Violence in America: Professor James M. Byrne
         Lecture 3: Murder in America
In this lecture, we will cover the following topics:

· murder and the media

· murder trends and statistics

· the characteristics of homicide offenders and victims

· the motivation and situational context of murder

· typologies of homicide offenses and offenders

· the drop in the clearance rates for homicide
Introduction: Murder in the Media and in the Real World
        The crime of murder has always been a topic that demanded media attention, in large part because the public seems to love to watch, read about, talk about, and argue about who murdered whom, how they did it, why they did it, and whether they can and should be punished for it. Unfortunately, the media’s portrayal of homicide is often distorted in a number of critical areas, because only the most celebrity-based and/or horrific murder cases receive media attention. Consider, for example, the publicity surrounding the murder trials of Robert Blake (star of the Baretta tv series and a child star in the tv show, Spanky and Our Gang), or ex-pro football star O.J. Simpson. In both cases, these men were charged with murdering their wives; neither was convicted, which many have attributed to the ability of celebrities to buy the “best defense”. In reality, acquittal after indictment for murder is unusual in a murder case and may have left the impression with the public that it is easy to get away with murder, even when you are arrested. As we will discuss later in this chapter, that’s simply not true. In this regard, the outcome of the Scott Peterson case is much more typical, at least in terms of trial outcome( he was found guilty of first degree murder). What was decidedly not typical is that a defendant in a murder trial can afford to hire expensive private counsel. 
             The media is also likely to focus on women who kill, even though the vast majority of murderers are men. Pam Smart received national coverage when it was revealed that she convinced two of her students in a small New Hampshire town to kill her husband. The fact that she was having an affair with one of the students certainly helped push the story to the forefront. Since the motive for murdering her husband (money, possessions) appears to be atypical, this was indeed an exceptional case. Similarly, the trials of both Susan Smith and Andrea Yates for murdering their children highlighted horrific acts that actually occur quite rarely. For example, of the 14,121 murders in 2004, only 401 involved child victims under the age of 4; in 2004, there were 121 cases where a mother was arrested for killing her child , which represents about 30 percent of these child murder cases. Through the years, we have also seen a number of highly publicized cases (involving babysitters killing children (In Massachusetts, there was the Mathew Eapon case a few years ago, which involved a British nanny). However, this type of murder is very rare: in 2004, there were only 17 cases of this kind nationwide. While even one murder of a young child is horrific, my point is that the media portrays these crimes as happening more often than do happen; and they portray women as the likely offender, which is inaccurate.
                The media always covers home grown mass murderers (a mass murderer is someone who kills a number of people at one point in time):  do you recall the media frenzy surrounding Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold at Columbine and the Virginia Tech massacre? In addition, terrorism threats—particularly domestic—are now popular topics for both the TV news – in part because both the Oklahoma City and 9/11 tragedies were major media events-- and the TV entertainment industry—how many of you have watched the full six seasons of 24? It can be argued that this coverage by both news and entertainment has blurred the reality of the terrorist threat and our ability to prevent these acts. For many viewers, Jack Bauer does exist, which is reassuring.
                And of course, the popularity of CSI underscores the public’s fascination with serial killers( a serial killer is someone who kills several people over several discrete time periods, which may last  months or even several years), which the media caters to with a seemingly endless stream of serial murderers, from Charles Manson, to John Wayne Gacey, Jeffrey Dahmer and Ted Bundy. We even have a new tv series, Dexter, which features a serial killer who ONLY targets other serial killers, putting a unique spin on the concept, justifiable homicide. Recently, we have introduced a new term, spree killers( a spree killer murders 3 or more people at different locations but within a very short time period), in order to distinguish the relatively short crime/murder spree of Lee Malvo and     , who the media call the Beltway Murderers, because that was the specific location of all but one of their known murders.
            Massachusetts has seen its share of notorious murderers, with the Charles Stewart murder case probably leading the way in most people’s minds locally( Stewart killed his wife, who was eight months pregnant at the time, and then shot himself in the side, claiming that a black man was responsible; he later committed suicide by jumping off a bridge in Boston because he knew he was about to be arrested). And of course, alleged serial killer and known organized crime boss Whitey Bulger (he has been indicted for seventeen separate murders) has received ongoing local and national media attention, especially given his ability to remain free despite sitting atop the FBI’s most wanted list for several years now, and the revelation that he was an FBI informant during the time when he allegedly committed these murders. The recent release of the movie, The Departed, is widely believed to be based loosely on the life and times of Bulger, which only fueled the media’s frenzy to find out Bulger’s location. “Where’s Whitey?” is a question that is always an easy topic of discussion—and media focus-- around Boston.
            The sad reality is that the general public—and by extension, the media-- does not really appear to be that interested in the typical murder that occurs in this country, because these murders are (1) usually committed in sections of the city where they do not live or visit or even drive through; and (2) both the offenders and the victims of most homicides are people they do not know personally or professionally and thus do not really care about. As demonstrated in the review of official murder statistics available from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting system, and the Supplemental Homicide Reports the FBI also collect and analyze, murder is a crime that occurs disproportionately in a small number of economically distressed poverty pocket areas; it is also typically a crime involving individuals who know one another and who are involved in some type of ongoing dispute; and both offenders and victims are disproportionately poor, male, minority group members who have been involved—and may continue to be involved—in the juvenile and/or adult corrections system.
1. Murder by the numbers-the official statistics
                        The following summary is drawn from the FBI’s Annual Report, Crime in the United States: 2004. For students interested in reviewing the statistical tables on which my summary is based in more detail, I recommend that you go to the link below and read the violent crime section. For everyone else, I think you will find that I’ve highlighted the most important findings from this report. 

http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius_04/offenses_reported/violent_crime/index.html
*Nationwide Trends: Homicide levels were 3.5% lower in 2004 than they were 5 years earlier, and 25.3 % lower than they were ten years ago. An estimated 16,137 persons were murdered nationwide in 2004, a decline of 2.4 percent from the 2003 figure. 
Nationwide, the 2004 data yielded an estimated rate of 5.5 murders per 100,000 inhabitants, a 3.3-percent decline from the 2003 rate and a 0.8-percent decrease compared with the 2000 rate. In addition, the 2004 rate was 33.2 percent lower than the national murder rate for 1995. 
So what does this mean? It means that both in terms of the total number of homicides and the homicide rate(HR= number of homicides divided by the general population x 100,000) , this type of violence is on the decline. In fact, our current homicide rate is about the same today as it was in 1970 ---I was 16 that year. However, our rate of homicide was significantly lower in the 1960’s. 
*Regional variations in homicide: The UCR Program divides the United States into four regions: the Northeast, the Midwest, the South, and the West. Following the same pattern as overall violent crime, Murders are more likely to occur in the South than other regions of the country. The northeast region has the distinction of being the region of the country with the lowest murder rate. Why do you think homicide varies by region in this way?
The Northeast 

In 2004, the Northeast accounted for 18.6 percent of the Nation’s population and 14.1 percent of the estimated number of murders. With an estimated 2,269 murders, the Northeast registered a 1.9-percent decline when compared with the 2003 estimate. The offense rate for this region was estimated at 4.2 murders per 100,000 residents, a 2.1-percent decline compared with the 2003 rate. 
The Midwest

The Midwest accounted for 22.4 percent of the United States’ total population and 19.3 percent of the estimated number of murders that occurred in 2004. There were an estimated 3,109 murders in this region, a figure 3.4 percent lower than the 2003 estimate. The Midwest experienced a murder rate of 4.7 offenses per 100,000 inhabitants, a 3.9-percent decrease from the 2003 rate. 
The South

The Nation’s most populous region, the South, accounted for 36.1 percent of the total population in 2004. Forty-three (43.0) percent of the estimated number of murders were reported in this region. The estimated 6,942 murders reflected a 3.7-percent decline when compared with the previous year’s figure. The region posted an estimated rate of 6.6 murders per 100,000 in population, a 5.0-percent decline from the 2003 rate. Do you believe that this is evidence of a subculture of violence in the South? There are a number of criminologists that would make this claim.
The West:Twenty-three percent of the Nation’s inhabitants lived in the West in 2004, and 23.7 percent of the estimated number of murders were reported in this region. The West was the only region of the country in which the number increased (0.8 percent) from 2003 to 2004 for an estimated 3,817 murders. This region experienced a murder rate (5.7 offenses per 100,000 inhabitants) that remained virtually unchanged from the 2003 rate.
* Seasonal Trends in Homicide: Murders are more likely to occur in the summer months, with August being the peak month. Apparently, heat waves are dangerous in more ways than sun damage and heat strokes.
* Community Size and Homicide:  It probably will not surprise you to find out that murder is disproportionately an urban phenomenon. The further away you move from large urban areas, the lower your risk of being involved in a homicide—either as an offender or a victim. Why do you think this type of violence is so much more likely in large than in small cities?
 An examination of the 2004 data showed that cities collectively had a rate of 6.6 murders per 100,000 residents. The largest cities (those with 250,000 and over in population) experienced the highest rate among the city population groups (12.5 murders per 100,000 inhabitants). The smallest cities (those under 10,000 in population) had the lowest murder rate (2.4 offenses per 100,000 inhabitants).
 Of course, it is important to remember that this type of violence is a rare event, even in our largest cities. More importantly, within these large cities, there are a small number of high risk neighborhoods where the probability of homicide offending/victimization is significantly higher than the rest of the city. In Boston, for example, U-mass Lowell Criminology Professor April Pattavina and her colleagues—yes, I was one—have identified approximately thirty of the city’s 144 neighborhoods as “high risk” areas with higher than average crime rates and arrest rates. When a homicide occurs in Boston, it is likely located in one of these areas, which are characterized by low income, and high minority concentration. For those of you who are interested, a link to our article—which includes a Boston “crime map” is provided below:
http://faculty.uml.edu/jbyrne/crimeanddelinquencyarticle.pdf
2. A Detailed Assessment of Homicide: Who, What, When, Where, and Why
Of the estimated 16,137 murders that occurred in the United States in 2004, law enforcement agencies contributing data to the UCR Program submitted Supplementary Homicide Reports for 14,121 of the murders. An overview of the information gleaned from these supplemental reports follows.

* Who are the victims of homicide?: overall, the most likely victims of homicide were adults (9 out of 10 homicide victims), males ( almost 8 out of 10 homicide victims), and whites ( 1 out of 2 homicide victims). However, it is important to keep in mind that blacks were significantly overrepresented among homicide victims: blacks represent approximately 16% of the current U.S. population, but 47.6% of all homicide victims. Why do you think blacks make up a disproportionate percentage of all homicide victims?
* Who is the homicide Offender? Overall, the typical homicide offender is an adult (9 of 10 known offenders) black (1 of 2 known offenders) male (9 of 10 known offenders).
Data from single victim/single offender incidents showed that 92.2 percent of black victims were murdered by black offenders, and 84.8 percent of white victims were murdered by white offenders. What—if anything—does this finding about the race of offenders and victims of homicide generally being the same—suggest about homicide?
*Weapons used to commit homicide: In 7 of every 10 homicide, a firearm was used to commit the crime. Not surprisingly, the most common type of firearm used was a handgun (almost 8 of every 10 firearm-related homicides involved a handgun). To many observers, one possible cause of our current homicide problem is that too many people—and also the “wrong” people—currently have guns in this country. This is a topic discussed in detail in Chapter 13 of the text, Criminal Violence, by Riedel and Welsh.
*Victim/Offender Relationships in Homicide:  3 out of 4 homicide victims knew their killers; only 1 out of 4 was killed by a stranger. Obviously, this suggests that we have more to fear from people we know than from strangers. However, it is important to keep in mind that we do not have complete data available on victim-offender relationships. Of the homicides for which law enforcement provided supplemental data to the UCR Program, the victim-offender relationship was unknown for 44.1 percent of the victims.
 Among the incidents in which the victims knew their killers, 29.8 percent were murdered by family members and 70.2 percent were killed by acquaintances. The 2004 data also revealed that 33.0 percent of female victims were killed by their husbands or boyfriends, while only 2.7 percent of the male victims were slain by their wives or girlfriends. 
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1 Relationship is that of victim to offender.
2 Due to rounding, the percentages may not add up to 100.0
NOTE: Figures are based on 14,121 murder victims for whom Supplementary Homicide Report Data were received.

 

*Situational Context of Homicide: why they killed
 Take a look at the following table from the FBI’s recent report on violent crime/murder in the United States:

Murder Circumstances, 2000-2004

	Circumstances
	2000
	20011
	2002
	2003
	2004

	Total
	13,230
	14,061
	14,263
	14,465
	14,121

	Felony type total:
	2,229
	2,364
	2,340
	2,385
	2,089

	  Rape
	58
	61
	44
	43
	36

	  Robbery
	1,077
	1,080
	1,111
	1,061
	988

	  Burglary
	76
	80
	97
	94
	77

	  Larceny-theft
	23
	17
	16
	21
	14

	  Motor vehicle theft
	25
	22
	15
	32
	38

	  Arson
	81
	71
	59
	77
	28

	  Prostitution and commercialized vice
	6
	5
	8
	16
	9

	  Other sex offenses
	10
	7
	8
	10
	14

	  Narcotic drug laws
	589
	575
	664
	679
	554

	  Gambling
	12
	3
	5
	6
	7

	  Other - not specified
	272
	443
	313
	346
	324

	Suspected felony type
	60
	72
	66
	87
	117

	Other than felony type total:
	6,871
	7,073
	7,185
	7,130
	6,972

	  Romantic triangle
	122
	118
	129
	98
	97

	  Child killed by babysitter
	30
	37
	39
	27
	17

	  Brawl due to influence of alcohol
	188
	152
	149
	128
	139

	  Brawl due to influence of narcotics
	99
	118
	85
	53
	98

	  Argument over money or property
	206
	198
	203
	220
	218

	  Other arguments
	3,589
	3,618
	3,577
	3,850
	3,758

	  Gangland killings
	65
	76
	75
	114
	95

	  Juvenile gang killings
	653
	862
	911
	819
	804

	  Institutional killings
	10
	8
	12
	13
	17

	  Sniper attack
	8
	7
	10
	2
	1

	  Other - not specified
	1,901
	1,879
	1,995
	1,806
	1,728

	Unknown
	4,070
	4,552
	4,672
	4,863
	4,943


1 The murder and nonnegligent homicides that occurred as a result of the events of September 11, 2001, are
not included
           As you can see from the table above, the most common reason people are killed is an argument/dispute, usually with an acquaintance or family member, over money or property ( 44.4% of all murders fall into this category). Does this surprise you? The next most common reason for homicide is that it was done during the commission of another felony, such as a forcible rape, robbery, or burglary (about 1 in 5 murders fall into this group).And contrary to what you often hear from Mayors, Police Commissioners, and community leaders, gangs can only be directly linked to homicide in about 1 in 10 cases where we know the circumstances surrounding the murder. This suggests that strategies that target gangs are likely to have little or no impact on a city’s overall homicide rate, because gang behavior is—at best—only part of a community’s violence problem. We will return to this point in a later lecture.
One important caveat: The supplemental homicide data showed that the circumstances were unknown for 35.0 percent of the murders that occurred in 2004.If all of these homicides were gang related, then we would be seriously underestimating the extent of gang involvement in homicides using the Supplemental Homicide Data I have just summarized. But we just do not know. 
* Gender Differences in Homicide Offending: Are men who kill different than women who kill?
·        According to Jennifer Schwartz( the author of chapter 8 in your DeLisi and Conis text) there are  important differences between women who kill and men who kill that are worth careful consideration:
· (1) Perhaps the most crucial gender difference in homicide offending is in whom women and men kill--Overwhelmingly, females kill family members – almost 60%.In comparison, about 13% of men’s homicides are against intimates and 3% are against children

· (2)There is little evidence that women have become more violent over the past 25 years

·  (3)Women’s homicide patterns are marked by victims who are closest to them – partners and children; only rarely do women kill strangers. For this reason, female homicide offending usually takes place in her and/or the victim’s home – male homicides are more likely to occur in public places

· (4)Men often kill over matters that appear to be trivial – minor insults or minimal physical contact – yet these challenges are viewed by participants as requiring a response in order to defend one’s masculinity, particularly if the offenders are involved in street culture

· (5)When a man kills his partner it’s rarely out of mortal fear but usually in response to jealousy or other control motive

· (6)Men and women kill in ways that uniquely reflect their gender roles and related social positions – as such the context of homicide differs substantially by gender

· (7)Communities marked by social disorganization cause both women and men to be more susceptible to dealing with problems via the use of violence (even if the targets of aggression differ)

· (8)Because female homicide is so intertwined with male homicide, solutions that address the structural conditions associated with violence should apply equally well to females and males

*When killing is not murder: Criminal vs. Excusable, and Justifiable Homicide

               In this class, our focus is on the subgroup of homicides covered by the legal definition of criminal homicide, which includes two types of manslaughter (involuntary and voluntary) and three types of murder (felony, first degree and second degree).However, there are two other groups of homicide that can be identified: excusable and justifiable homicide. Excusable homicide includes accidental or unintentional killings. According to a recent review by Alvarez and Bachman(2003:12),  a killing is ruled excusable when it is determined that the killers did not act with negligence( which would be a type of manslaughter). A recent, local example are the drivers of the two vehicles who hit the woman and two young children as they stood in the middle of the road on route 495 outside of Lowell; it is excusable because it was an unavoidable situation. In fact, this particular case was apparently a case of double murder and suicide by the aunt of the two young children; at this time, it is still not clear why she acted as she did—but we do know that it was bizarre behavior: the aunt stripped herself and the children naked and then ran onto the highway.

               Justifiable homicides are killings that are viewed as not criminal homicide because they occurred while an individual was defending themselves or others. For example, when police use lethal force appropriately, it is not murder. Similarly, when a private citizen—you or I, for example—use lethal force to defend ourselves and/or our family, it is not murder. How often does someone die in these two situations? During 2004, law enforcement agencies provided supplemental data for 666 justifiable homicides. A breakdown of those figures revealed that law enforcement officers justifiably killed 437 felons and private citizens justifiably killed 229 felons. 

According to the FBI, certain willful killings must be reported as justifiable, or excusable. In the UCR Program, justifiable homicide is defined as and limited to:

· The killing of a felon by a peace officer in the line of duty.

· The killing of a felon, during the commission of a felony, by a private citizen.

Because these killings are determined through law enforcement investigation to be justifiable, they are tabulated separately from the murder and non-negligent manslaughter classification. By definition, these violent deaths are not “counted” as homicides, but it is worth considering what changes in the utilization of “justifiable killings” by either the police or private citizens might reveal. What is your view?
3. Typologies of Murder :
        There are a variety of ways to think about and classify different types of murder. Recently, the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime developed a typology of murder focusing on the motivations of murderers .According to the FBI, the four primary types of homicide are: (1) criminal enterprise homicide,(2) personal cause homicide, (3) sexual homicide,  and (4) group cause homicide. You can find out more detail about how this classification system is being used today by visiting the FBI website below. For those of you who watch such TV shows as Criminal Minds, this type of classification system is one step in the profiling technique highlighted in this program. 
http://www.fbi.gov/hq/isd/cirg/ncavc.htm#top
       In Chapter 11 of the Violent Offenders text, Eric Beaurregard reviews the latest research on one category of the FBI homicide classification, sexual homicide. The key findings from this review are highlighted below(just click on the picture and you will find a power point summary of this chapter):



In addition to talking about the motivations of murderers, it is also useful to discuss ways in which the act itself can be classified, such as child murders, felony murders, serial murders, mass murders, and spree murders. In Chapter 5 of our Criminal Violence text, Riedel and Welsh highlight what we currently know about serial homicides. They emphasize that despite the media hype, it appears that the number of serial killers living among us—and killing—is exceedingly low. One study( Jenkins, 1994) estimates that there were 70 serial murderers in the United States in 2004; these 70 individuals killed 141 people in that year. This is only 1 percent of 14,121 murders that took place in 2004! Another researcher (fisher, 1997) claims this estimate is too high and that there are probably about 10 serial killers out there among us in any given year. With the current U.S. population of 300,000,000, the search for serial killers is clearly going to be a challenge, especially given the difficulty in distinguishing serial killers from the general population, according to the research by Northeastern University criminologists, James Fox and Jack Levin (1999).
       Of course, Riedel and Welsh point out that it is possible that these estimates are incorrect and that there are many more serial killers out there. Consider the following: only about 60% of the 14,121 reported homicides in 2004 resulted in an arrest, which leaves over 5000 unsolved murders in 2004 alone. What if a significant number of these murders—say, for the sake of argument 3000—were committed by serial murderers? Using the same assumption as the researchers I cited earlier—that each serial killer committed at least 2 murders per year—we could have 1,500 serial killers among us, not 10 or 70! What do YOU think about this? Are serial killers responsible for 1 % or 20-25% of all homicides each year? And based on your assessment, how much time, effort, and police resources would you be willing to spend to catch these serial killers? 
4. Catching Murderers: The Role of the Police
                         One of the most interesting “facts” included in chapter 5 of our Criminal Violence text is included on page 91 in figure 5.1: arrest clearances for the crime of murder have dropped significantly over the past 50 years. In 1960, 92.3 percent of all reported homicides resulted in an arrest clearance, but by 2004 only 62.6 percent of all reported homicides were successfully cleared. What is going on here? Are murderers getting that much better at avoiding detection? Or are police today just not as good at catching murderers as police were back in 1960?

                        Law enforcement agencies reporting crime to the UCR Program can clear, or “close,” the offense in one of two ways: by arrest or, when elements beyond the control of law enforcement prevent the agency from arresting and formally charging the offender, by exceptional means. (Additional information regarding clearances is provided in Section III, Offenses Cleared.) Of all the crime categories, murder typically has the highest percentage of clearances. This trend continued in 2004 as law enforcement cleared 62.6 percent of the murders that occurred in the Nation. In the Nation’s regions, law enforcement in the Northeast cleared 66.0 percent of their murders; agencies in the South and West cleared 65.7 percent and 58.3 percent, respectively; and law enforcement in the Midwest cleared 58.1 percent of their murder offenses.
                       Clearance data for the Nation’s cities, metropolitan counties, and non-metropolitan counties revealed that law enforcement agencies in these population groups cleared 61.2 percent, 64.4 percent, and 74.2 percent, respectively, of their murder offenses in 2004. Of the city population groups, law enforcement in cities with populations of 10,000 to 24,999 cleared the highest percentage of their homicides (74.4 percent), and law enforcement in the largest cities (those with 250,000 or more inhabitants) cleared the lowest proportion (58.0 percent). Why do you think police in large cities have the lowest clearance rates? In Boston, the clearance rate for homicide last year was 38%, one of the lowest clearance rates for any major U.S. city. If you were in Boston Police Commissioner Ed Davis’s large shoes, what would you do to address the problem in Boston?
