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HOLDING SERIOUS JUVENILE OFFENDERS RESPONSIBLE: 

IMPLICATIONS FROM DIFFERENTIAL OPPRESSION THEORY 

John D. Hewitt, Grand Valley State Universitv 
Robert M. Regoli, Univer;ity of Colorado 

Abstract 

A current controversy in criminology is whether juvenile offenders should be treated in 
a similar manner as adult offenders. This paper examines this issue within the context 
of the theory of _diffe�ential oppression. Differential oppression theory argues that delin­
quents and their delinquencies are a consequence of adult perceptions and treatment 
of children as inferior persons. The remedy for delinquency is to change existing social 
arrangements to give children the opportunity to be viewed as equally valuable as 
adults and as autonomous persons. Implicit within the recommendation is that children 
be held responsible for their wrongful actions. To do otherwise would deny them their 
humanity and their right to be treated as persons. Treating children as adults for the 
decisions they make (both good and bad) is being respectful of them as autonomous, 
moral agents. 

INTRODUCTION 

Research reports the presence of a relation­
ship between the maltreatment of children and 
subsequent problem behaviors, and more spe­
cifically, juvenile delinquency ( e.g., Brezina, 
1998; Fleisher, 1995; Widom and Maxfield. 
200 I; Heck and Walsh. 2000; Kaufman and 
Widom, 2000; Smith and Thornberry. 1995; 
Straus. 1994; Zingraff. et al.. 1993; Widom. 
1989). These studies collectively point out that 
the physical. sexual. emotional. and educa­
tional maltreatment of children frequently di­
rectly or indirectly "pushes" adolescents into 
engaging in maladaptive responses to their 
mistreatment. 

These findings are consistent with Regoli and 
Hewitt's theorv of differential oppression
( 1991 ). They argue that delinquents and their 
misdeeds are a consequence of adult's percep­
tions of children as inferior and the translation 
of these perceptions into an oppressive regu­
lation and control of children. But does the 
claim that a child's delinquency is a conse­
quence of adult maltreatment and oppression 
exempt them from being held responsible for 
their criminal actions'? Or. does differential 
oppression theory's argument for an 
adolescent's right of person hood justify hold­
ing serious and violent juvenile delinquents 
responsible for their crimes? 

THE THEORY OF DIFFERENTIAL OPPRESSION 

Because of their social and legal status. chil­
dren ha\'e little power to affe-ct their social 
world. Compared to adults. children ha\·e lim-

ited resources available to manipulate others. 
From a resource standpoint, adults, having 
superior power in relationship to children. ar; 
at a considerable advantage in detern1ining and 
enforcing rules that control the basic lives of 
children. Compared to parents, teachers, and 
other adult authority figures. children are rela­
tively powerless and expected to---often re­
quired to--submit to the power and authority 
of these adults. When this power is exercised 
to prevent children from attaining access to 
valued resources or to prevent the�1 from de­
veloping a sense of self as a subject rather than 
an object. it becomes oppression. 

Oppression restrains, restricts, and prevents 
people from living life they way they would 
in the absence of oppressive force. One con­
sequence of oppression and control is that 
people are often made into objects. Paulo Freire 
( 1990:51) has noted that the greater the exer­
cise of control by oppresso�s over the op­
pressed, the more they change them into ap­
parently inanimate things or objects. rather than 
subjects. One group objectifying another al­
lows the dominant group to control the dia­
logue about the relationship between the two 
groups. to establish the rules governing the 
relationship. and even to create the rules for 
changing the rules. When members of a group 
experience themselves as objects rather than 
subjects they operate according to a self-de­
feating consciousness because. as objects, they 
assume they are powerless and eventually ac­
cept the disvalued vision of themselves pro­
jected on them by the more powerful group. 
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Children usually accept their status as op­
pressed beings because it is a social reality that 
per\'ades our society: The perception of chil­
dren as oppressed is constantly reinforced by 
their submersion in the reality of oppression. 
Freire describes how oppressors can create 
images of oppressed groups as dependent and 
threatening to the social order: 

For the oppressors it is always the 
oppressed (whom they obviously 
never call "the oppressed" but--de­
pending on whether they are fellow 
countrymen or not-.. those people" 
or the "blind and envious masses" or 
.. savages" or "natives'' or 
"subversives") who are disaffected. 
who are "violent." "barbaric." 
"wicked," or "ferocious" when they 
react to the violence of the oppres­
sors ( 1990:41 ). 

lt is quite easy to substitute the following 
images of children (as the oppressed) into the 
preceding quote: "teenage hoodlums." "prob­
lem children,'' ''pre-delinquents." or "delin­
quents" who are "disrespectful," "barbaric,'' 
.. violent.'' or simply "alienated" when they re­
act to their oppressors. As children internalize 
the image of the oppressor and adopt the 
oppressor's guidelines and rules of behavior. 
they naturally become feaifol of exploring the 
nature of their own freedom and autonomy. 
Indeed. they often fully accept the socially con­
structed notion that they are infe1ior. incom­
petent, and irresponsible. 

FOUR PRINCIPLES OF DIFFERENTL\L OPPRESSION 

The theory of differential oppression is orga­
nized around four principles: 

1. Adults emphasize order in the home and
school.

Every day. children are forced to obey 
rules designed to reinforce adult no­
tions of "right and wrong" behavior. 
Such rules evolve out of adult beliefs 
about how children should behave. 
The rules. and the enforcement of the 
rules. are believed to be in the child's 
own good. and violations of the rules 
are perceived by adults as threats to 
their own conceptions of good order. 

2. Adults perceive children as inferior. sub­
ordinate beings and as troublemakers.

To the extent adults view children as 
posing a threat to the established or-
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der. they must be controlled. A child 
who shows deference to adults and 
their mies is considered to be a .. good 
child." The child who challenges his 
or her inferior status or who questions 
the rules that define the social order 
is seen as threatening adult control. 

3. The imposition of adult conceptions of
order on children may become extreme
to the point of oppression. Adult at­
tempts to establish order in the home and
school frequently lead to arbitrary rnle
enforcement. censure. and punishment.
Sometimes the coercion and use of force
take the form of abuse and neglect. di­
minishing the parent-child relationship
and weakening the child's respect for
autho1ity.

4. Oppression leads to adaptive reactions
by children. The oppression of children
produces at least four major adaptations:
passive acceptance. exercise of illegiti­
mate coercive power. manipulation of
one ·s peers, or retaliation.

Passive acceptance is an obedience 
built upon fear. It is similar to the 
passive acceptance of the slave role 
or adaptations of battered women. 
The child outwardly accepts their in­
ferior position, but develops a re­
pressed hatred for the oppressor. pos­
sibly leading to low self-esteem, drug 
abuse, or alcoholism. 
Exercise of illegitimate coercirc 
power is the attempt to .. make some­
thing happen. Delinquency provides 
the youth with an opportunity to es­
tablish a sense of autonomy and con­
trol. 
Manipulation of one ·s peers is an at­
tempt to gain social power. Through 
manipulation of others within the peer 
group. a child who has experienced 
oppression by adults may acquire a 
sense of strength and control or a de­
gree of empowerment not otherwise 
felt. 
Retaliation involves striking back at 
both the people and the institutiom 
the child blames for causing their 
oppression. School vandalism often 
occurs because a student is angry at a 
teacher or principal, and children who 
assault or kill their parents are gencr-
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ally responding to past experiences of 
severe maltreatment at the hands of 
their parents. 

However. it is not the mere existence of op­
pressive relations with children that lead chil­
dren to delinquency. Children in fact are dif­
ferentially oppressed, some more frequently 
and more severely than others. The oppression 
of children falls on a continuum. Children who 
experience more frequent and severe forms of 
oppression are more likely to respond to their 
oppression in ways defined as delinquent 
(Regoli and Hewitt, 2000: 158-160). 

While there are few tests of differential op­
pression theory to date, initial studies appear 
to be supportive of the theory. For example, 
Dennis Chan interviewed a group of high 
school students defined as '"unruly pupils" by 
school administrators and teachers ( 1994 J. He 
noted that these students rep01ted high levels 
of oppression both at home and at school. that 
school officials were quick to impose punish­
ments for mle violations, and that the students 
tended to respond by engaging in delinquent 
activities. Matt DeLisi and his associates sur­
veyed 178 university undergraduate students 
to assess their perceptions of the autonomous 
nature of children. Approximately three­
fourths of the respondents indicated a belief 
that children are inferior in status relative to 
adults and nearly half expressed support for 
the use of physical punishment when children 
misbehave. In general. respondents felt that 
children must be controlled because they are 
not otherwise equipped to lead their own lives. 

What, then. are the implications of differen­
tial oppression theory in terms of the State ·s 
response to the adolescent who engages in a 
serious or violent c1iminal act? Does differen­
tial oppression theory fall on the side of some 
sort of "abuse excuse" whereby the juvenile 
offender who has been seriously maltreated is 
"excused" because of the oppressive maltreat­
ment"' Or. does differential oppression theory 
provide a theoretical justification for holding 
the youth criminally responsible and deserv­
ing of punishment? We contend the theory logi­
cally supports the latter point. In the follow­
ing discussion we will examine how children 
came to be defined as infe1ior to adults. how 
the early juvenile court reinforced images of 
children as incompetent and dependent. and 
how the nature of childhood in the new mil­
lennium radically depaits from social construc­
tions of a hundred years ago. 
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SOCIALLY RECONSTRUCTING ADOLESCENTS AS 

INCOMPETENT AND DEPENDENT 

The emergence of the juvenile comt in Cook 
County (Chicago). Illinois. in 1899. was a natu­
ral consequence of more than two centmies of 
constructing and reconstructing the nature of 
childhood and children. In the end, however. 
it needed to be decided just what population 
the new juvenile court would serve. What 
would be appropriate upper and lower end ages 
for court jurisdiction? And what would objec­
tively distinguish juveniles from adults? 

!11fa11cy had long been a conceptually dis­
tinct age-marking category defining the essen­
tial difference between adults and children and 
the tenn was often used interchangeably with 
''childhood" (e.g ... Schultz. 1985: McLaughlin, 
1974 ). In the eighteenth century. those persons 
who were not considered infants were begin­
ning to be redefined as something qualitatively 
different from adults. Childhood, as a newly 
invented social and intellectual category 
emerged. Social historians attribute this "new" 
social construction of childhood to a variety 
of factors. including the rise of the middle class. 
the emergence of the modem family, and the 
extension of formal schooling (Postman. 
1994). Childhood (adolescence) was soon be­
lieved to designate significant developmental 
differences between youths and adults. How­
ever, the exact nature of these differences was 
debated between two perspectives. On the one 
hand. those who held to the Lockean or Prot­
estant image of childhood viewed the child at 
birth as a blank slate to be written on or devel­
oped by responsible adults. Children must be 
raised and trained into civilized adults. On the 
other hand were those who held to the 
Rousseauian, or Romantic image. They viewed 
childhood as reflecting the pure, spontaneous, 
and uncorrupted qualities of the young. Chil­
dren must be allowed to grow and develop with 
as little intrusion as possible by already cor­
rupted adults. 

Regardless of the ultimate merits of either 
perspective. they both agreed that children 
were inherently different from adults. By the 
end of the nineteenth century. a Progressive 
vision spearheaded by psychologists, philoso­
phers. and the new education experts was be­
ginning to emerge. It defined childhood as a 
stage in the development from infancy to adult­
hood (Dewey. 1899: Freud. 1924. 19'.25: Hall, 
1905). 

-
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THE }UVEMLE COURT: INCOMPETENCE AND DEPEN­

DENCE VERSUS AtITONOMY AND RESPONSIBILITY 

The Progressive vision of the new juvenile 
court was based on socially constructed defi­
nitions of childhood and children designed to 
justify separate and differential treatment fo­
cused on rehabilitation. This new social con­
struction reflected a dramatic change in per­
ceptions about adolescent culpability. 

Prior to the Progressive reforms, infancy 
marked the lower limit of court jurisdiction. 
Infants were thought to be unable to distinguish 
right from wrong sufficient to hold them crimi­
nally responsible, and thus were exempt from 
punishment. But the reconstructions of child­
hood informing the new juvenile court as­
sumed that adolescence was a developmentally 
distinct stage: Children who had not yet fully 
achieved puberty, who had not yet finished 
their formal schooling, and who had not been 
adequately prepared to enter the adult world 
were incapable of forn1ing true criminal intent. 
It was now assumed that children below age 
18 were incompetent, unable to be socially or 
morally responsible, and yet somehow mal­
leable and likely to be receptive to the reha­
bilitative efforts of juvenile court workers. 

Because the juvenile court rejected the idea 
that children were autonomous, responsible 
beings, concern over criminal offenses alone 
was also rejected. To have a separate juvenile 
court to handle only youth who violated the 
criminal law would have raised the question 
of c1iminal culpability. Thus the court broad­
ened its jurisdiction to allow it to deal with 
children who not only violated the criminal 
law, but who behaved in ways that were ob­
jectionable to adults-moral and social trans­
gressions-which were essentially tied to the 
relatively nonnal misbehaviors of young per­
sons newly categorized into a special age sta­
tus: adolescence 

Understandably. youths who were made sub­
ject to the juvenile court in the early years of 
the twentieth century were rarely serious of­
fenders. Instead of dealing with violent. preda­
tory, and habitual criminal youth who might 
force the question of criminal responsibility, 
the courts largely busied themselves with the 
control and regulation of dependent and mor­
ally wayward children, and often the control 
and regulation was limited to infornrnl han­
dling. The majority of cases (some 5,100) 
brought to the District of Columbia Juvenile 
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Court between 1917 and 1922, for example. 
were handled infom1ally. Disorderly conduct. 
petty theft and damage ( often nothing more 
than ··noise making, apple swiping. and win­
dow breaking") along with "sleigh riding, 
throwing papers in sewers, and riding bicycles 
on the sidewalk" were representative of the 
majority of juvenile offenders in the court dur­
ing those years (Rothman. 1980:250). Many 
of these non-serious delinquencies were ex­
plained as the products of other juvenile mis­
behaviors, such as cigarette smoking and tm­
ancy (Sutton, 1988: 149). 

A reasonable characterization of those youth 
believed to be the at-risk. targeted subjects of 
the early juvenile cou1t would suggest that they 
were young and wayward, socially and mor­
ally irresponsible, and legally dependent. 
Therefore, they were fit subjects for an indi­
vidualized. nurturing. rehabilitating, and pa­
ternalistic court. The few children who did 
engage in serious delinquencies could always 
be institutionalized in training schools or pos­
sibly, in the more extreme circumstances. 
waived to criminal court. But the oveniding 
perspective was that treatment, not punish­
ment, was appropriate for non-culpable offend­
ing youth. In other words. the juvenile court 
viewed the basic right of children to be pro­
tected from their own bad judgments and from 
the larger ills of society. but essentially denied 
adolescents personhood rights-the recogni­
tion of the child as an autonomous and capable 
individual. 

CHILDH O OD AND ADOLESCENCE IN THE NE\\ 

MILLENNIUM 

How might the adolescent population be 
characterized in the year 2002? Are youths 
noticeably different from their peers of a hun­
dred years ago? Does the image of children 
between the ages of 8 and 17 as incompetent. 
irresponsible, dependent. and non-culpabk 
continue to work? Or. are youth today signifi­
cantly different from the Progressive ·s sociall) 
constructed and limiting image of childhood'� 

Neil Postman ( 1994) suggests that there has 
been a measurable disappearance of the 
Progressive ·s notion of childhood and adoles­
cence over the latter half of the twentieth cen­
tury. As evidence. he points to the virtual dis­
appearance of children, as children, from the 
media. including radio, movies. and especial!: 
television. Today. as in the Middle Ages, young 
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persons are being portrayed as miniature 
adults: "Children ... do not differ significantly 
in their interests, language. dress. or sexuality 
from adults ... " (Postman. 1994: 122-123 ). 

Children also enter puberty at a much ear­
lier age today than they did when the 
Progressives established the juvenile court. The 
ave;age age of menarche at the middle of the 
ninet;enth century was 17; by the l 960's it had 
dropped to 12.8; and by 1999 some studies 
suggested it was closer to 12.2. In addition, 
re;;nt studies report that nearly 15 percent of 
white girls showed evidence of the onset of 
secondary sex characteristics by age eight. 
About 15 percent of African American girls 
evidenced the development of breasts or pu­
bic hair by age seven and nearly half by age 
eight. (Lemonick. 2000:68). 

Children in the new millennium are exposed 
to much more fom1al education than their peers 
of a century earlier. Over 95 percent of chil­
dren age 14 to 17 were enrolled in high school 
in 1997, compared to only seven percent in 
1890 (U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2000: Table 
259; Postman. 1994:xii ). The school year was 
also much sh011er in the late 1800s than it was 
a hundred years later. For instance. in the 
1890s. the average length of the school tem1 
was only 136 days while in the 1990s it was 
178 days (Snyder, 1993:46-47). The percent­
age of high school graduates has grown from 
two percent of the seventeen-year-old popula­
tion in 1870, to 49 percent in 1940, and to 
nearly 83 percent in 1998 ( Feld, 1999:41; U.S. 
Bureau of the Census. 2000: Table 263 ). Youths 
are not only more book literate today. they are 
the first generation to develop computer lit­
eracy as early as the elementary grades. The 
technological sophistication of many adoles­
cents ranges from the development of com­
puter software to digital filmmaking and highly 
creative animation. 

The census for 1880 recorded more than one 
million children between the ages of IO and 15. 
or approximately 18 percent of children that 
age. as being employed. Many were worLing 
in factories. mines. and mills or as street ven­
dors or apprentices <Clement. 1985:248-249 ). 
The enactment of child-labor laws prohibiting 
children from working entirely or by delaying 
their economic entry functioned to remove 
lower-paid children from the competitive la­
bor market and move them into greater finan­
cial dependency on their parents. The impact 
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of the child-labor laws was swift. "Between 
1910 and 1930, the number of children be­
tween ten and fifteen years of age gainfully 
employed declined nearly 75 percent. from 18 
percent to about 5 percent" (Feld, 1999:43 ). 

Adolescents in the new millennium are sig­
nificant players in the modem consumer-driven 
economy. More than 5 million children be­
tween the ages of 14 and 17 ( or about 31 per­
cent of children that age) work in regular jobs. 
Their jobs range from providing child care, 
delivering newspapers, and sacking groceries 
to working in the fast food industry. as sum­
mer recreation counselors. and in retail sales 
at local malls. Approximately 60 percent of 
working teenagers under age 18 are employed 
in the retail industry (Sunoo. 2000; U.S. Bu­
reau of the Census, Table 16 ). The total pur­
chasing power of adolescents is estimated to 
be in excess of$100 million. Children between 
the ages of 6 and 11 wield $1 7 million in spend­
ing money, while youths from 5 to 18 are ex­
pected to spend nearly $2 million this year 
making purchases online (Cardona and Cuneo, 
2000; Crockett, 1999). This is a dramatic shift 
from a century ago when Progressive reform­
ers were enacting child labor laws to protect 
children from exploitation and abuse. 

Adolescents in the new millennium also dif­
fer from their counterparts of a hundred years 
ago on another dimension: their delinquencies 
involve much more serious criminal behavior. 
are more frequent, and occur at younger ages. 
In Chicago. during the decade immediately 
prior to the establishment of the juvenile court. 
most of the offenses that juveniles were ar­
rested for involved petty crimes. If the offense 
was deemed serious. the case might be referred 
to the grand jury. But there were only about 15 
such cases a month and most of these cases 
involved "burglary. petty depredations upon 
freight cars. candy or bake shops. or stealing 
pigeons or rabbits from barns, hoodlum acts 
that. in the country, would be considered boy­
ish pranks rather than a crime" (Hawes. 
1971: 162 ). During the first six months of 1899. 
the Chicago jail received 332 boys under age 
16 who had been arrested on such charges of 
burglary. "flipping trains." and playing ball on 
the streets (Platt. 1969: 127). Once the juve­
nile court was in operation. the typical charges 
involving children did not appear to be any 
more serious. Platt notes that ''during the ear­
liest years of the Cook County juvenile court, 
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over 50 percent of the delinquency cases arose 
from charges of 'disorderly behavior: "immo­
rality: ·vagrancy: ·trnancy. and 'inconigibil­
ity'" (1969: 140). 

Two-thirds of a century later the pattern of 
juvenile delinquency began a three-decade 
long rise in both seriousness and frequency. 
From the mid- I 960s until the m.id- l 990s, ju­
veniles increasingly accounted for a larger 
portion of all persons arrested and for a larger 
portion of both Crime Index Offenses and vio­
lent crimes. In 2000. over 1.5 million juveniles 
were arrested, accounting for I 7 percent of 
total arrests. In addition. juveniles comprised 
28 percent of all Crime Index arrests, 25 per­
cent of robbery arrests. and 16 percent of all 
Index Violent crime arrests. More impo1tantly, 
about 498,000 of juveniles arrested were un­
der the age of 15. These younger adolescents 
accounted for more than 155,000 C1ime Index 
arrests. Just over I, I 00 were arrested for forc­
ible rape, more than 4,800 for robbery, nearly 
16.000 for aggravated assault, and slightly over 
24,000 for burglary (Federal Bureau of Inves­
tigation. 200 I :226 ). 

What is to be made of these changes? We 
argue that on nearly every measure, today's 
adolescents enter pube1ty at an earlier age. arc 
better educated, are as much or more involved 
in the work force. participate more extensively 
in the consumer-driven economy. and are more 
involved in serious, violent delinquency than 
their peers of a century ago. Adolescents to­
day are significantly different from those chil­
dren targeted by the early juvenile court. Fur­
thern10re, developmental psychologists now 
recognize that there is little to distinguish ado­
lescents from adults on the grounds of compe­
tence, comprehension, and reasoning in mak­
ing important decisions (Melton, 1983; Scott. 
l 992: Scott and Grisso, 1998). 

DIFFERENTIAL OPPRESSION THEORY AND SERI­

OllS JUVENILE OFFENDERS 

Differential oppression theory claims that 
much delinquency is the product of who chil­
dren are in relation to adults. By defining chil­
dren as objects, less socially and morally valu­
able than adults, and ultimately incapable of 
sufficiently mature reasoning and responsible 
action, it becomes easy to deny them criminal 
responsibility and thus to relegate them to en­
forced treatment. rehabilitation, and nurturing 
in the juvenile justice system. The refusal to 
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hold serious juvenile offenders criminally re­
sponsible is nothing more than the state ·s af­
firn1ation of adolescent inferiority and its stamp 
of approval for denying them their humanity. 

Forcing the child to undergo treatment for a 
c1iminal act because the child is deemed inca­
pable of responsibility for the act rather than 
allowing the child to be punished or to face 
his or her just deserts because the child is re­
sponsible is a denial of the child's right to be 
treated as a person. According to Herbert Mor­
ris ( 1995:87), 'The right to be treated as a per­
son is a fundamental human right belonging 
to all human beings by virtue of their being 
human. It is also a natural. inalienable. and 
absolute right" (italics added). It is consistent 
with differential oppression theory to argue that 
our institutions of justice need to respect the 
choices (albeit bad choices) of juvenile offend­
ers and then hold them responsible for their 
conduct. not treat or cure them of a condition 
they are not responsible for as we would an 
illness. 

Differential oppression theory, holding that 
juveniles make choices within the context of 
the opportunities they are presented with, is 
supp01tive of, and supported by. arguments 
from just-deserts theory that the individual. 
even an adolescent. is a sovereign person de­
serving of punishment for blameworthy deci­
sions (Wilson. I 983: FogeL 1975: van den 
Haag. 1975). According to Feld (1999:305 J: 
"Blaming a culpable actor for her voluntary 
choice to do 'wrong' and giving her the conse­
quences that her choice deserves respect her 
integrity as a morally responsible individual." 
The juvenile court's traditional emphasis on 
treatment and rehabilitation not only denies a 
youth ·s personal responsibility, but it "reduces 
offenders· duty to exercise self-control, erodes 
their obligation to change, and sustains a self­
fulfilling prophecy that delinquency occurs 
inevitably for youths from certain back­
grounds" (Feld, 1999:323 ). 

The juvenile court's emphasis on treatment 
and rehabilitation, denial of the competence 
of adolescents, and failure to recognize the 
personhood of children justified differential 
treatment of juvenile offenders. If differential 
oppression theory is correct, then serious, vio­
lent juvenile offenders must be held respon­
sible and punished appropriately. Punishment 
is not foreign to the juvenile justice system: 
The Supreme Court even noted in Kent r. 
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United States ( 1966) that in the juvenile cou11. 
''the child receives the worst of both worlds: he 
gets neither the protections accorded to adults 
�or the solicitous c,u-e and regenerative treat­
ment postulated for children." Deserved 
inc,u-cerative punishment not only provides for 
limited rehabilitative needs of juvenile offend­
ers and protects society from further possible 
crimes while the youth is incarcerated, it affirms 
the humanity and personhood of the child. 

In the final analysis, differential oppression 
theory, to be consistent with its underlying 
premise that children are competent. respon­
sible, autonomous subjects who should be al­
lowed the authorship of their own lives. must 
be respected and held criminally responsible for 
their serious delinquencies. The social constrnc­
tion of definitions of children as innocent. im­
mature, incompetent. and not capable of being 
responsible for choices provides a broad justi­
fication for the creation of a separate juvenile 
justice system. This set of institutions ranging 
from juvenile courts to miniature prisons, in tum. 
reinforces images of children as dependent and 
in need of different and special treatment. The 
beginning of this new millennium may be the 
right time to start to recognize the full human­
ity of children. to grant them their moral value, 
and to hold them equally responsible for their 
choices. be they good or bad. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC AND CRIMINAL DETERMINANTS OF MORTALITY IN PRISON: 

THE ODDS OF SURVIVING CONFINEMENT 

Adansi A. Amankwaa, Albany State University 
Charles Ochie, Sr., Albany State University 

Abstract 

Several studies have demonstrated the importance of sociodemographic factors on 
prison mortality. This study advances our understanding of mortality by expanding de­
mographic models to include habitual offenders, primary offenses and sentence length. 
Using data from the Florida Department of Corrections, this article explores the rela­
tionship between demographic and criminal characteristics of inmates and the odds of 
surviving confinement. Results indicate that criminal characteristics of inmates and 
medical status more strongly affect the probability of surviving confinement than race 
and sex. Finally, there was no indication of confounding and interaction effects with the 
exceptions of a two-way interaction of good health and race, good health and prison 
offense, and prison offense and sentence length. 

INTRODUCTION 

The population and deaths in United States 
prisons have become notably more striking 
over the past two decades. Official statistics 
show that the actual number of deaths increased 
considerably over the years (Maguire and 
Pastore, 1997: Beck, 2000). Rising population 
combined with changes in the sentencing laws 
and the high risk of HIV I AIDS has resulted in 
an increase in m011ality. Florida prisons' mor­
tality increase has been rather striking. In 
Florida for example, actual observed deaths 
increased from 60 in 1984 to 174 in 1993. The 
propo11ion of deaths grew by about 190% for 
the 9-year period. Crude death rates increased 
from 2.2 per 1,000 in 1984 to 3.3 per 1.000 in 
I 993 ( Florida Department of Corrections An­
nual Reports. 1984 to 1999). Other studies 
show that not only is mortality on the increase 
in U.S. prisons but also most of the deaths are 
AIDS-related (Hammett. Hannon, Mamschak. 
1999: Amankwaa. 1995: Harlow, 1993 ). Yet. 
little is known about the precise nature of the 
detem1inants of mortality in prison. Studies of 
the detem1inants of mortality in the general 
population often seek to measure the impact 
of socioeconomic and demographic factors on 
mortality. Substantial insights can be gained 
if. in addition to the socioeconomic and de­
mographic factors, offense type of inmates are 
examined. 

This article explores a neglected topic in 
criminal justice and demographic literature: the 
link between mortality and inmate character­
istics. Specifically. we examine the odds of an 
inmate dying in prison given demographic. 
criminal characteristics and medical status of 

inmates at the time of incarceration. The ques­
tion is do offense type influences inmates mor­
tality risks in p1ison? To answer this question. 
we evaluate the probability of surviving con­
finement using bivariate and multivariate 
analyses. The data for the study are drawn from 
detailed records of inmates in the Florida De­
partment of Corrections, and include all re­
leases in 1997-98 fiscal year. 

Given the unavailability of medical variables, 
such as diagnosis and cause of death in the data 
set, which are very important in analyzing de­
tem1inants of mortality, this article does not 
address causes of death. Whether or not an in­
mate died from AIDS, cancer or cardiovascu­
lar disease is beyond the scope of this article 
and thus will not be examined. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: FACTORS LINKING 

OFFENSE TYPE AND MORTALITY 

Based on previous findings, we expect that 
crime record is associated with mortality risks. 
In this section we outline some of the mecha­
nisms that might produce this relationship. 

Criminologist have investigated the relation­
ship between offense type and sentencing poli­
cies (Cullen. Bynum, Garrett and Greene. 
1985: McGarreell and Flanagan. 1987). includ­
ing the effects of three strikes and you're out 
laws on the age structure of the prison popula­
tion (Schmertmann. Amankwaa and Long. 
1998 ). Much research suggests that the pris;n 
populations constitute different types of felony 
offenses which include. but are not limited to. 
murder. forcible rape. burglary. larceny. theft 
and arson. Moreover. and perhaps very impor­
tant for health reasons. inmates are particularly 
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prone to different health risks because of over­
crowding (Koehler, 1994: Woods. Hanis and 
Solomon. 1997 ). For example, inmates who 
sever longer in prison are more likely to have 
higher mo1tality associated with degenerative 
diseases. However. those who are incarcerated 
for shorter durations are also at risk of com­
municable and other infectious diseases such 
as HIV I AIDS and Tuberculosis (TB) (Koehler, 
1994: Woods, Harris and Solomon, 1997). 

Furthermore. given the prevalence of HIV I
AIDS and other infectious and degenerative 
diseases in the U.S. prison system (Amankwaa. 
1995: Hammett, Harmon and Maruschak. 
1999), inmates tend to be more at risk than the 
general population because of institutionaliza­
tion. Fortunately. our data allows control not 
only of time served but also primary and ha­
bitual offenses. Consequently, we can estimate 
the impact of time served on mortality. Thus, 
there are multiple reasons to expect offense 
type to be associated with higher mortality. 

MEDICAL STATUS AND MORTALITY 

Previous studies have suggested that the 1isk 
of surviving confinement varies by medical 
status. It has been argued that the structure of 
mortality in a population is detem1ined not by 
the differences in fatality rates but by the inci­
dence and prevalence of various diseases 
(United Nations. 1982). In fact. the associa­
tion between medical status and mortality may 
be influenced by the environment in which the 
population lives. Nevertheless, medical status 
may be related to several factors. which we 
cannot measure. that may work to increase the 
risk of mortality. Some of these include how 
disease is perceived within the prison system. 
Within the prison setting, diseases that are re­
garded as a gradual deterioration in health sta­
tus or are infectious in nature (HIV I AIDS and 
TB), which must be prevented, is given imme­
diate attention (Hammett. Harmon and 
Maruschak, 1999). Furthermore. inmates 
whose diseases are perceived to be less threat­
ening often face health hassles that have the 
potential to result in the loss of health benefits 
due to lack of or improper medical attention 
(Engle. 1999). Other factors involve problems 
of discouraging high risk sexual activity in pris­
ons (Amankwaa, Amankwaa and Ochie, 1999). 
SOCIDEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS AND MORTALITY 

People who commit crimes may differ de-
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mographically from the general population. 
Much research suggests that people who com­
mit c1imes. on average. are young, black or 
Hispanic persons. not white (Hussey and Elo. 
1997: Rogers. 1995: Kallan, 1997). Much re­
search suggests that age, ethnicity. and sex are 
associated with mortality. Because these de­
mographic characteristics are also related to 
the risks of mortality we controlled for them 
in our models. 

Another important factor associated with 
mortality is socioeconomic status. For ex­
ample. inmates who are more educated may 
be more likely to engage in healthy behaviors 
and have lower mortality rates. Thus. an ob­
served association between an inmates 
healthier life styles and mortality may, in fact 
be due to socioeconomic characteristics. In­
deed. our data set allows control for the edu­
cation of inmates. As a result we can directly 
assess the impact of education on mortality. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Socioeconomic and demographic variables 
are unquestionably important in predicting 
mortality. It is well documented that socioeco­
nomic status is an important predictor of a 
person ·s health and mortality (Kallan. 1997: 
Feinstein. 1993: Preston and Taubman, 1994: 
Williams and Collins. 1995: Hummer. Roger, 
and Eberstein 1998: Rogers. 1995 ). Previou; 
studies suggest that individuals with high in­
come and education enjoy the benefits of 
longer and healthier life (Feinstein, 1991 
Preston and Taubman. 1994: Williams and 
Collins. 1995: Hummer. Rogers and Eberstcin 
1998). The healthier an individual. the lower 
their mortality risk. Furthermore, some re­
search indicates that race. age. and marital sta­
tus influence a person ·s risk of dying (Husse1 
and Elo. 1997: Rogers. 1995: Kallan, 1997). 

A number of variables have been identified 
in the research literature as important corre­
lates of mortality. For example, income anJ 
education have been found to have a remark­
able moderating effect on the risk of dying 
( Smith. Shipley and Rose. 1990: Potter. 199 L 
McCord and Freeman. 1990; Elo and Preston. 
1996. 1997: Hummer. Rogers and Eberstein. 
1998: Johnson et al, 1999) with various expla· 
nations for the differences. Furthermore. 
Johnson and colleagues ( 1999). using U.S. lon­
gitudinal data of persons aged 25-64, con­
cluded that mortality differences exist for se 
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]ected specific occupations beyond those ex­
plained by social status. income and education. 
Overall Doornbus and Kromhout ( I 99 I) found 
that there is a more persistent pattern of mor­
tality differentials by education. 

A larger literature investigates the effects of 
educational inequalities, sex, and race on adult 
mortality (Christenson and Johnson. 1995). 
Using Michigan's 1989-1991 death certifi­
cates. in conjunction with the 1990 Census 
data. Christenson and Johnson demonstrated 
that variations in education status differ by sex 
and race across the adult life cycle. In addi­
tion. the research shows that the relative dif­
ferences in mortality rates between educational 
levels decline with age across sex and race 
categ01ies. 

Age has been one of the long-standing vari­
ables of interest in analyzing adult mortality. 
Following the initial work by Gompertz, 
Olshanskey and Carnes (1997), mathematical 
models show that the very young and the old 
have the highest death rates. Although these 
mathematical models are interesting. they do 
not adequately capture the actual variability in 
the human experience with death. Recently, 
researchers have developed genetic models of 
human frailty that attempt to combine demo­
graphic analysis with quantitative genetics and 
epidemiology (Weiss. 1990: Yashin and 
Iachine. 1997 ). 

Other studies. however. have focused on the 
general linkage between marriage and the risk 
�f mortality.� One very import;nt finding in 
demography is that married individuals' mor­
tality rates are lower than those who are un­
married. In both developed and developing 
countries there is evidence to indicate the ben­
eficial effects of marriage on mortality (Hu and 
Goldman. 1990: Rahman. 1993 ). 

Most of the past work has focused on gain­
ing an understanding of the detem1inants of 
mortality in the general population. Thus ( un­
derstandably) there is little or no literature on 
the association between criminal characteris­
tics and mortality. Although offense type may 
be relevant in understanding criminal behav­
ior. it is possible that offense types \ ary sig­
nificantly within the prison population. In the 
context of mortality research. inmates incar­
cerated with violent offences are more likely 
to serve longer sentences. Intraprison dispari­
ties of offense types therefore might lead to 
differences in mortality risks between violent 
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and nonviolent offenses unless the length of 
sentence is held constant. 

Hammett. Harmon and Mamschak ( 1999) 
use data on prisoners from the Centers for Dis­
ease Control and Prevention. National Prisoner 
Statistics and Bureau of Justice Statistics to 
examine AIDS- related mortality. Hammett, 
Harn1on and Maruschak ( 1999) find AIDS a 
significant cause of death in prison. Their 
analysis, however. gives no attention to the 
determinants of mortality in prison. Amankwaa 
( 1995) used data from the Florida Department 
of Corrections to examine causes of death. His 
research shows that AIDS is the major cause 
of death in the Florida prison system. Similar 
results were found among male prisoners in 
Maryland (Salive, Smith and Brewer. 1990). 
None of these studies sought to examine the 
effect of offense type on mortality. In short how 
the combined effect of demographic, offense 
type and medical status of inmates affect the 
chances (log odds) of surviving incarceration 
remains an issue to be explored. 

DATA AND MEASURES 

The data for the analysis came from the 
Florida Department of Corrections. In our 
analysis we used the data set containing all 
releases for the fiscal year 1997-98. Using the 
release data file for this analysis is deemed 
appropriate since death. a demographic out­
come, is considered an exit from prison. For 
this very reason any inmate who died in prison 
is regarded as unable to survive confinement, 
while any offender who served his or her time 
successfully survives confinement. The 
present analysis is based on a total population 
of 24,490 inmates released, of which there 
were 225 deaths excluding all executions . 

Information on the exact causes of death is 
not available on the inmate release data files. 
Consequently. this analysis uses information 
on the medical status 1 of the inmate as proxy 
for physical conditions. The measure of medi­
cal grade 1 is an indication of the severity or 
otherwise of the inmate· s health conditions. 

In this analysis we created a variable. sur­
vive confinement. from the release data set. The 
variable survive confinement is in a binary 
fom1 categorized into whether the inmate died 
( i.e .. unable to survive confinement) or survives 
confinement ( i.e., inmate was released for other 
reasons). Such a measure is more feasible to 
interpret. For the logistic regression model. a 
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dependent variable is expressed in a binary 
fom1. Once incarcerated one can only exit af­
ter completion of sentence ( including control 
release) or death. 

The independent variables used in our model, 
as shown in Table 1, are sex, race, educational 
level tested\ age at release, sentence length, 
primary offense\ habitual offenders and medi­
cal status. Race/ethnicity have been hypoth­
esized to be an impo11ant predictor of mortal­
ity ( Elo & Preston, 1996). Race is treated as 
categorical vaJiable with blacks, Hispanics. and 
other, coded as O and white coded as 1. Sex in 
this analysis is a dichotomous dummy vruiable: 
coded O equals female and l equals male. Our 
demographic controls are age and years of edu­
cation. The average age of an inmate at the time 
of release is .B years with a standard devia­
tion of 9.53 indicating some dispersion. Edu­
cation is measured in single years with the av­
erage years of education 7 .16. 

Our criminal measures include habitual of­
fenders. primary offense1 (categmized into vio­
lent and nonviolent offenders) and sentence 
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length. Inmates who commit violent c1imes. 
in general. are given longer sentences. The 
average time served is 452 months with a stan­
dard deviation of 67 .64 indicating that there is 
a greater variability in the time served. These 
criminal characteristics of inmates may affect 
their likelihood of dying in prison. For ex­
ample, the policy of mandatory sentences may 
affect survival chances directly, simply by pre­
venting the offender from getting out earlier. 

The data also include detailed infom1ation 
about the medical status of inmates. We clas­
sified medical status of the inmate in four 
ways: 1) no organic diseases, 2) minimum or­
ganic diseases, 3) moderate organic diseases 
and 4) severe organic diseases may affect 
whether or not an inmate will die in p1ison. 
Consequently. this analysis uses infom1ation 
on the medical status of the inmate as a proxy 
for physical conditions at time of release. The 
measure of medical grade is an indication of 
the seve1ity or otherwise of the inmate ·s health 
conditions. 
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Table 1. Definitions and Mean Distributions of Variables Released, Florida 
Prisons: 1997-98 

Variable Definition Mean Standard Deviation 

ct Dependent 

1y 
=-

>n Independent 
s-
Jr
r­
�s
ct
n.
>n

(Y 
1e 
of 
th 

Female 

White 

Education 

Age 

Primary Offense 

Habitual 
Offender 

Sentence 
length 

NPSi-

Inmate Survived Confinement 
I = Survived 
0 = Died 

Sex of inmate 
0 = female 
l = male 

Race of inmate 
0 = Other 
I= Black 
2 = White 

Average Grade Tested 
(measured in years) 

Age Released (Months) 

Offense type6 

0 = nonviolent 
I = violent 

Habitual offenders 
O=No 
I =Yes 

Sentence length in Months 
0 = > 60 months 
I = < 59 months 

Medical status at admission 
I = Unrestricted (healthy l

7.16 

32.85 

451.99 

2 = Minimum Organic Diseases
3 = Moderate Organic Diseases
0 = Severe Organic Diseases

t NPS implies Normal Physical Stamina 

( ' 

3.59 

9.53 

67.64 
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Table 2. Composition and Distribution oflnmates Releases in 1997-98 and Bivariate 
Analyses of Surviving Confinement in Florida Prison system 

Variable Number Survive 
Confinement 

Race: 
White 10.555 
Black. Hispanic and other 13,935 

Sex: 
Male 22.516 
Female 1,974 

Education Tested: 
No Education/Primary 8,722 
Middle/High 11.474 
College 2.792 

Age Released: 
Under 29 9,943 
30-39 9.062 
40-49 4.196 
50-59 993 
60-69 229 
70+ 65 

Offense Type: 
Violent 12.432 
Nonviolent 12,056 

Habitual Offense: 
No 22.130 
Yes 2,358 

Length of sentence (months): 
Less than 48 13.435 
49-360 10,588 
361-601 179 

Medical status: 
Unrestricted 13,745 
Minimum Organic Diseases 8.481 
Moderate Organic Diseases 1.729 
Severe Organic Diseases 414 

*** p < 0.00 I: ** p < 0.05 

Number Dead 

103 
122 

212 
13 

101 
65 
13 

29 
56 
60 
40 
25 
15 

129 
96 

191 
34 

38 
120 
15 

15 
28 
~,-, 
-'-

149 

w 
Archives 

Odds Ratio 

0.896 

0.699 

1.150*** 

0.909*** 

0.766** 

1.679*** 
0.201 

514.183*** 
169.774*** 
29.818*** 
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mail to Managing Editor, Free Inquiry, University of Oklahoma, 601 Elm Av­
enue, PHSC 728, Norman, OK 73019-0315. 
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In Table 2. we show the number of inmates 

surviving confinement and the number that 
died. The results indicate that more Blacks. 

Hispanics and other racial groups died than 
Whites. In the I 997-98 fiscal year, the number 

of inmates who died in prison is higher among 
violent offenders than nonviolent offenders. 

Inmates with a severe medical status are more 
likely to die in prison than those with less se­
vere health conditions. Table 2 also shows that 
inmates with longer sentences are more likely 
to die in prison. Further. as age increases, the 
dispaiity becomes even more pronounced. 

ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

In this study, mortality is treated as a binary 
outcome variable. which is associated with 
explanatory variables. Let S be survival 
through confinement of the i111 released inmate. 
which takes the value of I if the inmate sur­
vives confinement and O if the inmate dies in 
confinement. Logistic regression models are 
employed in this analysis since the dependent 
variable is dichotomous (Hanushek and Jack­
son 1977 ). From the general model presented 
below the odds of an inmate surviving con­
finement (with x = I) is defined as p( I)/[ I -
p( I)). Similarly, the odds of dying (with x = 0) 
is defined as p(O)/[ I - p(O) ]. However. the logit 
difference as denoted by z, which is defined as 
the log of the odds ratio (or log-odds), is alge­
braically represented as 

p( I )/[ I - p(I J] 
z = In (IJ 

{ p(OJ/[ I - p(O)]} 

or 

ln(z) = ln(er.1 J = l3 (2) 

Data analysis focuses primarily on the ques­
tion: Do socio-demographic and criminal char­
acteristics of inmates affect their likelihood of 
surviving confinement':' Data analysis address­
ing the question is canied out in two major 
stages. First. we estimate the bivariate relation­
ship among the key variables. 
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Second, we estimate a multivariate logistic 
model of surviving confinement. Four equa­
tions were estimated in this analysis. We first 
estimate three equations that desc1ibe the like­
lihood of inmates surviving confinement. con­
trolling for age, education, sentence length and 
primary offense. Then we add a vaiiety of con­
trol vaiiables (medical status, sentence length, 
habitual offense and primary offense) that 
might account for observed variation. The fol­
lowing equation illustrates the approach em­
ployed: 

k-1

S =13 +Bx + ... BD +Bx (3) 
I I fl ;1 

u=l 

In summary, the findings from using the logis­
tic model as shown in equation l will be used 
to draw some practical inferences from the 
estimated coefficients. The estimated param­
eter (13) will be interpreted as the effect of each 
predictor on the logged odds of an inmate sur­
viving (released) confinement. 

FINDINGS 

BIVARIATE ANALYSIS 

The analysis begins with a discussion of the 
bivariate relationships shown in Table 3. The 
results show a remarkable number of signifi­
cant relationships that seem to indicate the 
importance of demographic and criminal char­
acteristics on the inmate·s ability to survive 
confinement. Looking at Table 3 we see that 
inmates with no education are more likely to 
die in confinement than those with some edu­
cation. Since we used the entire population in 
this analysis as a measure of the degree of sta­
tistical association between education and sur­
viving confinement, we calculated the differ­
ence between the proportions. The difference 
in proportions in our case is 0.007. Although 
the proportion is small. it shows that the prob­
ability of dying in prison is different depend­
ing on whether the inmate has no education or 
some education. 

----
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Table 3. Bivariate Distribution: Survival and Educational Level. 

Educational Level (Score) 

Survival Status No Middle/High 
Education School/some 

College 

Frequency Frequency 

Dead 101 78 

Survive 
Confinement 8621 14188 

Total 8722 14266 

X2=26.470: df (2) 2-sided p=.000 

Table 4 also indicates that inmates who are 
classified as normal and physically capable for 
work (i.e .. unrestricted medically) are less 
likely to die in prison compared to those with 
moderate or severe organic diseases. For ex­
ample, inmates with moderate or severe or­
ganic diseases are about 7 times more likely to 
die in confinement than those with minimum 
organic diseases. The difference in proportion 
is 0.072. There is a strong association between 
health status and surviving confinement as in­
dicated by the chi-square and p-values (chi­
square = 5738.960: p=.000). 

We were also interested in determining 
whether an inmate·s criminal status (primary 

No Middle/High Differences 
Education School/Some 

College 

Propo1tion Propmtion Proportion 

0.012 0.005 0.007 

0.988 0.995 -0.007

1.00 l.00 0.00

offense) makes any difference in the chances 
of surviving confinement. In Table 5 we cross­
tabulated offense type by survival status. For 

example, the probability is higher among those 
who committed violent offenses, such as mur­
der or manslaughter, than nonviolent offend­
ers, 0.0 I and 0.008 respectively. Overall. the 
differences in proportion show that a higher 
proportion of inmates who commit violent 
crimes die during the period of incarceration 
compared to those who committed less vio­
lent crimes. There is clearly a statistically sig­
nificant relationship between primary offense 
and death, since z2 = 3. 917 at a = .048. 

Table 4. Bivariate Distribution: Survival and Medical Status at Release. 

Medical Status at Release 

! 
Survival Status Minimum/ Moderate/ Minimum/ Moderate/ Differences 

unrestricted severe unrestricted severe i 

Frequency Frequency Propmtion Proportion Proportion 

Dead 43 18 l 0.012 0.084 -0.072

Survive 
Confinement 22183 1962 0.988 0.915 0.083 

Total 22226 2143 1.00 l.00 0.00 

X2=5738.960; df (3); 2-sided p=.000 

! 

I 
I 

i 



Volume 30. No. l. June '.W02 Free Inquiry in Creatii·e Sociology 17 

Table 5. Bivariate Distribution: Survival and Criminal Status (Primarv Offense) 
. 

Primary Offense 

Survival Status Violent Nonviolent 

Frequency Frequency 

Dead 129 96 

Survive 

Confinement 12303 11960 

Total 12432 12056 

X2=3.9 l 7; df (I); 2-sided p==.048 

Further, Table 6 demonstrates the probabil­
ity of surviving confinement when criminal 
status is held constant. Among inmates who 
have minimal organic diseases. those with vio­
lent behaviors are twice as likely to die in 
prison (0.002 and 0.001 ). Similarly. among 
inmates with moderate or severe health condi­
tions. those who are nonviolent are more likely 
to survive confinement (0.07 to 0. IO). How­
ever. an inmate ·s primary offense type does not 
eliminate all the differences in surviving 

Violent Nonviolent Differences 

Prop011ion Proportion Proportion 

0.01 0.008 0.002 

0.99 0.992 0.002 

1.00 1.00 0.00 

confinement between those with minimum 
health conditions and those with severe health 
problems. In fact. inmates with minimum 
health conditions are still more likely to sur­
vive confinement compared to violent and non­
violent offenders. but the differences have been 
diminished somewhat from that found in Table 
3, where primary offense was not held con­
stant. T he significance of the relationship 
(z2 = 3292.10 I at a= .000) leads to the conclu­
sion that there is a nonzero co-variation. 

Table 4. Bivariate Distribution: Survival and Medical Status at Release. 

Primary Offense 

Violent Nonviolent 

Medical Status at Release Medical Status at Release 

Survival Minimum/ Moderate Total Minimum/ Moderate/ Total 
Status unrestricted severe unrestricted severe 

Proponion <fl Proponion If) Proponion ( fJ Proponionl fJ Proponion (fJ Proponion <fl 

Died in 0.002 0.10 0.01 0.001 0.07 0.008 
Confine (26) ( 102) ( 128) ( l7) (79) (96)
ment 

Survive 0.998 0.90 0.99 0.88 0.93 0.99 
Confine I 11341 l (9UJ ( 12254) ( 10841 l ( 1049) (11890) 
ment 

Total 0.92 0.08 1.00 0.91 0.094 1.00 
( 11367) ( 1015) ( 12382) < 10858) ( 1128) ( 11986) 

X2==3292. IO I. df ( 3 J 2-tail p==.000 
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Bivariate analysis of the log odds of surviv­
ing confinement are presented in Table 2. There 
was a strong positive association between edu­
cation. medical status, and habitual offender. 
all of which are statistically significant. There 
appears to be little or no impact of race, and 
sex on the odds of surviving confinement. For 
example, whites are .896 times less likely to 
survive confinement relative to other racial 
groups. However. the odds of surviving con­
finement among the racial groups are not sta­
tistically significant. 

MULTIVARIATE RESULTS 

Before interpreting the results. it is impor­
tant to mention that the logistic regression was 
estimated using maximum likelihood. We in­
troduced variables from demographic. primary 
offense, habitual offense, and medical status 
sequentially to observe changes in individual 
coefficients, their standard errors and in the 
overall fit ("-2 log-likelihood ratio"). For each 
independent variable the estimated coefficient 
is presented with the standard error of the esti­
mates in parenthesis and the expected (B) given 
just below. In addition to the estimated coeffi­
cients. the estimated log likelihood and chi­
square are listed for every model. The outcome 
variable is coded 1 for inmates who survive 
confinement and O for those who died p1ior to 
being released. Thus. a positive coefficient 
implies an increased probability of surviving 
confinement. The multivariate effects of the 
covariates on the conditional probabilities of 
surviving confinement are reported in Table 7. 

Table 7 presents the estimated odds ratios and 
standard errors for logistic regressions in which 
the dependent variable is a dichotomous indi­
cator of whether inmates survived confinement 
at the time they were released in the 1997-98 
fiscal year. To understand more fully the ef­
fects of criminal and demographic character­
istics on surviving confinement. we regressed 
demographic and criminal predictors: sex. eth­
nic/race. educational level. age of inmate. 
medical status. prison offence. habitual offense. 
and sentence length on surviving confinement. 
Four separate models are estimated with vary­
ing sample sizes. 

The results in Table 7 indicate that the log 
odds of surviving confinement vary by sex. 
even after holding education, race/ethnicity. 
and medical status constant. There is a statisti­
cally significant lower probability of males 
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surviving confinement compared to females. 
In model I the probability of surviving con­
finement is lower for males. For instance. the 
log odds 0.578 attached to the variable "male" 
means. holding age, education. race and medi­
cal status constant, the probability of surviv­
ing confinement is smaller by 58% for males 
compared to females. In other words. males 
are more at risk of dying during the period of 
incarceration than females. 

The odds ratio of the race variable indicates 
that Whites are less likely to survive confine­
ment than Blacks, Hispanics and other minor­
ity groups. For example if primary and ha. 
bitual offense are controlled, the odds of 
Whites surviving confinement is 0.62 times 
less than Blacks. Hispanics and other racial 
groups. The odds are barely significant at the 
0.10 level. However, there is no evidence in 
Model 1 to suggest that racial differences in­
fluence the probability of surviving confine­
ment. Even though the estimated coefficicni 
for Whites compared to Blacks and other ra­
cial groups(the reference category) is statisti­
cally not significant. the adjusted odds ratio i1 
z = e·-027 = . 974 suggesting that the log-odd1 
(expected B = .974) of Whites surviving con­
finement is lower than any other racial cat­
egory. The results indicate that there is no sig. 
nificant racial difference on the odds of sur­
viving confinement when the remaining inde. 
pendent variables arc held constant. The in­
significant effect of race may be due to the 
absence of preferential treatment among prison 
inmates. 

Under the assumption that the logit is linear 
in the covariate ··age at release", the estimatcu 
odds ratio for an increase in 10 years in age a, 
release is z(lO)= exp( 10 x -0.210)= .122. Thi 
indicates that for every increase of 10 years in 
age at release. the risk of surviving confine­
ment decreases by 0.122 times controlling for 
education. age, race. sex, medical status. ha 
bitual offense. sentence length and interactior 
te1ms. 

The results presented in Table 7 (i.e .. mod 
els l and 2) suggest that the average grade 
tested of inmates influences the odds of sur­
viving confinement. Specifically. we hypoth­
esize that individual inmates may increase thci: 
survival chances if their average grade teskc 
is higher. As an illustration. the estimated odd., 
ratio for an increase of IO years in the averag, 

- -
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Table 7. Logistic Regression Results for Analysis of Demographic, Sentence Length and 

Offense Type 

Independent Model I 
Variables 

Odds Ratio (SE) 

Sex 
Female 1.000 
Male 0.578 (0.330) 

Race 
Black 1.000 
other (ref) 

White 0.974 (0. I 85) 

Education 1.030 (0.024) 

Age at release 0.975 (0.007) ***

Medical Status 
Severe Organic 
Diseases ( ref) 1.000 

Unrestricted 364.009 (0.313)**' 
Minimum Or-
ganic Diseases 157.440 (0.253)*** 
Moderate Or-
ganic Disease, 27.874 (0.226)*** 

Primary Offense 
Non-violent 
(ref) 
Violent 

Habitual Offen( er 
Yes (ref) 
No 

Sentence 
Length( months 

Interactions 
Race * Medical 
status 

Prison Offense 
*Medical status

Prison Of
f

ense
*sentence lengtl

-2 Log-
Likelihood 1199.259 

Number of 
Cases 22.966 

df 7 

''"1"1' < 0.001: ** p £ 0.05: p £ .10

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Odds Ratio (SE) Odds Ratio (SE) Odds Ratio (SEJ 

...... 1.000 1.000 
2.686 (0,340)" •H• 2.628 (0.342)*** 

...... 1.000 1.000 

0.716 (0.292) 0.665 (0.293) 

...... 1.07 I (0.27)*** 1.073 (0.027) ,.,.,. 

...... 0.982 (0.008)*** 0.983 (0.008)** 

1.000 1.000 
...... 81.778 (0.924) 87.196 (0.925)*** 

...... 30.958 (0.896)*** 33.653(0.899)*** 

...... 6.926 (0.896)*** 7.397(0.899)** 

1.000 1.000 1.000 
1.117(0.155) 0.519 (0.296)"; ,. 0. 738 (().355 J 

1.000 ...... 1.000 
1.496 (().199 l * ' 1.619 (0.258 )* 

0.205 (0. I 63 )*** ...... 0.996 (().002)* 

0.453 (0.390) *** 0.454 (0.391 )** 

0.879(0.387 J 0.929 (0.388) 

0.995 (0.001)*** 0.998 (0.002) 

1937.734 989.643 983.615 

24.200 22.786 22,786 

3 11 13 



20 Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology 

grade tested is z(IO) = exp( 10 * .106) = 2.89. 
This indicates that for every IO years increase 
in the average grade tested, the probability of 
surviving confinement increases 2.89 times. 
Thus, we find evidence for the average grade 
tested and the likelihood of surviving confine­
ment net of the effects of the remaining inde­
pendent variables. 

There is evidence to suggest that. both sub­
stantively and methodologically. medical sta­
tus influences the probability of surviving con­
finement. The medical status factors produced 
mixed evidence. In models I and 3 (Table 7). 
the dummy variable "unrestricted" (i.e .. nor­
mal physical stamina) shows positive and sta­
tistically significant coefficients. The odds of 
surviving confinement for an inmate with an 
"unrestricted" initial medical diagnosis is 
110.374 times compared to those diagnosed 
with severe organic diseases. 

Furthermore. those diagnosed with moder­
ate or minimum physical conditions are more 
likely to survive confinement compared to in­
mates with severe organic diseases (the base 
category). This finding is consistent with the 
argument that health status is a function of life 
expectancy (Weiss. 1990). Thus. on the basis 
of this analysis it would appear that an inmate ·s 
primary and habitual offense. age at release. 
sex, educational level tested. and medical sta­
tus are the best predictors of surviving con­
finement rather than race and sex. 

In contrast. striking differentials are evident 
with respect to the measures of an inmate ·s 
offense type. As in bivariate analysis in Table 
2. inmates who are not habitual offenders are
more likely to survive confinement than ha­
bitual offenders (omitted category). We also
find significant the effects of habitual offenses
on surviving confinement without controlling
for sex, race, educational level. and medical
status. Model 2 shows that the odds of surviv­
ing confinement for non-habitual offenders is
1.496 times greater than for habitual offend­
ers, and the advantage is statistically signifi­
cant at the 0.04 level.

Another difference in the results in Table 7 
compared to Table 2 is that inmates with vio­
lent offenses have a higher risk of dying in 
confinement compared to those who commit­
ted nonviolent offenses. In general. the prob­
ability of surviving confinement for inmates 
who committed nonviolent crimes is higher as 
compared with the base category (inmates who 
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committed violent offenses). Although the odds 
are significant at the bivariate level. it is statis­
tically insignificant in model 2. Because the 
odds ratio is statistically not significant, we 
conclude that there is no significant difference 
in the probability of surviving confinement for 
violent and nonviolent offenders. 

INTERACTIONS OF RACE WITH MEDICAL STATUS 

Now let us consider the two-way interaction 
terms involving race and medical grade, and 
primary offense and medical status (model 8). 
It is important to mention that the effects of 
any variable involved in interaction cannot be 
adequately interpreted without conside1ing the 
other vaiiables with which it interacts. 

Examining the results in Table 7, we see that 
the estimated coefficient for the independent 
vmiable "unrest1icted" changed from 364.009 
in model I to 81.778 in model 3, when inter­
action terms were added to the model. The odds 
of surviving confinement are higher for inmates 
who were diagnosed with no organic diseases 
than if the inmates were diagnosed with se­
vere organic systemic diseases. For example. 
the odds of surviving confinement are more 
than 364 times greater among those diagnosed 
as unrestricted (compared to those with severe 
organic systemic diseases) and smaller b) 
about 81. 778 times for Whites in relation to 
base category (i.e .. Black. Hispanics and other 
racial groups). However, the effect of medical 
status on surviving confinement also depends 
on race. For example, white inmates with un­
restricted conditions reduce their odds of sur­
viving confinement by only .453 compared 
with the base category (model 3 ). The statisti­
cally significant coefficient of the interaction 
terms of race and medical status in both mod­
els 3 and 4 suggest that the odds of surviving 
confinement is lower among Whites than 
Blacks and other racial groups. 

INTERACTIONS OF PRIMARY OFFENSE WITH MEO!· 

CAL STATUS AND SENTENCE LENGTH 

Interactions of the primary offense, medical 
status. and length of sentence were not statis­
tically significant: this finding suggests that 
nonviolent and violent criminal behavior af­
fect the odds of surviving confinement in th, 
same order of magnitude among inmates \\'itr, 
restricted and severe organic diseases (mode 
4 ). For example, the result of the two-way in 
teraction suggests that inmates who are \'io-
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lent and were diagnosed as moderate/severe 
are 0.879 times less likely to survive confine­
ment as those with unrestricted/minimum 
health conditions. 

However. the differences in surviving con­
finement by type of offense depends on the 
length of sentence. The odds of surviving con­
fin;ment among violent offenders diminished 
by 0.5% (e·005 = 0.995; Model 4) for each 
month incarcerated. In other words, nonvio­
lent offenders show survival advantages com­
pared to violent inmates. On the other hand. 
the odds of the non-violent surviving confine­
ment versus violent offenders diminished by 
12. I% (e·0·1�9 = 0.879) although it is statisti­
cally not significant. Fmthermore, the multi­
plicative two-way interaction between White
and moderate or severe organic diseases did
produce statistically significant results.

DISCUSSION 

Our analysis draws attention to the impor­
tance of demographic characteristics, criminal 
characteristics and medical status. In fact the 
results of the analysis regarding the log-odds 
of surviving confinement are interesting in 
themselves. but they also clarify some impor­
tant issues about criminal characteristics. These 
findings underscore the need to include offense 
type of inmates in our attempt to estimate the 
odds of surviving confinement. Our analysis 
demonstrates that measures of offense type are 
not only predictors of prison mortality, but they 
also vary across levels of medical status. Theo­
retically. this is consistent with the argument 
that the more severe the offense, the longer the 
time served. since the length of one ·s sentence 
enhances an individual's age and consequently 
increases the ability to resist degenerative dis­
ease and accidental deaths. 

These findings pose questions about the ap­
plicability of theoretical and empirical findings 
in demography to subpopulations such as 
prison: (I) how relevant is offense type ( crimi­
nal characteristics) on the probability of sur­
viving confinement, and (2) what is the appro­
p1iate sentence length? 

Previous studies on mortality in prison are 
based on descriptive statistics. There is evi­
dence to suggest that mortality is on the rise in 
prison. Data such as these does not allow 
policymakers to fully understand the effects of 
offense type. sentence length and health status 
on survival. In contrast, our analysis, focuses 
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on the relevance of criminal characteristics on 
the probability of surviving confinement. We 
thus highlight the importance of criminal char­
acteristics. which affect the odds of surviving 
confinement, a factor that has been 
underemphasized in earlier studies of prison 
mortality. There is considerable evidence, in 
demographic literature (Gompertz. Olshanskey 
and Cranes. 1997; Christenson and Johnson, 
1995; Elo and Preston. 1997) that age tends to 
increase the risk of death. Because of the 
changes in sentencing laws in Florida and else­
where, keeping criminals in the prison system 
longer rather increases this probability. 

Another striking observation in this study is 
that education tends to influence inmates· 
chances of surviving confinement. Evidence 
from this study tends to support the argument 
that m011ality differentials exist based on lev­
els of education (Doombus and Kromhout, 
1991; Duleep. 1989). Educational advantages 
tend not to diminish even when one is incar­
cerated. Although incarceration tends to limit 
one ·s personal freedoms as it relates to medi­
cal care, education appears to improve the 
chances of an inmate surviving confinement, 
if primary offense is held constant. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

These results have implications about how 
the likelihood of aging in prison and the corre­
sponding frailty and complications associated 
with aging influence the risk of mortality. In­
creases in age may lead to increased frailty as 
a consequence of worsening of degenerative 
diseases that not only affect the cost of geriat­
ric care but also increased mortality. Even 
though prison age structure may vary, there is 
evidence to suggest a strong relationship be­
tween aging. degenerative diseases and health 
care cost. 

Reduction in the number of the aging prison 
population through controlled release pro­
grams. will help to reduce the hidden cost of 
health care for the chronically ill. Although it 
is possible that some older inmates are capable 
of committing various crimes when released 
( Schmertmann, Amankwaa & Long, I 998 ). it 
is also possible that keeping the aged incar­
cerated who pose no threat to society will add 
to the overall cost of prisons. specifically health 
care. It is difficult to predict a priori how the 
negative and positive influences will balance 
out and what their net effects will be. How-
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ever, there is evidence to suggest that the odds 
of surviving confinement decrease with in­
creasing age across levels of medical status. 

NOTES 

1. The variable medical status is classified
into five categories. These categories indicate 
that the inmate has ( 1) normal physical 
stamina. ie unrestricted, (2) minimum organic 
systemic diseases (3) moderate organic sys­
temic diseases and thus requires reasonable 
available care. and ( 4) severe organic systemic 
diseases, requires continuous monitoring and 
(5) pregnant inmate. The term organic involves
the following diseases: cardiovascular, respi­
ratory, gastrointestinal, neurological. endo­
crine. metabolic. lack of nut,ition. physique
and age. For purposes of this research catego­
ries I, 2. 3 were coded as l respectively with 4
as O while pregnant inmates were excluded.

2. The Florida Department of Corrections
re-evaluates inmates by reclassifying them into 
grade levels. Several variables are employed 
in estimating the grade level of an inmate. First, 
the Bureau of Education in the Depmtment of 
Corrections administers a preliminary exami­
nation to detem1ine the type of examination to 
give each inmate. A second appropriate test is 
given in comprehension, mechanical and spell­
ing. including vocation. Using a testing proce­
dure developed by the depaitment all convicted 
criminals are examined to assess their current 
educational level. An estimated mean of the 
tests indicate the functional grade level of the 
inmate. It is believed that the score obtained 
by each inmate truly reflects the individual 
inmate ·s educational level. 

3. Type of offense (nonviolent and violent)
is based on a broad classification of more than 
50 primary offenses. These 50 offense groups 
were regrouped first into 29 and later IO cat­
egories based on the new sentencing guide­
lines. The new structure arranges offenses by 
level of seriousness from least severe (Level 
1) to most severe (Level 10). Within each cat­
egory there are a variety of different types of
offenses. In this analysis we re-categorized
Levels 6 through 10 as violent (including mur­
der. manslaughter etc) and Levels l through 6
as nonviolent.
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DRUG RELATED VIOLENCE AMONG MEXICAN AMERICAN YOUTH IN LAREDO, 
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Abstract 
While the problem of drug related gang violence may no longer command national 
media and a high level of policymakers' attention and concern, in border communities, 
drug related barrio gang violence remains a major concern on both sides of the bor­
der, and for their communities' respective leaders and policymakers. The project's 
larger study yxamines the epidemiology of drug related violence among Mexican 
American youth in two communities and three major neighborhoods in Laredo, Texas. 
With regard to gang members' lifetime use of drugs like heroin, cocaine, crack/co­
caine, amphetamines, other opiates, inhalants, acid/psychedelics and marijuana, 
Laredo gang members reported wide ranges of substances and levels of use. Unlike 
earlier community gang studies, the sampling approach and method allows us to speak 
to a wider range of gangs, gang members, and activities that other earlier studies 
were not able to address. The data suggests that It is unlikely that gangs, drugs, and 
violence will abate in border gateway cities. 

INTRODUCTION 

The persistence and spread of gangs in 
Mexican American (M/A) communities are 
not new concerns ( Moore, 1986: Gonzalez, 
Moore & Mata. 1980: Zatz. 1980), yet the 
growth and spread of drug related barrio 
youth gang violence remains a major domi­
nating issue-- particularly in borderland com­
munities (Sanders. 1996; Moore & Virgil. 
1993: Moore. I 99 I: Spergel. 1993 ). While 
the problem of drug related gang violence 
appears to no longer command national me­
dia attention or to be of interest to high-level 
federal and state policymakers. drug related 
barrio gang violence remains a compelling 
concern on both sides of the border. as well 
as for their communities· respective leaders 
and policymakers. 

With the exception of Sander and Fagan·s 
(Fagan. 1989. 1992. 1992.1993. 1996Jwork, 
there is a dearth of research on drug related 
violence in border communities. especially 
those with longstanding gang problems. 
Actually. the problems and issues associated 
with drugs. gangs. and \'iolence in border 
communities remain largely unaddressed in 
both social science research (Jankowski. 
I 991: Klein & Maxson. 1989: Moore. I 991: 
Vigil, I 988) and government monitoring/re­
porting systems. s'iich as DAWN. ADAI'v( and 
PULSE <Harrison & Kennedy. 1994). 

Valdez and Mata found two predominantly 
Mexican American cities in Texas (San An­
tonio and Laredo) to have experienced an 
unprecedented increase in illicit drug use and 
violence among its youth and youth adults. 
Their interest was in particular stimulated by 
(I) the growth and spread of gangs along the
U .S./Mexico border. (2) the longstanding re­
lationship between gangs and drugs, (3) the
escalating nature of youth and gang violence.
and ( 4) the growing involvement of gangs in
narco-trafficking. Valdez and Mata designed
a large study to examine the epidemiology
of drug related violence among Mexican
American youth in two communities and
three major neighborhoods in Laredo and
San Antonio. The purpose of the overall
study was to identify and distinguish the re­
lationship between gang violence and illicit
drug use among youth and young adults ages
14 to 25 years, who would be derived from
street active MIA youth using a community
field study methodology.

This article focuses on the City of Laredo 
and presents preliminary findings from this 
three-and-one-half year project. The paper 
will also suggest the growing importance and 
need for primary basic studies. such as this 
Center for Drug and Social Policy Research 
(CDSPRC) effort. as well as social indica-
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tor-based reports like those of Border Epi­
demiology Workgroup (BEWG). PULSE 
and Texas Commission on Drugs and Alco­
holism (TCADA). The essay largely explores 
Laredo ·s border community youth gangs -­
type and range:and second explores the role 
that gang membership status plays in gang 
activities. drug use, illegal and other crimi­
nal activities and experiences with family and 
selected acts of street violence. 

WEBB COUNTY- CENSUS DATA: 

The metropolitan area of Laredo has a 
population of over 133,239 (U.S. Census, 
1990). However, the estimate for the popu­
lation of Webb County in 1998 was 188. 166, 
and in 1997 it was 181,302, a change of 6,864 
individuals. The compa1ison of urban and 
rural population percentages for this county 
have never fluctuated significantly. The ur­
ban population is 123,682, while the rural is 
9,557. For the past decade, Laredo has 
largely been an urban community and one 
of the cities that has quickly increased com­
mercially. The gender breakdown in 1990 
was 63,959 male, and 69.280 female. Per­
sons of Mexican origin comprised 94 per­
cent of the total population in Webb County, 
Texas. 

The educational attainment for persons 
above the age of 25 was not dist1ibuted ad­
equately. There were 35.573 individuals who 
had less than a 12th grade education, which 
represented 27% of Webb County's 133,239 
inhabitants. There were 25.355 individuals 
with less than a 9th grade education. and the 
10.218 individuals that were between 9th and 
12th grade that had not received a high school 
diploma. However. high school graduates 
registered at 11.221. and those that had re­
ceived some college or earned some college 
degree totaled 21,373. 

Median household income in 1989 was 
$18.074. while per capita income in 1989 
was $6.771. Thirty-eight percent (50,114) of 
Webb County was living below census pov­
erty guidelines in 1990. The 1996 Census 
estimates depicted a much more dismal out­
look. During 1996. the median household in­
come was $24.288, with a 90% confidence 
interval between $21.323 and $27 .236. How­
ever, state estimates between 1995-96 indi­
cated that 17 percent of the population was 
living in poverty. 29.527 people under the 
age of 18 were in poverty. However. there 
were l 0.430 children between the ages of 5 
and 17 belonging to families below the pov-
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erty line. While one of the last growing 
SMSAs. pockets of poverty still mark growth 
and changes Laredo has experienced the past 
three decades. 

METHODOLOGY 

The data for this analysis were drawn from 
a National Institute on Drng Abuse (NIDA) 
study focusing on drug related violence 
among Mexican American males in gangs 
in South Texas (Yin et al., 1996 ). The project 
was conceived as a comparative multi­
method. multi-level study that sampled from 
a range of gangs and gang members in 
Laredo's working class and poor neighbor­
hoods. The communities selected included 
almost all poor and nearly all working class 
neighborhoods situated in Laredo's central. 
west. and south side areas. 

The project utilized a community field 
study approach in an effo1t to identify and 
detemline the size and extent of gangs and 
other high-risk groups. Considerable time 
and effort were expended the first year to: 
detem1ine the characteristics of gangs. ex­
plore and describe their primary activities 
and membership. detennine the leadership 
structure of gangs, and examine the relation­
ship to their respective neighborhoods and 
other communities. An extensive life history 
interview document was developed hea\'ily 
influenced from prior work completed by 
George Beschner. Paul Goldstein. Albe1to 
Mata. Joan Moore. and Diego Vigil. Rosters 
of gangs of non-institutional and street ac­
tive members were compiled. as well as de­
veloping a sampling strategy to ensure a 
more representative sample of gangs and 
gang membership. 

The interview data allowed the research­
ers to identify and explore illicit drng use 
and violent experiences. It also allowed for 
the study of the relationship between illicit 
drug use and violence as a function of indi­
vidual, gang. or other group membership. 
Further, the interview data allowed for the 
exploration of gang members' involvement 
and relationships with their respective fami­
lies, social service agencies, faith commu­
nity, and neighborhood-based networks. Si­
multaneously, CJS, social services. and cen­
sus data were gathered as a means of exam­
ining idiosynciatic individual, neighborhood. 
and community differences. 

The broader project's data collection relied 
on social indicator data. CJS and social map­
ping techniques, fieldwork observations. fo-
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cus croups. and a life history survey. Gangs 
and "'gang members were identified and 
served as the basis for gang rosters, the ran­
dom sampling of gangs and gang members. 
Although this particular paper reports on 
only one community of the field study, it re­
mains mindful of the significant role and 
value of the different data collection meth­
ods heretofore mentioned in border and non­
border findings. 

The sample was drawn from the central, 
west. and south sides of Laredo that were 
divided into the following neighborhoods: 
Cantaranas, El Catorce. El Chacon, El 
Cuatro, El Siete Viejo, El Tonto, El Trece. 
La Azteca, La Colonia Guadalupe. La 
Guadalupe, La Ladrillera, Los Amores. Los 
Monies. Siete Luces, and Santo Nino. Each 
gang varied in size. organization, leadership, 
;nd claimed [turf] area. See table I. 

The sample was stratified by gang and gang 
membership as described below: 

a) Leaders
b) Original Gangsters or Veteranos
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c) Core members
d) Periphery and other members

A random sample was drawn from the final 
membership rosters that yielded l I 7 male 
gang members ranging in age from 14 to 25
years. Study Sample Subjects (Ss) were 
largley Mexican-American males. 

The life history instrument consisted of 
nine sections that included: (l) family his­
tory, (2) neighborhood and community/in­
stitutional relations, (3) gang stmcture. ( 4)

violence. (5) drug use, (6) illegal activities, 
(7) fiiendship patterns, (8) school experience.
and (9) sexual behavior. The life history in­
terview document comprised open and close­
ended questions and gathered both quantita­
tive and qualitative data. Interviews were
voluntaiy and lasted from two to three hours.
The use of scenario questions allowed for
"thick desc1iptions'' of incidents. Each sub­
ject was liked to black level census data as
well. we Now will tum to the paper's two
major research questions.

Table 1 
Characteristics of Laredo Gang Members

Chara1:t�ri1.1ti£s 

Leaders 
(n=12) 

Age (Average 17.9 

(in years) 

Male 
100 

Ethnicity 
Mexican Origin 92 
Other ,1: 8 

Born 

In the U.S. 92 
In Mexico 8 

Marital Status 
Single 75 
Married --
Common Law 25 

Separated/Di rnrced --

Other 
Have A Job 2� 

Currently in School 33 
E,·cr Li ,ed in 

Public Housing ·"·") 

O.G.'s
(n=37)

17.7 

100 

92 
8 

95 
5 

87 
5 
8 
--

"" 
--

-II 

5 

(N-117) 

Percents and Avera2e12 
Cores 
(n=47) 

18.5 

100 

9-1 
6 

96 
-I 

92 

-I 

2 

2 

11 
36 

II 

S-Oun:e .. llHCJ>SPR: I>ru;::, Rdatt."d Gan� \"iokm.·t' in South T�xa...,·· ROI - Dr\0860-J 
,.. Identified a.\ Latino and Others 

Others 
(n=21) 

18A 

100 

95 
5 

90 

10 

95 
--
5 

--

2-1 

-18 

19 

Total 
(n=ll7) 

18.2 

100 

93 
7 

95 
5 

89 
3 
7 
I 

18 
39 

13 
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FINDINGS 

The data will be explored in terms of gang 
membership: Leade1:�. OGs, Cores and Other 
gang member status. Table I &2 illustrates a 
variety of demographic characteristics per­
taining to the Laredo gang study sample 
(N=l 17). In terms of gang status, leaders, 
OGs, Cores. and Others, one finds a mean 
age of 18, ranging from 14 to 25 years of 
age. Nearly all were born in the U.S. and 
reported being of Mexican origin. 

A little less than four in ten of Laredo gang 
members were currently enrolled and attend­
ing school. with Others and OGs more likely 
to be enrolled than Leaders and Cores. Less 
than one in five report being employed. Cores 
reported the lowest employment status with 
small differences between the Otha� statuses. 
Nine out of ten gang members were single. 
Leaders and OGs were more likely to be mar­
ried or in common-law relationships than were 
reported living with their children. Leaders and 
OGs were more likely than Cores or Others to 
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have their children living with them. 
In terms of current living arrangements. 

nearly eight in ten rep011ed living with both 
parents, or in mother-only households. Lead­
ers and OGs were more likely than Cores or 
Othe1:v to report living in other arrangements: 
father, grandparents, girlfriend, or friends. In 
fact, Leaders were three times more likely 
than the other gang statuses to be living on 
their own. 

Drug onset for gang members for alcohol 
and marijuana average age is generally n 
years old. With a list of 12 different drugs. 
and controlling for gang membership status. 
the responses indicated that all Leaders'. 
OGs', and Others' onset differs slightly for 
each substance. Also, while Leaders had tried 
alcohol and maiijuana by age 12, onset oc­
curs generally during the early to mid-ado­
lescent years for all other substances. At 14 
to 15 years of age, gang members reported 
their first use of a wide range of substances 
to include: cocaine, crack, acid, downers, and 

Table 2 

Characteristics 

Current Head of 
"R's" Household: 

Both Parent, 
Mother 
Father 
Grandparents 
Self 
Other Relatives 
Friends 17. 9 

"R's" Currently 
Living "ith: 

Both Parent, 
Mother 
Father 
Gr.111dparents 
Alone 
Girlfiiend!Wife 
CommonLaw 

Other Relatives 
Friend, 17.9 

·'R's" with 
Children

Characteristics of Laredo Gang Members' Families 
(N-117) 

Percents and Averages 

Leaders O.G.'s Cores Others 
(n=l2) (n=37) (n=47) (n=2l) 

33 32 38 -18 
25 .+3 45 38 
0 II 4 0 

17 6 7 0 
:!5 3 0 5 
0 0 4 9 
0 5 2 0 

33 1'' 38 48 
25 43 45 38 
0 II 4 0 

17 8 II 0 
25 ·' 0 0 

16 3 4 5 
8 II 9 10 
0 5 2 0 

" 
30 19 IO .)_") 

Soui-.:e: "UH-CDSPR: Drug Relattd Gang Violence in South Texas" ROI • DA08604 

Total 
(n=ll7) 

38 
41 

5 
6 
4 
3 
_, 

38 
41 

5 
6 
9 

4 
9 

3 

22 
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Table 3 
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Average Age at First Use (for Ever Used) 

Substance Leaders O.G.'s Cores Others Total 
(n=l2) (n=37) (n=47) (n=21} {n=117) 

Alcohol 13.6 13.3 13.2 12.6 13.2 

Marijuana 13.1 13.2 12.7 12.6 12.9 

Crack 16.6 15.4 15 16.1 15.5 

Cocaine by 
Itself 14.4 14.9 14.8 15.2 14.8 

Heroin by 
Itself 17 15.4 15.8 17.3 16 

Heroin & Cocaine 
(mixed together) 16 16.8 16.3 

Acid/Psychedelics/ 
Ecstacy 15 15.9 15.3 15.3 15.5 

lnhalents 15.2 14.3 14.2 15.1 14.5 
Benzocliazepines 
(downers. rohypnol) 14.6 15 14.3 15.1 14.7 

Other Opiates 18 16.0 17.0 17 

Amphetamines 16 15.4 15.4 15.5 15.5 

Other Drugs 15.5 14.4 15.6 14.7 15.5 

Source: "UH-CDSPR: Drug Related Gang Violence in South Texas" ROI - DA08604 

inhalants. yet for gang members. the first use 
of amphetamines and opiates age ranges 
from 15.5 to 17. 

With regard to gang members' lifetime use 
of drugs like heroin. cocaine. crack/cocaine. 
amph;tamines. other opiates, inhalants. acid/ 
psychedelics and marijuana, Laredo gang 
members reported wide ranges of substances 
and levels of use. There are three levels of 
use: high. moderate. and low. In tem1s of high 

lifetime use. one finds study subjects' low­
est levels of drug use are opiates, amphet­
amines and "other drugs". 

With regard to drug use during the past 30 
days. we find that Ss dmg use is character­
ized by three modes. The use of alcohol. 
marijuana and cocaine are at the highest lev­
els. Again, the use of benzodiazepines and 
crack/cocaine can be characterized as mod­
erate and represent the next mode. The re-

Figure 2.1 Lifetime Drug Use 

120 

100 100 

80 

60 

40 

20 

l<Xl 

Gang Status 

100 

Others 
(n=21) 

Total 
(n=l 17) 

Ea Alcohol 

• Marijuana 
c::J Acicl/Phvchedelics 
0 Inhalants 
[] Benzodiaz.epines 

---------------------------



30 Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology

maining substances had the lowest levels of 
reported use. Interestingly, Leaders' use of 
cocaine in the last 30 days is higher than that 
of OGs. Cores, and Others. None of the 
Leaders group reported any heroin use. but 
almost 20 percent of the Cores. 11 percent 
of OGs and 10% of Others repo11ed using 
heroin in the past month. 

While eleven percent of the OGs indicated 
they had injected heroin. only 2% of Core
members had injected heroin. None of the 
Leaders or Others reported any injection of 
heroin during the 30 days prior to the inter­
view. Again, Leade1:s and Others had not re­
cently injected any drug. 

ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES AND SUBSTANCE ABUSE 

We will now turn to how Ss characterize 
family members' use of alcohol. drugs and 
their involvement in illegal activities with a 
drinking problem, nearly six in ten Others
and half Leaders, Cores and OGs respec­
tively, responded affirmatively. When asked 
a similar question "'whether or not the Ss had 
a family member who used drugs" Ss re­
ported a wider range: 38 percent ( Others) to 
83 percent (Leaders). When asked if they 
ever had a family member involved in ille­
gal activities, over seven in ten responded 
affirmatively. Their involvement decreases 
from 83% for Leaders and 78% for OGs, to 
64% for Cores and 62% for Others.

Table 6 illustrates the percentages of each 
of the gang sub-groups who have witnessed, 
and/or who know about selected acts of vio­
lence. When asked if they had witnessed (or 
knew about) their father hitting their mother, 
32% of the OGs responded affirmatively, and 
17% of the Leaders answered likewise. 
When asked if they had witnessed their 
mother hitting their father, 29% of the Oth­
ers. and 17% of Leaders and Cores had wit­
nessed this type of violence. 

Next. the Ss were asked if they had wit­
nessed a family member being shot because 
of gangs, drugs, or some other reason. 
Twenty-four percent of the OGs reported wit­
nessing a family member being shot because 
of gangs. Seventeen percent of the Leaders 
reported witnessing a shooting related to 
drugs or other reasons. 

SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND CRIMINAL ACTIVITIES 

We now will tum to gang members· in­
volvement in illegal and criminal activities. 
Gang members were asked if they owned a 
gun at the time of the interview, or had car-
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ried a gun during the 30 days prior. Leaders
reported the lowest ownership with OGs
leading Core's and Other's ownership lev­
els. Moreover, when asked if they had car­
ried a gun in the last thirty days, a little less 
than one in three of all gang members re­
po11ed that they had carried. Carrying a gun 
in the last 30 days desc1ibed a little less than 
half of Ss that owned a gun. Yet, when Ss 
were asked. "if they had ever fired a gun in a 
gang related fight." a little over two in three 
gang members 7-eported they had. Nearly four 
in five OGs. and nearly three in four Lead­
ers responded that they had. Surprisingly. 57 
percent of Others. the lowest level of gun 
users. involved nearly 3 in five of this youth 
gang category. 

Seeking not to minimize the fact that 67% 
of Laredo gang members (N=l 17) had fired 
a gun in a gang related fight. we also asked 
if the gang members had been arrested for 
nonviolent and violent crimes, and if they 
had sold drugs in the last 30 days. For all 
three items, Core gang members' levels ex­
ceeded those of OG/ Others and Leaders
(except for aiwsts for nonviolent crime). 

A little over four in ten of all gang mem­
bers, reported being aJTested for a violent 
c1ime. In te1ms of nonviolent crime, six in 
ten reported being arrested with declining 
numbers of OGs, Cores, and Others, respec­
tively. In tem1s of dealing drugs in the last 
30 days. one observes two distinct modes. 
Interestingly, 51 percent of Core members 
reported selling drugs dming the last 30 days. 
Yet, only 17 percent of Leaders reported sell­
ing drugs in the last thirty days. 

In tern1s of how the gang members per­
ceived the relationships between their respec­
tive gangs and Nuevo Laredo gangs, seven 
in ten gang members reported being con­
nected to Nuevo Laredo gangs through ille­
gal activities or through drug dealing. A little 
less than one in eight reported having seri­
ous conflicts or fights with Nuevo Laredo 
gangs. While nearly three in four reported 
being involved in criminal activities in 
Laredo, Texas, only one in five activities 
were related to Nuevo Laredo. Those en­
gaged in criminal activities that lasted less 
than a month reported levels that were half 
of those with criminal enterprises lasting a 
month or more. Cores and OGs reported sig­
nificantly higher levels of involvement than 
Leaders and Others. For the most part. 
Laredo gangs· illegal activities were more 
likely to�be ;elated to the U.S. than to activi-

Ve 
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Figure 3.1 Past-Month Drug Use 
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Table 5 
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Family Members Problems: Drinking, Drugs & Illegal Activities (Percentages) 

Activitv 

Family Member 
with Drinking 

Leaders 
(n=12) 

Problem 50 

Family Member 
Using Drugs 83 

Family Member 
Engaged in Illegal 
Activities 83 

O.G.'s
(n=37)

51 

49 

78 

Cores 
(n=47) 

49 

40 

64 

Others 
(n=21) 

62 

38 

62 

Source: "UH-CDSPR: Drug Related Gang Violence in South Texas" ROI - DA08604 

Table 6 

Total 
(n=ll7) 

52 

47 

70 

Selected Acts of Violence Rs Witnessed or Know About (Percentages) 

Activity 

Leaders 0.G.'s Cores Others Total 
(n=12) (n=37) (n=47) (n=21) (n=117) 

Witne;scd Father 
Hit Mother 17 '� 

.)_ 
�' 

_.) 2-1 26 
Witnessed Mother 
Hit Father 17 �� 17 29 

21 

Family Member 
Shot or KillecVGangs 8 2-1 0 IO 15 

Family Member 
Shot orKiUccVDrugs 17 8 0 10 6 
Famil�· Member 
Shot or Killed/Other 17 II II IO II 

Soun.·e: ··tlH-Cl>SPR: I>ru� Rt'latt'd Gan:,: \'iolenn in South Texas" ROI - I>A.08604 
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ties on the other side of the U .S ./Mexico 
border. In terms of short-tenn involvement 
in illegal activities. less than three in eight 
gang members reported such enterprises. 
Cores and OGs were more likely to be en­
gaged in such activities than were Leaders
or Others. One must keep in mind that less 
than one-third of these enterprises were con­
nected to Nuevo Laredo. 

DISCUSSION 

Although preliminary. these findings pro­
vide important data concerning drug-related 
violence among Mexican Ame1ican gangs in 
Laredo. Texas. These data suggest that gang 
members' role to their respective gangs are 
associated with different drugs and drug use 
experiences; in how they are related to past 
and current acts of violence; and finally, in 
how these are related to illegal activities 
( criminal versus drug dealing; short term and 
long term) in Laredo and Nu�evo Laredo. The 
Ss range in age from 14 to 25. Most are 18 
years of age. born in the U.S., single. and 
may be termed, youth out of the educational 
mainstream (i.e. low educational attainment 
and achievement, trouble and conflict with 
school administrators. teachers, and their 
peers). A small number reported ever living 
in public housing. but this was a more com-

Volume 30. No. 1, June 2002 

mon experience for Leaders and Cores than 
for their counterpa11s. Six in ten are not liv­
ing or residing with their biological parents 
and are living in single-parent households 
or other non-traditional household arrange­
ments. A little over one in five has child�en 
- an experience that is more common for
Leaders and OGs than for their counterparts.

Gang members reported earlier drug use 
onset for a wide of range of drugs - espe­
cially alcohol. marijuana. cocaine. benzodi­
azepines, and heroin. Gang members' drug 
onset is earlier than it is for non-gang and 
other at risk minority youth. Also. Ss drug 
use in the last thirty days suggests three 
modes. In the first mode. one finds a large 
number of gang members who used mari­
juana. alcohol and cocaine. A second mode 
involves a moderate number of gang mem­
bers who have used amphetamines. benzo­
diazepines and cocaine. The third mode in­
volves a smaller number of gang members 
who reported using heroin. crack, 
psychedelics. opiates. inhalants and cocaine/ 
heroin. While Leaders were reluctant to use 
heroin, many use cocaine regularly. Also, 
Cores and OGs were more likely than their 
counterpa1ts to have injected drugs in the last 
thi11y days. In short. gang members may vary 
in number and frequency of drug use. their 

Table 7 
Selected Illegal and Criminal Activities (Percentages) 

Activity 
Leaders O.G.'s Cores Others Total 
(n=l2) (n=37) (n=47) (n=21) (n=l 17) 

Currently on Own 33 68 57 38 55 

Carried a Gun in 
Last 30 Days 25 38 36 14 '� 

.,_ 

Fired Gu n in Gang 
Related Fight 75 78 64 57 67 

Arrested for Violent 
Crime 42 38 45 43 42 

Arrested for Non-
Violent Crime 58 46 47 43 46 

Sol d Drugs in La st 
Three Months 17 -B 51 29 41 

Source: ··UH-CDSPR: Drug Related Gang Violence in South Texas" RO I - DA08604 
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Figure 5.1 
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use and related risk behaviors portrend a 
population in the near future that will be­
coming increasing involved with CJS. The 
data also suggest that moderate to low num­
bers of gang members are willing to use a wide 
range of drngs. Nonetheless, most are not 
willing to inje'ct them. Yet, a large number are 
engaging in criminal enterprises and drng 
dealing. It is unclear. if they will be like ear­
lier generations of Mexican American drug 
users who have reported longer average lag 
times before they enter drug abuse treatment. 
Also. due to their experiences with family 
violence. crime, and drugs, it is unclear if ser­
vice providers will be able to meet their needs 
and situations. Their current and future drng 
use can only serve to heighten the risk of dis� 
eases like STDs. HIV and hepatitis. Their need 
to cope and deal drugs, and their residing in 
stressed families and neighborhoods will only 
serve to heighten their involvement with ille­
gal activities, c1ime. and violence. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND RESEARCH 
Unlike earlier community gang studies, the 

sampling approach and method allows us to 
speak to a wider range of gangs. gang mem­
bers. and activities that other earlier studies 

Figure53 
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were not able to address. Yet, the lack of ba­
sic and applied data for other border cities 
suggests that these findings remain tentative 
an�f subject to additional investigation and 
scrutiny. The lack of comparable data and 
the lack of substantive applied and basic 
studies bearing directly on high-1isk youth, 
their drng use, and their experience with vio­
lence underscores the need for more back­
ground, contextual, and trend studies. More­
over, these data serve to underscore the need 
for school-based and community-wide sur­
veys about gangs, drugs and violence. No 
less important for borderland communities 
are monitoring and surveillance systems like 
PULSE, ADAM. DAWN. High school se­
nior surveys, and trauma regist1ies (TRs). It 
is unlikely that gangs, drugs, and violence 
will abate in border gateway cities: and they 
largley missed by these data systems .. 

As a cross-sectional random sample, this 
study attends to differences across gangs and 
gang membership. but not to changes over 
times in these communities. The phenom­
ena of gangs getting younger and older needs 
to be pursued in these two communities and 
across the US/Mexico border. Moreover, it 
is unclear to what degree border gangs are 
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largely a Mexican-�me1ican youth experi­
ence rather than Mexican one. The Ss_ clearly
delineated their knowledge and_ links to
Mexican youth gangs on the Mexican bor­
der communities, but remains open to fur­
ther and future investigations. 
The large number of Ss comi�g from.single

parent household to alternative family ar­
rangements remains high and troubling. The 
number of Ss with children portends a num­
ber of youth that drugs gangs and vi�lence 
will be a common and expected experience. 
Low work and education attainment levels 
also suggest need for alternative education 
and youth training programs. To not ad­
dress these two issues will only further these 
youth reliance on sub-economy and welfare 
economy. MST FAST. BSFT. and ?ther s��­
stance abuse & mental health services chm­
cal bench and trails studies programs have 
yet to focus on these border youth popula­
tions. The low public housing experience 
reported by gang members may not be typi­
cal of other border commumt1es or maybe 
due to role that border co/onias communi­
ties play in these youths liv�s. 

The media and some policymakers argu­
ments that gangs were becoming supergangs. 
composed of super gangsta ·s. and networks 
of gang enterpeueralship is greatly over 
drawn.�Works of Bourgoies. Padilla and 
Jankowski need to be more closely exam­
ined: in fact these should be contrasted to 
the more detailed measured works of 
Sullivan. Spergel, Maxson and Klien, 
Brotherton. Curry and Decker. The day of 
creneralizing from convenience sample of a 
�ang to al(gangs in a community or even 
within large gang must be challenged. Gangs 
differ in history. community context. rela­
tionship to their local straight worlds. to their 
subeconomy, and criminal networks. They 
also differ in tem1s of their local public re­
action to factors making for gang prolifera­
tion and gang control. This must be moni­
tored and addressed in current and future 
studies. Specifically means: 

• Public health models and community
field studies . Ones building on state of art 
and science of Spergel. 1995: Sullivan, 1995: 
Maxson. 1995: Johnson et. al, 1994. 

• Criminal Justice Svstem (CJS) and pub­
lic health model based studies of drng and 
violence along the U.S./Mexico border and 
between t\vin -border communities (Moore. 
1978: Fagan. 1989.1992: Moore. 1991 J. 
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• Development and evaluation of basic.
applied and policy data and studies of drugs 
and violence along the U.S./Mexico border 
that allow BE WG. PULSE. ADAM and 
DAWN to attend drug related gang violence 
along US/Mexico Border. . • Bi-national studies of drugs and v10-
lence along the U.S./Mexico border and be­
tween twin border communities that go be­
yond social policy by Five o · clock news 
and political jingoism. Studies that seek to 
provide measured response ��d grou_nded 1_11realities that these commumt1es. their fam.1-
lies and youth face. 
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FOOTNOTES 

I. The Texas Commission on Alcohol and
Drng Abuse has projected that the popula­
tion -of Webb County will have increased
seven percent from 1997-99. In addition. be­
tween 1997-99, there was a projected six
percent increase for youth between the ages
of 0-17. However. adults comp1ised an in­
crease of seven percent. The annual average
unemployment rate for 1997 was I 0.5%, and
in 1998 it was 9.2%.
2. The Drug Enforcement Agency has con­

fiscated many amounts of drngs in its last
few years of existence. However, t�is pa�t 
year there were noticeable change�.E Man­
juana confi?cation from 1995-98 mcreased 
36 percent.E Cocaine confiscation increased 
86 percent. and cases where dosage units 
were confiscated increased 163 percent. 

3. The Texas Commission on Alcohol and
Drug Abuse has projected that the popula­
tion of Webb County will hl_!ve increased 
seven percent from 1997-99.E In addition, 
between 1997-99. there was a projected six 
percent ipcrease for youth betwe�n the a�es 
of 0-17.E However. adults comprised an in­
crease of seven percent.E The annual aver-
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age unemployment rate for 1997 was I 0.5%. 
and in 1998 it was 9.2%. 

REFERENCES 

Ball. R.A. & Curry, D. ( 1995 ). The logic of 
definition in criminology: purposes and 
methods for defining gangs.Criminology 
3392 (225-245). 

Block. C.R. (1993 ). Leta! violence in the 
Chicago Latino community. In Wilson, 
(ed). Homicide: The victim/offender con­
nection. Cincinnati, OH: Anderson Pub­
lishing Co. 

Block, R�, & Nlovk, C. ( 1994 ). Street gangs 
in Chicago.Research in Brief: Washing­
ton, D.C: Office of Justice Programs. NIJ. 

Curry, D. & Spergel, I. ( 1988). Gang 
homocide delinquency and community. 
Criminology 26. (381-405). 

Curtis, R.A. ( 1992). Highly structured crack 
markets in the southside of Williamsburg 
in J. Fagan The ecology of crime and drug 
use in inner cities. New York. NY: Social 
Science Research Council. 

Decker, S. & Van Winkle. B. (1994). Sling­
ing dope: the role of gangs and gang 
members in drug sales. Justice Quarterly 
11. (583-604 ).

Decker. S. (1996). Life in the gang: family. 
friends and violence. New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Ebsenden. F.A .. & Huizinga, D. ( I 993 ). 
Gangs. drngs and delinquency in survey 
or urban gangs. C1iminology 27. (40 633-
699). 

Fagan. J. (1989). The social organization of 
drug use and drug dealing among urban 
gangs. Criminology 27 (4) (633-669). 

Fagan. J. (1992).Drug selling and illicit in­
come in distressed neighborhoods.In 
Petersen and Harrell Drugs. Crime and 
Isolation. Washington, D.C.: Urban Insti­
tute Press. 

Fagan. J. ( 1992). The dynamics of crime and 
neighborhood change. In J. Fagan, The 
ecology of crime and drug use in inner 
cities. New York. NY: Social Science 
Research Council. 

Fagan, J. ( 1993 ).E The political economy of 
drug dealing among urban gangs. In R. 
Davis. A. Lurgio & D.P. Rosenbaum, 
Drugs and the �community. Springfield. 
IL: C.C. Thomas. 

Fagan, J. (1996). Legal and illegal work: 

Volume 30, No. 1, June 2002 

Crime. work &Unemployment. In 
Wiesbrod and J. Wo1thy. dealing with the 
urban crises: linking research to action. 
Evanston. IL: Northwestern University 
Press. 

Fagan. J. ( 1986). Violent delinquents & ur­
ban youth. Criminology 24 ( 439-4 71 ). 

Fagan. J. ( 1996). Gangs. drugs and neigh­
borhood change. In C. R. Huff (ed.), 
Gangs in America. Newbury Park. CA: 
Sage Publications. 

Hagedorn. J. (1994 ). Homeboys. dope fiends, 
legits. and new jacks. C1iminology 31. 
(465-492) 

Huff. C.R. ( 1989). Youth gang and public 
policy. C1ime and delinquency, 35. (524-
537). 

Huff. C.R. ( 1996) The criminal behavior of 
gang members and non gang at-risk 
youth. In C.R. Huff (ed.). Gangs in 
America. Newbury Park. CA: Sage Pub­
lications. 

Johnson. B .. Hamid. A. & Sanabria H. 
( 1991 ). Emerging models of crack dis­
tribution. in T. Miekzckowski Drugs and 
Crime: A Reader. Boston. MA: Allyn 
Bacon Publishing Co. 

Johnson, B .. Williams. D.K. & Sanabria. 
Drug use and inner city: The impact of 
hard drugs use and sales on low income 
commu;ities. In J.Q. Wilson and M. 
Tonry Drugs and Crime. Chicago, IL: 
Chicago University Press. 

Klien, M. & Mason. C. (l 987). Street gang 
violence in Violence Crime, violent crimi­
nals by M.E. Wolfgang and N. Wiener. 
Beverly Hills. CA: Sage Publications. 

Maxson, C. Gangs, why we could not stay 
away in Evaluating contemporary juve­
nile justice edited by J. Kluge!. Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 

Moore, J.W. ( 1991 ). Going down to the Bar­
rio. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University 
Press. 

Moore. J.W. & Virgil. D. ( 1993). Institution­
alized youth gangs: why white fence and 
hoyo maravilla change so slowly in J. 
Fegan The ecology of crime and drug use 
in the inner cities. New York. NY: Social 
Research Council. 

Moore. J.W. & Virgil. D. (1993). Barrios in 
transition. In the barrios: Latinos and the 
underclass. New York, NY: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 

' 

I\ 

s 

s 

S: 

s 

s 

s 



Volume 30. No. 1. June 2002 

Monti. D. Gangs in more or less settled ar­
eas. In Gangs: The origins and impact of 
contemporary youth gangs in the U.S .. 
Edited by S. Cummings and M. Daniel. 
Albany. NY: Suny. 

Moore. J.W. (1978). Homeboys: Gangs. 
drugs and prison in the barrios of Los 
Angeles. Philadelphia. PA: Temple Uni­
versity Press. 

Sampson. R.J. ( 1987) Urban black violence. 
American journal of sociology 93. (20) 
(348-382). 

Sampson. R.J. (1992). Family managmeent 
and child development insights. from so­
cial disorganization theory in J. McCord 
(ed.) Facts. forecasts, and frameworks. 
New Brunswick. NJ: Transaction. 

Sampson. R.J. The community context of 
violence crime in W.J. Wilson (ed). Soci­
ology and the public agenda Newbury 
Park. CA: Sage Publications. 

Sanders. W.G. ( 1994 ). Gangbangs and drive­
bys: Grounded cultural and juvenile gang 
violence. New York. NY: Aldine de 
Gruyter. 

Spergel. I. ( 1995). The youth gang problem. 
New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Spergel. I. ( 1993 ). The national youth sur-

Free Inquiry in Creative Socio/og\' 39 

vey. In Goldstein and Huff Gang inter­
vention handbook. Champaign Urbana. 
IL: Research Press. 

Sullivan, M. Getting paid: Youth crime and 
unemployment in three urban neighbor­
hoods. New York, NY: Cornell Univer­
sity Press. 

Vigil. D. ( 1988 ). Street vehavior: locura and 
violence among chicanos. In Violence 
and homocide in hispanic communities. 
Edited by J. Kraus. P. Sorenson and P. 
Juarez. Washington, D.C.: DHHS. 

Warr. M. (1996 ). Organization and instiga­
tion in delinquent groups. Crimonology 
34910 (11-37). 

Wilson, W.J. (1991 ). Public policy research 
and the truly disadvantaged. In The Ur­
ban Underclass. Jenks and Peterson (eds). 
Washington. D.C.: The Brookings Insti­
tution. 

Yablonsky. L. (1962). The violence gang. 
New York. NY: Macmillan. 

Yin, Z., Valdez. A. & Kaplan, C.(1996) De­
veloping a Field-Intensive Methodology 
for Generating a Randomized Sample for 
Gang Research. Free Inquiry in Creative 
Sociology. Vol. 24:2 (pp. 195-206). 

Zatz, M. ( 1985). Los cholos: Legal process­
ing of chicano gang members. Social 
problems 33 ( 13-30). 

Archives 

Back issues of Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology are available for purchase. 
View the list available on the archive webpage at www.ou.edu/special/freeinq/ 
archives or phone 405-325-0025. 

Volume I - 6 Revised Edition is $22.00, other issues are $15.00. One free desk 
copy is available with a minimum purchase of ten like issues. Make check or 
money order in US dollars only payable to OU Foundation/Free Inquiry and 
mail to Managing Editor, Free Inquiry, University of Oklahoma, 60 l Elm Av­
enue, PHSC 728, Nonnan, OK 73019-0315. 



CREATING A CRIME WAVE: THE 1990 

Dennis Loo, California State Polytechnic University-Pomona 

Abstract 

This study examines the emergence of crime as the nation's "most important problem" 
for the first time in U.S. polling history in 1994. By comparing polling data, news cov­
erage waves, and crime statistics, the analysis challenges the argument that shifting 
media coverage is driven by public sentiment. It does so by demonstrating that a dra­
matic change in public opinion polls was precipitated by an unprecedented news cov­
erage wave at a time when crime levels were actually falling. The study thus under­
scores the leading role media can play in the emergence of social problems and casts 
doubt on the notion that escalating expenditures for the American criminal justice sys­
tem are driven principally by public demand. 

INTRODUCTION 

In August 1993 U.S. news outlets began 
running stmies about a national crime wave. 
By the end of 1993, coverage of the alleged 
crime wave occupied center stage across all 
major media outlets. Polls recorded an 
unprecedented proportion of Americans cit­
ing crime as the country's number one prob­
lem. However. the index crime rate during 
this period was actually falling. How this 
contradiction came about offers an important 
insight into the ways media can affect social 
opinion and influence social policy. 

THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS IN MEDIA 

EFFECTS RESEARCH 

Media effects - the exploration of 
media's effect upon public opinion - is an 
area of research within media studies. Three 
theoretical strains of media effects can be 
identified: media effects as persuading 
(changing attitudes); as framing (defining or 
interpreting conditions); and, most recently, 
printing (foregrounding certain events and 
associated issues)(Klapper 1960; Cohen 
1963: McCombs and Shaw 1972: 
Funkhauser 1973; Kraus and Davis 1976: 
Tuchman 1978; Gans 1979; Cook. Tyler. 
Goetz et al 1983; Erbring, Goldenberg and 
Miller 1980: Surette 1998). After a period of 
dormancy, media effects research in recent 
years has been reinvigorated, with 
researchers focusing on identifying the 
frames employed by media and/or analyzing 
media priming. In a few instances, 

researchers have further attempted to link the 
frames and/or priming with the making of 
public policy (e.g .. MacKuen and Coombs 
1981; Beckett and Sasson 2000). 

Showing that media have a "maximal" 
effect - that is, that media shape public 
opinion - has proven surprisingly difficult 
in prior research. Because of this. the debate 
over whether media exert a "maximal" effect 
over public opinion. or merely a "minimal" 
one (i.e .. merely reflective of public senti­
ment) is an ongoing one (Klapper 1960: 
Chafee 1975; Gitlin 1978; Hall 1982; Cook, 
Tyler, Goetz, et al 1983; Beckett 1994a). 
This study is one of the few to demonstrate a 
"maximal" media effect. It does so using 
data from the 1993-1994 crime wave cover� 
age in print and television media.To demon­
strate this effect a review of the problem of 
demonstrating media effects will be under­
taken. followed by a discussion of method­
ological weaknesses of prior research, a dis­
cussion of the methodology employed in this 
study. and finally, the results generated by 
the data. 

METHODOLOGICAL WEAKNESSES IN MEDIA 

EFFECTS RESEARCH 

Tracing the precise role of various protag­
onists (media, advocacy groups. mass senti­
ment, political officials and so on) in a media 
effects study has been done infrequently, in 
pait because it presents difficult methodolog­
ical problems (P1ice 1992). Except for exper­
imental studies with pre- and post-test ele-

--
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ments (Iyengar 1987), all other media effects 
studies have been hampered by using only a 
partial record of polling data. One cannot 
trace the inception of a social problem ade­
quately without a complete polling record. 

In addition, most media effects studies 
have employed either a crosssectional or 
panel approach. However, neither strategy 
adequately addresses the causality issue: 
cross-sectional approaches do not provide a 
heuristic model that allows for the detem1i­
nation of underlying relationships, thus mak­
ing it impossible to establish with confidence 
whether a public agenda actually originated 
from a media agenda. Furthermore, cross­
sectional studies are snapshots in time, and 
therefore cannot account for longitudinal 
media lageffects. Panel studies are a better 
tool for making a case for media effects, but 
problems remain in determining the possible 
duration of time-lag effects and in control­
ling for alternative casual factors outside of 
media effects (Cook, et al, 1983 ). The failure 
to satisfactorily resolve these methodologi­
cal problems has severely limited the 
advance of media effects studies and their 
possible use in the analysis of social prob­
lems. 

Excluding those studies that have adopted 
cross-sectional methods ( and, therefore, sim­
ply assumed that the causal order runs from 
media to the public), the only studies that 
have shown fairly clear indications of media 
effects are Beckett ( 1994, 1994a, 1997), 
Mac Kuen and Coombs (1991 ), Iyengar 
( 1987) and Iyengar, Peters, and Kinder 
( 1982). In the Beckett and the MacKuen and 
Coombs studies, the demonstration of a 
media effect required regression analysis 
because the data compiled did not lend them­
selves to an obvious, and unequivocal, inter­
pretation.' In the Iyengar and the Iyengar. 
Peters. and Kinder studies, an experimental 
approach was employed. 

METHODOLOGY OF THE CURRENT STUDY 

The present study corrects for some of the 
methodological limitations of prior studies 
by incorporating data drawn from several 
decades. Examining data O\'er time compen­
sates for the restrictions and potential errors 
inherent in crosssectional studies and panel 
studies. This study looks at three factors in 
determining media effects vis-a-vis the 
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1993-4 crime wave: 1) "Most Imp011ant 
Problem in the Nation" (MIP) data from 
national public opinion polls: 2) crime inci­
dence and prevalence data: and 3) quantita­
tive and qualitative measures of crime news 
coverage. 

The MIP poll provides researchers with a 
powe1ful tool for examining longitudinal 
shifts in public opinion ( or at least public 
attention) because it has been administered 
for several decades in precisely the same for­
mat. It thus serves as an appropriate instru­
ment for measuring possible agendasetting 
effects. For researchers, one of the distinct 
virtues of the MIP polls is that the question: 
"What do you think is the most imp011ant 
problem facing the country today?" has been 
posed in precisely the same way since 1935. 
This obviates framing effects problems that 
would compromise the reliability of longitu­
dinal data comparisons. 

The MIP data used in this analysis was 
drawn from the entire polling record (unpub­
lished and published polls) available through 
the Roper Center for Public Opinion 
Research and accessible via the Internet." 
Using the entire polling record proved valu­
able for two reasons. First, it permitted the 
rigorous implementation of a controlled 
repeated cross-sectional methodology -
indispensable in a media effects study. Sec­
ond, it showed that the published record of 
poll results was not only incomplete, but at 
times, inaccurate. Without a database as 
complete as this, it simply cannot be deter­
mined with any reliability what came first, 
media attention or shifts in public atten­
tion/interest. (An important caveat is that 
because individual-level media consumption 
is not available - outside of the confines of an 
experimental study - researchers cannot truly 
distinguish media effects as media treatment 
from self-selection by individual consumers. 
Traditionally, nearly all media effects studies 
have employed aggregatelevel data. This 
study follows that tradition). 

In addition to the polling data obtained, 
crime statistics were obtained and analyzed, 
using both the Uniform Crime Reports 
/UCR) and the National C1ime Victimization 
Survey (NCYS). Finally. media examined 
included four major newspapers (the Los 
Angeles Times. Nell' Yor/..: Times. Washing/on 
Post. and Wall Street Journal), the three 
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more victims). There does not seem to be 
any doubt that the growth of child murders 
and child murderers. or ··kids killing kids." 
between 1985 and 1993 was a significant 
factor in 1990s crime w01Ties. 

As displayed in Figure 2, however. juve­
nile homicides had been rising at alarming 
rates for seven years before polls registered a 
change in public concern about crime. At the 
point where polls took off. juvenile homi­
cides had actually stopped rising. and began 
to fall a bit. The fact that more and more 
juveniles were dying violently was evidently 
not by itself enough to spike the polls. If 
juvenile homicides do not account for the 
crime alarm. then what can'' 

The most spectacularly publicized inci­
dents of 1993. the kidnapping and murder of 
Polly Klaas in California and the Long 
Island Commuter Railroad killings by Colin 
Ferguson were reported in December of 
1993. prior to the peak recording of crime 
concerns in January 1994. But these 
occun-ed after the dramatic rise in poll-meas­
ured crime concerns was already underway 
beginning in September 1993 and continuing 
through the end of 1993 and into 1994. Thus. 
while it seems very probable that the Klaas 
and Ferguson cases played a role in the 49 
percent reading in January 1994. they do not 
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help to explain the early stages of the crime 
scare in the fall of 1993. 

Fu11her. crime rates continued to fall 
throughout 1994. Subsequent to the Fergu­
son shootings in December of 1993. no crim­
inal incidents of comparable magnitude. 
nature, or attention marked the months Janu­
ary 1994 through September 1994. (Nicole 
Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman were 
murdered on June 12. 1994. but this case was 
not treated, nor was it perceived by the pub­
lic, in the same manner as a "random" 
killing). 

Could it be that crime as a social problem 
rose so high in 1994 because of the end of 
the Cold War and the absence of an interna­
tional conflict? Undoubtedly the MIP poll 
has been and will in the future be affected by 
international events. However. in the 1990s, 
the U.S.-Iraq war had been over for nearly 
two years before crime showed a sudden 
increase of concern in the MIP poll. Hence. 
contrary to conventional wisdom, the crime 
issue ·s emergence at the top of the polls in 
late 1993-94 cannot simply be attributed to 
the Cold War's end. 

What, then, was happening in the period 
before and during the ratcheting up of crime 
concerns at the end of 1993-94? A review of 
news media in that time period reveals a 

Figure 2. 
Homicides under 18 y.o. v. Per cent naming crime in MIP poll 
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crime news coverage wave of exceptional 
proportions across major news outlets. initi­
ated by the newsmagazines. and not by the 
activities and influence of any primary 
claimsmakers (such as middle-range advo­
cacy groups).'' Politicians and various public 
officials assumed significant secondary roles 
in this news coverage wave - as analyzed 
later on in this article. their pronouncements, 
particularly in August 1994, received sub­
stantial news media attention. Taken as a 
whole, this coverage wave preceded the 
changes in pollmeasured c1ime concerns. 

TURNING POINT: AUGUST 1993 
A turning point in media coverage of 

crime came in August of 1993 when the 
three major newsmagazines ran a total of 
four crime cover stmies. All three news­
magazines opened the month simultaneously 
with crime covers. Newsweek's August 2, 
1993 cover was entitled "Teen Violence: 
WILD IN THE STREETS." The sub-head­
line (kicker) read: "Murder and Mayhem. 
Guns and Gangs: a Teenage Generation 
Grows up Dangerous-and Scared." 
Newsweek cited law enforcement and public 
health officials who reportedly desc1ibed ··a 
virtual ·epidemic' of youth violence in the 
last five years. spreading from the inner 
cities to the suburbs." 

On the same day. Time's cover also raised 
the youth and guns issue: "Big Shots: Guns. 
An Inside Look at the Deadly Love Affair 
between Kids and Their Guns." Finally, U.S.

News and World Report's August 2, 1993 
cover was entitled: "Super Cops: Can They 
Solve America's Crime Problem? The FBI's 
Tough New Chief (with a picture of LAPD's 
new chief Willie Williams)." 

Then, in its August 23, 1993 issue, Time 
followed up with a dramatic cover story: 
"AMERICA THE VIOLENT: Crime is 
Spreading and Patience is Running Out." 
The cover graphic featured a menacing fig­
ure done in collage style. wearing stereotyp­
ical gang attire. The cover story featured 
Clinton's crime bill and began "President 
Clinton could not have known, of course, 
that the week he picked to talk about crime 
would be the week crime was what everyone 
was talking about. On Tuesday. there was the 
man in fatigues who shot up a McDonald's 
in Kenosha, Wisconsin. The same day in 
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Kansas City. Missouri. a 15 year-old went to 
the movies with his mother-and shot her as 
they watched the film. 'I don't know why 1. 
did it,' he said. On Thursday in Burlingame. 
California. a man walked into a real estate 
office, shot one broker and wounded another 
before trying to kill himself. He had just 
been evicted from his home." The next para­
graph in the story noted the murder of 
Michael Jordan's father. James Jordan. 

Fishman ( 1980) discusses this thematic 
style of reporting - taking disparate inci­
dents and pulling them together to create the 
appearance of a trend. In this case. none of 
these incidents involved a gang member, 
despite the fact that a gang member was por­
trayed on the cover. What the incidents did 
have in common. however. is that they were 
instances of incidents in places commonly 
considered safe and places frequented by the 
middle class: McDonald's, the mall, and a 
professional office. The story of the 15-year 
old that shot his mother at the movies pushed 
a number of powerful emotional buttons. 
These acts were depicted as random, sense­
less, rising and expanding in their targets. 
Certain central themes and narrative struc­
tures, rather than incidents themselves, 
played the key role in crime news during this 
crime coverage wave. As Joel Best put it. 
speaking more generally about contempo­
rary crime coverage: 

"Random violence is a central image in 
the construction of contemporary crime 
problems. This imagery ignores the patterns 
in criminal activity. implies collapse in the 
social order. and denies rational motives for 
criminals. These images are consequential; 
they promote intense public concern while 
fostering punitive social policies." (Best 
1996) 

These themes were very clear in the 
August 23. 1993 Time issue. One of the 
accompanying stories in the issue was head-. 
lined: "DANGER IN THE SAFETY ZONE: 
As Violence Spreads into Small Towns. 
Many Americans Barricade Themselves.·· 
The theme sounded here was that urban 
crimes were now invading the previously 
safe sanctum of the suburbs and small town 
America: "The broadening of targets to 
include suburban and rural preserves-and 
the savageness of the crimes that fill the 
news-has left far more Americans feeling 
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vulnerable.'· However. index c1imes in the 
suburbs and rural areas did not increase in 
the 1990s (Donziger 1996: UCR). This story 
derived its punch from the perception that 
small towns and the suburbs were previously 
safe from crime and we,·e only now being 
invaded by the type of crime seen in the inner 
city. In 1994, murders were actually down by 
two percent in the suburbs as compared to 

1993, and down by ten percent in mral 

regions over the same time period (UCR). 

CRIME COVER STORIES IN THE NEWS­

MAGAZINES 

This attention to crime by the news­

magazines on their covers in the 1990s, par­
ticularly in 1993 and 1994, is unprecedented. 
By way of comparison, throughout the whole 
of the 1960s ( 1960- 1969). there was only 
one cover story devoted to crime among all 
three newsmagazines. In the decade of the 
1970s. there were a total of eight crime cover 
stories among the newsmagazines. In the 
1980s there were also only eight crime cover 
stories. In 1990 there was one crime cover. In 
1991 there was one. In 1992 there were four 
crime covers. In 1993 there were eleven 
crime cover stories. with nine of them con­
centrated between August 1993 and Decem­
ber 1993. And in 1994. there were sixteen 
crime cover stories (three of them in January 
1994). Thus between the years 1960-69, a 
cumulative total of .0006 percent of the three 
newsmagazines· covers were devoted to 
crime compared to eleven percent of their 
covers in 1994 alone. Clearly, in the 1990s, 
and especially beginning in 1992. crime 
became a hot topic for newsmagazine cover 
stories. 

CHANGES IN NEWSPAPER CRIME COVERAGE 

The dramatic August 1993 newsmagazine 
cover stories did not go unnoticed. Two 
major events followed. First, public opinion 
polls registered the first spike in crime con­
cerns since 1977. The numbers citing crime 
more than doubled from the June 1993 figure 
of six percent to 15-16 percent in September 
1993. the month immediately following the 
four newsmagazines· crime cover issues 
( MIP polls were not taken in August 1993 ). 
Second. following the newsmagazines· 
August coverage spike. both newspapers and 
TV followed in kind beginning in October 
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1993. Newspaper stories on the c1ime issue 
in the four papers examined leapt upward 
some 250 percent in one month. going from 
21 stories in August 1993 and 22 stories in 
September 1993 to 55 stories in October 
1993. Then, in November. newspaper cover­
age rose still further to 71 stories, and stayed 
high through the next year. peaking at 202 
stories in August 1994. an increase of over 
900 percent compared to September 1993 ·s 
crime news. See Figure 3. 

CRIME STORIES IN NEWS MAGAZINES POST 

OCTOBER 1993 

On November 8, 1993. U.S. News and 
World Report's cover story was entitled: 
"Guns in the Schools: WHEN KILLERS 
COME TO CLASS. Even Suburban Parents 
Now Fear the Rising Tide of Violence." In 
their next issue. November 15, 1993, U.S. 
News & World Report stated " The voters· 
cry for help: Clinton, governors and mayors 
try to respond to the wave of crime fear grip­
ping Americans." The article asserted that 
"Fear of crime has become the most urgent 
issue in the country." Newsweek's November 
29, 1993 cover featured rapper Snoop Doggy 
Dog. The cover read: "When is Rap 2 Vio­
lent? His Album Hit the Top of the Charts 
This Week. Last Week. He Was Indicted for 
Murder." 

Time's December 20, 1993 cover featured 
a handgun with Colin Ferguson's eye staring 
back through the trigger hole. The headline 
capsulate the thmst of media· s crime news 
coverage with the big bold letters: 
"ENOUGH! The Massacre on a Suburban 
New York Train Escalates the War on Hand­
guns. Colin Ferguson, who Shot 23 People, 
Killing Five, on the 5:33 Train from Penn 
Station to Hicksville. Long Island." 

Newsweek's January 10. 1994 cover reit­
erated the children. guns and violence 
theme: "Growing Up Scared: How our Kids 
are Robbed of Their Childhood.'' The head­
line kicker read: "Guns for Toys: the New 
Anti-Crime Cmsade." Then. on January 17. 
1994. both Newsweek and U.S. Nei,1•s and 
World Report ran crime covers. Newsweek's 
had a close-up of the agonized face of Nancy 
Kerrigan: ··First Monica Seles. Now Nancy 
Kerrigan: 'WHY ME?' The New Fear of 
Stalking." U.S. News and World Repo11·s 
cover marked a kind of high point in news-



Volume 30. No. I. June 2002 

magazines· crime covers: 'The Truth About 
VIOLENT CRIME: <in red:) What You 
Really Have To Fear." The cover graphic was 
of a bullet-ridden windshield from the dri­
ver's perspective. 

This article and the accompanying pieces 
totaling fifteen full pages was the archetype 
of this particular genre of reporting. It was 
rife with contradictions sitting side by side to 
each other and deliberately alamlist in tone. 
"The drumbeat of news coverage has made it 
seem that America is in the midst of the 
worst epidemic of violence ever. That sense 
is not supported by the numbers. The latest 
evidence is that crime levels actually fell last 
year. But that does not mean that last year 
wasn"t the scariest in Ame1ican history." It 
thus began with an acknowledgment of 
media ·s role. and followed by stating that the 
data does not support widespread crime 
fears. Then it proceeded immediately to con­
tradict itself by asserting that last year was 
the "scariest in American history." because. 
"[ o ]verriding the statistics is the chilling 
realization that the big crime stories of recent 
months have invaded vi1tually every sanctu-
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ary where Americans thought they were safe: 
their cars (James Jordan ·s murder); their 
public transit (the Long Island Rail Road 
murders); even their bedrooms (the kidnap 
and murder of young Polly Klaas in 
Petaluma. Calif.)." 

The article went on to point out that ran­
dom killings like the Long Island Rail Road 
massacre and post office shootings were not 
increasing sharply. Cases where four or more 
people were killed in a single incident varied 
from ten to thirty annually between 1976 and 
199 l. Criminologist James Fox was quoted 
as stating that "[m]ost mass murderers do not 
kill at random in public places." Further. the 
article noted that mass killings at workplaces 
were relatively rare and '"hardly at epidemic 
proportions."' The authors noted that child­
snatching incidents in 1993 would probably 
come in at the low end of the average. 
Finally, they stated: "Family strife. This is 
one problem that doesn't get the attention it 
deserves. There are 800,000 or more violent 
incidents within fanlilies each year, but the 
te1rnr of living in many homes is largely 
overlooked ... " After noting how overlooked 

Figure 3. 
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this domestic violence was, the report does 
not elaborate. essentially repeating the sin of 
omission they have just identified. None of 
the three graphs in the articles. for example, 
included these 800,000 or more violent inci­
dents in the family. 

CHANGES IN TELEVISION CRIME COVERAGE 

A word of explanation will help to clarify 
the startling data that follow. Late 1993-94 
witnessed a major shift in the number of sto­
ries by networks on the crime issue. That is. 
these were stories about crime-as-a-social 
problem as opposed to stories about a spe­
cific criminal incident. While criminal inci­
dents were mentioned in these crime issue 
stories. the specific incidents were employed 
as illustrations of crime as a larger problem, 
rather than as the point of the story itself. 
What the reader will see displayed in Figure 
4 will look, therefore, surprisingly low ini­
tially. (Since these network stmies were 
about the crime issue, and not specific 
crimes per se, the numbers cited here do not 
include any O.J. Simpson stories). 

Network crime issue news increased 
tremendously beginning in October 1993 as 
did crime news in the four surveyed newspa­
pers. Network news coverage of the crime 
issue had been relatively low throughout 
1992 and into 1993 (See Figure 5 ). These 
crime issue stories up until October 1993 
were almost invariably a report about the lat­
est national crime statistics - usually the 
FBJ"s Uniform Crime Reports. 

Borrowing Time's August 23, 1993 cover 
headline. NBC entitled its violent crime 
series in January 1994 "'America the Vio­
lent." This was NBCs successor to its "'Soci­
ety Under Siege " series of October and 
November 1993. NBCs Tom Brokaw began 
the nightly national news broadcast of Janu­
ary 21, 1994, for instance, with the words: 
"Crime and violence. The focus of so much 
attention across the country these days. Next 
week. all of our NBC news broadcasts will 
focus on the problem and solutions, what can 
be done about it. Tonight, NBC Chief Finan­
cial Correspondent Mike Jensen sets the 
stage by adding up the staggering cost of 
violent crime." 

The other two networks also featured 
their own versions of a crime focus that 
week. Connie Chung began CBS"s January 
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28. 1994 broadcast this way: "In Washing­
ton, President Clinton today delivered his
first speech since ... his State of the Union
address this week, and it was no accident that
Mr. Clinton decided to show up for this one.
White House correspondent Rita Braver
reports why. [Rita Braver:] In Miami this
week, a drug agent and a police officer
wounded by a drug dealer. In Cleveland. a
stabbing at a high school. and in Washington
today. over one hundred mayors met to talk
about the subject that's uppermost in their
mind: crime." Peter Jennings introduced
ABC's January 28, 1994 broadcast with:
"We're going to begin tonight with law and
order and politics and perceptions. It is the
perceptions driven by all the headlines about
guns and sensational murder trials and con­
spiracy that are driving much of the political
agenda. Today, the Menendez murder trial is
over in California. The Tonya Harding saga
in Oregon continues to fascinate. Most
Americans tell us crime is out of control, and
that's why politicians are having another
meeting in Washington today." In that same
week - between a poll sampling taken
between January 20-23, 1994 and January
28-30, 1994 - public concern about crime
rose by 18 points, from 31 percent to 49 per­
cent.

Between January 1993 and September 
1993, the three networks together averaged 
about three crime issue stories per month." In 
October 1993, the three networks broadcast 
25 crime issue stories, 58 stories in Novem­
ber 1993, 65 stories in December 1993, and 
74 stories in January 1994. January 1994 ·s 
coverage of the crime issue was up, there­
fore, by a factor of more than 24 over the 
level of crime coverage in the first nine 
months of 1993." 

In October 1993, when the networks and 
newspapers launched their part of the cover­
age wave, political actors' statements played 
a secondary role in the news stories about 
crime. Of the 25 stories concerning the crime 
issue that month on network nightly national 
news. only three specifically concerned the 
Crime Bill and one "Three Strikes, You're 
Out." The remaining 21 stories concerned 
crime as a general issue - with the youth 
angle being uppermost. These stories 
appeared primarily on NBCs America Close 
Up series, CBS's Eye on America. and 
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ABC's American Agenda. NBC's America
Close Up series. for example. was entitled 
.. Society Under Siege" and began in October 
4, 1993. Originally scheduled for a five-day 
run. NBC ended up extending "Society 
Under Siege" into a two-month run. 

The series focused on violence among 
young people, with reports of incidents in 
cities such as Salt Lake City. New York City. 
Sacramento. Topeka. Portland, San Fran­
cisco. Raleigh-Durham, Buffalo, etc. Each 
seornent led with crime statistics, with the 
m;in body of the story about a specific city, 
and ended with references to violent inci­
dents in other towns or cities. NBC's tech­
nique of stringing references to other places 
at the end of each report created the image of 
an epidemic of violence gripping the nation. 
Needless to say, the title for their series -
Societv Under Siege - employed warlike 
image.ry as if crime was threatening to over­
nm society. 

After January 1994. the number of televi­
sion stories about the crime issue subsided 
somewhat. though the number of stories 
remained very high by pre-October 1993 
standards. Poll levels also dropped down to 
lower levels when the media dropped their 
overall level of crime coverage. In August 
1994. network crime issue news hit an all­
time high of 143 stories. Out of those 143 
stories. 54 were devoted to covering the 
Clinton Crime Bill. Thus. while the explo­
sion of stories in August 1994 can certainly 
be attributed in part to the Crime Bill, the 
majority of stories were not about the Crime 
Bill. 

In that same month of August 1994. poll­
measured crime concerns also reached an 
all-time high of 52 percent.'° Figure 3 also 
includes the MIP poll results contemporane­
ously. Nowblr. !his wzparal/eled leap in
newspaper and lelevision crime issue news 
was 110! associated wilh any specific preced­
illg or conlemporancous crime events. 

INTRA-MEDIA INFLUENCE 

Were the newspapers and television net­
works responding to the newsmagazines 
when they increased their crime coverage in 
October 1993? In the absence of significant 
criminal events and/ or changes in the crime 
rate in September and October 1993. the rea-
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son for the extraordinary leap in newspaper 
and television news coverage begs for expla­
nation. There are compelling reasons to sug­
gest that the newsmagazines triggered the 
other major media's coverage wave." 

Intra-media influence is not solely. or 
even mainly, measured by size of audience 
share. The fact that the newsmagazines have 
in recent times suffered decreases in reader­
ship therefore does not undercut their intra­
media influence. In fact, they have adjusted 
their strategies to accommodate their declin­
ing readership: 

"Time and Newsweek send faxes to key 
executives every Sunday, boasting of the sto­
ries in the forthcoming issue of their maga­
zines, 'increasingly trying to show that 
they're not just rehashing the news but that 
they're breaking it,' in the words of Evan 
Thomas, assistant managing editor of 
Newsweek .... 

"Equally important. newsmagazines want 
to beat the competition on trend and social 
issue stories, stories that first identify or put 
into perspective an emerging subject or prob­
lem." (L.A. Times, August 6, I 998, A-1, 
''New Media Playing Field Opens Way to 
More Errors.") Indeed, their August 1993 
cover stories on crime were researched 
weeks ahead of publication in an effort to 
name a trend - random, violent crime, espe­
cially among youth. 12 

An alternative interpretation to the above 
is that the TV and newspaper outlets were 
responding to some factor other than the 
newsmagazines. Perhaps they noticed the 
mid-September 1993 polls and decided that 
the public was now more concerned about 
crime and therefore expanded their coverage 
in response. To answer this question. it is 
useful to look at the four polls taken that 
month. See Table I. 

The first two polls in September 1993 
show a nearly identical I 5 percent and I 6 
percent reading. which conforms to what one 
would expect since the polling dates were 
almost identical. The last two polls in Sep­
tember 1993 showed a decline in crime 
being mentioned. from IO percent in the Sep­
tember 16-19, 1993 sample, and then in the 
September 25-28. 1993 sample, down to six 
percent. the same reading as in June 1993. 
This pattern is consistent with some factor 
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Table 1: Most Important Problem Polls - Sept. 1993 

Date of Samp le Poll S ponsor % citing crime as #1 prob. 

. 9/9-15/93 i L.A. Times 15% 
, 9/10-12/93 I Gallup • 16%

: 9/16-19/93 
I
; CBS/NYT IO%

·---·--·-----·-------i·------------+------·-·------
1: 9/25-28/93 

1 
L.A. Times : 6% 

Source: Roper Center 

causing a temporary bump up of crime con­
cerns in the first two weeks of September 
1993, with crime concerns then settling back 
to their previous level of six percent. Note 
further that this bump up to 15 percent and 
16 percent. with the exception of a single 
poll in 1977, 13 was the first spike in crime 
concerns since 1968. This doubling of crime 
concerns in September 1993 should not. 
therefore. be treated as random "noise." 

This pattern supp011s the hypothesis that 
the four August 1993 newsmagazines crime 
cover stories had a temporary effect on pub­
lic crime concerns, inasmuch as there was no 
outstanding criminal event or government 
action in that time period which coincided 
with this jump in the polls. If the L.A. Times 
was following its own polls here. and made 
decisions based simply on popular senti­
ment, then it would likely have decreased its 
crime coverage based on the fall in public 
concern at the end of September 1993. 
Instead it increased its coverage. While the 
news media had ready access to the L.A. 
Times· polls. and to the CBS/New York Times 
poll. Gallup's September poll was not pub­
lished until December 1993. So the only poll 
data readily available to the media indicated 
that public interest in crime was actually 
declining through September 1993. 

If the September 1993 polls were com­
pared to the June 1993 polls and prior levels 
of six percent or below. one would see a 
momentary jump in September 1993. But it 
is highly unlikely that all four major newspa­
pers and the three major television networks 
noticed this shift in the polls. Even if they 
had noticed this, the available evidence indi­
cates that journalists do not in general take 
their cues for what stories to cover, and how 
to cover them, from the public (see Tuchman 

1978 and Schudson 1978 ). Rather, they gen­
erally make news judgments based on what 
they think will please their superiors, and 
look to other media to judge whether they 
are covering the right stories (Gans 1979: 
Winerip 1998). 

Because audience feedback is difficult to 
obtain other than the occasional phone call 
and letters to the editor (which Gans found 
journalists universally dismiss). public feed­
back tends to consist of family members, 
friends and neighbors. Time Managing Edi­
tor James R. Gaines. for example. explains 
the magazine's conclusion in 1993 that 
Americans were fed up with crime as com­
ing from "talk over the barbeque. It is a gut 
thing. a sense that, though maybe it's from a 
middleclass commuter's perspective, this 
craziness has even invaded the sacred 
precinct of a 5:33 p.m. commuter train." 
(Braun and Pasternak I 994: A I 6). (See. also. 
Cohen I 963, Sigal 1973, Epstein 1974. 
Tuchman 1978). 

In fact, Gans ( 1979) points out that jour­
nalists generally reject feedback from the 
public, and are particularly suspicious of 
polls, generally judging the public unfit to 
make decisions about what stories should be 
covered and how those stories should be cov­
ered (cf. Tuchman 1978). The media simply 
do not decide what they will cover on the 
basis of polls. Even if they did, in the case of 
the September 1993 polls. a 15-16 percent 
reading is not very high. compared to the 
higher levels of concern being registered for 
other issues in the same polls at the time. 
Health Care was named by 28 percent of 
respondents, the Economy by 26 percent. 
Unemployment and Jobs by 20 percent and 
the Federal Budget by 15 percent. 
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Table 2: Crime Stories in the L.A. Times, New York Times, Washington Post and Wall 
Street Journal 

, Year L.A. Times N.Y. Times Wash. Post i Wall Str Jrnl .. 
229 30 � 1982 20 

. 1983 82 111 42 i 25 ----�-�-------- l---�--· --· 
1984 42 101 41 i 35 
1985 43 98 '47 ' 19I ! 

,_12.�---- 29 88 28 t 19 ----·------
;14 1987 19 70 23 

1988 .21. 45 29 i9 ' 1989 33 60 48 I 10 I 

: 1990 47 118 30 I 14 
1991 46 82 69 l 12 

�-----·- --.•---·· 

74 ·--,13-----, 1992 58 63 
i 1993 . l.!_6 ___ 81 105 I 26 

··-------�------·-
f 1994 . 239 231 231 t 75 
Source: Newspaper Articles Database in Melvyl, indexed by Information Access Company, 
covering 1/1/82 through 3/01/95, using exact subject search term: "crime." 

pie reflection of public sentiment. Rather. 
media activity, together with public official 
statements, acted as extrinsic variables vis-a­
vis the public and the polls. 

The persuasiveness of the current study's 
analysis of a media effect grows out of the 
novel methodology employed. That is. all 
three major media outlets - television, 
newsmagazines. and newspapers - were 
analyzed as a differentiated whole. allowing 
me to track which media outlet initiated the 
coverage wave. Using the entire polling 
record then allowed me to trace in very dis­
crete time segments the causal sequence of 
media coverage vis-a-vis public opinion 
polls. The full record of polling data uncov­
ered here challenges the collective memory 
about crime concerns as a consistently dom­
inant public issue. Further studies of media 
effects should seriously consider employing 
a study design that includes the major news 
outlets as well as the complete polling 
record. This study argues for a wider appre­
ciation of the role that media frequently play 
in initiating a social problem. Finally. in the 
example of the 1993-94 crime wave. record 
levels of public monies were devoted to the 
criminal justice system in the name of public 
demand. A demonstration that that public 
demand was manipulated challenges the 
validity of such expenditures (Scheingold 
1995; Roberts 1992). 
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(Endnotes) 
1I did not use statistical techniques such as 

regression or time series analysis on this data 
because it was unnecessary. Regression, and 
similar statistical methods, are necessary 
when the data is more oblique than that pre­
sented here. As Tracy ( 1990: 77) argues: 
"There is a tendency in social science 
research today ... to apply very sophisticated 
statistical models and multivariate analytical 
procedures to reaserch data. In many 
instances, these highly advanced procedures 
are desirable, if not absolutely necessary. 
Despite this tendency, there is no substitute 
for a thorough descriptive analysis of one's 
data accompanied by a well-conceived pres­
entation of tables and figures. The most sim­
ple analyses, effectively displayed, are often 
the most convincing and communicalive to 
the reader." 

'The Roper Center houses polls from all 
the major polling organizations. These polls 
were all asked in a closed format. Respon­
dents were allowed to give more than one 
choice. Thus. the individual item choices 
(e.g., "crime") when added together total 
more than I 00%. (In a few polls conducted 
in 1992 by the Wirthlin Group and by 
Gallup, respondents were asked separately, 
but in succession, in essence: What is your 
first choice for MIP? What is your second 
choice? What is your third choice? The 
results from these polls were consistent with 
the results derived from the primary fom1at 
for the MIP polls in which respondents are 
allowed to give more than one answer). 

'Because I was interested in major media 
impact, I chose to concentrate on crime 
cover stories in the newsmagazines instead 
of the sum-total of their crime related arti­
cles. My decision to select newsmagazine 
cover stories was based in part on a shift in 
recent years in newsmagazines · marketing 
strategy. In retrospect, an analogous strategy 
of concentrating on front page newspaper 
stories only, rather than their sum-total of 
stories, would have been possible and proba­
bly desirable. 

'In part, my decision to use these national 
broadcasts as opposed to more local or 
regional broadcasts was due to the fact that 
national broadcasts are indexed, whereas 
local broadcasts are not, and because tapes of 
those broadcasts are more available than 
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local ones which are almost impossible to 
obtain. In addition, the national broadcasts 
were generally a better source of information 
about national crime initiatives. 

'Another compelling reason exists for a 
larger sample size of media outlets chosen 
for a media effects study: news media ·s self­
referential nature. Several observers of jour­
nalistic practices (Cohen 1963; Gans 1979: 
Fishman 1980), as well as professional jour­
nalists themselves (e.g., Steffens 1931: 
Winerip 1998), have noted that journalists 
regularly decide what is "newsworthy" by 
monitoring what stories competing media 
are covering. Fishman ( 1978; 1980), notably, 
observed first-hand New York newspapers 
fueling a fictive crime wave against the eld­
erly as they vied with one another to come up 
with more crimes against the elderly inci­
dents. The newspapers did this even though 
they knew that, according to police statistics, 
crimes against the elderly were actually in 
decline. The story, however, was too "juicy" 
to pass up (Fishman 1978). 

''Social problems theory (a subdiscipline 
within sociology) commonly employs the 
tem1 "claims-maker" to refer to those who 
make claims about a putative condition. The 
designation "primary claims-maker" gener­
ally refers to interest group advocates (Spec­
tor and Kitsuse 1973: Best 1990: 1995). 

7What if I had counted the number of cov­
ers during the 1960s that were about social 
disorder? Would this have made the contrast 
between the amount of attention given to the 
crime issue by the newsmagazines in the 
1990s less dramatic as compared to the 
1960s? Yes, a bit, but with a very important 
caveat. The issue of crime in the 1960s had a 
different character to it than in the 1990s. 
That is, "crime in the streets" was a con­
tested matter in the 1960s in which the liber­
als (e.g., most notably President Lyndon 
Johnson and members of his cabinet such as 
Vice-President Humphrey and Attorney 
General Ramsey Clark) attacked the conser­
vatives (e.g., notably, Barry Goldwater, 
Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew) on the 
express grounds that those touting "law 'n 
order" were using crime as a codeword for 
race. This debate at the highest levels was , 
also evident in the debate in the streets where 
the social movements of the day argued that 
civil rights was the key issue. Crime, was, in 
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this view. by comparison. at best a secondary 
issue and at worst, a red herring. The media 
coverage in that time reflects that debate and 
the crime issue as a result did not attain the 
levels of attention in the polls or the level of 
media attention to street crime that it did in 
the 1990s. There is, unfortunately, not room 

here to fully pursue these points. 
'These figures are taken from the Televi­

sion News Index and Abstracts, known gen­
erally as the Vanderbilt Index. The dramatic 
increase in network stories in late 1993 and 
1994 about crime as a general and distinct 
category re.fleets a sh/ft in network treatment 
rather than a sh/ft in Vanderbilt's proce­
dures. In a personal conversation with Van­
derbilt in April 1995. I was infmmed that 
they attempt to classify stories according to 
the story's own "bucket" (i.e .. if they can cat­
egorize a story specifically, for example. 
"O.J. Simpson.'' as opposed to "crime" or 
"murder'' they will do so.) Thus. the figures 
cited in Figures 4 and 5 do not include, for 
example, any stories on O.J. Simpson. 

I double-checked each of the daily broad­
cast entries in the abstracts portion of the 
Vanderbilt Index to verify the numbers dis­
played in the Vanderbilt monthly index. 
These daily entries list all stories presented 
on that day's nightly news broadcasts. and 
the exact time they were presented within the 
broadcasts. Thus, the numbers I use herein of 
stories concerning the crime issue are all 
accounted for individually. and are not an 
artifact of the Vanderbilt Indexer's indexing 
system. In a small number of cases. the Van­
derbilt Indexers missed some crime issue 
stories in their monthly subject category 
totals. I have corrected these errors in the 
data shown in this article. As another cross­
check, I used the Internet version of the Van­
derbilt Index. employing a search strategy of 
keyword "crime." The pattern of very low 
numbers of stories prior to the coverage 
wave compared to the very high numbers of 
crime stories during the coverage wave was 
also very evident using that alternate search 
strategy. In addition. as is evident from the 
text discussion. I viewed many of these 
broadcasts in their entirety. 

''The February 1994, Tyndall Report 
(cited by Extra! (Fairness and Accuracy in 
Reporting's magazine). May/June 1994. Vol. 
7. No. 3, p. IO) reported that in the 3 years
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ending in January 1992. the 3 major televi­
sion networks spent 67 minutes per month 
on crime stories in their nightly network 
news. By comparison. between October 
1993, and January 1994. they devoted 157 
minutes per month to crime stories. This rep­
resents a greater than 234 percent increase in 
crime stories on network television national 
news. 

IODid other factors. such as the prevalence 
of "reali-TV" crime shows such as COPS. 
have something to do with this attention to 
crime in late 1993/4? Undoubtedly. These 
shows, however, cannot account for the 
volatile polls given the tinting. These docu­
cop shows began with "Unsolved Mysteries" 
in 1987. followed in 1988 by "American 
Detective'' and "America's Most Wanted." 
"COPS began broadcasting in 1989. "Top 
Cops" and "DEA" in 1990, and "FBI: The 
Untold Stories" in 1991. 

"Skeptical readers might not be con­
vinced by this specific hypothesis. The major 
thrust of this case study does not require 
acceptance of that hypothesis. 

"In the case of Time's August 2. 1993 
cover story "Big Shots: An Inside Look at 
the Deadly Love Affair between America ·s 
Kids and their Guns," the principal author, 
Chicago bureau chief Jon Hull, spent five 
weeks in Omaha preparing the story. 

13The 15% reading in 1977 was only in 
one poll. But it did occur coincident with a 
plethora of news stories on crime, and law 
and order issues across major local papers 
(see Jacob 1982; Scheingold 1991 ). 

"The scale on this Figure 6 is slightly dif­
ferent than Figures 4 and 5 because the 
search strategy looked for crime stories as 
opposed to crime issue stories. I used the 
Vanderbilt Index ·s Internet version for the 
data displayed in Figure 6. Thus, the magni­
tude of Figure 6 is greater than Figures 4 and 
5. 

''This is because the Information Access 
Company whose indexing system I have 
used herein does not index these papers ear­
lier than 1982. It would be possible to use the 
Ne11· York Times· own index for earlier years, 
but it is not comparable to the search and 
indexing system employed by the Informa­
tion Access Company's that I employed for 
the rest of my newspaper data. 
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Abstract 

This paper is about elder abuse as a social problem from the perspective of its sources, preva­
lence and intervention initiatives. The true incidence of elder abuse is difficult to determine 
because elder abuse is known to be very underreported. Literature, however, suggests that 
elder abuse is widespread and that probably hundreds of thousands of elderly persons are 
victimized each year. Because the older adult population is increasing in numbers at a rapid 
pace, there is little doubt that elder abuse will be among the nation's problems. This article 
discusses trends and prevalence of elder abuse and neglect. A discussion of social reconstruc­
tion theory and its effects on the elderly is provided. The empowerment perspective is dis­
cussed as the conceptual framework for professionals in their roles as elder abuse advocates 
and social service providers. Intervention initiatives recommended include: awareness of poli­
cies and services, policy evaluation research, caretaker assistance, and advocacy. 

INTRODUCTION 

Abuse of the elderly has been called a '·na­
tional disgrace" (U.S. House of Representa­
tives 1985). Studies have revealed that elder 
abuse, like child abuse and other forms of fam­
ily violence, is widespread (Tatara 1995) and 
that probably hundreds of thousands of the 
nation's elderly are victimized each year. Al­
though domestic violence and child abuse has 
come to be defined as a contemporary social 
problem, most Americans might find it hard 
to believe that elderly abuse as a social prob­
lem even exists. Because the issue of maltreat­
ment of the elderly is still mostly hidden un­
der a shroud of family secrecy, most mem­
bers of the public and some human service 
professionals are not well informed of the 
problem and unfamiliar with ways to provide 
intervention to protect these at-risk members 
of society. 

While reports of abuse, neglect. and exploi­
tation of the elderly continue to increase, the 
demographics of the elderly population in the 
U.S. and other countries dramatically dem­
onstrate that the aging population is growing 
(Rice 1997). It is estimated that by the year 
2020, the number of people age 60 and older 
will increase from 42 million in 1995 to 72 
million (Tatara 1995 ). Between 1989 and 
2030, the population that is 65 and older is 
expected to more than double. with those 85 
and over expected to more than triple as the 
fastest growing segment of the population 
(Rice 1997 ). With continuing trends over the 
next 30 years. today's 76 million baby 
boomers can look forward to celebrating their 

I 00th birthday and with life spans of 120 to 
130 years (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1995). 

By 2050, I in 5 Americans, 80 millions in 
all. more than twice the present number, may 
be 65 or older (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1995). About 3 million Americans are 85 or 
older. This 85-plus age group could be nearly 
one-fourth of the elderly population and five 
percent of all Americans by 2050 (Thomas 
2000; Treas 1995). Gerontologists, Social 
Scientists who specialize in the study of the 
aged and aging processes. refer to three groups 
of older adults: the "'young old". "old old", 
and "'oldest old". Chronologically, young old 
generally refers to people ages 65 to 74, who 
are active, vital. and vigorous. The old old 
are those persons ages 75 to 84. The oldest 
old, age 85 and above and the old old are more 
likely to be frail and to have difficulty 
(Zastrow 2000) engaging in some activities 
of daily living. 

This paper offers a review of the prevalence 
of elder abuse and neglect with special atten­
tion to the sources of such abuse and neglect. 
Three of those sources are: familial, institu­
tional, and societal. An understanding of el­
der abuse and neglect within our society and 
its consequences is necessary for profession­
als who must continue to intervene in the lives 
of the elderly. The paper also describes social 
reconstruction theory and its impact on the 
abuse and neglect of the elderly. An empow­
erment perspective. which assumes that issues 
of power and powerlessness are integral to 
abuse and neglect experience of the elderly is 
presented as a framework for intervention. 
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DEFINITION AND EXTENT OF ELDER ABUSE 

There are as many definitions of elder abuse 
as there are elder abuse laws. programs, and 
research practices (Tatara 1995 ). Elder abuse 
has been broadly defined ( Mann 1995) as ad­
verse omission or commission of acts against 
an older person. Elder abuse, which is most 
commonly perpetrated by unpaid. informal 
caregivers (mainly family members), can as­
sume many forms including physical, psycho­
logical, emotional, financial, material, and 
social. The National Aging Resources Center 
on Elder Abuse (NARCEA) developed and 
used its definitions of domestic elder abuse 
for several survey studies. The seven catego­
ries of domestic elder maltreatment developed 
by NARCEA (Tatara 1995) are: 

Physical abuse: nonaccidental use of physi­
cal force that results in bodily injury, pain, or 
impaim1ent. 

Sexual abuse: nonconsensual sexual contact 
of any kind with an older person. 

Emotional or psychological abuse: willful 
infliction of mental or emotional anguish by 
threat, humiliation, intimidation. or other ver­
bal or nonverbal abusive conduct. 

Neglect: willful or nonwillful failure by the 
caregiver to fulfill his or her caregiving obli­
gation or duty. 

Fi11a11cial or material e>.ploitation: unautho­
rized use of funds. property, or any resources 
of an older person. 

Self-abuse or neglect: abusive or neglectful 
conduct of an older person directed at him­
self or herself that threatens his or her health 
or safety. 

All other types: all other types of domestic 
elder abuse that do not belong to the first six 
categories (p. 835). 

While studies have generally found that a 
typical abuser of older adults is a son or daugh­
ter caregiver who is living with (or in close 
proximity to) the abused older adult. abuse is 
found in institutional settings as well (Herron. 
Javier, McDonald. Alderstein 1994). It is es­
timated that between five and ten percent of 
elder Americans suffer some type of abuse 
(Pillemer. Finkelhor 1988). The U.S. House 
Select Committee on Aging ( 1990a) reported 
that in 1989, at least 1.5 million American eld­
erly were victims of abuse, an increase of ap­
proximately 500,000 since 1980. In a nation­
ally representative sample of more than 2.000

elderly people. Pillemer and Finkelhor ( 1988) 
found that the prevalence of domestic elder 
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abuse. excluding self-neglect. was 32 of ev­
ery I .000 older people. or 3.2 percent. These 
researchers estimated that there were between 
70 J,000 and 1.093.500 abused elders in the 
United States. Although Shiferaw, Mittelmark, 
Wofford. Anderson ( 1994 ): Tatara ( 1995 ): and 
Crystal ( 1987) have noted that it is difficult to 
know exactly how many older people are vic­
timized each year, Tatara (1993b) using the 
data on domestic elder abuse collected from 
national survey estimated that 1.57 million 
elderly people became victims of various types 
of domestic elder abuse during 1991. This es­
timate included self-neglect cases because 
states generally include these in counting el­
der abuse victims. 

Reported cases of domestic elder abuse are 
often collected by states and used to develop 
nationwide statistics on the extent of the prob­
lem. Tatara (1990c. 1993b) developed esti­
mates of domestic elder abuse for the past 
several years which included 117.000 repo1ts 
for 1986. 128.000 for 1987. 140.000 for 1988. 
211.000 for 1990, and 227,000 for 1991. 
While the number of domestic elder abuse 
reports that were made to auth01ities across 
the nation rose a substantial 94 percent from 
1986 to 1991. these reports represent only a 
diminutive portion of the actual incidents of 
domestic elder abuse. because most domestic 
elder abuse cases are never reported. Expe1ts 
(Tatara 1993b; Pillemer, Finkelhor 1988) 
agree that only about half of the rep01ted el­
der abuse cases are substantiated each year 
after investigations. 

More recently, however, the number of do­
mestic elder abuse reports rose sharply be­
tween 1986 and 1996 and marked an increase 
of 150.4% during this 10-year period (Tatara 
1999: Tartara. Kuzmeskus 1997). In fiscal 
year 1996, Texas Adult Protective Services 
workers in that state alone, investigated 49.217 
reports of abuse. neglect, and/or exploitation 
of vulnerable adults who were aged or who 
were young adults with disabilities. Of the 
investigations, 39,683 cases were validated as 
abuse. neglect or exploitation (TDPRS 1997). 

SOURCES OF ELDER ABUSE 

To further increase our understanding of el­
der abuse prevalence, a review of elder abuse 
literature provides a trichotomy of major 
sources. Those sources are I) familial. 2) in­
stitutional, and 3) societal. 
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Familial Sources of Elder Abuse 
Straus. Gelles. and Steinmetz ( 1979) exam­

ined 2. 143 families who were carefully cho­
sen to be representatives of approximately 47 
million families in Ame1ica to determine the 
extent of elder abuse by family members. The 
researchers estimated that about one in five 
children hit a parent the previous year. includ­
ing a parent who was elderly. In another study. 
Koch and Koch ( 1980) estimated from their 
Cleveland data that there may be a million 
elderly abused by their adult children. The 
authors found physical abuse in three-fourths 
of the cases, almost half included psychologi­
cal abuse, and in almost every case, there was 
a violation of rights. including forcing a par­
ent out of his or her own dwelling. usually 
into a nursing home. An example of elder 
abuse is related by Koch and Koch ( 1980): 

In Chicago. a nineteen-year old woman 
confessed to torturing her eighty-one year­
old father and chaining him to a toilet for 
seven days. She also hit him with a ham­
mer when he was asleep. "I worked him 
over real good with it. Then after I made 
him weak enough, I chained his legs to­
gether. After that. I left him and rested. I 
watched TV for a while" (p.14 ). 
Tatara ( 1993b) studied the characteristics of 

elderly abusers and victims in all states and 
found that in 1991. 33% of elderly abuse vic­
tims were abused by their adult children, 14% 
were abused by their spouses ( of both sexes). 
24% by other relatives. friends or neighbors. 
and grandchildren. After analyzing data for 
types of abuse. Tatara ( 1993b) found: 45% of 
neglect. 17% financial and material exploita­
tion. 14% percent psychological and emo­
tional abuse. and 5% of all others including 
sexual abuse. 

Studies of family caregiving suggest that 
caring for older people is difficult and stress­
ful, particularly when the elder is frail or 
physically impaired. when the caregiver is ill 
prepared for the task because of inadequate 
training and knowledge, or when the needed 
resources for eldercare are lacking (Dwyer. 
Folts. Rosenberg 1994 ). One theory holds that 
abuse and/or willful neglect will occur as a 
result of increased levels of stress and frus­
tration among caregivers (Tatara 1995 J. Fami­
lies with limited resources frequently face 
problems in caring for older members and 
have higher rates of abuse. In a controlled 
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study of abused victims and non-abused con­
trol group. Pillemer and Finkelhor ( 1989) 
noted that personality problems of abusers 
were "'increasingly evident with the increased 
burden and stress in caring for elderly per­
sons." Huckle (1994) also notes that the in­
creased burden of caring for relatives with 
dementia can lead to pathological caring. 
Other factors such as alcohol and drug abuse 
appear to cont1ibute to maltreatment. This re­
lationship was studied by Anetzberger ( 1993) 
who found that elder abusers were more likely 
to abuse alcohol than non-abusers. Additional 
risk factors for potential abusers include medi­
cation or drug abuse, senile dementia, and 
emotional illness. Although victims of domes­
tic elder abuse are more likely to be women 
than men, both males and females with high 
levels of dependency are at greater risk. 

Self-neglect is common (Vinton 1991) 
particularly among elders who may be con­
sidered legally competent yet unable to "pro­
vide themselves with adequate food. clothing. 
shelter, or medication, and through their ac­
tions represent a danger to themselves or the 
community." In a study of 227 elders who 
were "reportedly competent but self-neglect­
ful," Vinton ( 1991) found "higher rates of dis­
abling conditions such as Alzheimer's or other 
related dementia and alcoholism when com­
pared with the general older population." The 
likelihood of self-neglect increases with age. 
Institutional Sources qf Elder Abuse 

For elders whose families are unable to care 
for them. the standard solution has been a 
nursing home or hospital. Although most older 
people are healthy and independent, about 25 
percent need some help with the routine of 
daily life. The likelihood of becoming a nurs­
ing home resident increases with age. While 
only one percent of those 65 to 75 are in nurs­
ing homes. about a third of nursing home resi­
dents are those 90 to 94 (Zastrow 2000). It is 
important to note that the nursing home popu­
lation is more likely to be those with multiple 
chronic diseases, some forms of dementia. and 
major impairments in activities of daily liv­
ing. Nevertheless. absence of caregivers or a 
social support network appears to be a major 
factor that distinguishes long-term nursing 
home residents from those with equal impair­
ments living in the community. Nursing home 
care is an area dominated by private. and par­
ticularly for-profit provision of services. More 



60 Free Inquily in Creative Sociology 

than 1.5 million older people now live in ex­
tended-care facilities, making nursing homes 
a billion dollar industry (Meddaugh 1993 ). Re­
cently. care in nursing homes has been char­
acterized by one abuse scandal after another 
(Mann 1995). 

Meddaugh ( 1993) used ethnographic meth­
odologies to study elder abuse in nursing 
homes and suggests it occurs frequently in the 
form of subtle psychological abuse such as 
isolation, labeling. and other forms which vio­
lates the elderly residents rights. About 50.8 
older people in every 1.000 living in nursing 
homes suffer some form of abuse. More spe­
cifically. 26.3 of every l ,000 experience pas­
sive neglect. 11.2 verbal or emotional neglect, 
I 0.5 intentional. severe neglect, and 2.8 physi­
cal or severe physical abuse. According to a 
federal report by the Health Care Financing 
Administration in 1988, 43 percent of the 
nation· s nursing homes fail to meet food sani­
tation standards. approximately a third have 
problems providing personal hygiene and 
properly administering drugs for their resi­
dents (Wineke 1988). The U.S. Senate Spe­
cial Committee on Aging in 1987 found that 
conditions were overall dangerous and abu­
sive in one out of ten nursing homes. The 
study's findings include neglect, medical mal­
treatment, beatings. and rape. According to 
that study, seventy-nine patients died as a di­
rect result of neglect in California alone be­
tween 1985 and 1986 (Robinson 1988). A 
nationwide study (Robinson 1988) of nurs­
ing homes found significant abuses which in­
cluded giving new and unapproved drngs to 
patients without their consent. and giving pa­
tients heavy doses of tranquilizers to keep 
them submissive. 

The actions and attitudes of some profes­
sionals. whether intentional or unintentional, 
can constitute elder abuse. Many physicians. 
nurses, psychologists, social workers, and 
other professionals engage in negative activi­
ties that are not in the best interest of the eld­
erly people they serve. For example, a grown 
daughter takes her mother for a medical 
checkup, and the physician directs all conver­
sation to the daughter, as though the mother 
were a child or not even there. According to a 
Comprehensive Cancer Center Study pub­
lished by the University of Wisconsin in I 992, 
patients over 75 were one-third as likely to be 
offered radiation and chemotherapy as 
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younger people. This practice is disturbing 
since the overall cancer death rate has gone 
up 13 percent for people 65 and over and de­
clined five percent for younger people in the 
last fifteen years (Mann 1995 ). Many older 
people are not given the kinds of diagnostic 
screening tests that are indicated by their 
physical condition. Women over 65 tend not 
to be treated as aggressively for ovarian can­
cer as are younger women. Frequently. doc­
tors overload their older patients with pills. 
while others fail to prescribe needed medica­
tions (Poddolsky. Siberner 1993). Some doc­
tors are too quick to recommend a nursing 
home without exploring other alternatives 
such as services provided by community agen­
cies (Poddolsky, Siberner 1993; Mann 1995). 

A task force report of the American Psychi­
atric Association ( 1993) estimates that IO per­
cent to 30 percent of all treatable mental dis­
orders in older people are misdiagnosed as 
untreatable, often because the physician as­
sumes that mental impairment is to be ex­
pected with old age and fails to rule out re­
versible disorders. Community mental health 
centers are often unresponsive to the elderly, 
lack sufficient funds to cover them, and pre­
fer treating younger patients who are seen as 
more severely and chronically mentally ill. In­
surance companies are quick to act when eld­
erly patients do not demonstrate "timely and 
progressive improvement" in a rehabilitation 
program. Social workers sometimes treat older 
people as if they were incapable of making 
good decisions for themselves instead of con­
centrating on how to carefully present all the 
options available to the older person in such a 
way as to encourage self-determination (Mann 
1995). 
Societal Sources of Elder Abuse 

Many Americans think of old age in very 
negative ways. Stereotypes, prejudice, and dis­
crimination adversely affect many lives in 
America, whether against racial groups (rac­
ism), women and men (sexism), or against the 
elderly (ageism). Ageism is characterized by 
three conspicuously yet interrelated aspects 
(Mann 1995): I) prejudicial attitudes toward 
the aged and toward the aging process, includ­
ing attitudes held by the aging themselves; 2J 
discriminatory practices against the elderly in 
employment, and in other social roles; and 3) 
institutional practices and policies that under­
mine their personal dignity. Attributes of age-
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ism in the U.S. society have contributed to the 
transfonnation of aging from a natural pro­
cess into a social problem. Ageism is perhaps 
the major impediment confronting the elderly 
in contemporary society. Beliefs about the eld­
erly being unwilling or unable to change. in­
capable of learning, asexual. rigid. conserva­
tive in nature, and dependent and withdrawn 
are commonly held misconceptions (Rice 
J 997). Many stereotypes about old age do not 
accurately describe how older people feel and 
act. Older individuals have diverse needs and 
interests. They are often enoneously perceived 
as being a homogeneous category of people, 
while in fact. they vary broadly in health sta­
tus. ethnic and racial background. income 
level. degree of educational attainment, and 
level of independence. 

Our society places a high value on youth 
and on having a beautiful body. From adver­
tisement to television talk show jokes, nega­
tive messages are so endemic and create an 
image of the elderly as debilitated and use­
less. The constant bombardment of negative 
stereotypes in the culture gets internalized by 
older people. which lowers their expectation 
of performance. Trafford (2000) reported on 
the findings from a recent Yale University re­
search into the health consequences of chronic 
exposure to negative stereotypes about aging. 
The study shows that elder bashing can dam­
age a person ·s mental and physical function­
ing. 

Researchers divided 54 men and women be­
tween the ages of 64 and 82 into two groups. 
In one group. participants were exposed to 
several negative messages. Participants in the 
other group received all positive messages 
about the elderly. It was found that those who 
got negative messages experienced significant 
increases in blood pressure that lasted for half 
an hour. High blood pressure increases the 
risk of heart attack and stress. Those older 
adults in the study who were exposed to nega­
tive messages also showed a greater response 
to stress according to skin measurement 
(Trafford 2000). Moreover. participants in the 
negative-message group perfonned worse on 
mathematical tests. They had more difficulty 
on a verbal test in which they had to recount a 
stressful experience in the past five years when 
compared with the group that received posi­
tive messages. The extent of societal sources 
of elder abuse is severe enough to prompt geri-
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atrician Jesse Ruth. professor of medicine at 
Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine 
to note that: 

We are pennitting a level of negative hu­
mor with the elderly that disappeared at 
the racial and gender level two decades 
ago. We are allowing words to describe 
the elderly that would cause one to lose 
his or her job if those words were associ­
ated with gender or race (Trafford 2000). 
Job discrimination is one societal source of 

abuse and neglect against the elderly. Older 
workers are frequent targets of job discrimi­
nation when seeking new employment and 
promotion. The 196 7 Age Discrimination in 
Employment Act. designed to protect work­
ers between 40 and 65, has still not succeeded 
in eradicating discrimination against the eld­
erly. Although there are state and federal laws 
prohibiting age discrimination. complaints 
continue to grow. For example, requests for 
infonnation on fighting age discrimination 
have increased 55 percent since 1990 
(Henderson 1994 ). Charges of age discrimi­
nation nearly doubled during the 1980s and 
by the 1990s there were 22. 537 new cases 
filed. Along with the cases filed through the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC), private lawsuits alleging age dis­
crimination increased 2,200 percent from 
1969 to 1989 (Henderson 1994 ). 

In 1990 the EEOC had a backlog of age dis­
crimination cases exceeding 45.000, and it re­
ceived 17 .000 more complaints in 199 l. A 
record 60,000 discharged because of age cases 
were filed with EEOC in 1992. Moreover. 
there is a trend of lower wages, harsher per­
fonnance appraisals and less training oppor­
tunities given to older workers, perhaps un­
der the misconception that they are not adapt­
able or trainable. Those who have suffered ra­
cial. ethnic, or sex disc1imination can expect 
to find additional indignities in old age. While 
it would seem progressive for society to find 
a meaningful productive role for the elderly, 
early retirement programs and stereotypic 
expectations of the elderly often result in the 
elderly being viewed as unproductive, inac­
tive. dependent. and unfulfilled. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON ABUSE 

Elder abuse is a multi-dimensional problem 
that requires broad expertise and a variety of 
resources. The most common approach to pre-
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venting elder abuse is to provide professional 
and public education programs at the com­
munity level. In addition to established fed­
eral and state laws designed for reporting eld­
erly abuse and neglect, many states also pro­
vide informal caregivers and interested citi­
zens with training in eldercare. In most com­
munities. both public and private agencies 
such as the police, prosecutor's office, court 
client advocacy groups, hospitals and prac­
ticing physicians. and social service provid­
ers work collaboratively to ensure the protec­
tion of vulnerable elders (Tatara 1995 ). Al­
though the causes of elderly abuse and neglect 
are complex and varied, a promising approach 
to increasing self-determination for the eld­
erly is based on empowerment concepts. The 
rationale for the use of an empowem1ent ap­
proach to the elderly abuse and neglect prob­
lem derive from the powerlessness they expe­
rience based on social reconstruction theory. 
an orientation specific to older age. 

SOCIAL RECONSTRUCTION THEORY 

The basic tenets of social reconstrnction 
theory (Kuyper. Bengston 1973) are based on 
analysis of breakdown and competence in 
older age. This theory suggests that, as a re­
sult of social reorganization that occurs in later 
life, older people are devalued and develop 
negative self-images. Social reconstruction 
theory provides a perspective for assessing 
planned change at the societal level that will 
benefit older adults. Older adults typically 
experience the loss of occupational roles and 
established network. As this loss occurs (Long. 
Holle 1997), they receive feedback from oth­
ers that they are less needed and less valued. 
Older persons. in this way. are stripped of their 
dignity and opportunities to productively use 
knowledge and abilities they have spent a life­
time developing (Long. Holle 1997). 

An understanding of social reconstrnction 
theory and its effects on the elderly. provides 
valuable empowerment perspectives and tech­
niques to reverse its negative cycle. Rice 
( 1995) identifies how society reduces the self­
concept of the aged in the following four steps: 

1) our society brings about role loss, offers
only sparse normative infom1ation and guid­
ance. and deprives the elderly of reference 
groups, so that they lose the sense of who they 
are and what their roles are; 

:?.) society then labels them negatively as in­
competent and deficient; 
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3) society deprives them of opportunities to
use their skills, which atrophy in the process; 
and 

4) the aged accept the external labeling,
identify themselves as inadequate, and begin 
to act as they are expected to act, setting the 
stage for another spiral. 

Within existing models of responses to the 
elderly abuse and neglect problem, the prob­
lems of the elderly are couched in individual 
terms and analyzed in relation to a specific 
client situation, and overlook the role of ob­
jective powerlessness. An empowerment 
perspective, which assumes that issues of 
power and powerlessness are integral to the 
experience of older people, can be used to 
address elderly abuse problems. 

EMPOWERMENT PERSPECTIVE 

Empowerment is a process of increasing per­
sonal, interpersonal. or political power so that 
individuals can take action to improve their 
life situation (Gutierrez 1990). Researchers 
often approach empowerment from either a 
macrosystems perspective or from a 
microsystems perspective (Pinderhughes 
1983 ). On the macrosystems level, empower­
ment is depicted as the process of increasing 
collective political power. Conversely. on the 
microsystems level, empowerment often is 
described as the development of a personal 
feeling of increased power or control without 
an actual change in structural arrangements 
(Pinderhughes 1983 ). Other researchers 
(Gutie1Tez 1990; Rappaport 1985) advocate 
for the interface of the two approaches: how 
individual empowerment can contribute to 
group empowem1ent and how the increase in 
a groups power can enhance the functioning 
of its individual members. 

The literature describes four associated psy­
chological changes that seem crucial for mov­
ing individuals from apathy and despair 
(Gutierrez 1990) to action. First is increasing 
self-efficiency. This pertains to belief in one's 
ability to produce and to regulate events in 
one's life. It uses such concepts as strength­
ening ego functioning. developing a sense of 
personal power or strength, developing a sense 
of mastery. initiative, or increased ability to 
act. Second is developing group conscious­
ness. The development of group conscious­
ness in powerless persons results in critical 
perspective on society that redefines indi-
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vidual. group. or community problems as 
emerging from lack of power. Efforts of orga­
nizations such as the NARCEA and the Area 
Agencies of Aging (AAA) are designed to 
evaluate elderly abuses, identify their needs. 
develop comprehensive. community-based 
services to meet those needs. and administer 
federal funds largely through local service 
providers. Further, these organizations pro­
mote group consciousness among the older 
persons which allows them to focus their en­
ergies on the causes of their problems. Self­
detern1ination is encouraged. 

Third is reducing self-blame. By attributing 
their problems to the existing power arrange­
ments in society. older persons are freed from 
feeling responsible for their negative situa­
tions. Because self-blame has been associated 
with feelings of depression and immobiliza­
tion. this shift in focus allows the elderly to 
feel less defective or deficient and more ca­
pable of changing their situation (Gutierrez 
1990). Fourth is assuming personal responsi­
bility for change. This aspect of the empow­
erment perspective assumes that as individu­
als develop self-efficiency, they may become 
more likely to assume personal responsibility 
for change. Further. the assumption of per­
sonal responsibility for change counteracts 
some of the potentially negative results of re­
ducing self-blame. Researchers who have 
studied this process also suggest that one does 
not necessarily "achieve empowerment'' but 
rather that it is a continual process of growth 
and change that can occur throughout the life 
cycle (Gutierrez 1990). 

THE HELPING PROFESSION'S ROLE 

Professional helpers and particularly social 
workers concerned about the social function­
ing and well-being of older persons are in a 
better position to help when they are cogni­
zant and assess various avenues for social em­
powern1ent. The literature on empowerment 
suggests intervention on the individual and 
family levels. However. integrating individu­
als and social environmental factors often are 
neglected. It is essential that the social worker 
recognize that the older person ·s problems 
may be related to society's actions toward 
them. Empowering the elderly may require 
workers to recognize the older person ·s com­
petence. society ·s responsibility to the older 
person. and educating them on their rights. 
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Competence Recognition. In our society. a 
person ·s worth is disproportionately weighted 
in relationship to one ·s performance in eco­
nomically productive roles (Long. Holle 
1997). Retirement and lower physical strength 
decreases feelings of self-worth among older 
persons. Social workers have the professional 
values to provide alternatives and help to re­
define self-worth through empowerment. 
While recognizing that a shift in values is not 
a simple task (Kuyper, Bengston 1973 ), 
greater emphasis on wisdom, experience, and 
creativity are essential qualities that could be 
used to persuade employers, voluntary orga­
nizations. and schools to use the services of 
the elderly. 

Societal Responsibility. Various helping pro­
fessions have a rich tradition of providing 
clinical services to assist older persons in 
adapting to environmental change (Long. 
Holle 1997). However, placing emphasis on 
their ability to adapt creates more stress. 
Rather. older people need help and encour­
agement from society to pursue goals, make 
their own choices, and feel good about them­
selves. 

Senior Rights Education. People of older age 
are susceptible to losing control over their lives 
(Long, Holle 1997). An important role of the 
social worker is to empower them to be deci­
sion makers regarding the social policies and 
programs that affect them and their positions 
in life. Older people are more likely to de­
mand fair treatment from society when their 
self-worth is raised and their self-blame is re­
duced through empowerment. Areas of impor­
tance for social workers working in the inter­
est of the elderly include awareness of poli­
cies and services, policy evaluation research. 
caretakers assistance, and advocacy. These 
intervention approaches are detailed below. 

INTERVENTION APPROACHES 

Awareness of Policies and Services. Al­
though many social workers have clinical 
training and experience, it is essential to be­
come involved in the policy-making process. 
Engaging older persons in social policy dis­
course and toward the acceptance of respon­
sibility for their own happiness and social 
functioning is an important role for the social 
worker. Significant attention needs to be paid 
to the provision of services. Services provided 
should be evaluated on their impact on pre-
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venting or reducing risks of abuse and neglect. 
Available resources include approximately 
670 Area Agencies on Aging in the United 
States providing services to the elderly in al­
most every community. These resources are 
available to social workers and include elder 
evaluation. case management. information 
referral. adult day care, education, employ­
ment, suppo11 groups and many others. 

Policy Evaluation Research. Another vital 
role for social workers is to actively expand 
their research agenda focusing on evaluating 
the implementation and impact of social 
policy. Such research effort will not only pro­
vide us with an assessment and understand­
ing of the impact of social policies on the eld­
erly, it will help in the maximization of re­
source allocation. Research is also essential 
to ensure that services are designed to foster 
maximum self-determination on the part of 
the elderly. 

Caretaker Assistance. Many caretakers of 
older persons tend to have other responsibili­
ties such as employment and raising their own 
families. These responsibilities become over­
whelming to some who may require services 
that would alleviate family stress resulting 
from the need to care for a dependent older 
member. Caretakers can be provided with in­
fomrntion regarding resources. They can be 
educated in the area of abuse and neglect and 
on how to manage their own emotions. Pro­
viding caretakers with information about the 
physical. emotional, medical, and social needs 
of the elderly persons, including other sup­
portive available services to assist them in their 
care of the elderly, will reduce abuse and ne­
glect. 

Advocacy. While the roles of social workers 
in the field of aging is increasing to include 
consultants, community planners, researchers, 
and administrators of services, the role of ad­
vocate is crucial in responding to elderly 
abuse. Social workers have an obligation to 
help the elderly identify specific instances of 
ageism and discrimination and then serve as 
advocates in eradicating them. A beneficial 
guideline for advocacy is the Older Ameri­
cans Act of 1965 and its amendments which 
provided the basis for financial aid by the fed­
eral government to assist states and local com­
munities to meet the needs of the elderly. 

The objective of the act is to secure for the 
elderly (U.S. Department of Health, Educa-
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tion, Welfare 1970): an adequate income. best 
possible physical and mental health, suitable 
housing. restorative services for those who re­
quire institutionalized care, opportunity for em­
ployment, retirement, health, honor, and dig­
nity, pursuit of meaningful activity, efficient 
community services. immediate benefit from 
research knowledge to sustain and improve 
health and happiness, freedom, independence, 
and the free exercise of elderly individual ini­
tiative in planning and managing their own 
lives. These objectives are commendable, and 
some progress has been made, in reality they 
have not been realized for many of the elderly. 
Thus, these objectives provide the advocate 
with systematic measures and purpose of ac­
tions to at least increase the chances of more 
elderly needs being met in accordance with the 
Older Americans Act of 1965. 

CONCLUSION 

Although significant inroads have been 
made in improving social functioning and 
well-being for the elderly population. the in­
creasing incidences of abuse and neglect is a 
national concern. For social workers to have 
an impact on conditions of elderly powerless­
ness, it is essential to move beyond work with 
individual clients and problems, to engaging 
in efforts toward both institutional and soci­
etal change. The literature on empowem1ent 
suggests specific ways for a social worker to 
engage individual elderly persons from feel­
ings of hopelessness and apathy to active 
change . It also provides suggestions on how 
to advocate and challenge other systems (in­
stitutional. societal) that impacts on the lives 
of the elderly people. 

The effectiveness of empowering practice 
requires interest in the structure and context 
of social work education. That is, in addition 
to developing skills in the area of individual 
and family fom1s, social workers are also to 
be empowered and suppo11ed to engage them­
selves in the social contexts of their clients 
and to move among levels of intervention. The 
growing aging population provides a compel­
ling need for social workers to provide social 
justice initiatives and integrated intervention 
against elderly abuse and neglect. 
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ANGER AND HATE GROUPS: THE IMPORTANCE OF STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY FOR THE 

SocIOLOGY OF EMOTIONS AND Socu.L MovEMENT RESEARCH 

Thaddeus Coreno, Saint Vincent College 

Abstract 
This paper explores the connections between social structural inequality, emotions, 
and social movement participation. The activities and ideologies of a diverse family of 
hate groups are treated as a social movement. The interplay between the structural, 
cultural, and emotional origins of this movement is spelled out. The central emotions 
shared by these groups are anger and hate, which stem from the perception that whites 
occupy subordinate positions in society relative to a growing number of undeserving 
"nonwhites." This theme recurs in hate group discourse and forms a fundamental part 
of the movement's ideology but it also regenerates the emotional dynamics that seed 
discontent and mobilization. This study joins a growing body of research that incorpo­
rates emotions into theoretical models of social movements. 

Key words: hate groups, racism, social movements, sociology of emotions,and social 

inequality. 

THE SOCIAL ORIGINS OF EJ\IOTION 

People's feelings have never been in the fore­
ground of sociological discourse. In fact. a 
;ystematic sociological study of emotions did 
not emerge until the 1970s ( Kemper 1978; 
1990). Since that time sociologists have in­
creasingly been paying attentio; to the social 
embryo of emotion. These scholars argue that 
cognitions and emotions are interdependent 
modes of psychological experience. Further­
more. sociologists of emotion have identified 
important social forces that influence human 
affect. Recently. Douglas Massey (2002) in a 
Presidential Address to the American Socio­
logical Association. urged sociologists to in­
co'i-porate the study of e'inotion into�their para­
digms. This paper. then, seeks to make a con­
tribution to this growing body of work by ex­
amining the impact of social structural inequal­
ity on emotion, particularly on the eruption of 
anger and its transformation into hate. First. 
the two major paradigms (social structuralism 
and social constructionism) that currently 
guide the study of emotions will be spelled out. 
Then Theodore Kemper·s ( 1990) social struc­
tural model of emotion will be used to inter­
pret the contemporary hate movement in 
America in order to identify some of the so­
cial conditions that generate anger and hatred. 
This investigation of a social m�vement sheds 
light on the relationship between structural 
inequality. subjective appraisals of feeling 
rules. and emotional outcomes. In the process 
it will become clear that Kemper·s ( 1990) 
model offers social scientists a holistic ap­
proach to the study of emotions. 

Social movements and emotions 
Most sociologists who study social move­

ments have been reluctant to treat emotion as 
a legitimate variable (Goodwin, Jasper and 
Polletta 200 I). For most of the twentieth cen­
tury sociologists have depicted emotion as a 
manifestation of an irrational or dangerous 
impulse (Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 200 I). 
Most theoretical accounts of social movements 
assume that people somehow automatically 
understand their group ·s interests by simply 
occupying a particular structural location 
(Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001 ). More 
recently, some new theoretical currents have 
tried to conect the overemphasis on rational­
ity and cognition in the study of movement dy­
namics by incorporating an appreciation of the 
emotional foundations of collective behavior 
(Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001 ). The call 
to pay attention to the emotions of protestors 
is. in part, a reaction against the resource mo­
bilization perspective and other paradigms that 
have dominated the field for several decades 
(Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001 ). These 
models have excluded social psychological 
components such as consciousness and iden­
tity from the terrain of acceptable topics of 
inquiry ( Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001 ). 
Many researchers now acknowledge the im­
portance of emotion in the formation of col­
lective identities. the construction of grievances 
and framing strategies. and in the mobilization 
of participants ( Goodwin and Polletta 200 I). 
Jasper asserts ··1t is almost impossible to imag­
ine mobilization in the absence of strong emo-
tions" ( 1998:414). 

� 
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THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF EMOTIONS 

Currently, sociologists interpret the emo­
tional dynamics of social life with the aid of 
two theoretical models (Kemper 1981 ). So­
cial constructionism and social structuralism 
both attempt to capture the social dynamics that 
produce feelings. Social constructionists ex­
plore feeling rules, which are essentially nor­
mative pressures to emote in culturally pre­
scribed ways (Kemper 1981: Hochschild 1979: 
1983 ). Individuals interpret the meaning of 
the prevailing standards of proper affect. An 
emotion is felt when a cognitive label is as­
signed to a generic physiological arousal 
(Kemper 1981 ). A person experiences "fear", 
"anger'' or ''happiness" after cognitive filters 
process a culturally constructed label which 
forges an emotion out of an amorphous soup 
of central nervous system stimulation. Initially, 
emotions are shaped during the socialization 
process. However. learned responses do not 
necessarily become fixed (Kemper 1981 ). 
They may recur or be transforn1ed in different 
contexts where emergent rules are interpreted 
or reinterpreted. Constructionists insist that we 
negotiate our emotions by diagnosing the 
meaning of discourse, symbols, customs, ritu­
als, and body language across shifting contexts 
(Kemper 198 l ). The cultural climate of a par­
ticular social environment supplies the re­
sources for and sets the parameters of "emo­
tion work" or the eff011 to manage a generic 
arousal and transform it into an acteptable feel­
ing. Constructionists reject any assumption 
about a fixed number of discrete emotions 
(Kemper 1981 ). Feelings are constructed from 
subjective, fluctuating interpretations of cul­
turally created but often transient or ambigu­
ous norn1s (Kemper 198 l ). This image lacks 
any template of basic emotions (Kemper 1981 ). 
For constructionists, emotional states are pli­
ant and endlessly susceptible to situational ar­
bitration (Kemper 1981 ). 

There are several problems inherent in con­
structionist accounts of emotion (Kemper 
198 l: Lyons 1998). First, the origin of emo­
tion remains unclear. These accounts fail to 
explain how a constellation of social relation­
ships and cultural climates actually produces
an emotion. Somehow feelings emerge from 
subjective interpretations of culturally assigned 
feeling rules. Additionally, constructionists have 
a difficult time explaining why people often do 
not feel the "appropriate" affect. In other words. 
many emotional reactions are not culturally 
sanctioned. But, how is this possible? If norms 
determine our emotions then why do our feel-
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ings sometimes violate the rules? Why do we 
often fail to feel the way we are supposed to 
feel? Often a feeling is denied, suppressed. or 
channeled in an effort to construct a more ac­
ceptable variant. We often display one emo­
tional mask while concealing other prohibited 
faces. Constructionists need to develop the in­
terplay between contradictory emotions. An­
other central conundrum of their position is the 
failure to pay attention to the impact of social 
relationships on the production of emotion. In­
stead, they conclude that the idiosyncratic in­
terpretation of feeling rules is the spark (Kemper 
1981 ). There really can be no other answer since 
constructionist discourse is so disconnected 
from any biological foundation. Construction­
ists are afflicted with an "ideational bias" which 
assumes that emotions emerge primarily from 
psychological deliberations of cultural symbols 
beyond the pale of the social structures that prop 
them up (Lyons 1998). Constructionism often 
fails to explore the critical role played by social 
structure in the genesis of emotion as well as in 
the creation of the cultural norms. codes, sym­
bols, and discourse used as grist for the inter­
pretive mill (Lyons 1998 ). -

THE SOCIAL STRUCTURAL FOUNDATIONS OF EMO· 

TION 

Kemper's ( 1990) theory, on the other hand. 
interrogates the impact of structural forces 
upon emotion fonnation while honoring the 
power of human interpretation. His model is 
more sensitive to the pressures imposed by the 
structural organization of the social field. 
Kemper's ( 1990) search for the etiology of 
emotion takes him into the microlevel world 
of face-to-face encounters situated within the 
boundaries of social structure. Interpersonal 
relations are constrained and enabled by con­
figurations of rules, the distribution of re­
sources, and the arrangement of power, status. 
and privilege. Every person occupies many 
social positions that are hierarchically ordered 
according to power and status regulations. The 
system of inequality explored by Kemper 
( 1990) includes the division of labor embed­
ded in a class structure of exploitive relation­
ships overlapping hierarchies of racial and 
sexual privilege and authority. Power and sta­
tus divisions establish the contours of the so­
cial locations where human relationships are 
consummated. Kemper ( 1990) wants research­
ers and theorists to focus their gaze upon the 
emotional interplay taking place in contexts 
shaped by the asymmetrical distribution of 
economic. political, and status resources. 
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For Kemper ( 1991 ). then. emotion is born in 

interpersonal encounters. 'The fundamental 
theorem of the power-status approach to emo­
tions is that a very large class of human emo­
tions results from real, anticipated. imagined, 
or recollected outcomes of social relations" 
(1991 :333 ). However, social relationships are 
constrained by power and status divisions 
(Kemper 1990; 1991 ). Power is expressed 
through coercion, manipulation, punishment, 
and domination (Kemper 1990). Status re­
sources are displayed in voluntary conferrals 
of prestige, honor, deference. respect, or es­
teem that help cement the bonds of love, friend­
ship. and community solidarity within but not 
necessarily between groups ( Kemper 1990). 
Of course, there is a strong association between 
status and power. Those who hold positions 
of high status often have the means to wield 
powe'i-. So. if status rewards are commensu­
rate with nom1ative commitments and the op­
eration of power is not abusive, then positive 
emotions (happiness, pride) are more likely to 
flow. Social strncture coordinates the patterns 
of interaction within and across power and sta­
tus boundaries which determine how much 
social support ( status) a person receives and to 
what extent he or she will be victimized by 
power inequities (Kemper 1990; 1991 ). 

Every person ·s emotional repertoire is 
formed within strncturally organized social 
encounters. Specific emotions are generated 
by the particular dynamics of interaction be­
tween different social segments. For Kemper 
( 1987: 1990). the physiological component of 
emotion is triggered by the outcome of an in­
terpersonal engagement. However, Kemper 
( 1987: 1990) posits two levels of emotion: pri­
mary and secondary. 1 Primary emotions ( fear. 
satisfaction, anger. pride, and depression/sad­
ness) are rooted in physiological substrates in 
the brain. The secondary emotions (guilt. 
shame. and hate) are primary ones redirected 
into socially conditioned (acceptable) feeling 
states. Cultural pressures in the guise of feel­
ing mies (emotionology) fabricate a second­
ary emotion from a primary one. Primary feel­
ings such as fear. anger. depression. or satis­
faction are instigated by power and status re­
lationships. Recoding a primary emotion into 
a secondary one requires some deliberation of 
cultural codes. Each person searches a cultur­
ally constmcted cognitive map for the proper 
conduit into which a primary emotion can be 
legitimately funneled. Primary emotions. then. 
are channeled into secondary emotions such 
as guilt. shame. and hate that vary across con-
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texts according to changing cultural proscrip­
tions. A primary feeling is fu11her clarified 
after the cause of it has been attributed to some­
thing the person did (an internal attribution) 
or to something that was done to that person 
by another ( external attribution) or to some 
hybrid of both accounts. Designating the 
source of a p1imary emotion is a cmcial fea­
ture of the constrnction of secondary feeling 
states (Kemper 1987; 1990). 

Kemper (1987: 1990) urges sociologists to 
look more closely at how secondary emotions 
mask the primaries. The sociologist must pen­
etrate the cultural discourse (standards, feel­
ing mies) about emotions and uncover the pro­
vocative social relations involved in the gen­
eration of primary feelings. This task w�uld 
force sociologists to stay attuned to the struc­
tural mechanics of power and status systems. 

Primary and secondary emotions are corre­
lated with status and power relations and attri­
butions of causality (Kemper 1987; 1990). For 
Kemper ( 1987: 1990), fear (anxiety) tends to 
occur when a person loses power or someone 
else gains it. Satisfaction (happiness, security) 
usually follows a boost in power or status by 
the self or the loss of power or status by an­
other. Anger erupts after a person loses status 
and blames someone else (or some group). 
Pride accompanies a status gain attributed to 
one ·s own abilities. Depression (sadness, de­
spair) is induced by a loss of status accompa­
nied by attributions of fatalism. Shame is 
manifested when a person ·s behavior is incon­
sistent with his/her status and the self is charged 
with claiming too much respect. Shame can 
also emerge when customary status is not 
granted and inadequacies of the self are blamed 
for the deficit. Guilt invades a person when 
excessive power has been used against some­
one else and the wielder blames his/her self. 
A desire for expiation typically accompanies 
the sense of responsibility for the misuse of 
power. However, the responsibility for the 
abuse of power may be assigned to the injured 
party in which case "blaming the victim" be­
comes a characteristic display. Hatred of the 
dominator evolves in victims who blame an­
other person or group for their subjection ( sta­
tus and power loss). Additional permutations 
of the primary emotions can be refashioned 
with varying cultural interpretations and attri­
butions. Obviously. certain emotions may 
emerge together. For example. if fear and an­
ger are triggered simultaneously, hate and jeal­
ousy (longing for lost or unattainable status) 
may be countenanced as the channeled (sec-
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ondary) emotions (Kemper 1987: 1990). 
The power and status dimensions of human 

relationships are often vividly displayed in the 
behavioral obligations encoded in social roles 
(Franks 1989). Therefore, sociologists of emo­
tion search the lattice of social roles for the 
imprint of structural imbalances. Although 
behavioral scripts do not completely detennine 
role comportment. they do establish a frame 
of legitimate thinking. behaving. and feeling. 
Teachers. husbands, wives. lawyers. artists, 
kings, aunts. fathers. mothers, sons. daughters. 
supervisors, students. bureaucrats. and carpen­
ters play out roles rarely constructed solely by 
their own praxis. Dominant groups possess 
and display symbols of respect like education. 
knowledge, credentials. sophistication, politi­
cal connections. and other manifestations of 
cultural capital. They also control property. 
economic activities, political machinery. the 
manufacture of ideologies. and the work pro­
cess. Roles of power and prestige tend to gen­
erate feelings of confidence. an-ogance. pride. 
and contentment. The roles taken on by sub­
ordinates usually prevent them from making 
claims for respect or controlling material re­
sources. They are often pressured to offer up 
deference to superiors. lower their expecta­
tions, listen to and grapple with dominant ide­
ologies. suppress anger, deny desire. and fake 
satisfaction. Consequently. they are more 
likely to encounter emotionally deflating or 
frustrating social conditions that foster anger, 
fear. shame, depression. and resentment 
(Franks 1989). Anger. in particular. is an im­
portant primary emotion. The hierarchical ar­
rangements of power and status systems are, 
to some extent, dependent upon its control 
(Barbalet 1998: Beck 1999). 

SEARCHING FOR THE SOCIOLOGICAL ROOTS OF 

ANGER 

Anger is a very potent emotion that can em­
power or impair individuals, families. and com­
munities (Reiser 1999). Demonstrations of 
anger often foster constructive conflict reso­
lution by invigorating the efforts of agents to 
raise awareness of and to redress an injustice 
or grievance. Anger can also lead to destruc­
tive forms of abuse and violence if it is not 
routed into innocuous or productive endeav­
ors (Reiser 1999: Beck 1999). Angry work­
ers, angry mobs, angry spouses. and angry sub­
ordinates of all stripes have posed serious 
threats to the stability of social relations in 
America. Steams and Steams ( 1986) have 
shown that institutional efforts to control an-
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ger reach back to the seventeenth century. 
Various cultural strategies dealing with this re­
cun-ing emotion have been introduced in dif­
ferent histmical periods (Stearns and Steams 
1986). 

During the Victorian Era, anger norms em­
phasized control, repression. and inhibition 
(Steams and Stearns 1986). These codes ide­
alized the family as a refuge from the conflict, 
competition. and stress associated with the 
work world. Self-control was promoted as a 
strategy for keeping the social relations in both 
arenas harmonious. During the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, channeling replaced re­
pression as the sanctioned cultural practice. 
Channeling involved first con-ailing and then 
redirecting anger into productive pursuits such 
as sports, competitive work engagements. and 
moral crusades. Anger, it was contended. could 
energize workers, consumers, and moral cru­
sade;s. The goal of channeling, like inhibi­
tion. was to direct anger away f;om the home 
(Steams and Steams 1986). 

Since the middle of the twentieth century, a 
managerial style of conflict resolution has 
sanctioned anger reduction through interper­
sonal mediation strategies (Stearns and Steams 
1986 ). These contemporary feeling rules place 
great stress on the psychological origins of 
anger. The proscription for anger resolution. 
accordingly, is some kind of interpersonal 
mediation or psychotherapy. The primary goal 
of this cun-ently fashionable emotional style 
is the maintenance of cool. friendly atmo­
spheres that promote the control of unpleasant 
and possibly destructive feelings in order to 
buttress the social relationships that fom1 the 
backbone of contemporary corporate capital­
ism (Steams 1994: Hochschild 1983 ). Appar­
ently. the eruption of anger remains a very se­
rious concern in the cun-ent era of corporate 
downsizing, falling wages, wealth and income 
polarization. declining union power. and 
strained social welfare programs (Gordon 
1997; Schwarz 1997: Palley 1998: Blau 1999: 
Steams and Steams 1986; Reiser 1999; Beck 
1999). Most political and economic power still 
resides in a small elite that profits immensely 
from the class arrangements that drive con­
sumer capitalism. Furthem10re. the domina­
tion of the workplace by professionals and 
managers inevitably recreates social divisions 
(of class, race, age, and gender) which pit sub­
ordinates against the "expe11s" (McDem1ott 
1991: Wright 1998). The emphasis on psy­
chological solutions to anger control often 
nullifies critical investigations of the structural 
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roots of workplace. racial, and domestic an­
ger. 

The growth of the service economy. too. cre­
ates even greater demands for smooth inter­
personal relations that keep the daily rituals of 
order-taking and order-giving flowing in the 
office, over the phone, at the grocery store, and 
in countless commercial and bureaucratic lo­
cales (Steams 1994 ). Consequently, the need 
for a corporate-friendly personality has shaped 
child-rearing practices, especially in middle 
class families. The workplace and the family 
now share common feeling rnles that try to 
fashion cool parents, cool kids, and, ultimately, 
cool workers (Steams 1994). 

One of the most significant studies of emo­
tion in the service sector is Arlie Hochschild's 
The Managed Heart ( 1983). Hochschild's 
( 1983) study of flight attendants revealed the 
existence of problematic emotional struggles 
stemming from the feeling rules that guide their 
work roles. Hochschild ( 1983) argues that 
many service workers are obligated to perform 
emotional labor. which she defines as a fom1 
of emotional control sanctioned by employers. 
The goal of emotional labor is to create a par­
ticulru· emotion (satisfaction.contentment, hap­
piness) in a customer by denying one's own 
authentic emotions. which often include an­
ger. hostility. and resentment, while at the same 
time generating and publicly communicating 
verbally and nonverbally, pleasant feelings 
(Hochschild 1983 ). The artificial positive feel­
ings, in tum. become commodities that service 
workers sell to an employer (Hochschild 1983 ). 
Furthermore. emotional labor demands that 
workers deny or ablate their feelings and is thus 
implicated in the production of their alienation 
and emotional strain (Hochschild 1983 ). Con­
sequently. emotional labor as currently prac­
ticed in many work settings enables manage­
ment to augment their control over the emo­
tional lives �f their workers (Hochschild 1983 ). 
Social scientists have been building up a body 
of research that explores emotional labor in 
various settings. A recent edition of The An­
nals of the American Academy <1{ Political and
Social Sciences (Steinberg and Figart 1999) 
was devoted entirely to investigating the ef­
fects of emotional labor on workers in the ser­
vice sector. One recurring theme in this litera­
ture is that jobs with limited work autonomy 
tend to produce the most dissatisfaction among 
workers (Steinberg and Fie:art 1999). The re­
search on emotio�al labo; is consistent with 
Kemper's ( 1990) claim that the loss of status 
or power generates distressful feelings. 
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For Kemper ( 1990), anger is a primary re­
sponse to a loss or denial of status. Cultural 
norms play a key part in detem1ining who is to 
blame for the feeling (whether to make inter­
nal or external attributions) which, in tum, gen­
erates a secondary emotional response. From 
a social structuralist vantage point, however. 
the various efforts to constrain, channel, and 
mediate anger reflect attempts to manage the 
emotional fallout of living in overlapping so­
cial hierarchies coordinated in shifting but in­
terdependent systems of race. gender, ;nd class 
inequality where anger pe1petually incubates.
Inequality is, thus, a powerful force in the seed­
ing of anger (Kemper 1978; 1987; 1990; 
Steams and Steams 1986). 
Furthermore, our culture favors attributions of 
personal causality. which create opportunities 
for "'experts" to sanction ideological strategies 
that urge the regulation of the self but not nec­
essarily the democratization of social hierar­
chies. Many emotion codes try to thwart po­
litically threatening feelings by making inter­
nal attributions of their origin. But the repro­
duction of class, status, and power divisions is 
a guarantee that they will recur. 

One example of a contemporary social prob­
lem that derives from and feeds off of anger is 
racism. In some parts of the world "'ethnic 
cleansing" and other forms of genocide are still 
practiced. In America today, racial prejudice 
and discrimination continue to mar social re­
lations (Feagin 2000; Feagin. Vera, Batur 200 l; 
Aguirre and Turner 200 l ). The consequences 
of ghettoization, segregation. bigotry and po­
lice brutality still weigh heavily on minority 
populations. The discontent and frustration 
over existing social conditions are sometimes 
manifested in public demonstrations or insur­
rections. Media analysts, pundits, and politi­
cians. who seem to be chronically caught off 
guard by such collective expressions of anger. 
usually depict these displays as "'riots." In April 
200 I. another ··racial disturbance" unfolded in 
Cincinnati, Ohio. A familiar story line was 
played out on the nightly news as a frustrated 
African American community searched for 
answers to police misconduct and other forms 
of discrimination. 

Yet. another type of anger seethes in many 
white people who feel that they have been de­
nied access to their piece of the pie or have 
attained only a very small piece because they 
have to share it with inferior or undeserving 
minority populations. Many white people be­
lieve that they are the real .. victims" of "'re­
verse" discrimination. They, too. are angry. 
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The remainder of this study will examine the 
social structural conditions and cultural attti­
butions that 2:ive rise to the anger and hatred 
manifested i� contemporary r:i'cist organiza­
tions. 

CASE STUDY: THE HATE MOVEMENT 

Kemper's ( 1990) stress on power and status 
inequality helps to illuminate the social mi­
gins of problematic emotions. One way to 
substantiate Kemper's ( 1990) claims is to find 
empirical links between social structural in­
equality and the manifestation of emotion. The 
hate movement" is a good illustration of the 
interplay between st�ctural inequality, feel­
ing rules (cultural attributions). and primary 
and secondary emotions, especially anger and 
hatred. 

Researchers appraise the membership of hate 
groups in America at around 25,000 with per­
haps 150,000 '"armchair'' supporters who en­
dorse the ideology but do not actually join 
(Perry. 2000). Between the 1970s and the 1990s, 
America witnessed a resurgence of older rac­
ist organizations like the Ku Klux Klan and 
the N;zi's as well as the birth of new hybrids 
such as the skinheads, Posse Comatitus. the 
Patriot movement. Christian Identity, and vari­
ous racist militias (Perry 2000). The common 
thread binding these disparate groups together 
is an intense, often violent. hatred of minori­
ties and the federal government. These groups 
have received a great deal of attention after 
Timothy McVeigh blew up the Alfred P. 
Munah office building in Oklahoma City on 
April 19. 1994 in retaliation for the federal 
assault on the Branch Davidian compound in 
Waco, Texas the year before (Hamm 1997). 
In addition to its perceived grievous behavior 
and policies, the government is seen as pro­
tecting and promoting the interests of minori­
ties, especially through affirmative action pro­
grams. over and against the interests of whites. 
Therefore, tracking the source of hate group 
anger will shed light on the sociological ori-
gi;s of emotion. � 

� 

HATE GROUPS AS A SOCIAL MOVEMENT: KEEPING 

EMOTIONS FOCUSED 

Betty Dobratz and Stephanie Shanks-Meile 
( 1997) view the activities of hate groups (their 
designation is '"white separatists") as a social 
movement. Despite diverse agendas and ide­
ologies. hate groups utilize legitimate and il­
legitimate means to bring about social change 
(Dobratz and Shanks-Meile 1997). Recently. 
researchers have turned their attention to the 
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impact of social psychological factors (i.e .. 
emotions) and social structural inequality on 
the birth and development of social movements 
(Morris and Mueller 1992: Taylor and Whittier 
1994; Goodwin. Jasper and Polletta 200 I: 
Kemper 2001 ). The three important compo­
nents of social movements that are focused on 
in this paper are framing. collective identity, 
and structural inequality. Frames articulate the 
cause(s) of an existing problem or inequity and 
also identify the approp1iate remedies (Snow 
and Benford 1988 ). Most oppositional move­
ments also produce an injustice frame or ide­
ology that challenges the status quo by locat­
ing the source of an injustice. expressing dis­
approval of the unequal arrangements that pro­
duced it, and invoking a victim status for the 
aggrieved group (Gamson 1992: Ferber and 
Kimmel 2000; Berbrier 2000). Frames are 
successful when they evoke, corral. and chan­
nel the emotional energies that will increase 
the likelihood of mobilization (Jasper 2001; 
Kemper 200 l: Collins 200 l ). Effective frames 
must resonate emotionally in order to energize 
and sustain collective action. 

Collective identity refers to the fact that in­
dividuals come to share. through frequent ne­
gotiation. the definitions, values. meanings, 
and emotions that characterize a social move­
ment (Polletta and Jaspers 200 I). A collective 
identity helps to motivate people to join and 
stay in a movement. A collective identity is 
made up of the symbols, discourse. values. and 
emotions from various frames (Polletta and 
Jaspers 2001 ). Collective identities also need 
to be renewed through ritual activities in order 
to help sustain the perceptions. negotiations, 
and emotions that mark the meaning of move­
ment paiticipation (Collins 200 l ). 

Kemper (200 I) stresses the role of social 
structural inequality in triggering painful feel­
ings that shape injustice frames. Structural 
inequality is strongly implicated in the gen­
eration of a great deal of discontent that even­
tually helps to give form to a social movement 
(Kemper 200 l J. The central emotion in many 
social movements is anger (Kemper 200 I). A 
successful social movement must bring to light 
the unequal social arrangements that deny one 
group some reward or resource (status) at the 
expense of another more powerful group. 
Anger is a good indicator of the problematic 
social relationships that generate pools of po­
tential recruits (Kemper 200 l ). Yet. people 
who occupy subordinate social locations are 
not automatically conscious of their own ex­
ploitation and group interest (Kemper 2001 ). 

-
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The consciousness raising efforts of movement 
activists are aimed at helping subordinates 
make connections between their low status and 
their discontent. If Kemper (2001) is con-ect, 
the emotional expe1iences of subordinates are 
essential features of the social movement re­
cruitment process. Recruiters must get people 
to focus their blame for cun-ent inequities on a 
target, such as the state or big business, for the 
purpose of changing unjust social conditions 
(Kemper 2001 ). Structurally induced emotions 
make up one of the basic ingredients of social 
movement dynamics. 

All social movements must recruit and try to 
hold on to new members. In order to accom­
plish this task, hate groups try to raise aware­
ness of a particular type of in justice, and at the 
same time wed these cognitive appeals to pow­
erful emotions (Groves 1995: Yang 2000: 
Benford 1997; Jasper 1998; Dobratz and 
Shanks-Meile 1997). Hate groups effectively 
orchestrate the interplay between cognitive and 
emotional spheres in their discourse. First they 
identify the existence of an injustice and then 
cultivate the anger associated with it. Next, 
they att1ibute the cause(s) of the problem to 
minorities and then channel the anger into ha­
tred of these targeted groups. Hate, in tum, 
often spurs people on to take violent action 
against the source of their status loss (Beck 
1999). 

Hate groups use several resources in their 
pursuit of members. First of all, hate groups 
benefit from the fact that America continues 
to manifest deep racial/ethnic divisions, espe­
cially between African Americans and whites. 
when it comes to perceptions about the preva­
lence of discrimination. Most whites tend to 
blame African Americans themselves rather 
than structural inequality or institutional dis­
crimination as the cause of problems like pov­
erty. crime. and unemployment (Feagin 2001: 
Feagin. Vera. and Batur 2000: Schuman and 
Kry;an 1999). Furthermore. a strong anti-gov­
ernment sentiment fom1s another social cur­
rent that hate groups use to their advantage 
(Boggs 2000: Berlet and Lyons 2000). Cor­
ruption. scandals. and the impact of high pro­
file special interest groups have elevated the 
levels of political alienation and cynicism 
(Boggs 2000: Berlet and Lyons 2000). Con­
sequently. many Americans have become sus­
picious of federal efforts to ameliorate social 
problems. Even politicians themselves, along 
with many media pundits. frequently trumpet 
the notion of reverse racism. which suggests 
that blacks now have access to federally� pro-
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tected privileges and resources at the expense 
of white people (Feagin 200 I: Feagin, Vera, 
and Batur 2000). Public criticisms of welfare, 
drug problems, and crime are often couched 
in discourse laden with racial code words and 
other forms of symbolic racism. Additionally. 
racist jokes continue to permeate the culture. 
It is acceptable to publicly express distrnst, 
dislike. or even contempt for certain minori­
ties. This rhetoric helps to fuel tensions and 
prop up a volatile environment smTounding in­
terpersonal race relations (Feagin 2000; 
Feagin. Vera. and Batur 2000). The prevalence 
of this kind of discourse creates a niche for the 
cultural tolerance of racial bigotry in subtle, 
mild, latent, and sometimes not so latent fom1s 
that can be channeled into more extreme mani­
festations of hatred and contempt (Feagin 
2000; Feagin, Vera and Batur 2001; Beck 
1999). 

Hate groups also have used the cultural re­
sources available to most other social move­
ments. They organize protests, rallies. and gun 
shows where new recruits and established 
members can meet (Dobratz and Shanks­
Meiele 1997 ). They have established over 300 
web sites, which provide easy, immediate ac­
cess to information about the various groups' 
ideology. announcements concerning litera­
ture, meetings, speakers. and rallies (Burris, 
Emery, and Strahm 2000). The Internet is play­
ing an increasingly important role in recruit­
ment as well as in sustaining a sense of soli­
daiity among the disparate factions, many of 
which are essentially leaderless groups acting 
on their own but guided by a common agenda 
and world view. Finally, hate messages are also 
available in musical form. Since the 1980s. a 
new brand of hard rock and punk music has 
been spreading the message of white su­
premacy (Dobratz and Shanks-Meiele 1997 ). 
Many of these social practices function as ritu­
als that help to sustain the movement by re­
charging important emotional energies (Collins 
2001 ). 

ANGER INTO HATE: CONSTRUCTING ATTRIBUTIONS 

Hate groups are in the business of turning 
anger into hate. Kemper ( 1990) argues that 
hate is a socialized secondary emotion related 
to anger and fear. Hate is focused anger and 
fear that has become locked in on a target des­
ignated as the cause or source of a person or 
group ·s ioss of status (anger) and power (fear) 
( Kemper 1990 ). This study does not focus on 
fear because anger is the prominent emotion 
in the hate subculture. although a great deal of 
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the discourse contains an implicit fear of los­
ing power as well as status to minorities. Hate 
groups have become adept at constructing dis­
course that channels anger into resentment and 
hatred of the agents responsible for their sub­
jugation. namely. minorities, the government 
and an economic system that has betrayed 
white people (Dobratz and Shanks-Meile 1997; 
Blazak 2001: Ezekiel 1995: Hamm 1993: 
Daniels 1997: Kaplan and Bjorgo 1998). Hate 
discourse attributes blame for the real or imag­
ined cause of white peoples· relative depriva­
tion to the oppression imposed upon them by 
programs like affim1ative action and the "re­
verse disc1imination" it institutionalizes. an 
exploitative economic system. and gender 
equality which has spoiled the "natural" hier­
archy between women and men. Thus. whites 
are portrayed as the real victims of reverse rac­
ism. an unfair set of practices. policies, and 
values that have restricted their status and 
mobility. There is no equal opportunity. they 
argue. because societal institutions promote 
racial diversity which. by definition, excludes 
and punishes whites in order to make room for 
minorities. Furtherrnore. white men now suf­
fer at the hands of economic elites who try to 
rip them off by pitting them against nonwhite 
workers here and abroad (Daniels 1997; Berlet 
and Lyons 2000). Finally, the feminist pro­
motion of gender equality has essentially emas­
culated many of these men. and in the process. 
spurred on interracial sexuality (Daniels 1997: 
Ferber 1998 ). Hate group advocates insist that 
they are only guilty of taking up the struggle 
for whites· rights. which have been severely 
curtailed in an era of multiculturalism. falling 
wages. and affinnative action. Their cause 
seeks to redress the injustices and to promote 
pride in the white race. These attributions en­
able hate groups to portray themselves as sol­
diers defending the white race against multiple 
threats and enemies. 

"WHITE WORKERS UNITE!" CLASS INEQUALITY 
AND THE RACIST RIGHT: CONSTRUCTING A VICTIM 
IDEOLOGY 

The first step in conducting a social struc­
tural analysis of hate groups is to identify the 
social inequities that lead to the disenfranchise­
ment, whether real or imagined. of this par­
ticular subculture of whites. The literature on 
hate groups has focused on many of the social 
biases that produce a collective sense of disaf­
fection (Berbrier 2000). This essay will focus 
on two themes: class inequality, and the per­
ceived threat posed by interracial sexuality. 
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A disproportionate number of hate group 
members belongs to the working class or lower 
middle class (Dobratz and Shanks-Meiele 
1997: Blazak 2001: Ezekiel 1995: Hamm 
1993; Daniels 1997; Kaplan and B jorgo 1998 ). 
While the perception that many whites have 
not benefited very much from existing eco­
nomic arrangements is accurate, it is very dif­
ficult to argue that whites overall have been or 
are about to be displaced in the economy or in 
political institutions by people of color. Al­
though minorities have made great social gains 
since the 1960s. so too have many whites and 
the latter still enjoy tremendous power. pres­
tige, and p1ivilege relative to nonwhites. But 
hate group members appear to have limited 
educational attainment or access to educational 
opportunities. are constrained economically, 
tend to be working and lower middle class, and 
feel marginalized �from mainstream institutions 
(Dobratz and Shanks-Meiele 1997; Blazak 
200 l; Ezekiel 1995: Hamm 1993; Kaplan and 
Bjorgo 1998; Weinberg 1993; Daniels 1997: 
Zellner 1995 ). From a social strnctural per­
spective, these locations can foster alienation, 
relative deprivation and frnstration. "As per­
sons in the same social situation will share a 
common awareness of their situation. other 
things being equal mutatis mutandis they will 
have a common emotional or evaluative reac­
tion to if' (Barbalet 1998:71 ). Hate groups 
manufacture a cultural and emotional climate 
that attributes the cause of difficult economic 
circumstances to the abandonment of white 
people by mainstream institutions. A collec­
tive emotional reaction to some kind of social 
injustice is a c1itical ingredient of social move­
ment participation (Barbalet 1998: Goodwin. 
Jasper and Polletta 2001 ). 

However. the correlation between class and 
membership in hate groups should not be over­
stated. There is a significant representation of 
middle class pa1ticipants and some evidence 
of an invisible or secret involvement (i.e. fi­
nancial support) of the upper class (Dobratz 
and Shanks-Meile 1997: Aho 1990; Weinberg 
1993 ). Additionally. the leadership wing of 
most of these groups tends to come from a 
higher-class location. Nevertheless, even many 
well-off members of society resent having to 
share wealth and power with minorities, and 
construct economic grievances that blame their 
middle class status insecurity, fears of down­
ward mobility, or frustration about a stagnant 
economic plight on those minorities (Dobratz 
and Shanks-Meile 1997). Resentment and 
anger are kindred emotions in Kemper's ( I 991) 
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model. They both indicate a loss of status. 
Economic developments over the last thirty 
years have ce11ainly created a large pool of 
insecure and frustrated workers from across the 
class structure. Some of these critical changes 
include: the progressive concentration of 
wealth in the top I 0% of the class structure; 
stagnant or falling wages, a particularly pain­
ful affliction for the working and lower middle 
classes: federal and state cutbacks in social 
services; and distressingly high poverty rates, 
which have come down a bit recently but re­
main high relative to other industrialized na­
tions; ai'id. of course, downsizing and global­
ization which have spread job insecurity and 
diminished expectations across a wide swath 
of the class structure (Dobratz and Shanks­
Meiele 1997: Blazak 2001; Ezekiel 1995: 
Hamm 1993: Kaplan and Bjorgo 1998; 
Weinberg 1993: Daniels 1997). These class 
factors mnture fertile ground for recruitment 
into hate groups and le'aders of the movement 
are very much aware of how powerfully the 
message of class injustice resonates with many 
lower class whites. The hate group intelligen­
tsia promulgates class warfare by condemn­
ing the excesses of capitalism, especially mov­
ing good jobs overseas where nonwhites work 
for low wages, giving jobs to minorities instead 
of whites back home, and creating a general 
social misery in pursuit of profits. The right 
sounds like the left when it analyzes contem­
porary class relations this way. Of course, hate 
groups argue that the real culprits behind class 
inequality are nonwhites. especially the Jews. 
who have set up a system of class inequality in 
order to exploit white people. In one sense, 
the extreme right sees class conflict as one 
manifestation ;f a broader racial conflict. The 
key point is that the hate movement portrays 
itself as a group( s J that represents a subordi­
nate class. made up of white people. who have 
been systematically displaced from their right­
ful. dominant place in the social hierarchy 
(Dobratz and Shanks-Meiele 1997: Blazak 
200 I: Ezekiel 1995: Hamm 1993: Kaplan and 
Bjorgo 1998: Weinberg 1993 ). The central ar­
gument is that whites have become order tak­
�rs at the hands of race traitors and biologi­
cally inferior groups of nonwhites. Hite 
groups very consciously depict their members 
and many white nonmembers as occupants of 
a subordinate social class rank. Trying to at­
tain a higher status ranking while butting up 
against blocked pathways tends to produce 
anger (Kemper 1990). The reason whites ended 
up at the low end is attributed to the gains made 
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by nonwhites at the expense of whites. a zero 
sum calculus that redirects anger into hate. 

These rationalizations appea� to be elements 
of a right-wing populist ideology. According 
to Berlet and Lyons (2000), most hate groups 
can be categorized as various branches of right­
wing populist movements in America. Right­
wing populism typically scapegoats low sta­
tus groups as threats to the social order as well 
as the class interests and mobility aspirations 
of white people; populists, however, also tar­
get the exploitative practices of the dominant 
economic classes (Berlet and Lyons 2000). 
Both of these groups (economic elites and poor 
minorities) are portrayed as threats to the white 
middle and working classes and have been met 
with great contem�pt by right-wing populist 
movements (Berlet and Lyons 2000). 

Bonnie Berry ( 1999) has also noted the po­
tential for structural inequality to produce de­
structive emotions. Berry ( 1999) posits the 
notion of social rage, a sociologically induced, 
public expression of anger. hate, incivility. in­
tolerance, prejudice, discrimination, and vio­
lence that exacerbates the divisions between 
racial/ethnic groups, men and women, social 
classes, and in general, dominant and subordi­
nate groups. This type of behavior is evident 
in many different guises such as road rage, 
crime, political policies, and public displays 
of contempt promoted by media pundits and 
politicians who lead and foment crusades 
against feminists, welfare mothers, minorities. 
u'nions, and homosexuals (Berry 1999). The 
ultimate source of the rage stems from the in­
ability of a group to attain or preserve an ad­
vantageous social position. Real or imagined 
economic insecurity. in particular, can produce 
tremendous resentment aimed at scapegoats 
who reside in the lower echelons of the social 
hierarchies <Berry 1999). 

The injustice frames in hate group discourse 
construct an image of social relations in which 
whites are victimized by minorities through 
social programs that favor minorities and the 
well-off but neglect the needs of the white 
majority, especially those who do not have 
access to the opportunities for upward social 
mobility. The tone of the hate movement"s in­
justice discourse is one of frustration and re­
sentment about being left behind in the struggle 
to obtain valuable resources. Hate group vic­
tim ideologies blames minorities and complicit 
whites for creating a svstem that disadvantages 
a significant per(entage of whites. Their in­
justice discourse reflects a collective rage di­
rected at class and race inequality. Relative 
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deprivation can generate anger in any social 
class, although the lower middle and working 
classes undergo a more direct experience of 
class inequality. The middle class may be just 
as angry about giving up resources to unde­
serving groups or about being blocked from 
improving their social status. 

The symbols of hate group victim ideology 
depict whites as a group that is egregiously and 
consistently harn1ed by minorities. Thus, mi­
norities are defined as a threat to the economic 
opportunities of the white race. If a minority 
group can be characterized as a threat to the 
dominant group, then that minority group is 
more likely to encounter institutional discrimi­
nation and other systemic and cultural barri­
ers (Aguirre and Turner 2000: Perry 2001 ). 
These perceived threats to the social status of 
the dominant group promote the notion that 
the social position of whites has been compro­
mised. The loss of status sparks anger in 
Kemper's ( 1990) model. In fact, anger is an 
important component of hate group conscious­
ness raising efforts and is actively and enthu­
siastically cultivated because it supposedly 
helps to awaken the white race to its own sub­
jugation (Dobratz and Shanks-Meiele 1997; 
Blazak '.WOO; Ezekiel 1995: Hamm 1993: 
Kaplan and Bjorgo 1998; Weinberg 1993). 
Anger is the emotion on center stage in the 
hate movement. It is the fuel of the "white 
revolution," and sustainer of perpetual resis­
tance. 

The theme of social inequality permeates the 
injustice frames in hate group discourse. Mani­
festos, pamphlets, newspapers, websites. car­
toons, and books highlight the diminishing 
availability of status, privilege, and resources 
for white people. Populist themes are very 
prevalent throughout the literature. For ex­
ample, many groups blame corporate capital­
ism as much as the government for intruding 
into social life and dismpting the natural ra­
cial hierarchy, which should privilege whites. 
Tom Metzger, the head of White Aryan Resis­
tance (WAR) and forn1er leader of the Ku Klux 
Klan of California, has helped to forge a new 
brand of fascism called the Third Position. This 
hybrid rejects both capitalism and communism 
while calling for the creation of separate na­
tion-states partitioned by race (Berlet and 
Lyons 2000). The Third Position promotes 
political views that align with the left on is­
sues concerning labor unions, military inter­
vention, free trade, feminism, and the environ­
ment. After all, they contend that the Jews are 
in control of the forces (monopoly capitalism 
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and the government) that destroy good jobs in 
the U.S. while exporting capital across the 
borders in order to maximize profits by pay­
ing low wages to nonwhites. Tom Metzger 
made the following statements while speak­
ing to the Aryan Nations Congress in 1987: 

WAR is dedicated to the White working 
people, the farmers, the White poor. . .  � 
This is a working class movement. .. Our 
problem is with monopoly capitalism. 
The Jews first went with Capitalism and 
then created their Marxist game. You 
go for the throat of the Capitalist. You 
must go for the throat of the corporates! 
(quoted in Berlet and Lyons 2000:269) 

The sentiments expressed in this excerpt are 
anti-Semitic but also reveal a strong class- con­
sciousness. The Jews are the enemies but the 
economic system they have constrncted, even 
though whites dominate that system, is unjust. 
The government, too, is viewed as too central­
ized, stifling, bureaucratic, bent on social en­
gineering, and repressive (Berlet and Lyons 
2000). However, most groups do not envision 
a totalitarian state replacing the current one. 
Furthermore. many groups do not endorse the 
Third Position but still seek to set up a system 
that does not abuse white people. Many hate' 
groups promote some version of National So­
cialism which allows private prope1ty to be 
owned by individuals but at the same time pro­
poses regulation of big business in order to 
prevent the exploitation of the white worker 
(Dobratz and Shanks-Meile 1997). David 
Lane, of The Order. penned "88 Precepts·· 
which has become a white power manifesto 
for many groups. The following precepts in­
dicate contempt for the practices of high fi­
nance capitalism: 

73. Materialism leads men to seek artifi­
cial status through wealth or property. Tme
social status comes from service to Family,
Race, and Nation.
74. Materialism ultimately leads to conspicu­
ous. unnecessary consumption which in tum
leads to the rape of Nature and the destmc­
tion of the environment. It is unnatural ...
76. The only lawful functions of money are
as a medium of exchange and a store value.
Usury/interest, in particular, at any percent,
is a high crime which cannot be tolerated.
77. A Nation with an aristocracy of money.
lawyers, or merchants will become a tyr­
anny (Lane, N.d., in Kaplan 2000:500-501 ).
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These precepts show sensitivity to economic 
injustice and condemn any system that takes 
advantage of whites. The theme of status loss 
provoki�g anger is chronically rehear�ed in the 
literature and recurs throughout the discourse. 
A WAR editorial argues: 

Under U.S. law. state bodies can and do 
favor women. blacks and Hispanics over 
white males: all in the name of remedying 
past discrimination. It is this above all that 
has put the "angry" into angry white men. 
Across America White males complain of 
losing out to less qualified 1ivals, squeezed 
out by PC quotas (1995a: 10). 

White males are "losing out" and this, the au­
thor points out. makes them angry. Affirma­
tive action policies constrain white workers' 
chances for economic success and to this ex­
tent reflects class concerns. In fact, the car­
toon that accompanies the article shows a pic­
ture of Superman on whose chest the phrase 
"Angry White Male" beams forth in place of a 
large "S." 

The working classes will have to be the car­
riers of a white revolution. according to one 
WAR contributor who writes: 

First. the elite of this System are the mag­
gots who created this mess ... Our homeland 
is screwed up because the people in power 
wish it to be so. Who is in power? Whites 
own almost all of the wealth in the West. . .I 
don't believe the White working-class and 
poor people are more moral tha; the upper­
classes. but they are less satisfied with the 
svstem and more likelv to listen to our mes­
s;ge and act than are people who are happy 
with the way things are (1995b: 4 ). 

According to this writer. the working class is 
more discontented than the middle classes and 
is more likely to initiate radical change. This 
is an additional indication that some groups 
believe that class inequality is an important 
factor in sparking and regenerating the mobi­
lization that is necessary for an effective so­
cial movement to evolve. According to recent 
studies. the belief that white workers are de­
nied good jobs. decent wages. or hard earned 
promotions because of unfair affirmative ac­
tion practices is common among many white 
workers (Rubin 1994: Fine and Weis 1998: 
Lamont 2000). 
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FEAR AND LOATHING: INTERRACIAL SEXUALITY 

AND THE RACIST RIGHT 

An intense dread of interracial sexuality also 
characterizes the racist world view fostered by 
hate groups (Ferber 1998: Ferber and Kimmel 
'.WOO). Sexual activity between blacks and 
whites, in this view, leads to the obliteration 
of racial differences. Once the races "mix" 
and produce mongrels. the white race is on its 
way to extinction. All policies. programs. and 
social movements that call for or enforce demo­
cratic treatment of racial groups are viewed as 
threats to the purity and survival of whites. 
Affirmative action. they contend. not only im­
proves the economic opportunities of mino1i­
ties at the expense of whites but also encour­
ages interracial contact and ultimately sexual 
unions. The following sample from a white 
supremacist publication illustrates this con­
cern: 

... integration is just a code word for 
racemixing. Civil rights for Black men 
do not really mean equal opportunities; 
they mean equal enjoyment opportuni­
ties with White women .... "(National
Vanguard, 1979: 11, quoted in Ferber 
1998: 90) 

Interracial sexuality is portrayed as a violation 
of an innate attraction to one's own race (Ferber 
1998: Ferber and Kimmel 2000). 

Most hate groups also link the increase in 
this kind of sexual behavior to a weakening of 
traditional gender roles and. especially, to�the 
"feminization" of men (Ferber 1998; Ferber 
and Kimmel 2000). Feminists are accused of 
minimizing the natural differences between 
men and women through their efforts to insti­
tutionalize gender equality. 

Men are constrained from expressing 
their maleness in any of the ways 
which were natural in the past. One of 
the most important of those ways was 
protecting a mate ... One way in which 
Western women have responded 
to the perceived demasculinization of 
their men has been to tum toward non­
White males, who are perceived as more 
masculine ... [a woman will] run through a 
long succession of Black lovers in her fruit­
less. instinctual search for a man who would 
not only love her but also master her (Natio­
nal Vanguard. January, 1983: 17. quoted in 
Ferber 1998:95) 

'_ 
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Men have been transfonned the most. accord­
ing to this logic. in so far as they have become 
more and more effeminate and unable to de­
fend their women against the sexual affronts 
of minmities. Changes in child rearing prac­
tices have turned men into wimps. Hate group 
advocates argue that few men today would ever 
dream of protecting their women against mi­
norities because they fear being seen as "rac­
ist.'' This reasoning forms one part of the 
broader ideological justification of the violence 
aimed at minorities (Ferber 1998; Ferber and 
Kimmel '.WOO). 

The emotional dynamics of this contempt for 
gender equality and interracial sexuality are 
very apparent (Ferber 1998; Ferber and 
Kimmel 2000 Blazak 2001 ). Hate group ac­
counts of interracial sex reveal tremendous 
anxiety about changing status relations. White 
racist men in these groups believe that gender 
equality. like racial equality. diminishes their 
status in society. Equality between men and 
women. in their view, is no more possible than 
it is between whites and nonwhites. All ef­
fo1ts aimed at bringing this equality about only 
destroy the "natural" order of society. Thus. 
men are angry and they blame feminists. mi­
norities, politicians. and liberals who are up­
setting the hierarchy and in the process un­
leashing a tidal wave of social ills on society. 
These men see themselves situated below or 
in the same rank as those who are "naturally" 
inferior to them and this makes them angry 
(Ferber 1998; Ferber and Kimmel 2000; 
Blazak 200 I). Their discourse further directs 
blame for these aberrant social conditions and. 
in the process, generates hate by targeting their 
anger. 

THE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION: BUILDING COL· 

LECTIVE IDENTITY BY BOOSTING MEMBERS PRIDE 

There is a very evident emotional struggle 
in hate group discourse that shapes the collec­
tive identity of the movement. Member� often 
report a new sense of pride and love of white 
culture that works as an antidote to the shame 
and humiliation they once were taught to feel 
as members of a race that has committed bru­
tal acts of discrimination (Dobratz and Shanks­
Meiele 1997; Blazak 2001; Ezekiel 1995; 
Hamm 1993; Kaplan and Bjorgo 1998; 1993; 
Blee 2002 ). The sense of pride is part of a strat­
egy of presenting themselves as an ethnic group 
like many others who are struggling for respect 
and power. Kathleen Blee writes "Not only 
do racist groups promise a sense of personal 
identity and a collective culture, but they also 
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afford their members a sense of control over 
the circumstances of life. a feeling of self-em­
powerment. and an expectation that they have 
authority over others" (2002: 163 ). Race con, 
sciousness and group solidarity for haters build

self-esteem in the face of a society that. in their 
eyes, increasingly caters to the economic. cul­
tural, and political needs of nonwhites. If the 
first step in hate group consciousness raising 
is channeling anger and frustration. the next 
step is to instill in people a sense of their own 
worth as members of a group that is under at­
tack from many more powerful institutions. 
Hate rhetoric is laden with emotional appeals 
that center on the need for whites to resist the 
humiliating experience of occupying a social 
standing below Jews. blacks, and homosexu­
als. This discourse also helps hate groups to 
fashion a collective identity that characterizes 
racial relations in extremely polarized terms 
(Snow and Benford 1988; Anheier, Neidhardt. 
Vortkamp 1998 ). Hate movement activists at­
tempt to shape a dualistic racial identity by 
encouraging whites to band together and stave 
off the det1imental effects of interacting with 
biologically and culturally impaired stocks of 
people. Society is depicted as a battleground 
occupied by two armies: whites and nonwhites. 
Promoting pride in being white is a defining 
ideological strategy that carries with it an in­
tense emotional drama. Hate group members 
feel better about themselves because they gain 
a self-esteem boost by joining the movement. 

The hate movement secures two important 
emotional rewards for its followers. The first 
payoff is an outlet and direction for their an­
ger. The second provision is the experience of 
communal solidarity that generates feelings of 
respect. worth, dignity and a sense of impor­
tance as carriers of a revolutionary movement 
that will eradicate social injustice and create a 
world where whites can live together in har­
mony. 

CONCLUSION 

Hate groups carry different ideologies and 
political agendas. yet, share a common anger 
directed at minorities. This anger is couched 
in a discourse that portrays whites as victims 
of social and economic injustices perpetrated 
by minorities and their race traitor allies in 
politics, academia, big business, and the me­
dia. Part of this mythology is the romantic 
portrayal of a pristine historical epoch before 
the Civil War when the social order sanctified 
the "natural" inequalities between men and 
women and minorities and whites. In this 
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Golden Age, white men ruled other groups. 
local political bodies governed their commu­
nities. bureaucracies were nonexistent. federal 
power was not invasive, and social life was 
structured according to a strict ascetic, Protes­
tantism. The most important aspect of this glo­
rification of a racialized version of the ''good 
old days" is the idea that everyone knew his or 
her station in society, which means dominant 
groups and subordinate groups were firmly 
anchored in place. The social changes that 
followed the end of the Civil War, hate groups 
contend. disrupted this "natural" balance with 
devastating consequences for whites. 

This essay contends that a social structural 
approach to the study of emotions is an indis­
pensable tool for understanding human affect. 
This examination of hate groups offers evi­
dence in favor of the contention that systems 
of structural inequality alo11g with cultural sys­
tems of feeling rules and attributions of cau­
sality, tend to produce fairly predictable emo­
tional conditions in individuals and groups. The 
advantages of applying Kemper·s ( 1990) 
theory is its synthesis of both structural and 
constructionist claims. The need to search for 
the social forces initiating subaltern primary 
emotions as well as the more obvious cultur­
ally manufactured and publicized secondary 
emotions is critical. The emotions produced 
by social inequality play a key part in instigat­
ing and regenerating the collective energies of 
social movement participants domestically as 
well as abroad. 
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ENDNOTE 
1 Recent developments in the fields of psychol­
ogy and biology suggest the existence of dis­
crete emotions linked to differentiated brain 
regions and neurotransmitters. These studies 
provide evidence in favor of the postulate of 
basic or primary emotions (Damasio 1999; 
Franks and Smith 1999; Turner 2000; Sloman 
and Gilbert 1998: Panskepp 1998: Brandstatter 
and Eliasz 200 I; Scherer, Schorr, and 
Johnstone 200 l ). However, constructionists 
still make powerful arguments in favor of their 
position. See Lewis and Haviland-Jones 
(2000) for an overview of this ongoing ex­
change. 

c In this study the designations "hate groups" 
and "hate movement" are used interchange­
ably: both terms signify the following groups: 
the Ku Klux Klan, skinheads, Nazis and neo­
Nazis, white supremacists, Christian Identity 
groups. and the racist militia branches and the 
Patriot movement. I would like to thank the 
Political Research Associates for providing me 
with excerpts from White Aryan Resistance 
(WAR). 
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Abstract of i 

Deep South Texas is one of the poorest parts of the country and as a result of the sigl 
extreme poverty the population faces many problems, from high unemployment to the L 
drug trade. The vast majority of the population is Mexican origin. This paper suggests of a 
that one way that the population deals with circumstances beyond their control is to verl 
resort to the use of magic. The anthropological and sociological literature shows that see 
this is a common phenomenon among many people of the world but this research uses ( J 9 
the rational choice explanatory model to analyze and explain the experiences of the imr 
people. The actions of the people go beyond mere superstition; they are rationally the 
calculated decisions based upon the cost and benefit to themselves. Purveyors of tha1 
magic are found almost everywhere, from small herb shops to major department stores. drei 
Data was collected from these sources. The research showed that for the purveyors of he, 
such items there is an extensive and lucrative market for magical paraphernalia. The pro 
purchase of a votive candle or talisman brings to the believer a chance to change their Wo 
life for the better. of , 

INTRODUCTIO"I 

The belief in magic, as many scholars have 
pointed out, is found almost everywhere 
(Durkheim 1965 [1915]. Frazer 1951 [1890], 
Malinowski 1954. Stark and Bainb1idge 1996. 
Tambiah 1999, etc.) and in the Rio Grande 
Valley, magic is an important part of the lives 
of many of its inhabitants. Describing the 
Mexican Americans of the area in question Nall 
and Speilberg note, "Magico-religious or pro­
pitiatory 1itual practices are a common trait of 
Mexican-American folk culture" ( 1967:}03). 
This paper describes how magic is inextrica­
bly interwoven to the cultural fabric of the 
people in the region. 

If we consider the ubiquitous existence of 
magic paraphernalia in a wide variety of stores 
as an indicator of the extent that magical be­
liefs among the Mexican American people of 
the Valley, then one must conclude that magic 
is important an important part of their lives. 
Magical paraphernalia are sold in yerberias, 
which according to Trotter and Chavira are 
stores that sell herbs, perfumes. oils and 
candles (1997). Magical candles. sprays and 
perfumes are also in regional and national gro­
cery and chain variety stores. Why would such 
major retail stores sell such items unless there 
is a demand for these items? Would it be eco­
nomically feasible to sell these things? The 
contention of this paper is that there is a de­
mand by the people for such products so there 
is a market. 

The study of magic as part of a religious sys­
tem has been an important area of research for 

scholars in the social sciences since the 191h 

century (Bellah 1964 ). In an early desc1iption. 
Durkheim commenting on the importance of 
magic in society states, "to be sure, the belief 
in magic is always more or less general; it is 
frequently diffused in large masses of the popu­
lation, and there are even peoples where it has 
as many as the real religion" ( 1965(1915]:60). 
The observations of Durkheim are still valid 
today. Although Durkehim was using func­
tional analysis to explain magic, this paper will 
use rational choice theory to explain the use of 
magic among the Mexican Americans who live 
in Deep South Texas. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MAGIC 

It is important to begin any discussion of 
magic with some of its defining characteris­
tics. Magic has as one of its most important 
characteristic the control of supernatural forces 
by man (Trotter and Chavira 1997 [ 1981 ]. 
Marwick states," . . .  the activities or craft of the 
magician. a person who, suitably prepared. 
perforn1s rituals aimed at controlling imper­
sonal supernatural forces held responsible for 
the succession of events" ( 1975: 12). lndividual 
knowledge gives the person the ability to con­
trol supernatural powers (Evans-Pritchard 
1976) 

Another important characteristic is its clan· 
destine or secret nature (Keefe 1982). Mauss 
and Hubert state. "We call ·magic' any ritual 
that is not part of an organized cult. such as 
the private ritual. which is secret, mysterious. 
and tending at one extreme toward the prohib· 
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ited" (196 I: I 088). Magic rituals are not like 
the rituals of organized religion which tend to 
be highly visible and public. rather. because 
of its selfish nature it is performed out of the 
sight of the general public. 

Lastly. magical words are an important part 
of any magical system. Mauss states, "normally 
verbal rites in magic are called spells and we 
see no reason for not continuing this custom" 
(1972 [1950]:54). Verbal invocations are as 
important as material substances in fulfilling 
the purposes of magic. Evans-Pritchard reports 
that among the Azande. "the magician ad­
dresses (sima) the medicine and tells them what 
he wants them to do" ( I 976: 177). Use of ap­
propriate words causes the medicine to work. 
Words are power and the right combinations 
of words. allows the magician to control the 
supernatural forces (O'Keefe 1982). Webster 
states. "If there is power in wishes, threats, or 
commands unuttered. how much greater must 
be the power of words which affirm or describe 
what the magician wants to come to 
pass"( I 973:92). The spells used to control 
events can be positive, or negative. meant to 
hann people or their property. Yet. it is always 
the group that categorizes the hannful from the 
benign. 

D�e to the socially unacceptable nature of 
magic many in society often find it difficult to 
understand. Bernard points out that verbal 
magic makes the process better to understand 
(1938). Spells coalesce the goals and desires 
of the person using magic. 

Hol\lEOPATHIC AND CoNTAGIOllS 

In understanding magical beliefs. it is im­
portant to differentiate the types and varieties 
of magic. Frazer identified two types of sym­
pathetic magic: homeopathic magic (imitative 
magic) and contagious magic (1951 [ 1890] ). 
He believes that both branches of magic are 
under the category of sympathetic magic be­
cause·· ... things act on each other at a distance 
through secret sympathy ... "(Frazer I 951 
[1890]:54). 

Homeopathic magic or imitative magic is 
based on the principle that 'like produces like.' 
The so-called ·voodoo doll ' is an example of 
the homeopathic principle. A wooden. wax. or 
cloth image is created in the likeness of the 
individual one wishes to influence. If the doll 
is harmed, then the person is ham1ed (De Vos 
and Suarez-Orozco 1990). 
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Contagious magic is based on the principle 
that once a thing has been in contact with a 
person a bond is established that lingers on. 
According to Frazer. contagious magic ..... pro­
ceeds upon the notion that things which have 
once been conjoined must remain ever after­
wards. even when quite dissevered from each 
other. in such a sympathetic relation that what­
ever is done to the one must similarly affect 
the other" (195 I [ I 890]: 174 ). Frazer's under­
standing of magic still holds trne today, at least 
for the Mexican American people in South 
Texas. 

Although, the people who live in the Rio 
Grade Valley are predominantly Roman Catho­
lic with a long Christian historical tradition they 
will resort to magic to solve their immediate 
problems. Sometimes it is difficult to determine 
the boundary between magic and religion. 
Davis states, "Since there is no universal es­
sence of religion or magic behind the actual 
religions and magics we find in human expe­
rience, no single predicate can sufficiently de­
fine the phenomena" ( 1980:211 ). In other 
words, since there is no clear defining charac­
teristic the boundary between orthodox reli­
gious belief and magic stays obscure. Such is 
the case in the Lower Rio Grande Valley where 
one finds in grocery stores votive candles dedi­
cated to saints like Saint Joseph next to votive 
candles dedicated to El Chango Macho, a pa­
gan image. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

The ethnographic technique, to include meth­
ods of participant observation and in-depth 
interviews, has been an important part of the 
social sciences and throughout at least five 
decades has produced some remarkable urban 
studies ( e.g .. Gans I 982 [ 1962]. Lie bow 1967. 
Suttles 1968, Whyte I 993 [ 1943 ], etc.). As 
Suttles notes. participant observation allows for 
a sense of intimacy with the community. He 
states, "When observing from a great distance, 
one is apt to invent all sorts of irrational men­
tal mechanism to account for the behavior. .. " 
(Suttles 1968:12). 

Participant observation and informal inter­
views were the main data collection techniques 
employed in this study. Following this method, 
22 verberias were visited in McAllen, 
Edinburg, Weslaco. Pharr. Mission and Alamo 
and talked with the owners or employees about 
the operation of the stores. I also, visited ma-
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jor retail giants like Walmart. Kmart and 
Walgreens and local grocery stores like HEB. 
Pronto and Junior's. At the non-verberia retail 
stores I spoke with either the managers or per­
sons who were responsible for ordering 
candles. 

In yerberias, sometimes I would visit in the 
guise of a customer to observe the interactions 
of the owners and employees with the other 
customers. Inventories were made of the type 
of goods the merchants had for sale. Candles, 
herbs, amulets. aerosol sprays, oils, ointments, 
statutes, and sacred pictures were all sold. Ser­
vices such as limpias ( cleanings) or card read­
ings were usually available as well. 

RESEARCH LOCATION 

The location of the study was conducted in 
Hidalgo, county, located in the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley. twenty miles north of the Mexi­
can border. The area is not actually a valley 
but an alluvial plain borde1ing the Rio Grande 
River. The land area of Hidalgo County is 1,569 
square miles (County and City Data Book 
1994 ). The area is warm to hot most of the year, 
which makes it an ideal climate for agricul­
ture. 

For the people who live in the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley, there are many stresses and 
strains they must confront on a daily basis, 
from high unemployment and poverty levels 
to the drug trade. Writing on magic many years 
ago, Malinowlski stated that, "Both magic and 
religion arise and function in situations of 
emotional stresses: crises of life, lacunae in 
important pursuits, death and initiation into 
tribal mysteries, unhappy love and unsatisfied 
hate" (1954:87). Malinowski's comments are 
still timely when analyzing the socioeconomic 
problems of the area. This paper will attempt 
to prove that although magic might be func­
tional it is also very rational. 

According to the Census Bureau, the popu­
lation was 569.463, with about 88.3% being 
Mexican origin (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). 
The population of Hidalgo County is young 
with 38.8% of the population being under the 
age of 25 (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). This 
deep South Texas county remains a major port 
of entry community into the U. S. and staging 
center for U.S. agricultural migrant streams. 

The people of Hidalgo County have to deal 
with difficult economic circumstances because 
it is one of the poorest areas in the country: 

Volume 30. No. 1. June 2002 

36.3% of families have an income below the 
poverty level (County and City Data Book 
1994). There is little if any industry on the 
American side of the border (U.S. Census Bu. 
reau). On the Mexican side of the border are 
maquiladoras (assembly plants, established by 
American industrial giants to take advantage 
of low Mexican wages (Bailey 1988). The 
economy is geared towards agribusiness, tour­
ism and retail. The unemployment rate is al­
ways higher than most of the nation. In 1994. 
the unemployment rate was 14.3% (County and 
City Data Book 1994 ). During the winter 
months thousands of elderly visitors converge 
on South Texas to take advantage of the 
weather and lower cost of living (Texas De­
partment of Economic Development 1997). 
Maril states. "The Mexican Americans of the 
Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas are among 
the poorest people in the United 
States"(l 989:4). The per capita income level 
for Hidalgo County. $10,085. (U.S. Census 
Bureau 1996), makes the area one of the most 
economically deprived areas in the country. 

It is a part of the United States characterized 
by economic deprivation and for those that live 
in the co/onias a standard of living closer to 
the third world than the first (Holz 1993). 
Co/onias are substandard subdivisions with 
inadequate water supplies and electricity which 
usually lack paved roads and proper drainage. 
The land is cheaply acquired, there is little in 
terms of adequate infrastructure and most 
homes are self-made (Ward 1999). There are 
over a thousand colonias in the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley. with the majority of them be­
ing located in Hidalgo County. The colonias
are pockets of concentrated poverty in an eco­
nomically deprived area. While unemployment 
is high in Hidalgo County, within the colonias
it is oppressive. The incomes are very low with 
part-time and seasonal employment being com­
mon. Credit histories are virtually non-exis­
tent (Dabir 200 l ). 

R4.TIONAriUTILITARIAN MODEL 

The relationship between religion and ex­
change is not a new idea. Marcel Mauss wrote 
in his classic. Le Don, "Money still possesses 
its magical power and still linked to the clan 
or individual. The various economic activities 
for example the market. are suffused with ritual 
and myth" (1990 [ 1950):72). When someone 
decides to tum to magic to solve economic 
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problems it is a rationally calculated move. As 
Weber notes." ... religiously or magically mo­
tivated behavior is relatively rational behav­
ior. especially in its earliest manifestations" 
( 1991 [ 1922]: l) To perform magical or reli­
gious behavior implies a benefit for the indi­
vidual (lanaccone 1997). 

Many contemporary scholars are using ra­
tional theory in explaining religion (Finke. 
Iannaccone. Stark and Brainbridge, etc.). Al­
though there are critics of this theoretical model 
(Bru�e. 1993. Spikard 1998, etc.), it is relevant 
to explaining why Mexican Americans use 
magic. Collins refers to this perspective as the 
rational/ Utilitarian tradition ( 1994, p.121 ). 
This theoretical tradition includes the work of 
scholars like Homans (1961 ), Blau (1964 ), 
Hechter (1983 ), and Coleman. (1992 ). Al­
though there is some disagreement concern­
ing the focus the underlying bond is exchange. 
According to MUnch, Coleman sees social in­
teraction as " ... basically an economic trans­
action that is guided by the actor's rational 
choice between alternative outcomes of an 
outcome taken in terms of its benefits and 
costs ... "(1992:138). The rational/utilitarian 
model rests on the belief that human beings 
make choices that they expect will maximize 
their rewards and/or minimize their costs. In 
other words people will always try to increase 
their advantages and decrease their disadvan­
tages. Exchange is key to understanding this 
theoretical perspective. Collins states "Ex­
change operates according to an underlying 
principle:  if I give something to you. you 
should give something of equal value in re­
turn" ( 1994: 139). This sentiment is echoed in 
Iannaccone ·s analysis of rational choice theory 
and religion when he states. "'Individuals act 
rationally. weighing the cost and benefits of 
potential actions, and choosing those actions 
that maximize their net benefits" ( 1997:26 ). 

Exchange is not limited to just the choice of 
individuals. but to groups as well. Blau states. 
"Social exchange. broadly defined. can be con­
sidered to underlie relations between groups 
as well as individuals ... "(1964:4). Although 
individual choice is important in this perspec­
tive it is the individual as part of the group that 
will create a religious market. Would a large 
grocery chain sell religious candles if they did 
not make a profit? 

As Homans points out, people want to change 
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their lives when they are not getting much out 
of it ( 1959). The purchase of a candle means a 
potential reward. yet, as Stark points out, there 
is a difference between rewards and what he 
calls compensators, which are ..... intangible 
substitutes for the desired reward ... "( 1996:36). 

Magical solutions may not actually reward 
the individual (in other words change their eco­
nomic or educational opportunities) but they 
provide an explanatory framework for a posi­
tive change. Supporting this idea. Douglas 
states. "We should recognize that the possibil­
ity of magic intervention is always present in 
the mind of believers, that it is human and natu­
ral to hope for material benefits from the en­
actment of cosmic symbols ( 1989[ 1966]:61 ). 
In the lives of the people of the Rio Grande 
Valley, given low income and low educational 
attainment levels, magic remains a viable op­
tion. 

MEXICAN AMERICAN MAGIC 

Simmons points out that magic and witch­
craft have been a part of the Mexican Ame1i­
can religious experience since the sixteenth 
century (1974 ). In one of the earliest socio­
logical descriptions of Mexican American re­
ligious beliefs. Bogardus writes of the Mexi­
can American, "Ceremony, ritual, the super­
natural, exert a special influence over him" 
( 1934:63 ). As some scholars have pointed out. 
Mexican American religious practices are dif­
ferent from other groups in the United States 
(Mirande 1985, Murguia 1989). Contemporary 
Mexican American religious belief spans the 
spectrum from the very traditional and con­
servative Roman Catholic to those who use 
magic. Williams discussing Mexican Ameri­
can religious belief states, 

All the data we have on Mexican Ameri­
cans indicate that religion. notably Roman 
Catholicism. in the past played a compel 
ling role in everyday life. It was not just that 
people attended church ... but that their lives 
were permeated by religion. Within the ho­
me, altars and other religious symbols were 
often prominently displayed( 1990:22). 

Although religious beliefs have changed over 
time. the fact remains that Mexican Americans 
still are highly spiritual. Mexican American 
religious experiences are syncretic, which is 
reflected in their practices. Where organized 
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religion leaves off and magic begins is not al­
ways clear as will be shown in the following 
sections. 

CANDLES 

Most yerberias and grocery/variety stores 
have a wide selection of candles for various 
purposes. Detailed infom1ation was collected 
from 22 yerberias and from 29 retail stores. 
The candles from the retail stores were inven­
toried and categorized according to being ei­
ther traditional Roman Catholic or non-tradi­
tional magical candles. Retail stores. like 
H.E.B. or Walmart, have a section devoted to 
selling candles devoted to. Jesus, the Virgin 
Mary or some untraditional figure like the fa­
mous curandero (traditional healer) Pedro 
Jaramillo. The burning of votive candles is 
widely accepted Roman Catholic practice. 
There is no contradiction between faith and 
practice in the burning of the traditional 
candles. However. people can be uncomfort­
able with less traditional candles. At a grocery 
store where I was counting the candles a young 
woman was buying a candle dedicated to Pedro 
Jaramillo. When she saw I was looking at her 
she put the candle back and got a plain white 
one. 

The candles sold in the verherias have both 
religious and magical symbols. sometimes 
mixed together. In the case of the strictly magi­
cal candle. you are able to write down the name 
of the individual you wish to enchant. Most 
candles are bilingual and have a spell written 
in both Spanish and English. Following is a 
brief description to better illustrate the variety 
of candles and their functions. 

There are two types of veladoras or candles 
sold. One type has an inscription embossed on 
the glass containing the candle and the other 
type. compuestas, have a label that the yerberia 
has placed and you can write down your name. 
The compuestas are considered more power­
ful than the regular veladoras and as a conse­
quence are more expensive. At one yerberia 
they were double the price of a regular 
veladora. The worker at the yerberia said this 
was because they contained special incense and 
herbs which made them more powerful. The 
candles that people buy reflect their desires. 

There is a brisk business in the selling of 
votive candles. Managers at both K Mart and 
Walmart said that they sold a lot of religious 
candles. This is consistent with HEB ·s estimate 
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that they sell between 200 and 300 candles per 
week in McAllen and 540 per week in Elsa. 
This empirical fact further lends support to the 
thesis that the poor are more apt to rely on 
candles to control their circumstances since the 
median family income of McAllen is $23.809 
compared to only $9,544 in Elsa (County and 
City Data Book 1994 ). An average of 400 
candles in every HEB would mean that they 
are selling 1600 candles per month at each 
store. The candles at HEB sell between .99 
cents and $1.59 which means each store sells 
between $1.600 and $2,500 in candles each 
month. Based upon the data I collected at the 
stores. twenty Five percent of candles at all 
non-.verberia retail stores are non-traditional. 
Examples of non-traditional or magical 
candles: 

I) Yo  puedo mas que tu (I have more power
than you). The inscription states "To 
gain over others. To gain control over 
others. To gain power for yourself. You 
will gain your objective. Will bring per­
son to you rapidly. The person you de­
sire will enhance their love towards you. 
Protection from your enemies. Your 
partner will do as you command. Use 
to obtain success. This candle reflects a 
desire to be in control of social relation­
ships and greater economic success." 

2) Chango Macho: Espiritu de Buena Suerte
(Chango Macho: The Spirit of Good
Luck). Chango Macho is a popular fi­
gure of good luck and is represented as
an African king surrounded by money.
jewels and gold. The person who bums
this candle will obtain amor (love),

tesoros (treasures) and riquezas (riches).

3) El Indio Poderoso (Lucky Indian Spirit
[English translation on the candle]). The
written spell invokes the Holy trinity. "In

the name of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Spirit. invoke your power and end
my affliction. break my chains and pro­
tect me from my enemies.''

4) Amar y Ser Amado (To Love and Be
Loved). The inscription promises. "You
will be amazed by the love you will re
ceive. You will be loved and have some

one at your side all the time. Make your
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dreams realities" 

All four candles described an interest in con­
trolling the forces which govern love. money 
and power. For many people who live in 
Hidalgo County. money and power are beyond 
their control. They are at the mercy of shifting 
economic conditions, such as the freeze in 1983 
that destroyed the citrus crop and left many 
without work. As Stark and Bainbridge ob­
serve. "One important feature of magic is that 
it deals in relatively specific compensators for 
relatively specific rewards"( 1996: I 05 ). 

Other candles reflect a more ominous inten­
tion. Evans-Pritchard makes the distinction 
between magic and sorcery. He views sorcery 
as criminal activity whereas magic is perfectly 
acceptable to the members of society. Magic 
can be destructive and still be considered good 
because it is directed against a transgressor 
(Evans-Pritchard 1976 ). Sorcery or bad magic 
is used out of jealousy. greed. lust, or some 
other negative feeling. The methods and tech­
niques of magic and sorcery are the same but 
as Kieckhefer note, "The difference between 
positive and negative magic lay not in their 
basic conception but in the purposes they 
serve" ( 1990:81 ). Invoking the spirit of Chango 
Macho. the spi1it of good luck. is good because 
it is done to get a better job or more money. As 
Lieban notes. establishing a relationship with 
an evil spirit is the defining characteristic of 
sorcery ( 1977).Two examples reflect a nega­
tive fom1 of magic: 

I) Muerte contra mis Enemigos (Death for
my enemies). The candle bears an image
of a skull and cross-bones surrounded by
fire.

]) Separar(Breakup). A picture of a rattle­
snake poised to strike is pictured on the 
candle. It is used to breakup a relation­
ship. 

According to one yerberia employee, there is 
a special room in the _verbaria that these kinds 
of candles can be used because people do not 
want to take them home. They are unwilling 
to let family or friends know they are burning 
th�e candles because they know they are do­
ing something wrong. Non-yerberia retail 
stores do not stock candles that can be consid­
ered sorcery. 
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In addition to veladoras, there are candles in 
the shape of naked men and women. The 
candles come in three colors. black. red and 
white. They are sold only in yerbcrias. Accord­
ing to one yerberia owner. the colors reflect 
the motive of the person burning the candle. 
For example burning the red candle is used to 
win someone's love. If there was not a desire 
by the people to control events they would not 
be buying candles but on the contrary it is very 
lucrative market, each HEB store alone every 
year sells between $19,200 and $30.000. 

TALISMANS 

All yerbcrias sell a wide variety of talismans 
that bring luck or ward off evil. For example. 
the ojo de venado (deers·s eye), is used to keep 
harm away from infants. The ojo is a seed with 
a picture of some religious figure like the Vir­
gin Mary or San Martin Caballero (Saint Mar­
tin of Tours). The majority of talismans sell 
for less than five dollars. 

Saint Martin a common figure in many of 
the talismans, is indicative of the flexible na­
ture of Mexican American magical beliefs. 
Saint Martin is the patron saint of soldiers but 
I was told by one yerberia worker that people 
use his image to bring luck to business. 

The syncretic nature of the talismans is evi­
dent in the mixing of mainstream Roman 
Catholic religious figures with magical mate­
rial like horseshoes. However it is not only 
Christianity that is being used in the talismans. 
For example, Hotei, one of the seven lucky 
gods of Japan and Kali, Hindu goddess of death 
and regeneration are popular. The Chango 
Macho can be ultimately traced to West Af­
rica. Yet each of these figures are transformed 
into something that is part of the conceptual 
framework of the population. The syncretism 
of eastern and western traditions can be ex­
treme. for example during one visit, I asked a 
yerberia owner about Kali, a fairly fearsome 
looking goddess with six arms and was told 
she is a fom1 of Santa Barbara. 

MISCELLANEOllS MAGIC 

Finally. in addition to the veladoras and tal­
ismans. most yerbcrias (and even some gro­
cery stores) sell lotions. powders and aerosol 
sprays with magical properties. The belief is 
that you can smear. sprinkle or spay power on 
yourself or whatever you want to influence. 
For example, the Lucky Indian spray or 
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Chango Macho spray will bring good luck to 
your home. There is a connection between all 
form of supernatural paraphernalia. For ex­
ample you can buy a candle dedicated to Los 
Siete Potencias Africanas (Seven African Pow­
ers), as well as buy a spray and talisman. 

CONCLUSION 

Popular understandint of the large number 
of yerberias and grocery/retail sto;es selling 
magical solutions to everyday problems could 
be explained as superstitions of an ignorant 
people. In reality, nothing could be further from 
the truth. Homans states, "social behavior is 
an exchange of goods, material goods but also 
non-material ones, such as symbols of approval 
or prestige" ( 1959:606). Those who are usino 

. 

b 

magic are ex�hanging a few dollars for the hope 
of a better hfe. As long as economic condi­
�ions i� Hidalgo County remain dismal spend­
mg a little money with the hope of bettering 
your economic conditions will remain a ratio� 
nal choice. As Metraux states concemino Voo­
doo in Haiti. "As long as medical servi;es are 
nonexistent in the country districts, so long may 
the voodoo p1iests be sure of a laroe clientele" 
( 1972:61 ). The same thing holds t�e for South 
Texas. 

The kinds of items sold in the verbaria and 
grocery/retail stores shows a rational attempt 
to return some control to their lives. The items 
sold are not expensive but the potential return 
on their investment is great. People who be­
lieve in their efficacy state they know some­
one who because they purchased a talisman or 
candle, won the lottery or got a better job. The 
··empirical evidence" shows that the stores are
a�c?mn1odating the desires of the people by 
g1vmg them what they want. Thousands of 
dol!ars are spent each month by the people in 
the1r attempt to control the uncontrollable. 
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"WHAT'S BECOME OF OuR Buss"? 

THE POLITICS OF RECOGNITION: RECONSIDERED 

TRANSRACIALISM AND TRANSFIGURATION IN 

RALPH ELLISON'S ]UNETEENTH 

Gregory Stephens, University of Oklahoma and University of North Carolina 

Abstract 

How do we create a true politics of inclusion, what Nelson Mandela has called 
a "non-racial democracy"? This essay argues for the importance of artistic repre­
sentations of a "multiracial imagined community" in helping us to imagine a more 
attractive alternative to the "diseased imagination" of racialism. Ralph Ellison was 
an Oklahoma writer who emphasized our cultural inter-relatedness as a means of 
helping achieve a more inclusive politics. His novel Juneteenth illustrates the role 
of the arts in articulating a moral philosophy which can help create the change in 
consciousness which is a necessary precondition of reconstructive social move­
ments. All reform requires coalitions, and coalitions require new vision: new para­
digms to facilitate social and cultural awakening. Juneteenth critiques the root 
paradigm of racialism, and challenges the pieties of identity politics regarding how 
to create a new pattern. This essay concludes by applying the novel's complex 
dramatization of "the true inter-relatedness of blackness and whiteness" to con­
temporary identity politics, such as racialized commentary about controversial 
Caucasian rap artist Eminem. 

INTRODUCTION 

"And this is what ·s bC' Comc r!f our Bliss."

This line, from Ralph Ellison's posthu­
mous novel Junctccnth ( 1999). describes a 
"white"-looking boy raised among Afro­
Americans 1• who later rejects this culture 
and becomes a racist senator. More broadly, 
it expresses a betrayed hope that North 
American leaders could put into practice a 
true "politics of inclusion." Yet Ellison's 
Bliss is also a symbol of interracial co-cre­
ation: of blind faith (ignorance is bliss): and 
even of political reconstruction. 

Before spelling out these themes. I want 
to first let readers know the purposes to 
which I apply the analysis of this essay. I 
approach cultural texts (literature.film. etc.) 
as "aesthetic resources" for the emancipa­
tion from mental slavery (to join Bob 
Marley with Herbert Marcusc ). Specifically. 
following Ellison ·s lead. I will argue that 
representations of multi-"racial" commu-

nity such as Junctccllfh are one important 
pre-condition of multi-ethnic social move­
ments. "Social action must be animated by 
a vision of a future society." Noam Chom­
sky has written. And this vision of the fu­
ture will he most effective if grounded in a 
re-examination of the past. As Jose Limon 
insists. "cultural re-imagining cannot hap­
pen without cultural remembering."" 

How do we remember'? Our memory can 
be blinkered by unconscious schema or 
expectations which predetennine what we 
see. Or memory can be liberating if it is re­
imagined. if we correct the "habit of re­
pressing" the recognition of intercultural 
commonalities, indeed. of kinship. The no­
tion that North Americans have repressed 
recognition of an interracial kinship is cen­
tral to Ellison ·s works. His perspective is 
far from an effort to whitewash differences. 
hut rather is a historically grounded asser­
tion that commonality and difference can 
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co-exist. Indeed, they have always co-ex­
isted, if only we take off the blinders of bi­
nary racial mythology. 

Ellison is a representative of a tradition 
of writers who believe that visionary art can 
facilitate this re-imagining, giving us an 
inspirational or a corrective horizon towards 
which we orient ourselves. Ellison is like 
what Wayne Hampton has called a "guer­
rilla minstrel" who uses his artform to ex­
press concern over social issues, i.e., the 
continuing dilemma of how commonality . 
and difference can co-exist in a multi-eth­
nic society. For Ellison, fictional narratives 
give us a historically grounded vision of a 
future society-a future in which we learn 
to avoid repeating the exclusionary politics 
of the past. "If the ideal of achieving a true 
political equality eludes us in reality," he 
wrote, "there is still that fictional vision of 
an ideal democracy [which] gives us repre­
sentations of a state of things in which [ our 
differences, "racial" or otherwise] are com­
bined to tell us of [new] possibilities such 
as those when Mark Twain set Huck and 
Jim afloat on the raft."3 

Such visions of an "ideal democracy" 
are meant to make visible a "more attrac­
tive alternative" to the history from which 
Huck and Jim were escaping, and to keep 
us from falling into cynicism regarding the 
problems of the present. 

This view of a more attractive alterna­
tive to what Frederick Douglass called the 
"diseased imagination" of racialism has 
guided my study of multi-ethnic freedom 
movements, and of artistic expressions of a 
"multi-racial imagined community." The 
present essay is a continuation of my at­
tempt to think through the consequences of 
recognizing the social construction of race, 
while remaining tempered by awareness of 
the ongoing power of "racial formations." 
Here again, I ask some "big questions" 
which have driven my writing and teach­
ing.4 Namely: 

1) How do we create the multi-ethnic 
coalitions which will be necessary to pur­
sue issues such as social justice, educational 
reform, and environmental sustainability? 
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2) What sort of language do we need to 
develop what Mandela calls a "non-racial 
democracy"? 

3) How can the arts help us develop new 
models of identity and community, in which 
commonality and difference can co-exist? 

My approach here is an interdisciplinary 
form of cultural studies in-between the so­
cial sciences and the humanities. Yet this is 
also a form of social critique, with an eye 
to implications for political practice. I am 
not just looking back to assess what 
Ellison's novel can tell us about the writer 
and his times. Rather, my approach is what 
I have called a glance in the "contempo­
rary rear-view mirror."5 That is to say, it is 
of utmost importance to keep in view what 
is behind us, but even more imperative that 
we use this knowledge to prepare for what 
is rushing up on us, lest we have a head­
on-collision. Following Ellison's lead, I am 
using his artistic vision as a tool to look at 
some contested issues of the present. Ellison 
and his novel offer us a vantage point from 
which to critically re-examine our precon­
ceptions about what diversity means. 
Juneteenth, situated within the border cul­
ture of early Oklahoma, spawns a narrative 
of transracial transfigurations. Such trans­
figurations are necessary in order to move 
beyond the politics of race, Ellison believed, 
and in order to move towards the politics 
of inclusion. At the end of this essay I will 
use the issues raised in Juneteenth as an 
occasion for comment on the ongoing con­
troversies over the relationship between 
"black" culture and a supposedly "white" 
mainstream, as evident in debate over the 
Caucasian rapper Eminem, or the interra­
cial romance Save the Last Dance.6 

ELLISON'S OKLAHOMA AND THE QUESTION 

OF FATHER FIGURES 

Ralph Ellison's life and work were a 
fundamental challenge to the black and 
white binaries of racial mythology. Ellison 
was a writer who rejected the ghetto-ized 
box of "black writer." His work is in fact 
an extended meditation on what he called 
"the true inter-relatedness of blackness and 
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whiteness." The character Bliss in June­
teenth, like the Invisible Man, dramatizes 
the social construction of race. 7 

Ellison ·s determination to resist what he 
called "the deadly and hypnotic temptation 
to interpret the world and all its devices in 
terms of race" arises from encounters with 
"breaks" in the Racial Divide, as he expe­
rienced this in Oklahoma. "One cannot 
overestimate the extent to which [Ellison] 
derives his point of view from the experi­
ence of growing up in Oklahoma," insists 
John Callahan, his literary executor. Okla­
homa was admitted as the 46th state in 
I 907, seven years before Ellison's birth. 
Oklahoma was a racial frontier: prior to 
joining the United States, it was known as 
"Indian Territory." Many Southeastern 
tribes, such as the Cherokee. had been forc­
ibly resettled there. And for many years 
before Oklahoma became a state, as a terri­
tory it was a sanctuary for runaway slaves 
seeking the protection of the Five Great 
Indian Nations, as Ellison noted. There was 
another large emigration to Oklahoma by 
Afro-Americans after the collapse of the 
Reconstruction (the historical backdrop of 
Toni Morrison's Paradise). Many of these 
emigrants conceived of it as, and lobbied 
for it to be, a "black state." This notion of a 
Westward exodus to Indian territory as a 
land of freedom found expression in popu­
lar culture, Ellison noted, as when Bessie 
Smith sang about "Goin' to the Nation, 
Going to the Terr'tor' ."8 

Euro-American settlers came relatively 
late in this process. In the first years of state­
hood they did not have the same degree of 
political and economic dominance as was 
typical of other Southern states. Recalling 
the interracial friendships which he and his 
family had during the years after statehood, 
Ellison remarked: "I guess it's the breaks 
in the pattern of segregation which count." 
This liminal period of breaks in Oklahoma ·s 
Racial Divide has been captured in Edna 
Ferber's Cimarron. Domination by Anglo 
elites was increasing. and there was racist 
violence. as in the 1921 Tulsa riots. But 
there were also numerous Indian million-
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aires, and a considerable degree of eco­
nomic autonomy in numerous black com­
munities. The segregation laws being 
passed were not uniformly enforced, in the 
state ·s early years.9 

Ralph's father Lewis Ellison and his 
mother Ida Milsap emigrated to Oklahoma 
from Chattanooga, Tennessee, determined 
to start a family in the relative freedom of a 
frontier state. Of his childhood in Oklahoma 
City, Ellison recalled that they lived in a 
"white middle-class neighborhood," and 
that "there was never a time that we didn't 
have white friends." His father "had many 
white friends who came to the house when 
I was quite small, so that any feelings of 
distrust I was to develop towards whites 
later on were modified by those with whom 
I had warm relations."IO But it was hardly a 
privileged childhood, or a predominantly 
white cultural milieu. Lewis Ellison died 
when Ralph was three, and the family was 
quite poor. Ralph attended a segregated 
school. His immediate cultural referents 
were largely Afro-American. 

Somehow, in this frontier environment 
which was both provincial and culturally 
vibrant, Ralph and his crew offriends grew 
up thinking of themselves as potential "Re­
naissance Men." 11 Ellison remembered his 
crew as "members of a wild, free, outlaw 
tribe which transcended the category of 
race," many of them fatherless. Their need 
for "father and mother substitutes" shaped 
their search for, and fabrication of, "heroes 
and ideals." The models these budding "Re­
naissance Men" chose were a mixed lot: 
jazz musicians, scientists, gamblers, schol­
ars, stunt men. "We were seeking examples, 
patterns to live by," Ellison wrote. "We were 
projecting archetypes, re-creating folk fig­
ures, [heroes which often] violated all . . .
accepted conceptions of the hero handed 
down by cultural, religious and racist tra­
dition." The archetypal figures he and his 
childhood friends identified with were "pro­
jections, figures neither white nor black, 
Christian nor Jewish." One important model 
for Ellison, an archetypal figure capable of 
containing both black pride and transracial 
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Renaissance ambitions, was Frederick 
Douglass. 12 

I refer to Douglass, along with Ellison 
and Bob Marley, as "integrative ancestors" 
who can be claimed by more than one 
ethno-racial group. Ellison articulated a 
similar notion of trans-racial community, 
by claiming literary ancestors of several 
nations, and in the way in which he consis­
tently points out the ways in which "black" 
culture or institutions are inevitably rooted 
in multi-ethnic or interracial network. In his 
essays, Ellison applied this perspective to 
The Black Dispatch, the paper he delivered 
as a boy in Oklahoma City. The support 
networks for such papers invariably seemed 
to be interracial: some white citizens of 
Oklahoma City helped support Roscoe 
Dunjee's paper, Ellison pointed out, "just 
as a black sailmaker . . .  kept William Lloyd 
Garrison's paper, The Liberator going in the 
name of Abolition," and in a similar man­
ner as "whites kept Frederick Douglass· 
paper going." 

And how can we learn to recognize that 
inter-relatedness? Ellison characterized in­
terracial interactions as a sort of "antago­
nistic cooperation." Whether one focused 
on the antagonism, or the cooperation, the 
end result was still co-creation, to which 
all of us could lay claim, and for which all 
of us must take responsibility. There is a 
redemptive power, in Ellison's logic, to the 
recognition of inter-relatedness. It can lead 
to cultural transfiguration, Ellison suggests, 
in which we learn to take joint responsibil­
ity for the world we created together, rather 
than merely assigning blame for how it 
came into being. 13 

Ellison's answer to this question of mu­
tual recognition is: we achieve it through 
the re-imagining and collective re­
membering of the language of literature, of 
myth, of popular culture. 

THE SYMBOLIC LIFE 

Roscoe Dundee, the Oklahoma newsman, 
understood that "America moves through 
myth," Ellison wrote: cultural myths which 
are always in a state of flux and transfor-
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mation. Therefore. "the problem is to keep 
up with the metamorphosis and find out 
who Frederick Douglass is today." Because 
despite generational change, "the patterns 
of society demand again and again repeti­
tion of that same heroism with a new body 
and a new face." 14 

If cultural heroes reappeared only in 
transfigured form, then what would a "new 
heroism" look like? In what style and in 
what format would each new generation 
project its re-imagined archetypal ideas? 
Shortly after he moved from Oklahoma to 
Alabama, Ellison began to formulate his 
own artistic answer to these questions, in 
what was a fusion of the "Renaissance 
Man" and "New Negro" ideals. In typical 
fashion, he chose both black and white 
models. His first literary hero was T.S. Eliot, 
whose The Wasteland served as a study 
guide for young Ellison, enabling him to 
see the mythic dimension of his own expe­
riences. Alain Locke was also a role model 
because his theory of the "New Negro" 
pointed Ellison towards the realization that 
"black culture" was at the cornerstone of 
the American experience: so central that 
··everyone who is touched by it becomes a
little bit Afro-American." 15 

This notion that all Americans are cul­
turally part "black"- if in denial about their 
hybridity-is a central theme of Juneteenth. 
And again, Ellison drew heavily on his 
Oklahoma roots in creating this novel. As 
Callahan write in his Introduction to 
Juneteenth, "For Ellison the geography, his­
tory. and human diversity of Oklahoma 
embodied the actual and potential if oft­
denied richness of the country." 16 

Yet if it was the richness of Afro-Ameri­
can folk culture in Oklahoma which most 
consistently fired Ellison's imagination, it 
was cultural traditions from outside the 
black community which often gave him the 
"lense" through which to see the unique­
ness of this specifically "Negro" culture. "l 
was taken very early with a passion to link 
together all I loved within the Negro com­
munity and all those things I felt in the 
world which lay beyond,'' Ellison writes in 
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Shadow and Act. And very often, it was an 
Oklahoma context, in which the inter-pen­
etration of Afro-American, Native, and 
Euro-American cultures was abundantly 
evident even during segregation, which 
gave Ellison the grounding to criticize "'the 
insidious confusion between race and cul­
ture which haunts this society." 17 

Ellison had what Mark Busby calls an 
"integrative imagination." "There is no spe­
cifically American vernacular and language 
which has not been touched by us and our 
style," Ellison asserted. "/don't recognize
anv white culture," he emphasized. "I rec­
og�ize no American culture which is not 
the partial creation of black people. I rec­
ognize no American style in literature, in 
dance, in music ... which does not bear the 
mark of the American Negro." 18 

Ellison's colleague Albert Murray once 
wrote that "the mainstream in America is 
not white, but mulatto." If much of Ellison ·s 
work published while he was alive was an 
illustration of this assertion. the story of 
Bliss in Juneteenth shows Ellison drama­
tizing our deep denial of our hybridity. I 
have previously discussed the importance 
that substitute father figures played in his 
imagination after his own father died when 
he was three. In his essays. he is adamant 
about the importance of European writers 
in his imagination. "Writers as artists are 
sons of many fathers." he asserted. in op­
position to those who would want to con­
fine him to a "black box." in which his only 
possible form of kinship would be with 
black writers such as Richard Wright. 19 

During a 1977 interview, when Ishmael 
Reed accused Ellison of downplaying black 
influences. Ellison declared: "An artist can't 
do a damn thing about his relatives, but he 
can sure as hell choose his artistic ances­
tors." Ellison. then. engaged in a form of 
"self-fathering." As a character says in ln­
i·isible Man: "Be your own father.''20 

In Junetecnth. Ellison reversed the equa­
tion. giving us Bliss. an apparently Cauca­
sian boy. who is raised by an Afro-Ameri­
can preacher. Reverend Hickman. This 
story has particular resonance for Con-
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temporary American culture, with its fasci­
nation with a black "street" culture that is. 
in turn, is obsessively concerned with 
"white boys" as outsiders or intruders 
against which "authentic" black culture is 
defined. More broadly, Ellison uses this 
narrative to examine the reasons for and the 
result of many Americans' refusal to ac­
knowledge Afro-Americans as co-parents 
or co-creators of our culture, as well as our 
political and economic systems. 21 

TRANSFIGURATION: THE POLITICAL 
INTERFACE OF RELIGION AND RACE 

The epigram chosen for Juneteenth is a 
poem by T.S. Eliot which reflects on "the 
use of memory" as a form of "liberation" 
in which the "faces and places" of the past 
"become renewed, transfigured, in another 
pattern."22 The transfiguration in which 
Ellison is specifically interested is that in 
which heroic figures such as Frederick 
Douglass reappear "with a new body and a 
new face," and in which Americans discover 
the interracial links which Ellison believes 
are the cornerstone of the American expe­
rience. 

An archetypal instance of transfiguration 
is Matthew 17:2. The disciples see Jesus on 
a mountaintop. conversing with Moses and 
Elijah, while ''his face shone like the sun." 
More broadly. transfiguration can refer to 
any sudden transformation in outward ap­
pearance which also indicates inner change. 
People have often used the language of 
transfiguration to describe "race leaders," 
or nationalists who fuse political and spiri­
tual ideals. Thus, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
who was fond of quoting "the cross we bear 
preceeds the crown we wear," seemed vis­
ibly transfigured at the end of his 
"Mountaintop" speech, on a stormy night 
just before he was assassinated. In one strain 
of North American cultural mythology, 
racialized transfiguration leads to political 
redemption: often as a blood sacrifice which 
atones for the sins of exclusion. and sets a 
moral tone necessary for the enactment of 
inclusive democracy. This mixture of the 
political and the spiritual in relation to the 
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struggle for racial equality is evident over 
a long sweep of American history: hence. 
abolitionism and the Civil Rights movement 
have been referred to as a "secular church," 
i.e, a movement of moral vision applied to 
political inclusion.23 

Juneteenth is not a utopian novel. It is 
partly a requiem for the failure of Ameri­
can politics to carry forward the sort of na­
tional transfiguration envisioned by icons 
of the Civil War era: Abraham Lincoln and 
Frederick Douglass. Yet the failure, sug­
gests Ellison, lies primarily within our 
imagination: we have already experienced 
this transfiguration, culturally. but racial 
mythologies have blinded us. kept us from 
recognizing it. It is a failure both of sight, 
and of faith-the loss of faith that political 
inclusion is achievable. 

Juneteenth opens in 1955 with a group 
of elderly "Southern Negroes" chartering a 
plane, in which they "swooped down" on 
Washington D.C. in order to try to save a 
man they claim as a Prodigal Son. Senator 
Sunraider, from the lethal consequences of 
his own racist politics. And in trying to pro­
tect him. they must try to reclaim him. To 
redeem him. For these are the people who 
raised Sunraider when he was a boy known 
as Bliss. 

This is the congregation of the Rever­
end A.Z. Hickman, who was Bliss/ 
Sunraider·s de facto father. These are the 
long-suffering. freedom-seeking "black 
folk" of literature, film, and myth: the ar­
chetypal Afro-Americans of Civil Rights 
dramas such as J'll Fly Away, or in the real­
life footage of Eyes on the Pri::e. They are 
the embodiment of the search for freedom 
as both political and spiritual avocation. 
These people are the conscience of 
America, Moses before Pharaoh, speaking 
truth to power in a deeply dignified way.24 

With the intuition of the folk, Hickman 
and his congregation have come to warn 
their wayward son, Senator Sunraider, that 
his life is in danger. His secretary refuses 
to see them. They are powerless, in North 
America's halls of power. And yet the black 
folk carry their own sort of power: the 

Volume 30. No. I, June 2002 

power of myth. of moral legitimacy. The 
secretary is so dismiented by the "quietly 
insistent" manner of these black visitors that 
"she could no longer see the large abstract 
paintings hung along the paneled wall, nor 
the framed fascimiles of State Documents 
which hung above a bust of Vice-President 
Calhoun" (4). Here we see, in a manner 
similar to the Liberty Paints segment of In­
visible Man, the black constituency, or the 
repressed black cornerstone of the Ameri­
can republic, making invisible the dominant 
"white mythology." 

Hickman and his congregation, however. 
are denied access to Senator Sunraider. So 
they sit in the gallery of the Senate. During 
Sunraider's speech, an angry man rises in the 
gallery to fire upon the Senator, who says, with 
an inflection that betrays both the religious 
and racial roots of his upbringing: "LA WD. 
WHY HAST THOU ... forsaken ... " (26). 

So Hickman and his church have arrived 
too late to save Sunraider. But Hickman still 
hopes to reclaim him, and thereby to redeem 
him. The rest of the novel is centered on 
memories that Sunraider and Hickman 
have, in a hospital, as Sunraider lays dy­
ing, while Hickman prods him to remem­
ber who he is, and from where he came. So 
in the language of contemporary critical 
theory, Juneteenth is about the politics of 
recognition: the recognition of transracial 
inter-relatedness as a form of redemptive 
transfiguration. 25 

TRANSRACIALISM: BETWEEN BLACK & 
WHITE AND LIVING COLOR 

After watching Senator Sunraider, his 
son, fall in the speaker's well, Hickman 
begins to sing from the gallery: "Why has 
thou take our Bliss, Lord? ... Your were 
our last hope, Bliss." And the Senator, in 
his blood-bathed delerium, begins to re­
spond to the call. He begins calling out for 
Hickman (38-9). So against the wishes of 
Sunraider·s aides, Hickman is brought to 
the Senator's hospital bed. 

Much of the first third of the novel con­
cerns Hickman training the young boy Bliss 
(the future Senator) in the theatrics of a re-
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Jigious tent revival. Bliss is made to lay in 
a coffin. and then stage a resurrection from 

the dead at a dramatic moment in 
Hickman's sermon. 26 Hickman trains Bliss 
in the fine art of making people believe in 
the illusion. "You got to look like you feel 
it, Bliss," Hickman instructs. And has him 
repeat John 11 :25-"I am the resurrection 
and the life" ( 46 ). Hickman bribes the youth 
constantly with ice cream to ensure his par­
ticipation, and to restrain the boy's occa­
sional urges to puncture the illusion. 

The suspension of disbelief is of course 
a pre-requisite of faith. And Bliss is invalu­
able to Hickman in facilitating this suspen­
sion. Later in the novel, Hickman confides 
to a semi-conscious Senator Sunraider in 
the hospital: "You made me feel like I 
wasn't a fraud" (113). Bliss' participation 
has a redemptive feel for Hickman for sev­
eral reasons: Bliss· youthful innocence, and 
probably his color, contributes to the sus­
pension of disbelief. Furthermore, Hickman 
himself has been transfigured or "reborn" 
through adopting Bliss: from a womaniz­
ing, hard-drinking, hard-blowing jazz trom­
bonist. to "God's Trombone." 

Bliss· racial ambiguity is central to the 
whole story: to the suspension of disbelief 
in matters of faith and religion; to how he 
came to live with Hickman; and eventually, 
to why he is wrenched away from his black 
home and community, and seeks a new di­
rection. 

As Hickman and Bliss tour the circuit 
with their resurrection show. Afro-Ameri­
cans are continually commenting on Bliss· 
appearance. He is called "Ii' I ole hi-yaller." 
"yella," "Indian.'' "half-white." and "white." 
A street tough boy trying to provoke a fight 
remarks: "He probably got him some mean 
cracker blood too!" (55 ). Bliss then 
smashed the boy·s head with a rock. 27 

Racial ambiguity also affects the rela­
tionship between Bliss and Hickman. his 
"father." Hickman confesses mixed emo­
tions about this child. whose fair skin trans­
forms his relations with both blacks and 
whites. He also struggles with racial my­
thologies. as obstacles arise in fulfilling the 
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destiny he has in mind for Bliss (which is 
to be a Lincoln-like "liberator"). At one 
point, Hickman remarks that his apprentice 
is "definitely a preacher," yet has a serious 
flaw: "I guess whoever it was give you that 
straight hair and white skin took away your 
singing voice" (63). 

ls he or isn't he? Nobody knows for sure. 
As one of Hickman's church women says, 
"he don't show no sign [of blackness] in 
his skin or hair or features, only in his talk­
ing" (218). 

Other facets of the Bliss· racial ambigu­
ity surface in Chapter Five. one of the most 
hauntingly lyrical sections of a sometimes 
uneven manuscript.28 This chapter takes 
place during a transitional phase of Bliss' 
life when he was a film-maker (a continu­
ity in his career of casting spells or spin­
ning illusions). The setting is Oklahoma, 
"Out there where they thought the new state 
a second chance for Eden" (65). The chap­
ter relates Bliss' seduction of a young multi­
ethnic woman (Cherokee, Anglo, and Afro) 
he calls "Miss Teasing Brown." She in tum 
calls him "Mister Movie Man,'' but cannot 
place him. "Once in a while you sound just 
like one of us," she says. "I just talk as I 
feel," he responds. To which she replies: 
"Well, I guess you feel like us--every once 
in a while" (73 ). Later she asks if movie­
making is like piecing together scraps of a 
quilt. "with all the colors of the rainbow in 
it." Almost , Bliss says. "There has to be a 
pattern though and we only have black and 
white" (my emphasis). His lover replies: 

"Well, there's Indians and some of the 
black is almost white and brown like me" (83 ). 

THE ILLUSION Or EMANCIPATION 

The novel pivots on the memory of a 
Juneteenth celebration in which Bliss· illu­
sion of belonging to a black community is 
shattered. This memory is inspired when 
Sunraider. in the hospital, regains con­
sciousness and has a conversation in which 
he reflexively calls Hickman "Daddy." He 
wants to remember the event that drove 
them apart. Hickman reminds him. 

"Juneteenth." the Senator said, "I had 
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forgotten the word." 
"You·ve forgotten lots of important 

things from those days, Bliss" (114). 
Juneteenth is a holiday primarily cel­

ebrated among Afro-Americans in Texas, 
and in other states where Texans have mi­
grated. It commemorates the day in 1865 
in which slaves in Galveston finally got 
word of Emancipation. 'The celebration of 
a gaudy illusion," Sunraider thinks, semi­
conscious; "a bunch of old-fashioned Ne­
groes celebrating an illusion of emancipa­
tion. and getting it mixed up with the Res­
urrection. minstrel shows and vaudeville 
routines" (115-16). 

Sunraider's characterization is conde­
scending, but accurately describes the mix­
ture of religious and political themes one 
often witnesses in such entertainments, and 
a certain carnival or vaudeville flavor often 
tinged by racial stereotypes. Hickman re­
flects, in a monologue directed to the semi­
conscious Sunraider, that in those days "we 
hadn't started imitating white folks who in 
turn were imitating their distorted and low­
rated ideas of us" ( 132). Both Sunraider and 
Hickman's assessments have an element of 
truth: the Resurrection spectacle they staged 
during that Juneteenth celebration did occur 
during an era when there was a more 
dinstinctly "black" folk culture. Yet even that 
black folk culture was tinged by black.face 
traditions-created within an interracial hall 
of mirrors.19 The fair-skinned Bliss was 
clearly a key part of the success of the vari­
ant of this racial/religious myth Hickman 
was staging. The other Biblical version of 
the transfiguration remarks that Jesus· 
clothes were "dazzling white, whiter than 
anyone in the world could have bleached 
them" (Mark 9:3). Christian hymns sung by 
people of all colors speak of being "washed 
white as snow." Clearly, Judeo-Christian 
transfiguration has historically been associ­
ated with whiteness, or the sun. And Bliss. a 
"white" boy, would represent this purity for 
a black Ch1istian audience of that era. 

Just before the climactic moment of that 
Juneteenth ·'Resurrection," so long ago, 
which Sunraider is remembering as his life 
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ebbs. an Anglo woman stormed into the tent 
revival. The tall redheaded woman in a 
purple dress rushed forward, knocking over 
chairs. and declaimed: "He's mine. MINE! 
That's Cudworth, my child. My baby. You 
gypsy niggers stole him, my baby .... I'm 
taking him home to his heritage" (155-56). 

Bliss is lifted from the coffin. with the 
white woman pulling on his head, the black 
church women pulling on his legs and arms. 
As Hickman recalls this scene in the hospi­
tal, he frames it in historical perspective: 
"the fight between her kind of woman and 
ours goes way back to the beginning ... to 
when women found that the only way they 
could turn over the responsibility of rais­
ing a child to another woman was to turn 
over some of the child's love and affection 
along with it. They been battling ever since" 
( 160). Hickman notes that most of his "dea­
conesses had been nursing white folks' 
chiliun from the time they could first take a 
job ... and had fought battles with the white 
women every step of the way'' ( 161 ). 

This is another instance of what Ellison 
describes as a historical antagonistic coop­
eration between blacks and whites. It de­
scribes a situation that was a reality for 
many Anglo children in the south for a 
couple of centuries: they spent much of their 
early childhood being nurtured by black 
women, playing with black children. and 
yet then were "reclaimed" by their white 
parents when the time came for them to 
learn about their "heritage.'' As Hickman 
observes, "that situation must make a 
child's heart a battleground" ( 161 ). 

Ellison 's notes make clear his intent in this 
scene: "Bliss's coffin is a threshold ... [A]fter 
its symbolism of rebirth (Christian) he does 
indeed find rebirth-but in an ironic reversal 
he becomes white and anything but the lib­
erator he was being trained to become" (357). 

Hickman and his congregation have to 
hide their Bliss. The confrontation with the 
white woman sets off a debate: could Bliss 
really be her son? Hickman's? Anything is 
possible. one woman surmises. "Half the 
devilment in this country caint be located 
on account of ifs somewhere in between 
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black and white and covered up with bed­
clothes in the dark" (218). 

THE SHOCK OF RECOGNITION 

One thing is sure: as Hickman had sur­
mised, this conflict, being tom between two 
"races," two "heritages," two opposed but 
intersecting sets of hopes. turned Bliss ·s 
heart into a battleground. Bliss was now 
forced to recognize that he was in essence 
fatherless and motherless. The old illusion 
of belonging could no longer be sustained. 
Bliss would continue creating illusions, and 
he continued to speak of resurrection. But 
he found a different audience, and turned 
his back on the people who raised and nur­
tured him. The shock of recognition: that 
the crazed white woman at the revival was. 
if not his mother. then someone who looked 
like his mother. and that Hickman was not 
his real father-this shock set in motion the 
transfonnation of Bliss. Once the pride and 
joy of black people. he metamorphosized 
into Senator Sunraider. who repressed the 
memory of this earlier connection. and 
made racist jokes. He used the skills he had 
learned on the revival circuit, but now 
within a political arena. 

In one of Juneteenth ·s most moving 
scenes. Hickman leaves Sunraider·s bedside 
and walks to the Lincoln Memorial. He had 
been pondering how Bliss evolved into 
something so different than what they had 
imagined. ··we made a plan. or at least we 
dreamed a dream and worked for it but ... 
the dream got out of hand" (270). And Bliss 
turned away. "even at the very last moment, 
refusing to recognize us ... who for years 
haven't asked anything except that he re­
member and honor the days of his youth" 
(271). Bliss· story is a secret: both a trag­
edy and a mystery. as is the real. repressed 
story of the nation. A reporter had asked 
Hickman how he could cry for a man who 
hated his people. He couldn't explain the 
truth. but mused: "if we can't cry for Bliss. 
then who'! If we can't cry for the Nation. 
then who?" ( 274 ). The tragic mystery of 
both the nation and Bliss are based in the 
repression of how inter-connected "black" 
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and "white" people actually are. 
During these thoughts Hickman came 

upon the statue of Lincoln, in whose ex­
pression he recognized a part of himself: 
'That look, that's us! Ifs not in the features 
but in what ... those eyes, have to say" 
(280). A church-woman who had followed 
him cried out: "Ain't that Father Abraham?" 
Hickman nodded, thinking "Yes, with all I 
know about him and his contradictions. yes 
... And with all I know about white men 
and politicians of all colors and guises and 
intentions, yes ... She's right ... you·re 
one of the few who ever earned the right to 
be called ·Father'" (281). 

It is after this encounter with the memory 
of Lincoln that Hickman reflects: "And to 
think, we had hoped to raise ourselves that 
kind of man" (283 ). Back at the hospital 
bed, looking at the dying Sunraider, he 
wearily concludes: "And this is what's be­
come of our Bliss" (286 ). Whereupon 
Hickman finally returns to the repressed 
secret of how Bliss came into being. And 
how the dream of his people, who hoped to 
raise Bliss to be a liberator, was deferred, 
derailed. It becomes clear that this is, in­
deed. also the story of a nation: in some 
ways an almost unbearable tragedy, yet in 
other ways a mystery which challenges our 
most fundamental assumptions. 

The scene is one of racial horror and 
dread. Hickman, then a young hell-raising 
musician. is waiting in his house. a gun on 
his lap, fearing or expecting a racist mob. 
This mob has already earlier lynched his 
brother and killed his mother. A pregnant 
woman steps into his house, already in la­
bor. and pleads that Hickman find a woman 
to help her deliver her child. Hickman puts 
his gun to her belly and wants to kill both 
mother and unborn child. This same woman 
had blamed Hickman ·s brother Bob for her 
pregnancy. He was lynched and mutilated: 
"his wasted seed ... now a barbaric souve­
nir floating in a fruit jar of alcohol and be­
ing shown off in their barbershops and lodge 
halls and in the judge ·s chambers down at 
the courthouse" (297). 

Yet here the woman is. having decided 
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that Hickman was the only man in town who 
might show her Christian charity. She calls 
herself a Christian, yet confesses she is a liar, 
and a murderess. She assures Hickman that 
his brother Bob had nothing to do with the 
pregnancy. but she refuses to name the fa­
ther. Hickman understands that "she'd have 
destroyed the nation just to protect her pride 
and reputation in that little old town" (297). 
He is incredulous: "Do you think that after 
being the son of a black preacher in this 
swamp of a country I'd let you put me in the 
position of trying to act like Christ? ... Tell 
me, what kind of endless. bottomless, blind 
store of forgiveness and understanding am I 
supposed to have?" (299-300). 

Yet then the woman's water breaks, and 
he crosses a Rubicon: "that instinct and life 
inside her had reached out and tagged you 
and you were It'' (300). He helps into the 
world new life. the offspring of a woman 
who has destroyed life in his own family. 
When the boy is born, and he cuts the um­
bilical cord, the birth awakened in Hickman 
"some cord of kinship stronger and deeper 
than blood, hate or heartbreak" (302, my 
emphasis). 

After nursing the child a few days. the 
woman announced that she was leaving, and 
implored him to keep the child. "It's the 
only way. Alonzo Hickman ... Take him. 
let him share your Negro life and whatever 
it is that allowed you to help us all these 
days ... [Y]ou '11 need him to help prevent 
you from destroying yourself with bitter­
ness. With me he'll only be the cause of 
more trouble and shame and later it'll hurt 
him" (308). 

Hickman lets her walk, reflecting: 
"Hickman. you had wanted a life for a life 
and the relief of drowning your humiliation 
and grief in blood. and now this flawed­
hearted woman was offering you two 
lives-your own. and his young life to train. 
Here was a chance to prove that there was 
something in this world stronger than all 
their ignorant superstition ... Maybe the 
baby could redeem her and me my failure 
of revenge and my softness of heart" (311 ). 

"/'II call him Bliss, because that's what 
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they say ignorance is," he decides (311 ). 
The child Bliss would grow up ignorant of 
his mi gins, of the original sin of his mother. 
He would have a chance for new begin­
mngs. 

A writer ofless vision than Ellison might 
not find the route from racial horror to 
transraciality and transfiguration. But as 
always Ellison focuses on the consequences 
of antagonistic cooperation: of co-creation, 
and the move from assigning blame, to tak­
ing responsibility. Even in this story, rooted 
in the horror of the most extreme forms of 
racial violence, the responsibility cannot be 
assigned solely along the lines of race. 

Ce1tainly a primary part of Juneteenth 
is a lesson about the moral bankruptcy that 
develops when "whites" refuse recognition 
of their inter-relatedness with other "races." 
Meditating on the dream his congregation 
had of raising a "liberator," and the distance 
Bliss deviated from this dream, Hickman 
mused: ''I guess we hoped for the Prodigal's 
return. But in a country like this, where 
prodigal boys ... forget where home is ... 
our hoping and waiting [becomes] a true 
test of our.faith or at least our lol'e" (315). 10 

The disjuncture between the Bliss of 
their faith and dreams, and the Sunraider 
ofnational politics. is so great that Hickman 
wonders if "maybe the real one, the true 
Bliss got lost and this is somebody else." 
But he concludes with finality, "this was 
Bliss ... It's him and there lies the nation 
on its groaning bed" (316). 

But the flight from interracial recogni­
tion is not just a "white" problem. Hickman 
also wrestled with his own conflicted feel­
ings. with what role his own rage, his own 
illusions, and his own refusal of recogni­
tion may have played in Bliss· deviation 
from the dream. 

Around 1935, when Bliss was a rising 
politician, some Georgia politicans located 
Hickman and tried get him to admit his con­
nection to Bliss. "I lied and denied so he 
could climb higher into the hills of power 
hoping that he'd find security and in his 
security and power he'd find his memory 
and with memory use his power for the good 
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of everyone" (316). 
This is another illusion. and another ra­

cial mythology. Today we might name it the 
Clarence Thomas Syndrome. The belief that 
we should support a public figure on the 
basis of racial origin. or original racial af­
filiation, on the faith that this origin will 

determine allegiance in our place and time. 
When Bliss was a baby, Hickman ·s 

struggle with recognition and responsibil­
ity was intense. He at first carried the baby 
in a briefcase, and "lied that he was my dead 
sister·s child." He travelled with the child. 
"still mixed up over why I was trying to 
save him but needing to bad enough to learn 
to pray" (313 ). A year later. Hickman was 
"still mixed up in my emotions about him 
but always having him with me" (313 ). And 
it is no wonder that his emotions were con­
fused: aside from Bliss as a reminder of the 
horror he lived through. there was the mat­
ter of Bliss changing every facet of his 
present life. in ways beyond his control. 
Black women rejected Hickman. accusing 
him of "laying around with a white gal," 
because of the fair-skinned baby he carried. 
They saw Bliss as "half-white," as proof of 
Hickman·s guilt-by-miscegenation. So 
Bliss. the child. forced Hickman into celi­
bacy. Another marker of his complete trans­
figuration from hell-raiser to man of God 
and would-be miracle worker. 

MUSIC'S TRANSFIGllRATIVE POWER 

The true miracle is perhaps that out of 
horror. sometimes comes redemption. 
Through Bliss. Hickman found his redemp­
tion in playing spiritual music. The young 
man who had tried to blow all his rage and 
joy and gusto into his jazz trombone now 
played God's trombone. And he tried to 
blow into his Bliss the breath of life. the 
hope of justice. and reconciliation. 

In his dialogue at the hospital with Bliss/ 
Sunraider. and with his own conscience. 
Hickman quizzes himself many times: If I 
had done this or hadn't done that. would 
things have turned out differently') If he 
hadn't declined to recognize Bliss early in 
his political career. could he have been re-
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claimed? Hickman feels that the dream of 
raising a white child to be a "liberator" of 
or powerful representative of black people. 
has been a failure. And he clearly feels that 
part of the failure was his own. 

Ellison's answer on "lessons learned" 
from this story comes primarily in two 
forms. One, at the novel's end, can be found 
in Hickman/Ellison ·s memory of the Okla­
homa of his youth. And the other is in 
Sunraider·s speech at the beginning of the 
novel. to which I will return shortly. 

While meditating on this seeming fail­
ure ("this is what's become of our Bliss"), 
Hickman recalls elements of Oklahoma 
when he was a young man that had made 
the dream of transracialism and transfigu­
ration seem achievable. Because anything 
seemed possible in those days. Oklahoma 
was "the new country which He gave us, 
the Indian Nation and the Territory then, 
and everything wide open and hopeful" 
(319). And the people who lived together 
on that frontier were a diverse lot. includ­
ing "a lot of half-Indian Negroes, those 
'Natives.' they called them ... " (318). He 
remembers "That Texas white boy who was 
always hanging around till he was like one 
of us." They asked him why he hung around 
when "You could be President." 

'"Yeah, but what's the White House got 
that's better than what's right here?" Tex 
replied . 

"Maybe Bliss could tell him." Hickman 
mused (319 ). 

He also remembered a day when they 
had gone "to the polls with ax handles and 
pistols, some whites and Indians with us, 
and battling for the right. Long back. now 
Oklahoma ·s just a song, but they don ·1 sing 
about that ... Run up a skyscraper and for­
get about the foundation" (319). 

Still. Hickman affirms: "Yeah. but we 
got it all in the music." He describes the 
music and the life that went with it as '"Its 
own communion and fellowship " (319 ). In 
the memory of the musical fellowship. hope 
is kept alive. Earlier. Hickman explained the 
music's power to the boy Bliss: '"we had 
recei\·ed a new song in a new land [which 



102 Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology 

we] had to use ... to build up a whole new 
nation" (127-8). "Keep to the rhythm and 
vou 'II keep to life" Hickman told Bliss 
( 129). The music inspired faith: "They 
couldn ·t divide us ... Because anywhere 
they dragged us we throbbed in time to­
gether." He desc1ibed the music as "the 
spirit of our redemption'" (130). 31 

But at the dying Sunraider·s side. 
Hickman ·s thoughts turned back to fast liv­
ing in the New Eden. when he was a jazz 
musician. The sort of "communion and fel­
lowship" inspired by this wild dance music 
was of an entirely different sort. Maybe. 
Hickman thinks. "I should tell him about 
those times: maybe it was the self-denial 
that turned him away" (318). 

Hickman (reflecting Ellison's view) de­
scribes music as like a code. The story 
Hickman feels he should have told Bliss was 
the repressed story about the "new song" 
of a fast-living. multi-ethnic community in 
the New Eden. And not just the illusion of 
resurrection (318-19). Hickman realizes 
that he. too. has nm up a skyscraper. while 
neglecting the foundation. But the real story. 
the repressed story. is still there: "we got it 
all in the music.'' People can follow the 
rhythm to the source. and in the source. 
there is a shared memory. and there is a forrn 
of liberation. The music has "tra11sfig­
urative power.'"3~ This was a form of music 
and community that crossed barriers: racial 
frontiers. and the boundaries between secu­
lar and sacred. 

Yes. that was Bliss then. 

St1NRAIDER's SPEECH: Co-CREATION 

RE-IMAGINED 

But Bliss now (1955) carried some of 
the music Hickman taught him. In his Sen­
ate speech, one hears many voices, some 
arrogant and pompous. but some wise. 
There is praise of the importance of diver­
sity ( 19), and even a meditation on the im­
portance of memory. What is Ellison up to 
in this speech? 

The speech is framed in such away that 
one would not tend to imagine that there 
could be anything of redeeming value in 
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Senator Sunraider·s words. We have already 
been clued in that he is a racist, and he gives 
evidence of this in the speech. Yet the first 
time I read the speech, I experienced a sense 
of"cognitive dissonance·· between the way 
I understood I was supposed to be reading 
the speech. and the actual content of some 
parts of the speech. which in pmt read as 
an extension of Hickman ·s world view, and 
often. as an expression of Ellison ·s own 
deepest convictions, as expressed often 
elsewhere. about "unity in diversity." 

Sunraider·s speech is in fact central to 
Ellison ·s message. regarding antagonistic 
cooperation as co-creation, and the unex­
pected challenges that inte1ncial co-cre­
ation presents to overstanding "what diver­
sity means."33 To understand the signifi­
cance of this speech in the novel, and in 
Ellison ·s thought. I want to suggest two 
necessary framing devices: 

l) the speech must be understood as a 
form of call-and-response with a multira­
cial audience: 

2) the speech is a fictional re-visioning 
of Eliot's poem about liberatory memory. 
in which "faces and places" of the past "be­
come renewed, transfigured, in another pat­
ten1." 

If we re-visit the speech as an illustra­
tion of call-and-response: as an interactive, 
clialogical speech paradigm. then it becomes 
clear that much of Sunraider·s speech is in 
fact a reaction to the aspirations of his long­
repressed "family," Hickman and his Afro­
American congregation. 

In the call-and-response style of com­
munication. which has most often been as­
sociated with "black'" religious traditions 
and African-derived musical patterns. "a 
speaker governs the use of language under 
tutelage of the audience," as Molefi Asante 
writes. 34 The part of Sunraider's speech 
which Ellison included came after the Sena­
tor had been distracted by a hallucinatory 
"cinematic image" of the "heraldic eagle'' 
of the Great Seal hovering over his head. 
(Shades here of the Invisible Man's throw­
away line about "making the old eagle rock 
dangerously") (576 ). Looking upwards. 
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Sunraider becomes aware of "a collectivity 
of obscure faces, staring down ... from the 
tortured angle provided by a segregated 
theater"s peanut gallery" ( 12). Sunraider 
does not register that this is Hickman ·s con­
gregation. but he does sense an "expecta­
tion of some crucial and long-awaited rev­
elation which would make them whole" 
(13 J. He is "pleasurably challenged" by 
their attitude of expectation, and shifting 
emotional gears. he finds himself "giving 
expression to ideas the likes of which he 
had never articulated," words and ideas 
which arose "from some chaotic region 
deep within him" ( 13). 

Ellison does not tell us which of 
Sunraider·s ideas are new. and which 
merely voice the ideology of a Southern 
Senator in a segregationist era. But a form 
of call-and-response is happening. it be­
comes evident. of which the Senator is not 
fully conscious. His "family" is pulling cer­
tain themes out of him. Glancing at them. 
he thinks: "In whose name and under what 
stress do thev think I'm speaking?" ( 12). 
Hickman ·s congregation still loves Bliss, 
their Prodigal Son. They still claim him, 
recognize him. as their partial creation. And 
they do have an attitude of awaiting "rev­
elation." But Sunraider delivers a speech 
that is directed to all members of his audi­
ence. So we find him playing to racists. but 
also affirming diversity. We find him prais­
ing the founding fathers. yet calling on the 
audience to break with history. 

There are numerous affim1ations here of 
North Amcrica·s role as a "Redeemer Na­
tion." imposing its will in a fom1 of what 
Octavio Paz has called "imperial democ­
racy."'; Sunraider uses fulsome praise of the 
"awesome vision" of the forefathers to jus­
tify what seems to be a jingoistic national­
ism. Yet I was stmck by the ways in which 
this speech actually establishes a more 
problematical relationship to the past. and 
to the founders. similar to that employed 
by the aholit ionist orator Frederick 
Douglass in his "July 5th Speech."16 This is 
not immediately evident. given the set of 
expectations Ellison signals to his readers. 
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Yet something else besides bigotry or 
stale patriotism is at work here: something 
perhaps only explainable in terms of 
Sunraider·s response to the expectations of 
that audience in the peanut gallery, or the 
awakening of long-buried parts of his con­
sciousness. which speak to ways in which 
that family has trained him. For Sunraider 
has not come to merely praise the fathers. 
He says: "In our beginning our forefathers 
summoned up the will to break with the 
past. They questioned the past and con­
demned it and severed themselves from its 
entangling tentacles" ( 14 ). This is, in fact. 
quite like Douglass· attitude towards the 
founding fathers: Sunraider wants to both 
"affirm and revitalize their awesome vision" 
( 15). He wants not "to reject the past; rather 
... to overcome its blighting effects"; to 
"redeem" the past by "transforming" its 
"obsolescent" ideals" ( 16 J. 

So what are these "entangling tentacles" 
of the past which must be "remembered but 
rejected"? The Senator says that "we be­
come victims of history ... if we fail to 
evolve ways of life that are more free [and] 
more human" ( 19). And in this context 
Sunraider poses a "fatal question" of his­
tory, whose past patterns he says we must 
"remember selectively, creatively." That is: 
"How can the many be as one?" The an­
swer: 'Through a balanced consciousness 
of unity in diversity and diversity in unity" 
< 19). 

This reads very much like "the next 
phase" that the In.visible Man had envi­
sioned in his search for multiracial com­
munity: ··our fate is to become one, and 
yet many-this is not prophecy, but descrip­
tion" (577). ("I am neither seer nor 
prophet." Sunraider says before advocating 
"unity in diversity" [ 19] ). And does it mat­
ter that the one line was voiced by a "black'" 
man; the other by a "white" man? Does that 
alter the meaning?17 To the degree that 
Ellison wants us to think about co-creation. 
and about the possibility that commonality 
and difference can co-exist. why would he 
put these words about transforming the pat­
terns of the fathers. and about the need for 
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diversity in unity. in the mouth of a racist 
Southern Senator0 

Sunraider certainly seems to be a racist. 
Or is playing to racists. Shortly after mak­
ing a zen-like pronouncement about the in­
ter-relatedness of "darkness in lightness" 
(20), Sunraider makes a crude joke about 
"Coons" driving Cadillacs (23). We are told 
that the Senator·s applause is "accented here 
and there by enthusiastic rebel yells'' (24 ). 
Yet immediately after his racist joke about 
"our darker brethren," he also equates "their 
crass and jazzy defiance of good taste" with 
"the flexible soundness of the nation." And 
he asse11s the need for "citizen-individual­
ists possessing the courage to forge a mul­
tiplicity of creative selves and styles'' (23). 

What is going on here? Racial ambigu­
ity? Hypocrisy? Can we imagine that. in 
engaging in call-and-response with an au­
dience whose expectations are so different. 
Sunraider is responding to the expectations 
of both his racist constituents, while also 
rising to meet the expectations of that au­
dience whose presence in the peanut gal­
lery somehow pleases and challenges him? 

Let us return again for a moment to the 
idea around which Ellison has centered this 
novel: that of a liberatory memory which 
transfigures the faces and places of the past 
in a new pattern. Was Hickman's dream in 
fact a complete failure? Elements of 
liberatory discourse. and transfiguration 
into oneness. remain in the Senator's 
speech. alongside a racist joke. and crude 
nationalism. There is a recognition of the 
need to break from old patterns. while re­
invigorating certain visions of the past. In 
his bedside meditations. Hickman had re­
flected on the masks that public figures 
wore. Ideals are embodied in people. yet 
"men change and have wills and wear 
masks" (284 ). This makes it difficult to dif­
ferentiate between the human being "in­
side," and the persona adopted in order to 
meet the expectations of people ··outside."·'8 

Behind Sunraider·s mask. is there some­
thing redeemable? Something recognizable 
as having been created by both black and 
white people, even though Sunraider him-
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self. in public. apparently refused to recog­
nize this? 

I sense that Ellison is challenging us to 
think about the consequences of co-creation 
in new ways. The offspring of our co-cre­
ation come from inter-twined roots. They 
may follow a trajectory similar to our ex­
pectations, but with unexpected fruits. 
Hickman and his people dreamed of rais­
ing a modem-day Lincoln. who would fight 
for the black people who raised him. It did 
not work out quite that way. Another "heri­
tage" claimed him. Yet when Sunraider 
adopts Psalms 121: I. "We lift up our eyes 
to the hills and we arise" (15), which heri­
tage is he forwarding? 

To what does Sunraider refer when he 
speaks of "remembered but rejected 
things"? Could one of those remembered 
but rejected things be the notion of racial 
solidarity itself? Sunraider has probably 
also rejected Hickman ·s notion of libera­
tion. He had told the boy: "Bliss, you mus/ 
be a hero just like that little lad who led 
blind Samson to the wall, because a greal 
many grown.folks are blind and have to be 
led toward the light" (228). When the child 
becomes a man. he puts away childish 
things. Even as a boy. this notion of libera­
tion ··troubled" him. And as a man, he 
clearly envisioned liberation as reconstruc­
tion. not as total destruction. As building a 
new structure. with selected elements of the 
past. rather than pulling or burning the roof 
down on our heads. 1" 

These questions are alive with us today. 
One fascinating story of the 2000 Presiden­
tial campaign was an uneasy dance between 
Democratic vice-presidential candidate Jo­
seph Liebem1an. and civil rights leaders. 
They were suspicious of Lieberman because 
he had made critical comments about affir­
mative action. When stories were released 
about his participation in a 1963 Civil 
Rights voter registration campaign in Mis­
sissippi. civil rights leaders gave him the 
benefit of the doubt. Yet the tenor of the 
debate was of racial solidarity as a form of 
faith: if his conscience had been forged 
fighting for equal rights, then how could he 
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question aftinnative action? That was not 
part of a conceivable trajectory, in the con­
ventional wisdom of latter-day civil rights 
leaders. In fact, to claim roots in the struggle 
for racial equality, yet to also question the 
underlying logic of affinnative action, was 
perceived of as an "apostacy." A break with 
the faith of the fathers.-ll> 

CONCLUSION: THE CONSEQUENCES OF Co­

CREATION 

Ralph Ellison's work does not advocate 
a specific politics. but he sees the re-imagi­
nation of the past as a necessary step in the 
transfiguration of identity in the present. and 
the reconstmction of a politics of inclusion 
in the near future. J1111etee111h insists, in a 
variety of voices. that to repeat the patterns 
of the past without critical re-examination 
is a form of "mental slavery." to quote Bob 
Marley. So when Sunraider speaks of the 
need to ··redeem" past ideals hy transform­
ing them, he clearly speaks for Ellison. 
When Sunraider urges his audience not to 
be "passive slavef s] to the past" (23). he 
speaks not only for Ellison. but for a much 
broader cultural and spiritual tradition. This 
language calls to mind certain liberatory 
clements of the scriptural tradition in which 
Hickman trained Bliss. Such as Paul's ad­
monition to "Submit not again to the yoke 
of [mental] slavery" (Galatians 5: l ). Or his 
letter to the Romans ( 12:2 J. ··oo not con­
form any longer to the pattern of this world. 
but be transformed by the renewal of your 
mind." 

The inherited pattern which Ellison most 
clearly believes must be remembered hut 
rejected. as a form of mental slavery, is ra­
cialism. Resistance to racialism was the cor­
nerstone of Ellison's artistic re-imagining 
of history. Racialism is what Jung called a 
"category of the imagination." or what 
Freud called a schema. i. e., a largely un­
conscious pattern of thought..j 1 Freud once 
remarked: "We are often able to sec the 
schema triumphing over the experience of 
the individual." We often tune out experi­
ence that docsn ·1 fit into the boxes we use 
to categorize experience. and this is cer-
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tainly tme of racialism. Racial mythologies 
have caused us to ignore experience which 
does not fit within the normative black/ 
white binary of "official" American poli­
tics and culture. 

In Jwzeteenth Ellison challenges this bi­
nary thought pattern in a way surely meant 
to trouble our ingrained habit of assigning 
blame and responsibility, once more, along 
the lines of race:2 Ellison has a "white rac­
ist'' character voice the approach he en­
dorses, which is "to remember selectively, 
creatively" (29). Hickman, on the other 
hand. a character with whom it is much 
easier to empathize, attempted a complete 
break with history. He hoped that ignorance 
of the past was Bliss. But repressed memory 
is memory which returns, disguised, and 
writes our script for us. in ways beyond our 
control.43 

With "creative memory," we can reclaim 
the past, especially repressed parts of 
memory, that can serve as resources for 
constructing a new pattern. for gaining a 
more inclusive vision of a future society. 
Re-imagined memory allows us to revital­
ize the vision of our ancestors. This bal­
ancing act in which we seek to embrace 
redeemable ideals, but reject "obsolescent" 
ideals, is voiced in common sense terms by 
Denzel Washington's character in Missis­
sip/Ji Masala. Walking along the shores of 
a Southern Jake. he tells his Indian lover: 
··racism is like a family recipe. You've got
to know what to eat. and what to leave on
the plate."44 

To move beyond racialism (one of the 
"isms and schisms" Marley hoped to van­
quish), and into new patterns of culture, 
politics. and spirituality in which common­
ality and difference can co-exist: that is a 
fundamental challenge of the politics of 
inclusion. One part of that process is to 
achieve a forms of kinship or solidarity with 
people who do not look like us. do not think 
like us. or who do not share parts of our 
political or religious ideology. This would 
require a culture-based. rather than a blood­
based or ideology-based definition of kin­
ship. Once we understand that culture can-
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not be accurately linked to "race." or color. 
then cultural communities and social soli­
darities can be imagined on a foundation 
other than surface appearances.45 

Ellison's Junctccnth. then. is a call for 
us to re-imagine cultural kinship. And he 
does this through re-examining an issue that 
continues to have contemporary resonance: 
the relationship of so-called "white" youth 
to ''black" culture.46 

Well-meaning "white" youths used to 
come to Ellison ·s lectures and ask: "what 
can we do about the black man in a white 
society?" And Ellison would say. "Why 
don't you start by examining how black you 
are." In other words, changing the patterns 
of exclusion cannot be done while main­
taining the illusion of separation.47 Writing 
the new script must start from a recogni­
tion of inter-relatedness. of kinship. And 
this calls for a rethinking of racial tem1i­
nologies themselves. 

White is the color of a piece of paper. 
Who wrote on that paper? Ellison was tell­
ing his students that no matter what their 
skin color, they were culturally part black. 
And therefore. a part of the "mulatto main­
stream.'' Bliss was Ellison ·s testament about 
this problematic inter-relatedness. 

Let us conclude by forwarding this dis­
cussion to the present. and ask: who are the 
Blisses of our own day? What do they say 
to us. about us? Can we recognize them as 
our co-creations? 

A) Anti-Types 
Let me propose a parallel: a white youth 

raised amidst black culture, who grows to 
make disturbing utterances on an 
(inter)national stage. Eminem is Bliss. 

At least. Eminem is a version of this in­
ter-relatedness embraced by commercial 
culture. If Sunraider fled his black host cul­
ture. Eminem embraced it. was transfigured 
by it. According to news reports. the vile­
mouthed Eminem who has become a num­
ber-one selling rap star is very much an 
adopted persona. Marshall Matthers. a 
lower-class Caucasian youth raised in 
downtown Detroit, was doing "conscious 
rap" not long before vaulting to 
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superstardom. Then Matthers joined forces 
with Doctor Dre, who made his name and 
fortune glorifying the gangster lifestyle that 
he had once lived. Dre, a fom1er member 
of the group Niggaz With Attitude. pushed 
Matthers to re-invent himself, and encour­
aged the emergence of Matthers' anti-so­
cial alter-ego. ··slim Shady." This became 
his ticket to success: in the world of rap 
music. the gangster style is seen as the au­
thentic style. the "black" style. the "street" 
style. Rappers who do themes of positivity 
are dismissed as "soft niggas" who are not 
''keeping it real."48 

Speaking of "white" youths raised 
among "blacks." and later reclaimed for a 
Eurocentric heritage, Hickman had said to 
Bliss: ··come the teen time ... they cast 
out the past and start out new ... Even their 
beloved black tit becomes an empty bag to 
laugh at and they grow deaf to their 
mammy"s lullabies" (162). Now. quite the 
opposite has happened. While the "racism 
is eternal" school of thought has a continu­
ing vogue. it would be more accurate to say 
that Americans have historically had a love­
hate relationship with black people. and that 
in recent years, among young people. this 
has turned into a form of idolization: "the 
enormous vogue of all things black."49 

So. if youths like Eminem grew up suck­
ing on the breast of black culture. then who 
created the pattern they copied, or internal­
ized'? Eminem was raised by contemporary 
"black culture'' to ''keep it real" by living 
the thug life myth. His success is an inevi­
table extension of opposition as fashion. a 
virnlently misogynic oppositionality. in a 
thriving marketplace of oppositional ges­
tures.50 And the furor over Eminem ·s suc­
cess ( sounds authentic, but doesn't look 
authentic) is a reflection of a deep neuro­
sis. centered on a refusal of recognition re: 
"black urban" culture's interconnectedness 
with its predominantly suburban (but in­
creasingly international) consumers. If be­
ing authentically "black" requires one to be 
fiercely opposed to all things "white." then 
what does someone like Eminem do to this 
binary?" 
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Has Eminem co-opted and com1pted rap 
music. and hiphop culture? Or has he per­
haps given voice to, and exploited. the in­
herent contradictions of its obsessions with 
racial authenticity: the confusion of 
commodified oppositional postures with 

being a '"true revolutionary"? 
Let us take another. reverse angle on 

transfiguration and transracialism: that of 
Michael Jackson seeking to make himself 
"white." We might say that Michael Jack­
son was not so much transfigured as disfig­
ured. He seemed to be somewhat conscious 
of what he was doing. and offered his re­
constructed face as a stigmata for our ra­
cial obsessions. 5' 

Trying to follow the trajectory of 
Ellison ·s thought. I would say that the ulti­
mate disfiguration is the Procrustean vio­
lence of the black/white binary. So the ··mu­
latto mainstream" must say: this pait of me 
doesn't fit [in a world constructed on racial 
binaries]? Then chop it off! Perform plas­
tic surgery! Michael Jackson is certainly not 
the first to be disfigured by racial mytholo­
gies. Let me only point to Malcolm x·s fab­
rications about his Caucasian grandfather 
as one example of the extremes to which 
many have felt compelled to go. to re­
inforce the social division between black 
and white.51 

The more attractive alternative to binary 
racialism already exists. We need only shed 
binary blinders in order to recognize it. 

B) Proto-types
.!1111etee111h. as a narrative of life on ra­

cial frontiers. has a place in a mainstream 
American history. literature. and political 
culture. This legacy of intcrraciality and co­
creation may be a repressed history. But as 
depth psychology tells us. the greater 
amount of force we expend in repressing 
something. the greater will be its force when 
it returns.'� And today we arc witnessing 
the tremendously forceful return of the 
"mulatto mainstream." Tiger Woods. Derek 
Jeter. Jason Kidd. Halle Berry. Mariah 
Carey. Ben Harper. Findley Quaye. Sade. 
Bob Marley. et al. This is a very partial list 
of public figures. in sports. music. and film. 
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who are offspring of interracial unions. and 
who to various degrees. directly or indi­
rectly. trouble our binary racial mythology. 

The evidence that this is just the tip of 
an iceberg is overwhelming. We have ge­
netic proof now that Thomas Jefferson did 
indeed father children from one of his Afro­
American slaves. The contemporary reper­
cussions for identity. for community, and 
for politics were spelled out on a PBS spe­
cial edition of Frontline: "Jefferson·s 
Blood" (5-2-00).55 The "true inter-related­
ness of blackness and whiteness," it be­
comes ever more evident, has been norma­
tive in America since colonial times. in high 
and low places. 

The body of scholarship that has 
emerged within the last decade which traces 
this history of inter-penetration and co-cre­
ation is enormous. Let me only mention a 
few of the landmark authors which have 
mapped this domain in encyclopedic detail: 
Shelly Fisher Fishkin, Neil Foley, Paul 
Gilroy, Grace Elizabeth Hale. David 
Hollinger. George Hutchinson, Frances 
Kartunnen, Jose Limon, Mechal Sobel, Eric 
Sundquist. and the master of this domain, 
Werner Sollors.«• 

Such scholarship has opened up count­
less new vistas on the "true inter-related­
ness" of American politics and culture. 57 

.luneteenth is part of a domain which. in the 
title of Sollors· masterwork, is Neither 
Black Nor White Yet Both. My intent has 
been to suggest the political implications 
of learning to recognize the pervasiveness 
of a co-created cultural tradition. Regard­
ing the figures of Ellison ·s writing. the 
range of figures from popular culture I listed 
above. and the cultural domain being ex­
plored by the scholars of border cultures 
( or what Latin American scholars call 
mesti::,aje).50 I ask: How can we remember 
these people and this shared history in or­
der to re-imagine community. or social soli­
darity and political coalitions? And how can 
this re-membering help us to enact an in­
clusive vision of a future society? 

We can start by learning to recognize and 
re-claim .. heroes and sheroes 

.. 
raised by 

-
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more than one parent culture. such as 
Frederick Douglass: to take them out of 
their racialized boxes. and put them into the 
mainstream of cultural and political dis­
course. These sorts of figures can serve as 
reference points in debating the politics of 
inclusion, because more than one ethno-ra­
cial group can learn to trust them. and to 
identify with them, in at least a partial way. 
We must first let them be as they are. not 
what we expected them to be. and to en­
gage them on the third space on which they 
live. beyond the binaries of race.59 

Identity politics or the politics of recog­
nition in this era has mostly lost sight of 
the coalition politics needed to engage in 
structural reform. Identity politics has be­
come addicted to gestures of opposition, at 
the expense of creating more attractive al­
ternatives. I would hope that one legacy of 
Ellison's work would be that the politics of 
recognition needs to move beyond narcis­
sism. Rather than merely demand that main­
stream institutions recognize ME and my 
culture. we need to begin thinking through 
the consequences of co-creation. The poli­
tics of recognition is itself a redeemable 
ideal, if it leads us to see something of our­
selves in others outside of our own home 
base of race. class. gender. or nation: like 
Hickman in front of Lincoln. who recog­
nized commonality not in the face of Lin­
coln. but in what Lincoln looked towards. 
His eyes saw, after all is said and done. a 
concept of justice, and of nation, far more 
inclusive than that entertained by most 
Americans of his day. 

June teen th is a capstone of Ellison ·s 
work, in that it portrays interracial recog­
nition. the affirnrntion of multi-ethnic kin­
ship. as a form of redemption. And it re­
affirms the importance of '"the illusion of 
emancipation." Like Bob Marley·s "Songs 
of Freedom," ritual expressions of rebi11h 
or regeneration are not without practical 
value. especially in cynical times. They 
serve as an orienting horizon, the sun of a 
faith under whose light we are transfigured, 
and see more clearly our common human­
ity, the "One Blood'' that ties us to each 

Volume 30. No. I. June 1001 

other. and to our common mother. the 
Earth.6-1 

FOOTNOTES 

(AUTHOR ·s NOTE: Thanks to Alberto 
Mata for his persistence, and for being brave 
enough to champion non-traditional schol­
arship. Portions of the section "Ellison ·s 
Oklahoma and the Question of Father Fig­
ures" are adapted from "Invisible Commu­
nity: Ralph Ellison ·s Vision of a Multira­
cial 'Ideal Democracy·." in On Racial Fron­
tie rs: The New Culture of Frederick 
Douglass, Ralph Ellison, and Bob Marley 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 
1999 ). Citations in parenthesis are from 
Ralph Ellison. Juneteenth, edited by John 
F. Callahan (New York: Random 
House.I 999). When not indicated other­
wise, italics are Ellison·s.] 
I) I use '"Afro-American" rather than "Af­

rican American:· in part because it 
seems less chained to a specifically U.S. 
context. I also find Orlando Bagwell's 
point of view persuasive: "Afro-Ameri­
cans are not Africans: they are among 
the most American of Americans, and 
the emphasis on their African-ness is 
both physically inappropriate and cul­
turally misleading. Fmthern10re. in light 
of increasing immigration of Africans 
from Africa to the U.S., it is best to re­
serve the tern1 African Americans to 
describe this group." The Ordeal of In­
tegration (Washington, DC: Civitas/ 
Counterpoint. 1997). xi. 

2) Jose E. Limon, American Encounters: 
Greater Mexico, The United States, and 
the Erotics of Culture (Boston: Beacon, 
1998 ), 160. Noam Chomsky. "Lan­
guage and Freedom." quoted in Manu­
facturing Consent: Noam Chomsky and 
the Media (Part Two: Activating Dis­
sent), dir. Mark Achbar and Peter 
Wintonick (Montreal: Necessary Illu­
sions, 1992). Herbert Marcuse. The Aes­
thetic Dimension: Toward a Critique of 
Marxist Aesthetics (Boston: Beacon, 
1978). "Aesthetic resources" is from 
Charles Reitz, Art, Alienation, and the 



Volume 30, No. 1, June 2002 

Humanities: A Critical Engagement 
with Herbe1t Marcuse (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2000), 
5. "Marcuse believed that any genuinely
emancipatory social movement had to
be directed by, and responsible to. the
human tmths that only the aesthetic fac­
ulty of the imagination could develop,"
writes Rietz (167).

3) Bernard Boxill, ed .. "Introduction:' Race
and Racism (Oxford UP, 2001 ). 21. The
habit of tuning out or "not seeing what
we share with others" in inter-ethnic 
contexts. writes Boxill. is a form of 
myopia that leads to a denial of com­
monality or kinship. People invested in 
racialized worldviews "develop a habit 
of concentrating their attentions on their 
racial differences when they think of or 
associate with people of other races, and 
ignoring or repressing what they share 
with such people" (22). 
Wayne Hampton. Guerilla Minstrels 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee 
Press. 1986 ). Ralph Ellison. Invisible 
Man (New York: Vintage. 1952/1982), 
xx. 

4) ··diseased imagination": Frederick
Douglass , "The Races ," Douglass
Month/_,. ( August 1859 ). David
Hollinger. .. Culture. Color. and Solidar­
ity," Postscript to 2nd edition of
l'ostethnic America: Bcvond Multi­
culturalis111 (Basic Books, 2()()()). Social
construction: K wame Anthony Appiah,
"Illusions of Race." In My Father·s
Ho11.1c: Africa in the Philosophy of Cul­
ture (Oxford UP. 1992). 28-46: Paul
Gilroy, Against Race: Imagining Politi­
cal C11/t11re Beyond the C olor Line
(Harvard UP. 2000). Michael Omi and
Howard Winant. Racial Formations in
the United Sr ares I New York and Lon­
don: Routledge. 1986/1994). Among
the works in which I have pursued this
theme: ··Frederick Douglass· Multira­
cial Abolitionism: ·Antagonistic Coop­
eration· and 'Redeemable Ideals' in the
July 5 Speech:' Co1111111111icario11s Stud­
ies 48:3 ( Fall 1997 ): "'You Can Sample
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Anything·: Zebrahead, 'Black' Music. 
and Multiracial Audiences:· New For­
mations (Winter 1999/2000); "Romanc­
ing the Racial Frontier: Mediating Sym­
bols in Cinematic Interracial Represen­
tation," Spectator 16 (Fall/Winter 1995/ 
96); "Rap Music's Double-Voiced Dis­
course: A Crossroads for Interracial 
Communication," Journal of Commu­
nication Inquirv 15 ( 1991 ). 

5) rear-view mirror: Stephens. On Racial
Frontiers, 1-11: 57-60. In prior work. I
have engaged contemporary critical
theory in depth. esp. as it applies to rep­
resentation, but will here mention only
two recent works that have influenced
my thinking, at the interface of politi­
cal theory and debate on diversity:
Theori;:,i ng Multiculturalism, ed.
Cynthia Willett (London: Blackwell,
1998 ), esp. Nancy Fraser's essay "From
Redistribution to Recognition? Dilem­
mas of Justice in a 'Post-Socialist' Age,"
and Charles Taylor et al., Mulri­
culluralism: Examining the Politics of
Recognition (Princeton UP. 1994 ). ed.
Amy Gutmann.

6) Among a slew of articles about Eminem
obsessively focusing on "the white boy
thing," one of the most perceptive is
Scott Poulson-Byrant. ·'Fear of a White
Rapper," The Source, June 1999, 174 ff.

7) Invisible Man is centrally about a search
for multiracial community. The novel's
hero serves as a Hermes archetype who
carries messages back and forth be­
tween "white" and ''black" worlds. He
also acts as a trickster who undermines
the assumptions of both groups.
Stephens, "Invisible Community: Ralph
Ellison ·s Vision of a Multiracial 'Ideal
Democracy· ..

.
in On Racial Frontiers, 

op cit. On Ellison ·s hero as a trickster: 
T.V. Reed, "Invisible Movements, Black
Powers: Double Vision & Trickster
Politics in Invisible Man:· in Fifteen
Jugglers. Five BeliC\'ers: Lireran- Poli­
tics and the Poetics of American Social 
Mo\'emenrs (Berkeley: U. California,
1992). A forceful statement of Ellison ·s
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determination to claim a much broader 
identity than "black protest writer" is 
made by Stanley Crouch. 'The Measure 
of the Oklahoma Kid." in The Al/­
American Skin-Game (New York: Pan­
theon, 1995 ), 83-92. "inter-related­
ness '': Ralph Ellison, .. Change the Joke 
and Slip the Yoke," reprinted in The 
Collected Essays <?{Ralph Ellison (New 
York: Modem Library, 1995 ), I 07. In 
an essay reflecting on his Oklahoma 
heritage, "Going to the Territory," he 
wrote that "by ignoring such matters as 
the sharing of bloodlines and cultural 
traditions by groups of widely differ­
ing ethnic groups . . .  we misconceive 
our cultural identity.'' Essays, 595-6. In 
what seems to be a cultural sense. he 
refers to "my mixed background" in the 
Introduction to Shadow and Act (Es­
says, 56). 

8) temptation: Ellison. "Introduction."
Shadow and Act, in Collected Essays.
57. John F. Callahan, "Chaos, Complex­
ity. and Possibility: The Historical Fre­
quencies of Ralph Waldo Ellison." In
Kimberly Benston, ed .. Speaking for
You: The Vision o,f Ralph Ellison (Wash­
ington, D.C.: Howard UP. 1987). 131.
"Indian Nations"/Bessie Smith: "Going
to the Territory." Collected Essays
(New York: Modem Library. 1995).
600-1. Ellison quotes the lyric in
Juneteenth, 59. Oklahoma as racial
frontier: Ellison ·s essay "Going to the
Territory." Essays, 604. See also refer­
ences to Oklahoma in Quintard Taylor.
In Search o,f the Racial Frontier: Afri­
can Americans in the American West
(New York: Norton. 1998). Black state
in literature: Toni Morrison. Paradise
(New York: Plume. 1997/99).

9) "breaks": 'That Same Pain. That Same
Pleasure,'' interview with Richard Stem.
in Essays, 71. Edna Ferber. Cimar ron
(New York: Bantam. 1929/ 1963). See
discussion of interracial dynamics of
this novel in Mary V. Dearborn,
Pocahontas's Daughters: Gender &

Ethnicity in American Literature (Ox-
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ford UP. 1986), pp. 128-30. Oklahoma 
was more commonly thought of as 
Southwestern in the early 20th century. 
and is sometimes still refeITed to as pa11 
of the Southwest. Hence. Ellison dif­
ferentiates between his "Southern ex­
perience·· (at Tuskegee) and "my South­
Southwestern identity." "An Extrava­
gance of Laughter." Essavs, 658. Re: 
Indian millionaires, there was a horri­
fying episode in which some Osages 
were defrauded of their oil money by 
Anglos who married in the tribe and 
then had family members disposed of. 
This has been documented most re­
cently by Dennis McAuliffe, Blood­
/and: A Family Story qf Oil, Greed and 
Murder on the Osage Reservation 
(Council Oak Distribution. 1999). 

I 0) "middle-class/warm relations": 'That 
Same Pain," Essays, 71. "white 
friends": Hollie West interview, Mary­
emma Graham and Amritjit Singh. Con­
versations with Ralph Ellison (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi, 1995). 
255. The sense in which I'm using the
tem1 "crew" is informed by a history of
Ca1ibbean scholarship on "crews" as
associations of young men. A recent use
of this term is Non11an Stolzoff. Wake
the Town and Tell the People: Dancehal/
Culture in Jamaica (Durham: Duke UP,
2000). 186-7.

11) vibrant: "I recall that much of so-called
Kansas City jazz was actually brought
to perfection in Oklahoma by Oklaho­
mans .

.. 
Intro to Shadow and Act, in Col­

lected Essavs. 51.
12) Models for budding "Renaissance

Men": Ibid. 52-3.
13) Integrative Ancestors: "They can act as

a common icon or shared antecedent.
an 'integrating personality' through
whom diverse groups trace many of
their ideological beliefs. their expres­
sive style. or their model of identity and
cultural rootedness." Stephens, On Ra­
cial Frontiers. 4. "Roscoe Dunjee and
the American Language." Essays, 456-
9. The Philadelphia black sailmaker was
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James Forten. 

14) Ibid. C.G. Jung. The Snnbolic L!fe
(Princeton UP. 1976), Collected Works,
XVIII, and "The Transcendent Func­
tion," in The Structure and Dvnamics

rl the P syche (Princeton UP, 1969),
Collected Works VIIL 67-91.

15) .. Alain Locke," Essays. 441-2. 445, my
emphasis.

16) Ralph Ellison. Juneteenth, Ed. by John
F. Callahan (New York: Random House,
1999). xix.

J 7) "link together": Essays. 71. One humor­
ous example of the role of Ellison ·s 
Oklahoma upbringing in his tendency 
to see all American culture as "racially 
hybrid" is in his "'Portrait of Inman 
Page." Ibid. 587. "insidious confusion": 
"Going to the Territory," Essays. 606. 
True inter-relatedness: Ellison, "Change 
the Joke and Slip the Yoke." Essays, 
107. 

18) James Alan McPherson, .. Indivisible
Man." originally in Atlantic Month(,;
226 (Dec. 1970 ), my emphasis. and in
Ellison's Collected Essays. 356. Mark
Busby. Ralph Ellison. 39. 141.

19) writers as fathers discussed in Stephens.
.. Invisible Community:· 011 Racial
Frontiers. 114-22. Albert Murray, The
011111i-A111erica11s (New York: Dutton.
1970). 112.

20) Ishmael Reed. Quincy Troupe. and
Steve Cannon. 'The Essential Ellison."
Y'Bird Maga::.ine I ( Autumn 1977 ):
Graham & Singh. Conscr\'C/tion.1· with
RE. 361-2. "self-fathering": Eric
Sundquist. Frederick Douglass: New
Literary and Historical Essays /Oxford
UP. 1990 ). 12. "own father": Invisible
Man. 156.

21 ) On tension between rap artists and black 
entrepreneurs. and the Euro- American 
males who buy most of their product. 
but from whom they must continually 
distance themselves. see this perceptive 
piece about the creators of FUBU: 
Leslie Kaufman. "Trying to Stay True 
to the Street." Ne1\' York Times ( March 
15. 1999). B9. On the ironies and am-
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biguities and sometimes hostilities 
faced by Caucasian performers in this 
domain. see also Somini Sengupta, "A 
Multicultural Chameleon." New York 
Times. October 9, 1999, and N.R. 
Kleinfield. "'Guarding the Borders of the 
Hip-Hop Nation:· New York Times, July 
6. 2000.

22) T.S. Eliot poem "Little Gidding."
Juneteenth. ix.

23) David Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Mar­
tin Luther King, J,:, and the Solllhern 
Christian Leadership Co1iference (New
York: Vintage. 1985/88). 7.

24) Re: the nickname Hickman's congre­
gation gives him. "God's Trombone":
see James Weldon Johnson. God's
Trombones: Seven Neg ro Sermons in 
Verse (New York: Penguin. 1927); Mar­
tin Luther King. Jr., "The Drum Major
Instinct." in I Have a Dream: Writings 
and Speeches That Changed the World,
ed. James M. Washington (New York:
HarperCollins, 1992).

25) Nancy Fraser. "From Redistribution to
Recognition?", op cit., and Taylor et al..
Multiculturalism: Examining the Poli­
tics of Recognition. esp. K. Anthony
Appiah. "Identity. Authenticity. Sur­
vival: Multicultural Societies and So­
cial Reproduction." 149-63. and Jurgen
Habermas. "Struggles for Recognition
in the Democratic Constitutional State."
107-48. An obvious reference in
Ellison's dialogue with William
Faulkner is As I Lav Dying (New York:
Random House/Vintage. 1930/ 1990).

26) This carnival-like "resurrection" is re­
ally a Southern. rather than a "black"
cultural tradition. The roots of this form
of theatrical transfiguration go back to
the 18th century Great Awakening­
which we now know was a multiracial
phenomenon Frank Lambert. Inventing
the "Great Awakening" (Princeton UP.
1999 J. On the multiracial character of
the Great Awakening. see Mechal Sobel.
Trabe/in' On: The Slcii•e lotm1e,· to an 
A/iv-Baptist Faith ( Princeton UP. 1979).
and The H'orld The y Made Together:
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Black and White Values in 18th-Century 
Virginia (Princeton UP. 1987 ). 

27) Juneteenth. pp. 49, 52. 55, 311. 225.
The hypersensitivy of mixed-race
people to issues of racial "authenticity"
is a pervasive feature of the literature
and culture of racial frontiers. See for
instance my interview with Jeremy
Marre. director of the PBS documen­
tary on Bob Marley Rebel
Music. in which he comments on
Marley's rage towards those who
deemed him less that fully black (http:/
/www .j ah works.org/m u sic/movies/
jeremy_marre.html). This can be heard
on-line at www.ireggae.com/sounds/
jerem ymarreint. ram.

28) The novel was skillfully edited by
Ellison's literary executor John
Callahan. However. it had to be as­
sembled from a manuscript long enough
to fill three novels. Although much of
the writing is powerful, on the vision­
ary level of Invisible Man, it is clear that
as Ellison himself acknowledged. he
never fully achieved a strnctural unity
between some sections of this work.

29) The most nuanced recent studies of in­
terracial dynamics in blackface I have
read are W.T. Lhamon Jr., Raising Cain:
Blackface Pe,formancefrom Jim Crow
to Hip Hop (Harvard UP. 1998). and
Eric Lott. Love & Theft: Blac/.:.face Min­
strelsy and the American Working Class
(Oxford UP. 1993). Re: "Bamboozled":
Stephen Holden. "Trying on Blackface
in a Flirtation With Fire," New York
Times Oct. 6. 2000. B 14. I have dis­
cussed the "hall of mirrors" effect re­
garding the combination of religious
and racial mythology in contemporary
reggae in "Rasta Prophet as Sound
Boy Murderer: Garnett Silk inna
de Dance:'Jahworks October 2000
(http://www.jahworks.org/music/cd/
g_silk.html). Re: the origins of dance
in an interracial hall of mirrors. with
blacks parodying whites imitating
blacks, see James Haskins. Black Dance
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