

Female Victimization. Latina homicide victimization is probably the most
distinctive pattern of comparisons with other race/ethnic groups. Because
of social and economic disadvantages endured by African Americans and
high female victimization rates, there is a tendency to expect similar rates
from Latinas, another socially and economically disadvantaged group.

This is far from the case. Consistent with other research, Latina victim-
izations are very low and comparable to homicide victimizations of white
females. While Latinas are above white females in the fifteen to thirty-four
age group, they decline until the sixty-five to one hundred age group, when
their victimization rate is less than that of white females.

We have speculated that Latinas may suffer homicide victimizations com-
parable to white females because they are intimate partners in relationships
in which males are dominant and females are expected to be submissive,
compliant, and at risk of domestic violence. However, it is consistent with a
machismo view of women for men to provide protection to her among others
who may know both her and family members. Hence, the percentage of
cases in which the offender is known to the victim but outside the family
is comparable to white females. However, because they do live in high-risk
areas of a city, Latinas suffer about the same level of stranger victimization
as black females.

In short, Latina victimization is very similar to a picture of women in
traditional relationships in which intimate partners offer them ameasure of
protection outside the family while being possible victimizers themselves. At
the same time, because of external circumstances, male protection cannot
extend to protection from stranger attacks.

Male Victimization. Because most homicides are committed by young
males, it is no surprise that homicide rates for Latino males should be sim-
ilar to total homicide rates. The mean age rates based on a twelve-year pe-
riod indicate that, like blacks and whites, the victimization rates peak in the
fifteen to thirty-four age group; in later ages, all three groups show a decline.
Like total rates, Latino male rates are between white and black rates at every
age. Latinas and Latino males have very similar patterns of homicide victim-
ization in the oldest age category (sixty-five to one hundred): their rates are
either lower than whites or the same.
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When Latino male victimization patterns are examined in relation to
victim/offender relationships, it is a mixed pattern. With regard to intimate
partner relationships, Latinas are frequently victimized, while Latino males
seldom are. There is little difference among Latinas between the three
groups with respect to victimization by other family members, while Latino
male victimization is similar to black males.

Latinas are infrequently victimized by other known offenders
(27.8 percent), while Latino males are victimized over half the time
(52.9 percent). Both Latinas and Latino males experience a high amount
of victimization by strangers.

While the concept of machismo encourages male role expectations that
may serve to explainmale homicide patterns as well as female victimizations,
more evidence is needed before the concept is more than merely suggestive
with respect to one Latino group. What the research literature, as well as
this study, suggests is that there are very distinct differences in homicide pat-
terns between males and females. These differences lack a comprehensive
explanation.

Weapons and Precipitating Circumstances

Perhaps the least surprising finding because of its repeated appearance in
prior studies is the popularity of firearms as a homicide weapon. Except
for white female victims, over half of the victims of every other race/ethnic
group, male and female, were killed by firearms.

There were very few differences between and among genders of the three
groups with respect to weapons. The one finding that was unusual was the
high percentage of other types of weapons among white males. The vic-
timization of white females occurs disproportionately in intimate partner
relationships in which physical assaults and the use of household items as
weapons is not unusual. But the same cannot be said of white males, where
intimate partner homicides are relatively small.

There are few large differences in comparing felony and nonfelony homi-
cides among the three race/ethnic groups. White male and female victims
are disproportionately involved in felony homicides because they, more fre-
quently than blacks or Latinos, hold jobs that are economic targets for rob-
beries and robbery homicides. While previous research also suggests that
Latinos will have a lower involvement in felony homicides, there is no per-
suasive explanation for this pattern.

This study has been more successful at finding differences and similari-
ties among African-American, Latino, and white homicides than explaining
them. It is clear that Latinos in Los Angeles County share many character-
istics with Latinos elsewhere, but there also are differences that probably
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reflect the fact that Latino is a label that covers a variety of groups with quite
different cultural backgrounds.

A theory that attempts to explain violence will have to take account
of this diversity as well as distinguish Latinos from African Americans
and whites. What complicates the latter task even more is that African
Americans are not a homogenous group either, a fact that is only now
becoming part of the problem to be explained (Georges-Abeyie, 1981;
Hawkins, 1999).
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Introduction

An understanding of the diverse social factors that influence urban homi-
cide has been sought since the pioneering work of Wolfgang (1958). Be-
ginning with his analysis of 588 homicide victims and 621 offenders in
Philadelphia during the years 1948–52, Wolfgang provided a detailed anal-
ysis of offenders and victims by race, sex, age, victim-offender relation-
ships, and previous criminal records of either party. He also analyzed
methods of killing, the degree of violence, the contribution of alcohol,
and the motives of offenders for these homicidal incidents. Wolfgang’s
documentation of the marked differences by race and ethnicity of homi-
cide victims and offenders has spawned an ongoing investigation into the
question of what contributes to minorities’ overrepresentation in urban
killing.

This chapter begins with a review of findings from earlier studies of racial
and ethnic differences in homicide at the city level. We then discuss racial
and ethnic representation among Houston’s homicides over the past fifty
years and the role of the economy during each period. The chapter con-
cludes with a discussion of questions that remain unanswered that may gen-
erate future research into the urban phenomenon of lethal violence.

1 Funding for this research was provided by the National Institute of Justice #7-7004-TX-IJ,
the College of Criminal Justice, Sam Houston State University, and the Office of Research
and Sponsored Programs, Sam Houston State University. The authors express their appre-
ciation to William G. Edison, Jr. and to the officials of the Houston Police Department,
particularly Captain Richard Holland, for their assistance with this project. Address all corre-
spondence to: Victoria E. Titterington; College of Criminal Justice, Sam Houston State Uni-
versity; Huntsville, Texas 77341-2296; (Voice) 409-294-1662; (Fax) 409-294-1653;(Internet)
icc veb@shsu.edu.
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Previous City-Level Homicide Research

There have been numerous city-level studies of homicide, both before
and since Wolfgang’s (1958) exemplary analysis of lethal violence in
Philadelphia. Almost all of these studies, including that of Wolfgang, have
reported considerable ethnic and racial disparity in rates of homicide in the
United States (Bullock, 1955; Pokorny, 1965; Block, 1985, 1993; Martinez,
1996a). In the case of Philadelphia from 1948 to 1952, Wolfgang (1958)
found that blacks accounted for 63 percent of both homicide victims
and offenders, although they were a minority of the overall population.
Similarly, in Houston in the late 1940s and from 1958 to 1961, blacks were
overrepresented as both homicide victims and offenders (Bullock, 1955;
Pokorny, 1965).

The recent, large-scale effort of the National Institute of Justice (1997) to
study a decadeof homicide in eightU.S. cities has givenus a viewof lethal vio-
lence in urbanAmerica as the twentieth century ended. This project focused
on a combination of cities showing recent significant increasing, decreas-
ing, or unchanging trends in homicide. These included Atlanta, Detroit,
Indianapolis, Miami, New Orleans, Richmond, Tampa, and Washington. In
all eight of these cities, despite their disparate geographic locations and so-
cioeconomic experiences of the last decade of the twentieth century, blacks
(specifically those young and male) incurred homicide victimization risk
five to twenty-five times their representation in the population.

The studies just cited and others (Wilbanks, 1984; Zahn and Sagi, 1987)
make it clear that racial and ethnicminorities have consistently been dispro-
portionately represented among homicide victims and offenders in urban
America. Yet, most of these studies have been efforts to compare non-Latino
blacks and non-Latino whites. In the past decade, the Latino population
has increased in most major U.S. cities. Some cities in particular – Chicago,
Miami,Houston – have seen rathermajor increases in the size of their Latino
populations. The major influx of Latinos to Chicago and Miami, as well as
major increases in the proportions of Latinos and Asians in Houston, leads
to the question of how such demographic changes have affected the pro-
file of homicide in cities with long-standing high rates of lethal violence.
More to the point, has the emergence of more than one “minority” within a
city altered the homicide victimization risk to blacks, chronically overrepre-
sented among homicide victims and offenders, relative to the risk of newer
racial/ethnic minority subgroups?

As the third largest ethnic group within the United States, the repre-
sentation of Latinos among homicide victims and offenders is of particular
concern. Interestingly, one of the first researchers to acknowledge the
importance of including the percent of Hispanics in a given community as
a predictor of homicide rates was Bullock (1955) in his analysis of Houston
homicide from 1945 through 1949. In Pokorny’s (1965) analysis of Houston



HOUSTON, 1945–1994 69

homicide, he determined that Latinos were indeed overrepresented in
lethal violence, with a homicide victimization rate of 12.1 per 100,000, com-
pared to a black victimization rate of 32.3 and a non-Latino white rate of 5.3.

With Block’s (1985) work in analyzing homicide patterns and trends in
Chicago, the inclusion of Hispanics in homicide analyses gained new atten-
tion. She found that homicides among Latinos, relative to changes in their
proportion of the overall population, increased faster than those of Anglos
and blacks. In addition, in an analysis of Latino homicide across 111 U.S.
cities as of 1980, Martinez (1996a: 142) determined that the average Latino
homicide rate (almost 20 per 100,000 Latinos) was twice the overall 1980
U.S. homicide rate.

Block (1993) has continued her analysis of changes over time in Chicago
in the rates of Latino and black homicide victimization – relative to one
another and to non-Latino whites – racial and ethnic disparities continue
to be apparent. In 1970, the Latino male homicide victimization rate was
38 per 100,000 population. Almost thirty years later, in 1989, this rate was
44 per 100,000. For black males in Chicago, the victimization rate peaked
at 105 per 100,000 in 1974 and had declined to 74 per 100,000 in 1989.
In contrast to this experience of minority males, white male homicide
victimization rates were relatively stable, and dramatically lower, over the
same time period, at 11 per 100,000 in 1970 and 10 in 1989. For females in
Chicago during this same thirty-year period, rates of homicide victimization
were comparable for Latino and non-Latino whites, fluctuating around 3 to
5 per 100,000. Yet, the black female rate over this same period ranged from
a peak of 21 per 100,000 in 1974 to 17 per 100,000 in 1989 (Block, 1993).

In a related vein, Martinez (1996b) analyzed homicide offending and vic-
timization among Latinos, blacks, and Anglos for the period 1990 through
1995 in Miami. One of his more intriguing findings was that, while urban
Latinos are typically overrepresented as homicide victims and offenders,
they – especially Cubans – are not in Miami. Martinez’s analysis further re-
vealed that Latinos were killed at a rate half their population size, typically
falling between black and Anglo percentages. Results of these studies, cou-
pled with the continual Latino immigration into the United States, suggest
the importance of analyzing lethal violence within increasingly disaggre-
gated racial and ethnic subgroups.

Including some of the city-level analyses of homicide just cited are a
number of studies of lethal violence in Houston covering much of the
past century. These will now be described, as a backdrop to what we may
learn about this phenomenon from the mid-1980s to mid-1990s.

Houston and Twentieth-Century Homicide

Despite the city’s notable role as a center for advanced science, technol-
ogy and medicine, Houston has a long-standing distinction as one of the
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most violent cities of the United States. For most of the twentieth century,
Houston has had a homicide rate triple that of the rest of the country.
The city’s homicide rate averaged 22.7 per 100,000 during the postwar
forties (1945–9), in contrast to a national average rate of 7.3. Although
Houston’s murder rate dropped considerably, to 11.9, between 1958 and
1961, it was still well above the national rate of 7.2. Through most of the pe-
riod from the early 1970s to the mid-1990s, Houston’s homicide rate stood
at three times the national average. Even within Texas, one of the more vi-
olent states in the country, the city of Houston has had the highest number
of murders per 100,000 residents since 1981 (taking over from Dallas and
Fort Worth). As compared to other major urban areas in the United States,
Houston was among the twenty deadliest for the period 1985 to 1994, with
a mean homicide rate of 26.59 (National Institute of Justice, 1996).

Thehigh rates of violence just described seem surprising, givenHouston’s
relative prosperity during the past three decades and its notable role as
a center for advanced science, technology, and medicine. Yet, a number
of factors during the past three decades in Houston have contributed to
this level of lethality and lead to our present interest in comparing the
racial/ethnic and socioeconomic dynamics of contemporary homicide in
the city with those patterns described by previous researchers. These in-
clude the South’s development (particularly in the 1970s) into an econom-
ically thriving and increasingly urbanized region, followed by a severe eco-
nomic downturn for the region during the late 1970s andmuch of the 1980s.
Also, whereas Houston’s minority population in the 1960s was primarily
African American, it is now comprised of large proportions of Hispanic
and Asian residents as well. Additionally, in the 1980s, illegal drugs and
gang-related violence becamemajor dynamics in American violence as both
situational and motivational factors in many homicides. Given these and
other economic, political, and demographic variations within Houston over
the past half century, we are interested in what, if any, effect these changes
have had on poor, minority representation among homicide statistics for
the city.

Previous analyses of the sociodemographic characteristics of Houston
homicide reveal, not surprisingly, that racial and ethnic minorities have
been disproportionately represented among both the city’s poor and its
homicide victims over the last half of the century. Bullock’s (1955) analysis of
489 Houston homicide cases from 1945 to 1949, for example, indicated that
the highest murder rates were found in census tracts clustering around the
city’s central business district, areas primarily populated by the city’s black
residents. The areas of highest homicide concentration included eighteen
of the city’s sixty census tracts. While these tracts contained only one-third
of the Houston adult population, almost three-quarters of the homicide
cases were located here. These eighteen tracts possessed a disproportionate
amount of oldhomes (built before 1919), dwellings in needofmajor repairs,
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and low rental properties. Two-thirds of Houston’s African Americans lived
within these tracts. In turn, African Americans comprised 67 percent of both
victim and suspect populations and Hispanics accounted for approximately
9 percent of all persons involved in these lethal incidents. Just as revealing
were the economic characteristics of thismurder-prone portion ofHouston.
Half of Houston’s gainfully employed citizens lived in these high murder
tracts, yet over two-thirds of theworkers were laborers anddomestic servants.
And over half of Houston’s unemployed citizens lived in this same area. As
for educational status, 39 percent of the city’s population twenty-five years
of age or older lived within these boundaries, yet accounted for 63 percent
of the city’s residents with less than a fifth-grade education.

Pokorny’s (1965) major study of Houston homicide examined records
from 1958 to 1961. As in Bullock’s (1955) analysis of Houston homicide
for the late 1940s, African Americans again comprised a disproportion-
ate number of both homicide victims and offenders, representing roughly
63 percent of each, while comprising only 23 percent of Houston’s 1960
population. Pokorny found that the homicide victimization rate of blacks
was 32.3 per 100,000, compared to 12.1 for Hispanics and 5.3 for whites.
Pokorny also noted that, as in the earlier period, 94 percent of the homi-
cide incidents were intraracial. He observed, however, a drop in the percent-
age of intraracial/ethnic incidents for Hispanics, from 97.7 percent during
1945–9, to 81.3 percent during 1958–61. Pokorny speculated that this was
an indication that Hispanic whites might have become more assimilated
into the general white group during the interim; that is, Hispanics were in-
teracting more with whites, resulting in greater opportunity for interracial
killing.

Compared to other studies of Houston homicide (Beasley and Antunes,
1974; Cloninger and Sartorius, 1979; Rose and McClain, 1990), a somewhat
unique perspective of lethal violence in this technologically sophisticated
city was offered by Lundsgaarde (1977). He first ascertained that census
tracts with the heaviest concentration of African Americans had the largest
number of homicides, which he attributed to the low socioeconomic status
of blacks in those areas. Like Pokorny, he found that 94 percent of cases were
intraracial, that blacks were much more likely than whites to become homi-
cide victims and, in the tradition of Wolfgang (1958), that males were more
likely than females to experience lethal violence. Lundsgaarde also paid
particular attention to victim-offender relationships and to the theoretical
concept of “victim-precipitatedhomicides.”Quite similar toWolfgang’s find-
ings regarding homicide in Philadelphia, Lundsgaarde found that killings in
Houston were most frequently the result of altercations or disputes over rel-
atively trivial matters, involved killers and victims who knew each other, were
often victim-precipitated and usually occurred in a residence or bar.

Lundsgaarde (1977) then took the work of his predecessors a step further
by examining the legal disposition of a subsample of two hundred cases of
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homicide that occurred in Houston in 1969. He offered detailed evidence
in support of the hypothesis that, in the commonlaw tradition, the state’s
interests are best served by punishing “public crimes”most severely, whereas
it may view itself as powerless to prevent crimes of passion that occur inmore
“private” settings. Specifically, Lundsgaarde found an inverse relationship
between the level of legal sanctioning and the degree of prior intimacy
between homicide victim and offender. He suggested that, as a culture,
Texas, in general, and Houston, in particular, treated life quite callously.
This was reflected in the large number of homicides occurring in 1969 that
were deemed justifiable (“no bill”) by the grand jury. Specifically, homicides
between family members or friends, or for which no private property was
being defended, were not as likely to be prosecuted as stranger and/or
felony homicides.

In tandem with the critical role that race/ethnicity generally plays in
homicide is that of economics. Likewise, the economic experience over
time of specific racial and ethnic subgroups in Houston is well documented.
Before combining these factors in our description of Houston homicide
for the past half century, we highlight some of the evidence regarding the
correspondenceof socioeconomicdisadvantage andhomicide rates of racial
and ethnic minorities.

Economic Indicators of Homicide Risk

For both Latinos and blacks, strong evidence exists that economic forces
seem to determine their elevated risks for homicide. Some of this research
has focused on the adverse role of economic inequality on the status of
minority groups (Blau and Blau, 1982; Shihadeh and Steffensmeier, 1994).
The thesis of this research is that the economic inequality ofminority groups
leads to feelings of frustration thatmay bemanifested innonlethal and lethal
violence. In turn, the work of Bailey (1984), Sampson (1987), and Parker
(1989) indicates that minority members are particularly impacted by social
and economic deprivation that occur alongside levels of education and
income.

The seminal work of Land, McCall, and Cohen (1990) offers arguably
themost convincing evidence of this connection between socioeconomic in-
equality and high homicide rates. These researchers synthesized the results
of twenty-one extant studies of homicide, covering three decennials (1960,
1970, 1980) and three units of analysis (states, SMSAs, cities). Among the
eleven structural covariates used in their model to estimate homicide rates,
two of the significant predictors of homicide to emerge from this analysis
were a composite measure of resource deprivation (that included income
inequality and the percentage of the population that was African American)
and unemployment.
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Rose andMcClain (1990), in their major study of predominantly African-
American neighborhoods of five large U.S. cities, drew increased attention
to the role of economics in urban areas. In their analysis of homicide in
Atlanta, St. Louis, Detroit, Houston, Pittsburgh, and Los Angeles, these re-
searchers presented persuasive evidence of the need to address the requisite
education/skills of a postindustrial labor market and the preparedness for
such noncriminal occupations of young black males.

In the first national-level analysis of the role of poverty and inequality
in Latino homicide, Martinez examined these and other sociodemographic
predictors of Latino homicide in 111 U.S. cities during 1980. His analysis
revealed that, while larger Latino poverty rates were associated with lower
homicide rates, a leading predictor of homicide was Latino income inequal-
ity. In turn, he found that educational attainment was the strongest predictor
of homicide for this subgroup.

The correlation of various measures of socioeconomic disadvantage
(disproportionately affecting minorities) and homicide risk consistently
emerge in the research literature. For this reason, the following section of
this chapter provides an overview of the Houston economy during the twen-
tieth century as a foundation from which to examine the sociodemographic
characteristics of homicide more closely.

Houston Yesterday and Today

Much of the residential and commercial transformation of the South dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century was reflected in the experience of
the city of Houston. Between 1950 and 1990, for example, Houston’s pop-
ulation grew by 174 percent. It now exceeds 1.7 million, rendering it the
fourth largest U.S. city. In the mid-1970s, over five thousand people each
month migrated to the city, drawn by its low cost of living, unprecedented
growth in housing units, and seeming surplus of jobs and potentially high
wages (Bullard, 1987). This has left Houston with the unofficial label as the
place where everyone is from somewhere else. At the same time, Houston
is among those southern cities that attract more low-income migrants than
they lose. Yet, from the standpoint of the city’s image-management cam-
paigns, its ethnic and racial diversity is decidedly underplayed, resulting in
the creation of an “invisible” community composed primarily of minorities
(Bullard, 1987). This is despite the fact that, by 1990, blacks and Hispanics
each accounted for approximately 28 percent of the city’s populace.

Figure 4.1 illustrates the primary race and ethnic composition ofHouston
throughout the twentieth century (Bureau of the Census, 1993). The figure
shows how the city experienced a demographic shift over the 1900s similar
to the South as a whole. A large proportion of the population was made up
of African Americans at the turn of the century, followed by a substantial
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decline at the mid-century point. This mid-century dip in the black popu-
lation was reversed at the end of the century as the percentage of the black
population in Houston approached the numbers exhibited in 1900. The
figure also suggests that while Houston’s minority population for most of
the century has been primarily African American, it is now comprised of a
large proportion of Hispanics as well. The percentage of Houston’s popula-
tion that is black has ranged from a high of 32.7 percent in 1900 to 21.0 in
1950, and increasing to 28 percent in 1990. By contrast, whereas Hispanics
represented between 2 and 5 percent of Houston’s residents into the late
1940s, starting after World War II, this proportion has steadily risen, to over
one-quarter of the city’s population in 1990.

With its heavy dependence on the oil and petrochemical industry,
Houston was among the cities hardest hit by the worldwide oil glut and
plunging oil prices in the 1980s. Unemployment skyrocketed from 4.6 per-
cent in January 1981 to 9.6 in January 1993. This new economic downturn
was not experienced equally among racial groups in Houston. The unem-
ployment rate for blacks, for example, was 2.9 percentage points higher than
it was for whites in 1982. Later in the decade, as the full impact of the reces-
sion was taking effect, black unemployment exceeded white unemployment
by seven percentage points (Bullard, 1987).

Because the city of Houston is now comprised of large proportions of
both blacks and Hispanics, along with a small but growing percentage of
Asians, we think it is important to look at the relative representation of all
of these groups, along with non-Hispanic whites, among the city’s poor, its
educated, its labor force, and its income earners. Figures 4.2 through 4.6
provide this comparison.

Figures 4.2 and 4.3 illustrate the strong connection between racial and
ethnic educational attainment and occupational experience. Although
black and Hispanic educational levels have increased, they clearly lag be-
hind those of whites (Bureau of the Census, 1993). Those blacks and
Hispanics who have achieved more education represent increasing per-
centages of “managerial and professional specialty” employees in Houston’s
labor force. Yet, they are disproportionately represented among the city’s
poorly educated and low-skilled, low-paid occupational groups. The fact
that a larger percentage of blacks than Hispanics now occupy high-skill,
high-wage positions may in part be attributable to their having been a siz-
able number of Houston’s citizens for much longer than Hispanics. In
other words, as a group, blacks have had much longer to assimilate than
Hispanics.

Although the per capita income of the Houston Primary Metropolitan
Statistical Area (PMSA) increased slightly from 1980 to 1990, this is due to
increases in the number of people working rather than increases in the earn-
ings of those employed. Median household income is unevenly distributed
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among racial and ethnic groups, as shown in Figure 4.4 (Bureau of the
Census, 1993). It is noteworthy that the percent of Asians with household
incomes of $50,000 ormore is much closer to whites than to the othermajor
racial/ethnic minorities of blacks and Hispanics, despite the fact that they
are the newest major subgroup of Houston’s citizens.

The economy of Houston and the region surrounding it has had a large
effect on the economic well-being of its citizens. Houston thrived during
the economic boom of the 1970s, during which time the unemployment
rate was as low as 3.1 percent and poverty dropped to 13 percent. Yet, both
unemployment and poverty increased dramatically during the economic
bust of the 1980s. As seen in Figure 4.5, not only was Houston’s 1990 overall
unemployment rate considerably higher than that of the state or nation,
but also the unemployment rate of blacks exceeded that of the city overall
by 78 percent (Bureau of the Census, 1993).

In contrast to a national poverty level of approximately 14 percent in
1990, Houston’s poverty rate stood at 21 percent. This increase inHouston’s
poverty rate is a result of increases in unemployment and low-wage employ-
ment, as well as increases in minority groups with traditionally low-wage
occupations. Figure 4.6 reflects a narrowing of the gap between the per-
centages of blacks and Hispanics in poverty compared to the city’s overall
population. Yet, each of these groups still has 10 percent more of its re-
spective members in poverty than the city overall (Bureau of the Census,
1993).

Just as blacks, andmore recently Hispanics, have been disproportionately
represented among the homicide offenders and victims within Houston,
we see that the educational, occupational, and income levels of these two
groups are striking. Despite some intragroup gains over time, these two
groups continue to lag well behind non-Hispanic whites in social-structural
ways that we know matter as they relate to the risk of lethal violence.

Coupling earlier findings regarding urban homicide with recent demo-
graphic and economic changes within Houston, as well as other U.S. cities,
results in a number of questions. This study examines the particular experi-
ence of Houston by answering the following: How have changes in the
racial and ethnic composition of this city affected the representation of its
respective minority groups among homicide victims and offenders? Has the
historical overrepresentation of blacks among those at risk of homicide in
Houston been superceded by the risk for its newer minority groups, namely
Hispanics and Asians. Has increased population diversity been accompa-
nied by increased levels of inter- versus intragroup homicide? How do the
socioeconomic conditions of emergent immigrant groups influence their
involvement in lethal violence? We will examine these questions by analyz-
ing the incidence of homicide in Houston during the period 1985 through
1994. As one of the country’s largest, economically dynamic, and racially
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and ethnically heterogenous cities, it offers an important window through
which to view urban homicide as we enter the twenty-first century. What
follows is a description of the process by which we analyze the economic
and racial/ethnic disparity in Houston homicide over the past half century.

Steps in the Analysis

To assess the intersection of race, ethnicity, and homicide in Houston in the
1900s, we use data collected in two separate enterprises. First, we rely on the
information found in the data analyses presented in three of the previously
cited studies of homicide in Houston (Bullock, 1955; Pokorny, 1965; Lunds-
gaarde, 1977). These investigators each obtained data directly from the
homicide division of the Houston Police Department for 1945–9, 1958–61,
and 1969, respectively. Likewise, we use homicide data provided by the De-
partment for the 4,944 incidents of homicide that occurred during the pe-
riod 1985 through 1994. Information extracted from these 1985–94 files
includes homicide motive, relationship between victim and offender, loca-
tion and type of premise where the offense took place, type of weapon used,
and the race, gender, and age of the victim and offender. These data were
then supplemented by cross-referencing cases by date with all published
homicide accounts within the Houston Chronicle. These newspaper accounts
helped provide otherwise missing data in some cases and more details on
motives and the situational contexts of homicide in others.

We first report the relative percentage of the population for each of
the four primary racial/ethnic groups at five points in time between
1945 and 1994. We then calculate their respective homicide victimization
rates, as measured by the number of deaths per 100,000 of that subgroup
within Houston’s population. The time periods selected for our analysis
include years covered by previous studies: 1945–9 (Bullock, 1955), 1958–61
(Pokorny, 1965), and 1969 (Lundsgaarde, 1977). We divide the most re-
cent data, collected by us, into five-year increments, 1985–9 and 1990–4.
Given the substantial fluctuations in homicide overall during this ten-year
period (in Houston and nationally), as well as changes in the popula-
tion proportions of each racial/ethnic group within Houston, we gain
an improved understanding of recent trends in homicide risk for each
group.

We also compare the characteristics of homicide incidents and rates, to
the extent possible, across the three previous studies just noted and the
present one. This is done to ascertain both consistencies and deviations
in the ethnicity or race of homicide victims and offenders as well as the
characteristics of areas in which the majority of these killings took place.
We are particularly interested in how the city’s tremendous economic, geo-
graphic, and population growth over this periodmay have altered homicide
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risk for its residents. As well, we look at the distribution of methods used,
incident location, and victim-offender relationships.

Characteristics of Houston Homicide over Time

Table 4.1 is offered as a means of comparison among four of the numerous
studies, including the present one, of lethal violence in Houston. We first
display the percentages of homicide victims and offenders (where known)
by race and ethnicity. The biggest change over time in the racial and eth-
nic distribution of homicide victims is that Hispanics now account for a
larger percentage of all victims than non-Hispanic whites, although blacks
continue to far exceed the numbers of any other group. As expected, the
relative percentages of offenders, by race and ethnicity, are very similar to
those of victims.

In 3,856 (78 percent) of the homicide incidents that occurred between
1985 and 1994, the race/ethnicity of both the victim and offender are
known. Although the vast majority of homicides in Houston continue to
be intraracial, it is noteworthy that 17 percent of these incidents were in-
terracial. Closer inspection of this 17 percent of cases revealed that just
over 42 percent of the offenders were black, 23 percent were Hispanic,
20 percent were non-Hispanic white, and 3 percent were Asian. As for vic-
tims in these interracial incidents, 40 percent were non-Hispanic whites,
28 percent were Hispanic, 40 percent were black, and 6 percent were Asian.
Among the largest interracial victim-offender combinations, 23 percent
were black-on-white, and 14 percent each wereHispanic-on-white and black-
on-Hispanic. Martinez (1996b) also found, as had Wilbanks (1984) for ear-
lier years in Miami, that Latinos were more likely to be victims of intergroup
homicide in the 1990s than in earlier periods. Based on the variety of ways
the profiles of Latino and non-Latino killing varied, Martinez suggests that
the victim-offender relationship and type of homicide are likely a reflection
of unique racial/ethnic group dynamics.

Whether the analysis of the sociodemographic characteristics of high
homicide areas pertains to census tracts, as in previous studies, or to police
districts, as in this study, we note the similarities therein. Bullock (1955) and
Lundsgaarde (1977) were each describing the census tracts in which the
majority of homicides occurred, whereas our present analysis of homicide
for 1985–94 pertains to the two police districts in which 38 percent of all such
incidents occurred. As expected, for each of these four time periods, these
highhomicide areas are characterizedby almost exclusively racial andethnic
minorities (the majority of whom are poorly educated) and high levels of
unemployment. While avoiding overgeneralizations about the connection
among these factors and homicide, one thing that is illustrated by these
findings is that the existence of almost equal numbers of twominority groups
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Table 4.1. Selected Characteristics of Homicide in Houston, 1945–1994 (Percentages)1

1945–9 1958–61 1969
(Bullock) (Pokorny) (Lundsgaarde) 1985–942

N = 489 N = 425 N = 268 N = 4,944

Victims by Race/Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic White 23% 38% 22% 20%
Black 67 63 70 48
Hispanic 9 7 6 30
Asian – – 1 3

Offenders by Race/Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic White 24% 29% 26% 15%
Black 67 63 66 53
Hispanic 9 8 7 28
Asian – n/a – 2
Other – – – 2

Interracial Incidents 4% 7% 6% 17%

Young Offenders (−18 years) – n/a 3% 7%

Sociodemographics of High Homicide Areas
Black Population 42% n/a 94% > or = 75%
Hispanic Population 24 n/a 1 > or = 25
Less than High School (<5th grade)
Education 19 n/a 73 >51

Unemployed 11 n/a 5 9–15

Homicide Method
Firearm n/a 64% 86% 70%
Knife n/a 25 11 23
Other n/a 11 3 7

Incident Location
House/Apartment 42% 42% 40% 41%
Bar 29 14 20 2
Parking Lot/Street/Alley 21 26 17 39
Other 8 18 23 18

Victim-Offender Relationship
Intimates n/a 7% 26% 10%
Family n/a 23 15 7
Friend/Acquaintance n/a 44 43 38
Strangers/Unknown 13% 26 16 45

1 Numbers may not equal 100 due to rounding.
2 Offender’s race/ethnicity known for 78% of cases.
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somewhat displaces homicide risk for the “first” of these two groups. In the
case of Houston, as the relative proportion and representation in homi-
cide of blacks have decreased, these same two factors have increased for
Latinos. In fact, these two groups are near parity in several unfortunate
ways – education levels, occupational and income levels, and percentages in
poverty.

At least two other important observations may be drawn from Table 4.1.
Those in streets and alleys, as well as “other” locations, have now vastly super-
seded the incidence of homicide in bars. At least 25 percent of the approxi-
mately five thousand homicides for the decade of 1985–94 were felony-
related incidents, including robbery-homicides, as well as those involving
gangs and drug transactions. The nature of each of these types of killing
would explain the incident locations we now observe. We also note a sub-
stantial increase in the percentage of incidents in which the victim and
offender were strangers or their relationship was unknown. We recognize
that collapsing these two categories into one is arbitrary, yet the fact that
in only 55 percent of cases were the victim and offender clearly prior ac-
quaintances (if not friends or family) represents a noteworthy deviation in
homicide of the past decade to that of earlier periods.

Table 4.2 provides a delineation of the proportions of Houston’s pop-
ulation represented by each of the four major racial/ethnic subgroups –
non-Hispanic whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians. We recognize that these
categorizations are arbitrary, with numerous subgroups of Latinos included
in the Hispanic category, for example. Yet, these categories provide for gen-
eral comparisons across race and ethnicity over this fifty-year time period.
As seen in Table 4.2, Houston’s overall homicide rate has been chronically
high, despite fluctuations over the five time periods. In fact, throughout
most of the twentieth century, Houston’s murder rate has been two to three
times the national average. More telling however is the dramatic difference
in relative risk based on the race and ethnicity of victims and offenders.

The extent of “white flight” from Houston’s city proper is clear in
Table 4.2. There has been a 45 percent decrease in the proportion of
Houston’s population made up of non-Hispanic whites. Yet, despite the
fact that the relative risk of homicide victimization for whites has remained
the lowest of all groups over this fifty-year period, the risk in 1990–4 was
twice that of 1945–9. This suggests that for those whites without the means
to “seek refuge in suburbia,” the lethality of the central city has increased.
Table 4.2 also reveals that the percentage of blacks has remained more

constant than any other racial/ethnic subgroup, comprising roughly one-
fifth of the city’s population throughout this fifty-year period. Their numbers
were somewhat lower at the endof the 1960s, as apparent economic opportu-
nities lured many of the South’s blacks to northern cities. However, for each
of these five time periods, their homicide victimization rate has been two to
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two and one-half times the city’s overall rate and the highest amongminority
groups, with the exception of 1985–9, in which the homicide rates of blacks
and Hispanics were virtually the same.

Our findings for Hispanic homicide risk echo those of Zahn (1987)
and Martinez (1996a). In both Zahn’s analysis of a nine-city sample and
Martinez’s study of 111 U.S. cities, overall Latino homicide rates fell be-
tween those of blacks and non-Latino whites. In Houston, for three of these
five points in time, the homicide victimization rate for Hispanics has occu-
pied an intermediate position between those of non-Hispanic whites and
blacks. Only during the period 1985–9 did their relative risk exceed that
of blacks. We believe this is partially explained by the fact that Hispanics’
labor force participation in the region increased from 9 percent in 1970 to
20 percent in 1990, now exceeding that of blacks. Also, until 1990, 5 to
10 percent fewer Hispanics than blacks were in poverty (Bureau of the
Census, 1993).

The homicide victimization risk for Asians was extremely high for the
period 1985–9, with a homicide rate ten times their proportion ofHouston’s
population. By 1990–4, this risk decreased to six times their percentage of
the population. We believe this rapid decrease may reflect a more rapid
assimilation intomainstream society, basedon their labor forceparticipation
and income as earlier discussed. If this continues to be the case, their rates
may continue to fall substantially.

Summary

At this writing, Houston is eight times larger geographically than it was fifty
years ago, increasing from seventy-four to over six hundred square miles.
It is also over three times larger in population, having grown from approx-
imately 490,000 residents in 1945 to over 1.6 million today. This chapter
has attempted to show how violence (as exemplified by acts legally declared
to be homicides) intersects with race and ethnicity in a large, southern
American city. We have shown that this relationship between violence and
race/ethnicity is not a newphenomenonbut one that has had varyingdimen-
sions over the past century. Demographic dynamics (migration patterns)
have impacted this relationship as Houston has experienced first a decrease
in the black population in the early part of the century and then an increase
in the last half of the century. This recent increase in the black popula-
tion has been accompanied by a 10 percent increase (from 18 percent to
28 percent) between 1980 and 1990 in theHispanic population. During this
same period,Houston experienced a huge economic downturn, fromwhich
it is just now beginning to recover. Throughout all this, the white homicide
rate has maintained a relatively steady rate. Thus, what was predominantly
a dichotomous picture of race and ethnic composition of homicide victims
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until the 1980s is now one of twomajorminority groups sharing in this social
misfortune.

As elsewhere, many of Houston’s projected labor force demands for the
future are in low-skilled, low-paying service jobs and in high-skilled, techno-
logically advanced occupations. Given the city’s slow progress in addressing
the educational, occupational, and incomedeficits of itsmost disadvantaged
citizens, we may expect that these minority groups – particularly blacks and
Hispanics – will continue to share in the perennial tragedy of lethal violence.



C H A P T E R F I V E

The Race/Ethnicity and Poverty Nexus of Violent
Crime: Reconciling Differences in Chicago’s
Community Area Homicide Rates
Calvin C. Johnson
Chanchalat Chanhatasilpa

Introduction

Research on the relationship among race, poverty, and violent crime has a
long tradition that is grounded in theoretical andempirical sociological liter-
atures aimed largely at explaining the geographic and spatial distribution of
violence (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Beasley and Antunes, 1974; Loftin
and Hill, 1974; Mlandenka and Hill, 1976; Anderson, 1999). One of the
earliest theoretical perspectives suggested that the highest rates of violence
are found in poor communities in which oppositional subcultures promote
public displays of toughness and fatalism among residents (Wolfgang, 1967).
These communities are typically described as neighborhoods with large eth-
nic or racial minority populations and places where residents are resentful
and frustrated by their lack of economic opportunity and social isolation
(Blau and Blau, 1982; Messner, 1983; Logan and Messner, 1987; Peterson
and Krivo, 1993). Violence is considered a manifestation of feelings of dif-
fused anger, resentment, and frustration, all of which are closely associated
with economic disadvantage (Phillips, 1997). When the anger and frustra-
tion is not well managed, violence is just one of many outcomes (e.g., see
Messner, 1983, for a similar discussion onhostility and aggression;Harer and
Steffensmeier, 1992; Hsieh and Pugh, 1993). Proponents of this perspec-
tive posit that the association between racial/ethnic composition and crim-
inal violence attenuates as stressors like resource deprivation and inequal-
ity are alleviated (Block, 1979; Messner, 1982; Williams, 1984; Sampson,
1985; 1986; Messner and Tardiff, 1986). Thus, resource deprivation and
inequality are considered important determinants of violent conduct in
racial/ethnicminority communities, or at least as important as racial/ethnic
composition (Loftin and Hill, 1974; Blau and Blau, 1982; Messner and
Tardiff, 1986).

89
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Researchers have also reported that the associationbetween racial/ethnic
composition and criminal violence reflects the geographic concentration of
high-risk populations (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1994). Short (1997) posits
that communities have becomenoticeably segregated by race/ethnicity with
most poor blacks living in poor black communities and most poor whites
living in nonpoor white communities – a finding that Wilson (1987) and
Massey and his associates (1994) have observed in Chicago. Because poor
blacks are geographically concentrated, the relationship(s) among race,
ethnicity, class, and violent crime at themacro-level could possibly reflect the
segregation and concentration of high-risk populations (Wilson, 1987; Krivo
and Peterson, 1996). When communities are saturated with high-risk pop-
ulations, a “tipping” effect may be observed that results in rising homicide
rates (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1994). Surprisingly, this discussion focuses
on what Sampson and Wilson (1995) described as the artificial distinction
between the basic tenets of structural and subcultural perspectives.

Additional sociological studies published during recent years have pro-
posed a link between violence and the capacity of communities to “self-
regulate” local social processes that occur within their boundaries. It is said
that healthy and functioning communities collectively develop a consensus
around notions of what are acceptable and unacceptable social interactions
within the community and with persons from outside its boundaries. Thus,
almost by definition, a community is characterized as an area of effective
social control and regulated space. Self-regulation and other regulatory ca-
pacities constitute a form of social inoculation that reduces the likelihood
that crime and disorder will develop from within or infiltrate community
boundaries from without.

These concepts derived from the study of community may have relevance
for understanding how race, economic disadvantage, and violent crime are
linked. For example, proponents of these views have suggested that, while
economic deprivation is perhaps sufficient to motivate individuals to partic-
ipate in crime, especially in the presence of opportunities for wrongdoing,
much of the documented association between violence and deprivation is
perhaps accounted for by community self-regulation, community [social]
control, or collective efficacy (Kornhauser, 1978; Bursik andGrasmick, 1993;
Johnson, 1997; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997). A community that
shows collective and reciprocal willingness to combat crime and disorder
(“you watch my back and I’ll watch yours”) will be far less likely than its spa-
tial counterparts to experience crime (Wilson, 1987; Sampson,Raudenbush,
and Earls, 1997; Sampson and Raudenbush, 1999). Furthermore, scholars
have suggested that social networks are the foundation of informal con-
trols because they facilitate collective action through networks of friendship
and kinship ties (Karsada and Janowitz, 1974; Bursik and Grasmick, 1993;
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Bellair, 1997). Residents in communities with effective social networks are
likely tohavemore interactionwith one another andexpress, either passively
or actively, their commitment to the basic principle of a community consen-
sus. Because of residents’ involvement in the social network, a community
is able to wield informal controls to oppose practices that are not aligned
with basic community principles (Bellair, 1997; Sampson, Raudenbush, and
Earls, 1997).

Despite the insights provided by recent empirical investigations that have
explored these possible links between community and crime, we believe that
they do not provide a complete understanding of the roles played by poverty
and economic inequality in explaining racial and ethnic differences in vi-
olent crime rates across communities. This critique forms the basis for the
discussion and data we present in this chapter. We believe that past research
on the effects of poverty on racially disaggregated homicide rates in the U.S.
cities is perhaps the closest we have come to a sustained effort at success-
fully disentangling the relationship among poverty, race, ethnicity, and vio-
lent behavior (e.g., see Harer and Steffensmeier, 1992; Smith, 1992; Parker
and McCall, 1997; and Parker and McCall, 1999; Ousey, 1999; Peterson,
Krivo, and Harris, 2000). Although valuable, these studies have tended to
be largely examinations of violent crime within the context of large urban
centers with large numbers of poor nonwhite residents. Often, this has led
to the perception of violent crime as largely an urban, minority problem.
We believe this perception partly reflects a social science research agenda
that has emphasized the accumulation of knowledge about crime in urban,
minority America while underemphasizing crime and violence found in sub-
urban and rural communities where whites live. Because of these limitations
recent scholars have suggested the need for a closer examination of struc-
tural differences among more widely varied and diverse communities as a
basis for providing better community-level explanations of variations in the
distribution of homicide and nonlethal violence (Short, 1997; Ousey, 1999).

In pursuit of that objective, we argue in this chapter that economic depri-
vation and other structural disadvantages increase homicide rates in com-
munities through their deleterious impact on community control regardless
of the racial composition of the community. In this context, we suggest that
poor white communities are no more immune to high levels of homicide
than black communities. For example, in 1990, roughly 25 percent of the
white residents in Miami, Detroit, and San Antonio lived below the poverty
level, and these cities were among those in the United States with the high-
est homicide rates, between 16 and 20 per 100,000 residents, respectively
(Glickman, Lahr, Wyly, and Elvin, 1998). Three smaller cities with relatively
large concentrations of poor white residents (Little Rock, AR; Louisville,
KY; Oklahoma City, OK) had homicide rates (approximately 5 to 7 per
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100,000 residents) comparable to overall rates for New York City, Houston,
and Los Angeles – larger cities with concentrated black poverty (Federal
Bureau of Investigation, 1999; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000).

In this chapter, we attempt to expand, through conceptual and theoreti-
cal elaboration, some of the current discussion about the race, poverty, and
homicide nexus. We propose that:

1. A community’s racial composition is associated with its homicide rate but
not independently of its economic status.

That is, minority communities with high levels of homicide are places with
high levels of structural poverty and other social disadvantages that erode
the ability of these communities to collectively combat crimeandother social
ills. In our analyses, we use a series of ordinary least squares models to show
the complexity of the relationships and to offer support for our perspective.
We focus on the net effects of racial/ethnic composition, economic depri-
vation, and their nexus on homicide rates. We are particularly interested
in these relationships in terms of community violence. Our analysis inves-
tigates these relationships in a stepwise manner to highlight various beliefs
about the race/ethnicity, poverty, and violence nexus that have emerged
from the literature on this topic. Specifically, we begin with an investiga-
tion of one of the most common models estimated with city-level data –
homicide rate regressed on racial composition. These results will give us an
understanding of racial/ethnic composition as a determinant of commu-
nity homicide rates assuming that racial/ethnic composition is variable and
other structural factors are invariant across areas. However, we believe this
model is an inadequate representation of the social structure and therefore
proceed by reconciling the previous findings with two predictions.

As discussed by Sampson and Lauritsen (1994) and Short (1997), the
association between the racial/ethnic composition of a community and
homicide rates is expected to diminish or disappear once factors like so-
cioeconomic status, social control, or poverty are statistically controlled.
Thus, in the second stage of our investigation, we add economic depriva-
tion and community control variables as well as other structural factors. The
last stage of the investigation focuses on a prediction that has been offered
by Wilson (1987) and later by Krivo and Peterson (1996). Following their
lead, we further propose that:

2. The relationship between racial/ethnic composition and homicide rates
is partially accounted for by structural disadvantage and levels of social
control.

Although it is plausible that the proportion of racial/ethnic minority res-
idents and poverty is independently associated with its homicide rates, we
posit that poor black communities will tend to have higher homicide rates



CHICAGO’S COMMUNITY AREA HOMICIDE RATES 93

thannonpoor black areas. Indeed, webelieve that this pattern exists between
poor and nonpoor communities of any racial/ethnic composition. Poverty
is expected to be deleterious in areas of any racial/ethnic compositions.
The study below describes how the association between racial/ethnic com-
position and homicide rates is partially contingent on economic deprivation
and its effect on community social control.

Data Sources

Data for this analysis come from two sources. The Community Area demo-
graphic, social, and economic data are from The Local Community Fact Book
(Chicago Fact Book Consortium, 1983, 1996). The city of Chicago was se-
lected because its population is very diverse along lines of race, ethnicity,
and socioeconomic status; its distinct communities often are divided along
these dimensions, and there exists an abundance of accessible information
about the city and its residents.Community Fact Book data have been collected
for the seventy-five historically recognized communities of Chicago formore
than sixty years. A Community Area is a geographically linked collection of
census tracts that share historical patterns of growth and settlement. His-
torically, these areas have had a distinct set of inhabitants with collective
interests and business and organizational participation that set them apart
from their neighbors (Chicago Fact Book Consortium, 1996). Although
we compromise somewhat the concepts “community” and “neighborhood”
by using Community Areas, the data collected for each area provide many
opportunities to study changes in the composition and structure of the
smaller, “true” communities contained therein. In our study, the concepts
“community” and Community Area are not coterminous.

The homicide data we use in ourCommunity Area analysis come from the
Chicago Homicide Dataset (1996), which contains data on all homicides, ex-
cept police shootings and justifiable deaths, occurring in the city of Chicago
between 1965 and 1994. The data were collected and analyzed by Carolyn
Rebecca Block andRichard Block.1 It containsmore than twenty-three thou-
sand records and one hundred variables related to victim, offender, and
incident characteristics.2

We merged the two datasets to combine the structural data (the Chicago
Community Fact Book) with the homicide data (the Chicago Homicide Dataset).
To link the two datasets, the homicide data was aggregated to the Commu-
nity Area. We assigned each homicide record a Community Area; thus, we

1 Richard Block geocoded the entire dataset, linked addresses to census tracts, and supplied
this information to the archived version of the Chicago Homicide Dataset. A Community Area
variable, created by aggregating tracts, is also included in the archived data.

2 For an excellent review of the Chicago Homicide Dataset, see Block and Block (1994).
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summarized the homicide counts for each Community Area and year. The
final dataset contains 1970, 1980, and 1990 structural data and correspond-
ing homicide data for each Community Area.3

Community Area data collected between 1970 and 1990 provide a rea-
sonable picture of the structural disadvantage facing communities shortly
after a period of major economic displacement. While urban poverty had
been concentrated in ethnic communities before 1970, severe poverty be-
came more pronounced during the 1970s – especially toward the end of
the 1970s – when urban America finally realized the end of an economy
dominated by manufacturing to one characterized by the near dominance
of service industries. This shift produced a skill mismatch that resulted in a
surplus of low-skilled workers who were not well suited for the labor force
(Wilson, 1987, 1997;Wacquant andWilson, 1989;Massey, 1990;Massey et al.,
1994).4 Besides the development of severe economic deprivation within
Community Areas, we also observed a decrease in Chicago’s white popula-
tion by one-third and an increase in the Hispanic and black populations by
70 percent and 9 percent respectively. This structural shift occurred during
a time when the homicide rates for whites increased, the homicide rates
for Hispanics outpaced that group’s population growth, and the homicide
rates for blacks decreased (Block and Block, 1992; Block, 1993). Although
Chicago does not contain large populations of economically deprived white
residents heavily concentrated in any one Community Area, it does allow
us to preliminarily investigate how structural poverty impacts communities
that are more or less nonblack.

Measures

The Community Area homicide rate represents a three-year mean rate –
the three years surrounding and including the decennial census year.5

Unlike many nonfatal crimes, using homicide as a dependent variable re-
duces the likelihood of reporting biases. Homicides rarely go unnoticed or
unreported.

3 We only discuss the findings for 1980 and 1990. The findings for 1970 are not discussed
because one of the variables used to weight the community capacity scale has a sign in the
opposite direction and thus challenges our conceptual argument for using this measure in
1970. Although the results are consistent across all three study years, the findings for 1970
appear in the Appendix (Table A-1).

4 Remember that large industries, especially those in the Midwest and Northeast, set in motion
amigration of unskilled to semiskilled workers whose subsistence depended on the continued
existence of large industries (Lieberson, 1980).

5 Despite the advantages of using Community Area as the unit of analysis, preliminary analyses
of univariate and bivariate data plots indicated that two community areas (The Loop and
O’Hare) were different from the others. Both communities were dropped from the analysis
because their high transient activities inflated theperson time at risk of homicide victimization
and the opportunity for would-be offenders.
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Table 5.1. Chicago Community Area Characteristics, 1980 and 1990 (N = 75)

Min Q1 Q2 Q3 Max

Average Homicide Rate, 1980 .00 17.12 53.65 114.64 276.13
Average Homicide Rate, 1990 .00 21.21 49.82 129.39 395.58
% Below Poverty, 1980 1.50 5.10 11.50 23.40 60.90
% Below Poverty, 1990 .00 7.00 14.00 28.00 70.00
Unemployment Rate, 1980 3.60 6.00 8.30 13.60 29.50
Unemployment Rate, 1990 3.00 7.00 11.00 18.00 45.00
Rate of Public Aid, 1980 .11 2.39 7.48 18.09 68.08
Rate of Public Aid, 1990 .15 3.04 9.16 19.64 49.30
Proportion Black, 1980 .00 .00 .13 .94 .99
Proportion Black, 1990 .00 .01 .23 .96 .99
Proportion Hispanic, 1980 .00 .01 .04 .13 .78
Proportion Hispanic, 1990 .00 .01 .07 .25 .88
Proportion Non-Hispanic .00 .04 .62 .88 .99
White, 1980

Proportion Non-Hispanic .00 .02 .45 .79 .98
White, 1990

% Owner Occupancy, 1980 .50 22.40 38.10 67.60 90.60
% Owner Occupancy, 1990 2.00 27.00 43.00 71.00 91.00
Residential Stability, 1980 33.20 52.10 63.20 70.90 79.20
Residential Stability, 1990 36.00 55.00 63.00 71.00 79.00
% Children in Husband-Wife 21.50 54.80 72.50 85.20 92.10
Household, 1980

% Children in Husband-Wife 23.00 57.00 75.00 83.00 90.00
Household, 1990

Persons per Household, 1980 1.70 2.50 2.80 3.30 4.90
Persons per Household, 1990 1.70 2.50 2.80 3.20 4.40
% Age 14–20, 1980 6.10 10.60 12.50 14.80 19.30
% Age 14–20, 1990 4.00 8.00 10.00 12.00 15.00

The homicide rates are positively skewed as indicated by the quartile
distribution in Table 5.1. The median homicide rates are closer to the 25th
percentile than to the 75th percentile. This patternwas present in each study
year and indicated that only a few communities had high homicide rates.

Our measure of racial/ethnic composition is the proportion each
racial/ethnic group composes of the Community Area.6 The value for
any one group ranges between 0 (no representation) and 1 (complete
representation). Because we hypothesized that a community’s racial/ethnic
minority composition is associated with homicide rates, we created a

6 Race and ethnic groups other than black and Hispanic were combined with the numbers for
white residents in a community.
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Table 5.2. Factor Loadings of Indicators for Economic
Deprivation and Community Control, 1980 and 1990
(N = 75)

Indicator 1980 1990

Economic Deprivation

% Below Poverty .971 .969
Unemployment Rate .952 .977
Rate of Public Aid .963 .989

Community Control

% Owner Occupancy .977 .985
Residential Stability .690 .670
% Children in H-W .770 .670

separate variable for each race/ethnic group: (1) white, (2) black, and (3)
Hispanic.

Economic deprivation (DEP) – our measure of poverty – is a weighted
factor score composed of three indicators: (1) the percentage of families
with combined incomes below the poverty level; (2) the unemployment rate
for civilians sixteen years and older; and (3) the rate of public assistance per
one hundred residents. Together these indicators provide a refined mea-
sure of severe poverty at the Community Area, for example, see Bursik and
Grasmick (1993). We chose the weighted scale approach to avoid the poten-
tial of multicollinearity of our independent variables and because we believe
it is unlikely that each variable contributes equally to the construct. The
regression factor score is the sum of each variable weighted by its factor
score. Perhaps surprisingly, the indicators of economic deprivation have
similar associations with the construct. As shown in Table 5.2, the economic
deprivation variable captures three poverty-related indicators that have con-
sistent high factor loadings above .95.

Community control (CC) – a proxy measure of the capacity of commu-
nities to wield social control – is a weighted factor score composed of three
indicators: (1) the percentage of owner occupied housing units; (2) the rate
of residential stability; and (3) the percentage of children living in husband-
wife households. We intended to measure the degree to which a commu-
nity has the collective capacity to control local activities (see Elliott et al.,
1996; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997). Based on the literature, we
hypothesize that in communities with high levels of capacity to control, res-
idents are more likely to take steps to prevent the occurrence of disorder
and to take other necessary steps to inhibit personal violence. These effects
might include greater participation in local initiatives to prevent and control
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crime and delinquency, especially violent crimes. Although the indicators of
this measure have only moderate factor loadings (see Table 5.2), we believe
that it measures the degree to which communities can assemble collectives
to combat undesirable activities because it has face validity.7

As with any spatial analysis of violence, the percentage of residents be-
tween the age of fourteen and twenty is a factor worth exploring. Empirical
studies continue to show that teenagers and young adults commit crime
and are victims of crimes more often than individuals from other age cat-
egories (Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo, 1978; Land, McCall, and
Cohen, 1990). Conceptually, the percentage of young residents is interest-
ing because young people participate in lifestyle activities that place them at
greater risk of being victims and offenders. Therefore, we expect commu-
nities with high percentages of young people to have higher rates of violent
crimes than communities with lower percentages of young people. Table 5.1
shows a relatively stable distribution of teenage population across the study
years.

Population density – measured as population per household – is another
factor that is important to our investigation (see Table 5.1). Literature has
indicated that population density (especially within the context of urban-
ization and crowding) can be important in explaining violent crime. More
specifically, population density destroys the community organization by in-
creasing the level of anonymity among residents (Fischer, 1976; Roncek,
1981; Sampson, 1985; Wilson, 1987; Block, 1993; Sampson et al., 1997). As
highlighted in this literature, reciprocal guardianship behaviors in which
residents are familiar and concerned with one another are more difficult
to maintain in densely populated communities due to increased anonymity
among neighbors. Once these relationships and behaviors become ineffec-
tive, the community is less capable of regulating and controlling interper-
sonal violence.

Analysis Plan

We are primarily interested in the association between race/ethnicity and
community homicide rates that is net of economic deprivation and vice

7 Residential stability had a negative loading in 1970 and positive loadings in 1980 and 1990.
After analyzing the descriptive statistics for residential stability, we recognized the histori-
cal significance of migration patterns in and out of Chicago Community Areas. By 1970,
racial/ethnic minorities began experimenting with new housing opportunities made possi-
ble by the passing of the Fair Housing Act. As a result, many racial/ethnic Community Areas,
even European ethnic areas, were experiencing a great deal of residential instability. How-
ever, by 1980 and certainly by 1990, residential stability was the rule. Community Areas of all
racial/ethnic makeups had become residentially stable. We believe the negative loading for
residential stability in 1970 was picking up this historical trend. Therefore, this loading does
not compromise the validity of Community Control.
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versa. Assuming the association between racial/ethnic composition and
homicide rates to be significant, a general interpretation of this finding
is that racial/ethnic composition is associated with differences in homicide
rates net of the potential association with economic deprivation and vice
versa. Because we know that community economic deprivation and racial/
ethnic composition are not independent structural phenomena, the use
of modes of data analysis and statistical tests that assume such indepen-
dence would be misleading. The observation by Wilson (1987) and Massey
and his associates (1990 and 1994) that 70 percent of poor whites live in
nonpoor neighborhoods compared with 15 percent of poor blacks pro-
vides support for investigating the interdependent association of economic
deprivation and racial/ethnic composition and the subsequent associa-
tion with homicide rates. Short (1997) also suggests that the intersection
between poverty and racial/ethnic composition might very well explain
differences in the patterns of violence in black and white communities.
Unfortunately, Short also notes that analyses of these relationships are com-
plicated and rarely conducted.8 Perhaps a more appropriate analysis within
the framework outlined by Wilson and Short would involve a test of the
interaction between economic deprivation and racial/ethnic composition
and its association with community homicide rates. This is a general test
of the association between a community’s racial/ethnic composition and
homicide rates, assuming constant levels of economic deprivation. It seeks
to determine whether the race/ethnicity associations are comparable at
each level of economic deprivation.

We conducted three analyses to investigate the relationships among
race/ethnicity, economic deprivation, and homicide rates. We designed the
first set of analyses to establish a community’s racial/ethnic composition as
a significant predictor of Community Area homicide rates. To investigate
this relationship, we regressed community homicide rates on racial/ethnic
composition (the proportion of black and Hispanic residents). This analy-
sis provides a first approximation of the association between racial/ethnic
composition and community homicide rates independent of other struc-
tural factors. Next, we added control variables assumed to be associated with
community homicide rates – economic deprivation, capacity to control, per-
cent age fourteen to twenty, and the number of persons per household. (We

8 The rareness of this sort of research may be due to the complexity involved in designing the
models as well as the difficulty in interpreting the results. Although we estimated a simple
version of the intersection between race/ethnicity and economic deprivation, we found
the interpretation of our findings quite challenging. The challenge was not necessarily in
the interpretation of the parameter estimates. Instead, we were more concerned about mak-
ing the interpretation as intuitive as possible. Perhaps this may provide at least part of the
reason for Short’s (1997) observation of the rareness and/or inadequate attention to this
issue.
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Table 5.3. OLS Coefficients for the Bivariate Regression of Commu-
nity Area Mean Homicide Rates (Square-root) on Community Struc-
tural Characteristics, 1980 and 1990 (N = 75)

HOM HOM
1980 1990

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 3.674 4.749
(.238) (.225)

15.463 21.146
Community Control (CC) −3.354 −3.600

(.289) (.426)
−11.624 −8.443

% Age 14–20 .595 1.234
(.159) (.178)
3.736 6.928

Population Density 1.849 3.535
(.921) (1.100)
2.008 3.213

Proportion Hispanic 3.393 −3.223
(2.972) (2.933)
1.142 −1.099

Proportion Black 6.859 9.626
(.812) (.840)
8.447 11.456

Proportion White −8.392 −11.546
(.724) (.859)

−11.595 −13.448

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were omitted from the
estimation. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors followed by
t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is significant at the .05 level for a one-tailed
test.

note that each of the control variables had significant bivariate coefficients
across the study periods, as shown in Table 5.3). This analysis allows us to de-
termine the strength of the racial/ethnic composition variables’ association
with community homicide rates. In addition, we can determine the degree
to which the control variables – specifically economic deprivation – account
for a large part of the association between racial/ethnic composition and
community homicide rates. Here, we should observe a sizable decrease in
the magnitude (size) of each racial/ethnic composition coefficient.

The third set of analyses investigated the effect of the proportion of black,
Hispanic, and white residents on community homicide rates across constant
levels of economic deprivation. To investigate these relationships, we added
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Table 5.4. OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Com-
munity Area Mean Homicide Rates (Square-root) on
Community Structural Characteristics, 1980 and 1990
(N = 75)

HOM HOM
Model 1 1980 1990

Proportion Hispanic 11.144 8.403
(1.882) (1.770)
5.922 4.748

Proportion Black 8.358 11.539
(.717) (.841)

11.662 13.720

Constant 3.281 2.206
Adjusted R Square .650 .720

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were omitted
from the estimation. Numbers in parentheses are stan-
dard errors followed by t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is
significant at the .05 level for a one-tailed test.

(to the previousmodel) the interaction effects of the proportionof black res-
idents and the proportion of Hispanic residents with economic deprivation.
This model also allows us to investigate the effect of economic deprivation
onhomicide rates in communities with different racial/ethnic compositions
and show in another way that economic deprivation accounts at least par-
tially for the race/ethnicity-homicide relationship. Each model is part of an
exercise to highlight the complicated nature of the race, ethnicity, and class
nexus. What follows is a discussion of the findings from the analyses.

Results

As shown in Table 5.3, the bivariate coefficients indicate that each predictor
variable, including those used to construct the factor composites, are asso-
ciated with Community Area homicide rates. Thus, our initial assumptions
aboutmodel specifications with the chosen predictors do not appear to have
been made in error.

Tables 5.4 to 5.6 provide nested specifications of the racial/ethnic com-
position and economic deprivation relationships with community homicide
rates. To reiterate,Model 1 tests the initial hypothesis that racial/ethnic com-
position is associated with community homicide rates (the “Race/Ethnicity
Model”);Model 2 tests amore general hypothesis that economic deprivation
and other relevant control variables account for a substantial portion of the
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Table 5.5.OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Community Area
Mean Homicide Rates (Square-root) on Community Structural
Characteristics, 1980 and 1990 (N = 75)

HOM HOM
Model 2 1980 1990

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 2.190 2.814
(.493) (.433)
4.440 6.495

Community Control (CC) −.754 −.931
(.423) (.395)

−1.783 −2.360
% Age 14–20 −.087 −.254

(.210) (.180)
−.416 −1.413

Population Density 1.335 .669
(1.106) (.979)

−1.207 .684
Proportion Hispanic 7.541 4.277

(1.641) (1.725)
4.596 2.480

Proportion Black 4.406 5.416
(.807) (.930)
5.455 5.826

Constant 9.013 4.446
Adjusted R Square .890 .912

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were omitted from the
estimation. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors followed
by t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is significant at the .05 level for a one-
tailed test.

association between racial/ethnic composition and community homicide
rates (the “Structural Partitioning Model”); Model 3 tests another general
hypothesis that the association between economic deprivation and commu-
nity homicide rates is consistently deleterious whatever the racial/ethnic
composition of the areas (the “Structural Disadvantage Model”).

As shown in Model 1, racial/ethnic composition was consistently associ-
ated with community homicide rates at each study year. Black and Hispanic
communities had higher homicide rates than their white counterparts.

Our examination of Model 2 – the “Structural Partitioning Model,”
which includes measures of deprivation and demographic controls – shows
that the coefficients for racial/ethnic compositions were reduced by nearly
half though they remained statistically significant. In this model, economic
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Table 5.6.OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Community Area
Mean Homicide Rates (Square-root) on Community Structural
Characteristics, 1980 and 1990 (N = 75)

HOM HOM
Model 3 1980 1990

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 3.600 3.144
(1.289) (1.440)
2.793 2.183

Community Control (CC) −.716 −.920
(.431) (.400)

−1.660 −2.300
% Age 14–20 −.093 −.311

(.201) (.185)
−.466 −1.686

Population Density −1.330 .749
(1.052) (.977)

−1.264 .767
Proportion Hispanic −3.005 −.851

(4.122) (3.136)
−.729 −.271

Proportion Black 4.608 5.408
(.834) (1.101)
5.526 4.912

DEP*Hispanic 5.901 3.974
(3.022) (2.622)
1.953 1.515

DEP*Black −1.632 −.414
(1.120) (1.346)

−1.458 −.308
Constant 9.089 4.907
Adjusted R Square .901 .914

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were omitted from the
estimation. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors followed
by t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is significant at the .05 level for a one-
tailed test.

deprivation was consistently associated with community homicide rates at
each study year. Furthermore, the coefficient for economic deprivation in-
creased over the two study years – a clear indication that economic depri-
vation became more deleterious over time. This association corresponds to
the period associated with the formation of the urban underclass (Wilson,
1987; Massey, 1990; Massey et al., 1994). Capacity for control was consis-
tently associated with decreases in community homicide rates. All else equal,
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communities with high capacity for control experienced fewer homicides
than those communities with low capacity for control.

The relationship between economic deprivation, community control,
and community homicide rates was net of the relationship between
racial/ethnic composition and community homicide rates. Because we
chose to use racial/ethnic composition as a series of proportions, the in-
terpretation of the coefficients speaks to the differences in communities we
could hypothetically classify as white, black, orHispanic.9 Usingwhites as the
reference group, we observed patterns of homicide rates that were higher
in black and Hispanic communities than in white areas (see Table 5.5).
Specifically, we notice that the intercept for the model at each period was
significantly large. In the general sense, we can interpret these findings to
mean that (all else being equal) communities with no (0) whites – those
communities with the largest proportions blacks and Hispanics – had high
homicide rates.10 However, this model fails to take into account the extant
literature about the concentration of black and Hispanic poor in inner-
city America. Also, black and Hispanic poor communities are more densely
populated with poor residents andmore likely to be adjacent to one another
or in close proximity. Their white counterparts aremore likely to live among
nonpoor residents or in less densely poor areas.

The coefficients for the percentage of the population that are teenagers
(sixteen to twenty) and population density (persons per household) were
not associated with community homicide rates as specified in ourmodels (as
indicated by the nonsignificant coefficients during the study years despite
significant bivariate coefficients). Similar findings have been reported in
other studies of homicide (see Land,McCall, andCohen, 1990).We omitted
both variables from the remaining discussion.

Model 3 provides the best illustration of the way we understand the in-
tersection between racial/ethnic composition and economic deprivation
to work with community homicide.11 Examination of the models allows
us to make comparisons between racial/ethnic composition and homi-
cide rates in economically deprived (poor) and nondeprived (nonpoor)

9 We do not attempt to provide a classification scheme that identifies Community Areas along
race/ethnicity lines. However, the variables were constructed to allow us to more or less
make testable hypothetical statements about the relationship between a Community Area’s
racial/ethnic composition and homicide rates. In the general sense, the race/ethnicity vari-
able is a measure of effects due to a particular racial/ethnic group.

10 This is the interpretation of the intercept in this model. It is the effect of the proportion
white at level zero.

11 The constant is the base homicide rate in white Community Areas and the coefficient for
economic deprivation is what is added to the constant to determine the rate in poor white
areas. To determine the comparable rates in black andHispanic Community Areas, themain
effect coefficients for racial/ethnic composition are used to compare rates in nonpoor areas
and the interaction effect coefficients are used to compare rates in poor community areas.
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Figure 5.1. Community Area Homicide Rates across Level of Economic Deprivation,
1980

communities. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 illustrate the effect given the complex-
ity of interpreting models specified with interaction terms. As observed in
eachfigure, the relationship between economic deprivation and community
homicide rates is most glaring at the lowest levels of economic deprivation
(nonpoor areas). At this level, the rates for black communities are much
higher than the rates in white and Hispanic areas. However, as communities
becomemore economically deprived (poorer) – whatever the racial/ethnic
composition – the rates start to converge. Each figure shows that the differ-
ences between homicide rates for each race-specific community is greatest
in the least economically deprived areas (nonpoor) than in the most eco-
nomically deprived areas (poor). Moreover, the significant and marginally
significant interactions indicate that the difference between homicide rates
in nonpoor and poor communities is greatest for Hispanic areas. Although
the rates are lowest in areas with low levels of poverty, the rates soar and are
highest in areas with high levels of poverty. Thus, this analysis indicates that
the most economically deprived (poorest) areas have the worst patterns of
homicide rates whatever the racial/ethnic composition.

Discussion and Conclusion

What do we make of the association between racial/ethnic composi-
tion and community homicide rates seen in this analysis? Whatever the
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Figure 5.2. Community Area Homicide Rates across Level of Economic Deprivation,
1990

interpretations, and there are many, they may have major policy implica-
tions. For example, if the relationship is a matter of “pure” economics, then
we could suggest policy directives that focus on economic revitalization
within communities with histories of high unemployment and underem-
ployment rates, especially in those communities considered most likely to
present opportunities for illegitimate and risky financially rewarding oppor-
tunities associated with violence. However, if the relationship is a matter of
racial/ethnic composition, then a couple of logical policy directives might
be: (1) to target communities populated by high-risk groups for special
attention by law enforcement agencies and other agencies responsible for
crime prevention; or (2) to use housing policy to reduce the concentration
of poor, minority residents in the inner cities and disperse them across the
urban landscape. These are policy directives that have already begun in the
form of crackdown and zero tolerance policing practices that have recently
received a great deal of attention in the Bronx area of New York City, in
Los Angeles, Chicago, and other smaller cities across the country. Disperse
Housing Program (DHA) initiatives can be found in Chicago, Denver, and
Baltimore.

Our analyses provide support for the general hypothesis that the associ-
ation between racial/ethnic composition and homicide rates is contingent
partially upon the level of economic deprivation within the community.
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To understand how we reached this conclusion, we turn to a discussion of
Tables 5.4, 5.5, and 5.6. As observed in Table 5.4, the coefficients for the
proportion Hispanic and black were large compared with the level for the
proportion white. Notice that the magnitude (size) differences for each of
the racial/ethnic composition variables persist across each study year. Thus,
at this point we could have concluded, albeit erroneously, that racial/ethnic
minority community had high homicide rates of extreme magnitude. How-
ever, this model failed to consider the association that community homicide
rates may have with other structural factors. Once we controlled for struc-
tural factors assumed to have an association with community homicide rates
(specifically economic deprivation), the coefficients for racial/ethnic com-
position reduced inmagnitude by roughly 50 percent. That is, the size of the
coefficients for the proportion Hispanic residents and the proportion black
residents decreased by one-half when we considered the area’s level of eco-
nomic deprivation, community control, population density, and percentage
teenage population.

Clearly, over half the association between community homicide rate
and race/ethnicity is attributable to factors other than race/ethnicity. As
such, the net effect of minority racial/ethnic composition is sensitive to
other structural factors. Is community-level homicide really associated with
racial/ethnic composition or other factors like economic deprivation and
community control? This question arises from the contemporary context of
racial/ethnic segregation, concentrated poverty, and decreasing homicide
rates in our inner cities. These cities are poorer and have greater concen-
trations of racial/ethnic minorities than in any of the preceding decennial
census years, but they are also experiencing decreases of 10 to 15 percent in
homicide victimizations. Given these patterns, more research is needed to
determine how minority racial/ethnic composition and community homi-
cide rates are associated.

At anotherpoint in the analysis, we investigatedwhetherhomicide rates in
poor white communities were different from those in poor racial/ethnicmi-
nority areas. Indeed, we notice in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 that racial/ethnic dif-
ferences in homicide rates are less pronounced when communities are poor
and more pronounced when communities are nonpoor. We interpret the
patterns observed in Table 5.6 in terms of homicide rates for racial/ethnic
groups at various levels of poverty. More specifically, the poorest Hispanic
and black communities have homicide rates that are similar to the poorest
white Community Areas. In contrast, nonpoor communities of similar dis-
tinctive racial/ethnic compositions are not as similar. To understand why
this may be the case, we offer the following explanations. The poorest com-
munities will have similarly deleterious homicide rates, not because of the
racial/ethnic composition of the Community Area, but because poverty
creates ripe opportunities for negative life circumstances to flourish and



CHICAGO’S COMMUNITY AREA HOMICIDE RATES 107

attack the collective properties of the community. As Robert Sampson and
his associates noted in studies conducted during the 1980s and early 1990s,
poverty operates to disrupt protective community controls, for example,
see Sampson and Lauritsen (1994). These elements are necessary to com-
bat crime and delinquency at the community level. Therefore, it does not
surprise us that poor communities of all racial/ethnic compositions would
havehigherhomicide rates than those found in the respective nonpoor com-
munities. Indeed, structural poverty is consistently shown to be associated
with homicide.

In contrast, we expect the nonpoor communities to have noticeably lower
homicide rates. As observed in Figures 5.1 and 5.2, nonpoor black commu-
nities had higher homicide rates than those found in nonpoorHispanic and
white areas. We understand the disparate rate to be a function of migration
and post facto segregation. Recall for a moment that poor white residents
are less likely to live in poor communities than poor black residents. Thus,
the concentration of poor whites is a less common occurrence than the con-
centration of poor black residents. When we do find high concentrations
of poor whites, they tend to be found in rural areas of the United States.
Some of these areas have high homicide rates, especially in Appalachia. In
addition, middle-class black communities are more likely to be found near
poor communities, especially those that are poor and black. As a result, the
homicide rates for middle-class black communities might be high because
the physical boundaries between these communities and the poorest areas
“fade out” andmake social boundaries less distinctive. Conversely, the physi-
cal boundaries between black and nonblack communities are more obvious
and transcend social environments, thus creating social boundaries that
closely resemble the physical boundaries. These findings also address an-
other wrinkle in the race/ethnicity, class, and interpersonal violence nexus.
Particularly, we gave special attention to racial/ethnic composition and its
association with Community Area homicide rates before and after control-
ling for poverty. Although the association between race/ethnicity and com-
munity homicide rates seemed significant independent of other structural
factors, when we introduced structural poverty to our model specification,
the typical association between race/ethnicity and Community Area homi-
cide rates became less apparent. Rather than draw definitive conclusions
about these findings, we would like to offer three suggestions to researchers
and policy makers concerned about the associations among race/ethnicity,
poverty, and homicide.

First, we should study no one component of the race/ethnicity, poverty,
and homicide nexus in a vacuum. To continue to study in a cursory fashion
the association between racial/ethnic composition and homicide is unsatis-
fying, does not provide an understanding about how and why race/ethnicity
is important, and potentially could lead to erroneous conclusions about the
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relationships. The research in this area has oftenused the racial composition
in geographic locations (particularly black residents) synonymously with the
economic conditions of the same location. As we have shown, other struc-
tural factors (especially economic deprivation, our measure of structural
poverty) accounted for half the initial relationship between racial/ethnic
composition and homicide. Furthermore, homicide rates in the poorest
Community Areas were deleterious whatever the racial/ethnic composition.
Therefore, any attempt to use race/ethnicity should take into account the
potential intersections with other structural factors, especially when strong
conceptual support exists for such analyses (Sampson, 1986). To continue
developing our understanding of the race/ethnicity, poverty, and homicide
nexus, the research community will need to explore the impact of struc-
tural measures independently of race and ethnicity. We have attempted to
explore such a relationship using Chicago Community Area data (see also
recent studies by Krivo and Peterson, 1996; and their associates).

We also encourage further development of more obvious intersections
between the nexus. Particularly, we must examine the individual and situa-
tional circumstances surrounding homicide events (to include spatial and
temporal) with more detail. As outlined throughout the National Research
Council report,Understanding and Preventing Violence (Reiss and Roth, 1994),
and Poverty, Ethnicity, and Violent Crime (Short, 1997), the determinants of
violence flow from the individual, macro-structural, and situational levels
of analyses. Thus, before we can begin to understand the causes of vio-
lent crimes, we must unravel the associations at each level and bring find-
ings from these levels together to provide meaningful interpretation of our
data.

Second, the fact that structural poverty is associated with community
homicide rates in inner-city Chicago does not mean that Chicago’s commu-
nity structures typify other largemetropolitan cities. Policymakers oftenfind
themselves making misguided recommendations because they overextend
the generalizability and applicability of study findings. Therefore, global pol-
icy recommendations about how to combat the effect of structural poverty
on community homicide rates should proceed with extreme caution until
examinations of the race, poverty, and crime relationship(s) have been in-
vestigated in other cities using other units of analyses (e.g., census tracts,
blocks, and other spatially meaningful units). Our presentation of the find-
ings addresses community-level determinants of homicide for a Midwestern
city (namely Chicago) in 1980 and 1990.

Finally, these findings may point to the potential “shock effect” that
might occur when programs intended to improve the economic position
of the long-term poor err and cause a greater downward spiral in their
economic position. Specifically, we need to be mindful of the unintended
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consequences of policies that, while based on good intentions, may actu-
ally cause more harm than good. For example, poor communities are more
likely than nonpoor communities to experience disproportionately high
levels of homicide victimization, for reasons explained above. Welfare re-
form policies that are intended to improve the economic circumstances of
poor families alsomust attend to unintended consequences thatmightmake
their communities more vulnerable to abnormally high levels of homicide
victimization. Research has not yet addressed the potential effect of these
types of policies on crime, especially criminal violence. When such research
begins to develop, we should give careful attention to national variations
in local responses to reform and the association between these responses
and homicide rates. Furthermore, researchers should pay close attention to
the fiscal and social capacities of localities and their ability to control crime,
especially in areas that have large concentrations of poor or racial/ethnic
minorities. We would hypothesize that localities with low fiscal capacity or
community control capacity are less able to bear the burden of specific eco-
nomic reforms, and therefore are more susceptible to the deleterious effect
of poverty on crime. Likewise, many other communities will become suscep-
tible as they struggle with the new fiscal strain and the inability to collectively
build community control capacities.

Appendix

Table A1. Chicago Community Area Characteristics, 1970 (N = 75)

Min Q1 Q2 Q3 Max

Average Homicide Rate .00 7.23 29.60 90.50 231.87
% Below Poverty 2.10 4.00 6.40 15.50 44.40
Unemployment Rate 1.90 2.80 3.70 4.90 13.40
Rate of Public Aid .21 .45 .96 1.96 6.91
Proportion Black .00 .00 .04 .69 .99
Proportion Hispanic .00 .01 .02 .06 .55
Proportion White .00 .30 .81 .97 1.00
% Owner Occupancy .60 15.9 35.8 68.4 89.7
Residential Stability 25.10 35.00 44.10 52.20 70.80
% Children in Husband-Wife 51.70 80.30 85.70 88.70 92.20
Household

Persons per Household 2.00 2.80 3.10 3.40 4.40
% Age 14–20 8.00 10.40 12.10 13.20 18.60
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Table A2. OLS Coefficients for the Bivariate Re-
gression of Community Area Mean Homicide Rates
(Square-root) on Community Structural Characteris-
tics, 1970 (N = 75)

HOM

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 4.005
(.258)

15.528
Community Control (CC) −3.708

(.313)
−11.854

% Age 14–20 .804
(.241)
3.329

Population Density 2.604
(1.096)
2.376

Proportion Hispanic 2.911
(5.812)
.501

Proportion Black 9.938
(.755)

13.170
Proportion White −10.863

(.671)
−16.186

Note:TheDowntownLoop andO’Harewere omitted
from the estimation. Numbers in parentheses are
standard errors followed by t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645
is significant at the .05 level for a one-tailed test.
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Table A3. OLS Coefficients for
the Regression of Community Area
Mean Homicide Rates (Square-root) on
Community Structural Characteristics,
1970 (N = 75)

Model 1 HOM

Proportion Hispanic 15.073
(2.792)
5.398

Proportion Black 10.893
(.665)

16.380

Constant 1.989
Adjusted R Square .783

Note:TheDowntownLoopandO’Hare
were omitted from the estimation.
Numbers in parentheses are standard
errors followed by t-ratios. A t-value of
1.645 is significant at the .05 level for a
one-tailed test.
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Table A4. OLS Coefficients for the Regres-
sion of Community AreaMeanHomicide Rates
(Square-root) on Community Structural Char-
acteristics, 1970 (N = 75)

Model 2 HOM

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 2.047
(.529)
3.867

Community Control (CC) −.881
(.533)

−1.653
% Age 14–20 −.508

(.212)
−2.398

Population Density 1.332
(1.019)
1.307

Proportion Hispanic 7.863
(2.533)
3.103

Proportion Black 5.340
(1.080)
4.942

Constant 6.380
Adjusted R Square .880

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were
omitted from the estimation. Numbers in
parentheses are standard errors followed by
t-ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is significant at the
.05 level for a one-tailed test.
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Table A5. OLS Coefficients for the Regres-
sion of Community Area Mean Homicide Rates
(Square-root) on Community Structural Char-
acteristics, 1970 (N = 75)

Model 3 HOM

Economic Deprivation (DEP) 4.552
(1.293)
3.520

Community Control (CC) −.572
(.551)

−1.038
% Age 14–20 −.529

(.205)
−2.583

Population Density 1.395
(.986)
1.415

Proportion Hispanic 1.266
(6.279)
.202

Proportion Black 6.339
(1.136)
5.582

DEP*Hispanic 1.460
(5.627)
.259

DEP*Black −2.647
(1.140)

−2.321
Constant 4.960
Adjusted R Square .888

Note: The Downtown Loop and O’Hare were
omitted from the estimation. Numbers in
parentheses are standard errors followed by t-
ratios. A t-value of 1.645 is significant at the
.05 level for a one-tailed test.
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Sanction Effects, Violence, and Native
North American Street Youth
Bill McCarthy
John Hagan

In the last three decades, researchers of the relationship between race and
crime in North America have broadened their focus beyond differences
between blacks and whites to include other groups: for example, studies
of Hispanics and Asians are increasingly common. However, one group is
continually underrepresented in studies of crime and, particularly, studies of
violence: American Indians, or, as they are known in Canada, Aboriginals.1

In the preamble to her groundbreaking study of violence among American
Indians, Bachman (1992) notes that prior to her work, multivariate studies
of causes of Aboriginal violence were virtually nonexistent. Four years later,
Nielsen and Silverman (1996: xii) found little had changed since Bachman’s
research. They remark that,

[i]n putting together this volume, we discovered that empirical research
on Native peoples was relatively scarce in the crime and criminal justice
literature. . . . In fact it is reasonable to say that Native issues of crime and
justice have been neglected in U.S. research.

This oversight is surprising. Although Native peoples represent a small
proportion of American and Canadian populations, they are consistently
overrepresented in these nations’ arrest and incarceration statistics. For
example, Silverman (1996) estimates that in the period between 1987 and
1992, less than 1 percent of the U.S. population was American Indian; how-
ever, in these years the arrest rate for violent crime among American Indians
was approximately 50 percent higher than for white Americans; for homi-
cide, it was about 70 percent larger (see also Bachman, 1992; LaFree, 1995;

1 The terms Natives, First Nations, Indigenous Peoples, and Indians are also used to refer
to Aboriginal peoples; as well, distinctions are often made between Treaty/Non-Treaty,
Status/Non-Status, Metis, Inuit, and specific tribal groups. In this work, we use the term
Aboriginals to refer to individuals with Native North American ancestry.
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Snyder-Joy, 1995).2 According toU.S. Department of Justice figures, the rate
of imprisonment for American Indians in 1997 was 38 percent higher than
the national average; in that year, 47 percent of the American Indian cor-
rectional population was in jails or prisons, compared to 32 percent of the
national correctional population (Greenfeld and Smith, 1999).

In Canada, estimates indicate that in the early 1990s, approximately
4 percent of the population was Aboriginal (Statistics Canada, 1993).
Statistics Canada does not collect data on the race or ethnic origin of ar-
rested or convicted persons; however, data from earlier years and provincial
and municipal records suggest that, in the late 1980s, the violent crime
rate for Aboriginals was approximately four times the national average,
and that 22 percent of all homicide suspects were Aboriginal (Roberts
and Doob, 1997: 488). In 1997–8, about 17 percent of the Canadian fed-
eral prison population was Aboriginal (Statistics Canada, 1999a). At the
provincial level, this overrepresentation was even more dramatic: in five of
the ten Canadian provinces, Aboriginals represented at least 15 percent
of the inmate population; in three provincial jails, they constituted more
than 45 percent of all incarcerations (Nielsen, 1992; Roberts and Doob,
1997; Statistics Canada, 1999a). In his summary of cross-national studies of
racial disparities in offending and incarceration, Tonry (1997: 12) concludes
that:

[i]n Australia and Canada, arrest and imprisonment disparities affecting
Aborigines and natives are even greater than black/white disparities in other
English-speaking countries.

Adults commit more violent crimes than youth. In 1996, only about
19 percent of Americans charged with a violent crime were under the age of
18 (Maguire and Pastore, 1997) and in Canada approximately 20 percent
of violent crime arrests involved a youth (Statistics Canada, 1999b); yet, in
the United States, the percentage of youth charged with a violent offense
rose 60 percent from 1987 to 1996 (Maguire and Pastore, 1997) and in
Canada, the violent youth crime rate was 77 percent higher in 1998 than in
1989 (after taking into consideration the small declines since 1994; Statistics
Canada, 1999b).

Specific data on Aboriginal youth offending and incarcerations are less
readily available; however, in their summary of the existing literature,

2 Silverman (1996) demonstrates that complications with some U.S. censuses (e.g., 1950 and
1960) and crime rate data probably inflated prior reports of disproportionate American Abo-
riginal involvement. More recent data indicate that for many crimes Aboriginal involvement
is considerably less than that of black Americans; however, it is higher than that of white
Americans. Tonry (1997) provides a more general discussion of these issues and points to
several problems that arise when trying to measure racial (or ethnic) disparities within and
between nations.
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Armstrong et al. (1996) conclude that, compared to other youth (both
blacks and whites) reservation youth have higher levels of criminal in-
volvement. They (1996: 79) report that in the “most detailed description
of national [U.S.] rates of delinquency among juvenile offenders on
reservations, . . . the rate of arrest was greater, at 60.0 per 100,000 juveniles,
than for either black (52.6) or white youth (33.9) in 1979.” Armstrong and
colleagues add that although the offenses committed by American Indian
youth were disproportionately minor and substance-abuse related, involve-
ment in serious crimes against persons has escalated in recent years. They
note that by the middle of the 1980s, rates of serious crimes for American-
Indian youth were three times higher than the general U.S. youth popula-
tion. Similar trends in offending exist in Canada, and as Nielsen (1992: 4)
notes, Aboriginal youth also experience disproportionate involvement with
the criminal justice system: “Considering that about 80 percent of Native
youth drop out of school before completion . . . a young Native boy has a
much better chance of being arrested before he turns 18 than he does of
graduating from high school.”

Criminologists offer several explanations for higher levels of minority
offending – violent and otherwise – and criminal justice contact; these in-
clude individual-level theories based on biopsychological factors, family so-
cialization, subcultures of violence or poverty, and economic strain. As well,
theorists point to macro-level explanations that focus on social disorgani-
zation (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1997). Those who study Aboriginal vio-
lence also introduce concerns associated with cultural conflict, alienation,
and historical mistreatment (Bachman, 1992; Beauvais, 1996; Nielsen and
Silverman, 1996). We discuss some of these ideas in greater detail in our
subsequent discussion; however, our primary interest reflects a different
tradition. Specifically, we explore ideas first emphasized by writers in the
labeling tradition and more recently revived and revised by sanction and
cumulative disadvantages theorists. We use these insights to explore rela-
tionships between race, police arrests, and involvement in violent crime.3

Our analysis focuses on a specific group of Aboriginal youth: those who vol-
untarily leave or who are expelled from their homes and live on the street.
We collected data from Aboriginal youth as part of a larger study of youth
who live on the streets of two large Canadian cities: Toronto and Vancou-
ver. Those who study violence often note that high school or institutional
populations often provide limited variation on measures of violence or the-
oretically important independent variables (Short, 1997: 20–1); neither of

3 As noted by Roberts and Doob (1997: 481), several Canadian government inquiries and
commissions have documented the disproportionately high levels of Aboriginal offending
and incarceration and the direct and indirect contributions of criminal justice discrimination;
however, they note that there are only a few detailed, scholarly studies of these issues and that
“little has been done to alleviate the problem” (518).
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these conditions apply to street youth, so they provide an excellent oppor-
tunity to explore ideas about the causes of violence.

We begin our chapter with a brief overview of the classical labeling ap-
proach. We extend this discussion and introduce some of the recent and
most notable theoretical developments drawing on this perspective; collec-
tively these explanations focus renewed attention on the role of disadvan-
tages and sanctions in encouraging subsequent offending.We then describe
our previous use of these theoretical insights to understand the relationships
between sanctioning and involvement in a variety of offenses. We argue that
these theories are particularly valuable for explaining the experiences of
Aboriginal street youth. After describing our data and measures, we present
results from an analysis of police sanctions and violence among Aboriginal
street youth. We conclude our work with a discussion of the broader impli-
cations of police sanctions for minority youth violence.

Origins and Elaborations of the Labeling Approach

As Becker (1973) notes, there is no labeling theory per se; instead, label-
ing represents a theoretical approach or sensibility to understanding crime.
Thus, several writers – from varied traditions – have developed key ideas
commonly associated with the labeling perspective. Rather than reviewing
the individual works of each theorist, we simply summarize the most salient
features of this approach (see Paternoster and Iovanni, 1989, for a more de-
tailed review). Unlike most theories of crime, the labeling approach argues
that the causes of offending vary dramatically over time. Itmaintains that ini-
tial offenses – acts of “primary deviance” – reflect a diverse and unsystematic
array of causes. These early crimes encourage subsequent offending (i.e.,
“secondary deviance”) when offenders have both been negatively labeled
by others and have internalized or accepted these definitions.

Labeling operates at several levels: labelers may generalize the negative
behavior to a master status, defining and treating labeled people exclusively
on the basis of this identification; and labeled individuals may internalize
their negative label, incorporate it into their self-identity, and use it to guide
their subsequent actions. At the structural level, labeling individuals may
limit their ability to associate with nonlabeled others, thus encouraging
the development of and entrenchment in an identification with a deviant
group. At the same time, labeled individuals may be shunned by nondeviant
individuals, denied membership by nondeviant groups, and excluded from
normative activities (e.g., employment).

Although family, friends, and a host of people (e.g., employers and teach-
ers) can participate in the labeling process, justice officials are essential in
affixing criminal labels. This process begins with police interactions and
typically involves “status degradation ceremonies.” Guided by stereotypical
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conceptions of offenders, police actions often deny individuals’ nondeviant
and unique personality characteristics and thus reinforce an exclusive crim-
inal identity. As a result, criminal justice actions may encourage, rather than
discourage, subsequent offending.

Until recently, the traditional labeling approach received little empirical
support; in most studies labeling effects were nonexistent or in the direc-
tion opposite than predicted (Gove, 1980; Paternoster and Iovanni, 1989).
However, in the past decade several criminologists have revisited labeling’s
central themes and found evidence consistent with some of its hypotheses
(e.g., Hagan and Palloni, 1990). The most promising developments involve
recent reformulations by several writers; frequently referred to as “sanction”
theories, these works offer important insights into the labeling process.

In works closely paralleling each other, Braithwaite (1989) and Scheff
and Retzinger (1991; see also Scheff, 1988) focus on the emotional reper-
cussions of labeling. Braithwaite argues that in many non-Western cultures,
criminal justice responses to offenders reflect a reintegrative philosophy
of behavior-specific punishment, rituals of shaming, and reacceptance by
and reconnections with one’s community. This approach is common to a
diverse set of cultures that includes modern Japan, Australian Aborigines,
and many North American Native groups. In contrast, the “Western” justice
systems of the United States and Canada typically involve a stigmatizing ap-
proach that punishes the personmore than the behavior, carries a long-term
and highly visible label, and alienates offenders from their communities.
In non-Western societies, shame diminishes with culturally and structurally
patterned reintegration into the community; in Western ones, there are few
mechanisms for reintegration and shame is often unremitting and increases
over time. Scheff and Retzinger (1991) argue that if unresolved, feelings as-
sociated with stigmatization and shaming may lead to explosions of rage
and anger. These outbursts may be violent and indiscriminately directed at
targets other than the source of the feelings.

Sherman (1993) extends these ideas in his theory of defiance. He notes
that criminal sanctions – and the labels accompanying them – have varying
effects and are influenced by social settings and by types of offenders and
offenses. In some cases, sanctioning has little if any effect, in other situations
it promotes deterrence and in others, defiance. According to Sherman, five
factors encourage defiant responses to sanctioning: (1) the perception that
the punishment is illegitimate and unfair; (2) the absence of strong bonds
to the sanctioning agent and community; (3) the definition of the sanction
as stigmatizing; (4) denial of the feelings of shame the sanctions cause; and
(5) the development of pride in isolation from the sanctioning community.
Referring to the first of these conditions, Sherman maintains that sanctions
are typically seen as unjust when sanctioning agents are disrespectful to of-
fenders or when offenders interpret sanctions as arbitrary, discriminatory,
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excessive, or undeserved. Thus, Sherman connects the emotional focus of
Braithwaite’s and Scheff and Retzinger’s work with classical labeling theo-
ries’ concerns about the actions of sanctioning agents.

Sampson and Laub (1995) offer a further extension of the above ideas in
their “life-course theory of cumulative disadvantage.” They note that many
criminologists have recognized the advantages of a life-course, or develop-
mental approach to crime (e.g., Farrington, 1986; Thornberry, 1987; Hagan
and Palloni, 1988; Sampson and Laub, 1993), and some have suggested that
labeling theory is consistent with this approach (e.g., Loeber and LeBlanc,
1990). In the present context, the value of a life-course approach lies in
locating the interplay between backgrounds, sanctioning, and offending as
part of “chains of adversity” (Rutter, 1989). Life-course analysis reminds us
that life experiences are located in individual trajectories and that these
trajectories may be redirected by events or “turning points” (Elder, 1994).
Rutter extends the traditional notion that single events operate as turning
points, arguing that in addition to their immediate effects, individual life
experiences may form part of or initiate a chain reaction in which one neg-
ative event leads to others. Thus, the effect of these experiences may be
exacerbated by the occurrence of additional negative events.

Sampson and Laub (1995) argue that chains of adversity represent cumu-
lative continuities of disadvantage that are linked to four key institutions of
social control: families, schools, peers, and state sanctions. They suggest that
disadvantages arising in the first three institutions increase the likelihood of
involvement in crimeandof state sanctioning.Offending and labeling “knife
off” further life chances by reducing possibilities for building human and so-
cial capital: the offender label often prohibits participation in occupations;
it discourages others from starting or continuing in relationships with the
labeled person; and its exclusionary consequences encourage associations
with other labeled people. In general, Sampson and Laub’s work ties the
focus on labels and sanctions into sequences that include earlier family-
and community-based life-course experiences. These experiences represent
ecological contexts fromwhich disadvantages originate, lead to formal sanc-
tions, and cumulate across the life-course (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1997).

Together, the works reviewed above suggest an approach to sanctioning
that attributes postsanction crime to the following: (1) an accumulation of
negative experiences that weaken people’s ties to their community and en-
courage involvement in acts of primary deviance; (2) sanctioningof these be-
haviors in ways that are disrespectful to offenders; (3) offenders’ beliefs that
the sanctions are stigmatizing, capricious, prejudicial, or unwarranted and
thus unfair; (4) the absence of social process involving rituals of shaming,
reacceptance and reconnections with community; (5) the offenders’ failure
to address their feelings of shame associated with the sanctions; and (6) of-
fenders’ further isolation from their communities because of the application
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of sanctions and the negative labels that accompany them. We suggest that
these processes likely influence street youth’s involvement in violent crimes,
and are particularly relevant for minority youth such as Aboriginals.

Labeling, Street Youth, and Aboriginal Involvement in Crime

In an earlier paper (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997b), we draw on classical la-
beling theory to explore various ways in which state sanctioning practices
are related to street crime. Using data from a sample of homeless youth, we
investigate the possibility of an intergenerational sanction sequence. Fol-
lowing the lead of Hagan and Palloni (1990), we explore ways in which the
actions of crime-control agents reproduce criminal behavior through their
treatment of the children of criminal parents.Our analysis reveals that youth
who were arrested after leaving home and whose parents had been arrested
for a criminal offense were disproportionately involved in offending subse-
quent to their arrest. This pattern appears regardless of which parent was
arrested and is evident among both males and females.

In a further analysis, we explore connections between parental use of
force, arrest, and subsequent involvement in crime (Hagan and McCarthy,
1997a). Drawing on the extensions of labeling theory described above, we
argue that youth who are abused by their parents may interpret their vic-
timization as a type of negative stigmatization; this view may inspire feelings
of shame, which if unresolved, may result in spirals of anger, rage, and be-
havioral outbursts. Negative interactions with police and other agents of the
state may intensify these spirals, culminating in explosive, defiant criminal
acts. Our data are consistent with these ideas and reveal that familial vio-
lence interacts with police sanctions and amplifies involvement in a variety
of street crime. Thus, for abused youth, police sanctions more often result
in criminal acts of defiance than in deterrence.

The present analysis builds on the above findings. We suggest that like
other homeless youth, Aboriginal youthmay endure several life experiences
that can form “chains of adversity”; leaving home or being asked to leave
extends these chains, as do street experiences common among the home-
less. Negative interactions with police and police sanctions may add further
links to these chains, intensifying Aboriginal youth’s feelings of shame, hu-
miliation, and rage, and encouraging violent outbursts.

Several studies suggest that Aboriginals are disproportionately exposed to
an array of negative life experiences that resonate with the image of chains
of adversity discussed above. In her review of the European settlement of
North America and the internal colonialism that accompanied it, Bachman
(1992) describes several dire consequences for Aboriginals: Aboriginal so-
cieties were disrupted and the ensuing geographical displacement intensi-
fied cultural conflicts, social disorganization, economic strain, and people’s
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perceived powerlessness; these decreased the influence of existing norms
and the social control of family and community. In their review of stud-
ies of Aboriginal delinquency, Armstrong et al. (1996) also emphasize the
negative effects of macro, structural forces of unemployment, poverty, and
economic dependence; structural conditions that place many Aboriginal
families and communities in the “marginal underclass.” This class position
has several deleterious consequences including family breakdown, parental
neglect, parental and youth substance abuse, troubled educational experi-
ences, and familial abuse (Lujan et al., 1989). Bachman (1992) adds that
many Aboriginal reservation communities support a subculture that toler-
ates both external and internal violence (e.g., physical abuse and suicide)
and exacerbates problems arising from the social disorganization character-
istic of reservation life.

The difficulties experienced by many Aboriginals are intensified when
they leave reservations and rural communities. According to Nielsen (1996)
and Roberts and Doob (1997), current estimates suggest that more than
50 percent of North American Aboriginals live “off-reserve,” predominantly
in large urban centers. Although city living can provide greater educational
and employment opportunities, the opposite often occurs and for many
transplantedAboriginals, city life intensifies their economic strain (Dumont,
1993; La Prarie, 1994). Aboriginal youth who leave their families (or are
expelled from them) face additional sources of strain. Studies reveal that
inadequate food, shelter, and employment are common features of street life
and that criminal opportunities abound (see Hagan and McCarthy, 1997a);
alone or in concert, these structural conditions forge additional links in the
chains of adversity some minority youth experience.

Aboriginal youth also face more unique problems, particularly those aris-
ing from their membership in two distinct and often incompatible cultures.
In terms of police encounters, many Aboriginal cultures stress noncon-
frontational approaches that encourage offenders to acquiesce to authori-
ties, take responsibility for their actions and feel shame for inappropriate
behaviors (Dumont, 1993; La Prairie, 1994); however, youth culture, par-
ticularly street youth culture, promotes an opposite, confrontational, and
defiant style when interacting with authorities (Baron, 1989; Neugebauer-
Visano, 1996). These contradictory forcesmay increase the stress Aboriginal
youth experience on the street.

In addition, Aboriginal youth may be subject to prejudicial police action.
Survey data suggests that youth often interpret police behavior as discrimi-
natory and based on negative stereotypes. Neugebauer-Visano (1996) found
that Toronto youth typically interpret their interactions with police as evi-
dence of police harassment and bias. She notes that regardless of their racial
background, youth agreed that minority males were the most frequent tar-
gets of police harassment. Using data from non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal
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high school students, CockerhamandForslund (1975) found that compared
to the former, the latter were significantly less likely to agree that they liked
the police; indeed, less than 20 percent of Aboriginal youth agreed that, in
general, the police treat teenagers with respect. Other studies suggest that
these views are consistent with police practices. For example, Depew (1992)
cites several Canadian studies that relate disproportionately high Aboriginal
arrest rates to police oversurveillance of minority communities.

According to Tonry (1997), several factors stimulate police attention to
minorities. One of the most salient causes is that greater minority arrest
rates heighten police suspiciousness of minorities. As a result, police fre-
quently stop and investigate minority nonoffenders who have patterns of
speech, dress, and recreation similar to offenders. Tonry also notes that for
a variety of reasons (e.g., self-esteem, self-assertion), some members of mi-
nority groups, particularly youth, act in ways that police define as strange,
threatening, or disrespectful. He concludes that these factors, police stereo-
types, and minority behaviors that evoke these stereotypes, contribute to
well-documented police practices of stopping minority youth, and the lat-
ter’s often defiant, hostile response. In his review of the literature on police-
minority contact, Sherman (1993: 464) emphasizes the deleterious effect of
arrest on subsequent offending:

The fact is that young males, especially the poor and minorities, are much
more exposed than lower crime groups to police disrespect and brutality,
both vicariously and in person, prior to their peak years of arrest and initial
involvements in crime.

Bachman (1992) proposes that a similar process occurs for Aboriginal
adults, arguing that the hostility and defiance that result from negative
contact with police and other justice officials frequently erupt in acts of
interpersonal violence. In part, Bachman bases her argument on Williams’s
(1979) research on arrests and dispositions in Seattle. Williams concludes
that neither minority status nor low socioeconomic status sufficiently ex-
plains Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal differences in arrest rates. Instead,
Williams hypothesizes that

[a] potentially valid explanation for the alarming arrest rate for Indians
may be as basic as anti-Indian bias. Whether correctly or incorrectly, the
contemporary Indian often feels that he is the recipient of prejudice and
discrimination. . . . And it is this very climate which can so easily foster an in-
sidious brand of resentment, humiliation, frustration, and anger which may
manifest itself in high rates of social deviance. (1979; in Bachman, 1992: 82)

Griffiths and Verdun-Jones (1994: 641) reach a comparable conclusion in
their summary of inquiries into Canadian Aboriginal-police relations:

A consistent finding of many commissions of inquiry and research studies is
that the relations between the police and Aboriginals are often characterized
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bymutual hostility and distrust, increasing the likelihood of conflict and high
arrest rates.

Thus, prejudicial police action may compound earlier adverse experiences
and further entrench Aboriginals in criminal trajectories. As Sherman
(1993: 464) notes, for many youth the temporal priority of police contact
“suggests a powerful role of police disrespect in sanction effects.” Our re-
search indicates that street youth are disproportionately subject to negative
police attention and that many of these youth respond with hostility and
defiance (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997a); we argue that this pattern may be
exacerbated for Aboriginals. Indeed, for Aboriginal youth who leave already
problematic native communities and take to the streets, police encounters
may create a new kind of ecological context in which violence becomesmore
common.

Studying Sanctioning Effects Among Aboriginal Youth

In this section, we offer an exploratory test of the effects of police sanctions
on Aboriginal youth and their involvement in violent street crime. The data
for this study were collected in a panel study of 482 youth living on the
streets of Toronto (330) and Vancouver (152) during the summer of 1992.
We define street youth as people between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four
who do not have a permanent place to live. As we noted earlier, previous
research suggests that these youth form a population that is at high risk of
conflict with the law (e.g., Hagan and McCarthy, 1997a). More than half of
the youth in our sample were picked up and charged by the police since
leaving home, a level of criminal sanctioning far higher than in school sam-
ples (e.g., although they do not provide data on arrests, Hindelang, Hirschi,
and Weiss [1981] report that approximately 18 percent of their sample had
been held by the police).

A team of fourteen interviewers (including two Aboriginal interviewers)
met the research participants in twenty-one social-service agencies for the
homeless, as well as in several nonagency locations (e.g., parks, street cor-
ners, and shopping malls). Youth completed a structured interview and a
self-report survey and were paid $20 for participating in the study. We re-
contacted these youth for a second and third interview; however, there was
considerable attrition by the third wave. In this analysis, we avoid concerns
related to differential attrition by using a cross-sectional approach and ana-
lyzing data for the entire sample. We recognize that this strategy cannot pro-
vide a rigorous test of the causal sequences described above; thus our work
is preliminary and its findings suggestive. We also are aware that street youth
represent a small part of the youth population; however, like other high-
risk youth (e.g., those in gangs), street youth are one of the few populations
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that provide sufficient variation on both violence and its correlates. In ear-
lier analyses, we demonstrate that sample-selection biases that influence the
composition of street samples have little effect on the causal process associ-
ated with street crime (McCarthy and Hagan, 1992); thus, we are confident
that our analysis has wider applicability.4

Definitions and Measures. We measure our dependent variable, violence,
with a scale based on three self-report items: assault, assault with a weapon,
and assault with intent to seriously injure (see Table 6.1). Our first of two
primary independent variables of interest is the respondent’s Aboriginal
status. Scholars recognize difficulties associated with constructing an oper-
ational definition of Aboriginal status and accept that designations by self
or by others will undoubtedly undercount individuals of Aboriginal ances-
try (Bachman, 1992; Silverman, 1996). We use interviewer designations and
acknowledge the restrictive nature of our categorization.

Our second key independent variable measures police contact on the
street; this item refers exclusively to instances in which youth believe they
were arrested for “being on the street,” rather than for committing a specific
criminal offense. Although neither vagrancy nor homelessness is an offense
in Canada, street youth report that they are often arrested for activities un-
related to criminal activities; these include arrests for living on the street
without parental consent (before the ages of sixteen in Toronto, nineteen
in Vancouver), loitering, the consumption of alcohol in public places, suspi-
cion, “disorderly conduct,” and in response to complaints made by business
owners and other citizens (nonstreet youth are also vulnerable to these and
other types of “unfair” arrest, see Sherman, 1993).

We introduce several additional independent variables in our analysis.
These variables serve two functions: they may highlight processes by which
other factors intervene between Aboriginal status and offending, and they
test the spuriousness of any association between police sanctions and in-
volvement in violent crimes.

At a broad level, variables central to theories of crime and particularly
violence can be divided on the basis of their sociogenic, ontogenetic, or situa-
tional origins (Sampson and Laub, 1995; also see Dannefer, 1984). Socio-
genic phenomena include social structures, motivations or processes (e.g.,
class, strain, or learned behavior); ontogenetic factors highlight individuals’
genetic, psychological, or personality features (e.g., criminal propensity);
and situational variables refer to contextual features of environments and
the people who live in them (e.g., routine-activities or character-contests).

4 Most of our data come from structured interviews, although somematerial was gathered from
interview observations and self-reports (see Hagan and McCarthy, 1997a, for a discussion of
the reliability and validity of these data).
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Table 6.1. Concepts and Indicators

Variable Name Indicator

Aboriginal Aboriginal = 1∗
Age In years
Gender Male = 1∗
Disrupted Family Absence of 1 or more biological parent = 1∗
Parental Neglect Scale (α = .729) of 10 items measuring how often the

respondent’s mother and father did the following while
the respondent lived at home: knew the respondent’s
whereabouts and who s/he was with when the
respondent went out; talked or did things with the
respondent; and how much the respondent wanted to
be like them: 1 = Always, 2 = Usually, 3 = Sometimes,
4 = Rarely, 5 = Never

Parental Substance Abuse Alcohol or drug abuse by either parent = 1∗
Parental Unemployment Unemployed parent (not a homemaker) = 1∗
Family Criminality A family member (includes siblings, step-relations)

charged with a criminal offense = 1∗
Parental Physical Abuse Scale (α = .827) of 10 items measuring how often mothers

and fathers were the first to do the following when they
had differences with the respondent: threaten to hit;
throw something; slap, kick, bit or hit with a fist; hit with
an object; beat: 0 = Never, 1 = Rarely, 2 = Sometimes,
3 = Often, 4 = Always

Violent Toward Parents Respondent first to use violence against a parent when
s/he had differences (before the age of 8) = 1∗

School Problems Scale (α = .638) of 3 items measuring the respondent’s
average grade in the last year of school: 0 = 81 to 100,
1 = 71 to 80, 2 = 61 to 70, 3 = 51 to 60, 4 = 41 to 50,
5 = 0 to 40; and (1) how often s/he had trouble
understanding material or (2) problems with teachers:
0 = Never, 1 = Rarely, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often,
4 = Always

Drug Use at Home Scale (α = .630) of 3 items measuring how often the
respondent used marijuana, hallucinogens, or cocaine
products at home: 0 = Never, 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3–4,
4 = 5–9, 5 = 10–19, 6 = 20–29, 7 = 30–59, 8 = 60+

Home Violence Scale (α = .758) of 3 items measuring how often the
respondent did the following before leaving home: beat
someone so badly the victim needed medical attention;
used a weapon in a fight; attacked someone with the
intent to seriously injure: 0 = Never, 1 = 1, 2 = 2,
3 = 3–4, 4 = 5–9, 5 = 10–19, 6 = 20–29, 7 = 30–59,
8 = 60+
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Table 6.1. (cont.)

Variable Name Indicator

Arrested at Home Scale (r = .300) of 2 items measuring how often the
respondent was arrested for any reason: 0 = Never, 1 = 1,
2 = 2, 3 = 3–4, 4 = 5–9, 5 = 10–19, 6 = 20–29, 7 = 30–59,
8 = 60+

Street Adversity Scale (α = .805) of 5 items measuring how often the
respondent went without food, spent nights walking
the streets, slept in bus stations, stayed all night in a
restaurant, and slept in a park: 0 = Never, 1 = Rarely,
2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often, 4 = Always

Criminal Opportunities How often the respondent had a chance to make money
illegally when living on the street: 0 = Never, 1 = Rarely,
2 = A few times a month, 3 = A few times a week,
4 = A few times a day

Deviant Beliefs Scale (α = .626) of 5 items measuring how strongly the
respondent agreed or disagreed with the following
statements: Unless in self-defense, it is always wrong to
hit others; It is always wrong to take other’s property; It
is always better to be honest; It should be illegal to take
drugs; It is wrong to break the law: 0 = Strongly Agree,
1 = Agree, 2 = Uncertain, 3 = Disagree, 4 = Strongly
Disagree

Arrested for Being on How often, since leaving home, the respondent had been
the Street picked up by the police for being on the street : 0 = Never,

1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3–4, 4 = 5–9, 5 = 10–19, 6 = 20–29,
7 = 30–59, 8 = 60+

Street Violence Scale (α = .764) of 3 items measuring how often the
respondent did the following since leaving home: beat
someone so badly the victim needed medical attention;
used a weapon in a fight; attacked someone with the
intent to seriously injure: 0 = Never, 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3–4,
4 = 5–9, 5 = 10–19, 6 = 20–29, 7 = 30–59, 8 = 60+

∗ Dummy-coded variable.

Other works in this volume offer summaries of the theoretical orientations
that emphasize these various phenomena so we do not review them here;
instead, we accept that all three types of variables may play important roles
in the initiation and continuation of violent offending and we introduce
measures of each type in our analysis.

We introduce indicators of age and gender, given their influence on of-
fending in most research. To these variables, we add several measures of
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family characteristics and dynamics that reflect concerns emphasized in a
variety of sociogenic theories. We include several variables central to theo-
ries of social control and strain: parental neglect, parental substance abuse
(alcohol and drug), marital breakdown, parental unemployment, physical
abuse, and problems in school. Depending on one’s theoretical orienta-
tion, these factors are either the source of weak social bonds that free people
from social constraints and thus encourage crime (Gottfredson andHirschi,
1989) or they represent sources of strain that motivate offending (Agnew,
1992). We also control for processes emphasized in differential association
theory with measures of deviant beliefs and family members’ involvement
in crime.5 Many of these variables are of further interest because, as noted
above, they reflect several of the conditions assumed to be common among
troubled Aboriginal families (e.g., neglect, substance abuse, and violence).

Our analysis also includes a measure of ontogenetic concerns about bi-
ological predispositions and proclivities established early in the life-course,
particularly those manifested in the use of violence against parents. In a
previous analysis (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997a), we found that youth who
were the first to use force in their interactions with their parents, and did so
before reaching the age of eight, were more likely to commit violent street
crime.We use the samemeasure here.We control for any remaining sources
of criminal propensity withmeasures of drug use and involvement in violent
crime while living at home. We include a scale measure of police arrest at
home (for any reason) in order to separate the effects of home and street
sanctioning.

We use two variables to control for the influences of situational variables
connected to street life: street adversity (i.e., hunger and lack of shelter) and
criminal opportunities. These variables capture experiences that change rel-
atively frequently over short periods of time and whose effects may be short-
lived. All told, we include eighteen independent variables in our analysis;
although a sizable number, collinearity diagnostics suggest minimal distor-
tion due to multicollinearity (Fox, 1991): the square-roots of the variance
inflation factors scores are less than 1.3 and only two tolerance scores are
above .65 (the exceptions – violent crime at home and home arrests – have
scores of .75).

Results

Approximately 15 percent (N = 70) of our sample are Aboriginal youth, a
percentage considerably higher than the proportion of Aboriginals in the
overall youth population of Canada. According to Census data, there were

5 We recognize that someof these variables – family criminality, for instance –may bemeasuring
ontogenetic as well as sociogenic influences and that these are not easily separated.
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Table 6.2. Descriptive Statistics for Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Street Youth

Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal
(n = 70) (n = 412)

X SD X SD

Age 19.690 2.850 19.820 2.450
Gender .610 .490 .690 .460
Disrupted Family .914 .282 .672∗ .470
Parental Neglect 33.071 7.175 33.434 7.417
Parental Substance Abuse .671 .473 .444 .497
Parental Unemployment .500 .504 .439 .498
Family Criminality .700 .460 .500∗ .500
Parental Physical Abuse 9.129 8.110 10.165 8.491
Violent Toward Parents .114 .321 .155 .363
School Problems 6.671 3.678 6.041 3.144
Drug Use at Home 5.629 5.935 6.485 6.074
Home Violence 1.643 3.575 1.718 3.542
Arrested at Home 1.914 3.082 1.379 2.477
Street Adversity 7.357 3.818 7.461 4.606
Criminal Opportunities 3.000 1.360 2.760 1.500
Deviant Beliefs 7.729 1.202 6.733 3.612
Arrested for Being on the Street 1.930 .231 1.380∗ .219
Street Violence 4.857 5.251 3.539∗ 4.880

∗ p < .05

approximately 2.9 million youth aged fifteen to twenty-four in Canada in
1991; of these, ninety-seven thousand, or approximately 3 percent, were
Aboriginal (Statistics Canada, 1992; 1993).

In Table 6.2, we compare Aboriginal street youth with their non-
Aboriginal counterparts. Our comparisons reveal that both groups of youth
are disproportionately male and have an average age of approximately
19.7 years. In contrast to suggestions that Aboriginal youth and their fam-
ilies are unique in the type and extent of their social disadvantages, we
found that both groups of youth typically left families that had some expe-
rience with parental unemployment and that scored high on scales of ne-
glect, substance abuse, andphysical violence.Aboriginal andnon-Aboriginal
street youth also encountered similarly high levels of school problems, ex-
pressed comparable ambivalence toward social norms regarding law, crime,
and honesty, and reported similar involvement with drugs. Compared to
non-Aboriginal youth, Aboriginals report lower mean levels of involvement
in violent crime at home – both against parents and others – and higher
levels of police contact; however, none of these differences are significant.
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Once on the street, both groups of youth describe high levels of street ad-
versity and exposure to criminal opportunities.

Nonetheless, there are important differences between the twogroups. For
example, Aboriginal youth disproportionately left families characterized by
marital breakdown and family criminality. Furthermore, in contrast to both
non-Aboriginal street youth and their own involvement in home violence,
Aboriginals report significantly higher levels of violent street crime. In terms
of prevalence, 57 percent of non-Aboriginal street youth had committed
one assault on the street and 43 percent had committed three or more; in
comparison, 70 percent of Aboriginals had used violence, and 59 percent
hadused itmore than twice. Incidencefigures suggest a comparable pattern:
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal street youth report similar levels of violent
offending at home (mean scores of 1.64 and 1.72 respectively), but the
former report significantly more involvement in street violence than do the
latter (4.86 versus 3.54). Aboriginal youth also report significantly greater
police contact: 38 percent of non-Aboriginal youth had been picked up
on the street by the police, compared to 53 percent of Aboriginal youth;
moreover, 25 percent of the former had been arrested three or more times
compared to 36 percent of the latter. Incidence data indicate that the mean
average of street arrests for Aboriginals (4.857) is also significantly greater
than that for non-Aboriginals (3.539). These differences are consistent with
our thesis that police contacts are a source of change in the context and
consequences of life on the street for Aboriginal youth.

Table 6.3 summarizes the correlations between our independent vari-
ables and two measures of involvement in violent crime. As anticipated by
the findings in Table 6.2, correlations for violent crime at home reveal that
offending is negatively related to variables central to a variety of perspectives.
Consistent with ontogenetic explanations, violence is negatively related to
age and positively associated with the respondent’s drug use and childhood
use of violence against parents. As predicted by sociogenic theories, it is
associated with family criminality, parental unemployment, parental phys-
ical abuse, school problems, and deviant beliefs. As well, there is a sizable
correlation between home offending and arrest. Note, however, that home
violence is unrelated to Aboriginal status. The remaining coefficients indi-
cate that involvement in violent crimes at home has several effects on street
life: it increases adversity, criminal opportunities, arrest, and further violent
offending.

The results in Table 6.3 also reveal that, in contrast to violent offending
at home, Aboriginal status is positively and significantly related to street vio-
lence. In addition, the following ontogenetic and sociogenic variables have
significant, positive effects on street violence: parental neglect and physi-
cal abuse; childhood violence against parents; school problems; and drug
use. Consistent with the labeling approach, arrest at home also correlates
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Table 6.3. Correlates of Involvement in Home and Street Violence (N = 482)

Home Violence Street Violence

Aboriginal −.005 .094∗
Age −.144∗ −.046
Gender .040 .081
Disrupted Family −.002 .057
Parental Neglect .062 .143∗
Parental Substance Abuse −.021 .028
Parental Unemployment .125∗ .026
Family Criminality .092∗ .078
Parental Physical Abuse .160∗ .157∗
Violent Toward Parents .163∗ .136∗
School Problems .118∗ .210∗
Drug Use at Home .342∗ .260∗
Arrested at Home .517∗ .300∗
Street Adversity .118∗ .274∗
Criminal Opportunities .146∗ .293∗
Deviant Beliefs .104∗ .254∗
Street Violence .529∗ –
Arrested for Being on the Street .209∗ .326∗

∗ p < .05

with street violence. The final coefficients indicate that violent crime is as-
sociated with several of our street or situationalmeasures: adversity, criminal
opportunities, and arrest.

The relationships suggested by our mean and correlational data are also
evident in the OLS results we present in Table 6.4. This table contains esti-
mates for three equations of street violence: the first introduces background
sociogenic and ontogenetic variables, the second adds situational indicators
of street experiences, and the third includes our measure of police contact
on the street.6 As expected, the first equation indicates that Aboriginal status
has a positive and significant effect on street violence even when controlling
for background correlates. This equation indicates that, at the multivariate
level, involvement in violent street crime is also positively and significantly
associated with school problems and involvement in violent offending while
living at home. Alone and in concert, these factors represent important
initial links in the chains of adversity associated with involvement in street
violence.

6 We enter deviant beliefs in our third equation, because we assume that although beliefs
are informed by earlier experiences, they are also influenced by street life and reflect the
respondents’ views at the time of the survey.
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Table 6.4. OLS Regression of Involvement in Street Violence (N = 482)

Street Violence Street Violence Street Violence

b se b se b se

Aboriginal 1.365∗ .551 1.095∗ .534 .969 .529
Age .055 .081 .052 .079 .081 .079
Gender .817 .437 .461 .424 .379 .419
Disrupted Family .497 .424 .472 .408 .455 .403
Parental Neglect .049 .027 .019 .026 .027 .026
Parental Substance Abuse −.100 .426 .329 .656 .244 .649
Parental Unemployment −.617 .391 −.677 .372 −.670 .368
Family Criminality −.119 .398 −.112 .377 −.107 .372
Parental Physical Abuse .024 .025 .013 .024 .009 .023
Violent Toward Parents .677 .555 .466 .529 .361 .524
School Problems .198∗ .060 .102 .060 .087 .059
Drug Use .064 .035 .014 .044 .016 .034
Home Violence .676∗ .065 .670∗ .063 .660∗ .062
Arrested at Home −.022 .090 −.037 .086 −.080 .086
Street Adversity .141∗ .045 .103∗ .045
Criminal Opportunities .446∗ .131 .392∗ .130
Deviant Beliefs .160∗ .053 .154∗ .053
Arrested for Being on .319∗ .089
the Street

Constant −2.893 −4.075 −4.543
Adjusted R2 .318 .371 .386

∗ p < .05

The results for our second equation reveal that the effect of Aboriginal
status is mediated by two situational measures of street life, each of which
has a large and significant effect on violence: that is, violence increases
with street adversity and exposure to criminal opportunities. These effects
suggest that street experiences make substantial contributions to the cu-
mulative disadvantages that characterize the lives of street youth. As well,
deviant beliefs further augment involvement in violent crime. Notwithstand-
ing the influence of these variables, the effect of Aboriginal status remains
significant.

In the third equation we add our measure of street arrest. Unlike police
contact at home, this variable has a sizable and significant relationship with
violent street crime, net of the other variables in the equation (including
prior offending); moreover, it diminishes the effect of Aboriginal sta-
tus, reducing it to nonsignificance. Police sanctions’ intervening role be-
tween Aboriginal status and involvement in street violence indicates that
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Aboriginal youth are more likely to be arrested for being on the street and
suggests that these encounters contribute to their involvement in crime.7 In
additional analyses we explored first-order interactions involving Aboriginal
status and several variables: parental criminality, physical abuse, and
sanctioning; however, none of these effects are significant.

Discussion

In his essay on sanctioning, Sherman (1993: 445) recasts the classical ques-
tion, “Does punishment control crime?” and asks a more provocative one:
“Under what conditions does each type of criminal sanction reduce, in-
crease, or have no effect on future crimes?” Our preliminary research af-
firms the significance of the latter question. Our analysis indicates that,
on average, Aboriginal youth are arrested more frequently than their non-
Aboriginal counterparts before they leave home, but that this difference
is neither substantial nor significant; moreover, when prior offending is
controlled for, this sanctioning appears to have minimal consequences for
subsequent involvement in violence. However, Aboriginal youth report con-
siderably higher levels of negative police contact on the street – as measured
by arrests for noncriminal activities – and these street arrests mediate the
effect of Aboriginal status on street violence. The intervening effect of street
arrests suggests that Aboriginal street youth are disproportionately exposed
to negative police interactions and that this later increases their involve-
ment in violent crime. The varying effects of police sanctions also resonate
with studies of other aspects of the criminal justice system. Research sug-
gests that Aboriginal status sometimes tempers criminal justice outcomes,
whereas in other situations it intensifies their severity (e.g., see Hagan, 1974;
1975; Bynum and Paternoster, 1984; Snyder-Joy, 1995).

The different effects of arrests are consistent with Sherman’s hypoth-
esis about the importance of the setting and context in which sanctioning
occurs. It is conceivable that the effect of police sanctioningmay operate dif-
ferently for Aboriginal youth when they live at home – often on reservations
and in small communities – as compared to the street. The former settings
are far from problem-free; nonetheless, levels of social control and support
may be higher and levels of strain lower than on the street. The variation
in sanctioning effects also suggests that the consequences of a sanction may
depend on its location within an individual’s life-course trajectory. Sanction-
ing may introduce a turning point directing youth away from subsequent

7 A comparable analysis that uses street arrests as the dependent variable reveals that the
bivariate effect of Aboriginal status is not reduced to nonsignificance in models limited to
background variables; moreover, adding a measure of street violence introduces only minor
changes to the size of the Aboriginal effect. These results suggest that greater contact with
police is not simply a result of greater involvement in violent street crime.
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crime; however, it can also add additional links to rather lengthy chains of
adversity. In our research, street arrests appear to have the latter effect.

Our research suggests that the families of Aboriginal street youth resem-
ble those of other street youth in their high levels of many problems (e.g.,
economic strain, family breakdown, substance abuse). Negative interactions
with police may compound these difficulties, encouraging subsequent of-
fending and further entrenching street youth in dysfunctional lifestyles.
These possibilities have broader implications for Aboriginal youth. Aborig-
inal populations are disproportionately young. According to 1991 Census
data, approximately 36 percent of Canadian Aboriginals were under the age
of fifteen compared to about 21 percent of the total population (Statistics
Canada, 1992; 1993). U.S. data point to a similar but less extreme trend: as of
the 1990 census, 30 percent of American Indians were younger than fifteen
compared to 20 percent of whites (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992). Neg-
ative police contact, particularly involving young Aboriginals, may increase
the probability that, in the near future, North America may witness increas-
ing numbers of angry, young Native youth whose response to sanctioning
may include explosive outbursts of criminal violence.

Asnotedearlier, our cross-sectional analysis is a preliminary step in explor-
ing the differing effects of sanctioning. Thus, our work neglects several key
elements of the processes specified by the sanctioning theories we discussed.
For example, we do not have any direct measures of the feelings of shame
and rage central to Braithwaite’s and Scheff and Retzinger’s approaches and
that we assume accompany police sanctions. Furthermore, our analysis fo-
cuses exclusively on main and first-order interaction effects and ignores the
possibility of higher-order interactions involving Aboriginal status, sanction-
ing, and home and street experiences; thus, we neglect one of Sherman’s
key points.

We also fail to explore any indirect effects of sanctions, associations that
figure prominently in Sherman and Scheff’s work. As well, our investigation
considers a relatively brief period of time in our respondents’ lives and does
not address Sampson and Laub’s concern with the lifelong consequences
of events and experiences. Subsequent analyses must explore these issues if
we are to improve our understanding of the role of sanctions in offending.

Notwithstanding these limitations, our study does address and elaborate
on several crucial aspects of racial disparities in crime and justice. In a recent
review of this literature, Sampson and Lauritsen (1997: 363–4) urge that we
give greater attention to ecological contexts, cumulative disadvantages, and
understudied groups. We suggest that the ecology of the street represents a
high risk context that intensifies thedisadvantages experiencedbyparticular
youth, including those from various ethnic, cultural, and racial groups. We
see our work as a step in developing a street criminology that ismore broadly
sensitive to the causal processes that affect these youth.
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A criminology of the street builds on the contributions of studies of
school youth who live in more protected environments; yet, it directs at-
tention to structures and processes that are of less importance in the more
conventional lives of school youth. Background variables – those that typi-
cally concern school criminologists – clearly have important consequences
for criminal involvement; however, these are dwarfed by the problems that
youth encounter on the street, whether they are homeless or have homes
but spend most of their time on the street. Moreover, characteristics of the
street condition the effects of many background variables. For example, al-
thoughmany nonminority youth are exposed to family problems, economic
strain, community disorganization, and exposure to street life, a dispropor-
tionate number of minority youth experience these disadvantages. Studies
have demonstrated that a large number of these youth respond to their cu-
mulative disadvantages by increasing their involvement in street life (e.g.,
Sullivan, 1989; Anderson, 1990; Freeman, 1996); some hang out on the
street, some live there, and others join gangs. Regardless of the paths they
choose, these youth increase the likelihood that they will be without ade-
quate economic resources, have limited access to employment or schooling,
and have greater exposure to crime, police contact, and sanctions.

Race or minority status can exacerbate the effects of these disadvantages,
when, for example, minority youth are discriminated against by people on
the street, employers, service providers, and, as our research suggests, police
and other criminal justice agents. In an earlier study, Hagan et al. (1978)
find that police proactively target areas that they view as “offensible space,”
that is, parts of the city where they believe offenders congregate.When asked
why police presence was greater in these areas, police department members
referred to problems arising from low-cost housing, unemployment, and the
greater number of “blacks,” “immigrants,” and otherminorities (1978: 396).
Our research demonstrates that these police encounters do not discourage
offending; instead, arrests add to cumulative disadvantages, contributing
to a street ecology that further elevates the risk of intensified criminal
involvement (Raudenbush and Sampson, 1999). As a result, street life,
crime, police contact, and criminal justice sanctions become increasingly
intertwined, feeding into each other and making it difficult for minority
youth to break this cycle. For many minority youth, arrests add further links
in the chains of adversity they have experienced, increasing their use of vio-
lence and further entrenching them in a criminal justice system that cannot
address the cumulative disadvantages that characterize their lives.
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Ethnicity and Interpersonal Violence in a
New Zealand Birth Cohort
D. M. Fergusson1

Historical Prologue

Present-day New Zealand society was formed as a result of an agreement
(The Treaty of Waitangi) signed in 1840 between the British Crown and
representatives of the indigenous Maori people. In essence with this agree-
ment, Maori agreed to accept the sovereignty of the Crown in return for
full rights of British citizenship, while the Crown undertook to preserve the
traditional rights and ownership of the Maori people. Following the signing
of the Treaty of Waitangi, the indigenous Maori people were exposed to a
progressive process of colonization, which led to an increasing alienation
of Maori from their traditional lands, waters, and resources, an increasing
urbanization of Maori, and a general decline of Maori culture and language
in New Zealand.

Introduction

It has been well documented that individuals of Maori descent and/or cul-
tural identification are at higher risk of a range of disadvantageous out-
comes including poorer educational achievement, higher rates of poverty
and housing difficulties, higher risks of health problems, greater involve-
ment in criminal offending, and higher rates of psychiatric disorder. These
persistent and consistent linkages between ethnicity and individual or so-
cial well-being have led to a search for explanations of the origins of social

1 This research was funded by grants from the Health Research Council of New Zealand, the
National Child Health Research Foundation, the Canterbury Medical Research Foundation,
and the New Zealand Lottery Grants Board. I would also like to acknowledge Dr. John
Broughton and Christine Rimene of the Ngai Tahu Research Unit for their assistance in
the preparation of this paper.
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disadvantage among Maori. One aspect of this concern has focused on the
issue of interpersonal violence amongMaori. These issues were highlighted
both locally and internationally by the graphic scenes of family and inter-
personal violence portrayed in the New Zealand film Once We Were Warriors,
which portrayed the lifestyle of a contemporary dysfunctional Maori fam-
ily. At a more abstract level, official statistics recording rates of interper-
sonal violence clearly suggest that Maori are at greater risk of involvement
in violent behaviors, including physical child abuse (Fergusson, Fleming,
and O’Neill, 1972; Kotch, Chalmers, Fanslow, Marshall, and Langley, 1993)
and violent offending (Lovell andNorris, 1990). These comparisons suggest
that officially reported rates of violent behaviors among Maori are between
two to four times higher than the corresponding rates among Europeans
(Pakeha).

At the same time, both fictional portrayals and official statistics may pro-
vide a misleading perspective on the linkages between interpersonal vio-
lence and ethnicity. Clearly, in fictional portrayals the demands of plot may
highlight issues in an attempt to produce an interesting story. Similarly, of-
ficial statistics may be biased as a result of the social and legal processes by
which individuals come to official attention (Duncan, 1970;Hampton, 1974;
Jackson, 1988a, 1988b; Newbold, 1992; Pratt, 1990; Sutherland, Hippolite,
Smith, and Galbreath, 1973). There is, therefore, clearly a need to examine
the extent to which rates of interpersonal violence amongMaori differ from
rates among Europeans (Pakeha) in a way that avoids the potential biases
of fictional portrayal or official statistics.

In addition, the observation that a particular ethnic group has a higher
or lower rate of interpersonal violence by itself does not provide an ex-
planation of why rates of violent behaviors differ across cultures. While
there have been few analyses of the origins of ethnic differences in in-
terpersonal violence in New Zealand, there has been continued analysis
and debates about the more general tendency for ethnicity to be related
to rates of crime in New Zealand. Broadly speaking, there have been three
perspectives on the linkages between ethnicity and antisocial or criminal
behaviors.

The Labeling/Conflict Perspective. One explanation of the differentials
in rates of offending is that these differences are due to biases in the ways
in which offending behaviors are measured. In most studies, comparisons
of offending rates by Maori and non-Maori have been based on rates of
officially recorded offending. However, official offending statistics measure
not only the rate at which offenses occur but also the legal and other pro-
cesses that lead children and young persons to be classified as offenders.
It has been suggested by a number of authors that the apparently higher
rates of offending among Maori are due to a bias in the way in which
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offending is measured (Duncan, 1970; Jackson, 1988a, 1988b; Hampton,
1974; Newbold, 1992; Pratt, 1990; Sutherland, Hippolite, Smith, and
Galbreath, 1973). In particular, it has been suggested that Maori offenders
are more likely to be detected and classified as offenders by New Zealand’s
justice system (Duncan, 1970; Sutherland et al., 1973; Jackson, 1988a,
1988b).

While there have been attempts to explain differences in offending from
a labeling theory perspective, the evidence on the extent to whichMaori and
non-Maori differences in offending rates can be attributed to biases in the
ways inwhichoffendinghas beenmeasured is very limited and, furthermore,
it has been pointed out that any bias in official statistics is unlikely to be large
enough to explain the large differentials in rates of offending betweenMaori
and non-Maori (Fifield and Donnell, 1980). Thus, while it is possible that
the use of official offending statistics inflates the differences in rates ofMaori
and non-Maori offending, it is unlikely that all of these differences can be
explained as an artifact of the way in which offending has been measured
and classified.

The Socioeconomic Disadvantage Perspective. An alternative explana-
tion is that differences in rates of offending reflect socioeconomic differ-
ences between the Maori and non-Maori populations. This explanation is
based on two sets of observations. First, it has been well established that
on a range of indicators including educational achievement (Benton, 1988;
NewZealandCouncil for EducationalResearch, 1988), unemployment (Hill
andBrosnan, 1984), income (Brosnan, 1982), socioeconomic status (Davies,
1982), housing (Bathgate, 1988), and health (Pomare and de Boer, 1988),
Maori children tend to be reared in home environments subject to relative
social and economic disadvantage. It also has been well established that such
disadvantages are associatedwith an increased vulnerability to young offend-
ing (Thornberry and Farnworth, 1982; Van Dussen, Mednick, Gabrielli, and
Hutchings, 1983; Wadsworth, 1979; West and Farrington, 1973). Therefore,
it may be argued that the higher rate of offending among Maori is a re-
flection of the differences in the socioeconomic and related distributions
of Maori and non-Maori in New Zealand. The socioeconomic hypothesis
predicts that when due allowance is made for socioeconomic factors, Maori
children are at no greater risk of offending than non-Maori.

This explanation was studied by Fergusson, Donnell, and Slater (1975),
who examined the extent to which apparent differences in Maori and non-
Maori rates of offending could be explained by the effects of socioeconomic
factors. Their analysis suggested that adjustment for socioeconomic status
was sufficient to explain some component of the apparent correlation be-
tween ethnicity and offending, but even after adjustment there were still
tendencies for Maori to offend at higher rates than non-Maori. Before
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adjustment, Maori children offended at 3.1 times the rate of non-Maori,
whereas after adjustment this difference reduced to 2.4 times.

There are, however, a number of limitations in the analysis reported by
Fergusson et al. (1975). First, offending wasmeasured on the basis of official
offending statistics and, as noted previously, it is possible that these statistics
lead to an inflated estimate of the difference in rates of offending by Maori
and non-Maori. Second, control for social factors was limited to the use of
a single measure of socioeconomic status based on parental occupation.
It is possible that this measure was not sufficiently sensitive to measure all
of the variation in the social and economic differences between the Maori
and non-Maori populations. As a result of both of the above factors, the
adjusted rates reported by Fergusson et al. (1975) are likely to produce an
overestimate of the true differences in rates of offending between Maori
and non-Maori after adjustment for socioeconomic factors.

More recently, Fergusson and his associates have examined the relation-
ships between both self-reported and officially recorded offending in a
birth cohort of New Zealand children studied into adolescence (Fergusson,
Horwood, and Lynskey, 1993a; 1993b). These studies have produced two
general conclusions about the origins of linkages between ethnicity and
crime in New Zealand. First, the associations between self-reported crime
and ethnicity were adequately explained by a range of social and familial
disadvantages that were more prevalent in Maori families (Fergusson et al.,
1993a). However, linkages between ethnicity and officially recorded offend-
ing could not be explained entirely in these terms and Maori children were
found to be at increased risks of arrest even when due allowance was made
for offense severity and social factors (Fergusson et al., 1993b). These re-
sults clearly suggest that officially recorded statistics may be influenced by
labeling biases in whichMaori children aremore likely to come to official at-
tention than non-Maori children with a similar offending history and social
background.

The Maori Perspective (He Whaipaanga Hou). In recent years, an al-
ternative perspective on Maori offending and other Maori disadvantages
has been emerging. This perspective emphasizes the role of cultural fac-
tors rather than social or economic factors as determinants of rates of of-
fending among Maori and has been most clearly articulated by Jackson
(1988a; 1988b). Jackson (1988) proposed both a theory of Maori crime and
a methodology for testing this theory. The kernel of this theory is that the
higher rates of offending among Maori are due to factors that are unique
to Maori and place Maori at greater risk of both offending and being clas-
sified as offenders. These factors can be divided into system-based factors,
such as the police, courts, and Justice Department; and offender-based fac-
tors. Jackson (1988a; 1988b) identifies a series of offender-related factors
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that he suggests are unique to Maori. These include cultural factors, family
factors, community factors, and individual factors relating to the disadvan-
taged status of the Maori community that conspire to place young Maori
at greater risk of involvement in criminal behavior. He argues that these
factors are unique to Maori and place young Maori at greater risk.

To test and develop this theory, Jackson (1988a; 1988b) proposed a re-
search methodology based on a Maori perspective. In this methodology,
explanation of the sources of offending among Maori is based on the expe-
riences of Maori people rather than on the comparative analysis of statisti-
cal data. To implement this methodology, Jackson (1988a; 1988b) attended
hui (meetings) with over six thousand Maori participants throughout New
Zealand and, on the basis of these hui, a consensual account of the per-
ceived sources of Maori offending was constructed. Jackson (1988a; 1988b)
emphasizes that this methodology is consistent with traditional Maori cul-
ture and values, which emphasize the role of consensual decision making
and problem solving.

Against this general background, this chapter reports on a study of the re-
lationships between ethnicity and interpersonal violence in a cohort of New
Zealand–born children that has been studied from birth to young adult-
hood. In general terms, the aims of this analysis are to address the following
issues.

First, the analysis aims to document ethnic differences in rates of both
self-reported and officially recorded involvement in interpersonal violence
at the age of eighteen. The central question addressed in this analysis is: To
what extent are young Maori at greater risk of being both victims of and
perpetrators of violent offenses?

Second, the analysis aims to provide a profile of social and family dif-
ferences between Maori and non-Maori during childhood and adolescence
to examine the extent to which there were ethnic differences in a series
of social, economic, and family factors that may have contributed to later
patterns of interpersonal violence in young adulthood.

Finally, the analysis examines the extent to which ethnic differences in
interpersonal violence can be explained by ethnic differences in social, eco-
nomic, and family factors. More generally, the analysis seeks to answer the
question: To what extent are Maori at higher risk of involvement in inter-
personal violence and to what extent can ethnic differences in involvement
in violent behaviors be explained by ethnic differences in social, economic,
and family conditions?

Method

The analysis reported here is based on data gathered over the course of
the Christchurch Health and Development Study (CHDS). The CHDS is a



ETHNICITY AND VIOLENCE IN A NEW ZEALAND BIRTH COHORT 143

longitudinal study of a birth cohort of 1,265 children born in all maternity
units in the Christchurch (New Zealand) urban region during a four-month
period during mid-1977. The cohort has now been studied at birth, four
months, one year, and annual intervals to the age of sixteen and again at
age eighteen, using a combination of methods including interviews with
parents, testing and interviewing of children and young people, teacher
questionnaires, and data from official records. In general terms, the aims
of the study have been to build up a running record of the life history,
social circumstances, health, and well-being of a relatively large cohort of
New Zealand children growing up over the period from 1977 to the present
time. The analysis reported here examines the followingmeasures gathered
over the course of the study.

Measures of Involvement in Interpersonal Violence at the Age of
18 Years. Data on involvement in interpersonal violence at around the
age of eighteen was gathered from two sources:
Self-report.At age eighteen, cohort members were interviewed by trained and
experienced survey interviewers using an extensive personal and mental
health questionnaire that took approximately 1.5 hours to administer. Part
of this questionnaire included questioning on the individual’s involvement
in interpersonal violence. In the present analysis, three self-report measures
of involvement in interpersonal violence are reported.

i. Whether the individual reported committing at least one violent offense
during the period from seventeen to eighteen years. This questioning
was based on items from the Self-Report Delinquency Inventory (Elliott
and Huizinga, 1989).

ii. Whether the individual reported committing recurrent (three or more)
violent offenses over the period from the age of seventeen to eighteen.

iii. Whether the individual reported being the victim of a violent assault
over the period from sixteen to eighteen years.

Police record data. On the basis of signed consent provided by the cohort
members and their parents, it was possible for the research group to obtain
official record data from the records held by the Youth Aid section of the
New Zealand Police. These records showed that just over 3 percent of the
cohort had come to police attention for violent offenses by the age of
eighteen years.

TheMeasurement of Ethnic Identification. There are three different ways
by which individuals may be classified as being of Maori descent. First, in-
dividuals may be classified as Maori on the basis of descent with individuals
having someMaori ancestry being classed asMaori. Second, ethnicitymay be
defined on the basis of self-identification with those individuals reporting
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identification with Maori culture being classified as Maori. Finally, in re-
cent years Maori have frequently stressed the view that ethnic identification
should be defined on the basis of whakapapa (lineage). In contrast to defi-
nitions based on descent that requires that the individual have at least one
Maori ancestor, definition on the basis of whakapapa requires that the indi-
vidual can trace his lineage back to specificMaori ancestors and can identify
the tribal affiliation of these ancestors.

In this study, two bases for defining ethnicity were available:

i. Descent. Of the cohort of 1,265 children entering the Christchurch
Health and Development Study, 11.2 percent were of some Maori de-
scent. In 80 percent of cases, children of Maori descent came from bi-
ethnic families in which one parent was of Pakeha (European) ethnicity
and the other of Maori ethnicity.

ii. Parental definition. At age fourteen years, parents were asked to describe
the young person’s ethnic status.

In practice, analyses using definitions of ethnicity based on descent or
parental definition of ethnicity yielded very similar conclusions. In the
present analysis, the definition used is based on parental report of the young
person’s ethnic identification. Of the 1,025 young people studied at the
age of eighteen years, 96 (9.4 percent) were classified as Maori using this
definition.

Social and Family Background. Over the course of theCHDS, extensive in-
formation has been collected on the social, childhood, family, and parental
characteristics of the cohort. A number of these measures are included in
the analysis to characterize the differences between Maori and non-Maori
in terms of these factors. The measures considered included:

i. Measures of socioeconomic background: These included measures of socio-
economic status based on the Elley/Irving Scale of Socio-Economic
Status for New Zealand (Elley and Irving, 1976); measures of parental
educational achievement and measures of self-reported family income.

ii. Measures of childhood family circumstances: These included measures of ex-
posure toparental separation and/ordivorce (Fergusson,Horwood, and
Lynskey, 1994a); measures of exposure to family conflict (Fergusson,
Horwood, and Lynskey, 1992); measures of the extent of parental use of
physical punishment (Fergusson and Lynskey, 1997); and measures of
parental bonding based on the parental bonding instrument (PBI) de-
veloped by Parker and his associates (Parker, Tupling, and Brown, 1979).
In addition, the analysis included a global index of family problem be-
haviors based on the measures described by Fergusson, Horwood, and
Lynskey (1994b). This index provides a simple account of the number
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of family disadvantages and difficulties that each cohort member was
exposed to over the period from birth to the age of fifteen years.

iii. Measures of parental characteristics: Measures of sociodemographic back-
ground and family circumstances were supplemented by a number of
measures of self-reported parental difficulties including: (a) problems
with alcohol; (b) usage of illicit drugs; and (c) involvement in criminal
offending.

Sample Sizes and Sample Attrition. The analysis reported below is based
on a sample of 1,025 young people for whom data on involvement in in-
terpersonal violence at the age of eighteen years was available. This sample
represented 81 percent of the original cohort and 92.3 percent of all co-
hort members who were alive and residing in New Zealand at the age
of eighteen. The sources of sample loss arose from out-migration from
New Zealand (56.3 percent of sample loss), refusal to participate in the re-
search by age eighteen (35.4 percent of sample loss), and death (8.3 percent
of sample loss). Comparisons of the 1,025 participants in the research with
the 240 of nonparticipants suggested that these groups were similar with
respect to a number of sociodemographic variables including maternal age,
family size, child ethnicity, and gender. There were, however, small but de-
tectable tendencies (p < .01) for the sample to underrepresent children
from families of lower socioeconomic status, children whose parents lacked
formal educational qualifications, and children who entered single-parent
families at birth. However, these biases were small and previous analyses
in which corrections have been made for selective sample losses have sug-
gested that the effects of nonrandom losses on the validity of the analysis are
negligible (Fergusson, Fergusson, Horwood, and Kinzett, 1988; Fergusson
and Lloyd, 1991).

While there is good reason to believe that internal validity was not in-
fluenced adversely by selective sample losses, there were, however, other
sources of sample selection that place constraints on the conclusions that
may be drawn from this analysis. In particular, the sample was drawn from
a regional sample in the South Island of New Zealand. Since the Maori
population is not uniformly distributed throughout New Zealand and has
greater representation in the North Island, it is possible that a sample de-
rived from the South Island may not be fully representative of Maori within
New Zealand. Given this sample limitation, the results are likely to provide
an adequate account of the linkages between ethnicity and interpersonal
violence within a South Island–based sample of Maori but should be ap-
plied cautiously in making inferences about North Island Maori popula-
tions. Nonetheless, it is not unreasonable to assume that the trends evident
within a South Island–based sample will broadly reflect those present within
a North Island population.
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Table 7.1. Rates (%) of Violent Offending and Involvement in Violence among
Maori and non-Maori Participants in the Christchurch Health and Development
Study at Age Eighteen

Maori Non-Maori Relative Risk
Measure (N = 96) (N = 929) (95% CI) p

Any violent offense 33.3 17.6 1.9 <.001
(17–18 years) (1.4, 2.6)

Repeated (3+) violent 19.8 8.4 2.4 <.001
offenses (17–18 years) (1.5, 3.7)

Police record for 7.9 2.8 2.9 <.05
violence (ever) (1.1, 7.4)

Victim of assault 28.4 17.3 1.6 <.01
(16–18 years) (1.2, 2.3)

Results

Rates of Interpersonal Violence Among Maori and Non-Maori.
Table 7.1 compares the rates of self-reported violent offending; recurrent
self-reported violent offending; officially recorded police contact for crimes
of violence; and reports of being a victim of violent assault amongMaori and
non-Maori participants in the Christchurch Health and Development Study
at the age of eighteen. Each comparison is tested for statistical significance
using the chi-squared test of independence and the strength of the associ-
ation between ethnicity and rates of interpersonal violence is described by
the relative risk statistic.

The table shows pervasive evidence to suggest greater involvement in
interpersonal violence by Maori. At age eighteen, young Maori were more
likely to report involvement in any violent offenses and to report repeated
violent offending over the past year, they were more likely to have an official
police record for violent offending, and reported higher rates of being a
victim of assault over the period from age sixteen to eighteen years. The
relative risk estimates suggest that young Maori were approximately 1.5 to
3 times more likely to be involved in violent offending or to report being a
victim of violence than non-Maori.

Childhood and Family Antecedents of Violent Behaviors. The results in
Table 7.1 clearly suggest that young people of Maori ethnicity are at greater
risk of being both perpetrators and victims of violent crimes. Furthermore,
since these results use both self-report and official record data, it seems
likely that the ethnic differences in violent behaviors in Table 7.1 are un-
likely to reflect reporting biases or artifacts that may be present in official
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Table 7.2. Comparison of Social, Family, and Related Characteristics of Maori
and non-Maori Participants

Maori Non-Maori
Measure % % p

Sociodemographic Factors
Mother lacked formal educational 68.8 49.2 <.0001
qualifications

Family of semiskilled/unskilled 42.4 25.4 <.0001
socioeconomic status

Family income in lowest quartile 43.8 23.3 <.0001
of income distribution

Childhood Experiences
Parents regularly used physical 22.9 10.3 <.001
punishment during childhood

In highest quartile on parental 41.8 21.7 <.0001
conflict scale

Experienced 3+ changes of parents 37.8 16.3 <.0001
during childhood

In lowest quartile of maternal 40.5 24.0 <.001
care score

In lowest quartile of paternal 34.5 23.7 <.05
care score

In highest quartile of maternal 34.8 25.5 <.10
overprotection score

In highest quartile of paternal 33.3 23.2 <.05
overprotection score

Parent/Family Characteristics
Parental history of alcohol problems 24.5 10.8 <.0001
Parental history of illicit drug use 41.8 23.2 <.0001
Family history of criminal offending 21.3 9.4 <.001
In highest decile on family problems scale 23.6 7.8 <.0001

record data. However, the presence of a correlation between ethnic status
and reported involvement in violence does not provide an explanation of
why young Maori are at greater risk of involvement in violent behaviors.
As has been noted earlier, one explanation of this tendency may be that
young Maori are exposed to different social, economic, and childhood fac-
tors that may place them at greater risk of later involvement in interpersonal
violence. This issue is examined in Table 7.2, which compares Maori and
non-Maori on a number of prospectivelymeasured descriptors of childhood
family, economic, and related circumstances. For ease of presentation, these
measures have been expressed in dichotomous form and the association
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between ethnicity and the dichotomously scored social, economic, and fam-
ily factors is tested for statistical significance using the chi-squared test of
independence.

Inspection of the table shows the presence of pervasive differences in the
social, economic, and family circumstances encountered by Maori and non-
Maori cohort members. In general, children of Maori ethnicity tended to
come from less socially and economically advantaged homes characterized
by lower levels of parental educational achievement; lower family socio-
economic status, and lower family income levels.During childhood, theyhad
greater exposure to a series of potentially disadvantageous features includ-
ing more frequent use of physical punishment by parents, greater levels of
parental conflict, more frequent changes of parents, and experienced lower
levels of parental care and higher parental overprotection than non-Maori.
In addition, there were higher rates of personal problems among Maori
parents including alcohol abuse, illicit drug use, and criminal offending.

The social profile that emerges of theMaori sample is clearly of a group of
young people who were more frequently reared in home environments that
were characterized by sources of material disadvantage, family dysfunction,
and parental difficulties that were likely to contribute to future problems of
adjustment. To place this matter in perspective, it is important to note that
not all children in Maori families were reared in conditions of disadvantage
or family dysfunction and that not all non-Maori avoided these conditions.
Rather, there were often small but nonetheless consistent tendencies for the
rates of family disadvantage and dysfunction to be higher among Maori.

The Role of Social, Economic, and Family Factors in Ethnic Differences
in Interpersonal Violence. Considerationof the results inTable 7.2 clearly
leads to the conjecture that the higher rates of involvement in interpersonal
violence by young Maori may reflect their general social background and
childhood circumstances. It was possible to test this hypothesis by examin-
ing the relationships between ethnicity and involvement in interpersonal
violence when due allowance was made for the differences in the family and
social background characteristics shown in Table 7.2. To achieve this, risks of
violent behaviors were modeled using logistic regression methods by fitting
the model:

Logit Pr(Yi = 1) = β0 + β1X1 + �βjZj

where Logit Pr(Yi = 1) was the log odds that a given individual would display
a given formof interpersonal violence, X1 was the dichotomous variable rep-
resenting the individual’s ethnicity and Zj were the set of family social and
related factors described inTable 7.2. The critical test providedby thismodel
involves estimation of the association between ethnicity and violence when
the main effects of the confounding factors Zj are taken into account. In
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Table 7.3. Log Likelihood Ratio (LR) Chi-Square Tests of Effect of Ethnicity on
Outcome Measures after Adjustment for Covariates

LR Chi-Square
Outcome for Ethnicity (1 d.f.) p

Any violent offense (17–18 years) 1.48 >.20
Repeated (3+) violent offenses (17–18 years) 1.97 >.15
Police record for violence (ever) 1.37 >.20
Victim of assault (16–18 years) 2.63 >.10

Table 7.4. Rates (%) of Violent Offending or Involvement in Violence among
Maori and non-Maori after Adjustment for Covariates

Adjusted Significant
Outcome Maori Non-Maori Relative Risk Covariatesa

Any violent offense 23.6 18.4 1.3 1, 2, 4, 5
(17–18 years)

Repeated (3+) violent 13.0 8.6 1.5 5
offenses (17–18 years)

Police record for 5.3 2.9 1.8 5
violence (ever)

Victim of assault 24.5 17.8 1.4 1, 3, 4
(16–18 years)

a Covariates: 1 = parental use of physical punishment; 2 = maternal care score;
3 = parental history of alcohol problems; 4 = family history of offending; 5 =
multiple family problems score.

particular, if the confounding factors Zj explain the association between eth-
nicity and risks of interpersonal violence, it would follow that the regression
coefficient β1 would be not significantly different from zero. By contrast,
evidence of a significant nonzero coefficient β1 would imply that, indepen-
dently of family social and related factors, ethnicity was associated with risks
of involvement in interpersonal violence.

The results of the logistic regression analysis are summarized in
Tables 7.3 and 7.4. Table 7.3 shows log likelihood ratio chi-square test of
the null hypothesis β1 = 0 from the regression model for each outcome.
This analysis shows that in all cases ethnicity was not significantly related to
risks of interpersonal violence when due allowance wasmade for social, fam-
ily, and related factors. These hypothesis tests are elaborated in Table 7.4,
which shows estimates of the associations between ethnicity and measures
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of violent offending, adjusted for family, social, and related circumstances.
These estimates may be interpreted as being the rates of interpersonal vi-
olence that would have been observed among Maori and non-Maori, had
both populations been exposed to a similar mix of childhood family and
economic factors. The table also shows for each comparison the covariate
factors that were significant in the regression equation.

The results in Table 7.4 elaborate and clarify the conclusions drawn from
Table 7.3. It may be seen that when ethnic differences in violent offending
and involvement in violence were adjusted for social, economic, and fam-
ily factors, all differences in rates of interpersonal violence among Maori
and non-Maori were small and statistically nonsignificant. The key variables
that explained associations between ethnicity and risks of violence span a
series of measures relating to family circumstances and parenting behaviors
including: parental use of physical punishment, the level of parental care,
parental history of alcohol problems, family history of offending, and mul-
tiple family problems. More generally, the results in both Tables 7.3 and
7.4 conveyed the clear impression that the higher rates of interpersonal vio-
lence among young Maori were largely a reflection of the greater exposure
of this population to family and social conditions that encouraged the devel-
opment of violent behaviors and that once due allowance was made for the
contextual variables, there was little evidence to suggest that young Maori
were any more, or any less, prone to involvement in interpersonal violence
than children of non-Maori descent.

Discussion

The preceding analysis has examined linkages between ethnicity and inter-
personal violence in a New Zealand sample. The major findings and their
implications are reviewed below.

First, it is clear that by the age of eighteen years, young Maori in this
birth cohort were at greater risk of involvement in interpersonal violence.
This increased risk of involvement in interpersonal violence was manifest
in higher rates of self-reported violent behaviors, increased rates of police
contact for violence, and higher rates of reports of being a victim of violent
assault. To the extent that these measures spanned self-report and official
record data, there can be little doubt that Maori in this cohort had higher
rates of involvement in, and exposure to, interpersonal violence as young
adults.

Subsequent analysis suggested that the higher rate of involvement in
interpersonal violence among young Maori could be predicted from, and
explained by, prospectively measured childhood and family circumstances.
In particular, examination of the social, economic, and family profiles of
Maori and non-Maori showed that during childhood, Maori had greater



ETHNICITY AND VIOLENCE IN A NEW ZEALAND BIRTH COHORT 151

exposure to a series of disadvantageous conditions including socioeconomic
disadvantage, higher rates of exposure of adversity during childhood, and
higher rates of parental problems and difficulties. When these childhood
factors were taken into account, the associations between ethnicity and inter-
personal violence became statistically nonsignificant. The principal factors
that explained the correlations betweenethnicity and interpersonal violence
centered around a series of measures describing childhood and parenting
variables. Young Maori had higher rates of exposure to physical punish-
ment during childhood, reported lower maternal care scores, more often
came from families characterized by parental alcohol problems and crim-
inal offending, and more often came from families facing multiple social
and related problems. It would appear to be this configuration of family
related factors that largely explained the higher rates of involvement in in-
terpersonal violence among young Maori. The results of this study suggest
that when due allowance was made for these family-related factors, rates
of involvement in interpersonal violence were not significantly higher than
among non-Maori reared in similar childhood environments.

The explanation of the origins of higher rates of interpersonal violence
among young Maori that emerges from this analysis appears to reflect an
account that is a hybrid of socioeconomic and cultural explanations of the
origins of ethnic differences in interpersonal violence. At first sight, the
finding that measures of family disadvantage and family functioning largely
explain the higher involvement of young Maori in interpersonal violence
appears to be consistent with a socioeconomic explanation of the origins
of ethnic differences. However, while measures of family functioning and
disadvantage overlap with socioeconomic factors, it is quite clear that these
factors are not simply a reflection of social and economic disadvantage but
relate more to intrafamily behaviors and practices. What the results clearly
suggest is that within Maori families in this cohort, levels of family function-
ing and parenting practices were such that young Maori were exposed to
home environments more likely to encourage future involvement in inter-
personal violence. The major question that requires resolution concerns
the factors and processes that have led to higher levels of family dysfunction
and difficulties in contemporary Maori families. It is likely that a precise
answer to this question will be difficult to obtain, since such an answer
requires adequate historical data characterizing the ways in which Maori
social and family disadvantage has developed in New Zealand. However, in
broad outline, it seems likely that the difficulties and disadvantages faced
by contemporary Maori families are likely to represent the end point of a
long-term historical process that has involvedmany components, including:
the pressures faced by and change in Maori culture and language following
colonization; the loss of land and economic power base experienced by
Maori; increasing urbanization ofMaori; and the general reduction of status
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and prestige (mana) of Maori people within the context of New Zealand
society (Duff, 1993; Jackson, 1988a; 1988b; Kelsey, 1984; Walker, 1996). It is
likely that each of these changes has conspired to increase the likelihood
that present-day Maori families are faced with stresses, pressures, and a his-
tory that increases the likelihood of family difficulties and dysfunctions that
in turn are reflected in a large number of statistics showing relative Maori
disadvantage in New Zealand.

At the same time it is important to place such findings in a clear statistical
context. Findings showing ethnic differences in rates of violence and other
forms of personal difficulty often become transformed in social debates to
imply that these problems are the exclusive domain of one ethnic group.
This stereotype is often highly misleading, since elevated rates of difficulties
in one social group may obscure the fact that most members of this group
are not involved in the difficulty. One useful way of looking at the role of
ethnicity in rates of interpersonal violence is to examine the population
attributable risk (PAR) for ethnicity. The population attributable risk gives
an estimate of thepercentage reduction in interpersonal violence thatwould
occur if rates of this involvement were the same in Maori as they are in non-
Maori. This estimate suggests that even before adjustment for family factors,
ethnicity played only a relativelymodest role in involvement in interpersonal
violence in this cohort. Estimates of the PAR suggest that if Maori had the
same rate of interpersonal violence as non-Maori, rates of involvement in
interpersonal violence within this cohort would have been reduced by only
9 percent to 25 percent depending on the outcome assessed. The modest
contributionof ethnicity to rates of interpersonal violencehighlights the fact
that while Maori were at higher relative risk of involvement in interpersonal
violence, the majority of those involved in violent behaviors were non-Maori
owing to the large number of non-Maori within the cohort.

In recent years, New Zealand has been involved in a painful reanaly-
sis of the role of Maori within New Zealand society and a search for so-
lutions for both past injustices and present-day inequities between Maori
and non-Maori (Spoonley, 1990; Duff, 1993; Walker, 1996). In the course
of this debate, considerable emphasis has been placed on providing Maori
with increased power and control over their social, personal, and economic
destinies (Jackson, 1988a; 1988b; Duff, 1993; Walker, 1996). The present
analysis highlights two issues that are relevant to this debate. First, the
comparisons on interpersonal violence and, indeed, of Maori/non-Maori
comparisons in general, highlight the need for greater social equity and par-
ticularly the need for a society in which ethnicity is unrelated to individual
life opportunities and life risks. Second, the findings suggest that within the
area of interpersonal violence and, probably, many other areas of personal
functioning, the major priority is that of developing social, economic, and
related policies that strengthen Maori family functioning and empower
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Maori families in ways that reduce the number of young Maori who are
exposed to the mix of family disadvantage and family dysfunction that ap-
pears to be associated with increased risks of psychosocial problems during
childhood and into later life.

There are two important caveats that should be placed on this analysis.
First, the analysis has been based on a particular birth cohort ofNewZealand
children studied in a particular region in New Zealand. The extent to which
the findings for this cohort hold for other contemporary cohorts or other
parts of New Zealand is open to debate. In particular, as noted previously,
because of the South Island base of the study, the cohort underrepresents
children ofMaori descent, and itmay be that the factors influencing involve-
ment in interpersonal violencemay differ regionally andmay vary across dif-
ferent birth cohorts. Thus, while the present analysis provides an account
of the prevalence of interpersonal violence and potential origins of ethnic
differences in this birth cohort, further research is needed to examine the
extent to which these trends and conclusions apply to cohorts in different
regions of New Zealand and from those born subsequent to this cohort.

Second, the results have been based on a combination of self-report and
official record data to provide a profile of ethnic differences in interpersonal
violence in the CHDS cohort. It is likely that both sources of measurement
will be subject to errors of measurement and this could influence findings.
In general, the validity of the analysis above rests on the assumption that
errors of measurement in the reporting of interpersonal violence for Maori
and non-Maori are statistically independent of the individual’s ethnic status.

A further issue relating tomeasurement concerns the extent to which it is
realistic to use survey-based measures to describe rates of interpersonal vio-
lence amongMaori. In particular, in recent years there have been claims that
research intoMaori shouldbe conductedbyMaori researchers using aMaori
methodology (Jackson, 1988a; 1988b; Rolleston, 1989; Pomare et al., 1995).
Itmay be argued from this perspective that the present interview-based study
using a standardized questionnaire that was applied to both Maori and non-
Maori could produce misleading results. At the same time, the findings of
this study generally support claimsmade byMaori researchers about the dis-
advantages and difficulties faced by young Maori (Jackson, 1988a; 1988b;
Duff, 1993; Pomare et al., 1995). To the extent that there is a convergence
of conclusions reached by different methodologies, this suggests that the
results of the present study are likely to be robust and are unlikely to simply
reflect bias arising from the choice of a particular research methodology.
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Racist Victimization in England and Wales
Ben Bowling
Coretta Phillips

Introduction

Students of “race,” class, ethnicity, and violent crime in Europe and North
America have been preoccupied by the reportedly higher rates of violence
committed by ethnicminorities. Although it has beenobserved that, on both
sides of the Atlantic, most crime is committed – unsurprisingly – by the white
majority community, popular concern and scholarly attention have focused
on the disproportionate rates of arrest and imprisonment among minor-
ity communities. As Russell (1998) suggests, a preoccupation with concepts
such as “black criminality” and “black-on-black crime” have tended to ob-
scure or ignore the extent of “white-on-white crime” or “white-on-minority”
violence, to the extent that the very terms seem odd. A further consequence
of the narrow focus of the “race and crime debate” is that, until recently at
least, criminologists and others have tended to ignore racist violence; that
is, violence specifically targeted against ethnic minority communities and
incidents that are aggravated by racism and racial prejudice.

In recent years, this situation has started to change significantly. In the
1980s, public concern about racist violence increased in North America
(Hamm, 1993), continental Europe (Bjorgo and Witte, 1993), and Britain
(Bowling, 1999), which led to the development of new directions in research
and public policy. During the 1990s, a number of well-publicized inci-
dents heightened this concern about racist violence in numerous places.
In the early 1990s in Germany, for example, there was a spate of arson
attacks against asylum seekers’ hostels and the homes of people from eth-
nic minorities. Of these crimes, the most atrocious was an arson attack on
November 23, 1992, in Molln by two neo-Nazi skinheads, in which three
members of the Arslan family, of Turkish origin, were burned to death
(Hamm, 1993).

154
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Of the recent cases in the United States, the murder of James Byrd stands
out as the epitome of a racist crime. On June 7, 1998, John William King,
Shawn Berry, and Lawrence Brewer, three roommates, were out driving
when they encountered James Byrd hitchhiking. After offering him a lift,
the three then beat Byrd unconscious, stripped him, and chained him to
the back of their pickup truck and dragged him for two and a half miles
until his head and right arm were ripped from his body. At the subsequent
trial, it was found that King had been involved, for some years, in racist
extremism and was tattooed with Nazi SS symbols and a depiction of a black
man being lynched. All three men were found guilty. King and Brewer were
sentenced to death by lethal injection, while Berry – who had no history of
racist activities – was sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of
parole for forty years.

On April 22, 1993, while waiting with a friend for a bus in Eltham,
southeast London, England, Stephen Lawrence, an eighteen-year-old black
man, was stabbed to death. Stephen’s friend Duwayne Brooks later reported
that Stephen, who had been looking out for the bus further up the street,
had been engulfed by a group of five or six white youths, one of whom
shouted “what, what, nigger!.” Stephen Lawrence was stabbed twice with
a long knife; both stab wounds severed major arteries, and after running
some distance he bled to death on the pavement. In February 1997, an
inquest jury returned a unanimous verdict that “Stephen Lawrence was
unlawfully killed in a completely unprovoked racist attack by five white
youths.”

The police investigation following Stephen’s death failed to lead to the
conviction of the killers and was condemned as “palpably flawed” and in-
competent. In July 1997, after more than four years of campaigning by
Neville and Doreen Lawrence, Stephen’s parents, the Home Secretary Jack
Straw announced a public inquiry into the murder, chaired by Sir William
Macpherson.1 The Lawrence Inquiry took evidence from eighty-eight wit-
nesses and received 148 written submissions amounting to more than one
hundred thousand pages of evidence. The report concluded that there was
a series of fundamental flaws in the conduct of the investigation by the
Metropolitan Police Service and that this was the result of “professional
incompetence, institutional racism and a failure of leadership by senior
officers” (Macpherson, 1999: 317). It documented the denial of the racist
motive for the murder among at least five police officers, and the racist
stereotyping ofDuwayneBrooks at the scene, where hewas wrongly assumed
to be one of the protagonists in a fight between youths rather than a victim
of an unprovoked attack. It goes on to criticize the use of inappropriate and

1 See Macpherson (1999), Cathcart (1999), Norton Taylor (1999), Bowling (1999).
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offensive language and the insensitive and patronizing handling of Mr. and
Mrs. Lawrence throughout the investigation.

The murder of Stephen Lawrence and the subsequent flawed police
investigation echoes the experience of many victims of racist violence in
Britain. Rather than being an isolated case, it epitomizes the extensive em-
pirical and documentary evidence gathered over the last four decades. The
remainder of this chapter reviews this literature on the British experience
of racist violence and points tentatively toward some explanations for the
patterns that emerge. We also examine some of the individual, community,
and statutory responses to victimization, raising questions about the effec-
tiveness of policing and law enforcement. While the focus is on the British
experience of violent racism, the parallels in other European and North
American countries point to the international nature of white-on-minority
violence.

The Extent and Nature of Racist Victimization

The history of racist violence in Britain is a long but discontinuous one
(see Panayi, 1996; Bowling, 1999). There is evidence of attempts at forced
removal of people of color since the time of Elizabeth I and examples of
attacks against Jews in Britain stretching back to the twelfth century (Fryer,
1984; Panayi, 1996). The violence targeting black and Asian sailors in British
ports immediately after World War I and World War II (in 1948) is well doc-
umented ( Jenkinson, 1996; Panayi, 1996). The late 1950s saw several an-
tiblack riots in London, Nottingham, and elsewhere (Panayi, 1996). During
the 1970s, the emergence of the “skinhead” youth culture, its link with the
rise in popularity of extreme right political activism, was accompanied by an
apparent increase in racist incidents. These developments led to an increase
in official concern, and eventually in the 1980s the police and Home Office
began to keep records of “racial incidents” (Bowling, 1999). These have
shown steady increases since the 1980s, to stand at just fewer than fourteen
thousand incidents recorded in 1998 (see Figure 8.1).

Recent Home Office research has shed some light on patterns of racially
motivated incidents recorded by the police (Maynard and Read, 1997).
Based on a survey of all police forces in England and Wales, the authors
found that there was wide variation in what was actually recorded and
counted as racially motivated (see also Sibbitt, 1997; Bowling, 1999). Where
the typeof crimewas known, 38percent of incidents comprised verbal abuse,
21 percent assault, and 20 percent damage to property. Only 2 percent
were recorded as serious crime. However, where racially motivated incidents
are recorded as serious crime – such as “Grievous Bodily Harm” ormurder –
they are frequently not recorded as racial incidents. Their categorization as
a specific type of serious crime overrides and negates their definition by the
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Figure 8.1. Racial Incidents Recorded by the Police in England and Wales, 1989–
1997/8

police as “racial” (see also Bowling, 1999: 151–4). To some extent this was
what happened in the Stephen Lawrence murder.

The police forces that record the largest number of racially motivated
incidents tend to be inmetropolitan areas where there are significant ethnic
minority communities. After calculating the number of racially motivated
incidents per one thousand ethnic minority population, however, Maynard
and Read (1997) found that three provincial forces in the north of England
had the highest victimization rates of 14 or more per 1,000 black or Asian
population. Differences in reporting and recording practices dog attempts
to make comparisons of the extent and nature of racist violence across time
and space. Nonetheless, this finding supports earlier research showing that
where people from ethnicminoritiesmake up only a small proportion of the
local population, they are at greater risk of victimization than their “inner-
city” counterparts (see Smith, 1989;Hesse et al., 1993; Sampson andPhillips,
1992, 1996; Bowling, 1999).
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Survey Estimates of Racist Violence. Like any other form of crime, racial
“incidents” recorded by the police reflect only a small proportion of all those
that occur – thus concealing the so-called dark figure. In order to overcome
the inadequacies of police records, a number of local crime surveys since the
early 1980s have attempted tomake quantitative estimates of racist violence.
Each of these has identified low levels of reporting to the police (see, for
example, Brown, 1984; Jones et al., 1986). In Bowling’s study in the London
borough of Newham, 21 percent of black women, 19 percent of Asian men,
18 percent of Asian women, and 17 percent of black men had experienced
some form of racist victimization (1999: 196). A small proportion of white
people – 8 percent of men and 7 percent of women – also said that they had
been racially victimized. In this locality, Bowling estimated that no more
than 5 percent of racial incidents were recorded by the police (see also
Saulsbury and Bowling, 1991).

Every sweep of the British Crime Survey (1988 to 1996) has found that
more than one-third of assaults directed against Asians and blacks were
thought by respondents to be racially motivated, as were about half of the
incidents involving threats. The use of racist language was the main reason
given by both black and Asian respondents for thinking that the incident
was racially motivated. Using British Crime Survey data for 1988 and 1992
combined, Fitzgerald and Hale (1996) found that of a national sample,
4 percent of blacks, 5 percent of Indians, and around 8 percent of Pakistanis
and Bangladeshis had been the victims of racially motivated offenses in the
previous year. Grossed-up estimates using BCS victimization rates suggested
that there were about 143,000 incidents of crime and threats against black
and Asian people, which were thought to have been motivated by racism,
in 1997 (Percy, 1998). This represented 15 percent of the estimated total
of 984,000 incidents against them altogether. Around forty-one thousand of
these incidents were reported to the police, compared with the 12,222 recorded
by the police that year. Expressed as a proportion, 29 percent of the incidents
are reported to the police, and about 8 percent are recorded by the police.

The Process of Racist Victimization and Its Impact. Estimating the “real”
extent of violent racism is an exercise fraught with conceptual and method-
ological problems (Hesse et al., 1992; Bowling, 1993a; 1999: 150–68). Not
only is the attempt to count so many complex events occurring across time
and place difficult, but it is in some ways misconceived. Considering the pat-
terns of intimidation and harassment that provide part of the context for
serious violence, it becomes clear that the issues of safety and perceptions
of safety cannot realistically be “measured.” Feminist research on violence
against women also has observed that the experience of sexual assault or
domestic violence can be better understood as a continuum, connecting
“everyday” abuse with extreme acts of violence (e.g., Kelly, 1987; Stanko,
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1988). Similarly, conceiving of violent racism as a process allows connec-
tions to be made between the racist abuse at one end of the spectrum and
murder at the other. Studies have confirmed the pattern of repeat victim-
ization among victims of racist violence (e.g., Sampson and Phillips, 1992;
Phillips and Sampson, 1998).

This context alsohelps to explain ethnicminorities’ elevated fear of crime
(Genn, 1988; Pearson et al., 1989; Feagin and Sikes, 1994; Bowling, 1999).
On a number of dimensions, people from ethnic minority communities are
more fearful than those from white communities, and this is particularly
the case in relation to fear of violent racism. The BCS probes further to
attempt tomeasure people’s perceptions of safety andunsafety. Percy (1998)
shows that on the street, and especially at home alone at night, people from
ethnic minorities feel less safe than white people and it seems likely that
feelings of “unsafety” affect individual freedom of movement. For example,
people from ethnic minorities (Pakistanis and Bangladeshis in particular)
avoid going out at night through fear of crime, avoid walking near certain
types of people, and are always accompanied when walking out after dark.
More detailed analysis showed that while 13 percent of white respondents
said they avoided certain places or events (such as football matches, night
clubs, theaters, or pubs) because they fear crime or violence, this was true
of 29 percent of blacks, 27 percent of Indians, and 22 percent of Pakistani
and Bangladeshis (Percy, 1998: 33). Although the relationship between fear,
crime, and victimization is a complex one, fear of “ordinary crime” among
people from ethnic minority communities is fundamentally shaped by their
fear of racist victimization. Although this is not a frequent occurrence for
most people, pernicious racist abuse does sometimes precede extreme acts
of violence, as exemplified in the case of StephenLawrence. This experience
provides a backdrop to the lives of many people from ethnic minorities in
Britain today.

Police records and victimization surveys, already referred to, are the
two most common methods of quantifying the extent of violent racism.
Although this measurement has its value, alternative sources often enable
richer and more meaningful information to be collected. Among these al-
ternative sources are qualitative techniques (e.g., Chahal, 1999); case stud-
ies employing mixed methods (e.g., Bowling, 1999); journalistic accounts
(e.g., Bufford, 1993; Rose, 1996); records of local monitoring groups (e.g.,
Newham Monitoring Project, 1991); and public inquiries, such as that car-
ried out byMacpherson into the events surrounding themurder of Stephen
Lawrence (see also Hesse et al., 1993). Indeed, like sexual harassment and
domestic violence against women, the issue of racist violence emerged onto
the public agenda only as a result of the work of activists campaigning for vic-
tims’ rights who drew, for their evidence, on case studies and documentary
methods.
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There are, of course, some methodological limitations to using these
sources. Journalistic accounts may be unrepresentative, while reports of
monitoring groups are typically partisan in nature. Nonetheless, both are
often richer and more contextualized than academic sources that rely on
interviews with someone once or, at most, on only a few occasions. Similarly,
public inquiries provide the opportunity to learn about the way in which
individuals and organizations think about problems. By documenting the
collective experience of thousands of people who have experienced such
violence, a greater degree of insight has been gained regarding the victims’
perspective.

We can now say with some confidence that racist violence affects a consid-
erable proportion of the ethnicminority communities on an enduring basis,
and that serious and mundane incidents are interwoven to create a threat-
ening environment, which undermines their personal safety and freedom
of movement. What is now required is a shift away from the victimological
perspective to an analysis of the characteristics of offenders, the socialmilieu
in which violence is fostered, and the process by which it becomes directed
against ethnic minorities.

Racist Offending: from Profiling to Explanation

The focus on victims has tended to obscure the importance of research-
ing racist offenders. Moreover, there has been a reluctance to examine
racist offenders partly, perhaps, because it risks appearing to “understand”
racist behavior rather than simply to “condemn” it (Bowling, 1999: 306).
Racist offenders have no allies in the political mainstream; they are doubly
condemned because of their violence and their racist expressions. Police
and politicians rarely get beyond epithets – “yobs,” “louts,” and “thugs” –
to describe such offenders. Even criminologists have frequently opted for
shallow “theoreotyping,” constructing academic theories out of common
stereotypes (Pitts, 1995; Bowling, 1999: 305). There has been a renaissance
in research on offending and offenders in recent years, but there are still
few studies that seek to explore racist offenders’ backgrounds, experiences,
and motives.2 And yet, examining the offender’s perspective is critical for
developing ways of responding to violent racism.

Until recently, our knowledge of racist offenders relied principally on
information from the victim. We know from victims’ accounts that most of
the people committing acts of violent racism aremen and are young adults –
aged between sixteen and twenty-five – though young children and older
adults have been reported (Mayhew et al., 1989; Aye Maung and Mirrlees-
Black, 1994; Sibbitt, 1997; Bowling, 1999). Aye Maung and Mirrlees-Black

2 See, for example, Bufford (1993) and Webster (1997).



RACIAL VICTIMIZATION IN ENGLAND AND WALES 161

(1994), using 1992 BCS data, found that three-quarters of Asian victims
of violent incidents (wounding, common assault, and robbery) and threats
involvedmore than one offender and two-fifths involved four or more. Nine
out of tenAsian council tenants interviewed inBowling (1999)whohadbeen
victimized were attacked bymore than one offender. In instances of violence
or threats reported to the British Crime Survey, which were thought to be
racially motivated, victims nearly always cited white offenders.

Sibbitt’s (1997) qualitative study of the perpetrators of racist harassment
adds the socioeconomic dimension to this profile, using police records, case
studies, and interviews. Sibbitt found that the perpetrators’ racist views were
shared by the communities to which they belonged, and offenders saw this
as legitimating their action. Thus, wider communities not only “spawn” per-
petrators but they reinforce their behavior by not condemning it. Although
Sibbitt’s typology of racist offenders identifies three types (“the pensioners,”
the “people next door,” and the “problem family” ), they are all united by their atti-
tudes toward ethnic minorities, which serve to focus individuals’ grievances
and sense of injustice on an external scapegoat. Frequently, racist offenders
react to what they see as preferential treatment or access to scarce social and
economic resources, such as housing, employment, and education. This is
epitomized in the comment made by a woman cited by Sibbitt (1997: 102):
“They refuse to learn English – the kids have to get a special teacher in.
My son could do with a special teacher, but he won’t get it, will he? ”

The evidence that violent racism is concentrated in areas of multiple
deprivation points to the relevance of economic and social factors. How-
ever, per capita rates of victimization suggest that racist violence also afflicts
rural, suburban, and relatively prosperous areas as well as blighted inner-
city locales.3 Moreover, the evidence for a relationship between economic
changes and violent crime in general is mixed. Field (1990) found that vio-
lent crime increases during periods of increased consumption and declines
during periods of economic downturn. The economic scapegoating of eth-
nic minorities is one of five main theoretical approaches to explaining why
ethnic minorities are the targets of violence directed against individuals,
their homes, places of worship or entertainment, and at other aspects of
social and cultural life.

A second popular explanation contends that levels of hostility and vio-
lence are related to the size of minority population, or increases in its size
over a short period of time (Bjorgo and Witte, 1993). In 1958, for example,
riots in Nottingham and Notting Hill were said by Labour and Conservative
politicians to have been caused by the arrival of “too many” black people,
which had caused resentment among the “indigenous” white population,
resulting in a violent backlash. The “upsurge” in racist violence in Germany

3 See also Husbands (1993).
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in the early 1990s was blamed directly by many commentators on the ar-
rival of a “flood” of asylum seekers. In our view, this reasoning is flawed for
several reasons. Historically, minority populations have come under attack
in Britain even when their numbers were tiny – in the thousands or even
mere hundreds, as was the case in the riots in 1919 ( Jenkinson, 1996). In
Britain today, racist violence is also prevalent where black and Asian people
make up only a smallminority – sometimes only 1 or 2 percent – of local pop-
ulations. The “numbers thesis” also fails to explain violence against Jewish
people, their property, and places of worship and burial, who comprise
0.5 percent of the U.K. population. Although actual numbers, or even in-
creases in numbers, may not provide an explanation for violent racism, it
may be that the meaning attached to these changes does. Research has in-
dicated that racist violence is common in neighborhoods where black and
Asian people make up a small but increasing minority of a neighborhood
and where community sentiment defines this as problematic. Authors in-
cluding Husbands (1982), Smith (1989), and Hesse et al. (1992) point to
the relationship between racist victimization andwhite territorialism and ex-
clusionism. White neighborhoods may be maintained as “[t]he prospect of
violent intimidation is a strong disincentive to black households who might
otherwise wish to move away from the poor properties in which they are
overrepresented” (Smith, 1989: 161–2).

The attempt to explain the extent of violent racism as a reaction to “the
numbers” is consistent with the assumption that policies to reduce the num-
ber of immigrants would reduce the extent of violence targeted against
them. In contrast to this view, however, the empirical evidence from sev-
eral contexts suggests that racist violence has increased dramatically after
governments have advocated or implemented measures to restrict immigra-
tion and asylum. Among the periods of most ferocious racist violence in the
United Kingdom was 1981 in the immediate aftermath of the 1980 Nation-
ality Act, which ended “primary immigration” from former colonies in the
Caribbean and Africa, and also severely restricted the rights of dependents
to join families settled in Britain. In Sweden, a wave of racist violence started
in May 1990, five months after the government tightened its liberal asylum
policy (Bjorgo, 1993; Bjorgo and Witte, 1993: 7). In Germany, racist attacks
and riots intensified dramatically after the government initiated a debate on
reducing the numbers of asylum seekers coming into Germany (Atkinson,
1993; Bjorgo and Witte, 1993: 7–8).

Theories of culture include a third approach to explaining racist violence.
Common inmedia representations of racist violence aredepictions of racism
as an aspect of “national character.” Goldhagen argues that the holocaust
in Germany must be seen as a specifically German phenomenon, rooted in
the pursuit of “German national political goals” (1996: 7). His approach is
to “explain the culture’s constitution, its idiosyncratic patterns of practice,
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and its collective projects and products” (1996: 15). England’s history of
racism is very different from Germany’s. However, the history of chattel
slavery, colonialism, and support for South African apartheid, as well as the
configuration of contemporary racism, might suggest that racist violence
has a specifically English cultural variant.

A fourth approach draws on the evidence that racist violence is associated
with the consumption of alcohol, either as a direct result of intoxication (by
lowering inhibitions) or in the social context of drinking, such as crowd
behavior after bars have closed (Tuck, 1989; Field, 1990: 8). Although it
seems likely that alcohol can be seen as a contributory factor, the “drunken
pranks” explanation is frequently used to suggest that incidents are uncon-
nected with racism. Some practitioners have gone to ridiculous lengths to
redefine racist incidents as merely drunken hooliganism (see Graeff, 1989:
131; Pearson et al., 1989: 128). Heavy consumption of alcohol is a typical
trait in diverse forms of violent racism. Anti-Jewish pogroms in Russia at the
turn of the century (Klier, 1993: 133–5), riots against Italian immigrants in
France in the 1890s, numerous instances of racist violence in Britain, fire
bombings of asylum centers in Scandinavia and Germany in the 1990s; all
appear to have alcohol as a contributory factor (Bjorgo, 1993: 35–6, 41–2).
However, the finding that offenders are often found to be under the influ-
ence of alcohol can be misinterpreted to mean that no further explanation
is necessary. Alcohol should be seen as only one means for overcoming
inhibitions once a situation arises. As Bjorgo and Witte (1993: 10) put it,
“even if an act of violence is perpetrated under the influence of alcohol, this
certainly does notmean that it may not also be influenced by racist motives.”

Although the activities of extreme right-wing organizations4 and their
links to ordinary communities are well documented in numerous contexts,
this fifth theoretical approach has rarely been used to analyze the experi-
ences of ethnic minority victims in the United Kingdom. It is evident that
many aspects of the ideology, language, and practices of explicitly racist or
extreme right-wing groupings are shared in common across Europe and
the United States. Lööw (1993), for example, interviewed members of the
Swedish “white power networks,” and found that the rhetoric of these net-
works is a mixture of national socialist terminology of the 1930s and the con-
temporary code of the Ku Klux Klan and other American white supremacist
groups. Themes identified by Lööw in Sweden – including a belief in “ZOG–
Zionist Occupational Government,” denial of the holocaust, defense of the
“white race” against its “enemies” (communists, homosexuals, Jews, immi-
grants, and antiracists) – appear to be common to similar organizations in

4 There are numerous such groups including National Front, Column 88, British National
Party, Combat 18, the Ku Klux Klan, White Aryan Resistance, and so on; Choice; English
Solidarity; International Third Position (see Searchlight; CARF; etc.).
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other Scandinavian countries, Germany, the United States, and Britain. The
similarity between these materials is uncanny, and at their center is a notion
of a specifically European superiority and supremacy (see Bjorgo and Kaplan,
1998).

In several different national contexts, there appears to be a relationship
between the most extreme forms of racist politics and the manifestation
of both explicitly racist attacks and apparently apolitical acts of violence di-
rected at ethnic minorities. It seems that politically motivated racists are
able to influence – directly and indirectly – groups of young people who
hold “anti-immigration” views or are in some other way sympathetic to racist
ideology. Although international neo-Nazi groups appear to have little cen-
tralized leadership or hierarchy, they do cooperate in a number of ways
( Jensen, 1993). The British National Party, for example, has participated
with German neo-Nazi groups in paramilitary training. One crucial medium
for spreading racist ideas and inciting violence is “Oi-music,” with extremely
brutal, racist, and violent lyrics and its associated youth culture. A recent
development is the use of computer networks by neo-Nazi organizations
and looser networks of racist supremacists. Internet newsgroups exist where
racist ideology can be disseminated, Nazi memorabilia purchased and dis-
tributed, and information on bomb-making, “hit-lists,” and hate campaign-
ing circulated.

One final approach to explaining racist violence that deserves mention
is a theory proposed by Beck and Tolnay (1995), which integrates some of
the elements set out above. Their thesis is based on an analysis of violence
toward African Americans in the era of the white lynch mob and can be
expressed as a formula. Beck and Tolnay argue that the potential for racist
violence is the product of the extent of racist ideology, the permissiveness of
the state response to racist violence, and competition for scarce resources
(such as economic wealth, political power, and social status). If each of these
necessary factors are present, all that remains is some form of “triggering
event” to lead to an outbreak of antiblack violence.

Responses to Racist Violence

Individual and Community Self-Defense. Although survey research has
focused on fear of crime, the most commonly reported reaction to crime is
anger. Bowling’s survey in East London, for example, found that 70 percent
of the victims of racist violence felt angry, compared with shocked (44 per-
cent), while comparatively few – 27 percent – felt fearful (1999: 216). The
personal experiences of racist violence are so diverse, however, that it would
be difficult to describe the ways in which individual people, families, and
communities have sought to shield themselves from victimization. At the
most personal, measures have included moving away from more spacious
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or well-maintained property in localities where racist violence is prevalent
to safer areas, and other strategies to avoid situations where “trouble” may
be found such as particular pubs, or a particular area on soccer match days.
Individuals also put in place situational crime prevention measures such as
shatterproof glass and fireproof mailboxes to reduce the impact of violent
racist victimization (Bowling, 1999: 222).

In response to a collective experience of victimization, communities have
also acted together in self-defense. In the 1958 racist riots, black transport
workers provided escorts to and from places of employment. In response
to racist assault in the 1970s and 1980s, youth movements were formed to
oppose racist organizations such as the National Front, who were staging
provocative marches through areas of ethnic minority settlement. These
grew in the 1980s into a strong self-defense movement, focusing on racist
attacks and racism in policing, and were linked politically to the antiracist
movement (Newham Monitoring Project, 1991).

TheStateResponse. Witte (1996)hasnoted that the state response to racist
violence has been very similar in France, the Netherlands, and Britain. At
first, governments ignored the problem entirely or denied the racist nature
of the violence. When this was no longer possible because of the extent
of demands among ethnic minority communities for protection, racism
became linked with questions of “immigration” and “integration” of vic-
timized communities while racial prejudice and violence are seen as “side
effects.” Because migration was seen as the dominant topic, state responses
largely consisted ofmigration-restricting policies (such as theNationality and
Immigration Acts [Solomos, 1993]) – what Witte refers to as “excluding
recognition” – and simultaneous antidiscrimination policies (such as the
Race Relations Acts, 1965, 1968, and 1976). The resulting “two-faced” state
response is a result of being caught between “pressures from racist senti-
ments, parties and ideologies and pressures from anti-racism movements
and ideologies” (Witte, 1996: 201–3).

The moment that the British state officially recognized racist violence
as a specific social problem was November 1981, with the publication of
the Home Office report Racial Attacks (Home Office, 1981). Until 1981, as
racially motivated attacks and harassment did not officially exist, there was
no publicly stated police or government policy to deal with it. Two years later,
this situation had changed dramatically. A range of governmental agencies –
among them the House of Commons, Home Office, Metropolitan Police,
Association of Chief Police Officers, and the Greater London Council –
each elevated racist violence to the status of “urgent priority” (see Bowling,
1999, Chapter 3). The subsequent years have seen a rapidly increasing policy
debate about ways of tackling racially motivated crime. This has focused on
policing, the “multiagency approach,” and new legislation.
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The Police Response. Findings from the BCS suggest that satisfaction with
the police response is significantly worse in dealing with reported racial
incidents than with incidents in general. In Bowling’s (1999) study of an
area with a high rate of victimization, just under one in ten people who
reported to the police said they were very satisfied with the way in which the
police handled thematter, while only 44 percent were very or fairly satisfied.
This contrasted sharply with comparable 1988 BCS figures of 22 percent
and 60 percent, respectively. This suggests that victims of racial incidents
are much less likely to be satisfied with police service than victims of crime
in general. The most common complaint among those who are dissatisfied
with the police response was that the police did not “do enough,” that they
failed to keep the victim informed, and that they seemednot to be interested
(Bowling, 1999: 235–8). Some respondents were very critical of the police
response, pointing specifically to what they saw as police prejudice against
blacks and Asians. One commented, “They don’t get the offenders. And if
they catch them they don’t charge them. If I was to offend someone like
this the police would harass me instead of turning a blind eye which is what
I feel they do in case of white offenders. And the offenders feel they can
do anything they like as they are always let off” (Bowling, 1999: 237). The
same study found that only a very small minority – as few as 5 percent – felt
generally very satisfied with the way in which racist harassment was dealt with
in their area and less than one-third were at all satisfied. This picture res-
onates with the documented experience of minority communities. A long
string of reports on the police response to ethnic minorities in general and
to the victims of violent racism have been highly critical of their treatment
(see Bowling, 1999, for a review). Early studies indicated that “the police do
not do enough to detect the everyday crimes that affect ordinary people”
andwent further to say that reporting crime sometimes invited police harass-
ment such as rough treatment, inappropriate questioning, and immigration
checks (Institute of Race Relations, 1987). Such allegations continue to be
made against the police today.

It is clear that the police continue to deny that racist violence is a problem
and are, in practice, frequently unwilling to acknowledge the possibility of
racist motives for many attacks in the face of strong evidence. This can, in
part, be explained by racist stereotyping by individual officers who define
ethnicminorities as potential offenders rather than as potential victims. This
was the experience of Duwayne Brooks in the aftermath of themurder of his
friend Stephen Lawrence. There is evidence of widespread racist assump-
tions, prejudice, and stereotyping in the culture of the police organization,
too. As Bowling (1999: 248–56) documents,many police officers are not only
not opposed to racism but actually share the values of the racists who are vic-
timizing ethnic minority communities. Some police officers empathize with
the white man who “resents having his area taken over,” or sympathize with
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white “yobs” who feel that “the system” that should be working for them is
working also for black and Asian communities. Some think it is “despicable”
when Asian people speak their mother tongue, and believe that “failing to
adapt” to English customs (wearing traditional clothes, for example) ren-
ders them both “threatening” and “vulnerable.” These racist attitudes and
prejudices are clearly reflected in the behavior toward black and Asian vic-
tims, witnesses, suspects, employees, and the general public. Compounding
the effects of individual and cultural racism is the institutional racism that
is built into the policies and practices of the organization. This is the sys-
temic discrimination against people from ethnic minorities irrespective of
the intent of individuals. It is to be found in the stereotyping of people from
ethnic minorities as shifty, untrustworthy, and devious. And it can be seen
in such outcomes as black and Asian victims being left dissatisfied with how
the police handled their cases, about how well informed they were, and
what action (or lack of it) is taken. The ultimate consequence of individual,
cultural, and institutional racism is a failure to deliver either a quality service
or equality of service and protection.

The Multiagency Response. One of the central planks of government
policy on racist victimization throughout the 1980s and 1990s was the
“multiagency,” or “partnership approach.” The origins of this approach lie
in the history of postwar British rational scientific management and grew
partly from the belief, which strengthened during the 1970s and 1980s, that
the police alone could not be expected to reduce crime (Weatheritt, 1986;
Bowling, 1999: 101–49). Since complex social problems such as racism and
violence are rooted in contextual factors such as housing, education, and
the consumption of alcohol (and its licensing), a multifaceted approach
involving the police, local government, community organizations, schools,
and other social institutions was called for. Against the logic of this idea,
however, the research on the effectiveness of the multiagency approach has
been equivocal at best, and damning at worst (see, for example, Rein, 1983;
Weatheritt, 1986; Bowling, 1999: 140–5). A multitude of problems beset at-
tempts to develop a multiagency approach to racist violence. Two Home
Office–funded projects set up to develop the approach both fell short of
their stated goals (Saulsbury and Bowling, 1991; Bowling and Saulsbury,
1993; Sampson and Phillips, 1995; Phillips and Sampson, 1998). Both stud-
ies identified major differences in the way in which organizations defined
and understood the problem, a denial of the extent and nature of the prob-
lem, blaming victims for failing to “integrate,” and a reluctance to investi-
gate or take action against perpetrators for fear of a white backlash. In fact,
ethnic minorities who experienced violent racist victimization were not de-
fined as victims, were blamed for their own victimization, or informed that
inaction against offenders was themost appropriate statutory response, all at
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the same time. Duwayne Brooks and Neville and Doreen Lawrence were all
victims of this doublespeak following the murder of Stephen Lawrence,
suffering what can certainly be described as “institutional racism” and per-
haps as “statutory victimization.”

Racist Violence in England and Wales after
the Lawrence Inquiry

The inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence brought to light many
of the issues central to this chapter. It demonstrated that black and Asian
people in Britain are specifically targeted for “everyday” and politically
organized racist violence and that this enduring experience of being under
attack fundamentally affects how ethnic minority communities think, feel,
and act. The inquiry demonstrated that racist violence undermines their
sense of security as well as their actual safety; it curtails their freedom of
movement including their ability to visit certain localities; it affects funda-
mental life choices such as where to live and work. Calls for protection
by black and Asian communities have typically been met with denial either
that a problem existed, that it bore any connection with racism, or that there
were weaknesses in the subsequent police response. The Lawrence inquiry
brought to light evidence that police are “racism-blind,” or have a worldview
that favors racist offenders over black and Asian communities. Ultimately, it
demonstrated the failure to meet the requirement to do justice, be fair, and
ensure community safety.

The murder of Stephen Lawrence seemed to demonstrate the emptiness
of the claim that the police and criminal justice system offered equal pro-
tection irrespective of race or ethnic origin. The main suspects – who had a
history of extreme violence – committed a brutalmurder and were then able
to get away with it with impunity. Despite the exertion of a great amount of
effort, police investigators were unable to collect sufficient evidence to put
a case before the court. The Lawrence Inquiry’s acknowledgment that the
initial investigation was “marred by a combination of professional incom-
petence, institutional racism, and a failure of leadership by senior officers”
was symbolically important (Macpherson, 1999: 46.1). Evenmore significant
was the empirical and documentary evidence that the Lawrence Inquiry un-
earthed and exposed to public view. As Jack Straw, the Home Secretary,
commented in presenting the Inquiry report to the House of Commons, it
had “opened all our eyes to what it is to be black or Asian in Britain today.”
A renewed commitment to tackling racist crime, to ensuring that ethnic
minority communities are properly served and protected, and to a new era
of “antiracist policing” are grounds for optimism about the future. Stephen
Lawrence will be remembered as one of at least ninety victims of racist mur-
der over the past four decades in Britain. But if his death is to mean more
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than this, police protection and their use of coercive powers must now be
fair, accountable, transparent, and respect the fundamental human rights
to life, liberty, and security of the person.

Conclusion

The explicitly racist murders that have occurred in recent years in Britain,
continental Europe, and North America have extended the spectrum of
topics in the “race and crime debate” and have focused public attention
on “white-on-minority” violence in its most extreme form. What seems clear
from the research evidence from England and Wales, however, is that ex-
plicitly racist murder is the most extreme tip of an iceberg comprised of
less serious instances of violence, and instances in which the presence and
relevance of racism may be less clear-cut. This research evidence suggests a
range of future directions for scholarship in this area.

First, some analytical groundwork is required to establish the boundaries
of the problem of racist violence. There are some cases in which both the
extreme levels of violence and the explicitness of racist ideology render
categorization unproblematic. However, there also are many thousands of
instances of such conduct as intimidation, verbal abuse, and vandalism,
which may terrorize individuals and communities, which are not so readily
recognized by law enforcement agencies or commentators as “violence”
( Jacobs and Potter, 1998; cf. Bowling, 1993a). Similarly, there are instances
in which questions of racist motivation or causation are troubled by the
existence of other motives or explanations. It is perhaps too much to expect
these conceptual issues to be resolved with any great finality, but they do
require continued examination and exploration.

Second, there is a clear need to develop quantitative and qualitative tech-
niques to estimate the extent and nature of racist violence at local and
regional levels. This chapter has shown, in common with other work in this
sphere, that officially recorded instances of racist crime have some limi-
tations, partly the result of the definitional issues mentioned earlier, but
compounded by weaknesses in local police and federal recording systems.
Alternative methods – using survey technology, secondary analysis of police
records, and case studies – offer opportunities to shed light on this problem
at both local and national levels. Third, there is a need to develop theories
to explain the manifestation of racist violence in specific localities, as well as
its extent at a national level. Some theories have been set out above (many
of which have been found wanting), but there are surely further lines of
inquiry that can be developed.

Finally, there is a need to know more about what works in practice to
reduce racist violence. Laws enhancing penalties for hate crimes in the
United States and for “racially aggravated offences” in the United Kingdom
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have been introduced and their use and impact requires close monitoring,
especially in the light of the skeptical appraisal of their likely effectiveness
( Jacobs and Potter, 1998; Malik, 1999). Alternative sentencing approaches –
including those designed to rehabilitate offenders – require close moni-
toring and evaluation. There also are a range of community-based crime
prevention initiatives springing up in a variety of different jurisdictions, in-
cluding antiracist youth work, educational programs, and the like. Itmust be
hoped that scholars working within the field of “race,” ethnicity, and crime
will take on this research agenda.



C H A P T E R N I N E

Race, Gender, and Woman Battering
Evan Stark1

Introduction

This chapter contributes to an exploration of the themes that drive this
volume by analyzing the racial dimensions of woman battering. Part I in-
troduces the problem, defines its scope, differentiates common domestic
violence from the pattern of coercive control, and provides an overview of
its significance. Drawing on population surveys primarily, Part II summarizes
racial differences in the rates of domestic violence as well as in trends, de-
mographics, dynamics, consequences, and in the response to interventions.
Part III focuses on explanations for the unique configuration of battering
in black couples, contrasting accounts that emphasize family pathology to
cultural, historical, and political explanations. The conclusion considers
possible sources of resilience and prevention in the black community.

The Scope of the Problem

Defining the Problem. In common parlance, domestic violence, family
violence, spouse abuse, and woman battering are used interchangeably to
refer to physical assaults in a family setting. Domestic violence statutes differ
from state to state in which types of relationships and which types of violence
they cover, although they universally focus on discrete acts of harm.2 In fact,

1 Evan Stark, MSW, Ph.D. is Associate Professor, Graduate Department of Public Adminis-
tration, Rutgers University-Newark and Director of the school’s Masters in Public Health
program.

2 Legal definitions of violence may include acts intended to cause physical pain or injury,
threats (Connecticut’s Domestic Violence Response Act), or acts against property (Seattle’s
Municipal Code), and may focus on the age of cohabitants (Connecticut) and on the fact,
status, and length of cohabitation and range from present cohabitants only (Municipal Code,
Richmond, VA) through all persons who are “social partners” (Seattle).

Please send comments to: 11 Forest Trail, Woodbridge, CT 06525, e-mail: EDS203@juno.com
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in most relationships domestic violence is ongoing, not episodic, and is
not literally “domestic,” because most victims are not married to and/or
living with the persons who are hurting them. More important, the most
devastating context of domestic violence involves a pattern of coercion and
control where the physical assaults prohibited by lawmay be relativelyminor.

National Family Violence Surveys reveal that battered wives are assaulted
an average of three times annually (Straus et al., 1980), although abuse of
black victims may be somewhat less frequent (Lockhart, 1987). Between
25 percent and 30 percent of all abused women suffer “serial victimization,”
many are beaten at least once a week (Klaus and Rand, 1984), and l0 percent
of batterers attack their partner an average of sixty times per year (Straus,
1996). In my forensic practice, I regularly encounter women who have been
assaulted hundreds of times. Men who abuse one partner, meanwhile, often
abuse others as well (Buzawa et al., 1999).

Once considered a “family” problem, it is now clear that domestic vio-
lence affects separated women much more often than married or divorced
women (Bachman and Salzman, 1995) and that domestic violence is com-
mon in “dating” relationships (West, 1995) and among same-sex as well as
heterosexual couples (Ricks et al., 2000).3 Survey data also indicate that
women as well as men assault their partners, although women are much
more frequently injured by domestic assaults and are more likely to con-
sider partner assault a “crime” (Straus et al., 1980; Straus and Gelles, 1986;
Bachman and Salzman, 1995).

If the focus on discrete episodes and on “families” is misleading, so is
the emphasis on violence. Many relationships are characterized by simple
domestic assault, where one or both partners use varying degrees of physi-
cal force to settle disagreements; in many other situations, abuse occurs as
part of a general pattern of violence and criminality (Buzawa et al., 1999).
Women may be hurt more frequently than men in these situations, but they
may also see fighting as a positive means to resolve power differences.4 Im-
portantly, however, there is mounting evidence that a large proportion of
domestic violence cases involve what feminists call woman battering,5 where

3 Confusion arose about whether battering was limited to families or to violence and whether
women andmen were equally assaultive because the dominant research model identified the
family as themajor source of tension, onlymeasured force used in intact couples, limited itself
to physical abuse used to resolve conflicts, and equated assaults with defensive acts (Straus
et al., 1980; Gelles, 1997).

4 In inner-city neighborhoods, females learn that “fighting” is a preferred means to resolve
tensions, even if you “lose,” because the alternative may involve being exploited or “dissed.”

5 In contrast to the family violence model, the feminist model views sexual inequalities as the
source of tension; domestic violence is said to exemplify “violence against women” (along
with rape or sexual harassment, for example); and physical abuse is paired with nonviolent
forms of male domination rather than with violence by other family members (Breines and
Gordon, 1983; Browne, 1987; Stark and Flitcraft, 1996; Dobash andDobash, 1979; 1992; Jones
and Schecter, 1992).
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frequent or routine but generally low-level physical abuse is supplemented
by a broad spectrum of strategies to dominate partners and deprive them
of basic liberties (Stark and Flitcraft, 1986; Jones and Schecter, 1992; Jones,
1994). In addition to physical and sexual assault, this pattern of “coercive
control” typically includes some combination of sexual assault or coercion,
threats, psychological degradation, the destruction of property, child abuse
or neglect, stalking, isolation from friends and family, and a pattern of con-
trol over key aspects of the victim’s life, including money, food, sexuality,
physical appearance, social life, transportation, work, religion, and access
to help (Stark, 1996). For example, in a sample of victims (N = 118) whose
partners were arrested for domestic violence, 38 percent reported they were
not free to come and go as they pleased, 45.8 percent were denied access to
social support, 58.5 percent were denied access to money, and 46 percent
experienced between three and fifteen other restrictions in their daily rou-
tines (Buzawa et al., 1999). Conversely, abused women in a representative
sample of 734AFDC recipients inMassachusetts were eight timesmore likely
than nonabused women to report that a current or former boyfriend would
not let them go to school or work (16 percent versus 2 percent) (Allard
et al., 1997). Where common couple violence is often sporadic and may
occur in response to particular family stressors, the type of battering that
involves coercive control is an ongoing process of subjugation, unilaterally
initiated bymales without the provocation of situational conflicts or external
stressors.6

Although strategies of coercive control violate rights that are critical to
freedom, personal development, and citizenship, this pattern has no legal
standing and has yet to be empirically differentiated from its less dramatic
counterparts. As a result, evidence on racial dimensions of domestic vio-
lence subsumes situations in which couples “fight” – and may view their use
of force as legitimate – where one partner uses violence primarily to hurt
his partner physically, and the pattern of domination known as coercive
control.

The Domestic Violence Revolution. Evidence about partner abuse has
been accumulating since the late 1960s, when Parnas (1967) reported that
Chicago police received more calls regarding “domestics” than were re-
ceived for murder, aggravated assault, and all other serious crimes com-
bined. These were typically treated as “nuisance” calls, however, and little
was done to remedy the problem (Buzawa and Buzawa, 1990). Noninterfer-
ence was a particular problem in communities of color, where, according to

6 In one sample 77 percent of assaults were not preceded by verbal disputes (Gayford, 1975).
Indeed, l0 percent of battered women are beaten in their sleep (Eisenberg and Micklow,
cited in Okun, 1986).
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Hawkins (1987), police viewed blacks as “normal primitives” who accepted
violence and were indifferent to its consequences.

The true significance of woman battering only became clear in the 1970s,
afterErinPizzey (1974) and immigrantwomenof color living in theChiswick
section of London opened the first modern battered woman’s shelter. The
years since have witnessed a virtual revolution in how society deals with
the problem, prompted largely by the battered women’s movement and
its supporters (Dobash and Dobash, 1992). Whether or how significantly
the resulting changes have reduced partner violence is a matter of debate.
Nevertheless, appreciation of this conspicuous form of subjugating women
has helped to demystify conventional gender roles and given new poignancy
to the critique of sexual inequality.

As Alice Walker dramatized in The Color Purple, just yesterday, historically
speaking, the use of force to “discipline” female partners was widely consid-
ered a male prerogative. Today, this same behavior constitutes a “domestic
violence” crime for which more than one million persons are arrested an-
nually. In the past, even when it was censored by community leaders or ex-
tended family members, abusive behavior was “just life.” Today, millions of
women and children utilize community-based shelters or seek court orders
to protect themselves from abusive men. Over $1 billion have been invested
to research domestic violence and ensure that this formerly “private trouble”
is treated appropriately. The numbers justify this investment. With an esti-
mated prevalence of somewhere between 20 and 30 percent of the female
population, domestic violence is the major cause of injury for which women
seek medical attention (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996); and a significant contrib-
utor to child abuse, divorce, and a broad range of additional health, behav-
ioral, and mental health problems ( Jaffe, Wolfe, and Wilson, 1990; Stark
and Flitcraft, 1996; Buzawa and Buzawa, 1990; Waits, 1990; Levinger, 1965).

The Importance ofDomestic Violence for Blacks. Battering would signif-
icantly affect black Americans even if they were not overrepresented among
the most vulnerable populations. In fact, battering by a partner is the lead-
ing cause of death among black women under age forty-five and a major
cause of their physical injury, disability, homelessness, unemployment, sui-
cidality, unwanted pregnancy, substance abuse, and AIDS (Stark, 1990; Stark
and Flitcraft, 1996). The lives of black men are also threatened by their un-
critical participation in battering. Approximately 20 percent of black male
deaths due to homicide originate in partner assault (Stark, 1990) and hun-
dreds of thousands of black men are arrested each year for domestic vio-
lence crimes. Among children exposed to domestic violence, a significant
proportion – estimates range of 30 percent to 90 percent – may suffer phys-
ical, psychological, and developmental problems (Stark and Flitcraft, 1990;
Randolf and Conkle, 1993; Jaffe, Wolffe, and Wilson, 1990). Battering is the
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precipitant of half of all child maltreatment and an even higher percentage
of child homicides (Stark and Flitcraft, 1988; 1996). Thousands of black
women and teens are arrested each year because they have retaliated vio-
lently to battering. Indeed, Crenshaw (1994) reports that 63 percent of all
young men between the ages of eleven and twenty who are imprisoned for
homicide have killed their mothers’ batterers. Many of these youngmen are
black. Countless numbers of black women have been compelled to crime in
an abusive relationship (Richie, 1996).

Black men assault or kill other men more frequently than they do their
partners. But battering may be even more devastating than stranger as-
saults, AIDS, or comparable health or criminal justice problems. Although
there are no racial comparisons reported, rates of injury for female victims
were greater for violence by an intimate (52 percent) than by a stranger
(20 percent), an acquaintance or friend (26 percent), or another relative
(38 percent) (Bachman and Salzman, 1995; Sanchez-Hucles and Dutton,
1999). The economic consequences of domestic violence are estimated
to be 15 percent of the total crime costs (Miller, Cohen, and Wiersema,
1996), far greater than the proportion of total crime attributed to domes-
tic violence (Bachman, 1994; Perkins and Klaus, 1996; Sanchez-Hucles and
Dutton, 1999). Controversy surrounds whether woman battering is more
common among blacks than whites, whether it is primarily a lower-class phe-
nomenon, or whether psychological, cultural, or sociopolitical factors best
explain why men batter women or why women become trapped with abu-
sive men. But one thing is starkly clear. Alongside its health consequences
and the economic burden battering places on the service system, there is
another profound cost. Because of its coercive elements, the battering of
black women severely curtails their liberty to develop and autonomously
employ their capacities on their own behalf or on behalf of their families,
communities and the economy.

Given the “news” about domestic violence, black leaders have been sur-
prisingly silent (Asbury, 1987; Sanchez-Hucles and Dutton, 1999). Black-on-
black violence and “broken” ghetto families have been recurrent themes
in public dialogue about race in America, particularly in debates about wel-
fare reform and criminal justice policy (Wilson, 1987;Wilson andWicquant,
1989). Yet, this discussion concerns males attacking other males and the as-
sociated reform proposals, such as those for job or school programs, are
designed to uplift males almost exclusively (Wilson, 1987). Black feminists
are a marked exception to the neglect of domestic violence. Maya Angelou,
Frances Beale, Flo Kennedy, Audre Lorde, Haki Madabutti, Toni Morrison,
Barbara Smith, Angela Davis, Barbara Omalde, Jill Nelson, Alice Walker,
and particularly bell hooks provide incisive critiques of sexual violence by
black men. Still, Beth Richie’s pathbreaking study Compelled to Crime (1996)
is the only major work on black battered women based on primary research.
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To victims of battering, neglect of the problem in discussions of violence is
tantamount to denying its significance.

Complimenting the relative silence among black leaders is the neglect
of racial issues by domestic violence specialists (Report of the Task Force,
1996).7 Evidence about domestic violence comes primarily from student
samples, convenience samples of volunteer subjects, and random popu-
lation surveys. But blacks have been historically underrepresented at the
major universities where domestic violence research is conducted, are of-
ten not present in sufficient numbers to include in population studies, and
are reluctant to volunteer for research experiments, in part because of a
history of misuse as research subjects (Cannon et al., 1988). Even where
members of nonmajority groups are included in research samples, however,
their proportion in the study group or the size of the study group may be
too small to support comparisons. Other studies fail to analyze race and
ethnicity separately or to report the racial composition of the study popula-
tion (Report of the Task Force, 1993). In these instances, “color blindness”
works to conceal the unique constellation of culture and psychology that de-
fines the experiences of black victims.8 By contrast, official statistics elevate
domestic violence in communities of color to “near mythic proportions”
because blacks utilize public agencies more frequently than whites (Root,
1996). The sexist norms at the root of battering transcend race. Still, gen-
eralizations about battering based on nonblack or service populations fail
to capture the unique contribution of racial dynamics. One result is that
interventions based on these generalizations are often insensitive to the
needs of black battered women or their partners as well as to the unique
cultural strains that could mobilize blacks behind norms of just and equal
partnerships. An even more nuanced account is needed once differences
in social class, ethnicity, or family experiences among blacks are considered
alongside race.

Part Two: Racial Dimensions of Battering

Evidence on Racial Differences. The studies summarized in this section
have reached varying and in some cases contradictory conclusions about
such basic questions as how common domestic violence is among blacks,
whether it is more common among blacks than whites, whether domestic
violence is more common in middle- or lower-class relationships, whether

7 The literature on sexual assault is similarly biased. For example, Neville and Pugh (1997)
found that fewer than 3 percent (N = 7) of the 277 psychological research articles published
between 1987 and 1994 included an analysis of African-American women.

8 Publicity given to affluent and well-known victims to whom politicians and the media are
likely to pay attention can obscure the special problems faced by low-income and minority
women.
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domestic violence among blacks is increasing or decreasing, whether injury
or psychosocial problems are its most significant consequence, and whether
criminal justice intervention has been effective in reducing domestic vio-
lence among blacks.

Racial Comparisons. Using a well-established instrument called the
Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS), a National Family Violence Survey in 1976
asked couples what tactics they used when they had arguments. Relatively
few black families were included (n = 147), but the results were nonetheless
surprising. African Americans reported that they used violence to resolve
conflicts nearly four times as often as did whites (Hampton and Gelles,
1994). Using a more representative sample of 580 nonwhite families, a sec-
ond National Family Violence Survey (1985) reported less dramatic racial
differences. Approximately 8 percent of black women had been severely
assaulted at least once during the year, more than twice the percentage of
white women, and black women suffered 1.23 times as much “minor” vio-
lence. These findings echoed results of aHarris Poll of KentuckyHousewives
(Schulman, 1979;Hampton andGelles, 1994).9 Similarly, a Bureauof Justice
Statistics Report found that, on average, for each year between 1992 and
1996, about 12 per 1,000 black women experienced violence by an intimate
compared to about 8 per 1,000 white women (Greenfeld et al., 1998).10

But the National Crime Victims Survey (NCVS), designed to measure only
violent acts considered criminal by their victims, found no significant dif-
ferences in domestic violence among non-Hispanic whites, Hispanics, and
African Americans (Bachman, 1994).

Significant racial differences were also reported for violence committed
by black women.Where white womenhad the lowest rates of violence against
their husbands (115 per 1,000), black women had the highest rates (207 per
1,000), with Hispanic women falling in the middle (Hampton and Gelles,
1994; Campbell, Masake, and Torres, 1997). The same surveys also showed
that a third of all couples experienced one or more episodes of partner
violence during their marriage, although the results for blacks were not
reported separately. In sum, domestic violence appears to be 1.5 to 2 times
more common among blacks than whites and affects a third or more of all
black couples.11

9 Interestingly, the national population survey found there were no differences in reported
rates of child abuse, although blacks are overrepresented in child abuse reports.

10 Because the NCVS interviews focus on crimes and are conducted in victim’s homes, they
exclude both the most serious cases (which women may be reluctant to describe in front
of their partners) and the vast majority of nonserious assaults that may not be considered
“crimes” by victims.

11 Because the surveys measure violent acts committed during the year of the interview as well
as whether family members have “ever” been abused, it is impossible to estimate either the
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The Role of Social Class. What accounts for the apparent racial disparities
in domestic violence? Undoubtedly, greater economic disadvantage among
blacks is an important factor. The Kentucky Harris Poll (Schulman, 1979)
reported relatively small class differences in domestic violence. By contrast,
the Bureau of Justice Statistics Report (Greenfeld et al., 1998) found that
women in households with incomes below $7,500 reported nonlethal do-
mestic violence ten times more often than those with incomes of $75,000
or more. Since blacks are disproportionately poor and lower-income fam-
ilies are more prone to report domestic violence, their higher rates may
reflect class rather than racial differences.12 Indeed, where social class has
been held constant, racial disparities in domestic violence victimization
have diminished, disappeared, or actually been reversed (Bachman, 1994;
Bachman and Salzman, 1995; Kantor, Jasinski, and Aldarando, 1994), al-
though they persist for perpetrators (Perkins and Klaus, 1996). Several stud-
ies specifically designed to weigh the influence of social class have found
virtually identical rates of violence against wives in black and white couples
in similar social classes (Lockhart and White, 1991; Cambell, Masake, and
Torres, 1997). Meanwhile, among a representative sample of AFDC reci-
pients in Massachusetts, black women were significantly less likely than
white women to report they had been abused (Allard, Colten, Albelda, and
Cosenza, 1997).

An intriguing if counterintuitive finding is that interpersonal violence
may be more common among middle-class rather than low-income black
families. A survey of marital violence experienced by 307 black and white
women across three social class positions reported that there were no racial
differences in the overall proportion of abused women, but that black
middle-class women experienced more violence than either their white
counterparts or lower-class and upper-class black women. Although more
middle-class black than white women reported abuse, white couples re-
ported more frequent assaults than blacks (Lockhart, 1987; Lockhart and
White, 1989). By contrast, Casenave and Straus (1979) found that wife abuse
was less common among middle-income African Americans than middle-
income European Americans.13

incidence (new cases annually) or the prevalence (couples currently at risk) of domestic
violence, statistics that are key to evaluating interventions.

12 Even so, race remains important, since racial discrimination is an important source of low
wages and unequal job opportunities experienced by blacks.

13 While self-reported class differences among blacks may be important, class comparisons
involving blacks and whites should be interpreted cautiously. Social class in the United States
is typically measured by income alone rather than by a composite of occupation, social status,
and, perhapsmost important, “wealth” (e.g., property, stock, savings, inheritance, etc.). Thus,
blacks and whites with similar incomes may nonetheless differ dramatically in their overall
social position.
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Domestic Violence Trends Among Blacks. Richard Gelles (1997) reports
that there have been significant declines in both family homicides and in
“wife-beating” over the past two decades, largely due to effective interven-
tion. For example,U.S.Department of Justice (1994) data indicate an 18per-
cent decline in the rate of spousal homicides by husbands between 1976 and
1992. During this same period, according to Gelles (1997), “wife-beating”
decreased from 38 per 1,000 women (in 1976) to 19 per 1000 (in 1992),
a 48 percent decline. If Gelles is right, an estimated six hundred thousand
fewer women were victimized by their partners in 1992 than in 1976, when
the domestic violence revolution began.

Closer examination reveals that a dramatic decline in the spousal homi-
cide rate among blacks largely accounts for the overall decrease in spousal
homicide (which actually began in 1980). Blacks account for 43.7 percent
of the homicides committed by family members and for 45.6 percent of all
spousal homicide victims, a far higher ratio of homicide to proportion of the
population than among whites (Mercy and Saltzman, 1989). According to
FBI statistics, between 1976 and 1985, spousal homicide rates among whites
remained virtually unchanged. By contrast, the homicide rate for black hus-
bands declined 52.0 percent (from 12.7 to 6.1 per 100,000) and for black
wives declined by 45.8 percent (from 9.6 to 5.2 per 100,000). Since a high
proportion of spousal homicide is the culmination of ongoing domestic vi-
olence, these changes reflect a significant decline in the most severe acts
of domestic violence by blacks. Indeed, by the second Family Violence Sur-
vey, the severest forms of husband-wife violence had declined more sharply
among black than white couples (Gelles and Straus, 1988; Hampton et al.,
1989; Gelles, 1997).

Optimism based on these statistics may be premature, however. To start,
the 18 percent decline in homicides by husbands since 1976 seems unim-
pressive compared to the much greater decline in all homicides during the
same period, as much as 50 percent in the major cities (Morgenthau, 1995)
where blacks live in large numbers.14 Moreover, setting domestic homicides
against the background of overall homicide rates reveals a seeming para-
dox: although the proportion of male murder victims killed by their wives
declined during the domestic violence revolution (i.e., between 1977 and
1992), the proportion of female murder victims killed by husbands actually
increased from 54 percent to 70 percent (Valente, 1995). This suggests that
interventions introduced during this period protected black males far more
than they did females. This might be true, for example, if making shelters

14 For example, between 1992 and 1997, homicides declined 64.3 percent in New York City,
47.5 percent in Los Angeles, 47.5 percent in Houston, and 49.6 percent in San Francisco
(cited in Massing, M., “The Blue Revolution,” New York Review of Books, V. XLV, No. 18,
Nov. 19, 1998, p. 33).
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or other protections available to black battered women gave them a viable
alternative to violent retaliation.

The claim that nonfatal domestic violence is declining is suspect as well.
The survey researchers based this conclusion only on “severe abuse,” such
as repeat punching with a fist, kicking, biting, beatings, and attacks with
knives and guns. When so-called minor violent acts are included, such as
throwing something at a partner, pushing, grabbing, shoving, and slap-
ping, for instance, there is a statistically insignificant decline in domestic
violence between 1976 and 1985 and a dramatic increase afterward. In fact,
by 1992, overall domestic violence committed by husbands against wives
had returned to the level in 1976. These trends were not calculated sepa-
rately for blacks. But, it is likely that, while the severest forms of domestic violence
declined significantly among blacks after 1976, overall levels have changed little if
at all.

These trends may reflect the fact that interventions target severe domes-
tic violence, but do little to regulate minor acts of abuse. The law prohibits
all domestic violence. But as a practical matter, the severity of assault guides
decisions to arrest or prosecute domestic violence offenders, provide pro-
tection for victims, or admit women to shelters (Loseke, 1992; Stark and
Flitcraft, 1986; Buzawa and Buzawa, 1996). The unfortunate fact is that,
while the types of domestic violence that have increased are unlikely to cause
serious injury, when they become routine, they provide the substructure of
coercive control, the most serious form of battering.

Racial Dynamics of Battering. What little research there is on dynam-
ics suggests important racial differences in the pattern of coercive control.
When they enter abusive relationships, white women are already more iso-
lated than black women, less likely to be employed, and aremore likely to ex-
pect their partner will take care of them (Richie, 1996). White offenders ex-
ploit this situationby eliciting loyalty andexacerbating isolation andmaterial
and personal dependence. They forbid partners to work, deny themmoney,
and control how they cook, clean, or care for children (Asbury, 1987).
The black batterer is more likely to exploit the woman’s role as economic
“provider,” particularly in “middle-class” relationships. Black batterers are
more flexible about housework and children than whites, even assuming
certain “homemaking” functions (Hampton, 1987). Instead of preventing
his partner from working, the black batterer is more likely to police her
work outside the home and restrict her activities inside. White victims often
experience their extended family as a trap from which they want to escape
(Richie, 1996). But multigenerational, extended family and friendship net-
works are particularly important for low-income black women (McAdoo,
1979). As a result, family boundary issues are a common source of combat in
black couples (Hampton, 1987) and isolation from family and extended kin
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networks is amajor point of humiliation.15 Myblack clients have been forbid-
den to attend church, attend family functions, or to socialize at or after work.
They have been forced to wear beepers, to ask permission to make phone
calls or send holiday cards and had their phone calls monitored. Obsessive
jealousy, or disagreements about drugs or money frequently complement
isolation in these relationships. The abusive husband of a Jamaican woman,
one of the most feared “dreds” in Hartford, hid in a tree outside her house
after they separated and jumped downwhen she tried to leave. Black women
who are the sole source of income for their families receive public assistance
and those who supplement their income off the books are particularly vul-
nerable to the intimidation tactics used by batterers. But so are middle-class
black women who can exhaust their psychic resources trying to keep their
chaotic personal life a secret. Because of the greater importance of family
supports for black women, they are more likely than whites to respond dra-
matically to social isolation, with suicide attempts for example, and are less
likely to medicate their stress with substances that jeopardize their children,
family ties, and/or their employability. Conversely, both work and religion
are common realms of autonomy for black women, “safety zones” whose
invasion frequently precipitates a lethal crisis in battering relationships.

What Are the Major Consequences of Domestic Violence for Blacks?
Following from the near-universal emphasis on physical assault in abusive
relationships, the most commonly cited outcome of domestic violence is
physical injury. Black women are more likely than whites to seek assistance
for injuries related to domestic violence. A randomized review of over thirty-
five hundred medical records at Yale-New Haven Hospital concluded that
almost one woman in five (18.7 percent) who visited the emergency room
with an injury had been assaulted by a partner, making domestic violence
the leading cause of injury for whichwomen soughtmedical attention. Black
women comprised 21 percent of the subjects in this study, but constituted
over half (51 percent) of the women with injuries that resulted from batter-
ing (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996).

Injury is an important outcome of domestic violence throughout the life-
course for black women. Young married women in their twenties and early
thirties are at highest risk. But, injuries caused by domestic violence are
significant among young girls as well as older women. For example, in a
Philadelphia emergency department comprised largely of black patients,
domestic violence caused 34 percent of the injuries to girls aged sixteen
to eighteen and 18 percent of the injuries to women over age sixty-one

15 Family structures also may become the context for entrapping a partner. In my caseload, it
is common for a young black woman to move to her boyfriend’s house and for him to enlist
his family, including his mother, in surveillance and control.
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(McLeer and Anwar, 1989). These populations fall between the cracks of
existing services.

Sexual assault is another common experience in battering relationships.
Battering is the context for a third of all rapes and for half of the rapes
to women over thirty, a group in which black women are disproportion-
ately represented (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996). Both the pattern of domestic
violence injuries – their concentration on the face, breast, and abdomen,
for instance – and their disproportionate occurrence during pregnancy –
suggest the sexual origin of much abuse (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996). For
black women, sexual exploitation by an intimate has particular significance,
evoking the shame of subjugation to a white master (Richie, 1996).

Despite its association with injury, studies show that life-threatening acts
of male violence are the exception rather than the rule in battering relation-
ships (Straus andGelles, 1986; Stark and Flitcraft, 1996). Victims of domestic
violence are more likely to be injured than victims of other crimes reported
to the National Crime Victim’s Survey (Lentzer and DeBarry, 1980). Even
among battered women who came to an emergency room complaining of
injury, however, only 2 percent required hospitalization, the same rate as
women who fall in the home (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996). What is distinc-
tive about battering is the frequency of assault and the cumulative terror
induced by chronic physical intimidation.

The Yale hospital studies revealed that, subsequent to abuse, an inner-city
population of battered women were five timesmore likely to attempt suicide
than nonbattered women; fifteen times more likely to abuse alcohol; nine
times more likely to abuse drugs; six times more likely to report child abuse;
and three times more likely to be diagnosed as “depressed” or psychotic.
These outcomes were so common that Stark and Flitcraft (1996) estimated
that 45 percent of drug and alcohol use amongwomen resulted fromdomes-
tic violence as well as 45 percent of child abuse, almost a third of all female
suicide attempts, and significant percentages of female (“family”) home-
lessness, HIV disease, and mental illness (Stark and Flitcraft, 1996). Among
a nationally representative probability sample of HIV-infected adults, for
instance, 18.5 percent of black non-Hispanic women, 18.1 percent of the
Hispanic women, and 26 percent of the white, non-Hispanic women were
abused (Zierler et al., 2000). The fact that black women in the general popu-
lation have lower rates of these problems than white women underlines the
importance of abuse in their lives. Moreover, it is now clear that the chronic
stress associated with coercion and control elicits many of these problems
rather than the “trauma” of physical abuse.

Psychological Consequences: Battered Woman’s Syndrome. The most
widely cited psychological outcome of domestic violence is “battered
woman’s syndrome,” a nearly disabling depressive condition closely related
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to the posttraumatic stress disorders (PTSD) found among combat veterans
and victims of stranger rape (Herman, 1992). According to Lenore Walker
(1979, 1984, 1989), battered woman’s syndrome is elicited by “cycles of
violence” consisting of tension buildup, an explosive episode of severe
assault, and a “honeymoon” phase when the batterer apologizes. Women
who stay with the abusive partner because they mistakenly believe he will
change are revictimized until they learn that escape is futile, concentrate
on survival, fail to seek help or accept it when offered, and suffer a range of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral deficits called “learned helplessness”
(Walker, 1989).

Battered woman’s syndrome is both a significant consequence of domes-
tic violence and a potent explanation for why some women get entrapped
in abusive relationships, develop complex psychosocial problems, fail to
report battering, and strike out violently in situations in which an outsider
sees viable options. Some courts require evidence of the syndrome to
prove battering has occurred and expert testimony on the syndrome has
been widely used to mitigate criminal charges of homicide or other crimes
(Downs, 1996).

Nevertheless, battered woman’s syndrome affords limited insight into the
causes, dynamics, or consequences of battering among blacks. Focusing on
the offender as the source of a victim’s problems counteracts a cultural
tendency to hold women accountable when things go wrong in black fami-
lies.16 Still, batteredwoman’s syndrome is probably uncommonamongblack
women, offers a poor explanation for why they “stay” with abusive men, and
can actually damage their prospects in criminal proceedings.

Initially developed from a study of largely white, middle-class volunteers,
Walker’s model has never been validated in a random population sample
or in a sample of women of color. Research suggests the “cycle of violence”
characterizes only 14 percent of abusive relationships (Dobash and Dobash,
1984) and that “learned helplessness” is equally atypical. Most battered
women do separate from abusive partners, often multiple times, do seek
help aggressively (as hospital data and shelter utilization indicate), and are
active problem solvers, exhibiting “heightened reason” (Blackman, 1989)
rather than cognitive deficits. Compared to victims of assault by strangers or
acquaintances, for instance, battered women are as likely to report assaults
that cause injury to police andmore likely to report assaults where no injury
occurred (Bachman and Salzman, 1995).

In court settings,Walker’smodel reduces an extremely complex interper-
sonal dynamic to a one-dimensional and stigmatizing psychological formula

16 By contrast, Thompson and West (cited by Neville and Pugh, 1997) found that African-
American men and women were sensitive to rape-related issues and placed minimal blame
for the assault on victims/survivors.
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of victimization. Adapting battered woman’s syndrome as the standard for
abuse is particularly harmful because black females are more likely than
white women to fall outside its purview (Allard, 1991; Ammons, 1995).
Courts have denied the battered woman’s defense to victims who have not
suffered the severe violence associated with “traumatic” reactions.17 More-
over, application of the syndrome privileges victims who are unassertive, pas-
sive, and dependent in the face of oppression, discounting the experiences
of women who work outside the home, have a criminal history, respond vio-
lently to abuse, or who are otherwise assertive or independent.18 Although
black women are disproportionately represented in the latter group, be-
cause of prevailing stereotypes, they are more likely to be perceived as ag-
gressive even when they present a dependent profile.

Why do Battering Relationships Endure? Black women generally seek
help aggressively. But they may be less likely than white women to leave
abusive partners or to report assaults where the assailant is an acquain-
tance or intimate (Neville and Pugh, 1997). A compelling explanation of
“why women stay” highlights some combination of economic disadvantage,
religious prescriptions, emotional ambivalence, and sexist cultural beliefs
holding that a woman is “nothing” without a man. Still, millions of black
women facing these same constraints successfully end bad relationships.
Many black women rationalize partner violence by pointing to the special
stressors faced by black men. The black battered women Richie (1996) in-
terviewed at Riker’s Island often felt sorry for the men in their lives, as their
mothers had for their abusive fathers, even to the point of tolerating their
violence. Other black women accept abusive partners because they cherish
nonabusive facets of the relationship. Still others hesitate to call police be-
cause they feel responsible for the abuse, are involved in criminal activity
themselves, because they interpret calling police as a betrayal of community
values, because they believe that calling will be ineffective, as it has been
historically, or because they fear police will overrespond, leading to con-
sequences for their partner that are far more severe than they believe his
acts warrant. Important, too, is a deeply ingrained conservative belief in the

17 bell hooks (1989) argues that, in setting apart a distinct class of women who have been
repeatedly abused, the term “battered woman” simultaneously stigmatizes a class of victims
and discounts the significance of being hit a single time, as she was by a male partner. We
share hooks’s view that a calculus of physical harms is an inappropriate measure of abuse,
but juxtapose this to a model where basic liberties are denied, not to a model in which abuse
is less frequent.

18 In a study of predominantly African-American women charged with homicide, Mann (1996)
argues that their history of prior arrests for violence excludes them from a defense based
on battered woman’s syndrome and “belies a suggestion that they were either helpless or
afraid of their victims” (1996: 171). She admits, however, that in 84 percent of the cases, the
victim’s actions precipitated his death.
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black community, reinforced by the church, that the integrity of the family
unit comes before personal health and safety.

Ultimately, however, it is the batterer’s continued access to his partner
that determines whether abuse will continue, not a woman’s decisions to
leave or stay. This is why fewer than half (42.8 percent) of domestic violence
arrests involve currently married or living together partners (Buzawa et al.,
1996).

Black Female Suicidality: An Illustration of Coercive Control

Black women frequently react to coercive control by developing somatic
complaints, depression, low self-esteem, or other indirect ways to express
fear and rage, feelings that could be life-threatening if expressed directly.
When these defense mechanisms fail, suicidality is a common result, a situ-
ation I call “control in the context of no control.”19

Reviewing the completemedical records of women identified at an inner-
city hospital as having attempted suicide in a single year (N = 176), Stark
and Flitcraft (1995) reported that 29.5 percent (N = 52) of the womenwere
battered. But, while 22 percent of the white women who attempted suicide
(N = 28) were battered, 48.8 percent of the black women (N = 22) in the
sample were battered (p < .001). In other words, half of all black women
who attempted suicide did so in the context of ongoing abuse, making
abuse the single most important cause of suicidality among black women.
The contribution of institutional neglect to this pattern is illustrated by
another dramatic finding: 36.5 percent (N = 19) of the battered women
who attempted suicide had visited the hospital with a complaint attributable
to abuse on the same day as their attempt.

The Response to Services. Rooted in an extensive network of criminal jus-
tice, legal, and community-based services, the societal response to domes-
tic violence highlights safety for victims and accountability for perpetrators.
The battered women’s movement also emphasizes empowerment, that is, en-
hancing a victim’s autonomy and her capacity to resist abuse in the future,
although this aim is not universally shared (Fagan, 1996).

Arrest and prosecution are the primary mechanisms for ensuring of-
fender accountability. Despite a dearth of resources to implement these
reforms, police in most jurisdictions are mandated to arrest domestic
violence offenders and numerous cities now host prosecutorial and court

19 Black females have relatively low rates of suicide (Earls et al., 1991; Thompson and Peebles-
Wilkins, 1992). Paradoxically, the rate of suicide attempts has been rising sharply among young
black women (Garrison et al., 1993), possibly in response to battering.
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units specializing in domestic violence (Buzawa et al., 1999). Because of
mandatory arrest policies, black men and women are now proportion-
ally more likely than whites to be arrested for domestic violence crimes
(Bachman and Coker, 1995) and more likely to be charged with aggravated
battery versus a less serious crime (Bourg and Stock, 1994). Whether these
racial differences reflect continued police bias or the greater prevalence
and seriousness of domestic violence among blacks is unclear. Arrest may
have a paradoxical effect for some blacks, however, leading to debate about
whether the policy should be continued. Arrest initially appeared to signif-
icantly reduce the reoccurrence of abuse (Sherman and Berk, 1984). But,
in replicating this research, one study indicated that unemployed minor-
ity offenders actually increased their violence following arrest, apparently
because arrest had little significance for a population with extensive police
involvement for other problems and because only 5 percent of these cases
were ever prosecuted (Buzawa and Buzawa, 1996; Schmidt and Sherman,
1996; Buzawa et al., 1999).

Given the focus of the law on discrete criminal episodes and the typically
low level of domestic violence incidents, the vast majority of domestic vio-
lence offenses are charged as misdemeanors and few offenders go to jail.
Instead, courts rely heavily on administrative interventions to establish ac-
countability and safety, includingbatterer’s counselingprograms lasting any-
where from twelve weeks (in Connecticut) to fifty-two weeks (in California).
In the absenceof established links between abuse andpsychopathology, such
programs rely on behavior modification and psychoeducation to convince
men to assume responsibility for the violence, monitor their feelings, and
to select nonviolent means of expression. Williams (1994) argues that black
men are underrepresented in these programs because they fail to take ethni-
cally sensitive approaches. At best, however, weak sanctions and widespread
normative support for key facets of controlling women mean that only a
small number of batterers stop their abuse as the result of counseling (Davis
and Taylor, 1999).

How black battered women perceive criminal justice is unclear. Formerly
married black women are more likely to report domestic violence than any
other group. And, when violence causes injury, black battered women are
also more likely than white women to call police (Bachman and Coker,
1995), often as a negotiating strategy to maintain the relationship. At the
same time, if she is married at the time of the assault, the black woman is
also most likely to employ retaliatory violence (Neff et al., 1995) and, in
turn, is actually more likely than her partner to be charged with aggravated
assault (Bourg andStock, 1994).Given the extent towhichblackwomen sup-
port their partners, they may interpret repeat abuse as a profound form of
betrayal, a posture that echoes the sentiments of Bessie Smith and other clas-
sic blues singers (Davis, 1998). Still, while black women resort to domestic
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violence more frequently than white or Hispanic women, there is no evi-
dence that they employ coercive control.

The Battered Woman’s Shelter

Black women played a range of roles in the development of shelters and in
their national organizations, although domestic violence was not a priority
for traditional blackwomen’s organizations, clubs, and churchgroups.Coley
and Beckett (1988) reported that black battered women were more likely
than white women to use medical services and less likely to use shelters or
otherhuman services. But awell-designed survey of shelter residents inTexas
suggested that marital status and income were more important predictors
of shelter use by blacks and whites than racial differences in help-seeking
(Gondolf, Fisher, and McFerron, Jr., 1988). Black women have less access to
shelters than white women. Given the general dearth of services in the South
anddisinvestment inmetropolitan areaswhereblacks are concentrated,with
themarked exception ofWashington,DC, states with the highest percentage
of blacks have a more severe shortage of domestic violence programs than
other areas (Coley and Beckett, 1988).

The early laissez-faire approach inmany shelters allowed open expression
of racist sentiments by residents. Shelter rules limiting outside contact also
placed undue hardships on black women who depended for support on ex-
tended family and kin networks (McAdoo, 1979) or who worked outside the
home, even if only in the informal economy. But blackwomenwere attracted
to the early sheltermovement by its broad notion of women’s empowerment
and because the philosophy of collective self-management permitted them
to seek safety without assuming the demeaning victim role associated with
other human services. Given their tendency to view battering as the com-
bined result of discrimination and individual malevolence, black women
strongly identified with the change-orientedmodel of advocacy. Their social
understanding of batteringmeant that black battered women retained their
self-confidence and satisfaction with their lives even though their situation
appeared to change little after a shelter stay (Sullivan, 1994; O’Brien, 1995).

As shelters evolved into mainstream service providers, however, many
programs shifted their emphasis from advocacy to counseling, adapted a tra-
ditional organizational structure, and introduced gatekeeping mechanisms
that excluded women who didn’t fit the stereotypic victim profile (Loseke,
1992). These changes have negatively affected black battered women. Black
women are often resistant to counseling services because their families are
unsupportive, they don’t understand the benefits of counseling, feel un-
comfortable discussing family relationships with strangers, and because they
fear that counseling will damage their self-image of being able to cope with
their problems (Bingham and Guinyard, 1982; Coley and Becket, 1988). As
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importantly, black women are skeptical about an approach to service that
separates individual from social change, because they recognize how injus-
tice and discrimination frustrate even the best-intentioned problem solving
in black communities. Moreover, black battered women may be more com-
mitted than white women to making their relationships “work” (Richie,
1996), an attitude that is strongly discouraged in shelters. Conversely, racial
stereotypes discourage shelter staff from addressing psychological dimen-
sions of theblackwoman’s experience.This tendency is exacerbatedbecause
black women often disclose traumatic incidents without revealing the mag-
nitude of the injury or of their pain, a phenomenon the historian Darlene
Clark Hine (1989) views as part of a “culture of dissemblance.”

PART III. Explaining the Dynamics of Woman
Battering Among Blacks

This section turns from the victims of domestic violence to analyze why black
men batter their partners. Apart from unrepresentative clinical samples
(Dutton, 1995) and behavioral typologies (Hamberger et al., 1997), there
is little research that bears on the immediate causes of abusive behavior, let
alone its specific etiology in the black community (but cf. Sanchez-Hucles
and Dutton, 1999). Alcohol and a history of violence in childhood correlate
with abusive behavior, as they do with violence generally, but neither factor
is predictive or causal (Stark and Flitcraft, 1988).20 Sadly, the only individual
factor that consistently predicts battering is whether a partner has already
been abusive (O’Leary, 1993).

General explanations of whymenbatter their partners alternately empha-
size the evolutionary role ofmale dominance (Buss, 1999), psychopathology
(Dutton, 1995), cultural and familial supports for violence (Gelles, 1997),
patriarchal institutions (Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Stark and Flitcraft,
1996), or these factors in combination (Harway andO’Neil, 1999).Whatever
motivates individual abusers, battering became widespread because it was
reinforced by a combination of mainstream values that demeaned women
and legitimated male control, institutional complicity with offenders, and
persistent barriers to sexual equality. As the historian Linda Gordon puts it,
“One assault does not make a battered woman. She becomes that because
of her socially determined inability to resist or escape” (1990: 258).

The Myth of Black Violence. While not specifically focused on domes-
tic violence, a vast literature speculates about the origin of black-on-black

20 So, for example, at least 70 percent of those exposed to violence in childhood do not become
abusive adults (Kaufman and Zigler, 1987) and the vast majority of current batterers were
not exposed to abuse as children (Stark and Flitcraft, 1984).
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violence in general, presumably because young inner-city black males use
criminal violence more readily than whites. This supposed “fact” has been
linked to unemployment (Wilson, 1987), deficits in culture and character
(Kardiner and Ovesy, 1962; Poissaint, 1972), and to a “tangle of pathology”
allegedly endemic in families headed by black mothers (Frazier, 1939;
Moynihan, 1965). Can these accounts also illuminate woman battering?

Over the years, a range of white writers have advanced the racist stereo-
type that their “primitive” character, lack of cultural connection, and
“supermasculinity” leads black males to excessive criminality and violence,
what Hoberman (1997) calls the King Kong principle. Examples of this
argument extend from popular literature (e.g., the turn-of-the-century
novels by Thomas Dixon) to academic tracks such as Crime and the Man
(1939) by the physical anthropologist Earnest Albert Hooton and the re-
cent Crime and Human Nature (1985) by James Q. Wilson and Richard
J. Hernnstein. Such beliefs remain widespread. Thus, in a recent telephone
survey, 52 percent of 3,678 whites responded that the words “aggressive
or violent” accurately described “most blacks” (Sniderman and Carmines,
1997).

A similar association of blackmanhood with violence, particularly against
women, criminality, and an insatiable sexual virility is also part of the black
vernacular (Abraham, cited inWiggins, 1973; Strong, cited inWiggins, 1973)
and is illustrated today in “gangsta” rap.21 A sophisticated variant of this
argument is the portrait of an “underclass” comprised of black families
headed by women, unwed teen moms, and of unemployed young men who
use hard drugs and commit violent crimes more frequently than whites
(Wilson, 1988). Alvin Poussaint (1972) and Cornell West (1994) claim that
self-hatred drives these youth to form a “subculture of violence” that em-
bodies their “walking nihilism.” Implicit is a huge characterological divide
between middle-class and ghetto males. Thus, for Henry Louis Gates (PBS
interview, 1998), street life among black youth is “like a foreign country with
which I have nothing in common.”

A subtheme in the argument about underclass violence is the responsibil-
ity of blackmothers for the “tangle of pathology” at its roots (Hernton, 1965;
Grier and Cobbs, 1968). E. Franklin Frazier’s (1939) description of a “harm-
ful matriarchy”22 is echoed in Wilson (1988) and Wilson and Wacquant’s
(1989) claim that the decision by black mothers to remain single deprives
their sons of “strong” male models and so contributes to their violence.
When the resulting arrests shrink the “marriageable pool” of available men,

21 An interesting counter to this gendering of violence is the New York–based gangsta rap
group Bytches with Problems (The Bytches, Def Jam, 1991).

22 To his credit and unlike Moynihan, Frazier (1939) did not define the “matriarchy” as the
dominant family form among blacks.
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underclass violence and female-headed households are perpetuated across
generations.23

The prevalence of battering among middle-class blacks discounts its
origins in underclass violence. Moreover, even if some ghetto youth are
“nihilistic,” this impulse is unlikely to motivate the calculating pattern of
control evident in battering. In fact, the belief that young black males are
more violent or lawless than whites relies on a single source of notori-
ously biased evidence, the number and relative proportions of black males
arrested, convicted, and imprisoned for violent and drug-related crimes
(Miller, 1997; Tonry, 1997). Less biased sources of information, interviews
with victims of serious crimes and self-report studies for instance, provide
an entirely different picture of black violence than arrests (Stark, 1993).
For example, the National Crime Victim Surveys (NCVS) revealed that the
disproportion between assaults by blacks and whites was much smaller than
believed, while the National Youth Survey (NYS) found no racial differ-
ences in acts of violence (Elliott et al., 1983; U.S. Department of Justice,
1986). Meanwhile, surveys consistently show a greater proportion of whites
than blacks use hard drugs and that whites use hard drugs more frequently
(Krisberg et al., 1986; but cf. Brunswick, 1988). Additionally, nomajor longi-
tudinal study supports the connection between female-headed households
and violence or drug abuse by sons. In sum, the myth of black violence
cannot explain why black men are more likely than whites to abuse their
partners.

Black mothers may certainly help instill sexist attitudes. In their psycho-
analytic account of how the caste system shaped gender identity among
blacks, Kardiner and Ovesey (1962) described cases in which male violence
against partners arose either because black mothers overemphasized the
importance of “being a man” or so dominated their households that sons
displaced their frustrated dependency and hostility onto other women. The
negative influence of abusive husbands/fathers on their sons may be even
greater, however. Kardiner and Ovesey (1962) also described families in
which a father’s cruelty against his wife led the son to distrust his own mas-
culinity, fear his capacity, and to become nonassertive or, conversely, to be-
come hypermasculine (our term) through excessive domination of women.
Conversely, black women who witness their fathers abuse their mothers
are more likely to be battered as adults (Lockhart and White, 1989) or
to idealize white family life (Richie, 1996). Black family structure may also
be implicated in the distortion ofmale identity. Some scholars argue that the
extended structure typical of black family life in the South, so important in

23 Earlier versions of the “marriageablepool” argument emphasized skewed sex ratios due solely
to demographic factors such as birth rates, migration, intermarriage, and sex differences in
life expectancy (Cox, 1940; Jackson, 1973).
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other respects, denied black males “a discourse with which to express pain”
(hooks, 1992), a problem commonly associated with battering.

If the myth of black violence cannot explain the origins of battering by
black males, its dissemination may make service providers less receptive to
black victims. Themyth alsomay aggravate sexual tensions in the black com-
munity by reinforcing stereotypes that black men and women hold of them-
selves and of one another and by legitimating these stereotypes in popular
media. To some critics, even the most misogynist examples of male blues,
hip hop, or gangsta rap represent what Rose (1994) calls an “oppositional
practice.” As Robin Kelly (1994) puts it, “In a world where male public
powerlessness is often turned inward on women and children, misogyny
and stories of sexual conflict are very old examples of the ‘price’ of being
‘baaad’” (1994: 187). Even so, whether put to music or embedded in socio-
logical jargon, the image of black males as nihilistic gunslingers whose only
real choice is where to direct their rage feeds hopelessness and cynicism
back to the younger generation, and reinforces the lore of the streets –
which neither originates among blacks nor is limited to the lower class –
that a fast buck, protecting our rears, and dominating women is the bottom
line.

Domestic Violence and Racism. Amore relevant explanation of battering
by black men emphasizes how racial and economic discrimination in the
larger society shape sexual politics among blacks. In this view, domestic vi-
olence is a maladaptive but compensatory response to social and economic
pressures (Hampton and Yung, 1996) that deny black males the opportuni-
ties accorded to their white counterparts and breed self-contempt. In short,
racism causes battering.

The provider role has simultaneously been esteemed and denied tomany
black men due to racism, leading to “disrespect” of black males as “idle.” In
response, some blacks have turned to sexual dominance as an alternative
route to manhood. If black women become scapegoats for black frustration
and anger at sociocultural barriers, this is because their low social status rel-
ative to members of the oppressive majority and the relatively few resources
they have to protect themselves make it permissible (and “safe”) to hurt
them (Burns, 1986; Koss et al., 1994). Thus, according to Sanchez-Hucles
and Dutton, “practices of cultural violence and control that have been per-
petuated against people of color become internalized and acted out within
these communities” (1999: 202). This reaffirmation of male authority helps
resolve what is widely believed to be a chronic crisis in black masculinity
(Harper, 1996). For blackmen, gender becomes themodality throughwhich
race (and class) are lived (Gilroy, 1993).

The combination of racial oppression and economic exploitation un-
questionably gave a peculiar caste to how gender was defined and practiced
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in theUnited States, inextricably linking racial, sexual, and economic identi-
ties in historically specific constellations that privileged certain expressions
of manhood or womanhood and subordinated others. For example, the
duality between homemaker and provider that dominated the sex role so-
cialization of Euro-American families for two centuries is not indigenous
to black families in the United States. While black families living under
slavery or afterward were no less violent than whites, the absence of deeply
rooted cultural and institutional supports formale authority in the slave and
farm families of the South permitted more egalitarian relationships. The
slave economy had no place for a singular “family provider” (Davis, 1973),
while black working-class families living under Jim Crow carved out a “social
space” that emphasized “collectivist values, mutuality and fellowship” (Kelly,
1994: 36). In this world, black families assumed a level of female socializa-
tion to paid employment and male socialization to domesticity and service
that afforded males (and females) a range of positive identities that were
independent of the subordinate status imposed by racism, class pretensions
(including the moralizing of the black middle-class), and wage work.

After World War I, however, as black families became fully “integrated”
into an urban, capitalist Euro-American economy, their traditional sex-role
flexibility was replaced by a rigid patriarchal pattern supported by the privi-
legedaccess to industrial jobs, wages, and salaries affordedmales.Manyblack
male wage earners reproduced the same internal conflicts evident in white
families by peaceably exploiting the domestic labor of women and children.
But many of the black males excluded from themainstream economy chose
to fulfill the patriarchal ideal by becoming dominators/controllers. Behind
the critique of white economic supremacy as “emasculation,” many black
women as well as men recognized power over women as a proxy for oth-
erwise unattainable male status (hooks, 1992). A side effect of interpreting
economic failure as a loss in masculinity, that is, as femininity, was the hyper-
masculinity evident in the vernacular, sustained in gangsta rap, and associ-
ated with the suppression of so-called female impulses among black males.
What started as a compensatory reflex to obstructed opportunity evolved
until, regardless of social class, black manhood declared itself through the
domination of black women.

Situational Ethics. In a classic article onbiracial adoption, Chestang (1972)
described another facet of this process, the attempt to ward off the inevitable
social inconsistencies that arose from the unrealistic expectation that blacks
would be just and fair in the face of systemic injustice, unfairness, and a
sense of personal impotence. To buffer the negative consequences of living
with these inconsistencies, they developed a “relativistic” morality and situ-
ational ethics. But it had the opposite effect, simultaneously reducing the
influence of “the transcendent” morality of indigenous cultural institutions
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such as the church, and rationalizing adaptation to the pragmatics of male
dominance. The struggle to maintain a sense of intrinsic worthiness in the
face of extrinsically imposed devaluation elicited what Chestang terms a
“depreciated character” in which “pride in victory” was replaced by “victory
in its pride,” “making it” with its defensive inversion, not “being had” or,
more immediately, having one’s way with others, particularly women.

Recognizing the importance of racial and economic injustice must not
mitigate individual responsibility for abuse. As black feminists remind us,
blaming sexism on racist victimization supports a worldview wherein black
men can deflect attention from the sexual power and privileges accorded
to them solely by maleness. In addition, in emphasizing the compensatory
dynamics of male domination, the argument minimizes the extent to which
battering garners immediate material, sexual, and social benefits for men.
From the batterer’s vantage, it is women’s independence that elicits his
abusive behavior, not his social impotence.

It is easy to exaggerate the relative economic advantage of women in
the black community (Malveaux, 1988), particularly given the “obligation”
they assumed to financially support black men, even if this meant work-
ing two or even three paying jobs. Still, the relative material basis for fe-
male independence was greater among black women than among white
and bolstered their capacity to resist stereotypic family norms, including
those enforced through domestic abuse. Nowhere was this more apparent
than among the working-class black women who formed the club audience
for Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey in the 1920s. As Davis (1999) points out,
these performances created a cultural space in which a community of black
women regularly transgressed the barriers separating the private and public
spheres, owned their sexual desire and their capacity to respond to mis-
treatment, and thought openly about the ambiguities that attended efforts
to achieve self-determination within family and community institutions con-
trolled (if only by proxy) by the puritanical/patriarchal black middle class
depicted so beautifully in Toni Morrison’s Paradise.24

The Dialectics of Gender Entrapment. Ironically, the greater indepen-
dence of black females could also increase their vulnerability to battering,
a process brilliantly depicted in Beth Richie’s Compelled to Crime (1996).
Based on the life histories she collected, Richie discovered that, compared
to their white and nonbattered black counterparts, African-American bat-
tered women shared privileges and values idealized by the blackmiddle class

24 While the classic female blues artists frequently sang about domestic violence by black men,
they rarely sang about rape. Apart from the politics surrounding the rape discourse in the
1920s – the rape of black women was identified by middle-class black women in the club
movement with white men – Davis (1998) suggests this reflected the reluctance to be seen
as helpless or passive victims.
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as the foundation of “stable” (presumably nonviolent) families. Contrary to
stereotype, the black battered women had been “stars” in their families of
origin, critical family members on whom others depended. They had en-
joyed high self-esteem, and exhibited identities as competent, resourceful,
and potential-filled girls who aspired to “success.”

As these “stars” “bumped up against the limits” set by gender and race
discrimination at school or at work, however, their extraordinary capaci-
ties were displaced into their opposites: modifying their social expectations,
they returned to the private sphere and reduced “success” to “making things
work” at home, even if this meant supporting abusive partners financially
as well as emotionally.25 Race pride also acted as a trap: the women’s sense
of cultural solidarity and racial awareness combined with their understand-
ing of how African-American families had been historically discredited to
produce an exaggerated sense of loyalty to their abusive partners and a ten-
dency to blame external factors – substance use, racial discrimination, or
unemployment, for example – for the violence. What Richie calls “gender
entrapment” often included criminal activity at the command of abusive
partners, to support their partners, or to express their inexpressible rage
at being abused. But there were even worse psychological effects. As Richie
observes, “their desperate attempts to make their violent marriages ‘work,’
lest their identities be completely shattered, led to profoundly immobilizing
feelings of failure and self-blame, which resulted in increased vulnerability”
(1996: 75).26

Richie’s unique contribution is to show how women were trapped in abu-
sive relationships by cultural traditions, family patterns, and social psychol-
ogy in the blackmainstream. By contrast, the black women who had avoided
abuse were relative “outsiders” who lacked privileges, modeled themselves
after mothers who fought back against abusive husbands, and went it alone,
holding to a view of femininity and family life that contrasted markedly
with the alternately demeaning and idealized images promoted by religion,
education, and the media. In sum, even at the level of interpersonal dynam-
ics, the unfortunate truth is that the persistence of battering among blacks
owes far less to a distortion of character or family structure, to “nihilistic”
violence by males or their living in households from which fathers are ab-
sent, than to the opposite tendency to take what Gilroy (1993) calls “the
trope of family” as the only site of redemption. Here, the roots of woman
battering are sought in such mainstream norms as the tradition of marrying

25 By contrast, the white women hoped to be taken care of by their partners and so, for
them, isolation and dependence were points of vulnerability rather than the consequence of
battering.

26 Richie wisely distinguishes the reality of street and interpersonal violence that all of the
women in her sample experienced from the ongoing coercion and abuse depicted in the
gender entrapment model.
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for life and other correlates of religious conservatism, a high tolerance for
suffering, the expectation that troubles are inevitable, a propensity to sep-
arate without dissolving a relationship or to stay together for the children,
and to “understand” rather than to hold husbands accountable for violent
behavior.27

Conclusions

Domestic violence ismore common among blacks thanwhites, affecting one
of every three black women and children in the United States and count-
less black men. Despite a marked decline in the severest forms of partner
violence, a sharp increase in so-called minor acts of abuse may indicate a
simultaneous rise in “coercive control,” a particularly harmful form of bat-
tering that jeopardizes personal freedom. The distinctive pattern of coercive
control among blacks includes economic exploitation, isolation from family
and friends, and rigid control in the domestic sphere. Love for liberty and
equality is difficult to sustain in the next generation when children witness
theirmothers deprived of both.When the ordinary liberties of somany black
women and children are denied, the effectiveness of the whole is impaired.

Battering accounts for a range of health, behavioral, and mental health
problems among black women. For example, isolation from sources of sup-
port helps account for the higher rates of injury black victims suffer and for
their greater propensity to turn their rage against themselves or their part-
ners. A secondary outcome is that black men and women are arrested for
domestic violence more often than whites and face more serious charges.
Thedominant portrait ofwomanbattering, thebatteredwoman’s syndrome,
and the dominant pattern of intervention withmen, perfunctory arrest with
few sanctions beyond assignment to counseling, fail to explain abuse among
black couples or its outcomes.

Attention to woman battering threatens to further pathologize black fam-
ilies. However, because it originates in the illegitimate power black men
choose to exercise over women and causes a range of problems now ascribed
to individual deficits or the intrinsic weakness of black families, focusing
on battering can actually depathologize black families and improve their
overall well-being. Ironically, according to Chestang and Richie, the threat
battering poses to black families may reflect the exaggerated importance
families take on to men and women denied social fulfillment on the basis
of their race. For many black men, like the black battered women Richie

27 While the black church has served historically to provide women with a mechanism for
coping with oppression, interviews with African-American women in the ChristianMethodist
Episcopal Church reveal it is also another structure of dependence, reporting pervasive
sexism, an ideology of gender domination as well as sexual harassment (Whitson, 1997).
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(1996) interviewed at Riker’s Island, the family – or heterosexual relations
in general – become what Gilroy (1993) terms a “site of redemption” for the
wrongs suffered in society at large. When this happens, black women are
defined as “safe” targets for frustrated rage even as they rationalize trying to
“make things work” at all costs.

Criminal justice interventions have contributed to the sharp drop in se-
rious spousal violence among blacks. Battering among blacks can be fur-
ther reduced by ensuring the racial consistency of these interventions while
broadening sanctions and court protections to liberty-denying forms of co-
ercive control. Prevention ultimately entails eliminating the race, sex, and
class inequalities at its roots. Because current rehabilitative efforts are often
demeaning to blacks, short-run prevention initiatives should be linked with
affirmative traditions in black culture. One example is the “conversion para-
ble” that has been successfully incorporated into twelve-step recovery pro-
grams with blacks and work with black ex-convicts (Brisbane and Womble,
1990). As illustrated by The Autobiography of Malcolm X and the oaths sworn
at “The Million Man March,” redemption is offered to males who repudi-
ate drugs, sexual predation, and violence against women, and embrace a
commitment to protect and provide. Similarly powerful is the association
between the rights violated by coercive control and the humiliations blacks
were made to suffer under slavery and afterward.

Prevention initiatives also can exploit suppressed themes in the black
experience, particularly those that challenge the hegemonic equation of
masculinity with domination (Connell, 1987). The equation of masculinity
with social justice is one such alternative theme. A complimentary tradition,
as illustrated by writers from William Wells Brown, Fredrick Douglass, and
MartinDelaney throughW. E. B. DuBois, equatesmasculinity with defensive
violence against the white oppressor, particularly in defense of black wom-
anhood (Takaki, 1972), and suggests a moral choreography in which force
is employed selectively to suppress abusive behavior and as an affirmation
of community and family. Black men who abuse rather than protect black
women betray this tradition.

To apply to woman battering, these themes must be “degendered.” In
the more stolid models of conversion – like those offered by The Million
Man March, for instance – the man’s commitment to the provider role
is predicated on an obedient family/coterie/audience of devoted female
“followers.” Meanwhile, as illustrated in “The Coming of John” from The
Souls of Black Folk (Du Bois, 1982), the equation of male respect with the
defense of black womanhood presumes that men are responsible for (and
therefore ultimately control) black women’s sexuality. This view holds male
authority over women as legitimate, even as it condemns abuse. One logi-
cal consequence of this approach is dramatized in Toni Morrison’s Paradise
(1996), when the puritanical black male cultural elite in “Ruby” demonizes



RACE, GENDER, AND WOMAN BATTERING 197

the sexually independent black women at the “Convent,” then savages them.
The evolution of male protectiveness to coercive control becomes more
likely when men interpret the “defilement” of black women (e.g., by other
men) as a primeval betrayal, which inhibits the “full flowering of their man-
hood” (Carby, 1998).

Appropriately reframed, each of these approaches – the conversion para-
ble, identifying woman battering as a civil rights issue, and associating the
struggle against abuse with social justice – offers a strategic opportunity
to prevent battering by drawing on the tradition of self-recovery. A key to
this process entails explicating the “gender entrapment” of abusive males
that occurs when masculinity is identified with untenable levels of control,
women are selected as objects of this control, and domination is pursued
through choices that put the lives, liberties, and chances for intimacy of
men as well as women at risk. Men must be helped to understand how futile
is the quest to recover what has been lost to injustice by disabling women.
Undeniably, a man may gain tangible rewards by imposing servitude on a
partner. But these are as nothing compared to the benefits that would accrue
from extending the civil rights agenda so that equality, self-determination,
safety, and dignity are assured for black women in personal life. Doing so
would liberate the capacities currently suppressed through coercive control
to support personal achievement, the development of strong black families,
and social justice in economic, political, and cultural life.



C H A P T E R T E N

Gender Entrapment and African-American Women:
An Analysis of Race, Ethnicity, Gender,
and Intimate Violence
Beth E. Richie, Ph.D.

Introduction

In other chapters of this volume and elsewhere, researchers have reviewed
national and local data, which reveal the serious and complex societal prob-
lems, which result from high rates of interpersonal violence. They also have
documented the extent of racial and ethnic disparity for both victimization
and offending. Among the varied forms of interpersonal aggression, inti-
mate violence, particularly violence against women, has now clearly been
shown to be a significant and persistent social problem that may result in
death and has serious consequences for individuals, their families, and soci-
ety as a whole (Dobash, 1992; Crowell and Burgess, 1996; U.S. Department
of Justice, 1997; FBI, 1995; Stark and Flitcraft, 1996).

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics and the FBI, between 1992
and 1996, there were more than 960,000 documented violent victimizations
of women by an intimate partner. This figure includes aggravated and sim-
ple assaults, rape and sexual abuse, murder, and robbery (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 1996, 1997a). The average rate for this period was eight violent
victimizations per one thousand women, which represents a decline from
10 per 1,000 in 1993 to 7.5 in 1996. An assessment of lethal violence for 1996
indicates that 1,800 murders (approximately 9 percent of the total) were at-
tributable to intimates, and innearly threeout of fourof these crimes, the vic-
tim was female. In fact, research has consistently shown that when compared
to men, women are five to eight times more likely to experience intimate
violence firmly establishing gender as the most predictive variable in the
intimate offending and victimization patterns (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
1998).

Other research explores the relevancy of additional sociodemographic
variables in the rates of interpersonal violence. For example, when age of the

198
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victim is considered, younger women appear to be at greatest risk: women
between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four had the highest per capita rate
of intimate violence of any age group. Research on male perpetrators con-
firmed this ageprofile.Data from the1985FamilyViolence Survey indicated,
for example, that young men are most likely to abuse their spouses and that
the rate declines with age (Fagan and Browne, 1994).

Over 20 percent of men between ages 18 and 25 and 16.9 percent of men
between 26 and 35 committed at least one act of domestic violence in the
past year. Violence was reported by 7.2 percent of men ages 36 to 50 and
4.5 percent of those are over 50. Youth has not been found to be a risk factor
for elder abuse perpetration, although the rate of elder abuse is lower than
the rate of other forms of family violence. (Crowell and Burgess, 1996)

A strong relationship is also found between income level and intimate
violence. In a comprehensive review article, Hotaling and Sugarman (1990)
report that in those studies that measure income, wife assault is more com-
monandmore severe in families with lower socioeconomic status. Important
new research is underway that looks beyond family income to explore the
relationship between violence among intimates and conditions associated
with persistent poverty and receipt of public assistance (Raphael, 1996).
Preliminary analysis of this data confirms the link between socioeconomic
status and violence against women.

Researchers in the field of intimate victimization have explored a number
of other situational and environmental factors ranging from stress (Hotaling
and Sugarman, 1990), personality characteristics (Gondolf, 1988; Dutton
et al., 1994, 1995; Warshaw, 1997), social isolation, alcohol and drug abuse
(Leonard and Blane, 1992), and intergenerational transmission of violence
(U.S. General AccountingOffice, 1996). The picture that emerges from this
research suggests that each of these factors influence the rates of intimate
violence to some degree.

Race and ethnicity are also central variables in the most recent analyses
of the problem of intimate violence. According to the Bureau of Justice
Statistics, black women experience a higher rate of nonlethal violence than
other groups; 12 per 1,000 compared to 8 per 1,000 for white women and
9 per 1,000 for Hispanic women. The differences by race and ethnicity be-
come even more pronounced when lethal violence is considered. The Sec-
ond National Family Violence Survey found a strong relationship between
race/ethnicity and domestic violence, even when accounting for income
(Gelles and Straus, 1988).

The extent or significance of the influence is inconclusive, complicated
by the fact that many of the aforementioned variables are highly corre-
lated with one another. Of particular importance is the link between racial
or ethnic disparity in rates of intimate violence and socioeconomic status.
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It may well be that most, if not all, of the racial and ethnic differences re-
late to levels of socioeconomic well-being. Yet, even with the imprecision, a
compelling aggregate picture emerges that points clearly to the saliency of
both race/ethnicity and gender as independent variables in the pattern of
intimate violence and victimization. In fact, no other two variables emerge
as consistently as race/ethnicity and gender in the current research; serious
intimate violence is more likely to be perpetrated by males than by females.

While descriptively convincing on some accounts, there are still con-
ceptual problems in the literature on intimate violence with regard to
race/ethnicity and gender. For example, neither the presence of covari-
ance among the aforementioned variables, nor the influence of other
(nonindividual) factors, are adequately considered in descriptions of the
rates, trends, and lethal consequences of violence against women. This is
especially problematic in violence research with regard to women from
racial/ethnic minority groups. The lack of rigor in the treatment of
race/ethnicity as an analytical category limits the ability of policy makers
and advocates to respond effectively to the problem of gender violence in
communities of color.

More precisely, the problems with the research for those scholars con-
cerned about women of color who experience intimate violence are both
methodological and theoretical. In some ways, these gaps reflect two broad
problems with the overall approach to research on victimization, but they
pose particular dilemmas for those interested in the relationship between
violence, race/ethnicity, and gender. Together they call for a different anal-
ysis, one that questions the fundamental epistemological assumptions on
which the aforementioned research is based in order to establish a more
critical framework for understanding the current state of the knowledge
about violence against women. In this chapter, I argue that what is needed
is rigorous qualitative research on women of color for whom differences
in rates of intimate victimization explain only one dimension of the prob-
lem, ignoring critical nuanced differences in experience, class variations in
communities of color, and need for culturally specific programs.

Methodological Concerns. The first set of problems is methodological.
These concerns emergewhen theunderstandingof demographic difference
in rates of violence against women remains at the level of quantitative or
statistical analysis. They begin with the problem of definition. According to
the NRC and other review articles, the definition of violence against women
varies from study to study.

Some studies of sexual assault were limited to rape (e.g., Essock-Vitale and
McGuire, 1985); others included physical contact in addition to rape (e.g.,
Wyatt, 1992); and still others used a very broad definition that included
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non-contact abuse (e.g., Sorenson et al., 1987). Given the discrepancy in
definitions used to assess the phenomenon, differences in prevalence rates
are to be expected. (Crowell and Burgess, 1996)

This problem results in a significant level of imprecision in the incidence
rate data when comparisons between different studies are attempted.

When cross-cultural or multicultural samples are used, a different prob-
lem arises. As noted in the NRC and elsewhere, most measures of violence
against women are developed by Anglo researchers and not tested formean-
ing on different ethnic groups (Crowell and Burgess, 1996). They therefore
miss the important and unique ways that culture influences the findings
drawn from subjects’ interpretations of events and how one’s language may
be used to project particular meaning. Unreliable measures may skew data
collected on marginalized social groups resulting in inaccurate conclusions
about intimate victimization. In addition, when the research findings are
reviewed, wide variation in sample size, content, and approach is noted
(Crowell and Burgess, 1996). With a few exceptions, most studies still focus
on white populations, threatening their potential to generalize to commu-
nities of color.

The third related methodological issue concerns the question of cau-
sation. As previously noted, rates of violence against women vary by
race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, age, and other variables. Conclusions
drawn from analyses of these differences often imply a unidimensional
covariance. In so doing, they skew more complex interaction between mul-
tiple variables. So, for example, while national studies suggest that African
Americans are more likely to report abuse than whites, the variance may
actually be explained by the interaction of race and other variables such as
socioeconomic status (Crowell and Burgess, l996), reporting behavior, po-
lice surveillance, and/or differential use of weapons, in which cases a report
is automatically made (Crowell and Burgess, 1996).

Theoretical Concerns. The second problematic issue, which requires care-
ful analysis, is linked to both the practical application of data on violence
against women and, more important, the development of theory. To fully
grasp the importance of this issue, and the methodological concerns ear-
lier observed, the historical context fromwhich research on violence against
women emergedmust be noted. Academic interest in intimate victimization
followed years of grassroots activism by women’s advocates who sought to
convince a hesitant public that the intimate sphere of social life was, in fact,
a dangerous place for some women (Schechter, 1982). In effect this early
work was undertaken to make problematic that which was either ignored or
unquestioned (Kanuha, 1997). The literature that characterized this time ar-
gued that what was once understood to be an isolated circumstance in some
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families was actually a more commonplace experience. It was a pattern of
intimate victimization that was neither isolated nor insignificant. Further-
more, in the analysis put forward by authors Martin (1976), Dobash and
Dobash (1992), Walker (1989), and Browne (1992), a link was established
between the individual (private) experience of victimization and various so-
cial factors; most prominently gender inequality. They and others argued
that this inequality in the intimate sphere reflects the generalized subor-
dinate position of women in public life. A key feature of the theoretical
arguments that were emerging at the time was that they were race-neutral;
they did not focus on the particular vulnerabilities among different races
of women, emphasizing instead the more general situation of women as a
social category.

Another important dimension of this emerging literature was its multi-
disciplinary nature. The perspectives of psychologists, sociologists, and
historians were advanced; all centered on the salient role that gender in-
equality assumed in the analysis of violence against women. In addition,
the accepted body of literature was unusual in that scholars did not solely
produce it nor was it only geared toward academic audiences. Contributors
to the growing literature included authors who do not typically occupy a
place in knowledge-generating agencies like universities (Yllo, 1988), and
much of the texts were equally informed by a commitment to authentically
reflecting the experiences of survivors of intimate violence and a conscious
interest in making the problem a general (rather than an individual or
personal) one. Again, survivors of intimate violence were understood to
share a set of common experiences without regard for difference by race or
ethnicity.

There are a number of important advantages to this original formulation
of the analysis of intimate victimization, not the least of which is the persis-
tent analysis of the public, social, and institutional macro-processes that ex-
acerbate intimate violence towardwomen.By contrast, there are anumberof
conceptual and political problems. Most prominent is that despite critiques
from women of color who were involved in both the activist movement and
the development of literature that emerged from it, a race-neutral or
“regardless of race” argument became a major tenant of the antimovement
literature that now is in conflict with the mainstream research presented in
the early parts of this chapter (Kanuha, 1997).

As a result, in this early body of literature that focused on gender inequal-
ity, it was suggested that violence against women–unlikemost other criminal
justice concerns –wasnot significantly affectedby variables of race/ethnicity,
socioeconomic position, and age. That is, the prevailing analyses of domes-
tic violence understood the problem to bemore or less universal in its ability
to affect the lives of women, unlike other forms of social malaise that were
often seen to differentially affect persons based on their social standing. So
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unlike most analyses of crime that reflect a higher rate of victimization and
offending among socially and economically disenfranchised people of color,
the patterns of violence against women were understood to be different, not
concentrated in the most vulnerable groups in society.

This gender-inequality but race-neutral framework has continued to in-
fluence social policy, intervention, and public perception about intimate
violence (and advanced an understanding of the problem of domestic vio-
lence as both extensive and universal in important ways). It allowed for the
infusion of considerable resources into prevention programs and victim ser-
vices. In fact, it could be argued that recognition that violence had a poten-
tial impact on any/all families (including those with economic, social, and
political capital) legitimized the topic as an important public concern.With-
out overstating mainstream acceptance, some very powerful (mostly male)
stakeholders took a position that argued for legal and legislative changes
that would respond to violence within families, including their own (Richie,
2000). The lack of significance, in the ethnic variation, in the experience
of intimate violence has led to persistent epistemological problems with the
data and subsequent intervention strategies. This race-neutral theoretical
perspective has resulted inmonolithic responses to the problem, lack of cul-
turally specific programming, and policies that have differential impact on
different ethnic communities. Take, for example, mandatory arrest policies
that have been shown to have a disproportionate impact on minority com-
munities who are overrepresented in arrest statistics or counseling programs
that assume all intimate violence victims respond positively to psychosocial
intervention.

Against the aforementioned race-neutral analytical frame, research that
identifies different rates of intimate violence in different ethnic groups has
been met with some intellectual resistance, leaving some criminal justice
scholars, feminist activists, and domestic violence researchers in the un-
usual place of arguing against a racially neutral approach to understanding
violence against women. We now have data that supports the existence of
racial and ethnic differences in rates but a theoretical orientation and pub-
lic policy that can’t accommodate or make sense of this new understanding.
The analysis of the data regarding racial and ethnic differences remained at
the level of descriptive or comparative analysis rather than offering a more
complex consideration that looks at interactive effects, broader contextual
issues, or structural dimensions of the differences (Hall, Tessero, and Earp,
1995).

A Different Approach

These methodological and conceptual problems both skew the data and,
paradoxically, conceal the extent of differences that even quantitative
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analyses of intimate violence in different populations show. Advocates who
work with groups of battered women who are immigrants, adolescents, les-
bians, or otherwise marginalized, concur, arguing for a reconceptualization
of the problem, more community-based research programs, and more con-
textualized analyses. These calls would uncover, for example, the embedded
nature of violence against women, the multiple effects of various forms of
violence and poverty, the reasons for variations in help-seeking behavior
of different ethnic groups vulnerable to social stigma, and the subsequent
limitations of existing approaches to violent intimate victimization.

Such an approach would require qualitative research that could go be-
yond the single dimension of the problem that earlier quantitative studies
captured. These studies would explore the aggregate or the intersection of
the various forms of abuse, based on the evidence that theremay be overlap.
In addition, they would avoid the predetermined (researcher-driven) cate-
gories that are unable to capture the nuanced pattern of experiences or the
nature of violence that different groups of women experience (Crenshaw,
1994). Last, while there is now a solid body of literature that documents vi-
olence against women in dominant groups in society, a different approach
would reveal the particular experiences of some women are not at all rep-
resented in the prevailing body of domestic violence research.

This chapter argues for such an approach; one that utilizes a different
research method and samples of groups of women who are not well rep-
resented in the dominant body of literature. I will attempt to show how a
more complex analytical view of intimate violence provides a deeper and
more nuanced picture of the causes and consequences of the problem, one
that challenges the policy and intervention approaches that are currently
assumed to be “best practices.” Such a revised approach is important, for
while the past twenty years have yielded important legal and legislative re-
form, tremendous growth in services for victims and offenders, and shifts in
public consciousness about domestic violence, there are groups of women
who are only minimally impacted by these advances. Shelters for battered
women, crisis intervention programs, legal services, and public awareness
campaigns have only had so much effect, for, while national trends indicate
that the overall rate of intimate victimization is declining, there is other evi-
dence to suggest that for some groups of women, domestic violence, sexual
assault, and partner homicide are persistent problems. This includes those
women who are involved in illegal activities, and women who may be reluc-
tant to call the police, use mainstream social services, or report incidences
of abuse to agencies because of their marginalized social position and their
precarious legal status (Richie, 1996). Research on workplace violence, for
example, does not include places where illegal drug transactions are taking
place. Similarly, women involved in prostitution or otherwise working in the
sex industry are less likely to report having been raped by a customer or
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stalked by a pimp. Young women who are truant do not appear in the large
datasets collected at school, and if a woman is hurt by her crime partner
during a robbery or sexually harassed in a place where stolen goods are col-
lected, there is little likelihood that her experience of violence will appear
in official reports or research findings.

In this chapter, I use African-American women from low-income com-
munities who are involved as defendants in the criminal justice system as
a case in point to show how differences can be empirically evaluated. The
chapter will describe both how they differ from other samples and how
the difference constitutes the basis of a new theoretical paradigm, which I
call “gender entrapment.” This theoretical approach potentially contributes
to the overall understanding of intimate violence, as well as offers a new
epistemological approach to the study of other problems facing low-income
African-American and other marginalized communities. It will suggest that
to understand causation, and the public policies they derive from such
knowledge, a contextualized approach that allows for the introduction of
multiple variables must be used.

Toward that end, following a description of the sample used for this study,
I will describe the social processes that surround domestic violence in the
above-mentioned population, highlighting the issues that are particularly
salient in terms of race/ethnicity and class. To isolate the variable race from
class, I will introduce findings from a subsample of white battered women
from the same socioeconomic group in the comparative analysis section of
this chapter. This methodological strategy will serve to defend against one
of the central criticisms others and I have made regarding the collapsing of
these two variables. Next I will explain how “gender entrapment” provides
an explanation of the causes of and responses to domestic violence in the
lives of some African-American women. In the conclusion, I suggest ways
that this theoretical model could serve as a more general approach to the
study of criminological issues in the African-American community.

The Sample. The theory of gender entrapment is based on qualitative re-
search conducted by the author in a large urban jail, which detains women
awaiting trial. While smaller in pure numbers than their male counterpart,
when considered by rate, women represent the fastest growing cohort of
incarcerated people in the United States (BJS, 1994). In 1995, I conducted
a series of life-history interviews with twenty-five African-American battered
women detained at Riker’s Island Correctional Facility, one of the largest
jails in the United States. The goals of the project were to uncover the rela-
tionship between violence against women and their involvement in illegal
activities. I undertook this study in the midst of the following intellectual
and academic trends: (1) interest in new scholarship on race, class, and gen-
der; (2) concern about the growing prison-industrial complex; and (3) the



206 BETH E. RICHIE

new research on violence against women of color in low-income urban
communities. I was particularly interested in learning about the lives of
women whose circumstances and identities leave them at the intersection
of these trends: low-income African-American battered women who commit
crimes.

I used the life-history interviewmethod and a grounded theory approach
to data analysis. The findings indicate a complicated pattern that some
African-American women face when they experience domestic violence.
The pattern is influenced by a multiplicity of factors, including their early
childhood experiences as girls in their households, the construction of a
cultural/racial identity, and critical events in the public spheres of their
lives as members of a marginalized ethnic and gender group. A pattern
emerged from the stories that showed how these factors varied by race/
ethnicity and experiences of abuse, thereby distinguishing the backgrounds
of the African-American battered women from other groups of women de-
scribed in the dominant literature.

The Social Process. For the overwhelming majority of the African-
American battered women, a central factor in their gender entrapment
was the series of shifts in their identities in response to conditions in the pri-
vate sphere and experiences in the public domain. The African-American
battered women grew up as relatively privileged children in their house-
holds of origin. Despite social and economic limitations and compared to
other children in their household, the women in the subgroup received
more attention, a greater proportion of material resources, and emotional
interest from the adults around them. They developed an optimistic sense
of their future, and felt the expectations of social success generated by their
privileged status.

While their early childhood was characterized by a sense of being com-
petent and desirable African-American girls, when they entered the pub-
lic sphere, they felt the limitations of their gender, race/ethnicity, and
class status. They felt unable to actualize their dreams for social suc-
cess when educational and occupational opportunities were unavailable
or withheld, and they felt the stigma of discrimination based on hierar-
chical institutional arrangements. The gender entrapment process began
here, when the African-American battered women’s identities developed
in their households of origin were contradicted by their experiences and
treatment in the public sphere. The contradiction has a particularly gen-
dered and racial aspect, which turned out to be an important finding from
this study.

While the African-American battered women’s public identities became
more fragile, they continued to feel that a “successful” family life, as de-
fined by dominant ideology, was within their reach. The more they became
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socially disenfranchised, the more they longed for the respect and sense
of accomplishment that they had come to believe was possible from their
childhood experiences. The African-American battered women held firmly
to their interest in establishing traditional nuclear families and hegemonic
intimate relationships with men; however, the African-American men with
whom they were involved were alsomarginalized, and thus unable to assume
the traditional patriarchal roles as “heads of household.”

Subsequently, the African-American battered women described feeling
compelled to provide opportunities for the African-American men to feel
powerful in the domestic sphere by relinquishing some of their status and
authority. The discrepancy between the women’s reality and their socially
constructed ideals required them toworkhard tomanage the contradictions
they felt, and left them vulnerable to gender entrapment.

The nature of the trauma associated with the onset of abuse in their in-
timate relationships caused another shift in the African-American battered
women’s identities. Violence from their intimate partners effectively de-
stroyed their sense of themselves as “successful” women and eroded their
hopes for an ideologically “normal” private life. They felt betrayed, aban-
doned, and disoriented, and yet ironically loyal to the African-American
men who were abusing them. Few reached out directly for assistance, at-
tempting instead to manage the violent episodes and conceal the signs of
abuse. Their avoidance of criminal justice intervention, in particular, was
noteworthy and consistent with the general sense of the hostile relationship
between communities of color and the police in cities like New York.

Typically, the violence escalated over time, reaching extreme levels. The
subjects were threatened with constant emotional, physical, and sexual
abuse or seriously injured; some were permanently disfigured, and fear-
ful that their batterers would eventually kill them. The shifts in their
identities – as powerless fearful women at serious risk of losing their lives –
once again cemented their vulnerability to gender entrapment, leading
them toparticipate in illegal activities forwhich theywere eventually arrested
and detained in jail as criminals rather than offered services as victims of
crimes.

Comparative Analysis. A comparison of the gender-identity development
in the samples of African-American battered women and African-American
women who were not battered, found that both groups were influenced in
significant ways by the organization of their households of origin. However,
the African-American nonbattered women described feelings less affected
by the dominant ideology, their families weremore isolated from institutions
in the dominant social structure, and they had looser networks of social sup-
port in their communities. The African-American women who were not bat-
tered were less likely to be influenced by hegemonic values, they expressed
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less sensitivity to the social and economic position of African-Americanmen,
and they identified more strongly as members of an oppressed group. They
understood that some African-American men used their experiences of
racial discrimination as an excuse to subordinate African-American women,
which led the women in this subgroup to establish a more oppositional
stance towards the men in their lives. The African-American nonbattered
women grew up expecting to be treated badly by men, and were therefore
less likely to do the emotional work necessary to tolerate or excuse physical
abuse.

The one area in whichAfrican-American nonbatteredwomendid express
solidarity with African-American men was in their distrust of the criminal
justice system. However, since the women were not victimized by the men,
they did not need to depend on law enforcement for protection. Ironically,
the African-American nonbattered women identified themselves as “victims
of the system” more than “criminals” or “offenders,” whereas the African-
American battered women had a more complex analysis of their multiple
identities that shifted over time.

Further refinement of the gender entrapment model developed in this
study was gained from a comparison between the black battered women and
the white women interviewed in this study. For the white battered women,
gender-identity was also constructed in their families of origin. Their house-
hold arrangements most closely mirrored the ideological norm in structure:
typically they were patriarchal, rigidly organized by gender and generation,
and inmost cases they were oppressive environments. As such, the white bat-
tered women’s attempts to attain the ideologically normative family struc-
ture were characterized by less failure, and therefore created less internal
tension and less ambivalence about their roles, responsibilities, and privi-
leges as women.

Another significant difference between the white battered women and
the African-American battered women was the absence of a culturally con-
structed sensitivity to men’s needs. From a very early age, the white women
interviewed for this study felt inferior to the men in their lives. Unlike
the African-American battered women, they did not feel that they had the
means, strength, or interest in protecting the men in their lives. When they
were battered, they felt less ambivalent and confused, they understood their
risks immediately, and they were more likely to reach out for help. Without
overstating the availability of services for white battered women, documen-
tation and public recognition of the abuse was both symbolic and practical
in decreasing their sense of isolation and shame. In terms of the relation-
ship to the legal system, the white battered women developed mistrust of
the criminal justice system after being arrested, in contrast to either group
of black women who felt mistrustful even before their involvement in it as
criminals and/or victims.
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The Theory of Gender Entrapment. The term “gender entrapment” is
borrowed from the legal notion of entrapment, which implies circumstances
whereby an individual is lured into a compromising act. From the study
described in this chapter, the gender entrapment theoretical paradigm is
conceptualized as an alternative to race-neutral theoretical constructs. It
explains the dynamic process of cumulative experiences, which begins with
the organization of the women’s cultural and gender-identity development
in her family of origin, leading to the experiences of violence in their in-
timate relationships, and, in this case, culminating in forced involvement
in illegal activities. I argue that gender entrapment results in some black
battered women being penalized for activities they engage in and emotions
they express even when those behaviors are a logical extension of the gen-
der identities, productive strategies that enhance their safety, reflections of
their particular culturally constructed gender roles, and a response to the
violence they experience in their intimate relationships.

The theory of gender entrapment developed in this chapter assumes that
social relationships and institutional practices are organized in such a way
as to regulate the behavior of social actors according to their gender. It
also assumes that cultural influences are profound, creating a dynamic in-
teraction between the public and private sphere of human life. From this
conceptual point of view, historical patterns and cultural practices influence
and are influenced by internal psychological processes. Emotional expres-
sion, identity development, and the meaning social actors have in family
life play an important role in gender entrapment by influencing the ways in
which women establish and maintain intimate, social, and institutional re-
lationships. The experiences of women of color and the meanings attached
to them are unique: the violence experienced by women of color must be
evaluated from the perspective of race/ethnicity as well as gender. Gen-
der, race/ethnicity, and violence interact with social stigma and deviance to
negatively affect some social actors. Understanding the experience of be-
ing battered within the context of black women’s life-course events and the
broader social structure is critical to prevention and intervention strategies,
so descriptive, quantitative analyses of violencemust be expanded to include
attention to culturally specific forms of gender inequality, institutionalized
racism, and community norms and expectations.

Conclusion

For the past decade, researchers in the area of intimate violence, with persis-
tent pressure from the advocacy community, have been developing a body
of literature that exposes troubling high rates of intimate violence against
women in this country. More recently, studies have concluded that women
who are members of racial/ethnic minority communities are particularly
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vulnerable, thereby positioning the variable “race/ethnicity” as centrally as
the variable “gender” when considering significant risk factors. The extent
to which the emergence of this qualitative data on intimate violence posed
difficult theoretical questions for the community of scholars and activists
who were, for various reasons, invested in a race-neutral approach has been
noted, as have been the problems posed for violence prevention policy
makers and service providers in the field. Most important, this chapter has
described the increased risk faced by women of color who experience in-
timate violence, using the case of African-American battered women while
arguing that some of them have been ill served by race-neutral research
(Richie, 1996).

The specific theory of gender entrapment, and themore generalmethod-
ological decisions regarding qualitative approaches to victimization re-
search, were presented as attempts to begin to remedy these problems. The
study described in this chapter attempted to fill the empirical gaps in the
researchondomestic violence in the lives of blackwomenandwomen’s crim-
inality by looking beyond the superficial, unidirectional explanations that
prevail in the dominant research on violence against women. It attempted
a deeper level of analysis; where the intersectionality of gender-identity,
emotional attachments, race/ethnicity, and violence creates a subtle, yet
profoundly effective system of organizing women’s behavior into patterns
that leave them vulnerable to private and public subordination, to violence
in their intimate relationships, and, in turn, to incarceration for the illegal
activities in which they subsequently engage. I argue race/ethnicity is key
here. As such, the gender entrapment theory helps to explain how some
black women who participate in illegal activity do so in response to ulti-
mate violence, the threat of violence, and other forms of coercion by their
male partners. The study showed how these black battered women were
invisible to dominant researchers, mainstream social service programs, le-
gal advocacy groups, and feminist antiviolence projects because the nature
of their abuse resulted in their being labeled “criminals” rather than “vic-
tims” of crimes, which is more consistent with the “race-neutral” theoretical
approach.

The gender entrapment theory presents only one conceptual case. How-
ever, its conclusions regarding the value of a different approach to racial
and ethnic variations in causes and consequences of intimate violence may
be generalized to support the need for other case examinations (other eth-
nicities, other socioeconomic groups of black women, settings other than
correctional facilities). In the end, its promise is to broaden and deepen the
literature on intimate violence so that race and ethnicity appear as central,
complex, nuanced variables and, ultimately, so that women of color are less
affected by the devastation of intimate violence.
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Racial Differences in Violence

There is no doubt that African-American juveniles are more likely than
Caucasian juveniles to be arrested for serious (index) violent offenses in the
United States (homicide, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault). In
1992, for example, there were sixteen arrests for index violence per 1,000
African-American juveniles, compared with 3 per 1,000 Caucasian juveniles
(Snyder and Sickmund, 1995). There were 7 arrests per 1,000 African-
American juveniles for robbery, compared with 0.8 for Caucasians; 8 arrests
per 1,000 African-American juveniles for aggravated assault, compared with
two for Caucasians; 48 arrests per 100,000 African-American juveniles for
homicide, compared with six for Caucasians; and 68 arrests per 100,000
African-American juveniles for forcible rape, compared with fifteen for
Caucasians (Snyder and Sickmund, 1995).

African-American:Caucasian ratios in violence are less when violence is
measured by self-reports. For example, in the National Youth Survey, Elliott
(1994) found that, at the peak age of seventeen, 36 percent of African-
American males, 25 percent of Caucasian males, 18 percent of African-
American females, and10percent ofCaucasian females admitted to commit-
ting a serious violent offense (robbery, rape, or aggravated assault involving
injury or a weapon) in the previous year. Weis (1986: 4) concluded that
“among the major sociodemographic and etiological correlates of crime,
only one is clearly discrepant in its correlations with self-reports and official
records – race” (the present chapter focuses only on African Americans and
Caucasians, not on other ethnic groups).

Why do official records and self-reports differ in their conclusions about
racial differences in offending, and which is more accurate? The two meth-
ods of measurement have somewhat different advantages and problems. An
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advantage of official records is that they include the worst offenders and
offenses and that (at least in the case of convictions) they establish unam-
biguously that an offense has been committed according to legal criteria
such as mens rea and rules of evidence. By contrast, some innocent people
may be convicted, or plea bargainingmay cause differences between types of
offenses and types of convictions. The problems of official records are that
only the tip of the iceberg of offenders and offenses are recorded and that
those offenders who are recorded may be unrepresentative of all offend-
ers because of bias in official processing (e.g., against African Americans
or those living in high-crime areas where there is more police patrolling).
Official records underrepresent offenses more than offenders. For exam-
ple, West and Farrington (1977: 28) found that, while only 13 percent of
self-reported burglaries led to a conviction for burglary, 62 percent of self-
reported burglars were convicted for burglary.

The main advantage of self-reports is that (to the extent that they are
accurate) they can provide complete information about offenders and of-
fenses. One of their problems, however, is that exaggeration, concealment,
and forgetting by respondents make them inaccurate, especially since low
literacy and low verbal skills are associated both with offending and with in-
valid responding. Another problem is that it is sometimes unclear whether
acts reported would really have led to convictions in court; for example,
would involvement in a gang fight really lead to a conviction for aggravated
assault? Self-reported acts often cover rather trivial offenses; for example,
36 percent of self-reported “serious violent offenses” were too trivial to be
charged, according to Elliott and Huizinga (1989). Another problem is that
the worst offenders may be missing from samples interviewed, for exam-
ple, because they are more elusive or uncooperative or because they are in
institutions (Cernkovich, Giordano, and Pugh, 1985).

For many reasons, perfect correspondence between official records and
self-reports would not be expected. Nevertheless, the validity of self-reports
is usually tested by comparing them with official records, on the assump-
tion that recorded offenses are “true” offenses. Most commonly, the inci-
dence of offending (or number of offenses) is measured in official records,
and the prevalence of offending (or number of offenders) is measured in
self-reports. Consequently, an African-American:Caucasian ratio of 2:1 in
self-reports could be compatible with a 6:1 ratio in official records if the av-
erage African-American offender committed three times as many offenses
(or three times as many serious offenses) as the average Caucasian offender.

The most direct test of the concurrent validity of self-reports is to in-
vestigate what percentage of those with an official record admit the of-
fense leading to that record. Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis (1981) found
that Caucasian boys (aged fifteen to eighteen in Seattle) failed to report
10 percent of offenses in arrest records, compared with 15 percent for
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Caucasian girls, 33 percent for African-American boys, and 27 percent for
African-American girls. Similarly, in the National Youth Survey, Huizinga
and Elliott (1986) found that Caucasian boys failed to report 16 percent
of offenses leading to arrests, while African-American boys failed to re-
port 39 percent (on a broad matching criterion). Hindelang et al. (1981)
concluded that the African-American:Caucasian ratio was higher in offi-
cial records than in self-reports because self-reports were more valid for
Caucasians than for African Americans. However, another possibility is that
African-American boys are more likely to be arrested unjustifiably than
Caucasian boys.

Another test of the concurrent validity of self-reports is to investigate
what percentage of those who have been arrested admit that they have been
arrested. Again, Hindelang et al. (1981) found considerable racial and gen-
der differences in this: 76 percent of Caucasian male delinquents reported
that they had been picked up by the police, compared with 52 percent
of Caucasian females, 50 percent of African-American males, and only
30 percent of African-American females. However, the figures in Hirschi
(1969: 77) indicate no difference between Caucasian and African-American
male delinquents in admitting being picked up by the police (about
60 percent of Caucasians and 61 percent of African Americans admitting
this). Furthermore, Farrington, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, van Kammen,
and Schmidt (1996) found that 53 percent of Caucasian boys who had been
petitioned to the juvenile court for an index offense admitted being arrested
by the police, compared with 65 percent of African-American boys.

Farrington et al. (1996) also investigated the validity of self-reports in
predicting future court petitions. They found that African-American boys
admittedmore serious offenses thanCaucasian boys; in the Pittsburgh Youth
Study, 33 percent of African-American boys in the oldest sample were serious
delinquents up to assessment A (explained later in this chapter), compared
with 18 percent of Caucasian boys. Self-reports had similar predictive validity
for African-American and Caucasian boys, but African-American boys were
more likely to be petitioned to court at all levels of delinquency serious-
ness. For example, 12 percent of Caucasian boys and 30 percent of African-
American boys committing minor offenses were subsequently petitioned
to court for delinquency: 36 percent of Caucasian boys and 63 percent of
African-American boys committing serious offenses were subsequently peti-
tioned to court for delinquency.

The most plausible conclusion from all this research is that African-
American boys do indeed commit more violent offenses than Caucasian
boys. However, true racial differences in offending are amplified in official
records, perhaps because of biases in police or court processing, differences
in police patrolling in African-American versus Caucasian neighborhoods,
differences in demeanor by African-American versus Caucasian youth when
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apprehended by the police, or other variables correlated with both race and
the probability of arrest.

Explaining Racial Differences

There are many possible explanations of racial differences in violent behav-
ior. This chapter follows a developmental criminology approach, focusing
on risk factors for violent behavior by individuals. It is beyond the scope
of our chapter to review more macro-social explanations based on commu-
nity structures or ecological conditions, racial discrimination or segregation,
differences in economic or political power, or other types of sociostructural
inequalities (see Hawkins, Laub, and Lauritsen, 1998; Covington, 1999).
While the social and developmental life-courses of African Americans and
Caucasians in the United States are products not only of their individual
experiences but also of their membership in historically disadvantaged and
unequal social and economic groupings, our focus is on individuals, and
more particularly on boys.

A risk factor for violence is definedas a factor that predicts a relatively high
probability of violence. High impulsiveness, low intelligence and school at-
tainment, poor parental supervision, harsh parental discipline, large family
size, a young mother, a broken family, low socioeconomic status, and living
in a high-crime neighborhood are some of the most important risk factors
for male youth violence (Farrington, 1998; Hawkins et al., 1998). It is pos-
sible that there are racial differences in violence because African-American
boys aremore likely than Caucasian boys to possess these risk factors. For ex-
ample, African-American boys may have relatively lower school attainment
and may be more likely to come from broken families, live in high-crime
neighborhoods, and so on. Another possibility is that these risk factors may
be more strongly related to violence for African-American boys. For exam-
ple, poor parental supervision may be a better predictor of violence for
African-American boys than for Caucasian boys.

Rowe,Vazsonyi, andFlannery (1994) tested these two alternativehypothe-
ses in explaining racial differences in intelligence, attainment, and social
adjustment. They contrasted racial differences in developmental processes
(measuredby differences in correlations between risk factors andoutcomes)
with racial differences in levels of predictor variables. They concluded that
developmental processes were the same for different racial groups, and that
racial differences in outcomes were attributable to racial differences in av-
erage levels of their exposure to predictor variables. Similarly, Vazsonyi and
Flannery (1997) found that family and school correlates of self-reported
delinquency were very similar for Caucasians and Hispanics.

Other researchers have reached different conclusions. McLeod,
Kruttschnitt, and Dornfeld (1994) analyzed data from the National
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Longitudinal Survey of Youth-Children. In agreement with the conclusions
of Rowe and his colleagues (1994), they found many significant differences
between African-American and Caucasian children in risk factors. For ex-
ample, African-American children were more likely to be living in poverty,
with young, never-married mothers, and a large number of siblings, and
they were more likely to experience physical discipline (spanking). How-
ever, there also were differences between African-American and Caucasian
children in the independent predictors of antisocial behavior. Poverty, the
mother’s lack of education, and the mother’s unemployment were predic-
tive for Caucasians but not for African-Americans, whereas the number of
siblings was predictive for African-Americans but not Caucasians, and spank-
ing was predictive for both.

Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, and Pettit (1996) reached different con-
clusions about relationships between physical discipline and antisocial be-
havior (externalizing problems) among African-American and Caucasian
children. As noted by other researchers, African-American children were
more likely to experience physical discipline and to be living in low so-
cioeconomic status (SES), single-parent families. However, physical disci-
pline was associated with antisocial behavior only for Caucasian children;
the race × discipline interaction was significant. Deater-Deckard and col-
leagues speculated that physical discipline may have a different meaning in
African-American and Caucasian families; specifically, in African-American
families, physical disciplinemay not indicate any lack of warmth, andmay in-
deed indicate concern for the child. Based on a study of low-incomeAfrican-
Americanmothers, Kelley, Power, andWimbush (1992)put forward a similar
argument.

In further analyses of the same sample, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates,
and Pettit (1998) found that the number of risk factors correlated with
the level of antisocial behavior for Caucasian children but not for African-
American children. Gottfredson and Koper (1996) reached similar conclu-
sions for drug use. It is possible that risk factors are more prevalent among
African-American children but (as a consequence?) less powerful in their
effects on antisocial outcomes. This idea is reminiscent of the “gender para-
dox” discussed by Loeber and Keenan (1994): girls are less likely than boys
to show conduct disorder, but conduct-disordered girls are more seriously
affected (in the sense of having more comorbid conditions such as hyper-
activity, anxiety, and substance use) than conduct-disordered boys. Against
this hypothesis, however, Matsueda and Heimer (1987) found that broken
homes had a larger impact on delinquency for African Americans than for
Caucasians.

Paschall, Ennett, and Flewelling (1996) obtained similar results to
McLeod and her colleagues (1994). Compared to Caucasianmales, African-
American males were exposed to more risk factors for violence, and the
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predictors of violence differed for the two groups. Living in a single-parent
family predicted fighting for African Americans, but low attachment to par-
ents and family conflict predicted fighting for Caucasians. In further anal-
yses of young adults, Paschall, Flewelling, and Ennett (1998) found that
the race × SES interaction was significant in predicting violence; African
Americans were more violent than Caucasians only among the low-SES part
of the sample. (SES included poverty and the number of years of school-
ing of subjects and their parents.) Finally, Cernkovich and Giordano (1987,
1992) concluded that family variables were more strongly related to delin-
quency for Caucasians than for African Americans, whereas school bonding
variables were equally strongly related for both.

Following the risk factor/developmental criminology approach, the key
questions addressed in the present study are as follows:

1. Are African-American boys more violent than Caucasian boys, according
to reports by the boys, mothers and teachers, and according to court
petitions for index violence?

2. What are the most important risk factors for violence?
3. Can the relationship between race and violence be explained by risk
factors such as ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), low
achievement, poor parental supervision, physical discipline, low SES (so-
cioeconomic status), broken families, bad neighborhoods, and young
mothers?

4. Are African-American boys exposed tomore risk factors for violence than
Caucasian boys?

5. Do risk factors predict violence differently for African-American and
Caucasian boys?

6. Is the cumulative effect of the number of risk factors different for African-
American and Caucasian boys?

The present analyses are based on the middle sample of the Pittsburgh
Youth Study.

The Pittsburgh Youth Study

The Pittsburgh Youth Study is a prospective longitudinal survey of the de-
velopment of offending and antisocial behavior in three samples of about
five hundred Pittsburgh boys, totalling 1,517 boys (Loeber, Farrington,
Stouthamer-Loeber, and van Kammen, 1998). At the time they were first
contacted in 1987–8, random samples of first-, fourth-, and seventh-grade
boys enrolled in the City of Pittsburgh public schools were selected. At that
time, 72 percent of all children resident in the City of Pittsburgh attended
public schools. The City of Pittsburgh covers the inner-city population of
about 370,000 (in 1990) out of the Pittsburgh-Beaver Valley Metropolitan



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RACE AND VIOLENCE 219

Statistical Areaof about 2,243,000 (Hoffman, 1991).Manyof the assessments
in the Pittsburgh Youth Study were designed to be comparable to those used
in two other contemporaneous longitudinal surveys conducted in Denver,
Colorado (Huizinga, Esbensen, andWeiher, 1991) and Rochester, New York
(Thornberry, Lizotte, Krohn, Farnworth, and Jang, 1991).

Out of about one thousand boys in each grade selected at random
for a screening assessment, about 850 boys (85 percent) were actually as-
sessed. The boys completed a self-report questionnaire about antisocial be-
havior and delinquency (Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, van Kammen, and
Farrington, 1989), while their primary caretakers completed an extended
Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach and Edelbrock, 1983), and their
teachers completed an extended Teacher Report Form (Edelbrock and
Achenbach, 1984). We will refer to the primary caretaker as the mother
because this was true in 94 percent of cases. Participants did not differ signif-
icantly from the comparable male student population in their scores on the
California Achievement Test (CAT) and in their racial composition (African
American or Caucasian). This chapter focuses only on African Americans
and Caucasians because there are very few other sizable racial or ethnic
groups in Pittsburgh.

From the screening assessment, a risk score was calculated for each boy
indicating how many of twenty-one serious antisocial acts he had ever com-
mitted (including types of stealing, running away, firesetting, truancy, van-
dalism, robbery, gang fighting, attacking with a weapon, joyriding, burglary,
liquor use, and marijuana use). Information from the boy, mother, and
teacher was taken into account. The risk score was used to select the sample
for follow-up, which consisted of approximately the 250most antisocial boys
in each grade and about 250 boys randomly selected from the remaining
600. Hence, the screening sample of about 850 per grade was reduced to a
follow-up sample of about 500 per grade.

The five hundred boys in each grade were then assessed every six months
for three years, with data collection from the boy, mother, and teacher on
each occasion. Regular data collection from themiddle sample then ceased,
but the oldest and youngest sample are still (in 2000) being followed up at
yearly intervals. Rolf Loeber and Magda Stouthamer-Loeber are the prin-
cipal investigators of the Pittsburgh Youth Study, with David P. Farrington
as co-investigator. The study has mainly been funded by the U.S. Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention and the U.S. National Institute
of Mental Health.

The present analyses are based only on the middle sample of boys, who
were aged about ten when they were first assessed. Explanatory variables
measured in the screening assessment and first follow-up six months later
(assessment A) are compared with violence reported by the boys, mothers,
and teachers, and with petitions to the juvenile court for index violence
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up to 1994. The middle follow-up sample comprises 508 boys, 259 of whom
were high risk and 249 of whom were randomly chosen from the remain-
der who were screened. Of the sample, 56 percent were African American,
92 percent were living with their natural mother, and 41 percent were living
with their natural father at assessment A. At this time, their median age was
10.6 years, and they were then followed up in court records for 5.8 years
up to a median age of 16.4 years (for more information about the middle
sample, see Farrington and Loeber, 1999).

Amajor aim in the Pittsburgh Youth Study was tomeasure asmany factors
as possible that were alleged to be causes or correlates of offending. The
first follow-up (assessment A) was much more extensive than the screen-
ing assessment. The boys completed the Self-Reported Delinquency scale of
Elliott, Huizinga, and Ageton (1985), while the mothers again completed
the extended Child Behavior Checklist and the teachers again completed
the extended Teacher Report Form. These questionnaires yielded data not
only on antisocial and violent behavior but also on individual factors such
as hyperactivity and shyness. In addition, the mothers completed a demo-
graphic questionnaire yielding information about adults and children living
with the boy, and the Revised Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children
(DISC-P; Costello, Edelbrock, and Costello, 1985) that yielded child psy-
chiatric diagnoses such as ADHD. The boys completed the Recent Mood
and Feelings Questionnaire (Costello and Angold, 1988) as a measure of
depressed mood. Also, CAT results on reading, language, and mathematics
were obtained from the schools.

Various questionnaires were used to assess parental discipline and super-
vision, parent-child communication, parental disharmony (where two par-
ents were present), parental stress, parental anxiety, and parental substance
use. Socioeconomic status was assessed using the Hollingshead (1975) in-
dex, based on parental occupational prestige and educational level. Where
two parents were present, the highest score was recorded. Housing quality
(based on such features as the structural conduction of the house and vis-
ible signs of peeling paint) was assessed by the interviewer. Neighborhood
quality was rated by the mother and also assessed from census data.

In order to maximize the validity of all variables, information from dif-
ferent sources was combined as far as possible, as was information from
screening and assessment A. The combined measure of delinquency seri-
ousness based onmothers, boys, and teachers was a better predictor of court
petitions than self-reported delinquency alone (Farrington et al., 1996).
Hence, the combined reports of violence are used in this chapter in prefer-
ence to self-reports alone. Only brief descriptions of variables are included
in this chapter; more extensive descriptions can be found in the book by
Loeber and his colleagues (1998).

Court records were obtained from Allegheny County Juvenile Court (pa-
per files). TheCity of Pittsburgh is included in and surrounded by Allegheny
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County, which had a population of about 1,336,000 in 1990 (Hoffman,
1991). Six boys who moved outside Allegheny County during the two years
after assessment A were excluded from the court analyses, as were seven
boys with no consent forms or incomplete records. In order to carry out a
genuinely predictive analysis, two boys with court records for index violence
before assessment A were excluded, leaving 493 boys in the court analysis
who had no official record at age ten.

Detected juvenile offenders in Allegheny County may be referred to the
Juvenile Court by the police or other agencies (e.g., the school board). The
intake officer (in the probation department) reviews all cases and almost
alwaysmeets with the alleged offender, the family, and the victim. The intake
officer may dismiss or withdraw cases because of doubts about whether
the offender is in fact guilty, doubts about whether there is sufficient ev-
idence to prove that the offender is guilty, or for procedural reasons such
as the victim not turning up. The intake officer may divert the offender
(e.g., by giving a warning or requiring informal probation) if the case is
minor or the offender is young and criminally inexperienced. If the intake
officer believes that there is sufficient evidence that the juvenile is guilty,
and that the case is too serious for diversion, the case will be petitioned
to the Juvenile Court. We have only counted petitioned cases. Therefore,
our recorded juvenile offenders are relatively serious cases where there is
convincing evidence of guilt.

The Pittsburgh Youth Study has a unique combination of features:

a. It is a multiple-cohort accelerated longitudinal design (Bell, 1954;
Farrington, 1991), although only the middle cohort is studied in this
chapter;

b. It contains a high-risk sample and a representative sample, thus maximiz-
ing the yield of antisocial boys while still permitting conclusions about
the general population;

c. Information from the boys, mothers, and teachers was obtained every
six months on seven occasions for the middle sample, and data collection
is continuing annually for the youngest and oldest samples;

d. Themain focus of interest is on offending, violence, and child psychiatric
disorders;

e. The sample size of about five hundred per cohort is relatively large;
f. The multiple-cohort design means that results obtained with one sample
can be tested for replication with others;

g. There has been a very low attrition rate from the first follow-up onward;
94 percent of the follow-up sample of boys in the middle cohort were
interviewed in the seventh assessment;

h. Information has been obtained about a wide variety of theoretical con-
structs, including individual, family, socioeconomic, peer, and neighbor-
hood measures.
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Explanatory Variables

There was a great deal of data reduction to try to produce distinct mea-
sures of a relatively small number of key theoretical constructs. The aim
was to eliminate redundancy without significant loss of information. Only
clearly explanatory variables were included as predictive factors. For exam-
ple, peer delinquency was excluded, since it could merely be measuring
the boy’s own delinquency (since 76 percent of seriously delinquent acts in
the middle sample were committed with others). Correlates of delinquency
were excluded. Amdur (1989) pointed out that a common fault in much
delinquency research is to include measures of the outcome variable as pre-
dictors. If two variables basically measure the same underlying construct,
using one as a predictor of the other will artifactually increase the percent-
age of variance explained, but this is of little practical significance for the
explanation or prevention of delinquency.

In order to avoid collinearity problems in regression analyses, we deleted
variables that were highly correlated (phi > .40) with other, conceptually
similar variables. For example, the age of the mother at her first birth was
retained in preference to the age of the mother at the birth of the boy
(phi = .45), and a broken family (not living with two biological parents)
was retained in preference to living in a single-parent, female-headed
household (phi = .59). However, African-American race and bad neigh-
borhood (according to census data) were both retained in the analysis
(phi = .52), as were African-American race and living onwelfare (phi = .42)
and broken family and living on welfare (phi = .43), because these were
judged to be important and distinctly different variables.

Eventually, the information collected in the screening and A assessments
was reduced to forty key explanatory variables or risk factors (see Loeber
et al., 1998; Farrington and Loeber, 1999), divided into four categories:
child, child-rearing, socioeconomic, and parental. In general, variables were
only included if between 15 percent and 35 percent of boys could be iden-
tified as a risk group. However, exceptions were made for some variables
because of their importance (e.g., family on welfare, broken family, African-
American race). The Pittsburgh data could have been reweighted back to
the screening sample (but not to the original target population) by appro-
priate multiplication. However, reweighting was not done because, while it
changed prevalence estimates, it did not change measures of association,
which are the focus of this chapter.

For many analyses, explanatory variables were dichotomized, as far as
possible, into the “worst” quarter of males (e.g., the quarter with the low-
est income or lowest intelligence) versus the remainder. The one-quarter/
three-quarters split was chosen to match the prior expectation that about
one-quarter of the sample would be referred to court as juveniles. There are
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many advantages of dichotomized variables (Farrington and Loeber, 2000).
First, they permit a “risk factor” approach, and also make it possible to study
the cumulative effects of several risk factors. Second, they make it easy to
investigate interactions between variables (which are often neglected with
continuous variables because of the difficulty of studying them). Third, they
make it possible to compare all variables directly by equating sensitivity
of measurement. Some variables are inherently dichotomous (e.g., broken
family, family on welfare). Inmany studies, it is difficult to knowwhether one
variable ismore closely related to anoutcome than another because of differ-
ential sensitivity of measurement rather than differential causal influence.

Fourth, dichotomous data permit the use of the odds ratio as a measure
of strength of relationship, which has many attractions (Fleiss, 1981). The
odds ratio is easily understandable as the increase in risk associated with a
risk factor. It is a more realistic measure of predictive efficiency than the
percentage of variance explained (Rosenthal and Rubin, 1982). For exam-
ple, an odds ratio of 2, doubling the risk of violence, might correspond to
a correlation of about .12, which translates into 1.4 percent of the variance
explained. The percentage of variance explained gives a misleading impres-
sion of weak relationships and low predictability. Unlike correlation-based
measures, the odds ratio is independent of the prevalence of explanatory
and outcome variables and independent of the study design (retrospective
or prospective). Nevertheless, because of the mathematical relationship be-
tween the logarithm of the odds ratio and the product-moment (phi) cor-
relation (Agresti, 1990: 54), conclusions about relative strengths of associa-
tions based on odds ratios and phi correlations are similar. Also, the odds
ratio emerges in logistic regression analyses as a key measure of strength of
effect while controlling for other variables.

Fifth, using dichotomous data and the odds ratio encourages the study of
the worst affected individuals. In delinquency research, there is often more
interest in predicting extreme cases (e.g., “chronic” offenders) than the
whole range of variation. Some variables are nonlinearly related to delin-
quency, with a large increase in delinquency in the most extreme category
compared with the remainder. For example, in the Pittsburgh study, the per-
centage of boys petitioned to the juvenile court was 40 percent of those with
three or more siblings, compared with 25 percent of those with two siblings,
25 percent of those with one sibling, and 22 percent of those with no siblings.
Some variables (e.g., self-reported delinquency) often have a highly skewed
distribution, causing the product-moment correlation to have a theoretical
maximum value considerably below 1 and hence again to give amisleadingly
low impression of the strength of a relationship.

While dichotomization is a way of dealing with these various problems,
it is often criticized because of loss of information and lower measures of
association (Cohen, 1983). However, loss of information is also involved in
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other commonly used analytic techniques, for example combining several
different aspects of parenting into one composite variable, or including
only a small subset of measured variables in an analysis. Our assessment is
that, for many purposes, the advantages of dichotomization outweigh its
disadvantages.

Official and Reported Violence

An advantage of using the middle sample is that only two boys had a
court petition for index violence before the explanatory variables were
measured (up to assessment A). After excluding these two boys from the
analysis, the explanatory variables were genuinely predictive of court vio-
lence. After assessment A, fifty-nine boys had a court petition for index vi-
olence: 56 (21 percent) of 273 African-American boys, compared with only
3 (1 percent) of 220 Caucasian boys, an amazing difference (odds ratio or
OR = 18.7).

A second measure of violence was based on reports by boys, mothers,
and teachers about the boy (a) attacking someone with the intention of se-
riously hurting or killing them, (b) using force to get money or possessions
from someone, or (c) hurting or forcing someone to have sex. Thus, the
reported violence was based on multiple reports of aggravated assault, rob-
bery, or forcible rape. Gang fights and carrying a weapon were not included
in reported violence.

Up to assessment A, 110 (22 percent) of the 508 boys had committed
index violence, according to themselves, their mothers, or their teachers.
This was true of 83 (29 percent) of the 284 African-American boys, and
27 (12 percent) of the 224 Caucasian boys (OR = 3.0). After assessment A,
information about violence was available from five waves of data collection,
up to age thirteen. After assessment A, 149 (30 percent) of the 494 boys
(excluding fourteen who were missing on at least three of the five assess-
ments and were not violent) were reported to have committed index vio-
lence, including 109 (40 percent) of the 275 African-American boys and 40
(18 percent) of the 219 Caucasian boys (OR = 2.9).

Reported violence up to assessment A significantly predicted reported
violence after A. For African-American boys, 65 percent of those who were
violent up to A were also violent after A, compared with 29 percent of those
not violent up to A (OR= 4.5). For Caucasian boys, 41 percent of those who
were violent up to A were also violent after A, compared with 15 percent of
those not violent up to A (OR = 3.9). Therefore, the degree of continuity
in violence was similar for African-American and Caucasian boys. Reported
violence up to A also significantly predicted court violence after A for each
ethnic group. For African-American boys, 31 percent of those who were
violent up to A were referred to court after A, compared with 16 percent
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of those not violent up to A (OR = 2.3). For Caucasian boys, 4 percent of
those who were violent up to A were referred to court after A, compared
with 1 percent of those not violent up to A (OR = 3.7). Reported violence
after A was also related to court violence after A for both African-American
boys (OR = 3.0) and Caucasian boys (OR = 9.8).

Predictors of Violence

In Table 11.1, explanatory variables are divided into child, child-rearing,
socioeconomic, and parental factors, all measured up to assessment A
(at about age ten). The odds ratios measure the strength of relationships
between explanatory variables and violence.

Of the forty explanatory variables, twenty-two were significantly related
to reported violence up to assessment A: child variables such as lack of
guilt, highADHD, and low achievement (boy,mother, teacher rating); child-
rearing variables such as poor parental supervision, poor parent-child com-
munication, and the mother’s physical punishment; socioeconomic vari-
ables such as a broken family (not living with both biological parents), low
SES, and the family on welfare; and parental variables such as a poorly
educated father, a young mother (under age eighteen at the time of her
first birth), and parental anxiety/depression. The previously mentioned
relationship between African-American race and reported violence up to
A (OR = 3.0) was the second strongest relationship, after lack of guilt
(OR = 4.1).

Twenty-four of the forty explanatory variables significantly predicted re-
ported violence after assessment A: child variables such as lack of guilt,
low achievement on the CAT, and being old for the grade (which indi-
cates being held back because of low achievement); child-rearing variables
such as parental disagreement on discipline, unhappy (disharmonious) par-
ents, and poor parent-child communication; socioeconomic variables such
as living in a broken family, living in a bad neighborhood according to the
mother, and low SES; and parental variables such as behavior problems of
the father, parental substance use, and a young mother. Not surprisingly,
reported violence up to A was the strongest predictor of reported violence
after A (OR= 5.0). African-American race (OR= 2.9) was a slightly weaker
predictor than lack of guilt (OR= 3.3), low achievement on the CAT (OR=
3.2), a broken family (OR = 3.1), and being old for the grade (OR = 3.0).

Only fifteen of the forty explanatory variables significantly predicted
court violence after assessment A. African-American race was by far the
strongest predictor (OR = 18.7). Of the four categories of variables, the
strongest predictors were socioeconomic: the family on welfare (OR = 3.7)
and living in a broken family (OR = 3.4). Other strong predictors of court
violence were low achievement on the CAT (OR = 2.7), a young mother
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Table 11.1. Predictors of Violence (Odds Ratios)

Violence

Reported Reported Court
Variable Up to A After A After A

Child
Lack of guilt (PT) 4.1∗ 3.3∗ 2.5∗

Old for grade (P) 2.1∗ 3.0∗ 2.6∗

HIA problems (PT) 2.5∗ 2.6∗ 1.0∗

High ADHD score (P) 2.6∗ 2.1∗ 1.1
Low achievement (PBT) 2.6∗ 2.0∗ 1.9∗

Low achievement (CAT) 2.3∗ 3.2∗ 2.7∗

Depressed mood (B) 1.3 1.9∗ 0.8
Shy/withdrawn (PT) 1.6∗ 1.6∗ 1.2

Child-rearing
Poor supervision (PB) 1.6∗ 1.1 1.3
Poor communication (PB) 1.8∗ 1.9∗ 0.9
Physical punishment (PB) 1.7∗ 1.6∗ 1.1
Low reinforcement (PB) 0.9 1.1 1.8∗

Disagree on discipline (PB) 1.7 2.7∗ 1.5
Unhappy parents (P) 1.5 2.0∗ 1.8

Socioeconomic
Low SES (P) 2.0∗ 2.2∗ 2.0∗

Family on welfare (P) 2.1∗ 2.0∗ 3.7∗

Unemployed father (P) 1.9 1.8∗ 1.0
Unemployed mother (P) 1.4 1.2 2.1∗

Small house (P) 1.7∗ 2.1∗ 1.4
Broken family (P) 2.6∗ 3.1∗ 3.4∗

Bad neighborhood (P) 1.9∗ 2.3∗ 2.6∗

Bad neighborhood (C) 1.6∗ 2.0∗ 2.2∗

Parental
Father behavior problems (P) 2.0∗ 2.2∗ 1.3
Parent substance use (P) 1.4 2.2∗ 1.1
Parent anxiety/depression (P) 2.1∗ 1.3 0.9
High parental stress (P) 1.8∗ 1.7∗ 0.8
Young mother (P) 2.1∗ 2.0∗ 2.7∗

Poorly educated mother (P) 1.5 1.4 2.4∗

Poorly educated father (P) 2.2∗ 1.8 1.6
Large family (P) 1.3 1.4 2.4∗

Other
African American (P) 3.0∗ 2.9∗ 18.7∗

Reported up to A – 5.0∗ 3.4∗

Reported after A – – 4.6∗

Note: B = Boy, C = Census, P = Parent, T = Teacher. CAT = California Achievement Test,
HIA = Hyperactivity-impulsivity-attention deficit, ∗p < .05 (one-tailed, based on confidence
interval). No significant relationship: Low religiosity, anxiety, few friends, low organizational
participation, low jobs/chores involvement, boy not involved, boy not close to mother, no set
time home, poor housing.
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(OR=2.7), beingold for the grade (OR=2.6), living in abadneighborhood
according to themother (OR= 2.6), and lack of guilt (OR= 2.5). Reported
violence before A (OR= 3.4) and after A (OR= 4.6) were both significantly
related to court violence.

Therewere fewer significant predictors of court violence than of reported
violence, but to a large extent the predictors of court violence were a subset
of the predictors of reported violence. The unique predictors of court vio-
lence were low parental reinforcement (approval for good behavior), an un-
employedmother, a poorly educatedmother, and large family size (three or
more siblings). These family-related factors may possibly be associated with
the decision to petition a case rather than to choose informal processing.

Multivariate Analyses

Regression analyses were carried out to investigate how far the relationship
between race and violence might be mediated or explained by other risk
factors. For example, were African-American boys more likely to be violent
purely because they were more likely to be living in broken families or in
bad neighborhoods?

Strictly speaking, logistic regression analysis should be carried out with di-
chotomous data. However, themajor problemwith logistic regression is that
a case that is missing on any one variable has to be deleted from the whole
analysis, often causing a considerable loss of data. Fortunately, with dichoto-
mous data, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression produces very similar
results to logistic regression (Cleary and Angel, 1984), and indeed the re-
sults obtainedby the twomethods aremathematically related (Schlesselman,
1982: 245). Missing data are not such a problem with OLS regression, be-
cause missing cases can be deleted variable by variable, thereby using as
much of the data as possible. Both OLS and logistic regression analyses
were carried out, on the assumption that most confidence can be placed in
results that are replicated in the two analyses.

Hierarchical regression analyses were carried out. Generally, it was ex-
pected that child-rearing factors (e.g., poor supervision) would cause child
factors (e.g., lack of guilt) rather than the reverse, that socioeconomic fac-
tors (e.g., low SES)would cause child-rearing factors (e.g., poor supervision)
rather than the reverse, and that parental factors (e.g., a young mother)
would cause socioeconomic factors (e.g., the family on welfare) rather than
the reverse. There is a surprisingdegreeof consensus among longitudinal re-
searchers (e.g., Rutter, 1981; Larzelere and Patterson, 1990) and contextual
researchers (e.g., Simcha-Fagan and Schwartz, 1986; Gottfredson, McNeil,
and Gottfredson, 1991) that neighborhood and socioeconomic factors have
indirect effects on delinquency via their effects on child-rearing and individ-
ual factors. African-American race was entered last in all regression analyses,
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because it could not be caused (changed) by any other factor, and because
the aim of the analyses was to identify risk factors that explained the re-
lationship between race and violence. Other causal orders are of course
possible; for example, socioeconomic factors could influence parental fac-
tors rather than the reverse. The present ordering was justified empirically
by Farrington and Loeber (1999), who also showed that similar results were
obtained with alternative hierarchies of influence.

In predicting violence, the block of child factors was entered first, then
the block of child-rearing factors, then the block of socioeconomic factors,
then the block of parental factors, and finally race. Because we wanted to
investigate independent effects of explanatory variables, forward stepwise
regressionwas used.Table 11.2 shows F changes andLRCS (LikelihoodRatio
Chi-Squared) changes rather than weights (beta weights or partial ORs)
because the weights are so sensitive to the intercorrelations between the
particular variables included in the model (Gordon, 1968). F changes and
LRCS changes show how far one variable predicts violence independently
of others.

Table 11.2 shows that lack of guilt and low achievement (rated by the
boy, mother, and teacher) were the only significant independent factors
for reported violence up to assessment A in both the OLS and logistic re-
gression analyses. African-American race was still a significant risk factor in
both analyses after controlling for all other independent risk factors. How-
ever, the strength of the relationship between African-American race and
violencewas considerably reduced after controlling for independent risk fac-
tors. The F change decreased from 22.65 (p < .0001) for race alone to 8.69
(p = .002) after controlling for independent risk factors, and the LRCS
change decreased from 22.83 (p < .0001) for race alone to 13.30
(p = .0002) after controlling for independent risk factors.

It might be expected that the strength of the relationship between race
and reported violence up to A would decrease even more after controlling
for all twenty-one significant risk factors. This was true. However, African-
American race was still a significant risk factor for violence in both the OLS
(F change = 5.67, p = .009) and logistic (LRCS change = 6.23, p = .006)
regression analyses, after first entering all twenty-one significant risk factors
in the equation.

Unfortunately, with twenty-one risk factors, the logistic regression analysis
was severely affected by missing data, and in fact was only based on 199 cases
with complete data out of the 508 boys in the middle sample. In order to
avoid this problem of missing data, a risk score was derived for each boy,
specifying the percentage of risk factors out of twenty-one that he possessed.
(Where a boy was not known on a risk factor, the percentage was based
on fewer than twenty-one risk factors, so no boy was missing on the risk
score.) The risk score was first entered into the equation, and then race. The
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Table 11.2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses

OLS Logistic

Variable F change p LRCS change p

Reported Violence up to A
Lack of guilt 39.09 .0001 33.23 .0001
Low achievement (PBT) 9.13 .001 6.60 .005
High ADHD score 3.09 .040 – –
Physical punishment – – 4.65 .016
Bad neighborhood (P) 2.82 .047 – –
Broken family – – 4.89 .014
Young mother 3.58 .030 – –
Parent anxiety/depression 2.61 .050 – –
African American 8.69 .002 13.30 .0002
African American (All) 5.67 .009 6.23 .006
African American (Risk) 4.07 .022 5.13 .012

Reported Violence After A
Reported up to A 52.55 .0001 49.17 .0001
Low achievement (CAT) 19.30 .0001 19.38 .0001
Lack of guilt 12.43 .0003 8.19 .002
Old for grade 9.22 .001 3.44 .032
Depressed mood 2.66 .052 – –
HIA problems – – 4.26 .020
Disagree on discipline 4.89 .014 3.81 .025
Bad neighborhood (P) 3.62 .029 – –
African American 2.85 .046 3.00 .042
African American (All) – – – –
African American (Risk) 3.91 .024 4.42 .018

Court Violence After A
Reported after A 33.58 .0001 28.65 .0001
Reported up to A 7.43 .003 5.63 .009
Old for grade 4.03 .023 3.80 .026
Family on welfare 9.53 .001 8.86 .001
Unemployed mother – – 3.87 .025
Bad neighborhood (P) – – 3.55 .030
Large family 4.99 .013 4.16 .021
African American 16.99 .0001 19.71 .0001
African American (All) 8.99 .002 4.75 .015
African American (Risk) 16.22 .0001 23.76 .0001

Note: p values one-tailed because of directional predictions. B = Boy, P = Parent,
T = Teacher, CAT = California Achievement Test, HIA = Hyperactivity-Impulsivity-
Attention Deficit, OLS = Ordinary Least Squares, LRCS = Likelihood Ratio Chi-
Squared. (All) = Controlling for all significant predictors. (Risk) = Controlling for
risk score based on all significant predictors.
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results showed thatAfrican-American racewas still a significant risk factor for
violence in both the OLS (F change = 4.07, p = .022) and logistic (LRCS
change = 5.13, p = .012) regression analyses, but again the relationship
between race and violence was reduced.

The significant relationship between race and reported violence up to
assessment A did not disappear after controlling for all key explanatory vari-
ables measured in the Pittsburgh Youth Study. Could this be because the
explanatory variables were dichotomized? In order to investigate this, con-
tinuous explanatory variables were used in the analysis as far as possible.
Controlling for twenty-one key explanatory variables, race was still a signifi-
cant risk factor for violence in theOLS regression analysis (F change= 8.38,
p = .002). The logistic regression analysis also showed this (LRCS change=
2.79, p = .047) but, as explained above, was severely affected by missing
data.

TheOLS and logistic regression analyses were repeated for the prediction
of reported violence after assessment A. In this analysis, reported violence
up to A was entered first in the equation, then the four blocks of risk factors,
and then race. Table 11.2 shows that low achievement on the CAT, lack of
guilt, being old for the grade, and the parents disagreeing on discipline
all predicted reported violence after A independently of reported violence
up to A and independently of each other. African-American race was still a
significant predictor (F change = 2.85, p = .046 in the OLS analysis; LRCS
change = 3.00, p = .042 in the logistic analysis).

Controlling for twenty-four significant risk factors (including reported
violence up to A), race did not significantly predict reported violence after
A in either the OLS or logistic regression analyses. Controlling for a twenty-
four-item risk score, race was still a significant predictor (F change = 3.91,
p = .024 in the OLS analysis; LRCS change = 4.42, p = .018 in the logistic
analysis).However, therewere clear signs in this analysis that the relationship
between race and violence was being largely eliminated after controlling for
other significant predictors.

In the final regression analysis predicting court violence after assessment
A, reported violence up to A and reported violence after A were entered
first in the equation, then the four blocks of risk factors, and then race.
Being old for the grade, the family on welfare, and large family size were the
most important independent predictors of court violence.African-American
race was still a significant predictor in all analyses. In light of the strength
of the relationship (OR = 18.7) between race and court violence, it seems
unlikely that this relationship could be eliminated by controlling for other,
unmeasured risk factors.

The independent predictors of reported violence up to A were largely
different from the independent predictors of reported violence after A. This
could be because reported violence up to A was included as a predictor of
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reported violence after A, and hence the predictors of reported violence
up to A had already had their effects. Similarly, the independent predictors
of court violence were largely different from the independent predictors of
reported violence after A. This could be because reported violence after A
was included as a predictor of court violence, which meant that predictors
of court violence could be predicting why boys are referred to court rather
than why boys are violent.

Ethnicity and Risk Factors

In attempting to explain the link between race and violence, we focus on
reported violence up to assessment A, which could not be fully explained
by the risk factors measured in the Pittsburgh Youth Study. This is our best
measure of violent behavior, although it is not without problems. For ex-
ample, mothers and teachers may not have much opportunity to observe
violence by boys, and the types of acts reported (e.g., attacking to hurt) may
vary considerably in seriousness and may be less serious than acts leading to
a court petition for violence. There was continuity between violence up to
and after A, and there were twenty-one significant risk factors for reported
violence up to A. Were African-American boys more likely than Caucasian
boys to experience these risk factors?

Table 11.3 shows the relationships between these twenty-one risk factors
and race. For eleven risk factors, the significant OR indicates that more
African-American boys experienced the risk factor. The largest OR (92.2)
was for living in a bad neighborhood according to the 1980 Census. This
was a combined variable based onmedian family income, percentage of per-
sons unemployed, percentage of families below the poverty level, percent-
age of persons between ages ten and fourteen, percentage of single-parent
female-headed households, and percentage separated or divorced (Loeber
et al., 1998: 71). Nearly half (47 percent) of African-American boys lived
in bad neighborhoods, compared with virtually no (1 percent) Caucasian
boys.

African-American boys were also far more likely than Caucasian boys
to live in families on welfare (62 percent as opposed to 20 percent), bad
neighborhoods according to mothers (36 percent as opposed to 9 percent),
and broken families (77 percent as opposed to 40 percent). Not surpris-
ingly, African-American boys experienced significantly more risk factors
than Caucasian boys (7.3 out of 21 on average, compared with 4.4; F =
83.43, p < .0001). However, the correlation between the number of risk
factors and reported violence was remarkably similar for African-American
boys (r = .295) and Caucasian boys (r = .294). This suggests that more
African-American than Caucasian boys might have been violent because
African-American boys experienced more risk factors.
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Table 11.3. Ethnicity and Risk Factors for Reported Violence Up to A (Odds Ratios)

Versus For For African
Variable Ethnicity Caucasians Americans

Child
Lack of guilt 2.0∗ 3.7∗ 3.6∗
Old for grade 1.4 1.7 2.0∗
HIA problems 1.5 2.2 2.5∗
High ADHD score 1.1 3.1∗ 2.5∗
Low achievement (PBT) 1.1 1.8 3.1∗
Low achievement (CAT) 2.7∗ 1.4 2.0∗
Shy/withdrawn 1.0 1.4 1.7∗

Child-Rearing
Poor supervision 2.3∗ 1.6 1.2
Poor communication 1.3 2.0 1.6
Physical punishment 1.7∗ 2.9∗ 1.2

Socioeconomic
Low SES 1.8∗ 3.1∗ 1.4
Family on welfare 6.5∗ 1.7∗ 1.2
Small house 3.8∗ 2.4 1.1
Broken family 5.0∗ 2.4∗ 1.6
Bad neighborhood (P) 5.3∗ 0.7 1.5
Bad neighborhood (C) 92.2∗ 0.9 0.9

Parental
Father behavior problems 1.3 2.7∗ 1.6
Parent anxiety/depression 0.7 2.9∗ 2.2∗
High parental stress 1.1 1.9 1.8∗
Young mother 2.7∗ 2.8∗ 1.4
Poorly educated father 1.2 2.3 2.1

Note: B= Boy, C= Census, P= Parent, T= Teacher. CAT= California Achievement
Test, HIA = Hyperactivity-Impulsivity-Attention Deficit
∗p < .05 (one-tailed, based on confidence interval).

In order to investigate this more directly, the risk score was related to vio-
lence separately forAfrican-American andCaucasianboys. Figure 11.1 shows
that, at almost all levels of risk (holding risk constant), African-American
boys weremore likely to be violent thanCaucasian boys. Therefore, while the
strength of the relationship between risk scores and violence was the same
for African-American and Caucasian boys, levels of violence were higher for
African-American boys.

It is still possible that the relationship between some risk factors and
reported violence is different for African-American and Caucasian boys.
Table 11.3 shows the relationship between all twenty-one risk factors and
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reported violence separately for African-American and Caucasian boys. The
mother’s physical punishment, low SES, the family onwelfare, a small house,
a broken family, behavior problems of the father, and a young mother were
more strongly related to violence for Caucasian boys. Only low achievement
was more strongly related to violence for African-American boys. The inter-
action term was significant (on a one-tailed test) for a or the mother’s phys-
ical punishment (p = .037), and nearly significant for low SES (p = .070)
and the family on welfare (p = .064). Lack of guilt, being old for the grade,
HIA problems, ADHD, parental anxiety/depression, high parental stress,
and a poorly educated father were comparably related to violence for
African-American and Caucasian boys. There was no relationship between
living in a bad neighborhood (according to the Census) and violence for
African-American boys; 32 percent of those in good neighborhoods were
violent, compared with 29 percent of those in bad neighborhoods. In con-
trast, 12 percent of Caucasian boys in good neighborhoods were violent,
and only two Caucasian boys were living in bad neighborhoods.

Even where the strength of the relationship between a risk factor and vio-
lencewas similar for African-American andCaucasian boys, levels of violence
were higher for African-American boys. For example, for African-American
boys, 50 percent of those lacking guilt were violent, compared with 22 per-
cent of those feeling guilt (OR = 3.6); for Caucasian boys, 26 percent of
those lacking guilt were violent, compared with 8 percent of those feeling
guilt (OR = 3.7). Where the relationship between a risk factor and vio-
lence was stronger for Caucasian boys, levels of violence were still higher for
African-American boys. For example, for African-American boys, 32 percent
of those physically punished (slapped or spanked) by their mothers were
violent, compared with 28 percent of those not punished (OR = 1.2); for
Caucasian boys, 21 percent of those physically punished by their mothers
were violent, compared with 8 percent of those not punished (OR = 2.9).

It is possible that, where risk factors are more prevalent among African-
American boys than among Caucasian boys, their relationship with vio-
lence might be weaker among African-American boys. This was true for
the mother’s physical punishment, low SES, the family on welfare, a small
house, a broken family, and a young mother. However, it was not true for
lack of guilt, low achievement on the CAT, poor supervision, or the two bad
neighborhood variables. Therefore, using a measure of strength of relation-
ship that is not inherently confounded with prevalence (the odds ratio), this
hypothesis was not confirmed.

Conclusions

According to reports by the boys, their mothers, and their teachers, African-
American boys were more violent than Caucasian boys. According to court
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petitions for index violence, the differential between African-American and
Caucasian boys was much greater; 21 percent of African-American boys had
a court petition, compared with only 1 percent of Caucasian boys. Reported
violence up to assessment A predicted reported violence after assessment A
similarly for African-American and Caucasian boys.

The most important risk factors for reported violence up to assessment
A were lack of guilt, low achievement, high ADHD, the mother’s physical
punishment, a bad neighborhood, a broken family, a young mother, and
parental anxiety/depression. After controlling for important risk factors,
the significant relationship between race and reported violence up to A was
reduced but not eliminated, showing that it could not be fully explained
by risk factors measured in the Pittsburgh Youth Study. However, the rela-
tionship between race and reported violence after A was eliminated after
controlling for reported violence before A and important risk factors, sug-
gesting that race differences in reported violence after Amight be explained
by referring to continuity from reported violence before A.

The strong relationship between race and court violence was reduced
but not eliminated after controlling for reported violence (the best avail-
able measure of violent behavior) and important risk factors. There are
three major explanations for the discrepancies between reported and court
violence:

a. There is discrimination against African-American boys at the arrest or
court referral stages, possibly based on variables not included in this anal-
ysis. For example, Caucasians may be processed informally (rather than
petitioned) because they and/or their parents are perceived as more co-
operative or less criminal or because their school reports (e.g., of truancy
or suspensions) are more favorable. Earlier, we found that certain family-
related factors (such as an unemployed or poorly educatedmother) were
related to court violence but not to reported violence after assessment A,
suggesting that they might be associated with the decision to petition.

b. The violent acts of African-American boys are perceived as more serious,
perhaps because they are more likely to involve gangs, drugs, weapons,
and injuries.

c. The reported violence only covers the time period up to age thirteen,
whereas the court violence covers the time period up to age sixteen. Pos-
sibly, differences in violence between African-American and Caucasian
boys are greater after age 13.

We could not investigate these hypotheses within the scope of this chapter.
In attempting to explain the link between race and reported violence up

to assessment A, it was clear that African-American boys were more likely
than Caucasian boys to experience important risk factors such as a bad
neighborhood, the family on welfare, a broken family, a young mother,
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and physical punishment. Also, African-American boys experienced more
risk factors: an average of 7.3 each, compared with 4.4 for Caucasian boys.
Virtually noCaucasian boys lived in bad neighborhoods according toCensus
variables. It might perhaps be argued that Caucasian boys in Pittsburgh are
an inadequate comparison group for African-American boys in Pittsburgh.
For example, in order to find a sample of Caucasian boys who suffer simi-
lar structural conditions to African-American boys in Pittsburgh, it may be
necessary to go to rural areas of the American South, where impoverished
Caucasians reside, such as Appalachia. Interestingly, Peeples and Loeber
(1994) found that, in nonunderclass neighborhoods of Pittsburgh, African-
American and Caucasian boys had similar delinquency rates.

While the correlation between the number of risk factors and reported
violence was remarkably similar for African-American and Caucasian boys,
the prevalence of violence was greater for African-American boys at almost
all levels of risk. This may possibly be because risk factors may be more seri-
ous for African-American boys: bad neighborhoods may be worse, physical
punishment may be more severe, young mothers may be younger, and the
poverty indicated by welfare dependency may be more desperate. Risk fac-
tors may have different meanings for different races. Also, risk factors may
have a longer duration for African-American boys, or may have interactive
(multiplicative) effects. Thus, four risk factors for an African-American boy
may indicate objectively worse circumstances than four risk factors for a
Caucasian boy. Another possibility is that protective factors (which were not
studied in this analysis) might be less common among African-American
boys.

Interestingly, some risk factors were differentially related to reported vio-
lence according to race. Inparticular, themother’s physical punishment, low
SES, the family onwelfare, a small house, a broken family, behavior problems
of the father, and a youngmother weremore strongly related to violence for
Caucasian boys and not related to violence for African-American boys. Why
this should be so is not clear, although (as pointed out earlier) other re-
searchers have reported comparable findings (McLeod et al., 1994; Deater-
Deckard et al., 1996; Paschall et al., 1998). We find it surprising that im-
portant risk factors such as physical punishment do not have bad effects for
African-American boys. Possibly, these bad effects might be masked by the
large number of risk factors experienced by African-American boys. There
was no consistent tendency for risk factors that were more prevalent among
African-American boys to be less strongly related to violence.

There are a number of important priorities for future research. First,
while it is abundantly clear that African Americans are more likely to ex-
perience risk factors than Caucasians, it is not clear whether different de-
velopmental processes or theories are involved for African Americans and
Caucasians. More research is especially needed on the link betwen parental
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physical punishment and violence, to establish if there really are racially
different processes or whether the risk factor has different meanings for
African Americans and Caucasians. If there are racially different processes,
one implication is that racially different interventions might be needed to
reduce violence. Second, future researchers should make special efforts
to assemble comparable samples of African Americans and Caucasians, and
preferably other racial groups as well. Third, future researchers shouldmea-
sure the quality of the violence in more detail, and should measure violence
over longer time periods. Particularly relevant is the study of the types of
conflict (and antecedent conditions) that eventually culminate in violence.

We are left with the conundrum of why African-American boys are more
violent. We began with the belief that this relationship had to be mediated
and explained by variables such as living in a bad neighborhood, a broken
family, a young mother, living on welfare, physical punishment, and low
achievement. However, while these variables explained most of the relation-
ship between African-American race and violence in the present analysis,
they did not explain it all. The challenge for future researchers is twofold:
to explain the remainder of the racial difference in behavior, and to explain
the even greater disproportionality in official violence.



C H A P T E R T W E L V E

“Race Effects” and Conceptual Ambiguity in
Violence Research: Bringing Inequality Back In
Marino A. Bruce
Vincent J. Roscigno

The United States is a dangerous place to live for racial/ethnic minority
citizens. Research on this topic tends to deal primarily with the group with
the highest level of violent activity, African Americans. However, recent re-
search suggests that interpersonal violence represents a serious morbid-
ity and mortality concern for other disadvantaged groups as well (Levine
and Rosich, 1996). For instance, Martinez (1996) shows that urban Latinos
have homicide rates that are considerably higher than the national aver-
age. Moreover, Yung and Hammond (1994) show that Native Americans
also have violence rates that exceed their European counterparts. Typ-
ically, efforts to explain these higher levels of violence direct attention
to group attributes or emphasize the social environment in which the
group resides. While these approaches have generated some important
findings, they are plagued by narrow conceptions of race and racial in-
equality and, thus, are limited in addressing disparate group patterns of
violence.

In this chapter, we attempt to facilitate the reconceptualization pro-
cess by first critically examining existing research and highlighting con-
ceptual inadequacies. We then draw from stratification research and its
explicit discussion of inequality and group outcomes to illustrate that the
“effects” of race on violence are linked to very tangible macro-structural,
normative, and interactional dynamics; ones sensitive to the local and his-
torical dynamics associated with the social environment in which African
Americans, and most race/ethnic minorities, tend to reside. It is our
hope that the conceptual tools we introduce, and questions we gener-
ate, contribute to a new and more explicit discourse on race and vi-
olence as well as systematic empirical efforts to examine the processes
outlined.

238
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Dominant Perspectives on Race/Ethnicity and Violence

Research on violence and race falls into three categories. Biocriminal per-
spectives argue that nonsocial (biological) factors influence levels of inter-
personal violence among social groups. Some recent work, in fact, has ar-
gued that biological factors have just asmuch ormore to dowith the etiology
of violent behavior as do social factors (Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985; Ellis,
1990; Herrnstein andMurray, 1994). Cultural perspectives, by contrast, tend
to concentrate on normative attributes allegedly specific to a given racial or
ethnic group. Violence is seen as resulting from a culture where criminality
in general, and violence in particular, are more acceptable forms of be-
havior (Elkins, 1959; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Curtis, 1975). Finally,
structural perspectives argue that violence among the poor and/or minor-
ity groups stems primarily from the disadvantaged material conditions they
face, such as high levels of poverty and unemployment (Blau and Blau,
1982; Brownfield, 1986; Hagan and Peterson, 1995; Hawkins, 1983, 1986;
Sampson, 1987).

Biocriminal Perspectives. Of the prevailing ideas about the connection
between race and violence, none are more controversial than those falling
into the biocriminal camp. Biocriminal theorists argue that violence, like
other behavior, is a consequence of physiological attributes. The basic idea
is that groups with high levels of violence function physiologically (e.g.,
enzyme or hormone production) in amanner that predisposes them toward
interpersonal violence (Ellis, 1990; Ellis and Walsh, 1997; Herrnstein and
Murray, 1994; Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985).

Biocriminal work at the turn of the century didnot explicitly focus on race
because of the prevailing notions about racial or ethnic superiority and in-
feriority. “Inferior” groups (e.g., Irish, Italians, and African Americans) were
presumed to be physiologically deficient and violence was considered to be
a by-product of heritage. Contemporary biocriminal perspectives, in con-
trast, depart from a strictly biological approach and acknowledge the im-
portance of social environment (Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985; Ellis, 1990;
Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). A closer inspection of these ideas, however,
reveals that contemporary biocriminal theorists are considerablymore forth-
coming about racial differences in violence and crime. Crime and Human
Nature (1985) is an excellent example. In a chapter on black crime, Wilson
and Herrnstein argue that differences in black and white crime rates can be
attributed to “constitutional differences” between the twogroups. Theexam-
ples of such differences they give are body type, personality, and IQ scores.
Although personality and IQ scores can be the product of one’s social envi-
ronment, it is clear that the authors do not depart very far from the classic
biocriminal account. They assert that constitutional differences are present
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during the initial stages of life, suggesting that body type, personality, and
IQ are essentially physiologically determined.

During their long tenure in the literature, biocriminal perspectives have
generated controversy, especially with the occurrence of monumental polit-
ical events such as the rise of Nazi Germany and the Civil Rights Movement.
As a result, biology-oriented explanations of racial differences in any social
phenomena, including violence, have been relegated to the margins of so-
cial scientific discourse but remain popular among some segments of the
general public. This is not to suggest, however, that such approaches have
disappeared from the research literature altogether. To the contrary, mod-
ified versions continue to appear in books (e.g., Wilson and Herrnstein,
1985; Herrnstein andMurray, 1994) and scholarly journals (e.g., Ellis, 1990;
Ellis and Walsh, 1997; Moffit, 1990; Rowe and Osgood, 1984).

In addition to their political implications, biocriminal perspectives
have come under fire for a lack of empirical support (see Jencks, 1994;
Shoemaker, 1984; Sutherland and Cressy, 1974). In fact, many of their key
hypotheses have yet to be tested, making it nearly impossible to assess the
empirical validity of the idea that geneticmaterial or enzymeproduction, for
instance, influences violence ( Jencks, 1994). We see criticisms leveled
against biocriminal perspectives as quite valid and appropriate. We take
these critiques a step further, however, and suggest that biocriminal concep-
tions of the race-violence linkage are based on flawed assumptions.

The argument that groups exhibiting higher levels of violence are ge-
netically or biologically different, for instance, fails to recognize the fact
that race is itself a social construction. Race and ethnicity have and con-
tinue to be classification schemes designed for, and that indeed reinforce,
unequal distributions of economic, political, and social resources in this so-
ciety (Lieberson, 1980). By overlooking the dynamic nature of race itself,
racial classificatory schemes, and their uses historically, biological and bioso-
cial perspectives are flawed and, indeed, not only reify race but reinforce
their own theoretical positions. The result is an overly simplistic theoreti-
cal understanding; one that oversimplifies across and with-group biological
variation and that is insensitive to the historical and social dynamics of group
subordination.

Cultural and Subcultural Approaches. In response to biocriminal ideas,
researchers moved to explain racial differences in levels of violence and
other forms of criminality alongmore social scientific lines (Hawkins, 1995).
One result was the development of the cultural difference paradigm. Its ba-
sic premise is that value systems for particular groups, including African
Americans and other ethnic minorities, are qualitatively different from that
of the larger society (for instance, see Sutherland, 1934; Sellin, 1938). The
disintegration and workings of minority group institutions (e.g., family,
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Figure 12.1. Cultural Deprivation Framework for Understanding Varying Levels of
Crime and Violence Across Populations

religion, education, etc.) are, at least in part, to blame as group members
are denied the opportunity to learn conventional norms and values, in-
cluding those condemning illegitimate forms of violence (Moynihan, 1965;
Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Auletta, 1982). Instead, a subculture of vio-
lence has developed and exists as part of an alternative normative structure
for disadvantaged group members.

The result of these processes, it is argued, is that African Americans are
more likely to use violence in their day-to-day encounters. They are thought
to resolve disputes through violence rather than through more “legitimate”
means, such as verbal negotiation (Gibbs, 1988). Thus, whether historically
based in their social practices or in their institutional setup, the argument
is that violence is rooted in counternormative attributes of the African-
American community itself. Figure 12.1 is a visual depiction of these ideas.

In the decade following its introduction, the cultural difference paradigm
was the primary explanation for the race-violence connection. Despite its
popularity, this school of thought has been criticized on the grounds that
they assume a unique subculture based in and adhered to by members of
a particular societal subgroup. A number of researchers have disputed this
claim, arguing that what are often thought of as unique cultural tenden-
cies are, in fact, emergent phenomena – manifestations of local structural
conditions and general levels of opportunity (Taylor, 1979; Wilson, 1987;
Anderson, 1990). Structurally oriented researchers have noted the lack
of community structural context in cultural interpretations of race, crim-
inal activity, and violence (Hawkins, 1987; 1985; Sampson, 1987; Staples,
1986). Ignoring the structural features of a given community, as Sampson
and Wilson (1995) suggest, has the effect of directing attention to alleged
problems with and within poor, nonwhite communities while, at the same
time, ignoring more macro-societal processes at work. Fundamental struc-
tural attributes of a given locality, such as poverty and unemployment, have
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consequences for the disproportionate breakdown of local institutions like
families, churches, and schools (Hawkins, 1985; Staples, 1986). Yet, the cul-
tural frameworks tend to overlook or neglect altogether the interrelation
between normative process/institutional deterioration and the structural
features of a given place.

Social Structural Approaches. Rather than concentrating on alleged
pathological or cultural deficiencies associated with disadvantaged groups,
structural criminological approaches explore relationships between mate-
rial conditions in a given locality and levels of violence. These perspectives
suggest that harsh economic conditions facing a population, coupled with
very high levels of residential segregation, account for the disparate rates of
within-group violence. Here the focus moves us beyond characteristics in-
ternal to a given group and instead highlights a group’s status and material
reality in a class and race-stratified society.

While quite similar, there are at least two strands within the structural
camp, each of which varies theoretically on the question of why structure
is crucial to the patterning of criminological outcomes. Strain theory posits
that crime results from a disjuncture between aspirations espoused by the
dominant culture and the “legitimate” resources to obtain them. It is argued
that the absence of legitimate avenues of opportunity, such as education and
employment, can motivate disadvantaged individuals or groups to pursue
alternative and illegitimate routes, including those that tend to be more
violent, in order to obtain societally desired ends (Merton, 1938; Agnew,
1992).

The other strand of the structural camp, the social disorganization ap-
proach, argues that crime is linked to the disintegration of social bonds
between residents and the larger community. Specifically, limited structures
of opportunity within a given locality hinder the formation of, or tear down,
institutional social control structures, thus reducing a given community’s
ability to guard against crime (Shaw and McKay, 1945; Bursik, 1988; Bursik
and Grasmick, 1993).

Independently, strain and social disorganization perspectives propose
different mediating pathways between local structures of opportunity and
criminological outcomes. Regardless of these differences, both have influ-
enced the direction of research by suggesting that the key causal forces be-
hind violence are the material conditions and opportunities within a given
locality, rather than biological attributes or normative systems. These ideas
are displayed in Figure 12.2.

An Empirical Critique of the Three Dominant Perspectives. Most of the
empirical research investigating violence among African Americans, regard-
less of conceptual foundation, uses racial composition, commonly known
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Figure 12.2. Structural Criminological Framework forUnderstanding Varying Levels
of Crime and Violence Across Populations

as %Black, as a proxy for race or culture. Although popular, using racial
composition in this manner carries with it some problematic assumptions.
The size of the African-American population is presumed to be equivalent to
the size of a subpopulation with differing normative characteristics and/or
institutional tendencies. Consequently, and given these theoretical opera-
tionalizations, one might conclude that the primary source of violence lies
within African-American individuals and communities themselves.

Racial composition has also been used with poverty measures to cap-
ture structural disadvantage. Using racial composition in thismanner avoids
derogatory assumptions about AfricanAmericans, but the results from struc-
tural research have done little to offer a clear picture of how material con-
ditions factor into high levels of violence among this group. Recent studies
focusing on methodological problems associated with this line of research
conclude that such inconsistency is the result ofmisspecified empiricalmod-
els (Messner and Golden, 1987; Land, McCall, and Cohen, 1990). Given the
conceptual problems highlighted earlier, model misspecification may be as
much the outcome of theoretical limitations as it is the result of method-
ological shortcomings.

Racial composition in the structural literature denotes material disad-
vantage; however, this measure does not specify why African Americans are
disadvantaged at the outset. This is not to suggest that research has alto-
gether ignored racial inequality as an important factor in the race-violence
or race-crime relationship. To the contrary, embedded within some clas-
sic (e.g., Du Bois, 1899; Shaw and McKay, 1945) and contemporary (e.g.,
Peterson and Krivo, 1993; Shihadeh and Steffensmier, 1994) criminological
work is the idea that inequality increases the likelihood that individuals or
groups may engage in behaviors that can be harmful to themselves and/or
others. The problem has to do with clarity and theoretical specification.
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Theoretical Reconceptualization

Gaining a better understanding of the race-violence relationship requires
a dynamic framework; one that puts at the center processes that repro-
duce material disparities and even what is typically seen as cultural variation
across groups. In the remainder of this chapter, we draw from stratification
research and pose a conceptual framework that is more explicit with re-
gard to how certain groups are introduced to and concentrated in places
characterized by economic, political, and social disadvantages. We link our
stratification process-based understanding with existing cultural and struc-
tural work and pose a more comprehensive model. This integration and
development, focusing on inequality processes in particular, carries with it
clear consequences for empirical measurement, modeling, and interpreta-
tion of what race and racial composition actually mean.

Inequality Processes and Resultant Structures of Opportunity. Struc-
tural factors and social processes relating to class and racial inequality are an
integral part of African-American life, and are central to understanding the
patterns of violencewefind. The level of inequality facingAfricanAmericans
in a given locality depends, in large part, on this group’s presence and rel-
ative size. Stratification research clearly suggests that a large or growing
minority group population represents perceived (or real) threats to the eco-
nomic and political well-being of majority group members (Blalock, 1967).
In order to maintain their advantaged position, dominant group members
develop practices that discriminate against African Americans and other
minority groups (Wilson, 1978; Lieberson, 1980; Olzak, 1992). In the follow-
ing paragraphs, competition and exploitation accounts of these processes
will be discussed. Each lays out the development of racial antagonism and
the consequences of that antagonism for historical and current disadvan-
tages faced by African Americans.

Competition theorists (e.g., Blalock, 1967; Olzak, 1992) focus largely on
the manifestation of racial antagonism and its consequences for discrim-
inatory action by working-class European Americans. Race relations, it is
suggested, remain relatively stable until a significant amount of African-
American (or other racial/ethnic minority) labor becomes available for use
by capital. Under these circumstances, European-American workers per-
ceive increasing numbers of African-American workers as a threat to their
economic status, since employers can easily replace them at a lower cost.
When this has occurred historically, European-American workers have set
up exclusionary rules and practices, such as denying access to unions or
guilds, to fortify their advantaged status (Bonacich, 1976; Lieberson, 1980).
Theoutcome is awagedifferential, or split-labormarket, betweenEuropean-
and African-American workers even when efficiency and productivity are
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held constant (Bonacich, 1972; Brown and Boswell, 1995; Semyonov and
Cohen, 1990; Tienda and Lii, 1987; Tomaskovic-Devey, 1993). These ten-
dencies also have been observed to lead to higher historical and contem-
porary levels of residential segregation, poverty, unemployment, and vio-
lence (Corzine,Creech, andHuff-Corzine, 1983;Corzine,Huff-Corzine, and
Creech, 1988; Falk and Rankin, 1992; Massey and Denton, 1987; Massey and
Gross, 1991;Olzak, 1990; Phillips, 1987; Turk, 1982). Thus,material depriva-
tion of African Americans is partially a product of, andmay vary spatially as a
function of, racial composition and its historical and contemporary relation
to economic competition with dominant racial group members. European-
American action in defense of racial privilege along with its consequences,
rather than simply racial composition, becomes the central focus.

The competition viewpoint has been critiqued for its neglect of class pro-
cesses in general and of the influence of elite dynamics on racial group
well-being (Tomaskovic-Devey and Roscigno, 1996). Exploitation theorists
offer an alternative, more class-sensitive approach to understanding racial
disadvantage. Basically, the argument has been that elites threaten the ma-
terial interests of working-class European Americans by proposing to re-
place them with African-American workers who will work for lower wages
(Szymanski, 1976; Reich, 1981). The upper class takes an active role in
spurring racial antagonism by pitting groups of workers against each other
for material gain. Here the story is not about pure racial competition per
se but, rather, has to do with elite exploitation of racial fear and class di-
vision. Some have argued that the relative success of elites on such a front
is all but certain. Elite success at promoting racial division and therefore
race and class exploitation may vary spatially and may require both elite
cohesion and a nonwhite population sizable enough to generate fear and
antagonism (Roscigno and Tomaskovic-Devey, 1994; Tomaskovic-Devey and
Roscigno, 1996).

Both competition and exploitation theories assert that racial antagonism
exists because African Americans represent a threat, perceived or real, to
the material well-being of working-class European Americans and that this
group is prompted to take steps to secure their own economic and political
stability (Wilson, 1978; Lieberson, 1980). The discriminatory and exploitive
methods employed secure the material interest of dominant racial group
members or a certain class factionwhile intensifying economic, political, and
social disadvantages for African Americans and other racial/ethnic minor-
ity groups. One way in which this racial inequality is manifested is through
job and labor market discrimination, exclusion, and/or concentration in
the form of discriminatory pay and hiring as well as from the relegation
of African Americans to less prestigious and, therefore, lower-paying jobs
(Tomaskovic-Devey, 1993). Kirshenman and Neckerman (1990), in their
research on hiring practices in Chicago, show how employers continue
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to discriminate against nonwhites despite federal guidelines making race-
based discrimination illegal. Specifically, they find that European-American
employers make decisions about the hiring and placement of minorities
based on the unfounded notion that African Americans lack commitment
to work and exhibit low levels of productivity.

Coupled with disadvantages at the job level are those deficits having to
do with the disproportionate concentration of African Americans and other
nonwhite groups into poorer labor market areas (Wacquant and Wilson,
1989; Wilson, 1987; 1996; Lichter, 1989; Tomaskovic-Devey and Roscigno,
1997). Some explain this concentration in terms of general historical and
ecological trends. Wilson (1978; 1987; 1996), for instance, suggests that the
changing economic structure of major urban areas of the United States,
coupled with the rising cost of production, has forced business to either
shut down or relocate outside of central cities, especially in localities that
are predominately African-American. Because many of the former employ-
ees of these transplanted industries lack the human capital or monetary
resources to relocate to areas with better employment opportunities, many
are compelled to seek employment in the local, low-paying service sector
or abandon the labor market completely (Wilson, 1987; Kassarda, 1989).
This scenario presents a situation where limited opportunities for African
Americans stem from a changing economy as opposed to intentional exclu-
sionary or discriminatory practices.

There are other, more recent lines of theoretical and empirical work that
focus on the influence of elite and corporate investment/disinvestment dy-
namics on local class- and race-based struggles. Given the centrality of elite
activity in the reproduction of racial disadvantage, this research should be
seen as an extension of classical exploitation theory. New urban theorizing
is explicit with regard to the influence of elite activity and human agency on
the crises facing many urban areas (Gottdiener and Feagin, 1989). Recent
evidence, for instance, suggests that elite investment/disinvestment patterns
and local growth machine politics systematically bypass localities with large
minority populations, thereby shaping economic development and creat-
ing societal racial inequality through spatial patterns of investment (Logan
and Molotch, 1987; Molotch, 1988; Wilson, 1992). Redlining of dispropor-
tionately African-American areas by banks and insurance companies most
assuredly plays a role in reproducing patterns of depressed economic de-
velopment and racial concentration by both limiting the formation of new
businesses and by contributing to the speed at which an area physically de-
clines and is deemed undesirable by potential investors (Squires, DeWolfe,
and DeWolfe, 1979; Squires, Valez, and Taeuber, 1991). Finally, the con-
centration of African Americans into poorer labor areas may be a function
of the distorting consequences of racial antagonism, exclusion, and dis-
crimination for long-term economic development or of the dependence of
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Figure 12.3. Stratification Processual Understanding of Varying Levels of Absolute
and Relative Disadvantage Across Populations

local elites on the persistence of a low-wage, labor-intensive labor market
(Tomaskovic-Devey and Roscigno, 1996).

These patterns have resulted in and reinforced levels of residential segre-
gation, which itself has consequences for structures of available opportunity.
Even though federal law prohibits the intentional separation of the races,
residential “steering” by realtors, federally sponsored public housing, and
European-American attitudes have kept urban areas segregated (Farley and
Frey, 1994; Massey, 1990; Massey and Denton, 1987; 1993; Massey and Gross,
1991; Peterson and Krivo, 1993). This form of discrimination is found to
have far-reaching consequences because it adversely affects the next gener-
ation of African Americans through the institution of education (Roscigno,
1995).Coupledwithmanufacturingdisinvestment and suburbanization, res-
identially segregated nonwhite communities contain schools that have poor
facilities and an environment that is anything but conducive to learning
(Jaynes and Williams, 1988; Roscigno, 1995; 1998). Ramifications of these
processes are clear. First, young people in these areas become discouraged
and, as a result, drop out of school at much higher rates. Second, those who
do make it through school in these localities and graduate are less likely to
have the educational or vocational training necessary for college or for a
skilled labor market (Wilson, 1987; 1996). As with economic disinvestment,
the life chances of African Americans diminish because educational disad-
vantages cause the window of economic and political opportunity to shrink
even further.

Figure 12.3 depicts competition and exploitation processes and their
consequences for group disadvantage. Racial composition and inequality
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are no longer nebulous constructs with little depth. Rather, they are linked
with competition and exploitation dynamics, continued concentration in
poor labor markets, and processes of institutional inequality and exclusion.
By incorporating these dynamics, violence researchers can be more con-
ceptually specific when referring to race and/or racial inequality in their
models. Better yet, research should attempt to flesh out and measure these
processes rather than merely blending them with the ambiguous use of
racial composition – a measure that could be taken to mean one of a variety
of things.

The processes discussed above have serious implications for the social
structural contexts in which African Americans are disproportionately em-
bedded. In the past, it has been argued that poor life chances resulting from
the processes described generate a greater likelihood of violence. Some sug-
gest that individuals in such a situation become angry about their material
position and lash out violently at those around them (Grier and Cobbs,
1968; Gibbs, 1994). Portraying African Americans as “dupes,” driven to vio-
lence by overwhelming structural conditions, is objectionable. Perhaps vi-
olence emerges from shifts in normative/cultural patterns that occur as a
consequence of a group’s embeddedness in a particular structural situation.
Bringing in a normative or “cultural” dimension can helpmake sense of how
material disadvantages and inequalities translate into day-to-day interaction
and behavior.

Structural Conditions and Normative Boundaries. Unlike traditional
cultural approaches, we do not see normative pressures, tendencies, and
changes as necessarily an attribute of a population or particular racial group.
Rather, they are a manifestation of societal processes (e.g., racial competi-
tion, elite activity, etc.) and the consequences of these processes for struc-
tural conditions. Extending a social structural understanding in thismanner
turns attention from the environment itself to social action within a given
structural context. Shifting emphasis in this way also guards against losing
sight of the individual or of human agency. Human actors are cognizant and
rational beings that engage in purposive behavior in accordance with social
structure (Giddens, 1984; Messerschmidt, 1993).

A context-sensitive approach to understanding “culture” or normative
tendencies can be linked to the work of cultural theorists such as Swidler
(1986). In dealing with social strategies and actions, she conceives of
“culture” as a set of tools that guide how individuals interpret their circum-
stances and generate methods for dealing with them. Such an understand-
ing of “culture” can be applied to disadvantaged groups. There is, in fact,
evidence supportive of this stance that deals with class- and race-based ed-
ucational disadvantages, ethnicity and racial separation, and the seemingly
antagonistic character of adolescent peer groups located in areas of limited
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opportunity. With regard to peer group attachments and antagonism in par-
ticular, evidence suggests that they aremore likely to emerge in places where
class- and race-based opportunities and the socioeconomic return to edu-
cation are more severely limited (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Hargreaves,
1967; MacLeod, 1995; Ogbu, 1978; Willis, 1981). Not coincidentally, such
areas in theUnited States tend to be disproportionately nonwhite andhighly
residentially segregated. This suggests a reflexive process whereby norma-
tive responses and boundaries are shaped by what adolescents see as their
own opportunities in life. Given that perfect information regarding future
opportunities is virtually impossible to acquire, it is likely to be the case that
adolescents acquire this information by observing the current economic
and occupational status of adults they know (Anderson, 1990; Majors and
Billson, 1992; MacLeod, 1995; Roscigno, 1995).

Arguments pertaining to the emergent character of culture can simi-
larly be found in research examining the ethnic character of particular
groups within the United States (see especially Burr and Mutchler, 1993;
Taylor, 1979; Tomaskovic-Devey and Tomaskovic-Devey, 1988; Yancey et al.,
1976). This research suggests that what is often interpreted to be ethnic-
ity or group cultural attributes is, in fact, a subordinate group response to
or a normative manifestation of harsh structural conditions (i.e., poverty,
discrimination, and residential segregation). Taylor (1979), in an analysis
of African-American identity, comes to a similar conclusion. He finds that
group identity and related normative attributes, often perceived of as eth-
nicity, are profoundly shaped by the character of the locality in which the
group is embedded and, most important, the extent to which the group is
structurally segregated.

Ethnographic research reveals that the permanency associated with the
plight of many African Americans in these areas has lead to emergent phe-
nomena, including violence, that further limit life chances (Anderson, 1978;
1990; Keiser, 1979; Liebow, 1967). In an analysis of inner-city youth and sex
codes, Anderson (1990) notes that norms for conduct among poorer inner-
city youth, while arguably destructive, are “nothing less than the cultural
manifestation of persistent urban poverty” (1990: 112).

The lesson here is that what is often perceived of as the unique and pre-
existent cultural characteristics of a given subordinate groupmay actually be
more a function and outcome of a group’s recent and current structural lo-
cation (Tomaskovic-Devey and Tomaskovic-Devey, 1988). This point is high-
lighted in a recent piece of research by Alex-Assensoh (1995), who finds
that “underclass behaviors” typically thought of as a reflection of African-
American culture are, in fact, a reflection of the poverty stricken neigh-
borhoods in which the group exists. She compares the behavior of whites
and blacks who are embedded in a similar structural situation and finds
that the level of “underclass behavior” is virtually indistinguishable across
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Figure 12.4. Integration of Stratification Process ConsiderationsWith Structural and
Cultural Criminological Approaches to Crime and Violence

groups, both statistically and substantively. Thus, practices often thought to
be associated with culture may have just as much or perhaps even more to
do with the material conditions in which a given group is embedded. In
Figure 12.4, we offer a broad theoretical overview of the relations discussed
previously and their interrelation with normative structures/boundary
shifts.

The acknowledgment of local class and race stratification dynamics
broadens our understanding and, indeed, informs current violence re-
search. As is evidenced in the figure above, a cultural understanding and
especially a focus on normative constraint and boundaries remains impor-
tant, but only when understood within the context of local opportunity. The
emphases of strain and social disorganization perspectives on material de-
privation and its consequences for institutional deterioration, detachment,
and disjuncture between societally desired ends and legitimate means to
achieve those ends is preserved as well. Here, however, we specify why and
how material deprivation is created and reproduced in the first place, and
possible actors involved. The reader should note that directing attention to
mechanisms implicated in the reproduction of racial disadvantage is more
than merely a theoretical extension or integration. Rather, it holds with
it implications for future research, not to mention policy efforts aimed at
stemming current trends pertaining to crime and violence. We conclude by
discussing each of these in turn.

Conclusion

Criminological views of racial concentration and racial inequality are
problematic. Some assume general biological dispositions or cultural and
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normative proclivity differences across racial and ethnic groups. Others tie
racial composition to levels of material deprivation. Bringing inequality pro-
cesses back into the discussion clarifies some of the ambiguity and offers a
clearer understanding of the mechanisms at work. Beyond linking these
violence outcomes to broader social processes, the framework we offer
also affords researchers the theoretical tools to systematically tie violence
to contemporary and historical specifics of place (see also Hawkins, 1987;
Hagan, 1992).

Whether one is speaking of racial competition models for understand-
ing racial disadvantage or variations of a more class-sensitive approach,
one thing is clear – theoretical modeling must be sensitive to historical
and contemporary dynamics that may make one locality different in pro-
cess and outcome than another. Rarely are such variations in process made
explicit, theoretically or empirically, in violence research. This is unfortu-
nate as predictions themselves regarding black-white differences in violent
activity will differ, and may even be opposite, depending on the local dy-
namics that are being played out. Racial competition points of view, for
instance, would suggest increased racial disparity in both material depriva-
tion, crime, and violence in areas of heightened competition since working-
class whites benefit from racial struggle relative to their black counterparts.
Most class-based approaches, in contrast, would predict a diminished racial
gap in such outcomes, as both working-class whites and nonwhites are af-
fected in a similar direction by the historical and contemporary playing
out of class struggle, elite economic projects, and their consequences for
opportunity. Certainly, these race and class dynamics may and do interact
in varying ways. The point, however, is that in order to make clear predic-
tions, one must supplement general theorizing with the historical partic-
ulars of place (for instance, see Roscigno and Bruce, 1995; Tomaskovic-
Devey and Roscigno, 1996; Bruce et al., 1997). At the very least, it is
incumbent on researchers to make explicit their rationale and expecta-
tions when using race and/or racial composition in predicting crime and
violence outcomes. This includes the conceptual and/or operational spec-
ification of not only the direction of the relationship, but the process as
well.

Our discussion and theoretical framework imply the need for a
multimethod approach to the analysis of violent outcomes. Ethnographic,
community, and/or qualitative research endeavors, for example, are quite
successful in pointing out both more proximate causal mechanisms in
the (re)production of social action and also the importance of experien-
tial knowledge. That is, the experiences of subjects are crucial in mak-
ing sense of social processes, including those having to do with violence
(Wardell and Zajicek, 1995). Historical treatments, moreover, have un-
covered macro-level societal changes that have clear ramifications for the
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phenomena we investigate and whether we should expect the problems
we research to be perpetuated or even intensified. Coupled with social
structural and aggregate analyses, this multimethod approach lends itself
to generalizability and to a clearer understanding of the spatial character
of these processes. We believe all of the above are crucial to sound so-
cial scientific analysis (in this regard, see Mills, 1959; 1963; Wardell and
Zajicek, 1995). Whether at the level of literature review and theory or at
the level of an actual research project, a multimethod undertaking will lead
to the acknowledgment of multiple contexts at varying levels and will clar-
ify conceptualization and modeling of violence and other criminological
outcomes.

The ideas presented and a stratification process-oriented approachmore
generally hold relevance not only for academicians but also for current
policy aimed at curbing crime and violence. By broadening the discourse
and focusing onmore fundamental societal processes at work, we are pushed
to more holistic solutions. Current efforts regarding increased policing of
“dangerous” areas, the mentoring of vulnerable adolescent populations,
helping gangs come to truces, and creating safe zones for those who feel
threatened are indeed all important. However, such remedies, often the
product of political partisanship and rhetoric, only address proximate causes
and therefore are only a temporary and, at best, minimal fix. They are
analogous to taking an aspirin for a headache – covering some of the pain
without addressing its cause.

Serious efforts to deal with disparate violence and crime within certain
communitiesmust be broader. Alongwith current policy efforts dealing with
offenders and/or potential victims, the focusmust be extended to the places
in which they live and the social causes of their participation. Discussion and
policy on economic development and growth should be central as it has
clear consequences for family stability and well-being, the availability and
quality of educational resources, and ultimately a sense of attachment and
responsibility to community. Just as important should be the strengthening
of legal efforts to curb discrimination in housing, education, and on the
job. Finally, greater investigative and legal effort should be placed on the
uncovering of corporate redlining practices and corporate avoidance of
certain areas and populations.

Current political discourse and legislation on violence and crime is far
from incorporating such issues into the dialogue. Perhaps this is because
of our tendency to see the world in individualistic terms and, thus, believe
that the cause lies in bad individuals. Maybe it is because of the fact that it
would require a greater political and social commitment, more resources,
and an acknowledgment that some people and groups are not getting a
fair shake in our allegedly meritocratic system. Then again, broadening the
dialogue with regard to causes and solutions may be too threatening a task
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for political leaders, as some of the blame and cost is shifted away from
politically weak and vulnerable groups in our society and toward the more
politically and economically powerful. Whichever is the case, remedies will
remain limited in their effect until policy efforts are extended to account
for themechanisms that reproduce poor neighborhoods and disadvantaged
groups in the first place.



C H A P T E R T H I R T E E N

The Violent Black Male: Conceptions of Race
in Criminological Theories
Jeanette Covington

Violent crime has been a major problem in African-American communities
for many years.1 Indeed, Uniform Crime Report (arrest) data indicate that
African-American males have had significantly higher homicide rates than
white males since at least 1930 (Reiss and Roth, 1993). Moreover, these
differences have proven to be lasting, as recent arrest statistics indicate that
African Americans, whomake up 12 percent of theU.S. population, account
for 57 percent of all homicide arrests (FBI, 1998; Harris and Shaw, 2000).
Andwhile the level of racial disproportionality ismoremodest for aggravated
assaults, blacks still account for as many as 37 percent of aggravated assault
arrests (FBI, 1998). Indeed,whenblacks andwhites are compared in termsof
rates per 100,000, African Americans have homicide rates that are 8.8 times
as high as those of whites and aggravated assault rates that are 3.9 times as
high as white rates (FBI, 1998; Harris and Shaw, 2000).

Yet, violent crime rates do not simply vary by race. They also vary by the
size and population density of a community. Hence, when violent crime
rates are compared across cities, suburbs, and rural areas, large cities tend
to have higher violent crime rates per capita than smaller cities, suburbs, or
rural areas (Reiss and Roth, 1993). This has led a number of researchers to
analyze the impact of race and urban residence simultaneously. And, when

1 Violent crimes typically refer to the index offenses of homicide, rape, aggravated assault, and
robbery. However, many of the theories that will be reviewed in this chapter will be geared
toward explaining homicide and assault only – especially homicides and assaults involving
male offenders and male victims. Thus, in this paper, violent crime will refer only to these
two crimes. Homicide is typically paired with assault because many homicides are the end
product of assaults. However, because there are so few homicides, murder rates are taken to
be only the tip of the iceberg when considering levels of violence in a population. Hence,
murder rates and assault rates are often discussed jointly in studies that compare violent
predispositions across groups.
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variations in violent crime rates are compared across neighborhoods within
a single city, rates of violent crime are typically highest in the city’s poorest
African-American neighborhoods (Covington, 1999; Covington and Taylor,
1989; Taylor and Covington, 1988; Peterson and Krivio, 1993; Messner and
Golden, 1992; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Sampson and Wilson, 1995;
Sampson, 1985; Curtis, 1975; Shihadeh and Flynn, 1996; Rose andMcClain,
1990; Blau and Blau, 1982).

Statistics like these have produced a very lively debate regarding just what
accounts for the racial difference in violent crime and the high levels of
urbanblackmale involvement inhomicides and assaults.One interpretation
of these data suggests that black males are more violent because they are
more likely to be “members” of highly disputatious neighborhood-based
subcultures, where a wide variety of trivial insults and gestures are deemed
sufficient to provoke violence (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Luckenbill
and Doyle, 1989).

Others argue that a history of racial oppression and/or contemporary
structural constraints have led to the development of distinct personality
traits that motivate black males to erupt in violent outbursts (Curtis,
1975; Poussaint, 1983; Comer, 1985; Kardiner and Ovesey, 1962; Oliver,
1994; Bernard, 1990; Majors and Mancini-Billson, 1992; Grier and Cobbs,
1992).

In accounting for the origins of violent black (sub)cultures or for black
personality traits that lend themselves to violence, these researchers typ-
ically reject any notion that African-American motives for violence are a
product of the larger American cultural experience. Rather, motivations for
black violence are traced back to social, historical, economic, and/or cul-
tural conditions that are peculiar to African Americans or African-American
communities.

Clearly, then, the twin concepts of a violent black culture or black per-
sonality traits that predispose to violence were developed to explain the
relationship between race and violent crime that regularly shows up in na-
tional- and city-level statistics. Yet, while these macro-level statistics indicate
that a strong and consistent relationship exists between race and violence,
ethnographic research is typically required for a more detailed understand-
ing of just how and why race is linked to violence. Therefore, research,
based on direct observation of violent black individuals or violent black sub-
cultures, has frequently been used to provide such detailed understandings
(Hannerz, 1969; Anderson, 1990; Oliver, 1994).

Problems arise because theories that suggest there is a more disputatious
black subculture of violence or African-American personality traits that lend
themselves to violence are extremely difficult to prove using national- or city-
level arrest statistics. In fact, macro-level arrest data lend themselves to other
more plausible interpretations of race differences in violence that do not
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require stretching these statistics to define the subcultures or personalities of
an entire race or an entire community ofmales.Moreover, the twin concepts
of a black subculture of violence or of African-American personality traits
that predispose to violence are also difficult to prove using ethnographic
research.

Yet, even though the concepts of a violent black subculture or violent
personality traits among African Americans are not always supported by the
data, they continue to guide explanations of race differences in violence.
They also operate in the reverse. By suggesting that there is something spe-
cific to the subcultures or the personality characteristics of black males that
prompts them to turn violent, these explanations are not simply using race
differences in violence to explain the causes of violence. These explanations
also use the race/violence relationship to tell us something about the nature of
black male character and how it differs from that of the rest of us. This is because
concepts like a violent black subculture or violent African-American person-
ality traits are typically so broadly defined that they diffuse a predilection for
violence beyond those black males who are actually violent to many who are
nonviolent.2 These theories, then, have the effect of fostering the notion
that there is a vast social and psychological divide between black males and
the larger society.

This chapter will address these issues, beginning with a review of var-
ious explanations that have been used to account for observed race dif-
ferences in violence. This will be followed by a critique of these explana-
tions that examines whether they have been (or even can be) supported
by macro-level research or ethnographic data. Some consideration also will
be given to how these explanations have the effect of diffusing violent pre-
dispositions to a wide swath of the black male population and thereby de-
picting the black male population as socially and psychologically distant
from the larger society. Finally, there will be some discussion of how these
questionable depictions of black male character could have negative policy
implications.

2 This problem with diffusion stems from a tendency to focus on differences between broad
categories of people like “blacks” and “whites.” The focus on these over-broad categories is,
in part, an artifact of the data. The categories of “black” and “white” are easily counted
and routinely measured in large-scale datasets like the UCR, NCVS, and studies of ar-
rest data conducted at the state, county, city, or neighborhood level. This has led to the
development of theories that are geared toward interpreting the meaning of differences
between these easily countable categories of “black” and “white.” In developing these the-
ories, there is a tendency to look for social conditions that liken all blacks and separate
blacks from whites. Hence, notions about black predispositions to violence are often devel-
oped based on across-race comparisons while within-race comparisons are ignored because
they cannot be measured with these data. This means that these theorists can success-
fully distinguish the motives of violent blacks from whites, but they are typically incapable
of making distinctions between violent blacks and nonviolent blacks (Covington, 1995;
1999).
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Literature Review: Explaining Race Differences in Violence

Disputatiousness and the Subculture ofViolence. Thenotion that certain
groups could be subculturally predisposed to turn to violence was originally
based on research indicating that violent crime rates tended to be highest
in a city’s poorest neighborhoods (Thrasher, 1927; Shaw and McKay, 1942).
Over the years, a number of theorists attempted to explain these socioeco-
nomic differences in crime by asserting the existence of a lower-class culture
that encouraged crime and violence (Miller, 1958; Cloward andOhlin, 1960;
Banfield, 1970). Certainly, all these theorists alluded to race differences in
crime as well, yet the class difference in crime was the central focus of their
analysis.

Using arrest data from research conducted in Philadelphia’s neighbor-
hoods, Marvin Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti (1967) likewise found that
crime rateswerehighest in the city’s poorest neighborhoods. And, consistent
with the earlier cultural tradition, they argued that the communities with
the highest crime rates had a subculture of violence. By this, theymeant that
residents of these low-income communities were more inclined to resort to
violence to defend their status, honor, or reputation.

However, unlike earlier theorists, their claim that violence was more fre-
quently deemed an appropriate response to insults was not meant to apply
to all situations. Rather, the use of violence, for them, tended to be situation-
specific. Hence, they argued that what distinguished community-based vio-
lent subcultures from the mainstream was their tendency to develop their
own cultural rules or norms regarding how to act in specific social situ-
ations. So, for example, violence was defined as a legitimate response to
insults that were made in situations such as when men were arguing in a bar
or on a streetcorner, but not necessarily in other contexts. Those who used
violence when honor was threatened were often rewarded by the respect
of friends, acquaintances, and bystanders, who as members of the violent
subculture tended to approve of violence to resolve disputes and address
insults. Wolfgang and Ferracuti also claimed that inflicting grave injuries
on those who had meted out insults did not induce feelings of guilt or re-
morse amongmembers of the subculture. In fact, those who failed to answer
various insults with violence could be subjected to ostracism, ridicule, and
future bullying.

After reviewing much of the literature on situations that seemed to spark
homicides and assaults, David Luckenbill and Daniel Doyle (1989) speci-
fied the steps in the violence process initially identified by Wolfgang and
Ferracuti (1967). For Luckenbill and Doyle, members of a subculture of
violence were more disputatious because they were more likely to see stares,
gestures, jostles, and insults as an injury to self and so tended to “name”
them. Once these affronts had been “named” as the basis for a grievance,
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disputatious persons were also more likely to demand reparations for the
grievance – demands that Luckenbill and Doyle defined as “claiming.” The
harmdoers who leveled the initial insults were often unwilling to back down
and defuse the situation because of their own membership in the disputa-
tious subculture. Hence, disputes over minor matters often escalated into
violence after grievances had been “named” and reparations “claimed” with
no effort to defuse the situation on the part of the harmdoer.

While members of the subculture of violence were likely to hold the same
values as persons in the mainstream on other matters, they clearly differed
in terms of their disputatiousness. In other words, they were distinguished
by their greater willingness to name a wide assortment of gestures, stares,
jostles, and facial expressions as violence-worthy and to demand repara-
tions. Persons who were not members of the subculture of violence did not
share this definition of the situation and thus likely regardedmany of the af-
fronts that subcultural members took seriously as too trivial to merit violent
retaliation.

Disputatious subcultures were understandably seen as groups of people
who shared a willingness to name, claim, and aggress over minor matters
and these subcultural norms were supposedly transmitted from one gener-
ation of males to another in violent communities (Wolfgang and Ferracuti,
1967; Luckenbill and Doyle, 1989). While the subculture of violence was
used to explain assaults and homicides in low-income white communities,
it was argued that a separate and substantially more disputatious subcul-
ture of violence was to be found among blacks (Wolfgang and Ferracuti,
1967; Luckenbill and Doyle, 1989). Supposedly, blacks held a definition of
the situation that was different from whites and thus were more likely to
“claim” reparations for even minor affronts. Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967)
describe these race differences in the following statement:

. . . the significance of a jostle, a slightly derogatory remark or the appearance
of a weapon in the hands of an adversary are stimuli differentially perceived and
interpreted by Negroes and whites. . . .A male is usually expected to defend the
name and honor of his mother, the virtue of womanhood . . . and to accept
no derogation about his race (even from a member of his own race), his age
or his masculinity. . . .The upper-middle and upper social class . . . considers
many of the social and personal stimuli that evoke a combative reaction in
the lower classes as “trivial.” (italics mine)

Yet, while both the theories of Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) and
Luckenbill and Doyle (1989) specify that there is a more disputatious sub-
culture of violence to be found among blacks, they fail to explain how this
black subculture of violence came to be more combative than the white
subculture of violence. However, this task has been taken up by a number
of other theorists.
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Violent Predispositions: The Self-Hating Black Male. Alvin Poussaint
(1983) offers one explanation for the origins of this subculture by locating
it in the unique psychology of the black experience. For Poussaint, insti-
tutional racism and the negative images that it projects of blackness have
caused African Americans to internalize feelings of self-hatred for them-
selves because they are black and to hate and degrade other blacks for
similar reasons (Poussaint, 1983; Comer, 1985). Institutional racism like-
wise causes blacks to grapple with chronic feelings of rage and frustration.
It is these persistent and uncontrollable feelings of rage and self-hatred that
are at the root of many self-destructive behaviors among blacks, largely be-
cause these turbulent emotions lower their threshold for violence. Poussaint
uses this notion of a lowered threshold for violence to explain why African
Americans are given to responding to even the most trivial of slights with
violent retaliation. In other words, because institutional racism has caused
blackmales to experience a loss of self-respect, evenminor provocations are
taken seriously. The intense violent reaction to seemingly trivial affronts is
the black perpetrator’s way of restoring his fragile and frustrated ego.

Moreover, institutional racism and the degraded images of blackness
cause black perpetrators to have little respect for their black victims. In-
deed, violence enables them to project their own self-hatred onto their
black victims. Their blind rage and their feelings of self-hatred thus allow
perpetrators to strike out at black victims without experiencing any feelings
of guilt; indeed, their disdain for all things black enables many African-
American perpetrators to feel that their victimization of fellow blacks is
justified. Hence, for Poussaint, the high rates of black-on-black violence are
a natural outcome of widespread feelings of self- and group hatred.

With this self-hatred hypothesis, Poussaint appears to be able to explain
many of Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s observations regarding the black subcul-
ture of violence. After all, black self-hatred and rage can account for both
the tendency of blacks to respond with violence to even the most trivial
of insults as well as the guilt-free ease with which they are said to injure
others.

Yet, while Poussaint acknowledges that Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s subcul-
ture of violence does explain some black-on-black violence, he faults them
for ignoring the psychological underpinnings of this subculture. He like-
wise parts company with Wolfgang and Ferracuti in respect to their view
that the use of violence represents a normal and acceptable behavior within
black communities. For Wolfgang and Ferracuti, the cultural transmission
of values, meanings, and understandings favorable to violence from one
generation to the next makes it possible for a normal low-income black teen
growing up in a community with a thriving subculture of violence to come
to see violence as appropriate behavior. By contrast, Poussaint concludes
that violent perpetrators are psychologically impaired and then goes on to
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explain how racism has created a psychologically scarred black male who is
predisposed to violence.

Poussaint is only one of many researchers who has struggled with the
question of the extent to which violence within the black subculture should
be viewed as “normal” or as “pathological.” Many researchers who have
read and attempted to interpret the meaning of the observations made by
Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) appear to describe an absence of individual
pathology in the transmission of proviolence values within the black sub-
culture. However, much like Poussaint, they often appear to describe the
consequences of involvement in this violent subculture for both the individ-
ual and the group as suggestive and deserving of the label “pathological.”
Perhaps that is why many who have attempted to explain the origins of this
violent subculture have, much like Poussaint, described it in terms that ex-
plain how a race-specific history of racial oppression and/or race-specific
structural conditions can lead to the development of a fundamentally dif-
ferent collective psychology among blacks.

By pointing to historical and structural conditions peculiar to blacks as
the foundation for the self- and group-hating psyche of violent black males,
Poussaint’s work falls into a tradition that rejects any notion that violence
among blacks is the product of historical, structural, or cultural experiences
that affect all Americans – black andwhite alike.He therebymoves away from
any race-neutral interpretation of black violence and places himself firmly
within a tradition that suggests the violent behavior of blacks is evidence of
race-specific pathology. Hence, Poussaint’s brand of race-specific thinking
lends itself to the notion that the race difference in violence, recorded in
national statistics, reflects a difference-in-kind rather than a difference-in-
degree.

Violent Predispositions: The Brittlely Defensive Black Male. Writing in
this vein, Lynn Curtis (1975) identifies both historical and contemporary
structural conditions as crucial in the formation of a black violent contra-
culture. In accounting for the race-specific historical conditions that led
to the formation of this subculture, he suggests that many black males de-
veloped a variety of strategies to maintain their personal autonomy during
slavery. Hence, heightened sensitivity to any threats to their personal autonomy
early became a part of the black subculture. Blacks were likewise exposed to
the southern subculture of violence with its exaggerated sense of honor,
its strong weapons-carrying tradition, and its acceptance of vigilantism.
When blacks migrated northward, they carried these long-standing south-
ern and slave cultural predilections for violence with them. Indeed, they
found their violent predispositions were still relevant in the urban ghet-
tos largely because of structural constraints that they encountered in these
neighborhoods.
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Immediately on arriving in the urban North, black migrants experienced
limited opportunities for social mobility as only the most menial of jobs
were available to them. While some of the new migrants resigned them-
selves to working at low-status, low-wage jobs, for others this compromise
was too reminiscent of the docility required in slavery. Indeed their only
outlet for acting in terms of a masculine role was to engage in violent mas-
culine expressions at home, in neighborhood bars, in pool halls, and on
local streetcorners (Hannerz, 1969; Curtis, 1975). On the face of it, indi-
vidual blacks who made this adjustment must have looked a lot like white
males coping with similar economic marginality.3 Hence, Curtis seems to
be proposing a difference-in-degree as race differences in violence would
simply mean that higher unemployment levels among blacks forced more
of them to adjust to these structural constraints.

However, he goes on to argue that violent masculine displays typically
take on a more exaggerated quality among blacks because they have no
other outlets for acting out acceptable male roles. Because of their limited
outlets for masculine expression, they develop a “brittle defensiveness” that
makes them less willing to walk away from trivial slights than even their
economically marginalized white counterparts. Moreover, because so many
blacks are forced to make these adjustments, what starts out as separate
individual adaptations is transformed into a thriving contraculture for sub-
sequent generations of ghetto blacks as each successive cohort emulates
tough guys in the earlier cohorts. As violent masculine roles come to be
shared by more ghetto males, others project these images more to avoid
ostracism and ridicule.

The fact that more blacks are forced to make these adjustments coupled
with their increasing concentration in urban ghettos also means that they
typically have the critical mass of individuals needed for a subculture of vi-
olence to take off and be sustained over several generations. Indeed, Curtis
suggests that the sheer size of the black population concentrated in these
large urban ghettosmakes for amore intense and exaggerated subculture of
violence than in smaller communities; hence, collecting the “brittle sensitiv-
ities” of racially scarred individuals in a large urban ghetto creates a cultural
milieu that is different in kind.4

For Curtis, then, the race-specific combination of historical and con-
temporary structural constraints and the concentration of blacks in urban
ghettos are all additive, resulting in a black subculture of violence that is

3 In research on Philadelphia, Roger Lane (1979; 1986) finds that, in the past at least, white
males fromminority ethnic groups such as the Italians and the Irish had high rates of violent
crime. In fact, their rates of violent crime were not all that different from similarly situated
African-American males.

4 Research conducted by Sampson (1985) raises questions as to whether the sheer size of a
black population is a good predictor of levels of violent crime.
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fundamentally different from that found among low-income whites. He de-
scribes this difference in the following manner:

A central argument formore frequent and intense contracultural patterns by the
blacks is that they have adapted to racial as well as class barriers and unlike the
European immigrant groups, they have inherited the unique experience of
Southern slavery and violence. . . .When adhered to by one or more of the
parties involved, violent contracultural values and behaviors can facilitate
homicide and assault outcomes among young poor black males to a consid-
erable extent, by increasing the probability that conflicts will begin and the
likelihood that they will then escalate in physical intensity. The first prob-
ability reflects a brittle defensiveness and a reiteration of expressive physical
manliness in word and action that can generate heated standoffs in situa-
tions that persons not accepting contraculture might find trivial. Once an
altercation or other conflict has been initiated, the second probability is
raised by the precedent of violent conflict resolution learned through past
socialization experience. Much of this also applies to husband-wife and other
male-female homicides and assaults among poor blacks. (Curtis, 1975: 45, 97;
italics mine)

Curtis’s depiction of a black contraculture is consistent with similar conjec-
ture and conclusions found in the work of Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967).
Furthermore, in terms reminiscent of Poussaint, Curtis’s contraculture rep-
resents a psychological adjustment in the form of a distinct personality type
derived from historical and contemporary constraints on masculine roles
within the black community. In other words, the exaggerated sense of honor
and the brittle defensiveness in the face of slights constitute emotional pre-
dispositions thatmake blackmalesmore prone to violent conflict resolution
than even economically marginalized white males. Indeed, the very fact that
current cohorts of black males grow up in an environment in which such
violent displays are seen as normal leads Curtis to hypothesize that violent
blacks, socialized in the black contraculture, are fundamentally different
from violent whites:

Hypothesis 1 that black killers, assaulters and rapists . . . are more violent and
explosive in their behavior before and after the crime, aremorehostile towards
parents, are more cruel in the commission of their crimes, . . . show less guilt
and anxiety over their crime and are rejected less by their parents than white
killers, assaulters and rapists as a group.The same statement is made about black
versus white robbers. (1975: 107–8, italics mine)

Hence, through his notions of brittle sensitivities that have their ori-
gin in historical experiences unique to blacks, Curtis separates the roots
of black violence from the larger American experience. It is clear, then,
that Curtis’s theory is not meant to be a race-neutral one that looks for
similarities between black and white violent behavior. In a manner akin to



THE VIOLENT BLACK MALE 263

Poussaint, Curtis sets forth a race-specific theory that depicts black violence
as different-in-kind from white violence.

Both Curtis and Poussaint developed their theories in order to interpret
aggregate statistics that show a strong and consistent link between race and
violence. However, theories explaining the race-violence link also have been
derived from ethnographic research in which violent black individuals and
small groups of violent black males are directly observed (Hannerz, 1969;
Anderson, 1990; Anderson, 1994).WilliamOliver’s (1994) research on com-
pulsively violent blackmales represents this type of work in which a theory of
race and violence is derived from direct observation of a violent black sub-
culture. Indeed, after observing black males in a violent bar setting, Oliver
makes many assertions about the nature of black violence that are quite
similar to those of Curtis.

Violent Predisposition: The Compulsively Masculine Black Male.
William Oliver (1994) is in agreement with Curtis (1975) that black con-
ceptions of masculinity have been altered by race-specific historical and
structural constraints. For him, the race-specific emotional mind-set that
primes blacks for violent behavior is tied to the concept of compulsive mas-
culinity. Compulsive masculinity refers to a cluster of behaviors that are
meant to demonstrate commitment to norms like toughness, autonomy,
sexual conquest, manipulation, and thrill-seeking – norms included in vio-
lent subcultures described by Curtis (1975) and Miller (1958).

In accounting for the origins of compulsive masculinity among blacks,
Oliver likewise points to race-specific historical conditions like slavery in
which black males become overly concerned with being free from any ex-
ternal controls. Their exaggerated tendency to equate autonomy with mas-
culinity continues to find its expression in violent transactions among blacks
who equate trivial insults and efforts to provoke them with being ordered
around. Violent retaliation then becomes an assertion of their autonomy
and manhood as it constitutes a refusal to be ordered about like a child
(1994: 51).

However, for Oliver, contemporary structural constraints like high lev-
els of unemployment are far more important in accounting for the de-
velopment of a ghetto-based compulsive masculinity. High unemployment
means that blacks have only limited opportunities to express mainstream
masculine roles that require stable jobs and the capacity to support a fam-
ily. Therefore, in order to fend off any feelings of low self-esteem, they
have come to focus on alternative definitions of masculinity – as defined
by compulsive masculinity – as a means of compensating for their fail-
ure to meet mainstream concepts of appropriate male roles. Hence, the
high rates of homicides and assaults among black males can be under-
stood in terms of their compulsive efforts to demonstrate a masculinity



264 JEANETTE COVINGTON

that is available to them – a masculinity defined in terms of toughness and
autonomy.

Oliver notes that even the most violent of ghetto males are not constantly
involved in assaults and murder. However, commitment to compulsive mas-
culinity norms is routinely demonstrated through symbolic displays that take
the form of race-specific talk and gestures. For example, ghetto males can
display their toughness through a “cool pose” that announces that they are
aloof, emotionally detached, and in control, even in risky situations (Majors
and Mancini-Billson, 1992). This cool pose is typically communicated via
facial gestures, a certain posture, and a style of walking, all of which con-
vey fearlessness to would-be opponents. Symbolic displays of commitment
to compulsive masculinity norms also take the form of “tough talking” or
woofing to both demonstrate one’s own masculinity credentials and to test
those of potential opponents. Oliver is well aware that these symbolic dis-
plays do not take place in all situations; hence, he focuses on urban “hot
spots” – like bars and bar settings (after-hours joints, greasy spoon restau-
rants, gambling parlors, streetcorners, parking lots of bars) – where these
race-specific symbolic displays are likely to occur.5

Clearly, bars andbar settings are also hot spots for whitemale symbolic dis-
plays that regularly end in violence (Katz, 1988; Felson et al., 1986; Campbell
and Gibbs, 1986; Roncek and Maier, 1991). Indeed, macro-level analyses of
neighborhoods indicate that the presence of a tavern in a block significantly
increases the number of violent crimes in those blocks relative to blocks that
do not have a bar (Roncek and Maier, 1991). Hence, after reviewing this
literature, Oliver might have been well on the way to developing a race-
neutral theory that pointed out the similarities between black and white
violent transactions in hot spots. In this way, high rates of homicides and
assaults as a form of violent conflict resolution in urban hot spots might
have been explained in terms of factors that stressed a difference-in-degree,
like the fact that a larger percentage of black males are likely to be unem-
ployed than white males or a possible greater tendency among low-income,
unemployed blacks to patronize these places or the presence of more bars
in urban black communities (Crutchfield, 1989; Reiss and Roth, 1993).

While Oliver acknowledges some of these influences, he is still insistent
on transforming the violent transactions of African Americans in ghetto
bars and bar settings into a difference-in-kind. In fact, he questions whether
his observations of violent transactions in a black bar can be generalized
to violent confrontations among whites (1994: 54). For Oliver, what makes
violent transactions in black bars race-specific behavior has to do with the

5 Oliver might well have included other violent places in his list of hot spots, such as crack-
houses, shooting galleries, schools, schoolyards, and local streets (Roncek and Faggiani, 1985;
Goldstein, 1989; Anderson, 1990).
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fact that blacks are more inclined to take their symbolic displays of commit-
ment to compulsive masculinity norms more seriously than white males in
comparable settings. Presumably, African Americans take the talk and the
gestures in a leisure time setting like a bar a lot more seriously than whites
because they lack alternative settings or institutions (family, job) in which to
express masculine roles. For Oliver, the interactions that occur in black bars
therefore have more reputational implications for African Americans as the
bar is practically the only place where masculine reputations in the ghetto
can be won, sustained, or lost.

What happens in the urban black bar, then, is likely to affect how other
males perceive a man outside the bar and, hence, the jockeying for mascu-
line status in ghetto taverns is likely to be more intense. Even very young
black males are aware of the immense significance of appropriate behav-
ior in local bars and their own efforts to prepare themselves for proper
bar behavior constitute one of the few ghetto-specific rites of passage. That
learning the suitable symbolic displays in bars assumes such significance in
the socialization of adolescent ghetto males has to do with the fact that this
is apparently one of the few places where they can learn the only accessible
masculine role (i.e., compulsive masculinity).

Oliver describes the race-specific importance of symbolic displays in
ghetto bars in the following terms:

Implicit in . . . [the] characterization of bars as unserious social settings is the
assumption that the typical white bar patron possesses a personal biography
that encompasses one or more serious and socially respected roles. Thus
white bar patrons who engage in outrageous or deviant behavior in bars are
generally shielded from negative labeling as a result of their successful par-
ticipation in serious social settings like school, family life, the workplace and
civic organizations. . . . [H]owever ethnographic studies suggest that unlike
white bars, black bars tend to be regarded as serious social settings and the
behavior engaged in while frequenting black bars often has personal and so-
cial consequences for black bar patrons in their lives outside the bar setting. . . . I am
suggesting that lower class blacks perceive the bars that they frequent as both
unserious and serious social settings. The unserious dimension is the fre-
quenting of bars to engage in time-out activities, including socializing with
friends, drinking, dancing and interacting withmembers of the opposite sex.
However, because they are awareof the reputational implications that their peers
attach to how they engage in time-out activities, lower class blacks are sensi-
tive to the fact that frequenting black bars and bar settings may lead others
in the setting to evaluate their conduct either positively or negatively relative
to subculturally relevant normative standards. . . .During adolescence, many
lower class black boys learn that an important step toward recognition and
acceptance as a man is developing the ability to successfully interact in bars
and bar settings. . . . [F]requenting bars is akin to a manhood rite of passage
for many lower class black males. (1994: 20–3 passim, italics mine)
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Obviously much of Oliver’s argument turns on his ability to demonstrate
the greater significance that black bars have for their patrons relative to
white bars. Hence, he lists the functions that black bars serve for ghetto
residents. Many of these functions – dancing,meeting women, talking about
sports, family problems, and controversial issues – can hardly be said to
distinguish black bars from white bars. Other functions such as interacting
with others in a bar as a cathartic release from the tensions of being poor and
unemployed could reasonably be applied tobars patronizedby economically
marginal whites. Indeed, the only race-specific functions servedby black bars
that Oliver lists are their use as places for patrons to unburden themselves
of race-specific social stressors such as unemployment, because of racial
discrimination, and the stigma of being black in America. Yet, his sample
of African-American participants in violent transactions report that many
of their fights seem to have been precipitated for non-race-specific reasons
that apply equally well to violent whites (see Campbell and Gibbs, 1986;
Katz, 1988; Luckenbill and Doyle, 1989). The fact that his respondents do
not typically describe their acts as precipitated for race-specific historical or
structural reasons makes it harder for Oliver to demonstrate the theorized
impact of a history and structure unique to blacks on violent behaviors
committed by black individuals.

Violent Predispositions: The Angrily Aggressive Underclass Black Male.
Finally, like many of the other theorists, Thomas Bernard (1990) makes
use of a race-specific collective psychology to explain race differences in
violence. The psychic state that distinguishes black males from their fellows,
for him, is an angry aggression fueled by their suspension in a nearly chronic
state of physiological arousal. Bernard identifies structural conditions like
living in an urban environment and low social position as two of the forces
capable of inducing heightened physiological arousal. Among other things,
the crowding, noise, and limited recreational space associated with urban
living coupled with the limited money and power associated with low social
position combine to induce high levels of stress or physiological arousal in
urban poor populations. It is this physiological arousal that leads to angry
aggression in the urban poor.

On these grounds alone, there is little to distinguish the levels of phys-
iological arousal and angry aggression that are supposedly experienced by
urban poor blacks from those experienced by urban poor whites.6 However,
Bernard argues that arousal states among blacks are further heightened

6 Of course, today very few whites live in the kind of social isolation and concentrated poverty
that characterizes the black urban poor (Massey andDenton, 1993; Peterson andKrivio, 1993;
Sampson andWilson, 1995). To some degree, Bernard takes this into account and goes on to
speculate about the likely effect of this isolation and concentrated poverty on the collective
underclass black psyche.
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by the added pressures of living in a society in which they are exposed
to the constant stressors of intentional harms associated with racial dis-
crimination. Understandably, individual blacks living in this heightened
state of arousal are more likely to aggress and to then develop rules of
aggression that both justify their feelings of anger and their aggression to-
ward their victims. These rules typically take the form of demonstrating
the blameworthiness of the victim. While much of their anger may be di-
rected at whites, it is easier for them to displace much of their anger onto
other blacks that are more accessible and more vulnerable. Hence, the
rules for blameworthiness can be modified to justify transferring anger at
whites to proximate black victims who can then be victimized with fewer
repercussions.

As highly aroused black individuals endlessly expand the rules for as-
signing blameworthiness, Bernard claims that the number of situations and
persons deemed deserving of violent retaliation and the levels of harm re-
quired to satisfy those so aroused increases. Because urban poor blacks often
live in a state of social isolation where they are surrounded by others who
are similarly stirred up, it is possible for these expanded rules for violence to
take on a life of their own as they are transmitted from one agitated person
to another. For Bernard, these expanded rules for initiating violence can
then be generalized into a subculture of angry aggression that can be passed
on from one generation of males to another through vicarious learning and
reinforcement.

Once a subculture with broadly defined rules for violence emerges, it
can then feed back on itself. For example, Bernard argues that already
tense social environments are likely to become even more charged with the
development of broadened subcultural rules for violence. Additional feed-
back occurs as black individuals see their already perilously high personal
levels of arousal further aggravated just by dint of living in these unsettled
and dangerous milieus. Finally, Bernard claims that because blacks are ex-
posed to a unique set of circumstances that place them in a chronic state
of high arousal – urban environment, low socioeconomic status, isolation
in a more highly charged and dangerous milieu with expanded rules for
violence – they gradually become less competent at coping with being on
the edge. Their inability to cope with their constant arousal only makes mat-
ters worse because it means that their animated emotional states will persist
unrelieved.

For Bernard, the fact that urban poor blacks experience a more intense
and persistent state of arousal than that experienced by even urban poor
whites is thus not simply a matter of the added structural effects of racial
discrimination. Rather, it is a product of the interaction between these struc-
tural forces and the feedback effects from conditions that grow out of the
concentration of many individuals living in a state of heightened arousal.
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Bernard describes the interaction between these structural forces and the
feedback effects in the following manner:

First angry aggression in this group (urban black underclass) would be an
additive effect of each of the social factors: urban environment, low social
position and racial and ethnic discrimination. The social isolation of this
group would concentrate the aggressive effects of the above factors, re-
sulting in a highly aggressive environment. . . . Second, in such an environ-
ment, each individual’s . . . rules for anger would tend to expand, so that people
would become angry in a greater range of situations and respond with more vio-
lence when angry. . . .Third, the social isolation of the group would mean that
the . . . rules for anger would tend to become subcultural through interpersonal
transmission, becoming independent of the structural conditions that gave
rise to them. . . .These subcultural rules, thus, would increase the overall ag-
gressiveness of the environment, which would then feed back on itself through
vicarious and instrumental learning and reasonable expectations of danger-
ousness. Fourth, social isolation would result in a tendency to transfer arousal
to visible and vulnerable people in the immediate environment, especially be-
cause the true sources of the arousal [whites responsible for racial discrimina-
tion] are largely invisible and invulnerable. (Bernard, 1990: 87; italics mine)

Hence, the combined forces of racial discrimination, social isolation in
a more dangerous environment governed by expanded rules for engaging
in violence, and the absence of coping styles to reduce arousal levels all
interact to create a unique black temperament which is radically different.
The constancy and intensity of physiological arousal among blacks once
again defines an emotional predisposition to violence that is different-in-
kind. (See Table 13.1 for a summary of the theories reviewed in this section.)

Critique

Many of the theories reviewed here rely on the assumption that the relation-
ship between involvement in crime and violence and the macro-level histor-
ical and structural forces, uniquely affecting the lives of African Americans,
are mediated by collective psychological states. These psychological states
can be described in terms of at least three characteristics. First, the collective
psychological states that predispose blacks to violence are treated as if they
are fixed personality traits, and the subcultures in which these violent pre-
dispositions are reinforced and reproduced are depicted as stable. Second,
these violent predispositions are described in ways that suggest that they ap-
ply to a very broad segment of the black male population. And, finally, the
structural and historical forces that give rise to these violent psychological
states among blacks are seemingly so powerful that individual blacks are
unable to act back on them; in short, the black males discussed in these
theories are treated as if they are “determined” by these larger social forces.
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That these theoristsmake these assumptions about thepsychological state
of African-American males gives rise to a number of problems. These prob-
lems will be the subject of discussion in the following sections.

TheProblemwith Violent Predispositions: AreThey Stable or Transient?
Each of the theories reviewed here present black males (or low-income
black males) as different “types of people,” who are differentially pre-
disposed to violent behavior, because of distinct psychological states
(angry aggression, self-hatred/group hatred, brittle defensiveness, compul-
sive masculinity, etc.), or because these distinct psychological states have in-
duced them to form highly disputatious subcultures (Curtis, 1975; Bernard,
1990;Oliver, 1994).Hence, the violent psychological predilections discussed
in this body of work are described as abiding parts of the violent black self;
their disputatious subcultures are similarly fixed, inducing them to differen-
tially “name” a wider array of gestures and behaviors as injurious and “claim”
reparations for this expanded list of injuries (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967;
Luckenbill and Doyle, 1989). The twin notions of a stable violent self or a
perpetually disputatious subculture are useful for theorizing precisely be-
cause they are described as fixed. In fact, it is their enduring quality that
gives these concepts their predictive power. Put differently, knowing a per-
son is consistently more prone to violence or lives in a community where
the local subculture defines more situations as violence-worthy enables one
to both explain and predict high rates of violent crime in African-American
communities.

However, research from small-scale ethnographies in which violent actors
and violent situations are directly observed does not always fit with these
notions about a stable violent self or subcultural settings where violence is
consistently required (Campbell, 1986; Birkbeck and LaFree, 1993; Oliver,
1994). For one thing, the base rates for violent confrontations, among even
the most violent of actors, are often so low that it is apparent that they go for
long stretches without aggressive behavior (Campbell, 1986). This means
that counts of violent acts – as measured by arrest statistics or victimization
rates – may not be a good basis for theorizing about a stable violent self.

This is illustrated in a study conducted by Oliver (1994), who draws on
descriptions of eighty-six violent confrontations and thirty additional poten-
tially violent arguments from forty-one African-Americanmale respondents.
By almost any measure, these forty-one males would qualify as psychologi-
cally predisposed to violence and/or as members of a disputatious subcul-
ture. After all, they seemed inclined to “name” and “claim” whatmany would
regard as minor affronts as sufficient grounds to carry on heated arguments
and engage in violent retaliation.

Yet, even though most had been involved in anywhere from one to six
violent confrontations (many with serious injuries), they also described
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instances in which they had walked away from or smoothed over similar
incidents, thereby avoiding violence. Given their varied responses to what
passes as violence-provoking situations, one would have to ask if even the
most violent among them could be described in terms suggestive of a stable
violent self (Campbell, 1986). In other words, their erratic use of violence
to resolve conflicts makes explanations that speculate on enduring psycho-
logical predispositions to violence (self-hatred, angry aggression, compul-
sive masculinity, brittle defensiveness, etc.) seem inappropriate. Indeed, a
skeptical reader might well ask why they weren’t unfailingly disputatious
when provoked. Or, alternatively, why didn’t the rage and undue concern
with masculine reputations manifest itself more consistently in this com-
pulsively masculine, angrily aggressive, or brittlely defensive population?
The fact that they failed to regularly use violence in response to trivial in-
sults also raises questions about how they maintained their honor and man-
aged their reputations in those instances when they did not respond with
violence.

The variable responses of these black informants also raise questions
about the notion of a black subculture of violence that is more disputatious. In
other words, while these males seem to have expanded the rules to define
many insults and gestures as deserving of violent retaliation, their variable
response to violent situations raises questions about how consistently their
acts are governed by these cultural rules. Indeed, these violent informants
describe many of the fights, which they observe in and around the bar,
as conflicts over trivial matters. They likewise describe some insults and
grievances aimed at them as too unimportant to warrant violence and thus
they walk away, even though these same grievances are the grounds for
violence in other situations. Moreover, when they do fight, they are likely to
condemn their opponents as so immature, insecure, or resentful of them as
to initiate violent conflicts over insignificant events.

The fact that even violent actors refuse to “name” and “claim” in all
situations thus makes it more difficult to define who and when one is a
member of this black subculture of violence. Second, the fact that their re-
sponses to provocations seem to change over time makes it hard to argue
that they have their own singular definition of the situation that demands
violence. And the fact that even black males with a history of violent acts
can describe the participants in many barroom brawls as immature or inse-
cure raises questions about whether a reputation for toughness necessarily
assures one of respect and prestige even among members of the ghetto
subculture.

Even in instances where both parties seem willing to name, claim, and
aggress, third parties often successfully mediate these disputes by defusing
any tensions. The mediators are often friends and relatives of one of the
warring parties. The presence of mediators also suggests that there may be
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no single definition of the situation determining when violent retaliation
is appropriate. Indeed, the fact that third-party mediators are capable of
defusing some escalating disputes, coupled with the fact that many of these
males have themselves walked away from provocations, because they view
violent retaliation as immature or as evidence of insecurity, at least points to
the possibility that the refusal to fight does not necessarily condemn these
men to ostracism from the subculture or subject them to bullying in the
future. At the very least, findings like these suggest that it would be useful to
try to determine what elements of a situation allow one party to back down
with few reputational implications and compare them to situations where
backing down has devastating consequences.

Finally, the claim that stressed ghetto males must constantly maneuver
through a highly charged hostile environment and thereby are limited in
their capacity to cope with these overpowering emotions also must come in
for additional scrutiny (Bernard, 1990). After all, the presence of third-party
mediators and the tendency of even violent males to walk away from at least
some provocations suggest that these males are at least occasionally capable
of coping with the stresses in their lives without resort to violence.

The mismatch between many of these theories and the data points to
problems with a structural determinism that plagues these explanations.
The notion that structural determinants such as race-specific historical and
current social conditions are so overpowering that they virtually dictate these
collective psychological and subculturalmaladjustments gives these theories
immense predictive power. However, it is often difficult to know how the
constraints dictated by these large-scale, anonymous social forces find their
way into the thoughts and perceptions or day-to-day activities of individual
actors. It is even more difficult to measure the effects of these aggregate
forces on individual perceptions and motivations.

Yet, it is just such structurally deterministic notions that allow many theo-
rists to assert a racedifference in violent criminality. Knowing someone’s race
or where they reside (low-income black community) is sufficient grounds
for predicting stable race differences in the propensity of individuals to com-
mit crime. Yet, even though these correlations hold at the aggregate level,
they fall apart when individual actors are observed in actual interactions.
This raises questions about whether “top-down” analyses, which show race
differences across communities in violence, actually offer much empirical
support for race-specific theories.

Obviously, one problem with this type of top-down analysis has to do with
the use of gross indicators such as a person’s residence in a high-crimeneigh-
borhood as a measure of their membership in a subculture of violence. This
tendency to assume a propensity for violence based on a person’s commu-
nity of residence is an artifact of the data. After all, we have data on race
differences in violent arrests at the neighborhood level. With this kind of data,
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“membership” in the subculture almost has to be equated with mere res-
idence in the neighborhood. Yet, to do so has the unfortunate effect of
confusing a subsociety with a subculture (Fine and Kleinman, 1979;
Hawkins, 1983; Covington, 1997). This is because membership in a subso-
ciety is confined to those persons who share exposure to the same structural
forces – for example, high unemployment, racial discrimination, and low
social position (Curtis, 1975; Bernard, 1990; Oliver, 1994). This means that
mere residence in a neighborhood, where all are exposed to the same struc-
tural forces, is sufficient grounds for establishing membership in a subsoci-
ety. However, it is not sufficient for establishing membership in a subculture.
If membership in a subculture of violence means defining an expanded
number of encounters as sufficient grounds to “name” injuries and “claim”
reparations (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Luckenbill and Doyle, 1989),
then neighborhood data on arrests for violent crime cannot help us under-
stand who is or is not a member of the disputatious subculture.

A “bottom-up” analysis in which violent individuals are asked to report
on their motivations also may provide little information on race differences
in violent criminality. After all, if we were to compare the most violent black
bar patrons in Oliver’s study (1994) to the most violent white regulars at a
white bar (Campbell and Gibbs, 1986; Katz, 1988), it might be difficult to
discern any differences in their propensity for violence. More important,
it would be hard to know if the violent black actors were motivated by an-
tecedent black-specific macro-level conditions like self- or group hatred, an-
gry aggression, brittle defensiveness, or compulsive masculinity and thereby
distinguish them from the violent white actors (see critique of Oliver earlier
in this chapter).

Arguments that suggest that blacks have developed a distinctive subcul-
ture or definition of the situation fare no better, because if we were to
compare Oliver’s violent black bars to violent white bars, it would be dif-
ficult to determine which bars had a more disputatious culture. Certainly,
clear-cut across-race differences could readily be discerned if most individ-
uals in each bar culture had similar definitions of the situation. However,
there seem to be varied commitments to naming and claiming among dif-
ferent bar patrons in the same bar culture over time. Moreover, even if such
cultural differences could be measured, it might be difficult to link them
to their supposed antecedent race-specific historical and structural forces.
Finally, because these ethnographic studies make use of small unrepresen-
tative samples of violent actors, they can tell us nothing about the extent or
prevalence of violence in a particular neighborhood. Therefore, they offer
us no way of making across-race (across-neighborhood) comparisons.

The Problem with Diffusion. The problems associated with race-specific
theories are not simply because of the disconnect between macro-level his-
torical and structural forces and the day-to-day situations in which violence
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occurs. Problems also arise because theoretical devices such as a black
subculture or black collective psychological states enable researchers to
diffuse violent propensities beyond those blackmales who actually engage in
violent acts to nonviolent black males who also must adjust to race-specific
conditions. For example, if institutional racism has indeed induced collec-
tive psychological maladjustments among blacks such that they experience
racewide feelings of black rage, self-hatred, and hatred of other blacks, then
one might expect that this psychological scarring would extend to most
black males – violent and nonviolent alike. This would apply to black males
at all socioeconomic levels and to those living in urban, suburban, or rural
communities. Because self- and group hatred are the very emotions that dif-
ferentially predispose blacks to violence, all blacks who experienced these
emotions – violent and nonviolent alike – could then be seen as high risk for
violent behaviors. However, there is evidence that black overrepresentation
in violence only applies to low-income blacks living in urban poor commu-
nities. Blacks in rural and suburban settings have crime rates proportionate
to their representation in the population, and at higher socioeconomic lev-
els, the black/white difference in homicides actually disappears (Hawkins,
1983; Reiss and Roth, 1993). Yet, if all that is required to induce previolent
emotions like rage and self-hatred in black men is exposure to institutional
racism, then black males in all types of communities and at all class levels
should be high risk for violence. That they are not means that these expla-
nations of black-specific violence needlessly diffuse violent predispositions
to many nonviolent black males.

Certainly some theorists identify conditions that effectively limit violent
predispositions to urban poor blacks by arguing that slavery, southern her-
itage, and living in urban communities in which unemployment is high have
all addedup to produce a blackmale who ismore concerned thannonblacks
with threats to personal autonomy or who is more compulsively masculine.
In this case, violent predispositions are merely diffused from violent urban
poor blacks to nonviolent urban poor blacks rather than all blacks. This
means that all blacks subjected to this confluence of social forces – violent
and nonviolent alike – are depicted as at greater risk for violent confronta-
tion than whites.

No data have been marshaled to support these assertions about race dif-
ferences more frequently than homicide rates in which black dispropor-
tionality is far greater than for aggravated assaults. In 1997, black males,
who accounted for 12 percent of the male population, made up 57 percent
of those arrested for homicide (FBI, 1998). This means that approximately
12,539 black males committed homicides in 1997.7 There are 7,710,000
black males between ages fifteen and forty-four and 5,294,000 in the

7 Thefigure of 12,539 blackmales having committedmurder is only an estimate and an estimate
on the high side. It does not take into account black females who killed in 1997.
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murder-prone years of ages fifteen to thirty-four. This means that 5,281,461
black males – ages fifteen to thirty-four – did not kill anyone in 1997 (FBI,
1996; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996). While a number of these race-
specific theorists note that most blacks are not violent, the race-specific
conditions that they argue put blacks at risk – past and current racial in-
equalities, high unemployment, underclass isolation – are so inclusive that
they seem to implicate all black males or at least all underclass black males.
Yet, despite very highmurder rates, the actual numbers suggest that very few
blacks are driven to make this adjustment in any given year. Clearly, then,
the race-specific criminality that they have constructed based on high black
murder rates – rather than actual numbers – has been so crudely drawn that
it needlessly diffuses violent predispositions to millions of black males (Cov-
ington, 1995). However, rather than refining these risk factors so as to better
identify which blacks who live under adverse circumstances are predisposed
to turn violent, most theorists seem to content themselves with the rather
obvious caveat that not all blacks or not all underclass blacks are violence
prone. Yet, despite this warning, most proceed to paint race-specific violent
predispositions with such a broad brush that they place millions of black
males in the at-risk population.

This dilemma is caused in no small part by the need to make racial com-
parisons in the first place. In fact, a racial comparison requires that condi-
tions be identified that liken all blacks to each other while distinguishing them
from whites (see Covington, 1999, for further discussion of this issue). Yet, in
identifying race-specific risk factors (e.g., history of oppression, institutional
racism, negative images of blacks, etc.) that distinguish blacks from whites,
these theorists construct crude categories that liken a handful of black killers
to millions of black nonkillers. The unnecessary diffusion of violent predispo-
sitions to many nonviolent blacks seems to be an unfortunate consequence
of such racial comparisons.

The obvious solution to the problem of diffusion is a more refined con-
ception of race-specific predispositions. For example, for those arguing that
socialization into a disputatious black subculture of violence causes blacks
to “name” more acts as injurious and “claim” reparations, there needs to
be some specification of which blacks are members of this subculture and
which blacks are not. Moreover, it might be useful to know how long people
remain members and to identify the circumstances that indicate that they
have ceased to be members. Most important, it might be useful to know
which blacks are least likely to adjust to adverse historical and structural
conditions by joining a subculture of violence and to then distinguish them
from those blacks who are most likely to adjust by seeking to express their
masculinity through violence.

For those arguing that blacks develop psychological states that predis-
pose them to violence, it would be helpful to specify which blacks adapt to
current and past racial inequalities by turning to violence and which blacks
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do not. Comparisons between these two groups might then clarify why some
individuals adapt in violent ways, while others do not.

However, by refining both cultural and collective psychological measures
to take variations in individual adaptations to adverse social circumstances
into account, we cease to talk about race differences in propensity for crime.
Put differently, when more care is taken to subdivide the black population
into its violently and nonviolently predisposed parts, it becomes more dif-
ficult to talk in terms of race differences in violent propensities because
there is no longer a single response unique to blacks. And if within-group
differences turn out to be larger than between-group differences, the pre-
disposition to violence would cease to be a trait that could be conceived of
as being shared by a racial group. Refined measures that consider within-
group differences in adaptations to historical and current conditions, then,
might have the effect of deracializing criminality.

The Problem with Determinism and Distancing. The fact that the race-
specific theoretical literature focuses on between-group differences while
ignoring within-group differences means that we may actually know very
little about black crime after reviewing these studies. Instead, what we come
away with is a sense of how black communities and black history are dif-
ferent from that of whites and a number of speculations – many unproven
or unprovable – on how these differences might play a role in explaining
high rates of black violence. By confining ourselves to black versus white
comparisons and then developing mediating conceptions of black criminal
predispositions based only on these across-group comparisons, we ultimately
learn little about why some blacks living under these adverse conditions be-
come violent, while most do not. Unfortunately, because our analyses have
focused on these between-group differences, we have come away with a
representation of black males, which suggests that they are fundamentally
different from white males and different in ways that predispose them to
violence.

Specifically, black males are depicted as different-in-kind, because they
have been so scarred by current and historic racial oppression that they
have become a people lacking in humanity. In other words, black males,
psychologically conditioned by past and current oppression, are described
as so insecure as to be incapable of experiencing compassion for their fellow
men. They are driven only by a racewide urge to reassert a masculinity
that can be threatened with a mere stare or a minor insult (Anderson,
1990). This, of course, has dire consequences for the social organization
of their communities as they seem incapable of maintaining normal social
sentiments toward their neighbors and fellows. This expresses itself in their
tendency to create a group culture that demands violence and the tendency
for psychologically scarred individuals to be drawn to and reproduce this
violent group culture generation after generation.
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Because the lack of humanity is a feature that is shared racewide, black
males seem different and because these theories construct vast social dis-
tances between black males and the rest of us, they have implications for
policy. After all, while we can acknowledge that historical and structural in-
equalities have transformed blackmales in ways so that they have acquired vi-
olent predilections, altering current structural inequalities that have caused
these unfortunate transformations in the blackmale psyche would not seem
to be enough to reduce crime. Widespread psychological testing and treat-
ment would seem to be in order first to help black males grapple with their
self- or group hatred and cope with a rage at whites that displaces itself onto
black targets. In addition, counseling also might be needed to help them to
resign themselves to their limited employment opportunities in light of cur-
rent economic realities. Hence, the fundamentally different black psycho-
logical predispositions identified in these theories suggest that the change
in those pathologized by racial oppression should take priority over changes
in structural inequalities.

In suggesting that large-scale, anonymous social forces have so altered
the black male psyche, these theories all fall prey to a kind of historical,
structural, or cultural determinism that assumes that historical (slavery,
southern culture), structural (unemployment, social isolation), or cultural
constraints (preexisting definitions of the situation that require violence)
are located “out there” somewhere independent of human actors. As inde-
pendent forces, these historical, structural, or cultural forces are capable
of shaping and directing human thoughts and behaviors (Giddens, 1984;
Archer, 1994). As such, they afford the black actors, who are controlled by
these forces, little freedom of action. Indeed, the very fact that blacks seem-
ingly have little choice but to turn to violence in the face of these historical,
structural, and/or cultural conditions is what gives these theories their pre-
dictive power and makes them appear more “scientific” (Agnew, 1995).

However, the relationship between structure and behavior is not simply
one way. Obviously, many violent actors walk away from conflicts and ghetto
males, exposed to supposed criminogenic historical, structural, and cultural
conditions, are capable of acting back on presumed historical, cultural, and
structural constraints. The fact that they create and recreate new adjust-
ments to these constraints over the course of their lives points to the limits of
arguments that present these anonymousmacro-level forces as independent
of human actors with the capacity to condition, shape, and direct human
thought (Giddens, 1984; Archer, 1994; Agnew, 1995).

Conclusions

The theorists reviewed in this chapter explain race differences in vio-
lence by trying to identify an elusive fixed, race-specific (or ghetto-specific)
predisposition to violence. In many ways, their notions about the nature
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of black male temperament are not too different from images of black
males that are widely accepted by the general public. Hence, whether inten-
tional or not, these theories encourage or reinforce widely held beliefs that
black males are to blame for their violent criminality. They encourage these
perceptions by trying to persuade us that wide swaths of the black male (or
the ghetto male) population have been pathologized by past and present
oppression. They also claim that this scarring has produced a black male
population that can all too easily be driven to violence by subcultural rules
or by overpowering emotions like rage, self-/grouphatred, angry aggression,
compulsive masculinity, or brittle sensitivity. Hence, it is easy to conclude
from their explanations that racism has created a social and psychological
divide between black males and the rest of us.

The fact that the images of black males, depicted in these theories, are
already so widely accepted may explain why there has been so little outrage
expressed over recent increases in the number of black males placed under
criminal justice supervision. Nationwide, nearly 30 percent of blackmales in
their twenties are on probation, parole, or in prison and estimates suggest
that 28.5 percent of black males have a lifelong likelihood of experienc-
ing some period of incarceration (Bonczar and Beck, 1997; Beck, 1999).
Yet, to the extent that these theorists convince us that a truly dangerous
class of black males has materialized in the face of racial oppression, the
public’s reflex reaction to the males described in these theories is likely
to be fear coupled with a demand for more control and more incarceration.
Furthermore, because these theorists have attempted to persuade us that
these violent predispositions characterize a large segment of the black male
population, one could almost be convinced that most black males are high
risk for violence. Those influenced by this type of thinking are, therefore,
likely to express little public concern when black males are subjected to in-
discriminant sweeps and heightened surveillance, whether they have been
involved in crime or not. Indeed, because these images of a violent black
male temperament can be used to justify additional crackdowns on this pop-
ulation, it is important that we continue to examine these theories carefully
to determine the extent to which there is evidence to support their depic-
tions of black male character.



C H A P T E R F O U R T E E N

The Structural-Cultural Perspective: A Theory
of Black Male Violence
William Oliver, Ph.D.

Introduction

One of the most significant challenges confronting America is the dis-
proportionately high rate of homicide and nonfatal violence occurring
among black males. There exists very little consensus among criminologists
and other crime scholars regarding “the causes” of black male violence.
Numerous explanations have been offered, including acquired biologi-
cal causes (e.g., head injuries) (Bell, 1987); social disorganization and
inadequate socialization (Shaw and McKay, 1942); poverty and economic
inequality (Blau and Blau, 1982); racial oppression and displaced aggres-
sion (Johnson, 1941; Poussaint, 1983); adherence to the norms of a sub-
culture of violence (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967); joblessness and family
disruption (Sampson, 1987); the cheapening of black life as a result of
the imposition of lenient sentences against blacks who assault or murder
blacks (Hawkins, 1983); and involvement in self-destructive lifestyles cen-
tered around heavy drinking (Harper, 1976; Gary, 1986), drug abuse and
drug trafficking (Goldstein et al., 1989), and street gangs (Block and Block,
1993; Decker andVanWinkle, 1996). Theoretical explanations of blackmale
violence have generally emphasized the significance of structural factors
(Staples, 1974; Hawkins, 1983) or cultural factors (Frazier, 1939; Wolfgang
and Ferracuti, 1967).

Although they represent a minority viewpoint, some criminologists
maintain that racial differences in violent crime offending may stem from
genetic/nonacquired biological factors (Hirschi and Hindelang, 1977; Ellis
and Walsh, 1997). For example, proponents of cheater theory suggest that
there exists a population ofmen who possess genes that incline them toward
extremely low parental involvement. These men are described as being sex-
ually aggressive and are skilled at the use of devious means to gain sexual
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success. Consequently, they produce children with low IQ scores, aggressive
personalities, and inadequate socialization (Ellis and Walsh, 1997). Hirschi
and Hindelang (1977) also have suggested that there is an association be-
tween racial disparities in IQ scores and the racial gap in violent offending.
They argue, for example, that low IQ increases the likelihood of criminal
behavior through its effect on school performance. That is, youth with low
IQ scores do poorly in school and school failure is related to delinquency
and adult criminal behavior.

Among those scholars who have attempted to provide theory-based ex-
planations for the high rates of black male violence, some have emphasized
the causal significance of structural factors (Bailey, 1984; Blau and Blau,
1992; Hawkins, 1983; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1994; Sampson 1985, 1987),
while another group has stressed the importance of cultural and subcul-
tural factors (Miller, 1958; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Gastil, 1971). Fre-
quently, these have been offered as competing or opposing points of view
(Messner and Rosenfeld, 1999). The primary goal of this chapter is to offer a
structural-cultural perspective aimed specifically at examining the causes of
high rates of interpersonal violence found among African-American males,
particularly adolescents and young adults. As its labeling suggests, a major
assumption of the perspective is that both structural and cultural factors
contribute to the high rates of black male violence in the United States. I
also argue that other more micro-level forces (e.g., ghetto-relatedmanhood
roles), many of which are derived from structural and cultural forces that
shape American society, can be identified as contributors to racial differ-
ences in patterns of male violence. In the following section, the prevalence
of black male violence is discussed.

The Problem

Thedisproportionate rates of violent crime foundamongAfricanAmericans
have been described in numerous studies and reports. For example, the FBI
reports that in 1998, African Americans, who constitute 13 percent of the
general population, were overrepresented among persons arrested for mur-
der (53 percent), robbery (55 percent), aggravated assault (30 percent), and
assault (34 percent) (U.S. Department of Justice, 1998). A significant char-
acteristic of violent crime in the United States is that most violent incidents
tend to involve an intraracial victim-offender relationship pattern. That is,
individuals who commit acts of violence generally commit these acts against
members of their own racial group. For example, in 1998, 94percent of black
murder victims were slain by black offenders. Similarly, in 1998, 87 percent
of white murder victims were slain by white offenders (U.S. Department of
Justice, 1998).
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Serious violent crime also reflects gender variations in patterns of of-
fending and victimization. For example, in 1998, males accounted for
83 percent of persons arrested for serious violent crimes, including murder,
forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. In contrast, females were sig-
nificantly underrepresented (17 percent) among persons arrested for seri-
ous violent crimes (U.S. Department of Justice, 1998). The disproportionate
overrepresentation among males as offenders and victims of violent crime
also has been consistently reported in the annual National Crime Victims
Survey (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1999).

The most revealing data regarding the disproportionate impact that vio-
lent crime is having on African Americans, particularly black males, is the
data on homicide victimization. According to the FBI, in 1998, black males
represented 38 percent of known homicide victims, followed in descending
order by white males (35 percent), white females (14 percent), and black
females (9 percent) (U.S. Department of Justice, 1998). High rates of homi-
cide among African Americans also have been reported in compilations
of health statistics. According to data compiled by the National Center for
Health Statistics (1998), black males had a homicide death rate of 52.6 per
100,000 in 1996, whereas white males had a homicide death rate of 4.7 per
100,000 (National Center for Health Statistics, 1998).

As a group, violence researchers generally regard individuals in the age
range between fifteen and twenty-four as the most murder prone. However,
there are significant differences between black and white males of this age
range in terms of their homicide risk (National Center for Health Statistics,
1998). For example, white males fifteen to twenty-four years of age had a
homicide death rate of 6.4 per 100,000 in 1996, whereas black males of
this age range had a homicide death rate of 123 per 100,000, nearly twenty
times greater than similarly aged white males (National Center for Health
Statistics, 1998). Moreover, for every age range, black males have higher
rates of homicide death than their white male counterparts of the same
ages (National Center for Health Statistics, 1998).

A significant trend in homicide patterns involves the increasing youth-
fulness of homicide offenders and victims. Young black males experienced
dramatic increases in both homicide victimization and offending rates in the
late 1980s and early 1990s (Fox and Zawitz, 1998). For example, the number
of homicide victims in the fifteen to twenty-four age group increased nearly
50 percent between 1975 and 1992. Moreover, in 1987, homicide accounted
for 42 percent of all deaths among young black males. Persons between the
ages of fifteen and nineteen experienced the greatest increases in the rate
of death due to homicide in this period (Fingerhut et al., 1992). Since 1991,
homicide rates have been declining among all race-sex subgroups in the
United States. However, it is important to note that in spite of the declin-
ing homicide rates among black males, homicide remains the leading cause
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of death among black males between fifteen and twenty-four years of age
(National Center for Health Statistics, 1998).

The Scholarly Heritage of Structural and Cultural
Perspectives on Race and Violence

While there is a distinct tendency among criminologists and other scholars
who study crime to categorize criminological theories as being structural or
cultural explanations (Sampson and Lauritsen, 1994), references to both
structural and cultural factors are evident in several major theories of crime
(Merton, 1938; ShawandMcKay, 1942; SampsonandLauritsen, 1994).Thus,
the primary purpose of this section of the chapter is to describe theories
and research that have influenced the structural-cultural perspective that I
present in latter sections of this discussion.

In his original construction of strain theory, Merton (1938) developed
a typology to describe modes of adaptation to structural strain said to be
caused by restricted access to the legitimatemeans designated to achieve cul-
turally defined success goals. Explicit in Merton’s structural strain (anomie)
theory is his claim that lower-class individuals are most likely to engage in
deviant criminal behavior as a formof adaptation to the existing opportunity
structure.

In a more recent formulation of strain theory, in what Messner and
Rosenfeld (1994) label “institutional anomie” theory, they describe a crim-
inogenic process in which macro-level factors and cultural factors converge
in the social production of violent crime. Moreover, Messner and Rosenfeld
(1994) describe how culture functions as both amacro-level andmicro-level
factor in the social production of criminal behavior. As a macro-level factor,
culture is manifested in the American Dream mythology that encourages
overt emphasis on achieving status through material consumption. Con-
sequently, Messner and Rosenfeld (1994) suggest that the dominance of
materialistic concerns weakens the informal social control of the family,
church, and school. In contrast, culture also may contribute to micro-level
processes. For example, Messner and Rosenfeld (1994) suggest that fami-
lies, communities, and local civic institutions have a direct influence on the
attitudes and behavior leading individuals to engage in criminal behavior as
a result of their exposure to cultural practices and processes that encourage
economic success by any means.

The importance of structural and cultural factors was also recognized
by Shaw and McKay (1942) in their seminal work on social disorganiza-
tion theory. For example, Shaw and McKay (1942) suggested that there is
a relationship between structural forces and cultural adaptations. That is,
they argued that structurally disorganized communities (e.g., low economic
status, ethnic heterogeneity, and residential mobility) lack adequate formal
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and informal control mechanisms to inhibit criminal behavior. Further-
more, the lack of community social control leads to the formation of sub-
cultures conducive to illegal activity.

Recently, some contemporary scholars have extended the ecological em-
phasis of social disorganization theory (Peterson and Krivo, 1993; Sampson
and Wilson, 1995). The work of William Julius Wilson (1987, 1996), which
describes the emergence of the black urban underclass, has had a major
influence on contemporary constructions of social disorganization theory.
Wilson (1996) has suggested that ghetto-related behaviors as well as the high
rates of violence among the black inner-city poor have been precipitated
by structural factors that have lead to social isolation and the breakdown
of social control. According to Wilson (1987, 1996), structural factors in-
cluding racial segregation, de-de-industrialization of the economy and the
subsequent loss of high-wage manufacturing jobs, high rates of black male
joblessness, and the exodus of advantaged middle-class and skilled black
workers from inner-city neighborhoods have contributed to the concentra-
tion of poverty and the emergence of a black urban underclass.

Advocates of this approach acknowledge the importance of relying on
both structural and cultural factors to explain the high rates of violent crime
offending among African Americans. As Sampson and Wilson explain,
“Macro social patterns of residential inequality give rise to the social iso-
lation and ecological concentration of the truly disadvantaged, which in
turn leads to structural barriers and cultural adaptations that undermine
social organization and hence the control of crime” (1995: 53).

The importance of the work of Sampson and Wilson (1995) and other
advocates of the more ecologically oriented reformulations of social dis-
organization theory is that they have sought to explicitly define both the
community structural factors and the cultural practices that mediate be-
tween macro-social forces (e.g., racial inequality, de-industrialization) and
the occurrence of criminal behavior in poor black communities. For exam-
ple, criminogenic social conditions that are characteristic of the community
social structure include the lack of interdependent social networks, high
rates of family disruption, and high rates of joblessness among black males
(Sampson and Wilson, 1995; Wilson, 1996). The specific cultural practices
that are said to be associated with the high rates of violence among poor
blacks include the lack of collective supervision of youth in public places,
overt emphasis on sexual conquest, lifestyles organized around joblessness
rather than work, and reliance on illegitimate sources of income (Wilson,
1996).

Urban ethnographers, particularly Liebow (1967), Hannerz (1969), and
Rainwater (1970), were among the first scholars to suggest that there was
a positive association between exposure to adverse macro-level conditions
and the social construction or adaptation of ghetto-related manhood roles.
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Based on his participant observation of blackmales and females who resided
in a poor neighborhood in Washington, DC, Hannerz (1969) observed:
“Many men are prevented by macrostructural conditions from performing
satisfactorily in the mainstream male role and therefore take on a ghetto-
specific alternative.” What is significant about the classic ethnographic ac-
counts of Liebow (1967), Hannerz (1969), and Rainwater (1970) is that on
the basis of independent participant observation field studies, they each
concluded that there are many of norms and behaviors that have been situ-
ationally adapted by urban poor black males as a means of coping with race-
specific structural pressures. While it was not the intent of these scholars
to construct theories to explain the racial gap in black and white rates of
interpersonal violence, those who seek to construct structural-cultural the-
ories of black male violence cannot ignore their work. This is evident in
Curtis’s contraculture theory in which he has substantially drawn from the
urban ethnographic research. According to Curtis (1975), the dispropor-
tionate rates of violence among poor urban blacks is the outcome of the
interrelatedness of economic-racial determinism (i.e., macro-level forces)
and subcultural adaptations (i.e., micro-level forces), in which some poor
young black males exaggerate certain expressions of manliness.

New Theoretical Directions: Combining
Structure and Culture

The review presented above clearly indicates that the use of both structural
and cultural factors to explain criminal behavior is not a new endeavor
among criminologists. Indeed, many structural arguments presuppose cul-
tural dynamics, but these dynamics are simply left implicit (Messner and
Rosenfeld, 1999). For example, structural theorists have more than ade-
quately described the motive for violence among poor blacks in terms of
racial inequality, relative deprivation, and frustration (Merton, 1938; Blau
and Blau, 1983; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1994). Yet, these explanations do
not adequately advance understanding of why serious violent offending and
victimization is concentrated among young black males. As Hawkins (1999)
has pointedly observed, we know very little about within-group variations
among African Americans who are at risk for committing acts of violence or
becoming a victim of interpersonal violence.

The structural-cultural perspective that I present below seeks to extend
the work of Sampson and Wilson (1995). While they acknowledge the exis-
tence of a pattern of values and normative adaptations to macro-level forces
anddisorganizing community conditions, what theyhavenotdone is provide
a more narrowly constructed description of the process in which lower-class
blackmales express ghetto-related values and norms through the enactment
of specific manhood roles (Anderson, 1976, 1999; Hannerz, 1969; Majors
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and Mancini-Billson, 1992) and the relationship between the enactment of
such roles and acts of interpersonal violence. Given this particular concern,
one of the advantages of the perspective that I have developed involves the
expansion of Sampson and Wilson’s (1995) discussion of social isolation
by describing how black males assume ghetto-related manhood roles. This
perspectivemay potentially enhance understanding of the linkages between
structural pressures (i.e.,macro-level factors), social isolation, the social con-
structionof particular criminogenic ghetto-relatedmanhood roles (i.e., “the
tough guy,” “the player,” and “the hustler”), routine activities, and defini-
tions of the meaning of conflict situations leading to acts of interpersonal
violence, and violent confrontations.

The Importance of Structural Pressures. The primary claim of the
structural-cultural perspective is that the disproportionately high rates of
homicide and nonfatal violence among black males are directly related to
the convergence of structural pressures and dysfunctional cultural adapta-
tions to those pressures. The term “structural pressures” is used here to refer
to various macro-level institutions (e.g., the political system, the educational
system, and the economic system) and society-wide social forces (e.g., racial
prejudice and institutional racism) that have been used by the white major-
ity to promote their political and economic dominance and to hinder the
capacity of African Americans to have equal access to the legitimate oppor-
tunity structure and its resources (Blauner, 1972; Feagin and Vera, 1995;
Knowles and Pruitt, 1968).

In prior theoretical and empirical work, criminologists have generally
been reluctant to link black violence to racism. Instead, they have relied on
vague depictions of racism operationalized in concepts or variables labeled
as racial inequality (Blau and Blau, 1982), ascriptive inequalities (Messner
andRosenfeld, 1994), economic inequality (Sampson, 1985; Balkwell, 1990)
blocked access to opportunity (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960), and poverty
(Bailey, 1984). In contrast, what is significant about my contribution to this
discussion is that I make a conscious link between America’s overall social
structure and racism.

Institutional Racism. In this theoretical model, institutional racism is con-
sidered to be a substantial structural pressure for African Americans. The
term“institutional racism” is generally used to refer to the systematic depriva-
tion of equal access to the legitimate opportunity structure (e.g., education,
employment, and the political process, etc.) based on race (Knowles and
Pruitt, 1968). Racial prejudice is often the catalyst leading to institutional
racism (Allport, 1979; Feagin and Vera, 1995).

A variety of indicators illustrates the adverse impact American society has
had on the capacity of black males to survive and progress. For example,
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institutional racism in the form of slavery constituted a significant source of
stress and traumatization for African Americans (Blassingame, 1975; Akbar,
1984). For 246 years, most African Americans were slaves and were legally
the property of their owners (Stampp, 1956). The end of slavery in 1865
was followed by nearly one hundred years of state-sponsored racial discrim-
ination in which African Americans were routinely denied civil rights and
equal access to public accommodations, education, employment, credit,
and housing (Franklin, 1956). Since themid-1960s, African Americans have
made substantial political, educational, and economic gains as a result of
the civil rights movement and the passage of various civil rights acts enacted
to dismantle the overt manifestations of institutional racism. However, the
legacy of 246 years of slavery, nearly one hundred years of Jim Crow segrega-
tion following Emancipation, and contemporary patterns of racial prejudice
and discrimination have contributed to the persistence of racial inequality
in contemporary America (Wilson, 1978, 1987).

Racial disparity among persons who have incomes below the official
poverty level are a significant indicator of racial and economic inequality
in contemporary America. For example, in 1996, African Americans had a
poverty rate (28.4 percent) two and a half times greater than white Ameri-
cans (11.2 percent). Moreover, in 1996, 40 percent of black children under
age eighteen lived in families that were poor, compared to 15.5 percent of
white children (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998). The proportion of poor
people who reside in ghetto neighborhoods (i.e., census tracts in which at
least 40 percent of the residents live in poverty) varies by race. For example,
in 1980, only 2 percent of the white poor lived in ghettos, whereas 65 per-
cent of the black poor lived in ghettos (Jargowsky and Bane, 1991). Racial
inequality is also evident in racial variations in household income. In 1997,
white households had a median income of $44,756, whereas black house-
hold income was $26,552, that is, a median income 41 percent greater than
that of black households (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998).

A commonly held view regarding the persistence of the high rates of
poverty among low-income inner-city blacks is that poverty is related to the
high rates of joblessness among black males (Kasarda, 1989; Wilson, 1987,
1996). In 1994, black males were two times more likely than white males to
be unemployed, 10.6 percent and 4.9 percent respectively (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1996). Also, it has been estimated that 46 percent of blackmales
between sixteen and sixty-two years of age are not active participants in the
labor force (Joe and Yu, 1991). The high rates of black male joblessness
have been attributed to a variety of factors, including: employers deliber-
ately screening out black male job applicants based on negative attitudes re-
garding their potential lack of productivity (Kirshenman and Neckerman,
1991); the loss of jobs because of transformation in the economy involv-
ing a shift from low-skill, high-wage, heavy industrial manufacturing jobs to
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a dual sector economy characterized by an expansion of low-wage service
sector jobs and skilled, high-wage technology and information processing
jobs (Kasarda, 1989; Wilson, 1987; 1996); the geographical shift in the con-
centration of jobs from the inner cities to the suburbs (Kasarda, 1989);
and a tendency for some inner-city black males to reside in neighborhoods
or become involved in social networks or behavioral patterns that weaken
attachment to the conventional labor force (Van Haistma, 1989; Wilson,
1996).

Restructuring of the Economy. The restructuring of the American econ-
omy is another significant structural pressure that contributes to violent
behavior among black males (Wilson, 1987). In research conducted by
Sampson (1987), it was established that there exists a strong relationship
between black male joblessness, family disruption, and high rates of vio-
lence among black males. For example, Sampson’s (1987) empirical find-
ings and theoretical explanations (Sampson and Wilson, 1995) suggest that
black male joblessness leads to family disruption (e.g., female-headed fami-
lies and poverty) and that family disruption increases patterns of community
disorganization that subsequently increase the likelihood and concentration
of high rates of violence in poor inner-city neighborhoods.

According to Wilson (1996), the decline in high-wage manufacturing
jobs, the decreasing availability of low-skilled blue collar jobs, and the in-
creasing importance of training and education in the growth industries has
had an adverse effect on the employment rates and earnings of low-skilled
black workers. Thus, relying on Wilson (1987; 1996), I regard the restruc-
turing of the American economy as a race-neutral phenomenon. That is,
the transformation of the economy has emerged as a direct result of tech-
nological advances and innovations in the production and distribution of
goods and services (Kasarda, 1989). Thus, the restructuring of the economy
constitutes a significant structural pressure for all Americans. All Americans,
regardless of race, sex, or class, must adapt to shifts in the economy to facili-
tate their economic survival. For black males, however, the adverse effects of
the restructuring of the economy are mediated through historical and con-
temporary patterns of racial discrimination. Therefore, differential patterns
of access to quality education and vocational training enhance social isola-
tion and other adverse effects generally associated with the restructuring of
the economy (Kasarda, 1989; Wilson, 1978; 1987; 1996).

Cultural Racism. Some definitional variation or measure of institutional
racism (e.g., racial discrimination, racial inequality, economic inequality,
etc.) has beenused in several theoretical explanations of blackmale violence
and criminology (Bernard, 1990; Davis, 1976; Harvey, 1986; Hawkins, 1983;
Johnson, 1941; Poussaint, 1983; Staples, 1974). I also regard institutional
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racism as a major source of structural pressure for African Americans. How-
ever, I extend the emphasis on racism to include cultural racism.

Earlier researchers, especially in the disciplines of education (Ben-
Jochannan, 1991), race relations (Allport, 1979; Schaefer, 1993), and psy-
chology (Jones, 1972; Baldwin, 1980), have alluded to the importance of cul-
tural racism; however, most have not fully described it and very few have
examined how it affects racial differences in violence.

The term “cultural racism” is used here to refer to the systematic man-
ner in which the white majority has established its primary cultural insti-
tutions (e.g., education, mass media, religion, etc.) to elevate and glorify
European physical characteristics, character, and achievement and to deni-
grate and put down the physical characteristics, character, and achievement
of nonwhite people. While a primary goal of institutional racism is to block
African Americans from having equal access to the legitimate opportunity
structure, the primary goal of cultural racism is to diminish the cultural
image and integrity of African Americans (Akbar, 1984; Welsing, 1991).

A significant example of cultural racism as a social practice is the con-
spicuous absence in most elementary and high school social studies curric-
ula of a substantive discussion of the contributions of Africans and African
Americans to the development of human civilization (Ben-Jochannan,
1991). The conspicuous absence of African Americans in history textbooks
reinforces and promotes racial stereotypes (Schaefer, 1993). It also distorts
the history and cultural image of African Americans (Akbar, 1984). Cultural
racism also has been promoted in themass media. In his interpretive history
of blacks in American films, Bogle (1973) found that in the first fifty years
of American films, African Americans were primarily portrayed as Toms,
coons, tragic mulattoes, mammies, and brutal bucks. In later years, these
characters were replaced by images of servants, clowns, militants, and crim-
inals (Bogle, 1973). The primary purpose of stereotypical characterizations
of African Americans in films was to entertain by stressing their innate infe-
riority. According to Bogle (1973: 4), “Funwas poked at the AmericanNegro
by presenting him as either a nitwit or a childlike lacky.”

Negative images of African Americans are also promoted on television
programs. For example, the overwhelmingmajority of black actors on televi-
sion are employed in comedic roles (Schaefer, 1993).Moreover, Lichter and
Lichter (1988) found that almost a third of high school students feel that
television entertainment is an accurate representation of real life of African
Americans.

Exposure to cultural racism has contributed to the emergence of a cul-
tural crisis among African Americans. There are three factors that have led
to this crisis, including: (1) the loss of historical memory, (2) lack of ap-
preciation of the physical characteristics and cultural practices unique to
African Americans, and (3) the lack of cultural confidence leading to a lack
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of cultural competence (Karenga, 1988a) amongAfrican Americans. Conse-
quently, in the academic specialty area referred to as black psychology, there
is a broad body of literature that suggests that long-term exposure to overt
institutional and cultural racism has distorted the personality and mental
health of African Americans (Azibo, 1989; Baldwin, 1984; Clark, 1965; Grier
and Cobbs, 1968; Welsing, 1978). For example, many black psychologists
support Baldwin’s (1984) observation that “psychological misorientation”
is the most fundamental state of disorder in the black personality (Azibo,
1989). The term “psychological misorientation” was introduced by Baldwin
(1984) to describe a black personality disorder characterized by misorien-
tation toward reality. More specifically, “psychological misorientation” is a
personality disorder that exists among African Americans resulting from
their exposure to social processes and social institutions (e.g., the educa-
tional system, mass media, and religion) that promote and disseminate
antiblack ideologies, socialization messages, and images (Azibo, 1989;
Baldwin, 1980).

Some specific mental health disorders emerging from the general
condition of “psychological misorientation” include: (1) antiself disorder,
(2) alien-self destructive disorder, and (3) self-destructive disorder (Akbar,
1981). Antiself disorder is a mental disorder in which an African American
not only identifies with the dominant group but also identifies with the
dominant majority’s projected hostility toward African Americans. Alien-
self destructive disorder is a condition characterized by an obsession with
material accumulation as a means of establishing self-worth and overt de-
nial that racism has threatened the collective survival of African Americans.
Finally, self-destructive disorder is a condition that involves self-defeating
attempts to survive in a society, which frustrates normal efforts for human
growth and development.

The significance of cultural racism as a structural factor associated with
black male violence is its persistent and long-term effects related to pro-
moting cultural disorganization amongAfricanAmericans (Karenga, 1988a;
Madhubuti, 1990). That is, as a source of structural pressure, cultural racism
has led to the emergence of a cultural orientation and adaptive styles that
promote, accept, and tolerate a broad range of deviant and disruptive
behaviors within the African-American community, especially among those
who are concentrated in inner-city ghettos (Akbar, 1984; Karenga, 1988a;
Azibo, 1989; Welsing, 1991; Wilson, 1996).

Summary. While I regard institutional and cultural racism as powerful
structural pressures that havehad an adverse effect on the capacity of African
Americans to survive and achieve the American Dream, these pressures
alone are not sufficient to explain the high rates of interpersonal violence in-
volving black males. Indeed, institutional racism has been useful, especially
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when it has been defined in terms of racial or economic inequality, in pre-
dicting or describing the ecological distribution and demographic charac-
teristics of neighborhoods and population groups experiencing the highest
rates of homicide and assault (Blau and Blau, 1982; Rose and McClain,
1990). However, violent confrontations are ultimately interpersonal trans-
actions, that is, they are micro-level encounters (Toch, 1969; Luckenbill,
1977; Polk, 1994). To focus solely on structural pressures as “the cause” of
the high rates of interpersonal violence among black males fails to consider
how various cultural, situational, interpersonal, and intrapersonal factors
converge in conflict-ridden situations that culminate in violence.

Dysfunctional Cultural Adaptations

Within this theoretical perspective, structural pressures (e.g., institutional
and cultural racism and the restructuring of the economy) constitute the
independent variable, while various dysfunctional cultural adaptations are
operationalized as a set of intervening or mediating variables that facilitate
specific conditions, behaviors, and rationalizations that lead to violent con-
frontations involving black males.

The concept “dysfunctional cultural adaptation” is incorporated here
to refer to culture-related practices and behavior that do not serve a use-
ful purpose relative to facilitating social stability, progress, and development
amongAfrican Americans.Moreover, dysfunctional cultural adaptations are
believed to be linked to various patterns of individual and social instability
among African Americans (Akbar, 1981; 1984; Azibo, 1989; Welsing, 1991).
The structural-cultural perspective proposes the existence of two dysfunc-
tional cultural adaptations that contribute to the high rates of violent offend-
ing and victimization prevalent among black males. The two dysfunctional
cultural adaptations are: (1) the lack of an affirming cultural agenda and
(2) dysfunctional definitions of manhood. Furthermore, I believe that these
adaptations do not represent a unique cultural tradition among African
Americans, rather they are situationally centered adaptations to a range of
adverse macro-level pressures, including racial segregation, blocked access
to educational and employment opportunities, de-industrialization, and in-
creased joblessness among black males (Feagin and Vera, 1995; Wilson,
1987; 1996). In addition, the disorganized community structure of many
poor black communities offers a fertile local social context conducive for
the emergence of dysfunctional cultural adaptations that are more imme-
diately related to the occurrence of acts of violence. As Wilson (1996) has
reported, the community structure of black neighborhoods experiencing
the highest rates of violence are characterized by social isolation, high rates
of blackmale joblessness, the concentration of poverty, and ineffective man-
agement of youth and young adults in public places.
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Lack of an Affirming Cultural Agenda. Some researchers have observed
that the failure of African Americans to establish a cultural agenda, cultural
practices, and cultural institutions to counteract and remedy the negative
consequences associated with exposure to cultural racism represents a dys-
functional cultural adaptation (Karenga, 1986; 1988a, 1988b; Madhubuti,
1990). In contrast, for example, the civil rights movement was a mass move-
ment in which African Americans strove to dismantle institutional racism
(Franklin and Moss, 1988). There have been brief periods when a segment
of the national AfricanAmerican community has sought to initiate a cultural
development agenda in the form of self-help, separatism, black cultural na-
tionalism, black consciousness, and more recently Afrocentricism (Asante,
1987; Carmichael andHamilton, 1967; Garvey, 1923; Karenga, 1988b).How-
ever, these movements have tended to be short-lived largely because of the
lack of support from the masses of black people (Perkins, 1986). The fail-
ure of African Americans to adequately respond to cultural racism has sev-
eral implications related to the prevalence of violent behavior among black
males.

First, the cultural crisis (e.g., the loss of historical memory, the lack
of appreciation for black people and their heritage, the lack of cultural
confidence, and cultural competence that exist among African Americans)
adds to the stress associated with exposure to institutional racism (Azibo,
1989). Bernard (1990) has suggested that the high rates of interpersonal
violence among inner-city blacks emanate from the prevalence of physio-
logical arousal that is precipitated by exposure to living in a crowded urban
environment, low social position, and racial discrimination. I have extended
this view to suggest that exposure to cultural racism enhances physiological
arousal and agitation emanating from the exposure to institutional racism.
That is, cultural racism, as a result of the psychocultural distortions it pro-
motes in terms of low self-esteem (Clark and Clark, 1947, 1980), self-hate,
andhate forotherblacks (Akbar, 1981;Baldwin, 1987;Azibo, 1989) increases
physiological arousal that increases the likelihood of aggression in conflict
situations involving black males (Akbar, 1981; Bernard, 1990). Second, the
failure to establish an affirming cultural agenda increases the likelihood that
dysfunctional manhood role orientations will emerge and be tolerated by
many of those who reside in poor black communities given the adverse con-
sequences and challenges associated with exposure to institutional racism
and race-neutral shifts in the economy (Anderson, 1990; Wilson, 1996).
Finally, exposure to cultural racism may compel black males to engage in
risk-taking behavior (e.g., heavy public drinking, using drugs, selling drugs,
gambling, being sexually promiscuous, joining gangs, etc.) as a means of
demonstrating their significance as men in spite of being black or because
they are black. Thus, efforts to live up to or transcend black male stereo-
types may encourage risk-taking behavior that increases the likelihood of
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violence participation (Majors and Mancini-Billson, 1992; Wilson and Daly,
1993).

Dysfunctional Definitions of Manhood. In recent years, an evolving liter-
ature that examines masculinity and manhood has emerged (Brod, 1987;
Franklin, 1984; Staples, 1982). In his review of the literature on masculin-
ity, Doyle (1989) concluded that there are five themes that encompass the
male role: (1) antifeminity, (2) success, (3) aggression, (4) sexuality, and
(5) self-reliance. These five themes are representative of the characteristics
and concerns generally associated with the traditional male role. Indeed,
there has been criticism of the traditional male role regarding its emphasis
on sexism, the sexual objectification of females, emotional aloofness, the
glorification of aggression and violence, and the priorities placed on oc-
cupational and monetary success at the expense of establishing nurturing
relationships (Pleck, 1987). For example, Jourard (1971) has suggested that
men should reconsider their commitment to the traditional male role given
that there are considerable lethal social and health consequences associ-
ated with efforts to live up to its role expectations. However, the view that
males are to function as protectors and providers continues to dominate
the definition of manhood in American society (Pleck, 1987). There is con-
siderable research that strongly suggests that black men are just as likely as
white men to definemanhood in terms of being a good provider (Cazanave,
1979; Taylor et al., 1988; Hunter and Davis, 1994).

Historically, however, black males have been the primary target of the
overt racial oppression directed toward all African Americans (Ginzburg,
1969; Franklin, 1984, 1987; Madhubuti, 1990). In America, a patriarchal,
white male-dominated society, black males as subordinated men have been
and continue to be perceived as a threat to the political, economic, and
cultural dominance of white men (Madhubuti, 1990; Welsing, 1991). Con-
sequently, the systematic deprivation of equal access to political rights and
educational and employment opportunities has frustrated the attempts of
many black males to achieve traditional manhood ideals and roles (Hare,
1966; Staples, 1982; Franklin, 1984). Welsing (1991: 87) has suggested that
“. . . the resultant frustration of black manhood potential forces behavior
into dysfunctional and obsessive compulsive patterns in areas of people ac-
tivity in which greater degrees of maleness are permitted to be expressed,
(i.e., sex, sports, and entertainment).” Thus, exposure to racial oppres-
sion has led some black men to redefine manhood in terms of ideals and
roles that they perceive as being achievable for them given their status and so-
cial environment (Clark, 1965; Liebow, 1967; Majors and Mancini-Billson,
1992).

Hannerz (1969) uses the term “compulsive masculinity alternative” to
describe a gender-specific compensatory adaptation that many lower-class
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black males adopt to cover up their inability to meet the standards of the
traditionalmale role.However, rather than being an effective and functional
strategy to cope with environmental stress (e.g., racial discrimination, job-
lessness, poverty, and low self-esteem), the “black compulsive masculinity
alternative,” as a compensatory strategy, is a dysfunctional compensatory
adaptation. Instead of solving problems in the environment, it generates
additional ones.

There are four factors that contribute to the compulsive masculinity
alternative being perceived as an acceptable alternative to those aspects
of the traditional male role that emphasize independence, responsibility,
and providing for one’s family. First, each generation of black males must
confront the realities of negotiating an economic system that proactively
practices racial discrimination against black males and subsequently hin-
ders their efforts to achieve economic stability (Liebow, 1967; Kirshenman
and Neckerman, 1991). Second, many black males who adopt the com-
pulsive masculinity alternative do so as a strategy to mitigate negative feel-
ings and stigma associated with their inability to successfully enact ac-
cepted and expected aspects of the traditional male role (Hannerz, 1969;
Staples, 1982). Third, the persistence of the compulsive masculinity alter-
native among many poor, urban black males results from male-to-male cul-
tural transmission of manhood ideals, roles, and norms that place overt
emphasis on defining manhood in terms of toughness, sexual conquest,
manipulation, and thrill-seeking behavior (Franklin, 1984; Anderson, 1990;
1994; 1999). And, fourth, in many ghetto neighborhoods there exists a
generalized acceptance and tolerance of exaggerated expressions of man-
hood (Anderson, 1990; 1994; 1999; Sampson and Wilson, 1995; Wilson,
1996).

Ethnographic studies of blacks residing in poor urban neighbor-
hoods have described several ghetto-related manhood role orientations
(Anderson, 1976; 1990; Hannerz, 1969; Liebow, 1967; Milner and Milner,
1972; Rainwater, 1972; Schulz, 1966). Given the similarities of the roles de-
scribed in various typologies, the manhood roles that involve the greatest
risk for violence participation tend to fit into one of the following categories:
(1) the tough guy, (2) the player of women, or (3) the hustler.

The Tough Guy. The tough guy is a manhood role orientation in which
manhood tends to be defined in terms of demonstrating a willingness to
resort to violence as a means of resolving interpersonal conflict (Hannerz,
1969; Oliver, 1984; Canada, 1994). A central feature of the tough guy role
involves a concern with projecting an image of aggression and unyielding
autonomy. Tough guys are primarily interested in avoiding attempts by oth-
ers to violate their desire to be free from external interference (Oliver, 1998;
Anderson, 1999).
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Among black males who adhere to the tough guy role, violent confronta-
tions tend to occur in situations in which a male is either attempting to
impose his definition of a situation on his antagonist or he is attempting to
avoid his antagonist imposing his definition of the situation on him (Oliver,
1998). Thus, in those encounters that culminate in violence, insults and
other acts that are defined as disrespectful are also perceived as autonomy
transgressions. Given the importance that black males attribute to auton-
omy as a measure of manhood, resorting to violence is often a means to
gain compliance from an antagonist, a means of retaliating against an an-
tagonist, and/or ameans of engaging in symbolic communicationwith one’s
antagonist (Oliver, 1998).

The Player of Women. The inability of many young black males to achieve
the traditional male role has enhanced their attraction to the “player of
women” role as an alternative means of achieving a sense of personal and
social significance (Hannerz, 1969;Majors andMancini-Billson, 1992). Con-
sequently, overt emphasis on sexual conquest and promiscuity is a major as-
pect of howmany lower-class blackmales definemanhood (Anderson, 1990;
1994; Clark, 1965; Hannerz, 1969; Liebow, 1967; Wilson, 1996). Within the
black male subculture, especially in streetcorner peer groups, there exists
substantial support and respect for those males who successfully demon-
strate their commitment to the “player of women” role. In his ethnographic
study of inner-city blacks, Anderson (1990: 136) concluded that: “Casual sex
with as many women as possible, impregnating one or more, and getting
them to have your baby brings a boy the ultimate esteem from his peers and
makes him feel like a man.”

Efforts to live up to normative expectations related to the “player of
women” role increases an individual’s risk of becoming involved in a vio-
lent confrontation. There are several interpersonal contexts in which black
males adherence to the “player of women” role may motivate individuals to
engage in violence. These specific interpersonal contexts include: (1) ro-
mantic competition between twomales who are competing for sexual access
and dominance over a particular female; (2) encounters in which a male
becomes involved in a violent confrontation as a result of coming to the de-
fense of a female relative or friend who has been sexually exploited and/or
emotionally or physically abused; and, (3) encounters in which a woman
who has been emotionally and/or physically abused resorts to violence
against a male as a means of retaliation (McClain, 1981; Mann, 1996; Oliver,
1998).

The Hustler. The hustler role is a manhood role orientation in which
manhood is defined in terms of using one’s wits to aggressively manipulate
the limited resources of the ghetto to improve one’s economic condition
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and social status (Glasgow, 1981). Attraction to the hustler role results
from a subculturally supported belief that it is difficult for black males
to achieve economic security through legitimate societal paths (Anderson,
1990; Glasgow, 1981; Hudson, 1972). A central feature of the hustler philos-
ophy emphasizes acquiring money and status without working a legitimate
job (Hudson, 1972). There are several types of hustles or “games” that men
who define themselves as hustlers use to “make it” or “get over,” including:
(1) manipulating women, (2) selling drugs, (3) gambling, (4) theft, (5) sell-
ing stolen merchandise, and (6) promoting prostitution (Hudson, 1972;
Milner and Milner, 1972; Anderson, 1990; Wilson, 1996).

Exploitation of others is a central feature of the hustler philosophy
(Hudson, 1972). According to Gouldner (1960), a reciprocal interpersonal
transaction is a social interaction inwhich aprimary feature of the encounter
involves mutual giving and receiving. Thus, reciprocity contributes to sta-
bility and harmony in interpersonal relations. The hustler role, however,
involves a significant lack of reciprocity in interpersonal relations. Conse-
quently, the deliberate acts of nonreciprocal behavior associated with the
enactment of the hustler role lead to conflict and tension and therefore
increases the likelihood that violent confrontations will occur.

Regardless of the type of hustle or “game” that precipitates interpersonal
conflict, there are three situational contexts that are most likely to lead
to violence as a result of black males’ adherence to the hustler role. First
are situations in which an individual who believes that he or she has been
manipulated or exploited by a hustler initiates an encounter – as a means
of seeking justice – that culminates in violence (Oliver, 1998). Second are
situations in which a hustler responds with violence to criticism, threats, or
acts of violence directed against him by a con game victim. And, finally, there
are situations in which the hustler initiates violence against an individual
who he believes is interfering with the hustler’s efforts to make money or
achieve a valued social identity and reputation (Milner and Milner, 1972;
Oliver, 1998).

The tough guy, the player of women, and the hustler are manhood role
orientations that are a common feature of themanner in whichmany lower-
class black males adapt to the social circumstances in which they find them-
selves. These specific role orientations function as a catalyst for a wide variety
of routine activities and lifestyles (Hannerz, 1969; Anderson, 1990; Majors
and Mancini-Billson, 1992).

Routine Activities in the Streets

Advocates of the routine activities approach have suggested that an indi-
vidual’s lifestyle may increase or decrease his risk of experiencing criminal
victimization (Hindelang, 1978). According to Hindelang (1978) and his
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colleagues, individuals who are most at risk for experiencing criminal vic-
timization are more likely than others to frequent public places at night, to
share demographic characteristics with personal crime offenders, and to be
engaged in behaviors that lead offenders to perceive them to be desirable as
crime victims. Violent confrontations among black males tend to occur in
public settings (e.g., streetcorners, bars, parking lots) or semipublic settings
(e.g., drug houses, illegal gambling houses, pool halls, etc.) (Curtis, 1974;
Wilkinson and Fagan, 1996). In the vernacular of the ghetto, these settings
are generally referred to as “the streets.”

Given the variety of social activities that occur in “the streets,” in many
ways “the streets” is a significant ghetto institution (Perkins, 1975). For ex-
ample, it is in “the streets” that ghetto-related manhood roles are learned
and enacted (Liebow, 1967; Perkins, 1975; Anderson, 1990; 1994; 1999). A
significant aspect of the lifestyle of black males who are most at risk for vio-
lence participation is that they tend to spend an inordinate amount of time
hanging out in “the streets.” In extensive interviews conducted with black
males who had a history of fighting in “the streets,” those respondents re-
ported four primary reasons for hanging out in “the streets”: (1) to socialize;
(2) to sell, purchase, or use drugs; (3) to meet women; and (4) to manipu-
late and exploit others (Oliver, 1998). The activities that attract individuals
to “the streets” are attractive because they are the means that black males
who adhere to the tough guy, the player of women, and the hustler roles
use to demonstrate their commitment to these manhood ideals. Thus, the
lifestyle and routine activities of black males who adhere to the compulsive
masculinity alternative brings them into regular contact with othermenwho
subscribe to similar values and norms. Given the emphasis that these men
place on exploiting others and demonstrating toughness, their routine in-
teraction with one another functions to increase their risk of interpersonal
conflict and violence.

Definition of the Situation

While routine activities associated with the enactment of dysfunctional man-
hood roles unite black males in conflict situations with each other and oth-
ers, it is how they define these encounters that leads to intrapersonal de-
cisions to engage in violent actions against an antagonist (Oliver, 1998).
According to Stokes andHewitt (1976), the definition and reaction to prob-
lematic situations occurs in a situational context in which “participants in
interaction interpret one another’s acts within a cultural framework.” “The
code of the streets” is the cultural framework that many lower-class black
males use to interpret the intentions and behavior of others (Anderson,
1994; 1999). That is, in the course of social interaction, “the code of the
streets” is used to determine whether or not an individual has violated the
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code and whether or not one should resort to violence as a specific means
of maintaining one’s autonomy and respect (Anderson, 1994; Oliver, 1998).

“The code of the streets” is a body of beliefs and social expectations
that regulate the enactment of street-oriented manhood roles. Beliefs asso-
ciated with the code assume and promote the idea that a man should be
autonomous, sexually promiscuous, dominant in the male-female relation-
ship, and willing to resort to violence to protect his personal interests or
personal safety (Anderson, 1994; Hannerz, 1969; Liebow, 1967). A major
requirement of “the code of the streets” is that a man should not accept
being disrespected by others (Anderson, 1994). Moreover, acts that are de-
fined as disrespectful (e.g., insults, identity attacks, stealing from someone,
threats, and acts of violence) are typically regarded as violations of the code
(Oliver, 1998). The significance of “the code of the streets” is that it is fre-
quently used as a culture-related standard in which black males attribute
blameworthiness to an antagonist. It also provides a rationale that allows an
individual to resort to violence against his antagonist if he chooses to do so
(Anderson, 1994; Oliver, 1998).

Overview and Conclusions

The importance of the structural-cultural perspective is the emphasis placed
on examining how various structural factors (e.g., institutional racism, re-
structuring of the economy, and cultural racism) and cultural factors (e.g.,
lack of an affirming cultural agenda and dysfunctional manhood roles) con-
verge to produce high rates of interpersonal violence among black males.
A major feature of the perspective is its description of a macro-micro con-
textual reductionism. That is, it attempts to describe how structural and
cultural factors converge and lead to conflict-ridden situations in which an
individual may feel justified in resorting to violence as ameans of resolving a
dispute.

In the causal chain that has been developed (see Figure 14.1), there are
three feedback loops in which a particular factor has an additive effect on
a factor that it does not immediately proceed in the sequential ordering
and description of the general causal relationship. First, in this theoret-
ical explanation, dysfunctional definitions of manhood are described as
dysfunctional cultural adaptations that lead to manhood roles and routine
activities that increase the likelihood of conflict and violence. In addition, I
argue that dysfunctionalmanhood roles and the routine activities associated
with these roles have an additive effect on the adverse effects related to the
restructuring of the economy. That is, commitment to dysfunctional man-
hood roles and involvement in routine activities associated with these roles
weaken black males’ attachment to the conventional labor force (Wilson,
1996; Van Haitsma, 1989). Involvement in the social roles and activities



A THEORY OF BLACK MALE VIOLENCE 299

Institutional Racism
Arousal/Agitation

Restructuring of
Economy

Cultural Racism

Lack of an
Affirming
Cultural
Agenda

Dysfunctional
Definitions

of Manhood

Routine
Activities

Definitions of
the Situation

Violent
Confrontations

Figure 14.1. Overall Causal Chain of the Structural-Cultural Perspective

of “the streets” reduce the likelihood that lower-class black males will have
access to social networks, information and training, and employment oppor-
tunities that would encourage a positive adaptation to a changing economic
marketplace (Wilson, 1996). Thus, the restructuring of the economy as a
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source of structural pressure is enhanced as a result of lower-class black
males’ commitment to dysfunctional manhood roles that reinforce their
economic marginality.

Second, the dysfunctional manhood roles and related routine activities
combine to enhance a generalized state of arousal in the social world of black
men. That is, awareness of how lower-class black males definemanhood and
the exploitative activities they are prone to engage in has an additive effect
on arousal and frustration precipitated by various structural pressures (e.g.,
institutional racism, restructuring of the economy, and cultural racism).
Thus, while these males participate in street activities as a means of estab-
lishing their manhood, they are overtly sensitive to the dangers associated
with street life. Danger in the streets is typically defined in terms of its po-
tential threats to one’s public image and physical safety (Oliver, 1998).

Finally, there is an interactive effect or feedback loop that exists between
routine activities and how conflict-ridden situations are defined by black
males who witness violent confrontations that occur in the streets. Cohen
and Felson (1979) have suggested that before a direct contact predatory
crime (i.e., assault, robbery, murder) can occur, the situation must include
amotivated offender, a suitable target, and an absence of capable guardians.
The processes related to how motivated offenders and suitable targets en-
counter one another in conflict-ridden situations leading to violence have
been explained above. Here, I consider how blackmales who witness violent
confrontations that occur in the streets define routine activities.

The absence of capable guardians who are against predatory violations is
a major feature of the situational context in which interpersonal conflict in-
volving lower-class blackmales escalate into violent confrontations (Canada,
1994; Oliver, 1998). Given the salience of the tough guy, the “player of
women,” and the hustler in the social world of the streets, the occurrence of
interpersonal conflict and violence are defined by many males who witness
these encounters as a routine and expected outcome related to hanging out
in the streets. In addition, attempts at guardianship as ameans of preventing
the escalation of conflict to a violent confrontation are less likely to occur in
situations involving black males given the general awareness of the known
potential lethality of such encounters (Anderson, 1999). Moreover, in ex-
tensive interviews with violent black men, Oliver (1998) found that third
parties who were unrelated to or who did not maintain a friendship with
either of the combatants in a conflict situation were generally perceived as
members of an “instigating audience” who actively encouraged the combat-
ants to escalate the interaction from verbal conflict to physical violence.

The structural-cultural perspective of black male violence primarily ex-
plains the macro-micro processes contributing to violent confrontations in-
volving blackmales whomaintain a commitment to ghetto-relatedmanhood
roles (i.e., the tough guy, the “player of women,” and the hustler).Moreover,
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emphasis has been placed on explainingmostly expressive acts of violence in
which black males are motivated to engage in violence as a result of various
face-saving concerns, including: self-image defending, self-image promot-
ing, reputation building, and norm enforcing (Toch, 1969). Thus, a major
limitation of this perspective is the lack of attention devoted to explaining
instrumentally motivated acts of violence (e.g., robbery and drug-related
violence) or violent acts committed as a consequence of gang membership
(Goldstein et al., 1985; Decker and VanWinkle, 1996; Wright and Decker,
1997).

The prevention implications of the structural-cultural perspective sug-
gest the need for a variety of structural reforms as well as community-based
prevention and intervention strategies. The most important structural re-
form that is necessary to reduce black male violence are proactive strategies
implemented by federal and state government in collaboration with the ed-
ucational system and the business community to establish a national labor
market strategy in which job training programs are designed to enhance the
adaptability of black males to changing employment opportunities (Wilson,
1987; 1996). Employment in well-paying jobs will substantially reduce the
pool of black males inclined to adopt as their primary gender identity dys-
functional manhood role orientations.

Increased rates of employment of blackmales in jobs that provide income
above the poverty level will have a positive effect on community organization
within black urban poor and working-class neighborhoods. For example,
reducing joblessness among black males will lead to an increase in two-
parent families (Wilson, 1996). Consequently, reducing joblessness will lead
to a reduction in the overall rate of poverty among African Americans.
Also, increased levels of employment among black males will serve as a
catalyst for enhancing the capacity of families, friendshipnetworks, and local
community organizations to supervise and control teenage peer groups.

Finally, in response to the social problems precipitated by African-
Americanexposure to institutional and cultural racism, there are several pre-
vention strategies that should be implemented. First, on the macro-cultural
level, Americans must be encouraged to commit themselves to achieving
racial harmony and a society in which racial and ethnic diversity are val-
ued within the context of striving to become one America. A reduction in
black-white racial animosity will have positive consequences for black males,
especially as it relates to mitigating racial prejudice and discriminatory prac-
tices that block them from having full access to well-paying employment
opportunities (Kirshenman and Neckerman, 1991). Second, on the micro-
cultural level, African Americans must take the initiative to restructure the
community-based institutions that they control (e.g., churches, community
centers, civic organizations, etc.) to establish programs, social events, and
rituals that disseminate historical and cultural information that strengthens
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the self and social-esteem of African Americans. Moreover, emphasis should
be placed on establishing mentoring programs in which young black males
who are at risk of involvement in problematic behavior are matched with
well-functioning adult male role models (Hill, 1992). Ultimately, the reduc-
tion of high rates of interpersonal violence among blackmales is dependent
on the African-American community developing the capacity to socialize at-
risk blackmales to definemanhood in terms of values, norms, and roles that
lead to conventional patterns of behavior.
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Despite an overall decline in youth violence, urban African-American chil-
dren and adolescents continue to be disproportionately represented among
both perpetrators and victims of violence (e.g., Snyder and Sickmund,
1999). Although African Americans comprise a mere 15 percent of the U.S.
youth population, they account for over half the arrests for homicide nation-
wide (Snyder and Sickmund, 1999). Incidents of nonfatal assaults are also
higher among African-American youth compared to youth of other ethnic
backgrounds (e.g., Sanders-Phillips, 1997). The rate of suicide for African-
American males has doubled since 1980 (Snyder and Sickmund, 1999), and
sizable numbers of African-American youth have participated in the violent
activities associated with many of the major urban rebellions (Gale, 1996;
Harris, 1998; Bush, 1999).

The trend toward same-race assaultive violencehasmadehomicide a lead-
ing cause of death among African-American adolescents (Coie and Dodge,
1998; Snyder and Sickmund, 1999). In addition, African-American chil-
dren and youth experience high rates of nonlethal injury (Sanders-Phillips,
1997), and frequently witness acts of violence against others, includingmur-
ders (e.g., Shakoor and Chalmers, 1991; Jenkins and Bell, 1997). These chil-
dren and youth are also increasingly exposed to hate crimes, police brutality,
and more subtle forms of structural violence such as substandard housing,
poor education, and high unemployment (Sparks, 1994). The prevalence
of violence in the lives of African-American youth, especially young men, is
so great that the notion of genocide has been offered to accurately describe
their life circumstances (Johnson and Leighton, 1995).

Violence is one of the more pressing problems facing urban African-
American childrenandadolescents. The frequency and intensity of the inter-
personal and structural violence that occurs inurbanAfrican-American com-
munities has raised concerns about the moral development of the children

303
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and youth who reside there (Anderson, 1997; 1999; Astor, 1994; Sparks,
1994; Ward, 1988; 1995). Some scholars have argued that these young peo-
ple are being raised in a cultural context characterized by moral values that
are inconsistent with those prescribed by the prevailing American social
order. Much of the available literature linking African-American culture,
morality, and violence is informed by this “subculture of violence” perspec-
tive (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967; Curtis, 1975), which holds that many
African Americans participate in a self-perpetuating subculture that rejects
mainstream American civility in favor of a so-called street code, character-
ized by the threat or use of violence to establish dominance and resolve
conflicts (Anderson, 1997; 1999; Massey and Denton, 1993; Naison, 1992;
Ogbu, 1985; Taylor, 1991; Wilson, 1996). This view has also served to rein-
force negative stereotypes and legitimize the overrepresentation of African
Americans in the prison-industrial complex (Platt, 1995; Texeira, 1995).

One critique of the subculture of violence thesis is that it reflects and
reinforces Eurocentric biases. For example, the assumption that European-
American culture fosters decency ignores the ubiquity of violence within
mainstreamU.S. society (McCord, 1997), especially that which has been per-
petrated against African Americans. It further obscures for its adherents the
common cultural and moral underpinnings shared by European-American
society and black urban street life (Bulhan, 1985; Hagedorn, 1997; Jagers,
1996; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1997; Sparks, 1994).

An alternative perspective emerging in the literature highlights African-
American cultural resources that promote resilience and healthy develop-
ment. Proponents of this perspective have asserted that African-American
communal values prescribe a morality of care that limits violent behav-
iors and fosters collective well-being (Oliver, 1989; Hammond and Yung,
1993; Ward, 1995). Research studies have provided some support for this
contention (Jagers, 1997; Stevenson, 1997; Humphries, Parker, and Jagers,
2000); however, the existing literature has not yet adequately developed
the connections among communal values, race-related coping strategies,
and morality in interpersonal, community, and societal contexts. Further
specifying these relationships could stimulate and guide basic and applied
research efforts concerned with violence prevention and wellness promo-
tion for African-American children and youth.

This chapter attempts such a project by integrating diverse perspectives
on the contributions of culture and morality to African-American violence
in order to derive a framework for psychological study in this area. One of its
principal assumptions is that the complex intersection of culture, class, and
race yields multiple moral communities among urban African Americans.
Thus, it proposes four racialized cultural identities (Lamont, 1999), each
representingmoral cognitions and emotions that prompt or inhibit violence
involvement by members of the distinct identity groups. Before doing so,
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however, working definitions of morality and of relevant forms of individual
and collective violence are outlined. The chapter concludes with a brief
discussion of the implications of its findings for basic and applied research
on youth violence in African-American communities.

Morality, Culture, and Violence. Morality refers to an array of cognitions,
emotions, and behaviors relevant to principles of caring and justice (Turiel,
1998). For some theorists, the presence of violence within this order in-
dicates that these relational principles and practices have somehow been
compromised (Bandura, 1991; Bandura, Barbanelli, Capara, and Pastorelli,
1996), for example, has coined the term “moral disengagement” to capture the
psychological mechanisms associated with violence. He used the term to re-
fer to the deactivation of the self-sanctioning processes that lead otherwise
moral individuals to commit acts of violence. Bandura (1991) delineated
several interrelated deactivation processes, including efforts to reconstruct
the violent conduct, obscure personal causal agency, dehumanize or vilify
the victims of violence, and/or blame the victims for the violence enacted
on them.

This chapter contends, however, that psychological arguments that rep-
resent violence as the consequence of personal amorality or moral decay
are overly simplistic. Violent behaviors and their related psychological pro-
cesses are more appropriately understood as outgrowths of complex social
arrangements and moral systems. Given that cultures reflect moral orders
that define and are defined by relationships among and between individ-
uals and social institutions (Wuthnow, 1987; Shweder, Much, Muhapatra,
and Park, 1997), a cultural psychology approach would seem useful for in-
quiry into the moral underpinnings of various forms of violence.

Generally speaking, violence refers to “any relation, process, or condi-
tion by which an individual or group violates the physical, social and/or
psychological integrity of another person or group” (Bulhan, 1985: 135).
This chapter is concerned primarily with community violence, which en-
compasses both street-level violence and processes resulting in systemic in-
equities in the distribution of resources (Sparks, 1994). Bell (1997) elab-
orates the concept of community violence by distinguishing between its
individual and collective forms. He offers that individual forms of com-
munity violence include serial killings, predatory or instrumental violence,
and interpersonal or expressive violence. (This chapter includes within this
category self-destructive acts such as substance abuse and suicide.) Bell
further contends that spontaneous mob violence or riots, hate crimes, and
systematic violence such as war, institutional racism, and sexism are among
collective forms of violence. He places gang- and drug-related violence in
independent categories, with the former being construed as both preda-
tory (individual) and systematic (collective) and the latter being construed
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as including the systematic violence committed by drug dealers to en-
hance their market share, the economic drug-related predatory violence of
drug users, and drug-related violence prompted by pharmacological drug
effects.

The Confluence of Culture and Race. The concept of culture has been
prominent among contemporary African-American psychologists since the
1970s (Valentine, 1971; Boykin, 1983; Nobles, 1991). Stimulated in part by
prevailing notions of African-American deficiency and pathology, scholars
argued for analyses that reflected an appreciation of the cultural integrity of
blacks. Recently, this approach to issues of culture has gained currency and
popularity inmainstreamAmericanpsychology (e.g., Betancourt andLopez,
1993; Cooper and Denner, 1998; Greenfield and Cocking, 1994; Shweder,
1991). Cultural psychologists tend to conceive of cultures as shared sys-
tems of meaning that are transmitted within and across generations. These
meaning systems contain an array of fundamental themes to which indi-
viduals orient themselves. Cultural orientations imply repertoires or scripts
of personhood and collective identity that define the preferred functional
psychology (e.g., cognitive, emotional, and behavioral inclinations) of indi-
viduals, groups, and institutions.

This chapter uses Boykin’s (1983) triple quandary theory to organize
and interrogate competing views of African-American culture and its con-
nections to morality and violence. Boykin’s paradigm conceives of African
Americans as having to negotiate simultaneously three intersecting social
realms of experience: mainstream American (Anglocultural) culture, their
African cultural (Afrocultural) legacy, and racial minority status. The perva-
siveness of racism in the United States makes the racial minority realm the
most relevant for inquiry into themoral implications of community violence
as it pertains to African Americans. The experiences of racialized oppres-
sion dictate that African Americans evolve an understanding of what being
black implies insofar as their relationships with other members of their race
and with European Americans are concerned. However, explorations of
the Anglocultural theme of acquisitive individualism and the Afrocultural
theme of communalism are likewise critical for understanding the moral
implications of African-American community violence. These themes are
foundational to the understanding and conduct of social relationships
between and among African Americans and others.

Acquisitive individualism refers to an orientation in which the effective
control and accumulation of people, material objects, knowledge, and influ-
ence is seen as a primary indicator of self-worth and social standing (Boykin,
1983; Jagers, 1996). By contrast, communalism connotes an orientation in
which the fulfillment of social duties and responsibilities reflects a premium
on the fundamental interconnectedness, interdependence, and well-being
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of one’s group (Boykin, Jagers, Ellison, andAlbury, 1997; Jagers, 1997;Mattis
and Jagers, in press). It seems reasonable then to assume that preference
for an acquisitive or a communal orientation would be an important deter-
minant of racial ideology.

Drawing on Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, and Chavous’s (1998) racial
identity model, four racialized cultural identities are proposed that extend
acquisitive individualistic and communal orientations to the sociopolitical
domain of race. An acquisitive orientation can be likened to an assimila-
tionist ideology because it similarly promotes the desire to integrate fully
into European-American society. Acquisitiveness also can be paired with
an oppressed-minority ideology reflective of disenfranchisement and self-
depreciation. By contrast, a communal orientation coincides with a human-
ist ideology that highlights the commonality of all people. It also shares
much in commonwith anationalist ideology that emphasizes theuniqueness
and centrality of the African-American experience. The implications of the
four resulting identity orientations – acquisitive-assimilationist, acquisitive-
oppressed, communal-humanist, and communal-nationalist – for under-
standing African-American morality and community violence are examined
in the following sections.

The Acquisitive-Assimilationist Identity. Many theorists have maintained
that individualism is the cornerstone of American mainstream culture
(Bellah,Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton, 1985; Du Bois, 1972; Etzioni,
1996; Sampson, 1988; Spence, 1985). As Shweder et al. (1997) contend, the
priority placed on individual rights, protections, and choices in the United
States reflects an ethic of autonomy. However, it is more precise to say that
U.S. consumer capitalism demands a cultural emphasis on acquisitive indi-
vidualism, which focuses on the personal accumulation of wealth, status, and
power and represents the interface between material well-being, interper-
sonal competition, and person-object relations. Acquisitive individualism
further implies a “bourgeois morality” characterized by utilitarianism and
instrumentality in social relations (Scheler, 1994).

African-American assimilationists abide by American social conventions
that mandate cordiality and a nonthreatening persona in the public arena.
This gives the impression that U.S. society is based on decency and moral
uprightness. However, this veneer of civility masks a moral outlook that
allows for the dispassionate, calculated manipulation and exploitation of
others while promoting thepursuit of an illusive sense ofmaterial well-being.
Obscuring personal causal agency and blaming the victim are the moral
disengagement processes most relevant for the characterization of black
acquisitive assimilationists. Typically, these individuals buy into the notion
that self-promotion through the exploitation of others is encouraged within
the U.S. social order. They also tend to believe that those who are abused
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within that order somehow deserve it, and that, if given the opportunity, the
exploited would readily exchange places with their exploiters.

The rhetoric of equal opportunity and the reality of differential access to
wealth and power make the affective states of anger and envy prominent in
the bourgeois morality system of acquisitive assimilationists. Whereas their
anger is anchored in racial shame or negative regard (Sellers et al., 1998),
their envy is a self-focused emotional state that typically yields a sense of pub-
lic worthlessness (Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall, and Gramzow,
1996). Assimilationists overwhelmingly want to view themselves as different
from underachieving blacks; however, despite their best efforts, they cannot
escape the social stigmas associated with being black. This version of inter-
nalized racism typically prompts within them anger, contempt, and moral
outrage at members of their race who do not, cannot, or simply will not find
their niche in the white-dominated U.S. social order. They subsequently
come to blame less-assimilated or less materially successful blacks (or both)
for the negative racial stereotypes embraced by many European Americans
(Cose, 1993).

Because their social analysis fails to link circumstantial occurrences such
as African-American underachievement and street violence to structural
oppression, acquisitive assimilationists typically feel no moral compunction
about engaging in efforts aimed at collective uplift. Indeed, they may be
some of the harshest andmost vocal critics of such efforts. Most concentrate
on distancing themselves psychologically from other African Americans,
content that the racial segregation prominent in most U.S. urban centers
will preclude their physical separation from same-race others from poor
backgrounds (Pattillo-McCoy, 1999).

However, limiting community activities and social interactions with other
blacks also helps these assimilationists to minimize the probability that they
will become victims of predatory violence. Should such an incident occur,
these individuals readily turn to and rely on sources of authority sanctioned
by the mainstream social order (e.g., police and the judicial system). This is
done more out of prudence than moral restraint, because they fear that if
they retaliate, they, too, may be subjected to the scrutiny and punishments
of these socially sanctioned authorities.

For African-American acquisitive assimilationists, the most immediate so-
cial comparisons are their upwardly mobile African-American neighbors,
although their ultimate aspiration is to emulate and experience for them-
selves the privilege enjoyed by affluent European Americans. Failure to pos-
sess the valued objects or statuses of whites may prompt within the acquisi-
tive assimilationist feelings of envy and relative deprivation (Merton, 1968),
which may lead to disdain and ill-will toward those who have acquired the
desired objects or privileges (Salovey, 1991). Although they know that white
privilege is sustained through discrimination and exploitation, acquisitive
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assimilationists resist outward expressions of hostility toward European
Americans and their surrogates. Unwilling to challenge the hegemonic sys-
tem in which they find themselves, they begrudgingly endure inequities
such as underemployment, glass ceilings, tokenism, andmicroaggressions to
avoid compromising access to themuch-coveted goods and services (Pierce,
1974).

Although the bourgeois morality of African-American acquisitive assimi-
lationists provides them with ample opportunities for manipulation and ex-
ploitation, it typically does not stimulate them to commit physical violence
against others. By contrast, the resentment and social isolation associated
with these assimilationists’ frustrated social strivings can sometimes mani-
fest in self-destructive behaviors. For example, Anderson (1991) has argued
that the assimilation process may contribute to the high incidence of stress-
related illnesses found among African Americans. Related contentions are
that the press to assimilate may heighten substance abuse among African
Americans (Akbar, 1991; Anderson, 1991), or that it may help explain the
dramatic rise in African-American suicide, especially among young men
(Snyder and Sickmund, 1999).

The Acquisitive-Oppressed Identity. Acquisitive individualism also can
be linked to the oppressed-minority identity. The acquisitive-oppressed
African-American identity has been the focus of much of the literature
on inner-city social life. Many scholars have suggested that this identity
reflects an oppositional cultural agenda that is at odds with that of main-
stream white America (Anderson, 1997, 1999; Massey and Denton, 1993;
Wilson, 1996). Nonetheless, acquisitive-oppressed African Americans share
with their acquisitive-assimilationist peers a priority on possessing goods and
services and its related bourgeois morality. They likewise manifest similar
types of moral disengagement and related emotions of envy and anger. Un-
like the assimilationists, however, poor academic and social skill preparation
limit conventional employment opportunities for the acquisitive oppressed,
a circumstance that further exacerbates their sense of relative deprivation
and intense commodity worship (Nightingale, 1993).

Acquisitive-oppressed African Americans are typically involved in the
street economy, a loosely organized system of markets that are a source
of legal and illegal goods and services. These individuals tend to be most
closely aligned with the illegal sector of this economy and thus are at ele-
vated risk of violence involvement. In this sector, predation in the form of
armed theft of urban status items such as gym shoes, sports team parapher-
nalia, bicycles, jewelry, and cars is motivated to a large extent by envy. How-
ever, the crack cocaine trade has dominated the street economy since the
1980s and has stimulated much of the violence within poor, urban African-
American communities (Baumer, Lauritsen, Rosenfeld, and Wright, 1998).
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A large percentage of the violence associated with the crack trade has
been attributed to the youth groups, gangs, cliques, or posses that either
sell the drugs themselves or supply drugs and protection to independent
peddlers.

For most African-American gang members, selling drugs offers the most
viable means of providing for themselves and their families (Whitehead,
Peterson, and Kaljee, 1994). These individuals understand that drugs are
harmful to others and view their drug dealing as immoral, yet they jus-
tify their actions by emphasizing the imperative for economic survival. The
moral disengagement process of restructuring conduct leads them to reason
that drug dealing is a victimless crime. They further deem selling drugs as far
less harmful than other types of criminal activities in which they could en-
gage (Hagedorn, 1997). Restructuring the violent conduct associated with
their involvement in the drug trade allows the acquisitive-oppressed to ig-
nore the connection between dealing drugs and the dramatic upsurge in
drug-related violence (Baumer et al., 1998). In turn, the addicts they create
tend to morally disengage from the acts of predatory violence to which they
resort to expedite their drug purchasing and consumption. The addicts’
subsequent distortion of consequence and tendency to dehumanize their
victims are exacerbated further by the physical and psychological effects of
their drug addiction.

Although most are not inclined toward instrumental violence, the gang
affiliations of many acquisitive-oppressed African-American drug dealers
position them for involvement in systematic gang violence. Appeals to gang
loyalty and challenges tomembers’ manhood or womanhood are frequently
used to incite violence between rival gangs. Whereas being enmeshed in a
gang allows these individuals to obscure their personal responsibility for
such acts of collective violence, only a handful of gang members have been
found to actually relish the use of violence (Hagedorn, 1994; 1998; Jah
and Shah’ Keyah, 1995). Hagedorn (1998), for example, concluded that
most drug-related street violence is perpetrated by “new jacks,” who, like
real-life crime bosses (e.g., Al Capone, John Gotti) and movie gangsters
(e.g., Al Pacino in Scarface, Wesley Snipes in New Jack City), embrace the
American Dream of power andmaterial success but are highly cynical about
the prospect of conventional employment allowing them to realize their
status goals. New Jacks view their assimilationist peers as naive people who
avail themselves to exploitation by those who, like the New Jacks themselves,
have a singular focus on effectively manipulating individuals and events to
their material advantage.

The New Jack version of bourgeois morality allows adherents to peddle
drugs indiscriminately and employ proactive, instrumental violence to es-
tablish, maintain, and expand their drug markets. It further allows them to
easily suspend self-sanctioning processes, disregarding or restructuring the
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consequences of their actions, by placing an extreme emphasis on self-gain
rather than on harm done to others. New Jack morality also rationalizes
violence by devaluing or dehumanizing the victims of the violence its pro-
ponents create. This dehumanization is made easier because the majority
of the New Jacks’ customers and rivals are other African Americans. More-
over, these gang members’ internalized racism or low racial regard lessens
any potential guilt or remorse they might feel over the violence they either
themselves commit or indirectly sponsor against same-race others.

The violence of the acquisitive-oppressed feeds the cycle of violence oc-
curring in many inner-city communities. Chronic exposure to such violence
can contribute to the development of a “victim complex” among somemem-
bers of poor, urban African-American communities (Bulhan, 1985: 126).
This complex frequently entails generalized fear, suspicion, anger, and a
heightened sensitivity to personal slights or disrespect (Anderson, 1997;
1999). For some, it manifests as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), with
symptoms such as sleeplessness, anxiety, and depression, each of which neg-
atively affect intellectual and social functioning (Osofsky, 1995). Others self-
medicate with drugs and alcohol as a means of numbing themselves against
street violence, while still others resort to violence themselves (Fitzpatrick
and Boldizar, 1993).

Indeed, violent responses to personal victimization are made more likely
in black urban poor communities because of the perception that failure to
respond in kind may invite further victimization (Anderson, 1997; 1999).
Astor (1994) has reasoned that a history of violence exposure prompts youth
to key in on the immorality of intentional (or unintentional) provocation
(e.g., hitting, name calling, lying, and stealing) and construe physical re-
taliation as a form of reciprocal justice. Rather than relying on sanctioned
authority figures to intervene on their behalf, many of these youth elect to
take revenge on those who transgress against them. They practice what has
been variously termed “street justice” (Ward, 1988), concrete reciprocity
(Piaget, 1965), or the talion (“eye for an eye”) principle (Boesak, 1995).

The need or desire of the African-American acquisitive oppressed to re-
sort to street justiceprompts these individuals, especiallyNew Jacks, to accept
and even glamorize the prospects of incarceration and violent confronta-
tions with competitors or police. Involvement in the illegal sector of the
street economy increases the likelihood that acquisitive-oppressed persons
will have frequent interactions with police, the judicial system, and the pe-
nal system. Indeed, many of them reify the stereotype of the dangerous
black male youth and thereby help sustain the momentum of the burgeon-
ing prison-industrial complex in this country (Platt, 1995; Texeira, 1995).
However, their symbiotic relationship with law enforcement places them
and other African Americans at serious risk of heightened police brutality,
wrongful imprisonment, and victimization.
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The Communal-Humanist Identity. The notion of communalism is fairly
ubiquitous in the literature concerned with the persistence of African cul-
tural vestiges among African Americans (Boykin et al., 1997; Kambon,
1992; Nobles, 1991; Sudarkasa, 1997; Ward, 1995). Communalism offers an
alternative framing of self-other relations to that represented by acquisi-
tive individualism. African scholars have posited that communalism places a
premium on sharing, mutual aid, caring for others, interdependence, soli-
darity, reciprocal obligation, and social harmony (e.g., Gyekye, 1996; Mbiti,
1970; Menkiti, 1984). This suggests an ethic of community similar to that de-
scribed by Shweder et al. (1997) or an ethic of responsibility such as Gyekye
(1996) discusses, both of which imply a moral obligation to be sensitive and
responsive to the perceived or expressed needs of significant others.

Consistent with this view, Ward (1995) has posited that African-derived
communal values prescribe amorality of care that has relevance for prevent-
ing black-on-black violence in urban communities. Some scholars contend
that the racialized oppression experienced by African Americans dictates
that communal sensibilities be extended beyond the traditional African
boundaries of extended family and tribe to include all same-race oth-
ers (e.g., Nobles, 1991; Kambon, 1992). Ward seems to agree, suggesting
that a positive black racial identity is an important ingredient of a caring
morality. Although this line of reasoning has some intuitive appeal, the
links among communalism, a morality of care, and violence warrant further
elaboration.

Amorality of care can be informedby a communal-humanist identity. The
humanist version of an African-American morality of care compels blacks to
remainmorally engaged – that is, to focus on the well-being of others as they
conduct their daily affairs. Recent research supports this position. For ex-
ample, a communal orientation among urban African-American youth was
consistent with greater moral maturity (Humphries et al., 2000). In addi-
tion, such an orientation was positively associated with empathy (e.g., Jagers,
Mock, Smith, and Dill, 1997) and forgiveness (Jagers and Mock, 1995).
Empathy refers to psychological responses more closely aligned with an-
other’s situation thanone’s ownand impliesmoral accountability (Hoffman,
1987). Forgiveness refers to a “giving up of resentment, hatred, and anger
and taking up a stance of love and compassion” (Enright and the Human
Development Group, 1991: 64). In turn, a communal orientation was as-
sociated with lower levels of violent behavior (Jagers, Mock, and Smith,
in press). Other research studies seem consistent with these findings. Hart
et al. (1995), for example, described an interconnected sense of self that dis-
tinguished inner-city adolescent exemplars of a caring morality from their
peers. Astor (1994) reported that the nonviolent children in his sample,
most of whom were African American, were more concerned than their vio-
lent counterpartswith theharmdonebyhitting in retaliation toprovocation.
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Implied is a sense of ideal or cooperative reciprocity that emphasizes pro-
motive interdependence (Piaget, 1965).

For the most part, social science research provides no explicit acknowl-
edgment of the African origins of the humanist morality of care. Rather, in
much of contemporary scholarship, this moral orientation is most closely
linked to the Christian spiritual and religious traditions common among
African Americans (Boesak, 1995; Cone, 1997). Religions and spirituality
introduce the notion of sacredness into relational life (Mattis and Jagers,
in press; Pargament, 1997). They also provide believers with a moral system
that includes notions about ultimate consequences of moral transgressions
and strategies for triumphing over evil (Houf, 1945; Geertz, 1973). Among
contemporary African-American youth in particular, spiritual and religious
beliefs and practices have been found to engender a sense of well-being
and interconnectedness with God and social others (Moore and Glei, 1995;
Jagers and Smith, 1996; Mattis, 1997). Religious African-American youth
have also been found to be less likely to engage in self-destructive behaviors
such as substance abuse and suicide (Donahue and Benson, 1995). Accord-
ing to Stevenson (1997), African-American adolescent males who are more
spiritual tend to exhibit greater anger control and engage in fewer acts of
aggression. Jagers and Mock (1993) contend that more spiritual African-
American youth report fewer delinquent acts and place greater emphasis
on cooperation and empathy.

The spiritual grounding of communal humanists leads to a concern for
others based on a shared spiritual essence. As such, the humanist version of a
care morality calls for a transcendence of racial group membership and the
challenging of the self-serving bourgeois morality embraced by acquisitive-
assimilationist and acquisitive-oppressed blacks (King, 1958; Cone, 1986).
However, it also stimulates a critique of European-American racial oppres-
sion. The critical use of religious tenets to interrogate the moral bankruptcy
of oppressive social and political conditions offers African-American com-
munal humanists an authoritative platform from which to challenge racist
social arrangements. In this regard, these blacks have been inclined topartic-
ipate in civil disobedience and nonviolent resistance to European-American
exploitation and violence (Payne, 1995). Their principal assumption is that
the use of such strategies will stimulate a sense of moral shame or guilt
among the power elite that will open the way to forgiveness by the disen-
franchised and movement toward meaningful reform of the existing social
order (King, 1958; McCartney, 1992).

The Communal-Nationalist Identity. A substantial and diverse segment
of the urban African-American community is attracted to a communal-
nationalist identity (Bush, 1999). This identity type can derive from sev-
eral overlapping sources: the ongoing desire of African Americans to frame
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and shape their own social reality, disenchantment with the integrationism
associated with both the assimilationist and humanist social agendas, or
the festering moral outrage at the continued interpersonal and systemic
violence waged in and against the African-American community (Marable,
1991;Umoja, 1998). From theAfrican-American communal-nationalist view,
blacks comprise a distinct nation within the confines of the United States
(Karenga, 1980; Marable, 1991; Ture and Hamilton, 1992). Self-definition
and self-determination are the principal goals of the nationalist agenda that
places a high priority on African Americans’ pursuit of indigenous strate-
gies and processes to effectively resist racist cultural oppression and move
toward collective liberation and well-being. In this sense, communal nation-
alists extend the morality of care only to same-race others.

However, the communal-nationalist identity can manifest itself in two
distinct but potentially intersecting forms: cultural or conservative nation-
alist identity and political or revolutionary nationalist identity (Bush, 1999;
Cabral, 1979; Fanon, 1963; Karenga, 1980; X, 1964). The conservative na-
tionalist identity is concerned primarily with the articulation and prolif-
eration of an authentic national culture as the primary means for African-
American liberation (Karenga, 1980). African-derived communal principles
of compassion and mutual reciprocity guide the normative social function-
ing of conservative nationalists, along with a corresponding rejection of
anti-humanist European-American cultural principles and practices (Myers,
1991; Ani, 1994). Conservative nationalists vary as to whether the cultural
liberation process requires physical as well as psychological separation from
European Americans. However, they draw on African-American cultural his-
tory to foster racial pride, personal responsibility, and collective creation of
culturally grounded religious, economic, political, and aesthetic systems and
institutions.

Some conservative nationalists contend that middle-income African
Americans should commit “class suicide” – that is, eschew the privilege and
isolation that confer with their socioeconomic status to lead the masses of
African Americans in the cultural revitalization process (Karenga, 1990).
This strategy positions middle-income African Americans as the leading ar-
biters of community culture and morality and suggests that conservative na-
tionalism is not inconsistent with black capitalism. However, middle-income
proponents of this view must guard against reducing African-American cul-
tural revitalization to the commodification of black culture and the repro-
duction of American class-based exploitation within the desired African-
American nation-state (Bush, 1999).

Despite the demonization of whites and their cultural agenda, most
African-American conservative nationalists remain focused on individual
and community morality and self-reliance. The apparent desire to partici-
pate in a plural capitalist society prompts conservative nationalists to avoid
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serious critiques and programmatic strategies for combating European-
American exploitation and oppression. Rather, many adherents suggest
that there will be divine retribution for European-American decadence and
transgressions against African Americans. Thus, the conservative nationalist
link to violence is more rhetorical and representational than otherwise. Sub-
sequently, low-income urban members of the nationalist community often
are left struggling to discern how the conservative nationalist agenda will
bring them immediate relief from the violent social reality with which they
are confronted.

By contrast, African-American political or revolutionary nationalists are
decidedly opposed to the prevailing social order. They are concerned with
achieving liberation through the expeditious transfer of material resources
from the oppressor (whites) to the oppressed (nonwhites). Revolutionary
nationalists view food, shelter, education, and land as essential ingredients
for realizing cultural, sociopolitical, and economic self-determination for
African Americans (Seale, 1970; Ture and Hamilton, 1992). They also tend
to emphasize human rights as manifested by material conditions rather
than by the civil rights associated with full participation in American society
(McCartney, 1992). In this regard, African-American revolutionary nation-
alists construe their efforts as part of the anti-imperialist and anticapitalist
movements throughout the world (Van Deburg, 1997). They further tend
to believe that most members of the black middle class are too comfortable
with their limited privilege in the existing U.S. social order to engage in cri-
tiques or activities that will bring about meaningful social change. The black
oppressed classes, however, are seen as primed for revolutionary change “for
they have nothing to lose and everything to gain” (Fanon, 1963: 61).

In order to engage in a sustained liberation struggle, African-American
revolutionary nationalists contend that indigenous cultural resources must
be used to inculcate a “revolutionary morality” (Santucho, 1982; Shanna,
1987). Consistent with a communal morality of care, this type of morality
is believed to promote humility, sacrifice, generosity, patience, and love for
fellow insurgents and members of the emerging African-American nation.
These qualities, revolutionary nationalists contend, will guide the develop-
ment and functioning of the new nation’s infrastructure (e.g., education,
health, politics) and thus imply the evolution of an egalitarian social order
should the revolution be successful.

Revolutionary nationalists also maintain that violence may be an in-
evitable part of the liberation process. They reason that, since oppression
is brought about and sustained by the oppressor’s use of violence, revolu-
tionary violence may be necessary to establish and defend the black nation-
building project (Umoja, 1998; Bush, 1999). This restructuring has been
framed alternately in terms of a socialist reshaping of the economic or-
der and the pursuit of a divine social order associated with more zealous
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manifestations of religious nationalism (McCarthy, 1992; Van Deburg,
1997). The related moral disengagement processes involve construing rev-
olutionary violence as a morally justifiable means to achieve justice and
liberation. Within these processes, African Americans who are seen as con-
tributing to African-American oppression are vilified.

The proliferation of a revolutionary morality actively redirects the hor-
izontal, same-race violence occurring among the oppressed into vertical
or revolutionary violence against agents of oppression. This transformation
process can result in the emerging nationalist engaging in spontaneousmob
violence or rebellions. Such reactions reflect anunfocused expression of col-
lective anger at and frustration with an oppressive social system. However,
the African-American revolutionary nationalist labors to evolve a system of
“revolutionary justice” that features the disciplined and strategic use of in-
strumental violence (Bulhan, 1985; Cabral, 1979; Fanon, 1963). This type
of violence can target same-race “auto-oppressors” (Bulhan, 1985) such as
drug-dealers and agent provocateurs who compromise the black liberation
effort (Williams, 1993; Umoja, 1998). Such action is a delicate matter, how-
ever, as imprudent or haste judgments can create fear and dissension among
devotees and stimulate factionalization and internecine violence (Booker,
1998; Ngozi-Brown, 1997; Santucho, 1982).

The historical analysis of the revolutionary nationalists confirms for them
the idea that moral appeals to one’s oppressors do not result in the contri-
tion and reconciliation that communal humanists seek. To the contrary,
their reasoning suggests that such appeals tend to manifest in the levying
of more intensive violence against African Americans and other oppressed
groups (Memmi, 1965). The revolutionary nationalist concludes that revo-
lutionary violence by the oppressed is the only mechanism by which oppres-
sors can be forced into “reciprocal recognition” or full acknowledgment of
the humanity and integrity of the oppressed (Fanon, 1963). The professed
willingness to commit what Newton (1973) calls “revolutionary suicide” –
to die fighting for liberation rather than to participate in one’s own
oppression – has made African-American revolutionary nationalists the
targets of federal- and state-sponsored counterinsurgency efforts and re-
pression. Such efforts have included covert programs of misinformation, in-
filtration, and cooption as well as imprisonment, torture, and assassination
(Cabral, 1979; Churchill and Wall, 1990; Grady-Willis, 1998).

Future Directions. The framework proposed in this chapter is intended
to catalyze and guide basic and applied psychological research on culture,
morality, and African-American violence. Rather than being seen as rigid,
static categories into which African Americans can be pigeonholed, the four
racialized cultural identities offered herein should be viewed as rough an-
chor points for future scholarship. Thefirst task is to document the existence
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anddistribution of the proposed identities and to explore the putativemoral
implications for violence within these distinct but intersecting segments of
the African American community. Priority should be given to the systematic
study of communalism, an understudied cultural theme that may help pro-
mote collective well-being in the African-American community. Specifically,
this research agenda should explore the ways in which communal-humanist
and communal-nationalist communities have socialized African-American
children and youth around issues of morality and violence. Recent work by
Hughes and Chen (1997) has shown that child, parent, and contextual fac-
tors can inform the timing and content of cultural and race-relatedmessages
given to young people. The connections among socialization messages, par-
enting practices, and children’s emerging moral sensibilities in family, peer,
and community contexts also warrant close scrutiny.

Additionally, some attention should be given to spirituality and religion
in future work. Through spiritual teachings and related activities, African-
American religious institutions continue to help shape the moral life of
African-American communities. ThemainstreamblackChristian churchhas
been central in militating against both community and structural violence.
However, criticisms of the historical and contemporary role of Christianity in
the African-American struggle for liberation also have been lodged (Azibo,
1994; Grier and Cobb, 1968; Karenga, 1980; Wilmore, 1989). A comparative
analysis of traditional and Afrocentric forms of Christianity, Islam, and tra-
ditional African religions relative to their stances on morality and violence
also might be a worthwhile undertaking.

Increasingly, psychologists, educators, and activists are promoting indige-
nous social change efforts within African-American communities. For ex-
ample, Watts and Abdul-Adil (1997) have developed the Young Warriors
program, which utilizes rapmusic videos to stimulate among young African-
American men a critical consciousness of the ways in which they contribute
to their own oppression and to promote among them a dialogue around
the conflation of personal and community change. TheNguzo Saba, or “Seven
Principles of Blackness,” has also emerged as a key feature in the ideological
framings of the black independent school movement (Lee, 1994), and is be-
ing employed to provide a cultural basis for school- and community-based
African-American social development and violence prevention programs. In
a similar vein, Brookins and Robinson (1995) have offered a culturally spe-
cific rites of passage model that seeks to construct a set of roles and respon-
sibilities for contemporary African-American adolescents and young adults
by integrating traditional African social development beliefs with methods
of coping in a racially oppressive environment. Efforts such as these are de-
signed to promote and bring about culturally appropriate developmental
outcomes for black youth while insulating them from the negative influ-
ences within American popular culture. Despite the growing popularity of
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such programs, there continues to be a need for efficacy and evaluative
data documenting their implementation and impact. Of particular interest
should be examination of the ways in which these programs accommodate
the type of cultural and sociopolitical diversity suggested in the framework
presented here and the related implications for morality and various forms
of violence.1

1 We would like to thank Drs. Jim Kelley and Darnell Hawkins for their comments on earlier
versions of this manuscript. The editorial efforts of Kamili Anderson, Lisa Hill, and Erica
Simpson are also greatly appreciated. The work reported herein was partially supported by
a grant to the first author from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S.
Department of Education. The findings and opinions expressed in this document do not
reflect the position or policies of the National Institute on At-Risk Students, the Office of
Educational Research and Improvement, or the U.S. Department of Education.



C H A P T E R S I X T E E N

Racial Discrimination and Violence:
A Longitudinal Perspective
Joan McCord
Margaret E. Ensminger

A century ago, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote: “Crime is a phenomenon of or-
ganized social life, and is the open rebellion of an individual against his
social environment” (1899/1996: 235). Explaining crime among blacks in
Philadelphia between 1835 and 1895, Du Bois noted their overrepresenta-
tion in the courts as well as prisons and was acknowledging the damage to
society done by racial discrimination both before and after the Civil War.
Enumerations of prison populations in 1904, 1910, and 1923 showed seri-
ous overrepresentation of blacks both among resident prisoners and among
those committed during the years of enumeration (Reuter, 1927). The fact
that rates were higher for population counts than for intakes showed that
blacks not only were convicted relatively more frequently but that, also, they
were given longer sentences.

High crime rates among blacks are, of course, at least partly a function of
the operation of the justice system and the way in which crimes and race are
recorded. In many cases, white men have committed violence against blacks
with impunity, thus not entering into any counts of violence. Although black
recorded rates of violence exceeded the averages amongwhites, they did not
rise to the levels of violence among Irish or Italian immigrants at particular
times and places (Lane, 1997). Nevertheless, contemporary records indicate
that violence among blacks, particularly among young black males, is an
extremely serious phenomenon.

A plethora of social commentaries and theories have developed to iden-
tify conditions of the social environment that might account for crime
among blacks. For example, some have suggested that there are pockets
of people who approve the use of violence, referring to these groups as
sharing a “subculture of Violence” (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967/1982) or
a “subculture of honor” (Butterfield, 1995; Nisbett andCohen, 1996). These
theories do not focus specifically on experiences of blacks but, rather, on
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the ease of transitions from civil exchange to aggressive actions among both
blacks and whites. Although originating in the South, these subcultures are
said to have been transported to inner cities along with the migration of
freed blacks after the Civil War.

A variation on this theme suggests that social disorganization creates
high tolerance for violence, although not necessarily approval of its use
(Marable, 1996; Anderson, 1997; Sampson, 1997). William B. Harvey de-
picted the process by which social disorganization results in violence.Harvey
described the Subculture of Exasperation as one in which “the dearth of op-
portunities that are available for black people to accrue reasonable incomes
through socially sanctioned employment, to live in dignity and self-respect,
and to realize the same benefits and pleasures as whites, inevitably results in
displays of discontent and outward directed aggression” (1986: 155). Cou-
pled with a constant bombardment of advertising that shows a form of life in
which owning material goods constitute a “good life,” the inability of many
blacks to attain that life builds resentment. In a similar vein, Humphrey and
Palmer suggest that “black interpersonal violence seems inextricably tied
to the persistent difficulty black males have in obtaining a viable masculine
identity” (1986: 65).

Despite the abundance of books and articles documenting high rates of
violence amongblacks, little empirical attentionhas beenpaid to identifying
the source of violence among them. Exceptions can be found in studies
showing effects of extreme poverty, unemployment, and family disruption
(Blau and Blau, 1982; Fowles and Merva, 1996; Messner and Golden, 1992;
Phillips, 1997; Sampson, 1985, 1987). Historical studies have indicated that
rates of violence among blacks sometimes tend to increase during times of
white prosperity – a tendency that has been taken by some to evidence effects
of discrimination in employment (Henry and Short, 1954; Gurr, 1981; Lane,
1986).

In careful time-series analyses of crime rates between 1957 and 1988,
LaFree, Drass, and O’Day found rates of crime declined – as expected –
among whites during times of prosperity. To the contrary, however, they
found that “for blacks, higher family income and educational attainment
are generally associated with higher crime rates; conversely, increases in un-
employment and percentage of female-headed families are associated with
declining crime rates” (1992: 175). The authors suggested that education and
prosperity might engender expectations that are conspicuously unfulfilled
and that the consequent sense of injustice results in higher rates of crime.

American racism has created systematic biases that might influence rates
of violence in a variety of ways. Katheryn K. Russell (1998) documented
a litany of important issues in the criminal justice system that perpetuate
racial stereotypes and feed into racial discrimination. Her historical sum-
mary covers slave codes and Black Codes of the nineteenth century as well
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as Jim Crow Laws of the twentieth. She discusses racial disproportionality,
addressing the difficult task of trying to distinguish between discrimination
in the system and differentiation in rates of crime. The issues link the past to
the present, for as Russell noted, “Black distrust of the justice system is not
new. It is historically rooted in the role police played in enforcing the slave
codes, Black codes, Jim Crow segregation, the ultimate form of vigilante
justice, lynching. . . . Today, police brutality hardly resembles its past forms.
Many Blacks alive today, however, still remember the widespread, persistent,
and inhumane abuse Blacks suffered at the hands of police” (1998: 35).

Racial biases among the police have frequently resulted in the arrest of
black men who are innocent. Not only do such arrests inflate the crime
figures reported to the FBI but, also, they undermine the legitimacy of law
enforcement officers in their role as protectors. Therefore, police miscon-
duct, too, contributes to the use of violence. If the police cannot be trusted,
then citizens must control their own environments (McCord, 1997). Many,
Anderson reports, “carry small handguns for protection” (1976: 185).

Burton Levy (1968) documented police abuses to show that deeply en-
trenched antiblack values, attitudes, andbehavior permeate thepolice force.
These values, attitudes, and actions contribute to distrust of and hostility to-
ward police among the groups most in need of real protection. Darnell
Hawkins (1986) suggests that the denigration of blacks by the police results
in a lack of attention to those crimes that regularly can be used to foretell
violence. In the absence of police control, some incidents that might have
ended without violence escalate.

Hawkins (1986), like many others, considers the possibility that violence
can be an attempt to gain some control in an environment over which young
blacks appear to have no control. The use of violence to gain some control
is a thesis developed more fully by Frantz Fanon. Fanon argued that the
“colonized man” becomes so accustomed to violence that aggression seems
“deposited in his bones” (1968: 52). At first, violence is used against those
close to him, but later, violence becomes a threat to the colonizer. As the
atmosphere fills with violence, the colonizer tries to defuse it. In taking
responsibility for violence, the colonized man becomes integrated. Fanon
suggests: “Violence is thus seen as comparable to a royal pardon” (1968:
86). Frederick Douglass (1845/1960), too, had deified violence. While still
a slave, hefinally fought his cruel and sadistic boss, Covey.Of this experience,
he wrote: “It was a glorious resurrection, from the tomb of slavery, to the
heaven of freedom. My long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold
defiance took its place; and I now resolved that, however long Imight remain
a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I could be a slave in fact
(1845/1960: 105).

Nathan Irvin Huggins (1977/1990) places the experience of slavery at
center stage for understanding the experience of being black in America.
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Huggins believes that crime and other social ills can be attributed to fail-
ure to “bring slavery and the persistent oppression of race from the mar-
gins to the center” (1977/1990: lvi) in analyzing the American Dream.
Because there was so much violence on plantations, those slaves willing
to stand up to their bosses were typically seen as heroes for their toughness
(Genovese, 1972). Links between violence and heroism have been perpet-
uated through some of the great black literatures, as well as through stories
passed along by word of mouth (Takaki, 1993).

W. H. Grier and P. M. Cobbs introduce their book about what it means
to be black in America by noting: “Black children from birth are exposed
to heavily systematized hostility from the nation and for their own survival
must reject the community’s code of behavior, containing as it does the
injunction that they themselves are to be the object of hatred” (1971: 1).
The authors continue by remarking the series of degradations that can be
expected in school. They note the anti-intellectualism foisted upon black
males, and the constant pressures used by whites to keep blacks “in their
place.” The degradation, the lack of preparation for success, the clear signs
of injustice surround young black males with reasons for violence.

Most discussions of black crime purport to explain why rates of violence
are so high among blacks. It is clear, however, that only a minority of blacks
commit violent crimes. Du Bois, for example, showed that a small propor-
tion of Negroes committed the bulk of crimes. He suggested “that deep
social causes underlie this prevalence of crime (and) . . . that to this crimi-
nal class and not to the great mass of Negroes the bulk of the serious crime
perpetrated by this race should be charged” (1899/1996: 257).

The present study addresses the issue of why some blacks become violent
and others do not. To do this, we will specifically consider perceived racial
discrimination as a form of victimization contributing to violence. Recog-
nizing that all blacks are at least potentially subjected to discrimination, we
consider differences between those who have and those who have not been
specifically deprived of their desired goals because – at least in their own
opinions – they are black.

The present study tracks individuals from childhood to the age of thirty-
two. These people were first studied in 1966, at the age of six. They were
retraced twenty-six years later. To evaluate the effects of a variety of life
experiences, criminal recordswere collected through the courts and theFBI.

Subjects, all of whom are African Americans, lived in a single urban
community in the city of Chicago when they were in first grade. In 1966,
Woodlawn was a black neighborhood on the south side of Chicago. From
1955 to 1966, the black proportion of the population inWoodlawn had risen
from 40 percent to close to 100 percent. Overcrowded, run-down, and con-
taining massive unemployment, in 1966, Woodlawn ranked among the four
most impoverished neighborhoods (Kellam, Simon, and Ensminger, 1983).
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At the height of the civil rights movement, Woodlawn community lead-
ers agreed to cooperate with researchers to improve the lives of their chil-
dren (Kellam, Branch, Agrawal, and Ensminger, 1975). Children in first
grades throughout the community participated. The inclusiveness of the
study permits analyses to compare blacks who became violent with those who
did not.

The Setting

Not unlike other cities, Chicago has a long history of racial discrimination
and white violence against blacks. Before the Civil War, free blacks were not
permitted to vote and found widespread segregation in the schools, pub-
lic transport, and the theaters of Chicago (Drake and Cayton, 1945/1962).
Although blacks were hired as strikebreakers in the Chicago stockyards dur-
ing 1904 and 1905, they were fired when the strikes ended (Spear, 1967;
Trotter, 1993).

African Americans, who lived in a majority of the 431 census tracts of
the city during the first decade of the twentieth century, were forced to
leave their homes by white Chicagoans who did not want to have blacks in
their neighborhoods. “In the spring of 1919,” wrote Spear, “the bombing
of Negro homes and assaults on Negroes in the streets and parks became
almost everyday occurrences” (1967: 212). PresidentWilson, acknowledging
the disappointment faced by Negro soldiers unable to find employment
after defending their country, clearly held whites responsible as aggressors
(Quarles, 1964: 193).

Between 1919 and 1948, restrictive covenants, described in a local news-
paper as “a marvelous delicately woven chain of armor” against the infusion
of blacks into neighborhoods designated for whites by whites (quoted in
Drake and Cayton, 1945/1962: 79), kept blacks in segregated communities.
Such restrictive covenants gained strong support from federal policies guar-
anteeing loans on the basis of nationally recognized standards of appraisal
that used racial and ethnic characteristics of neighborhoods as criteria for
assessments (Bartelt, 1993; Jackson, 1985; Quarles, 1964).

With their return from fighting in World War II, black soldiers expected
to participate in the prosperity of their country as they had in its defense.
Such was not the case. Again, promises for an open society were thwarted.
Throughout Chicago, as black families attempted to move into newly pur-
chased homes, white mobs destroyed their property and threatened their
persons (Hirsch, 1983). Blacks experienced continued job and housing dis-
crimination at every turn.

The civil rights movement of the 1960s brought renewed hope. The re-
sult, however, was almost a cruel joke. As government policies changed
to force hiring of blacks, job opportunities for which they were qualified



324 JOAN McCORD AND MARGARET E. ENSMINGER

disappeared. Attractive loans for new construction and federal tax policies
encouraged migration of industries from the cities. The federal Interstate
Highway Act of 1956 assured funds for interstate highways, contributing to
the exodus of industries from cities to suburbs (Sugrue, 1993). Tax breaks
allowing accelerated depreciation for new constructions encouraged indus-
tries to build inexpensive single-story structures surrounded by parking lots,
on inexpensive land, outside cities (Adams et al., 1991; Robinson, 1993).
Shopping malls and other services followed industries to the suburbs, car-
rying with them many of the jobs suitable for unskilled workers.

Federal tax money from the sale of gasoline was dedicated to highway
construction, rather than to public transportation. Therefore, not only had
it become increasingly difficult for blacks to find work in the cities but also
the lack of public transportation made it difficult for them to reach the
suburbs where they might have found employment.

After studying interracial contacts in sixty large cities in 1970 and 1980,
Massey andDenton concluded: “Blacksmay have wonpolitical freedom, and
may have made substantial progress in attaining their economic goals, but
they have yet not achieved the freedom to live wherever they want” (1987:
823). Furthermore, the concentration of poverty was higher inChicago than
in the other major cities and the trend toward increasing isolation was most
extreme there as well (Massey and Eggers, 1990).

The history of racial discrimination, we hypothesized, has contributed to
high rates of black violence. We reasoned that those who weremost exposed
to discrimination would be most likely to become violent. Of course, we do
not believe that only the exposure to discrimination accounts for violence.
Our hypothesis was that early disruptiveness provided a risk factor for vi-
olence among blacks as it does among whites (Faretra, 1981; Farrington,
1992; Loeber, 1982; Magnusson, Klinteberg, and Stattin, 1992; McCord,
1983, 1994; Pulkkinen, 1983). We also believed that education might tend
to mitigate effects of living in an environment that often required vigilance
and introduced frustrations – or that, at aminimum, high school graduation
represented a willingness to adapt to social conventions (see Hawkins and
Lishner, 1987, and Maguin and Loeber, 1996, for reviews; and Crutchfield,
1995, for a discussion). We hypothesized that, among disruptive children,
those with little education who experienced racial discrimination would be
most likely to become violent criminals.

Method and Measurement

Subjects. In 1966, Woodlawn had a population of 78,182, with a median
family income of $5,508 (Kellam et al., 1975). Subjects for the study were
all of the 605 boys and 637 girls who attending first grade in the nine public
or three Catholic schools in the area.
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Between 1993 and 1994, attempts to locate these 1,242 children included
going to their neighborhoods, telephone calls, record searches, and a vari-
ety of special techniques that depended on close cooperation between the
Woodlawn community and the research staff. These efforts resulted in the
successful tracing of 1,037 people, 83 percent of the total. Among them,
forty-three had died, three were incapacitated, and thirty-nine refused to
be interviewed. Those interviewed represented males and females almost
equally. The 456 interviewed males constituted 75 percent of the boys in
first grade and the 497 females constituted 78 percent of the girls who were
in first grade at the time the study began in 1966.1

Those who were interviewed differed little from those who were not inter-
viewed on the measures from first grade indicating early disruptiveness or
intelligence of the participants. The group who were interviewed differed
from those not interviewed, however, in terms of school attendance, juvenile
records, and adult criminality as recorded officially. Those interviewed were
more likely to attend school regularly in first grade (X2

(1) = 4.17, p = .041)
and less likely to have an official juvenile record (X2

(1) = 5.17, p = .023).
By contrast, the people interviewed were more likely to have been arrested
for an index crime (X2

(1) = 4.98, p = .026). For the following analyses, we
focused on the 951 cases with complete data regarding early behavior and
self-reported information at age thirty-two.

Measures. a. Disruptiveness.2 During the first year of the study, teachers in-
dicated which children in their class had problems in social adaptation re-
lated to failure to accept authority, fighting too much, lying, breaking rules,
being destructive to others, or disobedience (Kellam, Brown, Rubin, and
Ensminger, 1983). The scale had high test-retest reliability over a six-week
period, N = 282 and Gamma = .92 (Kellam et al., 1983: 32). Furthermore,
the scale has shown predictive validity measured against self-reported delin-
quency ten years later (Ensminger,Kellam, andRubin, 1983).Weconsidered
subjects identified as having problems in social adjustment listed above as
“disruptive” in terms of their social adaptation early in childhood. Among
the 454 males with complete interview information, 172 (38 percent) had
been rated as disruptive when theywere six years old. Among the 497 females
with complete interview information, 122 (25 percent) had been rated as
disruptive when they were six years old.

b. High School Graduation. During the interview, respondents were asked
to identify the highest grade in elementary or high school they had finished.
They also were asked if they had ever received a high school diploma or a

1 Seventy-nine percent of the men and 80 percent of the women who were still alive had been
interviewed.

2 In other publications, this scale has been referred to as aggression.
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GED certificate. Those who received a high school diploma or GED cer-
tificate or completed at least one year of post–high school education were
considered to have been high school graduates. Among the 454 males with
complete interview information, 362 (80 percent) were high school grad-
uates. Among the 497 females with complete interview information, 425
(86 percent) were high school graduates.

c. Victim of Racial Prejudices. Respondents were asked in the interview
whether, because of being black, they have ever been denied a job, had a
problem getting housing, had a problemwalking in a neighborhood, gotten
into trouble with teachers, had a problem going somewhere for entertain-
ment, or been hassled by the police. Those who responded affirmatively to
any of these were considered to have been victims of racial discrimination.
Among the454maleswith complete interview information, 363 (80percent)
reported having been victims of racial discrimination. Among the 497 fe-
males with complete interview information, 290 (58 percent) reported hav-
ing been victims of racial discrimination.

d. Violence. In 1993, names of each of the subjects was checked through
the Chicago courts and the Federal Bureau of Investigation for records
of their having been arrested for robbery, assault, battery, threat, weapons
charges, kidnapping, manslaughter, domestic violence, rape, murder, and
attempted murder. Those who had official records for having committed
any of these offenses were considered violent criminals.

Granting that many violent people are never arrested – and that some
people are arrested when they are not guilty – many studies have shown that
criminal records identify roughly the same people as those who confess to
frequent or very serious crimes (Elliott and Ageton, 1980; Farrington, 1989;
Gold, 1966; Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis, 1979). As have others, we found
a higher prevalence of criminal violence among men than among women:
among the 454males and 497 females with completed interviews, 41 percent
of the men and 11 percent of the women had been arrested for at least one
of the listed violent crimes.

Our primary hypothesis, that the experience of unjust prejudice con-
tributes to violence, would be tested by using information from three
sources. The measure of disruptiveness depended on teachers’ perceptions
of the subjects when they were young children. The measures of educa-
tional achievement and unjust prejudice depended on the subjects’ descrip-
tions of their experiences. The measure of violence depended on police
records.

Results

Measures of disruptiveness and of violence yielded information about those
who had not been interviewed as well as those who had. As expected, males
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Table 16.1. Percent Arrested for a Violent Crime

Not disruptive Disruptive

Female (N = 480) 7.1 (N = 157) 15.9
Male (N = 371) 34.8 (N = 234) 46.6

Table 16.2. Percent Who Were Disruptive

Not exposed to Exposed to
discrimination discrimination

Female (N = 207) 23 (N = 290) 26
Male (N = 91) 40 (N = 363) 37

were more likely than females to have been rated as disruptive (39 percent
versus 25 percent). Also as expected, a higher proportion of the males had
been arrested for violent crimes (39 percent versus 9 percent).

Among both males and females, having been rated as disruptive at
the age of six presaged subsequent arrest for violent crimes. Almost half
(46.6 percent) of the disruptive males – compared with about a third
(34.8 percent) of their nondisruptive counterparts – were arrested for vi-
olent crimes, X2

(1) = 8.387, p = .004. Less than a fifth (15.9 percent) of
the disruptive females – compared with less than a tenth (7.1 percent) of
their nondisruptive classmates – were arrested for violent crimes, X2

(1) =
11.001, p = .001 (see Table 16.1).

If being a victim of racial discrimination were a response to a disruptive
orientation, one would expect disruptive children to report more victimiza-
tion. Neither among males nor among females, however, were there indi-
cations that disruptive behavior presaged reporting being victims of racial
prejudice (see Table 16.2).

We used logistic regression (CATMOD, SAS, 1985) to evaluate the hy-
pothesis that exposure to racial discrimination contributes to violence. The
model considered sex, whether the people had been disruptive when they
were young children, whether they graduated from high school or received
an equivalent degree, and whether they had been exposed to racial discrim-
ination (see Table 16.3).

The Maximum-likelihood analysis of variance indicates that sex, disrup-
tiveness in childhood, education, and exposure to racial discrimination
contributed meaningfully to whether the children from Woodlawn became
violent.
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Table 16.3.Maximum-likelihood Analysis of Variance

Source DF Chi-Square Prob

Intercept 1 81.80 0.0000
Sex 1 78.28 0.0000
Disruptiveness 1 10.34 0.0013
High school graduation 1 19.98 0.0000
Exposure to discrimination 1 10.39 0.0013
Likelihood Ratio 11 11.26 0.4220

Table 16.4. Percent Arrested for a Violent Crime

Not exposed to Exposed to
discrimination discrimination

Female
Not Disruptive
High School Graduate (N = 142) 4 (N = 189) 10
Not High School Graduate (N = 18) 17 (N = 26) 12

Disruptive
High School Graduate (N = 36) 14 (N = 58) 16
Not High School Graduate (N = 11) 18 (N = 17) 35

Male
Not Disruptive
High School Graduate (N = 46) 26 (N = 191) 32
Not High School Graduate (N = 9) 56 (N = 36) 67

Disruptive
High School Graduate (N = 22) 27 (N = 103) 50
Not High School Graduate (N = 14) 29 (N = 33) 67

Table 16.4 shows the percent of those in each category of disruptiveness,
education, and exposure to discrimination – separately for females and
males – who were arrested for violent crimes.

In every category, males were more likely than females to become vio-
lent. In all eight comparisons, those with less education were more likely
to become violent. The odds ratios for exposure to discrimination within
sex, disruptiveness, and education categories range from 0.7 to 2.5 with a
median of 1.55. The perception of having been exposed to racial discrim-
ination failed to increase the probability of arrest for a violent crime only
among females who had not been disruptive in first grade and who dropped
out of school without receiving a high school diploma. In each of the other
comparisons, exposure to racial discrimination increased the probability for
violence.
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Table 16.5.Maximum-likelihood Analysis of Variance

Source DF Chi-Square Prob

Intercept 1 71.11 0.0000
Sex 1 77.52 0.0000
Disruptiveness 1 10.41 0.0013
High school graduation 1 20.48 0.0000
Crime victimization 1 0.88 0.3482
Exposure to discrimination 1 8.60 0.0034
Likelihood Ratio 26 23.99 0.5765

Summary and Discussion

This analysis has employed three types of measures, from three sources, to
explore the hypothesis that, in addition to the more traditionally acknowl-
edged sources of violence, exposure to racial discrimination is a risk factor.

Likeothers, we found that early signs of disruptiveness predicted violence.
Like others, too, we found that lacking a high school education predicted
violence. But, in addition, we found that exposure to racial discrimination
increased the probability of violent crimes, particularly among black males.

It seemed plausible, however, that respondents reporting victimization
in terms of racial discrimination were actually affected by a more general
problem of victimization, one not specifically related to the prejudices of
a powerful white society. To evaluate this possibility, we used a measure of
crime victimization.

Respondents had been asked whether they had ever been purposely in-
jured, had something stolen by threat or force, been swindled or conned,
had something stolen from home or car, had a car stolen, or been forced
to have sex. Affirmative answers to any of these questions resulted in classi-
fication as a crime victim.

The analysis indicates that being a victim of crimes could not account for
the relation between being a victim of racial discrimination and violence
(see Table 16.5).

We measured exposure to racial discrimination by noting whether re-
spondents gave an affirmative answer to at least one of the questions about
whether, because of being black, they have ever been denied a job, had a
problem getting housing, had a problemwalking in a neighborhood, gotten
into trouble with teachers, had a problem going somewhere for entertain-
ment, or been hassled by the police. Responses for both men and women
ranged from 0 to 6. The mean for men, however, was 2.18 (sd = 1.63) affir-
mative answers as compared with a mean of 1.24 (sd = 1.41) for the women,
t(901.7) = 9.473, p = .0001.
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It is unclear, of course, whether the recall of discrimination reflects dif-
ferences in experience or differences in reporting. It is clear, however, that
the perception of injustice is sometimes backed by solid evidence such as
that produced by the careful examination of police deployment of dogs in
Los Angeles (Campbell, Berk, and Fyfe, 1998).

This study provides reason to suppose that a risk factor to be addressed in
serious attempts to reduce violence ought to include unjust discrimination.
Indeed, the dismal history of justice for blacks in the criminal justice system
led Russell to conclude: “American racism and criminal justice, which in-
volved the systematic denial of basic human rights to Blacks for more than
three hundred years, simply cannot be dismissed as irrelevant” (1998: 150).

The American dilemma of yesterday remains a serious problem for
American society today. At least a part of that problem, as Gunnar Myrdal
notedmore than half a century ago, is “the opportunistic desire of the whites
for ignorance. It is so much more comfortable to know as little as possible
about Negroes, except that there are a lot of them in Harlem, the Black
Belt, or whatever name is given to the segregated slum quarters where they
live . . .” (1944: 48).

Echoing this theme, Darnell Hawkins suggested: “It may well be that
reductions in levels of deprivation/inequality across ethnic/racial groups
will not completely eliminate group differences in rates of involvement in
crime. But public policies and programs aimed at such reductions are a
social experiment worth pursuing” 1993: 114–15).

If we are to reduce violence, we would be wise to address the underlying
problems that come from social policies.We ought to recognize that policies
benefiting thosewhohavepolitical powermay generate undesired responses
by those who lack such power. As criminologists studying violence, we should
expand our vision beyond individuals, families, and neighborhoods to take
into account the laws, the habits, and the attitudes that form the fabric of
out society.

Fair social policies are unlikely, by themselves, to eliminate violence. But
absence of fair policies may make peace in a democracy impossible.
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Honor, Class, and White Southern Violence:
A Historical Perspective
Frankie Y. Bailey

Introduction

It is important for researchers of violence to remember that there are sub-
stantial intraracial differences in involvement in violence. In this chapter, I
will explore the extent and determinants of those differences for Americans
of European descent. Many of the past and contemporary explanations
aimed at explaining racial and ethnic differences have tended tonote the im-
portance of culture and values (e.g., early work of Sellin on culture conflict).
I focus here on white males in the South during the nineteenth century, ex-
amining the aspects of Southern culture that have been identified by various
scholars as playing a role in the etiology of violence. My focus is specifically
the nexus of honor, class, and violence. Interacting in a number of ways,
these factors: (a) determined the circumstances in which a challenge to
honor was perceived and how it was responded to; (b) determined how
white males interacted not only with male peers, but with white women and
African Americans; and (c) determined how white Southern males defined
themselves as men.

As I will discuss, the historic existence of a “culture of honor” in the
antebellum (pre–Civil War) South and in the postbellum (post–Civil War)
South is generally accepted by historians. The question for modern social
scientists is whether or not this culture of honor continues to play some role
in creating a “subculture of violence” in the present-day South. Is the South
more violent today than other regions of the country? Is honor somehow
implicated in acts of violence between males in the South? Or is Southern
violence today better explained by factors such as poverty or high rates of
gun ownership?

I should note here that historically honor has never been strictly a white
male prerogative. Honor, in its various guises, affected the self-definition
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and behavior of women (both white and black) and of black males.1 This is
relevant to this analysis of the South as an honor culture because, as I will
discuss at the end of the chapter, one current debate among social scientists
concerns the role of honor in the violence between inner-city black males.

Southern Violence

Hawley andMessner (1989) examine the “Southern violence construct” and
what Hawley has described elsewhere (Hawley, 1987) as the “black legend”
of the South. They argue that the South has been stigmatized not only in
popular culture but also in elite social science as a region characterized by
guns and violence. According to Hawley and Messner, this stigmatization
came about because Southerners were the losers in the “stigma contest”
that developed between the North and the South during the antebellum
era and continues today. The argument these two scholars make concern-
ing the stereotyping of Southerners is persuasive. However, stereotypes not-
withstanding, there is both historical and contemporary evidence of a high
rate of violence in the South.2

In his 1880 comparison of the Southern states to those in other re-
gions, Redfield concluded that it was the “personal difficulties” with “deadly
weapons, street fights, and affrays” that accounted for the higher Southern
rate of violence. Over fifty years later, in a 1934 essay, the sociologist H. C.
Brearley wrote:

The South has been cynically and not inaccurately described as “that part of
the United States lying below the Smith and Wesson line,” a reference to the
prevailing custom of carrying revolvers – and using them. . . .The southerner
is, as a rule, “quick on the trigger.” In contentions he is prone to resort to
“fighting it out.” (Brearley, 1934: 678)

Brearley found that the rate of homicide in the South between 1900 and
1924 had been “a little more than two and a half times greater than for
the remainder of the United States” (1934: 681). In addition, he found
that twelve Southern states accounted for “nearly 90 percent of the 1,886
lynchings that took place in the United States from 1900 through 1930”
(1934: 679).

1 For a discussion of honor and violence among African-American males in a Southern city
in the years during and after the Civil War, see Tripp (1997) on race and class relations in
Lynchburg, Virginia.

2 Hawley and Messner (1989: 505) note the “rather confusing picture” to be derived from the
quantitative research on the Southern violence construct. They see the need for greater pre-
cision in formulating the regional culture of violence thesis andmore accurate measurement
of variables. With regard to popular images of the violent South, after three school shootings
in the South, CNN posted an article on its webpage with this headline: “School shootings cast
shadow on Southern gun culture” (CNN Interactive, March 26, 1998).



HONOR, CLASS, AND WHITE SOUTHERN VIOLENCE 333

More recently, the historians Courtwright (1996), describing the violence
by young, singlemales in frontier conditions, and Lane (1997), in his history
of murder in America, have each offered support for the depiction of the
South as a regionwith a violent past. Bruce (1979: 3) notes that “fairly early in
American history” the South had acquired a reputation for violence among
those people acquainted with the region. He finds that statistics from the
antebellum period support this reputation.

Currently, there is discussion among social scientists about whether the
South as a region still has a higher rate of lethal violence than other re-
gions of the United States. O’Carroll and Mercy (1989) and Kowalski and
Petee (1991), in recent analyses of homicide rates in the South and West,
have suggested that the South is no longer the most violent region in the
country. Respectively, they suggest that homicide rates in the West may have
exceeded or have converged with those of the South. However, Nelsen et al.
(1994: 149), reanalyzing these data, suggest that the homicide rate for “non-
Hispanic whites remains highest in the South.”3 They suggest the topic of
violence in the South should remain on the agenda of researchers.

According to the FBI Uniform Crime Report, in 1998, 44 percent of the
murders recorded in the United States occurred in the Southern states.
In the other regions of the country, the Western and Midwestern states
accounted for 22 percent and 21 percent, respectively, of the murders; the
Northeastern states for 13 percent. Although the murder rate fell in all
regions of the country from1997 to 1998, in the South (and theMidwest) the
decrease was 6 percent, compared to 10 percent and 9 percent, respectively,
in the Northeast and the West.4

Indiscussions of Southern violence, particularly fromahistorical perspec-
tive, the concept of “honor” is often raised. Greenberg (1996) and Wyatt-
Brown (1982) have posited the concept of honor as providing the historical
framework for understanding relationships between white males and their
perceived subordinates (women and blacks). More recently, Nisbett and

3 Nelsen et al. (1994) recommend the disaggregation of homicides by race/ethnicity and type
of residence. They find that the high homicide rates in the West reflect the high rates in the
central cities (1994: 158) and overall homicide rates for the West are strongly affected by
one state, California (1994: 156). The reader should note that in the West, large numbers of
Mexican Americans and other Latinos are classified as whites, and that, especially in urban
areas, Latinos have rates of homicide less than that of African Americans but higher than that
of non-Hispanic whites. This is relevant in light of the racial/ethnic makeup of the South,
whichhas historically beenpredominantly non-Hispanic white andAfricanAmerican.Nisbett
and Cohen (1996: 17) argue that in analyzing “the relationship between southerness and
homicide” it is important to be aware that the relationship will be distorted unless differential
predictions are made for whites and blacks and for small and large cities. They find that the
“[r]elationships between region and homicide rate for whites are stronger when only cities
that are overwhelmingly white are examined.”

4 See “Murder andNonnegligentManslaughter,” Crime in theUnited States – 1998. FBIUniform
Crime Reports. http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/98cius.htm. Section 1, page 2.
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Cohen (1996) have again evoked the concept of honor – this time to explain
the high rate of homicide among contemporary white Southernmales. This
focus on the South as an “honor culture” reflects the perception of scholars
that the South shares in common with other historical and contemporary
European andAsian societies the status of a culture in whichmuch emphasis
is placed on the defense of manhood and reputation against insult.

In the chapter that follows, I will examine violence and honor in the
nineteenth-century South. How and when did white Southern males em-
ploy violence? How was honor related to their understanding of violence?
Was honor relevant only to elite white males or did it also have relevance for
lower-class white males? How was honor displayed? What were the societal
expectations of a man of honor? How did these ideas shape the interac-
tions that occurred between white males themselves and with the “others”
(women, children, and nonwhite males) in their midst?

After discussing the concept of honor in the nineteenth-century South, I
will briefly consider the argument that a contemporary “culture of honor”
exists not only in the South but has migrated with native Southerners to
other regions of the country.

Passion, Violence, and Self-Control

In his work on violence and culture in the antebellum South, Bruce (1979)
argues that, during this period, white Southerners were deeply concerned
about violence. Retaining a view of human nature that was both pessimistic
and wary, many white Southerners believed that uncontrolled interactions
in which emotions were freely expressed would inevitably lead to violence.5

The elite sought rituals that would allow the structuring and control of social
intercourse. The lower class – the “plain folk” – eschewed such rituals and
prided themselves on their forthrightness.

However, for white Southern males from all walks of life, the matter of
“honor” increased the likelihood that they would at one time or another
find themselves in conflict with their fellows. The resolution of these con-
flicts sometimes took the form of what Donald Black has described as violent
“self-help” (1993).6 This self-help included duels, brawls, and feuds. It was

5 Bruce (1979) argues that antebellum Southern culture reflected the concern with “passion”
andhumannature that was amajor theme inWestern thought during the eighteenth andearly
nineteenth centuries. This conception of passion focused on “irrational, selfish motivations”
(1979: 8) in human nature. As other ideologies became dominant in the North, the South
retained its “classical concerns about passion” (1979: 10) in both political life and social
relations.

6 In his theory of self-help, Black (1993: 6) addresses the “conditions under which people
aggressively pursue their own grievances, such as unilaterally admonishing or injuring their
antagonists or by entering bilaterally into a verbal or physical fight” rather than withdrawing
“when conflict erupts.”
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directly related to how white Southern males perceived themselves in rela-
tion to other men. It often involved defense of reputation against insult or
the avenging of a perceived wrong. In this milieu, violence often served the
“social control” function that Black (1993) has described, in that it offered
onemechanism for dealing with the perceived defiance of or deviation from
social mores.

Honor and Its Meaning

The anthropologists Peristiany and Pitt-Rivers (1992: 5) write that “[i]t
is . . . an error to regard honor as a single constant concept rather than a
conceptual field within which people find the means to express their self-
esteem or their esteem for others.” In any society, the exact meaning of
honor and how it should be interpreted is a matter of “[w]arring inter-
pretations [that are] contended through their champions” (Peristiany and
Pitt-Rivers, 1992: 4). Historically, in the United States, the two regions North
and South diverged philosophically, developing mutually antagonistic ideas
about the individual and his relationship to others. By the mid-nineteenth
century, a “culture of dignity” had developed in the North, which rested
on “the conviction that each individual at birth possessed an intrinsic value
at least theoretically equal to that of the other person” (Ayers, 1984: 19).
Although this ideal was “qualified, violated, and undermined,” it was also
antagonistic to the “culture of honor” that flourished in the South (Ayers,
1984: 19). Wyatt-Brown (1982: 20) states: “Honor in the antebellum North
became akin to respectability, a word that included freedom from licit vices
that once were signals of masculinity . . . ”

As the two regions moved toward the eve of the Civil War, the North
showed both disdain and disrespect for the South’s conception of “honor.”
But in the South “honor” remained essential to the white male’s sense of
manhood and self-esteem.

What did honor mean to the white Southern male? Williams (1980: 77)
states:

To the Southern gentleman, honor had many facets. A gentleman paid his
debts or made prompt arrangement about them. His word was always
his bond, and no contracts were necessary in relationships with him. He
was truthful, patriotic, courageous. Honor meant that a Southern gentleman
was courtly and deferential in his association with women . . .

This ideal, too, was subject to qualification and violation. It was the per-
ceived violation of the obligations of honor that brought Southern gentle-
men to the “field of honor” to fight duels. But the concept of honor was
not restricted to Southern gentlemen. As some historians (e.g., Franklin
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[1956], Bruce [1979], and Courtwright [1996]) have argued, honor was
more democratic than elitist in its impact on white males.

Honor and Class in the South

Writing about Southern militancy in the antebellum era, Franklin (1956)
asserts that no class of white Southern male had a “monopoly” on identifi-
cation with the concept of honor:

While the planters refined the notion of honor and set the pattern for ad-
hering to certain rules of conduct in personal warfare, this concept and that
of personal sovereignty descended to other groups as they assimilated the
interests and points of view of the dominant elements of the community.
The sense of personal insecurity in the absence of law and order was an im-
portant factor in the lives of all Southern whites, and violence to be found at
every level. If there were distinctions, they were in the relative crudeness in
the violence of the lower classes in contrast to the refinement in the upper.
(Franklin: 36–7)

In the refined encounters of Southern gentlemen over matters of honor,
the emphasis was on control rather than passion (i.e., emotional displays).
Violence was ritualized and scripted in order to allow the gentleman to
display his coolness in the face of threat to life and limb (Bruce, 1979).
Gentlemen did not engage in bare-knuckle brawls with each other. Such
behavior signified a lack of good breeding. However, when white lower-class
males engaged in the brawls that the gentry looked down on, they were
engaged in their own contests of status and reputation.

The question remains whether the notion of honor had, as Franklin sug-
gested, somehow “trickleddown” to lower-classmales from those above them
in the social hierarchy. Although agreeingwith Franklin about the crudeness
of the violence between lower-classmales, several historians have argued that
the notions of honor possessed by lower-class white males were the product
of their “poor white” or “cracker” culture.

In American popular culture, the words “cracker” and “poor white” have
come to be viewed as derogatory terms for the white lower class in the South.
But Bolton (1994: 4) finds that white Southerners of the antebellum period
did in fact make distinctions “between whites who were poor and ‘poor
whites’ or, even more descriptively, ‘poor white trash.’ ” These distinctions
were made on “the basis of geography and culture” (Bolton, 1994: 4). They
were also made based on an assessment of group character. As Boney (1984:
22) states: “Poor whites simply lacked economic resources . . .poor white
trash lacked more than just money [and] were looked down upon by blacks
and whites alike . . .”
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However, McWhiney (1988), viewing white Southerners of all classes as a
people with a shared heritage, describes a rich culture which he identifies
without derision as “cracker culture.” He asserts that this culture derived
from the traditions of the Celtic immigrants who settled the frontier South
and was the dominant culture of the Old South:

To be sure, some residents of theOld Southwere not part of Cracker culture –
specifically, a fewplanters, some townfolk andprofessional people, even some
slaves – but the overwhelming majority of Southerners were, whether they
acknowledged it or not. Some crackers were rich, others poor, and still others
were neither; but they all more or less acted alike and shared the same values.
And that is the point: Cracker culture does not signify an economic condition;
rather it defines a culture. (McWhiney, 1988: xiv)

McWhiney (1988: 154) finds that in describing the violence of white
Southerners, their antebellum contemporaries often “used the same terms
employed in descriptions of other Celts and sometimes even compared
Southerners to Celts.” These Celts possessed codes of honor, and, in fact, the
published Irish Code of Honor was the model for the South Carolina dueling
code (McWhiney, 1988: 153). The less-refined Welsh sport of “purring” –
grasping of shoulders and kicking –might have provided another model for
Southern violence. McWhiney concludes:

The types of combativeness and selective lawlessness found in the Old South
were precisely those found in the premodern Celtic areas of the British Isles,
andAntebellumSoutherners were just asmartial and prideful, just as combat-
ive and touchy about their honor as were their Celtic ancestors. (McWhiney,
1988: 167, 169)

In contrast, Boney (1984: 41) argues that calling white Southerners
Celtic is “little more useful than describing Germans in the 1930s as prin-
cipally ‘Nordic’ or ‘Aryan.’ ” He argues that by the nineteenth century,
whites “whether ‘aristocrats’ or ‘rednecks,’ lived in a bourgeois world far
removed from any kind of an Old World seigneurialism or feudalism”
(Boney, 1984: 3). Boney finds that the “get ahead” business spirit com-
mon in the North had already permeated and began to have an impact on
Southern culture. However, other historians – although not necessarily shar-
ing McWhiney’s perspective – have described antebellum Southern soci-
ety as distinctively more feudalistic than that of the North. For example,
Williams (1980: 74) asserts that: “Faced with a social structure that included
not only these rough whites [i.e., lower-class whites] but also free blacks
and black slaves, the ruling class established something of a feudal regime,
an Old World aristocracy in a New World wilderness.” Ayers (1984: 21) de-
scribes the Southern gentry of the colonial period as adopting “the values
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of a proud and domineering English ruling class, a class whose power and
authority they planned to replicate in the New World.”

Regarding violence by both gentry and lower class, several other scholars
join McWhiney in tracing its roots to the ancestral traditions of Southern
colonists. Nisbett and Cohen (1996), who link the “herding culture”
of Scotch-Irish immigrants to the Southern “culture of honor,” share
McWhiney’s perspective on the antecedents of white Southerner combative-
ness. Fischer (1989) finds links between dueling in England and Virginia.
He describes “the persistence of the family feud” in the southern highlands
as flowing from “moral properties which belonged mainly to individuals
in other English-speaking cultures. Chief among these were attributes of
honor and shame” (Fischer, 1989: 668). In the same vein, Hatcher (1934:
392) attributes the blood feuds of the Appalachian South to “tradition [of
Scotland] and isolation.”

But, as noted above, these displays of violence in defense of honor by
Southern gentlemen and by Southern lower-class males generally took dif-
ferent forms.Whydid the Southern gentlemanduel while Southern laborers
brawled?

Gentility and the Southern Gentleman

Describing the “Celluloid South,” Campbell (1981: 16) writes that in
Hollywood films, the “code duello . . .figured prominently. The defense of
one’s honor became such a stock item that even the musical Dixiana (1930)
had the required duel.” Pistols at dawn were displayed in numerous other
popular films about the South, including Mississippi (1935), a comedy fea-
turing Bing Crosby and W. C. Fields. But whether the duel was played for
laughs or presented as drama, it was Hollywood’s tribute to one of the ro-
mantic myths of the antebellum South.

The reality was less romantic than the myth. The Southern gentleman
who fought a duel engaged in a potentially lethal act. But although the
duel might end in death, it was perceived by the gentry as clearly different
from the violence of the lower-class brawler who responded to an insult
with an eruption of fury. The ritual of the duel was a privilege reserved for
gentlemen who met on the field of honor. A gentleman would duel only
with a man who was his equal in social status.

But how exactly was this status defined?Was aman’s status determined by
birth, by wealth, or by both? Bowman (1990) notes the ambiguity inherent
in the nineteenth-century conception of the gentleman in that “both honor
and gentility (in the sense of that which is characteristic of a gentleman)
could serve to denote either one’s inner dignity and personal rectitude or
one’s external status and public repute” (Bowman, 1990: 22). Wyatt-Brown
(1982) describes honor as applying to “all white classes” in the Old South,
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but he adds: “Gentility, on the other hand, was a more specialized, refined
form of honor, in which moral uprightness was coupled with high social
status” (Wyatt-Brown, 1982: 88). The gentleman was the master of those
“quite subtle marks of status” having to do with dress, speech, and behavior
thatmust bedone according to “rules not easy to followwith aplomb” (Wyatt-
Brown, 1982: 88).

By the eighteenth century, colonial Southerners were famed for their
“easy sociability and generous hospitality” (Kierner, 1996: 449). Rituals of
hospitality – both public and private – served both to establish their claim to
gentility and to legitimate their claim to social dominance in relationship to
those of the lower orders (Kierner, 1996: 449). By the nineteenth century,
the duel – as did hospitality, gaming, and the exchange of gifts – provided the
upper-class Southern male with the opportunity to affirm his status as a gen-
tleman (Wyatt-Brown, 1982: 350; Greenberg, 1996). Each activity had to
be performed with aplomb or the gentleman risked shame and dishonor.
Greenberg (1996: xiii) asserts that white men of honor distinguished them-
selves from slaves (i.e., blackmales) in three ways: “[T]hey would never allow
anyone to call them liars; they gave gifts; and they did not fear death.” In
meeting another gentleman in a duel, a man of honor might distinguish
himself in all three ways. Often the cause of the duel was that one man per-
ceived he had been called a liar by the other.7 In challenging his accuser to
a duel, the gentleman demonstrated that he would answer such an insult.
He also demonstrated that he did not fear death. And he gave his opponent
the “gift” of the opportunity to prove his own courage (Greenberg, 1996).
Slaves could not duel because they by definition lacked honor. Lower-class
white males were not worthy opponents because they were not gentlemen.
Therefore, dueling was reserved as a form of violence to be practiced by
members of the gentry. The duel became a form of “conflict management”
employed by the elite (see Black, 1993: 74–92).

As Franklin (1956: 45) notes, gentlemen observed the “etiquette” of du-
eling with great care. In fact, the elaborate etiquette of the duel meant that
some challenges never materialized in a meeting on the field of honor. As
Greenberg (1996) and others have noted, there was ample opportunity for
the gentlemen involved to gracefully extricate themselves from the affair as
designated “seconds” (a close friend or associate of each man) met on their
behalf andmessages were exchanged.However, a gentleman could not with-
draw in a manner that might lead his peers to suspect him of cowardice. A

7 Greenberg (1996) argues for the central importance of “giving the lie” as a reason for
Southern duels. Although the word “liar” was not always used in the verbal exchange that led
to the duel, the idea of “giving the lie” was embodied in challenges to reputation or behavior.
To “give the lie” was the equivalent of stripping away an opponent’s public “mask.” That is,
“[i]t was to identify an image as falsely projected and to show contempt for it” (Greenberg,
1996: 8–9).
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gentleman who wished to avoid a proposed duel had to courteously inform
his opponent that there had been a misunderstanding – that his words or
his actions had been misconstrued. He had to do this in such a way that
both gentlemen could withdraw with honor – and hence reputation and
status – intact. The seconds were crucial in this process that often allowed
gentlemen to obtain “satisfaction” – that is, conflict resolution – without
actually meeting in a duel (Bruce, 1979). A settlement negotiated by the
seconds was a highly desirable outcome. If no settlement was reached, it was
still possible to conduct a “bloodless duel” in which, after “an ineffectual ex-
change of shots,” the seconds agreed that honor had been satisfied (Bruce,
1979: 36). These outcomes were practically speaking more desirable than
an encounter that left one or both combatants injured or dead.

But as Wyatt-Brown (1982: 357) points out:

Most duels were fought by youngmen. . . .Quite often their arrogancemasked
an uncertainty about their place in society and, indeed, about theirmanhood
as well. The inexperienced youth was very likely to take his ownmeasure from
public opinion of himself, an inclination that forced a good number to fight –
and die – when peers demanded it.

Aside from these young men who fought from a sense of false bravado,
there were other men who fought because they were emotionally unstable.
Some duelists were recognized by their contemporaries as being driven by
“inner furies,” by anxieties that brought them often to the field of honor but
were not resolved there (Wyatt-Brown, 1982: 358). Still others found that
the duel did more to harm their status and reputation than to enhance it.
One such famous – or infamous – case was that of Aaron Burr, whose polit-
ical career and personal standing was destroyed when he killed Alexander
Hamilton in an 1804 duel.

But “as late as the early 1880s” (Bowman, 1990: 21), Southern gentlemen
were still meeting (albeit more infrequently) to fight duels. They continued
to meet even though opposition to dueling had begun in the antebellum
period with both organized antidueling activity and state laws prohibiting
dueling. As Ayers (1984: 28) observes, the Southern evangelicalism that flow-
ered in the nineteenth century “defined itself in opposition to the culture
of honor.”

Even among “unchurched” Southerners, opposition to dueling was also
burgeoning. Franklin (1956: 59–60) finds antidueling associations existed
in Southern cities such as Savannah and Charleston. Antidueling laws had
been enacted in North Carolina (1802), South Carolina (1812), Louisiana
(1818), and “in all the other states below the Potomac” (Franklin, 1956:
58). Some states required public officials to take an oath promising not to
participate in a duel (Franklin, 1956: 58). But as Greenberg states, the laws
that reflected the clearest understanding of the nature of such encounters
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were those that “struck at the body of the duelist” (Greenberg, 1996: 15).
Greenberg cites one such law that mandated that the slain duelist should
be “buried without a coffin, with a stake drove through the body.” His killer
was to be first executed and then buried in the same fashion (Greenberg,
1996: 14–15). In life, these duelists would have considered the “tweaking”
(pulling) of the nose a grave insult (Greenberg, 1996). How much more
fearsome the prospect of such postmortem desecration of their bodies?

But the existence of such laws was not a completely effective deterrent.
Laws did not bring an immediate cessation of dueling. As Franklin (1956:
61) points out, even those Southerners who opposed dueling in principle,
“at times favored it in practice. To the Southern gentlemen, like slavery, it
[dueling] was a necessary evil.” These gentlemen did not see the courts as a
viable option for the resolution of conflicts between them. This might be ex-
plained in part by the evolution of substantive and procedural law in cases of
slander or libel thatmade the courts both less accessible and less attractive as
an option for redress of personal (i.e., private, nonpolitical) grievances than
they had been in the pre-revolutionary era (see Rosenberg, 1986; Hoffer,
1989; King, 1991; Eldridge, 1995; Spindel, 1995). However, this reliance on
self rather than the courts also reflected the belief of Southern gentlemen
that an insult or a wrong done to one required direct and immediate action
by the victim. This was, of course, related to the idea that the possession of
honor and manhood were proven by one’s willingness to die in defense of
them.

Moreover, like slavery, dueling exemplified the caste-class structure of
Southern culture. The fighting of duels set the gentry apart from those
of lower status. Lower-class white males were higher in status than African
Americans, slave or free. But poor whites – like slaves – were perceived as the
inferiors of the Southern gentry. Like the slaves, these white males needed
to be controlled and kept in their place because of the potential threat they
presented to the status quo.8 Therefore, a gentleman insulted by his social
inferiormight well cane or horsewhip the offender, but he would not elevate
him to his equal by meeting him on the dueling field.9

Yet, these lower-class white males – as white males – were also socialized
into a culture of honor. They, too, felt called on to defend themselves against

8 See for example, Morgan (1975) for his discussion of class conflict in colonial Virginia as the
gentry responded to the perceived social and economic threats posed by the young white
males who entered the colony as indentured servants but who obtained their freedom when
their labor contracts were completed.

9 Such was the case in May 1856 when Southern Congressman Preston Brooks, offended by
comments made by Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, beat Sumner with a gold-headed
walking stick on the floor of the Senate. Sumner was three years recovering from his wounds,
and the incident deepened the divide between North and South. As Butterfield (1995: 17)
points out, Brooks would have granted Sumner “respectability” if he had challenged him to
a duel.
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insult and to demand violent redress of grievances. In addition, for these
males, unritualized, blatant violence also might serve as a mechanism for
enhancing their status and prestige.

Violence and the Lower-Class White Male

Cooney (1997: 381) points to “the decline of elite homicide” amongmales in
modern societies. In the twentieth century, homicide became “concentrated
among low-status groups, such as the poor, the unemployed, the young,
and cultural minorities.” Although rates of homicide in the modern South
are higher than those in other regions, this trend appears to hold true
in the South as well. As Cooney argues, the decline of elite participation
in homicide is in keeping with Donald Black’s thesis concerning the use of
violent self-help. In the post–Civil War era, the white Southern elite suffered
a significant decline in the status that had put them “above the law.” At
the same time, the criminal justice system became a “stronger presence”
and gained status. Reliance on the criminal justice system to resolve conflict
became more acceptable to these elite (Cooney, 1997: 394–5).10 However,
for lower-class males, the law remained relatively unavailable in the sense
that the criminal justice system could not be relied on either to render
favorable treatment or to mediate disputes in a fashion that they deemed
acceptable (Cooney, 1997: 395).

However, in the nineteenth-century South, both elite males and males
of the lower class engaged in violence, including lethal violence. In the
case of lower-class males, as Wyatt-Brown (1982: 353) asserts: “Just as lesser
folk spoke ungrammatically, so too they fought ungrammatically, but their
actions were expressions of the same desire for prestige.” Gorn (1985) finds
that these fights among lower-class white males were not just ungrammati-
cal. In some areas of the Southern frontier, such fights involved eye-gouging
and other attempts to permanently mutilate the body of an opponent. After
reconstructing the nature of these brawls from oral tradition and travelers’
accounts, Gorn reports that in the Southern backcountry, such encoun-
ters were an accepted way to respond to “slights, insults, and thoughtless
gestures” (Gorn, 1985: 19). Around the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, this “brutal style of fighting” became known as “rough-and-tumble” or
“gouging” (Gorn, 1985: 20). In such encounters, spectators formed a circle
around the fighters to watch the twomen go at each other. Each did his best

10 Bailey (1986) has argued that, by the early twentieth century, in one upper South city,
Danville, Virginia, economic interests also played a role in the willingness of the elites on
both sides of the color line to engage in nonviolent “conflict management.” These elites
described the violence in their city as essentially lower-class violence by young men, white
and black.
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to kick, punch, pluck out the eyeball of the other, or bite off a lip or an ear.
According to Gorn (1985: 21):

The social base of rough-and-tumbling . . . shifted with the passage of time.
Althoughbrawlingwas always considered a vice of the “lower sort,” eighteenth
century Tidewater gentlemen sometimes found themselves in brutal fights.
These combats grew out of challenges to men’s honor . . . and were woven
into the very fabric of daily life.

But as Kierner (1996: 461–2) notes with regard to Southern “sociability,”
by the final decades of the colonial era, “elites were adopting more point-
edly exclusive sporting rituals, perhaps hoping to use such public displays of
gentility to enhance a privileged status that appeared to be increasingly ten-
uous.” Southern gentlemen of the planter class “now wanted to distinguish
themselves from social inferiors more by genteel manners, gracious living,
and material prestige than by patriarchal prowess” (Gorn, 1985: 22). There-
fore, gentlemen turned from hand-to-hand combat to dueling. Poor white
males continued to brawl. By the nineteenth century, rough-and-tumble
fighting “had generated its own folklore” (Gorn, 1985: 27). This form of
fighting acquired its “own unique rites of honor” that “allowed backcountry
men to shout their equality to each other” (Gorn, 1985: 41).

Like their wealthier counterparts, backcountry folk felt the effects of
antebellum evangelism. However, as with the gentry, “conversion was far
from universal” (Gorn, 1985: 37). The colorful brawls that shocked travel-
ers through the backcountry continued. But as the century advanced, new
and improved weapons became available. Rough-and-tumble fighting was
“circumscribed” as “a deadlier option” – “gunplay” – became available to
lower-class males (Gorn, 1985: 43). Whether they were brawling or shoot-
ing, poor white males – as did the gentry – responded to “fighting words.”
Brearley (1934: 687) states: “According to folk belief, onewho refuses towipe
out an insult with blood is a poltroon and a coward – he ‘ain’t no man.’ ”

Masculinity and the Southern Male

Historians have examined the differing conceptions of masculinity that
evolved in the North and South during the nineteenth century. In an article
about studentmisconduct in Southern antebellum colleges and universities,
Drinkwater (1993: 323) notes that during that era, “frequent student unrest
and periodic violence” occurred not only in the South but also throughout
the country. Like those in the North, Southern universities were repressive.
Strict discipline was enforced. But in the antebellum South, young males
from “wealthy and influential families” rebelled more vigorously than did
their Northern peers. White male college students in the South engaged
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in disruptive and destructive pranks, got drunk, gambled, fought, rioted,
dueled – and sometimes attacked or on several occasions even killed faculty
members. Drinkwater asserts such behavior was linked to the students’ code
of honor:

Male children in the antebellum South were expected to demonstrate their
virility early and often. Their honor – and that of their families – was linked
to how well they fought, drank, rode horses, used weapons, and gambled.
Even swearing and wenching were aspects of a boy’s honor in some families.
(Drinkwater, 1993: 328)

The mistreatment of faculty members and of servants who worked at the
university by these male students also might be explained by their concep-
tion of honor. A youngmale of the gentry was expected to “exert himself and
establish his superior position over his inferiors. . . .This later group often
included teachers” (Drinkwater, 1993: 328).

This conception of honor as synonymous with virile manhood was a part
of the Southern culture of honor. However, Bruce (1979: 62–4) argues that
this display of violence by male college students reflected a violation of the
expectation that passion (i.e., unruly emotions) would be contained by the
exercise of self-control. It flew in the face of the childhood socialization that
was intended to train young males in the appropriate uses of violence by
gentlemen. It was, Bruce suggests, in part a letting off of steam by young
males freed for the first time from parental control of their behavior. This
violence contradicted the values of the adult gentry and was, in this respect,
a caricature of adult masculinity.

During the nineteenth century, competingmodels of manhood andmas-
culinity existed. Kimmel (1996: 7) states that the debate over the abolition of
slavery “offers a fascinating window into the antebellum debate about mas-
culinity.” TheNorthernmale abolitionists’ opposition to slavery and support
of women’s rights “brought their manhood into question” by Southerners
(Kimmel, 1996: 72). Differing ideas about manhood and honor and insult
placed the North and South on a collision course as the debate over slavery
and regional differences escalated. The Civil War was in some respects the
South’s response to the perceived insult given to its way of life by the North
(Greenberg, 1996). The Civil War was, Kimmel argues, “the last stand of the
Genteel Patriarch, now a Confederate cavalier” (1996: 76). He adds: “For
Southernmen, defeat meant a kind of gendered humiliation – the southern
gentleman was discredited as a ‘real man’ ” (Kimmel, 1996: 77). Dishonored
“Southern manhood” in the postwar period and into the twentieth century
“would continually attempt to assert itself against debilitating conditions . . .”
(Kimmel, 1996: 78).

But for the lower-class whites who had been drawn often unwillingly
into the conflict with the North, Ash (1991: 39) suggests: “The conquest
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of the South by Northern armies . . .begun the liberation of the region’s
poor whites as well as its enslaved blacks.” It was a liberation that came as a
mixed blessing. In the occupied South, poor whites were often as much in
need of shelter, food, and clothing as were the former slaves. These lower-
class whites were viewed as potential allies to the Union. But Yankee soldiers
also shared the Southern gentry’s disdain and distrust of poor whites (Ash,
1991: 42).

Lower-class whites saw new opportunities in the breakdown of the prewar
Southern social structure. In this, they had something in common with the
blacks. But there was little likelihood that poor whites and poor blacks would
form the permanent alliances that the defeated Southern gentry feared.
As Ash (1991: 59) observes: “Racism not only drove a wedge between the
white and black lower classes . . . it also bound upper- and lower-class whites
in a Procrustean unity.” In the post–Civil War era, Southern whites were
united in their perception of the social and economic threat from Southern
blacks.

Southern Honor and Black Rapists

Bardaglio (1994: 755) asserts that, in the antebellum South, rape “brought
dishonor not only upon the woman but also upon her entire household,
and the male head of the household most of all.” For the white Southern
male, an assault on a female member of his household was like an assault on
himself. When this assault was committed by a slave, it “challenged slavery
and the racial order of southern society” (Bardaglio, 1994: 755). However,
Bardaglio finds that procedural rights were sometimes extended to slaves in
the courtroom. Doing so “protected property rights [of the master] as well
as human lives” (Bardaglio, 1994: 765). Sommerville (1995: 484) analyzed
over 250 cases of alleged sexual assault by black males of white females
that occurred from 1800 to 1865. She suggests – based on the fact that
nearly half of the black defendants escaped death – that antebellum white
Southerners felt less compulsion to execute black males accused of the
sexual assault of a white female than did postbellum white Southerners
(Sommerville, 1995: 485).

In the postbellum period, control of a free black population who chal-
lenged the prewar status quo became of paramount importance for white
Southerners. In the South, over time, a “cleavage” had developed “between
honor and legality.” Honor had originally grown “in the vacuum of justice”
but eventually “[m]anhood came to be equated with the extralegal defense
of one’s honor.” That honor was vested in part in “the control of one’s
woman” (Ayers, 1984: 234–5). After the Civil War, white Southern males
manifested their fear of loss of status and control in the form of violence di-
rected toward Southern blacks and their allies. White males acted out their
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fear of challenges to the racial caste hierarchy in their ritualized violence
directed against the symbolic “black rapist” (see Myers, 1995).

Bederman (1995: 46) finds that by the 1890s, “most white Americans
believed that African American men lusted uncontrollably after white
women, and that lynchings occurred when white men were goaded
beyond endurance by black men’s savage, unmanly assaults on pure white
womanhood.” This “relatively new” myth (Bederman, 1995: 46) of “the
Negro rapist” was used as one of the justifications for lynching. But, as
Bederman notes, historians have found a variety of other factors “including
Populism, economic depression, the uncertainty of a new market economy,
andSouthernpolitics” (Bederman, 1995: 47; see alsoTolnay andBeck, 1995)
that all played a role in white violence against black males. And women his-
torians have asserted that white male violence also was “connected to white
Southerners’ interest in bolstering male power and authority” (Bederman,
1995: 47; see also Hall, 1993). The control of the newly freed black popula-
tion was deemed essential to the maintenance of not only white male honor
but also white male status.

Hodes (1993: 61) argues that in theReconstruction South the assertion of
black political rights became the equivalent of the assertion of black man-
hood and “political thought, now took on connotations in white minds,
of black male sexual agency . . .” This concern on the part of white South-
erners was “characterized by a language of sexual alarm.” In the discourse
that developed, white male violence became the “civilized” response to the
“savagery” of the black man. Honor required a violent response to such
attacks on all that white Southern males held dear.

A Contemporary Culture of Honor

Are white Southern males still ready to use violence in defense of what they
hold dear? Does a culture of honor still exist in the South? Nisbett and
Cohen (1996) assert that a culture of honor does still exist in the South and
that it affects the homicide rate in this region of the country. Developing
an argument similar to that made by McWhiney with regard to the forging
of a “cracker culture” in the South, Nisbett and Cohen assert that the cul-
ture of honor of the Scotch-Irish immigrants who settled the South in the
seventeenth century had a profound and long-term impact on the region.
This was so because the frontier conditions encountered by the immigrants
encouraged the continuation of the habits of herding and horticulture that
they had brought with them fromBritain (Nisbett andCohen, 1996: 8). “Not
until the invention of the cotton gin in the early nineteenth century would
there be a viable economic competitor to herding” (Nisbett and Cohen,
1996: 9). By the nineteenth century, the culture of honor that was common
to herding society had taken strong roots in the South.
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With regard to themodern South, Nisbett and Cohen (1996: 3) note that
fourmajor explanations have been offered to explain high rates of violence.
These four explanations are: (1) the climate; (2) the tradition of slavery;
(3) Southern poverty; and (4) “the putative ‘culture of honor’ of the South.”
Nisbett and Cohen argue that “the role of ‘honor’ is independent of, and
probably greater than, any role played by the other three [explanations].”

The other three major explanations have long been the subject of
debate. Discussing the impact of climate on “Southern distinctiveness,”
Koeniger (1988) cites a letter written by Thomas Jefferson to the Marquis
de Chastellux in 1785. In this letter, Jefferson compares the temperament
of Southerners to that of Northerners. Jefferson concludes that those who
live in the North are “cool; sober; laborious; independent; jealous of their
own liberties, and just to those of others; interested; chicaning; supersti-
tious and hypocritical in their religion.” The residents of the South, on the
other hand, are “fiery, voluptuary; indolent, unsteady; zealous for their own
liberties, but trampling on those of others; generous; candid; without at-
tachment or pretensions to any religion but that of the heart” ( Jefferson,
cited in Koeniger, 1988: 21).

These regional distinctions (with variations) that Jefferson related were
also recognized by Americans of both regions and by foreign visitors. Over
time, Koeniger finds that “the idea of a distinctive southern personality
type has become well established in the literature of the American South.”
Koeniger acknowledges that there are many factors that may have helped
to shape “the southern collective personality,” including rural isolation, the
frontier experience, and the South’s history of slavery and racial conflicts
(Koeniger, 1988: 21). However, he believes “climate has played a larger
role in shaping southern distinctiveness than contemporary historians are
prone to acknowledge” (Koeniger, 1988: 26). In support of his argument,
Koeniger reviews the scientific research on the impact of climate on human
behavior.He concludes: “Climate does not determine culture or other forms
of human behavior, but historically it has influenced them, predisposing
persons affected toward certain patterns” (Koeniger, 1988: 44).

If they have neglected serious attention to the possible role of climate in
shaping Southern culture, historians have given much attention to the role
of slavery. McLaurin (1991: xiii) writes:

For many antebellum southerners, including the large majority who held no
slaves, the moral dilemmas of slavery were hardly abstractions to be debated.
Theywere instead among the inescapable realities of daily life, a significant as-
pect of the society. And as such southerners, slaveholders or not, were forced
to cope with them in terms of the concrete rather than the theoretical . . .

This assertion of the central role of slavery in the lives of southerners from
the colonial period to the first shots fired in the Civil War has been made by
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historians across the spectrum of intellectual and political opinion. In the
antebellum era, the South was compelled to define itself and was defined
by the North in large part by the presence of African Americans held in
bondage. Their presence dictated the nature of economic, political, legal,
religious, and social relationships in the region. Their presence not only
brought whites of all classes together, it also created divisions between the
gentry and the poor, slaveowners and nonslaveowners.

One of the arguments made by those Southerners who opposed slavery
was that the presence of blacks as slaves restricted the economic opportu-
nities available to Southern white men. In the postbellum period, South-
erners, both black and white, struggled to survive in a region devastated
by the war. In the present-day South, rates of poverty are still high. In its
report on Hunger in America, the Physicians Task Force (1985: 28) found
that a quarter of the population of the state of Mississippi lived below the
poverty line. Conditions of abject poverty continue to exist in the foothills
of Appalachia and elsewhere in the South (Mantsios, 1992: 97). Has this
poverty contributed to the level of violence in the region? Ormay high rates
of homicide in the South be better attributed to a “subculture of violence”
or to a contemporary “culture of honor”?

As Ellison (1991: 1223) states: “the literature on region and violence har-
bors considerable confusion over (1) what this southern subculture argu-
ment really implies, and (2) how to construct an appropriate empirical test
of its core arguments.” This chapter openedwith a quote fromH.C. Brearley
(1934), who offered an early formulation of the argument linking South-
ern violence to culture. Later Hackney, in his essay on “Southern Violence”
(1969: 925), concluded:

Being southern, then, inevitably involves a feeling of persecution at times
and a sense of being a passive, insignificant object of alien or impersonal
forces. Such a historical experience has fostered a world view that supports
the denial of responsibility and locates threats to the region and threats to
the person outside the self. From the southern past arise the symbiosis of
profuse hospitality and intense hostility toward strangers and the paradox
that the southern heritage is at the same time one of grace and violence.

Support for such a culture of violence as an explanation of high homicide
rates was offered by Gastil (1971). Loftin and Hill (1974) challenged this
perspective, arguing that socioeconomic factors – poverty –might be amore
salient explanation. In the aftermath of these studies, other researchers have
examined and offered additional challenges to the Southern subculture of
violence thesis. For example, Dixon and Lizotte (1987: 401) looked at gun
ownership in the region. They conclude: “In our analysis, gun ownership,
whether of pistol, rifle, or shotgun, is in no way related to either a regional
or a nonregional subculture of violence.”
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However, Nisbett and Cohen, two cultural psychologists, have recently
presented their argument for the existence of a culture of honor in the
South. In their research, they attempt to compensate for what they describe
as the “reliance on too narrow a range of methodologies” in the study of
culture (1996: xvii).11 Their broader approach to the study of culture and
honor includes the use of attitudinal surveys administered in the rural South
and Midwest in which respondents were presented with vignettes intended
to gauge “responses to affronts.” It also includes experimental (laboratory)
research measuring the physiological and behavioral responses of subjects
to affronts. In addition, Nisbett and Cohen analyze the social policy and laws
(“collective expression”) in different regions of the country on issues such as
gun control, self-defense, domestic violence, and capital punishment. They
conclude that white Southern males retain certain attitudes about violence
and its use that distinguish them from males from other regions of the
country. Nisbett and Cohen state:

Southerners do not approve of violence in the abstract, nor do they approve
of violence for any concrete purposes that we have been able to discover –
except for the protection of self, family, and possessions, for responding to
an insult, and for socializing children. (1996: 82)

They assert the Southerner’s commitment to defense of self and others
against perceived “affronts and threats to property or integrity of self” ex-
plains the more frequent types of homicide in the South that grow out of
arguments, brawls, and lovers’ triangles (Nisbett and Cohen, 1996: 82). Al-
though acknowledging that the culture of honor “no longer has the strength
it once had” in the South, Nisbett and Cohen (1996: 93) argue that this may
well indicate a kind of “cultural lag” occurring in which public norms “lag
behind private attitudes.”

Chu, Rivera, and Loftin replicate the Nisbett-Reaves test of the herding-
culture-of-honor hypothesis, which is the basis for the Nisbett and Cohen
argument that the Southern culture of honor grew out of the economic
conditions encountered by early Southern settlers who brought their herd-
ing culture with them from Europe. In their reanalysis of homicide data
for 1976–83, Chu, Rivera, and Loftin find that contrary to the expectations
of the herding-culture-of-honor hypothesis, rural counties in the South do
not have especially high white non-Hispanic male homicide rates. They
conclude, “when differences in white poverty are controlled, there is ei-
ther no discernible contemporary (1976–83) relationship between white

11 In a review of Nisbett andCohen’sCulture of Honor, Messner (1997: 1227) praises the authors’
impressive use of diverse data sources and methods [which] . . .makes their overall case for
a culture of honor in the South compelling.”
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male homicide rates and environmental regions, or a difference that is
inconsistent with the predictions of the theory” (Chu, Rivera, and Loftin,
2000). However, they also note – significant for this discussion – that “[t]he
origin of the culture of honor is logically independent of the mechanisms
linking culture to violent behavior. It is quite possible for the argument that
herding explains the origin of the culture of violence to be invalid while
arguments about the consequences of the culture are valid” (Chu, Rivera,
and Loftin, 2000).

One issue regarding the existence of a culture of honor in the South has
been the possibility that – if such a culture does (did) exist – Southern mi-
grantsmight have carried it with them into other regions, thereby increasing
the rates of violence in those regions. In the face of high rates of violence
in urban inner cities, some observers have posited a present-day culture of
honor among young African-American males. But the question is whether
this culture of honor, if it does exist, is indicative of the transportation and
retention of a Southern cultural tradition or whether it is reflective of the
social and economic conditions that historically have contributed to high
rates of violence in some pockets of the country.

In 1995, the journalist Fox Butterfield published a provocative study
of the notorious young New York felon Willie Bosket. Known as the most
dangerous prisoner in the New York penal system, Bosket, a young, black
male, was also highly intelligent and charming. In trying to understand
Bosket’s violent behavior, Butterfield began to examine his family history.
In the end, he traced Bosket’s family roots back to Edgefield County,
South Carolina. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Southerners
called the county “Bloody Edgefield,” because of its extremely high rates
of lethal violence. The settlers of this county were Scotch-Irish immigrants
who came to America in the eighteenth century and made their way from
Pennsylvania to South Carolina. Butterfield describes them as “poor but
proud people who had left their homelands after centuries of incessant
warfare. In temperament, they were tough, blunt, touchy, hard-drinking
and pugnacious” (Butterfield, 1995: 3). Butterfield argues that beginning
with Aaron Bosket, a former slave and Willie’s great-great-grandfather, the
Bosket males were influenced by this white Southern culture of honor
of “Bloody Edgefield.” Generation after generation, the Bosket males en-
gaged in violent defense of honor against perceived insult. They defined
their manhood in terms of violence. This violence continued to be played
out in the twentieth century in a Northern urban setting. Butterfield
concludes that in the case of Willie Bosket and other young African-
Americanmales, the old code of Southern honor “transmuted into the stric-
tures of the streets” has become “a dangerous anachronism” (Butterfield,
1995: 328).
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However, Courtwright (1996: 271) suggests the conditions of contem-
porary urban inner cities have much in common with those of bygone
American frontiers. He writes:

The social dynamics of a group of touchy, drunken bachelors in a backwoods
tavern in seventeenth-century Virginia would not have been much different
from those of a group of touchy, drunken bachelors in a bar in twentieth-
century Harlem, and the color of the blood on the floor was surely the same.

Considering violence in urban ghettos from this perspective, it is not
necessary to argue that Southern migrants have been carriers of violence to
the urban ghetto. It would instead by possible to argue that similar circum-
stances produce similar responses by young males. Courtwright argues that
American frontiers – lacking both sufficient law and the domesticating influ-
ence of women and children, but with much competition for resources and
wealth as well as opportunities for drinking and gambling – were environ-
ments that spawned violence. He describes young urban males in inner-city
areas – many of them single and unrestrained by families, influenced by
the values of their peers, and unemployed or underemployed – as living in
environments that are similarly conducive to violent interactions.

Ethnographer Elijah Anderson (1997: 1) has described the environment
of the “poor inner-city black community” as one in which “two orientations –
decent and street – socially organize the community.” Anderson argues that
these two competing orientations shape the lives of the residents, particu-
larly the children, of inner-city community. Even those young black males
who have “mainstream values” must learn the “code of the streets” in order
to survive in this environment. According to Anderson (1997: 2):

The rules prescribe both a proper comportment and the proper way to
respond if challenged. They regulate the use of violence and so supply a
rationale which allows those who are inclined to aggression to precipitate
violent encounters in an approved way . . . everybody knows that if the rules
are violated, there are penalties. Knowledge of the rules is largely defensive,
and it is literally necessary for operating in public . . .

Based on the work of Elijah Anderson, William Julius Wilson, and others,
Nisbett andCohen (1996: 91) argue for the existence of a culture of honor in
the urban inner city. Theymaintain that the roots of this violent culture, like
those of the Southern culture of honor, are economic. They maintain that,
as in the South, this urban culture of honor has appeared in a situation in
whichpresentationof self as amanwilling and able touse violence indefense
of reputation and property is valued and rewarded by status and respect.

Adopting Black’s thesis on social control, Cooney (1997) argues that
elite male violence has decreased because of availability of other acceptable
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means of resolving conflict such as the law. In the case of young, African-
American males in the inner city, the criminal justice system is often seen
as neither available to them, favorably disposed toward them, or a desirable
mechanism for resolving their conflicts.12 In this setting, social control in
the form of violent “self-help” (Black, 1993) may seem the only option and
defense of honor may seem essential to survival.

Conclusions

It remains an intriguing question whether young black males in urban in-
ner cities are indeed the direct heirs of a Southern tradition of honor-based
violence (Butterfield, 1995) or whether what they instead have in common
with nineteenth-century white Southerners are the social and economic con-
ditions that give rise to cultures of honor (Nisbett and Cohen, 1996). The
suggestion on the part of scholars that the urban inner city bears similar-
ities to the nineteenth-century South or to the Western frontier and that
young African-American males are engaging in rituals of manhood and vi-
olence similar to those played out by white males in other settings raises
interesting questions about the complex nexus of race/ethnicity, gender,
class, and culture. The concept of “manhood” is socially constructed, and it
appears that, in various historical and modern settings, the use of violence
and the rituals of honor play crucial roles in that construction. Moreover,
the research of Nisbett and Cohen (1996) and the conclusions of O’Carroll
and Mercy (1989) emphasize, respectively, the importance of applying a
range of methodologies to the study of culture and of paying attention to
the interactions of differences of race/ethnicity and rural/urban residence
in discussing regional variations in violence.

Finally, returning to the primary focus of this chapter, what we can con-
clude is that historically – whatever their socioeconomic condition – white
Southern males were concerned about how they were perceived by those
with whom they had social interactions. They believed in – sometimes lived
and died by – a conception of “honor” that emphasized the value of one’s
“reputation.” For upper-class white males, this reputation was based on ful-
filling the obligations and responsibilities of a gentleman. For lower-class
white males, reputation was synonymous with “strength and toughness”
(Nisbett and Cohen, 1996: xv) and the willingness to fight. The percep-
tion shared by white males of all classes of the necessity to defend honor
and avenge insult contributed to the high rates of violence in the region.
In the nineteenth century (and into the twentieth century in the case of
lynchings), this “culture of honor” was a crucial factor in the race, gender,

12 See Bailey and Green (1999) for their discussion of the perceptions of the criminal justice
system held by African Americans.
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and class relationships in the South. It affected the lives not only of white
Southern males but also of those “others,” white women and African
Americans, who lived in their orbits. As we have seen, some scholars argue
that thismatter of honor and its defense continues to affect the lives of lower-
classmales, bothwhite and black, and to contribute to the level of violence in
our society.
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