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The hypothesis tested is that variations in rates of urban criminal violence largely
result from differences in racial inequality in socioeconomic conditions. Data on
the 125 largest American metropolitan areas (SMSAs) are used to ascertain
whether this hypothesis can account for three correlates of violent crime
differently interpreted in the literature. Criminal violence is positively related to
location in the South, which has been interpreted as the result of the Southern
tradition of violence. It is positively related to the proportion of blacks in an
SMSA, which has been interpreted as reflecting a subculture of violence in
ghettos. And it is positively related to poverty, which has been interpreted as the
emphasis on toughness and excitement in the culture of poverty. The analysis
reveals that socioeconomic inequality between races, as well as economic
inequality generally, increases rates of criminal violence, but once economic
inequalities are controlled poverty no longer influences these rates, neither does
Southern location, and the proportion of blacks in the population hardly does.
These results imply that if there is a culture of violence, its roots are pronounced

economic inequalities, especially if associated with ascribed position.

Public perception of crime as a major
social issue increased in the 1960s (Presi-
dent’s Commission on Law Enforcement
and Administration of Justice, 1967), and
recent surveys reveal continuing concern
(Harris, 1973; Garofalo, 1977). When
Americans worry about crime, what they
are most anxious about are murder, rape,
robbery, and assault, the four major types
of violent crime against persons. The
growing public anxiety about violent
crime is a reflection of high and increasing
rates of these crimes.

There is a paradox here. Crimes against
persons as well as property crimes are
correlated with poverty, yet the United
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States, a very affluent country, has one of
the highest crime rates in the world. At
comparable levels of urbanization and in-
dustrialization, the homicide rate in the
United States is more than ten times that
in Western Europe (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1979:182). Moreover, the re-
ported rate of violent crimes has been in-
creasing; it rose from 253 in 1967 to 401
per 100,000 in 1978 (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1979:177). These crimes are pre-
dominantly urban: their rates for large
cities (over 250,000) are about five times
that for small towns (under 10,000) and ten
times that for rural areas (Harries, 1974).

Two questions must be clearly distin-
guished in the study of crime. To ask why
certain individuals have tendencies to
commit violent crimes (Toch, 1969) re-
quires comparing the characteristics and
experiences of offenders and nonoffen-
ders. However, to ask why rates of crimi-
nal violence differ from place to place or
from time to time requires ascertaining
which variations in social conditions are
associated with the differences in crime
rates. The second question is the one pur-
sued in this study: not what kind of indi-
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viduals tend to commit violent crimes, but
what social conditions make it likely that
many people commit them.

VARIOUS INTERPRETATIONS

As early as 1835 Quetelet published an
analysis of crime rates in various regions
of Western Europe. Regional differences
in crime continue to fascinate us nearly a
century and a half later, and so do two
other factors often considered causes of
violent crime: poverty and race. Although
these three factors have been consistently
found to be correlated with violent crime,
the data to be presented suggest that
theories based on these empirical findings
are misleading.

Region and Race

Early studies by Brearley (1934) and Lot-
tier (1938) indicate marked regional varia-
tions in homicide, with the highest rates
being observed in the South. The high
Southern rates of violent crime, notably
homicide and assault, have been re-
peatedly documented (Shannon, 1954;
Hackney, 1969; Harries, 1974; Pyle,
1976). While the regional gap is narrow-
ing, it is still substantial. In 1978, the
homicide rate (per 100,000) was 11.6 in the
South and 7.7 in the rest of the country.

The major interpretations of the high
rates of Southern crime are based on the
thesis that violence is part of the Southern
subculture and pervades interpersonal
relations there. Thus, Wolfgang and Fer-
racuti (1967) maintain that social values in
support of violence become embedded in
a particular group for historical reasons
and are then transmitted to successive
generations. Hackney (1969) suggests that
the Southern culture of violence has its
historical roots in the defeat in the Civil
War and the subsequent economic
exploitation by the North, which created
collective grievances and a low threshold
for aggression (see also Cash, 1941). Both
Hackney (1969) and Gastil (1971) analyzed
data to show that the regional difference in
homicide rates persists when a variety of
social and economic conditions are con-
trolled, and Reed (1972) reports that
Southerners are more tolerant of violence
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than others. On the other hand, Erlanger's
(1975) analysis of Harris polls discovered
no substantial regional difference in atti-
tudes about violence.

A major alternative explanation to the
Southern subcultural hypothesis is pro-
vided by Loftin and Hill (1974). Their
analysis of state variation in homicide
rates showed that the poorer economic
conditions in Southern states account for
their higher rates of murder. Although
Sykes (1978:150-51) cautioned that the
debate over how to explain regional dif-
ferences in crime rates was far from
ended, recent studies (Humphries and
Wallace, 1980; Smith and Parker, 1980)
conclude that regional influences on crime
rates are better understood in economic
rather than in cultural terms.

Another explanation for the high rates
of criminal violence in the South involves
racial composition, inasmuch as the South
has proportionately more blacks and
blacks have substantially higher. crime
rates than whites.! Some of this difference
in crime rates results from discrimination
in arrests, bias in official records, varia-
tions in racial age composition, and other
factors. Yet some of it probably reflects
actual differences in criminal offenses, as
noted by Sutherland and Cressey
(1978:141): “Despite the limitations of the
official statistics on the crimes committed
by members of various races, it seems
reasonable to assume that in the United
States the general crime rate among
blacks is considerably higher than the rate
among whites.”

Criminal violence in black ghettos has
also been interpreted as an expression of a
subculture that condones and legitimates
violence because life is tough and success
depends on the ability to fight and to strike
first. Moreover, many children in black
ghettos are reared in broken homes, re-
ducing strong identification with societal
norms. Oppression and exploitation
further undermine respect for the laws and
mores imposed by the alien majority.

! For example, blacks accounted for more than
half the arrests for the four major types of violent
crime in 1978 (F.B.I., 1979:199). Constituting only
slightly more than one tenth of the population, their
arrest record, therefore, was about ten times that of
whites.
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Normative conflict between subcultures
has been traditionally considered a major
cause of high crime rates in an area
(Wirth, 1931; Sellin, 1938; Sutherland,
1947).

Labeling theory (Becker, 1963; Lemert,
1972) has also been used to analyze the
influence of social reactions to deviance
on further deviance. Nonconformists,
whether they are actually delinquents or
merely have views and engage in practices
that differ from the ideas and folkways of
the majority, are labeled as outsiders and
deviants and thus as potential delinquents.
Stereotyping extends the social label to all
members of a group—all Italians or all
blacks. Such labels make persons more
likely to be suspected of crime, to be ar-
rested, and to be convicted, and these ex-
periences, including notably the learning
experience in prison, increase the proba-
bility that they will subsequently engage in
criminal conduct. Although labeling
theory is criticized by many (Gove, 1975),
few deny that law enforcement does not
treat all people the same and that the risks
of arrest and conviction are much greater
for members of groups typed as criminal
than for others (Quinney, 1975; Swigert
and Farrell, 1977).

Poverty

The significance of the urban socioeco-
nomic conditions for the incidence of
crime was early recognized in the ecologi-
cal studies at the University of Chicago.
In the most famous of these, Shaw and
McKay (1942) compared delinquency
rates in various areas within 21 cities and
showed that the same variations in delin-
quency among socioeconomically dif-
ferent urban areas persisted for several
decades even though their populations
and ethnic compositions completely
changed during that time. This is a beau-
tiful illustration of the roots of crime in the
social structure, independent of the indi-
viduals involved. Shaw and McKay con-
cluded that three urban conditions pro-
mote high delinquency rates: poverty,
heterogeneity, and mobility, with poverty
being the most important factor. Numer-
ous other studies also observed the high-
est crime rates in poor slums (Schuessler,
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1962; Quinney, 1966; Curtis, 1974). A
linkage between crime and economic con-
ditions has been found at higher levels of
aggregation as well, for cities (Humphries
and Wallace, 1980) and for states (Loftin
and Hill, 1974; Smith and Parker, 1980).

Notwithstanding much empirical evi-
dence of the correlation between poverty
and crime, the notion that poverty breeds
crime has been questioned. Lander (1954)
and Bordua (1958) tested Shaw and
McKay’s conclusion that economic level
is the major influence on delinquency
rates and rejected it, because they found
that an area’s economic level was not di-
rectly related to its delinquency rate when
other conditions were controlled. On the
basis of a factor analysis, Lander sug-
gested that anomie rather than economic
conditions is the prime source of delin-
quency. But Kornhauser (1978:83-87)
noted that Lander's data support rather
than contradict the Shaw-McKay thesis
that an area’s poor economic (and other)
conditions lead to social disorganization
which in turn leads to delinquency, since
Lander's anomie is essentially the same
concept as their social disorganization,
and since his procedure conceals the indi-
rect effects of economic level.

Miller’s (1958) theory of the culture of
poverty as the basic cause of delinquency
resembles Lander's anomie interpretation
but grounds criminal conduct even more
strongly in poverty than Shaw and McKay
do. Urban slums create a subculture val-
uing toughness, smartness, excitement,
and fatalism, and these subcultural values
often bring young persons into conflict
with the law. Thus, Miller interprets de-
linquency not in terms of individual pov-
erty but in terms of the shared cultural
values that tend to develop in the im-
poverished conditions of urban slums.
Banfield (1968, 1974) advances a more
extreme argument that claims that the
lower class has an inherent propensity to
crime.

Inequality

Although numerous earlier studies attrib-
uted crime to poverty and its conse-
quences, they did not explicitly focus on
economic inequality. However, Marxian



