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Abstract: How news media portray the problem of crime and the violence associated with Black political struggle has led to the popular stereotype of 'young black males' as criminals has been investigated. The study was carried out by examining cover stories about crime in 'Time' and 'Newsweek' magazines from 1946 to 1995. Results show that both periodicals portrayed crime as mainly a problem of urban Blacks. The unwanted label started with news reports on violence in Harlem in 1964 that would cement the link between 'young black males' and crime forever. 
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Recently in the United States overwhelming public support for the dismantling of Great Society programs illustrates that, in the last 30 years, a fundamental change has occurred in public discourse concerning the causes and potential solutions for urban social problems. The rhetoric of welfare reform, the attack on affirmative action, and the growth of right-wing antigovernment militias are but a few of the signs that the American public(1) has little empathy for the urban poor, and in particular for urban racial minorities, with respect to the failure to realize the American Dream. This article will argue that an important aspect of contemporary mainstream contempt for the problems of urban racial minorities is to be found within the social construction of the problem of crime in the post-Civil Rights era. The discussion will focus in particular on the ways in which news media representations of the problem of crime and of the violence associated with African American political straggle have contributed to current ideological notions regarding "young black males" as criminals.(2) 

Previous Research 

Research on crime and justice in the news media consistently demonstrates that the media help to construct, rather than simply represent, the interconnected social realities of crime and justice. However, nuances in the processes through which this takes place, and the social and political significance of media representation of crime and justice, are matters of considerable theoretical controversy.(3) Two overlapping areas of research are relevant to the current project: (1) research exploring the ideological or political nature of crime news, and (2) research examining news-media images of race and crime. 

The Ideological Nature of Crime News 

Research on the ways in which crime and justice news tend to support particular ideologies or political agendas over others has emerged primarily in the last two decades (see, for example, Chibnall, 1975; Fishman, 1978; Hall et al., 1978; Humphries, 1981; Hickman, 1982; Christensen, Schmidt, and Henderson, 1982; Cavender, 1984; Voumvakis and Ericson, 1984; Gorelick, 1989; Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, 1987, 1989, 1991; Humphries and Caringella-MacDonald, 1990; Barlow, Barlow, and Stojkovic, 1994; Schlesinger and Tumber, 1994; and Barlow, Barlow, and Chiricos, 1995a, 1995b). Much of this work adopts a topdown approach to questions of media representation of and its role in crime and justice concerns. That is, studies either document the inclusion of dominant class, race, or gender ideologies in news accounts or describe the institutional processes and relations that result in the tendency for crime and justice news to support dominant ideologies. More recently, studies have begun to explore the contradiction and complexity involved in media-crime-justice relations. In particular, Ericson et al. (1989) and Schlesinger and Tumber (1994) are notable for having moved beyond the more traditional approach of looking at these relations from the perspectives of journalists, to exploring them from the perspectives of institutions and organizations that are, or have the potential to become, sources for crime and justice news. Chermack (1995) examines the role of victims in the generation of crime stories and the representation of crime victims in the news. Along other lines, Humphries and Caringella-MacDonald's (1990) examination of audience interpretations of news accounts of violence against women extends the crime news research into the critical area of how audiences make meaning of the world offered to them by the media (Morley, 1992). 

Race and Crime in the News Media 

The research addressing representations of race and crime within crime news has produced mixed findings. Roshier (1981) and Graber (1980) each reported the overrepresentation of older, white, higher-status offenders in news accounts as compared with arrest statistics. Other studies have reported finding larger proportions of younger and/or lower-status offenders within crime news (Cumberbatch and Beardsworth, 1976; Dussuyer, 1979; Gans, 1979). When the focus is specifically on representations of race within crime news, studies have typically reported compatibility between racial characterizations of offenders in news accounts and official data, or, in some cases, the overrepresentation of racial minorities in crime news (Graber, 1980; Sheley and Ashkins, 1981; Smith, 1984; Barlow et al., 1995b). Departing from the typical focus on whether proportions of Black offenders in the news seem to be representative of their proportions within arrest statistics, Entman (1992: 347-348) explored whether Blacks accused of crimes "were depicted in ways that might tend to make them look more threatening and less individualized than whites, thereby reinforcing negative stereotypes" and reports differences in the visual treatment of whites and African Americans that "may tend to reinforce white's fears." Overall, though, findings from studies that have attempted to identify connections between race and crime within crime news are mixed and do not fully reflect the strength of popular ideologies linking crime to "young black males." 

It may be the case that studies (particularly those conducted in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s) that do not find links between "young black males" and crime within crime news are tapping into discourse about crime at moments in which race and crime are already so deeply connected that it is unnecessary to speak directly of race, because talking about crime is talking about race. Conceiving of discourse about crime as a coded form of discourse about race is in line with recent work on the post-Civil Rights era shift from traditional to modern (or symbolic) racism (see, for example, McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988; Entman, 1992). McConahay (1986: 93) describes traditional racism as negative "beliefs about black intelligence, ambition, honesty, and other stereotyped characteristics, as well as support for segregation and support for acts of open discrimination." According to Entman (1992), expressions of traditional racism have nearly disappeared from the media and have been replaced by the more subtle expressions of modern racism. 

Whites who have modern racist sentiments do not necessarily believe that blacks are inherently inferior or that discrimination should be legal. What many whites with modern racist tendencies do consciously feel is some amalgam of negative affect (especially fear and resentment), rejection of the political agenda commonly endorsed by black leaders, and denial that racism is still a problem (Ibid.: 342). 

The ideological link that has been established between crime and "young black males" is a powerful component of the "amalgam of negative affect" that characterizes modern racism. 

The present study attempts to build upon previous studies by examining media representation of the problem of crime, and media representation of violence associated with African American political struggle, within cover stories in Time and Newsweek magazines in the 50 years following the end of World War II.(4) 

Theoretical Context 

My thesis is that crime began to be racialized in the current form, which equates criminals with "young black males," in the 1960s as a part of contests over the meaning of race, crime, and justice that resulted from African American struggles for freedom and political equality in the United States. The effect of this racialization of crime is that in the 1990s, discourse about crime is discourse about race, whether or not racial characterizations are made explicit. 

Racial Politics and the Criminalization of "Young Black Males" 

As Omi and Winant (1994: 95) point out: 

The racial upsurges of the 1950s and 1960s were among the most tempestuous events in postwar American history. The struggles for voting rights, the sit-ins and boycotts to desegregate public facilities, the ghetto rebellions of the mid-1960s, and the political mobilizations of Latinos, Indians, and Asian Americans, dramatically transformed the political and cultural landscape of the U.S. 

These authors further state that, although real reforms were achieved by racial minority movements in this period, their efforts were met with "repression, co-optation, and fragmentation" and, by the 1970s, they were "losing their vitality and coherence" (Ibid.: 95). It is my argument that the criminalization of young African American men played a critical role in the repression, co-optation, and fragmentation of struggles for racial justice and equality. 

Chambliss (1995) describes the creation of a moral panic about crime in the 1960s, illustrating the process through which crime was raised to the level of a major social problem by politicians, law enforcement officials, and the news media. That the meaning and significance of crime was contested in this period is evidenced by the fact that Senator Barry Goldwater tried (and failed) to win the presidential election in 1964 on a law and order platform, while President Lyndon Johnson maintained that crime was most appropriately addressed within his Great Society programs. As evidence that in 1964 the public had not yet begun to conceive of crime as one of the most important issues of the day, Chambliss (1995) cites a Newsweek article noting Goldwater's unsuccessful effort to generate public concern about crime, public opinion polls in which crime was not identified as a major social problem, and Johnson's landslide victory in 1964. Politicians continued the campaign to create a moral panic about crime, however, and to link the concept of crime to urban racial unrest. They were ultimately successful, as reflected in the passage of the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, the expansion of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, and the Organized Crime Control Act of 1970. Chambliss (1995: 247) points out that "in August 1968 a public opinion poll showed for the first time in twenty years that 'crime, lawlessness, looting, and rioting' was perceived by 29 percent of those asked as one of 'the most important problems facing the nation.'" 

The campaign of conservative politicians supported by media coverage of crime and the law enforcement establishment's nonstop propaganda campaign succeeded in raising crime as a major issue for the American people. It must be noted, however, that this was at a time when riots in the cities and violent demonstrations were taking place throughout the country and "crime" was only mentioned by a significant number of respondents when it was collected together with lawlessness, riots, and looting (Ibid.). 

Particularly important is the linkage that was forged between crime and the violence associated with Black urban unrest in the 1960s. According to Omi and Winant (1994: 2): 

In the 1960s, race occupied the center stage of American politics in a manner unprecedented since the Civil War era a century earlier. Civil rights struggles and ghetto revolts, as well as controversies over state policies of reform and repression, highlighted a period of intense conflict where the very meaning of race was politically contested. 

The campaign in the 1960s to create a moral panic about crime, through appeals to popular fears about violence and unrest among racial minorities in urban areas, was an important part of the contests over the meaning of race, which characterized this period in U.S. history. Although the Civil Rights Movement had been going on for some time, it was not until the more militant factions of the African American movement (such as the Black Panther Party) appeared on the scene that politicians were successful in creating a moral panic about crime. Omi and Winant (1994: 99) argue that the Black movement's most important achievement was that it "redefined the meaning of racial identity, and consequently of race itself, in American society." Given this, it only makes sense that conservative resistance to these changes would include efforts to tarnish that emergent identity. The social construction of "young black males" as criminals accomplished just that. 

Racism, Political Economy, and Criminal Justice 

The criminalization of young African American men has been more than symbolic. The experience of African Americans in relation to broader conditions in the political economy and to the criminal justice system vividly demonstrates this. Numerous political economists describe the post-World War II period in the United States in the context of long cycles of expansion and decline in the world capitalist economy. The period between the end of World War II and the late 1960s is considered to have been the latest of four long waves of expansion, while the period from the late 1960s to the present is viewed as the fourth long period of stagnation and decline (Burawoy, 1983; Reich, 1983; Bowles, Gordon, and Weisskopf, 1983; Harrison and Bluestone, 1988). Barlow, Barlow, and Chiricos (1993) argue that nearly every major criminal justice policy development in the U.S. emerged during one oft he long periods of economic decline and played a role in the social control of surplus populations by the capitalist state. The accumulation of contradictions in the political economy during the 1970s and 1980s, and the resulting economic devastation experienced by workers in the United States, are well documented (O'Connor, 1973; Gamble and Walton, 1976; Mandel, 1980; Bluestone and Harrison, 1982; Harrison and Bluestone, 1988). In this economic context, the political gains of the Civil Rights Movement did not translate into the hoped-for economic gains for African Americans in the post-Civil Rights era. Whatever economic doors were opened to African Americans due to the Civil Rights Movement gave them passage to a declining economy and the right to become the latest in a long line of economically surplus populations to bear the brunt of hard economic times.(5) Together with the lingering legacy of racism in the United States, this is what African Americans have encountered in their struggle to take part in the American Dream. 

Omi and Winant (1994:115) note that "popular ideology often makes use of racial themes as a framework by which to comprehend major problems, be they the declining U.S. dominance in the world, dislocations in the workforce, or the fiscal crisis of the state."(6) This is nowhere more evident than in the political backlash to affirmative action, welfare, and other Great Society programs witnessed throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s. Issues of race were: 

dramatically revived in the 1980s, this time in the form of a "backlash" to the political gains of racial minority movements of the past. Conservative popular movements, academics, and the Reagan administration have joined hands to attack the legacy and logic of earlier movement achievements. They have done this, moreover, in a way which escapes obvious charges of "racism" (Ibid.: 2).(7) 

The conservative backlash has escaped obvious charges of racism in the pursuit of its political agenda largely because of its reliance on modern symbolic racism rather than on the traditional racism of an earlier era. The criminalization of "young black males" has played an important role in symbolic racism, as well as in the objective social control of young African American men as an economically surplus population. 

Criminal justice control of this racially and economically marginalized population has meant that although African Americans make up less than 13% of the U.S. population, they constitute nearly 50% of the prison population and an even larger proportion of those in jail (Chambliss, 1995). As Chambliss (p. 250) points out, "so ubiquitous is the pattern of discriminatory law enforcement that the effect has been to criminalize an entire population." 

Police departments across the nation police the urban underclass ghetto with a vigilance that would create political revolution were the same tactics and policies implemented in white middle-class communities. In Washington, D.C., for example, the police have established a rapid deployment unit (RDU: originally designed for riot control), which routinely patrols the black ghetto in search of law violators.... Members of the RDU drive in patrol cars through the ghetto on nightly vigils looking for suspects. "Suspects" include all young black males between the ages of twelve and thirty who are visible: driving in cars, standing on street corners, or in a group observed through a window in an apartment (Ibid.: 250-251). 

The result of treatment of young African American men at every stage of the criminal justice process is that "the poor black community" is a community of ex-convicts (Ibid.: 253). The impact of such coercive measures on young African Americans can be witnessed in any number of aspects of Black life in the U.S. 

The violence, anger, and the message of revolt articulated so dramatically in the rap music of the current generation of young African Americans speaks volumes about the impact of the present criminal justice system on the attitudes of young black men. The songs encourage striking out at the police and the courts, not as symbols of white power, but tools of the white man's oppression (Ibid.: 254-255). 

The manufacture of popular consent for contemporary forms of coercive control vis-a-vis a substantial portion of the African American population is tied to the linkages forged between race and crime in the moral panic about crime in the 1960s. Those links have been reinforced with each successive moral panic about crime, violence, and drugs over the past three decades. Evening news broadcasts, television crime dramas, and the "real" crime stories of programs like "Cops" and "L.A.P.D." bombard the American public with images of "young black male" offenders under authoritative police control. The message is that the police are the thin blue line protecting law-abiding citizens from dark and dangerous street criminals. The following discussion of Time and Newsweek cover stories on crime and the violence associated with African American struggle helps to account for the historical development of contemporary ideological linkages between crime and "young black males." 

Method and Findings 

Examination of national newsmagazines allows exploration of media representation at the national level, thus contributing to an understanding of the symbolic significance of crime in the national public sphere. Weekly newsmagazines also provide a particularly good source for historical investigation of media representation. Moreover, their unique and self-designated purpose is to define and explain for the American public what are deemed to be the most important events and issues of the week. Their cover stories are particularly good sources of condensed explanations and ideologies on crime and justice at the moments in which the magazines have defined them as the most important topic of the week. 

This investigation is a subset of a larger study of all cover stories on crime in Time and Newsweek magazines in the post-World War II era. Every cover story on crime, criminals, or criminal justice was collected for each of the 50 years from January 1946 through December 1995. This investigation examines only cover stories that generally address the problem of crime (including youth crime), rather than looking at all cover stories on specific criminal events and offenders or specific types of crime. The headlines for these stories and the years in which they appeared are presented in Appendix A. Cover stories on the Civil Rights Movement and related violence are presented in Appendix B. 

Within the above theoretical context, I set out to address the following research questions: (1) To what extent do cover stories on crime portray it as primarily a problem of urban Blacks? (2) Does this change in the period between 1946 and 1995 and is it possible to identify a moment or moments at which a linkage between crime and "young black males" is forged in the media? (3) If such a linkage is established at a particular point, does it appear that later cover stories assume rather than explicitly state this linkage? (4) How might the coverage of crime in these stories contribute to a shift from traditional to modern racism? 

The 1940s and 1950s 

Neither crime nor the Civil Rights Movement made the cover of Time or Newsweek magazine in the years immediately following the end of World War II. Interestingly, the problem of crime (mainly the problem of youth crime) made the cover of Newsweek fully five years before it first appeared in Time in 1958.(8) Each of the Newsweek articles between 1953 and 1957 expressed alarm over increasing rates of crime. Prominent themes were that crime was rapidly increasing and crossing class lines, that much of the crime was occurring in juvenile gangs, and that the roots of the problem were to be found in a breakdown of morality and authority. Television was described as a cause of teen-age crime and the problem was said to be at its worst in cities of more than 100,000 population. The situation was depicted as a war, but it should be noted that the war was not represented as one waged by authorities. Like the theme of juvenile jungles, the theme of war seemed to describe the situation with which we, as a nation, were faced. 

All offenders pictured in these cover stories were white and in only one of the articles was there any reference to race. In the Newsweek cover story of February 8, 1954, the term "Negroes" appeared only in a single reference to crime in Atlanta. 

The biggest problem the Atlanta police have is the murder of Negroes by Negroes. There were 74 murders in the city last year - 69 of them were Negro murders. The police believe that Atlanta's white juries are largely to blame for the present situation: The whites just won't take a Negro murder seriously ("U.S. Crime Wave," 1954).(9) 

Thus, the earliest representations of the problem of crime in the period of investigation did not portray crime as primarily a problem of urban Blacks. 

When the problem of crime finally made the cover of Time magazine in 1958, similar themes of war (a"shadowy battle"), increasing rates of youth crime, gangs, warped values, and the city as a jungle were accompanied by the new themes of sociology as ineffectual in helping to solve the crime problem, and the need for an emphasis on individual responsibility and free will. The youthful offenders described and pictured in the article were white (of Italian descent). Again, there was but one reference to race in the text. 

[Police Commissioner] Kennedy, like many another thoughtful New Yorker, is alarmed not only by statistics but also by the moods behind them. Hard-pressed minorities account for much of the violence; e.g., Negroes constitute about 10% of the population, are responsible for roughly 30% of its juvenile and youth crime record, while Puerto Ricans represent approximately 6% of population and 10% of such crime ("Big City Crime," 1958: 15). 

It should be noted that this is only one statement in an article that (like most cover stories) is several pages long. Even so, there is certainly more of a connection made here between Blacks and crime than in the previous Newsweek cover stories. Overall, cover stories on the problem of crime from the end of World War II through the 1950s did not represent the problem of crime primarily as a problem of urban African Americans. 

Neither did the cover stories on the Civil Rights Movement and related violence in this period contain texts or images that would connect crime and violence with African Americans. In fact, each of the cover stories related to civil rights was focused on white violence in response to African American struggles for freedom and equality. This is not to say that African Americans were portrayed as totally without responsibility for the white violence that occurred. The following segment illustrates the common tendency for these stories to condemn those engaged in violence against Blacks, while at the same time intimating that the real victims are those not directly involved on either side of the struggles. 

It was grimly real: a segregationist mob had ruled Little Rock for an ugly moment in U.S. history. Now the face of the law was that of a young U.S. Army paratrooper in battle gear outside Central High School.... A great issue had been joined between law and anarchy - and as always, it was the innocents, the moderates, who suffered most ("Paratroopers," 1957: 21). 

An interesting aspect of the portrayal of white violent resistance to the Civil Rights Movement was that the white mobs, though clearly portrayed negatively and as in the wrong, were portrayed as mobs who were passionate about their segregationist cause, rather than as individual criminals. In general, these articles were primarily characterized by the themes of white mob violence and the police as ineffectual in preventing the violence. 

The 1960s 

During the first four years of the 1960s, the problem of crime was not presented on a cover of either Time or Newsweek. Cover stories on the Civil Rights Movement did appear in these years, though. As in the previous cover articles related to civil rights, those at the beginning of the 1960s included descriptions of white violence in reaction to developments such as James Meredith's enrollment at the University of Mississippi. 

A 29-year-old Negro Air Force veteran, under Federal-court order, had broken the color line at Ole Miss, and for two agonizing days, the sound in the Oxford sky was the howl "Give us the nigger!" and the fury was the blind rampaging of a mob ("Mississippi," 1962: 24). 

Prominent themes included white resistance as a challenge to the authority of the U.S. government and that disregard for the law was an even more important issue than integration. In August 1963, a cover story on "The Negro Revolution to Date" appeared on the cover of Time magazine in the wake of the notably peaceful African American March on Washington. A Time cover article one month later described the bombing of a "Negro church" during Sunday school. This article presented the view of "many Alabamans" that Governor George Wallace was to blame for the bombing because of his showdowns with the federal government to attempt to prevent integration. 

The first cover story on Black violence related to the movement for civil rights appeared in Newsweek in 1964. The story began: 

For the first time in more than twenty years, the nation's greatest city flamed with racial strife and bloodshed. Heavily armed, helmeted police patrolled the Negro ghettos of Harlem and Brooklyn. Further down in Manhattan, other battalions of police stood ready should the riots threaten to sweep over more of the city. The race riots in Harlem, in Rochester, N.Y.... and the weekend rumblings in St. Louis, Mo. were part and parcel of the U.S. Negro Revolt. Here, then, was the overriding domestic issue of the election year 1964, and no one knew or appreciated this better than President Johnson, who swiftly utilized the power of his office. He ordered the FBI to establish a Federal presence in the ghettos, and to assist New York authorities ("Harlem," 1964: 15). 

Significant here is that the violence by Blacks was largely portrayed as political, by the connection to the "U.S. Negro Revolt." However, alongside the point that the people of Harlem viewed the police as an occupying army, the article emphasized the theme that violence and lawlessness cannot be tolerated. 

In a cogent expression of the understanding among Black leaders that the violence would enable authorities to justify coercive social control, Newsweek quoted an NAACP leaflet. 

Cool it, baby.... The message has been delivered.... Folks like Senator Goldwater, Governor Wallace of Alabama, the John Birchers, and extremists are fixing to do us up, and if we don't play it smart, we'll give them the excuse they've been looking for ("Harlem," 1964: 19). 

An important theme in this article was that leftist and Black nationalist leaders were instigating the violence. Others included Black militance in the face of police brutality, Black demands for and mayoral resistance to the development of a civilian review board, the economic and social ills suffered by Blacks, and Harlem as a "powerless colony" that was run economically, politically, and socially by white New York. There were a few references to whites becoming involved in the fray, either in violent backlash or by joining the "looters." The article closed with the sense that Blacks believed that public officials would simply make efforts to "quiet the natives" and then return to business as usual. Its final foreboding statement was that, though the rioters eventually went home, "no one knew for how long" ("Harlem," 1964: 23). 

From 1965 through 1968, there were several cover stories on the problem of crime and on civil rights-related violence. In the articles appearing during this period, it is possible to see how Black political violence came to be redefined as part of the more general problem of crime in the United States. The first cover story of this period, though, sets itself apart from the others in its focus on white violence in response to Civil Rights Movement activities in Selma, Alabama (Martin Luther King, 1965). This Time cover story went into considerable detail on the background and events in Selma leading Martin Luther King, Jr., to go there to assist local organizers. The article describes the violent confrontation that occurred in Selma, President Johnson's ultimate involvement, the push for voting rights for African Americans, and the extreme police brutality that movement participants faced in Selma. 

In March 1965, Newsweek published a cover story entitled "Crime in the Streets," which was the first of the Time and Newsweek cover stories to explicitly equate crime with "Negro crime." 

While data on criminal law [sic] causality are being painstakingly assembled, the current public dialogue over U.S. crime returns again and again to two harsh facts that spring out of the statistics: (1) the high rate of Negro crime and (2) the high rate of juvenile crime. The FBI report indicates that, though only 10 percent of the U.S. population is Negro, more than half - 53 percent - of the persons arrested for violent offenses - murders, robberies, and aggravated assaults - are Negroes. "In a real sense," said a former high-ranking Administration official last week, "to speak of crime today is to speak of Negro crime" ("Crime in the Streets," 1965: 21, emphasis added). 

The article went on to attribute "Negro crime" to conditions in the northern ghettos. Citing Thorsten Sellin, the article stated that "sociological studies have shown that the high Negro crime rate is due to no inborn racial trait, but to the Negro's economic, educational, and social condition" (Ibid.: 21-22). Given Newsweek's cover stories on the problem of crime of the 1950s, in which the rising rates of crime were attributed to the warped values of [white] teenagers, it seems a remarkable twist of logic to now even consider whether an "inborn racial trait" of Blacks might be a cause of crime. Whether presented as genetic or sociological, though, equating crime with "Negro crime" conveyed an important ideological message. In the context of Black riots in major cities across the nation, this equation helped to put Black political violence in the same category as the more general problem of crime. 

This cover story was also the first to include statements regarding a war on crime. Previous references to war had depicted police as beleaguered by a war not of their own making. Now crime was described as "a malignant enemy": 

Crime in the nation's streets - violent and deadly, unpredictable and commonplace - marched on last week.... It had become "a malignant enemy in America's midst" - so much so that [President Johnson] had set up a special commission...to plot a war on crime (Ibid.: 20). 

The article pays lip service to those (such as Sellin) who argued that the impression of a spiraling crime rate was distorted, but returns to the recurring theme of the article, that of "U.S. society slipping into a condition of epidemic criminality." 

Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck were cited as representing the view that the "breakdown of the family" was a cause of crime. Yet the overall tenor of the article expressed impatience with sociological perspectives and Supreme Court rulings viewed as limiting police powers. 

The immediate need is for more effective police protection and detection. One trouble, says the cops, is that police effectiveness has been drastically undermined by a sequence of Supreme Court decisions that curtail police arrest and interrogation procedures. Cops long accustomed to citing judicial leniency in sentencing as a "cause" of crime now rage at the courts for "mollycoddling" criminals at the expense of society (Ibid.: 22). 

The ultimate solution to crime was to be found in more, stronger, and increasingly effective police. 

While sociologists grope for causes and partisans wrangle over legal procedures, the cop's foremost function remains unchanged: he is the guard on duty - the primary deterrent to crime. Yet, throughout the nation, city after city beset by crime has allowed its police force to stand static in the face of growing population (Ibid.: 25). 

Within a few days of the above Newsweek cover story on crime in the streets, the cover story in Time was on "The Los Angeles Riot." 

The atmosphere reminded soldiers of embattled Saigon.... Savagery replaced harmony with nightmarish suddenness. One evening white Angelenos had nothing to worry about but the humidity. The next - and for four nights after that - marauding mobs in the Negro suburb of Watts pillaged, burned and killed, while 500 policemen and 5,000 National Guardsmen struggled vainly to contain their fury ("The Los Angeles Riot," 1965: 13). 

California's Governor Pat Brown was quoted as describing the riot as a war. The article went on to portray the context for the riots in terms of the crime, disorder, and degradation of the "Negro slum." 

The war's major battleground was a 20-sq-mi. ghetto. Watts is the kind of community that cries out for urban renewal, poverty programs, job training. Almost anything would help. Two-thirds of its residents have less than a high school education; one-eighth of them are technically illiterate. Only 13% of the homes have been built since 1939 - the rest are decaying and dilapidated. Nearly 30% of the children are from broken homes; their dropout rate is 2.2 times the city's average, and prison parolees, prostitutes, narcotics addicts, and drunks live among them. Over a recent three-month period, cops report 96 felonious crimes, including murders, rapes, and assaults (Ibid.: 13). 

Among all of these criminals, it was no wonder that violence broke out in Watts. Watts was described as part of "the Black Channel, a 72-square-mile area that houses 90% of Los Angeles County's 600,000 Negroes," where Blacks were "trapped among their own kind, smothered in their own ignorance of a new way of life, drowned in their frustration" (Ibid.: 13). Following such a description, the disputed fact that the riot was sparked by a case of police brutality seemed almost incidental. 

The story went through a litany of explanations, including the long, hot summer, the irritation experienced by "urban Negroes" over their isolation and poverty in a land of conspicuous plenty, and a lack of communication between whites and Blacks. Much of the blame was placed on Black leadership. 

Watts only too plainly lacks Negro leadership - except for the hotheads who could whip up last week's passions. Yet the Los Angeles Negro is incomparably better off than his cousin back home in the South.... Police Chief Parker squarely blames civil rights leaders for honing the Negro's sense of oppression. Says he: "Terrible conflicts are building up within these people. You can't keep telling them that the Liberty Bell isn't ringing for them and not expect them to believe it. You cannot tell people to disobey the law and not expect them to have a disrespect for the law. You cannot keep telling them that they are being abused and mistreated without expecting them to react." Riots such as those in Los Angeles have no real object - and therein lies the pity and the danger (Ibid.: 19). 

Thus, the last word went to a police chief who blamed civil rights leaders for the riots because it is they who told Blacks that they were oppressed, and it is they who taught them to break the law (in their campaigns of civil disobedience), leading Blacks to have a total disregard for the law. The Civil Rights Movement was to blame for the riots and, more generally, for lawbreaking by "Negroes." 

Time magazine carried no cover stories on the problem of crime or on the Civil Rights Movement in 1966. Newsweek carried one of each type of cover story, a week apart, in June 1966. The first was an article on "The Meredith March" and focused on the divisions between Black activists associated with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the Urban League. These organizations had come together to continue a march that was begun by James Meredith, but ended abruptly when Meredith was shot by a white gunman. Generally, the article implied that the radical, "Black Power" faction of the Black movement was gaining momentum. However, the focus was decidedly on divisions within the movement and that these divisions were wrought by "the competing ambitions and ideologies of the moment" ("The Meredith March," 1966: 31). 

The following week, Newsweek's cover story, "Police on the Spot," like the magazine's article nearly one year earlier on "Crime in the Streets," was important for its articulation of Black political violence with the problem of crime. The article begins by stating that the nation is concerned over the rising rate of crime and that police are lonelier and more beleaguered than ever as a check against that tide. As it proceeds, it becomes focused not so much on crime as on problems besetting police, including Supreme Court decisions limiting police powers and recent riots in the streets of Chicago. Although the article's opening suggests it to be an article about police being "on the spot" because of rising crime rates, the rest of the article indicates that police are on the spot because of the threat of ghetto riots. 

Along Chicago's riot-torn Division Street and in brooding Watts last week, in Harlem and in Cleveland's dismal Hough, in every big-city ghetto in America, The Man - the law, "the po-lice" - was on the spot. For the moment, the platitudes of the poverty warriors, the evangelism of civil-rights leaders, the insights of sociologists and philanthropoids were reduced to the explosive reality of the hot, sticky, combustible streets and the thin blue line society pays to do its dirty, dangerous work. The sentence was for 90 days - the riot months of summer - and the outcome was chillingly unpredictable ("Police on the Spot," 1966: 22). 

Under the banner of its opening statement about national concern over rising crime rates, the article presented the role of the police as the control of ghetto Blacks. 

No less than the slum dwellers they patrol, the American police today are trapped in a role with genuinely tragic dimensions. They have sworn an oath to enforce the law - yet the very execution of their duty can spark the violence that they dread (Ibid.: 22). 

It is also important to note that this article (and others in the 1960s) presented police as a national protective force, when in fact police departments are organized as local entities. The article stated that "never before have the nation's 380,000 police officers felt so put upon or felt themselves so ill-equipped to deal with a world they never made" (Ibid.: 24). 

Police were depicted as being at war, not just against crime, but with the courts, politicians, civil rights leaders, student radicals, and an apathetic public. Other themes in the article include police desires to be viewed as professionals and the growing emphasis on community-relations efforts alongside "a growing reliance on aggressive patrol in high-crime slum neighborhoods, nearly all of them Negro and Latin American" (Ibid.: 24). Following a description of this aggressive patrol, the article noted objections to such harassment by civil libertarians, but ultimately came down on the side of the police. Police were portrayed as believing strongly in middle-class values as a result of having struggled to achieve middle-class status. They were thus represented as ill-equipped to understand the very different values of the slum. 

"The psychological shock of being a policeman in the slums is almost unbelievable," says a New York patrolman whose first assignment was in Harlem.... "The average person doesn't understand what the police have to take down here night after night," Sgt. R.H. Elliott, an eighteen-year veteran of the Los Angeles police force, complained last week as he cruised Watts' Charcoal Alley. "It's a wonder these policemen don't go berserk and stomp one of these guys sometimes." The bitterest cops can hardly contain their rancor. "My folks came to this country without anything and worked for themselves," says a Chicago police sergeant assigned to the West Side "jungle." "Why should these people have special treatment? Who makes a slum? The landlord doesn't make a building into a slum. The people who live in it make it a slum" (Ibid.: 25). 

The above quotation also provides an indication of how links between Blacks and crime help to fuel public contempt for programs and laws viewed as "special treatment" for urban racial minorities. Further, the article commends the police for their efforts in community relations and maintains that evidence from the "few authentic civilian review boards" suggests that police brutality is "an overblown issue." 

Although there were no cover stories on the problem of crime in 1967, there were several on civil rights-related violence. The first of these, a Time cover story entitled "The Law and Dissent," chronicled the legacy of white violence in response to the Civil Rights Movement. The next three cover stories, however, were on Black riots that were occurring throughout the nation in the summer of 1967. Time's cover story, "Anatomy of a Riot," focused on rioting in Newark, New Jersey, and emphasized the "triviality" of the immediate causes of Black riots and the random nature of resulting deaths. In a subsection entitled "No Call for It," the article stated that "the very triviality of the riot's immediate cause made the Newark outburst particularly terrifying. It seemed to say that a dozen or so people could be killed in almost any city, any night, by the purest chance" ("Anatomy," 1967: 16). Another theme was that Blacks had nothing to complain about. 

As unlikely a place as Waterloo, a nice, small city of 75,000 in northeast Iowa's dairy area, was touched, too, by the madness. Waterloo's Negroes make up only 8% of the population, are well integrated into the schools, and enjoy an unemployment rate of a minimal 2.3% (well below the current national average of 4%). But trouble exploded anyway (Ibid.: 16). 

This article also provides a good illustration of how the violence came to be associated with Black youth in particular and was often directed toward innocent white victims. 

A young Negro, in full view of a prowl car, deliberately knocked down an old white man who was sweeping the sidewalk in front of a tavern. His arrest touched off yet another 48 hours of rioting by Negro youths - to the perplexity of their elders. Said Albert Morehead, 68, a Mississippi-reared Negro who takes pride in the symbols of his success in the North - a neat frame house and around it flourishing patches of greens and flowers: "I can't see no call for it" (Ibid.: 16). 

Another important theme in the article was the giddiness with which "Negro looters" took advantage of the opportunity to steal. 

"I can get $500 for this color set," exulted one looter. "It's got a $1,000 price tag on it." ...Negro youths clambered onto the iron grilles shielding store fronts and, straining in unison, ripped them free.... Women pranced through supermarkets with shopping carts, picking and choosing with unwonted indifference to price tags. One young Negro mother was stopped by cops as she exited from a bicycle shop, her four children riding on shiny new tricycles (Ibid.: 16). 

After describing the force required to bring Newark's rioting to an end and estimates of the damages, the article briefly discussed the ("often questionable") complaints of Blacks against the city of Newark and its police department. In a subsection entitled "Criminal Insurrection," the article emphasized the unwarranted nature of the violent response of Blacks, and individualized that response by separating rioters from the African American community as a whole. 

Real as the grievances may be, last week's outburst was violently out of proportion to the provocation - as many of Newark's Negroes realized. "Oh, Alice," said one elderly man to his wife, "this is a terrible day for our people." A young Negro woman with two small sons snapped: "They ought to shoot all them rioters. Who do they think they are anyway?" "We need the police," said another woman. "All of this mess about police brutality is nonsense" (Ibid.: 20-21). 

The final section of the article diminished the view that civil rights legislation and Great Society programs would improve conditions for Blacks and prevent future riots. In fact, it was suggested that Great Society programs were partly to blame for the violence. 

Watts blew sky-high in the midst of the greatest legislative activity on civil rights in a century. City after city has become the scene of rioting after - not before - the enactment of a whole spate of Great Society programs. To a degree, the programs themselves are to blame: they have awakened the Negro to what is available in America's opulent society and whetted his appetite for more (Ibid.: 21). 

In the end, the riots in Newark were portrayed as random, unpredictable, and most of all, unjustified. 

One week later, Time's cover story on "The Embattled Cities" began with many of the themes described above. Near the top of the article, attention was given to the role of "Black Power" advocates such as SNCC's H. Rap Brown in instigating, or at least aggravating, the riots. Also, the article expressed concern that post-riot efforts to deal with problems of housing, voter registration, legal aid, welfare, and education would be perceived as a reward for violence. Most of the story, though, focused on efforts of "urbanologists," in particular Patrick Moynihan, to sort out the problems in U.S. cities that might help to account for the riots. The article clearly supported the assessments of the controversial "Moynihan Report" regarding the "Negro family" and favored Moynihan's proposals in the areas of education, family allowances, and jobs. The article's final statement expressed the fear that was forcing white America to pay attention to the problems of urban Blacks. "Moynihan and the other urbanologists may not have all the answers for the crisis of the cities, but they are at least forcing America to peer into the frighteningly dark corners in search of them" ("The Embattled Cities," 1967: 15). 

The following week, Time magazine's cover story, entitled "Twelfth Street, Detroit," suggested the growing fear among white Americans could result in something other than greater attention to the concerns of Blacks. 

Frightened and resentful after of summer of hoodlumism and hatred, the nation's white majority might react by turning away from the Negro and deferring - or discarding - the dream of genuine equality. Should that be the outcome, America's cities would truly be beleaguered. Even before the rioting began, an economy-minded Congress, contending with Viet Nam war costs, huge tax loads, and Great Society programs was rejecting or drastically trimming practically every new proposal aimed at upgrading urban life. Now, determined not to reward violence, it may well give top priority to law-and-order measures aimed at curbing riots and turn sharply unsympathetic toward new social legislation. But both kinds are essential of course ("Twelfth Street," 1967: 12). 

The subculture of poverty thesis was described but quickly discarded. References to anarchy and an underclass revolution were followed by the suggestion that "older Negroes" were ambivalent about the actions of "youthful militants." Martin Luther King, Jr., Whitney Young, Jr., of the Urban League, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, and long-time civil rights activist A. Philip Randolph were cited as supporting the view that the violent acts of Black rioters were criminal acts. 

"Killing, arson, looting are criminal acts, and should be dealt with as such," they said. Noting that most damage inflicted by Negro doters is at the expense of other Negroes, they added: "There is no injustice which justifies the present destruction of the Negro community and its people" (Ibid.: 13). 

The theme that those hurt most by the violence were Blacks themselves was a common one in all of the cover stories of this period. Another common theme was that the riots were typically sparked by routine police actions. The following segment is particularly striking for its matter-of-fact acceptance of police harassment of a Black bar with Black Power connections as a routine police action. 

Typically enough, Detroit's upheaval started with a routine police action. Seven weeks ago...a "blind pig" (after-hours club) opened for business on Twelfth Street, styling itself the "United Community League for Civic Action." Along with the after-hours booze that it offered to minors, the "League" served up black-power harangues and curses against Whitey's exploitation. It was at the blind pig, on a sleazy strip of pawnshops and bars, rats and pimps, junkies and gamblers, that the agony began (Ibid.: 13). 

The above segment is also notable for its linking of this Black Power organization with the pawnshops, bars, rats, pimps, junkies, and gamblers that it was probably attempting to reach with its message. 

The familiar theme of the riots as unjustified because of the Great Society programs was accompanied by the view that Detroit's summer entertainment programs should have prevented the violence in that city. Throughout, the article tended to rationalize the perspectives of whites and diminish the perspectives of Blacks, except when the views of Blacks were in line with those of the white mainstream. The political nature of the violence was diminished by references to looters, hoods, and hoodlums as well as by direct efforts to separate the riots from legitimate civil rights concerns. 

George Romney had a terse evaluation of the chaos: "There were some civil rights overtones, but primarily this is a case of lawlessness and hoodlumism. Disobedience to the law cannot and will not be tolerated." Some Negroes, to be sure, were among the most insistent in demanding that the police start shooting looters. But the eruption, if not a "civil rights" riot, was certainly a Negro riot. It was fed by a deep well of nihilism that many Negroes have begun to tap (Ibid.: 15-16). 

The final section focused on the role of "Black Power" advocates, if not in instigating the riots, then in fanning the flames once they began. Following a reference to Adam Clayton Powell's view that such riots were "a necessary phase of the black revolution," Patrick Moynihan was cited as the voice of reason. 

[The riots] may also prove cruelly damaging to the hopes of many Negroes. Says Urbanologist Daniel Patrick Moynihan: "At a time when there is more evidence than ever about the need for integration, doters are undermining the grounds for integration and letting all the whites say, 'Those monkeys, those savages, all Negroes are doters. To hell with them.' This does nothing for the guy who works at the post office and is slowly getting ready to move out. He gets destroyed while the pimps and whores go on" (Ibid.: 17). 

Underscoring this view of rioters as savages and criminals, Georgia's Governor Lester Maddox was quoted as saying of the Newark and Detroit riots: "You can't say 'please' to a bunch of savages, rapists, and murders" (Ibid.: 17). 

The final cover story on the riots of 1967 was a Newsweek article entitled "Battlefield, U.S.A." Like the above Time magazine story, this article mainly focused on the riots in Detroit. It contained a strong theme of war as well as evidence of a growing connection between riots and the phrase "crime in the streets." In a section describing Detroit Mayor Jerome Cavanagh, the article stated that: 

Negro votes helped elect him mayor over an incumbent widely resented in the ghetto for his scattershot "crackdowns" on crime. Cavanagh responded by naming liberal police commissioners...and turning the department into a leader in color-sensitive law enforcement. That drew some flak from jittery whites - crime in the streets is the main issue in a simmering campaign to recall Cavanagh - but the mayor held his ground ("Battlefield," 1967: 19). 

Like the Time cover story on rioting in Detroit, this article described the situation that triggered the violence as a "trivial police incident." Many themes from the Time article were reiterated, from descriptions by moderate Black leaders of the rioters as criminals, to the partial blame of Black Power "demagogues" for the violence, and to the aversion of members of Congress to rewarding rioters by funding needed social programs. The main cover article closed with a description of President Johnson's appointment of the Kerner Commission on the causes of the riots in U.S. cities and with words from his second televised statement regarding the riots. 

"We have endured a week," he said, "such as no nation should live through; a time of violence and tragedy." The violence must and would be stopped, he said, but it would "compound the tragedy...if we should settle for order that's imposed by the muzzle of a gun.... The only genuine, long-range solution for what has happened lies in an attack - mounted at every level - upon the conditions that breed despair and breed violence.... We should attack these problems not because we are frightened by conflict but because we are fired by conscience" (Ibid.: 26). 

The article concluded that "it remained to be seen whether the fire within could burn as strongly as the fire in the streets" (Ibid.: 26). 

In April 1968, following the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., and President Johnson's announcement that he would not run for reelection, Time magazine ran a cover story entitled "The Search for Peace in Asia, The Specter of Violence at Home." 

Lyndon Johnson, the world's most powerful political leader, abjured his power in the cause of world peace; Martin Luther King, the nation's most ardent exponent of nonviolent social reform, was violently removed in an act of outrage that at first blush seemed to threaten the onslaught of race war ("The Search," 1968: 18). 

The article briefly described the "rioting and looting [that] broke out in 62 cities from coast to coast" and emphasized the contrast between the looting and violence and King's commitment to nonviolence. It also described the circumstances surrounding King's assassination and highlighted some of his achievements. Noting the respect that many Blacks held for Dr. King, despite the changes in Black straggle that had lessened his influence in recent years, the article stated: 

For all the sense of personal loss that pervaded the nation with his death, Martin Luther King's heritage of nonviolence seemed to have endured its architect's demise. Those who predicted that racial pacifism had passed with him were contradicted last week from Harlem to Watts, in Northern ghettos and Southern grit towns, where black leaders and youths in great numbers took to the tense streets and urged their brothers to "cool it for the Doc...." Yet in the unhappy racial climate of the U.S. today, that forbearance could unravel with calamitous speed (Ibid.: 19). 

The article said little more about Black urban violence, except to express agreement with the Kerner Commission Report that"the nation will have to accept the need for new programs, new laws, and new attitudes toward the Negro" (Ibid.: 19). One of the strongest messages of the article, though, was that King's campaigns of nonviolence had in recent years given way to a more militant Black movement. 

Black militants used his murder to cry, "The civil rights movement is dead!" But they had said it long before his assassination. King was dangerously close to slipping from prophet to patsy. When his previous week's march in Memphis degenerated into riotous looting, a black gang leader who organized the violence chortled: "We been making plans to tear this town up for a long time. We knew he'd turn out a crowd." For years, behind his back, King's Negro denigrators had called him "de Lawd." Lately he had heard himself publicly called an Uncle Tom by hotheads out to steal both headlines and black support (Ibid.: 19). 

In the context of the recent history of Black violence, the article spoke longingly of Martin Luther King as a "transcendent Negro symbol" who "was the legitimizer of progress toward racial equality." 

Determining whether the next Time cover story in 1968 should be categorized as one on the problem of crime or on civil rights-related violence is difficult. This demonstrates the symbolic linkage between the two that was forged in the late 1960s. Drawing out the war analogy, it opens by stating "the soldier of the cities is the cop, his front line the American ghetto," but then adds that "the cop today must not only be a well-trained soldier but a 'street-corner sociologist'" ("The Police," 1968: 16). Within this understanding of the police role as one of controlling ghetto populations, it next connects ghetto violence and common crime ("which might occur anywhere"). 

Every major city is now prepared to deal with a summer of violence. The state of siege that results from crime and assault is even more widespread and lasts year round, from January to December. The President's Commission on Law Enforcement found last year that one out of every three Americans is afraid to walk alone in his own neighborhood after dark (Ibid.: 16). 

This article is particularly notable for its effort to define the phrase "crime in the streets" for the reader. "For the first time since it began publishing 33 years ago, the Gallup poll reports that crime is the nation's No. 1 domestic concern. And 'crime in the streets' - a catchall phrase for everything from muggings to insurrections - may well have displaced Viet Nam as the prime issue in the presidential campaign" (Ibid.: 16). The article's themes - the need for law and order, police department efforts in the area of community relations, and "besieged police as a convenient whipping boy" - led to the conclusion that more money was needed to improve police departments. After all, in the end: 

it is the individual cop who is the overseer of peaceful normalcy. Often under the most difficult circumstances, he is the thin blue line between law and disorder, civilization and anarchy. He is the man whom Tom Reddin and others like him are trying to lead - and change. Few experts promise quick results. As Tom Reddin puts it: "We're reversing a whole lifetime of a different kind of police work." Understandably, the policeman - even the "street-corner sociologist" - is not so much concerned with social trends as with the job an older society gave him to do (Ibid.: 21). 

Just what that job is remained a vague mixture of controlling the ghetto and controlling the problem of crime. 

The final cover story of the 1960s was also difficult to place in one of the two categories employed here. The Time magazine cover story differed, however, in its uncharacteristic criticism of the joining of the problem of crime and the violence in the ghettoes within the political rhetoric of law and order. 

The presidential campaign of 1968 is dominated by a pervasive and obsessive issue. Its label is law and order. Its symptoms are fear and frustration and anger. Everyone is for law and order, or at least for his own version of it. Few Americans can define precisely what they mean by the term, but the belief that law and order is being destroyed represents a trauma unmatched in intensity since the alarms generated by Joe McCarthy in the Korean era.... For millions of voters who are understandably and legitimately dismayed by random crime, burning ghettos, disrupted universities, and violent demonstrations in downtown streets, law and order is a rallying cry that evokes quieter days. To some, it is also a shorthand message promising repression of the black community. To the Negro, already the most frequent victim of violence, it is a bleak warning that worse times may be coming ("Law and Order," 1968: 21). 

The article cited a public opinion analyst who said, "to most voters, crime and lawlessness and the Negro are part of the same issue," and a writer who found that "crime - Negro crime - is almost the only topic of conversation" (Ibid.: 21). 

Suggesting the role of the media in contributing to public concerns about law and order, the article pointed out that: 

There is hardly a single big city in which the individual feels completely safe on the streets at night. The fear of violence permeates the entire nation, wafted by television and newspaper headlines into areas that only vicariously experience serious trouble (Ibid.: 21). 

It further stated that: 

The elements of turmoil blend into an ill-defined whole. But the three main tributaries that converge to make the law-and-order issue so powerful are: (1) the revolt of youth, whether against the war, the draft, or the social system as a whole; (2) Negro militance and ghetto rioting; and (3) the individual's intense personal fear of criminal attack ("Law and Order," 1968: 22). 

This cover story fell short in its critique of the ideological linkage of these three tributaries under the rubric of law and order by falling to grasp the role Time magazine itself had played in helping to define ghetto rioting in ways that gave rise to a more generalized fear of crime. Despite the article's criticism of the law-and-order mentality, it concluded that: 

In the end, the decisions in a democratic society must be made by the majority, and any violent challenge to its will must be dealt with firmly. The tyranny of a minority is far more obnoxious than the tyranny of a majority. And at present, the majority clearly feels that law and order must somehow be reasserted. But it would be tragic if in the process the nation were to allow its legitimate fears to be exploited, its understandable concern to be exaggerated. The balancing of law and order against freedom is at the very heart of civilization's work (Ibid.: 25). 

Underscoring that law and order should be reasserted and that this was, essentially, a job for the police, the "Time Essay" in this issue appealed for additional resources for the police. 

1970 to 1995 

From the end of World War II to the close of the 1960s, Time and Newsweek cover stories in the categories used by this study contributed to the social construction of the problem of crime and, in particular, to the ideological connections between crime and Black political violence. In the period from 1970 through 1995, the connection between Blacks and crime was sedimented almost entirely within cover stories on the problem of crime. Only four cover stories on violence related to the African American struggle appeared in the magazines in this period. 

Newsweek's only cover story on violence related to Black political struggle in the 1970s was one on the Black Panthers that appeared early in the decade. Noting public perceptions of the Panthers, this article began: "They were the Bad Niggers of white America's nightmares come chillingly to life" ("The Panthers," 1970: 26). Generally, the article was critical of official and public perceptions of the threat posed by the Black Panthers and of the violence done to Panthers by the police. 

In the summer of 1970, as though the ghetto revolts of the 1960s were already a distant memory, Time magazine's first cover story of the period submerged the previous decade's legacy of urban riots deep within the more generalized problem of crime. 

Millions of Americans in 1970 are gripped by an anxiety that is not caused by war, inflation, or recession - important as those issues are. Across the U.S., the universal fear of violent crime and vicious strangers - armed robbers, packs of muggers, addict burglars ready to trade a life for heroin - is a constant companion of the populace. It is the cold fear of dying at random in a brief spasm of senseless violence - for a few pennies, for nothing ("Cops vs. Crime," 1970: 34). 

Regarding race, the article stated, "though victims of black crime are overwhelmingly black, it is chiefly young black males who commit the most common interracial crime: armed robbery" (Ibid.: 34, emphasis added). This was the first use of the phrase "young black male" in relation to crime within the Time and Newsweek cover stories. The article's focus on Washington, D.C., as the U.S. city with the highest proportion of Blacks, along with high rates of crime, served to emphasize the connection between "young black males" and crime, as did the photograph of a local jail crowded with young African American men. The remainder of the article went into considerable detail about Washington, D.C.'s chief of police and the many strategies employed in the effort to stem the rising tide of street crime. 

Two years later, Newsweek's cover story on "Living with Crime" stated that "crime's grip on America today is both a reality and a state of mind." 

Few citizens actually die of fear, but its chilling effects have become a grim part of daily life for millions in and around the nation's cities. While some statistics suggest that the crime itself may actually be leveling off, the fear of crime seems to be escalating into a fortress mentality that alters the way people see themselves and the way they live their lives.... But like the paranoid who has real enemies, most Americans have good reasons to be afraid. Crime remains most highly concentrated in the ghetto, but it has long since pushed out into middle class residential neighborhoods and the suburbs, often following on the heels of the drug problem to which it is so closely tied. No one is completely safe ("Living with Crime," 1972: 31). 

In an even more direct statement of the racial dimensions of this phenomenon, the article continued: 

The emotional atmosphere is further charged by race; though blacks remain the chief victims of urban crime, the white middle class increasingly sees crime in terms of black against white. Politicians sensitive to those fears are already preparing law-and-order campaigns for next year's mayoral elections in New York, Los Angeles, and points in between (Ibid.: 31). 

Like Time's cover story two years earlier, this article went on to describe the wide array of strategies and technologies now employed in the fight against crime. 

Time published two other cover stories on the problem of crime in the 1970s, one of which was specifically on youth crime. Both used statistics and pictures to portray crime as largely perpetrated by "young black males." The article on youth crime also portrayed young "Hispanic" males as contributing heavily to the problem. Young men of color were pictured in threatening poses and under the physical control of the police as each article went through a litany of presumed causes and potential solutions. The discussion of solutions was characterized by a decidedly punitive approach to crime, including youth crime, and references to the need to emphasize individual responsibility. 

In 1977, Time ran a cover story on the mass looting that occurred in the streets of New York during an electrical blackout. Recalling the ghetto violence of the 1960s, the article described the looters as "a marauding minority of poor blacks and Hispanics." 

Most New Yorkers, from silk-stocking districts to scabrous ghettos, responded [to the blackout] with neighborliness and even bravery. But what shocked the city, and much of the world, was that tens of thousands of blacks and Hispanics poured from their tenements and barrios - in 16 areas - to produce and orgy of looting. In Brooklyn's Bedford-Stuyvesant ghetto, in Manhattan's Harlem, in the South Bronx, the violence and plundering approached the levels of the 1968 riots after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. ("Blackout," 1977: 12). 

Searching for explanations of why this blackout resulted in such mayhem, when a blackout in 1965 had not, the article concluded that "respect for law and authority has declined; thieves often go unpunished; crime and violence stalk the slums. So, of course, does poverty. Unemployment among young ghetto blacks is as high as 40%, v. more than 20% in 1965." The foreboding message was that "given a similar combination of total darkness, blistering heat, and simmering anger on the part of an underclass, much the same kind of riotous looting could erupt in almost any other city in the U.S." (Ibid.: 17). 

Time's 1981 cover story on "The Curse of Violent Crime" differed markedly from the cover stories of the 1970s in its handling of connections between race and crime. The first statistics suggesting disproportionate involvement of Blacks in crime appeared at the end of the fifth page. 

There can be no blinking away the fact that blacks are disproportionately involved in violent crime - both as offenders and victims. Although blacks constitute only 12% of the U.S. population, the make up 48% of the prison population. Civil rights groups insist that the judicial system is racially biased, but the evidence is not convincing. In violent crimes committed by a single person, the victims in a quarter of the cases claim that the attacker was black ("The Curse," 1981: 20). 

Most Blacks pictured in the article were those of Black victims. Buried fairly deep into the article were two pictures indicating Blacks as offenders, one of Black men behind bars and one of the hands of a Black man in handcuffs. 

Newsweek's cover story on "The Epidemic of Violent Crime" was remarkably similar in its handling of the question of race. The first mention of statistics on Blacks and crime was on the fifth page of the article. 

One fact that can't be questioned is that a vastly disproportionate number of violent criminals are black - an observation that until recently tended to be discreetly ignored as racist. But sweeping that under the rug also hid the fact that a disproportionate number of the victims are black too: the inner cities' culture of misery, to use Norval Morris' phrase, is nowhere more conspicuous than in municipal morgues.... The problem is so bad that many blacks themselves are calling for a crackdown ("The Epidemic," 1981: 50, emphasis added). 

These Time and Newsweek cover stories on the problem of crime contained extensive discussion of the failure of the criminal justice system to protect innocent victims from crime. 

The next Time cover story combined a focus on violent crime with a focus on drugs and illegal immigrants in South Florida. It set the stage for a shift in the 1980s from stories on the more generalized problem of crime to cover stories on drugs.(10) Stating that "an epidemic of violent crime, a plague of illicit drugs, and a tidal wave of refugees have slammed into South Florida with the destructive power of a hurricane," this article broadens the connection between race and crime beyond African Americans and U.S. Latinos to Haitians and Cuban "Marielitos." 

Since the spring of 1980, when Cuban President Fidel Castro opened the port of Mariel to those who wanted to leave, about 125,000 "Marielitos" have landed in South Florida. In addition, 25,000 refugees have arrived from Haiti; boatloads of half-starved Haitians are washing up on the area's beaches every week. The wave of illegal immigrants has pushed up unemployment, taxed social services, irritated racial tensions, and helped send the crime rate to staggering heights. Marielitos are believed to be responsible for half of all violent crime in Miami ("Paradise," 1981: 23). 

Nearly 10 years later, several years into the period in which the war on drugs dominated public discourse on crime in the U.S., a Time cover story on "The Rotting of the Big Apple" focused on New York City's crime problem. Race was mentioned only twice in relation to crime in the article, once to note that "the victims have been of all races, all classes, all ages," and then in a passing reference to a family of tourists attacked by "a group of eight black and Hispanic youths" ("The Rotting," 1990: 38). Notably absent from the article was any reference to statistics on Blacks' arrests for violent crime in comparison to their proportion in the population. 

In 1992, Time and Newsweek each published a cover story on the riots in Los Angeles following the not-guilty verdicts for white police officers on trial for the beating of Rodney King. Without question, media coverage of the Rodney King beating and the riots in Los Angeles brought linkages between race and crime back into the foreground. As Time's cover article summarized: 

Before a jury of 10 whites, one Asian, and one Hispanic, defense lawyers portrayed the accused policemen as the "thin blue line" between law-abiding citizens and the rebellious, intransigent forces embodied, so the argument implied, in Rodney King. If the jury's decision was influenced, however subconsciously, by stereotypical fears of black crime, events quickly conspired to intensify that dread. A crowd of protesters, mainly black, outraged by the acquittals, gathered before dusk at L.A. police headquarters.... A flag was set on fire; a booth in a parking lot sprouted flames. Under the night sky, patches of Los Angeles began to burn ("Can We," 1992: 10-11). 

Time ran a follow-up cover story a year later that described efforts to rebuild Los Angeles in the aftermath of the 1992 riots. In it, a prominent theme was the continuing racial tensions in the city ("Los Angeles," 1993). 

Newsweek's cover story on teen violence in 1993 described the demographics of violent crime without ever directly mentioning the race of offenders. 

Law-enforcement and public health officials describe a virtual "epidemic" of youth violence in the last five years, spreading from the inner cities to the suburbs. "We're talking about younger and younger kids committing more and more serious crimes," says Indianapolis Prosecuting Attorney Jeff Modisett. "Violence is becoming a way of life." Much of it, but by no means all, can be found in poor neighborhoods, where a disproportionate number of victims and victimizers live side by side ("Teen Violence," 1993: 43). 

Even the statistics cited focused only on the proportions of crimes committed by youth, not on the proportions committed by Blacks. 

The cover picture for Time's 1993 cover story entitled "America the Violent" was a distorted and monstrous cartoon image of a Black male criminal, whose clenched fists were restrained by handcuffs. The article provided the details of President Clinton's Crime Bill, discussed the importance of crime as a political issue, and described anecdotal and statistical evidence that crime was a growing problem in the U.S. Aside from the powerful image on the cover, the article never mentioned race. 

Time magazine's 1994 cover story entitled "Lock 'Em Up and Throw Away the Key" was the final cover story on the problem of crime for the period of investigation. The article emphasized the intensity of public concern over crime despite statistics indicating recent declines in crime rates. Whatever the recent trends, the article went on, "over the past 10 years the incidence of violent crime generally has risen more than 23%." With regard to race, the story simply stated: 

Because much of that increase reflects the daily shooting spree in the nation's inner cities, the fear of crime also cuts across class and racial lines. Republican whip Newt Gingrich may find a receptive audience when he talks about wanting to build stockades on military bases to house prisoners, but so does Jesse Jackson when he urges African Americans to examine the cost of black-on-black violence. One day after a group of teenage boys sprayed bullets down the halls of Dunbar High School, in a mostly black neighborhood of Washington, visiting Vice President Al Gore was confronted by student Alenia Fowlkes. "What are you going to do?" she asked bluntly. "And when are you going to do it?" ("Lock 'Em Up," 1994: 52). 

The article contained another paragraph that focused on the fear of crime in African American communities and mentioned Jesse Jackson's conference on "black-on-black violence." The pictures portrayed a few more Black than white offenders. Throughout the article, "young black male" offenders were invoked through references to "inner-city youths." 

Conclusion 

I believe that Time and Newsweek cover stories on the problem of crime portray crime as primarily a problem of urban Blacks and that this is a historically specific phenomenon with identifiable origins. The earliest cover stories in this study expressed considerable alarm over crime, but their representation of the problem clearly lacked the racial dimensions that emerged in the mid-to-late 1960s. Even the cover stories on the Civil Rights Movement and related violence during the 1950s and early 1960s focused on white violence against Blacks involved in the movement. The 1964 cover story on Black violence in Harlem began a barrage of cover stories on crime and/or Black riots from 1964 through 1968, which helped to sediment the symbolic connection between "young black males" and crime for years to come. Do later cover stories on the problem of crime assume rather than explicitly state this linkage? Later stories, it appears, tend to indicate Blacks as offenders more indirectly, such as through references to the high proportions of African American victims of crime and to high levels of crime in inner-city neighborhoods. The articles thus illustrate and contribute to the shift from traditional to modern, symbolic racism. In recent years, the magazines appear to have made an effort to avoid direct references to race and thereby avoid charges of racism. Yet the abiding image in the cover stories is one of dark and dangerous street criminals from whom our only protection is the thin blue line. 

Reading Time and Newsweek cover stories on the crime problem and on violence associated with Black political struggle across time helps to illuminate the significant changes that have taken place in the social construction of these phenomena and their interrelatedness in the media and public discourse. This investigation also allows us to identify some of the ideological roots of contemporary public contempt for the problems experienced by many urban African Americans in their struggles to take part in the American Dream. I have argued that crime began to be racialized in the current form in the 1960s, when criminals began to be equated with "young black males." It was a dimension of the contests over the meaning of race, crime, and justice that resulted from African American struggles for freedom and political equality. Because of ideological work connecting "young black males" with crime in the 1960s, later discourse about crime is discourse about race and this is an important dimension of the shift from traditional to modern, symbolic racism. Contextualizing the cover stories examined here in relation to racial politics more generally, I have argued that criminalization of young Black men (both symbolic and objective) has played a crucial role in the decades since the 1960s in the fragmentation of African American straggles for racial justice and equality. 

Finally, criminalization of young African American men goes beyond the symbolic in that in the 1970s, just as African Americans were poised to assert their rights to partake of the American Dream, they became a surplus population within a declining economy. Among the effects of criminal justice control of African American men as a racially and economically marginalized population are that although African Americans make up less than 13% of the U.S. population, they constitute nearly half the prison population. Public consent for the extreme levels of coercive control applied to a substantial proportion of the African American population is tied to the ideological linkages forged between "young black males" and crime, as well as to the particular social, political, and economic contexts in which Blacks and whites have received, interpreted, and acted upon ideologies of race and crime.(11) 

NOTES 

1. "The American public" here refers to that nebulous category of U.S. citizens to whom U.S. pollsters and politicians often allude. The author recognizes the ethnocentrism embedded in this construct. 

2. I use the terms African American and Black interchangeably and both are intended as respectful referents to those who identify with this racial category. Like Fiske (1996: 277), I capitalize the term Black "to distinguish its enhanced value (the result of hard struggle) from the denigratory black." Also like Fiske, I use quotation marks around terms or phrases (such as "young black male") from which I wish to distance myself, but which are significant and recognizable parts of the discourses with which this analysis is concerned. 

3. A seminal work exploring the media role in race, class, and criminal justice politics is Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, and Roberts' (1978) Policing the Crisis. Hall et al., in their discussion of the media's role in a moral panic about mugging in London in the early 1970s, argued that media representation of the mugging crisis was related to broader economic and hegemonic crises within the advanced capitalist state. Their argument, and that of others, that the media distort the problem of crime in ways that support dominant class interests, came to be known as the "dominant ideology thesis" and has shaped theoretical debate regarding media, crime, and justice since the late 1970s. 

4. Barlow, Barlow, and Chiricos (1995a, 1995b) examined a sample of articles about crime in Time magazine from selected years during the post-World War II period. However, the sample consisted of all articles about crime, criminals, or criminal justice of at least one column in length, not just cover stories on crime. 

5. This is not meant to imply that African Americans were not already deeply enmeshed in the economic life of the U.S. before the political gains of the Civil Rights Movement. 

6. Two prominent examples are the blaming of the Japanese for economic declines and the blaming of Mexican immigrants (legal and illegal) for unemployment and a variety of other social ills (Omi and Winant, 1994). 

7. Platt (1992) describes the attack on affirmative action within academe. Also, although organizers of the 1996 Republican National Convention were apparently careful to avoid anything similar to Patrick Buchanan's 1992 "culture wars" speech, the popular contempt for programs that assist racial minorities remained a strong subtext in the 1996 presidential campaigns. 

8. For ease in writing, when I refer to a topic appearing in Time or Newsweek, I mean that the topic appears in a cover story. 

9. To conserve space, because the cover stories and their dates are identified in the Appendices, they are not listed separately in the reference list. 

10. The cover stories on drugs are included in the overall collection of articles for the larger study of which the present analysis is a part. 

11. As a study of media representation, the present analysis cannot speak directly to the question of how the media images described have been received and interpreted by diverse and divided publics. Research on how workers and their families have experienced the deindustrialization of the 1970s and the economic restructuring of the 1980s helps to contextualize the vulnerability of the white working class to ideologies of race and crime, as well as white backlash to the political gains of African Americans (see, for example, Bluestone and Harrison, 1982; Harrison and Bluestone, 1988; Rubin, 1976; 1994). 

Appendix A:

Cover Stories on the Problem of Crime in Time and Newsweek

Magazines, 1946-1995

Year                      Cover Story

1946-52       N/A

1953          "Juvenile Crime: Is Your Boy Safe?" (Newsweek, 11/9)

1954          "U.S. Crime Wave: What Can Be Done?" (Newsweek, 2/8)

              "Let's Face It: Our Teen-Agers Are Out of Hand"

              (Newsweek, 9/6)

1955          N/A

1956          N/A

1957          "Why Boys Kill - Why We Can't Control Them: Our

              Juvenile Jungles" (Newsweek, 8/19)

1958          "Big City Crime: New York's Battle of the Streets"

              (Time, 7/7)

1959-64       N/A

1965          "Crime in the Streets" (Newsweek, 8/16)

1966          "Police on the Spot" (Newsweek, 6/27)

1967          N/A

1968          "The Police and the Ghetto" (Time, 7/19)

              "Law and Order" (Time, 10/4)

1969          N/A

1970          "Cops vs. Crime: Ready for a Hot Summer" (Time, 7/13)

1971          N/A

1972          "Living with Crime" (Newsweek, 12/18)

1973-74       N/A

1975          "Crime: Why and What to Do" (Time, 6/30)

1976          N/A

1977          "Youth Crime" (Time, 7/11)

1978-80       N/A

1981          "The Curse of Violent Crime" (Time, 3/23)

              "Paradise Lost? South Florida" (Time, 11/23)

              "The Epidemic of Violent Crime" (Newsweek, 3/23)

1982-89       N/A

1990          "The Rotting of the Big Apple" (Time, 9/17)

1991-92       N/A

1993          "America the Violent: Crime Is Spreading and Patience

              Is Running Out" (Time, 8/23)

              "Teen Violence: Wild in the Streets" (Newsweek, 8/2)

1994          "Lock 'Em Up and Throw Away The Key: Outrage Over

              Crime Has America Talking Tough" (Time, 2/7)

1995          N/A

Appendix B:

Cover Stories on the Civil Rights Movement and Related Collective

Violence in Time and Newsweek Magazines, 1946-1995

Year                      Cover Story

1946-56       N/A

1957          "Paratroopers at Little Rock" (Time, 10/7)

1958          "Can the Courts Budge the South?" (Newsweek, 9/8)

1959          N/A

1960          "New Test in the Deepest South: The New Orleans Riots"

              (Newsweek, 11/28)

1961          N/A

1962          "The Sound and the Fury" (Newsweek, 10/15)

1963          "Birmingham and Beyond: The Negro's Push for Equality"

              (Time, 5/17)

              "Civil Rights: The Moral Crisis" (Time, 6/21)

              "The Negro Revolution to Date" (Time, 8/30)

              "Alabama: Civil Rights Battlefield" (Time, 9/27)

1964          "Harlem: Hatred in the Streets" (Newsweek, 8/3)

1965          "Martin Luther King" (Time, 3/19)

              "The Los Angeles Riot" (Time, 8/20)

1966          "The Meredith March" (Newsweek, 6/20)

1967          "The Law and Dissent" (Time, 5/12)

              "Anatomy of a Race Riot" (Time, 7/21)

              "The Embattled Cities" (Time, 7/28)

              "Twelfth Street, Detroit" (Time, 8/4)

              "Battlefield, U.S.A." (Newsweek, 8/7)

1968          "The Search for Peace in Asia, The Specter of Violence

              at Home" (Time, 4/12)

1969          N/A

1970          "The Panthers and the Law" (Newsweek, 2/23)

1971-76       N/A

1977          "Blackout '77: Once More with Looting" (Time, 7/25)

1978-91       N/A

1992          "'Can We All Get Along?'" (Time, 5/11)

              "Fire and Fury" (Newsweek, 5/11)

1993          "Los Angeles: Is the City of Angels Going to Hell?"

              (Time, 4/19)

1994-95       N/A
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