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victimization—two to five times h;j .
do white females. In most ag:;ril;g;er; iiie;lﬁ.mgfon th? age group———-F han
victimization is roughly that of 4 whit; o ite female’s risk of homicide
| Though we can say that everyone runs some risk of being a homicide vic-
tim—that homicides kill young and old, male and female, black and white—
tl:lat. b‘roac-i genelralization is tundamentally dishonest, l;ecause the risk of
v1ctu"n¥zat10*n varies so markedly. If we were actuaries, writing policies for
homlfnde victimization insurance, we would not charge everyone the same
premlurr}s. Rather, we would charge males more than females, nonwhites more
than whites, and adolescents and young adults more than children or older
adults. To speak of homicide as random violence ignores the clear patterns

in these deaths.
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POINTLESSNESS

In October 1994, Susan Smith attracted national attention when she claimed

that a carjacker had forced her from her Mazda at gunpoint and then driven
away, with her three-year-old and fourteen-month-old sons still strapped in
the car. More than a week later, the nationwide hunt for the kidnapper and

the two boys ended when Smith confessed to investigators that she had delib-
d left her sons to drown. Commentators

of the press and the public to believe a

story about a carjacker abducting two little boys and stealing a four-year-old
compact car from a small town In South Carolina. Why would a carjacker do

that? That's just the kind of thing they do.
The fear of random violence means we 1O longer expect violence to be

amela Basu dragged to her death by car-

jackers, or an innocent passerby shot 1n a drive-by, or a teenager killed over

a pair of gym shoes, we say the violence is pointless, that it lacks any rea-
sonable motivation. No one should die in a fight over gym shoes. When such

tragedies occur—and they do—the very pointlessness of the deaths makes

them seem even more tragic.

Precisely becaus
sive media coverage, coverage

hese cases become the subjects of exten-
« them from terrible tragedies—
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they make 1o sense:
y and moves with a heighteneg
r, the status of random crime
> Because horror stories cap.

lence provides no such mark of intelligibilit

ambiguity. As explanations contest oli€ anothe

. | societal threat.
increases to the level of genera | |
ture moments of seemingly random violence, they exemplily what the medij

claim is an epidemic of random violence bedeviling the larger mwﬁm@. Some
people die in terrible, apparently pointless ways. If, Hsm_wmmm of viewing thoge
deaths as extraordinary tragedies, we turn them into typifying examples then

we've given shape to the larger problem of random violence. | .
Whether violence makes sense, of course, depends upon who is making

the evaluation. People who commit violent acts have their reasons. When
asked, they may say they attacked their victims because they were angry or
because they wanted to maintain their reputation for toughness or because
they wanted to intimidate the victim into compliance. Of course, we usually
reject the reasons offenders give; we say they are not good reasons, not valid
or sensible, that they are senseless from the larger society’s perspective. Thus.
claims about senseless violence discount offenders’ explanations as irrelevant
There are at least two problems with this line of reasoning. The first is one
of perspective. We—the larger society—reject the notion that there is ever 3
good reason for a drive-by shooting or a lethal tight over gym shoes. This
makes violence pointless—but pointless by definition. The logic is circular:
violence is pointless because violence is pointless. But from a different per-

spective, that of the participants in the shootings and fights, the violence may
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mid-1990s as control over the crack market consolidated, reducing the vio-
lent competition to control the drug trade.) The net result of these processes
was a rising youth homicide rate, particularly in black ghettos. From the view
of the larger society, each killing was a pointless tragedy, but for the partici-
pants, money, power, and prestige often were at stake.

Of course, it is always possible to identify cases where no one claims that
the violence made sense—for example, the uninvolved bystander accidentally
killed by a stray bullet fired during a drive-by. There are true, terrible reports
of such events. The question is what we should make of these stories. This 1s
the second problem with assertions of pointlessness: when we use, say, the
death of an innocent bystander to typify the problem of contemporary vio-
lence. we stack the deck. We ignore the killings that occur between rival gangs,
between competing drug dealers, between people who have become so angry
or ashamed or jealous or frightened of each other that violence escalates. There
is a paradox: although we consider homicide to be especially terrible, the most
<erious crime. most homicides are products of mundane motives; they arent
all that newsworthy and they don't get that much press coverage. In contrast,
the press is drawn to the most bizarre, the most frightening, the most point-
less killings. Reporters rush to tell these stories, but then convert them into
representative instances ot contemporary violence. To call violence pointless
is to ignore the situations in which it emerges, and the meanings most vio-

lence has for the perpetrators and, often, their victums.

DETERIORATION

Warnings about random violence usually imply not only that things are bad,
but that they are getting steadily worse. This is one of the great taken-tor-

granted assumptions about modern life: society is becoming ever more vio-
lent. We describe violence in terms of epidemics and plagues—imagery that

conveys a sense of devastation, decline, and deterioration.

k ok k

n that violence is escalating out of control

can be challenged. Although violent-crime rates have risen considerably since
1960, part of this increase may be due to improved reporting. If more vic-
tims report crimes, or if police keep more complete records of the crimes
reported, the crime rate will rise, even if the actual incidence of crime goes

unchanged. We know that reporting rates have risen and police record keep-

.. [T]he commonplace assumptio



rted victimization have declined Some
dramatic increases in the overa]] level

of violence are at least mxmmmmamﬁmm. Moreover, the ormsmmm.S homicide vic.
ve as a reminder that diflerent subgroups within the populajgy,

may experience very different oﬁmﬁmmm. in the Fai_om .ﬁoyﬂﬁm.

Warnings about risIing random violence ﬁ.mam Y 58.6088 such syp.
tleties. More often, they typify the problem with a horrific example, adq y
dramatic statistic or two, and mix them with the SWm:-moH..mBEma Notion
that violence is on the rise throughout society. The resulting claim—«y,,
random distribution of risk by a society that 1s tundamentally oyt qf
control’—seems so obvious that it needs no close examination. However

the evidence reveals that claims of society-wide deterioration are exagger-

ing has improved, while rates of repo
what. This suggests that claims about

timization se

ated and overly simplistic.

THE APPEAL OF RANDOM VIOLENCE

Although random violence has become a central image in contemporary dis-
cussions of crime, the notion of randomness distorts what we know about

criminal violence. It exaggerates the degree to which violence is patternless,
pointless, and increasing. It is imagery calculated to promote fear rather than

understanding.
Then why is this melodramatic imagery so popular? The answer, of course,

is that melodrama is powertul. The idea of random violence is unsettling, dis-
| turbing, frightening; it challenges our most basic assumptions about social order.
[ violence is patternless and pointless, then anyone—women as well as men,
children as well as adults, the middle class as well as the poor—might become
a victim. If violence is increasing, then everyone is in growing danger:

Drive-by shootings are particularly distressing . . . because it may appear
that the target was chosen at random and that innocent bystanders may
be hit. Any person’s concern about his vulnerability is heightened. . . .
When there is a sense that more murders are being committed against
strangers, any person can conceive of himself as a target.

~
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lence transcend the obvious ideological divisions within contemporary soci-
ety. These warnings come from feminists and fundamentalists, liberal
Democrats and conservative Republicans The trightening imagery of random
violence can be tailored to fit almost any ideological agenda. But there is
another reason why rhetoric about random violence is so popular. By imply-
ing that pointless violence is a general, patternless threat to society as a whole,
warnings about random violence gloss over the potentially awkward or embar-
rassing issues of class and race. As we have already noted, there are dramatic
racial ditferences in violence: in particular, African-Americans are far more
likely to both commit violent offenses and be victimized by violence than are
whites. These racial differences, of course, reflect class differences: rates of

violence are highest among the poor, and blacks constitute a disproportion-
ate percentage of the poor. Any discussion of patterns in violence must con-
tront class and race—two of the most awkward topics in American political

discourse.
Confronting race and class is awkward for both liberals and conservatives.

Liberals tear they will have difficulty arousing sympathy for the poor and
minorities, particularly it they propose publicly funded programs to benefit
those groups. Opponents of these measures may argue that Middle America
has no stake in solving the problems of the poor, saying, in effect, “That’s not
our problem” or “We've already done enough to help the poor, and we should-
n't have to do more.” It is easier to finesse such potential opposition and
arouse widespread concern by implying that a problem affects (and the pro-
grams to solve it will benefit) everyone. Because references to random vio-
lence imply that everyone is at risk, they can help mobilize such general
concern. Depicting violence as random, and therefore patternless, also lets lib-
erals circumvent potentially awkward questions about the patterns of violence.
[n particular, liberals are reluctant to call attention to evidence that blacks

commit violent offenses at higher rates than whites. The subject of black crim-
inality may invite all sorts of critiques, ranging from arguments that race some-
how biologically fosters criminality to various critiques of black culture and
institutions. Moreover, liberals fear both that minority criminality can be used
as evidence that social programs don’t work, and that focusing on the link
between ethnicity and violence will result in a form of “blaming the victim.”
[t is not that liberals lack rejoinders to these arguments—they can respond
that social structure, particularly class and racial inequality, should be blamed



f race is volatile, and it seems easier

. | Lo
ont it. Talking about essentially patternless randop,
to avoid raising this troublesome subject

Hce serve parallel purposes in Conservatjye
ves, it is class, rather than race, that see,
S

Lkward to address. ore likely to both commit Violeny
aw y violence, hut acknowledging this seems tq nvite

es and be victimized b
s that more should b
creasing social services,

Crim
argumernl

o done to help the poor by improving job oppoy.

and the like. (In an earlier era, conseryg.
- found reassurance in the higher rates ol criminality among
, 1d be taken as a sign of the inherent viciousness of the

planations have lately fallen out of favor.) Most cop.

ations locate the causes of criminal violence

— culture. In this view, violence 1s part of a web of interlocking social prob.-

ding broken families, teenage sexuality, premarital pregnancy, wel-

<ubstance abuse, delinquency and criminality, and gangs
g a damaged or dysfunctional culture. A potentially

ent, of course, is that all of these prob-

tives might hav

lems, inclu

fare dependency,
all caused by and retlectin

embarrassing counter to this argum
lems are associated with poverty, with social class: might not these “cultural’

problems have their roots in social structure? This is where references to ran-
dom violence offer conservatives a convenient distraction. Random violence
is patternless, and claims about patternless random violence gloss over the
links between class and crime. Similarly, random violence is pointless, sense-
less. And pointless crime need not be understood as an act of frustration,
rebellion, or some other more or less comprehensible reaction to the barriers
of class. Rather, random violence, in its pointlessness, is just further evidence
of the criminals’ cultural pathology. In this view, random violence is a symp-
tom of a sick culture, and talking about random violence helps conservatives

keep the focus on culture, and play to the fears of the middle class, by invok-

ing the sense that no one is saf ;
e irom the likes of Willie Hor other
predatory criminals. Horton and
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gues to skip over embarrassing or awk-
about race and culture. just as conser-

| t class and social structure.
It 1s easy to see the appeal of framing issues in terms of random violence,

but it is less clear that this is an ettective way to think about crime problems.
Defining violence as patternless not only discourages us from searching for
and identitying patterns; it keeps us from devising social policies to address

those patterns. Defining violence as pointless eliminates any need to consider
and address the motivations for violence Assuming that violence is increas-

Ing causes us to ignore patterns in change, and thereby fail to notice which
policies are working. Denouncing random violence may work as crowd-
pleasing rhetoric, but it does not offer much help in designing effective anti-
crime policies.

Obviously, there is an element of chance—randomness—in every social
encounter. Incalculable contingencies shape whether we fall in love (and with
whom), whether specific investments earn 2 profit, whether our next auto-
mobile trip ends in a fatal accident. We cannot identity, let alone control,
many of the factors that shape these outcomes. Still, we know that our indi-
vidual actions can affect the likelihood of different outcomes: by buckling up,
obeying the traffic laws, and not drinking and driving, we can reduce our
chances of being killed in a car wreck. And social policy can also influence
those outcomes: requiring cars to have seat belts and mandating their use sig-
nificantly reduced death rates from automobile accidents. As individuals—
and as a society—we do not simply throw up our hands in the face of “random

traftic accidents.” Instead of emphasizing the role of randomness. we search

tor patterns in risk and devise policies based on the patterns we identify.
[n much the same way, if we want to understand criminality and violence.

we need to think in terms of their patterns, in terms of the motivations and

behaviors of offenders and victims. Random violence is a powerful image, so
powertul that it threatens to short-circuit constructive thought about the

nature of our society’s problems.

ward issues: liberals can avoid talking
vatives can avoid confronting 1Ssues o

THE LANGUAGE OF CRIME

The expression “random violence.” then, has become 2 commonplace in talk
about contemporary crime, a sort of cliché of pop criminology, not because
It accurately summarizes the nature of crime—it decidedly does not—but
because it is rhetorically convenient, arousing intense interest in and concern
about crime while diverting attention away from awkward questions of race
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and class. It is, of course, just On€ term 1N EmWnoﬁﬁmWWMMwwWﬂMMm&Mgmg for
discussing crime. This vocabulary tly changes. T2 A8, car-
gue while once familiar expressions (e.g

iacki nd come into vo . .
Jacking) appear & valent of mugging| or “soiled doye»

» [the nineteenth-century €qu
_ for prostitute]) fall out of favor.

The implications of describing violence as Sﬁmo__ﬂ suggest that the turnoye,
.nd other social problems retlects more

in terms used to talk about crime |
than a faddish attraction to novel language. People Invent new words tq
describe social problems, sometimes quite deliberately, w.mnmcmm POmm words
evoke some connotations and avoid others; consider the ditterent implicationg
of “crippled,” “handicapped,” «disabled.” and “differently abled”; ot “drunk-

» “homosexual,” and “gay.” But it

ard” and “alcoholic”: or of “sexual deviate,
ds are ignored and soon for-

is not enough to create a word; some new wort
. sometimes self-consciously at first

“‘garroting
[a nineteenth-century euphemism

then used by more and more people, until they seem normal rather than novel.

The example of “random violence” suggests that some terms may prove attrac-
tive to a broad range of users, and that this broad popularity encourages their

adoption and widespread use.
The words we choose when we talk about crime and other social problems

are consequential. Describing crime 1n terms of random violence has impli-
cations for how we think about crime, about criminals, and about prospec-

tive criminal justice policies. It becomes, theretore, important to stop taking
our vocabulary of crime for granted. We need to explore the ways in which

this language emerges, spreads, evolves, and intluences.

X ok X

~ QUESTIONS g

1. Best argues that seeing violence as random involves three assumptions: That
violence is patternless, pointless, and on the rise. What is each of these

assumptions about specifically?

2. Find a recent newspaper article that discusses a specific violent crime. Some
of the types that Best identifies include school shootings, carjackings, rape,
and murder. Jot down how the article characterizes each of the three
assumptions underlying the randomness frame.

2, %m@.%zm 8. Best, how does the randomness frame misrepresent the causes
of violent crime?

4. Despite its tendency to distort reality, why is this frame so powerful and
s0 popular?

r



