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This article explores segregation and the social status of black people, focusing in particular on the ripple
effects of Plessy v. Ferguson on policing in the United States. Specifically, we ask how the legacy of Plessy v.
Ferguson has helped maintain state-sanctioned racially based violence. We draw from Mapping Police Vio-
lence, which compiles data on the number of police-involved homicides in large police departments in the
United States from 2013 to 2017. Using these data, we analyze the relationship between space and the num-
ber of deaths of black people caused by police. The findings reveal a positive association between segregated
communities, the percentage of black people in a population, and the number of police killings of black peo-
ple. This study provides a unique opportunity to examine the impact that segregation and place have on
state-sanctioned violence, particularly for those who identify or are identified as black.
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The history of the United States has been founded on the principle that all men are cre-
tainted by the social construction of race and ated equal, thereby placing value on individual
reflects the calamities and conquests of soci- rights and freedoms. In practice, however, the
ety’s tribulations. Rhetorically, America was nation began as a slaveholding society (Wil-
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liams et al. 2016). Consequently, many Africans
in America were, in the words of Jefferson Da-
vis, “stamped from the beginning” (Kendi
2016). This conundrum resulted in an American
dilemma and a lasting legacy of socially con-
structed and politically reinforced practices
that limited access to space along racial lines
(Myrdal 1944).

Segregation was “a brutal regime of system-
atic degradation and oppression that was all
encompassing in the South and widely prac-
ticed in the North” long before the Plessy v. Fer-
guson Supreme Court ruling in 1896 (Ware 2018,
vii).! The Plessy decision, however, did far more
than simply uphold segregation. The ruling
doubled down on the constitutionality of “sep-
arate but equal,” advancing racial segregation
as public policy and formalizing a race-based
caste system in the United States. With the
Plessy decision, the system of Jim Crow thrived
without legal scrutiny and allowed for racial
segregation to persist while setting the course
for long-standing residential segregation across
the country (Alexander 2012).

The racial caste system maintained by Plessy
and strengthened with Jim Crow fostered the
perfect political and social conditions for the
continuance of residential segregation. Even
after the passage of civil rights acts in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, African Ameri-
cans and black people continued to overwhelm-
ingly be relegated to the worst parts of town
(Alexander 2012). Further, Plessy “confirmed
state power to assign personal identity in
classes with consequences of inclusion and ex-
clusion” (Davis 2021, this issue). Thus Plessy’s
ever-present legacy is shaped by the long-term
effects of segregation on the social status of
black people and African Americans.

The Plessy effect, according to Lorenzo Mor-
ris (1979), offers the guise of equality in broad
and elusive ways but avoids the actual imple-
mentation of policy and practices that provide
tangible and meaningful equality for black peo-
ple. From the blatant discrimination in the
case’s decision to the notion of colorblindness
in the dissent, Plessy has set a precedent allow-
ing for public agencies and actors to use racial
hierarchy as a tool to explicitly and implicitly

1. Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896).

segregate public spaces. Plessy’s ripple effect is
felt across time and in all aspects of life, includ-
ing but not limited to inequitable access to qual-
ity public and higher education (Henry 1998),
public housing (Peel, Pickett, and Buehl 1970)
and the criminalization and incarceration of
black people (Brewer and Heitzeg 2008). Ulti-
mately, Plessy’s legacy reinforces difference as
deviance, deeming black people unfit and thus
socially illegitimate (Hutchison 2011). The Plessy
effect advances Darwinistic thought of black-
ness as inferior and thus requiring and deserv-
ing of administrative and policy burdens.

The unspoken “rules” of residential segrega-
tion dictated one’s worthiness and sent strong
messages of who belonged where, hoarding op-
portunity “and asset accumulation for whites
while confining aggrieved communities of
color to impoverished, under-resourced and
criminogenic neighborhoods” (Lipsitz 2015,
119). Consequently, the negative social con-
structions of criminality that were linked to
blackness also became associated with neigh-
borhoods deemed appropriate for black and
African American residence. The result was the
overpolicing of such communities and the con-
tinuance of social control of black and brown
bodies.

The Plessy decision left a legacy that defines
blackness in stark opposition to whiteness—*“a
status conferring distinct—yet conjoined—so-
cial, political, and economic freedoms across a
vertiginously unequal property order” (Singh
2014,1019). Whereas whiteness “suggested a re-
lationship between differential human valua-
tion and materially valuable access” (Singh
2014, 1019), blackness signified a “legally sanc-
tioned inferior status” (Alexander 2012, 195).
The negative status conferred on blackness af-
fected the environments where black people
lived and resulted in the underpolicing or tol-
erating of certain crimes in black neighbor-
hoods while simultaneously overpolicing these
same communities through the use of exces-
sive force and violence against residents
(Hawkins and Thomas 2013). This duality
crafted a context in which state-sanctioned ra-
cially based violence is not only condoned but
also led by police officials and agencies.
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52 THE LEGACY OF “SEPARATE BUT EQUAL”

This article explores the long-term effects of
segregation on black and African American
people in the United States. Although we do not
seek to make direct connections between the
legal concept of “separate but equal” on train
cars in Louisiana, as Justice Henry Billings
Brown wrote for the majority in the Plessy deci-
sion, we do offer that the ripple effect of white-
ness as the dominant race—as maintained by
the Supreme Court’s decision and thus its leg-
acy—has shaped today’s institutions including
but not limited to housing and policing. Spe-
cifically, we examine the relationship between
the legacy of Plessy v. Ferguson and policing in-
stitutions in the United States by analyzing
state-sanctioned violence perpetrated against
black people. Bearing on the notions of white-
ness and blackness in the context of space
(Alexander 2012; Singh 2014), we distinguish
between the concepts of “black space”—a “des-
titute and fearsome locality”—and “white
space”—predominantly white and off-limit
spaces for black people—as presented by Elijah
Anderson (2015, 10). Our proposition is that the
creation and perpetuation of black space with
the “second-class status” construction of black-
ness (Ware 2021, this issue) has resulted in a
disproportionate number of black people killed
by law enforcement actors.

To test this proposition, we drew data from
Mapping Police Violence, an advocacy organi-
zation that collected data on the number of
known police killings across the United States.
We used a sample of the number of killings in
the hundred largest U.S. cities by population
for the years 2013 to 2017. We used these data,
coupled with additional demographic and so-
cioeconomic factors, to analyze the factors as-
sociated with an increase in the number of
black people killed by police. Through these
analyses, we seek to understand the role of

2. Buchanan v. Warley, 245 U.S. 60 (1917).
3. Corrigan v. Buckley, 271 U.S. 323 (1926).

race and place in the number of police homi-
cides of black people. Overall, this study pro-
vides a unique opportunity to draw corre-
lations between space, policing, race, and
state-sanctioned violence.

DESEGREGATED, YET STILL SEPARATE
In 1917, the United States Supreme Court ended
legalized residential segregation with Buchanan
v. Warley (Rice 1968, 179).2 Yet the legacy of the
Plessy ruling, rendered merely twenty years ear-
lier, was long lasting and far reaching, aiding
segregation to endure as the customary prac-
tice in states across the country. Just nine years
after the Buchanan decision, the Supreme Court
authorized the use of restrictive covenants in
Washington, D.C., with Corriganv. Buckley.? Res-
idential segregation ordinances were passed in
northern states such as Maryland, racially re-
strictive covenants were deployed on a wide
scale by the real estate industry, and redlining
practices associated property values with the
racial composition of neighborhoods (Ware
2021, this issue). In 1948, although not overturn-
ing Corrigan, the Shelley v. Kraemer decision de-
termined racially restrictive covenants unen-
forceable and jones v. Mayer Co. (1968) barred
racial discrimination in both public and private
sales or rentals of property.* Although seem-
ingly advancing housing equality, the Supreme
Court also made it more difficult to prove hous-
ing discrimination. In Village of Arlington
Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Development
Corp. (1977), the Court determined that racially
discriminatory intent was required to bring
such a claim and imposed major limitations on
the application of disparate impact in Texas De-
partment of Housing and Community Affairs v.
The Inclusive Communities Project, Inc. (2015).5
Narratives advanced after World War II con-
ceived of segregation as comprising low-income

4. Shelley v. Kraemer, 334 U.S. 1 (1948); Jones v. Mayer Co., 392 U.S. 409 (1968).

5. Village of Arlington Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Development Corp., 4219 U.S. 252 (1977); Texas Depart-
ment of Housing and Community Affairs v. The Inclusive Communities Project, Inc., 576 U.S. (2015). The Supreme
Court’s Village ruling, in favor of the plaintiffs, was a small, and limited, win for fair housing advocates. Justice
Clarence Thomas' strongly worded dissent has the potential to affect future decisions as the Court shifts toward

a more conservative orientation.
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“urban” centers and affluent suburban rings.
Contemporary residential segregation, how-
ever, has evolved to become more complex. Wil-
liam Goldsmith and Edward Blakely argue that
this complexity is akin to a checkerboard of
“prosperity and poverty” (2010, 112). These
complex checkerboard spaces suggest that
though the city center and suburban rings may
be composed of diverse social groups and in-
come strata, sharp geographic variations by
neighborhood in income, race, ethnicity, and
advantage still distinguish daily opportunities
and experiences. In this regard, segregation is
at the level where people live their daily lives.
Even in seemingly diverse communities such
as San Francisco and New York City, variations
in neighborhood wealth create economically,
educationally, and racially segregated neigh-
borhoods.

The intersection of race, economic status,
and educational attainment in communities
across the United States operates to either pro-
mote or limit opportunities for mobility and
residential choice. The more affluent can
choose a housing location based on personal
preferences, neighborhood amenities, and ac-
cessibility. Those with lower incomes, however,
have less choice and are limited to passively
moving out of declining neighborhoods as op-
posed to actively choosing neighborhoods to
move into based on individual or familial pref-
erences (Goldsmith and Blakely 2010). For
many, the existence of segregated neighbor-
hoods is not a surprising phenomenon. This
is evidenced by the fact that the affluent flee
declining neighborhoods and those of lower
economic status remain in areas that are eco-
nomically shrinking or stagnant as well as char-
acterized by underfunded schools and environ-
mental pollutants (Goldsmith and Blakely
2010).

The variability in U.S. community character-
istics is considerable and the customary segre-
gation associated with such variation is the em-
bodiment of what Manning Marable (2000)
calls the “underdeveloped black America.”

Marable argues that the economic and political
history of the United States has led to the sys-
tematic underdevelopment of black people.
Specifically, segregation, caused by a racial
caste system, has resulted in unemployment,
underemployment, economic exploitation, and
political disenfranchisement. Michelle Alexan-
der (2012) adds that racial segregation is what
relegated black people to the worst communi-
ties, creating fertile ground for the underdevel-
opment of black neighborhoods and people
across the country.®

Through legal segregation advanced by the
Plessy ruling, these communities received far
fewer governmental resources and services
than white communities, and the black resi-
dents living in these neighborhoods were seen
as inferior (Alexander 2012). For black people
in the United States, the notion of “separate but
equal” was nonexistent. Legal and customary
segregation expanded racial stigmata in the
United States. The notion of blackness and the
communities where black people lived became
synonymous with dilapidation, poverty, and
crime. Such racial stigmata persist today and
operate to maintain customary segregation
along racial, economic, and residential lines.

Stereotypes of unworthiness spurred by eco-
nomic, racial, and residential segregation have
also operated to conflate race and crime, creat-
ing seemingly natural associations between the
two. The everyday lived experiences of those liv-
ing in lower-income communities are rarely
seen in plain sight. In fact, customary segrega-
tion isolates those living in lower-income com-
munities from their more affluent neighbors
and vice versa. Such conflations of race and
crime have led to associations of wrongdoing
and criminality that are almost exclusively
linked to racial identity and economic status,
yet understood as truth. Notions of increased
crime and criminal proclivity combined with
the directive to control illegal activity have re-
sulted in the overpolicing of communities per-
ceived to be associated with higher crime rates
(Weitzer, Tuch, and Skogan 2008). As a result,

6. Historically, American racism operates to maintain a myth of race-based hierarchy in which white people are
the most dominant group and all other groups experience varying degrees of dominance. Thus, for many social
indicators race and economic status are generally negatively correlated. This discussion does not, however,
suggest that all black communities are dilapidated and crime prone.
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individuals living in overwhelmingly black and
low-income communities find themselves in-
teracting with police at much greater rates than
those who can make active residential deci-
sions.

RACE, SPACE, AND SOCIAL CONTROL:
THE REALM OF LAW ENFORCEMENT
Since the founding of the United States, two
criminal justice systems existed—one for black
people and one for white people. Enslaved Af-
ricans and later black Americans were forced to
navigate both formal law enforcement, by way
of policing organizations, and the informal ter-
roristic social control practices of the Ku Klux
Klan and lynching mobs (Ware 2018). Those
(suspected of) committing a crime or engaged
in behavior considered unacceptable for black
people were often forced to deal with these sys-
tems. Operating often in tandem, these formal
and informal enforcement practices embodied
violence and intimidation as social control tac-
tics designed to keep black people in their met-
aphorical and physical spaces. Lynching is “an
act of homicidal aggression committed by one
people against another through mob action for
the purpose of suppressing either some ten-
dency in the latter to rise from an accommo-
dated position of subordination or for subjugat-
ing them further to some lower social status”
(Cox 1945, 576). In the United States, the act of
lynching served as an attack against the entire
black community rather than an individual, in
that, “the destruction of almost any Negro will
serve the purpose as well as that of some par-
ticular one” and operated as “the most power-
ful and convincing form of racial repression”
(Cox 1945, 581). Formal law enforcement agen-
cies as well as local and state judicial systems
offered limited protections against lynching
and lynch mobs, reifying to black people that
the criminal legal system in the United States
was not designed to protect their rights or to
apply the law in their favor (Cox 1945). Whites,
in general, were the beneficiaries of the system.
Yet in the context of the labor-intensive econ-
omy in the South that depended on black work-
ers, limited protection was afforded in the early
1900s to black people in some instances to stem
the possible out-migration of African Ameri-

cans to the North (Beck and Tolnay 1990; Tolnay
and Beck 1995). Nonetheless, the two-tiered jus-
tice system also operated to reinforce the ten-
sion between black communities and law en-
forcement agencies. Tensions between the
police and racial-ethnic minority communities
is a persistent problem across the globe. This
has created what has been described as “ner-
vous landscapes,” where spatial separation
between races has been legislated and imple-
mented (Byrne 2003a). Consequently, segrega-
tion has emerged as the spatial face of racism
(Byrne 2003b) and this policy has been enforced
by formal (institutional or organizational) and
informal (individual and collective or commu-
nal) approaches to social control.

Similar to what occurs in other settings
across the globe, the current state of police-
community relations in the United States is in
a perilous position. Recent, highly publicized
encounters between police and black people
have exacerbated already low levels of public
trust and confidence in local law enforcement.
Tensions between the police and the black com-
munity have been and continue to be one of the
most pressing issues facing U.S. police organi-
zations (Williams 1998; Barak et al. 2001; Webs-
dale 2001; Culver 2004; Hawkins and Thomas
2013). Such tensions arise from the interactive
relationship between race, place, and policing
(Bass 2001). As true of residential segregation,
the history of policing in the United States has
been tainted by legally sanctioned, disparate
service delivery and tarnished by the enforce-
ment of racially motivated laws and statutes.
The present-day relationship between black
communities and the police is one affected by
the historical legacies of slavery, segregation,
discrimination, and mass incarceration, all part
and parcel of racism at the formal and informal
levels (Russell 1998; Barak et al. 2001; Alexander
2012; Rothstein 2017; Owusu-Bempah 2017). The
antecedent of these policies and practices has
been the social construction of race.

Race is a historical social construction yet it
continues to be a significant feature of U.S. so-
ciety, especially because it reinforces and forti-
fies the lasting, stigmatized legacy of blackness
(West 1994). Glenn Loury (2002) uses three di-
mensions to emphasize the historical germane-
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ness of race and surmises the impact it has in
contemporary society. The first is the relative
ease in identifying the other, the second is the
relative unchanging quality of this construct,
and the third is the social significance of this
designation. Loury’s concept of race is a by-
product of social construction, yet bolsters an
additional construct of stigma. Stigma has
been described as a bodily sign that exposes
something unusual and negative about the
moral status of the signifier (Goffman 1963).

The coupling of race and stigma—in terms
of blackness—resulted in an insidious theory
of black criminality that has transcended con-
tinental boundaries and time and has been em-
braced by secular and sacred institutions (Gab-
bidon 2015; Williams et al. 2016). From the
writings of John Van Evrie (1861), the U.S. Su-
preme Court (1860), Cesare Lombroso (2006),
and others, a notion that blacks were biologi-
cally inferior and innately criminalistic ad-
vanced. Hence they advocated for the mass in-
carceration and enhanced criminal penalties
for black people, a practice echoed by U.S. pub-
lic institutions as part of the country’s war on
drugs (Alexander 2012). These punitive mea-
sures are part and parcel of state-sanctioned
violence.

The stigma that accompanied blackness as
arace in the socially constructed and politically
reinforced global and U.S. society of yesterday,
resulted in Billy Close’s (1997) conception of
black crimmythology—a biased social cognition
that continues to affect Americans of African
descent. Black crimmythology is used to de-
scribe the numerous faulty myths and pseudo-
scientific facts, historically and contemporarily,
which have been generated by racist and/or
misguided individuals to explain black crimi-
nality. It projects blackness as a defect best un-
derstood as a manifestation of an immutable,
transgenerational, and permanent condition of
black inferiority (Close 1997).

These historical notions of blackness, black
criminality, and black crimmythology reinforce
and propel into the future Howard Becker’s
“different as deviant narrative” (1963), while
continuing to color in shades of black and
brown the portrait of America’s symbolic assail-
ant (Skolnick 1998). This lasting legacy of black-

ness projects all of the assumed dangers and
criminality of what Elijah Anderson (2012) has
described as the “iconic ghetto”—an individual
black male who symbolizes the violent, impov-
erished, crime-prone, and drug-infested envi-
ronment of black people. This ascription of
ghetto manifested in the black body continues
to persist as U.S. society evolves away from the
segregated black and white spaces of our past
and into the relatively more cosmopolitan or,
seemingly, racially diverse spaces or enclaves of
our present and projected future (Anderson
2011, 2012, 2015).

Franklin Zimring (2017) conducted a com-
prehensive study of police use of lethal force in
the United States. Simultaneously, he explored
the phenomena of violence by police against
civilians and violence by civilians toward po-
lice. His findings reveal that of the 1,100 killings
by police in the United States in 2015, the death
rates for African American and Native Ameri-
cans were twice their respective shares of the
population and, among other things, when po-
lice officers felt threatened or attacked, they
were more likely to fatally shoot a civilian. This
was particularly the case when officers were
alone and feared that a gun was involved.
Zimring’s research calls into question the theo-
retical civility associated with our contempo-
rary times and our cosmopolitan canopies. In
particular, his findings seem to reinforce the
notion that blackness endures as a powerful
source of stereotype, prejudice, and discrimi-
nation that impacts the American psyche. To-
day’s reminders seem ever present—the deaths
of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, George
Floyd, and the all-too-often social media post-
ings where black people are assumed danger-
ous as they engage in mundane tasks (exercis-
ing, bird-watching, golfing)—of the threat and
promise that random and arbitrary violence
can occur when black people venture beyond
the traditional “black space” into the “white
space” and the cosmopolitan canopy (Ander-
son 2011, 2015). This brings into focus a poi-
gnant observation of Loury: the need to con-
tinue exploring “the enigma of the stigma” and
not necessarily “the figment of the pigment”
(2002, 143). Moreover, this sets the stage for our
inquiry.
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METHODOLOGY

This study examines how the creation and
maintenance of black space with second-class
status—one aspect of Plessy’s legacy—has led
to a disproportionate number of black people
killed by police in predominantly black com-
munities. We operationalize state-sanctioned
violence as the actions of U.S. law enforcement
actors that result in a disproportionately high
rate of deaths of black people. Based on a lit-
erature review, we argue that black space is as-
sociated with a higher rate of police homicides
of black people. Primary data are derived from
Mapping Police Violence, an advocacy organi-
zation that has collected data on the number
of known police killings across the country. Al-
though Mapping Police Violence currently pro-
vides data for the years between 2013 and 2019,
the 2017 data were the most recent available to
us at the time of this study. We used a sample
of the number of killings in the hundred larg-
est U.S. cities by population, ranging from
around two hundred thousand to about eight
million residents. These data are limited to cit-
ies, not to metropolitan areas or a larger geo-
graphic unit. According to the organization, a
police-involved homicide refers to a case in
which an on-duty or off-duty police officer ei-
ther intentionally or accidentally kills a person
in the process of chasing, beating, arresting,
restraining, shooting, pepper spraying, Taser-
ing, or harming the person by other use-of-
force actions (Mapping Police Violence 2019).
Each homicide is coded by the police depart-
ment and the gender and race of the victim.
The dataset was assembled based on data from
the three largest, most comprehensive crowd-
sourced databases on police killings in the
country: FatalEncounters.org, the U.S. Police
Shootings Database, and KilledbyPolice.net.
The majority of the data are derived from
KilledbyPolice.net because, according to Map-
ping Police Violence, this was fact-checked by
Nate Silver’s FiveThirtyEight research organi-
zation. KilledByPolice.net aggregates links
from major social media sites to news articles
on police-related killings, and FiveThirtyEight
selected a random sample of approximately 10
percent of the links from the original news sto-
ries (Fischer-Baum and Johri 2014). Reuben
Fischer-Baum and Al Johri find that all of the

links were accurate and that 93 percent of re-
ported incidents were either incidents in which
the victims were fatally shot by on-duty officers
or the victims died after being restrained by
force in some way by law enforcement.

Mapping Police Violence undertook exten-
sive data gathering of its own to improve the
accuracy and completeness of the data from the
three crowdsourced databases on police kill-
ings in the United States. Using cases from Fa-
talEncounters.org, the U.S. Police Shootings
Database, and KilledbyPolice.net as the start-
ing point, the organization used social media,
newspaper accounts, obituaries, police reports,
and other sources to confirm the occurrence of
a death and identify the race of approximately
90 percent of victims. In addition, it used other
crowdsourced databases, media sources, and
criminal records databases, and performed ad-
ditional inquiries to fill in additional informa-
tion, such as whether the victim was armed or
unarmed. While some police killings may not
have been reported, such as those unreported
by the media, Mapping Police Violence esti-
mates that their figures capture approximately
93 percent of all police killings since 2013.

We supplement the analysis with additional
data derived from the U.S. Census Bureau
American Community Survey and FBI Uniform
Crime Reports from 2013 to 2017.

Variables

The dependent variable is a count of the num-
ber of police homicide victims who were black
or African American for each year between 2013
and 2017. Count data follow a Poisson distribu-
tion, and the descriptive statistics and a sig-
nificant likelihood ratio test suggest that a Pois-
son binomial model is the best estimator. To
account for unequal exposure to the number of
black homicides by police in each city, we ac-
count for the total number of homicides by
each police department as the exposure vari-
able in the model.

We include several independent variables
that represent “black space.” The first measure
is a binary indicator coded 1 if a state is a for-
mer Confederate state (yes=1; no=0). Although
the “separate but equal” doctrine applied to all
states, and “white supremacy was institutional-
ized and crystallized all over the country,” more
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pervasive and blatant instances of segregation
and discrimination were perpetuated and doc-
umented throughout southern states that co-
incide with the former Confederacy (powell,
Myers, and Gooden 2021, this issue).

Cities with a large population of black peo-
ple may be associated with a higher incidence
of police violence because officers often engage
in social control policing, particularly toward
groups considered to be threatening the social
order (Carbado 2017). We include the percent-
age of black population in a city to capture this
expectation. Based on data availability, we also
include two specific measures of residential
segregation (Massey and Denton 1988). First,
the black-white dissimilarity index is a measure
of segregation based on the relative separation
or integration of groups, specifically within the
context of the black population, across all
neighborhoods of a city. The second is the spa-
tial proximity index, which measures the aver-
age of intragroup proximities for the minority
and majority populations, weighted by the pro-
portions that each group represents of the total
population. For both measures, a higher score
represents higher dissimilarity and more racial
clustering among neighborhoods.

To improve model specification, we include
the Gini index, which is a measure of income
inequality operationalized as a function of the
cumulative share of people from lower income
to the cumulative share of income earned. A
perfect 0 corresponds to perfect income equal-
ity, whereas 1 corresponds to perfect income
inequality. Additionally, we include a poverty
rate variable because residential segregation
has led to the concentration of poverty in many
communities of color (Osypuk et al. 2009). If
police violence serves as a method of social
control for groups that threaten the social or-
der, communities with higher poverty rates
may experience greater violence. We derive data
for these variables from the U.S. Census Bureau
American Community Survey for each year be-
tween 2013 and 2017.

We also include a variable for the percentage
of black officers in the police department in-
volved in the police killing. We derive this vari-
able from the 2013 Law Enforcement Manage-
ment and Administrative Statistics survey, the
most recent version at the time of this study,

which contains information regarding the
number of full-time sworn personnel according
to race. According to representative bureau-
cracy theory, police organizations with a higher
proportion of black officers may be more prone
to advocate for the interests of black citizens
and to address negative behaviors such as racial
profiling and use of force against minorities
(Bradbury and Kellough 2011). In this regard,
we argue that more black officers may represent
broader efforts to create safer spaces for black
people.

We control for the violent crime and the
murder rate based on the assumption that po-
lice violence is a response to the level of conflict
or violence that police officers face in the envi-
ronment (Nicholson-Crotty, Nicholson-Crotty,
and Fernandez 2017; Ouimet and Pare 2003;
Weisburd et al. 2010). We also control for the
population size to account for differences in ju-
risdiction sizes. Other studies use population
to control for the fact that larger jurisdictions
are more likely to face higher crime and officers
face more difficulty in addressing crime prob-
lems (Felson and Eckert 2016). For this study,
however, we do not propose any particular hy-
pothesis regarding population because our
sample is derived from the hundred largest U.S.
cities by population. Finally, we include year
dummy variables, using 2013 as the base year,
to control for unobserved year-specific effects
in the data.

Estimation Method
Our data consist of a panel dataset for the years
2013 to 2017. Most of the independent variables
change from one year to another, but the binary
variable former Confederate state (yes=1; no=0)
is a time-invariant state-level characteristic.
Also, the variable for the percentage of black
officers is time variant, but because of data lim-
itations data are only available for the year 2013.
This renders it difficult to estimate the model
using either a fixed-effects or a random-effects
model. Thus we use a mixed-effects Poisson re-
gression, which allows us to specify former Con-
federate state as a random intercept while mod-
eling the percentage of black officers as fixed
effects (Hsiao 2014). However, we acknowledge
the limitation of the latter because we are ex-
trapolating trends from a single year 2013 to the
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Variables N Mean SD Min Max
All citizens killed 500 4.11 3.65 0 24
White 500 1.19 1.35 0 7
Black 500 1.58 2.07 0 14
Hispanic 500 0.94 1.64 0 14
Asian 500 0.10 0.36 0 4
Native American 500 0.04 0.25 0 3
Pacific Islander 500 0.02 0.14 0 1
Unknown race 500 0.24 0.72 0 7
Former Confederate state 500 0.33 0.47 0 1
Percent black population 500 21.24 17.87 0.48 81.98
Black-white dissimilarity 500 47.77 15.99 17.24 82.48
Spatial proximity 500 0.55 0.31 0.01 1.64
Gini index 500 47.81 3.86 39.13 58.34
Percent poverty 500 19.96 6.33 4.9 40.3
Percent black officers (2013) 500 14.38 14.19 0.23 62.59
Violent crime rate, per 1,000 500 20.11 10.94 0 64.54
Murder rate, per 1,000 500 0.11 0.11 0 0.6
Population 500 623,254 945,128 209,463 8,560,072

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Note: Pooled data are from 2013 to 2017 unless otherwise noted. Former Confederate states are
time-invariant. Data on the proportion of black officers are available for 2013 only.

dependent variable, which spans 2013 to 2017.
Therefore, we interpret the estimate for the per-
centage of black officers with caution because
the coefficient may be biased. Table 1 presents
the descriptive statistics on variable measure-
ment, means, standard deviations, and scale
ranges. Although it is not used in the main
analysis, we include information on the num-
ber of citizens killed for other racial categories.
Table 2 displays the correlation matrix for the
variables.

FINDINGS

Before discussing the findings of the mixed-
effects Poisson regression, we first present in-
formation regarding the number of persons
killed by police relative to the total population.
According to table 3, although the black popu-
lation makes up only about 12.3 percent of the
total population of the United States, the per-
centage of black homicides by police amounts
to nearly 25 percent of all persons killed by po-
lice between 2013 and 2017. The numbers illus-
trate how the killing of black and African Amer-

ican people are disproportionately high relative
to other racial categories.

We proceed to analyze the findings for the
mixed-effects Poisson regression in table 4 to
understand what factors predict the number of
black homicide victims by police.

The analysis provides evidence that indi-
cates the percentage of black population, the
black-white dissimilarity index, the spatial
proximity index, percent poverty, and the per-
centage of black officers are all significant pre-
dictors of the number of police homicides of
black people. The variable former Confederate
state is not statistically significant, suggesting
that areas containing a high rate of police ho-
micides of black people are not specific to for-
mer Confederate states. Although Jim Crow was
more prevalent throughout the former Confed-
erate states, our findings reveal no relationship
between police homicides of black people and
former Confederate states. This supports Gold-
smith and Blakely’s (2010) checkerboard anal-
ogy of segregation in that predominantly black
and white spaces are likely to be segregated by
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1. allhomicides 1
2. blackhomicides 0.72 1
3. confed -0.13 -0.06 1
4, perblack -0.01 030 023 1
5. dissimilarity 0.33 0.51 0.15 069 1
6. spatial 0.01 0.28 0.12 092 059 1
7. gini 0.25 0.36 0.11 050 0.75 043 1
8. poverty 0.08 0.16 0.01 057 051 049 050 1
9. ftsperblack 0.04 029 0.22 0.89 067 084 059 052 1
10. vitrate -0.03 0.11 0.13 0.63 045 053 036 055 054 1
11. murdrate 0.07 0.29 -0.03 0.78 0.57 073 047 060 0.75 059 1
12. population 0.65 0.59 -0.08 0.01 0.38 0.04 0.30 0.04 0.05 -0.12 -0.04 1
Source: Authors' tabulations.
Table 3. Number of Homicides by Police Relative to Population, 2013-2017
Total Number
Population Killed by Killed by
Population (%) Police Police (%)
White only 197,277,789 61.46 2,998 43.85
Black only 39,445,495 12.29 1,727 25.26
Hispanic 56,510,571 17.60 1,151 16.83
American Indian, Alaska Native 2,098,763 0.65 99 1.45
Asian 16,989,540 5.29 105 1.54
Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander 515,522 0.16 35 0.51
Other, including two or more races 8,166,727 2.54 722 10.56
Total 321,004,407 100 6837 100

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on American Community Survey five-year estimates (U.S. Census
Bureau 2017) and Mapping Police Violence data, 2013-2017.

adjacent neighborhoods. The next set of statis-
tically significant findings provide indications
of this trend. We find that the percentage of
black population (significant at p <.01) and the
black-white dissimilarity index (significant
at p < .01) are positively associated with the
number of police homicides of black people. A
one-unit increase in the percentage of black
population increases the incident rate of the
dependent variable by a factor of 0.041, or 4 per-
cent (p <.01), holding other variables constant.
A one-unit increase in the dissimilarity index
increases the incident rate of the dependent
variable by a factor of 0.024, or 2 percent

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION

(p < .01), holding other variables constant.
These findings reveal that cities that have
higher populations of black people and areas
characteristic of greater racial dissimilarity
across neighborhoods are associated with a
higher number of black people killed by police.
However, although the spatial proximity index
is significant, it displays a negative relationship
with the number of black homicides by police,
although significant at the p < .10 level.
Meanwhile, the correlation matrix shows
that the violent crime rate (0.11) and the murder
rate (0.29) display a somewhat weak positive
correlation with the number of black homi-
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Table 4. Mixed-Effects Poisson Regression Results, Change in Number of Black Homicides by Police,

2013-2017

Variables Coefficients IRR?
Formerly Confederate state -0.134(0.112) 0.875(0.098)
Percent black population 0.056(0.012) *** 1.058(0.013) ***
Black-white dissimilarity 0.021(0.006) *** 1.021(0.006) ***
Spatial proximity -0.997(0.611)* 0.369(0.226)*
Gini index 0.017(0.022) 1.017(0.022)
Percent poverty -0.032(0.012)** 0.969(0.012) **
Percent black officers -0.020(0.007)** 0.980(0.007) **
Violent crime rate, per 1,000 -0.001(0.005) 0.999(0.005)
Murder rate, per 1,000 -0.493(0.560) 0.611(0.342)
Population (logged) -0.069(0.072) 0.933(0.068)
Year 2014 0.157(0.130) 1.169(0.152)
Year 2015 0.265(0.128) 1.303(0.167)*
Year 2016 0.237(0.131) 1.268(0.166)
Year 2017 0.072(0.141) 1.075(0.152)

NP 407

Wald chi? 188.95

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on American Community Survey five-year estimates (U.S. Census
Bureau 2017) and Mapping Police Violence data, 2013-2017.
Note: Exposure variable (total homicides by police) not reported.

a Z-scores reported

b Exposure variable must be greater than 0; model automatically drops observations that are 0 for total

homicides by police.
*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001

cides by police (see table 2). The regression re-
sults show that these two variables are not sta-
tistically significant when controlling for other
variables in the model. These nonsignificant
findings coupled with the significant variables
for the percentage of black population and the
black-white dissimilarity index indicate that
police homicides of black people are not driven
by high crime rates. Rather, these findings sug-
gest that black communities continue to bear
a disproportionate brunt of police homicides
and that racial stigmata may underlie a reason
for such high figures.

The variable for percentage of black officers
is negatively associated with the percentage of
black people killed by police (significant at
p <.05). A one-unit increase in the percentage
of black officers decreases the incident rate of
the dependent variable by a factor of 0.031, or
3 percent (p <.001), holding other variables con-
stant. This indicates that having more black of-
ficers in the ranks of the police department

may reduce the number of police homicides of
black and African American residents. These
findings lend support to some research on rep-
resentative bureaucracy (see, for example,
Nicholson-Crotty, Nicholson-Crotty, and Fer-
nandez 2017) that suggest having more black
officers leads to a decrease in police violence or
mistreatment of people of color. In other words,
adding more black officers to the personnel
ranks could serve as a potential route for creat-
ing “safer” spaces in predominantly black and
African American communities. However, we
interpret these estimates with caution because
the data for the percentage of police officers
were available only for 2013 and do not account
for changes in personnel from 2014 to 2017.
Meanwhile, we found that the poverty rate
and the spatial proximity index display a nega-
tive relationship with the number of deaths of
black citizens. Although the correlation matrix
indicates that there is a weak but positive as-
sociation between poverty and black homicides
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by police (0.16), the regression displays a sig-
nificant negative relationship when controlling
for other variables. Also, spatial proximity dis-
plays a somewhat weak positive relationship,
whereas the regression results suggest a signif-
icant negative relationship. These findings may
be partly explained using Devon Carbado’s
(2017) police violence model. In this model, Car-
bado argues one of the dynamics of predatory
policing is social control. Other studies explor-
ing poverty in the context of policing have dis-
cussed how individuals in targeted social
groups may have less access to the protections
of law enforcement as a crime victim; that is,
these communities may experience underpolic-
ing (Black 1976; Gross and Mauro 1989; Samp-
son, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Pare, Felson,
and Ouimet 2007). As Carbado presents, black
people, as members of a vulnerable racial
group, experience social control policing
through practices of spatial management,
monitoring, and the directing of their move-
ments (2017). The apparent mobility of black
individuals with greater economic means may,
for police, challenge preconceived notions of
belongingness, thus leading to greater inci-
dents of police violence. Hence the negative re-
lationship may be another indicator of social
control policing toward black people.

DISCUSSION

The results of our statistical analysis offer in-
sight for policy implications indicating that
race and residential segregation are significant
indicators of police killings of black people in
the United States. These findings align with
Brad Smith (2003), who determined that in cit-
ies with one hundred thousand or more resi-
dents, racial threat (measured by the propor-
tion of black residents) was significantly related
to police-caused homicides. Additionally, these
results reinforce the thesis of Cornel West
(1994) and the theories of Anderson (2011, 2012,
2015), respectively. Findings support the notion
that race still matters and that the iconic ghetto
represented by black bodies, perceptions of
crime, disorder, and dystopia associated with
black spaces, and the negative connotations of
blackness continue to endure as powerful
sources for stereotype, prejudice, discrimina-
tion, and state-sanctioned violence. Black peo-

ple are more likely to be killed by police in areas
where dissimilarity is greater, for example, in
more segregated communities. For black peo-
ple living in white spaces, spaces that are not
implicitly associated with crime, their proxim-
ity to whiteness may offer increased security
that those who live in black spaces do not have.
Conversely, these individuals may also have to
contend with their neighbors alerting police of
their whereabouts because they may be deemed
suspicious and out of place. In these regards,
black people in the United States continue to
navigate social control, as experienced by vio-
lence and intimidation by police officers and
agencies, similar to their ancestors who navi-
gated lynching mobs and white supremacist
organizations.

Black people and black spaces are vilified
and victimized, and the marker of “blackness”
is instinctively conflated with race and criminal
proclivity. Yet, much as the insightful title of
Ralph Ellison’s (1952) seminal work Invisible
Man suggests, the disparate pain and suffering
of black people in black spaces seem invisible—
out of sight and out of mind of the body politic.
To paraphrase Ellison, black people and black
spaces represent figments of the public’s imag-
ination: Both are invisible because the public
and the public servants charged with protect-
ing and serving refuse to see them. Checker-
board segregated communities and the pur-
poseful isolation of these communities from
more affluent ones allows this willful ignorance
to go unchallenged. Even in the twenty-first
century and its prevalence of camera phones
and social media, as well as the influx of videos
capturing the murder of black men and women
by police, the refusal to see persists. What has
emerged are what Geoff Ward (2016) has poi-
gnantly theorized as microclimates of racial
meaning—areas plagued by racial violence—
both in the American past and present. This is
due to the lasting legacy of race-based stigma
and the consistency of racial violence through
informal or formal mechanisms of social con-
trol pre- and post-Plessy.

Although we find black spaces are signifi-
cantly associated with the killing of black peo-
ple in the United States, these spaces are not
specific to former Confederate states. Segrega-
tion and Jim Crow were an explicit part of the
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Confederacy, though not exclusive to it, yet the
relationship between police killings of black
people and former Confederate states is not
statistically significant. The nonsignificance of
these findings goes against common percep-
tions about the concentration of discrimina-
tion in southern states and illustrates the per-
vasiveness of these practices across the country.
These findings challenge discourse that aligns
oppressive policing squarely with the South
and realigns the narrative in a broader context
relating the omnipresence of state violence
against black people as a national phenome-
non.

Social narratives and political arguments for
tough-on-crime policies regularly link high
rates of violent crime with a need for increased
police presence in communities. Our findings
reveal an interesting lack of a statistically sig-
nificant relationship between police killings of
black people and violent crime rates. The polic-
ing of black communities and police homi-
cides, as evidenced by our research, are dispro-
portionately higher for black people in the
United States. This finding reinforces the per-
vasiveness of race as an indicator for police kill-
ings rather than for the rates at which violent
crimes are committed. The nonsignificant find-
ing may also offer insights for policing agencies
and local governments on the current alloca-
tion of policing resources in black communi-
ties.

So, as we consider the future, where do we
go from here? Roy Austin and Hiroko Dodge
propose that “it is the reality blacks perceive
that influences their discontent [with the po-
lice]. They [blacks] may base their expectations
on the past and present of racial inequality and
discrimination” (1992, 594). This notion offers
important policy and practical implications for
local law enforcement, especially considering
the contemporary, polarized context of U.S. so-
ciety and the need to formulate and implement
inclusive policies and practices. In essence, lo-
cal law enforcement agencies need to acknowl-
edge their past as functional, and in some re-
spects, intentional actors and instruments of
state-sanctioned violence to support the spatial
face of racism before and after the Plessy deci-
sion. Law enforcement also needs to acknowl-
edge the impact these actions and inactions

have had on present-day perceptions and re-
alities. Such an acknowledgment needs to be
accompanied with the recognition that the
present state of discontent with police is not
solely because of a few rogue officers, but more
so reflective of the organizational culture of
U.S. policing institutions as a whole. Most im-
portant, these institutions need to take advan-
tage of the opportunity to leverage and learn
from the past to create a brighter future that is
just and constructive.

Meanwhile, one finding that lends guidance
for improvement is in the negative relationship
between the percentage of black officers and
the number of black people killed by police.
This finding may suggest that the presence of
black officers in the department and in the
community has some role in reducing state-
sanctioned violence. Hiring more black officers
may integrate nontraditional perspectives into
policing policies and practices. Further, a criti-
cal mass of black police officers and their col-
lective voice may function as advocates in ad-
vancing the interests of black communities
within policing organizations while discourag-
ing colleagues from engaging in social control
policing that results in higher numbers of po-
lice killings. The broader implications are that
local law enforcement agencies need to be
more creative and aggressive in their attempts
to diversify their departments and to repair
the damage done by centuries of past police
practices that supported a system of race- or
ethnicity-based segregation and oppression.
Likewise, police agencies and individual offi-
cers need to be sensitive to the perceptions that
persist.

Franklin Zimring (2020) argues that hun-
dreds of killings each year of civilians by police
reflect a power and expertise vacuum and is a
problem of governance. He highlights how pro-
cedural and jurisdictional problems coalesce
and limit the effectiveness of governmental ef-
forts to save the lives of civilians subject to le-
thal police force. We join Zimring in advocating
for more oversight and authority by state gov-
ernments and their federal counterpart over lo-
cal police forces, as well as creating the infra-
structure for more research that will result in
action and administrative reforms to address
this issue. These efforts to fill in the governance
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gaps may have a positive impact on policy, prac-
tice, and the profession, and more importantly,
save the lives of people.

Moreover, police agencies need to be inten-
tional to effect change in a positive, construc-
tive, and coproductive way. They need to be-
come more aware of the lived experiences of
those in which they are tasked to serve and be
more responsive to the ever-evolving landscape
of U.S. society and the resulting expectations
that accompany it. These changes call for em-
bracing a more community-oriented and cul-
turally competent approach to policing. One
approach is to promote the cocreation and co-
production of public safety by partnering with
residents as they become involved as active par-
ticipants in all stages of the recruitment, selec-
tion, training, promotion, and sanctioning pro-
cess for police officers. Similarly, police
departments need to become more responsive
and transparent by embracing civilian review
boards. Such an aggressive, planned, and pur-
poseful approach would affect and adapt pro-
fessional practices and services to better align
with the changing landscape and resulting ex-
pectations of U.S. society.

Further, racial justice advocates suggest a
shift in public budgeting policies that “defund
the police.” This movement asks not to eradi-
cate policing agencies, but instead for more eq-
uitable budgeting policies by reallocating pub-
lic resources from police departments to other
local government and community agencies to
support community safety and wellness. The
defund movement is, at a fundamental level,
aligned with procedural justice and fairness,
which “requires administrators to ensure the
due process rights of all individuals and to treat
all equally” (Johnson and Svara 2011, 167). Fur-
ther, procedural justice speaks to the idea of
fairness that resolves disputes, allocation and
reallocation of resources (possibly additional
ones), the desire to actualize positive organiza-
tional change, and the facilitation of better re-
lationships between the public and police. To
assist in these efforts, agencies, organizations,
and activists can leverage materials from the
President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing
(2015), guidelines offered by Community Ori-
ented Policing Services, and the New Era of
Public Safety Toolkit offered by the Leadership

Conference on Civil and Human Rights (2019),
as their guides.

CONCLUSION

Neil Websdale poignantly notes “remarkable
and disturbing historical homologies among
the control of African slaves in the American
colonies, the regulation of freedmen and freed-
women during nineteenth-century Reconstruc-
tion and Redemption, and the close surveil-
lance and punitiveness directed at blacks [and
other minorities] in postindustrial inner cities”
(2001, 8). He highlights the strained and inter-
active relationship that continues to exist be-
tween the African American and black commu-
nities and local law enforcement agencies. Tall,
well-rooted, and established trees do cast long
shadows. This reality presents a challenge and
an opportunity for the profession of policing
because these issues are long standing and
deeply rooted. Local law enforcement today
needs to understand and acknowledge how the
historical legacy and practices of the police pro-
fession as instruments of state-sanctioned vio-
lence and social control still affect the percep-
tion and participation of black communities in
collaborative problem-solving and the copro-
duction of public safety and order. Creative ap-
proaches that engender confidence and stimu-
late the support of historically marginalized
and Othered communities can work to begin
to reconcile the damage that has been done to
foster a symbiotic relationship between black
communities and local law enforcement. Out
of the historical and contemporary darkness,
light can emerge.
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