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Abstract
A large literature considers the mid-century a key turning point in punitive public opinion
in the United States. This article examines racial and geographic heterogeneity in changing
public opinion during the mid-century using data on death penalty support from as early
as 1953. I find that the punitive turn is characterized by divergence in death penalty
support between Black and White people, and that White Southerners grew more
supportive than Whites in the non-South from before to after the turn. Additional tests
identify that this regional divergence is unlikely to have arisen by chance. Heterogeneity in
partisanship and responsiveness to regional violent crime support is consistent with the
idea that crime rates themselves were meaningful in punitive attitude formation only
insofar as they were mediated by additional socio-political forces.
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The United States is one of the most punitive countries in the world, with minorities
—and Black people, in particular—bearing the heaviest burden of state punishment.
Consistently undergirding much of the late 20th century punitive outcomes have
been high levels of public support for a variety of punitive policies (Gottschalk
2006).1 But the United States has not always been such an outlier. Instead, the
literature has consistently argued that the mid-century United States witnessed a
dramatic punitive turn in both attitudes and punishment outcomes (Beckett and
Francis 2020).

Race and context—in the case of the latter, crime and its perception—are
theorized to be dominant forces in this turn in support for state punishment
(Beckett and Francis 2020). While most studies acknowledge that there was a
generalized increase in crime that took place in the mid-century (e.g., Klebba
(1975)), accounts differ as to how much this contextual change mattered relative to,
and in combination with, significant political and social mediating forces—for
instance, the media’s portrayal of crime (Enns 2016); the political gains of Black
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people igniting racial threat (Duxbury 2023; Eubank and Fresh 2022); partisan
competition spearheading new national policy discussions of law and order (Lopez
2015; Weaver 2007); and dissatisfaction with the ability and normative consequence
of a robust welfare state to solve crime through redistribution (Clegg and Usmani
2019; Flamm 2005; Gillens 1999). Despite this extant theory, systematic empirical
evidence on punitive attitudes and their racial geography through the purported
turn has, to date, been missing from the literature.

In this article, I empirically consider the nature of this supposed turn in punitive
public opinion using Gallup and General Social Survey (GSS) data on support for
the death penalty spanning 1953–1985. The temporal scope of this polling data is
key. A significant challenge in characterizing the punitive turn is the necessity of
data that not only captures the period of growing punitiveness, but prior trends as
well. While there are numerous frequently used surveys post-1975 that ask a range
of punitive questions, Gallup data asking about the death penalty offers the only pre-
1975 source of nationally representative individual-level survey data on punitive
attitudes. While later surveys can establish corroborative trends, or cross-sectional
relationships, they do not speak directly to the turn in attitudes.

My empirical focus on death penalty support is motivated by two considerations.
First, the death penalty is the state’s most violent, coercive, and irreversible method
of punishment. As such, it is of substantial interest in and of itself, as illustrated by
the significant literature dedicated to its study (see, e.g., Steiker and Steiker (2020)).
Second, it is the only form of state punishment for which consistent questions have
been asked in national surveys going back as far as the 1950s. As such, measures of
support for the death penalty—while only one facet of what is often conceived of as
a multifaceted construct of punitiveness (Adriaenssen and Aertsen 2015); one that is
subject to its own unique history in the public and political consciousness of the
United States (Banner 2002)—are uniquely able to provide insight into the turn in
attitudes that occurred between the 1950s and 1970s.

With this data, I establish three sets of empirical facts about changing attitudes
during this period. First, I establish that White respondents became differentially
supportive of the death penalty in the mid-1960s by approximately 12 percentage
points. Although White respondents were already more supportive of the death
penalty in the preturn period, this post-turn increase represents more than a 50%
increase in their average support.

Second, I identify additional geographic heterogeneity in death penalty support.
While the South was initially less supportive of the death penalty (relative to the
combined non-South) in the preturn period, the region experienced the largest
increase in death penalty support after the turn—by approximately 7 percentage
points—nearly entirely closing the pre-1967 regional difference. Under an
alternative set of statistical assumptions, randomization inference indicates that
it is extremely unlikely that this post-1967 Southern divergence arose by chance.
Furthermore, White death penalty support in the South grew more after the
punitive turn relative to Black respondents in that region. This difference was driven
by changes in White attitudes, as I find no evidence that Black respondents’ support
for the death penalty changed after the 1960s in regionally defined ways. The
inclusion of a time-varying control for region-specific crime, and evidence that
Black people were far more likely to experience violent crime than White people
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further suggests that this divergence in these attitudes was not a simple reaction to
the phenomenon of rising crime.

Third and finally, to better understand the racial and regional patterns, I examine
how these patterns relate to partisan identification and regional violent crime
trends. I find that among White respondents in the South, there is suggestive
evidence that partisan identification became increasingly connected to death penalty
support after the punitive turn and after racial-partisan realignment. Given the
dominant role of racial resentment in partisan realignment (Kuziemko and
Washington 2018), I interpret these findings as suggestive—though unfortunately
not conclusive—of the critical mediating role of racial resentment in changing
attitudes toward the most coercive punishment of the state during this period.
Finally, by contrast, White respondents were not differentially more likely to
respond in their death penalty attitudes to regional violent crime relative to Black
respondents. Nor were respondents in the South of either race more sensitive to
regional violent crime than respondents in other regions.

These findings contribute to the literature that has considered punitive attitudes
by offering important new descriptive characterizations of historical patterns in
racial attitudes often considered only via cross-sectional correlations and
experimental work from contemporary periods (Bobo and Johnson 2004;
Unnever and Cullen 2010). Extant findings are important, but they only indirectly
address questions about the historical evolution of individual punitive attitudes.
Where the literature on race and punitiveness has considered trends in punitive
attitudes over time (Beckett 1997; Duxbury 2020b; Enns 2016; Jacobs and
Carmichael 2002; Ramirez 2013b; Stinchcombe et al. 1980), my findings contribute
by considering trends from before the supposed punitive turn, and by examining
unevaluated covariation in racial and geographic opinion. For example, in the
existing literature, the (separate) racial and regional subgroup analysis in Ramirez
(2013b) began only in 1972, and the question asked by Ramirez is distinct. Where
Ramirez asks what time-varying factors contribute to different punitive sentiment
by race, I ask whether punitiveness among respondents of different races underwent
a particular transformation in the mid-century (requiring earlier data) and whether
that break had distinct geographic heterogeneity. Authors that use only the GSS
(e.g., Stinchcombe et al. (1980), Anderson, Lytle and Schwadel (2017)) necessarily
begin their analysis in 1972, as does Duxbury (2020b)’s analysis. Beckett (1997)’s
analysis began somewhat earlier, 1965, but pairs this single data point with data
from only one later year, 1988, which limits our ability to understand trends prior to
and through the intervening period. Baumgartner, Boef and Boydstun (2008)
examined responses to questions about punitive attitudes as early as 1952, but the
authors’ research questions are distinct and do not focus on racial or geographic
variation in the rise of punitiveness.

In summary, existing work does not estimate when death penalty support among
different racial groups changed from the 1950s onward, nor where those changes
were most pronounced, after accounting for other individual-level factors that
might account for attitudes. Finally, while aggregate trends can tell us about broad
correlations between attitudes on different related topics—e.g., racial attitudes, or
welfare attitudes—evaluating multipart heterogeneity requires a different estima-
tion strategy like the one employed in this paper.
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These findings contribute to a continued and still unsettled debate about whether
and why crime and race mattered in the punitive turn and the subsequent late
20th-century phenomenon of mass incarceration (for recent entries in that debate
see Murakawa (2014); Enns (2016); Hinton (2016); Clegg and Usmani (2018); Clegg
and Usmani (2019); Norton and Stein (2020); Beckett and Francis (2020); Clegg and
Usmani (2021)). This literature largely asks about the relationship of crime and race
to end-line carceral outcomes. This paper, by contrast, does not ask about
incarceration itself, but rather addresses one potential link in the mass incarceration
causal story (see, e.g., Enns (2016) and Duxbury (2020a)): the punitive attitudes, as
measured by death penalty support, of a democratic public. My findings accord with
past scholarship that discounts the sustained importance of crime in producing
mass incarceration (e.g., Beckett (1997)), indicating instead that insofar as punitive
public opinion and incarceration are linked, the explanatory story of incarceration
should account for the mediating forces of race and geography (see e.g.,
Duxbury (2020a)).

These findings are not, it must be noted, a causally identified test of a single
causal factor explaining why the punitive turn occurred, nor an empirical
accounting of punitive attitudes comprehensively construed. It remains difficult to
source variation that meets inferential requirements to make such a causal claim;
while systematic public opinion data that captures attitudes to other related aspects
of the theoretical construct of punitiveness are not available. However, these results
nevertheless comprise new descriptive evidence of the important role played by race
and geography in the so-called punitive turn. The question answered by this paper is
not how death penalty attitudes, a core component of punitive attitudes broadly,
grew from the late mid-century—something well-documented in the literature
above—but how that trajectory changed in the mid-century in racially and
geographically specific ways heretofore undocumented in the literature.

The Making of Punitive Public Opinion
Punitive attitudes (or “sentiment” or “mood”), broadly construed, comprise support
for a variety of state policies that punish (Ramirez 2013b), though precise theoretical
conceptualizations and related empirical measures remain debated (see, e.g.,
Adriaenssen and Aertsen (2015)).

Across different conceptualizations and measures, scholars consistently identify
race as a key factor in individual punitive attitude formation, with White people
differentially supporting punitive policies (more so when they exhibit racial
animus), and holding beliefs consistent with Black people being those to whom
punitive policies will be applied (Bobo and Johnson 2004; Hurwitz and Peffley 1997;
Pollak and Kubrin 2007; Ramirez 2021; Unnever and Cullen 2012, 2010). This
difference especially pronounced when considering the death penalty as a specific
case of state punishment (Unnever and Cullen 2007; Unnever, Cullen and Jonson
2008).2 By contrast, scholars argue that Black attitudes are formed distinct from
those of White people as a consequence of anxiety about crime, perceptions of
criminal justice system bias, and fear that state repression will be directed toward
them (Johnson 2006). As a consequence, these studies find that White people are
consistently more punitive than Black people.
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Of course, neither the construction nor salience of race are temporally constant.
Thus, how people conceive of their own race, and the race to whom punishment will
apply are not time-invariant. While the perceived association between race and
criminality runs deep in American history (see, e.g., Muhammad (2011)), the mid-
20th century also drew new linkages between them, arguably producing a turn in
punitive attitudes (Beckett and Francis 2020). These linkages were built on a
number of foundations. First, scholars argue that they were built on generalized
negative White reaction to the social and political gains secured by Black people as a
result of the Civil Rights movement (Beckett and Francis 2020; Duxbury 2023;
Eubank and Fresh 2022). That movement made important incremental gains that
ultimately culminated in the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act that
formally institutionalized—and de facto produced—desegregation and voting rights
for Black people (Fresh 2018).

Second, the status threat induced by those gains in the general public provided a
rich breeding ground for new forms of racial appeals, something that political
entrepreneurs capitalized on in an attempt to secure partisan gain (Blalock 1967;
Duxbury 2020b; Weaver 2007). To do so, political entrepreneurs, namely on the
ideological Right, attacked the social welfare policies of New Deal Liberalism and
President Johnson’s Great Society program, casting Black welfare recipients as
undeserving of the state’s help (Flamm 2005; Gillens 1999). Simultaneously, law and
order emerged as a new and powerful national policy dimension; situating itself as
an alternative and highly punitive means of social control for a now ascendant
minority (Alexander 2012; Weaver 2007). By criticizing welfare support directed at
minorities, and championing of law and order applied to minorities, policy
discussions of punishment became increasingly layered with racially coded language
(Lopez 2015; Mendelberg 2001). These appeals proved quite successful. Disaffected
White voters, particularly in the South, exited the Democratic party, completing a
long process of racial-partisan realignment (Kuziemko and Washington 2018;
Schickler 2016).

The civil disobedience of the Civil Rights movement provided ample fodder to
those who sought to portray Black people as disorderly law breakers, deserving of
punishment rather than state support. This further coupled attitudes about race and
the welfare state in the context of crime (Flamm 2005; Kellstedt 2003).3 The media
in turn developed and enhanced these linkages between race, crime, welfare, and
punishment (Enns 2016; Kellstedt 2003).4 In this way, punishment was not a
necessary response to rising crime, but reflected an increasing view that a liberal
social welfare solution had decidedly failed (Beckett 1997; Flamm 2005).

Although these race-laden discussions of punishment were directed primarily at
White people, particularly in the South (Duxbury 2020b; Lopez 2015; Mendelberg
2001; Weaver 2007), Black people were not immune from political entrepreneurs
heralding law and order. Indeed, controlling crime in Black neighborhoods, where it
was highest, was argued by Black contemporaries as essential in order to protect the
gains of the Civil Rights movement (Forman 2017). But Black people may have
responded less punitively to law and order rhetoric as a function of legacies of race-
based state repression (Johnson 2006). Moreover, punitive policy is not the only
understood remedy to rising crime. Indeed, Black communities frequently asked for
crime control coupled with social programs to address the root causes of crime, the
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very programs under attack from the 1960s on (Hinton, Kohler-Hausmann and
Weaver 2016).

Independent from race, scholars going back to at least Wilson (1975) consistently
theorize context, and specifically, crime, as a key factor in punitive attitude
formation. Insofar as punishment is viewed as a deterrent, increasing crime may
generate a rational demand for policies that punish (e.g., Beckett (1997)’s
democracy-at-work model).5 Even if state punishment is not viewed as a deterrent,
crime is associated with affective responses—namely, fear and anger—that are also
theorized to find their outlet in greater punitiveness, independent of race (Frieberg
2001; Hale 1996). This is because punitiveness is a way for society to express its
disapproval of certain actions (Garland 2002).

And indeed, crime grew significantly during the mid-century—potentially
interacting with race to produce punitive attitudes, as described above—but also
potentially exerting its own independent effect. To illustrate the backdrop of crime
during themid-century, Figure 1 presents trends in homicide victimization rates by race
and region. Although most studies utilize FBI Uniform Crime Report data (UCR) to
measure crime (Appendix H), I also collect homicide victimization rates because they
are disaggregated both by race and geographic region, and available well prior to the
purported punitive turn.6 The patterns clearly indicate that non-White people had the
highest homicide rate and the largest trend growth from 1960 onward. From the mid-
1970s, homicide rates declined, markedly among non-Whites.

It is worth noting, however, that as significant as the growth in crime was in
between, approximately, 1960 and 1975, scholarship is also clear that the
importance of an individual’s actual experience of crime is often less important
for attitude formation than the individual’s perception of it—experienced through
mechanisms of media and political framing (Beckett 1997; Duxbury 2020a;

0

10

20

30

40
H

om
ic

id
e 

ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

k

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990
Year

Non-White, South Non-White, non-South
White, South White, non-South
Total

Figure 1. Trends in the homicide rate by race and region, 1900–1986.
Source: Total from Klebba (1975), Table 2 and Figure 3, pgs. 197–198; race-by-region from volumes of Vital Statistics of
the United States normalized by decennial census data from NHGIS. See Appendix H.
Notes: The above plot shows homicide rates by the race of the victim per 100,000 of the relevant population. The total
trend is age-adjusted and only available prior to 1975; while the race-by-region rates are not available with age
adjustment. FBI Uniform Crime Report (UCR) trends are presented in Appendix H.
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Enns 2016; Hale 1996; Kleck and Jackson 2017). Indeed, survey respondents
consistently overestimate their personal victimization risk, and nearly always think
crime is increasing—perceptions that link to attitude-formation beyond actual risk
and objective trends (Quillian and Pager 2010; Ramirez 2013a). Expressions of
death penalty support, for instance, tend to be emotive rather than rational, such
that increased factual information about the administration or effects of the death
penalty fail to (re-)shape opinion (Ellsworth and Gross 1994).

Ultimately, the relationship between punitive attitudes and crime may have been
temporally heterogenous. Crime may have provided the initial spark that made it
easier for politicians and the media to link race and punishment than it
(counterfactually) otherwise would have been. Once the fire of punitive attitude
growth was roaring, however, crime may have been unnecessary to sustain it.

The Empirical Expectations
The extant literature indicates that the 1960s and 1970s witnessed a changing
context of crime and a dramatic reorganization of race relations and racial
associations with crime and punishment in the United States: i) crime increased,
ii) Black people made significant civil and voting rights gains, and iii) the parties
differentiated their policy platforms with respect to two issues linked to crime and
race—law and order, and welfare. Together, these factors have led scholars to
identify a turn in punitive attitudes occurring in the 1960s (Beckett 2020; Clegg and
Usmani 2018; Ramirez 2013a).

The existing literature also warrants a close examination of the trends in punitive
attitudes held by different racial groups in different regions during the mid-century.
All else equal, in the case of a pure explanatory story of rising crime, we would
expect Black people to increase their punitive attitudes more than White people
because of their growing victimization rates (H1). The mechanism underlying this
relationship takes punitive attitudes as a simple rational function of the true risk and
experience of crime. Importantly, this prediction assumes that a marginal increase
in crime has the same effect on punitiveness for any baseline level of crime (i.e.,
constant elasticity). If it is the case that a change in crime increases punitiveness
more at low levels of crime, then punitiveness might change more among White
people than Black people because White people’s baseline experience and
victimization risk were lower. The logic could be because of (H1a) ceiling effects
for Black people—i.e., high crime levels had already produced high punitiveness—
or because (H1b) the equivalent change at low baseline is more meaningful given
that it is a larger share of one’s experience of crime (i.e., people respond to
growth rates).

Additional factors may have mediated the relationship of crime, however.
Despite lower experiences of crime, White people may have received the dog-whistle
messages targeted at them linking status threat and undeservingness of welfare to
law and order, thus augmenting any genuine fear for their safety, and thus increasing
their punitiveness.7 In this case we would expect the punitive attitudes of White
people to increase by more than those of Black people (H2). However, a larger
punitive increase for White people relative to Black people might also reflect that,
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among Black people, genuine fear for safety is tempered by concern about the
repressive nature of law enforcement (drawing on a history of problematic relations
between the state and the Black community). Therefore, a larger mid-century
increase in punitiveness among White people relative to Black people could reflect
one or a combination of two linked processes: (H2a) a differential augmentation of
White punitiveness, or (H2b) a differential suppression of Black punitiveness.8

Though I note the existence of these two mechanistic channels, the subsequent
empirical analyses cannot separate them.

Regional variation offers one means of better understanding observed changes in
punitiveness by race. There are a number of reasons to expect that a change in
punitiveness—and specifically, punitiveness by race—may display important
regional variation. If differential changes in punitive attitudes by racial groups
are related to racial advancements after landmark civil and voting rights legislation,
we should expect those changes to be larger in those places where the advancements
were more threatening in both status and instrumental terms. This is arguably the
South, where the intensity of segregationist and disenfranchising policies—and by
virtue, the intensity of integration and enfranchisement that resulted after 1965—
were strongest (Key 1950).9 Relatedly, the receptiveness of White populations to law
and order dog whistles and to racially laden welfare criticism may have also been
centered in the South where, again, racial hierarchy was more central to political,
social and economic life (Kuziemko and Washington 2018; Weaver 2007).
Differential regional legacies of racial hierarchy may have also depressed the
punitiveness of Black people in the South for opposite reasons. Thus, the
expectation is for regional location in the South to positively moderate the role of
race in the punitive turn (H3).

There are, of course, other features of the South that are unique beyond the social
centrality of racial hierarchy. But to account for punitive change differentially
experienced in the South, those features must either theoretically link to activation
as a consequence of changing crime, partisan politics, or civil rights; or themselves
undergo change during the punitive turn.10

Two alternative geographic predictions exist prominently in the literature. The
first is that the Second Great Migration produced a Northern urban under-class
without employment prospects, who were plagued by crime,11 and in turn had
significant demands on the welfare state that were not being met (Clegg and Usmani
2019). Denied other political remedies, Northerners increased their punitiveness. In
this case, the expectation would be that White people in the North and Mid-West—
not the South—would be more likely to increase their punitiveness (H4). Second,
scholars have argued that the South is part of the broader context of the Sunbelt,
which combines the South and Southwest (Campbell and Schoenfeld 2013; Lynch
2010).12 The increasing role of the Sunbelt in national politics writ large, was
mirrored in the elevation of those states’ carceral policies to the national stage,
fueling the spread of mass incarceration. Implicit in this argumentation is that those
policies were backed by significant public punitiveness in those states, which arose
from a long tradition of fiscal conservatism coupled with racial animosity. This
argument predicts that the Sunbelt—beyond simply the South—was the region with
the most pronounced punitive turn (H5).
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Data and Measurement
To understand when, where and among which racial groups punitive opinion
changed in the mid-century United States, I collect individual-level data on punitive
attitudes from 16 Gallup polls (1953–1985) and 11 GSS polls (1972–1985)
comprising repeated cross-sections of �40,000 individuals.13 I restrict the analysis
to pre-1985, allowing a long mid-century window to examine the punitive turn, but
also limiting the potential contamination from later events, namely the “innocence
turn” that other scholars argue emerged from the 1990s (Baumgartner, Boef and
Boydstun 2008; Ramirez 2013a).14

The theoretical construct of interest is punitive attitudes. I operationalize this
construct by using responses to the question “Are you in favor of the death penalty
for a person convicted of murder?” focusing on support or oppose responses with
additional analyses incorporating don’t know (Appendix J).15 I use this question
because it is the only question on a punitive attitude asked frequently and with
consistent wording throughout the period of study. In order to understand the
existence of a punitive turn, it is necessary to know the nature of punitive attitudes
consistently before and after any purported turn. Thus, it is essential to use a
question asked as early as possible—here 1953.16 The frequency of the question is
also essential in order to engage in subgroup analysis while minimizing (random)
sampling error. Finally, the consistency of the wording ensures that changes in
observed responses over time are not a function of changes in how the question
was asked.

In order to ensure any changes I document are attributable to changes in
attitudes and not question inclusion, I focus only on support for the death penalty
rather than integrate punitive attitude questions introduced almost entirely in later
surveys.17 For this inferential clarity, I trade the ability to capture a more
comprehensive version of punitiveness as a theoretical construct. Yet, the salience of
the death penalty during the period (Gottschalk 2006; Steiker and Steiker 2020), and
the correlation established in later years when multiple punitive questions are
available between death penalty attitudes and other punishment questions leads me
to believe that this question is still deeply relevant for understanding punitiveness.18

Enns (2016) found that the favor the death penalty question correlates substantially
with his latent measure of punitiveness (factor loading� :941 � :971, depending on
the precise poll source) (p. 37). The only question exhibiting a higher correlation
among the thirty-three Enns uses is belief that the death penalty deters crime
(:983).19 The death penalty question has the advantage of asking directly about
attitudes toward state-administered punishment as distinct from questions about
adjacent, but arguably distinct, theoretical constructs (e.g., trust in police). Finally,
that this is the most extreme punishment that the state in the U.S. administers
suggests that relying on the death penalty question alone may underestimate levels
of support, but insofar as it moves with other punitive questions in later periods
suggests that in terms of change (arguably the most relevant, see Enns (2016)), death
penalty support is a valid measure of an important component of punitiveness.20

To correct for sampling issues, particularly relevant in the early surveys, all
subsequent analyses are conducted on population-weighted data where weights are
constructed via poststratification cell-weighting by race, region, gender, and
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education using census data (see Appendix E which includes results for unweighted
data).21

The Empirical Analysis
In this section, I answer the questions of when, where, and among which racial
groups death penalty support changed between 1953 and 1985. Figure 2 presents
aggregate trends in death penalty support, demonstrating an inflection point in
support in the mid-to-late 1960s. Based on additional examination of these trends in
Appendix C, I utilize 1967 to define the preturn and post-turn periods in the
subsequent analyses.

Racial Differences in the Punitive Turn

First, I ask how this turn in punitive attitudes as measured by death penalty support
differed by racial groups. I present the same average trends as before (Figure 3),
splitting the sample into White and Black respondents. The trends in Figure 3 are
consistent with the well-documented finding that, in levels, Black people
consistently hold less punitive attitudes. Consequently, this does not support
H1a that Black attitudes could not increase as much as other the attitudes of other
racial groups because of ceiling effects.

To more formally consider differential trajectories by race in death penalty
support, I use ordinary least squares (OLS) to estimate:

Pr supportit
� � � γt � β0whiteit � β1 postt × whiteit

� �� φXzit � εit (1)

for i respondent in t survey. The parameter γt is a vector of survey indicators that
capture level differences in death-penalty support common to all respondents in a
given survey, including, but is not limited to crime trends, media portrayals of
crime, national political rhetoric, and so on; white is an indicator equal to one for

0
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1

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990
Year

% favoring death penalty

(a) Average Support, All Respondents

Figure 2. Aggregate support for the
death penalty, 1953–1985.
Notes: The above plot shows the
population-weighted trends in the per-
centage of respondents supporting the
death penalty.
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respondents who identify as White (indexed by t because the data is structured as
repeated cross-sections); post is an indicator equal to one in any year after 1967; X is
a matrix of z covariates, including geographic region indicators22 finally, ε is the
idiosyncratic error term, which I estimate accounting for heteroskedasticity and
clustering for just 8 regions, which is highly restrictive. The parameter β1 in model 1
estimates the pre-to-post 1967 (punitive turn) difference in death penalty support
between White and Black respondents. I treat this as a descriptive parameter.23

Given the theoretical importance of not only race, but also context in producing
punitive attitudes, in the model above, I include region-specific variation in
homicide victimization rates per 100,000 for both White and non-White people in
X. If attitudes vary importantly by region, it may be because individuals are more
sensitive—via factors like personal experience, media exposure, or information
diffusion in local networks—to crime occurring in their region, in addition to, or in
place of the national level. Indeed, there are distinct regional patterns in homicide
rates across regions (Appendix H).24 I collected these data from vital statistics
reports published by the Centers for Disease Control (Appendix H).25 Homicide
rates have three advantages: i) they capture the crime most closely related to the
death penalty, ii) they are available from the earliest period of the attitude data, and
iii) their disaggregation by race allows us to understand respondent attitudes in
relation to in-group and out-group crime. In Appendix H, I demonstrate that the
results are robust to the homicide growth rate, and to measuring crime more
generally, using violent and property crime rates from the UCR system of the FBI
(Kaplan 2021); however, these latter data are only available from 1960 and are not
race-specific. I do not separately include national crime, nor any national-level time-
varying controls, as these are co-linear with the survey fixed effects (γt). Thus, this
model assumes death penalty support is a function of national crime rates (via γ t),
and a function of crime in the respondent’s region, but asks (and estimates) how the
punitive turn was heterogeneously experienced by different racial groups. This is
different from the question asked by much of the literature about which national
factors move with the aggregate trend in punitiveness for which groups.
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Figure 3. Support for the death penalty by race, 1953–1985.
Notes: The above plots (a) and (b) show the population-weighted trends in the percentage of respondents indicating
support for the death penalty in the case of murder.
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I find that White support for the death penalty grew differentially at the punitive
turn as compared to that of Black respondents (Table 1). While White support was,
on average, higher in the preperiod by 16 percentage points (estimate on white), in
the post-1967 period, this difference grew by 12 percentage points more than that of
Black respondents (estimate on white × post) (supporting H2 relative to H1). The
post-1967 period was to increase by three quarters the existing differential White
support for the death penalty. Regional homicide rates are neither substantively nor
statistically predictive of death penalty attitudes.

Race and Geography at the Punitive Turn

Next, I turn to asking where death penalty support grew the most, and whether any
region-specific growth was differentially experienced by different racial groups. As
motivated by the theoretical framework, my interest is first and foremost in the
extent to which the South is an outlier in the punitive turn.

I begin with graphical evidence. Figure 4 presents the trends by race and region
(plot a). Prior to 1967, trends in death penalty support were modestly declining for
all subpopulations. After 1967, however, support among Southern Whites rapidly
increased, matching levels of support among non-Southern Whites by 1972 and

Table 1. Death penalty support as a function of race pre to post-1967

% Support Death Penalty

(1) (2)

White .16*** .16***

(.025) (.026)

White � Post .12*** .12***

(.030) (.030)

Homicide rate (W) −.0081

(.0092)

Homicide rate (NW) .00019

(.0020)

Year period 1953–85 1953–85

Race sample W&B W&B

Survey FE ✓ ✓

Controls ✓ ✓

Crime control ✓

Observations 40089 40089

Notes: The above table presents estimates of equation 1. Standard errors are clustered at the region. Data are weighted
using poststratification census weights (Appendix E). Average death penalty support over the above analysis period is
0.64 (SD = .48). See Appendix O for covariate estimates.
*p<.1; **p<.05; ***p<.01.
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moving in near lock-step from that point forward. By contrast, support for the death
penalty among Southern Blacks—which had exhibited similar levels and patterns to
Southern Whites in the pre-1965 period—did not exhibit a sharp increase. Instead,
it converged toward the level and trend of non-Southern Black people whose
support increased, but did so more slowly and to a lower absolute level than Whites.

Figure 4. (plot b) summarizes these trends by presenting the difference in means
between Black andWhite respondents in each of the two regions and each of the two
time periods. On average, growth in the South’s racial difference in death penalty
support from pre-to-post 1967 is pronounced, and larger than the growth in the
non-South.

To estimate these differences more precisely, I adjust equation 1 to consider
regional heterogeneity:

Pr supportit
� � � γt � β0southit � β1 postt × southit

� �� φXzit � εit: (2)

I use a binary indicator for South to ease interpretation.26 In addition, I consider
this equation for the sample of White respondents alone, asking whether White
people in the South, specifically, experienced the punitive turn differentially from
White respondents outside of the South. Third and finally, I combine the racial
variation in equation 1 with the regional variation in equation 2 to estimate a triple
difference specification on the full sample of respondents that compares differences
in death penalty support: (1) between Black and White respondents, (2) before-to-
after 1967, and (3) between the South and non-South (via the addition of
β southit × whiteit × postit
� �

). This evaluates whether the difference between White
and Black death penalty support grew by more in the South relative to the non-South
from before to after 1967. Given that the growth in support might be driven in part
by non-national time-varying factors, the triple difference uses the growth of other
races and in other regions as way to benchmark how much White Southern support
might have (counterfactually) grown if not for the factors unique to the South and to
White people. That said, the identifying assumption that the attitudes of different
races represent the true counterfactual for one another is extremely difficult to
defend and I therefore treat the triple interaction as a descriptive parameter.
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Figure 4. Support for the death penalty by region and race, 1953–1985.
Notes: Plot (a) shows weighted data trends in the percentage of respondents indicating support for the death penalty
in the case of murder. Plot (b) presents point estimates for the simple difference in means between White and Black
respondents before (left) and (right) the inductively determined punitive turn (1967) between the South (black points)
and non-South (light gray points).
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Table 2 presents the results. Model 1 indicates that, although the South was less
supportive of the death penalty on average pre-1967 (estimate on south), death
penalty support grew by approximately 5 percentage points more after 1967 as
compared to the preturn period (estimate on south × post). Death penalty support
was not higher than other regions on average, post-1967. Rather, the South made up
approximately 75% of the gap in death penalty support exhibited in the pre-1967
period between it and other regions. Model 2 (and all even numbered columns) adds

Table 2. Death penalty support as a function of race and geography pre- to post-1967

% Support Death Penalty

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

White .23*** .23*** .16*** .16***

(.014) (.015) (.038) (.038)

South −.060* −.073* −.072* −.085** −.050 −.064

(.029) (.033) (.032) (.036) (.064) (.061)

South � Post .051* .043 .078** .070** −.024 −.031

(.023) (.024) (.024) (.025) (.065) (.068)

White � South −.023 −.020

(.066) (.066)

White � Post .084* .084*

(.044) (.045)

White � South � Post-1967 .10 .10

(.067) (.066)

Homicide rate (W) .0079* .0080* .0077*

(.0039) (.0040) (.0039)

Homicide rate (NW) −.00084 −.00088 −.00089

(.00066) (.00069) (.00066)

Year period 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85

Race sample W&B W&B W-only W-only W&B W&B

Survey FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Crime control ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 40089 40089 35749 35749 40089 40089

Notes: The above table presents OLS estimates of equation 2. Standard errors are heteroskedastic robust to regional
clustering. Data are weighted using poststratification census weights (Appendix E). Average death penalty support over
the above analysis period is .64 (SD = .48). See Appendix O for covariate estimates.
*p<.1;
**p<.05;
***p<.01.
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the time-varying controls for regional homicide rates and estimates a similarly sized
parameter on the interactions (robust to other crime measures in Appendix H).

In models 3 and 4, I restrict the sample to White respondents. I find that Whites in
the South in the pre-1967 period had lower levels of support for the death penalty—by
approximately 7 percentage points—than did their non-Southern counterparts
(estimate on south). However, Southern Whites differentially increased their death
penalty support after 1967 by approximately 7 percentage points (estimate on
south × post), making up the full difference in average pre-1967 difference between
Southern and non-Southern Whites. Appendix P demonstrates that the Central South
subregions experienced the largest changes among White people. Appendix I shows
that in the post-1967 period, there is no evidence that Black attitudes became punitive
in the same regionally defined way. Black people in the South had lower pre-1967 death
penalty support despite higher homicide rates. Post-1967 death penalty support among
Black respondents in the South declined by approximately 1–2 percentage points
relative to the pre-1967 period, and I cannot distinguish that estimate from zero.

The results from the triple difference in model 5 more formally compare changes
in White attitudes in the South to Black attitudes in the South pre-to-post 1967.
Substantively, they suggest larger growth in death penalty support pre-to-post 1967
between White and Black respondents in the South as compared to the non-South
(�10 percentage points), but I cannot statistically distinguish the estimate from
zero.27 Nevertheless because White (models 3–4) and Black (Appendix I)
respondents’ attitudes in the South were moving in different directions, the lack
of statistical significance is likely to be an issue of power. Together, these results
support H3.

I consider the magnitude of these differences in the punitive turn for the South
relative to other regions using an alternative set of assumptions. Specifically, I ask:
conditional on the sample, was the South exceptional in its experience of the
punitive turn, or could these results have arisen by chance? To understand this, first,
I estimate the models presented in columns 2 and 4 of Table 2 separately for the six
other permutations of a single region as the region of hypothesized difference
(“treatment”).28 In all cases (Figure 5 plot a), I find that the estimates for other
regions are less than or statistically indistinguishable from zero, consistent with the
South growing fast in its death penalty support and being contained within the 0 of
the indicator of other regions (lack of support for H4).

Furthermore, in Appendix P, I find little evidence that the Sunbelt, as an
alternative regional grouping to the South, produces stronger results (lack of
support for H5). Although it is the case that the Southwest region of the Sunbelt was
more supportive of the death penalty than the South or North/Mid-West prior to
1967, the Southwest did not experience a change in its death penalty support in the
mid-1960s in the way that the South did, relative to the remainder of the country.
Insofar as the Southwest region of the Sunbelt contributed to national punitive
policy, this paper’s results suggest that it was because of its relatively high (pre-
existing) punitive levels, as measured by death penalty support, rather than a
differential attitudinal change the region underwent during the 1960s.29

I more formally use randomization inference—a Fisher exact test—to
understand the probability of observing a coefficient on south × post as large as
those in models 1 and 3 under the (sharp) null of no relationship for any
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respondents: H0 : β1;i � 0;8i, where β1;i is defined as the difference in death
penalty support for respondent i in the post-1967 period in the South (south � 1) as
compared to not being in the South (south � 0.30 To conduct this inference, I
assume that my sample comprises the full population.31 I permute 2,000 random
draws of respondent “assignment” to south (maintaining region clustering), and
evaluate in how many of these permutations of regional assignment I observe a
coefficient as large as that estimated on the actual data (β1). I reject the null
hypothesis at the 1% level (p-value� :0091).32 Figure 5 (plot b) shows the
distribution of the parameter estimates from the permutations and the estimate
from the actual data (vertical line). Thus, under an alternative set of assumptions,
my results indicate that the differential post-1967 growth in death penalty support
in the South was extremely unlikely to have arisen by chance.

In summary, these results suggest that white people, and those in the South,
increased their support for the death penalty differentially in the mid-1960s. Given
the regional and racial distribution of crime, and the inclusion of time-varying
regional measures of crime, the results suggest that genuine concern for personal
safety is unlikely to constitute the full explanation for this turn in attitudes.
Although Black people were far more likely to experience crime as measured by
homicide victimization rates, White people increased their punitiveness, as
measured by death penalty support, more. And although Black people in the
South experienced the highest crime rates, it was White people in the South whose
death penalty support grew the most after 1967. An alternative theoretical model—
directly empirically evaluated in Appendix H using homicide growth rates—that
assumes higher elasticities of death penalty support increase at lower levels of crime
would predict that White people in the non-South would have had a larger post-
turn increase in death penalty support than those in the South; the opposite of what
is found. Instead, the results can be interpreted such that insofar as experience with
crime may have been a first-order activation of support for the state’s most punitive
policy, that activation was filtered through respondent race and geographic context
in systematic ways.
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Figure 5. Estimates of regional difference in punitive attitudes, 1953–1985.
Notes: Plot (a) shows point estimates from 14 separate OLS estimations of β1 from equation 2, the differential change
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Toward Understanding the Role of Race and Region
Having established the role of race and region in the punitive turn in death penalty
support, here I examine two possible explanations for why they played that role.
First, I consider whether White people in the South became more responsive to
crime from before to after the punitive turn relative to respondents in other regions.
Second, I consider whether the patterns of partisan support for the death penalty are
consistent with Southern White exodus from the Democratic party occurring
among those whose attitudes changed at the turn. Given data availability, these
empirical analyses take the form of better understanding dynamic moderated
relationships.33 Understanding this moderation requires data spanning the full-time
frame, a significant challenge, particularly preturn, as many implications of from the
theoretical framework are simply unmeasurable in a way that can be linked to
nationally representative individual-level attitudes about punishment.

Moderation in the Relationship Between Crime and Death Penalty Support

I first consider whether region-specific and race-specific violent crime shaped death
penalty support in the South differently from before to after the punitive turn. The
previous analyses already account for time-varying region-specific crime as a factor
directly affecting attitude formation—that is, the previous analyses account for the
fact that death penalty support may have changed differentially in the South because
the South differentially experienced more/growing crime.

Here, I ask whether the punitive turn was characterized by White people in the
South becoming newly or differentially responsive to crime relative to Black people,
or relative to people in other regions. If such temporal moderation occurs differently
in the South, this would be consistent with the contention that the transformation of
death penalty support in the South at the punitive turn was, at its root, a function of
violent crime. Though the media or political actors may have served as mechanisms,
drawing the public’s attention to crime (at the regional level), attitude formation was
fundamentally rooted in the objective occurrence of crime (H1).34

As above, I measure violent crime by region using homicide victimization rates.
This approach proposes that individuals’ perceptions of their personal risk, the risk
to their communities, or even to society more broadly are a function of not only
what is happening nationally (the survey fixed effects), but what is also happening
more locally. Of course, although there is significant regional variation in homicide
rates across this period (Appendix H), perceptions may be shaped by even more
local (e.g., county, city) occurrences, or by one’s personal experience of crime that
may not be captured with this measure.

In Appendix H, I demonstrate that reducing within-region variation by
restricting the sample to urban residents—those most likely to have close personal
experience with violent crime (Miczek, Reiss and Roth 1994)—does not change the
results. It’s worth emphasizing that homicide victimization rates by race do not
directly capture perpetrator race, only victim race. Although violent crime,
particularly homicide, occurs predominantly within-race (Miczek, Reiss and Roth
1994).35

With this data, I analyze whether there is differential post-turn responsiveness to
regional violent crime—that is, whether death penalty support became more
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strongly positively correlated with violent crime after the punitive turn, as compared
to before; and whether that correlation varies by region. To do so, I augment
equation 1 with interactions between regional homicide rates by race and indicators
for the post-1967 period. I present estimates on samples restricted by respondents’
race in models in Table 3 for interpretability. I find that support for the death
penalty responded differently pre-to-post 1967 to the White homicide rate among
White respondents (estimate on homiciderate�W� × post in model 1), but that this
responsiveness among White people was no different between the South and non-
South (estimate on homiciderate�W� × south × post in model 3). Thus, White
respondents became more supportive of the death penalty for increases in the
homicide rate from before to after the punitive turn; however, that change in
support was no different between the South and non-South. Moreover, the post-
turn change served to attenuate the preturn relationship (estimate on
homiciderate�W� in model 1). I consider this evidence inconsistent with H1. If
anything, Black respondents’ in the South became slightly more supportive of the
death penalty (by < 1 percentage point) in response to the non-White homicide
rate, but overall there were no regionally distinct changes in death penalty support
among Black respondents (Appendix I). In Appendix H, I further demonstrate that
this result holds when considering the homicide growth rate (lack of support for
H1b), and when restricting the sample only to large urban areas. I interpret these
results as indicating that changes in death penalty support among White
respondents in the South were not a function of a changes in regional crime
responsiveness, namely, co-racial homicide rates. Though it remains possible that
more local experiences of crime (e.g., within one’s city rather than broader region)
or highly individual victimization risk still shaped attitudes.36

Southern Racial-Partisan Realignment

It is well known that mid-century saw Southern Whites resorted from the
Democratic to the Republican party as the Democratic party embraced Black people
and their political concerns (Schickler 2016). While other work has identified racial
attitudes as an important driver of White exodus from the Democratic party
(Kuziemko and Washington 2018), this process has not been systematically linked
to punitive attitudes.

Here, I analyze whether there is dynamic moderation in the relationship between
partisan identification among White respondents in the South and their punitive
attitudes, as measured by death penalty support. In particular, I analyze whether
White Southern Democrats and Republicans were relatively equally supportive of
the death penalty in the preturn period, and whether White Southern Republicans
were more supportive in the post-turn period. I focus on White respondents in the
South because their process of realignment is the best understood in the existing
literature.

In the preperiod, a Southern White Democrat identified with a party that had
constructed Jim Crow and fought against civil rights for Black people. After
realignment and then the punitive turn, a White Southern Democratic was instead
identifying with a far more ideologically liberal party that was more supportive of
Black civil rights and a larger welfare state. If there is a positive or neutral
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relationship between Democratic identification and death penalty support before
the punitive turn, and a negative relationship afterward, this would suggest that
racially resentful Whites who overwhelmingly exited the Democratic party were also
becoming differentially more punitive (H2). Theoretically, this resentment may

Table 3. Death penalty support as a function of heterogeneous responses to race-specific regional crime
before to after 1967 by race and region

% Support Death Penalty

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Homicide rate (W) −.072*** .032 −.075** −.023

(.0077) (.034) (.030) (.071)

Homicide rate (NW) .0048** −.011* .0073*** −.0042

(.0020) (.0057) (.0017) (.0054)

Homicide rate (W) � Post .057*** −.032 .053* .0090

(.0048) (.028) (.024) (.060)

Homicide rate (NW) � Post .00058 .0091* −.0011 .0051

(.0014) (.0048) (.0016) (.0051)

South −.048 −.18**

(.044) (.075)

Homicide rate (W) � South .012 .098*

(.022) (.047)

Homicide rate (NW) � South −.00100 −.0082

(.00097) (.0050)

Homicide rate (W) � South � Post .0069 −.078

(.016) (.043)

Homicide rate (NW) � South � Post −.0019* .0083*

(.00093) (.0042)

Year period 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85 1953–85

Race sample W-only B-only W-only B-only

Survey FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Crime Control ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 35749 4340 35749 4340

Notes: The above table presents OLS estimates of equation 1 with additional interactions of race-by-region homicide rate
per 100,000 of the race relevant population. Standard errors are heteroskedastic robust to regional clustering. Data are
weighted using poststratification census weights (Appendix E). Average death penalty support over the above analysis
period is .64 (SD = .48).
*p<.1;
**p<.05;
***p<.01.
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have operated through the appeal of Republican’s law and order policy, social
welfare policy, or both. On this last point, unfortunately, the data are not
comprehensive enough to say.

Ideally, I would be able to analyze a true panel in order to assess heterogeneity in
partisan responses among those White people who I observe switch from the
Democratic to Republican parties, holding individual time-invariant factors fixed.
Unfortunately, to my knowledge, no such panel exists over this period. With
repeated cross-sections, therefore, we must be mindful that we cannot account for
cross-sectional samples capturing stable partisan identifiers rather than those who
switched their identification. Furthermore, while I would ideally replicate Kuziemko
and Washington (2018)’s strategy of measuring prejudice and partisanship, the
prejudice questions co-occur with the death penalty question only after the punitive
turn, making it impossible to use them to evaluate dynamic moderation.37

Though noisy, graphical evidence is suggestive of this temporal relationship
(Figure 6). Before 1963, Southern White Democrats were, on average, more
supportive of the death penalty than Southern Whites who identified with other
parties. After 1967, this relationship reversed. I formally estimate this change by
considering my baseline specification with a partisan indicator (Democrat)
including weak or leaning support, and an interaction between that indicator
and post-1967 (Democrat × post).38 Table 4 presents the results. Model 1 considers
all survey years, while Model 2 excludes the 1965 and 1966 survey which occurred
after Kuziemko and Washington (2018) identified the significant inflection point in
partisan alignment (1963) and before the inflection point in punitive opinion (1967).
Perhaps understandably, given the sample restrictions to White respondents in the
South, the results are noisy. But they are at least suggestive of a link between death
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Figure 6. Trends in death penalty support by partisanship among White respondents in the South,
1953–1985.
Notes: The above plot presents the population-weighted trends in support for the death penalty among White
respondents in the South by their partisan identification. The vertical lines correspond to the partisan policy change
identified by Kuziemko and Washington (2018), and the 1967 punitive turn. See also Appendix L.
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penalty support and partisan realignment. After the punitive turn, White
respondents in the South identifying as Democrats were less likely to support
the death penalty by approximately 2–7 percentage points, though I cannot
statistically distinguish the estimate from zero on the full sample. Although I cannot
estimate more precisely the racial attitudes of those in my sample who identified
with each party, the implication from Kuziemko and Washington (2018)’s evidence
is that this switch was undertaken predominantly by racially resentful White people,
suggesting that prejudice played in an important role in the punitive turn
(consistent with H2).

Conclusion
In this article, I study the nature of changing death penalty support by evaluating
racial and geographic heterogeneity in the mid-20th century United States using a
long time-series of public opinion data.

I find that the punitive turn—or at least the turn in the component of
punitiveness captured by support for the death penalty—was in fact a re-turn to
prior levels of punitive support, followed by subsequent expansion. Before-to-after

Table 4. Death penalty support as a function partisanship among White Southern respondents, 1953–
1985

% Support Death Penalty

(1) (2)

Democrat −.012 .021

(.017) (.022)

Democrat � Post −.030 −.065***

(.020) (.024)

Homicide rate (W) .0078*** .0082***

(.0029) (.0029)

Homicide rate (NW) .0083*** .0051*

(.0028) (.0029)

Year 1953–85 1953–85

excl. 1965, 66

Race sample W-only W-only

Region sample South-only South-only

Controls ✓ ✓

Observations 10089 8571

Notes: The above table presents estimates of equation 1. Standard errors are clustered at the region. Data are weighted
using poststratification census weights (Appendix E).
*p<.1;
**p<.05;
***p<.01.
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the punitive turn, White people increased their death penalty support by more than
Black people; respondents in the South increased their support by more than those
in the North; and White Southerners increased their support the most. The pattern
of moderation of race-regional relationships by partisan identification is suggestive
of racial-partisan realignment—known to be driven in significant part by racial
resentment—differentially shaping attitudes from before-to-after the turn.

At the same time, there is no evidence that Southerners, nor Southern White
respondents, increased their death penalty support because they became
differentially more sensitive to changing violent crime in their region. I interpret
these findings as suggesting that the experience of regional crime was insufficient on
its own to produce the documented changes in death penalty support. Instead, race
and additional contextual factors—here encapsulated by the unique political and
cultural history of the South—provided substantial mediation of the experience of
regional crime. Importantly, however, this does not preclude that differential
sensitivity occurred in response to even more geographically localized experienced
of crime and risk, rather than trends in the region more broadly.

The results further suggest that theories of the punitive turn that emphasize
Northern, Mid-Western, or Sunbelt attitudinal change as driving forces of the turn
are unlikely to explain the turn without revision. While the Southwest region of the
Sunbelt was more supportive of the death penalty on average prior to 1967 as
compared to the South, attitudes in the Southwest did not undergo a transformation
in the 1960s, while those in the South did.

While these results speak to the dynamics of public opinion by race and region,
they have important limitations that offer opportunities for future research.
Although studying death penalty support offers a means of understanding punitive
attitudes given its correlation with other attitudes, the multifaceted nature of most
conceptualizations of punitiveness, and the unique history of the death penalty,
mean that care must be taken in generalizing the results. The results here speak to
attitudes about a specific extreme form of penal sanction, rather than the intensity of
sanctions or the goals of punishment. In addition, they capture attitudes through
just one mode of elicitation (Gelb 2008). That the death penalty is arguably the most
extreme punishment that the state can administer might suggest that levels of
support for other punishment forms may differ, though as to whether support for
those forms differed over time, by region and by group requires data beyond what is
available here. The results do not and cannot offer an explanation of initial level
differences by race and region, nor the decline in death penalty support—either
broadly or in the South, specifically—from the 1950s. These are deeply interesting
questions that would more thoroughly contextualize the findings here, but ones
which require different theory, data and research design to answer. That the
punitive turn in death penalty attitudes was a re-turn to earlier death penalty
support followed by subsequent expansion suggests that one of the features of the
mid-century was to de-couple the relationship between this punitive attitude and
the more objective experience of crime, given that violent crime was declining from
the 1970s while death penalty support, and punitive attitudes more generally,
continued to grow.

Furthermore, these results are not a definitive test that separates mechanisms
proposed in extant theories. By way of example, I cannot evaluate whether White
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people, nor those in particular regions, differentially consumed particular types of
violent media before-to-after the punitive turn (Enns 2016). Nor can I evaluate
whether partisan realignment is linked to punitiveness because of law and order
policy, welfare policy, both or some other divergent partisan policy (Flamm 2005;
Weaver 2007). Novel data collection could aim to address those questions in the
future. Though evidence suggests that support for rehabilitation declined from the
1960s to the 1980s as punitiveness was increasing (Allen 1981; Flanagan and
Caulfield 1984), it’s not known how relative support for rehabilitation changed
before the 1960s. The relationship between trends in both of those attitudes would
provide a clearer understanding of what precisely changed during the mid-century.

The results are in no way the last word on the punitive puzzle, but they document
a racial and geographic pattern in punitive attitudes previously missing from the
literature. Given the importance of punitive opinion in making punitive policy
(Baumgartner, Boef and Boydstun 2008; Enns 2016), when punitive opinion
changes, and for whom it changes, has important implications for the exercise of
state punishment. Beyond what might be considered a case-specific question in
American politics, these results emphasize the way in which genuine contextual
concerns—e.g., crime—can be mediated and augmented by socially constructed
attributes—e.g., race—and experienced in geographically diverse ways.
Furthermore, the legacies of race and punishment and their link to a particular
region in the U.S. case suggest that the identification of relevant attributes and
geographies in other studies is likely to be highly context-specific.
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1017/rep.2024.26
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Notes
1 Though an innocence and rehabilitative turn has importantly characterized the punitive attitudes from
the 21st century. See, e.g., Baumgartner, Boef and Boydstun (2008), Thielo et al. (2015).
2 The actual application of punishment—e.g., the death penalty (Appendix D)—displays stark racial
inequalities. Those racial inequalities have always existed. Yet, as the empirical analysis documents below,
the link between race and death penalty support in public opinion has not been temporally constant. This
suggests that attitudes are not “merely” a reflection of accurate knowledge of who receives punishment.
Consider, for instance, that Black people with more stereotypical features are more likely to receive the death
penalty (Eberhardt et al. 2006).
3 Kellstedt finds that this coupling involved a generalized increase in support for welfare and racially liberal
policies, but does not consider punishment attitudes.
4 Assessing which causal factor led others in this multidimensional treatment space in which many
mechanisms are closely related is exceedingly challenging (e.g., Beckett (2020)). That is, whether the media
definitively causally led other mechanisms, or whether it enhanced other processes at work is enormously
difficult to ascertain given the available data. The media is not an exogenous actor. While it can certainly
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innovate, the success of those innovations still depends on its ability to trade in the genuine (if potentially
latent) preferences of the viewing public.
5 A model she ultimately rejects.
6 With any crime statistics, one must be careful with interpretation because the exercise of state control is
not a purely technocratic process (Cleve and Mayes 2015; Muhammad 2011). The classification of
homicides is, however, one of the least likely to be subject to such forces, particularly in the case of vital
statistics.
7 Flamm (2005) claimed that “the appeal of law and order was due to genuine fear” (pg. 5). And in doing so
argues that this fear effectively trumped “racial prejudice and historical anxieties” among White people. The
argument that racial prejudice and historical anxieties were activated and increased punitiveness does not
negate the fact that genuine fear played a role in punitive attitude formation. However, given that fear should
have been higher among Black people, for genuine fear to be the dominant (or sole) explanation of larger
changes in punitiveness for White people relative to Black people requires a differential race-specific
relationship between crime and punitive attitudes.
8 Another way of stating this is that Black and White people are not a counterfactual for the other. Instead,
mid-century changes in crime and politics may have exerted their own effect on each group. Thus, the
results are descriptive quantities not estimates of causal effects.
9 This is not at all to say that racism was a purely Southern phenomenon, only that there were distinct
historical legacies that arguably made the experience of the mid-century civil rights changes described above
more pronounced in this region.
10 For example, Zimring (2003) argued that Southern punitiveness may also reflect a history of vigilantism
—i.e., taking the law into one’s own hands. Yet, vigilantism was a feature of the frontier West for as long as
the South (Waldrep 2002). In addition, vigilantism in the South was intricately tied to race—from the
pursuit of runaway slaves, to lynching under Jim Crow (Muhammad 2011). Finally, where punitiveness is
defined in terms of state policies that punish, vigilantism is in many ways the opposite, characterizing a
culture in which localized extra-state action is instead responsible for law and order. This might explain pre-
mid-century lower absolute levels of punitiveness in the South, but on its own cannot explain a subsequent
reversal.
11 Figure 1 demonstrates that homicide rates were higher in the South for White people, and the change in
these rates was no different between the South and the non-South.
12 The additional Sunbelt states beyond the South are typically considered to be CA, AZ, NV, and NM,
though classifications do differ.
13 Smith et al. (2018) from ICPSR. See Appendix B for Gallup polls.
14 See also Enns (2016), 39.
15 The GSS wording is slightly different: “Do you favor the use of the death penalty in the case of murder?”
16 Three questions—(1) harsh courts, (2) police respect, and (3) importance of punishment—were asked
prior to 1967, but only once, and not again until after the purported turn (see also Enns (2016), 37). The
death penalty question was asked once prior to 1953—in 1936. The challenge in using responses from the
1936 survey is that it lacks most of the control variables questions asked in the post-1953 surveys. It also has
the largest gap (17 years) to the next survey, making it much more difficult to use in searching for a
structural break where a reasonably dense time series is paramount. See Appendix K.
17 Because my empirical strategy considers pre- vs. postpunitive turn changes with individual-level data, I
cannot impute measures across the break, nor use an index drawing from different questions in different
years. My measurement strategy is distinct from both Ramirez (2013b) and Enns (2016) whose dynamic
aggregate analyses utilize a generalized latent dimension of punitiveness that incorporates additional survey
questions beyond the death penalty, but do not compare group heterogeneity over time from the 1950s.
However, it is worth noting that those scholars’ pre-1965 measurement of latent punitiveness is effectively
the (smoothed) responses to the death penalty question since other questions are simply not available for
that period.
18 As Baumgartner, Boef and Boydstun (2008) (p. 174) note, the fact that the death penalty question is
general and exhibits high support relative to more specific questions might be of consequence for
understanding levels of support, but not for understanding trends over time (see also Pickett (2019)).
19 The favor the death penalty question has a higher factor loading than 76% of the thirty-three questions
that Enns considers. Ramirez (2013b) found similarly: factor loading � 0:92� 0:94 (p. 341). The one
exception is the death penalty question asked by the LA Times in only two surveys, where the loading is
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�1:00, however, the question wording was slightly different from the other death penalty questions (see page
3 of Ramirez’s Supplementary Appendix A), and asked after the time period of my study. Of the twenty-four
questions Ramirez considers, the favor the death penalty question has higher factor loading than 62%. Both
Enns and Ramirez use Stimson (2017)’s Dyad Ratio Algorithm to measure latent punitiveness.
20 Obviously, without earlier coincident measures of punitiveness beyond death penalty support it is not
possible to evaluate whether changes correlate in all periods.
21 Where relevant in subgroup trends and analysis, I use the relevant population of interest to construct
weights, which is not always the national population. Appendix A includes race-region respondent counts.
22 Region is the most disaggregated geographic level available in the nonrestricted GSS. I use a set of
individual-level covariates consistently available, and with comparable coding across the entire period of
study: a continuous measure of age and age2, a gender indicator, indicators for 4 educational levels,
indicators for 5 city population levels, and indicators for 9 regions (including subregions of the South). The
South is defined as in the Census. See Appendix A.
23 Appendix G describes the relevant assumptions for treating this as a causal parameter and demonstrates
parallel pre-1967 trends.
24 However, regional crime rates are still quite limited as a measure of granular personal victimization risk.
Appendix M restricts the sample to residents of large urban areas only, which may better capture the more
likely with-in region locus of the experience of crime.
25 I can measure victimization at the state or certain lower levels of geographic aggregation (e.g.,
metropolitan regions). However, attitude data is only disaggregated to the regional level, thus I aggregate
homicide rates to the region.
26 The results are robust to estimating separate levels for the non-South regions.
27 In magnitude, the difference is an approximately 66% increase from the pre-1967 White support
(estimate on white) and a more than doubling of the non-South support in the postperiod (estimate on
white × post).
28 The model is: supportit � γt � β1 postt × regionit

� �� φXzit � εit , where regionit is an indicator equal to
1 if respondents reside in a given region, and equal to zero otherwise. It varies by t because the data are
repeated cross-sections. Appendix A lists the states by region.
29 Or as a consequences of changes that did not occur in the mid-1960s and mirror the national pattern
punitive turn pattern.
30 In using randomization inference, I do not claim that respondents in the South were randomly treated by
their experience in the South, but instead make a conditional mean independence assumption; E�εjX� � 0.
31 I do not, of course, have the full population. The individual (i) observations are known to be sampled
from a larger population. Still, insofar as we have the universe of regions, we can think of this as the full
population of regions (Abadie et al. 2019). This assumption is necessary in order to derive test statistics and
distributions from the data itself rather than impose the asymptotic assumptions of classical inference (based
on sampling error) from the previous sets of analyses. Where the p-values in the Tables 1 and 2 above
answer the question of how likely the parameter estimates are to be as large as those observed under different
samples of the data (holding fixed data characteristics, like region), in this estimation, I ask how likely the
parameter estimates are to be so large, conditional on the sample, given different regional “assignments.”
32 I reject the null hypothesis in the full and White-only sample, and on both β1 and the simple level
difference coefficient on south.
33 Critically, the aim of these analyses is not to understand post-turn moderation already well-established
in the literature. For instance, in Appendix N, I demonstrate that those with more prejudicial attitudes are
more likely to support the death penalty post-turn, but I find no evidence of regional heterogeneity in that
relationship. I also demonstrate that lower support for welfare, generally, and for Black-specific government
assistance, specifically, is associated with more punitive attitudes post-turn, but I find no evidence that this
relationship is different in the South. In the appendix, I discuss the challenge of interpreting this evidence as
explanatory of the punitive turn given the lack of data from the preturn period.
34 Furthermore, if in-group responsiveness is greater for White respondents relative to Black respondents,
this would support the contention that the growth in crime given a low baseline—which was true for the
White population—was more significant in forming punitive attitudes than higher rates (H1b). However, if
White respondents are differentially and positively responsive to out-group (non-coracial) violent crime
instead of in-group violent crime—particularly in the South—this would be more difficult to reconcile
with H1.
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35 The exception is felony homicide (e.g., robbery-murder) where White victims are as likely to have a
White as a Black perpetrator (Wilbanks 1985).
36 I also do not find strong evidence of out-group (non-coracial) responsiveness amongWhite respondents
in generalized or regionally defined ways (see e.g., Duxbury (2020a)).
37 See Appendix N.
38 The indicator is equal to zero if the respondent identifies as a Republican, Independent, or other. In
Appendix L, I also consider support for four specific presidential campaigns argued to be national-level
innovators of law and order rhetoric, though I lack meaningful time series to examine dynamic moderation.
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