<<
. 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

3
toxicity.

Journal of Contemporary Ethnography,
© 2000 Sage Publications, Inc.

«“MURDERERS’

RELATIVES”
Managing Stign}a,
Negotiating Identity

HAZEL MAY
University of Leeds

HAZEL MAY is a lecturer in the Departn'tent of Soci--
and Social Policy at the Universtty of L.eed};s; v
United Kingdom. She researches and teaches in

ology

areas of the social construction of violence, the soc
olog

Vol. 29 No. 2 April 2000 198-221

y of homicide, and crime as a structured action.:

. May/MURDERERS’ RELATIVES 199

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

, 'OR’S NOTE: I would like to thank the editor of the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography
anonymous referees for their constructive reviews and criticisms of this article. I am also
d1o Diane Richardson and Carol Smart, who kindly read and commented on earlier drafs.
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no stigma management skills when their relatives were first cor.lvxct::ll.
g . . . p o
Nonetheless, this article will Lon¢
tuses, relatives of people convicted of murder bfacan‘l‘e smnl'ar to mc;r:t
expelilenced stigmatized groups: they developed 111nt0 ;uatteag;j::, e;xspuc
T ' ho play active (although not always suc-
managers, and negotiators who pl h '
cessfugl) roles in the shaping of deviant outcomes (.Hex:man 1993,_213320
This article will first explain the process by v‘;hlch }:t was ;.)f(‘)s:;l loto
ith i i t will then explore the signific
make contact with interviewees. I . ' .
both familial toxicity and notions of murder in the hexpel.'leince.?lf dsltslf:;:
i icted murderers. Finally, the article wi di
among relatives of convic . e
i i d re-present their multip
tactics of stigma management an ! ity
instances of three metastrategies: management of space, information,
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INTERVIEWING RELATIVES
OF CONVICTED MURDERERS N
) . . e ~ 3 t
is article draws on m‘mterv Wi i feig
pec')lgllt: conl\‘;i:ted of murder. In all, fifteen relatives were interviewed,

——7% : ) 1
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
offenders were approached) rcﬂects'the convoluted acce’ss [;rc:'c > ,and
shame and stigma-commonly experienced -_by offend.er's relal tvzt,wﬁh :
the problems life-sentence prisoners have In mamtgmmg contac

i ilies of origin.
Fhell: if: rir::llll)ortant’ tﬁerefore, to recognize that those _\y_hg_gg’ggg%it%): |
/interviewed representgd:éﬁ_rticular; subgroup of offen _Eif_ {;_z_weré
i They all had good relations w"lfh_f.heifa"fénaft?g“ re:lat?ves,andy wers
Jikely to have good relationships with th«::l_r_.rﬂ'c}tu,/’gs pns(;)n dp ober
tion officers, who implicitly selected ° s_u1tab1'e offen: :;s'a}xamﬂies
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

EXPERIENCING STIGMA

The experience of &tigr :

y ively ' to
which a negatively valued aspec sk :
nate her or his social identit self-concept. This is a powerful social
abel that )
social identity, at least within 1

€T St

0 v - . - [13 : 5 d”
stigmatized interactants are diminished and discounted as “tainte

n 12). Joffman’s seminal work
persons @M 1963, 12). However, as Goffm: el ,

occur. In different |
“an attribute that stigmatized one type of possessor can

emnphasized, the experience of stigma .canpot be divorce
soc‘ial context in which stigmatizing interactions can

social settings, St
confirm the usualness of another (Goffman 1963, 13).

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




204 JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY ETHNOGRAPHY / APRIL 2000

o -"‘\ —

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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v- . 9 ) .

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,
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to achieve membership in either category (Birenbaum 1992). Conse-
quently, “it is generally easy to convince stigmatized persons that they
are shameful precisely because most stigmatized persons hold the same
beliefs about identity that ‘normals’ hold” (Barton 1988, 91). Interview
data suggests that having once belonged to a community of normal
families, interviewees were in a strong positron to know the meaning of
their new social status as murderers’ relatives. -

You have changed. You murderer’s- Mum. You [became] a
completely different person. (Wagstaff mother)

I've always been so proud of my respectability, and it worried me that

that seemed to have gone. I felt very degraded—as though everything I
had strived to be, a respectable person, had all gone. I felt a criminal.

(Jackson mother) ’

The central position of stigmatization to their experiences was com-
mon among all interviewees, manifest in a dramatically altered self-
perception and fear of others’ responses. If their relatives’ convictions
can be understood as formal degradation ceremonies (Garfinkel 1956),
the aftermath for the interviewees was an informal degradation and one
that carried potential peril. For most, this remained a perceived threat
rather than an actuality. But just as the fear of crime has been shown to
be significant in the perception of vulnerability (Best 1999), so too was
the fear of stigmatizing interactions for interviewees. The perceived
jeopardy arising from their toxic relationships shaped the interpreta-
tions they made of others’ actions, even though they sometimes sus-
pected that their fears were of their own making. One of the mothers
quoted above went on to say,

You just feel so self-conscious. They possibly weren’t staring at me
because of that, but you feel that they are. You're just incredibly suscep-
tible to anything like that. I think you can misinterpret a lot of things,
because of your state of mind. And any contact I did have I immediately
distrusted. Because the shame you feel over what’s happened, youcan’t
imagine anyone thinking kindly about you. You see it’s all in your mind,
a lot of it. (Jackson mother)

These fears may well have been all in the mind—abut they could never
be sure. And this reveals the centrality of power relations to the experi-

ence of stigmatization. Their exclusion from the imagined community |
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of “normal” families rendered them powerless to control the definitions
they believed others made of them.

MANAGING STIGMA

Analysis of awareness contexts (Glaser and Strauss 1964) offers the
opportunity to understand how an individual’s social status can shift
bétween open awareness contexts, in which toxic relationships are pub-
licly known, and closed awareness contexts, where others are incogni-
zant of this toxicity. This suggests that an individual may have some
scope to manage the stigmatization experience by regulating the social
context of interactions and the degree of awareness in others. Such
regulatory endeavor Tepresents the attempt to reassert social power and
reclaim self-determination. This article will now go on to examine this
scope and will focus on three. metastrategies: managing space, informa-
tion, and self-presentation. '

OPEN AWARENESS CONTEXTS:
MANAGING SPACE

S

. Within open awareness contexts, it may be possible to avoid poten-
tial exposure or confrontation with the “rejection, pity or aggression of
normals” (Breakwell 1986, 109). The newly stigmatized may be able to
age Nn which interactions with others occur and s@
ially threafening contexts, Among interviewees, the abj 1ty to avoid_.

.certain contexts rested on a clear distinction drawn between the ,

offered by private space and the dangep of public space. The desire for
s er and the terror 0% pablic danger made the choice clear, as the fol-
lowing mothers’ comments illustrate:

I was two months off work when it happened. I couldn’t face people, I
couldn’t go out shopping, I daren’t go out on my own. I was terrified that
someone would come u and i extremely
frightened. (Jackson mother)

{\t tpat time, I daren’t go out of the house. . ..Iwent looking round, see-
Ing if anybody was about before I even to the dustbin. Writing to

Paul, posting it at four o’clock in the morning. Before this happened I
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i i 1 But
never dreamt of going outat four o’clockin the morning on my own
then I knew there’d be nobody about. (Wagstaff mother)

At times, their safe havens were invaded by ?@ﬁw@%i
damage to property, or passersby who peerecd into ﬂ:lgrg}:;m?{rength-
rtrusi i i d by.Cooney —
i jons—similar to those discusse
g;::istheir perception that “out there” was a'wforld :l)f_ c}zglg:gr ::gatll:;t
. 4 s ’
ir private safety needed to be physically reinforced: cl .
::t;x?xrlgi?l‘:telepho);le numbers, and, in one case, c}\l;;nhgm.g tresuii:‘r:;::
i i f public space. When 1nterv
enabled the continued avoidance o o e
ir home, before they perceive .
had to leave the safety of their ) e
was to extend and make m
to be free of danger, acommon response e g shops
ir private safety. Visiting their incarcerated rela : !
thifllr I}g:,at;xamplz was made possible only when a relative, fne;nd, ?;
I;))rol;;),ation officer accompanied them, as the mother of the only fema

offender in this research revealed.

i ick’s wife. I'd get in the car with my brother-
’ in the car with our Nick’s wife. I'd get’ in
in(fli:: IFd getin with the social worker. ButI’d not go on the st;eet onmy

own. (Maltby mother)

Similarly, returning to work would also genir'fltehaquty;ya:)dwc:)r:i
: i lleague both in the journ

her ensured the protection of aco . : ,

Zln(:it movement around the workplace: “I1 traveled to work w1lt1h Do;,e(:;:e
my vsupervisor. She held my hand as we walked together throug

” ther).

oor to the office” (Jackson mo o

Sh(g)u?much as they desired to stay hidden foreve;, most of :lhc‘::ee ;E:e;r

i intain isolation for more than sever 0

ed could not maintain isola . s or

zz:ths because practical circumstances prevented it. The responsibili

ties of life—work, friends, relationships,

i secitic people,
interviewees selectively avoided specific people,

of her brother’s crime—she controlled her own
movements.

and children—meant that -

s ﬂg 'y y

if
in which their social capital was weaker than tha; of otl::lrl; \lzhg(l)l;lstlicrll ged :
i One sister, for ex , ;
t perspectives on the murders. one si ; |
fzrﬁile ?n thg same small town as the victim’s family. To escape confron- ;

i i ir implicit challenge to her reading :
tation with them—and possibly their impli e b e

3
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I avoid the places that I know they Work; I avoid the places I know they
g0. I would never dream of taking my children to school where [the vic-
tim’s] sister’s children are. I take mine out of the area. (Kellett sister)

When reentering the outside world, interviewees commonly selected
| particular social contexts as sites of comparative safety; these were con-
texts in which they were known prior to their relatives’ crimes, such as

work, pubs that they frequented, and social clubs they were members.
of. Reemergence into these communities generated support and sympa-
thy from many people, which seems to suggest that interviewees may -
have been reintegrated after a period of shaming and social withdrawal:
an expression of penance (Braithwaite 1989). Having made initial steps
back into public space, it became less frightening, confirming other
research that suggests that long-term avoidance of specific social con-
texts can maintain stigmatizing social distance and so reinforce the per-
ceived threat (Arluke 1993). Total avoidance of public space, while an
effective strategy of immediate self-protection, appeared to be both
undesirable and infeasible in the long term. However, rather than
becoming obsolete in a career trajectory of stigma management, it
seems that space management is open to selectivity over time and may
be returned to to avoid very particular unsafe contexts.

CLOSED AWA

SS.CONTEXTS:
ANAGING INFORMATION".

In closed awareness contexts, it may be possi intain others’
ignorance by concealing all signs of and information about stigmatiz-
ing attributes and therefore pass as “normals.” Compared with other
: stigln_ggged groups, the families of murderers may be well positioned to
fleir socially dangerous relationships. The subject of murder
may not arise very often in everyday conversation, for example, and
vhen it does, there may be acceptable ways of closing the subject.
eed, interviewees were very able to avoid such conversations. But
oblem was that they felt dishonest when they did so. Confronted
their relatives’ crimes, they commonly experiericed a loss of respect-
lyty. In an attempt to retain the last vestiges of prior rectitude, main-
g honor was important. Moreover, while passing might enable
;gyl_duals to escape their potential discredit, it can also reinforce the
chological stress that surrounds the dilemmas of concealing and

Ps
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revealing and so highlight the perception of difference and stigmatiza-
tion (Richardson 1981). Finding _the 1 balance between concealing,
revealing, and maintaining honor was of great importance. In seeking
this balance, research participants engaged in a “dynamic and continual
process of moving between gﬁ?ﬁing out-an d/passing? (Richardson
1981, 122) based on context-specific assessments of risks and benefits.
There were four nonexclusive methods that interviewees employed:
re-presentation, selective disclosure, therapeutic disclosure, and pre-
ventative disclosure.

Re-presentation

It may be possible to partially conceal information by re-presenting
the signs of one’s discredit as signs of more acceptable attributes (Goff-
man 1963). In a symbolic hierarchy of criminality, being convicted of a
nonserious offense may be less unacceptable than a murder conviction.
Allowing others to know of a relative’s criminal conviction and incar-
ceration but not disclosing the natire of the offense was one way in
which it was possibl€ for MiervIewees to be truthful—and so retain
their honor—but at the same time protect themselves from the worst of
others’ judgments, as illustrated by the mothers of two male offenders

in their early twenties.

We don’t tell any lies; we just don’t inform them. If it comes up, “Yes.I,
have a son in prison,” , >s in prison; I'll let
thém go on in ignorance. (Wagstaff mother)

If we are talking about the family and they happen to say “What’s your
son do?” I'd just be honest. But I don’t know if I would [say what he’s in
prison for], to be honest. (Duncan mother)

Selective Disclosure

Selective disclosure (Herman 1993) refers to individuals’ decisions
to conceal from or reveal to specific others their truths. For the relatives :
interviewed, the risks were perceived to be high: disclosers feared -
rejection and abuse. Even when contexts were assessed as safe, they
could not be guaranteed to remain unrisky: as one father said, once a :
disclosure is made, the disclosee “might think, ‘Well, why didn’t they

tell us right from the beginning?’ They might slag you off behind you
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It;zil;r iglbs::l, some contexts were judged to be perennially risky, the
ance so great as to be unalterable. Beca :

: atas t . use they were finan-
c1.ally dependent on maintaining employment, for example, many inter-
;gt:\;;ees would not reveal the nature of their toxjc relationship at&vor
for fear that they-would be sacked-o i it] 1 be made
it o bes: t]:'that their positions would be made

. . ¢ time, the potential rewards were als
at . o per-
f:lve(cill to be hlg{l. revejahng offered the opportunity to be accegted
t gardless of one’s relationship to a murderer. Consequent| decision
0 conceal or reveal often revolved around intif@gy._Wheré intim acy,

existed, disclosure was POssible; where Intimacy Was

sure < : vehicle: , X .
; sired, cor}cealment was t . As the following two parents make
car, decisions would be made within the intimate

relationship: context of a specific

[Wh.c;lm diy? tell?] 'F ily, p.eople you feel comfortable with. [But]
thrﬁm?gI new friends [is] very difficult for us because what do you tell
erfx. t erends how far you're going into the friendship, how clos
you're going to be, the length of time the relationship has l,)een oi ;
and how deeply you feel about them. If the friendship got to whcfe ;lﬁx,

were being honest with each other
i Y - - . you would probably tell them.

?rixgle;ent p;ople, different times. Obviously I wouldn’t tell a casual
Do thé . [dut] when you meet someone and you get closer, you sort of
o nee t? tell the¥n so they know you. There’s people I wishIcould
ell, because I’m sure it would help our relationship, that they’d under-

stand me a little better if ) L .
mother) er if they knew that I'd got this in my life. (Jackson

* Therapeutic Disclosure

t'eu?t times, the .need for support, intimacy, or simply the ¢a harsisbf
- I111‘,:;;8:anfoven:?e bolt:h the desire to conceal and the fear of the conse
uences of revealing. For example, disclosure may off: ities
-an individual to off-load one’s troubles and Anet Stanort (Bl
93), as the Duncan sister said: -

ad two friends where we used to live. E
bh . Eventually they asked why I'd
ottwo photos of [my brother]. I was quite open. You feel some dayi it’s
den off your shoulders if you’d spoken about him.
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In addition, disclosure can ‘help to improve self-esteem (Breakwell

1986) and aid the renegotiation of “personal perceptions of the stigma
of “failing’” (Herman 1993, 311):

I always feel dead chuffed when I do tell someone. And that I've
achieved something by doing it. I feel very brave. I'm always ever o
glad that I’ve done it. (Jackson mother)

Preventative Disclosure

Individua, disclose information early on in a
elationship to prevent longer term problems, Decalse 1 '
amntul to be rejected Dy an acquaintance than by an intimate (Herman
93). Some killers’ relatives Thterviewed employed forms of preventa-
tive disclosure in the attempt to prevent questions and gossip. It may be

_that neither sister quoted here was successful in these attempts, but what
is significant is that their perception of success enabled their continued

social participation.

People that I didn’t know from that time [will] say to me, “We’re doing
such and such on Sunday, do you want to come?” And I'll say, “No, I'm
goingout;I'm going tosee my brother in jail. And before you ask, he’sin
prison for murder.” They don’t ask what happened; they just leave it at
that. Because I think I would feel intimidated by someone who came out
and told me something like that. I wouldn’t dare ask them any more ques-
tions after that. I think that's why Ido it, because I don’t really like talk-

_ ing about it. (Doyle sister)

When [my brother] got arrested, | knew the news would get around soon
enough. I knocked on everybody’s door, and I said, “My brother was
arrested for murder this morning. I'm just telling you, because Idon’t
‘want to hear anything added or anybody gossiping about it. If you want
to know something, you come and ask me.” And to be quite honest, 1

haven’t heard anybody gossiping. (Stevens sister)
The conce

ple came into their lives or

al/reveal dilemma experienced by interviewees continued
long after their relatives’ conviction and was raised every time new peo-
they entered new contexts. Various closed-
awareness contexts generated significant moments of opportunity to .
pass or come out. Anticipating these opportunities could engender
strain (Birenbaum 1975), allowing them to pass generated feelings of
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anx- . . - . . -‘
andlggegreiﬂtligz :s;lll;l: C&[;ll'tallsz% upon them generated self-esteem
1onships to flourish. Decisions t.
ceal appeared to be based on th ived ri o ands tha o
e perceived risks and rewards th
moments of opportunity offered. Th isi 1o noithe
. These decisions, the i
fixed nor predetermined b i oing nterations
ut emerged within ongoing i i
e g interactions.
Importantly, these decisions offered opportunities to assess and shift

the balance of power in i i
nteractions: to rev
self-determining action. eal or coneeal was to take

OPEN AWARENESS CONTEXTS:
MANAGING SELF-PRESENTATION

- Acnotht?r means by which individuals can seek to mitigate stigmatiz-
: Gg0 f;(rﬁ:;ligc;egs ;r;ag; )be t(lilrough the management of getf-presentation
- , and the attemp(T5 inflience others” impressi
But the problem facin illers’ i iewod was thut ey

g the killers’ relatives interviewed
were confronted not simply b i ol roancses o
were y the informally powerful
individuals and groups within thei iti o out also
their communities, f
by the formal power of th i et s
e law. In their attempts to resis i iti
, . t the imposition
zlfu:tmuElcierer S rf.:latlve‘ master status, interviewees divided ill)lto two
o nc:,rs;e dlssen'smn: one cluster challenged the application of
e aster status, arguing that their relatives were not murderersCSec-’
1_ilf;gcouec;l_ve support: these interviewees accepted their relatives’
er verdicts and sought more sympathetic audiences for their self-

resentations.

Dissension

have been found guilty of man
slaug
at their relatives were notculpable o poale Y a'rgued
1 . e they did not

ey believed their relatives’ culpability
ims were not —the

were presented as evidence of understandable

: usehcn'tical players within the trial—juries, judges, and legal advo
S— ad the power‘to affect trial outcome, depending on their own
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Among these interviewees was a percep_tion tha.t the relill)thi; :tf tileg
murderers were so ashamed of their offendmg famllt)lrl rperr; cei*,;l hat ey
repudiated their relationships and th'hdre\y fr?m Zl;;:mdmm lds-

e w?l?lfr ft.flaedl tls):tl ;ttached' to tIl?: :tatus of a murder-

i to fulfil the role . _
eizsf'z?axt)i?gs.m'}r: -Sconform to these perceived behav1ora]6. ;x][;e;@katisglsl
would confirm their relatives as murdere.rs (Ggffman, I?t ; t; alowell
1986). The following quotes show some interviewees’ attemp

lenge these expectations:

Iwent to places where I never go. There’s a pub he used to d;l:ll; ;nt.ol tJl;l:,: o
walked In and pushed the door open. I knew every.one was 0 tur:
walked In and pushed the p ! o
i d they turned ’round,-an

round and look, so I did that on purpose,.an : omadand L

id, “ it’ it’ the opposite of what all .y

d, “Yes, it’s me! Well, it’s hgd ’ \ all.
Z?(lpected. I’m fine and so is he. This won’t turn me against l_nm.l . _(_Do_yle

sister)

) . t to stare at.someone,
ime] I thought, “Bugger the f they wantto s
{S :;Zrtrlxnslfa]re. If they want to point their finger, well point your ﬁnfhrer. If :
they want to talk about me, well talk about me. If they want to throw .
stones, then let them. (Maltby mother)

If anything, [my brother’s conviction} made [me] go ou'pmore, toput up a
face. (Stevens brother) :

o
That these interviewees felt powerful enougclll.to :;toio&t;g etr ;
i d penance rested in part o] ,
expectations to express shame' an -
cegtxon that others shared their accounts of manslaughter. Berger an

Luckmann (1967) point to the importance of not just significant others

i i i chorus. Intervi in
in the maintenance of social reality but also a Interviewees o

~7¥  the killings appeared to correspond with their own.

/% " this cluster identified a wide network of people w
il

To hear how this thing happened, everyone knows it was an accident.
At
(Doyle sister)

Everybody’s been very good. . . . They’re all behind him at chur,ch. Ig
factrf)ne of the ladies used to sit on the magistrates bench. And she’s sai
all ailong there’s something wrong here. (Duncan mother)
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On the estate, everyone knows [my brother]. There’s no way in their
minds that anybody can make the i i thing, He was a

well-liked person really. Even the dead lad’s family said that it’s not
Mark they’re after, it’s [his codefendant]. (Stevens sister)

Empowered to challenge perceived expectations of normals, these
interviewees acted to both reinforce their accounts that rejected their
relatives’ murder convictions and resist a stigmatized identity. While -
these interviewees did not challenge the validity of the label murderer’s
relative in general, they rejected its application to themselves and, like.
others “who find themselves in marginal and stigmatized situations

against their will” (Musgrove 1977, 15), sought to confirm their histori-
cal normality. : :

Collective ‘Support‘ :

e

In i:ontras_tLthose interviewees who dccepted their relatives’ murder
convictions were Dplacedin more precarious social positions. They 5y
bolically located themselves as murderers’ relatives and, therefore, out-
side the powerful imagined community of normal families they had pre-

viously identified with. Embedded within their accounts was the tellers’
sense of exclusion and social powerlessness to influence other’s per-
ception of their relatives as nothing more than murderers. It was in this
context that interviewees in this second cluster sought the hel e
upport group Aftermath :
Aftermath offered joiners two means by which they could manage
their identities. First, Aftermath offered a narrative of homicide, which
by focusing on the death outcome of the violence, retained notions of
the offender’s absolute culpability and the deceased’s absolute victimi-
zation. But at the same time, the narrative challenged the notion of evil
‘murderer because it located explanations of offenders’ crimes within
ieir life and familial experiences (May 1999). J oiners were able to start
naking sense of an action they had previously thought to be evil and
therwise inexplicable: “All we can do is look for reasons behind it.
hat’s what Aftermath has taught us. There’s always reasons behind it”
(Wagstaff father).
econd, Aftermath joiners found a community where their trauma
as normalized and where they gained support, acceptance, and a new
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chorus to support their construction of events (Berger and Luclkm;::
1967). The relatives of different offenders quoted here ha((ii s1:n(;i2frerent
malizing experiences in different parts of the country and a

times.

[Acceptance] is what Aftermath-is all about. None of us are any better or
any worse; we're all in the same boat. (Thorpe aunt)

[When I first went to an Aftermath meeting], everyb?((lily in ::;;83:11; slz

i idn’ ble, because you knew :

was so nice. You didn’t feel vulnera' » because ybody in

» i tion. And I think that i
had got somebody in a similar situa

tvlv]ﬁ;tr ;g:?need, iomewhere where you feel safe to talk. (Jackson mother)

There’s nobody to point their finger at you, be::usedt:;);;:d;lllgu;r :h:)
! thy; you need un
same boat. You don’t need sympa ' tanding ffom
’ feelings you went throug
who’s gone through the same . » 7
ii(;:el:e%x&?ﬂl Aftermath, you feel lighter in yourself. (Wagstaff father)

s f the
Consequently, joiners were empowered dtoddevelop a c;:‘tixe rl:: ? ke
i i i d and exclude :
ay in which society understoo d : urderers. 187
i in thi alizing community au
ives. Involvement in this norm: : ' | auhorized e
viex implistic meanings ascribe
viewees to challenge the simp . 1gS ¢ d to murderes
i Vi In this way, joining such groups c:
relatives by unknowing others.' . e o
tive stigma management, ng in
nderstood as a form of collec ‘e stig ge i s
urocess of defining themselves in a “more positive, I}f)r;{ dev1;1nntlgg3
zccording to their own . . . constructed set of standards” (Herm: ,

32(zizithough the two clusters of interviewees—which I have termed dis-

- : e on
sension and collective support—used different _ta,cgc§~qf_selfi~presentaustance tadon
management, they nonetheless sought m re stance (o he
stigmatizing identity of a murderer’s relative. Both groups dre

— . oir
rafives of culpability and victimization and their own af:acio?:ttsso;'n t}:i "
i i 3 . -
ives’ cri he meaning of their new soci

relatives’ crimes to contest t ' —

i i were engaged in attemp
ent ways, then, all interviewees 3
fﬁ; ways )i,n which others could understand the murders and, therefore,

their own social location.
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CONCLUSION

- This article has first explicated the significance of the concept of tox-
icity to understandings of stigma. With reference to the relatives of peo-
ple convicted of murder, this can be understood as rooted in everyday
assumptions regarding familial responsibility for the behavior of its
members. Consequently, relatives of murderers may be perceived—by
themselves or others—as causally connected with the offenders’ vio-
lence. The seeming moral failure of such families renders them stigma-
tized and excluded from the imagined community of normal families to
which they believed they had once belonged. . e,

This article has also consolidated existing knowledge concerning the :
processes of managing stigma and offered systematic ordering to this |
knowledge by identifying three metastrategies of stigma management:
management of ‘space, information, and self-presentation. In this, the
article has shown that all three metastrategies were selectively and non-
exclusively implicated within a career of stigma management;
context-specific assessments of potential risks and rewards would
determine managerial responses to moments of strain and opportunity.

This interweaving of tactics suggests that the processes of stigma
management and identity negotiation are continuing and complex and

represent an ongoing series of adjustments based on struggle, conflict,
and uncertainty (Shaw 1991). It may be that there are few formal rights
of passage out of an informally deviant identity (Birenbaum 1992).
Indeed, is it really possible for murderers’ relatives to renegotiate social
identity in the face of the formal and informal powers of definition
embedded within, for example, both the criminal justice system and the
- news media? Link, Mirotznik, and Cullen (1991) argue that the power
of the normal hegemony may be so great compared to that of marginal-
1zed individuals or groups that their sti gmatizing experiences cannot be
managed. In the case of those interviewed, this may be so—the for-
mally and informally powerful may continue to perceive murderers’
latives as little else. Yet, this article has shown that the individuals
terviewed had a strong perception of success in status negotiation
ithin certain social networks and demonstrated knowledge and skilled
oidance of more socially problematic contexts.
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vulnerability, insecurity, and exclusion. On the other hand, some groups
and individuals have been shown to experience renewed meaning in
life, improved relationships, and increased self-esteem in challenging
stigmatization (Herman and Miall 1990). The interviewees in this
research sought to reject the label murderers’ relatives and commonly
experienced this resistance to be successful. This perception of success
was, in part, rooted in the support for their accounts of murder and man-
slaughter that significant others and a wider chorus (Berger and Luck-
mann 1967) offered. These families appeared to realign their social net-
works along this cartography of support, defining for themselves the
criteria of inclusion and exclusion. - : :

conceptual framework and agenda for future research in this previously

unresearched topic. Future research that is focused on the families of . :

murderers needs to be based on wider and more plural populations
to provide more systematic ‘knowledge of the experiences of and
responses to this particular stigma. In addition, the political and social
significance of support groups such as Aftermath should be explored
further. The limited interviewee base in this research has also re-

stricted wider theoretical claims for understanding stigma and its man- .
agement—in particular, how joining groups such as Aftermath, which .

offer collective means of mediating the stigma experience, may also
offer pathways into explicit forms of political activism (Musgrove
1977). Finally, how stigma is socially structured remains underex-
plored. This article has started to outline the significance of power rela-
tions in the processes of status negotiation, and it is important that
future research seeks to explicate who has the power to do so, what is it
that empowers them, and how gender, race, age, class, and sexuality are

embedded within these processes..

NOTES

1. With the exception of the Stevens’ sister and brother, all interviews were carried:
out simultaneously in accordance with the expressed wishes of the interviewees. The;
Wagstaff mother and father did not wantto be interviewed for a second time. The Do

sister was willing to be reinterviewed but was too il for the duration of this research, ALIZS
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e

other singly interviewed relatives were unavaiiable for
names are pseudonyms.

2. 'rh . i ]
. I f
1] U K ter M sertous1s Used inrelerence to Vloleﬂt Oftenses homlClde a.lrﬂed
»

3.In 1966 i
—_— ofthreé cMh');;a Hindley and Iz.m Brady were convicted of the kidnap, tortu
! ildren. In 1987, Hindley confessed to th [ Litiona, o
il e murder of an additional two
4. Atthe age of eleven in 1968, Mar omans
. 8, Mary Bell i
two §01Im glegrgcghxldren in Newcastle upa;rz, Tynewlz}iif:)el:inld(liugliltgrﬁf e manslaughte of
.In » Jon Venables and Robert Th ’ !
year-601;i .;?mes Bulger in Liverpool, United Igirxrllgsgnm_bmh e e murdered two-
.Je i i ,
o Tey Dahrper Wwas convicted in 1992 for the murder of sevent in Wi
; Gurmg a period of thirteen years, - srieenmenin Wis-
- Gilmore’s brother, Gary, was i illi j
e o mare' s A convicted of killing two men in Utah j
dom Thx:% h;s rslgh: to be executed by the state, his case was constitutitf)lr}:allrl1 159i76"11in
ol o G . G;?l eme Court had recently reinstated the death penalty as ﬁong?'1 i
5 oasr)fbl ilmore became the first person to be executed as a result P
Sibilit;, expgde:cez t:a'lt ht.here ar.e.51gniﬁcant differences in such perceptions -of res
e o eomionced ithin families. In particular, parents are likely to have a st nger
e o e t{)lr:SI ility tha: are other family members. But parenting is gen:e: rc;mge(;
‘ suggests that mothers accept g1 ili ring:
e e ' Pt greater culpability for thei ings’
an fathers do (Richardson 1993). Unfortunately, the ix);terviev::e Zﬁi)sf: r\:vgas
]

not large enough to be
able to unt s s
research, o untangle such complexities, raising questions for future

asecond interview. Note that all

lent crime (Bureau of Justice Statistics
10. By the term true crime,
that tell and retell the extrem

1998).

Ireferto the vast indust - na .

: ' 1y of films, books, and magaz;

J z;nd extraordinary stories of infamous killers, srines
owledge that the borders between such clusters are blurred
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