Chapter 9

Aggression and Violent Crime

INTRODUCTION

Reports of apparently “mindless” brutality not only fuel moral outrage, but also unsettle the predictability of the environment. Violence therefore monopolises public disquiet about “law and order”, and a recent opinion poll in Britain revealed a widespread belief that 50% of offences dealt with by the courts were violent. However, less than 9% of males and 4% of females before the courts in England and Wales in 1988 were found guilty of crimes against the person (Home Office, 1989), and victimisation surveys show that public fears of violence are disproportionate to the actual risks. Nevertheless, in terms of immediate harmful effects and longer term social and psychological consequences for victims and their families, violence represents a public health problem.

Violent crime constitutes only a small part of the phenomenon of human aggression, which, despite its negative connotations, is neither statistically abnormal, nor, for the most part, illegal. This chapter focuses on individual violence within the context of aggression as everyday behaviour.

DEFININC VIOLENCE AND AGGRESSION

Violence denotes the forceful infliction of physical injury .Criminal violence is the illegitimate use of force, and includes criminal homicide, assault, robbery, rape, and other sexual assaults. Homicide is the killing of another human being. Killing in self defence may be justifiable in law, but the concern here is with criminal homicide, which covers murder (intentional unlawful killing) and manslaughter (unlawful killing under provocation, without intention, or through negligence). Assaults are acts causing bodily injury, but common or simple assaults are threats or attempts to harm in which no injury ensues, while robbery refers to theft involving the threat or use of force. Although rape is seen as primarily a violent offence, it is discussed with sexual crimes in Chapter 11. Crimes such as arson, criminal damage, and violations of industrial safety legislation, may also entail serious physical harm, but these are not generally includ under the heading of violence.

Aggression describes the intentional infliction of harm, including psychological discomfort as well as injury, although it is sometimes loosely equated with vigour in competitive situations. However, what is construed as harmful depends on values and social context, and socially legitimised punishment or self-defence is less likely to be identified as aggression. Aggression therefore refers to harm-doing which is unjustified from the observer’s perspective, and the concept cannot be divested of its moral significance (Van Eyken, 1987). Only limited parallels to human aggression can therefore be found in the behaviour of other animals.

Given this dependence of the identification of aggression or violence on the attributions and values of the observer, a consensual definition is, not surprisingly, lacking. Definitions used by social scientists do not always embrace the same range of events. Some focus on injurious effects, others on the form of behaviour, such as threats or attempts to harm. Some ignore intent and social meaning, and hence categorise behaviours with disparate goals as equivalent. Behaviourists, for example, often define aggression “objectively” as “a response that delivers noxious stimuli to another organism” (Buss, 1961). This would include the behaviour of dentists, magistrates, and careless drivers! However, despite behaviourist aversions to unmeasured inferential terms, intent is implicit in both vernacular aand research use. For example “hit” describes an intentional action, not merely an observed movement.

Most psychologists now explicitly include intent in the definition of aggression, and delimit the term to actions which aim to inflict injury or harm on a person who is motivated to avoid it (Zillmann, 1979). This covers legitimate as well as illegal behaviour, but distinguishes malevolently intended harm from benevolently intended injury, such as surgery, and from injury infliction which is sought masochistically by the victim. It therefore co-ordinates with the notion of criminal violence as intentional injury of an unwilling victim. Within this definition, aggressive behaviour may take the form of the infliction of physical injury, verbal derogation, or passive obstruction, and its effects may range from loss of life to wounded pride.

To subsume such diverse phenomena under a single rubric implies that they serve broadly equivalent functions. However, angry or annoyance-motivated aggression, in which harm or injury to the victim reduces an aversive emotional state, is commonly distinguished from instrumental or incentive-motivated aggression, in which injury facilitates the attainment of nonaggressive goals (Buss, 1961; Zillmann, 1979). As this distinction implies, the emotional state of anger, which has physiological, cognitive, and expressive components, is not a necessary accompaniment of aggressive behaviour. Criminologists similarly distinguish instrumental from hostile or expressive violence. Robbery therefore represents instrumental aggression, but most unplanned or impulsive violence is probably mediated by anger (Berkowitz, 1986).

A related term is hostility, which Buss (1961) confined to negative evaluations or attitudes of resentment, mistrust, or hate. Some authors use hostility and aggression interchangeably, while Zillmann (1979) differentiates aggression as the infliction of injury from hostility as the infliction of nonphysical harm. However, the tendency to hold negative beliefs about others needs to be distinguished from the tendency to attack others when angry (Blackburn, 1972), and Buss’s use is followed here.

Tedeschi (1983) regards all definitions of aggression as value-laden and inadequate, and proposes the alternative notion of coercive power, a form of social influence, involving the use of threats or punishments to gain compliance. This implies that what is labelled aggression is reinforced by power and control, but Berkowitz and Donnerstein (1982) maintain that injury infliction is the primary reinforcer of angry aggression. However, the attainment of injury infliction and control are not readily distinguishable in practice, and Tedeschi’s conception has the advantage of emphasising the interpersonal context of aggression. It also clarifies the distinctions between aggression, dominance, and assertion, which often prove troublesome. All involve influence through the exercise of power, but entail varying degrees of hostility .This is reflected in the Leary interpersonal circle, in which coercion represents a combination of dominance and hostility (Chapter 3).

The main operational definitions of aggression are summarised by Bertilson (1983) under the headings of case studies and surveys, interviews, personality measures, direct behavioural observations, field experiments, and laboratory procedures. These encompass self-reported aggression and observations of mild retaliations, as well as involvement in legally defined violence. However, laboratory studies have been criticised for failure to articulate operational with conceptual definitions, their artificiality and neg1ect of social meaning, and their questionable external validity (Tedeschi, 1983). For example, a widely used experimental paradigm is the Buss “aggression machine”, in which subjects press a button to deliver noxious stimulation to a “learner”. One criticism is that subjects may actually be acting altruistically rather than with malevolent intent.

Replying to these criticisms, Berkowitz and Donnerstein (1982) argue that experimental settings and subjects need not be representative to have external validity, and that the artificiality of the laboratory is its strength in testing causal hypotheses. They cite examples of external correlates of laboratory procedures, such as the “aggression machine”. They also argue that generalisability depends on the meanings assigned by subjects to their situation, and that aggression experiments elicit intentionally injurious behaviour. Nevertheless, it remains the case that many experiments on aggression do not establish the meanings assigned by their subjects, and typically examine aggression which is legitimised by the setting. They may in this respect throw more light on the behaviour of judge and jury than on that of the prisoner in the dock.

PATTERNS OF VIOLENCE

Criminal violence

Homicide has a high police clearance rate, and considerable information has accumulated on its distribution, and the characteristics of victims and offenders. Most homicides occur in large cities, but national rates vary widely, and correlate with violence in a society generally. Table 9.1 shows comparative rates for several countries, although these must be treated with caution because of differences in recording procedures. Highest rates are found in central America, while those for Britain are among the lowest. The United States has the highest rate among industrialised nations, but rates vary considerably between southern and north-eastern states. It is of interest to note by comparison that Given (1977) estimates the homicide rate for thirteenth century England as 15 per 100.000. All countries have recorded substantial increases in homicide since the late 1960s, although in the United States at least, this partly reflects the exceptionally low rates of violence during the 1950s (Block, 1977). In England and Wales, the average number of homicides recorded annually by the police increased from some 300 in the 1960s to over 600 in the late 1980s. Homicide nevertheless remains a rare crime.

Table 9.1
National homicide rates per 100.000 population, c. 1984

	Country
	Rate
	Country
	Rate

	Colombia
	37.4
	Poland
	1.6

	Mexico
	17.9
	Austria
	1.4

	Brazil
	13.4
	Israel
	1.4

	Venezuela
	12.9
	France
	1.3

	USA
	8.5
	Scotland
	1.3

	Ecuador
	7.1
	New Zealand
	1.2

	Argentina
	3.8
	FDR
	1.2

	Hungary
	2.7
	Spain
	1.0

	Canada
	2.3
	Greece
	0.9

	Italy
	2.1
	England and Wales
	0.7

	Australia
	1.9
	Egypt
	0.5


Source: United Nations (1988). Demographic Yearbook. New York: United Nations Publishing Division.

Wolfgang (1958) analysed 588 homicides committed in Philadelphia between 1948 and 1952. Two thirds of the crimes occurred between 8.00 p.m. on Friday and Sunday, and both offenders and victims were most likely to be black, male, and under thirty. Victims and offenders were acquainted or related in 59% of male killings, and 84% of female deaths, and whereas men killed and were killed more of ten outside the home, women were most commonly killed in the home, 41% of them by their partner. In contrast, only 11% of male victims were killed by their wives. While stabbing was the most frequent method of killing, a third of offences involved shooting, and recorded antecedents were vague altercations, domestic quarrels, jealousy, or arguments over money. Less than 3% of offenders were declared insane, but 4% committed suicide following the homicide.

Subsequent studies in Houston (Pokorny, 1965) and Chicago (Block, 1977) produce similar findings, although Block found an increase in shootings and killings of strangers, related to an increase in robbery-murders. Similar patterns have been reported in other countries, but there are variations. In Britain, the racial element has been less apparent, and fewer homicides involve shootings or robbery-murders, while a greater proportion of victims are females or males who are acquainted (Gibson, 1975). About 30% of offenders are regularly judged to be mentally disordered, and until the 1960s, some 30% of killers in Britain committed suicide. This figure has recently fallen to about 8%.

Most homicides are “crimes of passion” involving an interaction between acquaintances. Multiple-victim homicides (multicide) other than family killings are rare, and usually involve strangers. In mass murders, several victims  are killed on one occasion, while in serial murders, killings are repeated over an extended period. In view of their infrequency, they have received little systematic scrutiny, except from journalists. However, Holmes and De Burgher (1988) estimate that there may be 350 serial murderers at large in the United States, responsible for 3,500 unsolved homicides. Jenkins (1988), in contrast, suggests that 35 killers of about 400 victims are more likely figures. He identified only 12 serial murderers in England between 1940 and 1985.

Serious assaults are demographically and spatially simnar to homicide. Pittman and Handy (1964) found that aggravated assaults were again more frequent at weekends and predominantly intra-racial, but occurred more in public than in private places, and a much higher proportion involved knives than in homicides. Data obtained by Pokorny (1965) and Block (1977) suggest that most homicides are assaults which go further than intended, the outcome depending on the victim-offender interaction and the weapon used.

Robbery is more commonly directed to male strangers “on the streets”. It is again a large city crime, offenders being mainly adolescent and young adult males. Although weapons may be used to threaten compliance, most robberies do not result in injury to the victim. For example, Block (1977) found that robbery-murders in Chicago accounted for 20% of murders, but only 1% of all robberies. Studies of robberies in London (McLintock and Gibson, 1961) and Philadelphia (Normandeau, 1969) revealed that 75% fell into one of two categories. The first involves robbery of those in charge of money as part of their employment, such as taxi drivers or shop assistants, and is typically planned. The second consists of unplanned and opportunistic acts, such as handbag snatching or mugging in public places. Offenders are likely to be young, and their victims selected as less likely to resist.

Family violence

Violence between family members is clearly not new, yet child abuse became an acknowledged social problem only during the 1960s, and wife abuse only during the following decade. Domestic violence has traditionally been tacitly accepted as “normal”, and rights of chastisement remain enshrined in laws which accord unequal rights of husbands over wives, and of parents over children. While most western countries now have statutes requiring the reporting of child neglect, abuse, or cruelty, and it has been increasingly accepted that assaults on family members merit criminal justice intervention, considerable tolerance for family violence remains within society. For example, American surveys indicate that over 90% of parents inflict physical pain on their children at some time during disciplinary encounters (Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1980).

Given this ambivalence about family violence, the definition of “abuse” is as problematic as that of “aggression”, and an objective definition which is independent of community norms has proved elusive (Parke, 1977; Emery, 1989). The term is often a catch-all covering physical aggression, neglect of a child’s material needs, sexual exploitation, and emotional mistreatment; but some distinguish abuse as an act of commission resulting in harm, from neglect as an act of omission with negative consequences, and this use is followed here. Within these categories, definitions focus variously on the intent of the perpetrator, the form, frequency, and severity of the act, or the consequences to the victim, with the result that investigators using the same term may be describing different behaviour patterns. For example, acts of pushing may represent intentional physical abuse, but may not have injurious consequences.

Reliable prevalence estimates are hence difficult to obtain, particularly since victims are often unwilling, or unable to complain. Official reports of child abuse and neglect in the United States rose to over a million during the 1980s, which probably represents a gross underestimate, but some of the more visible consequences indicate that family violence is a major source of criminal violence. For example, a fifth of all homicides in the United States and more than a third in Britain are family murders. As Wolfgang (1958) found, women are more likely to be murdered in the home, and are also more likely to be the victims of spouse or boyfriend than of strangers. Again, 1200 children in the United States died of physical abuse or neglect in 1986 (Widom, 1989a).

Self-report data were obtained in a National Survey of Family Violence in the United States in 1975 (Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1980), and again in 1985 (Straus and Gelles, 1988). The more recent survey entailed telephone interviews with 3232 couples with a child of age 17 or under, and inquired about incidents of family violence defined as acts carried out with the intention of hurting another. Overall, 16.1% of couples had experienced an incident of violence, including slapping or pushing, while 6.3% had experienced severe violence during the previous year. Acts making up the severe violence index included being kicked, bitten, punched, hit with an object, beaten up, choked, threatened with a knife or gun, and using a knife or gun. Severe violence was directed by husbands to 3.4% of wives, and by wives to 4.8% of husbands, yielding national estimates of 1.8 and 2.0 million, respectively. Almost all children of age 3 and under, and about a third of those over 14, had been hit by their parents, while 11.0% of all children had experienced an act of severe violence. Severe violence had also been directed by 53% of children towards a sibling, and by 9% against a parent.

These figures indicate that intrafamilial aggression occurs frequently, but they must be treated with caution, for several reasons. First, the authors suggest that they may be underestimates because of social desirability responding. On the other hand, violence was defined in terms of intent rather than outcome, which may not have been severe in many cases. Second, the figures cannot be generalised to other countries, and those for wife assault, for example, are more than three times higher than comparable data from New Zealand (Fergusson et al., 1986). Third, data on violence by wives against husbands are controversial, since they contradict the view that spouse violence involves predominantly attacks by husbands on wives. Straus and Gelles (1988) note that male violence typically has more injurious consequences, and that violence by wives may be more commonly self-defensive. However, the latter is not borne out by research on married couples in which females report initiating aggression at a relatively high rate (O’Leary et al., 1989).

Child neglect is more than six times as prevalent as physical abuse in official data, but evidence on the extent of other forms of maltreatment is more limited. Violence occurs in courtship, and in one study, 32% of dating students had experienced violence from their partner, while 25% had been abusers (Murphy, 1988). Abuse of the elderly is also thought to be common, although much of this probably falls in the category of spouse abuse. The extent to which these differing forms of abuse overlap is not known, but some findings suggest that it may be considerable. In one study, for example, battered women reported that 80% of their batterers were also violent to other targets, including children and parents (Walker, 1988).

THEORIES OF AGGRESSION

Theories rest on different assumptions about the nature of aggression, and hence vary in their emphasis on unlearned or learned components, internal or external determinants, and affective or cognitive processes. They therefore differ in how they address the critical questions of how aggressive tendencies are acquired, maintained, and regulated, and how acts of aggression are “triggered” or provoked. Representative theories will be summarised with respect to how they deal with these issues. For convenience, they are grouped into biological, psychodynamic, social learning, and social psychological perspectives.

Biological Perspectives

Humans clearly have a greater capacity than other species for learning different ways of achieving the same injurious goals. However, like any co-ordinated activity, aggressive behaviour depends on inborn- structural properties of brain and musculature. Biological approaches assume that this co-ordination is under the control of innate and specific neurochemical systems, and emphasise similarities rather than differences between humans and other animals.

Ethological studies of lower vertebrates led Lorenz (1966) to propose a universal instinct of aggression, which ensures population control, selection of the strongest animals for reproduction, brood defence, and social organisation. Instinct relates to a spontaneously generated energy source in the nervous system which discharges through fixed action patterns in response to specific releasing stimuli. Lorenz therefore postulates that a constant need to discharge aggressive energy governs human behaviour, and sees parallels between human militaristic displays or competitive sports and aggressive activities in other animals. There is, however, no physiological evidence to support this hydraulic model, even in lower animals, and despite speculations, universal releasers have not been demonstrated in humans. Lorenz has therefore been criticised for anthropomorphic extrapolation and for neglecting the role of learning.

A more sophisticated conception comes from sociobiologists such as Wilson (1978), who sees social behaviour in evolutionary terms. Emotions, self-understanding, and overt behaviour are postulated to be under the control of genetic predispositions, which evolved to enhance reproduction of the species, survival of the individual, and altruism. Aggression expresses a universal emotional predisposition, but is subject to cultural adaptation and individual learning. All humans possess this predisposition, but aggressive behaviour is an adaptive reaction to threats to survival, rather than an eruption of spontaneous energy.

Phylogenetic continuity of behaviour is also envisaged by Moyer (1981), who draws on research on electrical brain stimulation and surgical lesions in animals and in patients with organic pathology. He categorises aggression as predatory, inter-male, fear-induced, irritable, territorial, maternal, sex-related, and instrumental. Except for instrumental aggression, which requires no specific physiological basis, these behaviours are said to be controlled by organised neural circuits which are sensitised by hormones and blood constituents. When fired in the presence of a relevant target, these systems produce integrated attacking behaviour, although human learning can influence the selection of targets and the inhibition of behaviour. Mark and Ervin (1970) and Monroe (1978) similarly argue for a definable system in the human brain which organises directed attacking behaviour. They focus on the “dyscontrol syndrome” shown by violent people, in which limbic system mechanisms normally inhibiting aggressive behaviour are held to be damaged (see Chapter 6).

These theorists therefore assume an evolutionary origin for human aggression. While some allow for individual learning, all attribute overt aggression to internal physiological mechanisms which can override voluntary control. These views are now rejected by many biological and social scientists (American Psychological Association, 1990), and are subject to three criticisms. First, they typically employ a broad concept of aggression, which treats status conflicts, “ritualised” territorial protection, and reactions to danger as equivalent, and rely on superficial analogies between behaviour (van Eyken, 1987). Much animal aggression, however, has little relevance to human behaviour. Reis (1974) notes that Moyer’s classes of animal aggression can be categorised as either affective or predatory. Affective or defensive aggression, which involves autonomic arousal and “rage” reactions to threat, is universal among vertebrates, and appears equivalent to human angry aggression. Predatory aggression, in contrast, involves food-seeking behaviour, and is species-specific.

Conversely, instrumental aggression is confined to humans, and since it requires no specific physiological system, its origins must lie in cultural evolution and individual development. Similarly, the capacity to delay revenge is uniquely human. Sociobiologists concede this, but argue that human aggression has itself evolved because of genetic advantages, and note the ubiquity of intergroup conflict and aggression. However, archaeological evidence suggests that prehistoric humans were quite peaceable, and that organised intergroup aggression has appeared only in the last 10 000 years (Turner, Turner and Fix, 1976). This seems insufficient time for genetic evolution.

A second criticism concerns the evidence for physiological systems specific to aggression. Brain stimulation and ablation research has not produced unequivocal evidence for such systems in lower animals, still less in humans (Goldstein, 1974; Valenstein, 1976). While some studies have elicited components of attacking behaviour from hypothalamic or limbic stimulation in animals, the interpretation of such findings is ambiguous with respect to a specific physiological system. Behavioural effects may, for example, result from changes in general excitability level which interfere with perceptual functions (Karli, 1981). Studies of neurological patients also suggest that prior aggressiveness determines the relation between organic disorder and violence (Mungas, 1983).

A biological basis for anger is more plausible. The role of the sympathetic-adrenal system in mobilising “fight or flight” reactions, and the central integration of emotional arousal and expression by hypothalamic-limbic circuits, are well established. Although the saame system subserves differen aroused states, anger seems to be associated with a relatively specific physiological pattern of noradrenaline increase, which can be elicited simply by imagining provocation (Roberts and Weerts, 1982). Many developmental theorists therefore assume that there are primitive innate connections between anger and aggression, which become modified by experience. Averill (1982), however, argues that biological components of emotional expression are not the crucial elements, and that anger is a socially constructed emotion.

A third criticism focuses on the implied inevitability of human aggression. Karli (1981) notes that evolutionary development determines adaptive strategies for coping with different classes of events rather than specific behavioural outcomes, and that biological theorists overemphasise the latter. Genetic programming may have created a state of readiness to aggress under certain conditions, such as anger arousal, but whether this readiness translates into directed action is likely to depend more on ontogeny than phylogeny.

The social and cultural modifiability of aggression is also a key issue in accounting for sex differences. Gender role differences clearly depend on the learning of cultural stereotypes, but the apparent ubiquity of greater aggressiveness in males of all species is often cited as evidence for the phylogenetic origin of aggression. Animal, anthropological, cross-cultural, and child development research all points in this direction (White, 1983), but there are exceptions, even in other animals. Averill (1982) found few sex differences in the experience and expression of anger, and socialisation studies in humans indicate that gender differences in aggression are not inevitable (White, 1983). Innate preparedness therefore accounts for only part of the variance, and biological differences between the sexes probably interact with cultural sex-role prescriptions by dictating differential reinforcement of particular behaviours by males and females (Cohen and Machalek, 1989).

Attempts to account for sex differences in aggression, and for male criminal violence, in terms of genetic and hormonal factors have not yielded consistent findings (Chapter 6). Although twin studies support a genetic contribution to individual differences in aggression (Rushton et al., 1986), it remains unclear whether this involves the transmission of specific mechanisms, such as testosterone production, or nonspecific factors, such as activity level, which facilitate the learning of aggression.

Psychodynamic Perspectives

There is no single psychodynamic theory of aggression, but an aggressive instinct or drive is generally assumed (Kutash, 1978). Theories focus on how aggressive drive is channelled and controlled in the course of individual development, and how it is accomodated and regulated by the internal mechanisms of the ego and superego.

Freud initially saw aggression as a reaction to frustration and pain. He later introduced the notion of a death instinct (Thanatos), a tendency to self-destruction which is diverted by the self-preserving liibidinal instinct (Eros) t objects in the external world which threaten vital interests (Freud, 1920/1955). Many psychoanalysts reject this notion, but accept an instinct of aggression. Instinctual manifestations include not only destructive behaviour, but also fantasy aggression, intergroup hostility, and suicide, and aggressive drive undergoes the same developmental vicissitudes as the libido. It is therefore manifest in biting (oral sadism), or faeces retention (anal sadism), and through fixation, these reactions may become lasting aggressive character traits. While aggression may be provoked by external events, such as rivalry with siblings, aggressive impulses are constantly generated, and may erupt as irrational violence in those lacking superego control. Aggressive energy may also be displaced to other targets, and a key assumption in the instinct model is the notion of catharsis, i.e. the “purging” of aggressive tension by means of direct or substitute expression. This underlies the popular view that suppression of anger is unhealthy, and that vigorous competition dissipates aggressive feelings.

Ego psychologists have elaborated on the development of “aggression in the service of the ego”. In addition to redirection by displacement, and modification of destructive aims by sublimation, aggressive energy may be neutralised, enabling the ego to fulfil self-assertive and constructive goals (Hartmann, Kris and Lowenstein, 1949). Superego development permits internalisation of aggressive energy through guilt, but instinctual energy is still generated, and continuous sublimation or neutralisation is needed to cope with conflicting demands of the libido, superego, or reality. In the healthy individual, ego control modifies aggressive drive, and prevents violence. In personality disorders, ego weakness results in the repression of aggression and its expression in fantasy or symbolic acts, or “acting out” in impulsive violence (Kutash, 1978).

The psychodynamic instinct model is similar to that of Lorenz. The shortcomings of an hydraulic concept of instinct have already been noted, and the assumption of cathartic dissipation of aggression has little empirical support (Geen and Quanty, 1977). Also, the proposal that nonaggressive behaviours, such as constructive self-assertion, are manifestations of transformed destructive energy allows virtually any activity to be construed as aggressive.

Non-Freudian psychoanalysts criticise the instinct concept, and argue for sociocultural origins of aggression. Fromm (1973) distinguishes defensive or benign aggression, a biologically programmed reaction to threat, from destructive or malignant aggression, which is a specifically human phenomenon arising when socioeconomic conditions prevent the fulfilment of existential needs for interpersonal ties or personal effectiveness. Malignant aggression is not derived from benign aggression, and is distinct from instrumental aggression. It is seen in cruelty and torture, and typifies sadistic characters, who need to control others. Fromm’s concept influenced the inclusion of sadistic personality disorder in DSM-III-R. However, it is arguable whether malignant aggression can be separated from either benign (angry) aggression or instrumental aggression, and sadism as a means of interpersonal control is clearly encompassed by the notion of coercive power.

Learning and social cognitive perspectives

Learning approaches apply operant and modelling paradigms, and see human aggression as acquired and maintained according to the individual’s history of direct and vicarious reinforcement and punishment. While rejecting the instinct notion, most learning theorists retain an enegising concept in the form of drive or arousal, but differ in their accounts of the relation between arousal and cognition.

The assumption that aggression becomes more likely following the experience of successful aggression or observation of aggressive models is now well established by experimental and observational studies. Patterson (1982), for example, demonstrates how coercive behaviour in families is increased and maintained by its consequences in the form of terminating aversive treatment or gaining attention. However, what constitutes a reinforcer for aggression remains unclear (Zillmann, 1979). Instrumental aggression is, by definition, positively reinforced by the attainment of rewards, such as material goods, status, or approval. Angry aggression, on the other hand, is assumed to be negatively reinforced by the alleviation of anger or the removal of aversive treatment. Some accounts, however, suggest that it may be positively reinforced by the attainment of injury, and that signs of damage are inherently reinforcing. This assumption has not received unequivocal experimental support, and signs of pain or injury are more likely to inhibit aggression (Zillmann, 1979). Nevertheless, it is a moot point whether an aggressive act, such as a robbery, attains a reinforcer (money) or removes an aversion (poverty). Similar ambiguities surround the effects of punishment on aggression, since punishment can be regarded as counteraggression.

Of particular concern have been the antecedents of aggression and the factors mediating between these and an aggressive outcome. Dollard et al. (1939) drew on early Freudian theory in formulating the frustration-aggression hypothesis, which asserted that frustration in the form of thwarting of goal-directed activity is the critical antecedent of aggression. Frustration instigates attempts to injure the source of frustration, but if punishment is anticipated, the response is inhibited unless displaced to an alternative target.

Although influential, the original theory has not been widely accepted, since frustration instigates responses other than aggression, and aggression is equally provoked by insult or attack, threats to self-esteem, or pain (Buss, 1961). Berkowitz, however, has long defended the theory, arguing that there are elements of frustration in such antecedents. He sees instigation as a reactive drive state of anger, which inclines the individual towards injury of the target, but learned cues such as weapons are necessary to release aggressive responding. The theory therefore applies to angry rather than instrumental aggression. Although punishment may inhibit instrumental aggression, it constitutes frustration, and increases angry aggression. In his recent cognitive-neoassociationist formulation, Berkowitz (1989) argues that the frustration-aggression relation is a special case of a more general relation between aversive stimulation and aggressive inclinations. Nothing that aggression is heightened by physical discomfort and negative mood, as well as by thwarting or insult, he suggests that negative affect is the basic source of angry aggression. Thus, events perceived as unpleasant elicit negative affect which is connected by associative networks to memories and expressive motor reactions related to both escape and aggression. Anger-related thoughts primed by this linkage will lead to aggression depending on cognitive appraisals of the situation. However, cognitive appraisals have a secondary rather than a primary role.

Other theorists give more weight to cognitive mediation, and replace the notion of a specific aggressive drive with a concept of nonspecific arousal. Experimental studies demonstrate that anger increases attempts to injure (Rule and Nesdale, 1976), and Averill (1982) similarly found that everyday anger arousal increases thoughts of harming the target. He also found that frustration was a common antecedent of anger. However, the notion of a specific drive to injure is questioned by studies which show that tension produced by frustration can be reduced by nonaggressive behaviour which removes aversion, as well as by direct aggression (Hokanson, 1970). The effects of frustration and punishment have also been shown to depend on whether the recipient perceives them as justified (Zillmann, 1979; Averill, 1982). This clearly entails normative judgements and cognitive appraisals about the intent of a frustrator.

The most comprehensive cognitive theory of aggression is that of Bandura (1983). Reinforcing contingencies provide information about the effects of behaviour, but such information is most readily acquired through observational learning, through which people develop expectations about the likely outcomes of different behaviours in meeting their goals. These, however, include consequences for the self, and behaviour is adjusted to meet personal and social standards through self-regulatory processes of self-reward and punishment. Standards may nevertheless be overridden or neutralised by cognitive distortions such as blaming or dehumanising the victim.

Bandura rejects the notion of a specific aggressive drive, and regards the distinction between angry and instrumental aggression as unnecessary, on the grounds that all aggression is instrumental in gaining a desired end. He proposes that both aversive experiences and positive incentives produce a general increase in emotional arousal. This energises whatever relevant responses are strongest in the behavioural repertoire. In coping with aversive experiences, aggression is only one of several possible strategies, which might include avoidance or constructive problem-solving, depending on the individual’s skills. In these terms, persistent aggression may result not only from reinforcement for such behaviour, but also from failure to learn nonaggressive ways of coping with aversive events or obtaining desired rewards.

Although Bandura gives no special treatment to anger, this is a recent focus of interest for social cognitive theorists (Averill, 1982; Novaco, 1978; Novaco and Welsh, 1989; Levey and Howells, 1990). The tendency to experience frequent and intense anger is a stress reaction which impairs social functioning and physical health. While the equation of anger with aggressive drive is questionable, it has been noted that anger has a distinct physiological pattern, and that anger arousal motivates attempts to harm the source. However, inflicting harm is only one means of alleviating anger, and the more basic function of anger may be to regulate relationships. As Averill (1982) puts it, “people are known by the things that make them angry”. From reports of daily monitoring of anger, he found that it is a frequently experienced emotion aroused primari1y in intimate relationships, and that although often unpleasant, its communication and expression typically have constructive consequences. To the extent that violent crime entails angry aggression, aggressive criminals may have problems in both the experience and expression of anger (below).

The conditions which arouse anger remain controversial. One influential view has it that the nature of emotional experience depends on the cognitive label applied to a nonspecific state of arousal (Schachter, 1964). Consistent with this, Zillmann (1979) found that when subjects were provoked to anger, further arousal from extraneous sources, such as exercise, heat, or erotica, was misattributed and intensified aggression. However, these effects were obtained under laboratory conditions in which sources of arousal were ambiguous, which is probably infrequent in the natural environment. A contrary view comes from Lazarus (1991), who has long argued that the nature of emotional arousal is itself determined cognitively by processes of appraisal operating at both schematic and conscious levels. Beck (1976) draws on this theory, and sees specific emotions as the consequence of specific cognitive appraisals. Thus, anxiety results from the appraisal of danger, while anger follows the appraisal of an unwarranted violation of one’s domain, which includes self concept and values, as well as personal relationships and possessions. Novaco similarly sees anger as a consequence of the appraisal of physical attack, verbal threat or insult, reductions in anticipated reinforcers, and inequity, and like Beck, specifies sources of bias in the content and operations of cognitive schemata which promote dysfunctional anger.

At a more general level, attribution theorists propose that anger results from specific causal attributions (Ferguson and Rule, 1983; Weiner, 1986). Ferguson and Rule, for example, suggest that anger is aroused not simply by the degree of perceived aversive treatment by others, but also by judgements of whether the aversion is intentional, malevolent, foreseeable, and unjustified. Such inferences derive from what the individual construes ought to be the case, and therefore reflect what is important in terms of personal values, rights, and self-esteem. In these terms, there is a significant moral dimension in anger.

While few now question the mediating role of cognitive attributions in anger arousal, their primary causal role is disputed. Berkowitz (1990) proposes that the primary appraisal initiating emotional arousal is confined to the perception of unpleasantness. Causal attributions influence behaviour only after anger has been primed by associative networks. He therefore denies that emotion is a consequence of the appraised personal meaning of an event. However, the relation between emotional arousal and cognition seems likely to be reciprocal. Prior mood state can clearly affect the threshold of anger arousal, and Zillmann’s research suggests that people can misattribute the source of their arousal under certain conditions.

Social psychological perspectives

Recent social cognitive approaches incorporate social influences on aggression, but give primacy to individual factors. Several social psychologists argue that aggression can only be understood by reference to the social context and meaning of the aggressive act. Felson (1978), for example, proposes that aggression is a means of impression management, which restores one’s threatened identity. Others emphasise the wider influence of social structures and cultural norms. Three approaches will be summarised by way of illustration.

Tedeschi (1983) emphasises social causes of the use of coercive power. Drawing on exchange theory, he notes that coercion is often a last resort when other tactics of social influence are unsuccessful. Coercive power is reflected in the communication of threats that punishment will follow noncompliance, or in the delivery of punishment. It becomes salient in situations of conflict over rewards, threats to power or status, or when harm is threatened or experienced, and may be dictated by normative standards or by individual characteristics. The offensive use of coercive power is usually proscribed or antinormative, but coercion is commonly defensive or retaliatory, and prescribed by social norms. Norms of reciprocity call for harm to a harm-doer in proportion to the harm done. These are widespread in society, and encourage interpersonal and intergroup violence. Norms of equity create perceptions of relative deprivation and injustice, which may motivate illegitimate access to resources (cf. anomie theory). The decision to employ coercive power depends on the value and probability of success and costs, and is enhanced by the need to preserve self-image or maintain authority, and by fear. It is also more likely when the individual lacks self-esteem and feels powerless to influence events, or when people misperceive costs through distorted time perspectives, egocentricity, or intoxication. Several of these causes of the use of coercion are compatible with social cognitive theories, and Tedeschi’s approach differs mainly in specifying interpersonal compliance as the goal or reinforcer of interpersonal harm.

In the tradition of class-based theories, Wolfgang and Ferracutti (1967) proposed a subculture of violence, which dictates a norm to be violent. This is part of a “machismo” pattern of attitudes favouring excitement, status, honour, and masculinity, threats to which demand combative reactions. Since the highest homicide rates are found in young, male, nonwhite, and lower class groups, it was suggested, with acknowledged circular reasoning, that these groups support violent subcultural values which conflict with those of the dominant culture. However, attempts to test this have not yielded favourable results. Ball-Rokeach (1973) was unable to demonstrate a pattern of “machismo” value preferences among violent males, regardless of education or income level. While finding that poor, black, and younger males were more likely to report fighting, Erlanger (1974) also failed to support the prediction that males who fight should feel more accepted by their group. He suggests a “subculture of masculinity”, in which violence is simply one of many outlets. Although still popular, the subculture of violence hypothesis remains unsupported. Some suggest that it is the dominant culture itself which supports norms of violence.

Marsh (1985; Marsh, Rosser and Harré, 1978) adopts a more phenomenological approach to youth subculture, and has investigated how social rules govern the aggressive behaviour of British football fans. This work draws on Harré’s ethogenic social psychology, and aims to uncover the rules which people ascribe to their behaviour through an analysis of their accounts of intentions and emotions. Although British soccer fans have achieved notoriety for violent clashes with rival supporters, Marsh’s observations suggest that extreme violence is exceptional, and that most football “hooliganism” is ritualised violence taking the form of taunting and gestures. This is governed by mutually understood rules which prescribe hostile postures and a “rhetoric of violence”, but group rules minimise physical contact. The football terraces are important for urban working class males because they provide not only a sense of belonging and worth, but also an opportunity for excitement lacking from their routine lives. Ritualised contests therefore serve a constructive function, and contain aggression. Marsh notes analogies in lower vertebrates, and hence comes close to sociobiology. However, the notion of ritualisation presumes aggressive functions of intergroup rivalry, which may not be the salient factor. Nevertheless, Marsh’s work indicates that the occurrence of violence may be governed by shared conceptual schemata which specify when it is appropriate.

These approaches assume that aggression is rational, and not abnormal when seen in its social context, but do not distinguish instrumental from angry aggression. Some argue that they are of limited relevance to the latter or to individual acts of criminal violence. Berkowitz (1986), for example, concludes from interviews with violent offenders that their offences were largely impulsive acts of angry aggression, which were either governed by social norms nor motivated by needs to project a particular self image. Zillmann (1979) also suggests that the cognitive control of aggression is determined by the level of physiological arousal. At high or low levels, cognitive mediation is minimised, and aggression is likely to be impulsive and under immediate stimulus control. However, violent acts which deviate from social norms (which is implicit in the label of “impulsive”) may nonetheless be rule-governed, albeit by idiosyncratic personal rules.

ANTECEDENTS OF AGGRESSION

The distinction between dispositions and acts is particularly important in understanding violence, since the antecedents of a tendency to behave aggressively are likely to be distal, such as early childhood experiences. The antecedents of an act of aggression, on the other hand, include proximal factors such as recent life events or situational factors preceding an assault. The nature of aggression as a disposition is considered in the next section. The concern here is primarily with social and other environmental antecedents of acts of aggression, whether or not the participants are disposed to behave in that way.

Situational antecedents of violent acts

There have been several attempts to identify regularities in the sequence of events leading to a violent crime. Wolfgang (1957) suggested that many homicides were victim-precipitated, in that the victim was the first to resort to violence. A quarter of the Philadelphia homicides were of this kind, and in several respects, victims in such cases were more like offenders in nonvictim-precipitated homicides. Wolfgang’s notion has been extended to include other provocations, and Amir (1971) estimated that 19% of his rape cases were victim-precipitated. Curtis (1974), however, found evidence for this in only 4% of rapes, although he found signs of victim precipitation in 22% of homicides, 14% of aggravated assaults, and 11% of robberies.

While some regard the notion of victim-precipitation as “blaming the victim”, it coincides with a symbolic interactionist view of violent encounters as “situated transactions” in which participants engage in character contests”. Analyses of event sequences in reports of homicide and assault indicate that reciprocal retaliation is a significant factor (Toch, 1969; Luckenbill, 1977; Felson and Steadman, 1983). Retaliation may be either an attempt to save face or a strategic form of self protection. Incidents typically begin with an attack on the antagonist’s identity by insult, followed by attempts and failures to influence the other, threats, and escalation of verbal conflict to physical attack. A violent outcome is thus more the result of events causing a conflict to escalate than the characteristics or initial goals of the participants.

From his interviews with assaultive offenders in a Scottish prison, Berkowitz (1986) concluded that although face-saving may instigate an aggressive exchange, its intensification is mainly the result of impulsive attempts to hurt the victim. However, it seems likely that interactions culminating in violence will vary according to the context and the interpersonal styles and skills the participants bring to the situation.

Media influences on aggression

Given the uses of mass communication media to change attitudes and behaviour, the view that portrayals of violence in films and television (TV) may increase aggression in viewers seems unremarkable. Empirical evidence was obtained in the 1930s (Wober, 1989), but concerns about the exposure of children to high frequencies of violent incidents on TV have generated extensive research in recent decades, especially in the United States.

The current consensus is that filmed violence has a small but significant effect on subsequent aggression among viewers (Geen, 1983; Friedrich-Cofer and Huston, (1986), although violence depicted as justified has a greater effect, and not all viewers are affected equally. Eron and Huesmann (1986) cite evidence that children between the ages of 8 and 12 are particularly susceptible, but contrary to earlier findings, girls are influenced as much as, if not more than boys. Personal attributes, such as low educational achievement and unpopularity, are also associated with stronger effects, and although not consistently found, there is some evidence that TV violence exerts a stronger influence on aggressive than on nonaggressive children (Wober, 1989). Effects also depend on the extent to which a child watches TV, sees TV as realistic, and identifies with aggressive TV characters (Eron and Huesmann, 1986).

Much research focuses on short-term increases in minor acts of aggression, but some studies have examined effects on criminal violence. Hennigan et al. (1982), for example, compared crime rates in American cities with and without TV between 1949 and 1952. They found that the introduction of TV did not increase the rates of homicide, aggravated assault, burglary or auto theft, although there was an increase in larceny, which they attributed to increased awareness of relative deprivation among the poor. Phillips (1983), on the other hand, claimed that “mass media violence does provoke aggression in the real world” on the basis of findings of increased daily homicide rates in the United States following the showing of championship boxing matches. A peak increase of 12.5% was observed on day 3 following the fight, and since race of victims changed to match that of the loser, Phillips argued for a modelling effect. However, victim changes did not coincide with the overall peak on day 3, which itself requires explanation, and such a strong conclusion from these aggregate data seems premature.

There is some evidence that viewing of TV violence has long-term as well as immediate influences on antisocial aggression. Eron (1987) reports that childhood viewing of violence was significantly associated with the level of aggression 22 years later, including criminal violence, suggesting that TV violence may strengthen an aggressive disposition. However, a retrospective study of violent offenders by Heath, Kruttschnitt and Ward (1986) found that heavy TV viewing was related to later violence only when combined with experience of parental abuse.

Some reviewers challenge the causal relationship. Freedman (1984) questioned the external validity of laboratory research in this area, and argued that field experiments have not produced findings consistent with a causal effect. While accepting the consistent demonstration of a correlation of about 0.2 between amount of TV violence viewing and measures of aggressiveness, he argues that this reflects the influence of other variables, or the selection of violent programmes by aggressively disposed viewers. However, Friedrich-Cofer and Huston (1986) note that the correlation is relatively unchanged when IQ, achievement, class, family factors, and level of prior aggressiveness are held constant, and that the convergence of evidence from different sources justifies the causal assumption. Nevertheless, the effects are now seen as bidirectional. Thus, those with aggressive propensities are more likely to prefer and select violent TV viewing, which then influences the level of aggression further.

The processes by which violent TV viewing influences aggression are clearly complex. It is generally assumed that effects depend on modelling of aggressive solutions to conflict, although this is not an indiscriminate process, and there is little to suggest imitation of specific violent acts. Short-term effects may involve increased arousal, which activates aggressive responses when these are prepotent. Repeated exposure to TV violence may also have a desensitising effect, weakening inhibitions against aggression (Thomas et al., 1977). However, violent TV programmes are produced in a social context, and are as much a product as a shaper of prevailing reality and norms. The effects of TV violence viewing cannot therefore be determined in isolation from other social influences on aggression.

Alcohol, drugs, and violence

Mythologies about alcohol and drug use have fostered the belief that they are prominent causes of criminal acts, particularly violence. However, research indicates that delinquenc and substance use are part of a deviant lifestle originating in a variety of factors, and any association may be incidental (Osgood et al., 1988). Nevertheless, Goldstein (1989) distinguishes three ways in which substance use and abuse may be causally involved in violence. In psychopharmacological violence, effects of the drug itself facilitate violent acts. In economically compulsive violence, the need to support drug use motivates instrumental crimes such as robbery. In systemic violence, the system of drug distribution and dealing creates conflicts resolved by violence, as seen, for example, during Prohibition in the United States, and more recently over cocaine distribution in Miami.

Concerns about alcohol focus on psychopharmacological violence. In his analysis of homicide, Wolfgang (1958) found that 55% of offenders and 53% of victims had been drinking, and many studies obtain similar findings. Alcohol has also been implicated in other violent crimes. Shupe (1954) analysed urinary alcohol concentrations in 882 offenders following arrest. Levels indicating intoxication were present in 88% of those charged with cutting, 67% of murderers, and 45% of those charged with rape. Also, in incidents of violence reported in the 1988 British crime survey, the offender was dronk in over 60% of non job-related offences. For job-related incidents, the offender was drunk in 83% of assaults on males, though only 16% of those on females (Mayhew, Elliott and Dowds, 1989).

Such findings do not establish a causal relationship. Data on drinking levels in comparable groups who have not offended have not been reported, and most research draws on police reports or retrospective accounts of offenders, of uncertain reliability. Offender reports may be biased, since claiming intoxication is a common form of “deviance disavowal” (McCaghy, 1968). Some studies also indicate that high proportions of nonviolent offenders have been drinking prior to offending (Collins, 1989), suggesting that drinking is associated with criminal behaviour in general, or perhaps a failure to avoid detection. Moreover, aggression is not the most common effect of alcohol. From interviews with a Canadian community sample and observations in bars, Pernanen (1991) noted that indiscriminate positive affect and “harmless folly” are the most frequent accompaniments of drinking, and that dangerous acts are rare. However, the balance of evidence favours a special link between alcohol and aggressive crimes, and the facilitative effect of alcohol on aggression has also been demonstrated in laboratory studies (Bushman and Cooper, 1990).

There is, nevertheless, no simple relation between alcohol ingestion and aggression. Small doses of ethanol may increase autonomic arousal, while larger doses produce cortical de-arousal, but neuronal effects are not stable (Brain, 1986). Impairment of psychomotor skills, reaction time, and complex cognitive processing are well established consequences of alcohol intake, but psychological effects vary not only according to the type and amount of drink, but also with individual differences in body build, metabolism, and acquired tolerance. Moreover, the effects on mood and social behaviour are highly dependent on social and cultural context. Several possible explanations for the link between alcohol and aggression have therefore been advanced.

Graham (1980) identified four categories of theory, which differ according to the role ascribed to alcohol itself. A direct cause is explicit in “disinhibition” theories, which assume that alcohol acts on brain mechanisms inhibiting aggression. This notion derives from a moral view of drunkenness (Critchlow, 1986), ando has been sustained by instinct theories of aggression, as witnessed in the jocular definition of the superego as “that which is soluble in alcohol”. However, this view is undermined by the lack of evidence for brain centres of aggression, and by the variable effects of alcohol. Moreover, given the high frequency of occasions on which alcohol is consumed with nonaggressive consequences, the disinhibition hypothesis is clearly simplistic. Theories arguing for an indirect cause assume that effects of alcohol are mediated by changes in arousal and cognition. Taylor and Leonard (1983) propose that alcohol reduces ability to attend to multiple cues and switch attention, with the result that the intoxicated person is more stimulus-bound, less guided by inhibitory cues or anticipated future consequences, and takes more risks. Pernanen (1991) similarly suggests that alcoholl affects cognition, narrowin the perceptual field, and makes behaviour more situationally determined. A third approach emphasises the motive for drinking, which may be the attainment of anxiety reduction or feelings of power, which then interact with other effects of alcohol. For example, reduced ambiguities of situational cues may enhance feelings of control, which are potentiated in those with power concerns, leading to overestimated prowess.

A fourth set of theories sees the alcohol-aggression correlation as reflecting predispositional or situational factors. Personality factors may lead people both to drink and to behave aggressively. Buikhuisen, Van Der Plas-Korenhoff and Bontekoe (1988), for example, found that students who reported becoming aggressive after drinking were distinguished from unaggressive drinkers by more self-reported delinquency, hostility, dominance, impulsivity, and inconsistent upbringing, as well as by increased skin conductance recovery time after dtinking. Expectations about the effects of alcohol, and the culturally permitted “time out” from social rules allowed for drinkers, may also encourage deviant behaviour after drinking (Critchlow, 1986). Finally, some drinking situations themselves are more conducive to aggression. For example, Graham et al. (1980) found that the most aggression-prone bars in Vancouver were more physically unattractive, unfriendly, run-down, tense in atmosphere, and imposed few limits on acceptable behaviour.

These theories overlap rather than compete, but a meta-analysis of experimental studies on alcohol and aggression suggests that they are not all equally plausible. Bushman and Cooper (1990) found significant effects of alcohol on aggression in comparison with placebo and control conditions, indicating that alcohol itself has a facilitating effect. However, placebo (expect alcohol but do not receive it) and antiplacebo do not expect alcohol but receive it) conditions failed to produce significant effects, suggesting that neither pharmacological nor psychological factors alone are the important determinants. Whether alcohol ingestion leads to aggression therefore seems to depend on an interaction between the characteristics of the drinker, the psychological effects of alcohol, and provoking and constraining factors in the situation.

Those who are acutely intoxicated when offending are not necessarily chronic drinkers, but it is well known that drink-related problems are common among-prisoners. Prevalence estimates vary with the criteria for alcohol dependence, alcohol abuse, or problem drinking, but several studies suggest that a third or more of prisoners have serious drink problems. Using a symptom criterion, Edwards, Hensman and Peto (1971) estimated that 34% of a sample of long-term English prisoners, 55% of short-term prisoners, and 86% of those convicted for drunkenness showed moderate to severe alcohol dependency. Some recent studies employ quantitative criteria which permit comparisons with normative data. Violent and nonviolent prisoners in a Scottish study (Myers, 1982) reported an average weekly consumption of 70 units, while 47% drank more than 80 units a week ( one unit = a half pint of beer or one ounce of spirits). Among young English prisoners, McMurran and Hollin (1989) found a weekly average of 58 units, and 43% drank more than 50 units. In comparison, 18 to 24 year old male drinkers in a Scottish community survey reported a weekly average of 26 units, while 8% of the sample consumed more than 50 units (Saunders and Kershaw, 1976).

Prolonged elevations of blood alcohol level impair information processing and judgment, and many make aggressive interactions more likely. High alcohol consumption in discharged prisoners also impedes rehabilitation, and may encourage economically compulsive crimes. However, it is probable that only a minority of alcoholics become criminal, and not all of these are violent offenders. For example, alcohol dependence was found to be more prevalent among petty than among serious offenders by Edwards, Hensman and Peto, (1971). Coid (1982) suggests that alcoholism is probably not related to violence, but that personality disorder in a subgroup of alcoholics predisposes them to both drinking and violence.

Fewer research findings are available on the relationship of illicit drug use to violence, partly since the involvement of drugs in a crime is often not revealed, and partly because of an assumption that only a small amount of crime is due to drugs. The evidence suggests that marijuana, opiates, and tranquillisers do not facilitate aggression, and may actually be inhibitory (Goldstein, 1989). Amphetamine and barbiturates are more likely to facilitate violence, but as with alcohol, the outcome seems to depend on predispositional and situational factors. On the other hand, delusional states produced by toxic substances increase the likelihood of impulsive violence, and heightened irritability may accompany withdrawal from opiates or marijuana (Goldstein, 1989). However, drug-related offending remains part of the “dark figure” of unrecorded crime. Nurco et al. (1985) report that many narcotic addicts engage in high rates of crime, of which fewer than 1% result in arrest. Most of this consists of theft and dealing to support addiction rather than violence, and it has been thought that opiate addicts are not unusually prone to violence. However, Goldstein (1989) cites recent American studies which have found illegal drugs, particularly cocaine, in the urine of between one and two thirds of those arrested for violent crimes, and estimates that 10% of homicides in America may now be the result of drug use. How much of this is pharmacological rather than economically compulsive or systemic violence remains unclear.

Physical and social environmental changes

Environmental changes affecting biological, psychological, or social functioning may be experienced as aversive or frustrating. A possible influence on aggression would therefore be consistent with several theories, and considerable data have been amassed suggesting a relationship between human aggression and environmental factors such as noise levels and climate (Mueller, 1983). Some studies have also tested the folklore of a lunar influence on deviant behaviour. Lieber and Sherrin (1972) speculated that lunar gravitational forces might affect emotional functioning, and obtained data indicating periodicity in homicidal rates in two American counties, peaks coinciding with a full moon and following a new moon. Forbes and Lebo (1977), however, were unable to identify such an effect on rates of arrest for violence.

There is firmer evidencefor the effects of temperature. Anderson (1989) reviewed field and laboratory research, and found that although data from the latter were not entirely consistent, field studies uniformly showed that hotter regions, and hotter years, seasons, months, and days, were associated with increased rates of murder, rape, assault, riot, and wife-beating. Similar effects have been found for air-pollution, as indexed by ozone levels (Rotton and Frey, 1985). While the effects of weather changes may be partly mediated by changes in social contact and opportunities for aggression, Anderson (1989) suggests that the evidence is consistent with effects at the individual level, such as increased negative affect, or misattribution of arousal. Mueller (1983) similarly proposes that changes in the physical environment (noise, heat, air pollution) and interpersonal environment (territorial invasion, personal space violations, high population density) function as stressors, and make aggression more likely through the facilitation of dominant responses, impaired information processing, or perceived loss of control. However, such stressors do not have uniform effects, and are not themselves sufficient for aggression.

A variable of interest in this context is the maintenance of personal space (proxemic behaviour). O’Neal et al. (1979) showed that anger arousal increases preferred interpersonal distance, and there is evidence that the latter may characterise violent offenders. Kinzel (1970) found that violent inmates displayed a larger personal space than nonviolent prisoners, and that this was most pronounced for approaches from the rear. He suggested that this reflects homosexual anxiety. This latter finding has not been replicated, but several studies confirm the larger referred interpersonal distance of violent offenders (e.g. Booraem et al., 1977), and among nonoffenders, preferred distance correlates with a quarrelsome and aloof interpersonal style (Gifford and O’Connor, 1987). Methodological variations, including reliance on a single offence to indicate a violent disposition, may account for failures of replication (e.g. Eastwood, 1985). However, although personal space is often equated with territoriality in other animals, its functional significance remains obscure. Preferred space may not be a stable characteristic, since Kinzel (1970) found that it declined with repeated measurement. Its association with an aggressive disposition may therefore represent a hypervigilance for interpersonal threat which becomes marked in the presence of strangers.

A further factor which may be particularly relevant to group violence is the level of anonymity. Zimbardo (1970) proposed that certain conditions, such as anonymity, involvement in group activity, diffusion of responsibility across group members, and accompanying changes in arousal, produce a state of deindividuation. This consists of the feeling that one does not stand out as an individual, reduced self-awareness, and decreased concern for negative consequences, which facilitates impulsive harmful behaviour. Experimental support for this phenomenon is rather weak (Diener, 1977), but Prentice-Dunn and Rogers (1983) find support for the view that the critical feature of deindividuation is reduced private self-awareness, in which there is decreased reliance on internal standards and reduced cognitive control, making the person more responsive to aggressive cues. Critical antecedents are immersion in group activities and other conditions which lead to an external focus of attention. However, deindividuation remains a contentious concept. Bandura (1986) for example, notes that diffusion ot responsibility can disinhibit aggression through cognitive restructuring and neutralising beliefs rather than through loss of control.

PERSONALITY AND AGGRESSION

Acts of aggression may sometimes be committed by people who are not habitually aggressive. This distinction between act and disposition is ignored by studies which identify “violent offenders” by reference to the most recent conviction alone. Since situational factors and a person’s temporary state clearly contribute to violent incidents, involvement in a single act of violence is not a reliable index of a violent disposition. However, some people are more ready than others to engage in acts of aggression, and the concern of this section is with what contributes to such a tendency.

The consistency of aggression

Several longitudinal studies have established the temporal stability of aggression as a trait. Olweus (1979) reviewed evidence on the stability of aggression in males as measured by observer ratings, peer nominatiohs, and direct observation, and identified twelve investigations in which assessments had been made on at least two occasions, which ranged from 6 months to 21 years apart. The average corrected correlation between the two as assessments was 0.79. He therefore conc uded that there is substantial stability in aggression which cannot be attributed to situational constancy. In a subsequent review (Olweus, 1981) he found only slightly lower levels of stability among females.

Subsequent studies are consistent with Olweus’ findings. For example, Huesmann et al. (1984) found that peer nominations of aggression made at age 8 correlated significantly with self- and spouse-reported aggression and also criminal record 22 years later. Structural models yielded estimated stability coefficients for aggression of 0.50 for males, and 0.35 for females. Similarly in the Cambridge study, ratings of aggression at age 8 to 10 correlated significantly with self-reported aggression in adolescence and adulthood (Farrington, 1989). Since these studies involve reassessment of aggression by different methods and in different contexts, they suggest cross-situational as well as temporal consistency. Cross-situational consistency was demonstrated more directly by Feshbach and Price (1984), who found that among schoolchildren rated for aggression over two years, correlations between ratings made at home and at school ranged from 0.39 to 0.59. Aggressive tendencies are, then, relatively enduring attributes which diffenrentiate between people from early in life.

Criminal violence appears to be a function of such a disposition. Farrington (1989) found that 22.4% of those rated as highly aggressive by teachers at age 12 to 14 subsequently had a conviction for violence, compared with 7.2% of less aggressive boys, and the former accounted for 60% of the violent offenders. Similar data were obtained by Stattin and Magnusson (1989). Robins (1978) also found that fighting in childhood consistently predicts violent behaviour in adults, and in all of these studies, early aggression was associated with later social deviance in general. This justifies the notion of a “syndrome” of antisocial behaviour, of which aggression is a prominent feature.

All of these studies, however, have a high false positive rate, and although a majority of those who exhibit violence in adulthood have been identified as aggressive in childhood, only a minority of aggressive children go on to be seriously aggressive. Many of the remainder may continue to be aggressive in less obvious ways, but it must be emphasised that stability is only relative in this context. Thus, early manifestations of aggressiveness as a trait make later violence more likely, but whether a criminal outcome ensues depends on other personal and environmental factors.

Origins of consistency in aggression

Aggression may be influenced by genetic factors, and a twin study by Rushton et al. (1986) found evidence for substantial heritability for self-reported aggressiveness. This is not inconsistent with learning analyses, but suggests that the child ma be an active contributor to the learning of aggression. Buss (1961), for example, proposed that temperament traits of impulsivity, activity level, intensity of emotional reactions, and independence would all contribute to the learning of aggression, partly by creating more opportunities for aversive exchanges with caretakers or siblings.

Current views assume that persistent aggression originates primarily in family modelling and reinforcement. Longitudinal studies show that family histories of aggressive children and delinquents are characterised by higher rates of parental deviance, marital conflict, parental indifference and lack of supervision, and violent adults frequently report a history of witnessing violence and experiencing physical abuse in childhood (Chapter 7). Cross-sectional studies produce comparable data. Husch et al. (1990) found that 58% of 71 adolescents who had killed had a criminally violent family member compared with 20% of demographically matched nonviolent delinquents. These findings are consistent with the social learning view that the family provides a learning environment where violent behaviours are modelled, rehearsed, and reinforced. Such families are more likely to be economically deprived and embedded in a wider context of social disorganisation. While the relation of violence to social class has been questioned, Brownfield (1986) found that both self-reported and official violent delinquency were related to a measure of underclass defined by family unemployment and welfare dependency, although only weakly to more traditional measures of class, such as parental occupation.

Family variables nevertheless account for only a small part of the variance in later violence. In an uncontrolled study of violent delinquents, Fagan and Wexler (1987) found some association of self-reported violence with criminality and violence in the family, but violence correlated more strongly with delinquent peer friendships. Blaske et al. (1989) also found that among father-absent boys, violent delinquents showed more rigid and disengaged relationships with their mothers and greater association with deviant peers, in comparison with sex-offenders and nonviolent subjects. Similarly, of the adolescent homicides studied by Husch et al. (1990), 41% were involved with gangs, compared with 14% of nonviolent delinquents. These latter studies are consistent with the integrated theory of Elliott et al. (1985), and suggest that violent offending is the outcome of deficient family bonding and the learning of aggression in families, together with strong bonding to deviant peers.

However, exposure to such conditions is not sufficient to account for the perpetuation of an aggressive style of interaction across the life course. Social learning and cognitive analyses provide the basis for recent attempts to account for consistency. Caspi, Bem and Elder (1989) identify two forms of person-environment interaction which promote consistency. Cumulative continuity arises when a person’s disposition leads to the selection of environments which sustain the disposition. For exemple, dropping out of school because of poorly controlled temper may restrict career options to frustrating occupational roles which evoke further patterns of ill-tempered behaviour. In interactional continuity the immediate and recurring consequences of coercive exchanges short-circuit the learning of more controlled forms of interaction. Caspi et al. found that children who exhibited explosive tempers in childhood were judged more undercontrolled and irritable 20 years later, and had shown a life course pattern of educational, occupational and marital failure consistent with a recurring maladaptive coercive style.

Interactional continuity can be understood in terms of expectancy confirmation processes. Expectancies are rule about future stimulus and response outcomes (Bandura, 1986). Once established as relatively general rules, expectancies may override the objective contingencies in a situation, and become self-fulfilling prophecies (Carson, 1979). For example, a hostile person expects others to be hostile, and behaves in ways which elicit the expected reaction. A related concept is the script (Abelson, 1981). Scripts are cognitive schemata by which sequences of events are anticipated, and like other schemata, they permit rapid identification of meaningful events, but at the cost of distortions in everyday interaction. Huesmann and Eron (1984) suggest that scripts control aggressive strategies, but that their persistence and stability depends on the encoding of the original behaviour, cognitive rehearsal, and retrieval by cues associated with encoding. They propose that encoding is strengthened when a child fails to foresee inappropriate consequences of aggression, or to rehearse alternative strategies. This may account for the association of childhood aggression with low intelligence (Huesmann et al., 1987). Similarly, aggressive strategies will be strengthened by fantasy rehearsal. Consistent with this, aggressive children reported more fantasy aggression, more violent TV viewing, and identified more with TV characters. Aggressive scripts may thus be amplified and perpetuated into adult life by a cycle of rehearsal, expectancy confirmation and environmental selection. They provide a basis for the selective and hostile appraisal of diverse situations as equivalent, and for reacting automatically with coercive behaviour sequences.

Failure to discriminate between present and past events is, however, commonly regarded as dysfunctional, and greater consistency of aggression may therefore be more characteristic of maladjusted individuals. For example, Raush (1965) found that while hyperaggressive and normal boys were similar in following an unfriendly antecedent with an unfriendly response, the aggressive boys were more likely to follow a friendly antecedent with an unfriendly response. They were thus less able to differentiate between events, responding to friendly events as if they had a hostile meaning. Similarly, when asked to describe their responses to thwarting or provoking situations, mentally disordered offenders showed greater consistency and less discrimination between situations than did students (Blackburn, 1984). Recent work by Wright and Mischel (1987) also suggests that consistency in aggression is a function of maladjustment or skill deficits. Among problem boys, cross-situational consistency of rated aggression was significant, though modest, when the boys’ skills matched those required by the situations, but was substantially higher when the competence requirements of the situations exceeded those possessed by the boys. The authors interpret these findings as indicating that lack of “construction competencies” with which to cope with a situation is stressful, and leads to indiscriminate responding.

Individual differences and aggression

Although aggressiveness is a relatively stable disposition, its consistency and expression depend on personal attributes which determine what is aversive or anger arousing and on what other coping strategies are available to the person in conflict situations. A traditional assumption is that violent individuals lack internalised controls. Thus, psychodynamic and early learning theorists saw individual differences as residing in the acquisition of emotional inhibitions restraining harmful behaviour, such as anxiety, guilt, empathic concern, and tolerance for frustration. However, where traditional approaches focus on affective aspects, current theories emphasise the role of cognitive appraisals and inferences, and recent research pays more attention to factors which facilitate aggression, such as anger arousal, and to the cognitive processes which mediate facilitation or inhibition.

Carney (1978) described violent offenders as unable to trust because of role-playing deficits, unable to feel as manifest in acting out to defend against pain, unable to fantasise as shown in impulsivity and lack of empathy, and unable to learn as shown by failure to generalise from experience. This represents the psychodynamic view, and also the traditional concept of psychopathic personality .The association of aggression with psychopathy is supported by Hare and McPherson (1984), who found that most prisoners meeting Cleckley’s criteria had a history of serious violent crimes, and were more likely to be aggressive in prison. Serin (1991) similarly found that high scores on Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist among prisoners were associated with more frequent violent offending, as well as with self-reported aggressiveness and impulsiveness. Correlational studies also indicate that aggressiveness is associated with a broad personality dimension of unsocialised aggression or psychopathy, which includes impulsivity and extrapunitive hostility (Blackburn, 1972, 1979a; Quay, 1987a).

A propensity for criminal violence is also associated with a disposition to experience anger. Selby (1984) found that violent inmates scored higher than nonviolent criminals on scales of anger and hostility, and Blackburn and Lee-Evans (1985) similarly found that psychopathic offenders anticipated greater anger and aggression in situations of frustration and provocation. Related to this may be the level of self-esteem. Threats to masculine self-image and self-image promotion or defending were significaantly associated with violenc in Toch’s observations of violent encounters between police and delinquents (Toch, 1969). Armstrong (1980) also found that anger in delinquent males was predicted by a combination of low self-esteem and stereotyped masculine role. However, it appears to be an unstable, fluctuating self-esteem, rather than low self-esteem itself which is most strongly related to anger arousal (Kernis, Grannemann and Barclay, 1989).

Tedeschi (1983) suggests that low self-esteem makes a person vulnerable to threat, but people with low self-esteem may also adopt coercive means of influence because they lack noncoercive skills with which to achieve power and status. There is some evidence that aggression is associated with deficiencies in social skills. For example, Kirchner, Kennedy and Draguns (1979) observed that in role-played responses to conflict situations, offenders were more aggressive than nonoffenders but lacked nonaggressive assertive skills. However, not all aggressive offenders show social skill deficits (Henderson, 1982).

Intellectual deficits have also been implicated in violence. Neuropsychological studies suggest that reduced left hemispheric lateralisation may be particularly characteristic of delinquents showing psychopathic traits and a history of violence, and this may reflect a relative inability to modulate control by means of inner speech (Chapter 6). Several studies also indicate a significant association of aggression with low intelligence. Huesmann et al. (1987), for example, found a consistent negative correlation of aggression with IQ and attainment over 22 years, but suggest that intelligence exerts an effect on aggression primarily in childhood. However, a relation of intellectual ability to type of offending is suggested by the finding that less intelligent psychopaths had a history of impulsive violence, whereas the offences of intelligent psychopaths were more likely to be sadistic (Heilbrun, 1982).

Although intelligence may influence early social cognitive development, current theories suggest that individual differences in ease of anger arousal relate more broadly to expectancies and judgmental processes which bias appraisals of interpersonal events. Several recent studies have examined these aspects in children who are aggressive in school, and rejected by their peers. Since such children are at risk for becoming delinquent (Chapter 7), this work casts some light on the factors which may mediate later antisocial aggression.

Research on social cognitive processes follows two directions. First, aggressive boys have been shown to be less accurate in interpreting peers intentions in unambiguoug situations, and to have a bias to perceive hostile intent in ambiguous interpersonal situations having a negative outcome (Dodge, 1986). This reflects quick responding to minimal information, and selective attention to social cues, suggesting a biased expectancy to perceive malevolent intent. Although replicated in several studies, this effect is not entirely consistent, and attention has focused primarily on its correlation with observed aggressiveness, rather than anger arousal. However, Dodge and Somberg (1987) demonstrated that attributional bias is more apparent under conditions of mild threat, which may prime hostile expectancies. Social problem solving skills are a second area of interest, and it has been found that rejected-aggressive boys generate fewer solutions to interpersonal problem situations (Richard and Dodge, 1982), and also produce more aggressive and less effective solutions (Asarnow and Callan, 1985). Dodge (1986) integrates these findings in a sequential model. He proposes that effective problem solving proceeds through stages of encoding, interpretation, response search, resonse selection, and response enactment. Aggressive children display deficits in the first four stages.

Less attention has been paid to the content of social cognition, but some recent studies examine beliefs associated with aggression from a social learning standpoint. Perry, Perry and Rasmussen (1986) found that preadolescent aggressive children had stronger self efficacy beliefs about their ability to enact aggressive responses, relative to their less aggressive peers, and also showed outcome expectancies for aggression which emphasised gaining tangible rewards and reducing aversive treatment, but not gaining peer approval. Slaby and Guerra (1988) replicated these findings and those of Dodge, and extended them to violent delinquents. They compared incarcerated violent delinquents and adolescents rated as aggressive or unaggressive in school on problem solving skills and beliefs about aggression. Both delinquents and aggressive adolescents showed problem solving deficits, such as generating fewer solutions and selecting less information, and also endorsed more positive and neutralising beliefs about the consequences of aggression, such as self-esteem enhancement, and minimal suffering to the victim. Males consistently showed more deficits and aggressive beliefs than females, suggesting a more restricted consideration of interpersonal outcomes.

Personality types and violence

It has been stressed that the occurrence of a single act of violence does not itself indicate an aggressive disposition, and inconsistent findings on personality correlates of violent offending may reflect the heterogeneity of those who have committed violent crimes. Several attempts have therefore been made to distinguish different types of personality among violent criminals.

From interviews with violent prisoners, Toch (1969) discerned two broad interpersonal orientations, which were associated with ten types of motivational concerns. Common to all of these is a tendency to see human relations as governed by the exercise of power. One group feels vulnerable to manipulation, and employs violence as a self-preserving strategy. Within this group, Toch identifies six orientations, which involve the defence of reputation, enforcement of norms, self-image defending, self-image promotion, self-defending, and removing pressures by violence because of limited social skills. The second group sees other people as objects to meet their needs, and employs violence manipulatively. Four categories are distinguished according to whether violence takes the form of bullying, exploitation, self-indulgent coercion, or cathartic discharge. While Toch presents data supporting the reliability of this typology, it does not appear to have been cross-validated with other samples.

Generalised inhibitions against aggression are central to the concept of the overcontrolled assaultive offender. Megargee (1966) proposed that undercontrolled offenders, who are likely to be identified as psychopathic personalities, have weak inhibitions, and respond aggressively with some regularity. Overcontrolled offenders, in contrast, have strong inhibitions, and aggress only when instigation (anger arousal) is sufficiently intense to overcome inhibitions. They are therefore expected to attack others rarely, but with extreme intensity if they do so, and should hence be found more commonly among those who have been extremely assaultive or homicidal. Supporting this hypothesis, Megargee found that boys with a record of extreme assault were rated as more controlled and unaggressive, and showed greater control and conventionality on personality tests than moderately assaultive and nonviolent delinquents. Further support was obtained in a study of mentally disordered offenders (Blackburn, 1968a). Extreme assaultive were significantly more controlled, inhibited and defensive on psychological tests than moderate assaultives, and were significantly less likely to have a prior criminal record or to be diagnosed as psychopathic personality. In a subsequent study of 56 murderers, almost half showed such characteristics (Blackburn, 1971a). Additional support comes from a study by Lang et al. (1987), who found that murderers differed from assaulters in having a less criminal prior history, and scored lower on measures of hostility and the EPQ P scale. Consistent with the theory, they were also more defensive, as indicated by the EPQ Lie scale, but the authors construe this narrowly in terms of situational dissimulation. Since high Lie scores are associated with conforming behaviour (Chapter 5), a dispositional interpretation is warranted.

Megargee developed a scale of overcontrolled hostility (OH), and Lane and Kling (1979) found that OH differentiated male forensic patients with a history of infrequent but intense violence. They considered that high scores on OH reflected rigidity, excessive control, repression of conflicts, and a reluctance to admit to psychiatric symptoms. Walters and Greene (1982) also found that psychiatric outpatients scoring high on OH were more likely to be described by their therapists as prone to chronic, but rigidly suppressed, anger and hostility. Murderers scoring highly on OH have also been found to be characterised by lack of assertiveness in role-plays, and by less anger expression in response to provocation (Quinsey, Maguire and Varney, 1983). However, some studies fail to support the validity of OH (Truscott, 1990).

The overcontrol hypothesis sheds some light on why typically unaggressive individuals are found among violent offenders, but rests on an energy model, in which anger arousal accumulates with repeated provocation. Current theorising would predict that anger is most likely to be maintained by the cognitive rehearsal of grievances, resulting in a bias to respond more readily to subsequent provocation (Zillmann, 1979). The model does not, however, clarify whether it is anger arousal, its expression, or the lack of aggressive habits which is problematic for overcontrolled individuals. There is evidence for two overcontrolled types (Blackburn, 1971a, 1986). One denies angry or hostile tendencies, and describe themselves as sociable, nonanxious, and conforming. This group comes closest to Megargee’s original concept. The second group describes relatively strong anger experiences, social avoidance, and poor self-esteem, and is more likely to display social skill deficits (Henderson, 1982). Both groups appear to have acquired nonaggressive, avoidant ways of coping with conflict situations, but the problems of the first group relate to denial and avoidance at a cognitive level. For the second group, it appears to be the expression of anger which is problematic.

However, ,two undercontrolled patterns are also apparent. Blackburn (1971a) found four distinct personality patterns in a cluster analysis of MMPI data obtained from 56 mentally disordered murderers, and these were subsequently shown to be the main patterns among violent mentally disordered offenders more generally (Blackburn, 1975a, 1986). These same types have been identified among “normal” murderers (McGurk, 1978) and violent male criminals (Henderson, 1982), although one MMPI study of murderers undergoing pretrial evaluation produced somewhat different types (Holcomb, Adams and Ponder, 1985). These four types have been described as primary psychopaths, secondary psychopaths, controlled or conforming, and inhibited (Chapter 3). The former two groups are similar in showing relatively strong impulsive and aggressive tendencies, and resemble Toch’s manipulative and self-preserving groups, respectively. The latter two groups represent the two forms of overcontrol described above. Consistent with the overcontrol hypothesis, 52% of primary psychopaths, but only 8% of the inhibited group, were found to have a history of repeated violence (Blackburn, 1984).

These four groups represent combinations of extremes on two dimensions labelled psychopathy (PY) and social withdrawal (SW: Blackburn, 1986). SW appears to moderate the relationship between aggressive tendencies (PY) and observed aggressive behaviour, probably because SW is related to inhibitory tendencies and lack of assertiveness. It may also contribute to hostility, since hostility tends to be maintained when there are barriers to interpersonal communication. The violence of the socially withdrawn psychopath may therefore be less predictable and more impulsive, and Heilbrun and Heilbrun (1985) found that the combination of psychopathy, low IQ, and high SW was associated with the highest level of violence within a prison.

However, these types also emerge from taxonomic studies of unselected prisoners (Holland and Holt, 1975; Widom, 1978a; McGurk and McGurk, 1979), only the inhibited group being prominent among more extremely violent offenders. The clusters of attributes identified in these studies are not, then, unique to violence, but may rather represent patterns of personality deviation which contribute to socially deviant behaviour more generally. It must be reiterated that personality variables are not in themselves sufficient to account for violence. Hostile attitudes or low self-esteem may bias people to perceived malevolent intent more readily, while an aggressive disposition and limited cognitive and social skills make attempts to resolve conflict by coercive means more likely. However, while certain dispositions may increase the likelihood of criminal violence, these do not inevitably lead to violent acts. It is probable that the majority of aggressiye personalities do not exhibit flagrant antisocial behaviour, even though they may be prone to conflict with those around them (Millon, 1981).

THE CYCLE OF VIOLENCE

As introduced by Kempe et al. (1962) the “battered child” described “a clinical condition in young children who have received serious physical abuse, generally from a parent or foster parent”. A focus on nonaccidental injury also accompanied the later concept of “battered wife”. However, attention has subsequently shifted from the physical aspects of abuse and the characteristics of perpetrators, to the psychological consequences for the victim. Since children and women who are victims are at risk of becoming abusers themselves, the present discussion considers both causes and effects of child and wife abuse. Sexual abuse is examined in Chapter 11.

Child abuse

Although extreme violence towards children is extensively publicised, many incidents of child physical abuse involve minor injury, and are impulsive acts occurring during unsuccessful attempts at discipline (Wolfe, 1987). These typically reflect the progressive development of aversive parent-child exchanges. For example, inconsistent punishment of a child will result in greater resistance to suppression of deviant behaviour, and a reduction in the parent’s capacity to control behaviour through positive reinforcement. Under such conditions, attempts at discipline involve punitive tactics of accelerating intensity, and an increased likelihood of escalation to violence (Parke, 1977; Patterson, 1982). Possible causal factors in abuse therefore include characteristics of parent and child, the history of their interaction, adverse family conditions exacerbating aversive interactions, and social and cultural factors supporting punitive discipline.

A child’s characteristics may increase the risk of abuse by imposing stress on the parent, or by eliciting parental rejection, and unskilled mothers can be “trained” by their children to use aversive discipline (Patterson, 1982). A review by Friedrich and Boriskin (1976) indicated a greater incidence of prematurity, mental retardation, physical handicaps, and temperament difficulties among abused children, and a tendency of abusive parents to perceive their children as different. Reciprocal parent-child inf1uences may therefore contribute to abuse, although some of these factors, such as mental retardation, may be as much a consequence as a cause.

Attention has focused particularly on mothers who perpetrate abuses, although probably more physical abuse is perpetrated by males, and neglect by females (Wolfe, 1987). Low parental intelligence has been implicated, but this is more likely in cases of neglect, and there is a consensus that only 5% to 10% of abusive parents exhibit severe mental disorder. However, personality disturbance was thought to characterise most abusers in early studies, and Spinetta and Rigler (1972) noted that clinicians generally attributed abuse to a defect in the control of aggressive impulses. This was held to result from emotional deprivation in the childhood of abusers, which produced frustrated dependency needs, inability to empathise, and misunderstanding of the requirements of child-rearing. At times of stress, these mothers looked to the child for satisfaction of emotional needs, projecting aggression to the child when this was not forthcoming. Abusing parents were thus thought to show deviant attitudes, expectations and child-rearing techniques.

Subsequent research lends some support to the notion of deviant parental dispositions, although these are seen increasingly in terms of skill deficits. Abusing parents are more likely to have experienced abuse themselves, and deficiencies in self-control and appropriate anger expression are common findings. Rohrbeck and Twentyman (1986), for example, found that abusive mothers were more impulsive on cognitive and motor tests than neglecting and nonabusing mothers. Abusive parents are also 1ikely to be depressed (Lahey et al., 1984), and show distorted expectations, attributing the child’s misbehaviour to intentional annoyance (Larrance and Twentyman, 1983). There is, moreover, consistent evidence of deficient child-rearing skills, in the form of ineffectual discipline and proportionately more negative than positive interactions with the child (Lahey et al., 1984). These deficits are associated with insensitivity to cues and signals from the child, poor monitoring, and difficult social relationships outside the family, suggesting more generalised social incompetence manifested in a coercive interpersonal style. Burgess and Youngblade (1988) propose that such a style emerges from modelling and reinforcement of aggression in the early lives of the parents, which may be central to the intergenerational transmission of abuse. However, some abusive acts may result from stress-produced arousal rather than learning per se (Emery , 1989).

Although recent evidence continues to implicate parental characteristics in abuse, there is no distinctive personality “profile”, and abusers are not homogeneous (Wolfe, 1987). Moreover, child abuse has multiple determinants. Self-report studies support a correlation of abuse with poverty and unemployment (Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1980; Browne, 1984), and abusive families often lack external social support, being less involved with their local community. Gelles (1973) saw these social factors as stressors, which interact with parent characteristics and marital and child-produced stress to lead to abuse. Cultural factors are also relevant. Parkes (1977) notes that levels of family violence correlate with levels of violence in a society more generally. He suggests that consistent exposure to punitive discipline serves to sanction such behaviour as normative, and that parents are socialised into child abuse through the interaction of cultural, community, and family influences. However, the processes of interaction remain unclear.

Psychological research on child abuse has drawn on psychodynamic and social learning models, and these approaches have also guided attempts to identify effects of abuse on the victims. Martiin and Rodeheffer (1976) note that negative psychological effects could result from both physical abuse ( e.g. brain damage) and ongoing disturbance in parent-child relationships. They suggested that the more prominent effects were interpersonal ambivalence and hypervigilance regarding the behaviour of others, disturbed self-concept and superego development, and delays in the development of speech, language, and motor functions. While these are common findings, no uniform pattern of psychological problems has been identified (Wolfe, 1987; Emery,1989). Abused children have been found to perform lower on intelligence tests, to be deficient in empathic concern and social cognitive development, to be depressed, and to show difficulties in interactions with peers as well as families (Conaway and Hansen, 1989; Emery, 1989). However, effects vary according to the type and severity of maltreatment, and the age at which abuse occurs. Moreover, not all abused children suffer lasting harmful effects. A moderating factor appears to be wether the child attributes abuse to parental malevolence or to stress. (Herzberger, Potts and Dillon, 1981). Negative effects may also be ameliorated by a supportive relationship with another adult (Egeland, Jacobvitz and Sroufe, 1988).

Abused children are consistently found to be aggressive with their peers (Hoffman-Plotkin and Twentyman, 1984), and since abusing parents frequently report a history of experiencing abuse, there is a common belief in a “cycle of violence”, in which abused children reproduce aggression towards their own children and others. However, many abusers do not have a history of being abused, while only about 30% of abused children are likely to become abusers themselves (Kaufman and Zigler, 1987). Widom (1989a) reviewed the relation of child abuse to later criminal violence, and similarly concluded that the majority of abused children do not go on to become violent offenders. Her own prospective study revealed that 19% of abused males later committed violent crimes, compared with 14% of controls (Widom, 1989b). She found no significant effect in the case of females, nor for sex abuse. There is thus only modest support for the “cycle of violence” hypothesis, and many mediating factors determine whether or not an abused child becomes an abuser or a violent delinquent (see Chapter 7).

While intergenerational transmission of abusive behaviour is consistent with social learning theory, the psychological mediators remain unclear. Child abuse has “internalising” consequences such as depression and lowered self-esteem, as well as “externalising” effects in the form of aggression, and this may be more adequately accounted for in terms of attachment theory (Emery, 1989). An alternative possibility is that aggression may be enhanced in abused children by chronic post-traumatic stress disorder (Collins and Bailey, 1990a). The aspects of the abused child’s environment which are psychologically most damaging are also uncertain. While it is assumed that major effects result from maltreatment by a caretaker on whom the child depends and looks to as a model, other significant sources of impaired child development include witnessing violence between family members (Wolfe et al., 1985), and the social consequences of the labelling of a family as abusive.

Wife abuse

Physical abuse of women by marital partners or cohabitees often occurs concurrently with child abuse, and the majority of battered women have also been subject to marital rape (Walker, 1988). Interviews with battered women indicate that abuse typically occurs against a background of increasing coercion in the relationship, and that abusive acts involve a rapid escalation from verbal argument to physical assault over a few minutes (Dobash and Dobash, 1984). Arguments focus mainly on possessiveness or jealousy, domestic work demands, or money, and most acts occur between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. at weekends. They occur predominantly in the home, often in the presence of children or relatives, and the most frequent injuries are bruises from slapping, punching or kicking, which may involve repeated blows. Violent acts may initially be followed by contrition and reconciliation, but this diminishes as the violence is repeated.

Given the unpalatable nature of wife abuse, it is perhaps inevitable that explanations are entangled with political, moral, and interdisciplinary issues.

Feminists were prominent in drawing attention to wife abuse, and some challenge individual level explanations which appear to “blame the victim”, giving primacy to cultural prescriptions of gender roles and unequal power between the sexes. Some sociologists adopt a similar stance. Ptacek (1988), for example, finds it “disturbing” that causes should be sought in psychological abnormality of the batterer, since this implies that “...violence lies outside the realm of choice”. Dobash and Dobash (198 4) similarly object to suggestions of victim-precipitation of violence, and argue that wife assaults are “...deeply embedded in the existing intentions of male aggressors”, which are in turn shaped by the cultural context of patriarchal domination. Whatever the merits of this rational choice perspective, such polemics substitute the attribution of moral blame for explanation. Cultural factors do not account for variations in abusiveness between individuals, and as with child abuse, it is necessary to consider multiple determinants at both the social and individual level.

Psychological research on wife abuse has so far been limited, and much of the available information comes from battered women themselves. There is, nevertheless, consistent evidence that abusers are likely to be deviant in a number of ways. Both clinical surveys and controlled studies indicate that the majority of abusers have experienced violence in childhood or witnessed parental violence, and are also likely to show alcohol problems (Gayford, 1975: Straus et al., 1980: Rosenbaum and O’Leary, 1981; Fitch and Papantonio, 1983). Fitch and Papantonio (1983), for example, found that 71% of their sample had witnessed parental violence, and 59% had abused alcohol. However, while they also observed an above average level of unemployment in their sample, a strong relationship with socioeconomic status has not generally been found, and many abusers come from high income groups Oohnson, 1988). Abusers are also more likely to have a criminal record, and to exhibit violence more generally (Walker, 1988). These observations are consistent with the “cycle of violence” hypothesis, and with the view that abuse is role-modelled behaviour passed on through social learning. They also suggest a coercive and externalising style of problem resolution. Ulbrich and Huber (1981), for example, found that in a national sample of American adults, males who had witnessed parental violence were more accepting of wife-hitting as a solution to domestic conflict. However, witnessing parental violence appears to produce “internalised” problems as well as externalising behaviours (Wolfe et al., 1985), and not all abusers have been exposed to such violence. Spouse abuse therefore reflects more than the learning of aggressive solutions to conflict. It also appears to entail distorted expectations of relationships which make conflict more likely.

Several observers point to rigid stereotypes of the female role held by abusers, which may in turn have been transmitted by their fathers. Rosenbaum and O’Leary (1981) found that abusers showed more conservative attitudes to women than did nonabusing husbands, and were also more conservative than their wives. Johnston (1988), in contrast, found no differences in attitudes to women between abusers and nonabusers. Other possible cognitive distortions include expectations that females will protect them from harm, and unrealistic expectations of intimacy (Walker, 1988). Dutton and Browning (1988) propose that abusers have an exaggerated need for power, combined with fears of intimacy, so that changes in the level of intimacy in their relationships are perceived as threats to their control, which instigate anger. In support of this, they found that physically abusive males reacted more strongly than controls to videotaped scenarios portraying abandonment by the female as an outcome of male-female conflict.

A further hypothesis is that abusing males have low self-esteem, and that their violence compensates for feelings of inadequacy, and proves their masculinity. This was supported by Johnson (1988), who found lower self-esteem in abusers, which correlated significantly with experience of abuse as a child. Margolin (1988), however, found no variations in self-concept associated with wife abuse in a volunteer sample. The mechanisms by which abuse is mediated therefore remain unclear, although the evidence to date suggests that deviant psychological characteristics of the abuser contribute significantly to marital violence. However, it seems unlikely that abusers are homogeneous.

Abused women themselves may contribute to the development of an abusive relationship. This is suggested by observations that female victims have often been subject to abuse in childhood, although revictimisation appears to be more likely when childhood abuse was sexual as well as physical (Shields and Hanneke, 1988). Revictimisation in adulthood might be mediated by an expectancy for victimisation and its association with a dependent relationship, and a helpless, compliant response to violence which reinforces the abuser’s aggression, or, alternatively, refusal to accept a traditional gender role, which provokes anger in some men (Walker, 1988). Evidence, however, is largely impressionistic. Hanks and Rosenbaum (1977), for example, discerned three types of family background in the partners of abusing males, two of which were particularly associated with violence. They suggest that abused women helped to “ignite” violence by seeking out relationships similar to those of their mothers, but offer no test of this hypothesis.

Psychological effects of wife abuse on victims are less well documented than those of child abuse, but appear to be substantial. Walker (1988) suggests that abused women are frequently vulnerable to learned helplessness as a result of childhood victimisation, and that they exhibit cognitive and affective dysfunctions comparable to post-traumatic stress disorder. She also notes their susceptibility to aggression and criminal acts. Not only are battered women likely to batter their own children while living with a wife abuser, between 50% and 80% of incarcerated women report having been abused by their partner. Their crimes include property and drug offences, but also child abuse and homicide, most commonly while under duress from a violent partner.

