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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to specify more precisely 

the relationship between social class and crime or delinquency 

by focusing on a particular offense, violent behavior. Police 

records and survey data from four studies are analyzed. These 

data sets are derived from samples from around the United States 

and span nearly a twenty-year period. 

The empirical analysis begins by examining the relationship 

between parental status and violent behavior. One of the principal 

conclusions drawn from this analysis is that the magnitude of the 

relationship between social class and violent behavior is contingent 

upon the way class or status is defined or measured. Depending 

upon the way class is operationalized, its relationship with violent 

behavior is nonexistent, moderate, or relatively strong. 

To account for this social distribution of violent behavior, 

four major theories of crime and delinquency are tested. Structural 

and cultural theories in general fail to provide an adequate explana

tion. For example, consistent with research on general delinquent 

behavior, there is almost no support for the propositions of strain 

theory. 

In contrast, processual and psychological theories of crime 

and delinquency receive considerable support. Social learning 

ix 
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theory measures of imitation are among the strongest correlates 

of violent behavior. In one data set, imitation measures completely 

account for the class distribution of violence. Social control 

theory measures, such as attachment to others, are also strongly 

correlated with violent behavior. A series of crucial experiments 

comparing control theory propositions with predictions of other 

theories yield results more consistent with control theory. 

The relationship between adolescent status and violent 

behavior is alao' examined. Parallel to the analysis of parental 

status, the results vary depending on the measure of adolescent 

status used. These results suggest that ther~'are distinct dimensions 

of adolescent status which must be assessed separately. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship 

between social status and violent behavior among adolescent males. 

Government figures consistently shQw that young men are dispropor

tionately involved in crimes of violence and crimes against property. 

A great deal of theory and research has been devoted to 

identifying the correlates of crime and delinquency in general. 

While theorists continue to debate the relative merits of their 

explanations, empirical research has generated a wealth of information 

on criminals and delinquents which generally yields a consistent 

picture of those who violate the law. This consistency in results 

seems to hold true regardleFJs of the research methods employed-

-from governmental or official statistics on crime and delinquency 

to surveys of offenders and victims. Yet in spite of this impressive 

body of criminological research and theory, surprisingly little 

of this work has focused directly on violent behavior. 

This study begins with a discussion of biological, psycho

logical, and sociological theories of crime and violence. Similar 

to the sociological strain theory, the well-known theoretical link 

1 



between frustration and aggression (Dollard et al., 1939) would 

suggest that social class may be an important correlate of violent 

behavior (assuming that lower-class youth are more frustrated). 

This frustration-aggression hypothesis is not the only one which 

suggests such a correlation. For example, the notion that there 

are subcultures of violence or crime also leads to prediction of 

a significant relationship between class and violence. Two other 

criminological theories--social control theory and social learning 

theory--wi11 also be examined in some detail. Although neither 

social control theory nor social learning theory postulates any 

necessary connection between class and violence, both theories 

2 

can incorporate such a relationship, and both have received considerable 

support in empirical research. 

In Chapter 2, the research methods used in this &tudy are 

discussed. Data from four studies with samp1e& collected from 

throughout the country are analyzed. Some of these data sets have 

been used in the most prominent criminological studies of the past 

twenty years. 

In Chapter 3, the empirical enalysis of the relationship 

between parental social class and violent behavior is begun. Violent 

behavior is measured by self-reports of the use of force and by 

police records of offenses involving force. A distinctive feature 

of this chapter is the use of several different measures of social 

class, s concept which has a variety of meanings in sociology. 



Chapters 4 and 5 are devoted to tests of four major crimino

logical theories. Chapter 4 contains tests of structural and cultural 

theories. Chapter 5 contains tests of psychological and processual 

theories; these theories have received the most empirical support 

in criminological research. 

The effects of "status" in the adolescent society on violent 

behavior will also be explored. Does popularity among teenage 

peers reduce the probability of violent behavior? Is participation 

in athletics a barrier to or an outlet for aggression? Are status 

symbols like a car likely to reduce frustrations and aggression? 

Or do more conventional achievements such as academic success help 

prevent aggression? Is physique an important correlate of violence? 

Do big, muscular boys engage in violence most often, or are small, 

thin boys more likely to be seen as easy victims and hence be in 

fights more often? These questions will be addressed in Chapter 

6. 

3 

Of course, there are alternative ways to present the materials 

in this study. For example, the tests of the four major criminological 

theories could have been separated into a chapter with theories 

implying main effects (for example, social control theory) and 

a chapter with theories implying interaction effects (for example, 

social learning theory). In terms of the history, underlying logic, 

and past empirical support of the theories, however, the organization 

of the materials in this study seems fitting. 



In this introductory chapter, I have tried to accomplish 

the following five goals: (1) to briefly point out the contributions 

of oiological and psychological explanations of crime and delinquency; 

(2) to outline in somewhat greater detail the propositions and 

assumptions of sociological theories; (3) to atate the predictions 

derivable from the major sociological perspectives about the rela-

tionship between social class and violence; (4) to indicate the 

origins of the three major sociological perspectives as Durkheimian 

and point out the silence of conflict theory on the etiology of 

deviance in general and the impact of class in particular; and 

(5) to summarize empirical research on class, crime, and delinquency. 

Biological and Psychological Explanations 

Acts of violence have been a part of history since Cain 

slew Abel. Every kind of weapon invented by man has been used 

against other people. Warfare seems to many to be an inevitable 

outcome of life's conflicts and crises. Yet in spite of the omni-

presence of violence, many social commentators and scholars have 

declared that violence is unnatural and abnormal. 

Many psychologists, for example, attribute acts of violence 

or aggression to a variety of personality defects. l Freudians 

may argue that persons who commit acts of violence lack adequate 

development of the ego or the superego. Those who are guided by 

their primitive instincts are more likely to engage in animalistic 

1. Konrad Lorenz (1966) is a notable exception, arguing 
that violence is instinctual. 

4 



behaviors, while those guided by principles of reality and by the 

dictates of conscience are less likely to engage in destructive 

activities. 

Other psychologists have emphasized the importance of the 

process of sexual identification as particularly relevant to the 

study of violence. Males--who allegedly have far greater problems 

in establishing their sexual identity--are more likely to use force 

out of weakness or disability rather than strength and power. 

The insecurity that surrounds the male sex role may cause men and 

boys to seek ways to demonstrate their sexual identity through 

overt and often violent actions. Focusing on the kinship system, 

Parsons (1947:170-175), argues that boys have more problems than 

girls when identifying with their sexual role model. Parsons hypothe

sizes that fathers are not ss easy to identify with as mothers, 

because fathers' work is more complex and intangible and hence 

difficult for children to understand. Boys therefore tend to identify 

more readily with the mother, a more significant or at least a 

more visible figure than the father in early childhood. 

During the time of development Freud termed as the "latency 

period," boys supposedly develop a reaction formation in which 

all things feminine are repudiated (Parsons, 1947:171-172). Since 

mothers are the disciplinarians in childhood, mothers and femininity 

in general become the symbol of goodness, which is repudiated in 

the period of compulsive masculinity. Parsons concludes that "there 

5 



is a strong tendency for boyish behavior to run in anti-social 

if not directly destructive directions" (1947:172). 

Despite the plausibility of the compulsive masculinity 

theory, there is little empirical support for it (Rosen, 1969; 

Berger and Simon, 1974). Psychoanalytic explanations and personality 

theories tend to be ex post facto interpretations of behavior; 

the predictive power of these psychological theories has yet to 

be demonstrated for any kind of criminal behavior. 

Behaviorist theory avoids many of the difficulties of psycho

analytic and personality theories. For example, behaviorists tend 

to avoid moral judgments conc~rning whether various kinds of acts 

are abnormal or unnatural. Rather, the nature of external stimuli 

and responses to them are the observable phenomena which behaviorists 

feel can be approached objectively with little subjective evaluation 

implied. Further, there is a growing body of evidence (for example, 

Akers et al., 1979) that supports some versions of behavioral inter

pretations of deviant behavior. However, the behaviorist or social 

learning theorist says relatively little about the social distribution 

of crime and delinquency. Furthermore, it strikes many scholars 

as tautological to posit that people engage in certain kinds of 

behavior because they enjoy doing those things. 

Many biological theorists have also advanced the notion 

that criminals in general and violent offenders in particular are 

abnormal. Cesare Lombroso argued that a great deal of crime could 

be accounted for by the atavistic traits of criminals. A flattened 

6 



nose, an 910ngated jaw, and a meager beard were among the physical 

characteristics that Lombroso considered to constitute the criminal 

type. Although subsequent research has shown Lombroso to be wrong 

7 

with respect to this physical-type theory, the systematic observational 

approach of Lombroso to the study of crime was unique for its time. 

More recent work by biological theorists ha~ focused on 

genetic abnormalities. The effect& of an extra Y chromosome on 

violent behavior have been studied in some detail (Amir and Berman, 

1970; Witkin et al., 1976). Since males are much more prone to 

violent acts than females, and since the Y chromosome is a fundamental 

genetic trait that females lack, the presence of an extra or second 

Y chromosome in some males has been hypothesized to be a significant 

cause of violence. Host carefully done studies, however, fail 

to find a significantly higher rate of violent crime among males 

with an extra Y chromosome when compared with males with a single 

Y chromosome. Further, since it is estimated that less than 1 

percent of the general popUlation has an extra Y chromosome, it 

is doubtful that such a rare trait could account for much of the 

v:i.('lent behavior in our society. 

Researchers have found that physique or body build is signifi

cantly related to delinquency. Both William Sheldon and the Gluecks 

found that boys who were muscular and well built (termed mesomorphy 

by Sheldon) were more likely to be delinquent. Certainly those 

with the capacity to inflict injury are more likely to do so than 

those who lack the requisite physical strength. Yet the correlation 



between physique and delinquency may be the product of social and 

cultural factors. A young man who is well built may be expected 

by others to be tough and aggressive; social expectations, and 

not biological factors alone, could therefore account for the corre

lation between physique and delinquency. 

We should distinguish here the direct and indirect caUSes 

of biological, psychological, and sociological theories. The main 

point to be made is that the "direct" causes of one field may be 

the "indirect" causes of another field. For example, just as physique 

may be an indirect cause for sociological theorists, the causal 

factors of biology and sociology may be considered indirect causes 

in psychology; according to some psychologists, all things operate 

through personality variables. However, for the most part, biologists 

have contributed relatively little to our understanding of crime 

and violence. Because crime is a socially and culturally defined 

set of behaviors, it would be remarkable if some biological trait 

could shift and adapt 80 frequently and rapidly so as to be a cause 

of crime. Nevertheless, biological theories cannot be completely 

ruled out as potential explanations of crime and violence. 

Socio lQ&ica 1 E!I!.lru!!.tiQJ!'~ 

For several years, three major sociological perspectives 

have been prominent as causal explanations of crime and delinquency. 

These theories are cultural d~viance theory, social control theory, 

and strain theory. Social control theory and cultural deviance 

theory tend to depict the criminal or delinquent as engaged in 

8 



9 

natural and normal activities. Strain theorists argue that people 

who fail to achieve their status goals are mor~ likely to experience 

frustration, which in turn leads to crime and delinquency. This 

frustration and the crime and delinquency which it breeds are perceived 

as normal phenomena in the sense that they are natural and inevitable 

consequences of the social structure. 

Durkheim's typology of suicide laid the groundwork for 

these three sociological perspectives of deviance (Feldman, 1978: 

179-183, 201, 227-228). Cultural deviance theory is akin to altruistic 

suicide; the deviant is hypothesized to be living up to the standards 

of a subculture when he or she engages in deviant activity. Warriors 

such as the Danes and the Goths considered it disgraceful to die 

in circumstances other than battle, but suicide was thought to 

be an honorable alternative way to die. Hindu theology approves 

of suicide, provided at least one son has been born and a certain 

age has been reached. Miller (1958) argues that the lower-class 

subculture, with its long history of traditions and values, provides 

approval of certain kinds of criminal acts. Thus, those who actually 

obey the rules of their subculture may disobey the laws of the 

larger society. 

Social control theory is analogous to egoistic suicide. 

According to control theorists, those who lack bonds to conventional 

society are freer to deviate than those who have such ties. Durkheim 

believed that rates of egoistic suicide ar~ higher in nations where 

many ara freed from marital, religious, and political society. 



Those who nre unmarried, those who belong to the more individualistic 

Protestant denominations as opposed to those in the more highly 

regulated Catholic church, and those lacking political and national 

faith as during times of war or other crises are more likely to 

commit suicide. Similarly, control theorists such as Hirschi (1969) 

argue that the absence of attachments to family, friends, teachers, 

and others will free a person to commit deviant acts. Sensitivity 

to the opinion of others, or the lack of an egotistical outlook, 

will deter a person from crime and delinquency. 

Anomie suicide is similar to the basic principles of strain 

theory. Strain theorists argue that blocked legitimate opportunities 

for success will force some to employ deviant means to attain their 

desired goals. Anomie suicide is likely when the norms or rules 

and routines of society become unclear. Economic anomie occurs 

whenever the state of the economy changes significantly, either 

10 

toward more poverty or toward greater prosperity. Persons of the 

various social classes know what kinds of aspirations and expectations 

are realistic or legitimate under normal circumstances, but when 

an economic crisis or boom happens, the rules which govern proper 

expectations or aspirations are no longer clear. This state of 

anomie or norm1essness, Durkheim argued, was associated with higher 

suicide rate3. Domestic anomie occurs with the death of a spouse 

or because of divorce or separation. Loss of a spouse tends to 

create a sense of deregulation or anomie and is also correlated 

with suicide. Strain theorists have argued that the lack of legitimate 
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means to success creates a sense of frustration and repudiation 

of the conventional society's rules. This kind of anomie has been 

theorized to be the cause of deviant activities ranging from organized 

crime to drug use. 

There are several versions of each of the three major socio-

logical perspectives. Among the cultural deviance theorists, Sutherland 

and Cressey are the most well known. Their theory of differential 

association has received considerable empirical support. Walter 

Miller's theory of a lower-class culture as the cause of crime 

and delinquency is another well-known example of the cultural d~viance 

perspective. 

Robert Merton (1938) created the theory of social structure 

and anomie which remains the clearest statement of the strain per-

spective. Albert Cohen (1955) and Cloward and Ohlin (1960) have 

expanded on Merton's formulation of strain theory. 

Social control theory has many versions. Among the most 

well-known statements of control theory are those by Albert Reiss, 

Jr. (1951), F. Ivan Nye (1958), David Matza (1964), and Travis 

Hirschi (1969). 

Despite the many different versions of each of the three 

major sociological perspectives, there is a core of assumptions 

and principles for each perspective. 2 Each perspective has a distinct 

view of the causal processes, of motivation and socialization, 

20 These basic assumptions and principles are listed in 
Jensen and Rojek's Table 6-2 (1980:172). 
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an image of the deviant and of law or moral standards, and a particular 

view on the role of culture. 

At the societal level. cultural deviance theorists tend 

to assume that there is normative conflict among diverse subcultures. 

Thorsten Sellin (1938) believed that dominant cultural groups were 

able to impose their standards and morals on subordinate cultural 

groups. Gusfield (1963) has documented the influence of rural, 

downwardly mobile Protestants in the passage of the Volsted Act. 

This religiously motivated group wished to impose its values against 

the threat of waves of urban, Catholic immigrants. 

Walter Miller (1958) outlines the content of the lower-

class subculture in a set of focal concerns or values which conflict 

with the standards of middle- and upper-class society. Trouble 

is the most important of these focal concerns. Miller agues that 

lower-class people are more likely to view obedience to the law 

as a matter of expediency rather than as a question of morality. 

Avoiding trouble with the police or the law is one of the few barriers 

to criminal and delinquent activity by lower-class persons according 

to Miller. Research (Hirschi, 1969:214-215) shows, however, that 

lower-class respondents are not significantly more likely to have 

an instrumental attitude toward the law. 

Smartness, a second focal concern described by Miller, 

refers to the ability to manipUlate or dupe people. Theoretically, 

lower-class persons should value the ability to take advantage 

of suckers more so than do middle-class persons. Valentine (1968) 



argues that the ability to outwit and dupe others is not only valued 

by the lower class but is prized and practiced by all segments 

of society. Further, Hirschi's research (1969:216) suggests that 

this focal concern is not restricted to any single class. 

A third focal concern described by Miller is autonomy. 

This value is especially relevant to juvenile delinquency. Miller 

believes that lower-class boys are.more concerned with expressing 

their freedom through adult activities such as driving, drinking, 

smoking, and dating than are middle-class boya. These adult-like 

activities predispose the lower-class youth to delinquency. With 

the exception of interest in automobiles, Hirschi (1969:217-218) 

finds no difference by class in adult activities such as drinking. 

Hirschi (1969:219-223) does find support for Miller's focal 

concern of fate. Lower-"class respondents were more likely to express 

fatalistic attitudes and to forego planning of their future than 

were middle-clss's respondents. Failure to delay gratification 

might block the development of commitments to conformity, such 

as schooling, which in turn increases the probability of delinquency. 

Indeed, Hirschi finds that the relationship between fatalistic 

attitudes and class is reduced when controls for verbal test scores 

are made. 

At the individual level, cultural deviance theorists tend 

to apply the concept of differential association to explain the 

process of learning to be criminal or delinquent. The essence 

of Sutherland's theory of differential association is contained 

13 
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in the sixth of nine propositions <Sutherland and Cressey, 1978:81): 

"A person becomes delinquent because of an excess of definitions 

favorable to violation of law over definitions unfavorable to violation 

of law." Friendships and values which would tend to promote conformity 

or which are neutral to law violations may be overcome in their 

influence by friendships and values which promote deviant behavior. 

One of the strongest and most consistent correlates of delinquency 

is the delinquency of peers or friends. This finding is usually 

cited as support for cultural deviance theory, but it does not 

offer evidence as strong as a crucial experiment might yield; i.e., 

other theorists would have little difficulty incorporating such 

a finding. Nevertheless, the strong influence of friends' behavior 

points to the group or social nature of delinquency. 

Cultural deviance theorists emphasize that the motivation 

to deviance is natural and learned within the subculture. Socialization 

into the subculture's values and norms is successful then when 

the delinquent disobeys the larger society's rules but follows 

his or her subculture's rules. The image of the delinquent is 

thus as a conformist living up to the expectations of his or her 

environment. The law and moral standards which the delinquent 

violates are reflections of the interests of other, more powerful 

segments of society. 

Each of the three sociological perspectives has a different 

conception of culture. Cultural conflict theorists tend to use 

the concept of subculture in the c~stomary sense. Miller (1958: 
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5-6) refers to the lower-class community as having "a long established, 

distinctively patterned tradition with ~n integrity of ita own," 

rather than being a mere reaction against middle-class standards. 

Control theorists use the concept of "infraculture" to point out 

the existence of subterranean values and norms which foster deviant 

behavior yet exist within the dominant culture's standards. Strain 

theorists have used the concept of a contraculture, a set of values 

and norms which develops in explicit and often angry renction to 

the values and norms of the dominant culture. 

Cultural deviance theorists have made no single or universal 

prediction about the relationship between social class and crime. 

Sutherland and Cressey's theory of differential association is 

not explicit on this relationShip. Miller's version of cultural 

deviance theory is much clearer on the issue. Miller agues that 

crime and delinquency are much more likely to occur among the lower 

class. With regard to violence, two of Miller's focal concerns 

(1958:9-11), toughness and excitement, are especially rel~vant. 

Toughness, as described by Miller, embodies a concern for 

physical ability manifested by athleticism and overall strength; 

masculinity as defined by avoidance of sentimentality, anti-intel

lectualism, and the treatment of women as sex objects; and fearless

ness. Like the psychological compulsive masculinity argument, 

Miller states that the female-dominated household in many lower

class families causes an obsession with masculinity and displays 

of toughness. Another focal concern, excitement, also predisposes 



lower-class males to violence. Thrill seeking to overcome the 

boredom of an otherwise dull and repetitious lifestyle takes the 

form of gambling, drinking, and casual sexual encounters. Miller 

claims that lower-class people seek out this risk and danger. 

Violence may thus be a product of the two focal concerns of toughness 

and excitement: "Fights between men involving women, gambling, 

and claims of physical prowess, in various combinations, are frequent 

consequences of a night of making the rounds" (Miller, 1958:11). 

Other cultural deviance theorists, such as Wolfgang and 

Ferracuti (1967), have also argued that violence is a subcultural 

phenomenon. Wolfgang and Ferracuti point out that homicide is 

most prevalent among a fairly homogenous group in several large 
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urban communities. They assert that the value system of this group 

forms the basis of a subculture of violence. The following hypothesis 

is advanced: "the greater the degree of integration into this 

subculture, the higher the probability that his behavior will be 

violent" (1967:153). 

In addition to the high rate of homicide among young, nonwhite 

males in the United States, Wolfgang and Ferracuti give some cross

cultural examples of these subcultures of violence. In Sardinia, 

a highly structured subculture of this type has been analyzed by 

Italian criminologists. The criminal behavior of the people of 

this subculture is called the "vendetta barbaricina." In Columbia, 

extraordinarily high homicide rates (an estimate of between 200,000 

and 300,000 homicides in a fifteen-year period) are attributed 
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to subcultural origins, which are collectively labelled the "violencia." 

Gastil (1971) argues that the American South has a subculture of 

violence. Southern violence has been related to such cultural 

elements as an historical interest in military affairs and skills, 

the violent means of social control of black slaves, a tradition 

of lynching and dueling, a more frontier-like pattern of settlement 

than in the urban North, and a deep sense of personal honor. 3 

Wolfgang and Ferracuti suggest that subcultures of violence 

may be identified by merely looking at groups which have high rates 

of homicide and then examining in detail these groups' value systems, 

the types of expected reaction to certain types of stimuli, and 

the general personality structure of members of the groups. In 

Wolfgang's (1958:188-189) Philadelphia study of criminal homicide, 

he states: 

the significance of a jostle, a slightly derogatory remark, 
or the appearance of a weapon in the hands of an adversary 
are stimuli differentially perceived and interpreted by 
Negroes and whites, males and females. • •• A male is 
virtually expected to defend the name and honor of his 
mother, the virtue of womanhood ••• and to accept no 
derogation about his race (even from a member of his own 
race), his age, or his masculinity. Quick resort to physical 
combat as a measure of daring, courage, or defense of status 
appears to be a cultural expression, especially for lower 
socio-economic class males of both races. 

Subcultures of violence probably also possess penalties 

for people who violate norms which call for the use of violence. 

3. Mark Twain's depiction of the Southerner Pembroke Hovard 
comes to mind: "A man always courteously ready to stand up before 
you in the field if any act or word of his had seemed doubtful 
or suspicious to you, and explain it with any weapon you might 
prefer from bradawls to artillery." 



Ostracism, disdain, and indifference are all possible informal 

social sanctions for the "deviant" who fails to be aggressive. 

Like the social control theorists Matza and Sykes (1961), Wolfgang 

and Ferracuti suggest that the entire society or culture may share 

a positive valuation of deviant and violent behavior. Wolfgang 

and Ferracuti argue that the subculture of violence will probably 

share many values of the dominant culture, but the subcultural 

variations in the degree to which violence is approved or sanctioned 

may be viewed as a matter of relative difference or emphasis. 

Proving the existence of a subculture of violence should not require 

that members of a subculture always act violently under sanctioned 

circumstances. Wolfgang and Ferracuti point out that homicide 

in particular is often an erratic, situational kind of behavior. 

Social control theorists have stated that, at the societal 

level, social disorganization is the cause of crime and delinquency 

(Shaw and McKay, 1942). The rise of industrialization created 

not only a greater division of labor but also increased immigration 

to urban areas. With the increased specialization in jobs and 

the waves of various ethnic immigrants to United States cities, 

there were many diverse and often conflicting groups within the 

cities. Relationships which were once closely monitored by primary 

groups such as the family and church became only weakly supervised 

by secondary groups. Social disorganization is thus characterized 

by areas with population transiency, a high rate of broken homes, 

and a hi&~ percentage of diverse ethnic groups. 
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At the individual level, social control theorists (Briar 

and Piliavin, 1965; Hirschi, 1969) tend to agree that crime and 

delinquency are mOre likely when a person lacks some stakes in 

conformity. People who have commitments to conventional goals 

and achievements such a8 schooling or a job are less likely to 

risk losing their investments by engaging in deviant behavior. 

Such a rational calculation of the ~osts and benefits of crime 

undoubtedly plays some role in individual decisions of whether 

or not to deviate. However, the notion that people's actions are 

completely governed by rational decision is an assumption best 

left to the economists. 

Hirschi (1969) expands on this basic assumption of control 

theorists by adding three more elements of the individual's bond 

to society. First, attachment refers to sensitivity to the opinion 

of others. People who care about the wishes and opinions of their 

parents, teachers, and friends are less likely to offend these 

significant others by deviant activity. Hirschi reports considerable 

empirical support for the role of this element as a barrier to 

delinquency. Children who report a high degree of intimacy of 

communic~tion and identification with their parents are much less 

likely to be delinquent. Those who said that they like school 

and are concerned about the opinions that teachers have of them 

were among the least delinquent of all the respondents. However, 

Hirschi's finding that attachment to peers acts as a barrier to 
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delinquency has not been replicated by subsequent research (Hindelang, 

1973). 

A second element of the individual's bond to society is 

termed involvement by Hirschi. Those who invest their time and 

energy in conventional activities are assumed to be simply less 

likely to have the opportunity to commit deviant acts. The maxim 

that "idle hands are the devil's workshop" is used by Matza and 

Sykes (1961) as a starting point in their description of an adolescent 

leisure class. Matza and Sykes model their adolescent leisure 

class after Veblen's classic discussion of wealthy people who hold 

work in contempt and who prize cunning and aggressiveness. Many 

social programs for youth have been based at least implicitly on 

the notion that boredom and too much spare time lead to delinquency. 

However, Hirschi finds (with the exception of time spent doing 

homework) little relationship between involvement or time spent 

in conventional activities and delinquency. When one considers 

how little time and effort is required for most delinquent acts, 

this finding is hardly surprising. 

Belief is the final element of the individual's bond to 

society. Belief refers to faith in the norms and values of society. 

Those who believe that the laws of society are wrong or unjust 

are much less likely to obey such laws. Like the strain theorists, 

control theorists suggest that normlessness, not adherence to a 

set of subcultural standards, is a cause of delinquency. Hirschi 

reports that the effects of belief in the values and laws of 



conventional society are very strong as barriers to delinquency. 

Respondents who report that they respect the police, reject attitudes 

of expediency toward the law, and accept the authority of school 

officials are much less likely to admit to committing delinquent 

acts. 

In terms of the socialization process of becoming deviant, 

control theorists emphasize the failures or inconsistencies in 

learning conventional norms and values. It is the absence of a 

bond to society rather than the presence of strain or subcultural 

norms which leads to crime and delinquency. The motivation to 

deviate is natural according to control theorists. Hirschi (1969:34) 

argues that the question should be phrased "why don't we do it" 

rather than "why do they do it," since the motivation to deviate 

is natural and common. Briar and Piliavin (1965) argue that the 

motivation to deviate is situational and unstructured, much like 

a pick up game. The image of the delinquent then is that of a 

drifter, casually moving in and out of deviance as situations (and 

the lack of social bonds) dictate. 
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Unlike the cultural deviance theorists' notion of cultural 

conflict over law and moral standards, control theorists postulate 

broad consensus over such norms. Within these conventional standards, 

however, a set of subterranean values and norms exists in what 

is termed an "infraculture." Matza and Sykes (1961 :717) describe 

in Some detail the subterranean values held by the larger society 

with respect to violence and aggression. They point out that there 



is a very popular taste for violence in film, television, and in 

print media. Beyond this taste for violence in fantasies, there 

is a great deal of actual use of force and violence in our society. 

Riots, police brutality, and wars are not entirely outside the 

approval of the dominant culture. The approval of demonstrations 

of masculinity through violence and aggression is not limited solely 

to the lower class. Matza and Sykes (1961:717-718) conclude that 

delinquent behavior is not totally alien to the world of conventional 

adults but rather represents a caricature of the often hypocritical 

standards a~d values of adults~ 
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Social control theorists have tended to say little if anything 

about the relationship between social class and crime. Matza and 

Sykes (1961:718-719), for example, note the existence of much delin

quency in the middle and upper classes, and they question the cultural 

deviance theorists' notion that deviant values are concentrated 

in a particular segment of society. Yet they fail to explicitly 

state that social class should have no effect on rates of delinquency. 

Hirschi (1969:66-75) finds that delinquency is not related to social 

class as measured by father's occupation or education, but father's 

unemployment and family receipt of welfare are related to both 

official and self-reported delinquency. 

Hirschi (1969:65) argues that demonstrating a relationship 

between traditional variables such as sex, social class, or race 

and delinquency may verify theories but never falsify them because 

almost any theory could account for such a relationship with enough 
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ad hoe assumptions. Traditional variables such as social class 

are not generally treated as direct causes of delinquency. Instead, 

variables such as class and race are treated as "causes" of intervening 

variables such as frustration or lack of social control, which 

in turn are the true causes of delinquency. Social control theory 

can conceivably account for a relationship between social class 

and delinquency, but the magnitude and even the direction of this 

relationship are not central to control theory. 

Strain theorists locate the cause of crime and delinquency 

in the structure of society. Merton (1938:672-613) argues that 

two elements of the social and cultural structure are particularly 

relevant. First, there is a set of culturally approved goals or 

ends to which most people aspire. In American society, there is 

a particularly strong emphasis on achieving the goal of financial 

success. While other societies may place greater emphasis on cultural 

or educational attainments or following religious precepts, Americans 

seem to have almost a morbid fascination with monetary success. 

Second, there is a set of socially acceptable means for achieving 

the culturally approved goals. Attaining financial success by 

means of theft, organized crime, or prostitution is generally disap

proved. Merton (1938:673) notes, however, that society may at 

times emphasize one of these elements to the point of almost total 

neglect of the other. Thus, there may be such exclusive concern 

with the desired goals that the means used to gain such goals are 



of little importance. Criminal activity is likely to flourish 

in a society in which the end justifies the means. 
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At the individual level, those who cannot obtain the culturally 

approved goal of monetary success are believed to experience status 

frustration. Strain theorists argue that status frustration may 

lead to criminal activity. The motivation for deviant behavior 

is therefore special and structurally created in contrast to the 

postulates of social control and cultural deviance theory. 

In terms of the socialization process, strain theory argues 

that individuals who turn to deviant activity are resocialized. 

Criminals and delinquents initially accepted the goals and means 

of the dominant culture, but as they experienced status frustration 

they come to reject the dominant culture and establish their own 

standards of conduct. The image that strain theorists present 

of the delinquent is that of a problem solver. Status problems 

are overcome by delinquent activity, which presumably leads to 

an improved sense of worth or self-esteem. However, a recent study 

by Wells and Rankin (1983) suggests that strain theory is wrong 

in this regard. Using panel data; they found that delinquency 

does not improve self-esteem. 

Strain theorists agree with control theorists that at least 

initially there is consensus about the law and moral standards. 

However, those who become delinquent or criminal develop a contraculture 

that specifically rejects and rebels against middle-class standards. 

Cohen (1955) presents a detailed discussion of the development 



of this contraculture, which he states is concentrated among males 

of the lower class. Cohen rejects the idea that the lower class 

has a distinctive culture. He believes that lower-class people 

accept the middle-class ethic of success. A '~iddle class measuring 

rod" or the ability to succeed financially is the only standard 

of success. However, not all children begin this competition for 

success on equal footing. Middle- and upper-class children have 

the advantage of being able to rely on the economic and educational 

resources of their parents. Lower-class parents, in addition to 
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lacking such resources, tend to socialize their children in a different 

manner from middle-class parents. Instead of stressing self-discipline, 

reason, and achievement, lower-class parents tend to be more easygoing 

and permissive. Instead of rational and diplomatic resolutions 

of conflicts, fighting is viewed by lower-class parents as a more 

acceptable way to resolve disputes. Lower-class children are introduced 

earlier to adult-activities (for example, drinking, dating, and 

smoking), and they are less inclined to defer gratification for 

future rewards. 

Cohen points out that the school is usually the first major 

institution to produce strain among lower-class children. In spite 

of supposed democratic values and the stated goal to develop the 

potential of each child, the school reflects middle-class norms, 

~lues, and desired skills. Hence, lower-class children are naturally 

more likely to fail in school. Lower-class children see themselves 

at the bottom of the status hierarchy. Since they have internalized 



26 

the middle-class goal of success, these children come to view themselves 

as failures. 

Cohen argues that these lower-class school failures deal 

with their strain by seeking the company of others; remaining alone 

to deal with failure is a rare event and an alternative which may 

lead to mental problems. The "corner boy" accepts his lower-cless 

status and withdraws from the competition into a sheltered environment 

of his peers. Corner boys may engage in some minor delinquencies 

but generally lead stable, conforming lives. The "college boy" 

rejects his lower-class peers and attempts to acquire the social 

and academic skills of the middle class. Some lower-class boys 

are successful at this game of playing by the middle-class rules, 

but relatively few are. Finally, the "gang boy" enters a delinquent 

subculture which is characterized by Cohen as nonutilitarian, malicious, 

and negativistic. Many of these delinquent boys' activities could 

be labeled "hell raising;" vandalism and senseless acts of destruction 

and violence are common. Cohen states that the '~allmark of the 

delinquent subculture is the wholesale and explicit repudiation 

of middle-class standards and the adoption of their very antithesis" 

(1955:129). This rejection of middle-class values supposedly helps 

these delinquent boys to compensate for their failure and humiliation 

in middle-class institutions. 

Individuals probably could not cope with the tensions and 

strain of such a significant personal failure. Banding together 

in a delinquent subculture that consists of like minded peers helps 



to generate a new source of status; values are created in this 

delinquent subculture which set nonconformity above conventional 

achievements. The delinquent subculture is then, in essence, a 

contraculture which repudiates the value of the dominant culture 

and provides alternative rewards and status. 

Cloward and Ohlin's (1960) version of strain theory is 

similar to the ideas expressed by Cohen. They also locate deviant 

subcultures among lower-class males. However, Cloward and Ohlin 

depict three types of deviant subcultures rather than just one. 

First, the criminal subculture provides opportunities for success 

in organized crime and career oriented crime. Professional thieves 

may learn their trade from others, bookmakers may be given organiza

tional support for their operations, while still others learn how 

to fence stolen automobile parts. Although legitimate means to 

obtain success may not be available, all lower-class neighborhoods 

are not totally devoid of organization and the availability of 

illegitimate means to become successful. 

Second, Cloward and Ohlin describe a retreatist subculture. 

People belonging to retreatist subcultures have usually given up 

hope in their struggle and often turn to drugs. However, research 

on drug use shows that it is a distinctively social activity, in 

which techniques of drug use, norms and values supporting drug 

use, and a supply of drugs are made available. Hence, even in 

the retreatist subculture there is a semblance of organization 

and social support. 
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Third, much like Cohen's delinquent contraculture, Cloward 

and Ohlin point to the existence of conflict subcultures in neighbor

hoods that are almost completely disorganized. Such lower-class 

aress offer neither legitimate nor illegitimate means of obtaining 

status. Violence and gang warfare are typical, yet futile responses 

to such a lack of opportunity. 

Strain theory is the least well supported by empirical 

research of the three major causal theories. First, strain theorists 

postulate too much pressure for deviance (Hirschi, 1969:6-7). 

People who are alleged to be frustrated status climberB should 

spend much of their time committing criminal and delinquent acts. 

Yet even the most depraved and devoted of criminals spends the 

majority af his or her time engaged in conventional activities. 

Further, most adolescents who commit delinquent acts grow up or 

mature and no longer engage in such activity. This maturational 

reform is not accounted for by strain theory; indeed, one would 

expect status frustration to be greatest when adolescents become 

young adults and more aware of their eventual class destination. 

Second, high aspirations for either educational or occupational 

success are not associated with higher rates of delinquency even 

among those who expect low levels of achievement (Hirschi, 1969). 

Third, Akers (1977:25) points out that much of the data used to 

support strain theory involves tautological reasoning. Social 

disorganization or anoruie (the independent variable) is often 
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measured by the high rates of crime in a given area (the dependent 

variable). 

We should distinguish here two types of tautologies: tauto

logical empirical work and tautological theory. It is possible 

to have tautological research even though the concepts of the theory 

being examined in the research are not tautological. Thus, we 

would argue that the concepts of social disorganization theory 

are nontauto1ogica1, despite some shoddy empirical work. 

Like cultural deviance theorists, strain theorists have 

not made uniform predictions about the relationship between social 

class and crime or violence. Almost all of the older strain theories 

(Merton, 1938; Cohen, 1955; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960) predict that 

crime and delinquency will be more heavily concentrated among the 

lower class. Quicker (1974) deemphasizes the role of economic 

status frustration in his version of strain theory. He argues 

that short-term frustrations such as school failures are more likely 

to result in crime and delinquency than are long-term frustrations 

and strains. Thus, strain theory under Quicker's version requires 

no relationship between class and crime. 

Albert Cohen's version of strain theory is unique in that 

he predicts a relationship between social class and certain types 

of offenses. As stated earlier, Cohen argues that delinquents 

of the lower class are more likely to engage in nonuti1itarian, 

malicious, and negativistic behavior. Therefore we would expect 
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to find a negative relationship between social class and offenses 

such as vandalism and assault. 

One theory seems especially conspicuous in its absence 

from a discussion of social class and crime, and this is conflict 

theory. Conflict theorists owe much of their intellectual origins 

to Marxist thoughts which emphasized the importance of social class 

conflict in understanding social change and structure. Yet Marx 

himself wrote little on the subject of crime. Subsequent conflict 

theorists have tended to ignore the question of who and why Some 

people violate the law. 

Most conflict theorists have focused their attention on 

how law is created and how it is selectively enforced against the 

powerless. For example, Richard Quinney (1977) and William Chambliss 

(1964) have both emphasized the actions of the elite and land-owning 

classes in their analyses of criminal justice. Chambliss' classic 

study, "The Saints and the Roughnecks" (1973), recognizes that 

both middle- and lower~'class boys commit delinquent acts but stresses 

that differences in the visibility and demeanor of the boys help 

account for more severe legal steps taken against lower-class boys. 

Thus, Chambliss, one of the most respected conflict criminologists, 

virtually ignores the question of why people violate the law in 

the first place. 

~~i~i~~!_~~~~~~~~_Q~_~!~~~L_~~i@~L_~~4~~!i~~~~~£Y 

The relationship between social class and delinquency has 

been one of the most frequently studied issues in criminology. 
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Early studies, most notably Shaw and McKay (1942), tended to find 

an inverse relationship between class and delinquency based on 

police and court records and on ecological correlations. More 

recent studies using official statistics (Hirschi, 1969; Wolfgang, 

Figlio, and Sellin. 1972; Williams and Gold, 1972; Frease, 1973) 

and individual level data tend to show either small inverse relation

ships or no relationship at all between class and delinquency. 

Police and court statistics have been criticized for being 

subject to potential biaB due to discriminatory processing of lower

class persons. While the debate on this issue is far from settled 

(Thornberry, 1973; Cohen and Kluegel, 1978), many researchers have 

turned to the self-report method to avoid such bias. Indeed, one 

of the most important early findings derived from the self-report 

technique was the lack of association, contrary to many official 

data studies, between class and delinquency (Nye, Short, and Olson, 

1958). Nearly all carefully designed studies find that social 
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class is either a very small or nonexistent correlate of self-reported 

d~linquency (Reiss and Rhodes, 1961; Dentler and Monroe, 1961; 

Akers, 1964; Erickson and Empey, 1965; Hirschi, 1969; Williams 

and Gold, 1972; Tittle and Villemez, 1977; Johnson, 1980). 

Despite some recent controversy (Elliott and Ageton, 1980; 

Kleck, 1982), we believe that the results of the aforementioned 

self-report studies are quite conclusive with respect to the issue 

of general delinquent behavior. However, the issue of whether 

or not social class is significantly related to specific kinds 



of offenses, such as violent acts versus property offenses, has 

not been so conclusively researched, nor are the theoretical reasons 

for class variation by type of offense clearly stated in the litera

ture. Studies which do report a correlation between class and 

violent behavior (for example, Erickson and Empey, 1965; Tittle 

et al., 1978; Elliott and Ageton, 1980; Thornberry and Farnworth, 

1982; Elliott and Huizinga, 1983) either do not elaborate on this 

finding or report that social class is related to "serious" offenses. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DATA AND METHODS 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, we will 

discuss the sources of data and the methods of data collection 

used in this study. Second, we will briefly discuss the relevant 

limitations of the data. 

Sources of Data and 
Methods of Data Collection 

The study of violence has been undertaken from various 

perspectives and through a variety of research methods. For example, 

the effects of television violence on deviant behavior have been 

analyzed with experimental research designs; several researchers 

have used historical methods and materials to study the causes 

and distribution of violence; archival data such as police and 

court records have been examined, particularly in the study of 

homicide; and survey researchers, using both interview and questionnaire 

techniques, have been among the most prolific in the number of 

publications on violence~ 

Two methods or sources of data will be used in this study. 

First, archival data in the form of police records gathered as 

part of the Richmond Youth Project (Hirschi, 1969:41, 298-299) 

will be analyzed to determine the association between social class 

and officially measured violent behavior. These data have at least 
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two advantages over survey data: (a) the police records are beyond 

the abiHty of the subjects to fabricate and (b) the officially 

recorded instances of violent behavior are probably more serious 

and tend to exclude trivial acts of violence which may be found 

in survey data. On the other hand, one disadvantage of the police 

data is that very few (fewer than 10 percent) of the Richmond study's 

subjects have an official record for violent behavior. Such a 

low prevalence rate makes it difficult to study the correlates 

of violence. 

Second, survey data from four studies will also be analyzed. 

These four sets of survey data span over three decades, from the 

mid-1960s to the early 1980s. 
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From the Richmond Youth Project, we will use the questionnaire 

data collected by the Survey Research Center at the University 

of California, Berkeley (Hirschi, 1969). A sample of over fifteen 

hundred white male students in eleven junior and senior high schools 

in Western Contra Costa County, California completed the question

naires. Because of problems with the validity of self-reported 

information given by blacks (see Hindelang et al., 1981:171-173), 

only questionnaire data for whites will be used in this study. 

To measure self-reported violent behavior, respondents 

in the Richmond study were asked, "Not counting fights you may 

have had with a brother or sister, have you ever beaten up on anyone 

or hurt anyone on purpose?" Answers to this question were recoded 

a8 a dichotomous variable, "yes" or "no." Measures of frequency 



of self-reported assault are not available in the Richmond Youth 

Study. 

Researchers from the University of Arizona collected data 

over a three-year period in a repeated cross-sectional survey called 

the Community Tolerance Study. This study gathered data from three 

small town or rural high schools in Southern Arizona and from three 

metropolitan high schools in Tucson. In the first or pilot year 

of the study, about seventeen hundred students were given the ques

tionnaire; this comparatively small sample size makes statistical 

analysis difficult to undertake. Therefore, we will use only the 

results for the second and third years from the Community Tolerance 

Study; in each of the 1974-1975 and 1975-1976 school years, question

naire data were gathered from over three thousand students. 

The towns and the schools surveyed by the Community Tolerance 

Study investigators provide some interesting variations for this 

study. Of the three small towns whose high schools were studied, 

one is a mining town, another is a tourist town, and the third 

is a part of a farming and ranching area. The tourist town is 

of particular interest for the study of violent behavior, since 

the tourist industry there trades primarily on the town's reputation 

as the sight of famous gunfights in the nineteenth-century American 

West. Among the high schools sampled in the urban center, two 

are public schools while the third is a parochial school. 

Two measures of self-reported violent behavior are available 

in both the second and third year of the Community Tolerance Study. 
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Respondents were asked~ '~uring the last 12 months how many times 

did you beat up or hurt someone on purpose?" (self-reported assault) 

and '~uring the last 12 months how many times did you get into 

any fist fights or brawls? (Not counting the times yeu beat up 

or hurt someone on purpose)" (self-reported fighting). 

From the Seattle Youth Study, we will use interview and 

questionnaire data collected by researchers at the University of 

Washington (Hindelang et al., 1981). Approximately eight hundred 

white males either completed questionnaires or participated in 

interviews. One of the principal conclusions drawn by Hindelang 

et ale (1981:132-133) is that questionnaires and interviews tend 

to produce the same results and have the same level of reliability 

or consistency. Controls for the method of administration of the 

self-report instrument are, therefore, deemed unnecessary. 

The Seattle Youth Study researchers designed samples of 

three populations to maximize variance in measures of delinquency 

and to represent the adolescent population of Seattle (Hinde lang 

et al., 1981:31-33). First, a sample of "official nondelinquents" 

was drawn from Seattle public schools. Students with any record 

of police or juvenile court contact were excluded from this sample. 

The second population sampled was drawn from those with a record 

of police contact but with ne record of juvenile court involvement. 

The third population sampled was drawn from a population of juvenile 

offenders referred to the King County juvenile court. To make 
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the three populations mutually exclusive, subjects were assigned 

to the population reflecting their most serious delinquent involvement. 

Eight measures of self-reported violent behavior are available 

in the Seattle Youth Study. (Some measures of self-reportei violence, 

such as rape, were excluded from the analysis because of the very 

low prevalence rate of these offenses.) One of these measures 

replicates the Richmond Youth Study measure of self-reported violence. 

The remaining seven measures of violent behavior are as follows: 

1. Have you ever carried a razor, switchb lade, or gun with 

the intention of using it in a fight? 

2. Have you ever pulled a knife, gun, or SOme other weapon 

on someone just to let them know you meant business? 

3. Have you ever beat someone up so badly they probably needed 

a doctor? 

4. Have you ever hit a teacher or some other school official? 

5. Have you ever fired a BB gun at some other person, at passing 

cars, or at windows of buildings? 

6. Have you ever picked a fight with someone you didn't know 

just for the hell of it? 

7. Have you ever hit one of your parents? 

The possible responses to these seven items are either "yes" or 

"no. " 

The fourth set of survey data used in this study is from 

the 1981 wave of the Monitoring the Future Project conducted by 

researchers at the Institute of Social Research of the University 



of Michigan (Johnston et al., 1981). The Monitoring the Future 

survey data were drawn from a national sample of high-school seniors. 

Approximately thirteen hundred white males completed questionnaires. 

The Monitoring the Future Project researchers employed 

a three-stage sampling design based on geographical areas, schools, 

and demographic characteristics of the students themselves. The 

sample is weighted to take into account variations in the size 

of school samples. The questionnaire was administered in five 

38 

differtnt forms to permit coverage of a wide range of topics (although 

adolescent drug use was obviously a primary concern of the researchers); 

a core of demographic or background variables was asked of all 

respondents. 

Three measures of self-reported violent behavior are available 

in the Monitoring the Future Project survey. As a measure of simple 

assault, respondents were asked, "Within the past three months, 

how often have you actually got into a fight and hit somebody?" 

As a 'llleasure of gang fighting, respondents were asked, "During 

the last 12 mont~s, how often have you taken part in a fight where 

a group of your friends were against another group?" Finally, 

as a measure of aggravated assault, respondents were asked, "During 

the last 12 months, how often have you hurt someone badly enough 

to need bandages or a doctor?" 

Limit.ati2.~~~Lt.l!LDat.e 

Under ideal circumstances, a researcher would not have 

to recognize the flaws and limitations of the data analyzed. However, 



circumstances are almost never ideal for social research. The 

constraints of limited time and economic resources make it necessary 

to acknowledge shortcomings or compromises made in the research 

process. 

Two limitations of the survey data used in this study seem 

to be the most relevant. First, despite having multiple sets of 

data with samples from throughout the country, this study is based 

on a secondary analysis of data already collected. A secondary 

analysis precludes the researcher from including the desired items 

on the questionnaire or particular or precise wording of the items. 

For example, in the Community Tolerance Study, brothers and sisters 

are not excluded as possible victims of assault or fighting in 

the measures of 8elf-r~ported violent behavior (as they are in 

the Richmond and Seattle studies). More detail on measures of 

violent behavior (for example, did the respondent win or lose the 

fight?), the effects of parental unemployment on the respondent, 

and the lifestyle or status of the respondent would all have been 

very desirable additional pieces of information. 

Another problem which stems from a secondary analysis is 

that the sample design employed by the persons who collected the 

data may be somewhat inappropriate. One of the major disadvantages 

of all four of the data sets used in this study is the lack of 

subjects who had committed relatively serious acts of violence. 

A purposive sample which included, for example, a large number 
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of juvenile offenders arrested for a violent offense would have 

been most desirable. 

Although secondary analysis may in some respects promote 

more objective attitudes, the researcher does not have first-hand 

knowledge of the data collection process. Secondary analysis, 

thus, does not especially foster a sense for the possibly subtle 

nuances of the data. 

A second principal limitation of the data used here is 

the insufficient sample sizes of the Seattle Youth Study and the 

Monitoring the Future Project. Although there are approximately 

eight hundred white male respondents in the Seattle study, this 

is simply inadequate to undertake multivariate analysis. 

The Monitoring the Future Project has thirteen hundred 

white male respondents; but given the relatively low prevalence 

rate of self-reported violence in this study (none of the three 

items has more than a one-fourth positive response rate), this 

data set is also inadequate for multivariate analysis. Hence, 

my use of the Seattle and the MQnitoring the Future Project data 

will be limited to the bivariate analyses conducted in Chapter 

3 and in Chapter 6. 

We certainly do not mean to give the impression that the 

data used in this study are so poor that they are worthless for 

analysis. In spite of the aforementioned problems, the data sets 

used in this study contain meaningful items that can be used to 

test some important issues in the study of violence. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PARENTAL STATUS AND VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

Introduction 

In this chapter we begin to examine the results of our 

study, focusing on some of the specific issues discussed in Chapters 

I and 2. In particular, we will analyze the bivariate relationships 

between violence and parential social status. 

The dependent variable, violence, will be measured by self

reports of the use of force and, from the Richmond Youth Study, 

by official police records of offenses involving force. The independent 

variable, social status, will be measured in a number of ways. 

First, the class conception outlined by Wright et ale (1982)--which 

focuses on social relations of domination and appropriation--will 

be used to predict violent behavioT. Second, class as defined 

by concepts such 8S the lumpenproletariat or the "disreputable 

poor" will be analyzed with respect to violence. Unemployment 

and receipt of welfare benefits are measures incorporated under 

this second conception of class. Third, gradational measures of 

status such as occupation and education will be examined. Further, 

ecological or area measures will be used to assess contexts in 

which violence is more likely to occur. 
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Wright et. ~~s.Typology 

Wright et al. (1982) preface their discussion of social 

class by pointing Dut that Marxist theorists reject the notion 
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of equating occupation and class. Occupation identifies the technical 

content of the job, they argue, while class identifies social relations 

of domination and appropriation of the surplus value of labor. 

Some jobs--such as foreman--correspond to class position, but many 

do not; for example, a carpenter could be self-employed or an employee 

or possibly even a manager or a supervisor. 

In rejecting a simplistic occupation scheme, Wright et 

al. (1982:712-717) advance their own scheme of the American class 

structure. They identify five classes based on the following criteria: 

(a) the relations of production (does the person own the means 

of production, decide on the use and allocation of resources of 

the firm, and buy or sell his/her labor?)~ (b) authority relations 

(does the person control the work of others?); and (c) autonomy 

(does the person control his/her own work process?). Their five 

classes are (1) bourgeoisie and small employers, (1) managers and 

supervisiors, (3) semi-autonomous employees, (4) petty bourgeoisie, 

and (5) the working class. The bourgeoisie and small employers 

have a great deal of authority and autonomy and control most of 

the relations of production. Small employers are distinguished 

from the bourgeoisie by the smaller amount of labor they can afford 

to purchase. Managers and supervisors are people who do not own 

the firm nor do they make investment decisions, but they do control 



their own work and the work of others. Semi-autonomous employees 

neither control investments nor the work of others, although they 

do control much of their own work process. The petty bourgeoisie 

are defined by Wright et al. as self-employed persons who eaploy 

no one. Finally, the working class is described as those who neither 

control the relations of production nor the work of others and 

who have little control over their own work process. 

Colvin and Pauly (1983 :515) argue that ''many of the problems 
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of class-delinquency studies spring from an inadequate conceptualization 

of objective class categories." Beginning from a structural-Marxist 

viewpoint, they describe a class scheme adapted largely from the 

writings of Richard Edwards and Erik Olin Wright. Colvin and Pauly 

(1983:534-539) hypothesize that parental social class (determined 

by neo-Marxist criteria) should be inversely related to juvenile 

delinquency through a variety of mediating variables, including 

the extent of coercive family and school discipline. 

Charles Valentine (1968) suggests a plausible argument 

for different rates of violent behavior among different social 

classes that is relevant to the analysis of the Wright et al. con

ceptualization. Valentine argues, in contrast to the ideas of 

cultural deviance theorists, that the values of the middle class 

are really no different from those of the lower class. All classes, 

according to him, prize being tough and aggressive, but the behavioral 

manifestations of these values may differ according to one's ability 

to exercise power or authority legitimately. For example, a supervisor 



might vent his aggreRsions by bossing his workers around, whereas 

the blue collar or unemployed worker might punch someone in the 
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mouth, lacking socially approved means to release his/her frustrations. 

Using the conceptual scheme of Wright et al., we recoded 

the variable for father's occupation in the Richmond Youth Study 

and in the Seattle Youth Study into three categories: the working 

class (unskilled and semi-skilled workers, including white collar 

workers), semi-autonomous employees (professionals, self-employed 

professionals and craftsmen, and entertainers), and "supervisors" 

(foremen, managers, self-employed merchants, and people in a "large 

business"). Small cell sizes precluded the use of separate categories 

for the bourgeoisie, managers and supervisors, and the petty bour

geoisie. This is an important limitation of the data. But the 

fact that there are so few bourgeois and managerial cases makes 

it unlikely that these separate classes could ever account for 

a great deal of the variation in delinquent behavior. 

Table 1 provides a summary of the tnhular analyses using 

Wright et al.~s conception of social class. Not only does this 

measure of social class fail to have a significant effect on either 

self-reported or officially recorded instances of violence, but 

it also fails to show a significant association with any kind of 

offense. In the Richmond data, the only offense which comes close 

to having a significant association with this measure of class 

is self-reported theft of things of medium value (items worth between 

$2 and $50). Here the direction of the relationship is inverse, 
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Table 1. Tabular Analyses of Wright et al.is Measure of Social Class 
by Type of Offense, Richmond Youth Study and Seattle Youth 
Study, White Males. 

Richmond 

Theft 
Under $2 

2.82 

Theft 

1. 97 

Seattle 

Assault 

.99 

Pick Fight 

3.77 

Pearson Chi-Square Statistics 

Theft 
$2-$50 

5.32 

Burglary 

1.40 

Self-Reported Offenses 

Theft 
Over $50 

1.46 

Joyriding 

.42 

Official Offenses 

Auto Force/ 
Theft Violence 

1.27 2.06 

Hit 

Vandalism Assault 

.62 1.27 

Total Official 
Offenses 

.68 

Aggravated 
Razor Weapon Teacher Assault 

.73 3.57 2.59 1.89 

J]L Bit Parent 

3.46 .61 

Note: None of the above statistics is significant at the .05 
level. 



with sons of supervisors being less likely to admit to theft than 

sons of the working class, but the magnitude of the relationship 

is very small: while 22 percent of the working-class sons admit 

to this type of theft, 19 percent of the sons of supervisors admit 

to stealing something worth between $2 and $50. 

If we focus on the relationship b~tween this measure of 

class and violence, the magnitude of the association is even smaller. 

In the Richmond data, 41 percent of the working-class sons report 
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having beaten or hurt someone, and 40 percent of the sons of supervisors 

report such behavior. The sons of semi-autonomous employees have 

only a very slightly higher rate of self-reported violence (43 

percent). In terms of officially recorded offenses of force and 

violence, sons of working-class fathers are more likely (4.3 percent) 

to have a police record than are sons of supervisors (4.2 percent) 

or sons of semi-autonomous employees (3.7 percent). The very low 

prevalence rate of such an offense, however, makes it difficult 

to rely on standard tests of statistical significance. The relationship 

between all types of officially· recorded offenses and the Wright 

et al. social class concept is somewhat easier to discern, with 

one-fourth of the subjects having a police record for some offense. 

This relationship also appears to be nonexistent, with 27 percent 

of working-class sons and 25 percent of supervisors' sons having 

a police record. 

Table 1 also provides a summary of the tabular analyses 

using the Wright et al. conception of social class in the Seattle 



data. None of the eight self-reported measures of violent behavior 

in the Seattle Youth Study are significantly associated with this 

social class measure. For the item replicating the Richmond study 

self-report measure (assault), sons of working-class fathers have 

a very slightly lower rate of self-reported violent behavior (43.1 

percent) compared ~ith sons of semi-autonomous employees (47.5 

percent) and sons of supervisors (45.7 percent). 

The results of this analysis suggest that the class structure 

advanced by Wright et al. is not particularly useful in either 
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the explanation of delinquency in general or of violence in particular. 

These findings refute a basic proposition underlying the theoretical 

discussion of Colvin and Pauly. However, to be fair to Wright 

et al., we must recognize that they never explicitly intended their 

concept of class structure to be applied to the explanation of 

any type of crime or delinquency. Further, Wright (1979) finds 

that tbis conceptualization of class is very useful in predicting 

levels of income--even more useful than occupation. 

The Disreputable Poor 

David Matza (966) defines the "disreputable poor" primarily 

in terms of their persistent or structural unemployment. The dis

reputable poor, thus, are not those who experience temporary layoffs 

as during relatively brief periods of high unemployment or during 

a recession for a particular industry such as automobiles, mining, 

or home construction. Instead, the disreputable poor are those 

who remain unemployed for long periods of time, including periods 



of relatively high employment. The disreputable poor are also 

characterized by their lack of affiliations, presumably failing 

to make or maintain ties with their community, neighborhood, family, 

friends, church, or other institutions and groups. 
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Matza (1966:292-296) identifies four components of the 

disreputable poor: the dregs, newcomers, skidders, and the infirm. 

The dregs, or the ethnics who fail to become upwardly mobile while 

substantial numbers of people of the same ethnicity become successful, 

constitute a large proportion of the disreputable poor. These 

are typically the immigrants from southern, central, and eastern 

European countries who have failed to be as successful as their 

former fellow countrymen. More recently, the dregs are a large 

number of blacks who have been unable to take advantage of expanding 

job opportunities in the growing corporate and government employment 

sectors. 

Newcomers, or immigrants "fresh off the boat," are the 

most numerous component of the disreputable poor. Since migration 

often depends on so-called "push" factors or undesirable conditions 

in the country of origin, many newcomers arrive at their destinations 

without funds or training. However, Matza argues that since most 

newcomers will eventually leave the ranks of the disreputable poor, 

they often do not become as embittered or fatalistic as do true 

members of the disreputable poor. 

Skidders, or those who have fallen into disrepute from 

a respectable position, are a third component of the disreputable 



poor. Alcoholics, drug addicts. and sexual deviates are all poasible 

examples of skidders. Matza (1966:296) argues that skidders provide 

evidence of the uncertain outcome of hard work; while some may 

profit by hard work, skidders serve as examples that success is 

not guaranteed. 

The infirm constitute the last component of disreputable 

poverty; these people are either the aged or the chronically ill. 

Although Medicare and Medicaid have helped provide health care 
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to the aged and the poor, the loss of a steady job because of advancing 

age or illness is still more than enough to push many people into 

the ranks of the disreputable poor. The infirm also provide examples 

of the worthlessness of hard work, of how futile it is to work 

for respectability. 

Matza (1966:289) points out that the disreputable poor 

are relatively invisible. Perhaps this class of people is relatively 

invisible because researchers have difficulty finding and studying 

them. Consider. after all, the substantial number of studies conducted 

in schools (excluding dropouts) and at work (excluding the unemployed). 

Whatever the reason, the disreputable poor are constantly being 

rediscovered in popular literature as, for example, in Michael 

Harrington's Ig~_Q~h~r_~~Ei£e. 

The disreputable poor are also invisible partly because 

of the constant shift in terminology used to describe them. The 

principal motive for changing terminology about the poor has been 

and continues to be to reduce the stigma of being poor. The British 



have called the poor, among other things, "problem families." 

This identifies the disreputable poor as not only bothersome but 
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also as the locus of social problems ranging from crime and delinquency 

to divorce and mental illness. The Marxist term, lumpenproletariat, 

is hardly complimentary either. Marxists have used this term to 

refer to the bilges and scum of human society, to those,who do 

not contribute any productive labor. Matza (1966:291) cites Bukharin's 

description of the lumpenproletariat as being characterized by 

"shiftlessness, lack of discipline, hatred of the old, but impotence 

to construct or organize anything new, an individualistic declassed 

ipersonality,' whose actions are based only on foolish caprices." 

Matza (1966:291-292) takes note of two more derogatory 

terms for the disreputable poor. First is Thorstein Veblen's "spurious 

leisure class." Veblen believed that people at the lowest class 

level often were as given to leisurely pursuits and predatory, 

vicious behavior as those at the very highest class levels. However, 

the spurious leisure class was not considered a genuine leisure 

Glass by Veblen because the source of their leisure does not come 

from either aristocratic right or from personal fortune. 

A second derogatory tern is the concept of the pauper. 

Paupers were once distinguished from the merely poor by virtue 

of their apathy or resignation toward their poverty. Paupers are 

alleged to be unconcerned with their low standing, leading if not 

happy at least carefree lives. 



Matza (1966:293) cites disorder and violence as two of 

the most prominent characteristics of the disreputable poor. Unfor

tunately, he provides no data on this relationship between social 

class and violence. However, both the Richmond Youth Study and 

the Community Tolerance Study provide information applicable to 

test this hypothesized relationship. From the Richmond study, 

two meaSures of "disreputable poverty" are available. First, respon

dents were asked, '~ow much time during the past three years has 

your father been out of work because he could not find a job?" 

Answers to this question were recoded as a dichotomous variable, 

with either no unemployment or some unemployment of the father 

being reported. Second, respondents were asked, '~ave your parents 

received welfare payments?" Answers to this second item were also 

recoded as a dichotomous variable, "yes" or "no." In both years 

of the Community Tolerance Study, there is no measure of receipt 

51 

of welfare benefits, but respondents were asked about their father's 

employment status. Answers to this item were recoded as a dichotomolJs 

variable: full-time, part-time, and housepersons are considered 

as employed while others not retired are considered unemployed. 

Table 2 provides a summary of the analyses of the relationship 

between measures of disreputable poverty and violence. In the 

Richmond data there is a relatively strong relationship between 

the measures of disreputable poverty--father's unemployment and 

family receipt of welfare--and the self-reported and official measures 

of violent behavior. (In the Richmond data, father's unemployment 
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Table 2. Tabular Analyses of Unemployment and Welfare Status by Violent 
Offenses, Richmond Youth Study and Community Tolerance Study, 
White Males. 

Father's 
Unemployment 

Welfare 
Status 

Father's 
Unemployment 

Father's 
Unemployment 

* p < .05 

Pearson Chi-Square Statistics 

Se If-Reported 
__ 4~~1!lt __ 

21.38* 

7.09* 

.01 

.33 

Official 
lli£~LYi2.1.~~~ 

18.86* 

8.34* 

1.62 

.03 



is also significantly related to theft of items under $2 and the 

theft of items worth $2 to $50; welfare receipt is significantly 

associated with the theft of items worth over $50.) More than 

half (51 percent) of those with Some family history of welfare 

assistance admit to committing SOme act of violence, while fewer 

than two-fifths ()9.7 percent) of those with no record of welfare 

assistance admit to such an act. There is also a strong, significant 

relationship between welfare assistance and having an official 

record for an act of force or violence. Seven percent of those 

with a history of welfare assistance have a police record for an 

act involving force or violence compared with less than 3 percent 

of those whose families have not received welfare. 

The relationship between father's unemployment and violence 

is even stronger. While 39 percent of the sons of fully employed 

fathers self-report an assault, 56 percent of the sons of unemployed 

fathers admit committing an assault. Police records show an equally 

strong effect of father's unemployment. Eight percent of the sons 
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of unemployed fathers have a police record for an offense involving 

force and violence, while only 2 percent of the sons of fully employed 

fathers have such a police record. Although strictly speaking 

one would be correct in saying that father's unemployment increases 

the rate of official violence by four times, it would be rather 

disingenuous to say so with such low prevalence rates. 

In the Community Tolerance data for the second and third 

years of the study, neither self-reported fighting nor self-reported 



assault is significantly associated with father's unemployment. 

These results are very inconsistent with the results derived from 

the Richmond study. However, there is an explanation for this 

apparent discrepancy. In the second year of the Community Tolerance 

Study, there are only forty respondents who report that their father 

is unemployed; in the third year of the study, fewer than seventy 

report an unemployed father. With such a low rate of unemployment 

(3 percent) in the sample, it is nearly impossible to uncover 

statistically significant relationships. (Johnson [1980:91-92] 

reaches a similar conclusion in his analysis of a survey of high

school sophomores.) In contrast, in the Richmond study 16 percent 

of the respondents report their father as unemployed, and 11 percent 

admit that their family has some history of welfare assistance. 

Also, many of the unemployed in the Community Tolerance Study are 

miners who had been temporarily laid off. In the Richmond study, 

there may be far more structural or relatively permanent employment; 

such structural unemployment is a more appropriate measure of dis

reputable poverty than are temporary layoffs. 

All of this would suggest that the social class distribution 

in the Community Tolerance Study is much more restricted than in 

the Richmond Youth Study, with very few respondents at the bottom 

of the class distribution in the Southern Arizona study. Further, 

one could predict that because the variance in the social class 

variables in the Community Tolerance Study is probably lower than 

the variance in class measures in the Richmond study, the magnitude 
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of the relationship between class and violence will be somewhat 

lower in the Community Tolerance Study than in the Richmond study. 

Overall, then, it is safe to conclude from the Richmond 

study data that there is a strong relationship between measures 

of disreputable poverty and violent behavior. The reasons for 

this relationship will be explored in later chapters, but some 

factors appear obvious. For example, there is a fair amount of 

stigma and shame associated with unemployment and receiving welfare 

assistance--shame and stigma that probably dwarf any feelings of 

inferiority or inadequacy which those in blue collar, relatively 

low paid jobs feel vis-a-vis those in white collar, relatively 

well-paid jobs. Furthermore, those in the general public tend 

to hold the poor, and those on welfare in particular, in comtempt, 

expressing attitudes of considerable hostility. For example, a 

Harris pol1 in 1972 found that almost 90 percent favored "making 

people on welfare go to work," and a 1978 New York l'im~~-CBS News 

pol1 found over one-half of the respondents agreed that "most people 

who receive welfare could get along without it if they tried" 

(Robertson, 1981:272). 

55 

The frustrations and the anger associated with unemployment 

and being on welfare are compounded by the lack of such fundamental 

necessities as food, clothing, and shelter among the disreputable 

poor. It would seem self-evident that such an environment of absolute 

deprivation may be the breeding grounds for discontent and violence. 
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Gradational measures of social class provide rankings of 

people along SOme continuum. In stratification research, income, 

occupation, and education are the three most commonly used gradational 

measures; in delinquency research, parental occupation and education 

are by far the most frequently used gradational measures and the 

most commonly used measures of social class. Although gradational 

measures such as occupation may be used in a relational conception 

of class, as in the Wright et al. (1982) class structure, in this 

part of the chapter occupation and education are intended solely 

as gradational measures or as indicators of social rank. 

Three categories of father's education are used with the 

Richmond Youth Study: those with less than a high-school diploma, 

high-school graduates or those who have attended a trade or business 

school, and those with some college experience or college graduates. 

For father's occupation, we follow Hirschi's (1969:69) coding scheme 

of the Richmond data, with the following five categories: unskilled 

labor; semi-skilled labor; skilled labor, foreman, or merchant; 

white collar; and professional or executive. 

The same response categories for father's occupation and 

education are available in the Seattle Youth Study as in the Richmond 

study. The same three categories for father's education and t~e 

same five categories for father's occupation will be used in the 

analysis of the Seattle data. 



There are no data available on father's occupation in the 

Monitoring the Future Project. A measure of the highest level 

of schooling completed by the father is available in this 1981 

national survey. Again, three categories--those with less than 

a high-school diploma, high-school graduates, and those with some 

college experience or college graduates--wi1l be used for the measure 

of father's education. 

The same educational categories are used with the Community 

Tolerance Study: fathers who did not graduate from high school, 

high-school graduates or fathers who attended trade school, and 

fathers with some college experience or college graduates. For 

father's occupation, the Community Tolerance Study contains the 

three-digit Census Bureau occupational codes. We will use the 

following five categories: (1) professional, technical, and kindred 

workers; sales representatives for manufacturing and wholesale 

trade; (2) sales workers; clerical and kindred workers; (3) craftsmen 

and kindred workers; (4) operatives and non-farm laborers; service 

workers and private household workers; and (5) farmers and farm 

laborers. 

Table 3 provides a summary of the tabular analyses of these 

gradational measures of social class by violent offenses. The 
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results from the Richmond data are fairly clear: all four relationships 

studied are statistically significant. Father's education has 

a comparatively strong effect on self-reported assault. While 

38 percent of those whose fathers have at least some college education 
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Table 3. Tabular Analyses of Gradational Measures of Social Class by 
Violent Off2nses, Richmond Youth Study, Seattle Youth Study, 
Monitoring the Future Project, and Community Tolerance Study, 
lJilite Males. 

Least Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square Statistics 

Richmond 

Father's 
Education 

Father's 
Occupation 

Seattle 

Assault 

Razor 

Weapon 

Hit Teacher 

Aggravated Assault 

Pick Fight 

BB 

Hit Parent 

Monitoring the Future 

Father's 
Education 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

9.72* 

6.92* 

Father's 
Occupation 

1.55 

4.94 

2.27 

6.23* 

1.34 

4.10* 

4.32* 

3.35 

Gang Fighting 

13 .41* 

Aggravated 
Assault 

9.05* 

Official 
Force/Violence 

7.67* 

11.06* 

Father's 
Education 

.07 

1.55 

5.15 

9.49* 

.98 

11.37* 

11.59* 

.61 

Simple 
Assault 



Table 3, ~~tin~~~ 

Father's 
Education 

Father's 
Occupation 

Father's 
Education 

Father's 
Occupation 

* p < .05 
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1.15 9.47* 

6.35 23.62* 

1.38 4.72* 

13.22* 12.10* 
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admit to committing an assault, nearly half (48 percent) of the 

sons of high-school dropouts (or fathers with even less education) 

admit such an act of violence. There is also a statistically signifi-

cant relationship between officially recorded instances of force 

and violence and father's education: 4 percent of those in the 

below-high-school category have a record for this type of offense 

versus 1 percent of the sons of college-educated fathers. Father's 

occupation has a slightly stronger impact on officially recorded 

violence: 6 percent of the sons of unskilled workers have a police 

record for this kind of offense versus 1 percent of the sons of 

professionals or executives. 

The relationship between father's occupation and self-reported 

assault in the Richmond data is not quite as strong as the other 

three associations. In fact, to find a statistically significant 

association, the original table for father's occupation by self-

reported assault had to be partitioned (see Duncan, 1975) and collapsed 

into a 2-by-2 table which, in effect, compares the sons of professionals 

and executives with the sons of all other fathers. 1 This partitioning 

procedure not only conserves degrees of freedom, but it also helps 

to avoid low cell frequencies, a seemingly endemic problem in tabular 

analysis. When the partitioning process is completed, we find 

that the sons of professionals and executives have a significantly 

1. Note that in Table 3 we use tests of models of independence 
with the likelihood ratio chi-square statistic (L2) rather than 
Pearson's chi-square statistic (X2). The likelihood ratio chi-
square statistic can be precisely partitioned, whereas the Pearson 
chi-square statistic cannot. 



lower rate of self-reported assault (35 percent) than the sons 

of all other fathers (44 percent). 

In cDntrast to the findings for the Richmond study, social 

class 8S measured by father's education or occupation in the Seattle 

data is significantly associated with violent behavior in only 

six of sixteen instances in Table 3. Hindelang et ale (1981:233) 

provide a possible explanation for this apparently ~iscrcp$nt finding 

in their appendix on sample and population counts. In this appendix, 

the sample weights for low SES white males tend to be much larger 

than are the weights used for either low SES black males or high 

SES white males. This indicates a disproportionately small number 

of lower-class white males in the sample, which produces lower 

variance in social class measures in the Seattle study and, in 

turn, a lower probability of finding significant relationships. 
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Nevertheless, three measures of self-reported 'violent behavior 

are significantly associated with gradational measures of class 

in the Seattle study. First, lower-class respondents are more 

likely to admit to hitting a teacher or some other school official. 

For example, exactly one-fourth of the sons of unskilled workers 

admit to this offense compared with fewer than one-tenth (8.8 percent) 

of the sons of professionals or executives. Second, lower-class 

respondents are more likely to admit to having picked a fight with 

someone. Approximately one-fourth (25.5 percent) of the sons of 

thOSG with less than a high-school education have picked a fight, 

while only 13.2 percent of the sons of college-educated fathers 
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admit picking a fight. (Following the partitioning procedure described 

earlier, sons of professionals or executives are significantly 

less likely to pick a fight (13.4 percent) than are the sons of 

all other fathers (19.6 percent). Third. lower-class respondents 

are more likely to admit to firing a BB gun at someone (or at cars 

or windows). More than one-half (52.3 percent) of the sons of 

unskilled workers admit to this offense compared with 37.8 percent. 

of the sons of professionals or executives. 

Using the Monitoring the Future Project data. social class 

is significantly associated with two of three measures of self

reported violent behavior in Table 3. Only simpl~ assault is not 

significantly associated with father's education. Perhaps the 

limited time period referred to in the item on simple assault-

three months as opposed to one year--restricts the extent to which 

class is related to this form of violent behavior. 

The two more serious measures of violent behavior in the 

Monitoring the Future Project data. gang fighting and aggravated 

assault. are both significantly associated with father's education. 

Sons of college-educated fathers (20.0 percent) and sons of high

school graduates (22.1 percent) have lower rates of self-reported 

gang fighting than do the sons of those with less than a high-school 

education (31.2 percent). The sons of those with less than a high

school education also have a higher rate of aggravated assault 

(21.5 percent) than do sons of high-school graduates (18.2 percent) 

or sons of college-educated fathers (13.8 percent). 
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As predicted earlier, the relationship between social class 

and violence does not appear to be as strong in the Community Tolerance 

Study data as in the Richmond data. Overall, five of eight relation

ships in Table 3 are statistically significant. For self-reported 

assault, only father's occupation in the third year of the study 

is significantly related. The magnitude of this relationship is 

very small; for example, approximately 30 percent of the sons of 

operatives and non-farm laborers self-report an assault versus 

24 percent of the sons of professionals. Self-reported fighting, 

on the other hand, is significantly associated with father's education 

and father's occupation in both the second and third year of the 

study. For example, in the third year, 40 percent of professionals' 

sons self-report fighting or brawling compared with 49 percent 

of the operatives' sons. 

Elliott and Ageton (1980:97) argue that delinquency studies 

using categorical measures "may severely truncate the true distribution 

of responses." Hence, they recommend that researchers should examine 

extended frequency ranges (looking at as many as 200 or more total 

offenses) to discern the actual social distribution of delinquency. 

Elliott and Ageton analyzed data from the National Youth Survey 

of adolescents aged eleven to seventeen. They constructed several 

offense-specific indices of delinquency, including "predatory crimes 

against persons" (for example, sexual assault, aggravated assault, 

simple assault, and robbery). Usiug the Hollingshead two-factor 

index of occupation and education, they found significant class 



differences for predatory crimes against persons and for their 

total self-reported delinquency index, with the lower class having 

a higher mean frequency of predatory crimes against persons than 

the middle or working classes. 

Elliott and Ageton redid their regression analysis, using 

a category of three of more offenses to approximate the frequency 

ranges used in various delinquency studies. Using this latter 

categorical scheme, Elliott and Ageton again found significant 

differences by class for predatory crimes against persons. The 

predatory crimes against persons scale was the only one of six 

scales (including property, status, and hard dr~g offense scales) 
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that showed a significant difference by class in the analysis using 

the full frequency range. Thus, the results are essentially identical 

whether using tabular analysis with categories up to three or more 

offenses or if using a regression analysis with an extended frequency 

range. Yet, ignoring their own data, Elliott and Ageton (1980:103) 

conclude that the "two analyses indicate that the extended frequency 

range used in this study does, in fact, contribute to the difference 

in findings relative to ••• class." 

In Table 4, correlation coefficients are presented for 

the association between father's occupation and father's education 

and the two frequency measures of violent behavior (both ranging 

in possible value from 0 to 365) available in the Community Tolerance 

Study. Of the eight correlation coefficients in Table 4, only 

three are statistically significant. These results run contrary 



Table 4. Simple Correlations Between Gradational Measures of Social 
Class and Frequency of Self-Reported Violence, Community 
Tolerance Study, White Males. 

Father's 
Education 

Father's 
Occupation 

- .04* 

- .01 

- .06* 

- .02 
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Father's 
Education - .04 - .08* 

Father's 
Occupation 

* p < .05 

.02 .01 



to the conclusions drawn by Elliott and Ageton. Using extended 

frequency scores actually masks some of the class differences found 

in the tabular analyses. 

In summary, tabular analyses of data from the Richmond 

Youth Study, the Community Tolerance Study, the Seattle Youth Study, 

and the Monitoring the Future Project tend to reveal significant 

associations between gradational measures of social class and violent 

behavior.2 The magnitude of these associations is somewhat more 

moderate than between measures of disreputable poverty and violent 

behavior. In terms of father's occupation at least, this difference 

in the magnitude of association might be explained by arguing that 
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having a job--a job of any kind--is probably not nearly as stigmatizing 

as being unemployed or receiving welfare assistance. Having a 

relatively less pr~stigious job or somewhat less formal education 

than others are not usually sources of pride and esteem, but neither 

are these enough to qualify one for di·sreputab Ie poverty. 

Criminologists have long demonstrated a fondness for analyzing 

the ecological distribution of crime and delinquency. In the early 

nineteenth century, Andre Guerry in France and W. Rawson in Great 

Britain--doing some of the very first empirical criminology--found 

2. Small cell sizes preclude systematic analysis of the 
effects of particular occupations on violent behavior. However, 
inspection of the rates of violent behavior among children of law 
enforcement officers suggests no significant effect of this type 
of job. 



marked concentrations of crime and delinquency in certain areas 

(Shaw and McKay, 1942:5-6). In the twentieth century, Shaw and 

McKay (1942) and, more recently, Kapsis (1978) have also found 

high concentrations of delinquency in particular urban areas. 

The first systematic theoretical explanation for these 

findings of ecological concentration of crime and delinquency was 

developed by Shaw and McKay (1942:164-183, 435-446). Shaw and 

McKay emphasize the importance of social disorganization as the 

cause of delinquency. Social disorganization is manifested or 

can be measured in a number of ways. For example, areaS that have 

many families split by divorce, separation, or death can be said 

to be "disorganized." The lack of a conventional role model (usually 

the father) puts the family at a disadvantage compared to intact 

families, according to Shaw and McKay. Institutions such as the 

church and the school are less able to socialize young people in 

areas with high delinquency rates, both because churches and schools 

have fewer resources in these areas and they have high turnover 
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rates due to migration. Neighborhoods which are socially disorganized 

are not only characterized by high rates of transiency but also 

by constant changes in the use of neighborhood land and buildings. 

Borrowing from the biological science of ecology, Shaw and McKay 

describe a process of invasion and succession in disorganized neigh

borhoods, with businesses and industries encroaching on residential 

areas in the central city. This process of invasion and succession 

creates instability in central city neighborhoods. instability 
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which, for them, creates the breeding grounds for crime and delin-

quency. 

Using Census Bureau data (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1961), 

three criteria were selected to determine the social class of Richmond 

housing in tracts in which the school attended by the respondent 

is located. 3 First, the average market value of owner-occupied 

housing was split into three categories: homes valued over $15,000, 

homes valued between $10,000 and $15,000, and homes valued less 

than $10,000. Second, the average contract rent was split into 

three categories: units renting for over $100, units renting for 

approximately $80, and units renting for approximately $60. Third, 

the percentage of "dilapidated housing" (housing which the Census 

Bureau (196l:x) deems to have structural defects, such as holes 

in floors, walls, or roof, or is constructed of makeshift materials) 

was also split into three categories: tracts with fewer than .1 

percent dilapidated housing~ tracts with between .1 and .5 percent 

dilapidated housing, and tracts with over 2.0 percent dilapidated 

housing. Three social class areas were identified using the above 

three criteria: the upper-class area, an outlying residential 

district (containing Adams Jl'.nior High, DeAnza Junior-Senior High, 

and EI Cerrito High); the middle-class area, a near north and east 

residential district (containing Downer Junior High, Granada 

Junior High, Helms Junior Bigh, Portola Junior High, Richmond Union 

3. The Safe School Study <U.S. Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare, 1978:131) found marked concent~ations of violence 
in particular schools. 



High, and Gompers Continuation School); and the lower-class area, 

an inner-city district (containing Roosevelt Junior High and Ells 

High). 

Before presenting the findings on the ecological distribution 

of violence, a cautionary note should be kept in mind. Even if 

violence is more concentrated in lower-class areas, this does not 

mean that lower-class individuals are necessarily more violent. 

Rarely are city areas completely homogenous in class composition, 
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and so middle- and upper-class individuals may commit acts of violence 

in lower-class neighborhoods. Thus, dangerous areas cannot be 

equated with dangerous people. However, one advantage of doing 

an ecological analysis is that the measure of social class is beyond 

the individual respondent's ability to fabricate or distort. 

In Table 5, a summary of the tabular analyses of the ecological 

measure of social class by types of self-reported and official 

offense is presented. Self-reported assault does not appear to 

be significantly related to the social class of areas in the Richmond 

study. Of the six self-report items, only two--theft of things 

worth more than $50 and joyriding--are significantly associated 

with the social class of areas. Lower-class areas have somewhat 

higher rates of these serious property crimes (20 percent) than 

do upper-class areas (12 percent). 

The relationship between social class of areas and official 

offenses is much stronger. Of the four types of officially recorded 

offenses, only auto theft is not significantly associated with 
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Table 5. Tabular Analyses of Ecological Measures by Type of Offense, 
Richmond Youth Study and Community Tolerance Study, White 
Males. 

Pearson Chi-Square Statistics 

Richmond 

Theft 
Under $2 

4.63 

7.67* 

Theft 
$2-$50 

2.96 

Burglary 

9.63* 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

* p < .05 

Self-Reported Offenses 

Theft 
Over $50 Joyriding 

6.18* 5.84* 

Official Offenses 

Auto 
Theft 

2.98 

Fighting 

.99 

Fighting 

.98 

Forcel 
Violence 

17 .99* 

Vandalism ASSllult 

.14 .71 

Total Official 
Offenses 

32.09* 

Assault 

1.05 

Assault 

5.72* 
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the social class of areas. Juvenile burglars and thieves caught 

by the police are more commonly found in lower-class areas. Juveniles 

with a police record for an act involving the use of force or violence 

are somewhat more common in lower-class areas (4 percent) than 

in upper-class areas (1 percent). Consistent with prior ecological 

research, the relationship between social class of areas and the 

overall rate of official offenses is quite strong. Nearly twice 

as many of the boys living in lower-class areas have a police record 

(36 percent) than boys living in upper-class areas (19 percent). 

Perhaps the police are drawn to lower-class neighborhoods by their 

relatively high rates of serious property crimes. However, given 

the generally low concentration of self-reported offenses in lower

class areas, this explanation for the difference in arrest rates 

by neighborhood is not a complete one. Though there is an inverse 

relationship between neighborhood social class and self-reported 

delinquency, there also seems to be prima facie evidence for some 

class bias in police enforcement. 

Another ecological measure (although not a measure of social 

class) is available in the Community Tolerance Study. One of the 

communities included in this study is a touriat town which trades 

primarily upon its reputation 8S the site of famous gunfights in 

the nineteenth century American West. This type of setting might, 

one could argue, increase violent behavior among the modern-day 

residents. However, as Table 5 shows, only in one of four instances 

does r.esidence in this tourist town significantly increase the 
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likelihood of violent behavior. In the third year of the study, 

residents of the tourist town are more likely to self-report an 

assault (40.4 percent) than are residents of the other communities 

(25.0 percent). It should be noted. though, that fewer than fifty 

respondents resided in the tourist town in both years of the Community 

Toleranc.e Study. 

Summary and Implications 

In summary, the analyses in this chapter indicate that, 

depending mainly on the measure of social class used, the relationship 

between class and violence is nonexistent, moderate. or relatively 

strong. While no significant effects of class can be found using 

a neo-Marxist conception of class, gradational measures of class 

(occupation and education) and ecological measures of class tend 

to exhibit a moderate correlation with violent offenses. At least 

three other self-report studies (Dentler and Monroe, 1961; Empey 

and Erickson. 1966; Elliott and Ageton, 1980) find a significant 

relationship betwe~n class and adolescent violence. using measures 

of class based on occupation and education. Measures of disreputable 

poverty--unemployment and welfare status--are relatively strong 

correlates of violence. 

What are the implications of these findings for criminological 

theory, methods, and future research in general? We believe the 

theoretical implications are potentially profound. Two major theories 

of crime and delinquency--strain theory and cultural deviance theory 



73 

--rely on class as an important correlate of illegal behavior.4 

Strain theory in particular has not fared well in empirical research. 

The findings in this chapter offer renewed support for a basic 

proposition of both atrain theory and cultural deviance theory. 

But the findings here also draw attention to the possible need 

for offense specific theories of crime_ and delinquency. If the 

social distribution of violence is different from the social distri-

bution of theft and illicit drug use, then it is conceivable that 

three different theories or explanations would he needed for the 

three separate kinds of illegal behavior. 

There are two major methodological implications of the 

findings in this chapter. First, in terms of sampling, the restrictive 

class distribution of many self-report studies--particularly ignoring 

families with a history of unemployment or receipt of welfare 

payments--may hide the true relationship between class and violence. 

Based on the analyses in this chapter, if more of the subjects 

in the study were members of the abject poor, the association between 

class and violence would probably have been found to be quite strong. 

Second, the manner in which class is conceptualized or operationalized 

may also drastically affect the findings. When trying to explain 

violent behavior, the typical occupation or education measure of 

4. Tittle (1983) argues that there is no logical connection 
between class and crime or delinquency in either Merton's (1938) 
or Miller's (1958) theory. Let's take these two theorists at their 
word: both state that class and crime or delinquency are inversely 
related. 



class may be inappropriate compared with measures of absolute depri

vation. 

One implication of the findings in this chapter for future 

research seems clear. The analysis conducted in this chapter has 

helped illustrate the social distribution of violent behavior, 

but it does not answer why social class should affect violence. 

Are parental disciplinary teChniques crucial, or is frustration 

over personal failure the cause of violence? Do children who commit 

acts of violence lack affectional ties to parents and others, or 

is there a subculture which positively values violent behavior? 

Questions such as these will be addressed in subsequent chapters. 

74 



CHAPTER 4 

TESTING STRAIN THEORY 
AND CULTURAL DEVIANCE THEORY 

In Chapter 3, the social class distribution of violence 

was examined. In this and the following chapter, the reasons for 

this particular social distribution will be analyzed through tests 

of four theories of crime and delinquency. These chapters then, 

in methodological terms, will search for the intervening variables 

which account for the effects of social class on violent behavior. 

Strain theory and cultural deviance theory will be examined 

in this chapter. In Chapter 5, social learning theory and social 

control theory will be examined as explanations of violent behavior. 

Strain theory provides one possible set of explanatory 

or intervening variables. Strain theorists focus on frustrations 

among the lower class as causes of crime. Cultural deviance theorists 

also argue that crime is more prevalent among the lower class, 

but they believe that crime is generated by a set of norms and 

values which call for violations of the law. 

Strain and cultural deviance theories have received little 

empirical support as explanations of general delinquent behavior. 

However, given the findings in the previous chapter and the importance 

attached to the relationship between social class and lawbreaking 

in strain and cultural deviance models, it would be premature to dismiss 

these two theories as potential explanations of violent behavior. 
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Strain Theory 

Robert Merton (1938) stressed the discrepancy bet~~en the 

culturally approved goal of financial success and the means to 

obtain financial success in his version of strain theory. Though 

he never documented it, Merton posited that American society in 

particular placed a heavy emphasis on accumulating wealth. This 

alleged obsession with commercial success or greed has several 

consequences. For present purposes, the most important consequence 

of this obsession with money is the inevitable frustration among 

many who cannot achieve the goal of becoming wealthy. Frustration 

or strain generated by these structural and cultural elements is 

the cause of crime in Merton's view. 

It would seem that violence would be a natural outcome 

of such frustration. Property crimes would also seem to be a by

product of status frustration, but many observers (e.g., Bordua, 

1961) believe that this common sense notion is false. Very few 
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people seem to earn their living by stealing nor are the vast majority 

of thefts intended as signific~nt additions to income. Many property 

crimes are the result of situational, short-term thrill-seeking 

or "pick-up" game behavior. 

Although few earn a living entirely through crime and probably 

even fewer in this country steal to have food, the notion that 

frustration will lead to violence seems to make more sense than 

the idea that the poor steal to earn a living. Failure rarely 



produces happinesR or satisfaction; anger and hostility seem more 

natural responses to the humiliation of being poor in a culture 

which values money so highly. People who do not "make the grade" 

seem likely to vent their frustrations through violence •. Indeed, 

the findings of the previous chapter seem to tentatively support 

this conclusion. 
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What do the data show with respect to the effects of blocked 

aspirations on rates of violent behavior? To address this question, 

five dichotomous indices of strain or status frustration verp. created 

from questionnaire items in the Richmond Youth Study and the Community 

Tolerance Study. These indices of strain were crosstabulated by 

measures of social class and self-reported violent behavior. 

The first index of strain attempts to me&sure the status 

frustration that occurs when 8 person has high aspirations or hopes 

for a prestigious occupation but realizes that the chances of getting 

such a job are low. Thus, respondents whose job aspirations exceeded 

their job expectations (using the same five-category occupational 

scheme for meaSUI·es of job expectations and job aspirations as 

for father's occupation: unskilled labor; semi-skilled labor; 

skilled labor, foreman, merchant; white collar; professional and 

executive) were defined as having strain or status frustration. 

Those whose job aspirations and job expectations were concordant 

were defined as having no strain or status frustration. Persons 

whose job expectations exceeded their job aspirations were excluded 

from the analysis. This last category of respondents may have 



been created by errOrs (in coding or in response, for example). 

Since their expectations exceed their aspirations, this last category 

of respondents are unlikely candidates for strain. In any event, 

only 4.3 percent of the sample had higher job expectations than 

job aspirations. 

Table 6 provides a summary of the log-linear analyses of 

strain indices by self-reported violent behavior by measures of 

social class. In Table 6, the models specify a significant inverse 

association between occupational goal strain (STRAIN1) and social 

class, whether class is defined by father's occupation, education, 

unemployment, or family receipt of welfare. (Father's occupation 

is divided into two categories: professionals and executives versus 

all other jobs.) For example, Bons of fathers with some college 

education are somewhat less likely (11 percent) to experience occupa

tional strain or status frustration than sons of fathers with less 

than a high-school education (17 percent). However, in none of 

these four preferred models is there a significant association 

between occupational status frustration and self-reported assault. 

Those who experience this job strain are only slightly more likely 

(43.6 percent) to admit to assaulting someone than are those who 

do not have frustrated occupational ambitions (40.6 percent). 

In contrast and consistent with the analyses in Chapter 3, all 

four measures of social class have a significant negative effect 

on self-reported violence. 
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Table 6. Preferred Models for Measures of Strain by Assault by Measures 
of Social Class, Richmond Youth Study and Community Tolerance 
Study, White Males. 

L df 

Richmond 

STRAINl by Assault by Class 

(AE)(SE) 3.65 3 .30 
(AW)(SW) .55 2 .76 
(AU)(SU) 4.35 2 .11 
(AO)(SO) .52 2 .77 

STRAIN2 by Assault by Class 

(SA)(SE)(AE) .40 2 .82 
(AW)(SW) 3.09 2 .21 
(AU)(SU) 3.16 2 .21 
(SA)( SO)(AO) .03 1 .86 

STRAIN3 by Assault by Class 

(AE)(SE) 6.40 3 .09 
(AW)(S) 4.33 3 .23 
(AU)(SU) 4.08 2 .13 
(SA)(SO)(AO) .50 1 .48 

STRAIN4 by Assault by Class 

(AE)(S) 10.59 5 .06 
(AW)(S) 4.69 3 .20 
(AU)(S) 5.30 3 .15 
(AO)( S) 4.46 3 .21 

STRAINS by Assault by Class 

(AE)(SE) 2.97 3 .40 
(SA)(SW)(AE) .64 1 .42 
(ASU) 0 0 
(AO)(SO) 2.26 2 .32 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

STRAINS by Assault by Class 

(s)(AH 0) 19.54 13 .11 
(SE)(A) 4.16 5 .53 



Table 6, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 2 (continued) 

STRAINS by Fighting by Class 

(SFO) 
(SF)(SE) 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

STRAINS by Assault 

(SO)(OA) 
(SA)(SE) 

STRAINS by Fighting 

(SF)(SO)(FO) 
(SF)(SE) 

by Class 

by Class 

(E)" = Education 
(W) = Welfare 

~ 

0 
6.96 

S.43 
2.30 

2.70 
6.99 

(S) = Strain 
(A) = Assault 
(F) = Fighting (U) = Unemployment 

Occupational goal strain 
Educational goal strain 

(0) 

STRAIN1 
STRAIN2 
STRAIN3 
STRAIN4 
STRAINS 

Parentally induced educational goal strain 
Teacher relationship strain 
School grades strain 
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df 

0 
4 .14 

S .37 
4 .68 

4 .61 
4 .14 

Occupation 



Strain theorists such as Albert Cohen (1955) and John Quicker 

(1974) have argued that status frustrations in the school are more 

relevant to adolescent law violations than are occupational frustra

tions. Cohen argues that the school is the first significant insti

tution which confronts the lower-class child with middle-class 

norms and values of self-discipline, the use of reason, achievement, 

and competition. Faced with these unfamiliar (or less familiar) 

norms and values, the lower-class child is more likely to fail 

and to become frustrated. This school-generated frustration or 

strain is the major cause of lower-class delinquency in Cohen's 

view. 

Quicker does not explicitly link class and delinquency 
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in his version of strain theory. Instead, Quicker emphasizes the 

immediacy of short-term frustrations such as failing in school, 

regardless of social class. Long-term frustrations such as inability 

to obtain a certain occupational level are less important in Quicker's 

version of strain theory. 

Data from the Richmond Youth Study and the Community Tolerance 

Study make it possible to construct four indices of school-related 

strain or frustration. The first of these educational strain indices 

(STRAIN2) is analogous to the occupational strain index analyzed 

earlier. Respondents in the Richmond Study were asked the following 

questions: "How much schooling do you actually expect to get 

eventually?" and ''How much schooling would you like to get eventually?" 

Those whose educational aspirations and expectations were concordant 



were classified as having no status frustration. Respondents who 

expected to have less than some college education and whose schooling 

aspirations exceeded their expectations were defined as experiencing 

educational goal strain. As with the -occupational goal strain 

analysis, persons whose educational expectations exceeded their 

aspirations were excluded from the analysis. This category of 

the sample is likely the product of coding or response error. 

These respondents are unlikely to experience strain since their 

expectations exceed their aspirations. Further, excluding them 

from the analysis should have a negligible impact on the results, 
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since only 3.2 percent of the sample had higher educational expectations 

than aspirations. 

In Table 6, the preferred models again specify a significant 

association between social class and assault controlling for educational 

goal strain, regardless of how social class is defined. However, 

there are two instances where educational goal strain has a significant 

effect on violent behavior. First, controlling for father's education, 

educational goal strain is significantly related to self-reported 

assault. Over one-half (51.5 percent) of those with educational 

goal strain admit to assaulting someone compared with approximately 

two-fifths (40.8 percent) of those with concordant educational 

aspirations and expectations. Educational goal strain is also 

significantly associated with assault when controlling for father's 

educ~tion. Although educational goal strain is significantly related 

to father's unemployment and family receipt of welfare, it is not 



related to assault when controlling for these t~o meS6ure8 of class. 

Unemployment and welfare, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

are more strongly associated with assault than are occupation or 

education. 

Contrary to Albert Cohen's version of strain theory, both 

Stinchcombe and Hirschi (1969:173-175) report that strain is slightly 

more likely to be associated with anti-social behavior among middle

class boys. Hirschi (1969:174) points out that this relationship 

is trivial, though in the direction found by Stinchcombe. We would 

expect to find a three-way interaction term in the preferred model 

among class, assault, and strain if there were a significant effect 

of status frustration on violence among middle-class boys. However, 

there is no such significant interaction, and further, the effects 

of status frustration seem if anything to be slightly greater among 

lower-class boys, "supporting" Cohen and not Stinchcombe. For 

example, sons of fathers with less than a high-school education 

who experience occupational goal straiu are only slightly more 

likely to admit an assault (55.8 percent) than are sons of college

educated fathers who experience similar strain (51.8 percent). 

Considering the importance and influence of strain theory, 

two tests seem inadequate to serve as a thorough test of the theory. 

Three additional indices of strain are available for tests. First, 

let us examine the possible effects of parentally induced status 

frustrati0n. In the Richmond study, respondents were asked, I~O 

your p~rents want you to go to college?" Those who reported parental 
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encouragement to go to college yet whose own educational expectations 

were below the college level were coded 8S D8ving status frustration. 

Both those who reported parental encouragement to go to college 

and who expected to go to college and those who reported no parental 

encouragement to attend college were coded as not having status 

frustration. 

In Table 6. the preferred models for contingency tables 

of class by ass~ult by parentally induced strain (STRAIN3) are 

presented. Controlling for father's education. welfare status, 
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or father's unemployment, there is no significant association between 

assault and this index of strain. Controlling for father's occupation 

--the weakest class predictor of violence--there is a statistically 

significant association between parentally induced strain and assault. 

However, this association is very small with 47.9 percent of those 

with strain reporting an assault versus 44.2 percent of those not 

experiencing this type of strain. 

Another index of strain looks at the interpersonal relationship 

between teachers and students. Respondents in the Richmond study 

were asked, '~o you care what teachers think of you?" This item 

attempts to measure adherence to a conventional goal at a less 

formal level than educational or occupational aspirations. The 

respondents in the Richmond study were also asked to agree or disagree 

with the following statement: "Teachers pick on me." Those who 

indicated some concern for the opinion of teachers yet who agreed 

with the statement "Teachers pick on me" were coded as having strain 



in their relationships with teachers. Those who expressed no concern 

for the opinion of teachers and those who expressed some sensitivity 

to teachers' opinions but who did not feel picked on were coded 

as not having strain in teacher relationships. 

Table 6 summarizes the preferred models for the contingency 

tables of class by ass~ult by teacher relationship strain (STRAIN4). 

These results are remarkably clear: in none of the four tables 

is teacher relationship atrain related to assault. Further, this 

index of strain is not even related to any of the four measures 

of social class. 

One final index of strain provides a more tangible measure 

of status frustration. Respondents in both the Community Tolerance 

Study and the Richmond Youth Study were asked, respectively, to 

respond to the following items: "Getting good grades is important 

to me" and "How important is getting good grades to you personally?" 

In the Richmond study, school records provided the overall grade

point average. This variable was recod-ed as a dichotomy, with 

those with a B minus and above versus those with a C plus and below. 

Those whose grade-point average was C plus and below and who said 

that getting good grades was "very important" to them were coded 

as having school grade strain. Those whose grade-point average 

was B minus or better and those who said that getting good grades 

was less than "very important" to them were coded as not having 

school grade strain. In the Community Tolerance Study, respondents 

were asked, "How well do you do in school?" Those who agreed that 
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school grades were important to them and who reported getting mostly 

Cs or less were coded as having school grade strain. Those who 

disagreed that getting good grades was important to them and those 

who agreed that getting good grades was important to them and who 

reported doing better than mostly Cs were coded as not having school 

grade strain. 

Table 6 provides a summary'of the preferred models for 

both the Richmond Youth Study and the Community Tolerance Study 
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for this index of strain (STRAINS). In the Richmond study, school 

grade strain is not associated with assault when controlling for 

father's education and father's occupation. In two cases--controlling 

for unemployment and welfare status--there appears to be a significant 

effect of strain on assault. However, inspection of these two 

tables shows that those with school grade strain are actually slightly 

less likely to commit an assault. For example, controlling for 

father's employment, 37.5 percent of those with school grade strain 

report an assault compared with 42.3 percent of those without this 

type of status frustration. 

In the second year of the Community Tolerance Study, school 

grade strain appears unrelated to self-reported assault, controlling 

for father's occupation or father's education. However, for self

reported fighting, school grade strain is relatively strongly associated 

controlling for either occupation or education. For example, 63.5 

percent with school grade strain admit fighting versus 42.5 percent 

of those without school grade strain. 



In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, fighting 

is again related to school grade strain, though the magnitude of 

the relationship is smaller. For example, 55.2 percent with school 

grade strain admit fighting versus 44.6 percent of those without 

school grade strain. Controlling for father's occupation, school 

grade strain is not significantly associated with self-reported 

assault. Controlling for father's education, school grade strain 

is significantly associated with self-reported assault, but this 

relationship is relatively weak. Of those with school grade strain, 

31.2 percent report an assault versus 24.5 percent of those without 

school grade strain. 

Perhaps the difference between the Community Tolerance 

Study results and the Richmond Youth Study results is due to the 

use of self-reported grades versus officially recorded grades. 

The validity of the self-reported grades seems questionable compared 

with the accuracy of officially recorded grades. However, the 

results are quite consistent if the Richmond study violence item 

is taken as a measure of assault. Both data sets would then show 

little or no association between school grade strain and assault. 

Fighting may be a more appropriate outlet for this kind of status 

frustration than is assault, but there is nothing in the existing 

theoretical literature to account for such a subtle difference. 

One of the other major propositions of strain theory is 

the notion that crime and delinquency are problem-solving behaviors. 

Cohen (1955) argues explicitly that status problems among lower-
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class boys can be overcome by attaining prestige in an alternative 

status hierarchy, the delinquent world. Presumably the self-esteem 

88 

or sense of worth of boys will be improved by involvement in delinquent 

actIvities. 

To test this notion of problem-solving behavior, items 

which measure self-esteem or self-worth were crosstabul9ted by 

self-reported violence in both the Richmond Youth Study and the 

Community Tolerance Study. Table 7 provides 8 summary of the tabular 

analyses. 

In the Richmond data, three of four self-esteem items are 

significantly associated with self-reported assault. The fourth 

item (SATISFIED) is significantly related to assault at the .06 

level. All four items are associated with assault in the direction 

opposite that predicted by strain theory; in other words, the higher 

the self-esteem the lower the rate of assault. For example, only 

oDe-third (33.1 percent) of those who strongly disagreed with the 

statement "I do not have much to be proud of" (PROUD) self-report 

an assault compared with about'one-half (50.9 percent) of those 

who strongly agreed with' the statement. Only about one-fourth 

(26.9 percent) of those who strongly disagreed with the statement 

"I certainly feel worthless at times" (WORTH) self-report an assault 

compared with 47.8 percent of those who strongly agreed with this 

item. 

In the second year of the Community Tolerance Study (self

esteem items are not available in the third year of the study), 
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Table 7. Tabular Analyses of Self-Esteem Items by Violent Offenses, 
Richmond Youth Study and Community Tolerance Study, lfuite 
Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Richmond. 

Proud No Good Satisfied Worth 

17.02* 10.76* 9.10 17 .39* 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

No Good 

Self-Reported Fighting 8.75 9.42* 

Self-Reported Assault 7.05 7.88 

PROUD - I do not have much to be proud of. 

NO GOOD - At times I think I am no good at all. 

SATISFIED - On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

WORTH - I certainly feel worthless at times. 

* - p < .05 
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only one of four associations between self-esteem and violent behavior 

is significant. Over one-half (52.1 percent) of those who strongly 

agreed that "I certainly feel worthless at times" (WORTH) admit 

to fighting compared with 37.6 percent of those who strongly disagreed 

with this statement. Although the other three relationships are 

not statistically significant, all three follow the same general 

pattern: the higher the self-esteem the lower the rate of self

reported violence. 

This analysis strongly suggests that fighting per se does 

not improve self-esteem. However, the available data do not conclu

sively establish that fighting is not problem-solving behavior. 

For e:ample, we do not know from the data whether winning fights 

is 8 means to boost self-esteem. Although in some fights there 

are no clear losers or winners, in many cases there are obvious 

winners and losers. Losing a fight will very likely result in 

lowered self-esteem, while winning a fight mayor may not improve 

self-esteem. Felson (1978) suggests that aggression can be used 

as a technique of impression management. Violence may be a tool 

to establish an identity or some self-respect. But given the data 

now available, we cannot draw many conclusions. 

Tests of the currently available data relevant to strain 

theory hypotheses have not <with very few exceptions) supported 

the idea that status fruBtration is an important cause of violence. 

Instead of giving the impression that the variables measuring occu

pational and educational aspirations are irrelevant to violent 



behavior, let us reanalyze the effect of these variables on violent 

behavior from a different theoretical perspective. 
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Social control theory as stated by Hirschi (1969:20-21, 

162-186) generates hypotheses that are contrary to strain theory 

hypotheses on the effects of educational and occupational aspirations. 

Social control theory states that such aspirations are a commitment 

to conventional goals (or "stakes in conformity") which function 

as a barrier to delinquent behavior regardless of onels expectations 

of achievement. Thus, those who have high educational or occupational 

aspirations should have lower rates of violent behavior regardless 

of their expectations or actual performance. 

Table 8 summarizes the log-linear analyses of educational 

and occupational aspirations by self-reported assault, controlling 

for expectations or actual behavior. Looking first at the effect 

of occupational aspirations, the higher the occupational goal the 

lower the rate of self-reported assault regardless of the level 

of job expectations. For example, among those who expect no better 

than a semi-skilled job yet who aspire to a white collar or professional 

job, the rate of self-reported assault is 47.4 percent. In contrast, 

among those who expect no better than a semi-skilled job and whose 

aspirations are no higher than this expectation, the rate of assault 

is 61.1 percent. Regardless of the level of occupational expectations, 

the higher the job aspirations the lower the rate of assault. 

This finding supports social control theory and simultaneously 

refutes strain theory notions about the effects of blocked aspirations. 
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Table B. Preferred Models for Educational and Occupational Aspirations 
by Violent Offenses, Richmond Youth Study and Community 
Tolerance Study, White Males. 

Richmond 

Job aspirations by assault by job expectations 
(AB )(AJ)( JB) 

School aspirations by assault by scbool expectations 
(SE)(AR) 

Parental encouragement by assault by scbool exepectations 

18.29 15 .31 

32.64 30 .34 

(AE)(PA)(PE) 10.26 5 .07 
Care about teachers by assault by teachers pick on 

(AT)(AC)(CT) 8.74 8.37 
Importance of grades by assault by grades 

(IAG) 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

Importance of grades by assault by grades 
(AG)(IG) 

Importance of grades by fight by grades 
(FG)(IG) 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

Importance of grades by assault by grades 
(AG)(IG) 

Importance of grades by figbt by grades 
(FG)(IG) 

(A) - Assault 
(B) Job expectations 
(J) - Job aspirations 
(8) - School aspirations 
(E) - School expectations 
(p) - Parental encouragement 

o o 

14.09 20 .83 

21.60 20 .36 

27.43 20 .12 

23.17 20 .28 

(c) - Care about teacher 
opinion 

(T) - Teachers pick on 
(I) - Importance of grades 
(G) - Grades 
(F) - Fighting 



The preferred model in Table 8 for educational aspirations 

points to the same general conclusion: the higher the educational 

aspirations the lower the rate of assault, regardless of the level 

of educational expectations. Parental encouragement to go to college 

reduces the rate of assault significantly also, regardless of the 

level of educational expectations. Among those who do not expect 

to go to college yet whose parents encourage them to do so, 43.5 

percent self-report an assault. Among those who do not expect 

to go to college and whose parents fail to encourage them to go 

to college, 55.6 percent self-report an assault. 

The preferred model for concern for teachers' opinions 

by assault (controlling for feeling picked on) shows the same pattern 

as the first three tables. Those who agree that teachers pick 

on them yet who "care a lot" about what teachers think of them 

are far less likely to self-report an assault (45.2 percent) than 

those who feel teachers pick on them and who say they "don't care 

much" what their teachers think of them (71.7 percent). 

For the table of importance of grades by assault by grade

point average, the preferred model specifies a three-way interaction 

among these variables. For students with below a B minus average, 

saying that grades are "very important" acts as a significant barrier 

to self-reported assault (38.3 percent) compared with saying that 

grades are less than very important (58.0 percent). Among students 

with a B minus or better grade-point average, perceived importance 
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of grades has no significant effect on rates of self-reported assault: 



29.8 percent of those who say grades are "very important" to them 

self-report an assault versus 32.5 percent of those who state that 

grades are less than very important to them. A similar pattern 
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can be found in the Community Tolerance Study data, although perceived 

importance of grades has no significant effect on self-reported 

assault or fighting when actual grade performance is c~ntrolled. 

It should be pointed ~ut that the item measuring perceived importance 

of grades in the Community Tolerance Study is badly skewed (fewer 

than 10 percent disagreed that grades are important to them), making 

it difficult to find a significant association. 

The Richmond study findings on perceived importance of 

grades might be explained by the following argument. Once a person 

has achieved some goal (be it good grades, a master's degree, or 

a prestigious job), the goal may diminish in meaning for that person. 

In fact, once the goal has been attained it really is no longer 

a goal. By definition a person cannot aspire to most achievements 

already achieved. Thus, the student with good grades will not 

be very much affected by his aspirations toward good grades. But 

the student with poor grades may be significantly affected by aspir

ations to reach a goal not yet in grasp. 

Whatever the explanation, the analyses in Table 8 generally 

support the social control theory hypothesis that high aspirations 

set ss a barrier to violent behavior regardless of expectations 

of achievement. Consistent with prior research on delinquency, 

the analyses in this chapter lead us to reject strain theory as 

an adequate explanation of violent behavior. 



Cultural Deviance Theory 

Thorsten Sellin (1938) stated the basic propositions of 

cultural deviance theory in his monogra~h Culture Conflict and 

Crime. Sellin argued that every person belongs to a number of 

groups--play, work, political, and religious groups. In a complex 

culture, each of these groups has its own norms of conduct. The 

larger the number of groups the more likely that there will be 

disagreement or conflict over conduct norms among these groups. 

Cultural conflict occurs not only with increased complexity or 

the "growth of civilization" but also when different cultural groups 

come into contact with one another as during colonization or immi

gration. 

Since Sellin formulated his theory of cultural conflict 

soon after the period of immigrant waves to the United States, 

he directed his focus on conflicts among ethnic cultures (Kornhauser, 

1978:183). Sellin makes one reference to Shaw's ecological studies 

of delinquency, which link poverty and normative conflict with 

laws (1938:62); but for the most part, Sellin's examples of cultural 

conflict focus on ethnic groups such as Poles, Chinese, and blacks. 

Walter Miller (1958) is the first cultural deviance theorist 

to explicitly detail the normative conflict among social classes. 

In Chapter 1, Miller's concept of the lower-class subculture was 

briefly described and evaluated. With the exception of fatalistic 

attitudes, Hirschi (1969:214-223) did not find much concentration 

of focal concerns such as trouble, smartness, or autonomy among 

95 



the lower class. Unfortunately, besides the hehavioral indicators 

of violence in the Richmond and Community Tolerance studies, there 

are no measures of values approving or permitting violent behavior. 

However, Ball-Rokeach (1973) and Erlanger (1974) both find little 

support for the notion that lower-class people are more likely 

to approve of the use of violence or aggression. Several studies 

(Gordon et al., 1963; Hirs'chi, 1969; Rossi et al., 1974; Chilton 

and DeAmicis, 1975; Bagan, Silva, and Simpson, 1977) fail to find 

significant vaiations in attitudes toward general legal norms by 

social class. 
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Nevertheless, all of this research has used similar definitions 

or measures of social class such 8S income or father's occupation. 

No one has searched for cultural conflict among the unemployed 

or among those on welfare. Hirschi (1969) only examines the relation

ship between Miller's focal concerns and father's occupation, the 

weakest class correlate of violent behavior. Therefore, we examine 

.the relationship between Miller's focal concerns and measures of 

class such as unemployment, welfare status, and education. Tests 

of cultural deviance hypotheses will also be conducted using father1s 

occupation and education in the Community Tolerance Study. 

Table 9 provides a summary of the tabular analyses of social 

class measures by indicators of subcultural values. Miller's first 

(and most predominant) focal concern of fltrouble" is represented 

by measures in both the Richmond study and the Community Tolerance 

Study. Implicit in Hiller's discussion of this alleged lower-class 
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Table 9. Tabular Analyses of Social Class by Subcultural Values, 
Richmond Youth Study and Community Tolerance Study, White 
Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Richmond 

Father's 
Unemployment 

AROUND 15.98* 

RES PET 6.34 

GETAHED 7.92 

SMOKE 14.58* 

DRINK 11.44* 

DATE 7.45* 

IMPCAR 11.35* 

CRITIC 12.30* 

HAPPEN 22.23* 

LIVNOW 13 .69* 

PLAN 15.99* 

LOOK 29.12* 

SUCKER 9.33* 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

EVBRAKE 

EVAHEAD 

Father's 
Education 

22.64* 

8.79 

Welfare 

11.64* 

2.36 

3.94 

13.73* 

6.87* 

.92 

6.58 

1.60 

14.55* 

26.38* 

54.68* 

48.20* 

40.68* 

Father's 
Occupation 

29.96* 

11.38 

Father's 
Education 

16.12* 

9.41 

8.05 

21.53* 

27.34* 

25.59* 

57.67* 

16.47* 

24.07* 

17.38* 

26.71* 

21.43* 

9.29 



98 

Table 9, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

Father's Father's 
Education Occupation 

SUCKER 34.54* 22.64 

RESPECT 17.59* 14.06 

EVBRAKE 46.59* 23.00 

EVAHEAD 20.88* 15.12 

* - p < .05 



value is an instrumental attitude toward the law, a concern for 

not getting into trouble rather than adherence to moral or legal 

rules. In the Richmond study, respondents were asked to agree 

or disagree with the following statement: "It is alright to get 

around the law if you can get away with it" (AROUND). Somewhat 

99 

more lower-class (whether class is measured by unemployment, education, 

or welfare status) respondents agreed with this item than did middle

and upper-class respondents. For example, 16.6 percent of the 

sons of unemployed fathers agreed with this sentiment versus 10.3 

percent of sons of the fully employed. A similarly worded item 

in the Community Tolerance Study--"It's o.k. to break the law if 

you can get away with it" (EVBRAKE)--also is significantly related 

to class in three of four instances. Of those with fathers with 

less than a high-school diploma (in the second year of the study), 

20.8 percent agreed with this statement versus 13.4 percent of 

the sons of fathers with some college education. 

Two more measures assess instrumental attitudes toward 

the law. In the Richmond study, students responded to the following 

item: "To get ahead, you have to do some things which are not 

right" (GETABED). In both years of the Connnunity Tolerance Study, 

a similar item was included: "To get what you want in this world, 

you have to do some things which are against the law" (EVABEAD). 

Lower- and middle-class respondents are generally equally inclined 

to agree with these statements, with only one of seven tests turning 

up a significant difference. In this single instance, sons of 



high-school graduates are most inclined (33.9 percent) to agree 

that lawbreaking advances one's status compared with either the 

sons of high-school dropouts (29.7 percent) or sons of the college 

educated (27.0 percent) in the third year of the Community Tolerance 

Study. 

Another dimension of trouble descri~ed by Miller is the 

sometimes too intimate relationship with the police among lower

class persons. In the Richmond study respondents were asked to 

100 

agree or disagree with the following item: "I have a lot of respect 

for the Richmond police" (RESPET); in the third year of the Community 

Tolerance Study, respondents were asked to agree or disagree with 

a similarly worded item: "I have a lot of respect for the police 

in my town" (RESPECT). In only one of five tests is this item 

significantly associated with social class; sons of fathers with 

less than a high-school diploma are slightly more likely to disagree 

with this item (27.8 percent) than sons of college-educated fathers 

(20.9 percent) in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study-. 

Two approaches to the measurement of a second focal concern, 

autonomy, can be undertaken. First, activities such as smoking, 

drinking, and dating represent perhaps a premature claim to adult 

status or claims of autonomy from adult control (Hirschi, 1969:163-

170). As Table 9 indicates for the Richmond data, with only one 

exception these activities are significantly related to social 

class regardless of how class is measured. Inspection of the actual 

crosstabulations shows that lower-class respondents are more likely 
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to drink, smoke, and date than are midd1e- and upper-class respondents. 

However, these are measures of behavior and not measures of values 

or focal concerns. To infer values from behavior is to fall into 

the same trap that Miller did when he formulated his theory. 

Two measures of commitment to values related to autonomy 

are available in the Richmond study. First, respondents were asked, 

"How important is 'having a car' to you?" (IMPCAR). Having a car 

confers independence or autonomy and may also create opportunities 

for trouble and excitement. Second, respondents were asked to 

agree or disagree with the following item: "I don't like being 

criticized by adults" (CRITIC). This is probably an even stronger 

indicator of indepeudence or autonomy than the desire to have a 

car, since cars need not always be valued for getting away from 

adult supervision. Both items are significantly associated with 

father's education and unemployment. For example. 42.5 percent 

of the sons of high-school dropouts said having a car is "everything"· 

or "very important" compared with only 21.1 percent of the sons 

of college-educated fathers. Sons of unemployed fathers are more 

likely to agree (64.5 percent) that "I don't like being criticized 

by adults" than sons of fully employed fathers (53.4 percent). 

Consistent with Hirschi's (1969:219-223) research, fatalistic 

attitudes are significantly more common among the lower class. 

Four measures of fatalism are available in the Richmond Youth Study, 

and all four are significantly associated with all three measures 

of social class in Table 9. 



Lower-class respondents are somewhat more likely to agree 

that '~at is going to happen to me will happen, no matter what 

I do" (HAPPEN). For example, sons of unemployed fathers agreed 

more often with this statement (31.2 percent) than did sons of 

fully employed fathers (19.7 percent). This sentiment might be 

related to the focal concern of autonomy in that it may measure 

a person's sense of self-control. 
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The remaining three measures of fatalism deal more explicitly 

with future time orientation. In one sense these measures tap 

the respondent's inclination to defer gratification, to delay satis

faction until one's plans or goals are attained. This part of 

Miller's theory is quite compatible with a social control theory 

of delinquency. Both Miller and social control theorists could 

argue that inability or unwillingness to defer gratification is 

positively related to delinquency. However, while social control 

theorists argue that inability to defer gratification is due to 

failures of socialization, Hiller would actually have us believe 

that this inability or unwillingness to delay gratification is 

positively valued in a lower-class subculture. 

Whichever interpretation is more plausible, fatalistic 

attitudes toward the future are more prevalent among lower-class 

respondents. Among children of parents on welfare, 39.5 percent 

agreed that "A person should live for today and let tomorrow take 

care of itself" (LIVNOW) versus 23.3 percent of those living in 

homes not receiving welfare assistance. Approximately one-fourth 
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(25.5 percent) of sons of unemployed fathers agree that nplanning 

is useless since one's plans hardly ever work out" (PLAN) compared 

with 14.9 percent of sons of fully employed fathers. Sons of high

school dropouts are more likely to agree (21.4 percent) with the 

statement that "There is no sense looking ahead since no one knows 

what the future will be like" (LOOK) than are sons of college-educated 

fathers (14.1 percent). 

Hirschi (1969:219-223) r~port8 that father's occupation 

is also significantly associated with fatalistic attitudes. However, 

rather than concede this finding as a victory for Miller's cultural 

deviance theory, Hirschi offers an alternative explanation for 

these findings. Instead of these values being passed on from generation 

to generation as part of a cultural belief system, Hirschi argues 

that a structural position of being powerless or unable to achieve 

one's goals creates fatalistic attitudes. Thus, a boy who is aca

demically competent--regardless of his class position--may be able 

to overcome his class origins and reach his goals. A boy who is 

not academically competent--regardless of his class position--may 

foresee that his goals will not be attained, and he will be more 

likely to develop fatalistic attitudes. Indeed, when Hirschi controls 

for Differential Aptitude Test verbal SCOres (1969:219-223), much 

of tbe difference by father's occupation in acceptance of fatalistic 

attitudes is eliminated. 

In spite of Hirschi's persuasive argument and analysis, 

two reservations to his procedure and interpretation of the data 



can be made in favor of a cultural deviance theory. Firat, class 

remains significantly associated with fatalistic attitudes even 

after the statistical control for verbal test scores is made. 

Second, even if controls for verbal ability entirely eliminated 

the relationship between class and fatalistic attitudes, a cultural 

deviance theorist such ss Miller could merely push his argument 
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one step further by arguing that lower-class culture devalues education 

5S a means to achieve self-control or a sense of "mastery" versus 

IIfatalism." However, a conclusive test of the relative effects 

of structural as opposed to cultural variables on fatalistic attitudes 

cannot be made with the available dQta. 

For the moment, let us concede this 4ssociation between 

class and fatalistic attitudes to cultural deviance theory. One 

more of Miller's focal concerns remains to be tested with the available 

data. Miller (1958:9-10) argued that lower-class people are more 

likely to value the ability to outwit, "eon," or dupe others than 

are middle- and upper-class people. Smartness or the ability to 

manipulate others bears an obvious relationship to fraud, crime, 

and delinquency. 

A measure of smartness or at least willingness to dupe 

others can be found 'in both the Richmond Youth Study and in the 

third year of the Community Tolerance Study. Respondents in both 

data sets were asked to agree or disagree with the following item: 

"Suckers deserve to be taken advantage of" (SUCKER). 



In the Richmond study, while there are no significant dif

ferences in expressions of smartness by father's occupation, there 

are significant differences 8S predicted by cultural deviance theory 

by welfare status and by father's unemployment. Somewhat more 

sons of unemployed fathers (25.9 percent) agree that suckers deserve 

to be taken advantage of than do sons of fully employed fathers 

(18.4 percent). More than twice as many of those in families on 

welfare (36.9 percent) subscribe to this notion than do those in 

families with no history of welfare assistance (17.7 percent). 

Although father's occupation is not significantly associated with 
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this measure of smartneos in the third year of the Community Tolerance 

Study, father's education is significantly associated with this 

focal concern. Among sons of those with less tban a high-scbool 

education, 28.9 percent agree that suckers should be exploited. 

In contrast, 16.8 percent of sons of the college educated agree 

with tbis philosophy. 

To this point, several indicators of Miller's focal concerns 

of the lower-class subculture have indeed been found to be more 

prevalent among the lower class. However, the hypothesized relationship 

between th2se values and violence has not been tested. To test 

these hypothesized relationships, multiway contingency tables of 

social class measures by subcultural values by self-reported assault 

or fighting are analyzed. Only those subcultural values found 

to be significantly associated with social class are included in 

this analysis. 



Although Miller and other cultural deviance theori8ts tend 

to equate behavior with values, this type of theoretical confusion 

is untestable. Instead of equating values and behavior, a testable 

proposition derived from cultural deviance theory should state 

that subcultural values are positively associated with delinquent 

or criminal activity, such as ~ssault. These subcultural values 

should also be significantly more prevalent among the lower class. 

Thus, the preferred models which support cultural deviance theory 
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will specify these two significant pairwise associations. A preferred 

model which opecifies three-way interaction among class, violence, 

and subcultural values may also be taken as support for cultural 

devianc~ theory if those in the lower class holding subcultural 

values are especially inclined toward deviant behavior. Establishiug 

such a three-way interaction is not required by the logic of cultural 

deviance theory, however. 

Table 10 provides a summary of the log-linear analyses 

of the effects of subcultural values on violent behavior. In most 

cases, the preferred models selected provide support for cultural 

deviance theory. Measures of the focal concern of trouble are 

significantly related to self-reported assault and fighting in 

the Richmond and Community Tolerance Study data sets. Respondents 

in the Richmond study who agreed with the statement "It is alright 

to get around the law if you can get away with it" (AROUND) are 

more likely to oelf-report assault (55.6 percent) than those who 

disagreed with this statement (36.4 percent), controlling for welfare 
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Table 10. Preferred Models for Subcultural Values by Violent Offenses 
by Measures of Social Class, Richmond Youth Study and 
Community Tolerance Study, White Males. 

Richmond 

Subcultural Values by Assault by Father's Unemployment 

--.!!- df -.IL 

(AUHUF) 10.51 8 .23 

(SU )(FU)(SF) .24 1 .63 

(DU) (FH) (DF) .001 1 .97 

(UF HZF) 3.45 2 .18 

(UF)(IF) 12.64 8 .12 

(UF)(HU) 7.97 8 .44 

(UF HNU) 12.17 8 .14 

(UF)(CF) 9.14 8 .33 

(PUF) 0 0 

( UF )( UL){ LF ) 3.52 4 .47 

(UF )(YF) 9.99 8 .27 

Subcultural Values by Assault by Welfare Status 

J!_ !!i -.IL 

(WF)(AF) 10.95 8 .20 

(SW)(SF) 3.60 2 .17 

(WF )(DF) 3.77 2 .15 

(WF )(WH) 11.37 8 .18 

(WF)(WN) 14.14 8 .08 
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Table 10, continued 

Subcultural Values by Assault by Welfare Status (continued) 

L df ~ 

(WPF) 0 0 

(WF )(WL)(LF) 6.64 4 .16 

(WY)(YF) 7.78 5 .17 

Subcultural Values by Assault by Father's Education 

L df ~ 

(EF)(AF) 17.87 16 .33 

(SE)(SF) 5.50 4 .24 

(DE)(DF) 5.61 4 .23 

(EF)( ZE)(ZF) 4.33 2 .11 

(IE)(IF) 9.72 10 .47 

(HEF) 0 0 

(EF )(NE) 15.45 12 .22 

(CE)(CF) 15.65 10 .11 

(PE)(PF) 17 .93 10 .06 

(EF) (LE) (LF) 9.68 8 .29 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

L df ~ 

(BF )(BE) 11.77 10 .30 

(BT)(BE) 10.18 10 .42 
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Table 10, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 2 (continued) 

L2 df _JL_ 

(BF)(BO) 21.37 20 .38 

(BT)(BO)(TO) 8.22 16 .94 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

L2 df _JL_ 

(RE) (TR) 7.61 10 .6 7 

(RE) (RF) 6.89 10 • 74 

(YTE) 0 0 

(YF) (FE) 7. 7 5 10 .65 

(EF) (BE) 10.34 10 .41 

(ET)(BE) 10.15 10 .43 

(XF)(XE) 16.55 10 .09 

(XT)(XE) 18.14 10 .05 

(A) - AROUND (Y) - SUCKER 
(U) - UNEMPLOYMENT (W) - WELFARE 
(F) - ASSAULT (E) - EDUCATION 
(S) - SMOKE (B) - EVBRAKE 
(D) - DRINK (T) - FIGHTING 
(Z) - DATE (0) - OCCUPATION 
(I) - IMPCAR (R) - RESPECT 
(H) - HAPPEN (X) - EVAHEAD 
(N) - LIVNOW 
(C) - CRITIC 
(P) -PLAN 
(L) - LO(I{ 



status. (Controlling for father's unemployment, however, this 

item is not significantly associated with assault.) The similarly 

worded statement in the Community Tolerance Study (lilt's o.k. to 
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break the law if you can get away with it" [EVBRAKE]) is significantly 

related to self-reported fighting and assault in the second year 

of the Community Tolerance Study but not in the third year of the 

study. However, respondents in the third year who agreed with 

the statement, "To get what you want in this world, you have to 

do some things which are against the law" (EVAHEAD), are more likely 

to self-report an assault (37.3 percent) or fighting (56.1 percent) 

than those who disagreed with the item (19.7 percent for assault, 

41.4 percent for fighting). Further, third-year Community Tolerance 

Study respondents who agreed that "I have a lot of respect for 

the police in my town" (RESPECT) are significantly less likely 

to self-report an assault (18.6 percent) or fighting (40.5 percent) 

than those who disagreed with this measure of "trouble" (58.1 percent 

for fighting, 38.6 percent for assault). 

Smoking, drinking, and dating are all positively related 

to assault in the Richmond Youth Study. However, as discussed 

before, these behavioral indicators of autonomy do not necessarily 

measure commitment to a value. It is quite common to feel remorse 

for one's actions (for lying, adultery, gluttony, etc.), and such 

remorse hardly constitutes an endorsement or positive valuation 

of the behavior. 
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Both of the value measures of autonomy are significantly 

associated with self-reported assault in the Richmond study. Respon-

dents who said having a car is "everything" or "very important" 

(IMPCAR) are more likely to have committed an assault (51.8 percent) 

than those who said that having a car is "not very important" or 

"unimportant" (34.2 percent). Boys who agreed that they do not 

like to be criticized by adults (CRITIC) are almost twice as likely 

to self-report an assault (47.9 percent) than are boys who disagree 

with this item (25.7 percent). 

Of the four measures of fatalistic attitudes found earlier 

to be significantly related to social class, two are significantly 

associated with assault. Those who agreed that "Planning is useless 

since one's plans hardly ever work out" (PLAN) are more likely 

to self-report an assault (51.7 percent) than those who disagreed 

with this item (37.4 percent.)l Those who agreed that "There is 

no sense looking ahead since no one knows what the future will 

be like" (LOOK) are slightly more likely to admit to committing 

an assault (44.7 percent) than those who disagreed with this statement 

(37.9 percent). Two other measures of fatalism (HAPPEN and LIVNOW) 

have no appreciable effect on rates of assault. 

1. The preferred model for this table and for the table 
of this subcultural value by father's unemployment by assault specifies 
a three-way interaction. Two other preferred models in Table 10 
specify three-way interactions. Inspection of all four tables 
and plots of log odds shous that small cell sizes for certain categories 
seem to account for the interaction. 
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The measure of the focal concern of smartness is significantly 

associated with self-reported violence in both the Richmond study 

and in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study. In the 

Richmond study, those who agreed that "Suckers deserve to be taken 

advantage of" (SUCKER) are more likely to self-report an assault 

(51.9 percent) than those who disa$reed with this item (35.6 percent), 

controlling for father's unemployment. In the third year of the 

Community Tolerance Study, those who agreed with the identically 

worded item are more likely to self-report fighting (60.2 percent) 

and assault (38.5 percent) than those who disagreed with this item 

(40.4 percent for fighting, 20.7 percent for assault), controlling 

for father's education. 

Excluding the behavioral indicators of autonomy, there 

are thirty-three tests of cultural deviance theory summarized in 

Table 10. 2 Of the thirty-three tests, seventeen of the preferred 

models selected are entirely consistent with cultural deviance 

theory; in other words, these preferred models either specify pairwise 

associations between class and subcultural values and between sub-

cultural values and violent behavior or a three-way interaction 

among class, subcultural values, and violent behavior which shows 

much the same pattern. Seven of the preferred models selected 

are in part consistent with the cultural deviance theory in that 

2. These tests are not strictly independent, of course, 
since in many cases only the control variable for Bocial class 
is varied in testing for associations between subcultural values 
and self-reported violent behavior. 



they specify a significant association between subcultural values 

and assault but not between the subcultural values and class. 

The remaining nine preferred models are inconsistent with cultural 

deviance theory, with no association between assault and subcultural 

values specified. 

Before we assess these findings, let us examine one more 

implication of cultural deviance theory. As discussed in Chapter 

1, cultural deviance theorists presume that delinquency is actually 
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the product of successful socialization into a subculture. Delinquents 

are in fact conformists to the norms of their group if not to the 

laws of the dominant society. In contrast, social control theorists 

have argued that delinquency is a product of failures to socialize 

the child. Rather than assuming that all people are perfectly 

socialized into the norms and values of their group, social control 

theorists contend that the socialization process can be problematic 

and incomplete. 

Based on these ideas about socialization, a somewhat more 

rigorous test of cultural deviance theory may be constructed. 

If delinquents are indeed successfully socialized into the norms 

and values of their ~ubculture, then this socialization process 

should be most effective when there is a strong attachment to or 

identification with a member of the subculture. Thus, the more 

that a boy identifies with an unemployed or undereducated father, 

the more likely that the boy should express agreement with the 

alleged values of the lower-class subculture. Statistically, we 
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would expect to find three-way interactions among subcultural values, 

attachment to father, and social class, with attachment to an unemployed 

or undereducated father producing exceptionally high probabilities 

of accepting subcultural values. In contrast, social control theorists 

would predict that attachment to the father will reduce acceptance 

of such values regardless of the social class of the father (see 

Hirschi, 1969:27-30, 152). There should be a significant negative 

association between attachment to father and acceptance of subcultural 

values according to control theorists. 

Table 11 provides a summary of the preferred models for 

the multiway contingency tables of subcultural values by attachment 

to father by social class. The welfare status variable in the 

Richmond study is excluded from this analysis because the questionnaixe 

item does not specify the father or the mother as the recipient 

of welfare benefits. The item used to measure attachment to father 

is identical in the Richmond study and in both years of the Community 

Tolerance Study. Respondents in both studies were asked, '~ould 

you like to be the kind of person your father is?" Five response 

categories were provided: "in every way," "in most ways," "in 

some ways," "in just a few ways," and "not at all." 

Of the twenty tables analyzed in Table 11, only three of 

the preferred models specify a three-way interaction as posited 

by cultural deviance theory. Further, inspection of the actual 

crosstabulations where three-way interaction is specified reveals 

patterns diametrically opposed to the notions of cultural deviance 
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Table 11. Preferred Models for Subcultural Values by Attachment to 
Father by Measures of Social Class, Richmond Youth Study and 
Community Tolerance Study, White Males. 

Subcultural Values by Attachment to Father by Social Class 

Richmond 

L M --L. 

(IL)(IV)(LU) 22.17 16 .14 

(IL)(IE)(LE) 43.39 32 .09 

(IS)(IU) 24.55 20 .22 

( IS)(IE) 46.21 40 .23 

(IAU) 0 0 

( lA)(IE) 43.03 40 .34 

(IM)(IU) 22.39 20 .32 

(IM)( lE)(ME) 25.81 32 .77 

(HU)(IU) 39.55 32 .17 

(HE)(IE) 57.48 48 .16 

(ICU) 0 0 

(IE)(IC) 44.86 40 .28 

(IP)(IU) 27.76 20 .12 

( lE)(IP)(PE) 40.25 32 .15 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

~ df --L. 

(IE)(IB)(BE) 31.47 32 .49 

(IB)(BO) 80.73 80 .46 



Table 11, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

(IR)(IE) 

(ISE) 

( IB)(BE) 

(IG)(GE) 

(I) - ATTACHMENT 
(L) - LOOK 
(U) - UNEMPLOYMENT 
(E) - EDUCATION 
(8) - SUCKER 

~ 
50.94 

0 

47.02 

43.21 

(A) - AROUND 
(M) - IMPCAR 
(H) - HAPPEN 
(C) - CRITIC 
(P) - PLAN 

df 

40 

0 

40 

40 
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--E-

.12 

.21 

.34 

(B) - EVBRAKE 
(0) - OCCUPATION 
(R) - RESPECT 
(G) - EVAHEAD 



theory. For example, respondents who identify "not at all tf with 

au unemployed father are by far the most likely to agree with sub

cultural values such as "It is alright to get around the law if 

you can get away with it" and "I don't like being criticized by 

adults." Similarly, respondents who identify "not at all" with 

a father who did not finish high school are the most likely to 

agree that "Suckers deserve to be taken advantage of." 

The data provide far more support for social control theory. 

Indeed, for all but one of the subcultural values analyzed (HAPPEN) 
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in Table 11, attachment to father is a significant barrier to acceptance 

of so-called "subcultural" values. Thus, what seem to be fairly 

impressive findings in support of cultural deviance theory are 

actually more consistent with a social control theory of the sociali

zation process of delinquents. In Chapter 5, the relationship 

between attachment to others and assault will be examined more 

fully. 

While we would be more hesitant to reject cultural deviance 

theory than strain theory as an explanation of violent behavior, 

there are some serious reservations to be lodged against cultural 

deviance theory. First, as just discussed, the notion that people 

who accept certain values have completed a positive process of 

socialization seems far less accurate than the notion that these 

are people who have not been completely socialized into certain 

conventional norms. Second, even though there are significant 

associations between social class and certain values, the strength 
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of these associations is not as strong as cultural deviance theorists 

such as Miller would lead us to believe~ ~fuile no one has the 

right to expect a perfect correlation between class and these values, 

the acceptance of instrumental attitudes toward the law and toward 

other people (among other values) seems to be widely diffused throughout 

the social structure. Finally, the defining characteristics of 

the alleged lower-class subculture remain to be clearly defined. 

Miller's procedure of identifying the subculture by the very behavior 

he tries to explain is tautological. Whether the lower-class subculture 

is as much as 40 to 60 percent of all Americans (Miller, 1958:6, 

fn 3), or whether it is approximately 15 percent, or a lumpenproletariat 

group remains unclear. 



CHAPTER 5 

TESTING SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY 
AND SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY 

This chapter is a eontin.uation of the search for intervening 

variables which may help explain the relationship between social 

class and violent behavior. In Chapter 4, we saw that distinctively 

sociological theories--structural and cultural in emphasis--were 

not particularly helpful in providing the necessary intervening 

mechanisms. Both strain theory and cultural deviance theory failed 

to account for much of the variation in violent behavior. This 

should not be too surprising an outcome because research on general 

delinquent behavior has rarely generated empirical support for 

the causal propositions of these two theories. 

In this chapter, we turn to theories more psychologice.l 

and processual in emphasis. Social learning theory has been consciously 

evolved from the operant conditioning perspective of B. F. Skinner 

and other psychologists. Although social learning theory has borrowed. 

heavily from psychology. it has also utilized sociological conceptions 

from Sutherland and Cressey's differential association theory. 

Social control theory has obvious parallels to psychological 

thought. Attachment to others--an important element of control 

theory--may be compared to the development of the superego. Rational 

commitment to conventional achievements is a control theory element 

analagous to the ego. And the control theory conception of a natural 

!!9 
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motivation to deviant activity is analogous to the id element of 

the psyche. Social control theory also draws heavily from Durkheim's 

perspective on the maintenance of social order. The Durkheimian 

principle that individuals unrestrained by the ties of family, 

church, and state are more likely to engage in deviant behavior 

formE the basic logic of social control theory. 

Both social learning theory and social control theory have 

received a good deal of empirical support in the study of crime 

and delinquency. It is ironic, though, that criminology--a field 

dominated by sociologists--has more and more turned to individual 

level explanations and away from purely sociological theories. 

Neither social control theory nor social learning theory, for example, 

predict any necessary link between class and crime or between class 

and violence. 

Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theorists have basically adapted and expanded 

on Sutherland and Cressey's (1978) diffe£ential association theory. 

The first of Sutherland's nine theoretical propositions states 

that "criminal behavior is learned;" this simple proposition has 

been the focus of social learning theorists (Burgess and Akers, 

1966) in their expansion of differential association theory. Although 

Sutherland did point out several details of this learning process 

(e.g., that learning criminal behavior takes place mainly within 

intimate groups; that definitions of the legal code as favorable 

or unfavorable as well as fundamental teChniques of crime and 



rationalizations for crime are learned; and that there are varying 

reinforcement schedules for learning criminal behavior, differing 

in "frequency, duration, priority, end intensity"), Burgess and 

Akers criticize differential association theory primarily for its 

vagueness end lack of specificity. They correctly point out that 
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key concepts such as definitions or attitudes favorable or unfavorable 

to violation of the law are so vague as to be very difficult to 

measure. More importantly, Burgess and Akers argue that Sutherland's 

failure to specify more precisely the process of l~arning criminal 

behavior is a key defect of differential association theory. 

Some criminologists place Sutherland's differential association 

theory squarely under the rubric of the cultural deviance perspective. 

However, if one examines differential association theory closely, 

one can see that there is nothing in the logic of the theory that 

requires the existence of subcultures which condone illicit behavior. 

Although peer influence is obviously significant in Sutherland's 

theory, there is no necessity for this peer influence to exist 

in the context of full blown criminal or delinquent subcultures 

of the kind described by Miller (1958). Although Cressey (1960) 

himself decrees that theories of social behavior must explain the 

social distribution of the behavior as well as identify the process 

by which individuals manifest the behavior, there are few explicit 

statements in Sutherland's theory which explain the social distribution 

of crime and delinquency. Further, Kornhauser (1978:181-182) identifies 

Sellin (not Sutherland) as the first and foremost author of cultural 



conflict as an explanation of crime. Sutherland's theory had been 

in existence long before Sellin published his monograph, Culture 

Conflict and Crime, in 1938. 

Ronald Akers has been the principal advocate of a Bocial 

learning approach to the study of deviant behavior. Akers argues 

that behavior is learned or acquired through four processes: (1) 

imitation or modeling, (2) differential reinforcement or rewards 

and punishment for alternative behaviors, (3) definitions or norms 

and attitudes of behavior as desirable or undesirable, and (4) 

differential association or the perceived norms of significant 

others (e.g., parents and peers). 

In an empirical test of social learning theory, Akers et 
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al. (1979) report that measures of differential association, definitions 

favorable or unfavorable to deviant behavior, and differential 

reinforcement are strongly correlated with measures of alcohol 

and marijuana use; measures of imitation, however, are reported 

to account for very little of the variance in drug use. Yet, their 

treatment of the impact of imitation seems to be somewhat confused. 

Akers et al. (1979:638) argue that after a person begins to use 

drugs, the effects of imitation diminish while the impact of definitions 

and reinforcements continue to have sn important effect. In their 

analysis, they claim that imitation has a weak effect on drug use 

when controlling for subsets of variables labeled "differential 

associations," "definitions," "social differential reinforcement," 

and "combined social/nonsocial differential reinforcement." However. 



the subset labeled "differential association"--which is the subset 

most highly correlated with drug use--actually includes a "scale 

of three items measuring how many of the respondents' best friends, 

friends with whom they associate most often, and friends who they 

have known for the longest time use the substance" (Akers et a1., 

1979:654-655). Controlling for the effects of friends' drug use, 

they found no effect of imitation! 
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Given this analytical confusion over the impact of imitation 

effects on deviant behavior, it seems necessary to reassess the 

importance of modeling. Also, given the focus on drug use (a dis

tinctively social activity) in empirical tests of social learning 

theory, it seems desirable to apply some of the postulates of social 

learning theory to other forms of deviant behavior, such as violence. 

Further, there is reason to believe from small-scale and psychological 

research that imitation of aggressive behavior does occur (see 

Bandura and Walters, 1959). 

Sensitive to the group nature of delinquency, investigators 

for the Community Tolerance Study gathered several measures in 

both the second and third year of the study on the influence of 

peers on delinquency. Four of these measures asked respondents 

about the general delinquent activities of peers and friends. 

These measures may be used as proxies for the effects of imitation 

or modeling, although they do not provide specific data on the 

violent behavior of peers or friends. 



First, respondents were asked to '~ink of those kids you 

have done things with in your free time during the last month • 

• • • How many of these kids have been in trouble with the police?" 

(TROPEER). As a follow-up to this question and a second measure 

of imitation of delinquent behavior, the respondents were asked 

I~OW many have done things which could have gotten them into trouble 

with the police?" (DELPEER). A third measure of modeling comes 

from the following item: "Of the kids that you really enjoy being 

with, how many have been in trouble with the police?" (TROFREN). 

Finally, respondents were asked as a follow-up to this question, 

"How many have done things which could have gotten them in trouble 

with the police?" (DELFREN). In the following analysis, all of 

these items were recoded as dichotomies, with either some friends 

doing something wrong or delinquent or no friends doing wrong or 

delinquent acts. 

Table 12 summarizes the results of the log-linear analyses 
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of the relative effects of imitation and social class on self-reported 

assault and fighting in the second and third years of the Community 

Tolerance Study. Of the thirty-two tables analyzed, ~ include 

a significant association between social class and self-reported 

violence. About two-thirds (twenty-one) of the preferred models 

selected, however, include a significant association between a 

measure of imitation or peer behavior and self-reported violence. 

The remaining eleven preferred models specify no significant association 

between self-reported violence and imitation measures or measures 
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Table 12. Preferred Models for Measures of Imitation by Violent 
Offenses by Measures of Social Class, Community Tolerance 
Study, White Males. 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

~ df 

Assault 

(AT)(O) 9.89 12 .63 

(AT)(E) 5.83 6 .44 

(.\)(R)(O) 16.00 13 .25 

(AR)(E) 4.74 6 .58 

(AP)(PO) 5.33 8 .72 

(AP)(PE) 2.96 4 .56 

(AN)(NO) 10.83 8 .21 

(AN)(E) 3.70 6 .72 

L df 

Fighting 

(FT)(O) 12.63 12 .40 

(FT)(E) 5.01 6 .54 

(F)(R)(O) 8.10 13 .84 

(F )(R)(E) 7.52 7 .38 

(F)(P)(O) 14.72 13 .33 

(PE)(F) 4.12 5 .53 

(NO)(F) 11.13 9 .27 

(FN)(E) 7.28 6 .30 
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Table 12, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

~ df 

Assault 

(TO)(A) 11.68 9 .23 

(AT)(E) 3.33 6 .77 

(AR)(O) 20.38 12 .06 

(AR)(E) 4.77 6 .57 

(AP)( 0) 16.48 12 .17 

(AP)(PE) 5.36 4 .25 

(AN)(NO) 10.79 8 .21 

(AN)(E) 8.45 6 .21 

~ df 

Fighting 

(FT)(TO) 12.81 8 .12 

(F )(T)(E) 7.85 7 .35 

(FR)(O) 16.13 12 .19 

(FR) (E) 4.13 6 .66 

(F)(P)(O) 20.45 13 .08 

(PE)(F) 3.46 5 .63 

(FN)(NO) 7.22 8 .51 

(F )(N)(E) 10.97 7 .14 

(A) - ASSAULT (0) - FATHER'S OCCUPATION (N) - DELFREN 
(T) - TROPEER (E) - FATHER'S EDUCATION (F) - FIGHTING 
(R) - DELPEER (P) - TROFREN 



of social class. Overall, the results from the Community Tolerance 

Study can be interpreted as supportive of a social learning theory 
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of violent behavior. Later in this chapter the theoretical significance 

of peer behavior will be assessed more rigorously. 

Let us examine in some detail the magnitude of the influence 

of peer misbehavior on self-reported violence. In the second year 

of the Community Tolerance Study, respondents who said that some 

of the peers with whom they spend free time had been in trouble 

with the police (TROPEER) are somewhat more likely to self-report 

an assault (12.6 percent) than those who knew of no free-time peers 

in trouble with the police (8.0 percent). Having free-time friends 

in trouble with the police slightly increases the likelihood of 

self-reported fighting (22.8 percent versus 15.7 percent among 

those with no friends in police trouble). Similar results for 

this measure of imitation are found for the third year of the Community 

Tolerance Study. In one instance, however, the model of independence 

is selected as the preferred model. Controlling for father's education, 

the influence of free-time friends in conflict with the police 

on self-reporting fighting is not statistically significant. 

Although some would argue that a measure of actual police 

contact among friends is the best measure of a delinquent model 

(since police contacts reflect only the more serious. impressive, 

or inspiring misdeeds), others could counter that a measure of 

the total number of delinquent models (regardless of police contact) 

is essential to assess the impact of imitation. In the second 



year of the Community Tolerance Study, having friends who have 

dDne things which could have gotten them in trouble with the police 

(DELPEER) has no significant effect on self-reported fighting. 

Having such delinquent friends increases the likelihood of a self

reported assault slightly (11.3 percent versus 6.8 percent among 

those with no delinquent friends). Peer delinquent ac.tivity which 

could attract police attention is significantly associated with 

both self-reported fighting and assault in the third year of the 

Community Tolerance Study. For example, those with delinquent 
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friends are about tbr~e times more likely to self-report an assault 

(9.5 percent) than are those with no delinquent friends (3.1 percent). 

Those with delinquent friendo are somewhat more likely to self

report fighting than those with no delinquent friends. It should 

be noted that the skewed distribution of this measure of imitation 

(fewer than one-fifth of the respondents said that they had no 

delinquent peers) reduces the possibility of discovering significant 

relationships. 

The remaining two measures of imitation (TROFREN and DELFREN) 

assess the influence of presumably more intimate peers. We might 

hypothesize that more intimate friends will have a stronger effect 

on self-reported vioience, possibly due to greater admiration for 

the model or simply because of greater exposure to the model. 

However, in both years of the Community Tolerance Study, having 

friends who the respondent enjoys being ~ith and who have been 

in trQuble with the police (TROFREN) has no significant effect 



on self-reported fighting. Self-reported assault, on the other 

hand, is significantly associated with having intimate friends 

in trouble with the police in both years of the study. For example, 

in the third year of the study, more than twice as many of those 

with an intimate friend in trouble with the police self-report 

an assault (12.4 percent) than those with no intimate or close 

friends in trouble with the police (5.4 percent). 

Having close or intimate friends who committed acts which 

could have gotten them in trouble with the police (DELFREN) is 

significantly associated with self-reporting fighting and assault 

in both years of the Community Tolerance Study. For example, in 
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the second year of the study, those with close friends who have 

committed delinquent acts are more likely to self-report an assault 

(12.1 percent) than those with law-abiding close friends (6~5 percent). 

In the third year of the study, those with close friends who committed 

delinquent acts are slightly more likely to self-report fighting 

(18.5 percent) than those with law-abiding close friends (13.0 

percent). 

In comparison with the Community Tolerance Study, the Richmond 

Youth Study has advantages and disadvantages with respect to analyzing 

the effects of imitation on violent behavior. The principal advantage 

of the Richmond study is the availability of measures of role models 

who engage in violent behavior rather than of role models who commit 

general delinquent or illicit behavior. R~spondents were asked 

about the discipline practices of both their father and mother 
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in the following items: '~oes your mother ever punish you by slapping 

or hitting you?" and "Does your father ever punish you by slapping 

or hitting you?" Both questions used the same set of response 

categories: "often," "sometimes," or "never." 

The principal disadvantage of the Richmond study with respect 

to assessing imitation effects is the lack of detail in measures 

of the influence of peer misbehavior. As we have just seen in 

the Community Tolerance Study, measures of peer misbehavior are 

generally very strong predictors of violent behavior. Yet there 

is only a single measure of peer delinquency in the Richmond study. 

Respondents were asked (similar to the TROFREN item in the Community 

Tolerance Study), '~ave any of your close friends ever been picked 

up by police?" Responses to this question were recoded as a "yes" 

or "no" dichotomy. 

Table 13 summarizes the log-linear analyses of the relative 

effects of social learning theory variables and Bocial class measures 

on self-reported assault in the Richmond study. The overall results 

of these analyses show that social learning variables (particularly 

friends' delinquency and mother's physical discipline) are significantly 

associated with self-reported assault. However, unlike the Community 

Tolerance Study results, two social class measures--father's occupation 

and father's unemployment--continue to have a significant effect 

on self-reported assault even after controlling for the effects 

of imitation and delinq~~nt attitudes. 
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Table 13. Preferred Models for Measures of Imitat10n by Differential 
Association MeasureR by Assault by Measures of Social Class, 
Richmond Youth Study, White Males. 

3-Way Tables L2 df ....l?-. 

(AM)(AE) 5.88 8 .66 

(AM)(AO) 1.43 4 .84 

(AD)(AU)(DU) 1.49 2 .47 

(AD)(AW) 4.14 4 .39 

(AD)(AE) 9.1l 8 .33 

(AD)(AO) 5.23 4 .26 

(AM)(AW) 5.97 4 .20 

(AM) (AU) (MU) .61 2 .74 

(AP)(AO) 2.73 2 .26 

(AP)(AE) 5.75 4 .22 

(AP)(PW) 2.57 2 .28 

(APU) 0 0 

4-Way Tables 

(PA)(MA)(EA) 14.79 24 .93 

(PAHMA)(OA) 14.44 14 .42 

(PA)(MA)(UA)(PM) 20.61 12 .06 

(PDU)(PA)(UA) 15.37 9 .08 

(PDU )(PA)( OA) 8.04 9 .53 

(PDE) (PA) (EA) 12.82 14 .54 



Table 
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13, continued 

5-Way Tables 

(KP) (KA) (OA) (PA) (MA) 

(YU)(YP) (YM) (PM) (UA) (PA) (MA) 

(LOPM)(OA)(PA)(MA) 

(LU) (LP) (1M) (PM) (UA) (PA) (MA) 

(CM)(CA) (UA) (PA) (MA) (CP) 

(IP)(IA)(OA)(PA)(MA) 

(IP)(IA)(PA)(UA)(*A) 

(A) - Assault 
(M) - Mother's discipline 
(E) - Father's education 
(0) - Father's occupation 
(D) - Father's discipline 
(U) - Father's unemployment 
(W) - Welfare status 

L2 df 

119.79 98 

82.05 88 

58.53 55 

79.46 88 

109.97 90 

96.13 98 

89.18 99 

(P) - Friends' delinquency 
(L) - LOOK 
(Y) - SUCKER 
(K) - AROUND 
(C) - CRITIC 
(I) - IMPCAR 

(*A) - Pairwise Uniform Association Parameter for mother's 
discipline + assault 

-L. 

.07 

.66 

.35 

.73 

.08 

.53 

.75 



In Table 13, the preferred models for three-way, four-way, 

and five-way tables are summarized. These tables represent the 
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effort to specify with social learuing theory measures the intervening 

mechanisms by which social class is related to violent behavior. 

This effort yields only partial success, with the effects of father's 

education and parental welfare status on self-reported violence 

being accounted for. However, even after controlling for peer 

delinquency, mother's pbysical discipline, and delinquent attitude 

(thus creating five-way tables), the effects of father's unemployment 

and occupation on self-reported violence remain significant. 

First let us examine the tbree-way tables. These tables 

will help show the strength of the association between violence 

and social learning variables and how the influence of father's 

education and parental welfare status are accounted for by learning 

theory. 

Neither father's nor mother's physical discipline practices 

alone can account for the effects of any of the four social class 

measures. However, both of these measures of parental violence 

are significantly associated with self-reported assault. For example, 

36.5 percent of those whose mothers "never" slap or hit them self

report an assault versus 44.0 percent of those whose mothers "often" 

hit or slap them. Slightly more than one-half (50.9 percent) of 

those whose fathers "often" hit or slap them self-report an assault 

versus 38.3 percent of those whose fathers "never" hit or slap 

them. Neither father's nor mother's physical discipline practices 
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are nignificant1y related to father's occupation, fathe~'B education, 

or parental welfare status. However, both measures of pbysical 

discipline are significantly aosociated with father's unemployment. 

For example, 13.5 percent of those with unemployed fathers report 

that their fathers "often" slap or hit them versus 7.4 percent 

of those with fully employed fathers. 

While the delinquency of friends also does not account 

for the effects of father's education, unemployment, or occupation 

on assault, peer delinquency does account for the influence of 

parental welfare statuB on violent behavior. The preferred model 

for the mu1tiway table of welfare status by peer delinquency by 

assault specifies significant pairwise associations between peer 

delinquency and assault and between peer delinquency and welfare 

status. The association between peer delinquency and self-reported 

assault is one of the strongest yet examined: nearly twice as 

many of those with a close friend picked up by police admit committing 

an assault (55.4 percent) as those with no close friends picked 

up by the police (28.0 percent). A three-way interaction among 

assault, peer delinquency, and unemployment is statistically signifi

cant, with respondents whose fathers have been unemployed and whose 

friends have been pi'cked up by the police being especially likely 

to self-report an assault (75.0 percent). 

Pursuing the search for intervening variables, four-way 

tables are analyzed to determine if the effects of class can be 

accoun,ted for by the presence of two role models. a parent presenting 
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a violent model and a friend presenting a delinquent role model. 

Father's physical discipline practices no longer has a significant 

effect on self-reported assault when controlling for either the 

effects of mother's discipline or friends' delinquency. While' 

both peer delinquency and mother's discipline continue to be signifi-

cantly associated with assault in these four-way tables, father's 

occupation, education, and unemployment also continue to be signifi-

cantly associated with assault. 

Social learning theory (Akers et al., 1979) also includes 

the concept of "definitions favorable or unfavorable to violation 

of the law" as well as imitation. (''Differential association" 

measures assess significant adults' and peers' approval or disapproval 

of law violations; "reinforcement" measures assess the perceived 

rewards and punishments for committing illicit acts. Unfortunately, 

measures of these learning theory concepts are not available in 

the Richmond Youth Study.) The five-way tabular analyses summarized 

in Table 13 include the effects of selected definitions
l 

on assault 

along with peer delinquency, mother's discipline, and class measures. 

To briefly summarize the five-way tabular analyses, father's 

occupation and unemployment remain signifcant1y associated with 

assault even after controlling for the influence of peer d~linquency, 

mother's discipline, and delinquent attitudes. Respondents who 

1. The definitions or attitudes were selected on the basis 
of the analyses in Chapter 4. Items which are significantly associated 
with assault and with father's unemployment or occupation are included 
in the analyses in this chapter. 



agreed that "It is alright to get around the law if you can get 

away with it" (AROUND)' "are more likely to self-report an assault 

than those who disagree with this item. but the effects of father's 

occupation on assault remain significant too. Those agreeing that 

"Suckers deserve to be taken advantage of" (SUCKER) are not dispro-

portionate1y involved in violent behavior when controlling for 

father's unemployment. peer delinquency, and mother's discipline. 

The fatalistic attitude "There is no sense looking ahead since 

no one knows what the future will be like" (LOOK) also fails to 

have a significant effect when controlling for class and imitation 

effects. 

Two measures of autonomy--"1 don't like being criticized 

by adults" (CRITIC) and "Bow important is 'having a car' to you?" 
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(IMPCAR)--remain significantly associated with assault when controlling 

for class and imitation effects. However. neither measure of autonomy 

can eliminate the effects of father's unemployment or occupation 

on assault. Note that in one table, assessing the relative effects 

of attitudes toward Cars and father's unemployment, the preferred 

model specifies a significant pairwise uniform association parameter 

for the effects of mother's discipline on assault (see Hout, 1982).2 

2. Uniform association parameters for delinquent attitude 
items failed to significantly improve the fit compared with alternative 
models; uniform association parameters for mother's discipline 
did not significantly improve the fit in any of the three-way or 
four-way tables. This is not surprising since the savings in degrees 
of freedom increase the pover of all tests--including the effects 
of mother's discipline, delinquent attitudes, and father's unemploy
ment. 
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The uniform association parameter has the twin virtues of conserving 

an ordered relationship between categorical variables and saving 

degrees of freedom. However, even after specifying a uniform associ

ation parameter for the effects of mother's discipline, father's 

unemployment continues to exert a significant influence on rates 

of self-reported assault. 

In Chapter 4, three measures of "delinquent" attitudes 

were found to each separately account for the effects of father's 

education on assault (see Table 10 in Chapter 4). Father's education 

no longer is significantly associated with assault when controlling 

for the item "Planning is useless since one's plans hardly ever 

work out" (PLAN). Controls for the two measures of autonomy (CRITIC 

and IMPCAR) also wipe out the effects of father's education on 

assault. 

In sum, the theoretical concepts of social learning theory 

seem to work quite well when applied to the ~xplanation of violent 

behavior. Measures of imitation--particularly peer misbehavior--

are highly correlated with self-reported violence in both the Richmond 

study and the Community Tolerance Study. However, the concepts 

of social learning theory have not completely accounted for the 

class distribution of violence. In the Richmond study, father's 

unemployment and occupation continue to have a significant effect 

on self-reported assault even after controls for imitation and 

delinquent attitudes are made. Further, the interpretation of 

the findings on peer influence in particular will not be left solely 



in the hands of the social learning theorist. For these issues 

(and many more), we turn now to Bocial control t.heory. 

Social Control Theory 

Hirschi (1969) presents the most thorough and frequently 

cited version of control theory. The most notable improvement 

that Hirschi's work offers over other control theorists' work is 

the more comprehensive discussion of the influence of peers and 

the school as well as that of the family. Hirschi's version of 

control theory was discussed at some length in Chapter 1. In this 

chapter, we will rely on Hirschi's conceptualization of the elements 

of the social bond in assessing the explanatory power of control 

theory. 

Two general points about control theory should be made 
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before proceeding to the empirical analysis. First, prior research 

on general delinquency has shown almost invariably remarkable support 

for control theory. Nye's (1958) and Hirschi's (1969) own data 

and research confirm most of the propositions derived from the 

theory. Hindelang (1973) essentially replicated the finding6 of 

Hirschi's study. However, contrary to Hirschi's theory and findings, 

Hindelang (and other researchers) find that attachment to peers 

is ~sitively related to delinquency. 

Second, although control theory does not require that delin

quency and social class be correlated, 8uch a relationship is not 

only consistent with tbe logic of control theory but should be 

predicted by the theory. Kornhauser (1978:104) points out that 
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control theory variables such as quality of family relationships 

and the relevance of school to one's future job are related to 

both social class and delinquency. However, seeking a significant 

association between class and delinquency does not constitute a 

crucial test of control theory since the theory focuses on intervening 

mechanisms through which class may affect delinquent behavior. 

Table 14 summarizes the tabular analyses of the association 

between measures of attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief 

and self-reported assault in the Richmond study. Due to the large 

number of variables under analysis and to simplify the presentation 

of results, the log-linear models for selected multiway tables 

with father's occupation and father's unemployment will be discussed 

later. 

Of seventeen measures of attachment, all but two (FROPIN 

and CLOSFR) are significantly, strongly, and inversely associated 

with assault. Measures of attachment to the school are particularly 

strong negative correlates of assault. For example, respondents 

who say they generally dislike'school (LIKESCR) are more than twice 

as likely (65.1 percent) to self-report an assault than are those 

who generally like school (31.0 percent). Those who "care a lot" 

what teachers think of them (CARTCR) and who believe that teachers 

care about their school performance (TCBCAR) are also much less 

likely to self-report an assault than are respondents insensitive 

to teachers' opinions or those who perceive teachers as unconcerned 

about them. Respondents who agree with the statement "I try hard 
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Table 14. Tabular Analyses of Social Control Theory Measures by Self-
Reported Assault, Richmond Youth Study, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Attachment Measures 

LIKESCH 66.74* SHARDAD 22.84* DADID 26.25* 
CARTCH 38.00* MOMWHER 43.08* GOALS 32 .63* 
IMPGRD 46.82* MOMWITH 51.98* FRID 12.62* 
TCHCAR 37.31* DADWHER 39.12* FROPIN 7.12 
TRY 55.06* DADWITH 49.52* CLOSER 1.64 
SHARMOM 21.86* MOMID 24.50* 

Commitment Measures 

SCHEXP 12.01* JOBWANT 15.84* 
SCHLIK 5.92* JOBEXP 15.11* 

Involvement Measures 

TIMHWK 53.30* 
CHURCH 12.90* WORKHR 10.12 

Belief Measures 

KEYS 10.59* RESPECT 68.37* 
HURT 43.56* AHEAD 30.40* 
ARomm 71.10* SUCKER 27.23* 

----
* - p < .05 



in school" (TRY) are also less likely to self-report an assault 

than those who disagree with this item. Only about one-third (34.1 

percent) of those who say that grades are "very important" to them 

self-report an assault compared with over one-half (52.0 percent), 

of those who state that grades are "completely unimportant" to them. 

Table 15 summarizes the analyses of the association between 

the four dimensions of Hirschi's control theory and self-reported 

violent behavior in both years of the Community Tolerance Study. 

Like the results from the Richmond study, respondents who indicate 

a high level of attachment to the school are much less likely to 

self-report violent behavior. For example, in the second year 

of the Community Tolerance Study, those who strongly disagree that 

they feel close to their teachers (CLOSTCR) are about twice as 

likely (41.3 percent) to self-report an 'assault as are those who 

strongly agree (21.9 percent) with this item. Also in the second 

year of the Community Tolerance Study, those who identify with 

their teachers "in every way" or "in most ways" are much less likely 

to self-report fighting (33.9 percent) than those who identify 

"not at all" (54.7 percent) with their teachers. In the third 

year of the Community Tolerance Study, respondents who agreed with 

the statement "Getting good grades is important to me" are leBS 

likely to self-report an assault (23.7 percent) than are those 

who disagreed with this statement (37.8 percent). Respondents 

in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study who agree that 

"The things we learn in school are important to me'~ (SCLIMP) are 

141 
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Table 15. Tabular Analyses of Social Control Theory Measures by Self
Reported Violent Behavior, Community Tolerance Study, White 
Males. 

Pearson Chi-Square Statistics 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

Attachment Measures 

WORYPAR 
WORYCOL 
WORYJOB 
WORYTCB 
CLOSTCB 
SGRDIMP 
CLOSMOM 
CLOSDAD 
BLIKBUD 
TEACBID 
BLIKDAD 
BLIKHOM 

Commitment Measures 

COMSCLM 

Involvement Measures 

STUDY 

Be lief Measures 

EVLAWH 
EVPARS 
EVLAWS 
EVBRAKE 
EVABEAD 
EVNHURT 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

Attachment Measures 

CLOSTCB 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

5.91 
28.75* 
11.40* 
19.36* 
31.19* 
13.57* 

2.56 
1.49 
1.29 

34.95* 
7.16 

19.30* 

23.50* 

22.44* 

18.33* 
5.20 

25.44* 
66.33* 
58.52* 
41.46* 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

44.12* 

Self-Reported 
Fighting 

6.57 
25.74* 
3.37 

11.22* 
28.02* 
13.28* 

9.40* 
6.87 
7.95 

36.14* 
14.29* 
16.34* 

6.99 

27.61* 

12.11* 
3.47 

16.19* 
54.48* 
40.56* 
16.47* 

Se If-Repor ted 
Fighting 

19.38* 



Table 15, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 3 (continued) 

Attachment Measures 

SCLIMP 
SGRDIMP 
CLOSMOM 
CLOSDAD 
BLIKBUD 
TEACHID 
BLIKDAD 
BLIKMOM 

Commitment Measure 

GOCOLL 

Be lief Measures 

SUCKERS 
RESPECT 
GOOD 
EVBRAKE 
EVAHEAD 
EVNHURT 

* - P < .05 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

31.21* 
16.42* 
14.23* 
3.38 
1.45 

40.51* 
9.27* 

16.59* 

28.31* 

42.53* 
57.81* 
17.25* 
65.70* 
59.00* 
32.25* 
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Self-Reported 
Fighting 

14.78* 
5.83 
8.48 
1.75 

10.91* 
27.64* 

2.87 
8.66 

21.27* 

48.05* 
40.76* 
13.25* 
39.40* 
32.64* 
20.45* 



less likely to self-report fighting (44.5 percent) than are those 

who disagree (61.2 percent) with this item. The results on the 

relationship between attachment to school and self-reported violent 

behavior are remarkably similar in both years of the Community 

Tolerance Study. 
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In the second year of the Community Tolerance Study, respondents 

were presented with the following hypothetical Gituation: "Suppose 

you were caught and taken to juvenile court by the police, how 

much would each of the following worry you?" A series of items 

foliows this hypothetical situation which are perhaps the most 

direct measures of attachment or sensitivity to the opinion of 

others with respect to illegal behavior. For example, respondents 

were asked '~ould you worry that your teachers might think badly 

of you?" (WORYTCH). Those who said "definitely not" are nearly 

twice as likely to self-report an assault (32.8 percent) than are 

those who said "definitely yes," that they would be concerned about 

their teachers' opinions (16.8 percent). Respondents who said 

"definitely yes" that a delinquent record might keep them out of 

college (WORYCOL) are less likely to self-report fighting (42.2 

percent) than are those who said they would "definitely not" be 

concerned (61.0 percent). Similarly, those who expressed concern 

about how their parents would react to their being referred to 

juvenile court (WORYPAR) or about jeopardizing a good job opportunity 

(WORYJOB) are less likely to self-report violent activity than 

are those who do not express such concern. 
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Attachment to pare~ts also acts as a barrier to violent 

behavior in both the Richmond study and in the Community Tolerance 
-, 

Study. Consiatent with Hirschi's (1969) findings, lack of attachment 

to school is somewhat more strongly associated with violent behavior 

than is a lack of attachment to parents. This comparison should 

not lead one to the facile conclusion that school bonds are more 

important than parental bonds and affection however. The association 

between parental attachment and violent behavior may be slightly 

weaker because of a lesser amount of variance in the variables 

measuring parental attachment. Respondents may be less willing 

to admit to alienation from their parents than to express alienation 

from school. 

Measures of parental supervision in the Richmond study 

are strongly associated with self-reported assault. Respondents 

who say that their mother (MOMWHER) or father (DADWHER) "usually" 

know where they are when they are away from home are much less 

likely to self-report an assault than those who say their parents 

"never" or only "sometimes" know where they are when they are away 

from home. Similarly, respondents whose mother (MOMWITH) or father 

(DADWITH) know whom they are with when they are away from home 

are less likely to self-report an assault than those whose parents 

do not know their away-from-home companions. For example, only 

33.8 percent of those who say their fathers "usually" know whom 

they are with when they are away from home self-report an assault 



compared with 61.2 percent who Bay their fathers "never" know whom 

they are with. 

Measures of the int~cy of communication between parents 

and their sons are also significantly associated with self-reported 

assault in the Richmond study. For example, nearly one-half (49.6 

percent) af respondents who say they "never" share their thoughts 

and feelings with their mothers (SBARMOM) self-report an assault 

compared with less than one-third (31.9 percent) of those who say 

they often discuss thoughts and feelings with their mothers. Such 

intimacy of communication between fathers and sons (SBARDAD) appears 

to be an equally strong deterrent to violent behavior. 

A sense of identification with parents also is strongly 

and inversely associated with self-reported violent behavior in 

both the Richmond study and in the Community Tolerance Study. 

In the Richmond study, respondents who claimed to identify with 

their mothers (MOMID) "in every way" are less likely to self-report. 

an assault (29.4 percent) than those who identify "not at all" 
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(48.8 percent) with their mothers. Although respondents who identify 

with their fathers (DADID) "in every way" are more likely to self

report an assault (38.6 percent) than those who strongly identify 

with their mothers, ·a lack of identification with the father also 

increases the probability of violent behavior (55.3 percent of 

those who identify "not e.t all" with their fathers self-report 

an assault). 



Identification with parents is less consistently associated 

with self-reported violence in the Community Tolerance Study. 

Measures of identification with the father (BLIKDAD, CLOSDAD) are 

generally not associated with lower rates of self-reported assault 

or fighting. Respondents who agreed with the item "I feel very 

close to my mother" have lower rates of fighting in the second 

year of the Community Tolerance Study and lower rates of assault 

in the third year of the study compared with those who disagreed 
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with this item. Identification with the mother (BLIKMOM) is signifi

cantly associated with self-reported violence in all but one small 

exception (in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, 

identification with the mother and self-reported fighting are associated 

at the .07 level). 

Consistent with prior research on delinquency, attachment 

to peers has a generally weak association with self-reported violent 

behavior in the Richmond and the Community Tolerance studies. 

In the Richmond study, responses to the items "Do you respect your 

best friends' opinions about the important things in life?" (FROPIN) 

and "I have no really close friends" (CLOSFR) do not distinguish 

violent and non-violent adolescents. However, respondents in the 

Richmond study who identify "in most ways" with their bel:lt friends 

(FRID) are significantly less likely to self-report an assault 

(34.9 percent) than are those who identify "not at all" (48.0 percent) 

with their best friends. 



In the Community Tolerance Study in contrast (and consistent 

with Hindelang's [1973] findings), there is some evidence of a 

small, positive association between attachment to peers and self

reported violent behavior. In the third year of the Comnunity 

Tolerance Study, respondents who said they would like to be the 

kind of person their close friends are "in every way" (BLIKBUD) 

are significantly more likely to self-report fighting (58.2 percent) 

than those who identify "not at all" (48.4 percent) with their 

148 

close friends. Although none of the other three associations reported 

in Table 15 are statistically significant, all three show some 

evidence of a slight positive relationship between identification 

with close friends and self-reported violent behavior. 

Given the somewhat inconsistent findings on the relevance 

of attachment to peers and the importance accorded to peer influence 

by social learning theorists, let us pursue this issue more thoroughly. 

Akers (1~77:46), in an explicit reformulation of Sutherland's theory 

of differential association, argues that the source of reinforcement 

will affect the extent to which deviant behavior occurs. Presumably 

this implies that the more attached a person is to a deviant role 

model, the greater the probability that that person will also engage 

in deviant behavior. In statistical terms, we would expect a signifi

cant three-way interaction among self-reported violence, peer delin

quency, and attachment to peers; those attached to delinquent peers, 

in other words, should have much higher than average rates of violent 

behavior according to the logic of social learning theory. 
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In direct contrast, Hirschi (1969:152) argues that regardless 

of the delinquent activity of one's friends, "the more one respects 

or admires one's friends, the leas likely one is to commit delinquent 

acts. We honor those we admire not by imitation, but by adherence 

to conventional standards •••• " Thus, in contrast to the prediction 

derived from social learning theory, social control theory as stated 

by Hirschi leads to the prediction that attachment to peers should 

reduce the likelihood of violent behavior regardless of peers' 

delinquent involvement. 

In addition to the measures of peer delinquency, measures 

of parental violence are also available in the Richmond study. 

Based OD social learning theory logic, we would also expect that 

those who are more attached to a parent who uses physical discipline 

frequently will be more likely to engage in violent behavior them

selves. Again, in statistical terms, we would expect significant 

three-way interactjons among variables measuring parents' physical 

discipline, attachment to parents, and self-reported assault in 

the Richmond study. Based on Hirschi's statement of control theory, 

we would predict that attachment to parents reduces the likelihood 

of violent behavior regardless of parental discipline practices. 

Table 16 presents the results of these crucial experiments. 

In the Richmond study, controlling for the effects of friends' 

delinquency, respect for friends' opinions has no significant effect 

on self-reported assault (contrary to the predictions generated 

by both social learning and social control theory). Controlling 
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Table 16. Preferred Models for Measures of Imitation by Violent 
Offenses by Measures of Attachment, Richmond Youth Study 
and Community Tolerance Study, White Males. 

Richmond 

.-L df ...L 

(AF)( OF) 8.28 6 .22 

(AF)( IF) 7.34 4 .12 

(MH)(MA)(HA) 4.03 8 .85 

(DP)(DA)(PA) 11.31 8 .18 

(A) - Assault (M) - Identify with mother 
(F) - Friends' delinquency (H) - Mother's discipline 
( 0) - Friends' op~n~on (D) - Identify with father 
(1) - Identify with friends (p) - Father's discipline 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

~ df -E-

(PF)(B) 18.86 12 .09 

(PA)(B) 9.79 12 .64 

(BN)(NF) 15.13 8 .06 . 

(BN)(NA) 3.05 8 .93 

(TF)(B) 18.75 12 .09 

(TA)(B) 13.95 12 .30 

(BR)(RF) 9.86 8 .23 

(BR)(RA) 4.15 8 .84 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

--1L df -E-

( BP )( BF )( PF ) 8.11 4 .09 



Table 16, continued 

Community Tolerance Year 3 (continued) 

(BP)(PA) 

(BN)(BF)(NF ) 

(BN)(NA) 

(BTF) 

(BTA) 

(BR)( BF )(RF) 

( BR)(RA) 

(B) - Identify with friends 
(p) - TROFREN 
(F) - Fighting 
(A) - Assault 
(N) - DELFREN 
(T) - TROPEER 
(R) - DELPEER 

L 
11.18 

5.05 

5.90 

0 

0 

1.98 

6.09 
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df -L. 

4 .09 

4 .23 

8 .66 

0 

0 

4 .74 

8 .61 



for the effects of friends' delinquency, identification with friends 

also has no significant effect on self-reported assault. 

Attachment to either the mother or the father seems to 

reduce self-reported assault in the Richmond data, regardless of 
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the kind of discipline practices which the mother or father uses. 

Mother's and father's physical discipline does increase the probability 

of assault, but contrary to the predictions derived from social 

learning theory, greater levels of attachment to a violent parent 

do not disproportionately increase the chances of self-reported 

assault. 

In the second year of the Community Tolerance Study, there 

appears to be a lack of support for either social control or social 

learning theory. In no case does identification with friends decrease 

fighting or assault significantly. In no case does identification 

with a delinquent friend combine to significantly increase violent 

behavior. In each case, peer delinquency tends to increase self

reported violent behavior, though, regardless of the level of attachment 

or identification with friends. 

In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, there 

are three instances in which control theory is supported (i.e., 

where attachment to friends reduces self-reported fighting regardless 

of the level of peer delinquency). For example, self-reported 

fighting is significantly lower among respondents who strongly 

identify with their friends than among those who are less attached 



to friends, regardless of whether friends they enjoy being with 

have been in trouble with the police (TROFREN) or whether these 

friends have done things which could have gotten them in trouble 
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with the police (DELFREN). In two instances there are. significant 

three-way interactions among self-reported violent behavior (fighting 

and assault), identification with friends, and peer delinquency 

(TROPEER). However, neither of these instances is in fact supportive 

of social learning the~ry because small cell sizes (rather than 

any theoretically consistent pattern) appear to be responsible 

for the significant interaction terms. 

To take the critique of social learning theory one step 

further, let us more critically examine the theoretical significance 

of the findings that delinquent peers are highly correlated with 

self-reported delinquency and" violent behavior. Social learning 

theorists often interpret this correlation as conclusive support 

for their propositions. But merely establishing a correlation 

does not, of course, establish cause and effect. As both the Gluecks 

(1950:164) and Hirschi (1969:135-158) have argued, the correlation 

between delinquency and peer involvement in delinquency may reflect 

a much different causal ordering than is suggested by social learning 

theorists. The Gluecks argue simply that "birds of a feather flock 

together," i.e., whatever causes children to be delinquent occurs 

prior to any social contact with delinquent peers. Hirschi postulates 

that children with low stakes in conformity are more likely to 

have both more delinquent involvement a~d more delinquent companions; 



however. measures of stakes in conformity do not eliminate the 

effects of delinquent companions on delinquency. 

Kornhauser (1978:229). in a theoretical critique, argues 

along the same lines that the Gluecks and Hirschi do. Unimpressed 

by the findings which show that delinquents not only have delinquent 

friends but are also often caught in the act in the company of 

their oelinquent friends, Kornhauser reminds us that nearly all 

human activities are social: "with the possible exception of the 

elimination of bodily wastes, all human activities are usually 

carried out in company; and people commonly choose as associates, 

companions, friends, lovers. and spouses others who are like them

selves." (Some parents. especially those with young boys, have 

observed that even the elimination of bodily wastes can be a social 

activity on occasion.) 

Let us return to Tables 14 and 15 for an assessment of 

the relationship between commitment, the second element of the 
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social bond in control theory. and violent behavior. In the Richmond 

study, educational commitment in the form of expectations (SCHEXP) 

and desires (SCHLIK) for future schooling are significantly associated 

with self-reported assault. For example, those who expect to be 

college graduates are less likely to self-report an assault (39.3 

percent) than those who expect to get less education than a college 

degree (50.5 percent). 

Measures of educational commitment are also significantly 

associated with self-reported violent behavior in the Community 



Tolerance Study. In the third year of the study, for example, 

respondents who say "definitely no" in response to the question 

''Do you want to go to college?" (GOCOLL) are twice as likely (40.0 

percent) to self-report an assault as are those who say "definitely 

yes" (19.0 percent) to this question. In the second year of the 
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study, respondents were presented the following hypothetical situation: 

"Suppose some of your friends stopped by to ask you to go have 

Bome fun with them, but you couldn't finish your homework if you 

went: Would you go?" (COHSCLM). Those who answered "definitely 

yes" are more likely to self-report an assault (35.9 percent) than 

are those who said "definitely not" (20.7 percent). Responses 

to this item do not, however, effectively distinguish those who 

self-report fighting. 

Commitment to a future job in terms of expectations (JOBEXP) 

and desires (JOBWANT) is significantly associated with self-reported 

assault in. the Richmond study. Boys' who aspire to be professionals 

or managers are much less likely to self-report assault (38.5 percent) 

than are boys who only aspire to unskilled or semi-skilled jobs 

(59.7 percent). Boys who expect to become professionals or managers 

are also less likely to self-report an assault (37.5 percent) than 

are boys who expect to be unskilled or semi-skilled workers (53.2 

percent). 

The third element of the social bond in control theory, 

involvement, has generally been the weakest predictor of delinquent 

behavior. Intuitively, time spent in conventional activities such 



as working should deter delinquency, if for'no other reason than 

free time for illicit activity is reduced. In both the Richmond 

study (WORKHR) and in the third year of the Community Tolerance 
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Study (JOB), however. hours spent at a paying job are not significantly 

related to self-reported violent behavior. 

Regular church attendance (CHURCH) or going to services 

at least once a week is significantly associated with lower rates 

of self-reported assault in the Richmond study. Slightly fewer 

of the regular church attenders self-report an assault (36.1 percent) 

compared with those who admit less frequent attendance at religious 

services (44.8 percent). However, in the third year of the Community 

Tolerance Study, church attendance (CHURCH) is not significantly 

correlated with either self-reported assault (r = - .01) or fighting 

(r = - .01). 

Consistent with Hirschi's (1969:191-192) analysis of delinquent 

behavior, time spent on homework is strongly and negatively associated 

with self-reported violent behavior in the Richmond study and tne 

Community Tolerance Study. For example, those who claim to spend 

about two or more hours per day on homework (TIMHWK) in the Richmond 

study are less than half as likely to self-report an assault (26.3 

percent) than are those who spend less than half an hour per day 

(58.3 percent) on homework. Similarly, in the second year of the 

Community Tolerance Study, respondents who say that they spend 

about one hour or more per day on homework (STUDY) are less likely 

to self-report an assault (20.0 percent) than are those who spend 



nO time 0= "almost Done" on homework (30.9 percent). Time spent 

on homework also significantly reduces the rate of self-reported 

fighting in the second year of the Community Tolerance Study. 

The final element of the social bond in control theory, 

belief in a common value system, is perhaps the most theoretically 

ambiguous. Measures of belief such as the item "It is alright 

to get around the law if you can get away with it" can als9 be 
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taken as a measure of adherence to subcultural values under a cultural 

deviance perspective, as indeed it was used in Chapter 4. The 

cultural deviance theorist sees the expression of such values or 

beliefs as an indication of successful socialization into a subculture 

which condones delinquency. Both social learning theorists and 

cultural deviance theorists argue that such values are antecedent 

independent variables which cause delinquent behavior. 

In contrast, control theorists believe that instrumental 

attitudes toward the law are indicative of an absence or lack of 

socialization to the conventional moral order. Although some control 

theorists might debate the cau~al ordering of delinquent behavior 

and delinquent values, Sykes and Matza's (1957) and Hirschi's (1969:208) 

arguments may be the most cogent. These control theorists state 

that it is hard to believe that a child forms delinquent attitudes 

before he or she actually engages in the delinquent act. But once 

delinquent acts are committed and delinquent beliefs have formed, 

then delinquent beliefs or values may become a cause of subsequent 

delinquent behavior. The cross-sectional dsta used in this study 



will not allow us to unravel the true causal order; perhaps even 

the vaunted longitudinal study would not provide a clear answer. 

Neither type of study seems entirely adequate to resolve the debate 

between social learning theorists and control theorists on whether 

delinquent beliefs are the product of successful socialization 

or the absence of socialization. However, the assumption underlying 

the propositions of social learning theory and cultural deviance 

theory that all people--including criminals and delinquents--are 

perfectly socialized (cf Wrong, 1961) seems less plausible than 

the control theory notion that some people do not learn all of 

society's rules or etiquette. 

Tables 14 and 15 summarize the analysis of the relationship 

between self-reported violent behavior and measures of "belief-" 

Almost without exception, respondents who express belief in the 

conventional moral order are less likely to self-report violent 

behavior. Instrumental attitudes toward the law are positively 

associated with self-reported assault in the Richmond study. Those 

who agreed with the item "It is alright to get around the law if 

you can get away with it" (AROUND) are more likely to self-report 

assault (57.6 percent) than those who disagree with this item (36.4 

percent). A similarly worded item in both years of the Community 

Tolerance Study ("It's o.k. to break the law if you can get away 
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with it" [EVBRAKE]) is also related to self-reported violent behavior 

in the predicted direction. Another set of measures of instrumental 

attitudes toward the law includes this item in the Richmond study: 



"To get ahead, you have to do some things which are not right" 

(AHEAD). Nearly half (49.1 percent) of those who agreed with this 

item self-report an assault compared with about one-third (35 .• 4 

percent) of those who disagreed. Self-reported fighting and assault 

are also significantly higher among those who agreed with the item 

"To get what you want in this world, you have to do some things 

which are against the law" (EVAHEAD) in both years of the Community 

Tolerance Study. 

Cynical attitudes toward the law as measured by agreement 

with the item ''Laws are made just for the good of a few" (GOOD) 

are also slightly positively associated with self-reported violence 

in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study. Slightly more 

of those who agreed with this item self-report an assault (48.1 

percent) than those who desagreed (43.6 ·percent). Disrespect for 

the police is also positively related to self-reported violence 

in both the Richmond and the Community Tolerance studies. For 

example, in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, those 

who disagree with the item "I have a lot of respect for the police 

in my town" (RESPECT) are much more likely to self-report an assault 

(37.9 percent) than those who agree (18.7 percent). 

Three items in the second year of the Community Tolerance 

Study serve as additional measures of belief in the conventional 
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moral order. Each of these items begins with a hypothetical situation 

involving some amount of unconventional activity which the respondent 

is asked to evaluate as "wrong" or not wrong. The first hypothetical 
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states, "Suppose you and your friends were messing around one afternoon 

and they decided to steal something from a store just for kicks" 

(EVLAWM). Those who said it would be wrong to go along with their 

friends are less likely to self-report violent behavior than those 

who did not see going along with this as wrong. For example. 23.3 

percent of those who described going along as "wrong" self-report 

an assault versus 31.0 percent who did not see going along as wrong. 

The second hypothetical situation describes disobedience to one's 

parents: "Suppose your friends wanted you to go driving around 

with them after school but your parents had told you ~ to do 

that" (EVPARS). As Table 15 shows, responses to this item fail 

to distinguish those who self-report violent behavior from those 

who do nGt. The third hypothetical situation describes a clear 

violation of the law (in contrast to the second hypothetical situa

tion): "Suppose you and your friends were messing around one night 

and they decided to break into a place to steal some things" (EVLAWS). 

Respondents who said it would be wrong to go along are slightly 

less likely to self-report aD assault (24.1 percent) than those 

who said it would not be wrong to go along (30.7 percent). 

Some of the belief items in the Richmond study and in the 

Community Tolerance Study are equivalent to measures of two of 

Sykes and Matza's (1957) techniques of neutralization. Sykes and 

Matza emphasize the post hoc nature of techniques of neutralization 

such as denial of injury and denial of the victim; i.e., these 

values are formed after the act of delinquency as a justification 
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for actions taken, and they are Dot really conceived of as independent 

variables which clearly exist before delinquent act~ are committed. 

Regardless of which interpretation of the causal ordering 

seems most plausible, measures of denial of the victim and of injury 

are significantly associated with self-reported violent behavior. 

In the Richmond study, those who strongly agree with the statement 

"The man who leaves the keys in his car is about as much to blame 

for its theft as the man who steals it" (KEYS) are slightly more 

likely to self-report an assault (43.4 percent) than those who 

disagree (37.7 percent) with this item. Those who agree with the 

item "Suckers deserve to be taken advantage of" (SUCKERS) in the 

third year of the Community Tolerance Study are more likely to 

self-report fighting (60.0 percent) than those who disagree with 

this item (40.1 percent). Those who agree with the notion that 

''Most things that people call 'delinquency' don't really hurt anyone" 

(HURT) are also more likely to self-report an assault (S4.7 percent) 

than those who disagree (33.9 percent) in the Richmond study. 

A similarly worded item in both years of the Community Tolerance 

Study--''Most things which get teenagers in trouble with the law 

don't really hurt anyone" (EVNHURT)--bears the same relationship 

to self-reported violent behavior. 

Let us return to our search for intervening variables which 

account for the relationship between self-reported assault and 

two measures of social class, father's occupation and father's 

unemployment, in the Richmond study. The effects of father's 



occupation on self-reported assault are eliminated when controls 

for either time spent on homework (TIMHWK) or status of desired 

job (JOBWANT) are entered. The preferred model for the three~way 

table for self-reported assault by father's occupation by time 
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spent on homework specifies significant pairwise associations between 

father's occupation and time spent on homework (sons of professionals 

and managers are less likely [19.7 percent] to report doing as 

little as half an hour per day than are sons of less prestigious 

fathers [26.5 percent]) and between time spent on homework and 

assault (L 2 = 5.30, p = .51, df = 6). Future job desires (JOBWANT) 

are linearly related to self-reported assault and also mediate 

the effects of father's occupation (L2 = 4.75, p = .78, df = 8). 

The relationship between father's unemployment and self

reported assault remains unexplained. Several three-way, four

way, and five-way tables were tested to attempt to eliminate the 

direct effects of unemployment on assault. None of these efforts 

succeeded. A six-way table using the strongest single measures 

of attachment (LIKESCH), commitment (JOBWANT), involvement (TIMHWK), 

and belief (AROUND) was constructed, but even controlling for these 

four control theory variables, father's unemployment continues 

to exert a significant effect on assault. A logit model specifying 

interaction among all the independent variables, three pairwise 

associations between self-reported assault and the measures of 

attachment, involvement, and belief, and a pairwise association 



between assault and fatber's unemployment is the preferred model 

(L2 = 50.39, p = .18, df = 42) for this six-way table. 

In general, the two psychological and processual theories 

examined in this chapter bave received a great deal of empirical 

support. Social learning theory variables, especially measures 

of imitation, are generally strongly associated with self-reported 

violence. Tbese variables do not completely account for the class 

distribution of violent behavior, however; in particular, father's 

occupation and father's unemployment in the Richmond study remain 

significantly related to assault after controlling for measures 

of imitation. 

Social control theory variables are almost equally strongly 

associated with violent behavior. However, these variables also 
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fail to completely account for the class distribution of violence. 

But crucial experiements comparing conflicting claims of social 

learning theory and control theory yield far more support for control 

theory. In particular, attachment to delinquent peers and to violent 

parents appears to act as a barrier to self-reported violence, 

consistent with control theory and contrary to learning theory. 

Further, the theoretical significance of findings which show significant 

peer imitation influence is not clear cut, given the social nature 

of nearly all activities. 

Recognizing that the social distribution of violent behavior 

has not been fully accounted for, it seems fitting to move to 
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alternative explanations. In Chapter 6, the search for new explanations 

is begun by looking at the status of the adolescents themselves 

rather than the status of their parents. 



CHAPTER 6 

ADOLESCENT STATUS AND VIOLENT BEHAVIOR 

In a comment on Tittle. Villemez t and Smith's (1978) article 

on the "myth" of social class and crime, Rodney Stark 0979:668-

669) advocates that delinquency researchers should assess the effects 

of the status of the children themselves rather than of the social 

class of their parents. Stark cites the work of Blau and Duncan 

(1967) which finds considerable intergenerational mobility. Most 

children have a different status--either higher or lower--than 

their parents. Stark concludes that measures of adolescent status, 

particularly in the stratification system of the school, are better 

measures of the child's own eventual status than are measures of 

parental social class. 

Research on delinquent behavior has consistently shown 

(see, e.g., Johnson, 1979) that adolescent status as measured by 

school performance is one of the strongest correlates of delinquency. 

Yet very few delinquency researchers have explicitly conceptualized, 

measured, and analyzed the status of adolescents themselves. Thornberry 

and Farnworth (1982) argue that an adult IS own status has more 

impact on crime than does the status of the family of origin. 

But Thornberry and Farnworth do not assess the effects of adolescent 

status on delinquency. 
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Dentler and Monroe (1961) are rare exceptions in their 

explicit description of adolescent status and delinquency. Tbey 

report (1961:737-738) that subjects in their study chosen as members 

of the "leading crowd" or subjects chosen for school committees 

are no more or less likely to self-report theft. However, Dentler 

and Monroe do find (1961:741, fn 12) that such adolescent status 

is significantly associated with self-reported fist fighting. 

In this chapter, the relationship between measures of adolescent 

status and violent behavior will be analyzed. Five different dimensions 

of adolescent status are used in the analyses. First, adolescent 

status will be measured in terms of respondents' general popularity 

among their peers. Questionnaire itmes which ask the respondent 

if he is one of the leaders among his friends of if his friends 

are among the "top crowd" in the school will be used as measures 

of popularity or peer status. Second, and closely related to the 

first dimension of adolescent status, athletic status will be measured 

in terms of participation in sports. Third, financial and occupational 

status will be used as a measur~ of stratification in the so-called 

adolescent society (cf Coleman, 1961). What effects do working 

at a job or having spending money have on rates of violent behavior? 

Fourth, academic status will be employed as another dimension of 

adolescent status. As noted before, not only is academic achievement 

a good predictor of eventual adult status, but it is also consistently 

one of the strongest correlates of delinquent behavior. Finally, 

measures of status in the family will be used as another dimension 



of adolescent status. Questionnaire items asking respondents about 

the amount of influence they have in making family decisions will 

be among the measures used to assess this dimension of adolescent 

status. 

"Popularity" or Status 
Among Peers 

In the Richmond study, popularity among peers seems to 

have generally either no effect on violent behavior or it tends 

to increase the probability of violent behavior. Table 17 provides 

a summary of the tabular analyses. For example, respondents were 
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asked, "Are you one of the leaders in your group of friends?" (LEJ..DER). 

Those who reported being one of the leaders are slightly more likely 

to self-report an assault (46.0 percent) than those who do not 

say they are one of the leaders (38.1 percent). Respondents were 

also presented the following item: "Would you say that your group 

of friends is the I.top crowd I at this school? (TCROWD). Those 

who said "yes" are slightly more likely to self-report an assault 

(44.8 percent) than those who say their friends are "near the top" 

(41.9 percent) or those who said "no" (41.1 percent) to this item 

measuring popularity. This slight difference in rates of assault 

is not statistically· significant. 

Members of the "top crowd" in a school or the leaders of 

a group may not, of course, be either popular or respected. Leaders 

and members of elite cliques may be thoroughly despised. Fortunately, 

there are t\oJO measures of how well the respondent perceives his 
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Table 17. Tabular Analyses of Measures of Popularity Among Peers by 
Self-Reported Violent Behavior, Richmond Youth Study. 
Community Tolerance Study, Seattle Youth Study, and Monitoring 
the Future Project, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Richmond 

LEADER 
!CROWD 
STULIK 
TCBLlK 
AGE 
GRADE 

9.06* 
1.09 
6.80 

42.19* 
4.02 
3.81 

OWNBIKE 
OWNCAR 
DRIVE 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

AGE 
SCLASS 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

18.79* 
14.41* 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

AGE 
SCLASS 
CLUBS 
NUMCLUB 
CDATE 
CAR 

Seattle 

Assault 
Razor 
Weapon 
Bit Teacher 
Aggravated 

Assault 

CLUBS 

3.97 
3.29 
1.91 
4.07 

.25 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

SCLUBS 

8.56* 
11.20* 
16.58* 
4.05 

.63 

11.55* 
18.13* 
6.12 

14.45* 
30.93* 

2.02 

BEER 

8.71* 
8.83* 
6.26* 
4.98* 

1.82 

8.20* 
9.79* 

.03 

HARDL 

13.18* 
17.86* 
13.29* 
7.68* 

7.93* 

Self-Reported 
Fighting 

13.65* 
20.35* 

Self-Reported 
Fighting 

DATE 

23.12* 
9.49* 

12.91* 
1. 73 

12.11* 

23.88* 
36.13* 

5.57 
10.90* 
43.'54* 

5.19 

TIMDATE 

16.88* 
12.09* 
11.41* 
11.24* 

38.03* 
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Table 17, continued 

Seattle ( continue;,}) 

CLUBS SCLUBS BEER HARDL DATE TIMDATE 

Pick Fight 3.71 3.73 7.96* 18.50* 17.62* 40.03* 
BB 4.53 3.25 16.13* 15.44* 15.47* 2.28 
Hit Parent .75 7.04 .18 .14 .12 5.64 

Monitoring the Future 

SMOKE DRINK BARS DATE 

Gang Fighting 18.52* 7.23* 153.32* 19.72* 
Aggravated Assault .58 2.27 153.50* 12.30* 
Simple Assault 12.05* .53 127.88* 12.94* 

* - p < .05 
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group of friends to be liked in the Richmond study. First, respondents 

were asked, J~ow much do you think most students like the group 

of friends you go with?" (STULIK). Respondents who felt that their 

friends are liked "very mucb" by other students are only slightly 

less likely to self-report an assault (39.7 percent) than tbose 

who said their friends are "fairly well" liked (40.7 percent) or 

liked "not much" or "not at all" (47.1 percent). This difference, 

again. is not statistically significant. 

Second (altbough it is not a measure of popularlity among 

peers), respondents were asked, "How much do your tbink most teachers 

like tbe group of friends you go with?" (TCHLIK). Those wbo felt 

that tbeir friends are liked "very much" by teachers are mucb less 

likely to self-report an assault (31.4 percent) than those who 

said their friends are liked "not much" or "not at aU" (58.9 percent) 

by teachers. An obvious explanation for this stronger relationship 

compared with the previous item lies. in who is perceived as liking 

or disliking one's friends. Other students mayor may not represent 

the conventional moral order, but teachers almost uniformly do 

represent this moral order. Whether teachers perceive a group 

of students as likeable or not is probably dependent on how orderly 

or well-behaved the students are. This criterion is probably irrelevant 

in peer assessments of likeability. 

Participation in clubs and organizations would seem to 

measure another aspect of popularity. In the third year of the 

Community Tolerance Study, however, respondents who belong to several 



clubs and organizations (CLUBS) are no more or less likely to self

feport either fighting or assault. In contrast (and consistent 

with the analysis of the item on teacher likeability), respondents 

who belong to school club~ (NUMCLUB) are less likely to self-report 

violent behavior. Students who belong to three or more school 

clubs are less likely to self-report fighting (36.3 percent) than 

are those who do not belong to any school clubs (49.1 percent). 

Similarly, those who belong to three or more school clubs are less 

likely to self-report an assault (18.1 percent) than those who 

do not belong to any school clubs (28.8 percent). 

The results found in the Community Tolerance Study are, 
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in general, replicated in the Seattle Youth Study. While participation 

in clubs or organizations outside of school (CLUBS) is uurelated 

to any of the eight measures of violent behavior, participation 

in school clubs and organizations (SCLUBS) is significantly and 

negatively related to simple assault and carrying or using weapons. 

However, participation in school clubs is not related to the other 

less common violent offenses. 

Yet another set of variables measuring popularity is available 

that may be called "premature adult status" (see Hirschi, 1969:162-

170). Respondents in all four data sets were asked about things 

such as their access to automobiles and motorcycles and about their 

involvement in smoking, drinking, and dating. Respondents who 

have independent means of transportation and who engage in activities 



such as smoking, drinking, and dating are arguably among the more 

popular students. 

Indeed, respondents in the Richmond study who report that 

they are one of the leaders among their friends are slightly more 

likely to also report drinking' (X2 = 4.49, p = .03) and dating 

(X2 = 24.05, p = .001). Smoking is not significantly associated 

with leadership status (X2 = .88, p = .35). Those who consider 
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their friends to be members of the IItop crowd" in school are signifi

cantly more involved in smoking (X2 = 7.51, p = .02), drinking 

2 (X = 20.09, p .001), and dating (X 2 
= 19.71, p = .001). However, 

neither owning a car or a motorcycle is significantly associated 

with having friends in the top crowd or being a leader among one's 

friends. 

As already reported in Chapter 4, respondents who smoke, 

drink, or date are more likely to self-report an assault in the 

Richmond study. These three activities are among the strongest 

correlates of assault. Three-fifths (60.0 percent) of the respondents 

who smoke self-report an assau~t compared with about one-third 

(34.8 percent) of the non-smokers. Nearly three-fifths (58.1 percent) 

of the respondents who drink self-report an assault compared with 

35.0 percent of those who abstain from drinking. About one-half 

(49.2 percent) of the boys who date self-report an assault versus 

one-third (33.8 percent) of boys who do not date. 

In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, boys 

who date (CDATE) are also more likely to self-report violent behavior 



than boys who do not date. For example, 53.3 percent of boys who 

date self-report fighting versus 36.6 percent of boys who do not 

date. 

These findings on the effects of smoking, drinking, and 
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dating on violent behavior are essentially replicated in the Seattle 

and Monitoring the Future data sets. In the Seattle study, boys 

who drink beer (BEER) or "hard" liquor (HARDL).are much more likely 

to commit a whole range of violent behaviors than are boys who 

abstain from alcohol. Smoking (SMOKE), drinking (DRINK), and going 

to bars (BARS) are all positively correlated with gang fighting 

in the Monitoring the Future data set. Dating (DATE) in both the 

Seattle and Monitoring the Future studies is also positively correlated 

with violent behavior. In the Seattle study, frequency of dating 

(TIMDATE) is also positively correlated with violent behavior. 

In the Richmond study, looking only at respondents 16 years 

old or older (those legally able to own a car or motorcycle), boys 

who either own a motorcycle (OWNBIKE) or an automobile (OWNCAR) 

are more likely to self-report an assault than boys who do not. 

For example, 52.6 percent of car owners self-report an assault 

versus 37.6 percent of those who do not own a car. On the other 

hand, boys who merely have access to a car (their parents' or someone 

else's) are no more or less likely to self-report an assault (DRIVE). 

In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, respondents 

were asked, "Do you have access to a car you can drive when you 

want to?" (CAR). Responses to this item (again analyzing only 
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those 16 years old or older) also fail to distinguish respondents 

in terms of self-reported assault or fighting. However, respondents 

who indicate they had access to their own car have slightly greater 

than average rates of assault and fighting. 

One last aspect of popularity available to us are measures 

of age and class standing or year in school. Presumably older 

adolescents have more prestige and popularity than do comparatively 

younger adolescents. The physical and emotional maturity levels 

of the average 17 year old are relatively advanced compared with 

the average 13 or 14 year old. Similarly and nearly a function 

of age status, year in school should be linked to prestige and 

popularity among adolescents, with seniors and juniors typically 

enjoying higher status and greater independence than freshmen or 

junior high students. 

In the Richmond study, however, neither age (AGE) nor grade 

(GRADE) in school are significantly associated with self-reported 

assault. These results are consistent with Hirschi's analysis 

(1969:235-237) of delinquency and age. In contrast, in both years 

of the Community Tolerance Study, age (CTAGE) and year in school 

(SCLASS) are signif.icantly associated with self-reported violent 

behavior. For example, freshmen in the second year of the Community 

Tolerance Study are more likely to self-report fighting (55.1 percent) 

than either juniors (39.9 percent) or seniors (42.2 percent). 

In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, boys 14 and 

under are more likely to self-report an assault in the last year 



(27.0 percent) than boys 18 and older (17.3 percent). We can only 

speculate on the reasons for the discrepancy of these findings. 

One possible explanation can be ruled out: there is actually ~ 

variance in the age and year in school measures in the Richmond 

study than in the Community Tolerance Study because the former 

study included junior high school students and the latter study 

did not. 
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With the exception of the measures of age and year in school, 

popularity among peers tends to be positively associated (if at 

all) with violent behavior. To conclude from this generalization 

that there is a subculture of violence among adolescent males is 

unwarranted, however. Recall that students whose friends are well

liked by other students are slightly less inclined to violent behavior. 

This finding does not provide any support for the notion that there 

is general approval of violence among adolescent males as a category. 

Athletic Status and Appearance 

Closely related to general popularity among peers, participation 

in school sports has long been held as a means to achieve recognition 

and status. The popularity of athletes is not, of course, restricted 

to adolescents. Millions of adults throughout the world are avid 

sports fans, and many of our heroes are not politicians, scholars 

or businessmen but athletes. 

Table 18 provides G summary of the tabular analyses of 

athletic status and appearance items. Respondents in the third 

year of the Community Tolerance Study were asked to respond to 
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Table 18. Tabular Analyses of Measures of Participation in Sports and 
Appearance by Self-Reported Violent Behavior, Richmond Youth 
Study, Community Tolerance Study, Seattle Youth Study, and 
Monitoring the Future Project, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Richmond 

TMSPORT 
INS PORT 
APPEAR 
SIZE 

6.83 
22.11* 
6.28 
9.49* 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

~1CLSPORT 

Seattle 

Self-Reported 
Assault 

1.79 

Hit Aggravated 
Assault Razor Weapon Teacher Assault 

SPORTS 10.91* 6.93 2.36 

Monitoring the Future 

SPORTS 

* - p < .05 

Gang 
Fighting 

5.45 

7.94 3.97 

Aggravated 
Assault 

20.14* 

Se If-Report ed 
Fighting 

6.57* 

Pick Hit 
Fight ~ Parent 

3.65 6.81 3.43 

Simple 
Assault 

3.52 



the following question: "Did you take part in any school sports 

programs during the last year?" (SCLSPORT). Responses to this 

item fail to distinguish those with high and low rates of se1f

reported assault. Those. who participated in several sports have 

nearly the same rate of self-reported assault (26.6 percent) as 
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those who did not participate in any school sports (26.1 percent). 

However, those who participated in several school sports are slightly 

more likely (50.1 percent) to self-report fighting than those who 

did not participate in any school sports (44.3 percent). 

In the Richmond study, respondents were aaked how many 

hours per week they spent "playing a team game (such as football, 

basketball, or baseball)?" (TMSPORT). Boys who said they spend 

no time at all playing these sports are only slightly less likely 

to self-report an assault (42.5 percent) than boys who spend nine 

or more hours per week playing these sports (44.1 percent). Respondents 

in the Richmond study were also asked how many hours per week they 

spent "playing an individual sport (such as swimming, cards, poo!)?" 

(INSPORT). Boys who said they spend five or more hours playing 

an individual sport are significantly more likely to self-report 

an assault (50.6 percent) than are boys who spend no time at all 

in such activities (34.0 percent). The fact that the individual 

sports item contains some rather sub rosa activities such as playing 

cards or shooting pool (as well as the more conventional activity 

of swimming) makes it easy to reconcile this finding with the lack 

of association found for the team sports item. Patronizing pool 



halls and playing cards are ideal activities to generate fights 

(see Cohen et al., 1981). 

In the Monitoring the Future Project, respondents who say 

they actively participate in sports or exe·rcise (SPORTS) daily 
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are significantly more likely to admit to an aggravated assault 

(12.9 percent) than those who participate or exercise once or twice 

a month at the most (7.2 percent). Gang fighting and simple assault 

are not related to participation in sports or exercise in this 

data set. 

In contrast, in the Seattle Youth Study simple assault 

is inversely correlated with time spent playing team or individual 

sports (SPORTS). Nearly half (49.7 percent) of those who spend 

fewer than seven hours per week playing sports self-report an assault 

compared with 39.6 percent of those who spend seven or more hours 

playing sports. However, none of the remaining seven measures 

of violent behavior is significantly associated with time spent 

playing sports in the Seattle study. 

Another aspect of statu,s related to athletic ability among 

adolescents is physical appearance or physique. Physical attractiveness 

is certainly not unique to status attainment in the adolescent 

world, but among adolescents appearance may be more consequential 

than at any other age. Agnew (1984:421) argues that unattractive 

people are perceived to be less intelligent, "more aggressive and 

antisocial, and more dishonest." Using data from the Youth in 

Transition national study, Agnew finds (1984:429-430) that interviewers' 
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ratings of respondents' general appearance are significantly related 

to delinquency, with the unattractive respondents having greater 

involvement in delinquency. 

In the Richmond study, respondents were asked to describe 

themselves as being in general "skinny," "fat," Hwell-built," or 

"about average." In contrast to Agnew's findings, there is no 

significant association between self-described appearance (APPEAR) 

and self-reported assault. Respondents,who describe themselves 

as "skinny" (39.5 percent) or "fat" (42.0 percent) or "about average" 

(39.2 percent) are only slightly less likely to self-report an 

assault than are "well-built" (46.4 percent) respondents. (The 

fact that "mesomorphs" are slightly more violent than "ectomorphs" 

and "endomorphs" is consistent with Sheldon's theory, but the difference 

is not statistically significant.) 

Two reasons may account for the discrepancy between the 

findings ~ere and the results reported by Agnew. First, respondents 

described themselves in the Richmond study, and they may be less 

candid in these self-assessments than were the interviewers in 

the Youth in Transition study. Indeed, only 11.0 percent of the 

Richmond boys describe themselves as "skinny" and only 7.4 percent 

describe themselves as "fat." Second, the Richmond study item 

refers more particularly to physique, while the Youth in Transition 

study measure assesses the respondents overall attractiveness (ugly, 

"well-built" or "average" subjects could be counted as unattractive 

in the Youth in Transition study). 
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In contrast to these findings on physique, it is conceivable 

that sheer physical size will be associated with violent behavior. 

Richmond study respondents were presented with the following item: 

"Compared to most people your age, are you • A. Bigger B. 

Smaller C. About the same?" (SIZE). Not unexpectedly, respondents 

who say they are bigger (46.5 percent) and smaller (43.4 percent) 

self-report slightly higher rates of assault than do those who 

rate their size as about average (37.8 percent). Big boys are 

presumably just better equipped to ~eat up people. Small boys 

may be challenged more often because of their lack of size (yet 

the small boys report a higher than average rate of beating up 

others). 

Financial and Occupational Status 

This third dimension of adolescent status is similar and 

related to measures of premature adult status. Having one's own 

money and a job grant a degree of independence just as owning a 

car or a motorcycle does. Providing for at least part of one's 

means of support is another step on the road to the responsi~ilities 

and independence of adulthood. Table 19 provides a summary of 

the tabular analyses. 

Respondents were asked in the Richl!i()uJ 6Ludy, "Do you get 

any spending money for pleasure from your parents?" (SPEND). Nost 

respondents (61.9 percent) reported getting less than $2.00 per 

week of this kind of allowance. Those who get less than $2.00 

per week are somewhat less likely (38.6 percent) to self-report 
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Table 19. Tabular Analyses of Measures of Financial and Occupational 
Status by Self-Reported Violent Behavior, Richmond Youth 
Study, Community Tolerance Study, Seattle Youth Study, and 
Mon,itoring the Future Project, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square StatiRtics 

Richmond 

SPEND 
HOURS 
PAY 
FJOBEXP 

20.85* 
10.12 
15.65* 
12.80* 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

JOB 

Se If-Report ed 
Assault 

5.67* 

Hit Aggravated 
Assault Razor Weapon Teacher Assault 

JOBPAY .55 .43 9.64* 

Monitoring the Future 

HOURS 

* - p < .05 

Gang 
Fighting 

.64 

3.21 .04 

Aggravated 
Assault 

.14 

Se If-Report ed 
Fighting 

2.17 

Pick Hit 
Fight -.IDL Parent 

5.36* .24 2.61 

Simple 
Assault 

.76 
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an assault than those who get more than $2.00 per week (46.8 percent). 

This result is consistent with Nye's (1958:137-139) conclusion 

that children who are given large amounts of money are more likely 

to be delinquent. 

Working at a job for pay seems to have little effect on 

the probability of engaging in violent behavior. In the Richmond 

study, respondents who work for pay while attending school (HOURS) 

are only slightly more likely to self-report 3n assault (43.6 percent) 

than are those who do not work for pay (39.7 percent). Similarly, 

in the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, respondents 

who have a paying job (JOB) are only slightly more likely to self

report fighting (48.6 percent) than those who do not have a paying 

job (44.7 percent). Respondents with a paying job in this study 

are slightly more likely to self-report an assault (28.7 percent) 

than those who do not have a paying job (23.2 percent); this is 

the only statistically significant. difference by job status. 

The results from the Seattle Youth Study and the Monitoring 

the Future Project are generally the same. In the Seattle study, 

only two of eight offenses are significantly related to having 

a job (JOBPAY); in the Monitoring the Future Project, having a 

job (HOURS) is not related to any of the three offenses analyzed. 

Hirschi (1969:188-189) reports very similar findings in his analysis 

of delinquency. 

Among those who do report having a paying job in the Richmond 

study, hourly wages (PAY) is significantly associated with self-
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reported assault. Respondents who earn less than $1.50 per hour 

are somewhat less likely to self-report an assault (40.3 percent) 

than those who earn $1.50 or more per hour (49.2 percent). These 

results are entirely co~sistent with social control theory in that 

money confers independence from parental controls. Adolescents 

with a relatively large amount of their own money--earned or given 

by parents--are freed from financial constraints on their behavior. 

Along with the responsibilities of having a job, working 

adolescents may seek some adult privileges such as drinking, dating, 

and smoking. In turn, these premature adult activities (as has 

already been shown) are positively related to violent behavior. 

Multiway tabular analyses of spending money and hourly wages by 

smoking, dating, and drinking by self-reported assault were conducted 

to test this chain of logic or reasoning. The preferred model 

for these three-way tables almost invariably specifies pairwise 

associations between assault and smoking, drinking, or dating and 

between smoking, drinking, or dating and spending money or hourly 

wages. For example, hourly wages are significantly and positively 

associated with drinking, and drinking is positively associated 

2 with assault in one three-way table (L = 3.44, df = 2, P = .18). 

In other words, having money to spend allows the adolescent to 

drink, smoke, and date; these activities may in turn present the 

opportunity or occasion for violent behavior (see Cohen et al., 

1981). 
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In contrast, future job expectations are negatively associated 

with sel.f-reported violence in the Richmond study. For example, 

respondents who believe that they will eventually have a job (see 

Table 14 in Chapter 5) as a professional or as a manager are less 

likely to self-report an assault (37.5 percent) than those who 

expect to have a job of a lower status (45.9 percent). Similarly, 

those who expect to be a professional or a manager in their first 

full-time job after completing their education (FJOBEXP) are less 

likely to self-report an assault (35.5 percent) than those who 

expect a first full-time job of a lower status (46.3 percent).l 

High-school students who expect to become professionals or managers 

must be more or less aware that to attain these kinds of jobs requires 

either family support (in terms of money for college and connections), 

or good grades in school, or both of these. This anticipatory 

or future status is thus embodied in the elements of attachment 

and commitment in the social control theory.2 Anticipating a high 

future job status should (and does) act as a barrier to violent 

behavior. 

1. Stinchcombe (1964) argues that boys from middle-class 
families who fail in school are most delinquent. Analysis of three
way tables from the Richmond study shows that sons of professional 
or managerial fathers who have lower job expectations are less 
likely to self-report an assault (33.0 percent) than sons of lower
status fathers who have similar job expectations (48.4 percent). 

2. Analysis of three-way tables of grade point average 
by job expectations measures by assault in the Richmond study shows 
that grade point average does seem to mediate the effects of job 
expectations on assault. 
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Academic Status 

Perhaps one of the most consistent findings in all of social 

science research is the negative relationship between school performance 

and delinquency (see, e.g., Hirschi, 1969; Johnson, 1979; Jensen 

and Rojek, 1980). In Chapter 5, we found that measures of commitment 

and attachment to the school are among the strongest correlates 

of violent behavior. Let us now assess the effects of actual academic 

performance (regardless of the levels of commitment or attachment 

to the school) on self-reported violence. 

In the Richmond study, school records provided the source 

for students' overall, unweighted grade point averages. The correlation 

between grade point average and self-reported assault is relatively 

strong and negative: r = - .17. Similarly, grade point average 

as reported by the respondents is strongly and negatively associated 

with self-reported violent behavior in both years of the Community 

Tolerance Study. (Table 20 provides a summary of the tabular analyses 

of the academic status measures.) For example, in the second year· 

of the Community Tolerance Study, nearly three times as many of 

those (67.1 percent) who say they get "C's and D's" in school self

report fighting as do those who say they get "mostly A's" (23.7 

percent). The ratio' is similar with respect to self-reported assault 

in the second year of the study. 

In the third year of the Community Tolerance Study, students 

with mostly "C's and D's" are slightly more than three times as 

likely, to self-report an assault (37.3 percent) as those with "mostly 



186 

Table 20. Tabular Analyses of Measures of Academic Status by Self
Reported Violent Behavior, Richmond Youth Study, Community 
Tolerance Study, Seattle Youth Study, and Monitoring the 
Future Project, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

Richmond 

SCHABIL 
TRACK 

20.81* 
29.90* 

Community Tolerance Year 2 

SCLGRAD 

Community Tolerance Year 3 

SCLGRAD 

Assault Razor Weapon 

GRADES 18.71* 15.56* 27.21* 

Monitoring the Future 

COLLEGE 

GRADES 

* - p < .05 

Gang 
Fighting 

24.31* 

39.74* 

Se If-Report ed 
Assault 

39.50* 

Se If-Report ed 
Assau It 

43.17* 

Hit Aggravated 
Teacher Assault 

20.36* 18.15* 

Aggravated 
~ault 

21.34* 

30.33* 

Pick 
Fight 

Se If-Report ed 
Fighting 

79.21* 

Self-Reported 
Fighting 

28.07* 

Hit 
-IDL- Parent 

25.59* 21.56* 2.01 

Simple 
Assault 

40.11* 

40.94* 



A's" (11.9 percent). About one-third (32.0 percent) of the "mostly 

A's" students self-report fighting, while more than one-half (56.6 

percent) of the "C's and D's" students self-report fighting in 

the third year of the study. The relationship between grade point 

average and violent behavior is equally strong in the Seattle and 

Monitoring the Future data sets. Seven of eight violent offenses 

are signifi~antly associated with grade point average (GRADES) 

in the Seattle study; all three of the measures of violent behavior 

are significantly related to grade point average (GRADES) in the 

Monitoring the Future Study. 

A few other measures of academic status are available in 
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the Richmond study. School records provided the study's researchers 

with data on the curriculum track to which the student was assigned 

(TRACK). As expected, students in the college preparatory track 

have a lower rate of self-reported assault (34.3 percent) than 

students in the vocational track (48.6 percent). About one-half 

(49.0 percent) of all students in a non-college preparatory track 

self-report an assault. 

Respondents in the Richmond study were asked, "How do you 

rate yourself in school ability compared with other students in 

your school?" (SCHABIL). Students who rated themselves "among 

the best" (32.5 percent) or "above average" (36.5 percent) are 

less likely to self-report an assault than those who rated themselves 

"below average" (54.9 percent) in school ability. 



As reported in Chapter 5, respondents in the Richmond study 

who expect to be college graduates are significantly less likely 
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to self-report an assault than those who expect to get less education 

than a college degree. The relationship between future educational 

status and violent behavior is also strong in the Monitoring the 

Future Project. For example, twice as many of those who say they 

"definitely won't" graduate from college (COLLEGE) self-report 

a simple assault (18.7 percent) compared with those who say they 

"definitely will" be college graduates (8.8 percent). Thus, future 

educational status of the adolescent is associated with violence 

in the same manner as future occupational status. 

Status Within the Family 

When social scientists attempt to measure the status or 

social class of adults, the two most commonly used variables are 

occupational and educational attainment. Few stratification researchers 

bother with assessing the adult's power or influence within the 

family. Given the probably fairly uniformly high status of adults 

in their own homes, this is probably not much of an oversight. 

However, among adolescents there may be a great deal of variation 

in how much influence or power they exert within their families. 

Further, certainly the current occupational status (and perhaps 

the educational attainment) of the adolescent is less meaningful 

to him than his status within the family. Both the typical teenager's 

job and his current educational status are, after all, subject 



to radical change whereas the typical adult's occupational and 

educational status change very little over time. 
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Status at home or in the family can be measured in a fairly 

straightforward manner. (Table 21 provides a summary of the tabular 

analyses.) For example, one obvious measure in the Richmond study 

asks ''Do you have your own room at home or do you share it?" (OWNROOM). 

Responses to this item fail to distinguish those who do and those 

who do not self-report assaultive behavior. Those who do not have 

their own room are only slightly less likely to self-report an 

assault (39.8 percent) than those who have their own room (42.7 

percent). 

Respondents were directly asked about their status in the 

family in the following question: "Bow much influence do you have 

in making family decisions?" (INFLDEC). Those who say that they 

have "a lot" of influence on family decisions are less likely to 

self-report an assault (37.3 percent) than those who say they have 

"none" (50.5 percent). Those who have "some" influence on family 

decisions are also less likely to self-report an assault (38.2 

percent) than those who ssy they have "very little" influence on 

family decisions (47.7 percent). 

Two more subtle measures of status within the family describe 

the process of decision making in some detail. First: respondents 

were asked to tell tlHow are most decisions made between you and 

ycur mother?" (MOMDEC). Those who indicated that there was some 

kind of dialogue with the mother are less likely to self-report 
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Table 21. Tabular Analyses of Measures of Status Within the Family by 
Self-Reported Assault, Richmond Youth Study, White Males. 

Pearson Chi-square Statistics 

OWNROOM· 1.14 

INFLDEC 13.85* 

MOMDEC 12.94* 

DADDEC 12.12* 

GIVFAM 2.80 

* - P < .05 



an assault than those who indicated that they or their mother make.s 

relatively unilateral decisions. For example, respondents who 

said either "I decide, but I have to get her permission" (37.0 

percent) or "We talk about it until we agree" (36.5 percent) are 

less likely to self-report an assault than those who said "She 

tells me what to do" (45.2 percent) or "I do what I want" (52.8 

percent). The second item asks about the same process for the 

father (DADDEC). Nearly the same pattern of results is found, 
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with more democratic decision making yielding lower rates of assault 

than unilateral decision making. 

Finally, related to the adolescent's financial and occupational 

status, the effect of an economic contribution to the family on 

violent behavior was assessed. Respondents were asked, "Do you 

give your family any of the money you earn?" (GIVFAM). Those who 

said that they give "all of it" to their family are only slightly 

less likely to self-report an assault (43.3 percent) than those 

who said they do not give any of their earnings (44.3 percent) 

to their family. 

In summary, adolescent status has been found to be both 

posittvely and negatively associated with violent behavior. Measures 

of status among peers such as leadership or premature adult activities 

such as drinking and smoking are positively related to violent 

behavior. More conventional measures of status such as academic 

performance and being allowed a voice in making family decisions 

are ne~atively associated with violent behavior. Financial status 



among adolescents is positively related to violence, yet future 

occupational status is negatively related to violence. 
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This pattern of findings suggests that there are distinct 

dimensions of adolescent status which cannot be simply added together 

into a prestige score. Instead, the impact of these distinct dimensions 

of adolescent behavior should be assessed separately. 



CHAPTER 7 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study began with the goal to document the nature of 

the relationship between social status and violent behavior. On 

its face, it might appear that such an endeavor is largely an empirical, 

methodological effort with little or no theoretical significance. 

As we have already argued, accounting for the social distribution 

of crime or violence does not in itself provide an explanation 

as to why people commit crimes or acts of violence. Further, the 

two classic sociological and structural theories of crime examined 

in this study which make the link between class and crime a fundamental 

underlying assumption have not fared well. The propositions of 

both cultural deviance theory and strain theory have received little 

support in this study. 

However, we believe that this study does indeed have important 

theoretical meaning and consequences. First, the data examined 

here provide support for the theoretical principle of causal homo

geneity. In other words, based on the findings in this study, 

it appears that the theories which best account for general delinquent 

behavior also fare the best as explanations for violent behavior 

in particular. Social control theory and social learning theory 

seem to provide useful frameworks for the study of a variety of 

criminal or delinquent actions. 
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Second, the findings of this study provide a pattern which 

should remind us of the important distinction between theories 

of c7:ime and theories of criminality (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 

1983). We shall more fully deal with this distinction later in 

this chapter. Let us first summarize the empirical analyses of 

this study. 

Summary of Findings 
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We began the empirical analyses by examining the bivariate 

relationships between parental social status and violent behavior. 

Four distinct conceptions of social status were employed in this 

examination. A measure of class based on the neo-Marxist conception 

advanced by Erik Olin Wright was found to be unrelated to violent 

behavior (including self-reported or officially recorded instances 

of violence). Further, this neo-Marxist class concept was found 

to have no significant relationship with any form of delinquency 

studied. 

In contrast, a class measure termed "disreputable poverty" 

was found to be strongly associated with self-reported and officially 

recorded instances of violent behavior. Children from homes where 

the father had been unemployed were found to be much more prone 

to violence than children from homes where the father had been 

fully employed. Children from homes where the family had a history 

of receiving welfare benefits were also found to be much more likely 

to be violent than children whose families had no history of welfare 

assistance. 



Gradational measures of parental social status, such as 

father's occupation and father's education, were found to have 
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a moderate association with violent offenses. Sons of professionals 

and ·executives tend to have somewhat lower rates of violent behavior 

than do sons of other fathers. The analyses of these gradational 

measures of social class yield results which are consistent with 

at least three other studies of self-reported violent behavior. 

An ecological measure of class was constructed using Census 

data on housing. Official delinquency and an official measure 

of offenses involving the use of force and violence are significantly 

related to this ecological measure, but self-reported violent behavior 

is not associated with this measure of class. 

In summary, the results of the analyses of the bivariate 

relationships between parental social status and violent behavior 

are contingent primarily upon the measure of status used. While 

the relationship between status and violence appears to be nonexistent 

using a neo-Marxist conception of class, gradational measures yield 

a moderate relationship, and measures of disreputable poverty are 

relatively strong correlates of violent behavior. 

There is at least one important methodological implication 

of the findings on parental social status and violence. In terms 

of sampling, most delinquency studies have been conducted in middle

class schools. Yet, as we have seen, members of the disreputable 

poor are among the most likely to commit acts of violence. The 

restrictive sampling of the typical delinquency survey may exclude 
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the disreputable poor, the families with a history of unemployment 

and welfare assistance. Yet it is this very segment of the population 

that is most likely to commit acts of violence. 

After examining the social distribution of violent behavior, 

we turned to four major criminological theories (strain, cultural 

deviance, social control, and social learning theories) to account 

for this distribution. We first examined two classic sociological 

theories of crime and delinquency (strain and cultural deviance 

theories) which have both made a relationship between class and 

crime a fundamental underlying assumption. 

The propositions of strain theory were tested through the 

construction of five indices of strain or status frustration. 

These five indices of status frustration were then ~nalyzed in 

multiway contingency tables crosstabulating measures of class, 

strain, and violent behavior. The first strain index analyzed 

was a measure of occupational goal strain. Respondents who have 

high aspirations or who seek a prestigious job and yet also realize 

that their chances of getting s.uch a job are s lim were considered 

to be experiencing occupational goal strain. However, contrary 

to strain theory, this index of status frustration fails to be 

significantly associated with violent behavior. 

Four indices of educational status frustration were also 

examined. For example, respondents who s3id that getting good 

grades is important to them but who get poor grades were defined 

as experiencing strain or status frustration. While some of these 



measures of strain are significantly related to violent behavior, 

none of these educational strain indices can fully account for 

the association between class and violence. Further, almost all 

of the associations are quite small in magnitude. 
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The strain theory notion that delinquency can be problem

solving behavior was also tested. Measures of self-esteem were 

analyzed in relation to violent behavior. All of the self-esteem 

measures examined are associated with violent behavior in the direction 

opposite that predicted by strain theory. In other words, involvement 

in violent behavior seems to lower self-esteem. 

In summary, the propositions of strain theory do not fare 

well, as is true in every delinquency study with which we are familiar. 

Measures of status frustration are at best weakly associated with 

violent behavior, and contrary to the strain theory notion that 

delinquency solves status problems, involvement in violent behavior 

is associated with a reduced sense of self-worth. 

The second classic sociological theory of crime and delinquency 

examined in this study fared much better than did strain theory. 

Most of the measures of subcultural values such as fatalism, "trouble," 

and autonomy are significantly associated with measures of social 

class, with lower-class respondents being more likely to express 

values similar to those described in Walter Miller's statement 

of cultural deviance theory. However, in multiway tabutar analyses 

of measures of subcultural values, class, and violent behavior, 



only about one-half of the tests conducted yield results consistent 

with cultural deviance theory. 

In spite of this partial support of the propositions of 

cultural deviance theory, we took note of serious reservations 

about the theory. For example, avast body of research has found 

little support for the notion that lower-class people are more 

likely to approve of violent behavior. In terms of interpreting 
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the findings that lower-class people in some instances have different 

values than middle- and upper-class people, it seems that the cultural 

deviance theorists' interpretation is not particularly plausible. 

The idea that people who subscribe to deviant values have completed 

a positive process of socialization seems much less plausible -than 

the alternative interpretation that these people have not been 

completely socialized into the conventional order. Further, cultural 

deviance theory variables fail to account for the class distribution 

of violence • 

. Consistent with prior research on delinquency, psychological 

and processual theories fare much better than structural and socio

logical theories as explanations of violent behavior. Although 

neither social control theorists nor social learning theorists 

predict that crime is more heavily concentrated among the lo~er 

class, the logic of both theories is compatible with such a social 

distribution. Further, both theories have received a great deal 

of empirical support. 



The conceptB of social learning theory have been remarkably 

powerful in accounting for violent behavior. Measures of imitation 

or modeling effects are among the strongest correlates of violent 

behavior. In particular; measures of the delinquent activity of 

peers have powerful effects on self-reported violent behavior. 
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In one data set examined in this study, measures of such imitation 

e'ffects eliminate the relationship between class and violent behavior. 

Measures of parental violence or discipline are also strongly 

correlated with violent behavior. These parental violence measures 

are probably better indicators for imitation or modeling than are 

the measures of peer delinquency because they focus on the specific 

type of behavior that is presumably being imitated. 

In the Richmond study, two ueasures of social class continue 

to have a significant effect on violent behavior even after controlling 

for imitation effects and "delinquent attitudes. 1I (Recall that 

the concept of delinquent attitudes was incorporated by Akers and 

Burgess in their synthesis of differential association theory and 

behaviorist theory.) 

The concept of delinquent attitudes or values is probably 

one of the most theoretically ambiguous notions in criminology. 

Control theory, cultural deviance theory, and learning theory all 

specify an important role for these values, yet for divergent reasons 

baGed nn quite different assumptions about the process of sociali

zation. 



Tests of social control theory began with assessments of 

the relationship between Hirschi's (1969) four elements of the 

individual's bond to society--attachment, commitment, involvement, 
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and belief--and violent behavior. Overall, there is remarkable 

support for the propositions of control theory. For example, measures 

of attachment such as concern for the opinion of teachers are strongly 

related to violent behavior. One exception to these findings is 

the negligible effect of attachment to peers on violent behavior; 

this exception is consistent with research on general delinquent 

behavior. Likewise, measures of commitment are strongly correlated 

with violent behavior. Respondents who report a commitment to 

go on to college are far less likely to engage in acts of violence 

than those who express no ambitions for a college career. 

Measures of involvement, such as having a job or participating 

in sports, are generally not significantly associated with violent 

behavior. These results are consistent with Hirschi's (1969:187-

196) analysis of delinquent behavior. One exception to the overall 

findings on involvement (and, again, consistent with Hirschi's 

analysis) is the very strong relationship between time spent on 

homework and violent behavior. In fact, this measure of involvement 

accounts for the effects of father's occupation on violent behavior 

in the Richmond data. 

Measures of belief are almost without exception significantly 

related to violent behavior. For example, respondents who express 

instrumental attitudes toward the law by agreeing with statements 



like "To get ahead, you have to do some things which are not right" 

are much more likely to commit violent offenses than those who 

disagree with such statements. 
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In summary, the analysis of control theory as an explanation 

of violent behavior yields results very consistent with research 

on general delinquent behavior: overall, there is remarkable empirical 

support for control theory. Further, crucial experiments contrasting 

propositions derived from control theory with propositi.ons derived 

from the other three theories examined in this study yield results 

consistent with control theory and inconsistent with the other 

three theories. For example, control theorists predict that high 

educational or occupational aspirations will have a negative effect 

on delinquency regardless of one's expectations of achievement. 

In contrast, strain theorists predict that people with high aspirations 

and low expectations will experience status frustration and will 

turn to illegal action. The results of crucial experiments testing 

these divergent predictions are inconsistent with strain theory 

and consistent with control theory. 

Another set of crucial experiments compares control theory 

and learning theory. Learning theorists would predict that a person's 

admiration for deviant role models will increase the likelihood 

of deviant behavior by that person. In contrast, control theorists 

have argued that attachment to another person, regardless of that 

person's involvement in delinquency, will reduce the likelihood 

of delinquent behavior. Again, the results of these crucial experiments 
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are consistent with control theory and inconsistent with the competing 

theory. 

Perhaps the most novel portion of this study deals with 

the relationship between adolescent status and violent behavior. 

We examined five different dimensions of adolescent status: popularity 

among peers, athletic status, financial and occupational status, 

academic status, and status within the family. 

Popularity or status among peers has generally no effect 

on violent behavior or it actually tends to increase the probability 

of violent behavior. Respondents who see themselves as leaders 

among their friends are slightly more likely to commit acts of 

violence than those who do not see themselves in roles of leadership. 

Boys who felt that their friends are among the "top crowd" in school 

are not significantly more likely to commit acts of violence than 

those who feel excluded from this peer elite. Measures of premature 

adult status, such as smoking, drinking, and dating, are strongly 

related to violent behavior. 

The relationship between athletic status and violent behavior 

is generally weak. Those who participate in school sports are 

no more or less likely to commit acts of violence than those who 

do not "go out for sports." Closely related to athletic statu!>, 

the effects of appearance and physique on violence were also assessed. 

In general, there is little or no association between appearance 

or physique and violence. Respondents who are bigger or smaller 



than their peers report slightly higher rates of assault than do 

average-sized respondents. 
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Financial and occupational status of adolescents are generally 

positively associated with violent behavior. Those who have a 

job are &lightly more likely to commit acts of violence than those 

who do not. Respondents with relatively large amounts of spending 

money and hourly wages are disproportionately more likely to commit 

acts of violence. 

Consistent with research on delinquent behavior, academic 

status is strongly and negatively related to violent behavior. 

Students with high grades are much less likely to engage in violent 

behavior than those with low grades. Students in a college preparatory 

track are also much less likely to assault someone than are students 

in a non-college preparatory track. 

Status at home or within the family is generally negatively 

correlated with violent behavior. For example, those who say they 

have a lot of influence on family decisions are less likely to 

commit act~ of violence than those with no such influence. Respondents 

from families with relatively democratic decision-making patterns 

are less likely to engage in acts of violence than are respondents 

from families where unilateral decision-making patterns exist. 

The relative complexity of the analysis of adolescent status 

suggests that there are distinct dimensions of such status. We 

urge that the effects of these distinct dimensions be assessed 

separa~ely. 
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This concludes our summary of the em.pirical analyses of 

this study. Moving from data to theories, let us now turn our 

attention to an important theoretical issue, the distinction between 

theories of crime and theories of criminality. 

Theories of Crime and Criminality 

Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983:5) suggest that we distinguish 

the concepts of crime and criminality: 

Crimes are short term, circumscribed events that presuppose 
a peculiar set of necessary conditions (e.g., activity, 
opportunity, adversaries, victims, goods). Criminality, 
in contrast, refers to stable differences across individuals 
in the propensity to commit criminal (or equivalent) acts • 
• • • Criminal acts are, at best, imperfect measures of 
criminality. 

Hirschi and Gottfredson argue that some of the theoretical confusion 

within criminology is due to the failure to distinguish crime and 

criminality by using the same measure (acts of crime) for both 

concepts. 

Thus, the different conceptualizations of the dependent 

variable to be explained must be kept in mind. Control theory, 

for example, as a theory of criminality deals primarily with the 

explanation of differences in the character of individuals. Learning 

theory, for example, as a theory of crime deals primarily with 

the explanation of criminal acts. As such, learning theory and 

other theories of crime may appear to outperform (in terms of explained 

variance) theories of criminality when the dependent variable used 

in the analysis is a measure of crime (as has been the pattern 

of findings in this study). 
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But, in addition to keeping the distinction between measures 

of crime and criminality 1n mind, we should be aware that direct 

causes in a theory of criminality may be indirect causes in a theory 

of crime. Control theory may better help us identify the correlates 

of a predisposition to commit crimes, while learning theory may 

better help us identify the correlates of the criminal act itself. 

Both theories can be useful in different respects. 

Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983:6-7) criticize situational 

theories of crime for ignoring differences in criminality or differences 

in stable characteristics which lead to a certain propensity to 

commit criminal acts. They argue that Gordon Trasler's statement 

of situational theory '~ust assume that everyone, delinquent and 

nondelinquent, is equally likely to end up in and be influenced 

by the conventional institutions of society." Hirschi and Gottfredson's 

theory, "in contrast, assumes that a stable characteristic of persons, 

criminality, is obviously relevant to institutional involvement 

and impact." 

We believe that Tras1er's extreme version of a situational 

theory or theory of crime is incorrect. A vast body of research 

shows that involvement in crime is not merely a situational event 

unaffected by the character of the person. It is not true that 

crime is randomly distributed throughout the population nor that 

"everyone does it" as is popularly believed. Criminality, or the 

predisposition to commit illegal acts, has a strong influence on 

the probability of committing a crime. 
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We certainly do not mean to imply that theories of crime 

and theories of criminality are necessarily incompatible or irrecon

cilable. The silence of situational theories or theories of crime 

on stable characteristics of persons that may be defined as criminality 

does not mean that a theory of crime and a theory of criminality 

must always be incompatible. Certain crime and criminality theories 

might be combined into a more powerful single theory. 

We would not advocate, however, that control theory and 

learning theory be integrated. These theories have fundamentally 

incompatible assumptions about the socialization process in particular. 

Learning theorists assume that delinquency is a learned behavior 

acquired in a process of positive socialization. Control theorists, 

in contrast, tend to believe that delinquency need not be taught, 

that it is the result of failures to socialize the person into 

the conventional order. 

Yet is is conceivable that control theory and, for example, 

routine activities theory could be combined, with the propositions 

of control theory being used to predict who is most likely to engage 

in activities or be involved in situations which result in crime, 

and propositions of routine activities theory being used to identify 

the types of activities most likely to result in crime. A similar 

synthesis of deterrence and control theories (Minor, 1977) has 

been well raceived. 

Such an undertaking is beyond the scope of this study. 

But this kind of theoretical synthesis holds the promise of a most 

powerful explanation for acts of crime and violence. 
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