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This article examines the relationships between per-
ceptions of criminal injustice, symbolic racism, and
political outcomes. Building on a group conflict theory
of social control and a group position theory of contem-
porary racism, the authors hypothesize that perceptions
of criminal injustice against blacks undermines the legit-
imacy of social institutions, such as free markets and the
legal system, and encourages support for progressive
programs, such as affirmative action, to ameliorate the
effects of racial discrimination. The authors further
hypothesize that perceptions of criminal injustice influ-
ence support for these progressive programs by under-
mining symbolic racist attitudes. Using data from the
American National Election Studies, the authors find
preliminary evidence for this perspective. Perceived
police racial bias is negatively associated with symbolic
racism, which, in turn, is negatively associated with
affirmative action, equal opportunity policy, and gov-
ernment action to ensure equal opportunity and posi-
tively associated with support for the death penalty and
crime spending.

Keywords: perceived criminal injustice; racism; laissez-
faire racism; symbolic racism; racial politics;
affirmative action

Issues of race and crime often play a crucial role
in American electoral politics. Who can forget

the explosive result of George H. W. Bush’s
“Willie Horton” campaign ads, which drew on the
intersection of racism and irrational fears of
crime, during the 1988 presidential campaign?
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Who can forget Jesse Helm’s 1990 campaign ads showing a white male losing his job
because of a racial quota? And who can forget the beating Rodney King took at the
hands of four white Los Angeles police officers or the international outrage and riots
that followed the officers’ acquittal of criminal charges? Racial politics became par-
ticularly salient with the 2008 presidential candidacy of Barack Obama, the first
African American to win a major party nomination and the presidency. Notably, a
nontrivial minority of white Americans stated that they would not vote for Obama
for president simply because of his race. Thus, prejudice and racism persist in
contemporary America and continue to play a prominent role in electoral politics
(e.g., Sears, Henry, and Kosterman 2000).

Racism may also play a role in undermining the legitimacy of the criminal justice sys-
tem (Bobo and Thompson 2006; Tyler 2003). Recent Gallup polls suggest that as
few as one-quarter of Americans have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in our
legal system. This finding is troubling. To maintain the consent of the governed, it is
essential that citizens view conventional institutions as fair, just, and trustworthy.
Perhaps the most crucial institution for maintaining legitimacy of government is the
legal institution, which is concerned with administering justice, maintaining order in
civil society, and inflicting state-legitimated punishment. Indeed, the criminal justice
system may be the most salient point of contact with government institutions for
large segments of the population, particularly the disadvantaged, the poor, and racial
and ethnic minorities. If citizens view the system of justice as unjust, the social and
political system is likely to be volatile and unstable. In the United States, perceptions
of criminal injustice appear to differ markedly by race, ethnicity, and social class
(e.g., Hagan and Albonetti 1982; Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005).

This article draws on group conflict theories to examine the intersection of crim-
inal injustice, contemporary racism, and racial politics. Group conflict theories of
crime argue that dominant groups maintain hegemony over subordinate groups by
using the legal system to realize their interests (e.g., Turk 1969). Bias against the
poor, minorities, and otherwise disenfranchised groups is viewed as endemic to
criminal justice. Theories of racism as a sense of group position emphasize the role
of group interests and political power but also stress the role of feelings of antipa-
thy and negative imagery in processes of prejudice and racism (e.g., Blumer 1958).
Drawing on these perspectives, we hypothesize that widespread beliefs that the
police are biased against blacks undermine conventional institutions, trigger efforts
to reform institutions with policies such as affirmative action, and ultimately affect
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electoral politics. We further hypothesize a black-white racial component to this
process. African Americans are more likely to believe that police are biased against
blacks, less likely to buy into prejudicial beliefs, and more likely to favor policies like
affirmative action. White Americans may be more likely to believe that the police
are fair, maintain prejudicial beliefs, sustain cynicism about affirmative action, and
oppose liberal race-targeted policies. Below, we introduce a model of injustice,
racism, and political outcomes that allows us to test our hypotheses using data from
the American National Election Study (ANES).

Race and Perceptions of Criminal Injustice

Broadly speaking, citizens’ beliefs in the fairness of the legal system is essential
for maintaining the legitimacy of the social order. According to Weber (1978), pro-
cedural justice helps legitimize the social order, thereby increasing the likelihood
that citizens will see the system as fair and follow its rules. Building on Weber,
Tyler (1990, 2003) developed a “process-based” model of procedural justice in
which the legitimacy of legal authorities is rooted in the “public’s judgment that
the police and the courts are acting fairly when they deal with community resi-
dents” (2003, 286). Such legitimacy is central to conflict theorists’ arguments that
crime control in the United States is rooted in power differentials, group threat,
and competition (e.g., Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005). Research has established
that a soaring number of African Americans are coming into contact with the crim-
inal justice system and viewing it as unjust. In contrast, white Americans are less
likely to come before the legal system and more likely to view it as fair (e.g., Bobo
and Johnson 2004; Brooks and Jeon-Slaughter 2001; Hagan and Albonetti 1982).
The former undermines legitimacy, while the latter reaffirms it.

[A] belief that the police are unfair to blacks
will draw into question the legitimacy of

conventional institutions, creating cynicism
over the capacity of government programs to

combat crime and skepticism over the ability of
free markets to ensure equal opportunities.

Group differences in perceived criminal injustice may produce political con-
flict, divergent interests, and competing ideologies. This is particularly likely
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when group boundaries reflect existing factions that have a long history of con-
flict. Race is such a case. Thus, we anticipate racial differences in assessments of
bias in the legal system. Whites may be less likely to have negative experiences
with the police and to know of others who have such experiences. By contrast,
African Americans may be more likely to experience racial bias by the police and
to have friends and family who have been treated unfairly by authorities.
Regardless of group membership, we expect perceptions of criminal injustice to
undermine the legitimacy of the social system, including social institutions like
the free market economy, the legal system, and the education system. We focus
on political outcomes, hypothesizing that a belief that the police are unfair to
blacks will draw into question the legitimacy of conventional institutions, creat-
ing cynicism over the capacity of government programs to combat crime and
skepticism over the ability of free markets to ensure equal opportunities. We
hypothesize that one of the causal mechanisms is contemporary racism.

Contemporary Prejudice and Racism

Prejudice as a sense of group position

Blumer (1958) argues that prejudice is not merely a set of feelings of antipathy
or hate, or solely a set of psychological predispositions, but rather is socially rooted
in the relative position of groups. Prejudice arises from a collective process by
which members of a dominant group define and redefine subordinate groups and,
in the contrast, define their own relative group position and group identity. Blumer
(1965) uses the term—popularized by DuBois (1903/1973)—“the color line” to
represent this collective definition applied to blacks and whites, which is multilay-
ered and entails two axes: domination-subordination and inclusion-exclusion.
Although prejudice is not merely a set of feelings, Blumer identifies four feelings
or images that tend to constitute prejudice: an image of the subordinate group as
inherently different or alien; a feeling of superiority over the subordinate group; a
proprietary claim to privilege or advantage over the subordinate group; and most
important, a sense that the position of the dominant group is threatened by the sub-
ordinate group. Therefore, racial prejudice is a defensive reaction by dominant
groups to perceived challenges to their group position by subordinate groups.
Moreover, prejudice is not merely a symbolic emotional response (see Kinder and
Sears’s [1981] notion of symbolic prejudice) but is also rooted in the historical evo-
lution of material conditions that define groups’ positions vis-à-vis each other (e.g.,
Bobo 1983), a process Bonilla-Silva (1997) terms “racial contestation.”

From Jim Crow to laissez-faire racism

Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith (1997) use the term “laissez-faire racism,” which
contrasts with Jim Crow racism, to emphasize that modern racism is no longer
overt; rooted in beliefs about biological superiority; or institutionalized in bla-
tantly racist systems such as slavery, segregation, or Jim Crow laws. Instead,
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contemporary racism is covertly embedded in valued American institutions
such as free markets and ideologies such as equal opportunity. A combination
of structural changes in the U.S. economic and political systems—which
changed incentives and interests with respect to race relations—and the
successes of the civil rights movement of the 1960s undermined Jim Crow
racism (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997; Omi and Winant 1994).

The result was neither a colorblind society nor the end of racism and prejudice.
Instead, racism has taken new forms, which are covert; institutionalized; and con-
sonant with cherished American values such as hard work, individualism, and
democracy (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997). This “new racism” argument has two
components. First is the assertion that, because of the historical legacy of Jim Crow
racism, the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage including social, cul-
tural, and human capital and the persistence of some contemporary racism in less
discernible forms, African Americans are at a competitive disadvantage from birth.
Second is the observation that many Americans are blind to these differences and,
consequently, oppose governmental policy to ensure equal opportunity, including
affirmative action (Kinder and Mendelberg 2000; Kinder and Sears 1981). For
Blumer (1965, 330), the civil rights movement peeled away the outer layer of the
color line but scarcely scratched the inner layer of “economic subordination and
opportunity restriction” and left unscathed the “inner citadel of inclusion” by
admission into intimate social circles, friendships, families, and marriage.

Three empirical implications derive from this discussion. First, contemporary
racism takes two forms: (1) laissez-faire, where dominant groups dismiss evi-
dence of historical, overt racial discrimination and assume that subordinate groups
can pull themselves up by their bootstraps; and (2) explicit, based on negative
racial stereotypes in which the legacy of Jim Crow racism persists among a small
portion of dominant groups. Second, in advanced capitalism, particularly when free
market ideologies predominate, laissez-faire racism should resonate well, justifying
the dominance of groups of advantaged whites. Third, laissez-faire racism should
be a more powerful predictor of contemporary racial politics than explicit racism.

Sniderman and Carmines (1997) argue that the claims of the new racism are
due less to racism and more to a principled opposition to government interven-
tion. Empirical evidence on this claim is equivocal (e.g., Schuman et al. 1997;
Sniderman and Piazza 1993), but the “principled opposition” perspective under-
scores the importance of controlling for the effects of opposition to government
intervention when examining racial attitudes and their consequences.

Perceptions of criminal injustice and formation
of individual racist beliefs

Research suggests that racism is learned early in life, through socialization in the
family, peer groups, and mass media, and then becomes relatively resistant to
change (e.g., Sears and Henry 2003, 2005). Such effects are likely to vary by indi-
viduals’ own race-ethnicity and by social class. But racism is not a perfectly stable
personality trait and is likely to evolve through one’s life course, as one adapts to
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changing social roles, adjusts to changing social trends in racial attitudes, and
updates beliefs based on personal observations or experiences of institutions treat-
ing subordinate groups unfairly. We hypothesize that perceived criminal injustice
against blacks in part shapes racist beliefs among both blacks and whites. A strong
belief that police treat blacks fairly allows individuals to maintain prejudicial atti-
tudes and, in turn, to oppose liberal policies, such as affirmative action, and support
conservative policies that have a racial hue, such as the death penalty. By contrast, a
strong belief that police treat blacks unfairly undermines racist beliefs and motivates
individuals to support affirmative action and oppose the death penalty.

In sum, racist beliefs, particularly laissez-faire racism, may provide a mecha-
nism by which perceptions of criminal injustice against minorities are linked to
racial politics. These relationships form a conceptual model with two features (see
Figure 1). First, it provides a mechanism explaining racial differences in political
behavior. Because of learning from family and friends, and their own personal
experiences with the system, blacks are more likely to perceive the justice system
as biased against blacks, which in turn motivates them to favor ameliorative policies
like affirmative action and oppose racially charged policies like capital punishment.
Compared to blacks, whites are more likely to espouse laissez-faire racism, foster-
ing opposition to affirmative action policies. Second, the model provides a mecha-
nism by which perceptions of criminal injustice lead to political behavior: perceived
racial injustice undermines racist attitudes, which foster support for affirmative
action and opposition to capital punishment.

Data, Models, and Hypotheses

Data and measures: ANES

We use data from the merged 2004 Time Series and 2006 Pilot Study from the
ANES.1 Using a multistage area probability sampling design to represent the adult
population of the United States, the 2004 ANES interviewed 1,212 adults yielding
a response rate of 66.1 percent. In the fall of 2006, following the U.S. midterm elec-
tions, the 2006 Pilot Study followed up with interviews of 675 of the 2004 sample,
for a reinterview rate of 56.3 percent. The merged file provides complete data on
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the 675 respondents who participated in both studies. The analyses use the ANES-
constructed sample weights, which incorporate sampling, nonresponse, and
poststratification factors. (Table 1 presents measures and descriptive statistics.)

Our measures of key concepts, drawn from the ANES,2 have been well
scrutinized and found to have reasonable measurement properties. We use
four measures of contemporary racism to capture symbolic racism (see, e.g.,
Sears, Henry, and Kosterman 2000). These items contain both a structural
component (e.g., “Slavery and discrimination have made it difficult for blacks”)
and an individual component (e.g., “Blacks should overcome prejudice without
special favors”). Explicit racism is measured by three stereotypes—each asked
about whites and blacks separately—measured on 7-point scales: hardworking-
lazy, intelligent-unintelligent, trustworthy-untrustworthy. To get at the relative
stereotyping of blacks versus whites, we subtracted the white stereotypes from
the black stereotypes. The correlation between symbolic racism and explicit
racism is .41, suggesting that symbolic racism is capturing an affective, stereotypic
component but also showing discriminant validity from explicit stereotyping.

Our measures of black-white police injustice have been used extensively (e.g.,
Hagan and Albonetti 1982; Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005). “What percent of
_____ suspects are treated fairly by the police?” was asked about both blacks and
whites. To measure relative injustice, we subtracted white from black police injus-
tice. Therefore, a one-unit increase in black-white police injustice implies the
belief that 1 percent more black than white suspects are treated unfairly by police.

The models control for political variables known to be associated with political
behavior, including conservative political ideology and identification with the
Republican Party (both measured on 7-point Likert scales), as well as a minimize
government index composed of three measures (α = .73): “Government is growing
by involving itself in things people should do for themselves”; “Strong government,
rather than the free market, is needed to handle today’s economy”; and “Less gov-
ernment is better.” This allows us to test the hypothesis that a desire for minimal
government rather than symbolic racism drives racial politics.

We examine five political outcomes. Equal opportunity measures belief in the
desirability of equal opportunity in society and is an index of six items (α = .74),
such as “Society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has
an equal opportunity to succeed.” We have two measures of affirmative action.
Affirmative action (a dichotomous variable) captures the principle of affirmative
action for blacks in hiring and promotion decisions; government ensuring fairness
(“Should government ensure that blacks get fair treatment in jobs?”) asks
whether the government should be involved. We examine two single-item con-
cepts related to crime: support for the death penalty for convicted murderers and
crime spending (a dichotomous variable), which asks whether federal spending
on crime should be increased.

Models and hypotheses

We first examine the hypothesis that blacks and members of lower classes
perceive greater police bias against blacks relative to whites. We then examine
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TABLE 1
KEY CONCEPTS AND MEASURES

Mean SD Range

Black-white police injustice (black minus white) 17.4 21.1 –30–99
1. What percent of the BLACK people who are suspected of committing 45.7 26.9 0–100

a crime in America do you think are treated fairly by the police?
(reversed)

2. What percent of the WHITE people who are suspected of committing 28.4 20.7 0–100
a crime in America do you think are treated fairly by the police? (reversed)

Symbolic racism (α = .82) 3.42 1.00 1–5
1. Irish, Italians, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prejudice and 3.76 1.25 1–5

worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.
2. Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make 3.07 1.32 1–5

it difficult for blacks to work their way out of the lower class.
3. Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less than they deserve. 3.37 1.22 1–5
4. It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would 3.46 1.30 1–5

only try harder they could be just as well off as whites.
Explicit racism (α = .83) 0.68 1.09 –4.3–5

Where would you rate whites/blacks on a scale of 1-7?
1. Hardworking-lazy (black minus white) 0.80 1.40 –3–6
2. Intelligent-unintelligent (black minus white) 0.65 1.17 –5–6
3. Trustworthy-untrustworthy (black minus white) 0.58 1.20 –5–5

Minimize government (α = .73) .41 .39 0–1
1. Government has become bigger over the years because it has gotten involved .44 .50 0–1

in things that people should do for themselves (versus because the problems 
we face have become bigger).

2. The free market can handle today’s problems without government being .34 .47 0–1
involved (versus we need a strong government to handle today’s complex 
economic problems).

3. Less government is better (versus there are more things that government .45 .50 0–1
should be doing).

Republican Party identification (strong Democrat to strong Republican) 2.62 2.30 0–6
Conservative ideology (extremely liberal to extremely conservative) 3.27 1.39 0–6
Crime spending .65 .48 0–1

Should federal spending on dealing with crime be increased? (versus decreased 
or kept about the same)

Death penalty 3.05 1.16 1–4
[How strongly] do you favor or oppose the death penalty for persons convicted 

of murder?
Government ensuring fairness 0.06 1.45 –2–2

Should the government in Washington see to it that black people get fair 
treatment in jobs or is this not the federal government’s business?

Affirmative action .17 .37 0–1
Are you for preferential hiring and promotion of blacks?

Equal opportunity (α = .74) 3.49 0.77 1–5
1. Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has 4.41 0.88 1–5

an equal opportunity to succeed.
2. We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country. 3.19 1.30 1–5
3. One of the big problems in this country is that we don’t give everyone an 3.16 1.30 1–5

equal chance.
4. This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal 3.07 1.34 1–5

people are.
5. It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life 3.41 1.19 1–5

than others.
6. If people were treated more equally in this country we would have many 3.69 1.15 1–5

fewer problems.



the effects of race and police injustice on each of our five political outcomes. We
use linear regressions for outcomes assumed to be continuous and logistic regres-
sions for dichotomous outcomes. We hypothesize that, compared to whites, blacks
will be more supportive of equal opportunity programs, more opposed to the
death penalty because of its discriminatory use, but more in favor of crime spend-
ing because African Americans are more likely to be victims of crime (e.g., Meares
and Kahan 1998). Perceptions of police injustice should undermine the legitimacy
of institutions and therefore be positively associated with programs designed to
ensure equal opportunity and negatively associated with the death penalty.

Next, we estimate the full model and test the following hypotheses regarding
racism’s consequences for political outcomes: (1) symbolic racism, which captures
contemporary racial resentment, has stronger negative effects on political out-
comes than explicit racism based on black stereotypes; (2) symbolic racism, but not
explicit racism, is positively associated with support for the death penalty and
increased crime spending; and (3) the effects of symbolic and explicit racism reflect
principled opposition to government intervention, rather than contemporary forms
of racism (Sniderman and Carmines 1997). Finally, we examine the extent to which
symbolic racism mediates the effects of police injustice and the extent to which the
model as a whole explains black-white differences in political outcomes.

Results

We begin by regressing police injustice on demographic and political variables
(Table 2). On average, compared to whites, African Americans believe that police
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TABLE 2
REGRESSION OF POLICE INJUSTICE ON DEMOGRAPHIC

AND POLITICAL VARIABLES

β SE std

Age –1.04*** 0.56 –.09
Female 4.73** 1.72 —
African American 6.91* 2.75 —
Other race 2.68 3.09 —
SES. 3.98*** 1.19 .15
Married –4.34* 1.97 —
Number of children in household 0.48 1.07 .02
Republican Party –0.16 0.47 –.02
Conservative ideology –3.02*** 0.75 –.22
Minimize government 0.86 2.41 .02
Intercept 31.00*** 3.34
R2 = .11***

NOTE: std = standardized coefficients.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



treat 7 percent more blacks unfairly than whites. The corresponding estimate for
females, relative to males, is 5 percent. We also find that black-white police injus-
tice is negatively associated with conservative ideology, age, and being married and
positively associated with socioeconomic status (SES).

Table 3 regresses explicit racism and symbolic racism on police injustice and con-
trol variables. We find support for the hypothesis that perceived black-white police
injustice undermines both explicit and symbolic racism. The effect is particularly
strong for symbolic racism: the standardized coefficient of police injustice (–.22) is
the largest of the model. As expected, on average, whites and those who are more
strongly Republican score higher on both scales than their black and less strongly
Republican counterparts. But net of race, party affiliation, and other variables, SES
is negatively associated with racism, an effect perhaps driven by education. The
models also explain more variance in symbolic racism (.37) than explicit racism (.15).

Table 4 presents ordinary least squares (OLS) regression estimates of models
of political outcomes measured on interval scales: government ensuring fairness,
equal opportunity, and favor the death penalty. We focus on three questions: (1)
Are there black-white differences in political outcomes? (2) Are perceptions of
black-white police injustice associated with political outcomes? (3) Is racism asso-
ciated with political outcomes, and if so, does it explain the effects of race and
police injustice on political outcomes? For each outcome, we report two models:
model 1 includes demographics, political controls, and police injustice; model 2
adds explicit and symbolic racism.
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TABLE 3
REGRESSION OF RACISM ON POLICE INJUSTICE AND POLITICAL 

AND DEMOGRAPHIC CONTROLS

Explicit Racism Symbolic Racism

β SE std β SE std

Age .09** .03 .14 .03 .02 .05
Female .09 .09 — –.01 .07 —
African American –.77*** .14 — –.79*** .11 —
Other race –.02 .16 — –.01 .12 —
SES –.15* .06 –.11 –.29*** .05 –.20
Married .06 .10 — –.01 .08 —
Number of children in household .11* .05 .08 .12** .04 .09
Republican Party .06** .02 .14 .10*** .02 .21
Conservative ideology .03 .04 .04 .09** .03 .12
Minimize government –.20 .12 –.08 .19 .10 .07
Police injustice –.01* .00 –.09 –.01*** .00 –.22
Intercept .11 .18 2.96*** .15
R2 .15*** .37***

NOTE: std = standardized coefficients.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Model 1 reveals that, compared to whites, African Americans on average are
more in favor of government ensuring fairness and equal opportunity and more
against the death penalty. Also, respondents with higher SES tend to favor equal
opportunity and oppose the death penalty, again perhaps due to education. As
expected, preference for small government is negatively associated with govern-
ment ensuring fairness and equal opportunity. This underscores the importance
of controlling for attitudes toward minimal government when examining political
outcomes. Also conservative ideology is negatively associated with government
ensuring fairness and equal opportunity and positively associated with favoring
the death penalty. Moreover, as hypothesized, net of these political variables,
police injustice is significantly associated with all three outcomes in the expected
direction. The effects are nontrivial in size but smaller than the effect of having
a conservative political ideology.

Model 2 adds explicit and symbolic racism into the equation for each of the
three outcomes. The most striking finding here is that symbolic racism is strongly
associated with each outcome in the expected direction. The standardized coef-
ficients reveal that these are the strongest effects for each equation, including
government ensuring fairness (–.43), equal opportunity (–.38), and favoring the
death penalty (.32). These effects persist when controlling for minimizing gov-
ernment, conservative ideology, and Republican, ruling out the principled oppo-
sition to government hypothesis. Thus, respondents who buy into symbolic
racism are more likely to oppose the government ensuring fairness and equal
opportunity and favor the death penalty. In addition, explicit racism has a small
but significant effect on government ensuring fairness.

But is symbolic racism a mechanism by which race and police injustice pro-
duce political outcomes? We address this question by comparing, for each out-
come, the race and police injustice coefficients across the two models. Beginning
with race, once racism is added to the model, the coefficient for African
American, while still significant, is reduced by more than half for government
ensuring fairness and equal opportunity and nearly a third for favoring the death
penalty. For police injustice, adding racism renders the coefficient for each out-
come nonsignificant and trivial in size. Thus, symbolic racism mediates all the
effect of police injustice on the three political outcomes and substantial propor-
tions of the effect of being African American.

Table 5 presents the results from our analyses of the two dichotomous outcomes.
Affirmative action asks about preferential treatment of blacks. Increase crime
spending concerns crime but lacks the explicit racial connotation of the death
penalty. The models for affirmative action resemble those for government ensuring
fairness and equal opportunity. Model 1 reveals that race is significantly associated
with affirmative action: the odds of favoring affirmative action are more than two
times greater (e.84 = 2.3) for African Americans compared to whites. Police injustice
is also positively associated with affirmative action: a 10-point increase in black-white
police injustice is associated with a 1.2(e.02×10 = 1.2) increase in the odds of support-
ing affirmative action. Also, as expected, minimize government is strongly negatively
associated with support for affirmative action, underscoring the importance of the
principled opposition to government hypothesis.
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Model 2 shows that symbolic racism and explicit racism are negatively associ-
ated with being in favor of affirmative action, with symbolic racism exerting the
strongest effect in the model. Moreover, racism mediates the effects of African
American and police injustice on affirmative action. Blacks and those who per-
ceive greater police injustice against blacks than whites support affirmative action
because they reject explicit and symbolic racist attitudes.

Turning to favoring crime spending, consistent with Meares and Kahan
(1998), we find that SES is negatively associated with crime spending, but being
African American is not. Also as expected, those favoring minimal government
oppose increasing spending on crime, but perceptions of police injustice exert
no effect on crime spending. Finally, symbolic racism, but not explicit racism,
exerts a significant positive effect on crime spending. Those who espouse mod-
ern racist attitudes favor increasing expenditures on crime control. Thus,
although blacks and whites do not differ on favoring increased crime spending,
and perceptions of black-white police injustice has little effect, those espousing
symbolic racism tend to favor spending more on crime.
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TABLE 5
LOGISTIC REGRESSION OF POLITICAL OUTCOMES ON 

POLICE INJUSTICE, RACISM, AND CONTROLS

Affirmative Action Increase Crime Spending

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

β SE std β SE std β SE std β SE std

Age –.15 .08 –.21 –.10 .09 –.15 .01 .06 .02 .01 .06 .02
Female –.23 .27 — –.31 .28 — .58** .19 — .62** .19 —
African

American .84* .34 — .11 .39 — .22 .33 — .48 .36 —
Other race –.08 .46 — –.14 .50 — –.09 .33 — –.05 .33 —
SES –.37* .18 –.23 –.71*** .20 –.40 –.53*** .13 –.32 –.45** .14 –.28
Married .16 .30 — .20 .32 — .38 .22 — .43 .22 —
Number of

children in
household –.62* .25 –.39 –.54* .26 –.35 –.17 .11 –.13 –.20 .12 –.15

Republican
Party –.20** .08 –.38 –.08 .08 –.16 .02 .05 .05 .00 .06 –.01

Conservative
ideology –.27* .12 –.32 –.16 .13 –.20 .05 .08 .08 .02 .09 .03

Minimize
government –1.71*** .45 –.49 –1.75*** .48 –.50 –.78** .26 –.27 –.97*** .27 –.32

Police
injustice .02** .01 .41 .01 .01 .16 .00 .00 .10 .01 .01 .17

Explicit
racism –.44* .18 –.36 –.12 .10 –.12

Symbolic
racism –.71*** .19 –.52 .37** .12 .46

Intercept .46 .50 2.40*** .72 .16 .38 –.92 .53

NOTE: Standardized coefficients (std) = exp(skβk) – 1, where βk is the kth coefficient and sk is the standard
deviation of the kth independent variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



Conclusions

Our analyses yield four principal results. First, compared to whites, African
Americans perceive substantially greater police bias against blacks versus whites.
Second, with the exception of crime spending, perceptions of police injustice are
associated with each political outcome in the expected direction. Third, the
effects of perceived police injustice on affirmative action and support for the
death penalty are largely mediated by symbolic racism, which has the largest
effect on racial policies and the death penalty. These effects persist when oppo-
sition to large government is controlled, supporting our principal theoretical
mechanism. Fourth, black-white differences in outcomes related to affirmative
action are in part explained by perceived injustice and symbolic racism.

[T]he effects of perceived police injustice on
affirmative action and support for the death

penalty are largely mediated by symbolic
racism, which has the largest effect on racial

policies and the death penalty.

We consider these results to be exploratory and effects not causal due to lim-
itations in our research design. We have followed research on racism and polit-
ical outcomes in making strong assumptions about the causal ordering of
racism, police injustice, and political outcomes, while drawing inferences from
essentially cross-sectional data. Perhaps most questionable is the assumption of
no feedback from racism to police injustice. Yet it is conceivable that racists are
less likely to perceive police injustice. Estimating this effect from the data is not
possible because we lack instrumental variables that affect police injustice but
not racism, and vice versa. We can, however, use a sensitivity analysis to con-
strain the feedback to a specific value—or more precisely, a nonlinear function
of the opposite effect—and examine the robustness of our results for outcomes
measured on an interval scale (using a maximum likelihood estimator with non-
linear constraints on coefficients, e.g., Jöreskog and Sörbom 1996-2001). If we
vary the feedback effects of explicit and symbolic racism on police injustice to
range from zero to half the size of the effect of police injustice on explicit and
symbolic racism, respectively, the overall results remain the same. The effects
of police injustice on symbolic racism remain among the largest in the model,
and racism mediates about two-thirds of the effect of police injustice on
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racism. We also examined possible feedback from political outcomes to sym-
bolic prejudice. Again, we find our results robust: if we vary the feedback
effect from zero to half the size of the opposite effect (racism on political out-
comes), we find that the effect of symbolic racism on political outcomes
remains the largest in each model and mediates about one-half of the effect of
police injustice on political outcomes. Although these analyses suggest that
our results are robust, future research calls for a longitudinal study to address
this endogeneity problem.

Nevertheless, our results shed light on the process by which perceptions of
police injustice, contemporary racism, and racial politics are interrelated. Our
finding that symbolic racism exerts the strongest effects on our outcomes related
to equalizing racial social inequities, the death penalty, and spending on crime
and mediates the effects of police injustice has three important implications.
First, it points to the potential utility of integrating group conflict theories of
crime and group position theories of racism. From the standpoint of group con-
flict theories of crime, race defines a historically central axis of group conflict,
coercion, and domination. From the standpoint of group position theories of
race, group conflict lies at the core of the axes of domination-submission and
inclusion-exclusion and is central to the notion of perceived group threat.
Second, it supports the general notion that racial injustice by the criminal justice
system helps shape public attitudes about the legitimacy of institutions and helps
induce support for policies to change those institutions (e.g., Tyler 2003). Clearly,
racial discrimination has substantial negative externalities. Third, it underscores
the importance of public attitudes about race in the production of public opinion
about racial policy. Those attitudes—and in particular, subtle forms of contem-
porary racism—are implicated not only with explicitly race-targeted policy out-
comes but also race-neutral crime policies. Such findings are particularly
important in the contemporary political arena, in which parties clamor for
increasingly punitive crime policies, alarming numbers of African American
males find themselves behind bars, and the legitimacy of the political system is
increasingly questioned (Bobo and Thompson 2006).

Notes
1. The databases are The American National Election Studies, The 2004 National Election Study [data

set] (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, Center for Political Studies [producer and distributor]); and The
American National Election Studies, The 2006 ANES Pilot Study Full Release [data set] (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University; Ann Arbor: University of Michigan [producers and distributors]).

2. See http://www.electionstudies.org/studypages/download/datacenter_all.htm.
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