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Qur purpose in this chapter is 1o address one of the central yet difficult
issues facing criminology—race and violent crime. The centrality of the
issue is seen on several fronts: the leading cause of death among young
black males is homicide (Fingerhut and Kleinman 19g0: 3292), and the
lifetime risk of being murdered is as high as 1 in 21 for black males, com-
pared with only 1 in 131 for white males (U.S. Department of Justice
1985). Although rates of violence have been higher for blacks than whites
at least since the 1g50s (Jencks 1991), record increases in homicide since
the mid-1980s in cities such as New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia also
appear racially selective (Hinds 1990; James 1991, Recktenwald and Morri-
son 1990). For example, while white rates remained stable, the rate of death
from firearms among voung black males more than doubled from 1984 to
1988 alone (Fingerhut et al. 1991). These differentials help explain recent
estimates thar a resident of rural Bangladesh has a greater chance of sur-
viving to age 4o than does a black male in Harlem (McCord and Freeman
1990). Moreover, the so-called drug war and the resulting surge in prison
populations in the past decade have taken their toll disproportionately on
the minority community (Mauer 1990). Overali, the evidence is clear that
African-Americans face dismal and worsening odds when it comes to crime
in the streets and the risk of incarceration,

Despite these facts, the discussion of race and crime is mired in an un-
productive mix of controversy and silence. At the same time that articles
on age and gender abound, criminologists are loath to speak openly on race
and crime for fear of being misunderstood or labeled racist. This situation
is not unique, for until recently scholars of urban poverty also consciously
avoided discussion of race and social dislocations in the inner city lest they
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be accused of blaming the victim (see W. J. Wilson 1987). And when the
topic is broached, criminologists have reduced the race—crime debate to
simplistic arguments about culture versus social structure. On the one side,
structuralists argue for the primacy of “relative deprivation” to understand
black crime (e.g., Blau and Blau 1982), even though the evidence on social
class and erime is weak at best, On the other side, culrural theorists tend ta
focus on an indigenous culture of violence in black ghettos (e. g., Walfgang
and Ferracuti 1967), even though the evidence there is weak too.,

Still others engage in subterfuge, denying race-relared differentials in
violence and focusing instead on police bias and the alleged invalidity of
official crime statistics (c.g., Stark 1990). This in spite of evidence not only
from death records but alse from survey reports showing that blacks are dis-
proportionately victimized by, and involved in, criminal violence (Hinde-
lang 1976, 1978). Hence, much like the silence on race and inner-city social
dislocations engendered by the vociferous attacks on the Moynihan Re-
port in the 1960s, criminologists have, with few exceptions (e.g., Hawkins
1986; Hindeclang 1978; Katz 1088), abdicated serious scholarly debate on
race and crime,

In an attempt to break this stalemate we advance in this chapter a theo-
retical strategy that incorporates both structural and cultural arguments
regarding race, crime, and inequality in American ciries, In contrast to
psychologically based relative deprivation theories and the subculture of
violence, we view the race and crime linkage from contextual lenses that
highlight the very different ecological contexts that blacks and whites reside
in—regardless of individual characteristics. The basic thesis is that macro-
social parterns of residential inequality give rise to the social isolation and
ecological concentration of the truly disadvantaged, which in turn leads to
structural barriers and culrural adaptations that undermine social organi-
zation and hence the control of crime. This thesis is grounded in whar is
actually an old idea in criminology that has been overlooked in the race
and crime debate —the importance of communities,

The Community Structure of Race and Crime

Unlike the dominant tradition in criminology that seeks to distinguish
offenders from nonoffenders, the macrosocial or community level of ex-
planation asks what it is about community structures and cultures that
produces differential rates of crime (Bursik 1988; Byrne and Sampson 1086;
Short 1985). As such, the goal of macrolevel research is not to explain indi-
vidual involvement in criminal behavior but to isolate characteristics of
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communities, cities, or even societies that lead to high rates of criminality
(Byrne and Sampson 1986; Short 1985). From this viewpoint the *ecologi-
cal fallacy” —inferring individual-level relations based on aggregate data—
is not at issue¢ because the unit of explanation and analysis is the commu-
nity.
The Chicago School research of Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay
spearheaded the community-level approach of modern American studies
of ecology and crime. In their classic work Juvenile Delinguency and Urban
Avreas, Shaw and McKay (1942) argued that three structural factors—low
economic status, cthnic heterogeneity, and residential mebility —led to
the disruption of local community social organization, which in turn ac-
counted for variations in crime and delinquency rates (for more details see
Kornhauser 1978},

Arguably the most significant aspect of Shaw and McKay’s research,
however, was their demonstration that high rates of delinquency persisted
in certain arcas over many vears, regardless of population turnover. More
than any other, this finding led them to reject individualistic explanations
of delinquency and focus instead on the processes by which delinquent and
criminal patterns of behavior were transmitted across generations in areas
of social disorganization and weak social controls (1942, 1969: 320). This
community-level orientation led them to an explicit contextual interpre-
tation of correlations between race/ethnicity and delinquency rates. Their
logic was set forth in a rejoinder to a critique in 1949 by Jonassen, who had
argued that ethnicity had direct effects on delinquency. Shaw and McKay
countered:

The important fact abont rates of delinquency for Negro boys is that they, too, vary
by type of area. They are higher than the rates for white boys, but it cannot be said
that they are higher than rates for white boys in comparable areas, since it is im-
possible to reproduce in white communities the circtimstances under which Negro
children live. Even if it were possible to parallel the low economic status and the
inadequacy of institutions in the white community, it would not be possible to re-
produce the effects of segregation and the barriers to upward mobility (1949: 614).

Shaw and McKay’s insight almost a half century ago raises two inter-
esting questions still relevant today. First, to what extent do black rates of
crime vary by type of ecological area? Second, is it possible to reproduce in
white communities the structural ciccumstances in which many blacks live?
The first question is crucial, for it signals that blacks are not a homogeneous
group any more than whites are. Indeed, it is racial stereotyping that assigns
to blacks a distinct or homogeneous character, allowing simplistic com-
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parisons of black-white group differences in crime. As Shaw and McKay
recognized, the key point is that there is heterogeneity among blacks in
crime rates that correspond to community context. To the extent that the
causes of black crime are not unique, its rate should thus vary with specific
ccological conditions in the same way that the white crime rate does. As
we shall now see, recent evidence weighs in Shaw and McKay’s favor.

Are the Causes of Black Crime Unique?

Disentangling the contextual basis for race and crime requires racial
disaggregation of both the crime rate and the explanatory variables of
theoretical interest. This approach was used in recent research thar exam-
ined racially disaggregated rates of homicide and robbery by juveniles and
adults in over 150 U.S. cities in 1980 {Sampson 1987). Substantively, the
theory explored the effects of black male joblessness and economic depri-
vation on violent crime as mediated by black family disruption. The results
supported the main hypothesis and showed that the scarcity of employed
black males relative to black females was directly relared to the prevalence
of families headed by women in black communities (W. J. Wilsen 1987).
In turn, black family disruption was substantially related to rates of black
murder and robbery, especially by juveniles (see also Messner and Samp- -
son 1991). These effects were independent of income, region, density, city
size, and welfare benefits.

The finding that family disraption had stronger effects on juvenile vio-
lence than on adult violence, in conjunction with the inconsistent findings
of previous research on individual-level delinquency and broken homes,
supports the idea thar the effects of family structure are related to macro-
level patterns of social control and guardianship, especially for youth and
their peers (Sampson and Groves 1989), Morcover, the results suggest why
unemployment and economic deprivation have had weak or inconsistent
direct effects on violence rates in past research —joblessness and poverty ap-
pear to exert much of their influence indirectly through family disruption.

Despite a tremendous difference in mean levels of family disruption
among black and white communities, the percentage of white families
headed by a female also had a large positive effect on white juvenile and
white adult violence. In fact, the predictors of white robbery were shown
to be in large part identical in sign and magnitude to those for blacks.
Therefore, the effect of black family disruption on black ¢rime was inde-
pendent of commonly cited alternarive explanations (e.g., region, density,
age composition) and could not be attributed to unique cultural factors
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within the black community given the similar effect of white family dis-
ruption on white crime.

To be clear, we are not dismissing the relevance of culture. As discussed
more below, our argument is that if cultural influences exist, they vary sys-
tematically with structural features of the urban environment. How else
can we make sense of the systematic variations within race —for example,
if a uniform subculture of violence explains black crime, are we to assume
that this subculure is three times as potent in, say, New York as in Chi-
cago (where black homicide differs by a factor of three)? In San Francisco
as in Baltimore (3:1 ratio)? These distinct variations exist even at the state
level. For example, rates of black homicide in California are triple those in
Maryland (Wilbanks 1986). Must whites then be part of the black subcul-
ture of violence in California, given that white homicide rates are also more
than triple the rates for whites in Maryland? We think not. The sources of
violent crime appear to be remarkably invariant across race and rooted in-
stead in the structural differences armong communiries, cities, and states in
economic and family organization.

‘The Ecological Concentration of Race
and Social Dislocations

Having demonstrated the similarity of black-white variations by eco-
logical context, we turn to the second logical question. To what extent are
blacks as a group differentially exposed to criminogenic structural condi-
tions? More than 40 years after Shaw and McKay’s assessment of race and
urban ecology, we still cannot say that blacks and whites share a similar
environment—especially with regard to concentrated urban poverty. Con-
sider the following. Although approximately 70 percent of all poor non-
Hispanic whites lived in nonpoverty areas in the ten largest U.S. central
cities (as determined by the 1970 census) in 1980, only 16 percent of poor
blacks did. Moreover, whereas less than 7 percent of poor whites lived in
extreme poverty or ghetto areas, 38 percent of poor blacks lived in such
areas (W. J. Wilson et al. 1988: 130). In the nation’s largest city, New York,
70 percent of poor blacks live in poverty neighborhoods; by contrast, 7o
percent of poor whites live in nonpoverty neighborhoods (Sullivan 1989:
230). Potentially even more important, the majority of poor blacks live in
communities characterized by high rates of family disruption, Poor whites,
even those from “broken homes)” live in areas of relative family stability
{Sampson 1687; Sullivan 1989).

The combination of urban poverty and family disruption concentrated
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by race is particularly severe. As an example, we examined race-specific
census data on the 171 largest cides in the United States as of 1980. To
get some idea of concentrated social dislocations by race, we selected cities
where the proportion of blacks living in poverty was equal to or less than
the proportion of whites, and where the proportion of black families with
children headed by a single parent was equal to or less than that for white
families. Although we knew that the average national rate of family disrup-
tion and poverty among blacks was two to four times higher than among
whites, the number of distinet ecological contexts in which blacks achieve
equality to whites is striking. In not one city over 100,000 in the United
States do blacks live in ecological equality with whites when it comes
to these basic features of economic and family organization. Accordingly,
racial differences in poverty and family disruprion are so strong that the
“worst” urban contexts in which whites reside are considerably better than
the average context of black communities (Sampson 1987: 354).

Taken as a whole, these patterns underscore what W. J. Wilson {1987)
has labeled “concentration cffects,” that is, the effects of living in a neigh-
borhood that is overwhelmingly impoverished. These concentration ef-
fects, reflected in a range of outcomes from degree of labor force attach-
ment to social deviance, are created by the constraints and opportunities
that the residents of inner-city neighborhoods face in terms of access to
jobs and job networks, involvement in quality schools, availability of mar-
riageable partners, and exposure to conventional role models.

The social transformation of the inner city in recent decades has re-
sulted in an increased concentration of the most disadvantaged segments of
the urban black population —especially poor, female-headed families with
children, Whereas one of every five poor blacks resided in ghetto or extreme
poverty areas in 1970, by 1980 nearly two out of every five did so (W. J. Wil-
son ctal. 1988: 131). This change has been fueled by several macrostructural
forces. In particular, urban minorities have been vulnerable to structural
economic changes related to the deindustrialization of central cities (e.g.,
the shift from goods-producing to service-producing industries; increasing
polarization of the labor marker into low-wage and high-wage sectors; and
relocation of manufacturing out of the inner city). The exodus of middle-
and upper-income black families from the inner city has also removed an
important social buffer that could potentially deflect the full impact of pro-
longed joblessness and industrial transformation, This thesis is based on the
assumption that the basic institutions of an area (churches, schools, stores,
recreational facilities, etc.) are more likely to remain viable if the core of
their support comes from more economically stable families in inner-city
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neighborhoods (W, J. Wilson 1987: 56). The social milicu of increasing
stratification among blacks differs significantly from the environment that
existed in inner cities in previous decades (see also Hagedorn 1988).

Black inner-city neighborhoods have also disproportionately suffered
severe population and housing loss of the sort identified by Shaw and
McKay (1942) as disrupting the social and institutional order. Skogan
(1986: 206) has noted how urban renewal and forced migration contrib-
uted to the wholesale uprooting of many urban black communities, espe-
cially the extent to which freeway nerworks driven through the hearts of
many cities in the 1950s destroyed viable, low-income communities. For ex-
ample, in Atlanta one in six residents was dislocated by urban renewal; the
great majority of those dislocated were poor blacks (Logan and Molotch
1087: 114). Nationwide, fully 20 percent of all central-city housing units
occupied by blacks were lost in the peried 1960~70 alone. As Logan and
Molotch (1987: 114) observe, this displacement does not even include that
brought about by more routine market forces {cvictions, rent increases,
commercial development).

Of course, no discussion of concentration effects is complete without
recognizing the negative consequences of deliberate policy decisions to
concentrate minorities and the poor in public housing. Opposition from
organized community groups to the building of public housing in their
neighborhoods, de facto federal policy to tolerate extensive segregarion
against blacks in urban housing markets, and the decision by local gov-
ermments to neglect the rehabilitation of existing residential units (many
of them single-family homes), have led to massive, segregated housing
projects that have become ghettos for the minorities and disadvantaged
(see also Sampson 1990). The cumularive result is thar, even given the same
objective socioeconomic status, blacks and whites face vastly different en-
vironments in which to live, work, and raise their children. As Bickford
and Massey (1991: 1035} have argucd, public housing is a federally funded,
physically permanent institution for the isolation of black familics by race
and class and must therefore be considered an important structural con-
straint on ecological area of residence,

In short, the foregoing discussion suggests that macrostructural fac-
tors—both historic and contemporary—have combined to concentrate
urban black poverty and family disruption in the inner city. These fac-
tors include but are not limited to racial segregation, structural economic
transformation and black male joblessness, class-linked out-migration from
the inner city, and housing discrimination. It is important to empha-
size that when segregation and concentrated poverty represent structural
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constraints embodicd in public policy and historical patterns of racial
subjugation, notions that individual differences (or self-selection) explain
community-level effects on violence are considerably weakened (see Samp-
son and Lauritsen 1994).

Implications

The consequences of these differendal ecological distributions by race
raise the substantively plausible hypothesis that cormrelations of race and
crime may be systematically confounded with important differences in
community contexts. As Testa has argued with respect to escape from
poverty:

Simple comparisons berween poor whites and poor blacks would be confounded
with the fact that poor whites reside in areas which are ecologically and econom-
cally very different from poor blacks. Any observed relationships involving race
would reflect, to some unknown degree, the relatively superior ecological niche
many poor whites occupy with respect to jobs, marriage opportunities, and expo-
sure to conventional role models (quoted in W. ]. Wilson 1687: $8-60).

Regardless of 2 black’s individual-level family or economic situation, the
average community of residence thus differs dramatically from that of
a similarly situated white (Sampson 1987). For example, regardless of
whether a black juvenile is raised in an intact or single-parent family, or a
rich or poor home, he or she will not likely grow up in a community context
similar to that of whites with regard to family structure and income. Re-
ductionist interpretations of race and social class camoufiage this key point.

In fact, a community conceptualization exposes the “individualistic fal-
lacy”—the often-invoked assumption that individual-level causal relations
necessarily generate individual-level correlations. Research conducted at
the individual level rarely questions whether obtained results might be
spurious and confounded with community-level processes. In the present
case, it is commonplace to search for individual-level {e.g., constitutional)
or group-level (e.g., social class) explanations for the link between race
and violence. In our opinion these efforts have largely failed, and so we
highlight contextual sources of the race-violence link among individuals.
More specifically, we posit that the most important determinant of the re-
lationship between race and crime is the differential distribution of blacks
in communities characterized by (1) structural social disorganization and
(2) cultural social isolation, both of which stem from the concentration of
poverty, family disruption, and residential instability.

Before explicating the theoretical dimensions of social disorganization,
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we must also expose what may be termed the “matenialist fallacy” —that
economic (or materialist) causes necessarily produce economic motiva-
tions. Owing largely to Merton’s (1938) famous dicrum about social struc-
ture and anomie, criminologists have assumed chat if economic structural
factors (e.g., poverty) are causally relevant it must be through the motiva-
tion ta commit acquisitive crimes. Indeed, “strain” theory was so named to
capture the hypothesized pressure on members of the lower classes to com-
mit crime in their pursuit of the American dream, But as is well known,
strain or materialist theories have not fared well empirically (Kornhauser
1978). The image of the offender stealing to survive flourishes only as a
straw man, knocked down most recently by Jack Katz, who argues that
materialist theory is nothing more than “twenticth-century sentimentality
about crime” (1988: 314). Assuming, however, that those who posit the
relevance of economic structure for crime rely on motivational pressure as
an explanatory concept, is itself a fallacy. The theory of social disorganiza-
tion does see relevance in the ecological concentration of poverty, but not
for the materialist reasons Katz (1988) presupposes. Rather, the conceptu-

alization we now explicate rests on the fundamental properties of structural
and cuitural organization.

The Structure of Soctal (Dis)organization

In their original formulation Shaw and McKay held that low economic
status, ethnic heterogeneity, and residential mobility led to the disruption
of community social organization, which in turn accounted for variations
in crime and delinquency rates (1942; 1969). As recently extended by Komn-
hauser (1978), Bursik (1988), and Sampson and Groves (1989), the concept
of social disorganization may be seen as the inability of a community struc-
ture to realize the common values of its residents and maintain effective
social controls. The structural dimensions of community social disorgani-
zation refer ro the prevalence and interdependence of social networks in a
community —both informal (¢.g., the density of acquaintanceship; inter-
generational kinship ties; level of anonymity) and formal (c.g., organiza-
tional participation; institutional stability}—and in the span of collective
supervision that the community directs toward local problems.

This social-disorganization approach is grounded in what Kasarda and
Janowitz {1974: 329) call the “systemic” model, where the local commu-
nity is viewed as a complex system of friendship and kinship networks,
and formal and informal associational ties are rooted in family life and
ongoing socialization processes (see also Sampson 1991). From this view
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social organization and sodial disorganization are seen as different ends of
the same continuum of systemic networks of community social control.
As Bursik {1988) notes, when formulated in this way, social disorganiza-
tion is clearly separable not only from the processes that may lead to it
(c.g., poverty, residential mobility), but also from the degree of criminal
behavior that may be a result. This conceptualization also goes beyond the
traditional account of community as a strictly geographical or spatial phe-
nomenon by focusing on the social and organizational networks of local
residents (see Leighton 1988).

Evidence favoring social-disorganization theory is available with re-
spect both o its strucrural anrecedents and to mediating processes. In a
recent paper, Sampson and Lauritsen (1994) reviewed in depth the em-
pirical literature on individual, sitnational, and communiry-level sources
of interpersonal violence (i.c., assault, homicide, robbery, and rape}. This
assessment revealed that community-level research conducted in the past
rwenty years has largely supported the original Shaw and McKay model
in terms of the exogenous correlates of poverty, residential mobility, and
heterogeneity. What appears to be especially salient is the interaction of
poverty and mobility. As anticipated by Shaw and McKay (1942) and Korn-
hauser (1978), several studies indicate that the effect of poverty is most
pronounced in neighborhoods of high residential instability (se¢ Sampson
and Lauritsen 1994).

In addition, recent research has established that crime rates are posi-
tively linked to community-level variations in urbanization (e.g., popula-
tion and housing density}, family disruption (e.g., percentage of single-
parent houscholds), opportunity structures for predatory crime (e.g.,
density of convenience stores), and rates of communirty change and popu-
lation turnover {see also Bursik 1988; Byrne and Sampson 1986; Reiss
1986). As hypothesized by Sampson and Groves (1989), family disruption,
urbanization, and the anonymity accompanying rapid population change
all undercut the capacity of a community to exercise informal social con-
trol, especially of tecnage peer groups in public spaces.

Land et 2l. {1990) have also shown the relevance of resource deprivation,
family dissolution, and wrbanization (density, population size) for explaining
homicide rates across cities, metropolitan areas, and states from 1960 to
1980. In particular, their factor of resource deprivation/affluence included
three income variables —median income, the percentage of families below
the poverty line, and the Gini index of income inequality —in addition to
the percentage of population that is black and the percentage of children
not living with both parents. This coalescence of structural conditions with
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race supports the concept of concentration effects (W. J. Wilson 1987) and
is consistent with Taylor and Covingron’s finding (1988) that increasing
entrenchment of ghetto poverry was associated with large increases in vio-
lence. In these two studies the correlation among structural indices was
not seen merely as a statistical nuisance (i.e., as multicollinearity), but as a
predictable substantive outcome. Moreover, the Land et al. (1990) resules
support Wilson’ argument that concentration effects grew more severe
from 1970 to 1980 in large cities. Urban disadvantage thus appears to be
increasing in ecological concentration.

It is much more difficult to study the intervening mechanisms of social
disorganization directly, but at least two recent studies provide empirical
support for the theory’s structural dimensions. First, Taylor et al. {1984)
examined variations in violent crime (e.g., mugging, assault, murder, rape)
across 63 street blocks in Baltimore in 1978. Based on interviews with 687
household respondents, Taylor et al. {1984: 316) constructed block-level
measures of the proportion of respondents who belonged to an organi-
zation to which coresidents also belonged, and the proportion of respon-
dents who felt responsible for what happened in the area swrrounding
their home. Both of these dimensions of informal social control were sig-
nificantly and negatively related to community-level variations in crime,
exclusive of other ecological factors (1984 320). These results support the
social-disorganization hypothesis that levels of organizational participa-
tion and informal social control—especially of public activities by neigh-
borhood youth— inthibit community-level rates of violence.

Second, Sampson and Groves’s analysis of the British Crime Survey
in 1982 and 1984 showed that the prevalence of unsupervised teenage peer
groups in a community had the largest effects on rates of robbery and vio-
lence by strangers. The density of local friendship nerworks —measured by
the proportion of residents with half or more of their friends living in the
neighborhood —also had a significant negative effect on robbery rates. Fur-
ther, the level of organizational participation by residents had significant
inverse effects on both robbery and stranger violence {Sampson and Groves
1989: 789). These results suggest that communities characterized by sparse
friendship networks, unsupervised teenage peer groups, and low organiza-
tional participation foster increased crime rates (see also Anderson 1990).

Variations in these structural dimensions of community social disorga-
nization also transmitted in large part the effects of community socioeca-
nomic starus, residential mobility, ethnic heterogeneity, and family dis-
ruption in a theoretically consistent manner. For example, mobility had
significant inverse effects on friendship nerworks, family disruption was the
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largest predictor of unsupervised peer groups, and socioeconomic starus
had a'significant positive effect on organizational participation in 1982.
When combined with the results of research on gang delinquency, which
point to the salience of informal and formal community structures in con-
trolling the formarion of gangs (Short and Strodtbeck 1965; Sullivan 1989;
Thrasher 1963), the empirical data suggest thar the structural clements of
social disorganization have relevance for explaining macrolevel variations
in crime,

Further Modifications

To be sure, social-disorganization theory as traditionally conceptualized
is hampered by a restricted view of community that fails to account for the
larger political and structural forces shaping communities. As suggested
earlier, many community characteristics hypothesized to underlie crime
rates, such as residential instability, concentration of poor, female-headed
families with children, multi-unit housing projects, and disrupted social
networks, appear to stem directly from planned governmental policies at
local, state, and federal levels. We thus depart from the natural market as-
sumptions of the Chicago School ecologists by incorporating the political
economy of place (Logan and Molotch 1987), along with macrostruc-
rural transformations and historical forces, into our conceptualization of
community-level social organization,

Take, for example, municipal code enforcement and local govern-
mental policies toward neighborhood deterioration. In Making the Second
Ghetto; Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960, Hirsch (1983) documents
in great detail how lax enforcement of city housing codes played a major
role in accelerating the deterioration of inner-city Chicago neighborhoods.
More recently, Daley and Mieslin (1988) have argued that inadequate ciry
policies on code enforcement and repair of city properties contributed to
the systematic decline of New York City’s housing stack, and consequently,
entire neighborhoods. When considered with the practices of redlining and
disinvestment by banks and “block-busting” by real estate agents (Skogan
1986), local policies toward code enforcement—thar on the surface are far
removed from crime—have in all likelihood contributed to crime through
neighborhood deterioration, forced migration, and instability.

Decisions to withdraw city municipal services for public health and
fire safery —presumably made with little if any thought to crime and vio-
lence —also appear to have been salient in the social disintegration of poor
communities. As Wallace and Wallace (1990) argue based on an analysis of
the “planned shrinkage” of New York City fire and health services in re-
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cent decades: “The consequences of withdrawing municipal services from
poor neighborhoods, the resulting outbreaks of contagious urban decay
and forced migration which shred essential social networks and cause social
disintegration, have become a highly significant contributor to dectine in
public health among the poor” (1990: 427). The loss of social integration
and nctworks from planned shrinkage of services may increase behaviora
patterns of violence that may themselves become “convoluted with pro-
cesses of urban decay likely to further disrupt social necworks and cause
further social disintegration™ (1990: 427). This pattern of destabilizing
feedback (see Skogan 1986) appears central to an understanding of the role
of governmental policies in fostering the downward spiral of high crime
areas. As Wacquant has recently argued, federal U.S, policy seems to favor
“the institutional desertification of the urban core” {1991; 36).

Decisions by government to provide public housing paint a similar pic-
ture. Bursik (1989) has shown that the planned construction of new public
housing projects in Chicago in the 1970s was associated with increased rates
of population turnover, which in turn were related to increases in crime.
More generally, we have already noted how the disruption of urban re-
newal contribured disproportionately to housing loss among poor blacks,

Boiled down to its essentials, then, our theoretical famework linking
social-disorganization theory with research on urban poverty and politi-
cal economy suggests that macrosocial forces {e.g., segregation, migration,
housing discrimination, structural transformation of the economy) inter-
act with local community-level factors (e.g., residential turnover, concen-
trated poverty, family disruption) to impede social organization. This is a
distinctly sociological viewpoint, for it focuses attention on the proximate
structural characteristics and mediating processes of community social
organization that help explain crime, while also recognizing the larger his-
torical, social, and political forces shaping local communities.

Social Isolation and Community Culture

Although social-disorganization theory is primarily structural in nature,
it also focuses on how the ecological segregation of communiries gives
rise to what Kornhauser (1978: 75) terms cultural disorganization — the at-
tenuation of socictal cultural values. Poverty, heterogeneity, anonymity,
mutual distrust, institutional instability, and other structural features of
urban communities are hypothesized to impede communication and ob-
struct the quest for common values, thereby fostering cultural diversity
with respect to nondelinquent values. For example, an important com-
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ponent of Shaw and McKav’s theory was that disorganized communities
spawned delinquent gangs with their own subcultures and norms perpetu-
ated through cultural transmission.

Despite their relative infrequency, ethnographic studies generally sup-
port the notion that strucrurally disorganized communities are conducive
to the emergence of cultural value systems and attitudes that seem to legiti-
mate, or at least provide a basis of tolerance for, crime and deviance, For
example, Suttles’s (1968) account of the social order of a Chicago neigh-
borhood characterized by poverty and heterogeneity supports Thrasher’s
(1963) emphasis on age, sex, ethnicity, and territory as markers for the
ordered segmentation of slum culrure. Suttles found that single-sex, age-
graded primary groups of the same ethnicity and territory emerged in re-
sponse to threats of conflict and community-wide disorder and mistrust.
Although the community subcultures Suttles discovered were provincial,
tentative, and incomplete (Kornhauser 1978; 18), they nonetheless under-
mined societal values against delinquency and violence. Similarly, Ander-
sor’s (1978} ethnography of a bar in Chicago’s South-side black ghetto
shows how primary values coexisted alongside residual values associared
with deviant subcultures (e.g., hoodiums), such as “toughness,” “getting
big money,” “going for bad,” and “having fun” (1978: 120—~30, 152-58}. In
Anderson’s analysis, lower-class residents do not so much “stretch” main-
streamn values as “create their own particular standards of social conduct
along variant lines open to them” (1978: 210). In this context the usc of
violence is not valued as a primary goal bur is nonetheless expected and
tolerated as a fact of life (1978: 134). Much like Rainwater (1970), Suttles
(1968), and Horowitz {1987}, Anderson suggests that in certain commu-
nity contexts the wider cultural values are simply not relevant—they be-
come “unviable.”

Whether community subcultures are authentic or merely “shadow cul-
rures” (Liebow 1967) cannot be resolved here (see also Kornhauser 1978).
Bur that seems less important than acknowledging that community con-
texts seem to shape what can be termed cognitive landscapes or ecologically
structured norms (e.g., normative ecologies) regarding appropriate stan-
dards and expectations of conduct. That is, in structurally disorganized
slum communities it appears that a system of values emerges in which
¢crime, disorder, and drug use are less than fervently condemned and hence
expected as part of everyday life. These ccologically structured social per-
ceptions and tolerances in turn appear to influence the prebability of crimi-
nal outcomes and harmful deviant behavior {e.g., drug use by pregnant
women). In this regard Kornhauser’s attack on subculrural theories misses
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the point. By attempting to assess whether subculrural values are authen-
tic in some deep, almost quasi-religious sense (1978 1-20), she loses sight
of the processes by which cognitive landscapes roored in social ecology
may influence everyday behavior. Indeed, the idea thar dominant values
become existentially irrelevant in certain community contexts is a power-
ful one, albeic one that has not had the research exploitarion it deserves (cf.
Katz 1988).

A rencwed appreciation for the role of cultural adaptations is congru-
~ ent with the notion of social isolation —defined as the lack of contact or of
sustained interaction with individuals and institutions that represent main-
stream society (W. ]. Wilson 1987: 60). According to this line of reason-
ing, the social isolation fostered by the ecological concentration of urban
poverty deprives residents not only of resources and conventional role
models, but also of cultural learning from mainstream social networks that
facilitate social and economic advancement in modern industrial society
(W. J. Wilson 1991). Social isolation is specifically distinguished from the
culture of poverty by virtue of its focus on adaptations to constraints and
opportunities rather than internalization of norms.

As Ulf Hannerz noted in his seminal work Soulside, it is thus possible
to recognize the importance of macrostructural constraints— thar is, avoid
the extreme notions of the culture of poverty or culture of violence, and yet
sce the “merits of a more subtle kind of cultural analysis” (1960 182). One
could hypothesize 2 difference, on the one hand, berween a jobless family
whose mobility is impeded by the macrostructural constraints in the econ-
omy and the larger society but nonetheless lives in an area with a relatively
low rate of poverty, and on the other hand, a jobless family thar lives in an
inner-city ghetto neighborhood that is influenced not only by these same
constraings but also by the behavior of other jobless families in the neigh-
borhood (Hannerz 1969: 184; W. J. Wilson 1991). The latter influence is
one of culture—the extent to which individuals follow their inclinations as
they have been developed by learning or influence from other members of
the community (Hannerz 1969).

Ghetto-specific practices such as an overc emphasis on sexuality and
macho values, idleness, and public drinking are often denounced by those
who reside in inner-city ghewo neighborhoods. But because such practices
occur much more frequently there than in middle-class society, largely be-
cause of social organizational forces, the transmission of these modes of
behavior by precepe, as in role modeling, is more easily facilitated (Han-
nerz 1969). For example, youngsters are more likely to see violence as a
way of life in inner-city ghetto neighborhoods. They are more likely to
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witness violent acts, to be taught to be violent by exhortation, and to have
role models who do not adequately control their own violent impulses or
restrain their own anger. Accordingly, given the availability of and easy ac-
cess to firearms, knives, and other weapons, adolescent experiments with
macho behavior often have deadly consequences {Prothrow-Stith 1991).

The concept of social isolation captures this process by implying that
contact berween groups of different class and/or racial backgrounds either
is lacking or has become increasingly intermittent, and that the nature of
this contact enhances effects of living in a highly concentrated poverty
area. Unlike the concept of the culture of violence, then, social isolation
does not mean that ghetto-specific practices become internalized, take on
a life of their own, and therefore continue to influence behavior no matter
what the contextual environment. Rather, it suggests that reducing struc-
tural inequality would not only decrease the frequency of these practices;
it would also make their transmission by precept less efficient. So in this
sense we advocate a renewed appreciation for the ecology of culture, but
not the monolithic and hence noncontextual culture implied by the sub-
culrure of poverty and violence.

Discussion

Rejecting both the “individualistic” and “materialist™ fallacies, we have
artempted to delineate a theoretical strategy that incorporates both struc-
tural and cultural arguments regarding race, crime, and urban inequality in
American cities. Drawing on insights from social-disorganization theory
and recent research on urban poverty, we believe this strategy provides new
ways of thinking about race and crime. First and foremost, our perspec-
tive views the link between race and crime through contextual lenses that
highlight the very different ecological contexts in which blacks and whites
reside—regardless of individual characteristics. Second, we emphasize that
crime rates among blecks nonetheless vary by ecclogical characteristics,
just as they do for whites. Taken together, these facts suggest a powerful
role for community context in explaining race and crime.

Our community-level explanation also departs from conventional
wisdom. Rather than auributing to acts of crime a purely economic
motive springing from relative deprivation—an individual-level psycho-
logical concept—we focus on the mediating dimensions of community
social organization to understand variations in crime across areas. More-
over, we acknowledge and try to specify the macrosocial forces that con-
tribute to the social organization of local communities. Implicit in this
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attempt is the incorporation of the political economy of place and the role
of urban inequality in generating racial differences in COMmmuUNity struc-
ture. As Wacquant observes, American urban poverty is “preeminently a
ractal poverty . . . rooted in the ghetto as a historically specific social form
and mechanism of racial domination” (1991: 36, emphasis in original). This
intersection of race, place, and poverty goes to the heart of our theoretical
concerns with societal and community organization.

Furthermore, we incorporate culture into our theory in the form of
social isolation and ecological landscapes that shape perceptions and cul-
tural patterns of learning. This culture is not seen as inevitably tied to
race, but more to the varying structural contexts produced by residen-
tial and macroeconomic change, concentrated poverty, family instability,
and intervening patterns of social disorganization. Perhaps controversialy,
then, we differ from the recent wave of structuralist research on the culture
of violence (for a review see Sampson and Lauritsen 1994). In an interest-
ing methodological sleight of hand, scholars have dismissed the relevance
of culture based on the analysis of census data that provide no measures of
culture whatsoever (see especially Blau and Blau 1982). We believe struc-
tural criminologists have roo quickly dismissed the role of values, norms,
and learning as they interact with concentrated poverty and social isola-
tion. In our view, macrosocial patterns of residential inequality give rise to
the social isolation and concentration of the truly disadvantaged, engen-
dering cultural adaptations that undermine social organization.

Finally, our conceptualization suggests that the roots of urban violence
among today’s 15- to 21-year-old cohort may stem from childhood social-
1zation that took place in the late 19705 and early 1980s. Consider that this
cohort was born between 1970 and 1976 and spent its childhood in the con-
text of a rapidly changing urban environment unlike that of any previous
point in U.S. history. As documented in detail by W. J. Wilson (1987), the
concentration of urban poverty and other social dislocations began increas-
ing sharply in about 1970 and continued unabared through the decade and
into the 1980s, As but one example, the proportion of black families headed
by women increased by over so percent from 1970 to 1984 alone (W. ].
Wilson 1987: 26). Large increases were also seen in the ecological concen-
tration of ghetto poverty, racial segregation, population turnover, and job-
lessness. These social dislocations were, by comparison, relatively stable in
carlier decades. Therefore, the logic of our theoretical mode! suggests that
the profound changes in the urban structure of minority communities in
the 19705 may hold the key to understanding recent increases in violence.
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Conclusion

By recasting traditional race and poverty arguments in a contextual frame-
work that incorporates both structural and cultural concepts, we seek to
generate empirical and theoretical ideas that may guide further rescarch.
The unique value of a community-level perspective is that it leads away
from a simple “kinds of people” analysis to a focus on how social char-
acteristics of collectivities foster violence. On the basis of our theoretical
framework, we conciude that community-level factors such as the ecolggi-
cal concentration of gheito poverty, vacial segregation, residential mobility and
population turnover, family disruption, and the dimensions of local secial
organization (e.g., density of friendship/acquaintanceship, social resources,
intergenerational links, control of street-corner peer groups, organiza-
tional participation) are fruitful areas of future inquiry, especially as they
are affected by macrolevel public policics regarding housing, municipal ser-
vices, and employment. In other words, our framework suggests the need
to take a renewed ook at social policies that focus on prevention. We do
not need more after-the-fact {reactive) approaches that ignore the struc-
tural context of crime and the social organization of inner cities.



