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Introduction

THIS is A BOOK ABOUT a singular cause of male violence—die perpetrator’s sense of threat to one of his most valued possessions, namely, his reputation for strength and toughness. In many of the world’s cultures, social status, economic well-being, and life itself are linked to such a reputation. This is true wherever gaining resources, or keeping them, depends on the community’s believing that the individual is capable of defending himself against predation. If resources are abundant or are not subject to theft (like those of most traditional farming peoples, for example), then a reputation for toughness has little value. But if resources are in scarce or unpredictable supply, and if they are sufficiently portable that theft is a practicable route to bounty, then toughness has great economic value. Potential predators will go elsewhere rather than risk dealing with a man who knows how to defend himself and his possessions and who appears to be not afraid to die.

What have the above observations to do with violence in the U.S. South? A great deal, in our view. The South has long been thought to be more violent than the North, and we believe that some distinctive aspects of the South are key to this violence. Unlike the North, which was settled by farmers from England, Holland, and Germany, the South was settled by herdsmen from the fringes of Britain. Herdsmen the world over tend to be capable of great aggressiveness and violence because of their vulnerability to losing their primary resources, their animals. Also, unlike the North, where population densities have been in general relatively high, the South was a low-population frontier region until well into the nineteenth century. In such regions the state often has little power to command compliance with the law, and citizens have to create their own system of order. The means for doing this is the rule of retaliation: If you cross me, I will punish you.

To maintain credible power of deterrence, the individual must project a stance of willingness to commit mayhem and to risk wounds or death for himself. Thus, he must constantly be on guard against affronts that could be construed by others as disrespect. When someone allows himself to be insulted, he risks giving the impression that he lacks the strength to protect what is his. Thus the individual must respond with violence or the threat of violence to any affront.

Anthropologists call the kind of culture just described a “culture of honor.” They use honor not in the sense of probity of character but in the sense of status and power. The thesis of this book is that the South had—and to a substantial degree still has—a type of culture of honor. If we could avoid using this term, we would, both because it is not clear to the layperson just what sort of “honor” is meant and because we have found that anthropologists bristle at the term culture of honor applied to anything in the United States. For anthropologists, the typical culture of honor is a Mediterranean village where the individual lives in a small face-to-face community that he will never leave. In such a culture, honor is not merely a self-defense concern: It suffuses all relations. A person sits in the proper pew or not; and his daughter marries well or badly, depending on his honor. In contrast, all regions of the United States are considered far too individualistic to be cultures of honor in this sense. But saying that the southern United States has a culture of honor is merely asserting that the South shares many properties with other cultures of honor. One of those properties is the necessity for men to appear strong and unwilling to tolerate an insult.

We hope this book will provide much that is of interest for both the layperson and the social scientist concerning violence and a particular culture that gives rise to it. For the social scientist, however, the book is also about something more important. It is about the once and future discipline of cultural psychology . As such it offers our vision of what the field should be—mediodologically and theoretically.

Several decades ago there was a field called “culture and personality.” It generated some extremely valuable work, such as Margaret Mead’s studies of gender, which showed that gender roles and relations were not entirely determined by biology but rather differed greatly across cultures; Ruth Benedict’s work systematically describing Japanese culture and comparing it with Western culture; and John and Bea Whitings’ demonstrations of differential socialization patterns for children living in societies having different economies and values. This work is among the most impressive in all social science, but it had come to an end by the 1960s. We believe there were several reasons for this. One was ideological: In an era that favored psychological and cultural universalism, it became inappropriate to imply that human groups were different in any important sense. A second was metatheoretical: There was no set of principles that could tell the investigator where the “fault lines” of cultures would be, that is, which dimensions would show the biggest and theoretically most important differences and which aspects would be universal. The third was methodological: The tools used by the early investigators were primarily the ethnographer’s observations and various personality tests that many social scientists would now regard as being of limited validity even within our own culture.

All three of these factors are now radically different, opening up the possibility of a principled, scientific field of cultural psychology that will have no apologies to make. First, the ideological barriers are gone. Today there is great interest  in cultural differences. As the United States in particular becomes ever more diverse, and as various ethnic groups demand attention and respect in part because of their very differences from mainstream culture, the study of cultural difference gains acceptability, even necessity.

Second, there is, we believe, an emerging metatheoretical base for the social sciences that is particularly relevant to cultural studies. This base is the set of principles underlying evolutionary psychology. Evolutionary psychology encourages us to differentiate between (1) problems that all human groups have had to solve (for example, rearing young who are not self-sufficient for many years, regulating sexual behavior within the social unit, and so on) and (2) problems that are presented by varying ecologies, economies, and political situations. The former, universal sort of problems should probably yield constant cross-cultural adaptations, whereas the latter should yield novel adaptations affecting social structure and individual psychology in ways that make sense for local requirements. Thus we may soon have a principled guide as to where to look for universalities and for cultural differences, as well as what the nature of the differences should be.

The third point is one of the major messages of this book: In our view, the scientific study of culture in the “culture and personality” era was hampered by reliance on too narrow a range of methodologies. In addition to the methods of the ethnographer and the psychometrician, it is possible to apply the methods of the historian, the “cliometrician” (quantitative and archival studies of history and social institutions), the survey sociologist, and the experimental social psychologist. When all of these methods are used to study the same set of problems and when they point toward the same conclusions, a level of inference can be achieved that is far beyond what investigators could have accomplished at an earlier time.

We have applied this panoply of methods to questions concerning violence and the culture of honor. Making use of the historical and ethnographic work of others, we have drawn a picture of traditional, herding-based cultures of honor around the world and shown their commonalities with the historical and contemporary cultures of the U.S. South. With archival methods using census and crime reports, we have collected evidence showing that the homicide rate of the South, especially the rural South, remains high relative to the rest of the country. Using survey techniques, we have collected evidence indicating that the values of southerners favor violence for purposes of protection of property, for retaliation for an insult, and for the socialization of children. Employing experimental methods, we have collected evidence showing that southerners respond to insults in ways that are cognitively, emotionally, physiologically, and behaviorally quite different from the pattern shown by northerners. In field experiments, we have shown that southern institutions are more accepting of individuals who have committed violent crimes in defense of their honor. And with archival methods, we have collected evidence indicating that many of the  social institutions and contemporary public policies of the South have their roots in the culture of honor—including the acceptance of violence to protect property and personal and national honor.

The body of evidence in this short book, we believe, presents an overwhelming case for a difference between cultures that one normally thinks of as being essentially similar—the southern and northern United States. It is perhaps precisely because of this presumption of similarity, which undoubtedly does exist for most attributes, that the present case for cultural difference seems particularly striking.






1

Violence and Honor in the Southern United States


THE U.S. SOUTH HAS LONG BEEN viewed as a place of romance, leisure, and gentility. Southerners have been credited with warmth, expressiveness, spontaneity, close family ties, a love of music and sport, and an appreciation for the things that make life worth living—from cuisine to love.

But there has also been the claim that there is a darker strain to southern life. For several centuries, the southern United States has been regarded as more violent than the northern part of the country.1 This belief has been shared by foreign visitors, northerners, and southerners with experience outside the South. Duels, feuds, bushwhackings, and lynchings are more frequently reported in the correspondence, autobiographies, and newspapers of the South than of the North from the eighteenth century on.2 The rates of homicide in some areas of the South in the nineteenth century make the inner city of today look almost like a sanctuary. According to one accounting, in the plateau region of the Cumberland Mountains between 1865 and 1915, the homicide rate was 130 per 100,0003—more than ten times today’s national homicide rate and twice as high as that of our most violent cities.

Not only homicide but also a penchant for violence in many other forms are alleged to characterize the South. The autobiographies of southerners of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries often included accounts of severe beatings of children by parents and others.4 And southern pastimes and games often involved violence that is as shocking to us today as it was at the time to northerners. In one game called “purring,” for example, two opponents grasped each other firmly by the shoulders and began kicking each other in the shins at the starting signal. The loser was the man who released his grip first.5 Even more horrifying to modern (and to contemporaneous northern) sensibilities was a favorite sport of frontiersmen called fighting “with no holds barred,” which meant that weapons were banned but nothing else was. Contestants  could and did seek to maim their opponents.6 Thus gouged-out eyes and bitten-off body parts were common outcomes of such fights.

Cases of southern violence often reflect a concern with blows to reputation or status—with “violation of personal honor”—and the tacit belief that violence is an appropriate response to such an affront. The journalist Hodding Carter has written that in the 1930s he served on a jury in Louisiana that was hearing a case concerning a man who lived next to a gas station where the hangers-on had been teasing him for some time. One day he opened fire with a shotgun, injuring two of the men and killing an innocent bystander. When Carter proposed a verdict of guilty, the other eleven jurors protested: “He ain’t guilty. He wouldn’t of been much of a man if he hadn’t shot them fellows.”7 A historian has written of the same period that it was impossible to obtain a conviction for murder in some parts of the South if the defendant had been insulted and had issued a warning that the insult had to be retracted.8 And until the mid-1970s, Texas law held that if a man found his wife and her lover in a “compromising position” and killed them, there was no crime—only a “justifiable homicide.”

The young men of the South were prepared for these violent activities by a socialization process designed to make them physically courageous and ferocious in defense of their reputations: “From an early age small boys were taught to think much of their own honor, and to be active in its defense. Honor in this society meant a pride of manhood in masculine courage, physical strength and warrior virtue. Male children were trained to defend their honor without a moment’s hesitation.”9


Even very young children were encouraged to be aggressive, learning that “they were supposed to grab for things, fight on the carpet to entertain parents, clatter their toys about, defy parental commands, and even set upon likely visitors in friendly roughhouse.”10 Children themselves rigorously enforced the code of honor. A boy who dodged a stone rather than allow himself to be hit and then respond in kind ran the risk of being ostracized by his fellows.11


The southerners’ “expertise” in violence is reflected in their reputed success as soldiers.12 Southerners have been alleged, at least since Tocqueville’s commentary on America, to be more proficient in the arts of war than northerners and to take greater pride in their military prowess. Twentieth-century scholars have documented the southern enthusiasm for wars, their overrepresentation in the national military establishment, and their fondness for military content in preparatory schools and colleges.13
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