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Series editor’s foreword

Stephen Jones’s book is the latest contribution to the Open University Press
Crime and Justice series, which provides relatively short but challenging
introductory textbooks on important areas of debate within the fields of
criminology, criminal justice and penology. All the books are written by
experienced lecturers and researchers who set out to give undergraduates
and postgraduates both a solid grounding in the relevant area and a taste to
explore it further. Although aimed primarily at students new to the field, and
written as far as possible in plain language, the books are not oversimplified.
On the contrary, the authors set out to ‘stretch’ readers and to encourage
them to approach criminological knowledge and theory in a critical and
questioning frame of mind.

Stephen Jones’s main focus is upon the perpetrators of ‘criminal violence’
— that is, of the kinds of assaultive acts that are normally recognized and
responded to by the police and courts as offences against the criminal law.
He uses examples from the UK, USA, Canada, Australia and elsewhere to
show that definitions of criminal violence vary considerably across time and
space, and that measurement of the extent of violent crime is by no means a
straightforward exercise. He is also careful to point out that the general term
‘violence’ can be applied to many other kinds of activity (by individuals,
groups, corporations or the state), some of which are less clearly illegal and
less likely to attract police attention. Nevertheless, his core interest is in
questions about violent offending: why some individuals commit serious
physical assaults on others and, in particular, why some do so repeatedly. He
explores the main biological, psychological and sociological explanations
which have been put forward in answer to such questions. He also looks at
the possibilities for reducing interpersonal violence, including a chapter on
recent developments in the field of cognitive-behavioural offender pro-
grammes. There are further chapters on the victims of violent crime and on
recent trends in sentencing — the latter, again, covering developments in
several countries besides England and Wales.
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Other books already published in the Crime and Justice series — all of
whose titles begin with the word ‘Understanding’ — have covered penologi-
cal theory (Barbara A. Hudson), criminological theory (Sandra Walklate),
criminal statistics (Clive Coleman and Jenny Moynihan), youth crime
(Sheila Brown) and crime prevention (Gordon Hughes). Others in the
pipeline include texts on white collar crime (Hazel Croall), criminal justice
(Mike Maguire), prisons (Kathryn Chadwick, Margaret Malloch and Phil
Scraton), policing (Simon Holdaway), crime and social exclusion (Loraine
Gelsthorpe), punishment in the community (Peter Raynor and Maurice Van-
stone), risk (Hazel Kemshall) and race and crime (Colin Webster). All are
major topics in university degree courses on crime and criminal justice, and
each book should make an ideal foundation text for a relevant module. As
an aid to understanding, clear summaries are provided at regular intervals,
and a glossary of key terms and concepts is a feature of every book. In
addition, to help students expand their knowledge, recommendations for
further reading are given at the end of each chapter.

Finally, T must record my gratitude to the staff of Open University Press
for the original suggestion that I become involved in editing this series, and
for their help in bringing it to fruition. Most of all, T thank the authors, who
have made my job as series editor both simple and pleasurable.

Mike Maguire
Professor of Criminology and Criminal Justice, Cardiff University



Preface

Violence and violent images permeate nearly every part of life from its very
beginning. In some societies, the first event a new born baby experiences is
to be hit by a midwife to make it cry. As it grows older, the infant may come
to realize that the biblical instruction ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’ is
still alive. On reaching school, it may experience bullying. If the child is a
boy, he will soon be socialized into ‘rough and tumble’. After school, chil-
dren are increasingly likely to be collected by a parent (it is not safe to walk
alone) to go home and play violent computer games. Eventually, the child
will start to watch news items about bombing and war. As young adults ven-
ture into the world, they will encounter the pub and club, with the
accompanying threat of violence. The workplace may hold its own dangers,
especially for women. The men may play rugby football or stay at home to
watch the boxing on television. Babies will be born and the whole cycle will
start again.

Allusions to violence are common in everyday speech, especially in sport-
ing or competitive contexts. The British are particularly fond of this: expres-
sions such as ‘being thrashed by’, ‘taking a lot of punishment’ and ‘taking
stick” are still commonly used, particularly in a sporting context.

Several countries have established major enquiries to consider violence.
America has had two: the National Commission on the Causes and Preven-
tion of Violence, established following the assassinations of Martin Luther
King and Robert Kennedy; and the Panel on the Understanding and Control
of Violent Behavior (Reiss and Roth 1993). The Australian federal govern-
ment set up a National Committee on Violence in 1988 (Chappell et al.
1991). In Britain, the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Vio-
lence Research Programme has commissioned 20 research projects, which
are due to report by 2002 (ESRC 1998).

The idea of a cause of violence must be treated with care. Zimring and
Hawkins (1997) have pointed out the difference between the usage of the
word in common parlance, which generally indicates a single or sufficient
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factor, and its usage in a scientific sense, which may refer to one of several
contributory or necessary factors. In this respect, an event can be said to
have several causes, perhaps with different degrees of proximity. It is there-
fore possible for a consideration of factors which are claimed to be related
to the infliction of violence to be undertaken, and their strengths and weak-
nesses highlighted. Such claims may be evidenced by anything from general
observation, through participants’ accounts, to highly complex statistical
analyses of the behaviour of groups of individuals. A large amount of
research evidence is referred to in this book. Although no single finding
‘proves’ anything, it will become apparent that, in some areas, the bulk of
the evidence does point towards certain conclusions. My own view is that
psychological explanations, although unfashionable in certain quarters, still
have an important role to play.

During the writing of this book, a search for the word ‘violence’ was made
in a computer database which purports to contain the titles of books and
articles in the leading periodicals. Around 6000 entries were recorded for the
previous five years alone. This provides some indication of the vast scope of
the subject, and the impossibility of covering all its aspects in a work of this
size. As Chapter 1 shows, this has been dealt with by adopting a broadly
legal definition of violence based on either the personal infliction or threat
of physical force. Rape and indecent assault are therefore considered, but
not other sexual offences which are based on activities which appear to be
consensual (although it is conceded that the consent may be spurious).
Length restrictions have also precluded discussion of bullying and violence
in the workplace as specific topics, although much of the discussion will also
be relevant to these areas. Extensive references are provided throughout the
text, together with some suggestions for further reading at the end of each
chapter.

An unusual feature of the book is that some information is provided on
the way violence is dealt with in several other countries. Once again, short-
age of space has proved a constraint, but references occur throughout to
data from Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the USA. These countries
receive particular attention in Chapter 1, which considers legal definitions of
violence, and Chapter 9, which deals with sentencing. To assist the flow of
the text, the detail of the non-English law relevant to these chapters has been
placed in an Appendix. Unless otherwise stated, references to government
policy or statistical data relate to the United Kingdom.

We live in a world where people increasingly wish to be credited for their
contributions, but (thanks to the influence of lawyers) are not prepared to
take any responsibility for them. On this basis, it is appropriate to mention
Mark Berger, Simon Bronitt, Chris Clarkson, Catherine Creamer, Geoff Hall
and Sue Pettit for providing me with information, and Katie Steiner for help-
ing with the research. Fiona Brookman, of the University of Glamorgan, has
kindly allowed me to look at her doctoral thesis, and this has provided
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additional insights into certain aspects of violence. The series editor, Mike
Maguire, has made a wide range of useful suggestions and reminded me not
to overlook the interests of sociologists. Finally, thanks are due to Filomena
Jones and all my family for their continuing support.

Stephen Jones
Barlaston
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The phenomenon of violence







chapter one

Definitions of violence

General definitions of violence
Legal definitions of violence
Assaults
Indecent assault and rape
Defences to crimes of violence
Consent
Defence of person or property
Corporal punishment
Conclusion
Further reading

In this chapter, alternative definitions of violence will be considered. The
main English non-fatal offences against the person will then be outlined.
Those who wish to compare these with the corresponding provisions in Aus-
tralia, Canada, New Zealand and (to a limited extent) the USA can find this
information in the Appendix. The problems arising from the defences of
consent, self-defence and corporal punishment will be discussed.

General definitions of violence

The term ‘violence’ does not have a standard, fixed definition. Notions of
what constitutes violence can vary not only between different societies, but
also between different groups within the same society at different times and
in different contexts. What would have been considered as routine corporal
punishment of children in the nineteenth century might now be viewed as
violent and illegal conduct. The men of the Yanomamé society of South
America, reputedly among the most violent in the world, routinely beat their
wives severely and hold glowing sticks against them. Yet the women gauge
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their husband’s devotion in terms of the number of minor beatings they
receive. Heelas (1982) asked whether an act can be considered violent if an
observer adjudges it to be so, regardless of the views of the participants. In
most societies, a violent act could not amount to a criminal offence unless at
least some observers considered it to be unjustified (van Eyken 1987).

Context can also be important. Whereas most of the respondents in a
study by Blumenthal et al. (1972) considered that student demonstrations
against the Vietnam war constituted violent behaviour, few thought that vio-
lence had been perpetrated when the police hit the demonstrators.

Most people think of violence in terms of the infliction of physical injury
by force. In recent years, the legal definition of assaults in some countries has
been extended to include serious forms of psychological harm. It has been
claimed that oppression (for example, resulting from racism or sexism)
should be defined as violence (Howitt and Owusu-Bempah 1994). From a
feminist perspective, Adams (1988: 191) has defined violence as ‘any act that
causes the victim to do something she doesn’t want to do, prevents her from
doing something she wants to do, or causes her to be afraid’.

There is also the question of whether violence should primarily be defined
in terms of the moral blameworthiness of the actor (was the harm caused
intentionally, recklessly or accidentally?) or the suffering of the victim.
Blameworthiness is usually a determining factor as to whether criminal
liability exists, but Howitt and Owusu-Bempah (1994) argued that their
wider definition of violence should include the unconscious behaviour of
the aggressor. They asserted that ‘[b]y reducing the essence of violence
to a moral issue, for instance, such definitions serve to legitimize state and
institutional violence and oppression’ (Howitt and Owusu-Bempah 1994:
36).

Some writers classify violence as either ‘instrumental’ or ‘hostile’. Instru-
mental violence is used to effect a particular purpose, such as a robbery. The
attacker will probably be acting in a calm and calculated manner. ‘Hostile’
or ‘expressive’ violence involves the spontaneous showing of angry feelings
and will not be premeditated. The notion of control is important here: vio-
lence is either instrumental in order to achieve control, or hostile as a result
of a loss of control. However, other people have questioned the distinction:
Katz (1988), for instance, claimed that many robbers also obtain a ‘high’
from their activities.

In certain situations, the use of violence is legally permitted. Non-consen-
sual violence may be inflicted against the enemy in times of war and in the
execution of capital and corporal punishment. All these occurrences are, in
differing degrees, controversial. The use of violence in self-defence would be
accepted by most people. On the other hand, consensual violence with the
capacity of resulting in more than trivial harm is usually only lawful if it is
considered justifiable on the grounds of ‘public policy’. This elastic term
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generally includes boxing and wrestling, but excludes consensual sado-
masochistic activity.

The word ‘aggression’ is sometimes used interchangeably with violence.
In fact, it is a wider term although it can have a specific meaning: for
example, psychoanalysts consider aggression to be a basic human instinct
which needs to be channelled into constructive activity in early childhood
(see Chapter 4). In common usage, however, aggression is often referred to
as a desirable attribute in social life, particularly in sport and increasingly in
business, with reference to such practices as ‘aggressive sales techniques’.
This is clearly very different from a physical attack, but it suggests that —
whether or not they are called instincts — aggressive tendencies develop in
many people to some degree and, in an increasingly competitive world, this
is encouraged in a growing number of situations. Both violence and aggres-
sion are attempts to impose dominance. Total destruction (that is, killing) is
rarely necessary to achieve this and, indeed, could be counter-productive
(Gunn 1993).

Zillmann (1979) defined aggressive actions as those which aim to inflict
injury or harm on a person who is motivated to avoid it. If non-fatal harm
does result from such actions, this becomes similar to the working definition
of violence which is adopted in this book. (Consideration of homicide is
omitted for reasons of space.) Such a definition emphasizes both the import-
ance of culpability on the part of the perpetrator (in the sense that the vio-
lence was intended) and the lack of consent on the part of the victim. This is
not to deny that the argument of Howitt and Owusu-Bempah has merit: it
is simply that the confinements of space do not allow a discussion of wider
definitions based on notions such as pollution, racism and sexism, even
though it is clear that such behaviour can have very serious consequences.
For example, Levi (1997) cited data showing that in 1989 British residents
were 100 times more likely to be killed in the oil and gas industries than by
homicide.

Legal definitions of violence

In this section, a brief outline is presented of the main non-fatal criminal
offences involving violence in England (whose legal jurisdiction includes
Wales). For historical reasons, Scotland did not adopt English common law,
although some of its criminal law is contained in statutes passed by Parlia-
ment in Westminster. An account of the comparable legal provisions in Aus-
tralia, Canada, New Zealand and the USA, whose legal systems are based
on English law, is contained in the Appendix.

Criminal law in England and Wales is a mixture of what is termed the
‘common law’ (decisions in legal cases) and statute law (laws made by
Parliament). The main distinction among the different non-fatal offences
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broadly results from the amount of harm caused. Interestingly, the word
‘violence’ does not appear in the definitions of any of the main crimes.

Assaults

‘Assault’ is the intentional or reckless causing of another person to antici-
pate the immediate application of physical force (however slight) to the
body. The term ‘reckless’ refers to the taking of an unjustified risk — in other
words, where a person realizes that their actions may have a particular
(undesirable) consequence, but still decides to proceed. The legal definition
is therefore wider than the one given to violence throughout this book,
which is restricted to an intention to cause harm.

The crime of assault is infrequently prosecuted on account of its generally
trivial nature. Confusingly, the word assault is often used to describe what
is technically the separate crime of ‘battery’ — the intentional or reckless
application of force (however slight) to the body. Assault and battery are the
lowest-level crimes, and are sometimes also referred to by the (non-legal)
expression ‘common assault’.

The next most serious is the statutory offence of ‘assault occasioning
actual bodily harm’ (Offences against the Person Act (OAPA) 1861, section
47). Despite what has just been said about the distinction between assault
and battery, for this provision to have any effect the distinction has to be
overlooked, and the word ‘assault’ has to include ‘battery’! The statute does
not define ‘actual bodily harm’, although in recent years guidelines have
been issued for prosecutors. Bruising and minor fractures or breaks would
be included in the definition.

The next level of non-fatal harm that can be caused is either ‘wounding’ or
‘grievous bodily harm’. The latter expression has been defined in a case as
simply meaning ‘serious bodily harm’. Although many people refer to a crime
of ‘grievous bodily harm’, there are broadly two distinct offences in English
law, one of which is considered far graver than the other. The distinction does
not result from the amount of harm caused; it depends on whether the perpe-
trator intended the harm caused to be serious, or whether some lesser degree
of harm was intended or envisaged, but serious bodily harm still resulted. The
more serious offence is contained in OAPA 1861, s. 18. A person who wounds
or causes grievous bodily harm with intent to cause grievous bodily harm is
liable to a maximum punishment of life imprisonment. The less serious
offence of wounding or inflicting grievous bodily harm (but without the
specific intent) is contained in s. 20, This carries a maximum punishment of
five years’ imprisonment. Finally, the most serious of the non-fatal offences is
attempted murder, for which there must have been an intention to kill.

It was decided in Ireland; Burstow [1997] 4 All England Reports 225 that
psychiatric illness could constitute either actual or grievous bodily harm,
depending on its severity.
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The current definitions of non-fatal offences against the person are con-
tained in Victorian legislation and are nowadays considered defective, in
that they overlap and provide an inadequate gradation between the differ-
ent degrees of blameworthiness and harm. The Offences against the Person
Bill 1998 has been published, which replaces the present structure with three
new main offences: intentionally causing serious injury; recklessly causing
serious injury; and intentionally or recklessly causing injury. Old-fashioned
terms such as ‘battery’ and ‘grievous bodily harm’ will disappear, as they
have in several other jurisdictions (see Appendix).

Indecent assault and rape

The main sexual offences against the person which may involve violence are
indecent assault and rape. An indecent assault is an assault or (usually) a
battery which is committed in circumstances where the average person
would consider the act to be indecent. This effectively leaves the issue to be
decided either by the magistrates or jury who are trying the case.

Rape, historically a common law offence, was defined in the Sexual
Offences Act 1956 as sexual intercourse (whether vaginal or anal) with a
person who at the time of the intercourse does not consent to it. In an
amendment to the law in 1994, the offence was extended to cover victims of
anal rape, whether male or female (although such behaviour already consti-
tuted the common law offence of buggery). For this purpose, ‘intercourse’
requires a degree of penile penetration — neither full penetration nor emis-
sion are necessary. Non-penile penetration (for example, by a finger or
object) cannot amount to rape, although it may constitute an indecent
assault. Consent must be real and not obtained from a person who is intoxi-
cated, mentally deficient, or too young to understand; or where it was
obtained by force, fraud or mistaken identity. Since the case R v R [1991] 4
All ER 481, a husband can be convicted of raping his wife, whether or not
they were cohabiting at the time.

However, even where there is no proper consent, an accused can only be
guilty of rape where intercourse was intended and the accused either knew
that the victim did not consent or was reckless as to whether there was con-
sent. This means that, in theory, defendants could avoid a rape conviction
by convincing the jury that the possibility that the victim was not consent-
ing had never occurred to them. Not surprisingly, this has proved contro-
versial but, in practice, it is unlikely to be a serious impediment to conviction
if the circumstances are such that lack of consent was blatantly obvious — in
such cases, the jury will simply not believe the accused.

In some of the countries considered in this book, far more extensive
changes have occurred in relation to violent sexual offences. For example,
the Canadian Criminal Code has abolished the distinction between sexual
and non-sexual assaults. Some jurisdictions have created crimes such as



8 Understanding violent crime

‘serious sexual assault’, which usually include penetration by objects in
addition to penile penetration. Such behaviour would have amounted to a
criminal offence previously (indecent assault), but these legislative changes
are designed to emphasize the gravity of the conduct. Where the crime of
rape still exists, it can usually now be committed against a wife and, in some
jurisdictions, against a man (see Appendix).

Defences to crimes of violence

In addition to the obvious defence that the accused did not commit the crime
intentionally or (where relevant) recklessly, the criminal law provides a
range of legal defences that can be raised. Some of these apply to all crimes.
For example, most countries have a minimum age of criminal liability (in
England and Wales it is 10). Most societies also allow mental disorder as a
defence to a criminal charge, although the nature of the disorder required
varies considerably. Intoxication and the influence of drugs may amount to
a defence in certain circumstances. Three defences that are particularly
relevant to acts of violence will be considered here.

Consent

Perhaps the most interesting defence to non-fatal offences against the person
is consent. In the jurisdictions considered in this book, the consent of the
victim can never be a defence to a charge of murder or manslaughter. The
sanctity of human life, together with the dangers of abusing such consent,
has hitherto been sufficient to ward off the legalization of euthanasia. With
assaults, however, the situation is different: all the jurisdictions effectively
allow consent as a defence in certain circumstances (see Appendix).

The consent of an adult victim can be a defence to any charge of assault,
battery or rape. Consent must have been freely given and not obtained as a
result of threats, force or deception. However, if actual bodily harm is
caused, consent can only be a defence in certain situations. These were dis-
cussed in the case R v Brown [1993] 2 Al ER 75. One is ‘properly conducted
games or sports’ such as boxing and wrestling. Another is ‘reasonable surgi-
cal interference’: this would cover virtually all operations nowadays,
although female circumcision is prohibited by statute (Prohibition of Female
Circumcision Act 1985). It appears from Brown that tattooing and body-
piercing for cosmetic reasons are considered lawful. However, the actual
decision in the case itself was that flagellation and body-piercing for sado-
masochistic reasons are unlawful, despite the consent of all the participants,
as being contrary to public policy.

In Australia, the position is broadly the same as in England and Wales for
non-sexual assaults. The common law statements of what does not amount
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to consent in rape cases are now found in statutory or code form in all the
jurisdictions and, in some instances, a wider definition is used. In Victoria,
for example, a person who is ‘affected by alcohol’ may be considered not to
have consented.

The Canadian Criminal Code provides a list of circumstances where con-
sent cannot amount to a defence to a charge of assault. For sexual cases, this
includes where the victim is incapable of consent; where the accused took
advantage of a position of trust or authority; where the victim expresses, by
words or conduct, a lack of agreement; and where the victim withdraws con-
sent after initially giving it. In Cuerrier [1998] 2 Supreme Court Reports
371, the Supreme Court held that the non-disclosure of HIV-positive status
vitiates consent to sexual intercourse. Consent in non-sexual cases cannot be
a defence if it was obtained by force (actual or threatened), fraud or the exer-
cise of authority. As in England and Wales, consent cannot generally be a
defence where actual bodily harm results. Although there are similar excep-
tions to this rule, they again do not include sadomasochistic activity (Welch
(1995) 101 Canadian Criminal Cases (3d) 216). However, unlike in England
and Wales, the exceptions appear to include street fights: in M (S) (1995) 22
Ontario Reports (3d) 321, the Ontario Court of Appeal held that the con-
sent of the victim to a fight could be a defence to a charge of assault oc-
casioning actual bodily harm.

In New Zealand, English law applies in issues concerning consent to non-
sexual assaults. An important change in the law — and a reversal of the pos-
ition still applying in England and Wales — means that a person can be guilty
of sexual violation (which includes rape), even if the person mistakenly
believed the victim consented, unless a reasonable person would have made
such a mistake in the circumstances. However, on a charge of indecent
assault, the accused’s subjective belief that the victim was consenting will
still suffice; there is no requirement here that a mistaken belief as to consent
should have been reasonable.

In the USA, the situation in many states with regard to consent appears to
be generally the same as in England and Wales. The American Law Insti-
tute’s ‘Model Penal Code’ (the provisions of which have increasingly been
adopted in the various state criminal codes) provides that such a defence
only applies where ‘the bodily harm consented to or threatened by the con-
duct is not serious’ (2.11(2)(a)). Courts in several American states have
rejected defences of consent where more serious harm has been caused by
sadomasochistic activity.

Defence of person or property

The legal provisions are framed in general terms. A person may use such
force as is reasonable in the circumstances in self-defence or defence of
another, the defence of property or the prevention of crime. A person is also
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allowed to strike first to ward off an apprehended attack. Once the issue has
been raised in a case, it is for the prosecution to prove that the use of force
was unreasonable. This involves two questions: whether the use of any force
was reasonably necessary in the circumstances; and whether the amount of
force used was excessive. If the reasonableness test in either question is not
satisfied, the defence fails. However, the courts have stated that the question
of reasonableness should be determined on the basis of what the reasonable
person would have done in the circumstances as the accused believed them
to be. Under English law, this is an ‘all or nothing’ defence; there is no par-
tial defence (involving conviction for a less serious charge) based on the use
of excessive force.

The law on the use of force in self-defence and the protection of property
in Australia is broadly the same as in England and Wales. There are similar
provisions in the Canadian Criminal Code (s. 37), the New Zealand Crimes
Act 1961 (s. 48), and most American states, although some provide that self-
defence is not a permissible defence for the original aggressor, and others
deny the defence if its need has arisen during the performance of criminal
activities.

Corporal punishment

In all the states considered here, the common law rule that parents do not
commit a criminal offence by using reasonable corporal punishment on their
children still prevails. At common law, this rule also applies to school
teachers, but some jurisdictions, including England and Wales, have intro-
duced statutory provisions forbidding the use of corporal punishment in
schools.

Together with boxing, corporal punishment is a legalized form of physi-
cal violence which gives rise to considerable controversy. One of the major
claims made by abolitionists is that its use can result in a continual cycle of
physical abuse and violence committed in later life by the original ‘victim’
(see Chapter 4). The large amount of flagellant pornography available in
shops and on the Internet should perhaps also alert society to other dangers
that can arise from this form of discipline.

The situation in England and Wales has been affected by judgements made
under the European Convention on Human Rights, which is now incorpor-
ated in domestic law under the Human Rights Act 1998. In A v United King-
dom (1999) 27 European Human Rights Reports 611, the European Court
of Human Rights held that a nine-year-old boy, who had been beaten with
a garden cane by his stepfather, had not been protected by the state from
‘inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment’ in violation of Article 3.
(The stepfather had been acquitted by a jury of assault occasioning actual
bodily harm.) The Government was ordered to pay £10,000 in damages and
undertook to change the law. In a consultation paper (Department of Health
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2000), it is suggested that blows with an implement or to the victim’s head
should cease to be considered ‘reasonable’, but that ‘smacking’ should
otherwise still be permitted.

Conclusion

Together with the Appendix, this chapter illustrates how the English crimi-
nal law relating to violence, which is still rooted in nineteenth-century legis-
lation, lags some way behind the developments that have occurred in several
of the other jurisdictions considered in this book. Legislation has been pro-
posed in England and Wales to provide a clearer distinction between the
different levels of crime.

Most of the jurisdictions have created offences, or widened existing ones,
to cover situations where psychological harm is caused to the victim. The
definition of recklessness in English law (see above), which historically pre-
vailed, is increasingly being abandoned in the other countries, so that an
accused who claims they did not foresee the consequence of their actions can
still be held criminally liable if a jury considers that they should have real-
ized the consequence, in that a reasonable person would have realized it.
This issue has been important in rape cases, where defendants have argued
that they did not appreciate that the victim was not consenting.

Some jurisdictions — in particular, Canada and some Australian states —
have made sweeping changes to their sexual offences law, including the abol-
ition of the term (but not the crime) rape or its extension to cover non-penile
penetration. It seems likely that similar changes will occur in England and
Wales.

There is greater similarity on the main controversial issues surrounding
physical violence. The fact that boxing is still lawful — and, indeed, a multi-
million dollar business in America — shows that consensual violence is still
acceptable to many people, not only on the grounds of tradition or to
encourage ‘manliness’, but because it does not pose the threat of a
stranger—victim attack. This is not the case, however, if such violence is
used for sexual gratification: another type of threat is perceived here, and
the behaviour is deemed in law to be immoral and contrary to public
policy.

Corporal punishment is still allowed for the ‘training’ of children,
although the position in English law has been challenged under the Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights, and its use is now illegal in schools and
under threat in the home. Given that physical abuse is often explained away
as legitimate corporal punishment, and that the evidence suggests that such
abuse is often connected to violent crime (see Chapter 4), this could yet
prove to be the most significant of all the legal developments discussed in
this chapter.
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Further reading

Understanding Criminal Law (Clarkson in press) provides an excellent
introduction to the major principles underlying English criminal law, and is
also relevant to a consideration of other common law jurisdictions. For
those wanting a detailed discussion of the English law, the leading textbook
has for many years been Criminal Law (Smith and Hogan 1999). A more
radical approach can be found in Reconstructing Criminal Law: Critical
Perspectives on Crime and the Criminal Process (Lacey and Wells 1998).

Australian common law jurisdictions are covered in Outline of Criminal
Law (Murugason and McNamara 1997). The codes in Queensland and
Western Australia are dealt with in An Introduction to Criminal Law in
Queensland and Western Australia (Kenny 1999). In Canada, one of the
best-known criminal law textbooks is Mewett & Manning on Criminal Law
(Mewett and Manning 1994). For New Zealand, Principles of Criminal
Law (Simester and Brookbanks 1998) provides a comprehensive account.
Finally, Understanding Criminal Law (Dressler 1995) is a good introductory
text to the general principles of criminal law in the USA.
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In order to try to understand criminal violence, it would be useful to have
some idea of the frequency with which it occurs, as well as information
about other surrounding circumstances. Sociologists sometimes use the
medical term ‘epidemiology’ to describe this form of knowledge. It is
clearly preferable to have reliable data on these questions than to rely on
pure speculation. In this chapter, consideration will be given both to official
and other sources of information about violent crime. However, it will
become apparent that what may at first appear to be the straightforward
task of obtaining such data is, both in principle and practice, far more com-
plex.
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Official criminal statistics

An obvious starting point is official, government figures on the extent of
crime. In England and Wales, ‘crimes made known to the police’ were
included in the judicial statistics for the first time in 1856. The main com-
pilation used nowadays, Criminal Statistics England and Wales (hereafter
Criminal Statistics), was first published in 1876 and appears annually. It
broadly comprises crimes reported to the Home Office by each of the 43
police forces and the nature of the punishment imposed on conviction. (The
Scottish version is entitled Recorded Crime in Scotland.) There are also sup-
plementary volumes providing more detailed information, and the Home
Office issues regular updating statistical bulletins. Figures from local areas
within police forces are now published. The corresponding information for
the USA can be found in the Uniform Crime Reports, which have been com-
piled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) since 1929 and are based
on data obtained from the local police. Canada has published annual official
crime figures through the Uniform Crime Reporting system since 1962. In
Australia, national data are compiled by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.
Information for New Zealand is published by the Ministry of Justice.

Most acts of violence amount to criminal offences. As such, it might be
expected that most would be recorded in official crime statistics and that the
perpetrators, if apprehended, would be prosecuted and punished on convic-
tion. However, in practice a series of hurdles exists at every stage of the
process, which means there is a high attrition rate, with only a small pro-
portion of violent incidents resulting in either recorded offences or success-
ful prosecutions.

Crimes made known to the police

The annual Criminal Statistics compilation is divided into two parts: court
statistics, containing details of the sentences passed by the courts; and
offences known to the police. It is this second category which is particularly
problematic. The first difficulty that occurs is that many cases of violence
either never come to the attention of the police or are not taken seriously by
them. This phenomenon of unreported data — a common problem in all the
social sciences — is known as the ‘dark figure’.

Some idea of the extent and nature of the dark figure of crime has become
apparent through the use of victim surveys. It is particularly large for vio-
lence perpetrated in the home. There are several reasons why this is often
unreported. The commonest explanations given by respondents in the 1998
British Crime Survey (see below) for not reporting violence were that the
matter was private or had been dealt with by the victims themselves, or that
the incident was too trivial and had resulted in no loss (Mirrlees-Black et al.
1998). The victim (usually a woman) may fear that intervention will only
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exacerbate the situation. The occasional beating may be tolerated if the per-
ceived alternative is the break-up of the family or the battered partner and
children being rendered homeless.

In some communities, there may be cultural expectations that women
accept physical and sexual abuse without complaint. For instance, Choudry
(1996) found that Pakistani women in London are under considerable pres-
sure to succeed in their marriages, and that failure would result in dishon-
our both for them and their families. These women usually live with their
husband’s relatives, who are likely to support him in any dispute and con-
done any violent behaviour towards his wife.

The disincentives for the victims of domestic violence to report incidents
to the police were documented in an unusual project carried out in Bristol
by Cretney and Davis (1995). The researchers closely examined the cases of
93 assault victims who had visited the casualty department at the Bristol
Royal Infirmary. The in-depth interviews that were conducted provided an
interesting source of data as, although all the victims had suffered injuries
they considered worthy of immediate medical attention, some of them — par-
ticularly in domestic cases — had no wish to involve the police. (Similar
research has been conducted at a hospital in Sydney: see Cuthbert et al.
1991.) Fear of reprisals, coupled with a realization that they would have to
continue cohabiting with the aggressor, formed the main reason for this
reluctance. As Cretney and Davis (1995: 51) put it: [T]he fleeting inter-
vention of police and courts can never be sufficient in itself to free a woman
from dependence upon perhaps the only source of support and companion-
ship which she knows and, in some limited sense, can rely on’.

Surveys of victims have confirmed that fear of reprisals accounts for a pro-
portion of unreported cases. In the 1998 British Crime Survey (BCS), this
reason was given for 14 per cent of unreported cases involving mugging; 14
per cent involving domestic assaults; 9 per cent involving acquaintance
assaults; and 3 per cent involving stranger assaults. The American National
Crime Victimization Survey reported that 4 per cent of victims offered this
as a reason for not reporting a serious assault, although this figure doubled
in relation to more serious cases {(Hindelang et al. 1975). The Bristol
researchers also found a significant number of cases that were not reported
for fear of reprisals in situations where individuals shared a common social
environment — such as a pub — or were members of the drugs underworld.

A Law Commission report on domestic violence (Law Commission 1992)
suggested that many victims are not mainly interested in punishment: what
they want is a public condemnation of their assailant and a vindication of
themselves. Research by Hoyle and Sanders (2000) found that many calls to
the police from domestic violence victims were simply requests for immedi-
ate help in a particular instance. Only just over half wanted their partner
arrested, and many of these did not want the matter to go any further. This
explains why some women, having reported the attack to the police, are
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unwilling to give evidence in court. They may feel that bringing the matter
to the attention of the police is sufficient in itself.

There may also be a belief among victims that the police will not be inter-
ested in pursuing ‘domestic’ incidents. The 1998 BCS found that 9 per cent
of domestic violence victims who did not report the attacks to the police
gave this as a reason. There may be a fear that the police would conduct their
investigations with such a lack of sensitivity as to make the complainant feel
that they are the real criminal. Indeed, there is clear evidence that this last
view is justified: some police officers have admitted that they do not consider
domestic incidents to be ‘real’ crimes (Reiner 2000).

Some people may not bother to report an attack because they think that
the police could do nothing about it. The 1998 BCS found that this
depended on the context of the assault: it was given as a reason for 27 per
cent of the non-reported muggings, but only 9 per cent of the domestic
attacks. The police may also be mistrusted, as it seems they are in sections
of the black and Asian communities on the basis of the ‘institutionalized
racism’ that was identified in the inquiry into the killing of a black teenager,
Stephen Lawrence (Macpherson 1999). However, the 1998 BCS found that
dislike or fear of the police was offered as a reason in only 1 per cent of cases
where violent crime had not been reported.

Shah and Pease (1992) discovered that the police are more likely to be
notified of assaults alleged to have been committed by non-whites (although
this applied mostly to assaults where there was no injury). It has been sug-
gested that middle-class and better-educated victims are more prepared to
report assaults to the police than working-class victims (Mayhew et al.
1989). The Bristol research noted that the local police appeared, in practice,
to make a distinction between the reporting of a crime and complaining
about a crime. For the police, ‘making a complaint’ meant that the victim
was prepared for the case to go all the way to court and give evidence, if
necessary.

The decision to record

On receipt of information, the police may decide to take no further action.
They may disbelieve the person who reported the crime, especially if the
individual comes from a section of society they consider unreliable as wit-
nesses, such as women, children or the mentally unstable. This can be sig-
nificant, as members of the public alert the police to over 80 per cent of
recorded crime (Bottomley and Pease 1986). The police may decide that the
alleged crime is too trivial or too old. Police forces have long been judged by
their ‘clear-up rate’ and there may be little interest in recording a crime
which there is no prospect of solving. Overall, it has been calculated that
only about half of all the crimes reported to the police are recorded
(Mirrlees-Black et al. 1998).
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‘Notifiable offences’ are those which chief constables have to list in
returns to the Home Office and which are reported in the Criminal Statistics
as crimes known to the police. They do not include most ‘summary’ offences
(those triable only by magistrates).

The decision to prosecute

If the police find a suspect and their investigation suggests there may be
grounds for prosecution, a file on the case will be sent to the Crown Prose-
cution Service (CPS) and it is there that the decision whether or not to pros-
ecute will be taken. The CPS is subject to a code drawn up by the Director
of Public Prosecutions (Crown Prosecution Service 1994) which emphasizes
considerations such as cost, public interest and likelihood of obtaining a
conviction: the CPS should not proceed unless a conviction is more likely
than not. The willingness of the victim and other witnesses to give evidence
is a vital element in the decision, and many cases collapse at this stage
because the prospect of facing the aggressor in court is too daunting. A
survey of victims in London by Sparks et al. (1977) discovered that nearly a
quarter of assault and wounding cases were ‘written off’, usually because the
victim did not wish the offence to be prosecuted. Most of these cases
involved family disputes.

An initial classification of a crime by the police, which is then included
under offences known to the police, may not correspond with the resulting
conviction, which will appear under the court statistics. For example, it is
quite common for a charge originally brought under section 18 of the
Offences against the Person Act 1861 to be reduced to either a section 20 or
a section 47 offence (for definitions of these crimes, see Chapter 1).

A case that has survived this far still has to confront the hurdle of being
heard and adjudicated in court. In 1998, 49 per cent of defendants tried for
violent offences in the Crown Court pleaded guilty and, of the remainder, 33
per cent were convicted (Home Office 2000). Thus, there is a good chance
that a contested trial will result in an acquittal.

The ‘clear-up’ rate

Most people probably assume that ‘clearing up’ a crime means that a
person has been convicted of its commission. In fact, the term has a con-
siderably wider meaning in the Criminal Statistics. If a person has been
charged with, or cautioned for, a crime, it is considered as having been
cleared up. If a particular offence could have been charged separately, but
has been merely ‘taken into consideration’ by the sentencing court in a list
of other offences, it is also counted as cleared up. A crime admitted to by a
person in prison for another offence is similarly treated, as are cases where
the victim is unwilling or unable to give evidence; the offender is below the



18 Understanding violent crime

age of criminal responsibility; or the case does not proceed because the
defendant or a vital witness is ill or has died.

Trends in crime

Further problems with the Criminal Statistics arise when attempts are made
to make comparisons between figures for different years. Not only is the
situation complicated by the creation of new crimes, or changes in the defi-
nition of existing ones (such as the definition of rape in 1994: see Chapter
1), but even the counting rules are sometimes altered. For example, in 1998
the practice of recording only the most serious of a chain of offences in one
incident was replaced by recording one crime for each victim. This had the
effect of increasing the amount of recorded violent crime from 352,873 cases
in the year ending March 1998 to 605,803 cases during the next 12 months.
However, had the old counting rules still applied, the recorded level would
have fallen to 331,843 cases (Povey and Prime 1999).

The amount of formal cautioning — particularly for juvenile offenders —
has increased considerably since the 1970s. A caution should only follow an
admission of guilt, and it is possible that some people have been prepared to
admit to offences they did not commit in order to avoid the possibility of
prosecution.

Moreover, the 43 police forces of England and Wales not only vary demo-
graphically (ranging from central London to rural Wales), but often target
their resources on different offences at different times, usually as a result of
perceived local or national public opinion. There is little doubt that the rise
in sexual offences found in the Criminal Statistics in recent years is largely
(if not wholly) explicable by both victims’ increased reporting and a change
in attitude by the police. Mayhew et al. (1993) found that the police were
more willing to record violent offences in 1991 than they were a decade
earlier.

A good example of an extreme regional variation can be seen in the
recorded figures for violent offences in England and Wales between April
1997 and March 1998. Whereas Essex showed an increase of almost 4 per
cent during this period, the nearby county of Kent showed a fall of over 17
per cent (Povey and Prime 1998). It seems highly unlikely that these figures
reflect the real differences in the level of violence between these areas.

Thus, it can be seen that the Criminal Statistics do not provide an accu-
rate picture of the amount of violent crime that occurs. Moreover, the infor-
mation mainly relates to the nature of the offence and provides very little
detail about the offenders or the surrounding circumstances. For homicide,
the method of killing, the age and sex of the victims, and their relationship
to the suspects are made available, but no such detail is provided for other
violent offences (except those involving firearms). A picture is provided but,
in the phrase of Maguire (1997), it is created through painting by numbers.



The extent of violence 19

The tables of crime statistics are heavily influenced by the attitudes of both
the victim and the police, and the court statistics reveal only what emerges
at the end of a lengthy process where cases fall away at every stage.

Alternative sources of information on crime

The shortcomings in official crime statistics have encouraged researchers to
look for alternative sources of information to provide a more accurate pic-
ture of the level of crime — in other words, to cast more light on the dark
figure of crime. The result is that particular attention is now given to victim
surveys and, to a lesser extent, self-report surveys.

Victim surveys

These involve a representative sample of the population being questioned as
to their experiences of being victims of crime. They were used in the USA by
the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration of Jus-
tice, which reported in 1967. One of the surveys, conducted by the National
Opinion Research Centre, found that there were five times the number of
rapes and eight times the number of assaults shown in the official records.

The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) has reported in the
USA every year since 1973. It now consists of a nationwide representative
sample based on addresses, where all the occupants over the age of 12 are
interviewed about their experience of victimization. The crimes investigated
by the NCVS were based on the eight most serious categories of crime as
found in the official crime statistics. For the first time, a large amount of
information about victims could be considered. Earlier speculation as to
why people do not report crimes to the police could now be replaced by hard
evidence.

Other countries have introduced victim surveys. The first national crime
victims survey in Australia was carried out in 1975. Such are now conducted
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, which also organizes state surveys.

Although some small-scale victimization studies were carried out in
Britain during the 1970s, it was not until 1983 that the Home Office pub-
lished the first British Crime Survey. There have been six subsequent reports,
the latest being in 1998. Changes in the methodology have occurred over the
years. For example, before 1992 the sample was taken from the electoral
register. However, poorer people are less likely to register to vote and the
sample is nowadays drawn from the Postcode Address File. There are now
plans to extend it to an annual survey of 40,000 households. In 1982 the
sample was 10,000: in 1998 it was almost 50 per cent higher. The response
rate in the 1998 survey was 79 per cent. Scotland now has its own survey,
the latest report being for 1996 (MVA Consultancy 1997).



20 Understanding violent crime

Respondents, who must be aged 16 or over, are asked if they have been
the victim of any of a range of crimes since 1 January of the previous year.
Additional information is sought on several other issues, including fear of
crime and lifestyle. Some self-report questions (see below) have also been
included. Fewer offences are covered than in the Criminal Statistics, and it
is only in respect of these that any comparison can be made with the official
figures. The survey divides crimes into ‘personal offences’ and ‘household
offences’. The former category includes assaults, robberies and sexual
offences.

The first BCS report found that more crime was revealed than shown in
the official statistics in every category of offence it considered except theft of
motor cars. The number of woundings, albeit relatively small, was five times
higher than officially recorded. Overall, the 1982 report showed four times
more crime than for comparable offences in the Criminal Statistics. This
difference has remained fairly constant through subsequent BCS reports.

Although the BCS reports have generally revealed more crime than is
officially recorded, most of the additional offences are relatively minor in
that they involved much lower levels of harm than those classified as made
known to the police. Given the sifting process operated by the police which
is outlined above, this was to be expected. The police may not record a crime
if they consider there is insufficient evidence: the BCS researchers will record
as a crime any incident which satisfies the legal definition of the offence. The
BCS has also shown the commonest reason given by victims for not report-
ing crimes to the police to be that they considered that the incident was too
trivial. This raises the question of whether society should be concerned with
technical breaches of the criminal law which are considered so unimportant
by the victims that they do not bother to report them.

Victim surveys do not inevitably disclose the same trend in either the
growth of, or decline in, crime rates as found in official statistics. In Amer-
ica, although the FBI-compiled Uniform Crime Reports showed that
recorded offences against the person more than quadrupled between 1960
and 1990, the NCVS found a decline in the same categories between 1973
and 1992 (Zawitz et al. 1993). The 1998 BCS disclosed a 17 per cent
decrease in the number of woundings since the previous report, whereas the
recorded crime figures revealed an 18 per cent increase over the same period
(Mirrlees-Black et al. 1998). These differences largely result from variations
in the reporting and recording practices discussed above.

The early BCS reports were subject to a number of criticisms. The 1982
report in particular seemed keen to emphasize that a ‘statistically average’
person was extremely unlikely ever to be the victim of a crime, being liable
to an assault resulting in an injury once a century, and a robbery once every
five centuries. Left realist criminologists, who claim to take crime and its vic-
tims ‘seriously’ (see Chapter 8), were concerned about the lack of social and
geographical focus in the reports. They claimed that the emphasis of the BCS
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on street crime suggested that women had the least cause to be afraid of vio-
lent crime because they are less likely than men to go out at night, and that
their fear was therefore irrational and unnecessary. Left realists also alleged
that the BCS had paid insufficient regard to the fact that victimization is
unequally distributed throughout the population, both geographically and
in terms of sex. Men were more likely to be victims of violence because they
spend more time on the streets. Moreover, some people are better able to
withstand the impact of crime than others.

Several of these critics underlined their arguments by conducting local
victim surveys which indicated that residents of deprived inner-city areas
were particularly likely to be victims of certain crimes. For example, the first
Islington Crime Survey (Jones et al. 1986) showed that one-third of the
households in that area of London contained people who had been sexually
abused during the previous year, and that young white women were 29 times
more likely to be assault victims than women aged over 45.

Other writers criticized the early BCS reports for being unable to uncover
sexual crimes and domestic violence against women. The fact that each of
the first two reports disclosed only one unreported attempted rape was taken
to illustrate this. In America, National Family Violence surveys have been
conducted periodically since 1975 using questions that were specially
formulated to deal with the sensitive nature of the subject. The local British
surveys included carefully worded questions to cover such issues, and the
interviewers were provided with the appropriate training. As a result, the
first Islington Crime Survey revealed much higher levels of sexual assault,
and over 20 per cent of all assaults were described as ‘domestic’ — a far
greater figure than in the BCS.

However, the local surveys also have their drawbacks. Most of them were
based on small samples. Some were commissioned by local authorities,
which perhaps had their own agendas, and consequently some people may
question whether the research was completely independent. Although their
findings have a personal, sometimes intimate feel, the apparent preoccu-
pation of these small surveys with domestic violence and sexual attacks
against the urban poor raises doubts about the wide-ranging conclusions
drawn by some left realist criminologists.

Nevertheless, in response to the findings of the smaller surveys, the BCS
researchers adapted their methodology to be more sensitive to issues of
domestic violence. The 1998 report included a new computerized self-
completion element designed to give a more accurate picture of the extent of
such incidents (Mirrlees-Black 1999). Some reports have used a boosted
sample of minority ethnic groups in order to allow a separate analysis of
their victimization. Although the 1994 report included a self-completion
element on sexual victimization (Percy and Mayhew 1997), the BCS
researchers are now very wary of their findings in this respect: the 1998
report states that ‘due to the small number of [sexual assaults] reported to
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the survey estimates are not considered reliable’ (Mirrlees-Black et al. 1998:
3).

Self-report surveys

Another source of information on the extent of violent crime is the self-
report survey, in which individuals are asked to report their offending
behaviour. These have generally been less popular than victim surveys, as
researchers believe there will be a high level of under-reporting, particularly
for more serious crimes.

The early American self-report studies appeared to show a much higher
middle-class involvement in crime than was apparent from official data, or
than was predicted by the prevalent criminological theories of the day. How-
ever, later research indicated that most of the under-reporting was on the
part of lower-class individuals (Hindelang e al. 1981). Moreover, self-report
surveys have usually concentrated on juveniles, with the result that there has
been an over-representation of ‘street’ crimes and an under-reporting of
crimes committed in the more private domain of the home or office (Braith-
waite 1979). A further problem is that some of the American studies used
the term ‘delinquency’ to encompass behaviour which, although antisocial,
is not illegal. Even the criminal behaviour was often of a level of triviality
that would have resulted in a total lack of interest from the police (Hinde-
lang et al. 1979).

The best-known example of a self-report study in Britain, the Cambridge
Study in Delinquent Development, has managed to overcome some of these
difficulties. Unlike the usual cross-sectional study which takes a ‘snapshot’
of the situation at a particular time, this is a ‘longitudinal’ study which fol-
lowed 411 males from a working-class area of London from the age of 8-9
through to adulthood. Enquiries by researchers into the subjects’ self-
reported involvement in delinquency were made on several occasions. In
addition to using questionnaires, the researchers have checked the subjects’
criminal records (Farrington 1989). Findings from the Cambridge Study
suggesting a link between child abuse and subsequent offending are dis-
cussed in Chapter 4.

In America, several large-scale longitudinal studies were being conducted
by the 1980s, including the National Youth Survey which has periodically
reported on a representative sample of American youths aged 11-17 (Elliott
1994). An example of a longitudinal study in New Zealand is the
Christchurch Child Development Study (Fergusson et al. 1992). Such
research can also have methodological problems: it has been claimed that
interviewing the same group of people over a long period of time can result
in a reduction in their willingness to admit to offending (Thornberry 1989).

Self-report studies have always been more popular in America than in
Britain. Coleman and Moynihan (1996) suggested that this is because in the
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USA a stronger interest has remained in the offender. In Britain, on the other
hand, concern about the causes of crime has declined, and the relative popu-
larity of the victim survey reflects a greater interest in the impact of crime on
the victim (see Chapter 8).

Problems

The main problems that victim and self-report surveys share are unwilling-
ness to report and forgetfulness. It is obvious that people who have com-
mitted very serious offences are highly unlikely to admit them to a
researcher. Sparks et al. (1977) found that more female victims of violence
refused to be interviewed than male victims. It is apparent from most sur-
veys that women are reluctant to disclose cases of domestic violence or
sexual assault. Even the Merseyside Crime Survey, which was supposed to
be more sensitive to such issues than the BCS, did not discover any cases of
sexual offences against women (Kinsey 1984). Crawford et al. (1990)
reported a greater likelihood that individuals who declined to complete the
questionnaire for the Second Islington Crime Survey had recently been vic-
tims of violent crime than those who cooperated.

Forgetfulness is clearly a distinct possibility. There is also the phenomenon
of ‘telescoping’, where respondents with inaccurate recall move events for-
wards into the survey period or backwards out of it. However, it appears
that, in most cases, these two possibilities are likely to cancel each other out
(Sparks et al. 1977). Although the American NCVS has sought to deal with
this by conducting its interviews at six-month intervals, a considerable
increase in cost ensues and most other surveys adopt the 12-month recall
period used by the BCS.

The BCS has found that better-educated people are more likely to report
being the victims of violent crime. Hough (1986) has suggested that the edu-
cated middle class may have a lower tolerance threshold of minor threaten-
ing and violent acts. Sparks (1981) pointed out that middle-class individuals
are more likely to have the verbal skills to provide full answers to the
researchers’ questions.

The extent of violence

What do the above sources tell us about the level of violence? The 1998
Criminal Statistics show about 503,000 recorded offences of non-fatal vio-
lence against the person, forming 9.8 per cent of all recorded crimes. This
underlines how violence forms only a small percentage of recorded crime.
Offences classified as ‘endangering life’, such as wounding or attempted
murder, form about 9 per cent of this total. The remainder mainly consist of
common assaults, assaults occasioning actual bodily harm, less serious
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wounding and grievous bodily harm, and possession of offensive weapons.
In 1998, the national average for all notifiable violent offences was 963
offences per 100,000 of the population. There were 7139 recorded rapes of
women, 502 rapes of men, and 19,463 indecent assaults on women. Sexual
offences comprised 6 per cent of all recorded violent offences and 0.7 per
cent of all notifiable offences.

The 1998 BCS provided a rather different picture. The report estimated
that there were 714,000 woundings (involving ‘more than trivial injury’)
and 2,276,000 assaults (involving ‘physical assault or attempted assault
with at most slight bruising’) during 1997. About 45 per cent of these inci-
dents were reported to the police and, of those, about 63 per cent were
recorded. No information was provided for sexual assaults. The 1998 BCS
disclosed a 17 per cent drop in violence between 1995 and 1997. In the 1993
Australian crime survey, six out of ten victims of personal crime during the
previous 12 months had not reported the most recent incident to the police
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 1994).

Unlike the Criminal Statistics, the BCS is able to provide some back-
ground information on its data. Most violent crime occurs between people
known to each other: in 1997, 43 per cent involved acquaintances and a
further 25 per cent people in a domestic relationship (defined as partners, ex-
partners, household members and other relatives). The researchers con-
sidered that these figures may still be an underestimate, but pointed out that
they were still more reliable than those provided by the police. Men were
more likely to be the victims of violent attacks (60 per cent), particularly by
strangers (over 80 per cent). Women were the victims in 70 per cent of
domestic incidents. The average risk of violent crime is low: 4.7 per cent of
adults were victims of violence, generally of common assault (3.2 per cent).
Only 1.3 per cent were the victims of stranger violence. However, the risk is
not equal. Young adults are the most likely to be victims of violence, as well
as the single, the unemployed, and those who go out most evenings, especi-
ally to a pub or wine bar. People living in London face the highest risk of vio-
lence, even though there is no more than an average likelihood of their being
victims of burglary and vehicle-related thefts.

International crime comparisons
Official data

There are considerable difficulties in comparing the official crime statistics of
different countries. The problems inherent in the compilation of any criminal
statistics, discussed above, will apply in varying degrees in all jurisdictions.
There will also be differences in the legal definitions which make it very
doubtful whether like can ever truly be compared with like (Zimring and
Hawkins 1997). The International Criminal Police Organization (Interpol),
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has produced comprehensive statistics for more than 80 countries, and
adopts its own broad definitional categories in an attempt to overcome this
problem. The United Nations Crime and Justice Information Network also
publishes wide-ranging international statistics.

It has been argued by Archer and Gartner (1984) that the only reliable use
of such figures is to note the apparent trends in criminal behaviour for each
country, on the assumption that any distorting features in the compilation
(such as political interference) will remain reasonably consistent over the
years. Some researchers are prepared to accept the validity of comparative
data on homicide rates, arguing that, as most incidents are recorded, the sta-
tistics are therefore far less likely to be subject to the usual inaccuracies.
However, this premise seems rather dubious: there may well be political
reasons for not recording homicides in some countries.

The International Crime Victims Survey

Another way of obtaining comparative international data is by administer-
ing a victims survey. The International Crime Victims Survey, which first
reported in 1989, has now published information on more than 50 coun-
tries. The third and latest of its reports was based on data compiled in 11
countries in 1996 (Mayhew and van Dijk 1997). As the questions were
formulated by researchers, there was less danger of the findings being cor-
rupted by different legal definitions. Interviewing was generally conducted
by telephone. In the category of ‘assaults and threats’, respondents were
asked the question: ‘over the past five years [have you] been personally
attacked or threatened by someone in a way that really frightened you’. In
reply, the US sample revealed 10 incidents per 100 population; England and
Wales 9.8; Scotland 7.3; Canada 7.1; and Northern Ireland 3.8. Information
for 1992 was provided for New Zealand (9.7) and Australia (8.1). However,
this question typifies a problem in such surveys: in an attempt to avoid legal
terminology, the question is imprecise and could be interpreted in different
ways. (For example, is it the attack or the threat that has to be really fright-
ening — or both?)

The International Self-Report Delinquency Study

This has developed since the late 1980s as a way of investigating self-reported
delinquency in several countries for a range of offences committed by young
people aged 14-21 (Junger-Tas et al. 1994). The questions had to be formu-
lated to cover different jurisdictions and languages, and most of the problems
concerning self-report studies discussed above also apply here, in particular
the concentration on youthful offending. The age range in England and Wales
was extended to 25 for some categories of response. The information was
collected in self-completion booklets, but the non-completion rate in England
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and Wales was fairly high, especially among minority ethnic groups (Graham
and Bowling 1995).

Conclusion

Official statistics suggest that the amount of violent crime has increased con-
siderably over the past forty years. Despite the problems involved in accu-
rately recording this information, the extent of the increase makes it fairly
safe to conclude that some growth in particular kinds of violence has
occurred. The difficulties arise when attempts are made to obtain precise
quantifications or measure short-term trends.

It seems clear that some of the increase in violent crime rates (including
rape) is due to a greater willingness to report such incidents. This is attribu-
table to various changes in society’s attitudes and the different approach
adopted by the police. In the 1950s, the success of a police force was
measured by its ‘clear-up’ rate, and it therefore made little sense to record
minor crimes which were unlikely to be solved. Crime then increasingly
became a political issue, and it appeared to the police that greater funding
could ensue from a rise in recorded crime levels (Coleman and Moynihan
1996).

Although criminal statistics attempt to provide a measure of the quantity
of crime, they can say very little about its impact (Coleman and Moynihan
1996). Violent crime forms only about 5 per cent of recorded crime, but the
effects on its victims are likely to be far greater than those of, say, criminal
damage. This is discussed further in Chapter 8.

The purpose of comparing the rates of violent (or any other) crime for
different countries can be questioned. Even if the information provided were
wholly accurate, is it really possible to draw conclusions from comparing
data from, say, Dubai and the USA? Furthermore, the stark way in which the
findings are usually presented provides no information on the likelihood of
victimization in different parts of a country.

Why, then, with all these drawbacks, is it felt necessary to measure rates
of violent crime at all> There are several good reasons. Crimes that are
recorded as increasing can be targeted by government and law enforcement
agencies. It is sometimes claimed that crime statistics provide a ‘moral
barometer’ of the state of a society (Sparks et al. 1977), and they are thus
invoked by politicians to support their own arguments. Government minis-
ters, who nowadays like to set attainment targets for public bodies, have a
ready source of information which they can use to judge police performance.

However, it is arguable that the political agenda for criminal justice policy
is increasingly being set not by official crime statistics, but by the popular
mass media. Politicians are less likely to respond to changes in recorded
crime rates than to lurid press stories. The role of vested interests can also
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be important. For example, there is evidence that stricter gun control would
reduce the level of violent crime in America (Zimring and Hawkins 1997),
but politicians are afraid that introducing such measures would lead to a loss
of support from the gun lobby (and political fund donors).

Further reading

The best recent book on crime statistics is Understanding Crime Data (Cole-
man and Moynihan 1996). The 1998 British Crime Survey (Mirrlees-Black
et al. 1998) is the latest in the series of national victim surveys conducted by
the Home Office. There is also an excellent chapter, ‘Crime statistics, pat-
terns and trends: changing perceptions and their implications’, by Mike
Maguire (1997) in The Oxford Handbook of Criminology.

An example of a left realist local survey is the Second Islington Crime
Survey (Crawford et al. 1990). International Comparisons of Criminal Jus-
tice Statistics 1998 (Barclay and Tavares 2000) and the International Crime
Victims Survey (Mayhew and van Dijk 1997) provide data for a number of
countries although, for the reasons explained above, caution should be exer-
cised in making comparisons between different jurisdictions.

Crime is Not the Problem: Lethal Violence in America (Zimring and
Hawkins 1997) makes the interesting point that violent crime rates in coun-
tries such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand are similar to those found
in the USA: it is where violence results in death that the American figures
soar ahead of other industrialized societies.

A large amount of statistical (and other) information about crime can now
be found on the Internet. In Britain, the Home Office Research and Statistics
Directorate website at www.homeoffice.gov.uk includes a link to the British
Crime Survey. The American Uniform Crime Reports can be reached on a
link from www.fbi.gov and the Canadian statistics are at www.statcan.ca.
For Australia the address is www.statistics.gov.au and for New Zealand
WWW.justice.govt.nz.
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The theme linking the issues considered in this chapter is that some instances
of violence may be related to the state of a person’s body or mind, such that
aggressors may not have complete control over, or awareness of, their
actions, or may be predisposed to behave violently. In this sense, ‘mind’
refers to the workings of the brain, whether affected by internal physiologi-
cal or external environmental factors. For policy reasons, most legal systems
(including the ones considered in this book) base their test of criminal
responsibility at such a level that many of the situations discussed below
would only excuse offenders from liability if they were almost completely
unaware of what they were doing. Thus, it is not the case that the mentally
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disordered or the intoxicated will usually ‘get away with it’ on appearing
before a court; nor will a genetics-based defence that the assailant was
descended from a long line of criminals be successful.

In particular, the chapter will consider whether a proneness to act in an
antisocial way has occurred through evolution or is transmitted through
genes; the effects of the physical constitution on behaviour; the relationship
between mental disorder and aggression; and the widely assumed connec-
tion between the ingestion of drugs or alcohol and violence.

Evolution

Before the implications of genetics began to be understood, the suggestion
was made that a proneness to act violently could be located in humans’ close
relationship to apes. Initially, this belief was pursued by studies of the shape
and size of the human body. In the immediate post-Darwin era, this view
became popular among certain writers who argued that, as humans were
just a more developed species of ape, people whose appearance seemed to
bear certain characteristics of lower primates (such as excessive body hair
and very long arms) were suffering from a depravity caused by atavistic
reversion. One of the main exponents of this argument was Cesare Lom-
broso (1876), and his experimental findings are nowadays generally
ridiculed. Nevertheless, more refined versions of Lombroso’s explanation
have appeared in the work of later writers. Sheldon (1949) concluded that
delinquents have distinctive body shapes (generally large, muscular and ath-
letic) and Cortés (1972) claimed to have replicated this finding.

However, not only is the methodology used in this sort of research very
suspect (imprecise bodily measurement and self-evaluation of tempera-
ment), but it ignores certain common-sense explanations. Body shape can be
linked to diet and physical manual work. These factors are in turn related to
class, and lower-class individuals have always been over-represented in
official criminal statistics. Moreover, the finding that large muscular types
engage in aggressive acts to get their own way can be explained on the basis
that they discovered at an early age that they could do this successfully. This
may, at least in part, explain research by Raine et al. (1998), which con-
cluded that three-year-old children (boys or girls), who were just half an inch
taller than their peers, had a greater than average chance of becoming class-
room bullies and ultimately violent criminals. The researchers alleged that
the differences could not be explained by any socio-economic factors such
as family income or parental education.
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Ethology and sociobiology

After the early attempts to explain violent humans as being grotesque throw-
backs to their ape ancestors, it became increasingly apparent to researchers
that a sufficient number of people are liable to act violently to render the
argument of the ‘occasional reversion’ hardly tenable. Nevertheless, not wish-
ing to abandon Darwin’s explanation of evolution by natural selection, some
authors have tried to explain certain aspects of human behaviour by reference
to ethology — the study of animal behaviour. Animals are assumed to be
innately aggressive, and humans are just a more developed form of animals.
One of the best-known writers to put forward this view was Konrad Lorenz,
in his book On Aggression (1966). For Lorenz, aggression is an instinct which
ensures the survival of the individual and the species. His opinions have been
adopted and developed by more recent writers, some of whom have empha-
sized the inevitable supremacy of men over women that such an explanation
provides. For example, Anthony Storr (1968: 88) claimed that [i]t is highly
probable that the undoubted superiority of the male sex in intellectual and
creative achievement is related to their greater endowment of aggression’.

The term ‘sociobiology’, which was popularized in the 1970s by Edward
Wilson, is basically a development of Lorenz’s argument. Instead of a narrow
concentration on the evolutionary importance of an individual’s ability to sur-
vive and procreate, sociobiologists claim to incorporate a consideration of
other ways in which people can maximize the likelihood of their genes being
transmitted to future generations. In fact, these ‘other ways’ comprise all
forms of human behaviour, which sociobiologists analyse in terms of their
functionality in spreading genes. Everything humans do is considered as self-
ish; altruism does not exist. According to Wilson (1978), all humans have an
inherited potential for aggression, but cultural factors determine its outlet and
the form it will take. Aggression will occur when it is in aggressor’s interest
for it to do so, with the important proviso that ‘interest’ is here defined in
terms of the need to enable oneself to pass on one’s genes.

The problem for such writers is that the evidence does not clearly sup-
port their arguments. Animals typically resort to violence either to protect
themselves against a real or perceived threat; to protect their family or com-
munity (which involves protecting their territory); or, in the case of carni-
vores, to obtain food. Animals rarely engage in random violence through
boredom or for purposes of revenge. Moreover, when animals do resort to
violence, their response is dependent on sensory input. Research on the
neurological centres of the brain which are involved in attacking behaviour
by mammals has shown that animals consider immediate environmental
factors before engaging in violence. Delgado (1971) found that rhesus mon-
keys would not attack other monkeys if a socially superior monkey were
present. This finding provides an important illustration of why it is crucial
to remember the difference between angry and aggressive feelings and the
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physical manifestation of violence. There are clear physiological changes
which are observable in both human and non-human primates as a result
of rising anger, but it would be wrong to assume that these translate directly
into violence without the presence of other influences.

A difficulty with the sociobiologists’ thesis that human aggression is
inevitable is that it is possible to identify both particular species of animal
and human societies that exist without resort to violence. For example, the
bonobo chimpanzees of the Congo (formerly Zaire), with a genetic make-up
which is about 1 per cent different from humans, seldom resort to violence,
preferring to maintain group harmony and deal with disputes by way of
extensive and varied sexual behaviour (de Waal 1989). In a survey of 90 pre-
literate and peasant societies, Levinson (1989) identified 16 where family
violence is almost unknown. Sociobiologists might reply that these must be
societies where cultural requirements have rendered the use of violence
unnecessary. This argument, however, appears questionable. If people’s
entire raison d’étre is to transmit healthy genes, as claimed by sociobiolo-
gists, it is difficult to envisage circumstances where the use of force against
weaker members of the group would not be beneficial.

Biological influences on violent behaviour
Genetics

Genetic influences relate to the blueprint of people’s appearance and behav-
iour that is contained in their chromosomes. The chromosomes contain
deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), the genetic material which is inherited from
biological parents. It has long been understood that individuals® physical
appearance is affected by their DNA: what is nowadays increasingly exer-
cising geneticists is the question whether people’s bebaviour can be influ-
enced by it as well. The problem, however, is in measuring this in such a way
that any similarities in behaviour between parent and child cannot simply be
explained by common environmental experiences. The so-called ‘nature
versus nurture’ argument has proved a difficult one to settle.

Twin studies

One method of trying to bypass the effects of the environment and socializa-
tion has been the study of twins. There are two types of twins: monozygotic
(MZ) twins result from a single fertilized egg that has divided, and dizygotic
(DZ) twins come from the simultaneous fertilization of two eggs. MZ twins
share the same genetic structure, whereas DZ twins have no closer genetic
relationship than any two siblings. One difficulty is that any similarity in
offending behaviour manifested by twins may be a consequence of their
common upbringing. A further problem is that there are not many twins
available to study. Only about one in every 70-90 births results in twins and
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only a quarter of these are MZ twins. The ideal scenario would be a study of
MZ twins who were brought up separately from birth but, given the very
small numbers involved, this would be very difficult to achieve.

In a study of 6000 Danish twins, Christiansen (1974) found that 35.8 per
cent of the male MZ twins both had a criminal record, compared to 12.3 per
cent of the DZ twins. (The figures for females were 21.4 per cent and 4.3 per
cent, respectively.) Similar results were discovered in his later study of twins
from the Danish islands (Christiansen 1977). However, Christiansen still
suspected the influence of environmental factors behind these findings.
Researchers in the Ohio Twin Study have found that people seek out the
most favourable environment in accordance with their genetically based per-
sonality, and that this explains why MZ twins are more likely than DZ to
choose similar friends and participate in similar activities, including delin-
quent ones (Rowe 1990).

O’Connor et al. (1998) studied the co-occurrence of depressive symptoms
and antisocial behaviour (including violence) in a sample of 720 same-sex
adolescent siblings, including 93 pairs of MZ and 99 pairs of DZ twins. The
researchers discovered that around half the variability could be attributed to
genetic factors. In a study of male twins who had served in the US military
between 1965 and 1975, Lyons et al. (1995) found that shared environ-
mental factors may have a stronger influence on antisocial behaviour for
juvenile offenders than for adults.

Adoption studies

Another way of trying to assess the effect of heredity on crime is to study the
behaviour of adoptees. If a child adopted soon after birth and removed from
a ‘criminal’ parent grows up in a ‘non-criminal” home, and comes to behave
like its biological rather than adoptive father, this provides some evidence of
genetic influence. Adoption studies provide a better (although not perfect)
control of environmental influences than other research methods such as
twin studies.

Mednick et al. (1987) studied all adoptions in Denmark between 1924
and 1947 where the child was not related to the adoptive parents. The
adopted children were more likely to be convicted of crimes, both violent
and non-violent, when their natural father had a criminal record. However,
if the adoptive father also had a criminal record, the likelihood became even
greater, suggesting that there is an environmental factor which cannot be
ignored. This conclusion was supported by Walters (1992), who analysed 38
of the twin and adoption studies. He found a small correlation between
genes and crime; a larger one where there was one particular shared environ-
mental factor; but the greatest one (up to 65 per cent) where there were
environmental factors specific to the individual subject.

There are potential difficulties with more recent adoption studies. Nowa-
days, adoptive parents are selected on the basis of being particularly suitable,
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which reduces the likelihood of certain problems arising during the child’s
upbringing. In the absence of longitudinal studies, it may be hard to differen-
tiate the parents’ effects on the child from the child’s effects on the parents
(Rutter 1997).

Chromosomal abnormalities

There is some evidence that a proneness to violent behaviour can not only
be genetically transmitted from one generation to another, but also be con-
nected to genetic mutations which occur at the time of conception.
Researchers have become particularly interested in chromosomal abnor-
malities. Chromosomes are the structures in both animal and plant cells
which govern the individual characteristics of the organism. Each human
cell contains 23 pairs of chromosomes, one of which is the sex chromo-
somes. A normal female has sex chromosomes of a similar size which are
known as XX. A normal male’s sex chromosomes are referred to as XY, as
each is of a different size and shape. On very rare occasions, an abnormal
cell division occurs before conception, so that the resultant embryo contains
an unusual number of sex chromosomes.

When cases of XYY sex chromosome complement were discovered in the
1960s, speculation arose that the extra Y chromosome may be an indication
of increased ‘maleness’ and a greater tendency to resort to violence. This was
fuelled by reports from hospital doctors describing such individuals as
dangerous. However, later research into a sample of XYY men found that
they were no more likely to have been convicted of violent offences than a
control group (Witkin ez al. 1976). The fact that XYY men are extremely tall
and that their alleged involvement in crime has been sensationalized by the
popular press may have encouraged some courts to order their detention in
institutions. This could be exacerbated by the apparent intellectual inferior-
ity of XYY males. In any event, even if XYY men were prone to acts of vio-
lence, it would hardly have a major impact on society, as estimates suggest
that they comprise no more than 0.15 per cent of the population.

Neurotransmitters

In recent years, there has been a growing interest among biologists and psy-
chologists in the significance of neurotransmitters in human behaviour.
Neurotransmitters are the chemicals through which electrical impulses in the
brain pass. They are therefore of crucial importance in the origins of all
human behaviour, including violent behaviour. The illness schizophrenia is
believed to be partly caused by the levels of neurotransmitter chemicals. The
question then arises whether such levels can affect a propensity to act vio-
lently. Some research suggests a relationship between impulsive violent behav-
iour and considerably lower levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin than are
found in non-violent people (Virkkunen and Linnoila 1993). However, the
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connection does not appear to be a strong one. Serotonin levels are genetic-
ally determined, but they can be subsequently influenced by external environ-
mental factors such as diet, stress, alcohol or drugs. Medication can be used
to enhance the level.

Hormones

Whereas neurotransmitters, which are very fast messengers, only work within
the brain and spinal chord, hormones, which operate much more slowly, are
chemical messengers which are distributed throughout the whole body.

Developments in biochemistry have resulted in speculation that an imbal-
ance in hormonal levels may have adverse consequences on human behav-
iour, including an increase in aggressiveness and possible recourse to violence.
Particular interest has centred on the male sex hormones, known as andro-
gens. Starting from the assumption that men appear to be more aggressive
than women, some researchers have investigated whether men with unusu-
ally high levels of the male sex hormone testosterone are more likely to
engage in violent crime. During puberty, the level of androgens increases dra-
matically — as does the level of inter-male violence. Many cat owners are
aware that castration, which significantly reduces androgen production, can
almost completely eliminate aggression towards other male cats.

Olweus (1987) studied the effects of testosterone on a group of young
men. He noted a distinction between provoked aggressive behaviour, which
was usually a verbal response to another’s aggression, and unprovoked
aggressive conduct. The provoked aggression was clearly related to the
level of testosterone, indicating the additional requirement of a particular
environmental setting. Olweus also discovered that a greater likelihood of
aggression resulted when an increased level of testosterone was combined
with a low frustration tolerance, which itself is usually associated with a
child’s upbringing. In childhood, a low frustration tolerance does not usu-
ally result in aggressive behaviour, but this becomes more likely with the
increased levels of testosterone with the onset of puberty.

In a more recent study by van Goozen et al. (1994), observation was made
of a group of female to male transsexuals, who required a large dose of male
sex hormones as part of their sex change process. The researchers found that
the androgens did increase anger proneness, but did not have a direct effect
on aggression.

However, Raine (1993) has pointed out that any association between
increased testosterone level and violence does not prove the direction of a
causal link: it may be the aggressive behaviour itself which causes the
increase. Research by Bjorkqvist et al. (1994) found that, where individuals
expect a substance to make them more aggressive, it generally does, even
when the substance is a placebo.

Consideration has also been given to whether the wide variations in
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hormonal levels at the time of menstruation can be related to antisocial
behaviour. A review of the research by Fishbein (1992) showed that a small
percentage of women show greater hostility during fluctuation in their hor-
monal levels. This, of course, does not necessarily result in criminal behav-
iour: estimates suggest that up to 40 per cent of women suffer from severe
pre-menstrual symptoms, but it is inconceivable that four out of ten women
offend as a result.

The hormone adrenalin has also been related to violent behaviour. The
increase in its level, which usually results when a person feels under stress,
leads to heightened cortical arousal manifested by a moistening of the skin
and an increased alertness. It has been suggested that violent offenders may
take stronger stimuli to arouse them than is required for other people. Olweus
(1986) found that aggressive behaviour by persistent bullies was unaccom-
panied by an increase in adrenalin, and Magnusson (1988) arrived at a simi-
lar conclusion in a study of hyperactive boys. Baldwin (1990) considered that
criminality among young men peaks at a certain age through a combination
of cortical arousability and environmental factors. Adolescents may feel an
increasing urge to seek out greater forms of excitement. For many, this can be
channelled into acceptable outlets such as sport. Others, however, may resort
to antisocial activities including violence. By the time young people enter their
twenties, these environmental pressures will have declined and this will be
accompanied by a fall in their urge to seek new stimuli.

It has also been claimed that violent behaviour in male children and ado-
lescents may be associated with low saliva levels of the stress hormone cor-
tisol. In one study, clinical and peer evaluations of the behaviour of 38 boys
found that those with low cortisol concentrations were identified as three
times more likely to show aggressive symptoms (McBurnett et al. 2000)

External factors

The above discussion relates to biological factors which are, at least to some
extent, innate or based on heredity. However, it has also been suggested that
a tendency to act violently may arise from changes to the physical consti-
tution caused by wholly external factors, such as diet or damage to the cen-
tral nervous system. (Alcohol and drug use also come into this category, but
they are considered separately below.) The idea that antisocial behaviour
can be related to nutrition has a long history, but there is little supportive
evidence. Some research has suggested a link with hypoglycaemia (low
blood sugar). Claims have been made concerning substances such as
monosodium glutamate, caffeine and some chemicals found in chocolate
(Curran and Renzetti 1994). However, many of the findings in this area have
been criticized on the basis of their methodology (Kanarek 1994).

There is some evidence of a relationship between high levels of lead and vio-
lent behaviour. A study of lead levels in bones showed a significant correlation
between the concentration of lead and violence (Needleman et al. 1996).
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However, even here environmental considerations cannot be ruled out: the
higher levels of lead that are found in boys than girls (Taylor 1991) may have
been exacerbated by children’s behaviour (for example, boys may play out-
side more frequently).

Early attempts to study the electrical processes of the brain through elec-
troencephalograph (EEG) testing indicated that a significant proportion of
violent offenders had abnormal brain patterns. Subsequent, more sophisti-
cated research has also found a relationship between violent behaviour and
brain damage. Mednick et al. (1982) took EEG recordings from a group of
Danish boys born between 1959 and 1961. Those who were later convicted
of violent offences had generally good neurological and physical reports
during pregnancy and at birth, but these had significantly worsened by the
end of their first year of life. Neuropsychological tests involve verbal or
visual assessments which measure sophisticated brain functions such as
learning and memory abilities. They have been administered to violent
offenders, and the results show that minor brain impairments are often pres-
ent. In one study, a low score on a neuropsychological frontal lobe test pre-
dicted aggressiveness among 72 males (Giancola and Zeichner 1994). There
is also evidence that people with poor neuropsychological functioning are
more aggressive when provoked (Lau et al. 1995).

Such findings raise the possibility that the brain functioning may have
been related to the later violence, although environmental factors could
clearly operate as well (for example, the children in the Danish study may
have been physically abused by their parents). Complications during birth
could also be relevant. In a sample taken from the same Danish study,
Kandel and Mednick (1991) found that 80 per cent of those convicted of
violent offences experienced greater than average complications at delivery.

Summary

This is an appropriate point to take stock of what has gone before. The gen-
eral thrust of the preceding discussion is that a propensity to act violently or
antisocially may be genetically transmitted and/or affected by biological fac-
tors within the body. These approaches do not receive universal approval;
sociologists are particularly sceptical on the grounds that social context
often appears to be overlooked. Although the early research often contained
considerable shortcomings, more recent offerings are far more sophisticated,
and this is clearly a rapidly developing area.

Mental disorder
From at least the time of the ancient Greeks, writings have associated mental

disorder with violence. This tradition is continued in the present day by the
media. Taylor (1993a) cited two pieces of American research: one showed
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that, on prime-time American television, the mentally disordered are por-
trayed as violent almost twice as often as the mentally healthy; and the other
indicated that 86 per cent of all newspaper stories printed about former
mental patients are based on their having committed a violent crime.

The legal definitions of mental disorder are contained in the Mental
Health Act 1983. Section 1(2) states the four categories: mental illness;
arrested or incomplete development of the mind; psychopathic disorder; and
any other disorder or disability of mind. ‘Mental illness’, which is not
defined in the Act, includes psychoses (such as schizophrenia), anxiety
states, affective disorders (such as depression) and hysteria. A psychosis is a
mental disorder which results in severe disruption to a person’s mood,
reasoning processes and practical functioning. The mental functioning of
psychotics is so badly impaired that they are generally unable to meet the
routine demands of daily living.

Two different methods have been used to assess the level of mental disorder
in offenders: the study of disorder among convicted criminals and the analy-
sis of criminal behaviour in a psychiatric population. There is clear evidence
that psychological problems are common among prisoners (although the find-
ings are not confined to violent offenders). Birmingham et al. (1996) reported
that 26 per cent of remand prisoners at Durham jail were suffering from one
or more mental disorders. Four per cent of this total were diagnosed as psy-
chotic. In a sample of just under 10 per cent of the male unsentenced prison
population, Brooke er al. (1996) discovered that 63 per cent were suffering
from some form of psychological disorder, including substance abuse. Single-
ton et al. (1998) also found evidence of extensive mental disorder in a large
sample of inmates from the entire prison population. For example, clinical
assessment showed that 63 per cent of male remand prisoners had an anti-
social personality disorder, and 14 per cent of female prisoners were psychotic.

However, such evidence does not prove a causal link between mental dis-
order and crime. Mentally disordered offenders may have a higher chance of
being caught through their ineptitude. Once apprehended, they could be more
likely to plead guilty in the hope of obtaining treatment. Alternatively, some
prisoners might develop mental disorders as a result of their incarceration.

Research into the crime rate of psychiatric patients has been less conclu-
sive. Several studies have indicated that the prospects of such people offend-
ing on their release from hospital are related to their arrest record prior to
entry (see, for example, Steadman et al. 1978). However, the research does
not make it clear whether these individuals were still affected by their earlier
condition on release.

Schizophrenia

Of all the disorders, schizophrenia appears to be the one most closely related
to acts of violence. This illness involves such symptoms as difficulty in
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associating different thoughts, the hearing of voices, and the experiencing of
strong and inappropriate emotional responses. Physical manifestations
include strange facial grimaces and gestures, and disturbances in motor
behaviour.

There is evidence of some connection between schizophrenia and violent
crime, including homicide. Taylor (1986) found high levels of schizophrenia
among life-sentence prisoners in London. A longitudinal study of discharges
of schizophrenic patients from Swedish psychiatric hospitals by Lindqvist
and Allebeck (1990) discovered that their rate of subsequent violent offend-
ing was four times higher than that of the general population. However,
most of the violence involved minor assaults and no one was killed. Despite
her earlier research findings, Taylor (1993b) has endorsed the view that, as
a group, schizophrenics are unlikely to commit serious violent offences.
Appleby et al. (1999) found that only 4 per cent of all homicides in England
and Wales between April 1996 and November 1997 were committed by
people who had suffered from schizophrenia. The more extreme forms of
violence are usually aimed at themselves through self-mutilation. Attacks
requiring any advanced degree of planning are rare and harm to others usu-
ally occurs during delusions, often of infidelity or extreme jealousy.

Schizophrenia manifesting itself exclusively in delusions is considered more
likely to be associated with violence than other forms of the illness (Robert-
son and Taylor 1993). Nevertheless, the danger posed by schizophrenics has
to be kept in proportion: as a group they form about 1 per cent of the general
population, and it has been estimated that only 0.05 per cent of them engage
in serious violence. Moreover, many schizophrenics will respond to drug
treatment. In an Australian study, it was found that increased rates of offend-
ing by schizophrenics were consistent with changes in criminal patterns in the
general community (Mullen et al. 2000). It seems, however, that the public
still remains to be convinced, and mentally disordered offenders are still
widely considered to be dangerously violent (Hurley 1994). Selective report-
ing can certainly play a part in this. Research in Germany by Angermeyer and
Matschinger (1996) showed how there was a marked increase in desired
social distance from mentally ill people following the publicity given to vio-
lent attacks by two schizophrenics against prominent politicians.

Psychopathy

Although schizophrenia may, in practice, be the form of mental disorder
most frequently connected with violence, the sensationalized media por-
trayals are usually reserved for psychopathy. The term has always been a
troublesome one and American psychiatrists tend to avoid using it: indeed,
the highly authoritative American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual does not include the word at all, preferring the expression
‘antisocial personality disorder’.
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Much of the problem arises from the lurid and often inaccurate usage of
the term by the media and in films. Further difficulty is created by the legal
definition of psychopathic disorder in s. 1(2) of the Mental Health Act as ‘a
persistent disorder or disability of mind (whether or not including significant
impairment of intelligence) which results in abnormally aggressive or seri-
ously irresponsible conduct’. The definition is circular, in that the disorder is
assumed from the behaviour, which is then in turn used to explain the dis-
order (Ashworth and Gostin 1985). This is a particularly important point,
as it is unusual to find civil commitments to hospital for psychopaths under
the Act, which one would expect if the condition caused problems for the
individuals themselves (Peay 1997). In effect, psychopathic behaviour is
criminal behaviour.

The word ‘psychopath’ has therefore become a label attached to a person
suffering from a particular form of personality disorder rather than a diag-
nostic expression. The public also relates psychopathy to violence, but indi-
viduals whom psychiatrists would describe as psychopaths commit a range
of offences.

The Revised Psychopathy Checklist (PCL-R) suggests that lack of em-
pathy, callousness and — crucially - lack of remorse or guilt are key pre-
dictors of psychopathy (Rice and Harris 1992). Hare (1986) has provided
his own checklist, which includes indicators such as superficial charm,
grandiose sense of self-worth, proneness to boredom, pathological lying,
lack of realistic long-term plans, and impulsivity. Psychopaths are said to
have an inability to trust anyone, which makes them difficult, if not imposs-
ible, to treat in conventional therapeutic and hospital settings. Howells
(1983) has argued that psychopaths assume that anyone they deal with has
negative views towards them and, instead of waiting to appraise a situation,
they have a tendency to resort to violence first.

The causes of psychopathy remain elusive. There is some evidence from
adoption and twin studies that it can be genetically transmitted (Cadoret
1986). Researchers have found an association between brain damage and
antisocial personality or psychopathic disorder (Raine et al. 2000). Claims
have also been made that early childhood problems and family influences are
relevant.

With the increasing focus on dangerous offenders, which is discussed in
Chapter 9, politicians have turned their attention to the possibility of lock-
ing up people who are predicted to be dangerous. The Government has pro-
posed the introduction of a ‘reviewable detention order’ for untreatable but
dangerous individuals with a personality disorder. It is stated that ‘admis-
sion to the new regime will not be dependent on the person having commit-
ted an offence, nor whether they are treatable under the terms of the current
Mental Health Act’ (Department of Health 1998a, para. 4.33; emphasis
added).

This proposal is objectionable on several grounds. There are clear ethical
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problems about incarcerating innocent people. There would also be concern
about the possibility of using such a measure for social control purposes:
totalitarian regimes have frequently attached the label of ‘mentally ill’ to
people whose opinions they do not approve of. The term ‘personality dis-
order’ could come to perform that role: as Rafter (1997: 250) has stated,
““psychopaths” is a metaphor for “those who are not like us”’. Prediction
techniques are notoriously unreliable (although see Walker 1996). However,
the biggest threat to such a provision may be a legal one. It has been claimed
that its introduction could amount to an infringement of the protection
against unlawful detention provided by Article 5 of the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights, which has been incorporated into the domestic law
of England and Wales in the Human Rights Act 1998 (Bartlett and Sandland
2000).

Post-traumatic stress disorder

In recent years, there has been a growing awareness of post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), and some research suggests that it can be related to vio-
lence. Individuals suffering from PTSD can experience a range of symptoms,
including problems of concentration and memory, a constant alertness to
danger and, in extreme cases, a need to re-enact the traumatic situation that
underlies their condition. In a prison sample of 1140 males, Collins and
Bailey (1990) found a relationship between PTSD and violent crime which
was apparently unrelated to any interest in armed combat. The 2.3 per cent
of the group who met the strict testing criteria for PTSD were significantly
more likely to have been arrested or imprisoned for a violent crime, and
generally the symptoms had preceded the offence.

In conclusion, it is not clear that any association between mental disorder
and violent crime means that the offending occurred as a result of the dis-
order. The mental disorder may have been related to wider social problems
which themselves precipitated the offending. Moreover, even where an
association is apparent, it does not provide an explanation for the vast
majority of violent crimes. Evidence from the USA suggests that major
mental disorder accounts, at most, for 3 per cent of the violence in Ameri-
can society (Monahan 1992). However, a note of caution must be added: the
link between mental disorder and violent crime is considerably strengthened
when the additional factor of ‘substance disorder’ is added (Monahan
1997).

Drugs and alcohol

For the purposes of this discussion (and in keeping with the organization of
most research and the creation of criminal offences), drugs and alcohol will
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be considered separately, although it is clear that alcohol is a drug for the
purpose of considering its psychopharmacological effects.

Drugs

It has been suggested that there is a relationship between drugs and violence
at three different levels: the psychopharmacological; the economic compul-
sive; and the systemic (Goldstein 1985).

The psychopharmacological connection considers whether some indi-
viduals will behave violently following the ingestion of certain substances.
The evidence is equivocal. More recent studies suggest that, whereas the use
of cannabis, amphetamines or hallucinogens (such as LSD) is not related to
physical aggression, cocaine or opiates may lead to violence in certain situ-
ations (Taylor and Hulsizer 1998). On the other hand, a study of 427 New
York City male adolescents found that, although cocaine usage and crime
rates were similarly high, the ingestion of cocaine was unrelated to any par-
ticular type of crime, including violent crime (Kang et al. 1994). It has been
observed that withdrawal symptoms from severely habit-forming drugs can
involve an irritability which sometimes results in attacks on treatment pro-
gramme workers (Mednick et al. 1982).

It is of little value to consider even psychopharmacological effects without
taking any account of environmental factors. Different drugs gain repu-
tations for having a particular type of impact, and the expectation
accompanying the use may, in many cases, serve to enhance the perceived
effect. For example, some people may act violently after taking certain drugs
because ‘that is what you do’. A particular drug may be taken with the inten-
tion of giving the user courage to commit a crime, or even to provide an
excuse in the case of apprehension.

The ‘economic compulsive’ level of relationship states that some drug
users commit violent crimes such as robbery in order to obtain the funds to
support their drug use. The significance of this is that the violence is not a
direct consequence of ingesting the drug — although a recourse to robbery in
the case of a severe craving might seem to come quite close to it. The use of
violence is here purely instrumental to a particular purpose. Heroin and
cocaine users have traditionally been regarded as the main culprits, as their
drugs have been the most expensive. However, research by Johnson et al.
(1985) into heroin addiction and violence in Harlem found that such people
usually avoid the use of violence where other means are available, such as
drug-selling, prostitution or theft. The researchers also discovered that many
of the victims were drug users themselves or involved in other illegal activi-
ties in the area. A study of crack cocaine and heroin users by Parker and
Bottomley (1996) revealed that most individuals gained their income from
acquisitive crime and their state benefits.

Even where an apparent connection is indicated between robbery (or any
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other crime) and drug use, it does not follow that the two are causally
related. In research for the Home Office, Mott and Taylor (1974} found that
a high percentage of heroin users were already involved in criminal activities
before they started taking drugs. It is also possible that individuals who are
prone to violence are more likely to assume violent roles in the drug busi-
ness. Adler (1985) discovered evidence of this in her research among Cali-
fornian drug traffickers.

The third type of relationship is the ‘systemic’. On this analysis, violence is
an inevitable part of the pattern of distribution and use of illegal drugs. It will
arise out of territorial disputes; the operations of rivals; the supply of adul-
terated or imitation drugs; the failure to pay debts; and the entrepreneurial
activities of street dealers lower down the supply chain. This phenomenon is
hardly new — it can be traced at least as far back as the liquor rackets of Al
Capone. However, the large increase in illicit drugs circulating in many major
cities nowadays has caused a considerable escalation in this type of violence.

Alcohol

In historical terms, it is only fairly recently that the behavioural effects of
alcohol have been considered in anything other than a moral context. It was
widely assumed that drinking loosens moral restraints and that people who
drink lose personal control and are consequently liable to behave in an anti-
social way, including acting violently. Therefore, when researchers first
began to consider the relationship between alcohol and violence, it was nat-
ural that they should start from the widely held premise that the pharmaco-
logical effects of alcohol directly affect the brain in such a way as to loosen
inhibitions, and that one of the consequences is an enhanced tendency to
behave violently. It now appears, however, that the situation is not so
straightforward.

There is certainly a large body of empirical evidence suggesting that vio-
lent offenders have often been drinking at the time of the offence. From an
analysis of several studies, Collins (1986) concluded that prisoners with
drinking problems had committed more assaults than prisoners without
such problems. Rada (1975) discovered that half his sample of convicted
rapists had been drinking at the time of the offence. In a study of homicides
in Sweden, Lindqvist (1986) found that two-thirds of the offenders were
intoxicated when they killed. A US Department of Justice survey revealed
that 64 per cent of state prisoners convicted of violent offences claimed that
either they, their victims, or both, were under the influence of drugs or alco-
hol at the time of the offence. The strongest link appeared for manslaughter
and the weakest was for sexual offences (US Department of Justice 1990).
The National Bureau of Economic Research has found a relationship
between the price of alcohol and level of spousal assault in several American
states (Markowitz 1999).
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An analysis of data from the 1989 British Crime Survey by Mott (1990)
showed that young men who had been drinking heavily were more likely
than moderate drinkers to be involved in offences of minor violence. Even
allowing for the possibility that some of these respondents were lying or
exaggerating the effects of alcohol to try to excuse their conduct, the evi-
dence still indicates that many violent offenders were intoxicated at the time
of their offence.

However, it is by no means clear that these findings show a causal
relationship between alcohol and violent crime. The fact that men who are
continuously drunk are less likely to assault their partners than men who are
very often drunk could be interpreted as suggesting that men find it excus-
able to assault their partner while drunk, rather than that the attacks are
caused by the disinhibiting effects of alcohol (Coleman and Straus 1983).
Not only do large numbers of non-violent offenders claim to have been
drinking prior to offending, but vast amounts of alcohol are consumed by
people (particularly in their own homes) who do not proceed to break the
law at all.

Many studies suggest that victims are also likely to have been drinking. In
Britain, Gottfredson (1984) discovered that the chances of being victimized
increased from 5 per cent among non-drinkers to 15 per cent among heavy
drinkers. This was still the case when controls were introduced for age and
area of residence, although the connection was strongest for the young. A
similar finding was also made in the 1989 British Crime Survey (Mott 1990).
In research by Hodge (1993), two-thirds of a sample of assailants and 50 per
cent of their victims said they had been drinking immediately before the
offence. The 1996 British Crime Survey found that victims of domestic
violence had far higher levels of alcohol consumption than non-victims
(Mirrlees-Black 1999). It is possible that offenders realize that people who
have been drinking are easy targets. It may also be that drinkers are less care-
ful about protecting themselves from attack or are more likely to promote
arguments.

In Australia, researchers have studied public drinking places where vio-
lence is a recurring problem, and have concluded that there are ‘violent
drinking situations’ (Tomsen et al. 1991). They found that several factors
precipitate violence: the type of customer; the atmosphere in the pub or
club; the amount of alcohol consumed; and the behaviour of the security
staff. Large gatherings of males can lead to sexual competitiveness so that,
if the men are in identifiable groups and the groups are strangers to each
other, violence is likely to ensue. ‘Atmosphere’ is reflected by excessive
noise, lack of space and resultant discomfort; this can result in faster
drinking. Aggressive security staff can lead to a troubled, edgy atmos-
phere, and they themselves can precipitate violence. The Bristol research
into assault victims discovered several cases which fitted this model (see
Chapter 2).
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Different drinking patterns can also affect the way individuals respond to
alcohol. For example, America not only has a high level of alcohol con-
sumption, but its citizens tend to drink heavily during short periods of time,
whereas inhabitants of other countries (such as France) spread their alcohol
intake more evenly throughout the course of a day (Bartol 1991).

There are, therefore, difficulties in assuming a direct causal relationship
between the use of alcohol and violence. Alcohol does not have the same
pharmacological effect on everyone; factors such as body weight, build and
even race can be significant. For example, Eskimos and Native Americans
metabolize alcohol more slowly than whites. Research has suggested that
proneness to alcoholism can be genetically transmitted (Goodwin et al.
1973). Any drug - including alcohol — can worsen psychological symptoms
in individuals who are already mentally disturbed. People who are slightly
paranoid could become extremely paranoid after consuming alcohol, and
may resort to violence in the belief that they are defending themselves
against some imagined evil.

The clearest physiological effect of alcohol consumption is that it slows a
person’s reaction time. It has been claimed that this contributes to drinkers’
experiencing difficulty in noticing inhibitory cues, thus increasing the likeli-
hood of conflict (Pernanen 1991). Evidence suggests that alcohol users are
more likely than other offenders to be arrested (Petersilia et al. 1978). This
seems hardly surprising — inebriation is unlikely to assist a swift escape — but
it should be remembered when research based on samples of convicted
offenders is considered. Some offenders take alcohol before committing
their crime to calm their nerves. A causal link between alcohol and violence
is thus established but, being of an entirely voluntary nature, it is wholly
different from that which is usually assumed. Coid (1982) has suggested
that, rather than alcoholism being related to violence, some alcoholics suffer
from a personality disorder which increases the likelihood of their acting
aggressively.

There has been a growing realization that factors other than the purely
physiological effects of alcohol are important in influencing the behaviour of
an individual who has been drinking. Laboratory experiments have shown
that people act more aggressively when they think they have consumed alco-
hol even though they have been given a placebo (Lang et al. 1975). Research
also indicates that people’s expectations greatly influence the effects of alco-
hol on aggressive behaviour (Koss and Gaines 1993). Social conventions can
affect the way people act after drinking and this can vary among different
societies (MacAndrew and Edgerton 1969): there are particular periods,
such as festivals, when drinking is considered far more acceptable (and even
encouraged) than others. There is also a widespread belief, especially among
people working in the criminal justice system, that some offenders use the
fact they have been drinking as an excuse for their crimes, or as a demon-
stration of male machismo.
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Conclusion

Whereas in many situations individuals might resort to violence through
anger, or make a calculated decision to use it for a particular purpose, on
other occasions people find they are unable to resist, or experience con-
siderable difficulty in resisting, an urge to act violently on account of some
physical or mental factor.

There is a growing interest in the study of genetic influences on human
behaviour, and this has been heightened by scientists’ increased ability to
analyse DNA structure. This has led to claims that there is an ‘aggressive-
ness gene’. Although it seems clear that certain genetic mutations could
prove so overwhelming as to render any other influence — such as the
environment — largely irrelevant, these will affect such a small number of
people (many of whom will probably be in hospitals) as to be of no real
value in a broader consideration of violence. Otherwise, as Rutter (1997:
390) indicated, environmental factors cannot be ignored:

Nature and nurture do not operate independently of each other, and, to
an important degree, genetic effects on behavior come about because
they either influence the extent to which the individual is likely to be
exposed to individual differences in environmental risk or they affect
how susceptible the individual is to environmental adversities.

Although many forms of mental disorder, including some which cause
people to act violently, can have their etiology traced to environmental fac-
tors, mental disorder with a proneness to violence only applies to a very
small percentage of the population. The ingestion of alcohol and (to a lesser
extent) some other forms of drug appears to be associated with aggression,
but, once again, it seems that environmental factors play a significant part
in determining whether violent behaviour results. In the case of illicit drugs,
far more violence results from their sale and acquisition than from their use.

Further reading

The issues arising from mental disorder are fully discussed by Jill Peay’s
(1997) chapter, ‘Mentally disordered offenders’, in The Oxford Handbook
of Criminology. In America, the National Research Council’s Panel on the
Understanding and Control of Violent Behavior has published a three-
volume report. Volume 2 (Reiss et al. 1994) deals with biological influences
on crime, The Department of Health report Psychiatric Morbidity among
Prisoners in England and Wales (Singleton et al. 1998) provides a very
detailed description of the mental problems suffered by a representative
sample of prison inmates. The association between alcohol and violent
crime is considered in Alcobol and Crime: Taking Stock (Deehan 1999).
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In the previous chapter, various accounts were discussed which suggest that a
person’s recourse to violence may be significantly affected by constitutional or
mental factors. In this chapter, consideration will be given to an alternative
explanation: that violent behaviour is largely related to an individual’s social-
ization. This approach can broadly be divided into two strands: one based on
learning theories, and the other on a psychoanalytic model.

Learning theories

It is possible that the expression of some violent behaviour is causally con-
nected to either the experience or observation of aggression. Writers since
Aristotle have argued that most human behaviour is based on learned
experiences rather than instinct or some other innate characteristic. Both
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sociologists and psychologists have shown an interest in the significance of
learning in criminal and antisocial behaviour.

Differential association

One of the best-known sociological explanations is Edwin Sutherland’s
(1947) theory of differential association. The theory is set out in a series of
propositions. Criminal behaviour is learned in interaction with others,
mainly in small, intimate groups. Most people come into contact with both
individuals who think that laws should be obeyed and individuals who think
that laws can be broken. The principle of differential association states that
a person becomes delinquent because of a stronger exposure to law-break-
ers than to the law-abiding. This is likely to be qualitative rather than quan-
titative: Sutherland (1947: 7) stated that ‘differential associations may vary
in frequency, duration, priority, and intensity’. Hence, prison officers may
spend much of the day in the company of criminals, but will not learn to
copy their behaviour because of the greater intensity of their other, law-abid-
ing associations.

The theory of differential association is based on two key notions: learn-
ing takes place within ‘intimate personal groups’; and the content of what is
learned includes not only techniques for committing crimes, but also
motives, attitudes and rationalizations. Both of these derive from George
Herbert Mead’s (1934) theory of ‘symbolic interactionism’. Mead argued
that the cognitive notion of ‘meaning’ is more important in the learning
process than the simple copying of behaviour. Meanings are attributed to
particular experiences, and these then become ‘definitions’ which are taken
forward into the future. Several people could experience the same situation
and give it entirely different meanings or definitions. Sutherland argued that
the meaning of a particular criminal act (such as violence) for an individual
will be largely influenced by the meaning given to the act by other people
with whom the individual associates in intimate personal groups. The extent
of the influence will depend on such factors as ‘frequency, duration, priority,
and intensity’.

One difficulty with Sutherland’s theory is that it is difficult to evaluate
empirically. Juvenile delinquents in particular tend to associate with other
delinquents, but this is not necessarily because they have learned criminal
values from one another: they may simply choose friends who share the
same values. Moreover, Sutherland’s view of the learning process is not in
accord with that of other cognitive theorists, who have generally rejected the
importance he gave to learning in intimate social groups. However, Mat-
sueda (1988), having analysed the empirical research conducted on the
theory, concluded that it was generally supportive.
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Social learning theory

The main division among psychologists who adhere to learning theories has
traditionally been between behaviourists, who claim that individuals learn
by trial and error through associating stimuli and responses, and cognitive
theorists, who maintain that people learn to solve problems through the
association of ideas and memories.

One of the most influential writers in this area is Albert Bandura, whose
social learning theory combines aspects of behaviourism and cognitive psy-
chology. Bandura argued that behaviour is reinforced not only by rewards
and punishments, but also by observational learning of other people’s
actions (modelling). In this way, individuals can learn to anticipate the effec-
tiveness of particular courses of action in achieving desired goals. Violence
is one method of attaining these goals: others could include avoidance
measures or resolution of the problem. Continual resort to violence may
result from the reinforcement of such behaviour (for example, money
obtained from robbery reinforces the use of violence), or the failure to learn
alternative techniques of attaining desired aims or dealing with disturbing
events. In so far as there is a cognitive analysis of a received stimulus, aggres-
sion can be seen as a rational response.

Perhaps Bandura’s best-known experiment is the one involving the ‘Bobo
doll’ (Bandura and Huston 1961). While a child played in a room, an adult
would enter and start to hit and kick the doll. In order to frustrate the child,
it would be told it could not play with some other toys that were present.
The child would then be led into another room, where there would be
several toys and another Bobo doll. Children who had seen the adult attack
the Bobo doll would be more likely to attack the doll than those who had
also been frustrated, but had not witnessed the adult’s attack.

Bandura considered that individuals learn from one another both the atti-
tudes necessary to commit a crime (for example, whether it is morally cor-
rect to attack a particular victim) and the necessary physical skills. People’s
attitudes do not need to remain fixed; they can be altered by normal cogni-
tive processes, perhaps resulting from a greater exposure to different and
stronger influences. Bandura (1976) stated that learning occurs mainly in
three different settings: in the family; in a subculture; and through cultural
forms such as cinema, television and books.

Child physical abuse and corporal punishment

Although there are explanations for the use of physical violence against chil-

dren which are not based on learning theories, it is convenient to consider

the whole question here, as there is a strong finding in the research that

people who inflict such violence have often themselves been the victim of it.
Bandura and other learning theorists have generally attributed violent

crime to the failure of socialization in childhood. Although many people
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would equate this with a lack of discipline, Bandura (1973) himself realized
that violent crime can be learned from excessive or inappropriate use of
physical punishment. A child who has been beaten will discover that the use
of force, especially by a stronger person against a weaker one, can be an
effective means to get one’s own way. Moreover, the fact that this message
comes from the parents can only serve to reinforce the learning. Such a child
may develop antisocial behavioural patterns which lead to rejection by its
peer group, and this could result in the child’s either joining a deviant sub-
culture (see Chapter 5) or living in social isolation. This rejection may lead
to a deficiency in social skills, including the understanding of peer-group
norms and how to respond to provocation.

There is a problem in determining the point where lawful corporal punish-
ment becomes unlawful physical abuse. Criminal law provides little help:
most societies accept the right of parents to inflict ‘reasonable’ physical
punishment on their own children, although more severe forms of beating
(particularly involving implements) are increasingly being considered un-
reasonable (see Chapter 1). Wherever the legal line is drawn, there is no
reason to believe that it will correspond to any change in the effect that the
beating has on the child. For the purpose of this discussion, a distinction
between abuse and punishment will be made, with the important proviso
that, in terms of the psychological effects, it may be an arbitrary one.

Physical abuse Traditionally, most people assumed that the justification
for the use of physical force against children arose from a mixture of bibli-
cal dictate (‘spare the rod and spoil the child’) and an acceptance that it is
understandable for overwrought parents to lose their temper with a difficult
child. Whether the parent acted in hot or cold blood, the fault remained with
the child. In more recent years, however, the growing realization that the
physical abuse of children is a genuine problem has resulted in a closer look
at the dynamics of the parent—child relationship where violence has
occurred.

Some researchers have pointed to the frequency of child physical abuse at
the hands of teenage mothers, and concluded that it is their inflexibility and
lack of other parenting skills which underlie their recourse to violence (Has-
kett et al. 1994). However, other writers have claimed that it is not the age
of the mothers, but their lack of financial resources and support mechanisms
that places them under considerable stress (Buchholz and Korn-Bursztyn
1993). Abusive parents — and other violent individuals — may have a general
perception of life which legitimizes the use of physical aggression. In one
experiment, mothers who were considered at low risk for child abuse dis-
played considerable empathy when shown a picture of a distressed child,
whereas mothers considered at high risk failed to show empathy on seeing
the same picture (Milner et al. 1995).

There is also a substantial body of research linking alcohol and drug abuse
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to child physical abuse. However, just as with other areas of violent crime,
it would be erroneous to conclude that there is necessarily a simple, direct
causal relationship (see Chapter 3). In many cases, it is likely that other
problems experienced by the family result in both substance and child abuse.
This was found in research on a sample of prisoners by Sheridan (1993),
which discovered that the level of family functioning and extent of offend-
ing were linked to both forms of abuse.

Research into delinquent and aggressive children has shown that their
behaviour can be linked to the use of violence by their parents, both on each
other and on their children. A survey of research findings by the Gulbenkian
Foundation (1995: 134) discovered almost total unanimity that ‘harsh and
humiliating discipline are implicated in the development of anti-social and
violent behaviour’. In a study of 900 abused children in Indianapolis, it
emerged that children who had been physically abused up to the age of 11
were significantly likely to commit violent offences during the next 15 years
(Maxfield and Widom 1996). In Canada, a report for the Ontario Ministry
of Community and Social Services (1990) suggested that victims of child
abuse are ten times more likely to commit criminal offences in adolescence
than those who have not been abused.

Corporal punishment A large amount of research has been conducted into
the relationship between corporal punishment and violent behaviour. Some
of the findings — particularly those trying to ascertain the frequency of cor-
poral punishment — come from self-report studies or surveys based on dis-
tant recollections. In America, for example, it has been consistently shown
that, whereas over 90 per cent of people claim to have received some form
of corporal punishment, a far smaller proportion of adults admit to having
administered it.

An alternative form of data-gathering involves contacting children
directly in an attempt to find a connection between their current exposure
to corporal punishment and levels of aggressive or violent behaviour.
Straus, who is one of the leading researchers in this area, maintains that
there is a causal connection between the use of physical punishment by par-
ents and the commission of violent crime by their children in later life. In a
national study of several thousand American schoolchildren and their par-
ents, Straus (1983) found that 15 per cent of those who did not receive cor-
poral punishment repeatedly committed severe attacks against a sibling,
compared to 40 per cent of those who were physically punished, and 76 per
cent of those who were consistently abused. In addition, Straus showed that
parents who professed a belief in physical punishment were also more likely
to assault their children. The same children were likely to hit their siblings
and were significantly more likely to commit street crime. The more one
parent used physical punishment, the greater was the probability that the
parent would also assault the other parent (Straus 1991). In a Canadian
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study, MacMillan et al. (1999) found an association between the frequency
of corporal punishment during childhood and subsequent psychiatric dis-
order.

However, this type of research does not preclude the possible explanation
that children who are violent for some other reason are more likely to
receive corporal punishment. Nor is it able to ascertain whether childhood
aggression develops into adult violence. For these reasons, some researchers
prefer to use a prospective or longitudinal study, where a sample can be
monitored over a period of many years. The Cambridge Study in Delinquent
Development (Farrington 1978) found that harsh disciplining of boys
(including severe physical punishment) at the age of 8 was a predictor of vio-
lence up to the age of 21. McCord (1979) observed 253 boys over a 20-year
period. At the outset, parents were classified as ‘aggressive’ or ‘nonaggres-
sive’ towards their sons. After 20 years, McCord obtained the men’s con-
viction and prison records, and discovered that parental aggression 20 years
earlier predicted the commission of violent crimes.

The visual portrayal of violence

An issue which has been particularly controversial in recent years is whether
aggressive and violent behaviour portrayed on television and in films can
provide a model which viewers, particularly younger ones, may try to copy.
Bandura and other researchers claim the evidence shows that this happens:
others deny that such a link exists.

With its tradition of film-making, and the fact that widespread usage of
television first occurred there, it is not surprising that it was in America that
researchers conducted the first major investigations into possible links
between the visual depiction and subsequent commission of violence. Early
studies mainly consisted of laboratory experiments — similar to the ‘Bobo
doll’ experiment described above — where subjects were first exposed to
media violence and then asked to punish another subject (in fact, one of the
researchers) for the inadequate performance of some task by apparently
inflicting pain or an electric shock (in reality, the device would not inflict
pain). The findings generally suggested a greater willingness to ‘punish’
following exposure to portrayals of violence. In 1972, the US Surgeon Gen-
eral published a report which concluded that the evidence supported a corre-
lation between television viewing and violence (Surgeon General’s Scientific
Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior 1972).

An alternative research device to the laboratory experiment is the longi-
tudinal study. One such project, which was designed to consider aggression
among family members in Columbia County, New York, started in 1960
and involved checking the level of aggressiveness of 875 eight-year-old chil-
dren after watching television. The researchers noticed that the aggression
of boys (as assessed by their peers) was significantly correlated to the level
of violence in their favourite television programmes. However, no similar
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relationship was found for the girls. When the group was studied ten years
later, there was no evidence of a relationship between television viewing
habits and aggressive behaviour for either the girls or the boys; but the boys’
preference for violent programmes of ten years earlier was predictive of
how aggressively they were now behaving. A further 12 years later, the
researchers also found no relationship between current television viewing
habits and antisocial or aggressive behaviour, but the viewing of television
violence at the age of 8 was correlated with current self-reported aggression
and the seriousness of arrests accumulated by the age of 30. These results
were not influenced by 1Q, class or parenting factors. The researchers con-
cluded that early exposure to television violence is particularly significant
and relatively impervious to change. It encourages aggression for a number
of years, and early aggression is linked to subsequent criminal behaviour
(Huesmann and Eron 1986).

These findings have been criticized. As the research had not originally
been intended to study this particular area, a great deal of the original data
had not been preserved and the final sample was very small. The researchers
themselves conceded that their findings probably only applied to a small
number of particularly violent viewers. It is unclear why no correlation was
found for females. Freedman (1992) argued that, under such a cumulative
theory, one would expect the correlations between viewing violence and
aggression to increase with age.

In Britain, Bailey (1993) interviewed 40 violent young offenders and 200
sex offenders. She found that a quarter had seen violent television pro-
grammes, films and videos, and concluded that this was a significant causal
factor in their offending. In evidence to the House of Lords Broadcasting
Group, Sims and Gray (1993) identified over 1000 studies which claimed to
have discovered a connection between exposure to depictions of violence in
the media and aggression. On the other hand, Hagell and Newburn (1994)
found that young offenders are exposed to the same level of violence on
video as non-offenders and, following a review of recent research studies,
Livingstone (1996) felt unable to draw any firm conclusions about the possi-
bility of harmful effects to viewers of violence.

Charlton and Gunter (1999) studied the behaviour of children prior to,
and following, the introduction of television to the island of St Helena in
1995. The amount of violence contained in the programmes was discovered
to be slightly higher than in the UK. However, the researchers found no
increase in violent or antisocial behaviour on the part of the children.

Some researchers claim to have identified causal links between the report-
ing of particular violent incidents on television and subsequent violence in
the community. Phillips and Hensley (1984) maintained that the number of
homicides in the USA showed a significant increase for a number of days
after a big boxing contest, and a decrease following publicity surrounding
long prison sentences and executions. It is clearly very difficult to control for
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possible environmental influences, and such findings should be treated with
considerable caution. The same can be said for research by Centerwall
(1989), which suggested that the fact that South Africa did not have tele-
vision until 1975 explains why the level of homicide by whites was so much
lower during the previous 25 years than the corresponding levels in Canada
and the USA, where television was available throughout this period.

Claims of ‘copycat’ killings were made in America following the release of
the film Natural Born Killers in 1984. After the conviction for murder in
1993 of two 10-year-old Liverpool boys for the killing of the child James
Bulger, several newspapers alleged that the boys had watched a violent
video, Child’s Play 3, prior to the event. Although there was no evidence of
this, the Sun newspaper demanded that all copies of the video should be
burned, even though it had earlier been shown on a TV station owned by the
newspaper’s proprietor, Rupert Murdoch (Schubart 1995). The controversy
stirred up by the case led to the insertion of a new provision in the Video
Recordings Act 1984. The effect of section 4A is that the British Board of
Film Censors must, in classifying videos, consider the ‘harm’ (the word is not
defined) that may be caused to viewers by exposure to crime, drug use, vio-
lence, horror or sex. In May 1999, the US Senate voted unanimously to set
up an inquiry to be conducted by the Justice Department and the Federal
Trade Commission into links between violent crime and films.

In some respects, it would be very convenient if responsibility for a sig-
nificant amount of violence could be laid at the door of violent film or tele-
vision programmes. However, no such easy conclusion is possible. Even
researchers who are convinced that a relationship exists, such as Smith and
Donnerstein (1998), have conceded that such exposure is only one factor
among many others which underlie the commission of violence. Wilson and
Herrnstein (1985) stated that the only firm conclusion permitted by the evi-
dence is that some children, with an existing proneness to violence, may be
encouraged in the short term to commit further aggressive acts.

Sexual offences

In general terms, learning theorists attribute sexual offences to the for-
mation of attachments to inappropriate stimuli. In the case of sexual
offences involving violence, these could include the association of pleasure
with pain and degradation, and the sexual attractiveness of children.
McGuire et al. (1965) claimed that an initial arousing experience could lead
to masturbatory fantasies. Laws and Marshall (1990) thought that certain
stimuli are more likely to serve as conditioning agents for sexual arousal
through their evolutionary importance. The difficulty with the assertion that
different forms of sexual deviance can be conditioned is that it does not ade-
quately explain why a particular form of deviance was chosen in the first
place. In this area, psychoanalytic theories may provide a better expla-
nation.
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Megargee’s violent personality theory

Megargee (1966) argued that physical aggression occurs when the push
towards violence (usually arising through anger) is stronger than a person’s
ability to control it. He was particularly concerned to explain why so many
apparently mild-mannered people resort to violence. Megargee attributed
this to a distinction between ‘under-controlled” and ‘over-controlled’ indi-
viduals. The former possess very low inhibitors against aggressive impulses,
and therefore frequently resort to acts of violence under perceived provoca-
tion. In contrast, over-controlled individuals show a rigid inhibition against
the expression of aggression, and violence will only occur if the provocation
is intense or has been endured for a very long time. Megargee (1966) there-
fore predicted that, paradoxically, extremely assaultative offenders would
score lower on tests of hostility and aggression than moderately assaultative
offenders.

Blackburn (1968) compared the personality profiles of a group of
‘extreme’ violent offenders with a group of ‘moderate’ violent offenders.
The results were in line with Megargee’s theory in that the members of the
extreme group were significantly more introverted, conforming, over-con-
trolled and less hostile than the people in the moderate group. However,
several more recent studies have shown a somewhat more complex picture.
McGurk and McGurk (1979) found that some individuals who had com-
mitted serious assaults and homicide were under-controlled, and others were
‘more appropriately called controlled than over-controlled’ (McGurk and
McGurk 1979: 47). Further doubts about the validity of Megargee’s claims
have come from more recent evidence suggesting that under-controlled and
over-controlled types are found in the non-violent population approxi-
mately as often as in violent populations (Henderson 1983).

There are certain problems common to this sort of personality assessment.
One is the accuracy of the devices (‘personality inventories’) which are used
for the purposes of measurement. Another is the question of whether a per-
sonality is an enduring trait or something which is liable to variation. How-
ever, perhaps the strongest objection is that the testing has to be conducted
outside the social context within which the violence occurred. Nevertheless,
the question of control remains important in the study of violence, and will
be returned to in Chapter 7.

Subcultural theories

Another source of learning which has been identified by sociologists is the
subculture: a group of (usually) young people who come together because of
shared values or interests in order to obtain mutual reinforcement. However,
because of the group nature of their activities, subcultures are considered in
more detail in Chapter 5.
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Interactionism and labelling

Interactionism provides another explanation of socialization with the
emphasis more on sociological than psychological processes. The term refers
to the various means by which people react to their own self image, their
perception of how others see them, and the settings in which they interact
with others, in an attempt to provide a meaning for their overall situation.
This can be simply illustrated by the fact that, to a large extent, many people
consider themselves to be attractive or unattractive as a result of responses
from, and evaluations by, other people. Mead, the main proponent of the
theory (see above), referred to it as ‘symbolic interactionism’, as an indi-
vidual’s assessment is often built up from recognizable symbols, such as a
person’s style of clothing.

The idea of ‘self’ is problematic. It is a process rather than a structure
because it is fluid and subject to continuous reassessment. As people are
generally aware of the likely effects of what they say and do, their words
and deeds are fashioned to take account of the anticipated responses of
others.

Lonnie Athens (1997), who interviewed 58 violent offenders in prison,
provided an interactionist explanation of violence. Rejecting pathological
accounts as ignoring situational factors, he argued that the key elements
were the actors’ self image and the process by which they came to define
themselves. Athens considered that there are four interpretations of situ-
ations made by the ‘self’ that can lead to violence: ‘physically defensive’,
where the victim is perceived as intending to attack; ‘frustrative’, where the
victim resists an order or encourages the offender to carry out an unwanted
act; ‘malefic’, where the victim belittles the actor; and ‘frustrative-malefic’,
which is a combination of the previous two categories.

A consideration of offenders’ self images resulted in three categories: ‘vio-
lent’ self images arise where the actors are judged by others and see them-
selves as having a violent disposition; ‘incipient violence’ refers to the actors’
tendency to make serious threats of violence; and ‘non-violent’. The type of
self image will directly relate to the definition of a situation as warranting a
violent intervention. For example, people with a violent self image could
define almost any situation as requiring violence on their part while, at the
other end of the scale, offenders with a non-violent self image would only
use violence in physically defensive situations.

Using data from the American National Youth Survey, Heimer and Mat-
sueda (1994) also found support for the significance of symbolic inter-
actionism in the creation of the violent individual. Association with
delinquent peers, exposure to delinquent attitudes and the appraisal by
others as delinquent produced a greater self-reported involvement in delin-
quency than exposure to social disorganization or poor control.
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Labelling

Interactionism considers that the evaluation of oneself is just as important
as an evaluation by others. However, the public meaning and interpretation
of behaviour — including criminal behaviour — has received more attention
from writers than changes to self-evaluation. During the 1950s and 1960s,
criminologists began to take greater notice of interactionism in an attempt
to show that the official ‘labelling’ of an offender by a court could transform
that person’s self-identity from being, perhaps, an occasional rule-breaker
into that of a ‘real’ criminal, who would then assume the role which had
been duly allocated. Further encouragement would be given to this process
by the negative reactions of society, including the likely inability to find
employment.

Edwin Lemert (1967) made a distinction between ‘primary deviation’ and
‘secondary deviation’. An act of primary deviation can occur in a variety of
situations and, according to Lemert, the reasons why it occurs are not par-
ticularly important and will not result in a fundamental self-reappraisal by
the deviant. However, what is important is the response that is made to the
primary deviation. If it is labelled as criminal by a person or institution with
the authority to make the label stick (such as a court), acts of secondary
deviation may occur as a means of dealing with the problems caused by the
reaction to the primary deviation. Had the primary deviation been ignored,
it might have been merely transitory.

Deviance amplification

A development of the labelling approach can be seen in Leslie Wilkins’s
(1964) notion of ‘deviance amplification’. Wilkins sought to explain how
societal reaction can influence the amount of crime that occurs. He des-
cribed a spiral effect: deviance is reported, stereotyped, and then reacted to.
If the reaction is hostile or punitive, the deviants will feel alienated, con-
sider themselves as even more deviant, join with others in a similar pos-
ition, and commit further acts of deviance. The whole process may repeat
itself and deviance amplification will have then occurred. A well-docu-
mented example of this in England was the series of confrontations
between ‘mods’ (motor scooter riders) and ‘rockers’ (motor bike riders)
which arose at various seaside resorts in 1964. In his book Folk Devils and
Moral Panics, Stanley Cohen (1972) explained how initially minor skir-
mishes between the two groups resulted in greater police numbers and an
increased number of arrests, which seemingly justified the enlargement of
the police presence. This was in many respects a repetition of an incident in
California in 1947, which had given American bikers the label of ‘outlaw’
(Harris 1985).
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Problems

The apparent inevitability of the labelling process has been questioned by
several writers. In particular, criticism has been levelled at Lemert’s assertion
that the reasons behind acts of primary deviation are largely irrelevant.
Although undoubtedly true in some cases, it can hardly be of general appli-
cation. In the case of organized or political crime, it seems highly unlikely.
However, situations where an individual seeks out or welcomes a criminal
status must remain in the minority. In the longitudinal Cambridge Study in
Delinquent Development, West and Farrington (1977) discovered that boys
who were apprehended and then convicted of crimes became more delin-
quent than boys with an equally delinquent background who had managed
to avoid apprehension.

If the alleged consequences of the labelling process do in fact occur, there
are two clear policy implications: the criminal law should be invoked as little
as possible; and, where its use is unavoidable, every effort should be made to
prevent offenders — particularly those making their first court appearance —
from being so devalued that they feel like ‘real criminals’. The first of these
could be achieved by minimizing the use of prosecution. Many countries have
adopted this policy towards juvenile offenders, choosing to administer a cau-
tion on the occasion of their first offences. The creation of special juvenile
courts in an effort to create a less formal atmosphere is a clear indication that
at least some of the arguments emphasizing the dangers of labelling have
made an impact. In England, members of the public are not allowed to attend
juvenile court (now youth court) proceedings without good reason, and no
information can be published that might identify the juveniles.

Adults do not enjoy the same level of protection. Although larger numbers
are cautioned nowadays, this probably has more to do with saving costs than
avoiding stigma. A quarter of a century ago the prospects looked different.
The Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974 was passed to enable job applicants
to withhold information about previous convictions for a certain period of
time, which depended on the nature of the punishment imposed. However, the
Act never applied to certain occupations and its effect has been whittled away,
in that an increasing number of people must now disclose their criminal past.
The Sexual Offences Act 1997 established a police-run national register of
convicted sex offenders. Its contents are made available to ‘interested groups’,
a category which is likely to expand as governments continue to react to news-
paper-inspired campaigns for ‘greater protection’.

The large rise in the level of recorded crime in most Western societies
during the past twenty years has, indeed, sharpened both the tone of tabloid
newspaper headlines and the response of politicians. The catchphrase that
has emerged is ‘name and shame’. The Government is considering removing
the anonymity that juvenile offenders have enjoyed for more than 60 years
in an attempt to shame them in the eyes of their peers and embarrass their
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parents into taking better care of them. This would operate alongside a
policy of ‘zero tolerance’ — an expression originating in New York policing
and increasingly used in Britain — which would result in minor transgres-
sions being prosecuted, and a reduced likelihood of informal cautioning.
There has always been a judicial discretion to waive the anonymity extended
to juveniles in courts and, in recent years, this appears to have been exercised
more widely. A well-known instance was the 1993 trial of the two young
boys for the murder of James Bulger.

The idea that stigmatizing or shaming offenders is necessary to deter them
and others probably strikes a chord with the public, although there is no
strong evidence to support its efficacy. Indeed, as recently as the early 1990s,
the Government appeared to be of the opinion that deterrence is not an
effective aim of punishment (Home Office 1990). Local newspapers publish
lists of (often unnewsworthy) sentences imposed by the courts, together with
the names and addresses of the defendants. Police forces write to men who
are suspected of ‘kerb-crawling’ in the hope that their wives or partners will
see the letters. Judges in America order convicted offenders to wear signs
around their neck or put notices outside their home proclaiming their guilt.
As Pratt (2000) has pointed out, such shaming punishments are a return to
the penality of the eighteenth century.

Unfortunately, there can be unintended side-effects to a policy of ‘naming
and shaming’. The idea of the sex offenders register is that police will know
the whereabouts of convicted offenders, keep a watch on their activities and,
where appropriate, inform interested groups in the community. However,
this process — together with stories in local newspapers — also enables the
identity of such individuals to become widely known in the area. This can
lead to vigilante attacks involving serious violence and criminal damage.
There have been cases of mistaken identity where innocent people have been
attacked. Several such incidents occurred during the summer of 2000
following a campaign by the News of the World to name convicted paedo-
philes. Of course, vigilante action is not new, but there is a certain irony
where it results directly from measures that have been introduced to reduce
crime. The labelling process is alleged to be responsible for further offend-
ing, but it is usually envisaged that this will be crime committed by offend-
ers and not against them.

Psychoanalytic theories

Modern psychoanalysis stems from the writings of Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939), although certain aspects of his theory have been developed
and modified by later writers. Perhaps the central element of Freud’s work
is the emphasis given to the part played in a person’s mental functioning by
the unconscious mind. This originates from traumatic incidents in early
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childhood, only some of which were consciously experienced, and contains
both instinctive urges and repressed memories. Hollitscher (1947) neatly
likened the unconscious mind to the submerged part of an iceberg.

The Freudian personality

Freud considered that everyone is driven by instincts, such as the desire to
eat, to be comfortable, and to obtain sexual pleasure. These derive from the
unconscious mind and are a form of psychic energy which psychoanalysts
refer to as the id. The most important instincts are those of sex and aggres-
sion. As an instinct arises internally, a person cannot escape from it, but it is
obvious that the instincts must be appropriately channelled if people are to
be able to live together in a society. This function is performed by both the
ego and the superego. The purpose of the ego is to restrict the urges of the
id by showing what will happen if it is left uncontrolled. For example, a
child’s id may want to hit a sibling but, if it is punished for so doing, the child
will learn through the operation of the ego that it is not worth the trouble.
The ego can also serve the id in a positive way: babies quickly learn that they
are likely to be fed if they cry. The ego is itself guided by the superego, which
reflects the internalization of parental and social standards. It both provides
the ego with positive goals and acts as a conscience to send strong feelings
of guilt to the ego. Thus, if a child wants to hit a sibling and there is no one
else present, a well-developed superego will cause the child to censure itself
if it tries to do so.

In summary, there are three basic psychological processes in operation,
and the effect they have on each other is very important. The id creates ener-
gies which, if not channelled elsewhere or neutralized, will emerge into con-
sciousness or action, possibly in the form of antisocial behaviour. The
superego, reflecting parental standards, will direct the powerful energies of
the id on to the ego and feelings of guilt will ensue. The ego will then con-
trol behaviour in such a way as to avoid the pain caused by the guilt. If the
superego is weak and the id is strong, the ego cannot function properly (Redl
and Toch 1979). A person may be aware of the consequences of punishment,
but the pleasure obtained by the id through committing a criminal offence
will overcome any restraint from the ego. This may explain why severe
punishments deter most people — who are, in effect, ruled by their ego - from
committing crime, but fail to deter other people who are ruled by their id
(Kline 1987).

Development of the instincts

Freud identified five stages through which the instincts develop. The first,
known as the oral phase, continues for about the first year of a baby?’s life.
The mouth provides the central outlet for the child to obtain pleasure
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through sucking, convey its feelings by crying, and start to show aggression
through biting. The second stage is the anal-sadistic, which lasts from the
age of 1 to 31/,. Strongly aggressive instincts can develop here — small chil-
dren may attack each other, or animals, without any feelings of remorse. The
third is the phallic, which lasts from the age of 3 to 51/,. The child starts to
be interested in its genitals and becomes possessive of its same-sex parent
and jealous of siblings. During the fourth stage — the latency period — instinc-
tive urges recede into the background, only to re-emerge in the final stage of
puberty. Until Freud’s writings, it was widely believed that this was when
human sexuality was determined. The final direction of a particular instinct
(for example, loving or sadistic) will generally depend on what has hap-
pened in the first four stages.

The task of the ego in serving both the id and the superego is not an easy
one: it has to ensure that the desires of the id are acceptable to the super-
ego. In terms of child-rearing practices, the instinctual urges of the id have
to be directed into socially acceptable outlets. One method is by displace-
ment: for example, breast-feeding can be displaced on to bottle-feeding.
Sublimation involves the diversion of the instinct to a new, more accept-
able aim: aggression towards siblings could be directed into sports and out-
door pursuits. A reaction formation occurs when the original instinct is
inverted into the opposite direction: the drive behind a desire to play with
dirt could be used to strengthen the opposing tendency to be clean. For any
one of these processes to occur properly, the change should be slow and
gentle. Otherwise, an instinct, such as aggression, may be repressed into
the unconscious mind, possibly to recur at a time of personal crisis in later
life.

Of course, not all such problems result in criminal behaviour. Most people
could easily identify individuals who are over-inhibited (because their super-
ego is too censorious): nervous and neurotic, they are highly unlikely to
break any rules at all. However, some problems can manifest themselves in
antisocial and criminal behaviour, and this can sometimes take the form of
violence. Many psychoanalysts believe that the failure to develop a properly
formed superego is attributable to unloving or absent parents. In extreme
cases, a weak superego can be associated with the self-centred and guiltless
individual who is labelled a psychopath (see Chapter 3).

As traditional psychoanalysis places particular importance on the sexual
instinct, sexual offences have long been considered as being particularly
suited to this sort of explanation. Rapists may regress to the anal-sadistic
phase of development at times of stress and displace their hostility on to
women. Anal fixation could explain why buggery occurs during some sadis-
tic assaults. Paedophiles, who are often narcissistic, may look for immature
sexual partners whom they see as being like they were at that age, and then
treat their victims in the way that they themselves wanted to be treated by
their mother.
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Attachment and loss

In more recent years, many psychoanalysts have started to focus their atten-
tions on the importance of the initial attachment made between a parent and
its young child. This has involved moving away from the original position of
Freud, who considered psychological problems to be a consequence of inter-
nal psychic conflicts rather than the result of traumatic incidents in a person’s
life. Difficulties arising from the failure of proper attachment bonds to
develop were identified by John Bowlby in the 1940s and presented by him
in a report to the World Health Organization in 1951. Bowlby had observed
the responses of children who had been separated from their mothers, and
noticed that they were similar to those observed in adults after the loss of
someone close. He concluded from case studies in his own clinic that the con-
sequences of maternal deprivation involving a lengthy period of separation
could include delinquency. Bowlby emphasized the crucial importance of
mother—child attachment and the trauma resulting from separation.

Bowlby’s findings were later subject to severe criticisms, particularly as
they were misinterpreted by some as suggesting that proper attachments
required almost continual physical proximity between mother and child.
Nor did the growing number of middle-class mothers who were employing
nannies so they could go out to work take kindly to this analysis. Although,
as Rutter (1981) later pointed out, Bowlby had never stated that constant
caring by the same person was necessary, there is still a continuing debate as
to whether a young child’s development can be harmed by its mother going
out to work. Belsky (1988) claimed that infants who were cared for by a
child-minder for more than 20 hours a week were more disobedient and
aggressive between the ages of 3 and 8. More recently, however, Harvey
(1999) found that early parental employment had no significant effect on a
child’s behaviour or self-esteem. Rutter (1981) argued that it is important in
this context to make a distinction between deprivation, which refers to
physical absence, and privation, which relates to the lack of some crucial
component of attachment, such as love or care.

Bowlby’s ideas on attachment and loss have been developed by other writ-
ers. A study of monkeys by Harlow and Mears (1979) found that maternal
deprivation produced severe behavioural abnormalities in the infants, the
extent of which largely depended on their age at the time of separation and
its duration. Most of the infants’ unusual behaviour could be related to the
absence of particular types of experience. Formerly isolated females who
were artificially impregnated proved to be wholly inadequate mothers: as
they had never experienced any love themselves, they were unable to love
their infants. Their behaviour towards their offspring ranged from totally
ignoring them to physical abuse and even killing. Harlow and Mears argued
that the creation of strong, affectionate bonds is the key to controlling
aggression in all primates.
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Other writers have claimed that core neurobiological functioning can be
affected by separation. Many researchers have found that young primates
may refuse to eat, lose weight and even starve themselves to death as a
result of separation. Their immune systems may become deficient (Krae-
mer 1985). This is strikingly similar to Bowlby’s original observation of
three-month-old babies, separated from their parents and institutionalized,
who would often die from infections and, even if they survived, would
grow up significantly underweight and sometimes even mentally handi-
capped. Research has also shown that adults who lost a parent in early
childhood, and did not subsequently acquire another supportive relation-
ship, may suffer biological and immunological changes as a result (Breier
et al. 1988). All of this evidence suggests that attachment is a key com-
ponent in early life, and a failure to establish or maintain a proper attach-
ment can lead to both psychological and physical problems later which,
according to research on monkeys, may include violent behaviour. Learn-
ing theorists, however, would argue that attachment is simply an individual
trait — an aspect of a person’s genetically determined temperament (Kagan
1984).

Problems resulting from poor, or non-existent, early parent—child attach-
ment have been linked to several different forms of violence and abuse.
There is now strong evidence that women who have been abused are likely
to abuse their own children: in one study the figure was as high as 70 per
cent (Egeland er al. 1987). Weissberg (1983) considered that impaired
attachment of parents to their children is a key element in problems of child
abuse and neglect. The parents of an abused child show little identification
with the child’s needs and feelings. The child itself may well develop a poor
sense of self-esteem and become egocentric. Abused children are also more
likely to interpret other children’s behaviour as being hostile and react
aggressively. Main and George (1985) found that abused infants reacted
negatively, and sometimes aggressively, to indications of distress from their
peers: in contrast, a control group of non-abused children showed concern
and sadness.

Another form of link may be created through the dissociation which some
psychiatrists consider can occur when an abused or traumatized individual
creates a separate being to deal with the effects of some horrendous event,
or ward off the threat of its return. It is claimed that this can account for the
fact that many victims appear distant and compliant while they are suffer-
ing abuse — they have dissociated themselves by splitting their personality
and assuming another form. However, this ‘other personality’ can provide
an outlet for the hatred they feel about themselves and their abusers: as Alice
Miller (1983) has pointed out, Hitler was a child victim of extreme physical
abuse. Alternatively, violence resulting from this anger can be directed at the
self. Individuals may become self-mutilators — many such people have been
abused in their childhood. Evidence suggests that male and female victims of
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abuse cope with their anger differently. Brown and Anderson (1991) found
that men were far more likely than women to express their anger in the form
of aggression towards others: most women directed their anger inwardly,
with a significant proportion causing physical harm to themselves.

Conclusion

Each of these explanations of the socialization process has its strengths and
weaknesses. Learning theories emphasize the important processes by which
certain environmental influences can be translated into violent behaviour,
but they depend on the application of a few basic principles to the complex
variety of human behaviour (Nietzel 1979). The experiments underlying
social learning theory often relate to specific tasks which are unlikely to be
replicated outside the laboratory. Differences between individuals and vari-
ables such as sex and age are largely overlooked. Although boys are hit more
often than girls, both are equally likely to observe inter-parental violence. It
seems that something further is required to explain the subsequent greater
recourse to physical aggression by males.

Psychoanalytic theory was widely believed to provide an explanation for
juvenile delinquency in particular for some 30—40 years after Freud’s major
writings. One of the reasons why the theory became unfashionable is that it
is very difficult to subject to empirical testing. A person, who according to
psychoanalytic theory should manifest a particular pattern of behaviour,
may act in a completely different way. However, this does not necessarily
present a challenge to the theory, as Freudians may claim that a reaction for-
mation occurred (see above). Yet, if this problem is overlooked, psycho-
analytic theory can make an important contribution to the debate about
sexual offences and hostile (that is, non-instrumental) violence. The increas-
ing concern over family abuse has led to a growing literature about the
importance of early attachments and the problems that can result if they are
inadequately formed.

Whereas learning and psychoanalytic theories do not really allow for indi-
vidual development, interactionism accepts that a person’s self-perception —
and, in an indirect sense, socialization —is liable to change. In the case of vio-
lence, this can have a lot to do with portraying an image, but the portrayal
can eventually become reality. This may ultimately prove to be more telling
than the involvement of the state, as required for ‘labelling’ or ‘deviancy
amplification’. As for the current vogue of ‘naming and shaming’, there is a
danger that this will result in violence of another kind.

Social learning and psychoanalytic theories are explanations of socializa-
tion which depend on psychological processes. Subcultural and interaction-
ist theories are broadly sociological approaches, and further examples of
these are considered in Chapter 7.
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Further reading

Freud wrote extensively and has been extensively written about. His essay
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Freud 1955) deals with the significance of the
instincts of sex and aggression. Bandura has also produced a large number
of publications, and his views on the origins of aggressive behaviour can be
found in Aggression: A Social Learning Analysis (Bandura 1973). The
extent and consequences of physical abuse is considered in detail in Physical
Violence in American Families (Straus and Gelles 1990).
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Crimes committed by groups seem different from acts of solitary law-break-
ing, particularly where violence is involved. It is not just that several people
can usually inflict more harm: there is almost an expectation that a group
will be more likely to indulge in violence in the first place. A group can have
a more threatening presence than the aggregate of its numbers. A single indi-
vidual running along a pavement will not arouse much interest: a group of
people will. In this chapter, consideration will be given to the significance of
‘the group factor’ in the occurrence of violent crime. Three different types of
‘group’ will be discussed: the crowd, the gang and the military. Crowds are
groups that come together — usually spontaneously — for a particular pur-
pose which leads to violence. Such groups have often been referred to as
‘mobs’. Gangs are violent groups of a more permanent nature, perhaps with
a hierarchical structure, which usually concentrate on one particular type of
activity. This classification is by no means a rigid one — in practice it may not
always be simple to distinguish between a crowd and a gang. The chapter
concludes with a look at violence committed in a military setting.
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The crowd

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the first real efforts were
made to provide a detailed analysis of crowd psychology. The fact that the
major contribution came from a Frenchman, Gustave Le Bon, is hardly sur-
prising, given the crucial involvement of crowds in the turmoil that his coun-
try had experienced since the French Revolution. In his book The Crowd,
written in 1895, Le Bon (1952) stated that the main characteristic of crowds
is the union of individuals in a common feeling which masks differences in
personality and intellect. Whatever the cultural background and level of
education of the individual members, these will disappear into the collective
spirit. Although scathing of the lower classes and considering them more
likely to be participants in mob activity, Le Bon did not view the middle or
upper classes as better able to resist this pervasive influence. Crowds may
often precipitate criminal or violent acts, but this was not an inevitable con-
sequence of their structure and behaviour.

What occurs, according to Le Bon, is a sort of mass hypnosis. The indi-
vidual will be acting consciously but, as an entity, the crowd will be acting
unconsciously under the direction of a leader. This person will be charis-
matic without necessarily being a great orator, and will make prominent use
of suggestion, imagery and allegory. Reason and argument will be avoided:
crowds are unable to follow abstract reasoning and are far more likely to
respond to clichés and associations. Crowds are highly suggestible and
prone to extreme attitudes. They can be carried from one extreme to another
with little difficulty — a point well illustrated in Shakespeare’s play, Julius
Caesar. Le Bon considered that crowds are unable to distinguish between
reality and what they would like reality to be. He himself provided the
example of an actor playing the role of a villain who had to be protected
from the audience when leaving the theatre after the play. Another illus-
tration can be seen in the stories disseminated by the Nazis concerning the
alleged wrongdoing of the Jews, which inspired mobs to participate in
attacks against them.

Le Bon’s views were expanded by Gabriel Tarde (1910), who showed how
the growth in newspaper reporting had created a new mechanism for opin-
ion formation. A large-scale type of hypnosis had been created: a process
formerly confined to street gatherings could now occur in each home in the
country, and every individual could thereby become part of a ‘crowd’.

The fact that famous leaders such as Hitler and Mussolini are known to
have read Le Bon’s work with approval suggests that his writings may have
had some practical impact. However, it is not so clear that his analysis of
crowd psychology is wholly accurate. Le Bon all too readily dismissed the
purposive aspects of group activity. A picture emerged of one crowd being
pretty much like any other, which history shows to be inaccurate. In par-
ticular, Le Bon paid no regard to the genuine grievances arising from social
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and economic factors which provide a completely rational explanation for
crowd behaviour (Rudé 1964). Historians have pointed out that many riots
were not mindless, indiscriminate, or copycat incidents, but the purposive
actions of impoverished labourers or minority groups seeking to better their
lot. This has been illustrated by later writers in analyses ranging from Ameri-
can race riots in the 1960s (Kerner 1968) to the 1984 British miners’ strike
(Waddington et al. 1989). Nor, it seems, does a crowd necessarily need a
charismatic leader. In a study of the 1980 St Paul’s riot in Bristol, Reicher
(1984) found that the crowd was just as likely to be aroused by ordinary
individuals.

Another explanation of crowd behaviour is based on the idea of relative
deprivation (Gurr 1970). According to this, riots and civil commotion result
from feelings of discontent, frustration or despair. A psychological element
was thus added to the prevailing sociological account which was largely
based on economic factors. Individuals assess their objective circumstances
in relation to a particular reference group, and a judgement is made as to the
acceptability of the gap between what they want and what they have. Such
factors as an increase in relative deprivation between whites and minority
ethnic groups or simply between the rich and the poor (both of which have
occurred in many societies in recent years) could be particularly significant.
One of the weaknesses of the approach, however, is that it undervalues the
role played by politicians in both creating the gap and manipulating expec-
tations. Other accounts include the sociobiological explanation that aggres-
sive crowds are expressing universal instincts such as protection of territory
(Tiger and Fox 1974), and the psychological explanation that individual
behaviour is facilitated by the existence of an audience (Geen and Gange
1977).

Waddington et al. (1989) viewed existing explanations of crowd disorder
as sharing the common deficiency of being unable to account for the unique-
ness of each event. For instance, many people have suffered from disadvan-
tage and deprivation — relative or absolute — but have not taken to the streets
with other similarly affected individuals in violent protest. Waddington et al.
developed a model based on six different levels of analysis, which they con-
sidered sufficiently flexible to cover all eventualities. The ‘structural’ level
refers to the distribution of resources and power between groups. This
includes ethnic and gender as well as economic factors. The second level is
the ‘political/ideological’: political groups (typically the government) and
ideological agencies, such as the mass media, can create a setting which
makes conflict more likely. The analysis of Tarde (above) may be relevant
here. The ‘cultural’ level involves taking account of the diverse ways in
which groups, subcultures and inhabitants of particular localities expect
their rights to be upheld and rules to be enforced. The ‘contextual’ level
relates to the time and set of circumstances in which the disorder takes place.
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There may be a history of confrontation involving a certain group which
makes trouble more predictable. The spread of information through rumour
or media reporting could be important. The ‘situational’ level refers to the
physical setting of the incident. Some locations have a particular significance
for the groups involved, rendering them ‘sacred turf’. The final level of
analysis is the ‘interactional’. This considers actions which the participants
in the disorder consider break the ‘unwritten rules’ governing behaviour
between the two sides. The mistreatment of a vulnerable person, such as a
woman or child, by the police or the rough treatment of a politician by the
crowd are given as possible examples. Waddington et al. emphasized that
these six levels provide an aid to interpretation rather than a predictive
theory.

A good example of the more recent approach used to analyse crowd dis-
turbances is the examination in Baldassare (1994) of the 1992 Los Angeles
riots which followed the acquittal of four white police officers who had been
filmed in the act of beating a black motorist, Rodney King. In addition to
this precipitating act, three distinct factors were identified as underlying the
event. The conditions of life for impoverished urban blacks had, in relative
terms, scarcely improved since the 19635 riots in the same city. Despite the
presence of a black mayor, tensions between blacks and whites remained
high because of endemic racism, especially in the police department. Finally,
a new source of racial tension had developed — between blacks, Hispanics
(who were favoured by white employers), and Asian (usually Korean) shop-
keepers and small business proprietors (Baldassare 1994).

The approach taken by writers to crowd or group violence over the past
hundred years has, therefore, undergone a change. Whereas the earlier
explanations of people like Le Bon and Tarde assumed that a crowd was
generally a rabble in the thrall of a dynamic leader, more recent accounts
have emphasized the purposive actions of groups with genuine grievances
which respond collectively to a particular set of circumstances, sometimes
with recourse to violence. A common theme appears to be a challenge by the
oppressed to the exercise of state authority. However, crowds or groups do
not always resort to violence for such high-principled motives. Ordinary
people can find themselves swept into collective violent activities against
individuals or sections of society for reasons which most of their fellow citi-
zens would strongly disapprove of. Consideration will now be given to three
of these situations: racial violence, violence against gays and lesbians, and
football violence.

Although any one of these forms of violence could be committed by an
individual, it is common to find group involvement. Whether it is simply a
case of ‘strength in numbers’, the desire for a joint celebration (akin to a
party) to mark a mutually desired event, or some other reason, the prefer-
ence for joint action against particular types of target is a striking feature.
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Racial violence

Historically, the USA is a country which has been strongly associated with
racial violence. An exhaustive record and account of lynching in southern
American states is provided in Arthur Raper’s classic study The Tragedy of
Lynching, written in 1933. Raper (1970) found that lynchings were more
common in sparse communities with a relatively small black population.
Lynchings were also prone to spread contagiously from one community to
another. The areas concerned would typically be poor, with a high rate of
tenant farmers. Lynching was almost exclusively a racial act: Raper reported
that 90 per cent of known cases involved black victims. At least half of the
lynchings were carried out with police officers present, and in the vast
majority of the remaining cases the police condoned the action. The involve-
ment and connivance of local businessmen and community leaders in lynch-
ing was seen as the main reason why the activity was allowed to continue
for so long.

Various explanations have been put forward to explain the phenomenon
of lynching. The fact that its rate appears to have varied in proportion to the
price of cotton has encouraged some writers to suggest that frustrated poor
white farmers used blacks as a scapegoat for economic fluctuations
(Hovland and Sears 1969). Inadequate legal institutions are also blamed,
although this seems to be another way of saying that people in positions of
power connived at the practice. Some social psychologists consider that
lynch mobs were made up of frustrated poor whites using blacks for their
displaced aggression, and others — perhaps mindful of Le Bon and Tarde -
have highlighted the ‘authoritarian personality’ of the mob leader (Allport
1954). The main difficulty with such explanations, however, is that the
attacks took place in settings where violence against blacks was the norm,
and thus pathological accounts contain little, if any, predictive value. A
different type of explanation has been offered by Messerschmidt (1997). He
pointed out that, before the abolition of slavery, black lynchings were
uncommon in the American South and that the victims of most such inci-
dents were white abolitionists. It was only after emancipation that the new
rights given to African-Americans were seen as a challenge to white male
supremacy, a fact reinforced by the frequency with which the black victims
were castrated.

Although the term has not been so widely used, lynching has occurred in
Britain since at least the end of the First World War. Riots against blacks
occurred in several British ports, and in 1919 a West Indian merchant
seaman drowned in the River Mersey having been chased there by a crowd
of over 200 people. Although there were no further known lynchings until
a murder in 1959 in Notting Hill, London, it has been estimated that there
were 74 occurrences between 1970 and 1990, and a further 18 between
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1991 and 1997 (Sherwood 1999). The most notorious was the killing of a
black teenager, Stephen Lawrence, where the police’s initial reluctance to
treat the case seriously resulted in a failure to obtain convictions in the face
of apparently strong evidence. An official inquiry held that the Metropolitan
Police was riddled with institutionalized racism (Macpherson 1999).

A growing concern is now being shown by government bodies and
researchers about all aspects of racial violence, a phenomenon which is still
predominantly associated with attacks by groups. One reason for the earlier
lack of interest may have been an unwillingness to consider as violent and
dangerous the man or woman who lived next door (Sibbitt 1997). A similar
point has been made about Germans and the Holocaust (Goldhagen 1996).

In research for the Home Office, Rae Sibbitt (1997) used existing litera-
ture and case studies in two London boroughs to consider the factors under-
lying racial harassment and violence. The perpetrators were found to
comprise individuals of both sexes and all ages, often acting in groups of
friends or families. They saw their actions as legitimized by the fact that the
wider community shares their racist views and, consequently, fails to con-
demn them. The expression of such opinions by the perpetrators often serves
to divert attention from underlying concerns that they feel powerless to deal
with. These include insecurity about the future, a lack of identity and health
problems, both physical and mental. The climate of opinion is worsened by
press reporting and the remarks of politicians on topics such as illegal immi-
gration. The activities of far right political groups have relatively little direct
effect.

Sibbitt therefore considered that there are two main elements behind
racial harassment and violence: elements promoting stress and delinquency,
and elements promoting racial prejudice. Each is a necessary condition, but
neither alone is sufficient. To some extent, the same factors underlying crime
in general are relevant for racial crime. This overlap was noted in the British
Crime Survey (Aye Maung and Mirrlees-Black 1994), although the
researchers also found that females, people outside the 16-25 age group,
and white people are more likely to be involved in racial violence. Racial
prejudice is widespread in society at large, but more common among certain
groups for the reasons discussed above.

Sibbitt referred to German research by Willems (1995) into ‘violence
against aliens’. The study created a typology of offenders based on four
groupings. ‘Sympathisers’ have a fairly normal background, but become
involved in violence as a result of peer pressure. ‘Criminal adolescents
(thugs)> are low achievers from a poor family background, for whom vio-
lence is the normal way of dealing with disputes. They have many previous
convictions for violent offences, although their early offending will not have
involved racial violence. Unemployment is seen as their greatest problem.
“Xenophobics/ethnocentrics’ come from very poor backgrounds and blame
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others for their lack of opportunity. Rather than being politically motivated,
their xenophobia arises from feeling unequally treated compared to immi-
grants and asylum seekers. Finally, ‘politically motivated extreme right-
wingers’ are a well-educated group who indulge in violence as a direct result
of their beliefs.

Violence against gays and lesbians

The level of violence against gays and lesbians is very difficult to quantify. In
societies where male homosexual practices were illegal, victims were reluc-
tant to report violent incidents to the police. The growth of victim surveys
has shed some light on the extent of the problem (see Chapter 2). In 1996,
a survey by the London-based campaign group Stonewall found that 18 per
cent of male and 10 per cent of female respondents claimed to have been ‘hit,
punched or kicked’, and 10 per cent of male and 4 per cent of female respon-
dents to have been ‘beaten up’ (Stonewall 1996). A review of Australian
research by van Reyk (1996) discovered that between 8 and 30 per cent of
gays and lesbians reported having been the victims of physical violence
based on their sexuality.

Various explanations of violence against gays and lesbians have been put
forward. Herek (1992) argued that such incidents cannot be understood
except in the context of ‘cultural heterosexism’, which creates a climate that
stigmatizes homosexuality. However, this does not explain why only a rela-
tively small proportion of prejudiced individuals resort to physical violence.
People who are prejudiced against one minority group are often prejudiced
against others as well, and the explanations of racial violence considered
above may also apply here. Groups of individuals, who believe that their
attitudes are widely shared (a view reinforced by the lack of clear societal
condemnation), gain mutual support by taking out the collective frustra-
tions that have arisen from daily life (such as powerlessness arising from
poverty or unemployment) on people who are ‘different’ and can therefore
be identified as a ‘common enemy’.

On the assumption that violence against minority groups is linked to
efforts to gain power and control, Ehrlich (1992) suggested that three types
of threat can result in a violent response: violations of territory or property;
violations of the sacred; and violations of status. “Territory’ suggests that
gays and lesbians should not flaunt their sexual orientation in public.
‘Sacred’ refers to their perceived challenge to traditional Christian values.
‘Status’ means that they are seeking the same rights as ‘normal’ people, such
as to marry and adopt children.

Harry (1992) pointed out that, for gangs of young males who are seeking
a fight, ‘gay-bashing’ has several advantages. It offers little risk of injury, as
the target is unlikely to put up strong resistance. The prospect of arrest is
small, because the victim is unlikely either to know the identities of the
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assailants or report the incident to the police. Finally, the assertion of male
sexuality means that the virility of the attackers can be demonstrated to
friends, rather than just being boasted about. Indeed, such violence can in
general be a means of asserting masculinity (see Chapter 6).

Football violence

Violent incidents have accompanied football {soccer, not rugby) matches
since the game has been played (Pearson 1983). However, unlike other areas
of public disorder which have experienced a decline over the past 50 years,
football violence does appear genuinely to have increased during this period.
This has been accompanied by a vast growth in the amount of publicity
given to such occurrences, and it is likely that the process of deviance
amplification has occurred (see Chapter 4). Dunning et al. (1988) considered
football hooliganism to be mainly a working-class phenomenon which
reflects a decline in the use of the street for entertainment in the period since
the Second World War, and a consequential shift of violent activities to
organized sports and leisure activities. This would explain why violence
rarely accompanies rugby matches, as in England they have traditionally
been a middle-class pursuit. Dunning also thought that key aspects of soccer,
such as strength, courage, group loyalty and confrontation, are appealing to
the aggressive masculine culture of a patriarchal society, which can be par-
ticularly identified among lower working-class males, who have restricted
opportunities for excitement in their dull urban lives.

The approach of Dunning and other writers from the so-called ‘Leicester
School’ of research into football hooliganism is influenced by the ‘civilizing
process’ theory of the sociologist Norbert Elias. This claims that there has
been a gradual spread of the process throughout the major societies of West-
ern Europe between the eleventh and eighteenth centuries, starting with the
ruling groups and then spreading down through the rest of society (Fletcher
1997). Elias’s writings originally concentrated on the development of man-
ners, but spread to other socially required behavioural standards including
the engagement in, and witnessing of, violence. Increasingly, social space —
such as the street — came to be perceived as off-limits for violent activity. This
served the purpose of strengthening the power of bourgeois groups (the
safety of monetary transactions enhanced the volume of trade) while at the
same time making it important for them to avoid public displays of aggres-
sion. Individuals may defend themselves if attacked, but should not initiate
violence.

Dunning et al. (1988) sought to use this ‘civilizing process’ theory to
explain the fluctuations in football violence during the twentieth century.
They claimed that hooliganism before the First World War, which usually
comprised attacks on players and officials, arose because the ‘civilizing
process’ had yet to reach the rougher sections of the lower working class.
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The reduction in football violence that continued to the 1950s was due to
the growing impact of the process. The authors attributed the re-emergence
of hooliganism around the mid-1960s to its attraction to young males from
sections of society still not subjected to the process. Their aggressive mascu-
linity results from two main factors: the frequent use of violence in their
socialization at home, and their need to obtain approval and prestige from
their peer group.

In recent years, there has been growing evidence of racial abuse and vio-
lence at football matches, and the increase in black players has not been
matched by a growth in black supporters. Their absence may also reflect the
fact that many working-class people have been ‘priced out’ of watching the
top games. The concerns of commercial sponsorship and the move to all-
seater stadia have pushed football violence into the surrounding streets,
where the police now have well-organized systems to keep rival supporters
apart. This, coupled with a growing interest in international fixtures, has
resulted in violence following both club and national teams abroad. Both
nationalist and racist sentiments are nowadays expressed by football sup-
porters from all European countries, and the offenders share many of the
characteristics that have already been identified in perpetrators of racial vio-
lence.

Gang violence

For the purpose of this discussion, a gang is distinguished from a crowd or
mob on the basis that it is a group having some degree of permanence and
internal cohesion. In practice, the distinction is not always clear-cut, but it is
worth considering as several writers have claimed that there are features
underlying the formation of gangs which differ from those which precipitate
crowd violence.

Spergel’s (1995) study of the literature found references to ‘organized
gangs’ in seventeenth-century London. However, the most extensive studies
have been found in American research since the early years of the twentieth
century. At first, this concentrated on the activities of lower-class juveniles in
deprived areas. Perhaps the best-known is Frederick Thrasher’s (1927) study
of 1313 juvenile gangs in Chicago. He described delinquent gang activity as
essentially the over-exuberant action of youth living in deprived areas with
few official recreational outlets. Their behaviour could include fighting to
protect what they considered to be theirs, such as girls or territory. Thrasher
considered that, for many of the boys (the members were nearly all boys), this
was merely a stage between a childhood search for excitement and accepting
the responsibilities of adulthood. This approach was expanded by Miller
(1958), who claimed that juvenile gangs resulted from the need of lower-class
boys to escape to the streets from the female-dominated households in which
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they grew up, and assert their masculinity in a ‘one sex peer group’ with other
like-minded boys. This would involve an exaggeration of perceived mascu-
line values, such as toughness, excitement and autonomy. Miller borrows the
terminology of psychoanalytic theory in asserting that the ‘obsessive’ lower-
class concern with masculinity is like a type of compulsive reaction-formation
(see Chapter 4).

Cohen (1955) saw many working-class boys as being propelled into a
delinquent gang to retrieve their self-esteem which had been destroyed by
middle-class institutions, especially the school. He considered that most
boys who have been socialized in lower-class families are inadequately pre-
pared to perform successfully in a middle-class school setting. The school
rewards and punishes acceptable and unacceptable performance in accord-
ance with middle-class values such as ambition, constructive use of leisure
time, cultivation of skills, individual responsibility {as compared with the
lower-class notion of shared family obligations) and postponement of
immediate gratification for long-term gain. Although all the pupils are
measured against this standard, working-class children in particular are
inadequately equipped to attain it, as they are less likely to have grown up
in an educationally stimulating environment and are more likely to have
restricted aspirations.

When such children encounter what Cohen referred to as the ‘middle-
class measuring rod’, they are likely to react in one of three ways. The clever
ones may seek the ‘college solution’. The less able may become what Cohen
called ‘stable corner boys’, who will try to conform to middle-class values
and accept their lower status. Others will seek the ‘delinquent solution’ and
come together to gain support and reinforcement in groups or gangs. New
members will be socialized in the ways of the others (see Chapter 4). The
gang’s activities, described by Cohen as ‘non-utilitarian, malicious and nega-
tivistic’, will reflect their opposition to the despised school values and
encompass all types of delinquency, including violence.

In his study of New York gangs, Yablonsky (1962) rejected the idea of the
gang as a structured entity, and claimed that many violent delinquent groups
were somewhere between a mob and a closely structured gang with deliber-
ate aims. More recent research on American juvenile gangs has identified
race as a significant feature, although the predominant background is still
that of the urban underclass (Wilson 1987). Adult gangs become somewhat
less concerned in defending territory for its own sake, and more interested
in drug-dealing.

Another interesting explanation of American juvenile gang activity can be
found in Delinquency and Opportunity (Cloward and Ohlin 1960). How-
ever, as this particularly relates to strain theory, it is discussed in Chapter 7.

These writers are sometimes referred to as ‘subcultural theorists’ because
the gangs they described were created through individuals coming together
to form a subculture based on adherence to values in opposition to those of
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the dominant culture. However, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1981) argued that
subcultural values can lead to violence without the requirement of an organ-
ized gang. They considered that such behaviour can arise from what they
termed ‘the subculture of violence’. Wolfgang and Ferracuti had observed
that many of the homicides among lower-class people arose from trivial inci-
dents which were given a disproportionate significance because of mutually
held beliefs about how people were supposed to react in certain situations.
Cultural norms could require that minor insults, perceived challenges to
honour or masculinity, and aspersions cast on race or family members
should all be met with a violent response. These views would be reinforced
by other members of the group: a failure to respond in an appropriate
manner would be ridiculed, whereas a suitably violent reaction would merit
respect. Wolfgang and Ferracuti agreed with Sutherland that such beliefs are
transferred in the form of ideas concerning what is considered appropriate
behaviour (see Chapter 4). It is the ideas themselves that are the immediate
cause of the violence, as the reasons they had developed in the first place
have probably become lost in the past.

British violent gangs

British writers have discovered little evidence of violent gang activity: the
“West Side Story’ scenario of gangs fighting over territory and girls has been
far less apparent. One notable exception is James Patrick’s (1973) book A
Glasgow Gang Observed. Patrick found violent activity of a territorial
nature conducted by gangs with a recognizable leadership and specific roles
for the participants, although with a fluidity of membership more similar to
the analysis of Yablonsky than of Thrasher. There was a strong tradition in
Glasgow of gangs centred in run-down areas which did not exist anywhere
else in Britain and, to that extent, they could be considered unique. Other-
wise — with the main exception of ‘football hooliganism’ — British research
on juvenile gangs has shown that considerations such as social class and
style have proved far more important than the use of violence either to pro-
tect territory or as part of a wider criminal enterprise (P. Cohen 1972).

Female violent gangs

Writing on violent gangs traditionally gave the impression that this was an
exclusively male activity, and that women played only the minor supporting
role of the tomboy or hanger-on. Yet female gangs have probably always
existed, albeit in far smaller numbers (Thrasher managed to identify six),
and Anne Campbell (1984) discovered a willingness among American
female gangs to use violence for the defence of territory. Campbell con-
sidered that many women were attracted to gang membership for the same
reasons as the men: the activities seemed more exciting than the alternative
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of welfare dependency and single-parenthood that would otherwise form
their future.

Two basic types of female gang organization have been identified. The
more common type, sometimes called an ‘auxiliary’ gang, is based on an
affiliation to a male group. The men make the important decisions and try
to control the women. The other type is the truly independent female gang,
which is not subordinate to the males and establishes its own rules. Laidler
and Hunt (1997) interviewed 65 women from seven San Francisco female
gangs. All the women, who were from poor families often with absent par-
ents, claimed that the main benefit from gang membership was the sense of
kinship.

The researchers found that patterns of violence varied according to the
organization of the gang. Women in the auxiliary gangs were subject to
more ‘violence-prone situations’, largely because of their association with
male gangs. The women in the independent gangs would generally only
encounter violence in confrontations with members of other female gangs.
However, women in both types of gang were far more likely to encounter
violence from their boyfriends, who themselves were often gang members.

American violent gangs

Following the strong focus on American gangs in the 1950s and 1960s, aca-
demic interest waned for some time, even though the number of gangs began
to escalate considerably after that period (Klein 199S5). The renewed atten-
tion that arose in the 1990s was in the context of alleged ‘drug wars’ and the
belief that gang activity had become significantly more violent. In Septem-
ber 1994, President Clinton declared a ‘National Gang Violence Prevention
Week’ to highlight the increasing concern. In the following year, the Office
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Protection published some data about
juvenile gangs. The fact that only 6 per cent of serious violent crime was
committed by juvenile groups put the issue into some perspective. The report
also revealed that 92 per cent of group offenders were male and that about
half were African-American (Snyder and Sickmund 1995).

Most American law enforcement officials and some researchers (for
example, Skolnick et al. 1993) assume that violent juvenile gang activity is
nowadays inevitably connected to the increasingly profitable illegal drugs
trade. This could be seen as an extension of adult activity and thus provide
support for Cloward and Ohlin’s account of gang formation. However, this
is unlikely to provide the whole explanation (Waldorf and Lauderback
1993). It may be that many gangs are formed as protection against the few
violent gangs that try to dominate the area. One study found that the more
hierarchical the structure of a gang, the less likely it is to be involved in
drugs. Even gangs that do operate in the drugs trade do so only sporadically,
often combining their illegal activities with lawful employment (Hagedorn
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1994). There is widespread agreement that the creation of gangs to protect
local territory for its own sake (rather than from the incursions of other gang
enterprises) is far less common nowadays, perhaps reflecting the wholesale
breakdown of local inner-city communities.

Alternative explanations of juvenile gang formation contain similarities to
some of the classic gang theories of the previous generation. The need for
status features prominently in the literature, as does the requirement of self-
esteem, which played such a central part in Cohen’s theory. On the other
hand, there is nowadays little support for Cohen’s idea that gang members
are seeking upward social mobility (Hagedorn 1988). The run-down nature
of the neighbourhood and lack of amenities are redolent of Thrasher’s
account, although some would argue that this could at least in part be the
result of gang activity rather than the cause. Poverty inevitably features
prominently: the prospect of immediate financial gain is bound to be appeal-
ing to youths with little likelihood of obtaining gainful employment in
anything other than low-wage service industries. This may explain the dis-
proportionate number of African-Americans and Hispanics in gang activi-
ties.

Although gang violence has traditionally been considered a street activity,
it has in recent years been growing in schools. Groups of schoolchildren who
bully others have probably always existed, but organized gang activity,
accompanied (particularly in America) by the use of lethal weapons, has
spread to the playground and the classroom. Many American schools
experience considerable problems with children carrying knives and guns
(Elliott et al. 1998). Some have installed metal detectors and others employ
security guards. The fact that this phenomenon is not confined to disputes
over drugs in run-down inner city schools was illustrated in April 1999,
when two boys walked though their school in an affluent suburb of Denver,
Colorado, shooting at their fellow pupils and killing several of them
(Newsweek, 3 May 1999).

War and genocide

The purpose of this section is to consider group violence committed in a
military or quasi-military structure where the group claims to act in the pur-
suit of some ultimate political objective, such as the overthrow or influenc-
ing of an existing political authority, or in the defence of the existing
authority or predominant culture from a perceived challenge, be it military
or otherwise. This definition also encompasses so-called terrorist acts when
they are committed for one of these purposes.

In certain respects, the manifestations of genocide and war are similar.
In the former, a society moves against a group (usually an ethnic minority)
considered to be an internal enemy: in the latter a society attacks a group
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considered to be an external enemy. Violence is utilized, and death and
injury will ensue.

Article 6 of the Charter for the International Military Tribunal at Nurem-
berg in 1945 specified three types of crime that would fall within its juris-
diction: ‘crimes against peace’, including the ‘planning, preparation,
initiation or waging of a war of aggression’; ‘war crimes’, including murder
or ill-treatment of the civilian population (including deportation to slave
labour), prisoners of war, the killing of hostages, and the destruction of com-
munities otherwise than for military necessity; and ‘crimes against human-
ity’, including murder, enslavement, deportation and other inhumane acts
committed against the civilian population, and persecution on political,
racial or religious grounds.

Genocide would fall within the second and third of these overlapping cat-
egories, but it received its own definition in the UN Convention on Geno-
cide in 1948 as any one of several acts perpetrated with intent to destroy ‘a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group’. The acts are killing; causing
serious bodily or mental harm; deliberately inflicting conditions of life calcu-
lated to destroy the group; imposing measures to prevent birth; or forcibly
transferring children to another group. Many countries had argued that the
definition should include political groups, but this was opposed on the basis
that interference by outsiders in a country’s internal affairs would thereby be
facilitated.

War

Hinde (1991) has argued that a significant difference between a group con-
flict and a war is that war is an institution. The behaviour of the many
groups and subgroups involved — from generals and politicians to doctors
and nurses — is determined not only by the interaction between them, but
also by their prescribed roles within the institution. According to Hinde, the
actions of the soldier in combat are therefore more likely to be governed by
a sense of duty than by aggressive tendencies. Karsten (1978) identified
several factors behind atrocities in Vietnam, including individual personal-
ity traits, ethnocentric views and poor leadership. Support for the institution
of war can also depend on cultural factors. Some countries have a long his-
torical record of warfare, whereas others, such as Switzerland, have pre-
ferred neutrality.

Archer and Gartner (1984) claimed that countries may come to be charac-
terized by different levels of aggressiveness according to the extent to which
they take part in collective violence through war. Such participation can
result in at least partial legitimation of violence. Archer and Gartner found
that the countries involved in the two world wars were more likely to have
experienced a post-war increase in homicide rates than countries which had
remained neutral. The same effect — although to a lesser extent — could be
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observed from smaller wars, such as the Vietnam war. The authors con-
sidered that the apparent rewarding of violent activity by victory over
opponents can provide a strong message about its instrumental value.

Despite the obvious horrors of warfare, it is arguable that certain benefits
may ensue, both within and without the countries directly involved.
Throughout history, wars have led to the spread of ideas and the accelera-
tion of social change. The resultant disruption can assist the breaking down
of rigid cultures and the dissemination of genes over a wide territory. This
may result in a greater understanding — and tolerance — of other societies.
Within the participating countries, war can deflect unpopularity from
governments (as Margaret Thatcher found during the Falklands war). Even
the losers may gain some benefit by receiving wide publicity for their views
(Gunn 1993).

Genocide

Given the relatively broad definition of genocide, it is probably the case that
it has featured to some extent in most wars, particularly in the past two hun-
dred years. In comparison to war, genocide has attracted more interest from
writers trying to account for the capacity of individuals, even when acting
under military direction, to indulge in or condone the mass slaughter of their
fellow humans, often in the absence of any direct threat from their victims.
This may also be attributable to the fact that genocidal events such as the
Holocaust and the tribal massacres in Africa involved violence which seems
incomprehensible to most people, whereas wars are assumed generally to
arise from political or territorial disputes.

Sociobiologists, such as Lorenz (1966), have argued that this sort of mass
killing is a consequence of the instinctual aggression that has evolved in
humans, and that sudden explosions of wholesale violence can arise from
the fact that its use is generally prohibited. Lorenz also claimed that there is
a separate instinct to establish a communal defence, which has evolved from
our distant ancestors. There are, however, problems with the biological
approach. Genocide is a peculiarly human response which can only occur in
a social setting. In any case, genocide is comparatively rare in the overall pic-
ture of human interaction — which is not what one would expect in an expla-
nation based on natural aggression.

One interesting point raised by Lorenz is that the invention of the
weapons of modern warfare has destroyed the fine balance between the
human aggressive instinct and the inhibitions against killing members of
one’s own species. The twentieth century in particular saw a massive
increase in types of weaponry able to kill vast numbers of people from a con-
siderable distance, with the added advantage of rendering the process that
much more impersonal. The Germans took full advantage of this for the
purpose of genocide in the Second World War, although the mass bombing



Group violence 83

of German cities by the Allies and the use of atomic bombs in Japan - if not
genocide — at least demonstrated a willingness to engage in mass slaughter
for the purpose of ‘good’ against ‘evil’.

Although it has been customary for writers to offer explanations of par-
ticular instances of genocide, it is still possible to identify some general
themes running though these accounts. A common argument is that ‘out-
sider’ or ‘stranger’ groups, who have never fully assimilated into a society,
are made scapegoats by governments seeking to deal with social problems.
Scapegoating requires a distinct, identifiable group within a society. Its mem-
bers are stereotyped in negative terms and efforts are made to dehumanize
them through propaganda. The group must be physically vulnerable: if it is
able to defend itself and retaliate, it is less likely to be subjected to this
process. For centuries, there was the myth of a Jewish conspiracy to take
over the world, which was handed down from generation to generation, and
used as justification for pogroms and, ultimately, the Holocaust.

The existence of social problems is often a necessary condition for suc-
cessful scapegoating. Germany suffered from rampant inflation before the
rise of Hitler, with unemployment, homelessness and widespread unease
about the future. An authoritarian government is usually found, emphasiz-
ing a particular set of values and beliefs, and discouraging cultural plural-
ism, as this would enable the general population to develop and express
views in sympathy with those of minority groups. Leaders will emerge and
attract support for a variety of reasons, perhaps including some of those out-
lined by Le Bon (above). Joining a movement and embracing an ideology can
provide powerless individuals with imaginary or real authority which, in a
military context, is likely to include the power to inflict violence on others.
Many emotions, including fear and anger, which might otherwise have no
obvious target, can be channelled against the perceived enemy. When a
group of like-minded individuals assembles, the members are able to change
their shared problems into the shared solution offered by the governing
ideology. The group members come to develop a shared perception of
reality.

Genocide can also be explained as having a functional value in particular
circumstances. Hunter-gatherer tribes were considered to stand in the way
of progress, particularly in South America, and were effectively eliminated
in the name of economic advancement. Hitler admitted that he would use
anti-Semitism to rally support not only in Germany, but also in other coun-
tries where he wished to expand German influence.

Kuper (1981) cited Jean-Paul Sartre as having argued that much genocide
could be related to colonial expansion. According to Sartre, it is often neces-
sary for the invaders to slaughter the local civilians both to enforce their
authority and to remove a potential source of opposition to the main aim of
plundering the country for raw materials. However, genocide can never be
total in these situations, as it is still necessary to harness a local workforce
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to this end. Indeed, the greater the workforce that is necessary, the more pro-
tection against genocide is provided. Kuper observed another link between
colonization and genocide: that boundaries created by colonizers — particu-
larly in Africa — arbitrarily forced different groups to live together in the
same society, with the resultant problems on the granting of independence.
The atrocities committed in fighting between the Hutu and Tutsi tribes
during the past 30 years provide a good illustration of this.

Psychologists have also sought to explain the origins of genocide and mass
killing. From an experimental perspective, Milgram (1974) has shown that
people are willing to administer what they believe to be life-threatening elec-
tric shocks to someone else, simply because they were instructed to do so by
the person in charge of the experiment. Over 60 per cent of the subjects were
prepared to administer the highest level of shock, even when they could hear
the victim’s (apparent) distress and complaints. In a variation of the experi-
ment, Milgram demonstrated how the influence of a group can either help
or hinder those in authority. A person was asked to administer the shocks
with two other people. Each of the two ‘volunteers’ (in reality, part of the
experiment team) in turn stopped, despite the urgings of the person in auth-
ority. Eventually, the subject did so as well. Where group pressure was
exerted by the two ‘plants’, 90 per cent of the subjects desisted. Where there
was no such pressure, the figure was only 35 per cent.

Conclusion

Earlier writers, such as Le Bon, portrayed crowd violence as typically the
activity of a mindless rabble. Although crowds can be influenced by oratory
or charismatic leadership, Le Bon’s view has rightly been criticized as ignor-
ing the genuine motivations that underlie most forms of crowd protest. It
does not matter whether the grievance is considered justifiable by others
(often with the benefit of hindsight): from the point of view of the partici-
pants, demanding the right to vote is just as meaningful as attacking a police
station which contains a suspected paedophile (see Chapter 4).

Far more has been written about violent gang activity, which was con-
sidered one of the major social problems in America during the 1950s, and
has remained a feature embedded in the culture of that country. If there is a
common theme in these accounts, it is that of alienation: young people in
particular feel excluded from what is going on around them. They come
together in some sort of grouping to find friendship, support and status. Vio-
lence may be involved in the obtaining or maintaining of position; indeed,
most of the violence is intra-gang rather than inter-gang. It may also be used
in the pursuit of money-making criminal activities.

The waging of war involves a different set of motivational factors than is
found in crowd or gang violence. Service in a national army may result from
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legal compulsion, a sense of duty or societal pressure. It may not be attribu-
table to a strong belief in a cause. In the 1999 war in Kosovo, there were
reports that large numbers of disillusioned Serbian soldiers deserted. On the
other hand, service in a militia is more likely to arise from a genuine desire
to fight for a cause. However, once the fighting starts, there is little difference
in the extent and nature of atrocities that can result. This was illustrated in
1999 in East Timor, where the militia and the Indonesian army became
indistinguishable in their genocidal activities. There is the same need to
dehumanize the enemy in order to facilitate the mutilation and killing.

Further reading

Street Crime (Maguire 1996) contains a collection of classic essays on gangs.
There is also an interesting chapter by Dick Hobbs (1997) in The Oxford
Handbook of Criminology. The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the Urban
Future (Baldassare 1994) explains the various factors underlying those par-
ticular disturbances. Law, Soldiers, and Combat (Karsten 1978) includes
accounts of the participants in various group atrocities in Vietnam. Stanley
Milgram’s (1974) laboratory experiments with the use of electric shocks
provide a powerful illustration of our willingness to impose pain when
encouraged by others.
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Although the word ‘gender’ is often used interchangeably with ‘sex’, it is
becoming increasingly common to make a distinction between the biological
given of ‘sex’ (male/female) and the social construction of ‘gender’ (male
role/female role). According to Collier (1998), the sex—gender distinction as
currently used in sociology can be traced to the work of Stoller (1968), who
argued that a person’s gender identity arises from post-natal psychological
differences which totally transcend the person’s genital, chromosomal or
hormonal sex.

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the significance of
gender in the commission of crime and, in particular, in violent crime. This has
largely arisen from the concern of feminist writers since the 1970s with female
involvement in crime. Previously, the phenomenon of the female offender had
usually been explained in terms of sex differences and the question of gender
had been ignored (Smart 1976). Likewise, little, if any, attention had been
given to the question of why women are so often the victims of male violence.
Once the issue of gender in criminality had been raised by feminist criminol-
ogists with regard to women as victims, the focus turned increasingly on to
men as aggressors, and studies of ‘masculinities” began to appear.

In this chapter, consideration will first be focused on women - as offend-
ers and then as victims. It will become apparent that women are frequently
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the victims of male violence, especially in the home. Attention will then be
given to the notion of masculinities, and the idea that men form hierarchies,
with both ‘inferior’ men and women lower down in the order.

Women as offenders

In spite of the problems surrounding the collection of data on crime that
were identified in Chapter 2, it is widely accepted that in most societies men
commit more criminal offences than women. In 1997, women comprised 17
per cent of known offenders. Eight per cent of women have a conviction by
the age of 40, compared with 34 per cent of men. Serious violence against
the person accounted for 10 per cent of women’s offending (Home Office
1999b). An analysis by Tarling (1993) revealed that the ratio of male to
female crime fell from 7.1:1in 1955 to 5.2:1 in 1975 and remained fairly
steady thereafter. The pattern appears to be similar in other countries.
Heidensohn (1991) found that, in 1986, 81 per cent of those convicted of
criminal offences in France and 80 per cent in Germany were male. Ameri-
can figures show that, in 1997, women formed 16 per cent of those arrested
for crimes of violence (US Department of Justice 1998). Why does this dis-
crepancy occur?

Historically, criminologists were interested neither in this question nor in
any kind of female crime. Early explanations were grounded in biology. In
The Female Offender (1895), Lombroso and Ferrero considered that
females represented a lower form of evolution than males. Faced with the
problem of explaining why such inferior creatures committed fewer crimes
than the allegedly superior men, Lombroso and Ferrero argued that, as a
lower life form, women were better equipped to adapt to an unappealing
environment, and could always turn to prostitution as an alternative to
crime.

This approach was continued in a slightly more sophisticated form by
Thomas (1923). He blamed female crime on sexual promiscuity and a loos-
ening of the social constraints on their behaviour. Pollak (1950) thought that
the real level of female crime was similar to that of males, but was less likely
to be detected because of feminine cunning and deceit, or prosecuted
because of male chivalry. He considered that women perfect the art of deceit
through having learned to fake an orgasm and conceal their monthly men-
struation. The most common forms of female crime would result from a
psychological disorder (such as kleptomania — an urge to steal) or involve
sexual offences surrounding prostitution. A couple of decades later, Cowie
et al. (1968) argued that, where girls commit crimes, it is often because they
were born with masculine characteristics.

None of these explanations gave any serious consideration to gender
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issues such as female socialization. Indeed, they would probably have mer-
ited little attention had not the mainstream criminological theorists chosen
largely to ignore female crime. There were some exceptions. In his theory of
differential association (see Chapter 4), Sutherland attributed the relative
lack of female criminality to two factors. One was that their socialization
into a feminine role and the greater supervision that is consequently exer-
cised over them result in far less chance of their being exposed to ‘criminal
definitions’. The other was that girls are not taught to be tough, aggressive
risk-takers — attributes which Sutherland considered necessary for a suc-
cessful criminal.

Subcultural and gang theorists did not discuss female criminality in any
detail, partly because they considered that women would not encounter the
financial strains which confront men. On the other hand, Campbell (1984)
discovered that girls are prepared to form delinquent gangs, and in Carlen’s
(1988) research half of a sample of imprisoned women claimed to have
been members of such gangs. Although leading sociologists such as Becker
(1963) sought to emphasize the normality of male deviance, no such
claims were made for women, who were expected to behave in a feminine
way.

Several writers have suggested that control theory may explain the lower
level of female criminality. In essence, control theory shifts the focus from
asking why people commit crimes to asking why people conform. The Can-
adian researcher John Hagan and his colleagues found that the strongest
forms of control are the informal ones used at home, and that this could
explain women’s lesser involvement in crime. In a study based on a sample
of high school children in Toronto, Hagan et al. (1979) considered whether
self-reported delinquency rates could be linked to differences in socializa-
tion. They concluded that the home had increasingly become the domain of
women, and that girls were therefore more likely to be the objects of infor-
mal social controls than boys.

In a later study based on a similar sample, Hagan et al. (1985) discov-
ered that the relationship between a particular sex and common forms of
crime weakened with movement down the social scale. Nor does the pres-
sure to conform reduce when women move away from home. Carlen
(1988) thought that most working women are subject to dual controls: at
work, where the need for employment will discourage temptation to crime;
and at home, where they will be under the influence of their parents or
partner.

Radical feminist criminologists have concentrated more on the position of
women as victims in a patriarchal society and the anti-female bias of the
criminal justice system, rather than on theorizing about the causes of
women’s crime. Several writers, such as Carlen (1985; 1988), have also pro-
vided an outlet for the views of convicted female offenders.
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Women as victims

Even if there were any real scope for arguing that actual (as opposed to
recorded) female crime rates are not greatly different from those of males, it
could not seriously be doubted that men are more likely to commit violent
crimes than women. Official statistics show that women are convicted of
about 11 per cent of violent crimes. Victim and self-report studies indicate a
narrower gap: in a survey of 14- and 15-year-olds, Bowling et al. (1994) dis-
covered that four times the number of boys admitted to wounding someone
with a weapon. A similar situation was found in the British Crime Survey
(Mayhew and Elliott 1990).

A review of victim surveys and other literature reveals that women’s
involvement with violence is far more likely to be as a victim than a perpe-
trator. When women do hit, it is generally in self-defence. They also use less
severe forms of violence, such as slapping or throwing objects (Straus and
Gelles 1990).

One of the main achievements of feminist writers has been to highlight the
extent of physical and sexual violence committed against women in the
home by their partners. Previously, both criminologists and politicians
appeared to be preoccupied with more visible forms of violence on the street.
In Britain, violence in the home is usually referred to as domestic violence,
although some feminists claim that the term ‘domestic’ is misleading, as it
emphasizes the private nature of the abuse rather than the more significant
gendered nature. Little of this behaviour had ever been reported in official
crime statistics for reasons which are explained in Chapter 2. The develop-
ment of sensitive victim surveys and left realist research (see Chapter 8) has
resulted in a fuller picture of the extent of this abuse, and both psychologists
and sociologists have offered explanations of the factors which may under-
lie such attacks.

Domestic violence

Estimates of the extent of domestic violence vary, depending on the definition
used. In a North London survey, Mooney (1993) found that one in three
women reported having experienced domestic violence (ranging from mental
cruelty to assault, or rape, or both) at some time in their life, and one in ten
claimed to have experienced it during the previous 12 months. Using data
from the National Survey of Wives in Great Britain, Painter and Farrington
(1998) discovered that 28 per cent of wives alleged they had been ‘hit’ by their
husbands. (Other examples of research findings are given in Chapter 8.)

Psychological explanations
Relatively few psychological studies have been conducted in this area, and
most of the contributions have come from sociologists. Some of these are
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dismissive of psychological input, arguing that such approaches are trying to
absolve violent men of blame and shift the focus away from the patriarchal
nature of society. Yet, although cultural factors are undoubtedly very
important in explaining domestic violence, reliance on patriarchy as the sole
explanation of this type of abuse would considerably over-predict its occur-
rence.

One of the strongest findings to emerge from both controlled studies and
clinical surveys is that many abusers have either experienced violence in
childhood or witnessed violence between their parents. This supports the
view that violent behaviour patterns are passed on through social learning
mechanisms (see Chapter 4). Violent men are also likely to experience prob-
lems with alcohol and have a criminal record. Some may have learned a ‘tra-
ditional’ attitude of the subservient role of women from their fathers. There
is evidence that abusers suffer from low self-esteem, perhaps as a result of
having been abused as a child (Johnston 1988).

Some writers have even suggested that female victims of physical abuse
from their husband or partner may themselves have been abused in child-
hood. The connection, if any, is not completely clear, but it has been argued
that such women may have carried an expectancy of a violent and depen-
dent relationship into adulthood, with their compliant response only rein-
forcing the abuser’s physical aggression (Walker 1988). It has also been
claimed that some abused women may look for relationships similar to those
of their mothers (Hanks and Rosenbaum 1977). However, most feminists
would reject these arguments and ask why there are not large numbers of
cases where women abused in childhood assault their male partners. This
illustrates the difficulties in seeking to rely on one ‘cause’ when explaining
violence.

Sociological explanations

The key term in sociologists’ explanations of domestic violence is patriarchy.
Feminists would describe most societies (and certainly all “Western’ ones) as
patriarchal, in that they are designed to create and maintain the power of
men over women. In the traditional perspective, societies are based around
the family. This is considered an essential (and non-problematic) institution
for the smooth operation of everyday life. It is viewed as a functional unit,
where the husband and wife, although having different roles, are broadly
equal in status and have the joint responsibility of bringing up their children.
Any violence would be far more likely to occur in poor or ‘problem’ families,
and either the husband or wife could be responsible. If the violence came to
be a particular problem, the parties could separate.

Feminists have pointed out that this view of family life simply does not
accord with reality. For a start, all the evidence shows that the vast majority
of violent acts are committed by men against their female partners, as
opposed to vice versa. This immediately places a question mark over the idea
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of equality. Closer inspection reveals that the traditional perspective breaks
down in most other respects as well. Women in relationships are generally
dependent on men for their financial support. This provides a major expla-
nation as to why they do not readily leave their violent partners. In addition,
they would usually want to {(or have to) take the children with them, and there
may be nowhere to go. Some women may believe the derogatory remarks that
their partner makes about them. Others may feel that they will ‘give him one
more chance’ — that they can do something to make him stop hitting them.

Nor is domestic violence confined to poor or lower-class households: in
the research by Painter and Farrington (1998), mentioned above, about 16
per cent of middle- and upper middle-class wives claimed to have been hit
by their husbands.

Information provided by battered women suggests that abuse generally
occurs in the home between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. at weekends, and often in
the presence of children or relatives (Dobash and Dobash 1984). Violence is
most likely to take place in homes where the traditional male-female role
division is particularly rigid. Most such events begin with arguments based
on four general themes: men’s jealousy and possessiveness; disagreements
about domestic work and resources; men thinking they have the right to
punish ‘their’ women for perceived wrongdoing; and the importance to men
of retaining or exercising their power and authority. Men usually consider
that their partners were responsible for the arguments and the resulting vio-
lence (Dobash and Dobash 1998). It also appears that the majority of bat-
tered women have been raped by their husbands or partners (Walker 1988).

Domestic and other forms of abuse have a particularly damaging effect on
women (see Chapter 8). One of the consequences is that they themselves
may be propelled into violence and other forms of crime. Research on
women in prison shows that up to three-quarters of them have been abused
by their husband or partner.

Sexual violence

It is now widely accepted that official crime statistics considerably under-
record the amount of sexual violence that occurs (see Chapter 2). The 1988
British Crime Survey estimated that the police recorded less than one-fifth of
indecent assaults and rapes (Mayhew ez al. 1989). Victim surveys will prob-
ably uncover more incidents, but they are unlikely to result in anything
approaching complete disclosure unless conducted with extreme sensitivity.
These surveys show considerable differences in the percentage of women
claiming to have been the victims of rape or attempted rape. In America,
findings range from 9 per cent (Kilpatrick et al. 1985) to 44 per cent (Rus-
sell 1984). Such discrepancies may in part arise from the definitions adopted
by researchers (particularly with regard to attempted rape) and the way in
which the respondents interpret them.
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It was pointed out in Chapter 1 that in some countries (including Britain)
non-consensual male buggery has now been legally defined as rape. There is
relatively little information available on this — men would find it as least as
embarrassing as women to report to the authorities — but it appears to be far
less common than male-female attacks. Male rape probably occurs more
often in institutions, such as prisons, where heterosexual intercourse is
unavailable.

Self-report studies also show a higher level of victimization than revealed
in official statistics. A sample of imprisoned rapists and child molesters
admitted to between two and five times more crimes than those for which
they had been convicted (Groth et al. 1982). In another study, 8 per cent of
male students said they had committed rape or attempted rape (Koss et al.
1987), but the methodology has been criticized (Sommers 1994) and the
whole question of ‘date rape’ on American college campuses has proved to
be controversial (Muehlenhard and Hollabaugh 1988).

Early research suggested that a significant number of rapes were commit-
ted by two or more assailants, but more recent evidence indicates that this is
now less common. In a study of all reported rapes in six English counties
between 1972 and 1976, Wright and West (1981) found that only 13 per
cent involved two or more attackers. Where multiple offenders were impli-
cated, about two-thirds of them were under 21; they had fewer previous
convictions for sexual offences; and they showed less psychological disturb-
ance than solitary rapists. A more recent study of rape convictions in Eng-
land discovered even more solitary rapists, but fewer offenders and victims
under 21 (Lloyd and Walmsley 1989). Rapes are rarely accompanied by seri-
ous physical injury — only 6 per cent of the cases in Wright and West’s
research — but severe psychological consequences may result. Kilpatrick et
al. (1985) found that 19 per cent of rape victims reported attempting suicide,
compared with just 2 per cent of non-victimized women.

Psychological explanations

A major issue emerging from research into rape is whether the crime is based
on a desire for forcible sex, or is essentially motivated by the need for con-
trol and power. Groth (1979) classified rapes as either ‘anger rapes’, which
are an expression of hatred and contempt for women, or ‘power rapes’,
where the offender is seeking either to express his virility or overcome
doubts about his masculinity.

Anger rapists do not usually confine their violence to sexual assault, and
beat their victims severely, often causing serious injuries. The offender, who
is usually aware that he is attacking through anger, wishes to displace his
feelings on to anyone who is available. He combines the sexual assault with
his physical attack because he believes this will be particularly hurtful to his
victim. To illustrate their argument that such an attack is not primarily a
means of fulfilling sexual desire, Groth and Burgess (1977) pointed out that
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75 per cent of an imprisoned sample related sexual failure during rape. A
strong relationship between rape and anger was also found in a study of
adolescent rapists by van Ness (1984), in which 86 per cent of the boys
reported having an argument with someone between two and six hours
before the offence. As extreme anger heightens autonomic arousal, it is likely
to interfere with sexual arousal. This could explain the finding of Groth and
Burgess.

Such violent rapes can also occur between spouses or partners. Finkelhor
and Y116 (1985) discovered that, where violent rape occurs between spouses,
it is because the husband wants to dominate, punish and humiliate his wife,
rather than as a result of any sexual difficulties within the marriage. Groth
(1979) estimated that about 40 per cent of his sample were anger rapists.

Power rapes, on the other hand, do not involve any more force than is
necessary to carry out the offence. The research of Finkelhor and Yllo
(1985) showed that these were generally committed by educated middle-
class men, whose problems with their wives centred around sexual dysfunc-
tion. A power rape would be designed to demonstrate to both the man
himself and his wife that he was in control. OQutside the context of a relation-
ship, power rapes may be committed on strangers to establish {or reinforce)
the man’s sense of dominance.

This analysis has been criticized. Felson (1993) thought that most rapists
have a strong desire for sexual intercourse and consider themselves to be
sexually deprived. Most feminist writers deny that rape is a result of indi-
vidual pathology, and argue that it is an inevitable consequence of the power
differentials between men and women that are institutionalized in most
societies. On the other hand, even people who consider that psychological
explanations downplay the significance of the social context of sexual vio-
lence between partners might be prepared to accept that they provide a
plausible explanation of ‘blitz rapes’ on strangers (Levi 1997).

Anthropologists have discovered that rape is not an inevitable feature of
organized society. Sanday (1981) considered information on 156 tribal
groups studied by anthropologists and divided them into rape-free societies,
rape-prone societies, and those for which there was insufficient information.
The 47 per cent classified as rape-free societies were characterized by a high
degree of sexual equality and low levels of violence. In the 18 per cent which
were rape-prone societies, women had little status or power, male toughness
was encouraged and physical violence tolerated.

Research suggests that rapists have similar family backgrounds to other
aggressive offenders, with parental cruelty a common feature. Christie et al.
(1979) discovered that half of his sample of rapists had previous convictions
for non-sexual assault, and that many of these were serious enough to
attract long prison sentences. There is evidence of sexual abuse, although
with less frequency than for paedophiles (Carter et al. 1987).

The fact that rapists often claim that they were intoxicated at the time of
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their attack is usually dismissed as an attempt to deny culpability for the
crime. Yet there is some research indicating high levels of drinking prior to
the rape. Rada (1978) found that half the rapists he questioned had been
drinking at the time of the attack and that a third had an alcohol problem.
Amir (1971) reported that both victim and offender had been drinking in
over 60 per cent of the cases he studied. Koss and Gaines (1993) claimed
that, in their research, alcohol was a strong predictor of sexual aggression.
An intoxicated person can also misread cues from another individual, which
itself can result in violence (see Chapter 3). Lipton et al. (1987) discovered
that rapists were less adept than other offenders in detecting cues of affec-
tion in simulations of a first date.

Gove and Wilmoth (1990: 286) have argued that many rapists (and other
offenders) experience an ‘intense neurological high’ which, together with a
need for dominance and control, reinforces the risky and sometimes difficult
nature of the crime.

The question of whether rapists are encouraged to commit their crimes by
exposure to pornography has been increasingly discussed in recent years,
especially with the growing availability of ‘hard-core’ sexual images on the
Internet. The popular press encourages the view that such a connection
exists, and some feminist writers assume a relationship from their view that
pornography dehumanizes women (Brownmiller 1975).

However, the evidence is far from conclusive. Two national commissions
in America reached opposite conclusions. Although the liberalization of the
pornography laws in Denmark was not accompanied by any increase in
recorded sexual offences, Court (1984) suggested that the greater avail-
ability of aggressive pornography since the 1970s renders this finding of
little significance. Sex offenders are known to make extensive use of pornog-
raphy, but non-offenders do as well. Carter et al. (1987) found that child
sexual abusers were more likely than rapists to have had recourse to pornog-
raphy, both before and during their offences. On the other hand, Quinsey
(1984) discovered that sex offenders had received less exposure to pornog-
raphy than non-offenders during their adolescence.

Another important factor is that rapists are particularly likely to accept
‘rape myths’. Examples of these are that the women were ‘asking for it’; that
all women want to be raped; that rape only occurs between strangers; and
that no one can be made to have intercourse against their will (Lonsway and
Fitzgerald 1994). Perse (1994) claimed that, although there was a link
between sexist behaviour and the acceptance of such views among people
who used pornography for sexual enhancement, no such connection existed
for people who used pornography for sexual release.

Efforts have been made to ascertain whether rapists are distinguishable on
the basis of personal, social or sexual characteristics. Lack of empathy with
the victim appears to be particularly common. In a study by Rice et al.
(1994), 14 non-rapists, on being presented with an account of a rape where
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the victim was suffering, showed significantly more empathy for the victim
than 14 rapists.

Sociological explanations

The rise of feminist criminology in the 1970s not only underlined the neglect
of women’s criminality by male criminologists (until then nearly all crimi-
nologists were male); the growing interest in women as victims emphasized
the ‘maleness’ of much crime. The early focus of interest was on rape, and
several writers have claimed that its frequency belies any notion of rape as
being an activity committed only by abnormal males (see, for example, Rus-
sell 1982). It would be difficult, for example, to attribute the widespread use
of rape in war to a small number of disturbed individuals. Instead, rape is
viewed as learned behaviour in a patriarchal society. The idea of patriarchy
became a major theme in women’s writings: sexual harassment (MacKinnon
1979) and the effects of pornography (Russell 1993) are two of the other
areas that have received detailed attention in the growing awareness of
men’s violence against women.

Another achievement of feminists has been to highlight the level of rape
that occurs within marriage. As common law had traditionally considered
the wife to be, in effect, the property of her husband, such conduct had not
amounted to a crime. However, in many jurisdictions marital rape is now an
offence (see Chapter 1). Painter and Farrington (1998) discovered that 13
per cent of wives claimed to have been coerced into having sexual inter-
course with their husband against their will.

Contrary to widely held opinion, rapists are not necessarily strangers.
Home Office research has shown that almost 40 per cent of rapes were
committed by men who were described by their victims as ‘intimate friends’
(Barclay 1993). Out of 100 women who replied to a questionnaire, 20 had
been raped by men with whom they had previously had consensual sexual
intercourse; 46 had been raped by acquaintances; and 20 had been raped by
men whom they had met within the previous 24 hours (Lees 1996).

Not all sociologists agree with the common view that rape is fundamen-
tally a crime of violence. Researchers in Switzerland were able to compare
the views of a small number of undetected rapists with those of an impris-
oned sample (Godenzi 1994). The undetected group generally attributed
their actions to sexual motives. In contrast, most of the convicted rapists
said that their actions were an expression of violence. Godenzi thought that
this was because the imprisoned men did not want to be thought of as sex
offenders, or people who needed to resort to violence in order to have inter-
course.

A distinction cannot always be made between physical and sexual abuse.
Men’s violence towards women can be seen as a form of control (Dobash
and Dobash 1979). It results from the exercise of proprietorial ‘rights’ to
both domestic and sexual services. Scully (1990), who spent many hours
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talking to convicted American rapists, concluded that they considered rape
to be a low-risk, high-reward crime. In general, the rapists had been driven
by a hatred of women, which was fostered by cultural values. Lees (1996)
has suggested that rape may be used to increase a sense of ‘manhood’, which
is under challenge from rising male unemployment and the greater number
of women entering the workforce. Rape committed in war or by gangs may
intensify feelings of solidarity.

More extreme statements of the inevitable consequences of patriarchy
may not have helped the feminists’ case. Some writers, such as Andrea
Dworkin (1987), have argued that female subordination is an unavoidable
result of heterosexual relationships. Brownmiller (1975: 15) considered that
rape is the basis of a patriarchal society, claiming that it ‘is nothing more or
less than a conscious process by which all men keep all women in a state of
fear’ (emphasis in original). In some of the work, patriarchy is largely viewed
as a single entity. Moreover, the idea of all men oppressing all women
ignores differences between individuals, factors such as race or class, and
social relationships in general (Messerschmidt 1993; Jefferson 1996). There
is little explanation of the rape-free societies described by Sanday (see
above). Other feminist writers (such as Tong 1989) have rejected this view
of women as inevitable victims who are powerless to respond to the behav-
iour of men.

Men as attackers: masculinities and crime

Much of the main work on what has come to be termed ‘masculinities’ has
so far come from men. In Gender and Power, Connell (1987) argued that
societies contain a range of masculinities based on dominance. There is a
hegemonic masculinity, reflecting a socially approved standard against
which alternative, subordinated (‘inferior’) masculinities are measured. The
use of the term ‘hegemony’ is taken from the writings of Gramsci (1971) and
refers to the assumption of power within a society without the use of force.
As this masculinity is inevitably heterosexual, the masculinities of gays pro-
vide a good illustration of the subordinated forms which constantly come up
against this prevailing benchmark. Connell considered that there are three
particular advantages in adopting a sex-role approach in the study of gender
differences. It replaces the traditional biological explanation with one based
on learned expectations. A way is also provided to integrate the effects of
social structures into an understanding of personality. Finally, role theory
offers a means of change: if people have suffered through the impact of
socialization, the process can — at least, in principle — be changed for the
better.

A more specific application and development of this approach to criminal
behaviour can be found in Messerschmidt’s book Masculinities and Crime
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(1993). Messerschmidt was critical of some radical feminist writers for their
essentialism — the assertion that all men are violent and all women are vic-
tims. He attempted to construct a sociology of masculinity which is able to
explain crime and delinquency. Using Connell’s analysis of hegemonic and
subordinated masculinities, Messerschmidt argued that there are three dis-
tinct social elements underlying gender relations: the gender division of
labour; the gender relations of power; and sexuality. These elements, con-
sidered together at any particular time, show the conditions within which
gender identities are created.

Messerschmidt (1993: 82) defined hegemonic masculinity as ‘empha-
siz[ing] ... authority, control, competitive individualism, independence,
aggressiveness, and the capacity for violence’. Men use resources available
to them to assert their gender — to show they are ‘manly’. Subordinated mas-
culinities are discredited or oppressed. If other masculine outlets are unavail-
able, crime may be an appropriate means of ‘doing gender’. This is especially
likely where circumstances demand an extra show of masculinity. Gender
thus becomes a ‘situated accomplishment’, a status that is achieved as a
result of others’ attitudes and expectations, together with the subject’s own
actions.

Messerschmidt considered that different masculinities can result in differ-
ent patterns of crime. The variation in men’s positions in the hierarchies of
race, class and gender will determine the means used to accomplish mascu-
linity. White middle-class boys usually conform at school, which accommo-
dates the hegemonic masculinity, but outside school may take part in
different masculinities which, if they involve crime, are likely to be non-
violent. White working-class boys will participate in opposing masculinities,
both in and out of school. Members of poor and minority ethnic groups,
who can see no connection between school and obtaining a job, seek differ-
ent ways of accomplishing gender. In their case, ‘doing masculinity necessi-
tates extra effort’ because they have fewer resources, and they are therefore
more likely to create ‘a physically violent opposition masculinity’. All of this
can be contrasted with a sex-role explanation of crime, which maintains that
boys behave in this manner because ‘that’s the way they are’.

To illustrate his theory, Messerschmidt considered a range of crimes. One
of these was a notorious attack in New York’s Central Park, where four
teenage African-American youths violently and repeatedly beat and raped a
female jogger, who nearly died as a result of her injuries. What appeared par-
ticularly unusual about the attack was the participants’ excessive show of
jubilation throughout the incident — so-called ‘wilding’ behaviour involving
jumping around, laughing and throwing the victim’s clothes in the air.
Messerschmidt argued that the horrific behaviour was one resource that the
group had at its disposal to ‘do masculinity’ in the context of both racial and
social disadvantage. The youths had no investment in society’s traditional
gender divisions of power and labour, so they acted out their own version of
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‘male conquest’ in which each member of the gang could vie with the others
for supremacy.

In Crime as Structured Action (1997), Messerschmidt incorporated con-
siderations of race and class into his discussion of gender. None of these
three elements should be viewed in absolute terms — the significance of each
will vary according to the context of the situation. Messerschmidt (1997: 5)
asserted the interdependence of structure and action within society: ‘struc-
ture is realized only through social action and social action requires struc-
ture as its condition’. He argued that less common forms of research, such
as the study of ethnographies, life histories, and historical documents, are
particularly useful in understanding the interplay of gender, race and class in
a ‘structured action’ theory of criminal behaviour.

One of the ways Messerschmidt illustrated this was by looking at violent
female gangs. Most writers have traditionally considered the violent gang to
be an almost exclusively male preserve (see Chapter 5). Messerschmidt,
however, claimed that some young, poor women — particularly from ethnic
minorities — use the gang to challenge conventional notions of femininity
and create their own versions in ways peculiar to their race and social status.
Although men and women are likely to commit ‘gender-appropriate’ crimes,
there may be an overlap in the types of offence involved. In terms of Messer-
schmidt’s structured action analysis, the social structure of the gang is con-
stituted by social action which itself furnishes the resources for ‘doing’ race,
class and femininity in special ways.

Bourgois (1996) spent almost five years studying a group of Puerto Rican
crack dealers in New York. The parents and grandparents of these young
men had wielded traditional patriarchal power over their families in the
rural settings of their homeland. Having been attracted to America by the
prospect of plentiful (if low-paid) employment, they had arrived just in time
to find the work disappear — ironically as a result in part of the transfer of
production to cheap labour economies similar to their own. Although their
wives and daughters had been prepared to adapt to the new circumstances
by taking the more readily available employment in the service and retail
sectors, this was considered ‘women’s work’> by the men and their sons.
Unable to support economically or exercise control over their women and
children, who had gained their own measure of independence, a growing
number of the men reacted to this crisis of masculinity by taking refuge in a
drug economy whose subcultural norms include gang rape, sexual conquest
and the abandonment of their families. According to Bourgois, such actions
enable the men ~ mindful of the former power of their fathers and grand-
fathers — to attain a level of masculine dignity.

There is an increasing amount of literature suggesting that a consideration
of competing masculinities can provide a better explanation of violence than
the more common accounts, including those based purely on the sex of the
offender. Kersten (1996) studied the frequency and nature of sexual assault
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in Australia, Germany and Japan. Both official and self-report data show
Australia as having a far higher level of such incidents than the other two
countries: by a factor of more than 20 over Japan, and three times the
number recorded in Germany. Sexual assaults are rapidly increasing in Aus-
tralia, are growing since unification in Germany, but are declining in Japan.
It is unlikely that these disparities have been greatly influenced by differences
in the levels of reporting, although it seems that sexual offences have a
higher media profile and are generally more visible in Australia.

Kersten considered the common explanations for the relatively low crime
rate in Japan to be inadequate. Rigid control of crime is not the answer:
although the Japanese police have greater powers than their Australian or
German counterparts, formal crime control is less efficient than in those
countries. The existence of the much vaunted ‘shaming’ culture (Braithwaite
1989) has been challenged by some writers (for example, Buruma 1994).
Japan has a lower level of job equality and a higher level of pornography
readership than the other two countries. Japanese men have frequent
recourse to prostitution.

Messerschmidt (1993) referred to public displays of toughness as a par-
ticular form of masculinity associated with violence. According to Kersten,
such activities in Japan would only be performed by members of the under-
world: street fights among other men are very rare. The expression of caring
values and displays of emotion among groups of men are routine. ‘Real
manhood’ is also expressed in devotion to group membership and, in par-
ticular, the workplace, which remains largely male-controlled and perhaps
offers less of a challenge to masculinity. At the other extreme, Kersten
viewed the Australian hegemonic masculinity as the celebration of physical
prowess which can both perpetrate sexual assaults on women (and other
‘inferior’ individuals) and provide protection against such assaults by others,
perhaps to compensate for the decline in other traditional forms of showing
masculinity, such as manual farm labour.

Masculinities and crime: problems

Several difficulties have been identified in the analysis of masculinities and
crime as developed by Connell and Messerschmidt. Their accounts arguably
lack a subjective or motivational element. In his enthusiasm to highlight the
important role of gender, Messerschmidt has failed to consider fully why
some men assert their masculinity in the form of violent criminal behaviour,
whereas others choose different means of offending or even non-criminal
activities such as sport (Jefferson 1994). The assertion that there is a variety
of possible masculinities that can be adopted does not completely deal with
this problem. Although it is now clear that the victims of male crimes are
female to a far greater extent than was once thought, it is still the case that
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the majority of men do not physically or sexually abuse women. As it stands,
an explanation based on masculinity is open to the same charge as more tra-
ditional criminological writing: that it over-predicts the amount of crime
that is committed.

Another problem is that hegemonic masculinity is portrayed as both the
underlying cause of crime as well as something which is ‘accomplished’ as a
result of it. Walklate (1995: 181) has highlighted the danger of tautology:
‘the maleness of crime . . . becomes the source of the explanation’.

Hearn (1996) argued that there has been a failure throughout this debate
to explain adequately what is meant by the term ‘masculinity’. It is an impre-
cise notion which is used in different ways depending on the context. Some-
times it is used to describe a general form of culture (an ideal to which all
‘real’ men should aspire), but on other occasions it is portrayed as something
that can vary both within and between cultures. Furthermore, it is unclear
at what point of a male’s life masculinity can be related to crime. Is it at birth
(a biological given) or at some later point? This question is relevant to the
widely held belief (supported by official statistics) that men eventually ‘grow
out of’ crime. On this basis, the meanings of masculinity can vary through-
out a male’s life. This has hitherto remained a largely unexplained area, as
the masculinities and crime debate has concentrated on the dangerous
aspects of young men’s behaviour.

Collier (1998) considered that the sex—gender distinction and the notion
of hegemonic masculinity are both problematic. The latter is trying to
answer the question of how one can recognize both a culturally dominant
form of masculinity (hegemonic) and a range of diverse masculinities (sub-
ordinated). Connell’s own conception was that hegemonic masculinity is
always contested and never finally resolved. However, subsequent writings
have generally associated hegemonic masculinity with negative character-
istics such as lack of care, lack of emotion, and violence. This seems par-
ticularly ethnocentric: anthropological and cross-cultural studies have
shown that the concept of masculinity is either unknown in other societies
or is associated with positive qualities such as nurture and concern. The
assumption that ‘real’ men are oppressive takes no account of what deter-
mines whether a particular attribute is ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ in any par-
ticular setting. Moreover, from a woman’s point of view, there may even be
ambivalence as to the characteristics she wants to see in a man. As Walklate
(1995: 181) put it, ‘do women really want their men to be “wimps”’?

The sex—gender (or body-mind) distinction is also seen by Collier as
invalid. For him, it is misleading to speak of the ‘body’ in the traditional bio-
logical sense. Collier preferred the notion of the ‘sexed body’: for instance,
a male ‘body’ may have incorporated characteristics which, under hegem-
onic masculinity, would be considered as ‘female’. The need to make
assumptions as to what constitutes any particular form of masculinity
would disappear, and a subjective approach would allow for the study of
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individual differences without the need for classification. Gender would now
be ‘performative’ — a series of subjectivities repeated over a period of time.

Conclusion

The fact that female victims of violence usually suffer at the hands of males,
rather than vice versa, cannot readily be explained on the grounds of physi-
cal constitution. Although it is true that women are generally smaller than
men, they still have the capacity — especially with the use of weapons — to
inflict considerable harm. There is no valid evidence of innate female docil-
ity. If it is accepted that women are usually assigned an inferior status to
men, it becomes more apparent that society provides men with structural
approval (formerly explicit, but now implicit) to assert themselves physically
at women’s expense. No such approval is given to women, who have tra-
ditionally been socialized into a passive role. In addition, the fact that
women are more likely to suffer in a practical sense from the breakdown of
a relationship provides a disincentive to their acting aggressively towards
their male partners.

Wrriters such as Messerschmidt and Connell have gone further and argued
that, among men, there are ‘subordinated masculinities’, typically delineated
on the basis of ethnicity or sexual orientation, which are also likely to be the
targets of violence and other expressions of the exercise of ‘hegemonic’
power on the part of the ‘dominant’ masculinity.

However, although analyses based on either feminist or masculinities
theories have provided important insights into the study of violence, they are
open to the objection that they are essentialist. Masculinities theories are
perhaps better equipped to withstand this, although even they do not
explain adequately why only some dominant males resort to violence. Other
cultural factors must, therefore, be considered. These could include his-
torical or religious influences. It is suggested elsewhere in this book that
early childhood experiences may be significant. In the next chapter, the
relevance to violence of traditional sociological notions of poverty, strain
and power will be assessed.

Further reading

The shortcomings in the traditional explanations of women’s crime are dis-
cussed in Wosmen, Crime and Criminology (Smart 1976). Domestic violence
is well covered by Dobash and Dobash in Violence against Wives (1979) and
Women, Violence and Social Change (1992). Sue Lees considers sexual vio-
lence in Carnal Knowledge: Rape on Trial (1996) and Ruling Passions:
Sexual Violence, Reputation and the Law (1997).
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Anne Campbell has studied violence committed by women in groups
(1984). Connell’s Gender and Power (1997) and the work of Messerschmidt
(1993; 1997) provide an extensive discussion of masculinities and crime.
This topic also forms the content of a special issue of the British Journal of
Criminology, vol. 36, no. 3 (1996). An interesting collection of essays on the
issues discussed in this chapter is contained in Just Boys Doing Business¢
Men, Masculinities and Crime (Newburn and Stanko 1994).
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Conclusion

Further reading

Most of the crimes recorded in official statistics were committed by people
who could not be described as rich or powerful. This does not mean that
wealthier individuals do not break the lawj it is just that the criminal justice
process in most countries has been prone to downplay or ignore their
offences. Moreover, domestic violence, which involves people from all social
backgrounds, has often remained behind closed doors or been ignored by
the authorities.

Nevertheless, it is not surprising that a belief has developed that the con-
sequences of poverty can be related to violent offending. The majority of
recorded crimes involve the acquisition of other people’s property by (rela-
tively) impoverished individuals. Yet even these offences can involve vio-
lence. It can be used for instrumental purposes such as a means of acquiring
property, as in robbery, or as a way of obtaining or maintaining status in an
increasingly competitive and hierarchical world. The poor may also be
prone to non-instrumental or hostile aggression on account of the frus-
tration that results from their powerless or degraded position. In this chap-
ter, consideration will be given to arguments that these sort of factors can be
relevant to the commission of violence.
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Poverty and violence

The link between crime and poverty has been explored at least since the
publication of the first national crime statistics in France in the early nine-
teenth century. The researchers Guerry and Quetelet each tried to show that
such a relationship existed. They both found that the wealthier areas of
France had more property crime, but less violent crime. Quetelet also high-
lighted a greater inequality between rich and poor in the wealthiest districts,
and suggested that this might cause particular resentment among the poor.
However, these findings pointed to a possible link with acquisitive rather
than violent offending (Beirne 1993).

By the middle of the nineteenth century, several writers were beginning to
make a connection between crime and the appalling conditions found in
many major cities, as large numbers of people left the countryside in search
of work. In 1840, Frégier, a former policeman in Paris who was already well
acquainted with the slums in the city, published a study of the situation he
found in such areas. He estimated that robbery was the only means of sup-
port for at least 30,000 Parisians (Beirne 1993).

In The Conditions of the Working Class in England, written in 1845,
Friedrich Engels (1993) used pamphlets, newspapers and individual
accounts to supplement his own observations of working-class life in the
major cities, particularly Manchester. He concluded that the deprivation and
crime could be blamed on the middle and upper classes, who ruthlessly
exploited the workers within capitalism. Violence or ‘conflictual’ crime
could be seen as a form of retaliation against ‘the bourgeoisie and their
henchmen’. However, violent crimes could also be committed against other
members of the working class. Engels (1993: 143) saw the irony of this
within a capitalist system: “This war of each againstall . . . it is only the logi-
cal sequel of the principle involved in free competition’.

Since these early writings, there has been a vast amount of empirical
research into the connection between poverty and violent crime. The find-
ings have been inconclusive and sometimes contradictory. There is, for
instance, no clear evidence linking crime rates with national economic
downturn or depression. Some research has suggested that levels of vio-
lence can be correlated with the number of people in the area living below
a defined ‘poverty line’. Loftin and Hill (1974) discovered a strong
relationship between state homicide rates and a poverty index based on
measures such as income, infant mortality, education level and prevalence
of one-parent families. Messner (1983), using the same index, came to a
similar conclusion, but only where the homicide victims were family or
friends.

Earlier studies have been criticized for failing to differentiate adequately
between the various forms of violent offending (Braithwaite 1981).
Research by Kandel-Englander (1992) suggested that street-violent men
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were more likely to come from a lower social class (defined in terms of
income and prestige of occupation) than family-violent men.

Unemployment is sometimes considered to be a gauge of economic
conditions, and there is a common belief that it too may be related to the
incidence of offending. In a 1994 MORI/Reader’s Digest opinion poll, 71
per cent of those surveyed thought that unemployment is a major cause
of crime. However, a note of caution is necessary. The recorded un-
employment rate shares many of the drawbacks of official crime figures:
both reflect counting practices which are arbitrary and liable to change
(see Chapter 2). Both provide considerable underestimates of the true pos-
ition. Moreover, the fact that both levels are high does not prove that
the two are linked. Unemployment is often associated with other factors
frequently related to offending such as age, class and educational attain-
ment.

Despite the problems, research on a possible link between crime and
unemployment continues to be conducted, with conflicting results. There is
little indication of a positive correlation between unemployment and vio-
lent crime, with the exception of robbery (which is classified as a property
offence, but requires the use or threat of force). In a review of 63 studies of
unemployment and crime, Chiricos (1987) found a positive relationship,
particularly for property offences and where small regional areas (as
opposed to countries) were studied. Yet Land et al. (1995) discovered nega-
tive relationships between unemployment and either homicide or robbery
(that is to say, if one went up the other would go down) and only a statis-
tically insignificant relationship between unemployment and rape or
assault.

Poverty and family violence can be related. Couples experiencing econ-
omic difficulties may become frustrated, and disputes over the allocation of
their resources can result. Poor accommodation could lead to more argu-
ments about use of space or noise than occur in families who have a greater
amount of room. In addition to loss of income and status, and related argu-
ments concerning blame, unemployment can force couples into closer con-
tact than usual for long periods, resulting in a high level of irritation (Frude
1994).

Factors such as family size also appear to have a connection with certain
forms of violence. Densely populated households are more likely to pro-
duce violent criminals (Mueller 1983). In the Newcastle Thousand Family
Study, Kolvin et al. (1988) found an association between multiple depri-
vation in childhood and subsequent violent behaviour. The researchers
defined ‘multiple deprivation’ as a group of factors, including overcrowd-
ing and economic dependency. Cicchetti (1990) discovered that, although
the stress of financial difficulties can increase the probability of family
abuse in general, the provision of support can result in a decrease of, at
least, child abuse.
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Economic inequality and violence

One of the problems in relating rising crime to poverty is that in most
societies there has been an overall improvement in the level of national
wealth over the past 50 years. However, it does not follow that this improve-
ment has been spread equally throughout the population. In many countries,
there has been a widening of the gap between the rich and the poor. An
analysis by the Institute of Fiscal Studies (Goodman et al. 1997) found that
the United Kingdom had become ‘massively’ more unequal than just 20
years earlier. The income of the lowest 5 per cent of earners hardly changed
between 1983 and 1993, whereas that of the top 5 per cent increased by
nearly a half. The combined income of the top 10 per cent of earners was
equal to that of the lower half of all earners. In America, income inequality
has increased rapidly since the early 1970s, reversing a long-established
downward trend (Unnithan et al. 1994).

Hsieh and Pugh (1983) evaluated 34 studies which considered the
relationship between poverty, economic inequality and violent crime. Most
of them dealt with homicide or violent crime in general, and some were
specifically concerned with assault, rape or robbery. Some were based on
national data, others on small areas. The authors found a strong overall
indication that both poverty and economic inequality were linked with
increased levels of violent crime, particularly involving homicide or assault.
In an analysis of each of the 50 American states, Stack (1983) discovered
that income inequality was significantly related to the rate of homicide.

Box (1987) also thought that a person’s relative economic position to
others could account for increasing crime rates during times of economic
recession, especially among the young, women and members of minority
ethnic groups, who realize that their chances of closing the wealth gap are
particularly poor at such a time. He assessed 16 studies on crime and econ-
omic inequality that had been conducted between 1974 and 1985. Eleven of
them (most of which involved a consideration of some violent offences)
showed a positive correlation. However, in an analysis of US National
Crime Survey data, Sampson and Lauritsen (1994) found that poverty and
income inequality were related less to violent crime in a particular area than
factors such as family structure, density of housing and residential mobility.

Hagan (1994) provided an account of the impact of inequality on crime
in America in what he called ‘a new sociology of crime and disrepute’. Since
the late 1970s, funds have been diverted from socially and economically
deprived communities. Previously, the members of such communities had
been able to attain a measure of upward social mobility. If this failed, they
were able to fall back on the underground economy, involving such activi-
ties as vice and racketeering. However, the run-down state of America’s
inner cities and the general economic climate now made this very difficult.
The underground economy was far more competitive, and serious violence
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had become part of the world of drugs and vice. Meanwhile, at the opposite
end of the social and economic scale, the widespread diversion of investment
to the business world and the better-off had enabled such people to take
advantage of the poor by both disreputable and illegal means.

Conflict and Marxist explanations of violence

These two approaches share the assumption that violence can result from
inequality of power within a society. Where they fundamentally differ is in
their accounts of the source of that power.

Conflict explanations challenge the prevalent view that democratic
societies are based on a general consensus of values, where the state (typi-
cally through the courts) will arbitrate in such a way as to represent the gen-
eral interest. Conflict theorists can point to history to illustrate how societies
usually comprise groups with opposing interests and values, and the state
represents the interests of whichever group has sufficient power to control
it. This will result in the use of violence: by agents of the state to try to main-
tain power on its behalf, and by members of the powerless groups to try to
gain it. Vold (1958) offered disputes between employers and trades unions,
and black civil rights activists and white supremacists, as examples of such
conflicts.

To support their arguments, conflict theorists point to the rigorous
enforcement of the criminal law against groups lacking power, and contrast
it with the ‘hands-off’ approach which is the more likely reaction to the
white-collar offending (and domestic violence) of the powerful. Having
analysed police practices in Washington, DC, Chambliss (1995) claimed that
the same unlawful acts would evoke a completely different response from
the police depending on whether they were committed in the slums or on the
university campuses.

Marxist criminology is essentially a more specific form of conflict theory:
the conflict arises from challenges to the power resulting from the exercise
of capitalism. Marx predicted that the material forces of production would
continue to develop, and both property and goods would be concentrated in
the hands of fewer people as they took over the operations of their com-
petitors. At the same time, the growth of mechanization would result in a
surplus population of workers, greater unemployment and lower wages.
Society would polarize into two groups, with a diminishing number of indi-
viduals becoming increasingly rich and a growing number increasingly poor.
This would eventually become intolerable to the masses and there would be
a revolution to take over the means of production.

Marx himself wrote very little about crime, and it has fallen to later
authors to offer a Marxist analysis of offences involving violence. In Crimi-
nality and Economic Conditions, the Dutch criminologist Willem Bonger
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(1916) concluded that capitalism encourages egoism and greed rather than
altruism. The lower levels of the working class in particular have no reason
to experience altruistic feelings towards those in power. Capitalism encour-
ages the poor to compete against each other for material gain. The poor in
general, and certain sections of society in particular, have been dehumanized
by capitalism. Bonger attributed a range of crimes to capitalism in an
appraisal that was far ahead of its time. Domestic violence and rape occur
because of the low economic status of women. Violence in general results
from the degradation of the individual and the military ethos of capitalist
societies.

After the work of Bonger, there was no significant Marxist criminology
until the 1970s. Quinney (1977) argued that crimes committed by the work-
ing class should be considered within the context of capitalist oppression.
Criminals reproduce in their own law-breaking activities the exploitation
they have suffered under capitalism. Crimes can be divided into ‘predatory’,
such as burglary, robbery and drug-dealing, which arise from a need to sur-
vive; ‘personal’, such as murder and rape, which are committed by people
who have been brutalized by capitalism; and ‘defensive actions’, such as
industrial sabotage, which are committed by alienated workers.

Much of the writing during this period concentrated on what was por-
trayed as a major social problem - street robbery or ‘mugging’. Platt (1978)
claimed that the high level of such incidents in America is an inevitable con-
sequence of capitalism. Most of these attacks are committed by the poor and
the unemployed. Although the working-class movement has become, to a
large extent, organized and politicized, there remains a residual layer of the
poor who still resort to this form of crime.

Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1985) argued that the breakdown of
family and community life caused by capitalism creates and maintains ado-
lescent street-corner subcultures, whose members commit serious property
and violent offences (see Chapter 5). Middle-class youths, who have differ-
ent outlets for their activities, are more prone to commit vandalism, vehicle
violations and crimes related to drunkenness.

White and van der Velden (1995) provided a similar analysis. They con-
tended that patterns of crime are related to particular social classes, as
people’s class and their relationship to the means of production affect their
ability to organize economic and political resources. The criminal behaviour
of the poor, who have been alienated by capitalism, may well take the form
of brawling, mugging, gang violence and other offences against the person.
The rich, on the other hand, are in a far better position to engage in large-
scale fraud.

There are clearly problems with Marxist explanations of violent crime. It
is necessary to distinguish them from the relatively simple theories based on
poverty or economic inequality. Marxist accounts are not grounded purely
in lack of resources; they involve either a challenge to the capitalist system,
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or the actions of people who have been so ‘brutalized’ (a term often used by
Marxists) by capitalism that they are unable to appreciate the harm caused
by their actions. This latter point could be used to meet the objection to
Marxist criminology that most of the victims of crime are themselves from
the working class. The implication is that, were capitalism to be replaced by
some other form of economic and political system, violent offences would
either considerably reduce or even disappear. This seems highly unlikely.
Many critics would point to the history of the Soviet Union and its satellite
states, which were hardly crime-free societies. However, it can be argued
that these were not truly Marxist states, and it is interesting that many of the
emergent nations from the former Soviet bloc have experienced increases in
violent crime.

Although crime, including violence, is viewed as proto-revolutionary in its
origins, this belief would hardly survive a close examination of working-
class street subculture in many large cities, where the ideology of far right
groups has had more impact than that of the left (Robins and Cohen 1978).

Moreover, even if Marxists and conflict theorists are correct in suggesting
that governments focus their attention on street crime and the crimes of the
poor to divert attention from the widespread offending of the rich and
powerful, this does not diminish the impact of violence on society as a
whole. Indeed, it was this perceived lack of concern for victims that led to a
split among Marxists in the 1980s and the development of left realist crim-
inology (see Chapter 8).

Anomie, strain and violence

The idea that crime may result from strain has engaged sociologists for over
a century. Interest was first shown in the strain that can result from econ-
omic inequality, and came to be associated with the work of Emile
Durkheim (1858-1917). One of the leading figures in sociology, Durkheim
wrote during a time of considerable social change. The Industrial Revol-
ution had led to a breakdown of the old established order, and vast sections
of the population had exchanged the relative tranquillity of the countryside
for the stress and insecurity of making a living in the city. Darwin’s books on
evolution had weakened the foundations of religion. The old certainties
were increasingly being challenged.

For Durkheim, all of this had reduced the individual’s attachment to
society and the development of social solidarity. The collective sentiment of
society was becoming individualistic and secular, and the values that were
necessary for stability — such as individual dignity and social justice — were
at odds with the values of obedience and discipline that were required by
capitalist enterprise.

In his writings, Durkheim used the word ‘anomie’, which is derived from
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the Greek anomos and means ‘lawless’. One of the contexts in which he used
the term was in his book Suicide, written in 1897. Durkheim (1951) distin-
guished different types of suicide, one of which he termed ‘anomic’. These
occur when the disturbances caused by major changes in economic con-
ditions result in a weakening of the forces of regulation in everyday life. A
rapid enhancement of economic prospects is just as likely to increase the sui-
cide rate as their rapid diminution. Sudden economic upheaval can reduce
the effectiveness of societal regulation, which normally settles the limits of
individual aspiration. For individuals lacking adequate internal self-restraint
mechanisms, a state of anomie or normlessness will result, whereby nothing
will be considered impossible.

The term ‘anomie’ was taken up some 20 years after Durkheim’s death by
the American sociologist, Robert Merton (1938). Whereas Durkheim con-
sidered that the condition of anomie would only arise exceptionally when
weak social regulation was unable to restrain people’s aspirations during
economic turmoil, Merton felt that it was an ever-present feature in Ameri-
can society. For Durkheim, anomie could be attributed to poor social regu-
lation: for Merton, it arose from ‘the American Dream’, where material
wealth is indiscriminately held out to all as the ultimate goal. Not everyone
will be able to attain such wealth, but everyone is expected to try, or risk
being called ‘lazy’ or ‘unambitious’. Unlike Durkheim, who thought that the
appetites of members of society were ‘natural’, Merton declared that they
are ‘culturally induced’, in particular by advertising, which had already
become a significant factor in American life by the 1930s.

Merton assumed that in America there is an overriding cultural goal of
material success; an unequal availability of legitimate means to attain this
goal; and a consequent resort to alternative deviant means. There are five
different ways in which people can react to the challenge. The particular
form of response will depend on the strength of the individual’s commitment
to the goal and the availability of institutionalized means to pursue it. The
prescribed means — which Merton terms ‘conformity’ — are based on the
‘Protestant ethic’ of hard work, education, honesty and deferred gratifi-
cation. The antithesis to this involves ‘get rich quick’ schemes involving
fraud or force. This forms the first of the four deviant means, which Merton
calls ‘innovation’. Here, the ultimate goal of material wealth is accepted, but
the institutionally available means are rejected as being inadequate. Various
alternative means can be adopted, including robbery. ‘Ritualism’ is perhaps
too common to be referred to as deviant, as it refers to the typically mind-
less pursuit of routine employment without the willingness to take the risks
required for advancement.

The two remaining deviant means are ‘retreatism’ and ‘rebellion’. The
former refers to the drop-out, such as the tramp or addict. The latter is
adopted by the revolutionary, who both rejects the system and challenges
it. These ‘adaptations’ (as Merton called them) were not meant to reflect
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personality types, but accounts of how people may react under the strain of
anomie.

Anomie is not restricted to an explanation of seemingly rational economic
crime. Merton (1968) emphasized that deviant and criminal behaviour in
response to anomie may be rational, non-rational or irrational, and that
anomie theory can explain vandalism or assaults as well as apparently
rational crimes such as theft.

Although some early studies were critical of the theory, Menard (1995)
has claimed their methodologies were inadequate and that, with the use of
proper techniques, there is much stronger backing for anomie as a causal
factor in crime, including violent offences.

The best-known development of Merton’s theory is its application to
delinquent gangs by Cloward and Ohlin (1960). The authors considered
that juvenile delinquents who suffer from the strain of being ill equipped to
obtain the ultimate goal of wealth may seek reinforcement in a delinquent
gang. (Factors underlying the formation and sustenance of such groups are
considered in Chapters 4 and S5.) The type of gang that exists in a neigh-
bourhood will depend on the local opportunities for crime. Cloward and
Ohlin referred to one such type as the ‘conflict’ gang, which could be found
where there was insufficient opportunity for the juveniles to progress to
adult ‘rackets’. The emphasis with the conflict gangs is in obtaining what
one lacks by coercion.

Messner and Rosenfeld (1994) also modified Merton’s theory. They
accepted his analysis that, for many people, the American Dream creates
strong pressure to achieve the impossible — material wealth — but they con-
sidered that widening the legitimate opportunities for the attainment of such
wealth would only increase this pressure. Whatever redistribution is made
among the winners, there will still be losers and, with an apparently more
egalitarian society, they will be even more likely to blame themselves for
their failure. Nothing less than a fundamental questioning of the goal itself
is required. The reason why America has higher levels of serious crimes, such
as homicide and robbery, than many other countries is that the wielding of
economic power is paramount over other important institutions of society,
such as the political system, the family and the school. Messner and Rosen-
feld argued that, whereas in America education is seen as a way of obtain-
ing a better job, in other countries it is one of a range of influences which
mould values and beliefs.

Agnew’s general strain theory
Other writers have adapted Merton’s theory in an attempt to focus more on

the individual feelings and emotions that result from strain. A good example
is Robert Agnew’s (1992) general strain theory. Agnew considered that
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strain is more prevalent than simply a divergence between aspirations and
expectations. He identified three particular types of strain: a failure to
achieve desired goals or goods (this is similar to Merton’s theory, but
includes strain where personal - as opposed to economic — expectations do
not materialize); the removal of positively valued stimuli (for example, the
death of a friend) or the presentation of negatively valued stimuli (for
example, an argument); and the existence of negative stimuli, such as physi-
cal pain, embarrassment or psychological trauma.

Critical variables in Agnew’s general strain theory are the feelings of fear,
disappointment and, in particular, anger. Strain can vary in its effect on
delinquency according to its intensiveness, duration and proximity in time.
Everyone feels disappointment and anger, but it is unusual to react to these
emotions by committing crimes. Agnew considered that some people have
higher levels of aggressiveness than others. Such individuals are irritable;
impulsive; have a low tolerance of adversity; are prone to blame their prob-
lems on others; and are more likely to react to their difficulties by commit-
ting crimes. These can be instrumental (trying to regain what has been lost
or what one is not allowed to have), retaliatory (striking back at the source
of strain) or escapist (attempting to find relief from the disagreeable states of
anger and strain). People can respond to strain with acts of theft, vandalism,
drug or alcohol use, or violence.

The theory has been subject to empirical testing. Agnew and White (1992)
found that four of the eight measures of strain they used were significantly
related to delinquency. More extensive research was subsequently con-
ducted by Paternoster and Mazerolle (1994). In a longitudinal study, the
authors were able to assess variations in the intensity and duration of strain
in a national American sample of youth aged 11-17. They discovered that
four out of five measures of general strain (neighbourhood problems, nega-
tive life events, school or peer hassles, and negative relations with adults)
had a significant effect on criminal behaviour, including violence. They also
found that having ‘conventional moral beliefs’ and obtaining good results at
school were effective inhibitors to involvement in delinquency. In addition,
strain appeared to have an indirect effect on delinquency by weakening con-
ventional social control and increasing ties to delinquent peers.

Control theory

One of the strongest criticisms of strain theories has come from Hirschi
(1969). He claimed that criminologists had been asking the wrong question:
the issue should not be why people commit crime, but what stops people
from committing crime. For Hirschi, crime does not result from a patho-
logical condition, but is a normal form of behaviour. He considered that
people who are tightly bonded to social groups such as the family and the
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school are less likely to commit offences. Hirschi listed four interrelated
elements in the creation and maintenance of the bond: ‘attachment’, usually
to the family; ‘commitment’ to society; ‘involvement’ in conventional activi-
ties; and ‘belief’ in society’s rules. He administered a questionnaire to high
school boys aged 12-17, which enquired about their family, school and
friends, and the type of delinquency they participated in. One of the ques-
tions asked if the boys had ‘beaten up on anyone or hurt anyone on purpose’
(not counting fights with a brother or sister).

Hirschi found that there was no significant relationship between reported
crime and class, except a slightly higher tendency to delinquency among chil-
dren from the poorest families. He claimed that these findings could not be
reconciled with strain theories, which are largely reliant on class. Boys who
had a closer attachment to their parents were less likely to report involve-
ment in crime, regardless of the criminal activity of their friends. Ambitions
for, and expectations of, educational success were lower for delinquents
than non-delinquents, and Hirschi argued that this finding was also contrary
to strain theories, which suggest that delinquents have high aspirations but
find them structurally blocked. There was a strong correlation between self-
reported delinquency and the statement ‘It is alright to get around the law if
you can get away with it’. The only finding that did not appear to fit
Hirschi’s explanation was that the boys who reported most involvement in
crime also participated in conventional activities. The results of Hirschi’s
study are interesting, but are restricted to self-reported low-level offending
among predominantly middle-class teenage boys.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) have put forward a theory based on indi-
vidual self-control, which identifies crime as resulting from deficient training
in early childhood. They claimed that their explanation can account for all
‘acts of force or fraud undertaken in pursuit of self-interest’. The authors
criticized existing theories for paying too little attention to certain key facts
that consistently emerge from empirical research into crime — particularly
that offending typically involves the obtaining of short-term gratification,
such as excitement. This is at the expense of long-term planning or con-
sideration of negative consequences such as punishment. Crime is part of a
wider personal irresponsibility, which includes behaviour such as speeding
in cars, proneness to accidents, smoking and casual sexual relationships.
Criminals have often failed at school, at work and in their marriages, all of
which require planning and the delay of gratification.

The theory hinges on two basic features: lack of individual self-control,
which is the main factor, and the opportunity to commit a crime. Gottfred-
son and Hirschi considered that social factors such as poverty and class have
no significance in the aetiology of crime. Deficient child-rearing will have
caused its damage by an early age and the emerging traits — including diffi-
culty in withstanding temptation to commit crime — will never completely
disappear. This is one of the key points that distinguishes their approach
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from social learning theory, which is discussed in Chapter 4. Low self-
control does not primarily result from innate differences between indi-
viduals. In adulthood, when it is generally agreed that crime rates decline,
the lack of self-control manifests itself in other activities, such as heavy
drinking, a poor employment record, a failed marriage, or even an increased
possibility of being involved in road traffic accidents. The overall lower
levels of female crime result from their more intimate socialization in early
childhood and the relative lack of criminal opportunities compared to men.

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of crime has been criticized, not
just by writers who consider they are wrong to ignore the effects of social
variables, but also by those who claim that an early propensity to antisocial
and delinquent behaviour can be overcome. For example, Sampson and
Laub (1993) used a longitudinal study to show that bonds arising in adult-
hood from a stable job or a steady marriage can redirect offenders into a
law-abiding way of life.

Tittle’s control balance theory

Whereas Gottfredson and Hirschi attributed crime, including violence, to
individuals’ not learning how to apply self-control, Charles Tittle (1995) has
argued that it is the amount of control that people can exercise over their
own behavioural options that is relevant to offending behaviour. The imbal-
ance in the ‘control ratio’ results when a person has either a ‘control surplus’
or a ‘control deficit’. A control surplus exists when individuals, in accord-
ance with their status or personal strengths, can exert more control over
other people than other people can exert over them. In contrast, individuals
of low status, with little opportunity to control others, but who themselves
are subject to considerable control, have a control deficit.

For the motivation to commit a crime to exist, people with a control sur-
plus must want to extend their control further, or people with a control
deficit must want to eliminate it. According to Tittle, this will often be fired
by provocation, in the form of a challenge, an insult, or perhaps some
unwelcome observation about the control deficit (or surplus). If a crime is to
result, there must also be a lack of constraint imposed by others, and the
opportunity for it to occur.

Tittle claimed that different degrees of control imbalance will result in
different forms of deviant or criminal behaviour. Individual violence is most
likely to result from relatively mild forms of control deficit, which Tittle
called ‘predation’. People may be directly provoked, or they may feel the
need to assert their autonomy in a world where they perceive that they have
little influence over their own lives or, indeed, any other events.

Changes in the amount of control individuals can exercise will affect the
nature of their deviant or criminal behaviour. Tittle used the example of
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African-Americans to illustrate this. During the slavery period, they had
practically no control and were largely submissive. Following abolition, acts
of defiance became more common and, with increased emancipation, they
turned to the same types of ‘predatory’ behaviour as disadvantaged whites.

The theory provides an explanation of the relatively low levels of criminal
behaviour found among the very young and the very old: they do not expect
to have any significant control over anything. On the other hand, people in
their late teens and early twenties — the peak age of offending — are trying to
establish their independence. Because the traditional male role has involved
the exercise of control over their family and territory, men are more con-
cerned about the loss of control than women are, and so are likely to have a
greater involvement in crime.

Tittle was particularly influenced by Jack Katz’s (1988) book, Seductions
of Crime. Katz was scornful of traditional functionalist explanations of
offending, such as anomie, as he considered that they fail to explain why the
majority of people in the alleged causal category do not commit the crime.
What is important is the meaning of the behaviour as perceived by the indi-
viduals themselves. The book consists of accounts given by six ‘categories’
of criminal: novice shoplifters; youthful ‘badasses’; street elites (gangs);
‘hardman’ robbers ‘doing stickup’; ‘righteous’ killers; and cold-blooded
murderers. Each crime has its own special thrills. What the criminals have
in common with other people is a need to be valued, to be considered of
worth, and to avoid being humiliated. The difference is that they go further
in their desire to make their feelings practically real.

‘Doing evil’, according to Katz, results from a search for moral transcen-
dence - a feeling of righteousness in the face of bored and chaotic lives. For
instance, the ‘hardman’ robber, in Katz’s (1988: 169) words, ‘discovers, fan-
tasizes or manufactures an angle of moral superiority over the intended
victim’. Tittle considered that Katz’s criminals found crime attractive
because it put them in control. Katz himself referred to the desire of violent
offenders to humiliate their victims.

Conclusion

The explanations of violence discussed in this chapter are broadly concerned
with the strain that can result when individuals feel they occupy an inferior
or debased position in relation to other people in society. Conflict (including
Marxist), anomie and control balance theories all deal with power differen-
tials which can arise from economic, political or other forms of stratifi-
cation. It is not simply a question of violence being a reaction to absolute
poverty: some of the poorest areas of the world have the lowest crime rates.
Perhaps the inhabitants, although poor, consider themselves as valued
within their society — or perhaps it is simply a case of their being surrounded
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by so many of their fellow citizens in the same circumstances. It is unneces-
sary to subscribe to all the tenets of Marxism to recognize the ‘brutalized’
individuals for whom the chances of making something of their lives are
rapidly receding. As the gap between rich and poor expands in most indus-
trialized countries, it seems that a growing underclass is developing whose
members, in their struggle to amount to something, are becoming increas-
ingly deficient in human empathy.

Nor is the strain resulting from increasing social stratification the only
problem. The squeeze on jobs which has arisen from the collapse of tra-
ditional industries has served to increase the likelihood that individuals will
evaluate other people first and foremost as rivals to be regarded with sus-
picion, rather than fellow-humans to be treated with compassion.

Further reading

For those interested in the historical perspective, The Condition of the
Working Class in England (Engels 1993) remains a fascinating read.
Advances in Criminological Theory: The Legacy of Anomie Theory (Adler
and Laufer 1995) contains a detailed account of Merton’s anomie theory
and some of the subsequent developments. A General Theory of Crime by
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) emphasizes the significance for criminality
of a failure to learn self-control in childhood. Control Balance: Toward a
General Theory of Deviance (Tittle 1995) argues that control is important
in a different way, in that crime can result from an individual’s having either
an excess or lack of it. Seductions of Crime by Jack Katz (1988) provides an
interesting range of accounts of why violent crime can be appealing to the
residents of deprived inner-city areas.
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Violence has far-reaching consequences and most areas of society are
affected by its impact, ranging from those people who are directly on the
‘receiving end’ of physical violence to the direction and cost of government
policies. This chapter will consider the implications of the status of victim
and the notion of blame: why it is felt important to make a clear distinction
between offender and victim; the extent and consequences of fear of violent
crime; the impact of violence; and the problems that can arise in the crimi-
nal justice system through an increased focus on victimization.

Victims of violence

Although, in one sense, everyone is a victim of violence (see below), the term
‘victim’ in the present context is usually reserved for individuals who are the
direct recipients of physical aggression. For many years, governments
viewed crime primarily as an attack against society as a whole, and a major
part of criminal justice policy was aimed at its reduction. Criminologists
devoted little attention to victims, partly through a growing tendency to
view offenders as victims, whether as a result of individual pathology or
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social forces. The direct victims of offenders were often only discussed in the
context of their absence: should victimless crimes, such as drug-taking and
homosexuality, be criminal offences at all?

The term ‘victimology’ was first used in the 1940s by American writers,
who concentrated on aspects of the victim’s lifestyle which might be said to
encourage or facilitate crime. For example, von Hentig (1948), whose work
had no empirical basis, thought the law posited an arbitrary division
between offender and victim which was unjustified. He claimed that victims
often make the first move in violent confrontations and that certain people
are consequently victim-prone. This view was supported by Wolfgang
(1958) who, in an examination of the police records on 588 homicides in
Philadelphia, found that in 26 per cent of the cases the victim had made the
first recourse to physical violence.

However, this approach began to change in the 1960s with the develop-
ment of victim surveys in America (see Chapter 2) and the revelation of the
impact that crime has on many individuals. As a result, when Amir (1971)
suggested, also on the basis of police reports, that 19 per cent of rapes were
victim-precipitated, in that the women had retracted an earlier agreement to
have sex or had not resisted strongly enough, there was a strong adverse
reaction from feminists. They were now able to point to the evidence that
many rapes are unreported, and to claim that the level of emotional devas-
tation resulting from such incidents made it inappropriate to suggest that
they were self-induced (Morris 1987). Curtis (1974) identified victim pre-
cipitation in only 4 per cent of rapes, although for other offences against the
person the corresponding figures were higher: 11 per cent for robbery, 14
per cent for aggravated assault and 22 per cent for homicide. Sparks et al.
(1977) reported a significant association between self-reported violence and
the likelihood of being an assault victim.

Fattah (1979) tried to rescue the idea of victim precipitation from the
notion of blame that was increasingly accompanying it by claiming that it is
perfectly legitimate to consider what may be a complex interactional process
between offender and victim. However, such an argument was by then going
against the tide of academic opinion.

The early writers have been accused of creating an impression that there
are two types of victim — innocent and blameworthy. The innocent victim,
who is fully deserving of sympathy, is typified by an elderly lady or child who
has been mugged. Such people are considered ‘helpless’ and in need of
society’s protection. The blameworthy victim, who is less deserving of sym-
pathy, includes the woman whose demeanour or dress suggests that she was
‘asking for it’, as well as the drunken victim of an assault sustained during a
fight (Walklate 1989). There is also an expectation that women should try
to fight back: this is reflected in the rape laws of some American states (see
Chapter 1) and was highlighted in a notorious case in 1999 when an Italian
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court decided that a woman could not have been raped as her jeans were too
tight to have been removed without her cooperation (The Times, 12 Febru-
ary 1999).

This view of victim culpability is reflected throughout society in a number
of ways. The part played by the victim in the crime may affect the level of
sentence passed on the offender. The Criminal Injuries Compensation
Scheme, which was introduced in 1964, has always made a distinction
between deserving and undeserving victims. People who were considered to
have provoked offences, or had failed to report the crime to the police, or
were even related to offenders, were originally excluded from the Scheme’s
ambit. Financial incentives are offered by insurance companies to policy
holders who take certain precautions to reduce the risk of being victimized.
Female students in universities and colleges are strenuously warned about
the dangers of walking alone at night. Are these simply exhortations to take
common-sense precautions, or a suggestion that people who fail to heed
such advice will be partly to blame for any misfortune that befalls them?

The growth of feminist writing about the effects of violent crime on
women has provided one of the main challenges to such approaches to vic-
tims. Feminists have been particularly critical of the neglect of violence in the
home. Many of them would consider the estimate given to a House of Com-
mons Select Committee that up to 25 per cent of women have been struck
by their partner to be on the conservative side (House of Commons 1993).
They have also argued that female victims are further victimized in the crim-
inal justice system as the police show little interest in domestic incidents, and
the police and judiciary do not take allegations of rape seriously. A rape
victim can often appear to be the real defendant in the trial (Dobash and
Dobash 1992). Moreover, little attention was given to the practical and
emotional needs of victims. This problem has been addressed by the
National Association of Victims Support Schemes (now known as Victim
Support), an umbrella organization established in 1974 to co-ordinate the
network of small schemes. Since the 1970s, refuges for battered women and
rape crisis centres have also been established (Zedner 1997).

Other writers have highlighted additional areas of victimization which
have traditionally been overlooked. In describing cases where death resulted
from breaches of safety regulations, Box (1983) argued that corporate crime
also has real victims. In recent years, there has been a growing awareness of
this problem, largely as a result of publicity resulting from illness and death
in high-profile cases ranging from pollution to train and ferry disasters.

In addition to the writings of feminists, interest in victims was encouraged
by the emergence of left realism. This arose in part as a reaction to the rad-
ical criminology of the 1960s and 1970s, which appeared to some people to
be obsessed with the agenda of an earlier age — such as the labelling of
offenders by powerful elites and the romanticizing of crime as a political act
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— and unconcerned with the daily plight of the poor as the victims of inner-
city crime. Left realists argued that ordinary people do not share the Marx-
ist preoccupation with the crimes of the rich; they are more concerned about
what is happening in their own everyday lives. For left realists, victims
should be considered at the forefront of criminal justice policy.

Although by the 1980s there was an appreciation that victimization was
far more widespread than had previously been thought, there was still no
reliable means of assessing the extent or impact of crime. The introduction
of large-scale victim surveys in Britain was therefore timely. After a number
of small surveys in England in the 1970s (see Sparks et al. 1977), the British
Crime Survey was first published in 1982 (see Chapter 2). The various
reports of the BCS have confirmed that more crime is committed than
recorded in the Criminal Statistics. The findings have consistently shown
that single young males (aged 16-29), who have been drinking and are either
on the streets or using public transport in inner-city areas at night, are the
most likely to be victims of assault. Female victims of mugging tend to be
older and married.

The 1992 BCS revealed that assault victims and their assailants had at
least a casual knowledge of each other in 57 per cent of the cases (Mayhew
et al. 1993). A similar figure has emerged from surveys in other countries,
including Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1994). In the Bristol
research (see Chapter 2), around 40 per cent of the victims said they knew
their assailants well (Cretney and Davis 1995).

At first, left realist, feminist and other critics argued that the BCS con-
tinued the earlier concentration on street crimes, as its research methodol-
ogy was insufficiently sophisticated or sensitive to highlight domestic crimes
which were committed behind closed doors. As a result, left realist and
feminist researchers conducted smaller, more intimate surveys, which they
claimed were better equipped to reveal the extent of such crimes and — per-
haps more importantly — the devastating consequences of these for victims
(Jones et al. 1986). More recent reports of the BCS have adopted techniques
intended to encourage the respondents to disclose incidents of physical and
sexual abuse in the home. Questions relating to such incidents were printed
on cards, which were given to the respondents to read and reply to. The
1992 survey included a card-based assessment of lifetime experience of
domestic violence, but the researchers still considered that this approach had
its limitations. Therefore, in the 1994 survey computer-assisted self-inter-
viewing was introduced. The interviewers passed a laptop computer to the
respondent, who read the questions on the screen and responded directly
into the computer. This device was used to measure illegal drug use and
sexual victimization.

In the 1996 BCS, computer interviewing was used to assess the extent of
domestic violence between partners and ex-partners during the previous
12 months (Mirrlees-Black 1999). Violence was defined as encompassing
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physical attacks and violent threats. Just over 4 per cent of the sample
claimed to have experienced domestic assault. Women were twice as likely
to say they had been assaulted as men. More than three times as many
women than men said they had received frightening threats from a partner.
The researchers estimated that there were 6.6 million incidents of domestic
assault in 1995.

In Australia, a national Women’s Safety Survey found that about 7 per
cent of women had been victims of physical or sexual violence during the
previous 12 months, and that in four out of five cases the violence was per-
petrated by men (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1996).

Respondents in the BCS were also asked if they had been the victim of
domestic violence at any time in their life. Twenty-six per cent of women and
17 per cent of men claimed to have been victims of an assault or threat. In
general, the women had been victimized more frequently. Women aged
20-24 were most likely to have been assaulted or threatened by a partner:
for men, the corresponding age range was 30-34. The proportion of women
assaulted by a partner was highest in households where the annual income
was below £5000. Both sexes living in households which reported being in
financial difficulty were at far greater risk of domestic violence. There was
no significant difference in the ethnic grouping of women victims. The risk
for white men was slightly greater than for black or Asian men.

The victims were asked to describe the most recent occurrence. Almost
two-thirds of domestic assaults involved pushing, shoving and grabbing.
Throwing objects at the victim occurred in about one-fifth of the cases.
Injury was caused in 41 per cent of incidents, the commonest form being
bruising. Female victims were far more likely to say they had been upset.

Repeat victimization

The 1998 BCS showed that almost one-third of the victims of violence in
1997 were attacked more than once. Just over 15 per cent were victims on
two occasions, and almost 16 per cent reported being the victims of three or
more incidents. This latter group experienced more than 42 per cent of all
violent occurrences (Mirrlees-Black ez al. 1998). In the Bristol study, 55 per
cent of the sample claimed to have been assaulted previously as an adult
(Cretney and Davis 1995).

In the 1993 Australian crime survey (Australian Bureau of Statistics
1994), more than four in ten victims of assault had been assaulted more than
once during the previous 12 months.

Domestic violence and the sexual abuse of children are particularly likely
to involve the same participants over long periods of time. The 1996 BCS
classified people who reported three or more incidents of domestic violence
as ‘chronic victims’, and around 12 per cent of women and 5 per cent of men
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fell into this category. Racially motivated harassment and violence also usu-
ally involve persistent repeated attacks on the same individuals (Fitzgerald
and Hale 1996).

From the point of view of the offender, repeat victimization can make
sense (Pease 1998). Reinforcement may be gained from discovering that the
victim will not fight back or does not have a protector (Farrell et al. 1995).

Walklate (1998) has criticized the customary approach to repeat victim-
ization as being ‘event-orientated’, in that it centres on counting the number
of incidents that have occurred and thus suggests that repeat victimization is
exceptional. On the contrary, Walklate argued that all victimization has the
potential for repetition, and cited research by Genn (1988) which showed
that it can be seen as a normal part of many women’s daily existence. Rather
than reflecting a ‘split’ between the offender and the ‘unfortunate’ (and per-
haps, by implication, blameworthy) victim, Walklate claimed that victim-
ization is often part of a continuing process.

Fear of violent crime

Victim surveys usually ask respondents about the extent to which they are
worried about, or afraid of, crime. There is certainly evidence that such fear
exists in most Western countries and is particularly high in Britain. The 1996
International Crime Victims Survey (Mayhew and van Dijk 1997) found
that the citizens of England and Wales topped the list of 11 industrialized
countries for the number of security devices installed, with three-quarters of
their homes containing alarms, grilles or special locks.

The early BCS reports suggested that those people who are most afraid of
crime, such as women and the elderly, are often those with the least cause,
as they are victimized less than young men, who in turn are generally not so
concerned. The later surveys gave a similar impression. In the 1996 BCS, one
in six respondents felt that they were certain, very likely or fairly likely to be
mugged, whereas the statistical risk was less than 1 per cent. The greatest
worries among women were about mugging and rape.

The implication of such observations is that much fear of crime is irra-
tional. However, left realist and feminist writers have questioned whether
this is an appropriate conclusion to draw. They have pointed out that stark
figures alone can hide a wide range of experiences. For instance, people
living in urban areas are far more likely to be at risk than those residing in
rural areas. The concern women have about rape certainly appears rational
if the extent of unreported crime is taken into consideration. The greater
worries of the elderly and the poor may reflect the stronger impact that
crime has on such people. Men generally admit to less fear of crime than
women do, but this is likely to be a result of their socialization (Stanko and
Hobdell 1993). Fear can be aroused by such local factors as vandalism, poor
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street lighting and the presence of drunks (Crawford et al. 1990). Questions
about “fear’ of crime may really be tapping into people’s concerns about the
‘state of society’ rather than eliciting assessments of their own likelihood of
being victimized. Indeed, the very act of enquiring about fear of crime may
serve to increase its level.

Sparks (1992) argued that crime should not be considered purely in terms
of rationality. The ability of survey respondents to estimate a risk accurately
will be governed by their fear of crime, which itself will be indicative of a
range of factors relating to their personality. Most people are unable to
make a reliable judgement about the risk of crime in their neighbourhood.
The information they receive is usually second-hand and probably based on
sensationalized reporting in the local press (Williams and Dickinson 1993)
or by crime-solving TV programmes such as the BBC’s Crimewatch UK.
Walklate (1995) has stated that rationality in this context is a male con-
struction: women should be considered as having ‘expert’ knowledge on the
subject. Even local victim surveys, which are still based on measuring dis-
crete events, cannot assess the pervasive, underlying threat to security that
characterizes the lives of many women (Stanko 1987).

It is not inevitable that fear of crime will increase with age; some reports
from Japan show that levels of fear decline with the advancement of years
(Ito 1993). This underlines the point that the portrayal of crime in the media
may be a significant factor in determining people’s assessment of the likeli-
hood of being victimized. Yet Howitt (1998) has pointed out that research
findings do not show a strong correlation between the amount of television
watched and fear of crime. It may be that the type of programme watched is
important. Alternatively, Howitt suggested that some people may feel more
in control of their own destiny than others, and that this ‘locus of control’
could be an important intervening variable between television viewing and
worrying about crime.

On the other hand, research by Ditton et al. (1999) found that, rather
than a fear of violent crime, a much stronger emotion experienced by people
was anger about it. In a survey of around 1600 people in the Strathclyde
region of Scotland, 55 per cent of the respondents claimed to be angry about
assault some or all of the time, compared to 27 per cent who reported being
afraid. There was no significant difference in the responses of victims and
non-victims.

The cost of violent crime

This could refer either to an estimation of the financial consequences of vio-
lent crime for the state and its citizens, or an assessment of the emotional or
lifestyle impact of violence on individuals.

The former can only be calculated in a fairly crude form. The Home Office
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has developed a computer model of the criminal justice process, which is
designed to estimate the cost of policy changes. The figures are based on the
expenditure for all criminal justice agencies, such as the provision of legal
aid and prosecution services. For cases involving violence, it has been calcu-
lated that the average cost of each hearing in a magistrates’ court is £800
and in the Crown Court £10,800 (Harries 1999). In America, it has been
calculated that rape, robbery and assault cost victims $1.5 billion in 1992
(Klaus 1994).

Moreover, the financial costs of violent crime extend beyond those
incurred by the various branches of the criminal justice system. Insurance
premiums are affected by crime, albeit mostly by claims made in relation to
property offences. The National Health Service provides treatment for
assault victims. It has been estimated that the annual cost to the NHS in the
Glasgow area alone of treating health problems related to domestic violence
is around £12.4 million (Young 1995). Victims may have to miss work as a
result of injury, depressive illness or court appearances, all of which will
impact on the productivity of their employer and may lead to the victim’s
losing pay. The Government also loses tax revenue. It would be difficult to
assess the loss of economic output from individuals who had underachieved
at school because of bullying. Some people may incur expense, or even lose
their job, through having to move home to escape continual harassment or
violence.

Yet, whatever the financial impact of violent crime on both the individual
and the state, most people would consider that it is of far less significance
than the emotional effects on the victims and their families. Although early
victim surveys gave the impression that crime has relatively little lasting
effect on victims, more recent evidence suggests that victims of physical and
sexual violence are likely to suffer both short- and long-term psychological
consequences. Post-traumatic stress disorder is very common in rape victims
immediately following the assault, and may persist for some time (Roth-
baum et al. 1992).

In a study of 300 victims of assault, robbery or rape, Shapland et al.
(1985) discovered that three-quarters of the victims still reported some
effects some two-and-a-half years after the incident. Shepherd et al. (1990)
compared the emotional impact of assault with the distress experienced by
accident victims. The levels of anxiety and depression were similar for the
two groups when measured one week after the event. However, after three
months the accident victims had generally made a more complete recovery.
The researchers concluded that self-blame and loss of confidence were com-
monly found among the assault victims. People who have been attacked in
the street may feel that their inadequacies have been confirmed by their
inability to defend themselves.

Female victims of sexual attacks can take several years to overcome feelings
such as revulsion, anxiety, shame and guilt, and in some cases never succeed
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in doing so (Maguire and Corbett 1987). Research into victims of male-on-
male rape has revealed similar findings. Indeed, some researchers believe that
such incidents, which comprise between 5 and 10 per cent of all reported
rapes (and are less likely to be reported than heterosexual attacks), cause even
more severe forms of both physical and psychological disorders (Scarce
1997).

Domestic violence may lead to the break-up of the family. In a study con-
ducted for the charity Crisis, 63 per cent of homeless women cited this as the
reason for their predicament (Jones 1999).

Children who have been physically abused typically suffer from low self-
esteem, which is likely to continue into adulthood, and experience diffi-
culties at school (Finkelhor 1984). They may have problems in forming
relationships (Cicchetti and Olsen 1990) and often blame themselves for
having been abused, not only because the parent tells them it was their fault,
but also because children often consider that they are responsible for every-
thing that happens to them (Sroufe et al. 1996). Children are unlikely to
report abuse to people who would be able to help them because, if they have
never known anything else, they may consider it a normal part of life. More-
over, as children are entirely dependent on their adult carers, they may not
want to risk depriving themselves of (as they see it) their only source of pro-
tection — a point which may well be reinforced by the abusing adult.

Many people, whether existing victims of violence or not, feel the need to
make changes to their lifestyle through fear of physical attack. One of the
commonest of these is a reluctance to venture out by themselves, especially
in the dark. People who are on the streets alone late at night — and particu-
larly women — are likely to keep to certain well-lit areas known to be ‘safe’.
Shapland ez al. (1985) found that many victims avoid the scene of the
assault. Almost two-thirds of the respondents in the Second Islington Crime
Survey said that fear of crime was a reason for not going out, and more than
40 per cent considered it to be a substantial reason (Crawford et al. 1990).
The 1996 BCS found a difference between men and women in this respect:
11 per cent of women and 5 per cent of men said that they never went out
alone after dark.

On the other hand, there are many reasons why people choose not to go
out at night, including a shortage of money. In the 1996 BCS, only 31 per
cent of the women and 15 per cent of the men who stayed in after dark
reported that this was due to fear of crime (Mirrlees-Black et al. 1996). As
usual, the poorest sections of urban communities are likely to be worst
affected: not only do they live in areas which are particularly prone to vio-
lence, but they are also unable to afford the luxury of travelling in their own
cars or using taxis.

Another consequence of the growing fear of violent crime is an increase in
the level of parental restriction placed on children when they need to leave
their home. Children are increasingly ferried both to and from school and to
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see their friends. Play in the street and other open spaces is declining. A
report by the Mental Health Foundation (1999) claimed that such a reduc-
tion in ‘risk-taking’ activities by children could lead to a lack of self-confi-
dence and an increase in psychological problems among the young.

Routine activities theory

The relationship between the level of crime and victims’ lifestyles was exam-
ined by Cohen and Felson (1979) in what they termed ‘routine activities
theory’. People satisfy their basic needs through routine activities, such as
shopping, work and leisure. Such activities determine where people can be
found and what they are doing at any particular time. Crime is seen as
resulting from the convergence of three factors: a motivated offender; an
appropriate target; and the absence of a custodian and guardian. The second
and third of these are especially dependent on patterns of routine activities.
Emphasis is placed on the day-to-day activities of both potential victims and
those who can offer surveillance. Changes in routine activities can affect the
crime rates. For example, the decline in public transport has resulted in
people being more likely to walk alone in dark streets at night, and therefore
being at greater risk of attack. Cohen and Felson claimed they could show
that changes in the patterns of crime in America during the 1960s were sig-
nificantly predictable from changes in routine activities.

A similar account of the level of violent crime based on routine activities
was given by Hindelang ez al. (1978). Based on an analysis of data from sur-
veys conducted by the Bureau of the Census in eight American cities in 1972,
the authors set out a series of propositions, all of which could be tested
empirically. They found that the probability of individuals’ being victims of
personal crime was related to how long they were in public places, particu-
larly at night; the extent to which they shared demographic characteristics
with the offender; and the amount of time they spent with non-family mem-
bers.

Although routine activities theory does not attempt to explain what moti-
vates people to commit crimes, it does point the way to practical methods of
crime reduction. It is for this reason that it came to interest several govern-
ments during the 1980s.

The impact of violent crime on government policy

Several factors contributed to the situation where, by the mid-1980s, the
governments of both America and Britain — in contrast to a decade earlier -
were showing more interest in the offence than the offender. One was the elec-
tion of the right-wing administrations led by Ronald Reagan and Margaret
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Thatcher. In a situation of general rising crime, and particularly sharp
increases in recorded rates of violent offending, it was easy for such politicians
to refer to the statistics to support their belief that it was pointless to be ‘soft’
on crime. The long and frustrating search for the Holy Grail of ‘the cause’ of
crime appeared to be over. It made better political sense to turn the spotlight
on to the plight of victims, especially as a growing interest in this area was
being fostered by feminists and left realists. At the same time, attention came
increasingly to be focused on preventing crime.

The routine activities theory of Cohen and Felson seemed particularly
useful in this respect, a point observed by Ronald Clarke, who was then
research director at the Home Office. Clarke began to work on ideas to
reduce the opportunity for committing crime or, as it came to be called, situ-
ational crime prevention. This approach sees crime as the outcome of instant
decisions and choices, and concentrates on these proximate causes rather
than more fundamental sociological or psychological explanations. Oppor-
tunity is a key factor: the level of offending can be reduced by taking practi-
cal steps to reduce the opportunity for criminal behaviour. Other important
considerations include the means to commit an offence (for example, a gun)
and the level of surveillance. Since the early 1980s, a great deal of research
has been carried out into various aspects of situational crime prevention.
Although much of this has been concerned with reducing vandalism and
burglary, the improvement of street lighting and widespread introduction of
closed-circuit television cameras in urban areas have provided a possible
means of deterring violence.

Reliance on situational crime prevention has been criticized. Its pro-
ponents claim that it is only concerned with ‘opportunist’ crime. Although
most people are presented with the opportunity to offend, relatively few take
it. The costs of ‘target hardening’ can be considerable and do not always
relate to the types of street crime that cause most public concern (Trasler
1986). Financial expenditure is not always sufficient. Power and Tunstall
(1997) analysed 13 riots and violent disturbances which occurred on vari-
ous housing estates in the early 1990s. The fact that 12 of the estates con-
tained predominantly houses with gardens rather than flats emphasized that
high-rise blocks are not a necessary requirement for the fermenting of social
unrest. Power and Tunstall found that the main problems arose from an
unstable family life and poor economic prospects. There was little feeling of
community among the inhabitants of the estates. In the authors’ opinion,
resources had erroneously been concentrated on buildings rather than on
creating training and work opportunities.

Although in 1999 the Government announced it was to spend £170 mil-
lion on fitting surveillance cameras in urban centres over a three-year period,
research has suggested that such devices do not necessarily reduce violent
crime, and may instead drive incidents behind closed doors, particularly into
pubs and clubs (Sivarajasingam and Shepherd 1999).
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American moves towards situational crime prevention were largely
inspired by the ‘broken windows’ theory of Wilson and Kelling (1982). The
authors considered that any signs of disorder — such as broken windows,
graffiti or litter — would weaken the informal processes of social control
within a community. Residents would be more likely to remain indoors and
show little interest in what was happening on the streets. Drug-dealers might
move into the area, which would start to fall into even greater decay. On the
other hand, the prosecution of ‘quality of life’ crimes would clear the area of
such undesirables, and send a message that no type of crime would be toler-
ated. In a review of American research, Skogan (1986) found evidence to
support this hypothesis.

Such claims made an impression on politicians, including the Mayor of
New York City, Rudolph Giuliani. He introduced the policy of ‘zero toler-
ance’, which led to a 25 per cent increase in the levels of arrest (and, there-
fore, fingerprinting). Giuliani claimed that this was responsible for the
dramatic reduction of 30 per cent in the city’s murder rate between June
1996 and June 1997. Assaults, rapes and robberies, together with burglar-
ies and car thefts, declined be 13 per cent during the same period. New York
fell to 144th position on the list of America’s 189 most dangerous cities.

However, critics have claimed that the fall in crime may have been caused
by factors other than the ‘zero tolerance’ approach. Wars between rival drug
gangs had been decreasing for some time, with many of the leaders having
been imprisoned. It has been suggested that other changes in policing prac-
tice may have been responsible for much of the decline in recorded crime.
For example, in New York local precinct commanders were required to
explain the level of offending in their area, and the measures they were
taking to combat it, at weekly strategy meeting with senior officers (Bratton
with Knobler 1998).

Problems with victimization

In view of the considerable impact of violence described above, it may seem
inappropriate even to suggest that problems can arise from the increasingly
high profile that victimization has gained in recent years. It is important to
emphasize, therefore, that the validity of any of the following points does
not imply a devaluation of the plight of individual victims, who should be
offered every type of assistance to deal with the problems that have resulted
from their ordeal.

The growing prominence given to the victims of crime has to be viewed in
the context of the re-emergence of right-wing politics during the 1980s.
Fuelled by strident headlines and editorials in the popular press, which
sought to typify the most extreme cases of violent assault in lurid terms,
governments found little resistance to their policies of imposing increasingly
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severe punishments on offenders at the expense of any consideration as to
why the offence had occurred.

It is ironic that, although initially championed by left-wing or liberal inter-
est groups, the success of the victims’ movement has resulted from the adop-
tion of its position by conservative politicians. By highlighting the fate of the
victim, it became easier for governments to ‘sell” harsher punishments to
doubting members of the public. The public relations advantages of provid-
ing support for crime victims are considerable, and the appearance of ‘doing
something’ for them may help to counter the view that the crime should have
been prevented in the first place (Rock 1990). As Newburn (1995) has
pointed out, in Britain the real attitude of successive governments towards
victims can be seen from the fact that the Criminal Injuries Compensation
Scheme (see above) operates more from a sense of public sympathy than
from any notion that the state is under a duty to compensate victims of
crime. Compensation is used as yet another penal measure rather than a
result of any real concern for the plight of victims.

Not all victims’ movements have campaigned for tougher penalties. In
America, the victims’ organization, NOVA, has developed as a right-wing
body which has become associated with a more punitive approach to offend-
ers, including support for the death penalty. However, in Britain, with the
exception of high-profile campaigners such as Joan Jonkers (1986), political
lobbying has been largely avoided, and Victim Support has concentrated its
efforts on securing practical help.

In many American states, Australia and Canada, victims can make a state-
ment as part of the trial process, which may include telling sentencers the
punishment they would like imposed on the offender. Such ‘victim impact
statements’ are encouraged by Declaration 6 of the United Nations Charter
of Victim Rights, which states that the relevant judicial and administrative
processes should:

(6b) [allow] the views and concerns of the victims to be presented and
considered at appropriate stages of the proceedings where their per-
sonal interests are affected, without prejudice to the accused and con-
sistent with the relevant criminal justice system.

The use of victim impact statements is controversial. It is claimed that one
of their main aims is to increase victim satisfaction with the criminal justice
system (Erez 1999). However, critics maintain that the process introduces an
undesirable subjective element into the sentencing process and encourages
vindictiveness, leading to more severe sentencing (Ashworth 1993). Further-
more, it can also be detrimental to some victims in encouraging them to
relive experiences that they would prefer to forget.

The Conservative Government claimed throughout the 1980s that victims
had been neglected at the expense of offenders. However, it is arguable that
there is no good reason why an increased concern for the victims of crime
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has to be at the cost of imposing harsher punishments on offenders. If it were
felt desirable to include the harm and distress caused to the victim in the
punishment or rehabilitation of the offender, it would be more useful to con-
sider various forms of mediation or reparation involving the victim and the
offender (Davis 1992). On the other hand, as Zedner (1997) has pointed
out, it is hard to imagine such an approach developing to any great extent
in the current punitive climate.

The police also have their own agenda in dealing with crime victims. In
1982, the Thames Valley Police was strongly criticized for its treatment of
rape victims as portrayed in a documentary television series. Since then there
has been considerable public and political pressure for the police to be more
sensitive and considerate in dealing with victims. Nowadays, the police
increasingly have to respond to performance targets, which inevitably
include a reduction in recorded crime. In order to secure convictions, the
police generally need the cooperation of victims. It may be that the police’s
interest in looking after crime victims is strengthened by the need to improve
their reliability as complainants and witnesses (Miers 1992),

There is also some concern that the growing interest in victimization has
led to an unnecessary and intrusive proliferation of private security opera-
tions. In Britain (unlike most other European countries and America), such
organizations have not been subject to any form of official regulation. How-
ever, in 1999 the government published its proposals to establish a licensing
system to be operated by a Private Security Industry Authority (Home Office
1999a).

Although most of their activities relate to the protection of property, pri-
vate security firms also have a role in the prevention of violence, in the form
of bouncers (door security staff) in pubs and clubs. Estimates of the number
of people employed in providing private security in Britain vary consider-
ably, but the figure is probably in excess of 100,000 (Jones and Newburn
1998). In the Bristol research, Cretney and Davis (1995) found several cases
where the security staff exacerbated or even instigated assaults on cus-
tomers. The police have been ambivalent towards the spread of private
security. At first, opposition seemed total and even now rank and file officers
are still generally unhappy about the prospect. However, it appears that
some chief constables, beset by a shortage of funds, have accepted the
inevitability of private security and there has been talk of working ‘in
partnership’ (Blair 1999).

Within the criminal justice system, the status of victim is one that is
ascribed in relation to discrete criminal offences. An alternative perspective
would be that, from the point of view of many victims, it is meaningless to
highlight individual offences because victimization is an ongoing occurrence
in their daily lives — especially for women, members of minority ethnic
groups and the inhabitants of run-down inner-city areas (see above). If
governments had to face up to this, it could necessitate major shifts in social
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policy. It is therefore not surprising that such problems are instead left to the
criminal justice system, which deals with the issue at the level of particular
breaches of the law caused by individual defendants.

It could be argued that even the statuses of ‘offender’ and ‘victim’ are not
as clear-cut as the criminal justice system requires them to be. Despite the
objections that have been raised to the notion of victim precipitation, it still
appears that some people, who could quite reasonably be described as vic-
tims, were not wholly innocent bystanders when the assaults were commit-
ted on them. Also, the growing emphasis on victimization entitles many
perpetrators of crimes to argue that, through abuse or other problems in
their early lives, they themselves should be considered as victims (Lamb
1996).

Such is the eagerness of certain groups to impose the label of victim on
particular individuals that the question arises whether someone can be a
victim without being aware of it. Two issues which illustrate this problem
are ‘date rape’ and recovered memory loss. Although there is no such legal
category as date rape, it has been suggested that it should be considered in
essentially different terms from the stereotypical attack perpetrated by a
stranger. A Home Office report found that the percentage of rapes by offend-
ers unknown to the victim decreased from 30 per cent in 1985 to 12 per cent
in 1996. This has coincided with a decline in the conviction rate from 24 per
cent to 9 per cent. The report stated that consideration should be given to
‘grading’ the offence of rape to allow for different levels of seriousness
(Harris and Grace 1999). Most feminists, however, strongly oppose this
view, and claim that serious victimization occurs in all types of rape. Indeed,
some researchers into the frequency of rape have gone beyond the legal defi-
nition and, in consequence, found extraordinarily high levels of victimiza-
tion (Muehlenhard ez al. 1992).

Recovered memory loss involves the use of hypnosis and other techniques
by therapists, who suspect that their clients have repressed memories of
childhood abuse. Psychologists have long been sceptical about such claims
(Loftus and Ketcham 1994) and the Royal College of Psychiatrists has
declared that there is no reliable evidence of such a syndrome.

Best (1999) argued that interest groups seeking to extend the definition of
victimization have strongly influenced the creation (or, at least, redefinition)
of criminal offences. The American example he used was ‘stalking’, which
he claimed has now come to be identified almost entirely with battered
women being followed by their former partners.

Another issue is whether the victims of violent crime are necessarily
different from victims of any other misfortune, such as people injured in
road traffic accidents or those who have contracted a serious illness. Huls-
man (1986) suggested that members of the working class suffer a wide
range of hardships which are unrelated to crime, such as poverty, housing
problems and matrimonial difficulties. In his view, the people who are
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affected do not distinguish between such misfortunes and the problems that
result from crime, and it is unnecessary for criminologists to do so.

A problem may also arise concerning a victim’s self-perception. It has been
claimed that such people increasingly join groups and define themselves
‘only in terms of their claims to special identity and suffering’ (Cohen 1996:
15). From an interactionist perspective, this could have significant impli-
cations for people’s sense of identity and value (see Chapter 4). It may also
help to support what some see as the growing ‘medicalization’ of victim-
ology (Best 1999). In the view of certain groups, even the adoption of the
correct terminology is important. It is becoming increasingly common for
writers and campaigners to replace the word ‘victim’ with ‘survivor’.
According to Best, this approach has been borrowed from discussions of the
Holocaust, and some people may therefore consider it inappropriate to
describe victimization resulting from more routine criminal offences.

Conclusion

There is no doubt that violence has a considerable impact on society, both
in terms of financial cost and the harm caused to individuals. Steps must be
taken both to assist the victims and to try to ensure that such occurrences
are kept to a minimum. It makes practical sense for people to adopt reason-
able measures to minimize the likelihood of being victimized: the question
of ‘blaming the victim’ should not arise. It is what amounts to ‘reasonable’
that is the subject of so much debate. Situational crime prevention has its
place, but it is very expensive and, in some cases, may only have a diver-
sionary effect.

Nor does it address the fundamental issue of why violence occurs at all.
The crucial question is whether governments will react by facing up to this,
or by using the quick political fix of latching on to simplistic slogans. For the
present, blame is still central to the discussion: the move away from con-
siderations of victim precipitation has been accompanied by increased blame
being placed on the criminal. In the next chapter, the central role this plays
in the sentencing of violent offenders will be discussed.

Further reading

There is an extensive literature on the impact of violence against women.
The work of Rebecca and Russell Dobash in this area is always interesting
and informative, and reference should be made to Women, Violence and
Social Change (Dobash and Dobash 1992). Victims and the Criminal Justice
System (Shapland et al. 1985) remains a leading text on the problems experi-
enced by victims in general. Victimology (Walklate 1989) and the collection
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of essays in Victims of Crime: A New Deal (Maguire and Pointing 1988) are
also important contributions to the literature. The chapter by Lucia Zedner
(1997) in The Oxford Handbook of Criminology is among the best of the
more recent contributions.

Victims Still: The Political Manipulation of Crime Victims (Elias 1993)
discusses political decision-making in the light of victimization levels.
Random Violence: How We Talk about New Crimes and New Victims (Best
1999) suggests that the victims’ movement in America has been expanded
by the ‘discovery’ of new offences. DeKeseredy and Ellis (1995) give an
account of the extent of domestic violence in Canada.
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This chapter considers what happens to violent offenders when they come
to be sentenced in a court. To illustrate possible different approaches, sen-
tencing practice in England and Wales will be compared to the sentencing
guidelines systems which are increasingly being adopted in the USA. The
corresponding sentencing provisions for Australia, Canada and New
Zealand are contained in the Appendix.

First, a brief outline is given of the different approaches to punish-
ment. The appeals process in criminal cases in England and Wales is
then considered, as it is at this stage that the sentencing levels to be adopted
in different types of case are established. The sentencing of violent
offenders in practice is discussed. The American Federal Sentencing
Guidelines are contrasted with those in the state of North Carolina.
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