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This study probes the interconnections among distrust of government, the his-
torical context, and public support for the death penalty in the United States with
survey data for area-identified samples of white and black respondents. Multi-
level statistical analyses indicate contrary effects of government distrust on sup-
port for the death penalty for blacks and whites, fostering death penalty support
among whites and diminishing it among blacks. In addition, we find that the
presence of a ‘‘vigilante tradition,’’ as indicated by a history of lynching, promotes
death penalty support among whites but not blacks. Finally, contrary to Zimring’s
argument in The Contradictions of Capital Punishment, we find no evidence that
vigilantism moderates the influence of government distrust on support for the
death penalty, for either whites or blacks. Our analyses highlight the continuing
influence of historical context as well as contemporary conditions in the forma-
tion of public attitudes toward criminal punishment, and they underscore the
importance of attending to racial differences in the analysis of punitive attitudes.

Social scientists and legal scholars have devoted renewed the-
oretical attention in recent years to the symbolic and social contexts
of punitive social control (Blomberg & Cohen 1995; Garland 1990,
2001). An important theme of the new sociology of punishment
emphasizes how victims’ advocates and elected officials have mo-
bilized support for tougher punishment policies by symbolically
reconstructing the punishment of criminals as a victim’s right
(Beckett & Sasson 2000:156–64). In his recent book The Contradic-
tions of Capital Punishment, Zimring (2003) applies a provocative
variant of this ‘‘social constructionist’’ theme to the toughest pun-
ishment of all: the death penalty.

Zimring (2003) asks why the death penalty was resurrected
in the United States, when most of the rest of the world was
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abandoning it, and why its application is so heavily concentrated
in Southern states. His answer is that capital punishment was
given new life through its symbolic reconstruction as an acknowl-
edgment of the victim’s rights and as a form of compensation
for the loss suffered by the victim’s family. The symbolic transfor-
mation of capital punishment was essential in overcoming a potent
obstacle to popular support for the death penalty, Americans’
distrust of government, which otherwise would result in
opposition to such a harsh and irreversible imposition of state
power over citizens. According to Zimring, ‘‘vigilante’’ cultural
traditions sustain the idea of harsh punishment as a communal
ritual on the victim’s behalf and counteract the inhibiting
effect of distrust of government on support for the death penalty.
Such vigilante traditions are most likely to have taken root in areas
with a legacy of lynching, which are heavily concentrated in the
South.

Zimring (2003:118) cautions that the data at his disposal are
limited, and he calls for further research to substantiate his claims.
The purpose of the present article is to probe the interconnections
among distrust of government, the historical context, and public
support for the death penalty in the United States using a mul-
tilevel statistical framework. We translate Zimring’s discursive
arguments into a formal causal model and derive explicit hypoth-
eses from this model. We then test these hypotheses with data on
death penalty attitudes, government distrust, and other attributes
for 5,140 white and 1,192 black respondents from the General
Social Survey (GSS; Davis & Smith 1998). The GSS has been used
widely to study correlates of public opinion in the United States
since the early 1970s, including attitudes toward the death penalty.
It is the only nationally representative survey in which data
on both governmental distrust and death penalty attitudes are
available for relatively large samples of whites and blacks. The
GSS survey data have been linked to aggregate-level measures of
social context, including data on lynching, which serves as an in-
dicator of a vigilante tradition. Our analyses represent an effort to
respond to Zimring’s call for further tests of his theory that can
‘‘draw us closer to understanding the link between one of the most
troubling chapters of the American past and the controversial and
distinctive circumstances of execution in the American present’’
(2003:118).

The Contradictions of Capital Punishment

Capital punishment is becoming less and less common through-
out the world. According to Amnesty International (2005), 61
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nations were abolitionist in law or practice in 1981. This figure
increased to 122 by 2005. A small number of those nations retaining
the death penalty account for the vast majority of executions. Am-
nesty International estimates that 81% of all known executions in
2002 were carried out in just three nations: China, Iran, and the
United States. The United States is thus clearly an outlier in its
reliance on execution as a means of criminal sanctioning, especially
when compared to other advanced Western nations.

Over the years, various explanations for this aspect of Amer-
ican exceptionalism have been offered, including the distinctive
features of American federalism and the populist nature of Amer-
ican politics (Hood 1998; Radelet & Borg 2000; Zimring & Hawk-
ins 1986). While plausible in many respects, these explanations of
why the death penalty survives in the United States fail to account
fully for the striking geographic variation in its application. Exe-
cutions are heavily concentrated in Southern and border states. In
2002, 71 persons were executed in 13 of the 38 states with a death
penalty: 33 in Texas; 7 in Oklahoma; 6 in Missouri; 4 each in
Georgia and Virginia; 3 each in Florida, South Carolina, and Ohio;
2 each in Alabama, Mississippi, and North Carolina; and 1 each in
Louisiana and California (Bonczar & Snell 2003). Zimring (2003)
advances a highly creative interpretation of this geographic vari-
ation in support for and use of the death penalty in the United
States.

Zimring (2003) begins his analysis of capital punishment by
documenting divergent trends in the United States and Europe
over the latter decades of the twentieth century. Whereas Europe-
an nations have gradually eliminated the death penalty from their
legal codes and have reframed capital punishment as a violation of
human rights (p. 40), executions returned to high levels in selected
states in the United States after the nationwide moratorium fol-
lowing Furman v. Georgia (1972). The resurgence of the death pen-
alty in the United States is quite paradoxical, Zimring observes,
because capital punishment obviously entails maximum govern-
mental power over citizens, and the tradition of distrust of an ex-
cessively powerful government is as strong in the United States as
anywhere else in the world (p. x). How is it possible, then, for large
numbers of U.S. citizens to endorse the supreme use of govern-
mental power while at the same time to be characteristically dis-
trustful of government?

Zimring’s answer is that support for the death penalty has been
rendered compatible with a fundamental distrust of government
through a ‘‘symbolic transformation’’ of capital punishment from
an exercise of the power of a distant government to a service for
crime victims. As a result of legal innovations such as victim impact
statements and a new psychological language that depicts capital
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punishment as providing ‘‘closure’’ for the victim’s family, capital
trials and executions have been transformed into social practices
for assisting victims. Even though executions are ultimately sanc-
tioned and carried out by the state, they are understood as a re-
sponse to the demands of individuals for punishment for private
purposes (p. 64). In essence, capital punishment is rendered pal-
atable, despite a deep suspicion of government, because it has been
symbolically ‘‘degovernmentalized’’ and converted into a form of
victim compensation (p. 63).

Zimring proposes further that receptivity to this degovern-
mentalized, ‘‘private service imagery’’ (p. 64) of execution varies
greatly across states and regions, reflecting different historical cir-
cumstances. Citizens are most receptive to the imagery of capital
punishment as an exercise of private justice in those areas with a
‘‘vigilante tradition.’’ Within the vigilante tradition, punishment is
viewed as a community responsibility rather than an exercise of
governmental power. In Zimring’s words, ‘‘[t]he vigilante is by
definition suspicious of his government, and that is one reason why
vigilantes are willing to arrogate the power to punish crime to
community groups’’ (p. 111). The vigilante tradition does not
overtly condone or endorse killing, according to Zimring. Rather,
by fostering the view that punishment is an expression of ‘‘the will
of the community rather than the power of a distant and alien
government’’ (p. 89), the vigilante tradition effectively ‘‘neutraliz-
es’’ distrust of government as a reason to oppose capital punish-
ment (p. 99).

Zimring invokes psychoanalytic nomenclature to explain the
psychological mechanism underlying this symbolic reconstruction
of punishment power. The citizen who embraces vigilante values
identifies legal punishments as a communal rather than a govern-
mental activity through ‘‘a form of transference, where the affective
bond from communal social control in earlier times is transferred
to state authority for executions and other serious punishments’’
(p. 99). In essence, transference is the psychodynamic process
through which those socialized into vigilante values are able to
sustain the delusion that executions are not what they really are:
extraordinary exercises of state power.

In support of these arguments, Zimring points to the associ-
ation between the historical experience of lynching and the
contemporary use of executions.1 He concludes: ‘‘The lynch mob
and the lethal injection are found in the same American neigh-

1 Rich descriptions and insightful analyses of lynching in the South are provided by
Tolnay and Beck 1992 and Brundage 1997. See also the Web site for the ‘‘Historical
American Lynching Data Collection Project,’’ which contains a compilation of references on
lynching (http://people.uncw.edu/hinese/HAL/HAL%20Web%20Page.htm).
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borhoods. Where a lynching history is absent, there is a lower-
than-average chance that executions take place’’ (p. 118). Zimring
is careful to acknowledge the difficulties in making firm causal in-
ferences given limitations of the data, but he suggests that ‘‘the
circumstantial case’’ for a connection between a history of lynching
and executions is strong (p. 117).

Zimring thus advances a highly complex and subtle interpre-
tation of the relationship between distrust of government and
support for capital punishment. On its own, distrust of government
should lessen support for the death penalty because distrustful
citizens should be predisposed toward limiting governmental
power.2 However, in the presence of a vigilante tradition, this
effect of distrust of government is effectively neutralized because
executions have been transposed from an activity of big or distant
government into an expression of community will: ‘‘. . . citizen
identification with a vigilante tradition produces tolerance for ex-
ecution behavior by inhibiting distrust of government as a motive
for being afraid of or ambivalent about executions’’ (p. 118). In the
language of causal modeling, Zimring’s (2003) arguments imply
that the strength of the vigilante tradition should moderate the
effect of distrust of government on death penalty support, with
significantly weaker effects of distrust observed among those who
reside in areas where the vigilante tradition is more pervasive. We
depict the implied model schematically in Figure 1.

The Significance of Race

Zimring observes that the ‘‘victims of lynching were over-
whelmingly African American’’ (2003:90), but he does not address
the issue of racial differences in the contradictions of capital pun-

Distrust of Government 
Support for the 
Death Penalty

+

 Strength of Vigilante Tradition 

−

Figure 1. A Model of Moderating Effects of the Vigilante Tradition on Gov-
ernment Distrust and Death Penalty Support

2 The hypothesized inhibiting influence of government distrust on death penalty
support refers to any ‘‘net’’ effect. Government distrust may be correlated with other
factors that are related to death penalty support in a positive direction.
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ishment. This is not altogether surprising, given the hypothesized
psychoanalytic mechanism linking the vigilante tradition with
death penalty support. As explained above, the vigilante tradition
allegedly entails an affective bond with communal social control
that is transferred to government, enabling those who embrace
these values to dissociate executions from governmental power.
This interpretation is plausible when applied to whites, but since
blacks were the primary victims of vigilante acts, there is no reason
to expect the same kind of positive affective bond with communal
social control that would lead to such transference. Indeed, for
blacks, a vigilante tradition might well foster a highly negative view
of communal social control, and thus the kind of transference that
occurs for whites in such an environment would be particularly
unlikely to occur for blacks. Rather than neutralizing the effect of
distrust of government, the strength of the vigilante tradition
might enhance the inhibiting effect of distrust of government on
death penalty support for blacks. This implies that for blacks the
vigilante tradition may moderate the effect of government distrust
on death penalty support in the opposite manner as predicted for
whites.

In the present investigation, we assess the effects of govern-
ment distrust and exposure to a vigilante tradition on death pen-
alty attitudes in separate analyses of black and white respondents
using data from the GSS that have been linked with data on various
features of the social context in which respondents reside (Davis &
Smith 1998). We do so by estimating multilevel regression models
that evaluate whether the magnitude of the effect of government
distrust on support for capital punishment among individuals var-
ies across U.S. states, and if so, whether that variation is a function
of the strength of the vigilante tradition. If the causal model de-
rived from Zimring is correct, the expected negative effect of dis-
trust should be significantly weaker for whites in states with a
stronger vigilante tradition. The theoretical basis for any moder-
ating role of a vigilante tradition for blacks is uncertain. However, if
there is such an interaction effect, the strength of a vigilante tra-
dition should enhance (make more negative), rather than neutral-
ize, the inhibiting effect of government distrust on death penalty
support. This would be represented in a significantly larger neg-
ative effect of distrust among blacks who reside in areas with a
stronger vigilante tradition.

Finally, we propose two additional hypotheses that pertain to
the main effects of the vigilante tradition on death penalty support.
Zimring is primarily concerned with explaining the paradox of
widespread support for state-sanctioned killing among a popula-
tion inclined to distrust government. He accordingly focuses on
the subtle interconnections between government distrust and the
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vigilante tradition, and he expresses skepticism about the possibil-
ity that ‘‘. . . the major influence of the vigilante precedents on
contemporary capital punishment comes from any inherited en-
thusiasm for killing as a form of social control’’ (2003:98). However,
it is also plausible that, for whites, a vigilante tradition will increase
the likelihood that violence, including lethal violence, is viewed as a
legitimate means of punishment. As Tolnay et alia note, many
Southern whites viewed lynchings ‘‘as an extreme, but necessary,
form of popular justice that guaranteed the swift and severe pun-
ishment of black criminals’’ (1996:789). Thus in some ways capital
punishment can be thought of as a continuation of practices that
were previously implemented by the cherished local community,
which is reflected in Zimring’s observation that lynchings and ex-
ecutions occur ‘‘in the same neighborhoods’’ (2003:118; see also
Steelwater 2003).

For blacks, in contrast, the lessons to be drawn from a past
vigilante tradition are likely to be quite different. Although they
were not the exclusive victims of lynching in the United States,
blacks were disproportionately terrorized by lynching at the hands
of white mobs who claimed to be administering justice (e.g.,
Brundage 1997; Cutler 1905; Raper 1933; Tolnay & Beck 1992;
Tolnay et al. 1996). Given this historical experience, coupled with
the ‘‘popular justice’’ rhetoric often invoked to justify lynching, it
seems likely that the potential for abuse and unfairness of lethal
sanctioning should be especially salient to blacks who reside in
communities with a history of lynching. Accordingly, we hypoth-
esize that any observed main effect of the vigilante tradition on
death penalty support will be positive for whites and negative for
blacks, net of other predictors.3

Literature Review

A substantial body of research has examined correlates of death
penalty attitudes. Most of this research has relied on pooled sam-
ples of whites and blacks and has focused on identifying individual
attributes that are associated with attitudes about capital punish-
ment. Although far from uniform, this research generally reveals
higher levels of support among whites, older persons, men, wealth-
ier individuals, conservatives, religious fundamentalists, married

3 In an analysis of variation in contemporary levels of homicide within the South,
Messner et alia (2005) propose that the legacy of lynching is likely to have fostered cultural
orientations that are in fact supportive of the use of lethal violence. They identify a ‘‘bru-
talization’’ process for whites and ‘‘self-help’’ cultural adaptations for blacks as mechanisms
linking lynching in the past with contemporary killings.
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persons, and those who reside in less-populated areas.4 The effects
of other individual attributes are less certain, but there is some
evidence that fear of crime increases support for the death penalty
(Rankin 1979; Tyler & Weber 1982; Seltzer & McCormick 1987;
Keil & Vito 1991; Longmire 1996), church attendance reduces
support (Harvey 1986), and the effect of educational attainment on
support for the death penalty is nonlinear. Low levels of support
have been observed among persons who did not finish high school
and those who graduated from college, and higher levels of sup-
port have been found for those whose educational attainment falls
between these points (Fox et al. 1991). In addition, some research
suggests that persons who reside in the South exhibit slightly
higher levels of support than persons from other regions of the
United States (Barkan & Cohn 1994; Bohm 1991; Fox et al. 1991;
but see Borg 1997).

Race is one of the strongest correlates of attitudes toward the
death penalty and other punitive forms of formal social control in
the United States: blacks are generally less punitive than whites
(Bobo & Johnson 2004; Longmire 1996). Nonetheless, relatively
few studies have compared results for blacks and whites. Some
research has examined predictors of death penalty support among
whites exclusively (e.g., Barkan & Cohn 1994; Borg 1997; Soss
et al. 2003). The results of these studies are generally similar to
those based on pooled race samples, but they also reveal the im-
portance of racial prejudice in shaping death penalty attitudes
among whites. The few studies that examine models of death pen-
alty support separately for whites and blacks suggest that some
factors (e.g., perceptions of police power, religious punitiveness)
exhibit contradictory effects on death penalty support across the
two groups (e.g., Young 1991; Borg 1998). But the main conclusion
that emerges from these studies is that most of the individual at-
tributes consistently shown to be significant predictors of death
penalty support in pooled samples shape death penalty attitudes
among whites but not blacks. A similar pattern arises from analyses
of other forms of punitive social control (e.g., Cohn et al. 1991; D.
G. Taylor et al. 1979), although this research also suggests that fear
of crime may be especially important in explaining punitive atti-
tudes among blacks (see also Arthur 1998).

Despite the substantial attention devoted to individual-level
predictors of death penalty support, to our knowledge only one
study has examined the role of government distrust in shaping

4 See Barkan and Cohn 1994; Bohm 1991, 1998; Borg 1998; Grasmick, Bursik, et alia
1993; Grasmick, Davenport, et alia 1992; Whitehead and Blankenship 2000; Young and
Thompson 1995. For reviews, see Fox et al. 1991; Longmire 1996; Zeisel and Gallup
1989.
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attitudes about the death penalty. Soss et alia (2003) include an
indicator of government distrust in their study of the effects of
racial prejudice on death penalty support among whites. Drawing
on literature that highlights problems in the administration of the
death penalty, they hypothesize that government distrust should
reduce public support for capital punishment. Using data from the
National Election Study (NES) for 1992, they find a negative effect
of government distrust on death penalty support (i.e., higher levels
of distrust are associated with lower levels of death penalty sup-
port), net of several other individual and county attributes. How-
ever, this effect is not statistically significant using a two-tailed test.
Therefore, strong conclusions about the effect of government dis-
trust on death penalty support among whites cannot be drawn
from their (2003) study, and they do not report parallel findings
for blacks.

A similar gap characterizes the literature with respect to the
role of social context in shaping attitudes about the death penalty.
Although there is much speculation that various aspects of the so-
cial environment influence punitive attitudes in general and sup-
port for capital punishment more specifically,5 only two studies
have considered such effects explicitly. Baumer et alia (2003) draw
on instrumental and socialization theories of punitiveness as well as
insights from social constructionist and conflict perspectives in
their examination of the effects on death penalty attitudes of sev-
eral features of the social context. Using data from the GSS and
other sources, Baumer et alia (2003) find that, controlling for sev-
eral individual-level correlates of death penalty attitudes, persons
who reside in areas with higher homicide rates, a larger proportion
of blacks, and a more conservative political climate are significantly
more likely to support the death penalty. These results are con-
sistent with an integrated objectivist-constructionist theoretical per-
spective, wherein punishment attitudes are responsive to both
objective levels of violence and claims-making activities directed at
exploiting concerns about race and crime to promote support for
punitive policies. Baumer et alia suggest that ‘‘objective levels of
crime and the rhetoric and imagery used by elites and the media to
frame the crime issue coalesce in shaping public opinion about
capital punishment’’ (2003:867).

Although not the focus of their study, Soss et alia (2003) also
examine the effects of social context on death penalty attitudes with
data from the NES. Consistent with Baumer et alia (2003), they

5 See Beckett and Sasson 2000; Ellsworth and Gross 1994; Garland 2000; Gelles and
Straus 1975; Gross 1998; Jacobs and Carmichael 2002; Rankin 1979; Smith 1976;
Stinchcombe et alia 1980; Thomas and Foster 1975; Tyler and Boeckmann 1997; Tyler and
Weber 1982.
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find that whites who reside in counties with higher murder rates
are more likely to support the death penalty. They also find that
county racial composition moderates the effect of racial prejudice
on attitudes toward capital punishment: antiblack prejudice in-
creases support for the death penalty among whites much more in
counties in which blacks compose a larger fraction of the popula-
tion. Taken together, these studies underscore the importance of
examining contextual sources of public support for the death pen-
alty. However, neither study considers the possible role of a vig-
ilante tradition in shaping death penalty attitudes directly or
moderating the effect on those attitudes of government distrust.

In summary, a good deal of research has documented individ-
ual-level correlates of death penalty support, but relatively few
studies make explicit comparisons across race or assess the impact
of the social context. Moreover, with the exception of the study by
Soss et alia (2003), the potential importance of government distrust
as a factor shaping attitudes toward capital punishment has been
neglected, and no prior studies have considered the possibility of
theoretically informed cross-level interactions. The present study
addresses these gaps in the literature by estimating the effects of
government distrust for whites and blacks separately, by evaluating
whether the effect of distrust varies across geographic areas, and by
examining whether an indicator of a vigilante tradition moderates
the magnitude of the distrust effect or exhibits a main effect on
death penalty support.

Data and Methods

We examine the hypotheses outlined above with individual-
level data from the GSS that have been linked with information
about the social context in which respondents reside. The GSS data
used for our research contain geographic codes that identify the
states and local areas (metropolitan areas and nonmetropolitan
counties) in which respondents reside. Roughly two-thirds of the
GSS primary sampling units (PSUs) are single- or multicounty
metropolitan areas, and the remaining third are nonmetropolitan
counties (Davis & Smith 1998; see also Baumer et al. 2003; Rose-
nfeld et al. 2001; M. Taylor 1998).

Samples

The GSS has been conducted annually or semi-annually since
its inception in 1972, and more than 40,000 households have now
participated in the survey. The questions asked in the GSS have
changed considerably over time, however, and many are available
for only a portion of the full period covered by the survey. This is
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the case for several of the variables relevant to our analysis. Spe-
cifically, indicators of a key explanatory variable in our study, gov-
ernment distrust, and some important control variables (e.g.,
interpersonal trust, egalitarianism, racial prejudice) are available
only for a subset of the years in which the GSS has been fielded,
and for some of these indicators the years for which data are
available do not overlap precisely. We include in the analysis all
white and black respondents for whom complete data are available
on the measures employed in the study. This yields a sample of
5,140 white respondents from 263 sampling units and 43 states
interviewed between 1980 and 1996, and 1,192 black respondents
from 170 sampling units and 36 states interviewed between 1980
and 2002.

Measures

The dependent variable for our analysis is derived from a GSS
item that asks respondents if they ‘‘favor or oppose the death
penalty for persons convicted of murder’’ (Favor the death penalty).
We use this item to construct a binary measure of respondents’
attitudes toward the death penalty, coded 1 for those who favor the
death penalty for persons convicted of murder and coded 0 for
those who oppose the death penalty.6

The key explanatory variables in our research are the degree
of distrust of government expressed by respondents and the
strength of a vigilante tradition in the state in which respondents
reside. Government distrust combines responses to three questions
that tap whether GSS respondents have ‘‘a great deal of confi-
dence,’’ ‘‘only some confidence,’’ or ‘‘hardly any confidence’’ in the
people running the federal government, Congress, and the Su-
preme Court, respectively.7 We code the responses from 0 (‘‘great

6 Approximately 6% of GSS respondents to the death penalty item indicate that they
‘‘don’t know’’ whether they favor or oppose the death penalty. We exclude these cases from
our analysis because our analytic model does not support the estimation of reliable pa-
rameters from a multinomial logistic regression in which the ‘‘don’t know’’ responders are
treated as a distinct group from those indicating support or opposition. In addition, it is
uncertain which, if either, of the other categories (supporters or opposers) they should be
combined with in the construction of the dichotomous outcome measure used in the
analysis. We caution that observed levels of support for capital punishment in surveys vary
depending on the specific wording of questionnaire items (e.g., McGarrell & Sandys 1996),
and a dichotomous measure is insensitive to variation in degrees of support or opposition.
We return to this issue in the concluding section.

7 Following Paxton (1999:106), we interpret ‘‘confidence’’ in social institutions such as
government as a dimension of ‘‘trust.’’ Research indicates that when GSS respondents are
asked to explain the meaning of the word confidence, they refer most often to trusting the
people running the institutions. Trust in government, however, evidently is less strongly
related to feelings about particular officeholders than to views of the performance of
political leaders in general. Trust in government declined only slightly, for example, in the
midst of the Clinton sex scandal (see Pew Research Center 1998).
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deal of confidence’’ to 2 (‘‘hardly any confidence’’) and sum across
the items. The resulting index ranges from 0 to 6, with higher
values indicating greater distrust (Alpha 5 0.66 for both the black
and white samples).

The GSS items on government distrust refer explicitly to the
branches of the federal government. From a theoretical standpoint,
trust in the government of the respondent’s state arguably is more
directly relevant to death penalty support than trust in the federal
government because the death penalty is imposed primarily at the
state level. Unfortunately, the GSS does not ask about trust or
confidence in state government. However, items in the 1991 survey
asked respondents about their confidence in ‘‘government depart-
ments’’ and ‘‘the courts and legal system,’’ without specifying their
jurisdiction (local, state, federal). According to the survey, moder-
ately strong correlations exist between the expressed level of con-
fidence in these generic governmental entities and confidence in
Congress, the executive branch, and the Supreme Court: respond-
ents who distrust the federal government are much more likely
than others to lack confidence in government generally. Govern-
ment distrust appears to generalize across all branches and levels of
government.8 To operationalize the vigilante tradition, we closely
follow Zimring’s lead. Zimring defines a vigilante tradition as one
in which the punishment of criminals is regarded as a ‘‘local con-
cern,’’ a ‘‘community rather than state response’’ (2003:98). After
reviewing several possible indicators of a vigilante tradition, he
concludes that historical rates of lynching serve as a useful and
valid indicator of the type of vigilante values relevant to under-
standing the contemporary paradox of public support for capital
punishment in the United States.9

8 The average inter-item association (g) between confidence in the three branches of
the federal government and confidence in ‘‘government departments’’ and ‘‘the courts and
legal system’’ is 0.554 (po0.001), according to the 1991 survey. In 1987, the GSS asked
respondents whether they trusted their local government officials ‘‘to do what’s right.’’
Respondents who expressed distrust in the federal government were significantly more
likely than others to distrust local officials as well (g5 0.500, p 5 0.001). Additional evi-
dence of the generalizability of government distrust across branches and levels of govern-
ment comes from survey research on the secular decline in trust since the 1970s. Although
Americans generally express more trust or confidence in local and state government than
in the federal government, confidence in all levels of government fell together in the last
decades of the twentieth century (Orren 1997:83).

9 Zimring uses data on lynching to measure the strength of the vigilante tradition, but
he does not claim that a vigilante tradition necessarily explains the origins of lynching. He
observes that lynching in parts of the United States must be understood as ‘‘the expression
of an institutional social structure’’ (2003:90). Research by Tolnay and Beck (1992) suggests
that the most important of these institutional factors were economic competition between
blacks and whites and political cleavages among whites. Nevertheless, whatever the role of
vigilante values in accounting for the origins of lynching, it seems plausible that lynching
stimulated and reinforced vigilante values.
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Following Zimring, we use state-level lynching data to measure
the strength of the vigilante tradition in different areas.10 We ob-
tained state-level lynching counts for the period 1882–1968 from
the Tuskegee Library Archives and append these counts to the GSS
data using codes that specify the state in which respondents resided
at the time of the interview. We then compute the number of
lynchings per 100,000 residents using state population counts (av-
eraged over the historical period) from the U.S. Bureau of the
Census. Not surprisingly, the distribution of lynching rates across
states is highly skewed. To reduce skewness and minimize the in-
fluence of extreme values, we apply a square root transformation
to the lynching rate and use the transformed values in the analyses.
Higher values on this variable (Vigilante historical context) indicate a
greater number of recorded lynchings per capita between 1882
and 1968 in the state where respondents resided.11

Our statistical models also include controls for additional var-
iables that might be associated with death penalty attitudes and the
key explanatory variables. These control variables encompass in-
dividual characteristics of respondents and features of the social
context. With respect to social contextual variables, we include
several state-level indicators of the nature of the political climate
that have been highlighted in recent discussions of the death pen-
alty (e.g., Jacobs & Carmichael 2002), as well as measures of various
dimensions of the more local environment (conceptualized here as
the GSS sampling units, which reflect counties and county groups)
that have been emphasized in previous multilevel investigations of
the factors that shape attitudes about capital punishment (Baumer
et al. 2003; Soss et al. 2003).

Our analysis includes most of the individual-level attributes
shown in previous research to be significant predictors of death
penalty support. The following control variables are included for
both whites and blacks: sex, age, educational attainment, income,
marital status, political orientation, religion, church attendance,
place size, region, fear of crime, interpersonal trust, egalitarianism,
and year of interview.12 In addition, we include an indicator of

10 Data on lynching for geographic areas below the state level (i.e., counties) have
been compiled by Tolnay and Beck (1992) but are available for only 10 Southern states,
which encompass a relatively small portion of the GSS samples used in our analysis.

11 A square root transformation provides the greatest reduction in skewness for the
lynching rate, but we also consider several different transformations (e.g., natural log,
cube) and the lynching rate in its original metric. In addition, we construct several different
measures based on the absolute number of lynchings known for each state (e.g., the total
count, the natural log of the total count, state rankings). The various measures considered
are strongly correlated (r40.75) and yield the same substantive conclusions as the measure
used in the analysis reported.

12 Some studies indicate that core value orientations such as authoritarianism and
individualism are also significant predictors of death penalty attitudes (e.g., Soss et al.
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racial prejudice in our regression models for whites. We restrict the
racial prejudice variable to the models for whites both because
prior research has shown it to be a particularly strong predictor of
white attitudes toward the death penalty (e.g., Cohn et al. 1991;
Young 1991; Barkan & Cohn 1994) and because the prejudice
items available in the GSS for the years included in our study refer
only to prejudice against blacks.13 Our measurement of the indi-
vidual-level control variables, described in Appendix A, conforms
closely to strategies used in prior research.

To account for effects on public attitudes toward the death
penalty of state political ideology and partisanship (see Jacobs &
Carmichael 2002), we include three indicators of the political
landscape of the state in which respondents reside: the political
party composition of state legislative chambers, the political party
affiliation of state governors, and state government ideology. Each
of the indicators considered refers to conditions of the respond-
ent’s state in the year preceding the interview. We measure the
composition of state legislative bodies with a continuous variable
(State Republican legislature) that represents the percentage of leg-
islative seats occupied by Republicans. We measure the governor’s
party affiliation with a dummy variable (State Republican governor-
ship) coded 1 for respondents who reside in states with a Repub-
lican governor and coded 0 otherwise. The indicator of state
government ideology used is based on combined interest group
ideology ratings for each of the major actors in state government,
weighted by their share of power (see Berry et al. 1998, for a
detailed description of this measure). The variable is a continuous
measure, with higher values reflecting more politically conserva-
tive state governments (State government conservatism). Consistent
with claims that these dimensions of state political climate are
conceptually distinct (e.g., Berry et al. 1998), they exhibit weak-to-
moderate intercorrelations (see Appendix B for a matrix of cor-
relations for these and other selected variables considered in the
analysis).

2003). Indicators of these value orientations are not available in the GSS for the years
reflected in our samples.

13 This difference in model specification yields GSS samples for whites and blacks that
are drawn from different years. Our analysis of death penalty support among whites is
based on data from 10 years (i.e., 1980, 1984, 1987–1991, 1993, 1994, and 1996), while the
analysis of black respondents is based on data from 13 years (i.e., 1980, 1984, 1987–1991,
1993, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, and 2002). As noted, all regression models presented below
include dichotomous variables that control for year of interview, which enhances compa-
rability across these two groups. We also re-estimate the models for blacks reported below
after excluding data from 1998–2002, thus analyzing data for identical years for both
groups. The results of these supplementary estimations are virtually identical to those
reported in tabular form.
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Finally, following Baumer et al. (2003), we include as control
variables the homicide rate, racial composition, level of income in-
equality, and degree of citizen conservatism in the PSUs from
which the GSS respondents represented in our study were drawn.
The homicide rate (PSU homicide rate) represents the number of
homicides per 100,000 residents in the year preceding the inter-
view; the measure was constructed with data on homicides from
the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) and population
estimates from the U.S. Bureau of the Census. We measure the
degree of conservatism in the local environment by aggregating
responses to a GSS question that asks respondents to report where
they would place their political views on a scale from 1 (extremely
liberal) to 7 (extremely conservative). The contextual variable re-
flects the mean level of conservatism in respondents’ PSUs during
the period when the GSS interview was conducted (PSU conserv-
ative climate). We use data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census to
construct measures of relative minority population size and eco-
nomic inequality. PSU-level indicators of these socioeconomic con-
ditions in the year prior to the respondents’ interview were derived
using decennial county-level census data to estimate values for the
intercensal years. The relative size of the minority population in
the respondents’ PSUs is measured with census data on the per-
centage of residents who identify themselves as black (PSU percent
black). To reduce skewness, we use the natural log of this variable in
the regression models. The level of economic inequality for the
PSUs in our analysis is measured with the Gini index for the rel-
ative distribution of family incomes within these areas (PSU income
inequality).

Analytic Strategy

Our primary objectives are to estimate the effects of individual
government distrust and state-level lynching prevalence on sup-
port for the death penalty, controlling for other individual at-
tributes and several features of the social context, and to evaluate
whether any observed effect of distrust is moderated by a vigilante
historical context. We employ a multilevel modeling strategy to
achieve these objectives. Multilevel regression models have become
the standard method for analyses of data on individuals nested
within communities, and they provide an efficient means to ex-
amine the type of cross-level interaction hypothesized here. Due to
the binary coding of our dependent variable and the hierarchical
nature of our data, we estimate a series of three-level logistic re-
gression models that evaluate support for capital punishment
among individuals nested within GSS PSUs, which serve as our
level 2 units, and states, which serve as our level 3 units (see, e.g.,
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Raudenbush & Bryk 2002; Guo & Zhao 2000; Patterson 1991;
Wong & Mason 1985).14

Given the divergent theoretical predictions for whites and
blacks discussed above, we report results separately for the two
groups. After presenting descriptive statistics for the two samples,
we present multilevel regression models that situate our analyses in
the prior literature and evaluate our main hypotheses. We begin
with a fully unconditional model, followed by a model that adds in
the individual-, PSU-, and state-level control variables. These mod-
els describe the basic patterns observed in our data and permit an
assessment of their comparability to those from prior research. We
then assess our main hypotheses by estimating multilevel models
that include all of the control variables and the two key explanatory
variables: government distrust and the prevalence of a vigilante
tradition. In these analyses, we assess the main effects of the ex-
planatory variables, as well as the hypothesized cross-level inter-
action between them.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all variables included
in the analysis. Overall, 79% of white respondents interviewed
during the period report that they favor the death penalty for
persons convicted of murder. Support for the death penalty is
much lower among blacks, with just 48% indicating that they favor
the death penalty. The means for our key explanatory variables,
the index of government distrust and vigilante historical context,
are not amenable to straightforward interpretation. However, ex-
amination of the components of the government distrust index
(not shown) reveals that just over one-quarter of whites express
distrust (i.e., have hardly any trust) in the executive and legislative
branches of government, and about 15% distrust the Supreme
Court. Comparatively, blacks express nearly identical levels of dis-
trust in the Supreme Court and Congress, but higher levels of
distrust in the executive (33% of blacks have hardly any confidence
in the federal government). In addition, black GSS respondents
live in states where lynching was more prevalent between 1882 and
1968. On average, black respondents reside in states where there
were, on average, seven lynchings per 100,000 residents, whereas

14 All models presented are estimated with HLM for Windows 5.05 (Raudenbush
et al. 2001). The parameters shown are from unit-specific models in which slope param-
eters for all individual-level predictors, except for antiblack prejudice, are treated as fixed
across the geographic areas represented in our data (e.g., Soss et al. 2003). Because all of
our individual-level predictors are measured in a meaningful metric, we do not transform
them. Substantively identical results are obtained when these predictors are group-
centered.
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whites reside in states in which there were, on average, six lynch-
ings per 100,000 residents.

Table 2 displays results for two multilevel regression models for
white and black GSS respondents. The first model is a fully un-
conditional model that shows the estimated mean levels of support
for capital punishment for each group and the observed variability
in support across PSUs and states. The second model for each
group adds all the control variables considered in the analysis, in-
cluding dichotomous variables that identify the interview year (to
conserve space, the parameters for the year variables are not
shown in tabular form).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Variables Included in Analysis of Death
Penalty Supporta

Whites Blacks

Mean SD Mean SD

Dependent Variable

Favor Death Penalty .79 .41 .48 .50
Explanatory Variables

Government Distrust 3.08 1.53 3.18 1.50
State Vigilante Historical Context 1.95 1.50 2.12 1.59

Individual-Level Control Variables
Male .46 .50 .39 .49
Age 44.71 17.05 41.62 16.22
Bachelor’s Degree or More .22 .41 .11 .10
Junior College Degree .04 .21 .06 .24
High School Degree .55 .50 .56 .50
No High School Degree .19 .39 .27 .45
Family Income 10.34 2.42 9.06 3.23
Married .59 .49 .32 .47
Conservatism 4.20 1.29 3.82 1.42
Republican Party Affiliation .43 .50 .10 .30
Religious Fundamentalism .30 .46 .67 .47
Church Attendance 2.63 1.16 2.84 1.05
Place Size (logged) 3.26 2.00 4.74 2.29
Southern Location .33 .47 .50 .50
Anti-black Prejudice .00 1.69 F F
Fear of Crime .39 .49 .50 .50
Egalitarianism 4.02 1.92 5.17 1.78
Interpersonal Trust 1.62 1.14 .81 .93

PSU- and State-Level Control Variables
PSU Homicide Rate 7.69 6.44 9.34 6.69
PSU Citizen Conservatism 4.14 .26 4.11 .28
PSU Percent Black (logged) 1.95 1.17 2.66 .78
PSU Income Inequality .37 .03 .38 .04
State Government Conservatism 45.03 22.18 46.02 21.30
State Republican Legislature 38.76 16.26 37.42 15.31
State Republican Governorship .43 .50 .43 .50

aFor whites, the descriptive statistics for all individual-level measures are based on
5,140 persons; the statistics shown for PSUs are based 891 cases, and the statistics for
states are based on 369 cases. For blacks, descriptives for the individual-level measures
are derived from a sample of 1,192 persons; the corresponding statistics for PSUs are
based on 447 cases, and the statistics for states are based on 283 cases.

Note: Italics indicates dichotomous variables for which the mean shown equals the proportion
coded 1.
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Table 2. Hierarchical Logistic Regressions of Death Penalty Support on
Control Variables for GSS Respondents.

Whites Blacks

Fixed Effects (N 5 5,140) (N 5 1,192)

Main Effects (1) (2) (3) (4)
Intercept, p0 1.34n � 1.96n � .061 .900

(.043) (.953) (.065) (1.42)
Male, p1 .380n .002

(.082) (.137)
Age, p2 � .0001 � .0001

(.002) (.004)
No High School Degree, p3 � .399n � .367n

(.104) (.154)
Bachelor’s Degree or More, p4 � .439n � .239

(.094) (.208)
Family Income, p5 .044n .007

(.017) (.022)
Married, p6 .165n .174

(.081) (.144)
Conservatism, p7 .231n .088n

(.031) (.044)
Religious Fundamentalism, p8 .013 � .215

(.090) (.134)
Church Attendance, p9 � .133n � .127n

(.033) (.062)
Place Size, p10 � .027 .024

(.022) (.036)
Southern Location, p11 � .0001 � .005

(.144) (.214)
Republican Party Affiliation, p12 .527n .193

(.081) (.209)
Fear of crime, p13 .008 � .092

(.084) (.131)
Egalitarianism p14 � .070n .025

(.021) (.034)
Interpersonal Trust, p15 � .131n .013

(.035) (.068)
Anti-black Prejudice, p16 .126n a

(.028) a

PSU Homicide Rate, b01 .012 � .002
(.009) (.012)

PSU Citizen Conservatism, b02 .205 � .169
(.172) (.297)

PSU Percent Black (logged), b03 .047 .025
(.050) (.102)

PSU Income Inequality, b04 2.71 � 1.39
(1.72) (2.64)

State Government Conservatism, g001 .007n � .001
(.003) (.005)

State Republican Legislature, g002 .003 � .0002
(.004) (.007)

State Republican Governorship, g003 � .092 .288
(.123) (.201)

Random Effects Variance Variance Variance Variance
Component Component Component Component

PSU-Level
PSU Intercept, r0jk .164n .095n .010n .0001n

Anti-black Prejudice, r16jk .020
State-Level

State Intercept, u00k .076n .036 .106 .069

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Models also include dummy variables
identifying the year of the interview.

np � .05, two-tailed test aParameter not estimated.
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For whites, Model 1 shows that the estimated mean level of sup-
port for capital punishment (p0) is 0.792 (exp(1.34)/11 exp(1.34)).
But the random effects variance components at the bottom of the
table also reveal that the level of support expressed by whites varies
significantly across PSUs (r0jk 5 0.164, p � 0.05) and states
(u00k 5 0.076, p � 0.05). Model 2 adds the individual-, PSU-, and
state-level control variables considered in the study. Comparing the
variance components from this model with those obtained in Model
1 indicates that more than 40% (0.42 5 (0.164� 0.095)/0.164)
of the observed PSU-level variation and more than 50%
(0.53 5 (0.076� 0.036)/0.076) of the state-level variation in death
penalty support among whites is accounted for by the control
variables.

In subsequent models, we consider the extent to which state
differences in the presence of a vigilante historical context also
contribute to the overall state-level variation in support for capital
punishment among whites.15 Before doing so, it is instructive to
note that the effects observed in Model 2 for the individual-level
controls are largely consistent with previous research on death
penalty attitudes, which has focused largely on whites (see Bohm
1991; Longmire 1996).16 Also consistent with expectations, we find
that whites who reside in states with more-conservative govern-
ments are more likely to support the death penalty. The results for
the other contextual indicators, however, depart from theoretical
expectations. Specifically, none of the other indicators of state po-
litical party representation and none of the PSU-level measures are
significantly associated with whether whites support the death
penalty.

Models 3 and 4 present a parallel set of analyses for blacks.
Model 3 reveals a much lower estimated mean level of support for
capital punishment among blacks (0.484 5 (exp(� 0.061)/11

exp(� 0.061)) than was observed for whites. The model also shows
that levels of support for the death penalty among blacks exhibits
less variability across PSUs (r0jk 5 0.010, p � 0.05) than was ob-

15 Although the variance across states for death penalty support among whites is
nonsignificant with the controls in the model, a measure of the vigilante tradition may
nevertheless have a significant effect on death penalty support, reflecting correlations
between this measure and control variables and the allocation of shared explanatory var-
iance to the controls in the model in Table 2.

16 One exception is that, contrary to Soss et alia 2003, our analyses indicate that the
effect of antiblack prejudice on whites’ support for the death penalty does not vary sig-
nificantly across local areas (r14jk 5 0.008, p40.50). Supplementary analyses conducted
with the GSS and NES (the latter survey was used by Soss et alia 2003) suggest that this
divergence does not appear to be due to variation in the measures of death penalty support
and racial prejudice considered, the time periods examined, or the modeling strategies
employed in the two studies. The divergent findings may be a function of the differing
sampling strategies used in the NES and GSS, the different contextual units under in-
vestigation, or perhaps other differences in the administration of these surveys.
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served for whites in the unconditional model, and black support
for the death penalty does not vary significantly across states
(u00k 5 0.106, p � 0.05). Model 4 shows further that although the
effects of most of the individual-level control variables are in the
expected direction, only three achieve statistical significance at
conventional levels using a two-tailed test. Similar to the patterns
observed for whites, the likelihood of death penalty support is
lower among blacks who did not finish high school and who attend
church more frequently, and it is higher among those with more
conservative political orientations. None of the indicators of social
context is significantly related to death penalty attitudes among
blacks. Interestingly, the results indicate that conservative state
governments are important for shaping attitudes about capital
punishment among whites, but not blacks.

Are attitudes about the death penalty, as hypothesized, affected
by government distrust and the presence of a stronger vigilante
tradition? The results shown in Table 3 address these questions.
We again present two multilevel regression models for each group.
The first model displays estimates of the main effects for the
indicators of government distrust and state vigilante historical
context, and the second model considers whether they exert a
multiplicative effect. The equations that generate the results
shown for these models also include the individual-, PSU-, and

Table 3. Hierarchical Logistic Regressions of Death Penalty Support on
Government Distrust and Vigilante Historical Context

Fixed Effects

Whites Blacks
(N 5 5,140) (N 5 1,192)

Main Effects (1) (2) (3) (4)
Intercept, p0 �1.70n � 1.74n 1.94 1.96

(.985) (.989) (1.52) (1.54)
Government Distrust, p17 .054n .076n � .134n � .158n

(.025) (.040) (.043) (.070)
State Vigilante Historical Context, g004 .115n .161n .101 .058

(.054) (.079) (.086) (.123)
Cross-Level Interaction
Government Distrust, p17

State Vigilante Historical Context, g1701
a � .014 a .013
a (.018) a (.027)

Random Effects Variance Variance Variance Variance
Component Component Component Component

PSU-Level
PSU Intercept, r0jk .102n .102n .0001n .0001n

State-Level
State Intercept, u00k .031 .181 .051 .250
Government Distrust Slope, u17k

a .010 a .019

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Models also include dummy variables
identifying the year of the interview, and individual-, PSU-, and state-level control
variables.

np � .05, two-tailed test aParameter not estimated.
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state-level control variables, but we omit them from Table 3
because their effects are virtually identical to those shown in the
previous table.17

Model 1 shows that for whites, the coefficient for the govern-
ment distrust index is positive and statistically significant
(p17 5 0.054, p � 0.05). Whites who distrust the government are
significantly more likely to support capital punishment. In addi-
tion, the main effect of the vigilante tradition is significant. Net of a
wide array of individual attributes and features of the social con-
text, whites who reside in states where lynching was more prev-
alent during the latter part of the nineteenth and early part of the
twentieth centuries are significantly more likely than others to
support the death penalty (g004 5 0.115, p � 0.05).

In Model 2, we examine whether the effect of government
distrust on white death penalty attitudes varies across states, and if
so, whether the effect is moderated by the presence of a vigilante
tradition. The estimated variance components for this model reveal
that the government distrust slope does not vary significantly
across states (u17k 5 0.010, p40.05). Given this finding, it is not
surprising that the indicator of vigilante historical context does not
significantly moderate the effect of government distrust on death
penalty support (g1501 5 � 0.014, p40.05).

For blacks, the results displayed in Table 3 tell a very different
story. Contrary to the pattern observed for whites, Model 3 shows
that the estimated coefficient for the government distrust index is
significantly negative for blacks (p15 5 � 0.134, p � 0.05), indicating
that blacks who distrust the government are significantly less likely
to support capital punishment. Also, Model 3 reveals that the effect
of the historical prevalence of lynching on blacks’ attitudes about
the death penalty is not statistically significant (g004 5 0.101,
p40.05).18 Finally, as shown in Model 4, the effect of government
distrust for blacks exhibits little variation across states after con-
trolling for other factors (u14k 5 0.019, p40.05), and the state-level
variability that does exist is not moderated by the historical prev-
alence of lynching.

In summary, the findings reveal a significant positive main ef-
fect of lynching prevalence only for whites. Further, we observe

17 The only notable change in the effects of the control variables after adding gov-
ernment distrust and lynching prevalence is that the state-level indicator of government
conservatism in the models for whites falls from 0.007 (p � 0.05) to 0.004 and is no longer
statistically significant.

18 Our finding of a significant effect of the prevalence of lynching on support for
capital punishment for whites but not blacks offers an interesting contrast with the research
by Messner et alia (2005) on lynching and homicide within the South. They discover effects
of a measure of lynching on Southern homicide rates that are more robust for blacks than
for whites.
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significant effects of government distrust on death penalty support
among whites and blacks that are opposite in sign.19 These effects
are relatively stable across states and are not moderated by the
prevalence of lynching.20

The effects reported in Table 3 are robust to a variety of al-
ternative empirical specifications, including multiplicative models
that test for the possibility that the patterns shown are variable
across time and region. To ensure that the results obtained are not
sensitive to pooling several years of GSS data, we estimated a series
of models that assessed whether the magnitude of the effects of our
key explanatory variables and other variables varied over the pe-
riod covered in the study. We did so by adding interaction terms
for each variable, with year of interview specified as the moderator
variable. These supplementary analyses revealed that the effects of
government distrust and state vigilante historical context do not
vary significantly over the time frame examined in our research,
and the parameter estimates for these variables shown in Table 3
are unchanged when interactions between year of interview and
the control variables are introduced.21

In addition to being robust, it is noteworthy that the magnitude
of the significant effects observed for government distrust and
lynching is nontrivial. To illustrate, we present in Table 4 predicted
probabilities of death penalty support for white and black re-
spondents who exhibit widely different levels of government dis-
trust. These predicted probabilities are computed using the

19 A Wald w2 test of the differences observed between blacks and whites for the distrust
and lynching coefficients in Models 1 and 3 of Table 3 reveals a significant difference for
government distrust (Wald w2,(1df) 5 14.3, p � 0.05), but not lynching (Wald
w2,(1df) 5 0.019, p40.05). Note that the comparison of these coefficients could be con-
founded by differences in model specification since the models presented for whites and
blacks are not equivalent (the model for whites includes antiblack prejudice, and the model
for blacks does not). However, when antiblack prejudice is excluded from the white equa-
tion to create comparable models across races, the estimated coefficients for lynching
prevalence and distrust for whites are unchanged.

20 It may be that states are too heterogeneous to capture variation in the effect of
government distrust. To explore this possibility, we considered in supplementary models
whether the government distrust slopes for whites and blacks vary across PSUs. We found
no evidence of significant variation in government distrust across PSUs (results available
upon request).

21 For blacks, we found no evidence that any of the variables considered were mod-
erated significantly by year of interview. For whites, supplementary analyses revealed that
college graduates and those who are more egalitarian became increasingly less likely to
support the death penalty over our study period. In addition, the PSU-level indicator of
citizen conservatism yielded a stronger effect over time, with whites living in such areas
becoming increasingly likely to support capital punishment. None of the other contextual
variables exhibited a significant interaction with year of interview. However, these sup-
plementary analyses did reveal small annual changes in the magnitude of two PSU var-
iablesFpercent black and the homicide rateFthat, although statistically nonsignificant on
an annual basis, accumulated over time such that these variables exhibited a significantly
stronger effect during the 1990s than during the 1980s.
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coefficients from Models 1 (for whites) and 3 (for blacks) and as-
suming mean values for all other variables (see, e.g., Hosmer &
Lemeshow 2000).

As Table 4 shows, the predicted probabilities associated with
government distrust imply that levels of support for capital pun-
ishment range from about 79% among those who exhibit very low
levels of distrust (the fifth percentile on the government distrust
scale) to just over 84% among those who exhibit very high levels of
distrust. The contrast is much more striking for blacks, among
whom levels of support for the death penalty range from about
59% at very low levels of distrust to about 39% at very high levels of
distrust. Table 4 also reveals that, net of other factors, levels of
death penalty support increase from about 78% among whites who
reside in states with no history of lynching (equivalent to the fifth
percentile) to about 86% among whites who reside in states with a
very prominent history of lynching (i.e., the 95th percentile). Al-
though modest in absolute terms, the magnitude of the lynching
effect observed for whites is comparable to or larger than the net
effects of many of the most robust predictors of death penalty
support, including gender, education level, income, frequency of
church attendance, and racial prejudice.

Discussion

Our evaluation of Zimring’s account of the contradictions of
capital punishment in the United States has yielded mixed results.
The analyses offer no support for the argument that a vigilante
tradition, as reflected in a legacy of lynching, promotes support for
the death penalty among whites by neutralizing the effect of gov-
ernment distrust. We have interpreted this argument as implying
a statistical interaction, whereby a negative ‘‘inhibiting’’ effect of

Table 4. Predicted Probabilities of Death Penalty Support Among Persons who
Express Different Levels of Distrust and who Reside in States with a
Stronger Lynching Tradition.

5

Predicted Probabilities of Death Penalty Support
Percentile on Explanatory Variables

10 25 50 75 90 95

Explanatory Variables
Government Distrust

Whites .793 .802 .810 .819 .827 .834 .842
Blacks .588 .555 .521 .488 .454 .421 .389

State Vigilante Historical Context
Whites .784 .788 .796 .817 .838 .857 .859
Blacks a a a a a a a

aEstimates not computed because coefficient was statistically non-significant.
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distrust on death penalty support is moderated (weakened or made
more positive) by residence in states with a history of frequent
lynching. Contrary to this hypothesis, the evidence from the mul-
tilevel analysis indicates no significant variation across states in the
effect of government distrust on support for capital punishment for
either whites or blacks that might be statistically explained by a
measure of lynching.

Of course, measurement error is always a potential explanation
for ‘‘null effects.’’ The dichotomous measure of death penalty used
in our research tends to inflate levels of support and fails to capture
variability in degrees of support for the death penalty (e.g.,
McGarrell & Sandys 1996). It is conceivable that the model of in-
teraction effects would fare better with a more-refined measure of
the dependent variable. For instance, perhaps a vigilante tradition
would significantly moderate the influence of government distrust
on the degree of support for capital punishment, a possibility that
cannot be evaluated with the dichotomous measure available in our
data. We note, however, that our findings for control variables are
generally consistent with previous research that has relied on
broader measures that distinguish between levels of intensity in
support for capital punishment.

The use of state-level counts of lynching in the past to
measure the strength of support for vigilante values is also open
to criticism. If vigilante traditions are localized phenomena,
states may not serve as the appropriate geographic scale for mea-
suring the frequency of lynching. A more fundamental criticism
is that historical information on lynching is at best an indirect proxy
for contemporary vigilante sentiments. We accordingly join
Zimring (2003:103) in calling for a ‘‘survey agenda’’ to generate
the kind of data that would permit more rigorous assessments
of the influence of vigilante values on attitudes toward capital
punishment.

Despite any limitations of measurement, our analyses do reveal
a substantively important main effect among whites for the indi-
cator of a vigilante tradition. White respondents residing in states
with a history of frequent lynching are significantly more likely to
express support for the death penalty. This effect emerges despite
an extensive array of controls for individual attributes and other
contextual factors. We caution that the precise nature of the pro-
cesses linking a history of lynching with contemporary death pen-
alty support among whites cannot be determined with our data.
Zimring suggests that a vigilante tradition facilitates the embrace of
harsh forms of punishment as a communal ritual in the service of
victims. Although our findings are generally supportive of these
arguments, further research is needed to substantiate this partic-
ular interpretation or to advance alternatives. Nevertheless, our
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analyses confirm Zimring’s general insight that ‘‘the troubling
chapters of the American past’’ (2003:118) are highly relevant to an
understanding of geographic variation in contemporary support
for state-sanctioned executions.

We also uncover intriguing main effects of distrust of govern-
ment on death penalty support that differ markedly for whites
and blacks. For black respondents, government distrust is related
to support for capital punishment in the direction consistent
with intuition: blacks who are distrustful of government are less
likely to confer upon government the supreme power to take a
human life. The effect of government distrust is the reverse for
whites. Rather than exerting any inhibiting influence on death
penalty support, government distrust is associated with an in-
creased likelihood that white respondents will support the most
extreme exercise of governmental control, holding constant
other potentially confounding factors, such as political ideology
and partisanship.

These results for whites thus resurrect the paradox posed at
the beginning of the paper: Why is it that the most distrustful
whites are actually the strongest proponents of capital punishment?
A possible answer is implied in another study coauthored by Zim-
ring dealing with the relationship between government distrust
and support for California’s highly publicized ‘‘three strikes’’ leg-
islation for mandatory prison sentencing (Zimring et al. 2001). The
researchers found that those citizens who were most distrustful of
government were most supportive of ‘‘broad and extreme penal
measures’’ (Zimring et al. 2001:232). To interpret this finding,
Zimring et alia speculate that distrustful citizens typically are sus-
picious that governmental officials will be sympathetic to offenders
rather than victims (‘‘people like us’’) and will treat offenders ‘‘with
inappropriate leniency’’ (2001:231). As a consequence, they favor
policies that sharply limit the discretion of officials in the applica-
tion of criminal sanctions.

We suggest that Zimring et alia’s arguments about mandatory
prison sentencing can be extended to capital punishment. Advo-
cates of the death penalty commonly express skepticism about al-
ternative punishments such as life sentences without parole on the
grounds that murderers often ‘‘get off easy’’ in practice. Sentences
that are ostensibly for ‘‘life’’ do not in fact turn out to be so, or
offenders serving life sentences enjoy amenities such as television,
weight lifting, and free health care in prison. Citizens who do not
trust government officials to carry out harsh, permanent punish-
ment may be, for this reason, more likely than others to support
the death penalty, which minimizes the discretionary influence of
officials, certainly after it has been imposed. White citizens, that is.
The experiences of blacks have evidently shaped their attitudes
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toward serious criminal sanctioning in ways that differ profoundly
from those of whites. An important challenge for future research is
to explain more fully the stark racial differences in attitudes toward
punitive control.

Our results also have broader implications for knowledge
about the features of the social context that shape death penalty
attitudes. Although not the focus of the present analysis, the results
obtained for three features of the social contextFhomicide rates,
racial composition, and political conservatismFdiverge from
those reported in prior research. As noted above, Baumer et alia’s
(2003) multilevel analyses of GSS data for a pooled sample of
whites and blacks reveal significant positive effects of each of these
features of the social context on death penalty support, and Soss
et alia (2003) find a significant positive effect of county-level
homicide rates on death penalty support for whites using data
from the 1992 NES. Our analyses indicate that none of these
contextual conditions affects death penalty attitudes significantly
for whites or blacks.

Our supplementary analyses suggest that this divergence may
be a function of differences in sample composition. Specifically, we
found evidence that death penalty attitudes became significantly
more sensitive to the degree of political conservatism in the local
environment over the period covered in our study, with whites who
reside in such areas becoming increasingly likely to support the
death penalty. We found a similar pattern for PSU homicide rates
and percent black, although the annual change in the effects of
these variables was not statistically significant. The cumulative im-
pact of these patterns is that the influence on death penalty atti-
tudes of levels of political conservatism, homicide, and percent
black was significantly stronger in the 1990s than in the 1980s, as
reported in footnote 21. Our findings for these contextual indica-
tors diverge from those reported by Baumer et alia (2003) and Soss
et alia (2003) because a much larger proportion of our samples
were drawn from the 1980s. Future research should explore in
greater detail the historically contingent effects on death penalty
attitudes of these variables, as well as other factors that may yield
differing effects over time.

We close with a final comment on the general implications of
our research for theories of punishment. Our analyses call
attention to the importance of both historical continuity and con-
tingency in support for punitive criminal justice policies. On the
one hand, the findings about lynching suggest that horrific events
from the past evidently continue to shape attitudes about the
exercise of governmental power for criminal sanctioning almost
one hundred years later, at least among whites. On the other hand,
the finding that homicide rates and a conservative political climate
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became salient factors for death penalty support only in the 1990s
reaffirms the basic social constructionist insight that public
consciousness about crime and criminals is not a simple or auto-
matic reflection of current ‘‘objective’’ conditions, such as chron-
ically high rates of crime. For crime to influence punishment
attitudes, it must be ‘‘problematized,’’ and the ways in which
this occurs will reflect the sociopolitical environment of the time.
The climate of our time is highly receptive to inflexible, irrevers-
ible, victim-oriented punishment policies (Garland 2001), and
especially so among whites in conservative locales where homicide
rates are high, government distrust is rampant, and the legacy of
lynching is most pronounced.

Appendix A. Definitions and Metrics for Individual-Level Control Variables
Included in Analysis of Support for the Death Penalty

Variable Variable Definition and Metric

Year of Interview Series of dichotomous variables that indicate the year in which
respondent was interviewed.

Male Respondent’s sex (0 5 female; 1 5 male)
Age Respondent’s age in years.
Education Four dichotomous variables indicating the highest educational

degree attained by the respondent (Bachelor’s Degree or More;
Junior College Degree; High School Diploma or GED; No High
School Degree).

Family Income Eight-point scale ranging from less than $1,000 to $25,000 or more.
Married Respondent’s marital status (0 5 unmarried; 1 5 married)
Conservatism Seven point scale indicating respondent’s political views

(1 5 extremely liberal; 2 5 liberal; 3 5 slightly liberal; 4 5 moderate;
5 5 slightly conservative; 6 5 conservative; 7 5 extremely
conservative).

Republican Party
Affiliation

Respondent’s political party affiliation (0 5 Democrat or
Independent; 1 5 Republican)

Religious
Fundamentalism

Fundamentalism/Liberalism of respondent’s religion
(1 5 fundamentalist; 0 5 moderate or liberal).

Church Attendance Four point scale indicating how often respondent attends religious
services (1 5 less than once per year; 2 5 several times per year;
3 5 1 to 3 times per year; 4 5 weekly or more).

Place size Logged population size of the census place in which respondent
lives.

Southern Location Regional location of respondent’s residence (0 5 non-south;
1 5 south).

Anti-black Prejudice Three item standardized additive scale composed of white
respondent’s reports of whether they think there should be laws
against interracial marriage (0 5 no; 1 5 yes), and how strongly they
agree that blacks shouldn’t push themselves where they’re not
wanted or that white people have the right to keep blacks out of their
neighborhood if they want (0 5 disagree strongly . . . 3 5 strongly
agree) (alpha 5 .70).

Fear of Crime Dichotomous variable indicating whether respondents are afraid to
walk to walk alone at night (0 5 no; 1 5 yes).

Egalitarianism Seven point scale indicating the degree to which respondents think
the government should do something to reduce income differences
between the rich and poor (1 5 government should not concern
itself . . . 7 5 government ought to reduce income differences).

Interpersonal Trust Three item standardized additive scale indicating whether
respondents feel that most people can be trusted, most people would
be fair, and most people try to be helpful (alpha for white sample 5
.65; alpha for black sample 5 .50).
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