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I approached Losing the Race: Thinking Psychosocially About Racially Motivated Crime
with great interest because of its subject matter, which has been the focus of my own work in
the past. Hate crimes in general and those that are motivated by racial animus continue to
represent an ongoing problem in diverse societies like those in the United States as well as in
the United Kingdom.

As evidence of this, the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation reported a total of 6,604
incidents, ranging from vandalism to homicide, across the United States in 2009. The largest
category of victims was those who were targeted because of their perceived race. And one
learns early on in this interesting informative book by criminologists David Gadd and Bill
Dixon that rates are higher across the Atlantic—more than 57,000 racially motivated
incidents were reported by British police in the 2007–2008 time period.
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There are many of aspects of this text that distinguish it from other similarly titled
books (e.g., Barbara Perry’s, 2009, five-volume Hate Crimes series and Levin and
McDevitt’s, 2002, Hate Crimes Revisited). What strikes me most about how Gadd and
Dixon’s book differs from others is that the discussion and analysis are narrowly focused
primarily on one small area in Staffordshire, England, known as Stoke-on-Trent, an area of
about 36 square miles.

This particular aspect of the book permits its authors a wide berth and detailed depth
of study of the subject matter. One comes away with an almost palpable sense of the
hopelessness and despair that appear to characterize the outlook of many of the town’s
White youths. This kind of contextualizing is invaluable to better understanding the way that
hate crimes occur in Stoke-on-Trent. At the same time, I find it to be somewhat challenging
for readers like me who may wish to extract parts of their analysis to aid understanding of
racially motivated crimes that occur elsewhere.

A second aspect of this work that is distinctive is its unapologetic focus upon the
motivations, circumstances, and frailties of offenders. This is a book that aims to give voice
to those who have been charged with, accused of, or punished because of their participation
in racially motivated offenses. Indeed, in making the case for studying racism, the authors
include a revealing quote by another researcher Les Back (2004). What follows is an excerpt
of that quote:

We must allow the people we write about to be complex, frail, ethically ambiguous,

contradictory and damaged. . . . When we make white racists into monsters there is a

danger of organizing racism into some—often very predictable white bodies—and away

from others. (pp. xvii–xviii)

It should be noted that it is not the focus on the offender per se that is so rare in hate
crime research; instead, it is the focus on the offender who is not a “card-carrying member”
of an extremist organization that is rare. This is a rarity and a definite strength of this book.
To the authors’ credit, they have given substantial voice to this particular type of hate crime
offender about whom we know very little.

The fact that the authors come across as particularly sympathetic to offenders is
interesting in and of itself. (At the extreme, this perspective comes off as seeming as if the
authors doubt the existence of any “real” racists in England—see Chapter 4.) Why this
matters, however, is because it is related to their position on penalty enhancement strategies,
which represent the bedrock for many of the punitive approaches for hate crime offenders
that are implemented in both the United Kingdom and the United States. In a nutshell, the
rationale for penalty enhancement when an offense is labeled as a hate-motivated offense is
that hate crimes’ impacts are greater on victims than are non-hate crimes, hate crimes
influence the behaviors of others who happen to share membership in the victim’s category,
and stronger sentences for offenders send the message that hate crimes will not be tolerated.



A fair amount of the discussion in this nine-chapter, densely written text pertains to
what the authors see as the perils of penalty enhancement. As they see it, the downside of
penalty enhancement strategies is the demonization of offenders. Indeed, in the book’s
introduction, they write, “It is our contention that it is the job of academic social scientists to
rehumanize the demonized, even if in doing so we cast doubt on our own virtuousness” (p.
xix).

This book includes a detailed review of case law in cases of racial hate crimes, a
critical discussion of relevant cultural artifacts including newspaper headlines, consideration
and discussion of public slogans and political rhetoric, as well as case studies involving in-
depth interviews with at least 15 people who were implicated in hate crimes and analysis of
focus group discussions. Thus, the book is a mine of information about racist hate criminal
offenses from the perspective of offenders and the communities they call home.

One other distinctive aspect of this text is worth noting, particularly as it relates to
readers of PsycCRITIQUES. Readers of the latter who undertake the task of reading this
book will likely come away feeling somewhat unsatisfied with the authors’ treatment of the
psychosocial aspects of hate crime. Although the authors do suggest what the benefits of a
psychosocial approach to studying racist hate crime might entail in the introduction, they do
not adequately incorporate any of this contemporary work that could usefully inform
understanding of hate crime and bigotry.

For example, they fail to include reference to the large (and ever-expanding) literature
in affective social cognition that is quite useful in explaining motives of hate crime offenders
and reactions of victims (e.g., Semin & Smith, 2008; Strenziok et al., 2011). Instead, they
devote significant attention to some of the earliest work on the authoritarian personality—à
la Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford from 1950.

But what was perhaps most challenging for me about their attempt to reconcile the
contradictory nature of the racist offender (i.e., the person charged with a racist offense but
who decries accusations of being a racist and at times engages in behavior that does not
appear racist) is their decision to actually rely on a psychoanalytic psychodynamic
framework. Here, Freud makes an appearance, as does the work of Melanie Klein (1946/
2001).

Klein hypothesized that by studying infants we can make inferences about the psychic
inner worlds of adults. According to this perspective, anxieties have their roots in infants’
feelings of emotional ambivalence toward their parents. They are on the one hand wholly
dependent on their parents, and, on the other hand, they are powerful because they are the
center of their parents’ attention.

Although the authors clearly advocate the use of a Kleinian perspective in
understanding the motives of offenders, one comes away somewhat unconvinced of its
utility. It is not clear whether this stems from the inadequacy of this perspective for
explicating hate crime or the authors’ failure to adequately explain its application (e.g., they



pay relatively less attention to the depressive pole in Klein’s continuum than they do to the
paranoid–schizoid pole).

Losing the Race: Thinking Psychosocially About Racially Motivated Crime will be of
greatest interest to criminologists who study hate crime in the United Kingdom. That is the
first tier of readers who are likely to be most engaged by this work. This is not only because
the authors’ focus is on the small area in England known as Stoke-on-Trent, but it is also
because the book is peppered with various English euphemisms and local idioms that are not
likely to be known by those outside these regions. This is especially apparent in the section
of the book containing transcripts of interviews and the focus groups.

The second tier of readers who will find this work to be useful is the specialist in hate
crime research. This is an informative, contextualized account of the problem of racist
offenses. There is much to be considered here.

That said, I am somewhat ambivalent about recommending this book for course
reading. With the exception of the rare, innovative, highly specialized course addressing
these issues, the style of writing in the book is not likely to be one that most students will be
able to delve into. As evidence of this, there are highly compacted sentences that read like
oversized paragraphs (with at least nine lines of text!). Nevertheless, I believe this book
contains detailed and useful information about the problem of racist hate crime from the
perspective of the offender in one place in the world.
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