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Drawing on in-depth interviews with the relatives of convicted murder-
ers, this article interrogates the concept of stigma through an everyday
notion of familial toxicity and commonsense understandings of murder.
Identifying moments of stigmatizing strain, the article examines
moments of opportunity for managing stigma through three meta-
tactics: management of space, information, and self-presentation. How-
ever, due to the problems in carrying out sensitive research with a hidden
population, there are limits to how far arguments made can be general-
ized. Therefore, the article concludes by raising questions for future
research.

T his article explores how stigma may be experienced and the
Processes by which the experience can eliorated thtough
the priSm of a particular stigmatized group: relatives of people con-
(victed of murder> Their experience of stigma will be shown to emerge
from two key domains of common sense: first, that everyday under-
standings of the cause of crime generally and murder specifically are
rooted within perceptions o 'me . cializa-
tion. Notions of such familial toxicity (Lefley 1987) may be implicated
in the stigma experienced by the parents of a murderer: a moral stigma
of the “failed family.” Connected to this, a second source of stigma is
derived from commonsense notions of what murder is. It will be seen
that everyday constructions of murder focus almost exclusively on the
dangerous stranget> Murder is understood as the evil actions of
unknown predators. People Who have a toxic relationship with this
commonsense constfuct of murder may be causally implicated in the
violence itself. This article will suggest that the perception of stigma
among people who have a relative convicted of murder is shaped by‘)
their own sense of shame, their own suspicion of toxicity.

Attempts to lessen or mitigate any experience of stigma can involve a
_range of tactics and strategies. However, there are no formal avenues
oward an ex-deviant status for the informally deviant such as relatives

f convicted murderers. Moreover, their acute vulnerability—actual or
ceived—to negative or threatening interactions will be seen to have
enerated intense social isolation for most relatives interviewed. Simi-
other newly stigmatized groups (Arluke 1993), interviewees had
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no stigma management skills when their relatives were first cor.lvxct::ll.
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T ' ho play active (although not always suc-
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is article draws on m‘mterv Wi i feig
pec')lgllt: conl\‘;i:ted of murder. In all, fifteen relatives were interviewed,
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andeight members of six families were interviewed twice (see Table lgt.u-
- Having two rounds of interviews allowed interviewees the oppo >
nity to teflect on issues raised and further develop responses. T ﬁl; rﬁal °
énabled the researcher to first establish contact .and some degzlv::es gcon% »
initi tructured, exploratory interviews a.n' , second,
port through initial uns . . : s and, second,
i ide for following i
develop a semistructured interview gu s
based (r:n a preliminary analysis of emergent detl}tla ar;lc;gczim;ie}l);s& tI;;e;
i i in the research if they e m-
viewees were only included in | . ey defi :
selves as related to the offender at the time of the l:umtiis 1Sgnt;t:<;a:it;¥, 01;
v interviews and acted a
as the women who arranged the in . f
:i)ntact between their families and the researcher—re[godliﬁmg a 1genS
ili ication with the offenders themselves.
dered pattern of familial communica th the
All buIt) two offenders (Doyle and Kellett) lived in the parental home at
he time of the killings. . .
t Reaching interviewees was problematic. ThlS reﬂe.cted, f:iI‘St, th.e
sensitivity of the research. Key commoqaltles_m 1.nterv1e;vees texg;rri-
ences were trauma, bereavement, and stigmatization, and mos pre "
tial interviewees were unwilling to risk unnecessary social expc;stl; A
second problem was the hidden nature of the research population
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TABLE1: Interview Data from Relatives of Convicted Murderers
. Relarive
Family*  Interviewed Notes
Doyle Sister, once Twenty-five-year-old brother convicted of stabbing a man in the
course of a robbery. Accessed via Probation Service.
Duncan  Mother, twice

Twenty-three-year-old son/brother convicted of beating a naked

Father, twice stranger on the street. Accessed via Probation Service.

Sister, once

Jackson  Mother, twice Sixteen-year-old son convicted of beating an elderly female
neighbor following solvent abuse. Accessed through
Probation Service; involved in support group Aftermath.
Kellett  Mother, twice Son/brother/uncle convicted of strangling his estranged wife,
Sister, once Accessed through Probation Service,
Niece, once
Maltby  Mother, twice

Fourteen-year-old daughter convicted, with a friend, of
stabbing a male acquaintance from a nej
Accessed through Probation Service.

Twenty-one-year-old brother convicted, with a friend, of
beating a male acquaintance. Accessed via Prison Service.

ghboring village.

Sister, twice
Brother, twice

( Thorpe  Aunt, twice Nephew/cousin, convicted of shooting a friend having escaped
| Cousin, once from prison. Accessed through Aftermath.
Wagstaff Mother, once Twenty-three-year-old son convicted, with a friend, of beating
Father, once this friend’s father. Accessed through Aftermath,
=

a. Family names are pseudonyms.

relatives of offenders have no statuto
tion, At the time of seekin

group for the families of se

ry relationship with any organiza-
g access, there was only one U.K. support
rious offenders:” Aftermath. But most fami-
lies of serious offenders do not turn to Aftermath for help, and neither
the probation service nor the police refer offenders’ families to the
group. As a result, Aftermath calculates that it has helped only a small
proportion of serious offenders’ families (Aftermath 1995).

Seeking a hidden population to carry out sensitive research meant
that it took twenty-one months to reach and interview members of ej ght
families, three of whom had sought help from Aftermath. Two families
were reached directly through Aftermath. The other six families were
reached through two English Probation Services and the Prison Serv-

ce. These organizations allowed access to the offenders only, whose
ermission to approach their families was required. As a result, the
Ccess process involved three layers of gatekeepers: prison/probation
Jhanagement, prison/probation officers, and the offenders themselves.
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The high rate of offenders’ refusals (a little more than one h::sdl;;i
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families for inclusion; and none of these interviewees or e;r mmilies
fiad prior criminal records. Excluded subpopulations werg fahrrvumjdde
which the victims were also members—the largest group of no

survivors (Criminal Statistics 1997; Bureau of Justice Statistics 1998), -

d relatives for other reasons and/or

ith incarcerate
who had lostcontact w ong its members.

were more familiar with criminality and violence am
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With respect to homicide,

example, Loyalist and Republican p

the other. The meaning of such ki
with shifting implications for perpetrators
their relatives. A second examp
stigmatizing process of social distance

Ghgma)emerges from an interactive process in -
1 an individual’s life comes to domi- -

5, obliterating other dimgnsgi(qgs_of o
nteraction with others] Consequently,

this can be illustrated in a number of ways. -

ills i ity’ itical claim—for
in the name-of a community’s poli .
A Epr ara-militarists in Northern ;

i thin his or her community yet reviled in :
Lol e w“hnlllitrlllgss alters across these communities
* interactions and those o
le illustrates the significance to the
between interactants (Ericson
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1977). People who are socially distanced have limited knowledge of
each other and their full complement of identity dimensions. When
someone breaches social rules, socially distanced others may only have
access to the identity information relating to this deviance. Thiscan be
seen in the contemporaneous responses to the “Moors Murders” and

- Myra Hindley® among people living in the Gorton area of Manchester.

Marchbanks argues that “half a mile away they were calling Myra Hin-

dley a ‘beast’ and a ‘monster,’ but in Taylor Street she was still Nellie

Hindley’s daughter” (Marchbanks 1966, 125). A final example demon-

strates the possibility that the passage of time can also change the mean-

ing and experience of stigmatization. At the time of her conviction for-
‘manslaughter, Mary Bell’ was understood as a damaged child and her
actions as-an aspect of this tragedy. In the aftermath of the Bulger’ kill-

ing, however, Mary Bell’s case has been reevaluated and she has been

reconstituted—in the press at least—as an evil murderer with perilous

implications for her and her family (Sereny 1998). We can see, there-

fore, that the experience of stigma is differently constituted across time,

space, and social context. o '

For the interviewees, the experience of stigma appeared to be rooted
in two factors. The first of these two factors was some form of familial
toxicity. With reference to relatives of people with serious mental ill- -
nesses, Lefley (1987) argues that experiences of stigma are based on
others’ view of family members as the ¢primary toxic agentsd(p. 556).
This identifies the family as the site of p@@g@i@% factors and
gives members “a message of their own culpability in generating orpre-
cipitating the devastating illness of a loved one” (Lefley 1987, 557). It
may be possible to argue that the relatives of people who have murdered
perceive themselves and are perceived by others to be intimately and
causally connected with the violence itself. Public discourse (e.g., see
Quale 1992) and social theory (e.g., see Heide 1999), for example, have

- -routinely identified the family as the key explanatory site of homicide,

citing various forms of poo i) vad familiak socialization as
dominant factors. This can translate into an everyday blaming of par-
ents specifically and family in general: a powerful message of culpabil- .
This is visible in both the self-blame of some offenders’ relatives
d the perceived blame of others. Jon Venables’ mother, for example,
has talked about where she went wrong in her mothering (BBC2 1994),
while Jeffrey Dahmer’s father® Miﬁhﬁfﬁaﬂ?ﬁponded to him
he “was the accused . . . an agent in [his] son’s crimes, perhaps their
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ultimate cause”d Dahmer 1995, 203). More generall)@ﬁno has
/ . . . . e 2 ¥

_ referred to a symbolic toxic relationship: a normative assumption that

‘anybody who has emerged from a family that yielded a murderer must

also be formed by the same causes, the same evil, must in some way also
be responsible for the violence that resulted, must also bear the mark ofa
frightening and shameful heritage. (Gilmore 1994, 358)

Similarly, the following quotes reveal interviewees’ own perceptions
of responsibility and causality or their awareness of others’ perception

of this toxicity:*
We’re all classed as «“Well, it's the family’s fault. It's got to be their fault”
And the families get blamed. Come out of the same mould, you're all the

same. (Thorpe aunt)

You’ve got so much guilt, you just feel an utter failure in everything
you’ve dofie: F=one who actually bore David. I was pregnant with
David, I brought him into the world, and if I hadn’t, he wouldn’t have
grown up and done that. Everything comes back to you . . . you know
David had done something wrong, and ’d told him off and I'd smacked
him, and you think, “I shouldn’t have done that. I was violent to him;
have I taught him violence?” (Jackson mother)

You blame yourself. I do. I do. No matter what anybody says, 1 still to
~Some degtee blame myself. (Wagstaff father)

secondsource of stigma for interviewees was rooted within homi-
cide itself and the nature of everyday constructions of murder. Although
feminist research around violence has highlighted the potential danger
that men pose to women they know (Maynard and Winn 1997), and
homicide research shows that men too are more likely to be killed by
men they know (Polk 1994), this
routinized fear of friends, relatives,
appears to have had “little or no impact upon 4

‘real’ violence and crime is ‘_so_mething that occurs on the street, in pub
Stanko 1994, 34). The notion o

lic, and is committed by Strang ers.
dangerQus SITANEErts, therefore, central to commonsense Constructio
of murder. In part, this is because most people have no experienti

knowledge of homicide. Even where

has not necessarily translated into a
and lovers. Indeed, this knowledge :
the hegemonic image that -

rates are comparatively high,;
homicide is relatively rare and accounts for a small proportion of;
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k:lool;?t dcrlme. As a rf:splt, the dominant source of information and
edge about homicide comes from news media and fictional and

(19 -
true 1o ' i g
cnime”™ output. But these media exaggerate the incidence of

stranger homicide while almost i ; > 1
homicides (Best 1999). noring far more freque

“Interviewees tended to subscri imi i
é fiate ces t scribe to similar notions of murder, While

homicideswere seen t i y '
standa (%’e)me t‘rﬁgﬁ’. they were nonetheless under-
Standabie event rging from the tensions of long-term relation-

\s;lllthin i:lei:t?:zillms‘ -’;1__ micides could fiof be contextualized!
: hips and were seen to be without reason, in slicable
( ?éxcrfiom,bk)flzdc_d—and it was these Characteristics that xpicable,
entify_murden This is illustrated by the i T
: 2 y the following quote in whi
mte;'v1ewee refers to her brother’s murder of his wgifg: © in which an

N>l
infimate’

A,
t

—_—

| g'o;l’d lil((ie t? think you'd be able to walk away and it didn’t bother you} .
ut youden’tknow ... when you’re in a relationship, you love someone}.

somuch. .. . I could never understand wh '
eru y he got murder rather than| 2
manslaughter. ] always think in domestic things; that it’s deeper. [To 1:112 e

it’s different] if you go out and cold bl ©
ooded
 reason. (Kellett sister) odedly murder somebody for no

. Underst?nd.mg m}lrder as the purposive seeking of victims held con-
quences for Interviewees’ perceptions of murderers. To be a murd
ob.hterated all other dimensions of the person; all that was left w. o :
evil master status. While most interviewees illustrated this b referas o
to well-known convicted murderers in the United Kingdom ?),ne m iice
was more general in her perception of what it is to be a milrderer0 -

.

: people who just walk about and beat somebod
senseless and to a pulp, walk away and do it again to sm

Bm‘fﬁmderers, they’re evil. (Wagstaff mother)

atidritc?rvw“{ees experience of; s?igma, therefore, was not simply lo-
ated in notions .of familial toxicity but also with reference to the s

ific .unders.tandmg of the crime that they feared they had preci itatp?l-
ensing their responsibility for generating evil, interviewees wege o
emt?d that others would see them as nothing more than murde(r:g ﬂ:
latives—a maste.r status of failed families. Stigma-related literaturrse

ses that those in marginal and vulnerable social locations are full

e of the meaning of “normality” and “deviance” and what it mean}s,







