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ABSTRACT

An abstract of the dissertation of Joy DeGruy Leary for the Doctor of Philosophy

in Social Work and Social Research presented August 8, 2001.

Title: A Dissertation on African American Male Youth Violence: "Trying to Kill

the Part of You that Isn’t Loved”

This dissertation is based on Sociocultural Theory, Social Learning Theory
and Trauma Theory, as well as a new theoretical framework (Post Traumatic Slave
Syndrome) which takes into account multigenerational trauma. Five research
questions involving independent variables believed to predict violent behavior in
African American male youth were investigated. The first three questions
addressed stressors experienced by African Americans: violence witnessing,
violence victimization, and daily urban hassles. The fourth and fifth questions
concerned the sociocultural characteristics of racial socialization and prosocial
attitudes toward respect. Participants were 200 African American male youth
residing in inner Northeast Portland, Oregon who were recruited from four
organizations: The Portland House of Umoja residential facility, McLaren Youth
Correctional Facility, Donald E. Long Youth Correctional Facility and the Bridge

Builders Gentlemen’s Rites of Passage Program. The study included two groups of



African American male youth ages 14 to 18, 100 of whom were incarcerated and
100 of whom were non-incarcerated.

All five independent variables significantly predicted use of violence in
separate regression equations. Multiple regression analyses revealed that the
strongest predictor of the use of violence was victimization extent which alone
accounted for 43.3% of the total variance in use of violence. In the second step of
the regression, witnessing was added to the equation which increased the explained
variance to 49.2%. The third and final step added prosocial attitudes toward
respect to the regression accounting for a total of 51.2% of the variance of the
extent of the use of violence. Variables excluded from the final regression
equation were racial socialization and urban hassles which failed to significantly
increase the prediction of the criterion variable of extent of use of violence. The
data provide evidence that trauma characteristics of absent mothers, witnessing
violence, experiencing violence, and feeling disrespected by others are key factors
that can provide practitioners a better lens to use in assessment and treatment
planning than the current response of punishment and incarceration for displays of

violent behavior.
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW

Definitions and Scope of the Problem
Under Study

The origins of violence among African Americans are linked to their
experience of American chattel slavery. While the existence of slavery in any
society has proven to be a destructive and tragic experience for those who suffered
at the hands of their captors, the impact of American chattel slavery on Africans
was eminently more devastating. Unlike other societies where slavery existed, the
American slavery experience was exclusively based on the notion of racial
inferiority. According to Morris (1996) Africans were considered to be
"presumed” or "natural slaves" based on their skin color. They were also referred
to as "thinking property” and inherently "rightless persons.” The institution of
slavery was intrinsically linked with violence, since through the primary
instrumentation of violence, aggression, and dehumanization the institution of
slavery was enacted, legislated, and perpetuated by European Americans.

The direct relationship between the slave experience of African Americans
and the current major social problem of African American male youth violence is

difficult to empirically substantiate, given the passage of time and the practical



issues that arise. Yet we know from research conducted on other groups that
experienced oppression and trauma (Danieli, 1998) that survivor syndromes exist
and are pervasive in the human development of second and third generation
offspring. The characteristics of the survivor syndrome include: stress, self-
doubt, problems with aggression, and a number of psychological and interpersonal
relationship problems with family members and others.

It stands to reason that the African American experience carries with it a
host of stressors that are compounded when the issue of poverty is added. The
"American Dream," historically promised economic prosperity to anyone who
simply worked hard; however, slavery relegated Africans to an inferior status and
barred this group from ever having access to the dream. The dismantling of
slavery suggested that African Americans were now allowed the opportunity to
achieve the "American Dream," yet Jim Crow laws enacted a system of
discrimination against African Americans eliminating access to jobs, housing,
education, and other survival needs (Long, 1985). Jim Crow laws were enforced
from the 1800s until 1954 when the United States Supreme Court ruled them
illegal. This was followed by policies enacted to promote integration which
accelerated in the 1960s. The practice of integration was designed to correct past
injustices by allowing for equal opportunity for all Americans regardless of race.
When blacks began to move into previously exclusive white communities and
neighborhoods, whites began moving out. This is frequently referred to as "white

flight," and with the flight went many financial resources. During segregation,



blacks were able to create and sustain stable businesses largely due to their having
a guaranteed body of customers. They started their own newspapers, savings and
loans, funeral homes, insurance companies, and beauty and cosmetic businesses
that served black clientele. With integration, what happened to this prosperity?
Integration was a good idea that was never sincerely embraced by the larger
society and produced an even wider economic gulf that has continued into the
present day. Given the stressors associated with perpetual marginalization, the
widening economic disparities between African Americans and European
Americans, and the lack of access to overcoming the differential opportunity
structures, the rise of African American male violence may be a symptom or side
effect of deprivation, social oppression and the remaining influence of slavery.

This dissertation examines the relationship between current and historical
stressors unique to economically disadvantaged African American male youth by
investigating issues of respect, racial socialization, and the presence of violence
among two groups: incarcerated violent African American male youth, and non-
incarcerated non-violent African American male youth.

The issue of respect has been an important theme amongst African
American males, particularly given the historical disrespect they have experienced
from European Americans beginning with slavery and continuing to the present
day. Racial socialization of African American male youth by their parents or
family about the existence of racism has also had historical roots linking back to

the survival of blacks during and after the advent of slavery. The ubiquitous
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presence of racism in the current society has made it necessary to continue looking
at behavioral reactions of black male youth with respect to these two factors.
Perceived or real disrespect, coupled with little or no racial socialization, may lead
to the use of violence by black male youth. The study seeks to determine whether
the key study variables of levels of issues of respect and racial socialization are
related to their use of violence. The research is based on the premise that reliance
of the youth on violence and their association with violent subcultures are examples
of adaptive and protective mechanisms. These mechanisms reflect social,
psychological, behavioral, and emotional reactions that comprise a set of
unworkable responses by black youth coping with the realities, consequences, and
broad implications of social oppression. This system cannot be explained by any
single theoretical model alone, but is best understood by combining traditional and
contemporary theories of human behavior into one comprehensive explanatory
framework, and revealing their interrelationships.

Mattaini, Twyman, Chin, and Lee (1996) defined violent behaviors among
youth as having multiple motivators described as "multiple response classes.” The
researchers stated, "the topography of violent acts varies tremendously (e.g.,
threats, physical attack, the use of weapons, state-sponsored terrorism)" (p. 79).
Youth violence may be a function of a learned response to a traumatic event, or
social and economic deprivation, or it may be a means to achieve recognition,
acceptance, or respect. According to Mattaini, Twyman, Chin, and Lee, "the

functions of violent behavior also vary widely, from obtaining desirable tangible



items, to gaining social approval, to obtaining relief from unpleasant conditions”
(p.- 79). They suggested that effective treatment approaches are not likely to exist
given "the lack of a coherent theoretical framework for understanding violence
[and call for] testing approaches derived from theories with strong empirical basis
of support” (p. 79).

To further support the need for more research in this area Mattaini,
Twyman, Chin, and Lee (1996) sounded a call to action citing the American
Psychological Association standard as a basis for judging the merits and relevance
of any attempt to establish effective interventions with violent youth:

Effective intervention programs share two primary characteristics:

(a) they draw on the understanding of developmental and

sociocultural risk factors leading to antisocial behavior; and (b) they

use theory-based intervention strategies with known efficacy in

changing behavior, tested program designs, and validated, objective

measurement techniques to access behavior. (p. 79)

The lack of culturally responsive theoretical explanations and approaches to
the effective treatment of youth violence has provided opportunities for the
development of alternative sociocultural explanations for the numbers of youth, in
particular, African American male youth, who commit and are the victims of
violent acts such as: armed assault, gang fights, school brawls, and suicide.

Incidence and Prevalence of African American
Male Youth Violence

Homicide is a leading cause of death for black males between the ages of

15 and 34, and black males and females have a greater lifetime risk of dying by



homicide than whites (Oliver, 1994). Bell (1997) laid out the gravity of this
condition best by identifying homicide and suicide as major causes of death for
American youth, exceeding the number of deaths due to accidents and infectious
diseases. Epidemiological statistics reported by Mauer and Huling (1995) state:
"A total of 23,305 murders occurred in the United States in 1994; 10,191 of the
victims were white and an alarming 11,221 of the victims were black, most of
whom were males between the ages of 20 and 24" (p. 16). In addition to Bell’s
observations about victims of violence, other noted scholars have characterized the
social problem of African American male youth violence as a pervasive problem,
including issues of violence or harm against self such as: substance abuse and
suicide. McMurray (1990) indicated:

Self-destructive behavior, as evidenced by high rates of substance

abuse and suicide and pervasive acts of homicide and crime among

young black men is disproportionate to other racial groups. Many

others surmise that the destruction of the black male is the biggest

probiem facing the black family today. (p. 205)
Mauer and Huling (1995) stated the following:

When we look at violent crime, we find that African American
males are identified as the perpetrators and are arrested in numbers
disproportionate to their make up in the overall population. The
proportion of overall violent crime attributed to African Americans
has not changed appreciably over time . . . What has changed in
recent years is the age composition of those males engaged in violent
crime, particularly with a substantial and disturbing increase in the
murder rate of young black men. (p. 14)

Thus, African American men are at the forefront of the crisis of violence.

In some areas of the country, it is now more likely for an African American male



between his 15th and 25th birthday to die from homicide than it was for a U.S.
soldier to be killed on a tour of duty in Vietnam (Froelhke, 1991). Additionally,
there is a great likelihood that those perpetrating the homicides are young African
American males.

Schiraldi, Kuyper, and Hewitt (1996) reported the following:

In 1990, the Center for Juvenile and Criminal Justice conducted an

analysis of young African American men enmeshed in California’s

criminal justice system. The research was undertaken as a follow-up

to a study by the Washington-based Sentencing Project which

showed that nearly one in four young African American men in the

United States were in prison or jail, on probation or parole. . . .

This year (1995) the Sentencing Project conducted a five year

follow-up to their original study and found that, nationally one in

three young African American men are now serving some form of

sentence. (p. 1)

Reiss and Roth (1993), reviewing existing studies of homicide victimization
and class, found that among low-income populations, blacks had much higher rates
of homicide victimization than whites, but that between blacks and whites in higher
income groups, there was essentially no difference. The researchers suggested that
the more concentrated effects of inner-city poverty may contribute to a more
serious breakdown of family and community support than is found in other low-
income neighborhoods (p. 14). Dwyer (1994, p. 6), testifying before Congress,
recalled that the president of the Children’s Defense Fund identified economic
inequalities, racial intolerance, scarcity of jobs, and lack of education as root

factors precipitating the destruction of the inner city. Additionally, violence within

African American communities has led to family disruption as a direct result of



incarceration which produced displacement of parents and children in every major
city in the United States.

Cole (1999) identified economic disparity and systemic racial bias as a
major contributor to disproportionate minority confinement. He stated that the
majority of those serving time in prisons are poor. In 1992, more than 30% of
black families fell below the poverty level compared to 9% of white families.
While African Americans make up 12% of the overall general population, they
continue to account for half of the prison population.

If incarceration rates continue their trends, 1 in 4 young black males

born today will serve time in prison during his lifetime meaning he

will be convicted and sentenced to more than one year of

incarceration . . . The per capita incarceration rate among blacks is

7 times that of whites . . . African American males serve longer

sentences, have higher arrests and conviction rates, face higher bail

amounts, and are more often the victims of police use of deadly

force than white citizens . . . Nationally, for every one black man

who graduates from college, 100 are arrested. (p. 5)

The incidence and prevalence of youth violence among African Americans
includes different forms of violence such as gang violence, interpersonal violence
including family violence, drug related violence, and school violence (Bell, 1997).
Any researcher attempting to lay out the gravity of the social problem of violence
among African Americans needs to acknowledge the relevance of multiple forms of
violence and have knowledge of each of their devastating consequences. These

data are necessary to design interventions to assist these youth to develop more

healthy coping responses. Thus, the current chapter considers each of these types



of violence as part of a much broader condition which is a result of social
oppression that will be discussed later in another section.

When causes of a social problem are sought, generally traditional
explanations come to mind. For example, for years many people thought that the
increase in the overall incidence of violence suggested genetic and biological
factors as possible causes, however neither genetic factors nor biological factors
can account for the differences and variance in the levels of violence over time and
place (Miczek, Mirsky, Carey, DeBold, & Raine, 1994). Given the fact that the
social problem of African American male youth violence is complex, efforts to
ameliorate this problem require an exhaustive analysis of the factors associated

with it.
African American Male Youth Violence

African American male youth violence is a social problem comprised of a
number of sociological, psychological, biological and cultural dynamics. DuRant,
Cadenhead, Pendergrast, Slavens, and Linden (1994) suggested that exposure to
violence increases the likelihood that black youth will engage in violence. One
year earlier Bell and Jenkins (1993) reported similar findings. For white youth,
Harer and Steffenmeier (1992) found that income inequality was more likely to
explain why white youth commit crimes than blacks. Hampton and Gelles (1994)
did not find a relationship between exposure to violence and engagement in

domestic violence; yet, what they did find was an association between engagement
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in domestic violence and employment status of the husband with unemployed
African American men more likely to be violent toward their female partners than
employed men. This finding suggests the influence of social and economic
deprivation on patterns of domestic violence toward black women.

The pervasive nature of violence within this population makes it necessary
to investigate how and why it manifests itself as articulated by the individuals who
experience and perpetrate violence. The following account of a personal interview
("Jamal," personal communication, October 1997) with a young African American
male illustrates the environmental psychosocial factors associated with African
American male youth violence.

This brief glimpse into the life of a black youth illustrates how violence can
become an integral part of daily life and the role that poverty, neglect, and
institutional bias play in the perpetuation of this social problem.

Jamal Sharif (a pseudonym) is a 25-year-old African American who grew
up on the South side of Chicago. He lived with his mother and father and was the
second of five children. Jamal learned early on (about 8 years old) that his mother
disliked him; frequent beatings and verbal abuse demonstrated this. Jamal dreaded
the beatings, but was far more injured by her verbal abuse. He managed to endure
being vilified by his mother with the knowledge that following the beating was a
momentary kindness that came when his mother said she was sorry.

Although Jamal did little and often nothing at all to provoke his mother’s

physical assaults, Jamal’s mother used violence as a means to gain control and
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respect. This use of aggression by Jamal’s mother in order to control him was
consistent with a social learning theory framework (Longres, 1995). The results
for Jamal were feelings of helplessness and humiliation. Additionally Jamal
learned that violence was an effective means to exert power and influence. Jamal
described his feelings during this time stating the following, "I felt worthless, like I
wanted to roll up in a ball and die.”" He began to act out his emotional frustration
through his involvement in gang activity where he frequently led "move outs"
(gang fights). During these events Jamal described his violence toward others as
an attempt to gain respect and a futile effort to "kill the part of me that was not
loved."

Jamal repeatedly referred to the difficulties that he and his family members
experienced financially and socially as being caused by the mainstream racist
structure; there was a lack of recognition and understanding by the wider society of
the cultural values of African Americans and of the adverse conditions under which
they lived. He suggested that the schools as well as corporate institutions served to
destroy black culture by providing inferior education to black children like himself,
and forcing black men to become invisible in European American dominated
corporations.

Much work has been done to understand young African American men like
Jamal. Violence and its effects have dominated the discussion. Various theoretical
approaches have been proposed to explain such behavior. Y