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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

This study explores the relationship between race, racism, and attitudes
toward police violence against adult males. Study participants comprised a
national sample (N = 1,974) of adult males and females (M = 48 years) who
completed the 2012 General Social Survey (GSS). Secondary data analysis of
surveys administered in-person or on the telephone by trained GSS interviewers indicated that race is a key predictor of police violence against
adult males [χ2 (7) = 85.710, p < .0001], even after controlling for sex,
education, income, and age. Study findings also revealed that attitudes
supportive of police violence are associated with negative cultural images
of Blacks or African Americans. Participants who approved of police violence against males attributed disparities in employment, income, and
housing between Blacks or African Americans and Whites to a lack of
motivation and ability to learn, rather than to racial discrimination and
lack of education incurred through poverty. These findings challenge us
as social work educators and practitioners to further explore the association
between racism and police violence and to unmask the debilitating consequences of the presumed limitations of Blacks or African Americans.

Blacks or African Americans;
police violence; race; racial
discrimination; racism

Police shootings of unarmed Black or African American men are occurring at alarming rates (Wihbey,
2014) and are indicative of a national trend of excessive force used by law enforcement agents on the
bodies of people of color (American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2014). These incidents are happening
inside and outside of Black and Hispanic neighborhoods (Carroll & Gonzalez, 2014), to low-income and
middle-class Blacks or African Americans (Jones-Brown, 2009), and are frequently the result of routine
encounters (ACLU, 2014). One of several challenges in obtaining an accurate count of the number of the
police shootings of unarmed Black or African American men in the United States is that there are no
nationally consistent measures of collecting these data (Department of Justice, 2015).
This lack of standardized reporting, accompanied by public outrage, civil unrest, and community
activism, calls for investigations into, and law enforcement reporting of, fatal police shootings of
unarmed Black or African American men. Suggestions of racial profiling in police shootings have
been presented as an explanation of the phenomenon of the disproportionate shooting of unarmed
Black or African American men by law enforcement agents (Amajor, Sandars, & Pitts, 1999). In 2007
researchers found that in 10 of the United States’s largest cities, Blacks or African Americans were
overly represented among victims of police shootings (Lowerstein, 2007). These findings were most
visible in New York City, Las Vegas, and San Diego (Lowerstein, 2007).
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At a 2010 hearing calling for the investigation of police-involved shootings in Oakland, California,
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) reported that from 2004
and 2008, 37 of the 45 police shootings in that city were at Black or African American suspects
(Bulwa, 2010). A report from the New York City Police Department (NYCPD) illustrates that
between 2000 and 2013, 97 Blacks or African Americans, 41 Hispanics, and 21 Whites were killed
by NYPD police officers (NYCPD, 2014). In other words, from 2000 to 2013, more Blacks or African
Americans were killed by NYCPD weapon discharges than Latinos and Whites combined. These
reports identify and document the phenomenon of Black or African American men being shot and/
or killed by police officers, despite the limitations in data tracking police shootings (Graham, 2015).
However, they do not inform us of the incidence or prevalence of this phenomenon.
Gabrielson, Jones, and Sagora (2014) used police reported accounts of homicides in an FBI report
to identify a prevalence rate or the proportion of the population that is shot by law enforcement
agents during a specified period. These authors found that between 2010 and 2012, Black or African
American males ages 15–19 were 21 times more likely than Whites to be shot by the police
(Gabrielson, Jones, & Sagora, 2014). Harris-Perry (2014) reported an incidence rate or a measure
of the frequency with which new shootings of Black or African Americans occurred from 2006 to
2012. Within this period, the killing of a Black or African American person occurred on an average
of twice a week (Harris-Perry, 2014).
Social work as a profession has a long tradition of studying the effects of, and providing services to,
survivors of interpersonal violence, domestic violence, intimate partner violence, and more recently
structural violence. The study of police violence as structural violence (Oliver, 2001), and the literature
on the provision of social work services to individuals, families, groups, and communities affected by
police violence, is, however, an emerging area in social work education and research. Few studies in
social work have specifically looked at the extent to which structural violence manifested as cultural
racism may contribute to police violence against Blacks and African Americans. The vivid media
exposure of the police shooting of Michael Brown in August 2014, and the nation’s reaction to that, as
well as subsequent shootings of unarmed Black or African American men have renewed efforts among
scholars to bring conceptual clarity to a phenomenon that has far-reaching consequences.
Theoretical background
Intersectionality theory has provided a useful framework for social workers to understand the
interconnectedness of institutionalized oppressions based on race, class, and gender (Cho,
Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Crenshaw, 1991) and the production and maintenance of these groupings by forces of history, political economy, and power (Schulz & Mullings, 2006). Concepts such as
race, gender, and class are fluid and change over time (Kinloch, 1974; Lind, 1969), and scholars agree
that when these concepts are studied individually and/or separately, they do not adequately capture
how they shift as a function of, and in relation to, each other (Combahee River Collective, 2009),
thereby producing varied outcomes among and within different groups (Schulz & Mullings, 2006).
Interpreting the different forms of oppression as independent of each other essentially minimizes
complex relationships to power into a single category. However, refraining from centering race as an
independent and key predictor in an exploration of the attitudes that approve of police violence
against Black or African American men supports the prevailing metanarrative of a postracial society.
Metanarratives are overarching paradigms or beliefs that serve the power interests of the group or
groups that constructed them (Drake & Jonson-Reid, 2008), and this metanarrative needs to be
deconstructed.
Intersectionality theory is limited in its assertion that race cannot be meaningfully examined
separately from the other oppressive institutions. Furthermore, we submit that intersectionality
theory, itself, serves as an oppressive force. By diluting or minimizing the deeper discourse on
race, it colludes in ignoring the subjugated knowledge of Blacks or African Americans. It either
marginalizes or invalidates the lived experiences of those who are most negatively impacted by
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policing policies and tactics. Such invisibility over extended periods helps to form a “psychological
death,” which is a key outcome of any type of oppression.
Critical race theory (CRT), on the other hand, posits the centrality of race in U.S. policy and the law
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) and simultaneously acknowledges the interconnectedness of race, gender,
and class oppression. It links race to racism and power, challenges the social construction of race, and
shows how the racialization of constructed race groups may be used at different times to serve different
policy and legal needs. Furthermore, CRT examines the ways in which racism is normalized and made
invisible, thereby making it difficult to address any but the most blatant forms of discrimination.
Critical race theory proposes a “voice-of-color thesis” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 9.) whereby
scholars of color write about their unique perspective of race and racism, thereby changing the
dominant narrative about race and racism. Finally, CRT offers an examination of race separately
from gender, education, and income and then in relation to these other oppressions for the following
reasons: (1) race is predictive and has a key influence on public opinion, which in turn, shapes public
policy, and (2) it has a unique history in the United States as a tool of racial oppression, which when
joined to other oppressive systems places people at even greater risk for harm.
Contrary to intersectionality theory and a diversity approach, which infer that all oppressions are
equal, they are not. Critical race theory informs our proposition that race should be recentered in the
discourse on the police shootings of unarmed Black or African American men. We present race as a
perspective that Whites have of Blacks or African Americans, a perspective that in turn informs
interactions between Whites, and Blacks or African Americans, including interactions with law
enforcement agents.
We propose an application of the group-position model of race relations (Blumer, 1958) and
social identity theory (Hogg, 2006; Hogg & Vaughan, 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) to inform an
understanding of the police shootings of unarmed Black or African American men. Social identity
theory examines the cognitive processes influencing social categorization, social identification, and
social comparison associated with prejudice and discrimination related to perceived group membership. Perceived membership in a group that is evaluated or treated more favorably (i.e., the dominant
group) is seen to enhance social identity with that group. Being evaluated and/or treated less
favorably factors into identifying with a negative social identity—informed by race prejudice and
discrimination. The initial approach to social identity theory was on the positive aspects of group
identity, even for the group targeted for prejudice and discrimination by the dominant group, in that
the former would have access to their identified group to collectively work on enhancing their group
position. Social identity theory has been extended to the group-position model of race relations,
which is a “variant of conflict theory” (Weitzer & Tuch, 2004a, p. 306).
The group-position model of race relations (Blumer, 1958) posits that group interest in maintaining
a dominant position is the driving force that underlies contentious intergroup racial relations. Weitzer
and Tuch (2004a, 2004b) used the group-position model to analyze group relations within social
institutions, with policing being “one such institution” (p. 306). Their findings indicated that Blacks or
African Americans and Latinos were more likely than Whites to report having negative interactions
with police, and different perceptions of police misconduct existed among Blacks or African
Americans, Hispanics, and Whites, with the latter having less negative perceptions.
We offer a postconflict pedagogy (Jansen, 2008) as a practical application of critical race theory,
social identity theory, and the group-position model of race relations in recentering race in our
discourse on the police shootings of unarmed Blacks or African Americans. A postconflict pedagogy
has the potential to create an arena in which police officers and Black or African American men
cross Jansen’s “allegorical bridge” (p. 14) to discuss race, police violence and reconciliation. In his
account of post-Apartheid violence against Blacks by White youth, Jansen outlined three core
messages of what he termed “troubled knowledge” (p. 13) transmission that have remained intact
for many of these young White men: “The first message is about racial exclusivity (we belong by
ourselves); the second is about racial supremacy (we are better than them); and the third is about
racial victimization (we are being targeted by them)” (p. 13). In beginning to redress this problem of
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racially transmitted troubled knowledge and its sequelae, Jansen challenges the post-Apartheid South
African national policies’ neglect in “disrupting the bitter knowledge” transfer (p. 14). He suggests
pedagogical reciprocity in which both sides are prepared to make the move toward each other.
We wondered to what extent attitudes and opinions, and a perceived threat to power, influenced
interactions between Whites, Blacks or African Americans, and law enforcement agents. We asked
the following research questions: Are there differences in race with regard to support for police
violence? Does prejudice regarding reasons for socioeconomic disparities between Blacks or African
Americans and Whites inform supportive attitudes of police violence? Does cultural racism inform
the perceptions that Blacks or African Americans and Whites have of the lived experiences of each
other and their support for police aggression? We hypothesized the following: (1) that race predicts
support for police violence; (2) that racial prejudice is manifested in opinions regarding the reasons
for income, housing, and employment disparities between Blacks or African Americans and Whites;
and (3) and that cultural racism is associated with support for police violence.
Definitions of concepts
Discussions about race and its effects are often diluted and rendered unsound by criticisms about the
way in which the terms are used and the attributions assigned to them. We use Van den Berghe’s
(1967) and Kinloch’s (1974) definitions of race, purposefully reaching beyond the 10-year “rule” in
our citations, to situate the historicity of race in this discourse—understanding that although the
definitions are not static, the basic premise remains. Race is not a biological construct (Gravelee,
2009; Zubaran, 2009) but a social one, with perceived physical differences between racial groups
informing the way we think, behave, and react toward each other.
The term “race” has been identified with physical phenomena and with related terms such as
“physical subpopulation, ethnicity, and human species” (Kinloch, 1974, p. 51). It is also defined by a
perception of the existence of “innate and immutable physical characteristics,” which are “believed to
be intrinsically related to moral, intellectual, and other nonphysical attributes or abilities” (Van den
Berghe, 1967, p. 9). Banton (1967) saw race as a “role sign” (pp. 57–62), and Kinloch (1974) added
that “perceived physical differences are used on the basis of assigning people to particular roles or
tasks in the social order” (p. 52). Hall’s (1997) reference to race as a “signifier” points out how skin
color in addition to physical characteristics becomes a signifier of race. Within this frame, actions
and responses, including those of law enforcement agents, are informed by the concomitant
stereotypes that are attributed to different races or persons whose skin color implies a particular race.
Race continues to exist as a biologic construct for many, despite evidence to the contrary, and for
most, it exists as a social construct imbued with all of the properties that proponents of the biologic
validity of differences in race held (Smedley & Smedley, 2005). In addition, as Kinloch (1974)
indicates, race is “viewed as a reciprocal social definition based upon the perception of physical
differences as significant” (p. 51). These perceptions continue to inform the way we think about each
other, and the way we make sense and meaning of people’s behaviors, which in turn inform the way
in which we think those behaviors ought to be dealt with.
The concepts of racism, prejudice, and discrimination are often used indiscriminately and
interchangeably. We conceptualize racism as the “uncritical acceptance of a negative social definition
of a group as a race on perceived physical grounds along with the legitimacy of the discriminatory
treatment accompanying that definition” (Kinloch, 1974, p. 54). This discriminatory treatment
systematically deprives individuals of equal access to opportunity (Oliver, 2001). Our data analysis
explored the acceptance of negative social definitions of Blacks or African Americans and the ways in
which Americans think about racial equity and reasons for socioeconomic disparities between
Whites and Blacks or African Americans. In addition, we use the term cultural racism, which
Oliver (2001) defines as “the systematic manner in which the White majority has established its
primary cultural institutions to elevate and glorify European physical characteristics, character and
achievement, and to denigrate the physical characteristics, character and achievement of nonwhite
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people” (p. 5). Frederickson (2003) traces the roots of cultural racism to historical attitudes that
perceived racial differences to be immutable.
Prejudice is defined as the “acceptance of negative social definitions without consideration of
their validity in reference to ethnic as well as race groups (Kinloch, 1974, p. 54). Prejudice is an
attitude (Brown, 2004; Kinloch, 1974), and Blumer (1958) identified race-based prejudice as a “sense
of group position” (pp. 1–4). He described four basic types of feeling representing race prejudice in
the dominant group: “(1) a feeling of superiority, (2) a feeling that the subordinate race is
intrinsically different and alien, (3) a feeling of proprietary claim to certain areas of privilege and
advantage, and (4) a fear and suspicion that the subordinate race harbors designs on the prerogatives
of the dominant race.” Kinloch (1974) added that “prejudice is based on a perceived group threat”
(p. 52) to the dominant group’s position. He defined discrimination as “applied prejudice in which
negative social definitions are translated into action and political policy through the subordination of
minorities and deprivation of their political, social, and economic rights” (pp. 53–54). Kinloch
(1974) conceptualized discrimination as “the institutional expression of these attitudes in the social
control of minorities, i.e., institutionalized racism” (pp. 53–54).
We differentiate between ethnicity and race, because the former is often used as a euphemism for
race (Zubaran, 2009). Kinloch (1974) indicates that ethnicity is based “on perceived cultural
differences, such as religion, dress, and nationality” (p. 53). Race and ethnicity are social constructs,
with physical characteristics attributed to both. Kinloch (1974) adds that “it is important to
distinguish analytically between the two concepts” with race being regarded as the broader concept
with “race groups internally differentiated by ethnicity” (p. 53). In addition, he indicates that “a high
level of intraracial ethnic differentiation contributes to the heterogeneity of the general social
situation, making racial problems more complex” (p. 53). The gravity of this complexity underscored
our approach to an authentic discourse on race and its possible implications in the killing of
unarmed African American and Black men in the United States.

Method
Participants
The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, as part of the National
Data Program for the Social Sciences, has been collecting data since 1972 on the opinions, attitudes,
and behaviors of American adults aged 18 and older, living in noninstitutional settings in the United
States (Smith, Marsden, Hout, & Kim, 2014). The data collected through the use of a standard
questionnaire (the General Social Survey [GSS]) also serve the purpose of monitoring social change
in America.
Initially, GSS data were collected only from English-speaking Americans, but since 2006, data
have been collected from both English- and Spanish-speaking Americans. The GSS is administered
by trained interviewers in the respondent’s home or on the telephone and provides information on a
nationally representative sample obtained through multistage probability sampling. Since its inception in 1972 through to 2014, NORC has administered 30 cross-sectional surveys, which were
initially conducted annually but since 1994 have been administered biannually. GSS respondents
are asked a core set of permanent questions at each administration, which include demographic
questions in addition to questions that relate to topical modules to assess participants’ viewpoints on
specific subject areas (Smith, Marsden, Hout, & Kim, 2014).
GSS interviews are conducted in February, March, and April. At the time of submission of our
abstract for publication in this journal, we accessed the 2012 GSS data (the most recent at the time)
to examine a host of variables related to race, racism, critical race theory, social identity theory, and
the group-position model of race relations. These variables include race, prejudice, discrimination,
racism, beliefs about socioeconomic inequities, and attitudes toward police violence.
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Operational definitions of study variables
Race
We used the Office of Management and Budget (Federal Register Notice, October, 1997) guidelines
and the U.S. Census (2010) to define and operationalize the concept race. The Office of Management
and Budget (OMB), in its acceptance of the recommendations of the Interagency Committee for the
Review of Racial and Ethnic Standards, stipulated the use of the following five minimum categories
for data on race: American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black or African American; Native
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander; and White. These revisions were the outcome of a comprehensive review process, and comments were supportive of the Interagency Committee’s recommendation to change the use of the term “Black” to “Black or African American.”
We use the term “Black or African American” throughout our study in keeping with the OMB’s
decision to use this term. In addition, the OMB accepted the Interagency’s recommendation for the
definition of “Black or African American” as “a person having origins in any of the black racial
groups of Africa” (OMB, 1997, p. 9). The OMB also accepted the additional use of terms such as
“Haitian” or “Negro” to designate Blacks or African Americans. The GSS uses the terms Black/
African American as well as “Negro.”
We use the term White as defined and operationalized by the OMB as well. The race category
White is defined as “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle
East, or North Africa” (OMB, 1997, p. 12). The 2010 Census Briefs, a document published by the
U.S. Census Bureau (U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S.
Census Bureau, 2011), included in this definition of White persons who identify as Caucasian, have
Middle Eastern entries such as Arab, Lebanese, and Palestinian, and North African entries such as
Algerian, Moroccan, and Egyptian. We aggregated these data in the GSS study and use the term
White in keeping with the OMB federal standards (OMB, 1997).
In its decision to accept recommendations made by the Interagency Committee recommendations
for collecting data on race and ethnicity, the OMB made two distinctions clear. The one was that the
OMB decisions do not identify or designate certain groups as “minority groups” (OMB, 1997, p. 6).
We also do not use this term because it has negative and pejorative connotations.
The OMB also made clear that the term “nonwhite” is not acceptable for use in the presentation
of any federal government data and is not to be used in any publications or in the text of any report
(OMB, 1997, p. 14). We also do not use the term, but it informs the profiling of the unarmed men of
color shot by the police. Zubaran notes that “swarthiness of complexion, facial features, hair texture
and assumptions about inferior intelligence” (2009, p. 48) serve as race markers and these markers
often are framed in “nonwhite” profiles.
We use the terms Black or African American to represent those who identify racially as Black
and who trace their ancestry to the African continent. We also use both terms as an acknowledgment of the ability of those within the African diaspora to both utilize and respond to
multiple labels, depending on the context (Census, financial aid, friendship, etc.). Labels have
constantly changed throughout history (colored, Negro, Black, Afro-American, AfricanAmerican, African-Caribbean, etc.), but the oppression has remained the same regardless of
which one was used. Knowledge of this reality has enabled a level of comfort with the fluidity
and interchangeability of terminologies.
The GSS, since 2000, has operationalized the variable “race” in keeping with the U.S. Census
approach toward race classification (U.S. Census, 2010). Respondents may select more than one race,
and these data are tabulated based on first, second, and third race mentioned. Since 2002, the race
variable has been imputed based on a computation that includes the first, second, and third race
mentioned, the question on ethnicity that identifies participants’ first, second, and third country of
origin, as well as whether they identify as Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino/a (Smith, Marsden, Hout, &
Kim, 2014, p. 172). This computation results in the GSS “race” variable comprising three categories:
White, Black, and “Other.”
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Ethnicity
The OMB standards indicate that two categories should be used for data on ethnicity: “Hispanic or
Latino” and “Not Hispanic or Latino” (OMB, 1997, p. 12). The OMB accepted the Interagency
Committee’s definition of the term Hispanic or Latino as “A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican,
South or Central American or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race” (OMB, 1997, p. 12).
The Committee suggested the use of the term “Spanish-origin” in addition to Hispanic or Latino.
The ethnicity variable in the GSS includes three questions: two are on “Hispanic-ethnic heritage”
(Smith, Marsden, Hout, & Kim, 2014, appendix D, p. 41), which were asked before the race questions.
The first question asked is: Are you Spanish, Hispanic or Latino/a? If a respondent says yes, they are
asked if they are (1) Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano/Chicana; (2) Puerto Rican; (3) Cuban; (4)
Other Hispanic. The GSS mnemonic for this variable is “Hispanic.” Next, respondents are asked about
the country of family origin. The GSS uses the mnemonic “ethnic” for this question. Respondents are
asked: From what countries or part of the world did your ancestors come? If more than one country is
named, a follow-up question is asked: Which one of these countries do you feel closer to? We have
disaggregated the GSS data on ethnicity to distinguish between Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino/as who
identify as White and those who identify as Black or African American and “Other.” This latter
category is for those participants who identified as neither Black or African American nor White.
We report on the study’s descriptive findings first, followed by bivariate analysis of race and other
critical variables. Four mnemonics—racdif1, racdif2, racdif3, and racdif4, which tapped into opinions regarding the reasons for differences in income, employment, and housing between Blacks or
African Americans and Whites (see Appendix, available online)—reflect racial inequity (Kirwan
Institute for Study of Race and Ethnicity, 2013). Data for this variable were collected by reading the
following statement: On the average (Blacks/African Americans) have worse jobs, income, and
housing than White people. This statement was followed with the question: Do you think these
differences are: (1) Mainly due to discrimination? (2) Because most (Blacks/African Americans) just
don’t have the motivation or will power to pull themselves up out of poverty? (3) Because most
(Blacks/African Americans) don’t have the chance for education that it takes to rise out of poverty?
(4) Because most (Blacks/African Americans) have less in-born ability to learn?
Last, but not least, we conducted a forward logistic regression analysis to determine which independent variables are predictors of approval of police violence (the dependent variable). This variable was
derived from a combination of five questions that were transformed into one dichotomous variable. The
questions included the following: (1) Are there any situations you can imagine in which you would
approve of a policeman striking an adult male citizen (yes/no)? (2) Would you approve of a policeman
striking a citizen who was attempting to escape from custody? (3) Would you approve of a policeman
striking a citizen who was being questioned as a suspect in a murder case? (4) Would you approve of a
policeman striking a citizen who said vulgar and obscene things to the policeman? (5) Would you
approve of a policeman striking a citizen who was attacking the policeman with fists?
The following independent variables were fitted into the regression model with the dependent
variable: (1) race; (2) opinions regarding employment, income, and housing differences between
Blacks or African Americans and Whites represented by the four indicators (discrimination, lack of
an in-born ability to learn, education, and lack of motivation or will power); (3) attitude toward a
close relative marrying a Black or African American; (4) confidence in Congress; (5) and courts
dealing with criminals. We included gender, income, education, and age as control variables.

Results
The sample of 1,974 participants (Table 1), was predominantly White (74.9%, n = 1,477) and nonLatino (86.3%, n = 1,701). Among Whites reporting a country of origin (n = 1,203), the largest
ancestral group was German (19.5%), followed by Irish (16.2%) and English and Welsh (13.2%). The
largest ancestral group among Blacks (n = 233) was African (69.1%) followed by “American Only”
(14.2%). For respondents identifying as “Other” (n = 188), the largest ancestral group was Mexican,
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Table 1. Demographics of GSS respondents (N = 1,974).
Race
Ethnicity
Not Hispanic or Latino
Hispanic or Latino
Sex
Female
Male
Marital status
Married
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Never married
Work status
Full-time
Unemployed/laid off
Religion: Protestant
Political party affiliation: Democrat

White n (%)
1477 (74.8)

Black n (%)
301 (15.2)

Other n (%)
196 (9.9)

Total N (%)
1,974 (100)

1309 (88.8)
168 (11.4)

293 (97.7)
8 (2.7)

99 (50.5)
97 (49.5)

1,701 (86.3)
273 (13.8)

804 (54.4)
673 (45.6)

186 (61.8)
115 (38.2)

98 (50.0)
98 (50.0)

1088 (55.1)
886 (44.9)

719
133
245
44
336

(48.7)
(9.0)
(16.6)
(3.0)
(22.7)

85
24
59
13
120

(28.2)
(8.0)
(19.6)
(4.3)
(39.9)

96
6
13
11
70

(49.0)
(3.1)
(6.6)
(5.6)
(35.7)

900
163
317
68
526

(45.6)
(8.3)
(16.6)
(3.4)
(26.6)

679
69
670
598

(46.0)
(4.7)
(45.5)
(40,5)

131
23
205
243

(43.5)
(7.6)
(68.3)
(80.7)

102
12
41
93

(52)
(6.1)
(21.0)
(47.4)

912
104
916
934

(46.2)
(5.3)
(46.6)
(35.7)

Note. Due to rounding, percentages may not add to 100. Only select work statuses, religion, and political party affiliations are
included.

Mexican American(s), and Chicano/a (24.5%), followed by American Indian (12.8%) and “Other
Spanish” (12.2%). Mexicans, Mexican American, and Chicano/as also represented the largest subgroup among those who identify as Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino/a, followed by Puerto Rican. Of the
269 participants identifying as Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino/a, 61.3% identified themselves as White,
2.6% identified themselves as Black or African American, and 36.1% identified as “Other.”
More than half the respondents (55.1%) were female, with an average age of 48 years, and an average
education of 14 years that included two years of college. Fifty-eight percent were working either full-time
or part-time, most had been married at some point (73.4%), with 45.6% being currently married and
26.6% being never married. Sixty-two percent (n = 1,214) reported a family income of $250,000 or more
in the last year. The average household size was two, and the average number of children was two as well,
with more than a quarter of the sample (27.2%) having no children. Almost half of the respondents were
Protestant (46.6%), and 35.7% identified themselves as Democrat.
Chi-square was used to determine the bivariate relationship between race and approval of police
violence. As indicated in Tables 2, 3, and 4, Whites consistently approved of a police officer striking
a citizen, at higher rates than did Blacks or African Americans and those who identified as “Other.”
Table 2. Ever approve of police striking citizen and race of respondent.
Race of respondent
Ever approve of police striking citizen

Yes
No

Total

Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent

White
717
74.7%
243
25.3%
960
100.0%

Black
104
55.0%
85
45.0%
189
100.0%

Other
59
45.4%
71
54.6%
130
100.0%

Table 3. Approval of police violence when citizen attempting to escape custody.
Race of respondent
Citizen attempting to escape custody

Yes
No

Total

Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent

White

Black

Other

752
79.0%
200
21.0%
952
100.0%

114
59.4%
78
40.6%
192
100.0%

81
61.4%
51
38.6%
132
100.0%
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Table 4. Approval of police violence when citizen attacking policeman with fists.
Race of respondent
Citizen attacking policeman with fists

Yes

Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent
Count
% within race of respondent

No
Total
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White
903
92.1%
77
7.9%
980
100.0%

Black
153
77.3%
45
22.7%
198
100.0%

Other
101
74.3%
35
25.7%
136
100.0%

The association between race and approval of police violence was statistically significant for
responses to “ever” striking an adult male (χ2 = 65.415, df = 2, p <.0001), striking a citizen attempting
to escape custody (χ2 = 44.840, df = 2, p < .0001), and striking a citizen who was attacking a
policeman with fists (χ2 = 62.029, df = 2, p < .0001).
Findings on the question which examined beliefs about the reasons for differences in employment,
income, and housing between Blacks or African Americans and Whites are reported in Table 5. All but
one (education) of the findings was statistically significant. Fifty-percent (n = 619) of respondents
believed the reasons for these socioeconomic differences are due to lack of motivation or will power
(χ2 = 7.722, df = 2, p = .021). Thirty-six percent (n = 445) believed the inequities are due to discrimination
(χ2 = 25.603, df = 2, p < .001), and 9.8% (n = 125) believed the inequities exist because most Blacks or
African Americans have less in-born ability to learn (χ2 = 21.028, df = 2, p < .001).
Finally, logistic regression results indicated (Table 6) that an overall model with five predictors was
statistically reliable in distinguishing between participants who approved of police violence and those

Table 5. Socioeconomic disparities between Blacks or African Americans and Whites.
On the average (Blacks/African Americans) have worse jobs, income, and housing than White people. Do you think these
differences are . . .
Whites (%)
African Americans/Black (%)
Other (%)
Total sample size
Because most (Blacks/African Americans) just don’t have the motivation or will power to pull themselves up out of poverty?
Yes
48.5
50
62.3*
619
No
51.5*
50
37.7
619
N (sample size)
928
196
114
1,238
Because most (Blacks/African Americans) don’t have the chance for education that it takes to rise out of poverty?
Yes
43.1
45.9*
44.8*
552
No
56.9*
54.1
55.2
711
N
953
194
116
1,263
Mainly due to discrimination?
Yes
32.1
51.0*
38.3*
445
No
67.9*
49.0
61.7
803
N
937
196
115
1,248
Because most (Blacks/African Americans) have less in-born ability to learn?
Yes
7.8
13.8*
19.8*
125
No
92.2*
86.2
80.2
1,146
N
960
195
116
1,271
*Observed residuals larger than expected.
Table 6. Regression coefficients predictive of police violence approval.
Race (Whites)
Race (Blacks or African Americans)
Racdif1 (Discrimination)
Racdif2 (Less inborn ability to learn)
Education
Income
Sex (Male)
Constant

B

Wald

df

p

Odds ratio

1.647
.923
−.419
.727
.144
.088
.471
−4.279

24.211
5.549
4.075
4.476
16.015
3.900
5.363
33.145

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

<.000
.018
.044
.034
<.000
.048
.021
.000

5.190
2.516
.658
2.070
1.155
1.092
1.601
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who did not [−2 log likelihood = 605.809, χ2 (7) = 85.710, p < .0001]. Race was the strongest predictor,
with odds ratios for Whites [Exp(B) = 5.190] indicating the largest change in the likelihood of approval of
police violence. Blacks approved of violence against adult males by a factor of 2.516. In addition,
participants were twice as likely to attribute disparities in income, housing, and employment to Blacks
or African Americans having less in-born ability to learn rather than to discrimination and/or lack of
education incurred by poverty. The model correctly classified 71.2% of the cases.
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Discussion
In summary, most GSS participants were White, with Germany being the primary country of origin.
Among Blacks or African Americans, the primary country of origin was Africa, and among those
identified as “Other,” their primary country of origin was Mexico. Slightly more than two-thirds of
those reporting as Hispanic or Latino ethnic heritage identified as Mexican, Mexican American, and
Chicano/a. Our demographics reflect statistics provided by the Business Insider (O’Connor, Lubin, &
Spector, 2013), which indicates that Germans make up the largest ancestral group in the United States.
The bivariate analyses indicate that Americans differ along racial lines in their perceptions of the
reasons for socioeconomic differences in income, employment, and housing between Blacks or
African Americans and Whites. The latter did not see these differences as being primarily related
to discrimination, yet the former were more likely to locate the reasons for their income, employment, and housing disparities in discrimination. Education is a marker of the extent to which a
nation is fulfilling its promise of being a true democracy. Although the differences in perceptions
between Blacks or African Americans and Whites are not statistically significant on education, this
finding indicates that Whites did not regard education or the lack thereof as being a factor related to
the enduring socioeconomic differences between them and Blacks or African Americans.
The constructions of race, class, and gender are not stagnant, but instead are reified in macro-,
mezzo-, and micro-level relationships (Schulz & Mullings, 2006). Mullings (1997) and Collins (2000)
add that these classifications are themselves raced, gendered, and classed in their production and
maintenance. The concept of race has changed over time, but the meanings associated with race have
not changed. Difficulty in measuring the unique and specific contribution of race did not render the
endeavor to isolate race and its unique contribution to explaining attitudes toward Blacks or African
Americans impossible. This study successfully measured race as a single variable in public opinion.
Research findings present race as a perspective that Whites have of Blacks or African Americans,
which in turn is manifested in macrolevel institutions, such as law enforcement. Study findings
illustrate Whites are significantly (p < .001) more likely than Blacks or African Americans to approve
of police aggression whether or not the citizen tried to escape arrest or attacked the policemen.
Multivariate analyses also showed that even after controlling for age, gender, income, and
education, race was still a primary factor influencing approval of police violence against adult
males. Combining class, race, and gender without assessing the influence of race as a key predictor
variable mutes how race continues to be used to inform the contexts of these interlocking oppressions. The contexts of race and these interlocking oppressions are products of how the United States
has navigated, problematized, and maintained a status quo of diversity in relationship to “belonging”
(Hooks, 2009, p. 3). The trajectory of Black citizenship in the United States exemplifies these
contexts and how they have been maintained (Snowden, 2015). Blacks or African Americans were
granted citizenship in 1866 through the 14th Amendment (Lee, 2010). However, they continue to be
barred from the necessities and entitlements that citizenship status provides (Snowden, 2015),
including unbiased treatment from law enforcement agents (Weitzer & Tuch, 2004). Thus, the
attitude held by Whites, that of being in greater support of police aggression than Blacks or
African Americans, is the judicial and legislative footprint of historic and contemporary inequities
among Black or African American communities in the United States.
These inequities also translate into health (Gravelee, 2009), and incarceration (NAACP, 2013)
disparities for Black or African American communities. Blacks or African Americans make up 13%
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of the United States population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015), yet they are disproportionately represented among HIV/AIDS and incarcerated populations. Blacks or African Americans accounted for
44% of all new HIV infections in 2010 (CDC, 2014) and in 2011, 49% or almost half of all new AIDS
diagnoses (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2013). In addition, Blacks or African Americans account for 1
million of the 2.3 million people incarcerated in the United States (NAACP, 2013). Inherent in these
data are indicators of a serious burden being shouldered by Blacks or African Americans in a
country with a long history of apportioning resources based on the constructions of gender and class
norms that are exacerbated by raced ideologies.
The statistics regarding the negative toll of the myriad macrolevel arrangements on the life
experiences of Blacks or African Americans are telling. Black or African American men lead all
other race and gender groups in incarceration rates, HIV infection, homicide rates, poverty levels,
and diagnosed learning disorders (Noguera, 2003; Tucker & Dixon, 2009). The data from the first
decade of this millennium are disheartening, and the troubling trajectory begins at a very young age.
Studies from a variety of disciplines consistently suggest that racism is a key contributing factor and
a common denominator in explaining the disproportionate manner in which Black or African
American males are impacted by these systems (Bent-Goodley, 2003; Gabbidon & Peterson, 2006;
Leary, 2005; Tucker & Dixon, 2009).

Conclusion
The recent developments in Charleston, South Carolina, where nine African American churchgoers
were murdered by a 21-year-old White male underscore the critical need to recenter race in
discussion of social justice. According to a survivor of this massacre, alleged perpetrator, Dylann
Roof, justified the killings because Black or African American people are “raping our women and
taking over our country” (Corasaniti, Perez-Pena & Alvarez, 2015, p. 18). This line of thinking
connects with Jansen’s (2008) model of transmission of “troubled knowledge” and broadens its
understanding from a South African context to a United States context as well.
The common historical and contemporary denominator for these two countries is the issue of race,
giving further credence to the legitimacy of bringing this racialization to the forefront. Although there
was no overt interaction with law enforcement agents in the Charleston situation, we wonder to what
extent the social environment that enables such an occurrence in an Emanuel AME Church is the same
as the social environment that permitted a White police officer, in McKinney, Texas, to slam a 14-yearold Black or African American teenaged girl into the ground and to draw his gun on her friends who
came to her defense. We wonder how the police killings of Eric Garner, John Crawford, Michael
Brown, Ezell Ford, Levar Jones, Akai Gurley, and 12-year-old Tamir Rice, within a four-month period,
are being made sense of in a country with a history of racial antipathy. Social media and smart phones
have given birth to a new generation of civil rights activists who are not dependent on mass meetings
to collectively analyze the events occurring daily. Modern-day activists take to Twitter and Facebook,
supplanting titillating headline news, providing a substantive and meaningful inquiry and discourse on
race and law enforcement. As a result of a long history of Blacks or African Americans being in close
proximity to societal dis-ease, there exists within these communities, a collective gnawing “knowing”
that the next incident is right around the corner.
Lawrence et al. (2009) suggest that race equity may be one of the ways to remedy race-based
injustice. They regard racial equity as being the substantive alternative to structural racism, a social
outcomes “picture” in which race is not consistently associated with privilege and disadvantage.
From their perspective, the goal of racial equity is to produce fairness and social justice—race would
no longer be a factor in the assessment of merit or in the distribution of opportunity. Systems of
dominance, however, uphold structural racism, and more is required than declaring racial equity and
have it replace structural racism to bring about equity. Our experience of oppression makes us think
there is a whole lot more involved. We envisage a society where race is not a factor in the
distribution of opportunity or resources or in the assessment of merit and character. When Dr.
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King proclaimed a similar vision for the United States, what followed was an era of color-blind
racism. At this juncture we will pursue additional opportunities to develop and name an approach
that combines critical race theory, social identity theory, and the group position model and go
beyond what the three so far have had to offer.
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