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Crime and the
Racial Fears of White Americans

By WESLEY G. SKOGAN

ABSTRACT: This article examines the linkages between fear of
crime, residential integration, and racial prejudice among whites.
Survey studies confirm that residential proximity to black people is
related to whites’fear of crime. In addition, whites who are prejudiced
(in this case, who disapprove of school and neighborhood integration)
are more fearful. The fear-provoking effects of proximity and preju-
dice are independent and, in fact, whites currently living closer to
blacks register lower levels of prejudice than do those who live farther
away. This is probably due to their ability to use housing markets to
distance themselves from minority neighborhoods. Despite the politi-
cal salience of white fear, blacks are more fearful of crime, due in large
measure to the concentration around them of factors that make
everyone more fearful. These include neighborhood-level differences
in victimization, social disorder, and physical decay. In a highly
segregated society, these factors are highly associated with race, so it
is difficult to specify which aspects of this bundle—including racial
proximity—are affecting white fear as well.

Wesley G. Skogan is professor of political science and urban affairs at Northwestern
University. His research focuses on victimization, fear of crime, and the relationship
between the police and the public. His 1990 book, Disorder and Decline: Crime and the
Spiral of Decay in American Cities, won an award from the American Sociological
Association. He is the author of two recent reports for the British Home Office on
encounters between police and the public in England and Wales and is currently
evaluating a new community policing program in Chicago.
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Fear of black crime covers the streetslike
a sheet of ice.

Senator Bill Bradley!

It is widely assumed that expres-
sions by many whites of concern
about crime are rooted to a signifi-
cant degree in their fear of black peo-
ple. One popular news magazine
states that many white people seem
to be unduly troubled by black peo-
ple, especially young black men;
white people are often afraid of some
danger that may exist solely in the
imagination.? Of course, fear is not
necessarily a bad thing; it can be a
rational response to the conditions of
one’s life and guide purposeful action.
As other articles in the present vol-
ume document, fear reflects people’s
individual vulnerability to crime and
its harmful consequences, risks in
their neighborhood, and their per-
sonal victimization experiences and
those reported by their families and
friends, However, it may also be that
white Americans translate their un-
ease about race relations into beliefs
about crime, and vice versa, a linkage
of potentially great divisiveness. This
article reviews research on the nexus
between them. It examines linkages
between fear and white attitudes to-
ward blacks and the anxiety created
by close residential proximity be-
tween the two groups.

Focusing on the fears of whites
should not obscure the fact that black
Americans are even more fearful. Re-
search documents that they are fear-
ful mostly for the same reasons that

1. Congressional Record, 26 Mar. 1992,
p. S4242.

2. Scott Minerbrook, “Commentary: A Dif-
ferent Reality for Us,” U.S. News & World Re-
port, 11 May 1992, p. 36.
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whites are fearful, and their higher
level of fear reflects the fact that
those common causes afflict their
communities more severely. This ar-
ticle focuses on white fear because it
is one of the most compelling political
constructs of our time. It is evoked as
an explanation for white backlash
against progressive social and eco-
nomic policies, the declining pros-
pects of the Democratic Party, and as
a source of divisiveness that threat-
ens the fabric of urban life. Concern
about common crime—street mug-
ging, sexual assault, and the like—is
not the only outcropping of the racial
fears of whites. Another is resistance
to school busing.? In both instances,
white fear partly is deliberately con-
structed by those who are in a posi-
tion to profit from its divisiveness.
Most prominently, they are politi-
cians, among whom “playing the race
card” is a time-tested political ploy. In
1988, presidential candidate George
Bush horrified audiences with his
story of a man convicted of murder
who raped a Maryland woman while
he was on furlough from a Massachu-
setts prison. The president person-
ally made no reference to Willie Hor-
ton’s race, but someone was quick to
come up with his picture. In that
campaign, Horton was a wedge issue.

There is only a limited amount of
useful research on the nexus of race
and fear, for several reasons. For one,
so many aspects of American life are
racially encoded that it is difficult to
tease out statistically the separate
consequences of factors such as
crime, school quality, neighborhood

3. D. Garth Taylor, Public Opinion and Col-
lective Action: The Boston School Desegrega-
tion Conflict (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1986), pp. 44-61.
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satisfaction, property values, neigh-
borhood racial change, and the like.
In a segregated society, many things
covary strongly with race. For an-
other, what Senator Bradley termed
a “cloak of silence and denial” sur-
rounds the general race-crime nexus
in many circles.! Prominent among
them have been the federal agencies
that pay for expensive research ven-
tures involving large-sample sur-
veys; they have been, in my experi-
ence, unwilling to fund inves-
tigations that touch too closely on
controversial racial attitudes. Crime
is also an issue area where the facts
of the case as measured by arrests,
reports by crime victims, and self-
reports of offending all point to
higher rates of criminality among
black Americans, confounding preju-
diced attitudes with doses of realism
that make it difficult to interpret the
pulse of white opinion.

‘Some research closely skirts the
two issues. For example, there is a
great deal of research on the social
and economic determinants of how
much cities spend on policing. These
studies, which are summarized in a
book by Pamela Irving Jackson,’ find
that police strength is politically de-
termined by a complicated set of so-
cially patterned interests and that
the local level of crime plays only a
limited role in the process. More
straightforward seems to be the role
played by indicators of racial eco-
nomic inequality, inner-city riots,
and the relative size of the minority
population. More is spent on policing

4.Congressional Record, 26 Mar. 1992,
p. S4242.

5. Pamela Irving Jackson, Minority Group

Threat, Crime, and Policing (New York:
Praeger, 1989), pp. 1-46.
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in cities where white interests ap-
pear to be threatened.

The present article reviews direct
studies of the problem. A few are eth-
nographic reports by researchers
who immersed themselves in the
lives of residents of urban neighbor-
hoods and emerged to tell their sto-
ries. The other studies are based on
interviews with large samples of sur-
vey respondents who were quizzed
about crime, fear, and the character
of their neighborhoods. Some of these
surveys also questioned white re-
spondents concerning their racial at-
titudes, and those studies present
the most complete—and complex—
view of the topic.

THE STINCHCOMBE MODEL
OF RACE AND FEAR

Perhaps the best-known state-
ment of the problem was advanced in
1980 by Arthur Stinchcombe and his
associates.® Their explanation of fear
of crime, which is illustrated in Fig-
ure 1, hinges on the racial composi-
tion of people’s neighborhoods. They
examined the problem using data
from the General Social Survey
(GSS), a yearly national survey. The
GSS measures fear by asking if there
is a place within a mile of their home
where respondents are afraid to walk
alone at night. Stinchcombe and his
colleagues began by equating the dis-
tribution of black people with the dis-
tribution of crime. They cited what
they dubbed “well-known statistics”
to argue that “the most fear-producing
crimes are all ‘ghetto crimes’” and

6. Arthur Stinchcombe et al., Crime and

Punishment: Changing Attitudes in America
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1980), pp. 39-73.
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FIGURE 1
STINCHCOMBE MODEL OF FEAR
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that “crimes that make people afraid
are more concentrated among black
people.”” For example, they showed
that blacks were arrested for murder,
robbery, and rape at a rate that is
disproportionate to their numbers in
the population and that blacks were
more frequently victimized by violent
crime. As part of the argument, they
used the GSS to document that vic-
timization of whites was dispropor-
tionately high when they lived closer
to black people. Whites living in inte-
grated neighborhoods were a little
more than twice as likely as those
living in segregated neighborhoods to
be robbed and about 1.4 times as
likely to be burglarized. They there-

7. Ibid., pp. 43 and 47.

fore felt justified in using reports by
survey respondents of how close they
live to concentrations of black people
as a “measure of objective risk” of
victimization by black people.® The
latter construct is depicted in italics in
Figure 1, for risk of victimization was not
actually measured in the data that
they used to test their explanation of fear.

It is important to note that this
part of Stinchcombe’s model is in-
tended to explain fear of crime among
all Americans, not just whites. In the
data, blacks were more fearful than
whites, a finding that is consistent
from study to study. However, Stinch-
combe did not directly examine the
question of whether blacks living in

8. Ibid., p. 44.



