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The Politics of Respectability and Black Americans’
Punitive Attitudes
HAKEEM JEFFERSON Stanford University, United States

Existing research largely ignores Black support for punitive policies that target group members,
even as this support challenges expectations of in-group favoritism and group solidarity. The
current research fills this gap by leveraging a familiar concept: “the politics of respectability.”

Building on historical and qualitative accounts of this worldview, which focuses on the behavior of group
members, I develop a social psychological framework to understand how identity-based concerns
motivate Black support for punishment that targets members of their racial group. I also develop a novel
measure of respectability–the Respectability Politics Scale. Findings demonstrate that adherents of
respectability feel more ashamed about the public view of their racial group, endorse more negative racial
stereotypes, and feel relatively less close to other Black people. They are alsomore likely to support a range
of punitive policies that target group members, including restrictive dress code policies, tough-on-crime
policies, and paternalistic welfare policies.

I n July 2016, Timmonsville, South Carolina––a
majority-Black town with a majority-Black town
council and a Black mayor––became the latest

among several local municipalities to pass an ordinance
regulating the public presentation and dress of its
residents. In particular, Provision D of Ordinance
No. 543 made it illegal to “wear pants, trousers, or
shorts such that the known undergarments are inten-
tionally displayed [or] exposed to the public.” First-
time offenders receive an official warning; repeat
offenders face a fine between $100 and $600, depending
on the frequency and severity of the infraction (Hider
2016). Supporters claim that so-called sagging pants
bans “instill a sense of integrity in young people” and
“help to better the next generation” (McCray 2016).
Opponents argue that the bans are discriminatory and
target “a clothing style typically associated with young
African-American males” (WDSU 2013). Despite
these objections, sagging pants bans remain in munic-
ipal codes across the United States and garner the
support of diverse constituencies, including support
from many Black Americans who identify with the
targeted group.1
In this way, sagging pants ordinances—as odd as they

may seem—are not unique. Instead, they represent a
broad class of punitive social policies that garner

significant support from Black Americans despite their
negative consequences for group members.2 To be
sure, diversity in Black Americans’ views on these
and other issues should not surprise us. We should
expect individuals who belong to large and diverse
social groups to disagree on matters of public policy.
Still, Black support for punitive policies that target
group members is noteworthy for at least two reasons.
First, this support challenges expectations of in-group
favoritism (Tajfel and Turner 1979) and highlights the
limits of group-based solidarity (cf. Dawson 1994;
Miller et al. 1981), especially as it is marshaled on
behalf of more stigmatized group members. In fact,
by attending to this site of disagreement among Black
Americans, the current project builds on and extends
scholarship that has long complicated overly general
claims of solidarity and group cohesion present in the
Black politics canon (e.g., Alexander-Floyd 2007;
Bunyasi and Smith 2019; Cohen 1999; Jordan-Zachery
2007). Moreover, by recognizing and appreciating
Black Americans’ support for policies that comprise
America’s “racialized system of social control,” this
work nuances our understanding of the challenges
facing those who advocate for reform of the country’s
punitive regime (Alexander 2012).

To date, much of the existing literature focused on
race and punishment ignores heterogeneity in Black
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1 According to survey data collected for this article, a plurality of
Black respondents (49%) favored “city ordinances that fine people
who wear sagging pants that show their underwear in public spaces.”
Thirty-four percent of Black respondents opposed such ordinances.
The remainder responded that they neither favored nor opposed
the bans.

2 For example, nearly 70% of Black Americans supported the Vio-
lent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, despite
arguments that the bill would exacerbate racial inequities in the
country’s criminal justice system (American National Election Study
1994). Likewise, when President Bill Clinton, two years later, signed
into law The Personal Responsibility andWork Opportunity Recon-
ciliation Act, he did so with Black Americans at his side—both
literally and figuratively—even as central provisions of the bill were
rooted in negative stereotypes used to justify the paternalistic and
punitive nature of the legislation (Hancock 2004; Schram et al. 2009).
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Americans’ views, focusing instead on the attitudes and
predilections of white Americans (but see Forman
2017; Fortner 2015). This bias in our theoretical and
empirical approach is not without consequence.
Although we know a great deal about the structuring
of white Americans’ attitudes toward punitive social
policies, we know far less about the social and psycho-
logical factors that guide Black Americans’ attitudes
toward the same.3
I endeavor to fill this gap by presenting a theoretical

and empirical case for taking stigma and the politics of
respectability seriously in the study of Black public
opinion.4 Respectability, as first defined by historian
Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “emphasize[s] reform
of individual behavior and attitudes both as a goal in
itself and as a strategy for reform of the entire structural
system of American race relations” (1993, 187). I argue
that this socially instrumental view of respectability—
and the focus on behavior and comportment it engen-
ders—helps explain Black Americans’ support for
punitive policies that target groupmembers. In advanc-
ing this argument, I explore the myriad ways that
stigma shapes the politics of the stigmatized. In partic-
ular, I consider how Black Americans’ experiences in a
deeply racialized––and racist––social system have
given rise to a worldview that threatens racial group
solidarity by helping to sustain support for public pol-
icies that disadvantage the group’s most marginalized
and stigmatized members.
In service of the article’s underlying theoretical and

normative claims, I develop a novelmeasure of respect-
ability—the Respectability Politics Scale (RPS)—and
survey diverse samples of Black Americans in two
separate studies. The development of this newmeasure
is an important innovation of the current project, but its
construction is not merely of methodological conse-
quence. The RPS allows us to examine—in some cases,
for the first time—core features of respectability. For
example, we can assess how widespread respectability
is among Black Americans. We can also investigate the
demographic, social, and psychological correlates of
the measure, which allows us to examine various lay
theories about which subsets of Black Americans are
more likely to embrace the politics of respectability.
This exercise has an additional benefit: it helps eluci-
date further the expected theoretical and empirical
relationship between respectability and Black Ameri-
cans’ punitive attitudes.
This project makes several significant contributions.

First, it strengthens our understanding of identity’s
influence beyond the context of intergroup conflict. In
doing so, it exposes a set of intragroup dynamics that
inspire a process of in-group policing and punishment
that has received far less attention than it warrants from
scholars of American politics. Moreover, the current
research subjects a familiar and often discussed concept

—the politics of respectability—to the theoretical and
empirical rigor it deserves. Finally, the work nuances
our understanding of race and punishment in the
United States while providing a theoretical basis for
making sense of similar phenomena in other contexts.

BLACK SUPPORT FOR RACIALIZED
PUNITIVE SOCIAL POLICIES

The current project focuses on variation in Black Amer-
icans’ attitudes toward a particular class of social policies
—what I refer to as racialized punitive social policies.
These policies explicitly or implicitly target BlackAmer-
icans (Nelson and Kinder 1996) and seek to police,
constrain, deter, or punish certain behaviors or practices,
especially those that are negatively stereotyped. Some
are criminal-justice related (e.g., capital punishment and
three-strikes laws). Others are paternalistic social wel-
fare policies that burden and discipline the poor (e.g.,
requiring welfare recipients to work, volunteer, or be
drug tested). Still, others are policies implemented in
workplaces, schools, or other settings that disproportion-
ately affect Black workers or Black school children (e.g.,
restrictions on certain hairstyles or forms of dress). Tobe
sure, various nuances may inform more particularized
theoretical and empirical models than those on offer
here. There are, after all, important distinctions between
three-strikes laws and ordinances regulating sartorial
choices. Setting these distinctions aside, however, this
categorization recognizes that a central thread connects
these otherwise distinct social policies: they are policies
perceived to target racial in-group members and are
punitive in form.5

In attending to diversity in Black public opinion,
some have focused, as I do here, on Black Americans’
commitments to different ideological perspectives that
diverge in their explanations of the causes and conse-
quences of racial inequality (e.g., Dawson 2001; Harris-
Lacewell 2004). Other accounts focus on Black elites’
role in shaping group members’ attitudes. Some have
argued, for example, that conservative shifts in Black
public opinion reflect the mainstreaming of Black pol-
itics and the sidelining of a more radical politics in favor
of more moderate position taking (e.g., Gillespie 2012;
Harris 2012; Tate 2010). From this perspective, Black
support for conservative policies, including racialized
punitive social policies, is the consequence of a broader
phenomenon in Black politics that advantages more
moderate and conservative positions over their more
radical and liberal counterparts.

More targeted theoretical interventions provide
additional leverage for making sense of Black Ameri-
cans’ attitudes toward racialized punitive social poli-
cies. Hancock (2004) notes, for example, that some
Black Americans, like their white counterparts,

3 For amore extended formof this critique, seeHarris-Lacewell 2003.
4 I use “respectability,” “respectability politics,” and “the politics of
respectability” interchangeably throughout the article.

5 As I will discuss at greater length, we should expect thatmembers of
other stigmatized groups engage in similar processes of in-group
policing and punishment.
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subscribe to individualistic, rather than structural,
explanations of inequality that make them skeptical
of government assistance (see also Kam and Burge
2018). This view of inequality, coupled with—and
rooted in—an embrace of race, class, and gender-based
stereotypes that portray Black women as “welfare
queens,” helps to create and sustain a welfare infra-
structure that reflects a “rise of neoliberal paternalism”

in poverty governance in the United States (Hancock
2004; Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). As Soss and
colleagues write, this underlying ideology “valorize
[s] self-discipline [and personal responsibility] as the
sine qua non of freedom” (2011, 22). The paternalistic
arm of this neoliberal logic, likewise, focuses on the
disposition of individuals. Under this regime of neolib-
eral paternalism, the state, acting as a kind of “fatherly
figure,” monitors and polices those it regards as inca-
pable of making prudent decisions for themselves.
Consequently, welfare recipients, allegedly for their
benefit, are subjected to a host of burdensome require-
ments to qualify for and receive welfare assistance.
Notably, the state implements these restrictive and
punitive policies with buy-in from a diverse coalition
of supporters, including some Black Americans who
embrace the neoliberal logic that characterizes the
provision of welfare benefits in the United States (see
also Spence 2012; 2015).
The neoliberal and punitive logic we observe in the

structuring of America’s welfare infrastructure is also a
hallmark of the country’s criminal justice system—a
system that disproportionately burdens the lives of
Black Americans and Black men, in particular
(Alexander 2012; Pettit 2012). Scholars have long docu-
mented white Americans’ support for this racialized
and punitive system of social control (see, e.g., Gilliam
and Iyengar 2000; Peffley and Hurwitz 2002). For
example, we know that white Americans’ views on
issues related to criminal punishment are, in large part,
a function of their attitudes toward Black Americans
(e.g., Soss, Langbein, andMetelko 2003). At issue here
is what accounts for Black Americans’ attitudes toward
the same.
Existing accounts focused on Black Americans’ atti-

tudes toward criminal justice policies highlight the
duality of Black Americans’ thinking. As Tate notes
in her consideration of Black public opinion on issues
related to criminal justice, Black Americans’ “percep-
tion of racial injustice tends to push Blacks against
harsh sentencing policies, including the death penalty,
and in favor of programs to combat juvenile crime. Yet,
at the same time, Blacks are disproportionately the
victims of violent crime and homicide” (2010, 63).
Scholars note that this unparalleled experience of vio-
lent crime (Miller 2015) can motivate some to endorse
punitive crime policies (Costelloe, Chiricos, and Gertz
2009). As a review of this literature clarifies, however,
concerns about safety and security often exist alongside
concerns that negatively stereotyped criminal behavior
threatens the group’s collective goals and, therefore,
must be punished.
Among themost prominent accounts of BlackAmer-

icans’ support for criminal punishment are Fortner’s

(2015) Black Silent Majority and Forman’s (2017)
Locking up Our Own. Fortner’s analysis focuses on
Black support for implementing harsh drug laws in
New York in the 1970s. When they were signed into
law by Republican Governor Nelson Rockefeller, the
so-called Rockefeller Drug Laws were among the most
punitive drug laws in the country. If convicted, individ-
uals charged with selling or possessing drugs could face
a mandatory minimum sentence of 15 years in prison to
life imprisonment. As Fortner notes, “The proposed
drug laws had stoked the ire of white liberals” who saw
them as “ideologically unpalatable and inconsistent
with their understanding of this policy problem”

(2015, 2). However, working-class and middle-class
Black Americans had grown skeptical of “softer”
attempts to respond to drug use and violence in their
communities. Instead, they viewed more punitive mea-
sures as necessary responses to the spate of crime and
violence they experienced in their neighborhoods.
Notably, however, support for these more punitive
measures was not merely a reaction to real or perceived
threats of violence. It was also rooted in a belief that
those engaged in the drug trade and other criminal
behavior were threats to middle-class values and
morals. As such, they existed outside the boundaries
of the “broader class-based community of ‘decent
citizens,’ ‘hardworking people,’ and Bible-believing
churchgoers” (Fortner 2015, 170).

Similar arguments emerge in Forman’s analysis of
why tough-on-crime measures took hold in cities led by
Black elites. These elites—some of whom had previ-
ously taken part in the Civil RightsMovement—under-
stood the structural inequities that plagued the criminal
justice system.Nevertheless, when facedwith calls from
middle-class Black residents to do something about
crime and violence, these same Black elites advocated
for implementing and enforcing various tough-on-
crime policies. These policies included marijuana pro-
hibition, mandatory minimums for drug and gun-
related crimes, and increased surveillance of poor and
working-class Black people. However, many Black
elites saw little contradiction in supporting tough-on-
crime policies while also espousing support for the Civil
Rights Movement and other justice-focused efforts.
Group members who engaged in criminal behavior
were, after all, according to these elites, “betraying
King’s dream” and undermining the work of civil rights
activists who hadworked hard to advance the collective
goals of the racial group (Forman 2017, 195). They had,
in essence, run afoul of the values of respectability and
were seen as deserving of punishment, not group soli-
darity.6

6 For other accounts of Black support for punitive crime policies, see
Murch’s (2015) discussion of divides in Black attitudes toward the
twentieth-century “war on drugs” in Los Angeles and Tallaksen’s
(2019) account of Black support for strict drug laws in NewOrleans in
the 1950s. Tallaksen notes, for example, that increased drug activity
near the public housing projects of New Orleans not only frustrated
Black residents living in these areas; it angered Black leaders in the
community who “saw in the emerging drug economy the antithesis of
what they were trying to achieve” (2019, 240).
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RESPECTABILITY: “A DOMINANT
FRAMEWORK”

The “politics of respectability” was first used to
describe a worldview adopted by Black women who
were part of the women’s movement in the Black
Baptist Church during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries (Higginbotham 1993). Respectabil-
ity’s adherents had two primary motivations. First, they
“emphasized reform of individual behavior and atti-
tudes as a goal in itself.” Second, they viewed respect-
ability “as a strategy for reform of the entire structure
of American race relations” (1993, 187). Regarding the
first motivation, advocates of respectability viewed
good behavior as morally right and prudent and con-
sistent withmiddle-class values and sensibilities. On the
other hand, negatively stereotyped behavior was con-
sidered unbecoming and detrimental to the goal of
racial self-help, independent of the white gaze (see also
Gaines 2012).
Respectability’s adherents were also motivated by a

more strategic consideration. If Black people wanted
white people to treat them better, advocates of respect-
ability argued, they needed to show themselves worthy
of equality by abandoning behaviors that confirmed
negative racial stereotypes. An allegiance to “dominant
society’s norms of manners and morals,” advocates of
respectability believed, would “counter racist images
and structures,” thus helping to usher in a more equi-
table situation for Black Americans (Higginbotham
1993, 187).
The current research focuses primarily on this second

motivation—the concern that negatively stereotyped
behavior frustrates the group’s goal of achieving racial
equality. In thinking carefully about this concern, the
work complicates a more prosocial rendering of
respectability by highlighting how concerns about the
white gaze and a general embrace of respectability
politics undermine racial group solidarity and help
sustain a system of punishment that disproportionately
bears on the group’s most stigmatized members.
By taking on this perspective, the current research

draws the reader’s attention to what the political theo-
rist Desmond Jagmohan recognizes as a kind of “tragic
realism” that often befalls those forced to live under
regimes of oppression (2015). Faced with the reality of
discrimination and subjugation, members of marginal-
ized groups often feel compelled to adopt strategies
they believe will improve their collective lot. For the
Black Baptist women whose lives Higginbotham doc-
uments, respectability acted as such a strategy, just as it
has, across time, for those who belong to other margin-
alized groups (see, e.g., Strolovitch and Crowder 2018).
The tragedy, however, lies in the reality that a political
strategy based in respectability “can risk redrawing
rather than erasing the boundaries of intersectional
and secondary marginalization” (2018, 341).7 Put

differently, respectability’s benefits can come at great
cost to those already living closest to the margins.8

In political science, few have been more attentive to
the potential costs of respectability for marginalized
in-group members than Cathy Cohen, whose research
has long highlighted respectability as a “dominant
framework” in Black politics (2004). In her pioneering
textBoundaries of Blackness (1999), Cohen documents
how an embrace of respectability politics undermined
group-based solidarity for Black victims of the AIDS
crisis and, in doing so, “cast doubt on the idea that a
shared group identity and feelings of linked fate can
lead to the unified group resistance ormobilization that
has proved so essential to the survival and progress of
[B]lack and other marginal people” (13).

In more recent work, Bunyasi and Smith (2019)
leverage Cohen’s notion of secondary marginalization
and insights from scholars of intersectionality (e.g.,
Crenshaw 1990; Jordan-Zachery 2007) to provide a
quantitative assessment of how respectability affects
the perceived importance of cross-cutting issues that
affect specific segments of the group. Consistent with
their theoretical expectations, the authors find that
Black respondents who embrace respectability politics
are more likely to deprioritize issues affecting Black
women, formerly incarcerated Black people, Black
undocumented immigrants, Black gays and lesbians,
and Black transgender people.9 These findings are
noteworthy because they represent one of the most
direct quantitative treatments of respectability to date.
They are wholly in line, however, with the expectations
of qualitative and historical accounts that document the
powerful role respectability plays in affecting all
aspects of Black political and social life—from the
portrayal and focus of social movements (e.g.,
Alexander-Floyd 2007; Fackler 2016) to the evalua-
tions of Black women’s bodies (e.g., Brown and Young
2016) and the treatment of Black LGBT people (e.g.,
Wadsworth 2011).

The current research builds on this work while
grounding the politics of respectability more explicitly
in a social psychological framework that is attentive to
the historical and social context the existing literature
so impressively documents. This approach serves dual
purposes. First, it allows us to examine the workings of
social identities that give rise to in-group policing,
broadly, and the politics of respectability, more specif-
ically. Moreover, this approach, which adopts a

7 Secondary marginalization refers to the process whereby more
privileged in-group members engage in behaviors and practices that

further disadvantage and oppress more marginal group members
(Cohen 1999).
8 To be sure, the tensions discussed here—and the attendant ambiv-
alence they engender—are not unique to Black Americans. Gould
(2009) and D’Emilio (2012) draw attention to similar tensions sur-
rounding respectability and movement politics among gay people.
Reflecting on the view among some gay people that respectability
was necessary to get those outside the community to care about the
AIDS crisis, Gould summarizes the view thusly: “Respectability, on
straight society’s terms, was the price of admission” (2009, 89).
9 The authors’ measure of respectability combines two survey ques-
tions that ask respondents’ views on the “‘traditional’ family structure
and the legitimacy of racial surveillance” (Bunyasi and Smith 2019,
194).
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complex and nuanced view of identity, helps to clarify,
in theoretically grounded and empirically testable
ways, the relationship between respectability andBlack
Americans’ punitive attitudes. Underlying this
approach is the expectation that at the heart of respect-
ability politics and Black Americans’ punitive attitudes
are identity-based concerns that have not been ade-
quately explored in previous work.

RESPECTABILITY POLITICS AS A SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGICAL PHENOMENON

Social identities give us a sense of who we are and what
our value is in the social world (Tajfel and Turner
1986). Because they affect our self-esteem, we are
motivated to maintain a positive image of our social
groups and are concerned when the group’s identity is
devalued. This concern is even more pronounced for
members of stigmatized groups, as group members are
forced to engage and navigate threats to their social
identity more frequently (Major andO’Brien 2005). As
a result, those who belong to stigmatized groups
employ various strategies to deal with and respond to
potential identity threats. Importantly, these threats
can be external to the group (Lyle 2015; Pérez 2015)
or can be perceived as emerging from within—the
consequence of individual group members’ behaviors
or ways of being (Lewis and Sherman 2003; Taylor et al.
2018).

Group Identities and Collective Threats

Consistent with claims that individual identities are
linked to group identities, “individual psychology is
affected by collective outcomes” (Cohen and Garcia
2005, 566). “Collective threats,” as Cohen and Garcia
(2005) regard them, “issue from the awareness that the
poor performance of a single individual in one’s group
may be viewed through the lens of a stereotype and
may be generalized into a negative judgment of one’s
group” (566). These concerns about collective threats
emerge in various contexts and manifest across
domains. They are also likely evoked by the kinds of
stereotype-confirming behavior at issue here. More-
over, these perceived threats to the group’s identity
can provoke emotional responses and bring to the fore
concerns about collective costs—perceived emotional
or material costs the group may incur given the actions
of individual group members.

The Emotional Substrates of Respectability

Because collective threats implicate individuals’ sense
of who they are, individuals may experience shame or
other self-directed emotions in the face of perceived
threats to the group’s image. Shame is a complex social
emotion involving disgrace or dishonor (Lewis 1995).
To experience shame, one must be aware of the expec-
tations and standards in a given context and have the
capacity “to evaluate the self with regard to those
standards,” and know when one has fallen short

(Lewis 1995, 68). As is the case with individual experi-
ences of shame, experiences of group-based shame go
beyond recognizing that what some group member has
done is bad. Instead, feelings of group-based shame
reflect a sense that, due to some transgression, the
group is bad and will be judged harshly by relevant
others (Gilbert 1998). For example, Burge and Johnson
(2018) find that Black Americans report higher levels
of group-based shame when exposed to news stories
that discuss “Black on Black crime,” as such stories
highlight negative, stereotype-confirming behavior by
in-group members. The confirmation of these negative
stereotypes threatens the group’s image, thereby serv-
ing as a potential threat to the esteem of individual
group members. Working alongside shame, feelings of
in-group-directed anger may also condition the likeli-
hood that individuals embrace a worldview that pun-
ishes those who violate social norms or threaten the
group’s image. Individuals experience anger when they
can blame another person for a particular outcome and
perceive that the action in question was unjustified or
unwarranted (Griffin et al. 2008; Petersen 2010).

Emotions have social functions (Keltner and Gross
1999). In the case of shame, it warns that one is “socially
unacceptable” and deters one from engaging in shame-
inducing behavior in the future. Therefore, the experi-
ence of group-based shame may motivate group mem-
bers to correct or punish shame-inducing behavior
within the group. Anger, too, has a social function. It
moves individuals to action (Banks 2014; Scott and
Collins 2020; Valentino and Neuner 2017). Therefore,
we should expect those who experience more in-group-
directed anger in reaction to public views of the group
to be more likely to adhere to respectability, given its
advocacy for responding to and doing something about
transgressive behavior (see Iyer, Schmader, and Lickel
2007).10

Respectability’s Instrumental Roots

Social identities do more than confer a sense of psy-
chological connection to salient social groups; they
orient and affect our place in the social world. Identi-
ties, after all, are not merely of psychological origin or
consequence. They are politically, socially, and histor-
ically situated and exist along hierarchies of privilege
and subjugation. Consequently, individuals—particu-
larly thosewho belong to stigmatized social groups—do
not merely worry that the behavior of in-group mem-
bers will bring about aversive emotions like shame or
embarrassment. Identities structure real and tangible
outcomes that make life better or worse, depending on
which side of the stratification one exists (e.g., Cren-
shaw 1990). So, just as emotional considerations may
motivate individuals to police the behavior of similar
others as a means of avoiding negative emotions, we
should expect that more instrumental and tangible

10 For an important discussion of racial differences in the role anger
plays in shaping the politics of BlackAmericans relative to their white
counterparts, see Phoenix (2019).
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considerations matter, too (see, e.g., Lewis and
Sherman 2003).
With few exceptions (e.g., Bedolla 2003), concerns

about the instrumental nature of collective threats are
noticeably absent in political science accounts of social
identities. However, the historical record provides
many reasons to take seriously the possibility that
individuals, when rendering judgments about
in-group members’ behavior, consider the likelihood
that these actions will have cascading consequences for
the group. Harris-Perry (2011) notes, for example, that
“Southern lynch mobs and Northern White race riots
made no allowance for the innocent [Black] people in
the path of theirmurderous hunts for ‘Black criminals’”
(2011, 117–8). Dawson (1994) similarly argues that it is
rational for Black Americans to use the group’s status
as a proxy for their own given the indiscriminate nature
with which Jim Crow laws and informal sanctions
affected Black people, irrespective of their particular
circumstances. Furthermore, in detailing the emer-
gence of “secondary marginalization” among Black
Americans, Cohen (1999) highlights the belief that an
airing of the group’s “dirty laundry” would make it
more difficult for Black people aspiring to incorporate
into the mainstream and more powerful echelons of
society.
As this existing research makes clear, the politics of

respectability does not emerge independent of a con-
tinued system of white supremacy in the United States.
Instead, understood in this context, respectability
reflects an unequal social hierarchy wherein members
of stigmatized groups understand that the circum-
stances of their own lives are determined not simply
by the choices they make but also by the choices and
behaviors of similar others. In this way, the instrumen-
tal concerns that ground the politics of respectability
are akin to those in Fearon and Laitin’s (1996) work
that describes in-group policing as a strategy for main-
taining comity between opposing groups. In the case of
Black Americans, those who embrace respectability
politics believe that white Americans will reward group
members’ good behavior; consequently, the lot of the
group will improve.

THEORY AND ARGUMENT

Black Americans belong to a stigmatized social group
in American society. Thus, individual group members
have long faced threats of indiscriminate harm, vio-
lence, and social judgment because of their racial iden-
tity. Aware of the stratified nature of the social
hierarchy in the United States, some Black Americans
embrace a view of the social world that centers group
members’ behavior in their thinking about racial
inequality. Consistent with Higginbotham’s (1993) his-
torical account of Black women active in the women’s
movement in the Black Baptist Church, these Black
Americans believe that if group members behave bet-
ter and carry themselves better, society will treat Black
people better. This embrace of respectability, I argue,
is, at its core, a social psychological phenomenon with

significant political implications, particularly as it
relates to Black Americans’ views regarding issues of
punishment that implicate group members.

Within this framework, group members view nega-
tively stereotyped behavior as threatening to the image
of the social group, which, consequently, is threatening
to the self (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Moreover, nega-
tively stereotyped behavior is perceived to threaten the
already-precarious status of the group and is viewed as
a challenge to collective goals of racial uplift (Gaines
2012). Consequently, those who hold these beliefs—
adherents of respectability politics—worry about fel-
low group members’ behavior and, therefore, support
policies that punish or restrict negatively stereotyped
behavior. Consistent with this view of respectability
politics as a worldview rooted in identity-based con-
cerns, I expect the following:

First, I expect respectability will correspond with
in-group-directed shame and anger. Those who feel
more ashamed or angry about how others view the
group should be more willing to embrace a worldview
that directly focuses on deterring and correcting nega-
tively stereotyped behavior. Second, I also expect those
who score higher on measures of linked fate will more
strongly embrace the politics of respectability, given
their sense that what happens to the group will affect
their own lives. This expectation is a test of the instru-
mental roots of respectability politics. Likewise, I
expect adherents of respectability will be more likely
to distance themselves from the racial group. Finally, I
also expect adherents of respectability to discount dis-
crimination’s role in structuring group outcomes.

A priori assumptions about the nature of respect-
ability suggest that higher-income Black Americans
may be more likely to embrace the worldview given
its reflection of middle-class values and sensibilities. I
am skeptical of this expectation, despite conventional
wisdom that respectability is the politics of the bour-
geois. Black Americans, irrespective of their class posi-
tion, are exposed to various institutional and societal
forces that privilege the politics of respectability as a
strategy to upend systems of racial oppression. These
forces, including the Black church, can play a critical
role in shaping marginalized group members’ beliefs,
even if the ideology they advance is disadvantageous
for these group members.11 Therefore, I do not expect
that various demographic factors, such as age, class, and
gender, will condition Black Americans’ embrace of
respectability politics, especially after accounting for
other social and psychological factors. However, I do
expect that more religious Black Americans will more
strongly embrace respectability. As Higginbotham
notes, the Black church often preaches the politics of
respectability (1993). The Victorian ethos of respect-
ability also closely corresponds with values and norms
advocated for by religious institutions (see, e.g.,

11 See Antonio Gramsci’s (2007) writings on cultural hegemony in
which he argues that dominant groups can maintain and spread
ideologies through powerful social institutions, including churches
and schools.
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Jagmohan 2015; Patton 1970). Likewise, I expect
adherents of respectability to be generally more con-
cerned about order and conformity than those who
reject the worldview. Thus, I expect adherents to score
higher on a standard measure of authoritarianism,
which captures these more general dispositions.
Critically and in line with the expectations outlined

above, I expect those high in respectability will bemore
supportive of policies that punish in-group members
who engage in negatively stereotyped behavior. I
expect this relationship to persist even after accounting
for respondent-level differences in partisanship, ideol-
ogy, authoritarianism, linked fate, and demographic
controls. Moreover, I expect, ceteris paribus, that
respectability will correspond with individuals’ reac-
tions to various scenarios in which group members
engage in negatively stereotyped behavior.

DATA AND METHODS

To test the expectations regarding respectability and its
relation to Black Americans’ punitive attitudes, I con-
tracted with Qualtrics Panels in April 2019 to survey a
diverse sample of 500 Black Americans. Respondents
skew a bit older, but approximately a quarter of the
sample is between 18 and 34 years old. The sample is
also disproportionately female, so all analyses include
controls for age, sex, education, income, and region.12 I
present sample characteristics in online Appendix A. I
present the primary variables and their coding in online
Appendix B. See the online supplementarymaterial for
the complete study protocol.13

MEASURING RESPECTABILITY

To date, our understanding of respectability—and the
role it plays in the social and political lives of Black
Americans—is based almost solely on historical and
qualitative accounts (e.g., Kerrison, Cobbina, and
Bender 2018). Although these accounts help ground
our understanding of respectability, they leave unan-
swered important questions regarding its roots and
consequences forAmerican politics. Scholars who have
adopted more quantitative approaches to study
respectability have relied on analytical strategies that
attempt to circumvent a fundamental challenge: there
is, to date, no measure of the concept (e.g., Board et al.

2020; Bunyasi and Smith 2019). The lack of a valid
measure of respectability does more than present a
practical inconvenience for researchers. It imperils
scholars’ ability to answer important theoretical ques-
tions and makes it challenging to answer a host of first-
order questions about the nature of respectability itself.

To fill this void, I develop the Respectability Politics
Scale (RPS), a composite measure comprised of two
subscales that measure (1) individuals’ beliefs that
Black behavior is to blame for the status of the group
in society and (2) one’s level of concern about in-group
behavior. The subscales are each measured using a
battery of three agree–disagree items (refer to
Table 1). The first subscale of the RPS (items 1–3)
captures individuals’ sense that the group’s fortune
depends on group members’ behavior. We can think
of this as the attributional arm of respectability that
captures variation in individuals’ embrace of some quid
pro quo understanding of equality. Working synchro-
nously with this arm of respectability is individual-level
variation in concern about the behavior of in-group
members. That is, to what extent does an individual
Black person care about how fellow group members
behave? I call this the concern arm of respectability
(items 4–6).

To begin, I examine the dimensionality of respect-
ability described here.Using a factor analytic approach,
I set out to demonstrate that the items of the RPS
cohere in a manner consistent with the theoretical
grounding of the construct. The factor analysis results,
using pro-max oblique rotation, are shown in Table 2.
Findings indicate that the six items fall along two
dimensions, which correlate at r = 0.26. This factor
structure is consistent with the theoretical view of
respectability that defines the construct as reflecting
both an individual’s sense that behavior matters in

TABLE 1. Respectability Politics Scale

Subscale Item

Attributional
dimension

1. If Black people carried themselves
better, white people would treat them
better.

2. Black people would face fewer
problems if some members of the
group behaved better.

3. Black people would fare better in
society if they behaved more like
everybody else.

Concern
dimension

4. It is important to me that other Black
people behave in ways that
contribute to a positive image of the
group.

5. It matters to me that other Black
people behave appropriately in
public.

6. It is important to me that other Black
people carry themselves in ways that
others will respect.

Note: Strongly Disagree–Strongly Agree.

12 Inclusion of demographic controls helps allay concerns that the
main findings are driven by the overrepresentation of particular
subgroups of respondents. Moreover, when claims are made about
the distribution of various concepts among the full sample, I include
plots of the distributions among subgroups in the respective online
appendix. Of note, the distribution of scores on the RPS are similar
forBlackmen andBlackwomen in the sample, which suggests gender
is not a strong predictor of respectability in these data.
13 This study was approved by Stanford University’s IRB (Protocol
#50075). Respondents were informed of the study’s purpose at the
start of the research and consented to participation. I debriefed all
respondents at the end, though no deception was used. Respondent
payment was determined by Qualtrics.
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affecting group outcomes and individuals’ more gen-
eral concerns regarding in-group behavior that may
manifest for reasons independent of the white gaze.
Though we observe that the two dimensions of respect-
ability are somewhat orthogonal, we are interested
here in the influence of the overall construct and less
so in the independent work of the two dimensions.14
Thus, I construct a composite measure of respectability
—the Respectability Politics Scale. The RPS is a sum of
respondents’ scores on the attributional subscale (α =
0.83) and scores on the concern subscale (α = 0.82).15
The 6-item RPS has a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.77,

suggesting high levels of internal consistency among
the items. Figure 1 also shows that the scores on the
RPS are normally distributed among respondents.
When standardized from 0 to 1, with higher scores
indicative of a stronger embrace of respectability, the
mean andmedian scores are 0.56. Looking at thosewho
score one standard deviation below and above the
mean score on the RPS, approximately 12% of the
sample is low in respectability. Approximately 19% is
high in respectability. The remainder of the sample falls
somewhere in between. I present these descriptive
statistics to provide context for understanding scores
on theRPS, but I leverage the full spread of scores in all
analyses.16

Who Embraces the Politics of Respectability?

Moving next to considering who embraces respectabil-
ity politics, I run a multivariate regression model with
the RPS as the main outcome variable of interest (refer
to Figure 2). Regarding the various demographic vari-
ables included in the model, we find scant evidence that
variation in respondents’ embrace of respectability
reflects age, education, class, gender, or geographic
differences. For example, lower-income Black Ameri-
cans are almost just as likely to embrace respectability
politics as are their upper-income counterparts. Black
men are also just as likely to embrace respectability as
are Black women. There is also no strong evidence that
geography matters much in shaping Black Americans’
embrace of respectability politics. Likewise, we find no
evidence that beliefs about respectability break down
along partisan or ideological lines such that adherents
are more likely to identify as Republican or as conser-
vative.17

However, we observe that respondents who score
high on the standard measure of authoritarianism,
asking individuals about their child-rearing prefer-
ences, are more likely to embrace respectability

TABLE 2. Factor Structure of Respectability
Politics Scale

Item #
Dimension 1:
attributional

Dimension 2:
concern

Item 1 0.81 −0.03
Item 2 0.75 0.09
Item 3 0.79 −0.06
Item 4 0.00 0.67
Item 5 0.00 0.78
Item 6 −0.01 0.90

Note: 2019 Qualtrics panel data; results presented are from a
factor analysis using pro-max oblique rotation.

FIGURE 1. Distribution of the Respectability
Politics Scale

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

Respectability Politics Scale (Composite)
P

er
ce

nt

Note: 2019 Qualtrics panel data; RPS scores recoded 0–1, with
higher values indicating a stronger embrace of respectability
politics.

14 Details regarding the two dimensions of the RPS, including histo-
grams of their distribution and multivariate analyses highlighting the
correlates of each dimension, are included in online Appendix C.
15 As Brenninkmeijer and VanYperen (2003, i17) note, “A unidi-
mensional approach is not uncommon in research on […] multi-
dimensional concepts in psychology. For example, depression
researchers often focus on individuals, but ignore effects of the
subdimensions of depression, such as depressed affect or the absence
of positive affect.”Aunidimensional approach is particularly encour-
aged when there is “high internal consistency of the total,” as is the
case with the RPS. Research that further interrogates the dimensions
of respectability are encouraged, though for the current project, I rely
on the composite measure, as it most closely approximates the
theoretical rendering of respectability and displays good internal
consistency (α = 0.77).
16 The reader may worry that the distribution of RPS displayed here
is being driven by the fact that the sample is not a random probability
sample. To allay these concerns, I demonstrate the distribution of
RPS scores among various demographic subgroups in online Appen-
dix D. What we observe is that the distribution of the measure

remains relatively stable regardless of how one subsets the data,
providing additional evidence that the distribution displayed here
closely approximates the distribution of respectability in the
population.
17 The lack of correspondence between respectability and ideological
identification may reflect the weakness of the seven-point liberal–
conservative scale as a measure of Black political preferences (see
Jefferson 2020).
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(p < 0.01). Notably, authoritarianism only moderately
correlates with the RPS (r = 0.25), suggesting that this
broader behavioral disposition differs from respectabil-
ity. The concepts also have distinct predictors, further
evidence of the concepts’ unique features.18 Likewise,
adherents of respectability also report that religion is
more important to their lives (p < 0.01). This finding
suggests—consistent with Higginbotham’s historical
account—that the Black church plays an influential
role in sustaining and advancing the politics of respect-
ability. Although the current data do not allow us to
query further, the relationship between the RPS and
religiosity may also reflect the fact that Victorian sen-
sibilities that are central to the politics of respectability
are also central to many Black Americans’ religious
commitments.

In addition to these demographic factors, other
social and psychological measures help to clarify the
social psychological nature of respectability politics.
Insofar as the politics of respectability is bound up
with identity-based concerns, as discussed previously,
measures of individuals’ feelings about the racial
group should correspond with their placement on
the RPS. Of note, there is no correspondence between
identity centrality (i.e., the importance of racial iden-
tity to the self) and respondents’ scores on the RPS.
However, we observe that Black respondents who
feel closer to other Black people, relative to how
close they feel to white people, are less likely to
embrace respectability (p < 0.01). Moreover, those
who more strongly embrace respectability politics are
more likely to endorse negative stereotypes about the
group. Adherents of respectability are more likely to
believe that in-group members are violent, less hard-
working, less intelligent, and contribute to a negative

FIGURE 2. Who Embraces the Politics of Respectability?

Perceptions of Discrimination

Linked Fate

Endorsement of Neg. Stereotypes

Relative Closesness to Blacks

Impt. of Black Id. to Self

In−group Anger

In−group Shame

Import. of Religion to Life

Authoritarianism

Ideology (Liberal)

Party ID (Democrat)

South

Female

Income

Education

Age

−0.50 −0.25 0.00 0.25
Coefficients

Note: 2019 Qualtrics Panel data; standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals plotted from multivariate OLS model.
All variables recoded 0–1. A corresponding regression table is included in online Appendix F.

18 Refer to onlineAppendix E for a correlation table that includes the
RPS and authoritarianism, among other variables.
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image of the racial group (p < 0.001). Likewise, when
asked how often they feel ashamed when they think
about how others view the group, those who score
higher on the RPS are more likely to say that they
frequently experience this negative group-based emo-
tion (p < 0.001). However, we do not observe a
significant relationship between in-group-directed
anger and respectability, though the relationship
trends in the expected direction. As expected, percep-
tions of discrimination negatively correspond with
scores on the RPS. Individuals who perceive more
discrimination toward Black people in the United
States are less likely to embrace respectability politics.

To proxy for the kind of instrumental considerations
that are potentially at work in Black Americans’ think-
ing about respectability, I include a measure of linked
fate, which captures variation in individuals’ beliefs that
what happens to the group will affect their own lives
(Dawson 1994). Theoretically, we should expect that
individuals who have a heightened sense of linked fate
would be more likely to endorse respectability, given
that individual group members’ behavior could have
cascading consequences for thewhole. Interestingly, no
such relationship emerges in the data, though linked
fate may be an inadequate proxy for perceptions of
collective costs as described in this article. I return to

FIGURE 3. Respectability Politics Scale Predicts Punitive Attitudes

Linked Fate

Party ID (Democrat)

Authoritarianism

RPS

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Sagging Pants Ordinance

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Houston Dress Code

Linked Fate

Party ID (Democrat)

Authoritarianism

RPS

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Opposition to Black Lives Matter

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Three Strikes Law

Linked Fate

Party ID (Democrat)

Authoritarianism

RPS

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Harsher Drug Laws

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Death Penalty

Linked Fate

Party ID (Democrat)

Authoritarianism

RPS

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

How Often Police Shootings Justified

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Decrease Welfare Spending

Linked Fate

Party ID (Democrat)

Authoritarianism

RPS

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Importance of Welfare Work Requirement

−0.4 −0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Jail Parents of Truants

Respectability and Punitive Attitudes among Blacks

Note: 2019 Qualtrics Panel data; standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals plotted from multivariate OLS model.
In addition to the variables displayed, all models include the following: ideology, age, income, education, sex, and region. All variables
recoded 0–1. Corresponding regression tables are included in online Appendix G.
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this point when discussing future directions inspired by
the current project.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RESPECTABILITY AND BLACK AMERICANS’
PUNITIVE ATTITUDES

Now that we have a sense of who embraces respect-
ability, our focus turns to whether scores on the RPS
meaningfully correspond with attitudes toward racial-
ized punitive social policies. At the start of the survey,
participants responded to a series of policy questions.
Some of these policies ought to be theoretically associ-
ated with respectability. Yet, at the same time, we
should find no correspondence with certain attitudes
like individuals’ beliefs about the role of government in
responding to climate change, for example.
I begin with two questions that ask respondents their

beliefs about policies that regulate how individuals
carry themselves in public. First, returning to the case
at the start of the article, I consider respondents’ beliefs
about the appropriateness of ordinances that fine indi-
viduals for sagging their pants in public. Here, we find
that higher scores on the RPS strongly correspond with
support for these ordinances (p < 0.001). Likewise,
when asked to opine on a Houston high school policy
that policed what parents could wear when doing busi-
ness at the school, we find that respectability is the chief
predictor of attitudes toward this controversial policy
(p < 0.001).19
Similarly, when asked about broken-windows-style

policies that allow law enforcement officers to stop
those who are loitering, trespassing, or engaged in
disorderly conduct, we again see a strong relationship
between respectability and Black Americans’ attitudes
(p < 0.001). Those at either extreme of the RPS differ
by approximately 24 percentage points. We find similar
patterns when we examine Black attitudes toward
three-strike laws (p < 0.001), harsher sentences for
violations of the nation’s drug laws (p < 0.05), and
support for the death penalty (p < 0.05). In each case,
those who more strongly embrace the politics of
respectability are more likely to adopt the more puni-
tive position. These results maintain even after
accounting for variation in individuals’ partisanship,
ideology, attachment to the racial group, and general
beliefs about order and conformity as captured by a
measure of authoritarianism. Furthermore, I ask
respondents about one of the most pressing issues of
the day—police use of force in encounters with Black
Americans. Here we find that those who more strongly
embrace the politics of respectability are more likely to
respond that police shootings of Black Americans are
—at least sometimes—justified (p < 0.01).
However, respectability’s influence is not limited to

these criminal-justice-related policies. Although we
observe no relationship between the RPS and attitudes
regarding increased welfare spending, those high in

respectability are more likely to support regulating
the behavior of welfare beneficiaries. Adherents of
respectability are more likely to think it appropriate
to require that welfare beneficiaries work or volunteer
while receiving the benefit, a policy in keeping with
President Bill Clinton’s 1996 reform of the welfare
system (p < 0.001). Moreover, we observe that respect-
ability is associated with other beliefs among Black
respondents, including beliefs about controversial tru-
ancy policies that threaten to jail parents whose chil-
drenmiss several days from school for no reason. Those
who embrace respectability politics are much more
likely to endorse putting these parents in jail (p <
0.01). See Figure 3 for a complete presentation of
results related to these analyses.

Notably, respectability is not significantly related to
Black Americans’ attitudes about whether the govern-
ment should increase immigration levels or whether the
government should do more in response to climate
change. This lack of correspondence with attitudes
unrelated to punitive policies that target the in-group
further demonstrates the measure’s validity. Theoreti-
cally, respectability politics should be directed at the
racial in-group, not out-groups, and should not shape
attitudes on nonracial issues.

RESPECTABILITY AND REACTIONS TO
REAL-WORLD SCENARIOS

Beyond its role in predicting individuals’ policy prefer-
ences, we should observe, too, that respectability
affects how individuals react to situations involving
the behavior of in-group members. To test this expec-
tation, I conducted a separate study in August 2019
using TurkPrime Panels, a platform that allows
researchers to sample from “more than 30 million par-
ticipants worldwide.”20 In many respects, TurkPrime is
like other survey outlets that draw from various partic-
ipant databases and advertisements. However, unlike
the standard Mechanical Turk platform, TurkPrime
Panels recruits participants beyond the Mechanical
Turk worker base, which helps generate a pool of
respondents who are less frequent survey takers and
more representative of the population than the smaller
pool of MTurk workers. Using TurkPrime Panels also
allows the researcher to target specific respondents,
which helps generate a sample of Black respondents,
which would be challenging to do using the standard
MTurk platform (see Litman, Robinson, and Abber-
bock 2017 for a broader discussion of TurkPrime).21

The sample recruited for the current project includes
300 Black Americans. The median age of the sample is
between 35 and 44 years of age. Fifty-eight percent of
the sample is female, and the median respondent has

19 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2019/04/23/
houston-texas-school-dress-code-parents/3556044002/.

20 https://www.turkprime.com/Service/ConnectWithParticipants#prime-
panels-nav.
21 This study was approved by Stanford University’s IRB (Protocol
#50075). Respondents were informed of the study’s purpose at the
start of the research and consented to participation. I debriefed all
respondents at the end, though no deception was used. Respondent
payment was determined by TurkPrime Panels.
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“some college.” Though this is not a representative
sample of Black Americans, the point of the analyses
presented in this section is to engage in hypothesis
testing regarding a possible relationship between
respectability and reactions to everyday situations.
Thus, we are less interested in any particular point
estimate in the general population, and all models
include demographic controls to account for imbalance
along various dimensions of the sample.
At the start of the survey, respondents were told, “we

are interested in how Black Americans respond to
various everyday situations.” All respondents
answered a set of questions about their racial identifi-
cation before being introduced to three different sce-
narios, presented in random order. Following their
responses to questions about the scenarios, respon-
dents completed the Respectability Politics Scale items
and other demographic questions. Below are the three
scenarios that respondents engaged in the study.

1. Imagine that you are dining at a fancy restaurant
where you are one of fewBlack customers. You look
over and see that two other Black people are dining
near you. Throughout dinner, you hear them cursing
at each other, using the N-word, and repeatedly
complaining loudly about their food to the server.

2. Imagine you work at a company with mostly White
coworkers. One day, the company hires a new
employee who happens to be Black. She shows up
to work late, doesn’t pay attention during meetings,
and takes more breaks than other coworkers. When
asked to complete a task, she often makes mistakes
or takes far longer than she should.

3. Imagine you’re at a recreation center in the suburbs
with your family. During your visit, another group of
Black people walks in. They are playing loud,
explicit music and start to play around aggressively
in the pool, drawing a lot of attention from those
nearby.22

Following each scenario, respondents were asked three
questions: “How bothered are you by this behavior?”;
“How important is it to you, personally, that [the
individuals in the scenario] change their behavior?”;
and “How appropriate would it be for someone to say
something to [the individuals in the scenario] about
their behavior?” These three variables are coded such
that higher values indicate a more negative reaction to
the behavior in question (e.g., being more bothered).
See online supplementary material for complete study
protocol.

Consistent with theoretical expectations, we should
observe that respectability corresponds with reactions to
negatively stereotyped behavior. More specifically,
respondents who score high on the RPS should be more
bothered by the behavior, think it more important that
individuals change their behavior, and find it more
appropriate that someone says something to the individ-
uals about their behavior. To examine the relationship
between respectability and these outcomes, I run OLS
regressions that include, alongside theRPS, ameasure of
linked fate, identity importance, age, education, income,
and gender. All variables are recoded 0–1.23

Findings

As expected, the Respectability Politics Scale is a pow-
erful predictor of reactions to the three scenarios. In
response to each scenario, we find that higher scores on
the RPS correspond with being more bothered by the
negatively stereotyped behavior (p< 0.001). Thosewho
embrace respectability are alsomore likely to say that it
is important for those committing the offense to change
their behavior (p < 0.001). They are also more likely to
support someone saying something about their behav-
ior (p < 0.001). Complete results of the analyses are
displayed in Figure 4. Importantly, this relationship
holds even after accounting for the importance of
individuals’ racial identification and their sense of
linked fate with other Black Americans.

Interestingly, in several cases, we also observe that
Black respondents who say being Black is more impor-
tant to their identity respond more negatively to “bad”
behavior from in-group members. Though this finding
warrants further investigation, it is consistent with work
on stigmatized identities that suggests that identifica-
tionwith a domain (or identity)makes individualsmore
susceptible to identity threats (Steele and Aronson
1995). In line with existing work on stereotype threat
in social psychology, this finding may indicate that
BlackAmericans who identify strongly with their racial
group react more negatively to in-group behavior that
threatens their racial identity. If such a result emerges
in future research, it adds complexity to our thinking
about identity as it relates to respectability and
in-group policing. Perhaps counterintuitively, those
most interested in policing and punishing the behavior
of in-group members may not be those detached from
the racial group but instead may be those who see their
racial identity as central to their sense of self.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Though race-neutral on its face, the death penalty
disproportionately kills Black Americans (Ogletree

22 As an anonymous reviewer helpfully pointed out, the scenarios I
present are not necessarily “everyday situations” for many Black
Americans, and those in these scenarios are likely perceived as
behaving in ways inconsistent with their class positions. Although I
think the overriding consideration for respondents is the negatively
stereotyped behavior, future research should consider whether indi-
viduals’ sensitivity to group members’ behavior is conditioned by
contextual factors like the classed nature of a given environment or
by the familiarity one has with a given context.

23 The median RPS score in these data is 0.58. Recall, the median
score in the Qualtrics data is 0.56. The remarkably similar distribu-
tions of the RPS in these separate datasets should give us even more
confidence that this distribution is a close approximation to what we
would observe in an even more representative sample.
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2002). Likewise, Black Americans bear the burden of
strict enforcement of social welfare policies that
attempt, through paternalistic and often discriminatory
means, to police and discipline the behavior of the poor

(Hancock 2004; Soss, Fording, and Schram2011). Thus,
understanding how Americans come to their attitudes
about these punitive social policies represents an
important site of inquiry for social scientists, policy

FIGURE 4. Respectability and Reactions to Real-World Scenarios

Female

Income

Education

Age

Racial Identity Importance

Linked Fate

RPS

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

Scenario 1: How Bothered?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S1: Impt. to Change Behavior?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S1: Approp. to Say Something?

Female

Income

Education

Age

Racial Identity Importance

Linked Fate

RPS

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

Scenario 2: How Bothered?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S2: Impt. to Change Behavior?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S2: Approp. to Say Something?

Female

Income

Education

Age

Racial Identity Importance

Linked Fate

RPS

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

Scenario 3: How Bothered?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S3: Impt. to Change Behavior?

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

S3: Approp. to Say Something?

Note: 2019 TurkPrime data; standardized regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals plotted from multivariate OLS model. For
the three outcome measures, higher values indicate that respondents have a more negative reaction to the behavior. All variables recoded
0–1. Corresponding regression tables are included in online Appendix H.
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makers, and activists. To date, however, scholars seek-
ing to make sense of attitudes that maintain racialized
systems of social control have focused primarily on the
attitudes of those outside the target group. In the rare
cases when scholars have attended to the perspectives
of those who belong to the target group, the focus has
often been on instances of solidarity and unity, not
diversity. As a result, our understanding of the broad
workings of identity in American politics and its role in
shaping Americans’ punitive attitudes remains incom-
plete.
In this article, I have sought to further nuance our

understanding of the maintenance of America’s puni-
tive social system by taking seriously the vast diversity
that exists in Black public opinion. By providing a
social psychological framework that connects the pol-
itics of respectability to Black Americans’ punitive
attitudes, I have endeavored to demonstrate the myr-
iad ways that identity matters for members of stigma-
tized groups. I have also developed the first valid
measure of respectability and have presented the first
empirically supported profile of those who embrace
this worldview. In doing so, I highlight the importance
of thinking more rigorously about self-conscious emo-
tions like shame and embarrassment and their role in
motivating individuals to police the behavior of
in-group members. Importantly, this work is also the
first to show the role that respectability plays—above
and beyond existing measures—in explaining varia-
tion in Black attitudes toward a range of punitive
policies that disproportionately affect in-group mem-
bers. From support for sagging pants ordinances to
beliefs about the justifiability of police shootings,
respectability appears to matter a great deal in shap-
ing the politics of Black Americans.
While acknowledging the contributions of this

work, future research should do more to consider
the role of context and threat in theories of respect-
ability. Do we find, for example, that concerns about
respectability increase in the presence of some more
powerful out-group? Similarly, do we observe height-
ened levels of respectability in contexts where indi-
viduals feel more concerned about the group’s status
or in contexts in which perceptions of collective costs
are also heightened? And to what extent do societal
shifts in perceptions of discrimination alter individ-
uals’ embrace of respectability? For example, one
may reasonably expect that social movements, like
the Black Lives Matter Movement, that highlight
structural explanations of racial inequality may dis-
rupt foundational elements of respectability politics,
including a belief that individual behavior drives
group-based inequality. It is worth noting, however,
that the data on which the current manuscript relies
were collected years after activists began highlighting
disparities in the criminal justice system in a move-
ment that is noteworthy, in part, because of its seem-
ing rejection of respectability politics (Kerrison,
Cobbina, and Bender 2018). Nevertheless, it remains
an open question as to whether and, if so, to what
extent respectability ebbs and flows given changes in
the social context, both at the micro and macro levels.

Moreover, an interesting and promising site for future
research may focus, for example, on what one may
call the politics of disrespectability or the purposeful
rejection of respectability politics.24

At its core, respectability politics implicates ques-
tions of intersectionality and focuses our attention on
how group members are differentially marginalized in
society. In developing the theoretical and empirical
components of the current project, I have endeavored
to engage seriously with the rich literature on inter-
sectionality from across academic disciplines. Still,
more should be done in future work to interrogate
how deeper considerations of intersectionality further
complicate the arguments I advance in these pages. For
example, how do we fashion an empirical and theoret-
ical account that appreciates likely differences in group
members’ responses to collective threats that emerge
from those who exist at different, intersecting nodes of
marginalization? Moreover, how should we think
about the policing of negatively stereotyped behavior
that implicates multiple identities? How should we
think about policing deviance, per se, versus the polic-
ing of deviant behavior that more directly implicates
the group’s racial identity?One of the challenges facing
scholars who work on concepts that are part of com-
mon parlance is that technical terms can take on lives of
their own. In the case of respectability, the term is often
used to refer to any instance of in-group policing or
sanctioning among Black Americans. Here, I have
sought to be more careful and precise in my use of
the term. However, I welcome future efforts that inter-
rogate the conceptual choices I have made, especially
as they help clarify the concept’s scope and influence.

Other, broader questions remain regarding the
emergence and maintenance of punitive attitudes
among members of stigmatized groups. Scholars
should endeavor to understand, for example, why
members of stigmatized groups often report higher
levels of authoritarianism than do their nonstigma-
tized counterparts (Pérez and Hetherington 2014). In
doing so, future research should pay careful attention
to experiences of stigma as potential determinants of
individuals’ broader beliefs about conformity, order,
and punitiveness. That is, scholars should consider
the extent to which stigmatized groups come to their
attitudes about conformity and order through more
instrumental means than do their nonstigmatized
counterparts (see, e.g., Taylor, Hamvas, and Paris
2011). In taking up these questions, scholars should
look beyond existing measures, such as linked fate, to
develop more precise measures of the kinds of con-
cerns members of stigmatized groups engage, such
as concerns regarding collective costs. As we observe
in the current study, linked fate appears to be a
deficient proxy for perceptions of collective costs
among Black Americans, which further highlights

24 I thank Jasanté Howard, a brilliant politics PhD student at Prince-
ton University, for an engaging and enlightening conversation about
this topic.
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the importance of moving away from an overreliance
on the measure of linked fate in charting the contours
of Black politics.
The focus of this study has been Black people and

Black people’s politics. At its core, however, the pro-
ject provides a portable theoretical framework for
scholars interested in understanding similar processes
that manifest among members of other stigmatized
social groups. For example, the theoretical arguments
put forth can be used to help understand variation in
Latinx attitudes toward policies related to immigra-
tion. To what extent do group members support
restrictive immigration policies as a means of distanc-
ing themselves from or punishing those who threaten
the image or status of those already living in theUnited
States? Likewise, do we observe similar processes
among Muslim Americans who may be motivated to
support harsh punishment for group members whose
actions threaten the group’s image and the group’s
already-precarious place in American society (e.g.,
see Lajevardi 2020)? We may wonder, still, how these
processes manifest for a variety of social groups,
including women and members of the LGBTQ com-
munity who may support policies that are seemingly
bad for other members of the group. Insofar as groups
exist along social hierarchies in various contexts, we
should observe similar dynamics at play. And, perhaps
provocatively, there may even be contexts in which we
observe these processes among members of dominant
groups. For example, do we observe that some white
Americans are motivated to police and punish racist
behavior from in-group members, given the negative
stereotypes that attach to whiteness and white Amer-
icans’ perceived vulnerability when issues of race are
brought to the fore (e.g., Jefferson and Takahashi
2021; Takahashi and Jefferson 2021)? These are
important questions that future research should care-
fully engage.
For the current project, the main implication is this:

those interested in understanding the maintenance of
punitive social systems must seriously consider the
diversity of views among the target group. They must
also endeavor to understand the social and psycholog-
ical factors that explain that diversity. That has been the
goal of this work, which develops a social psychological
framework that connects respectability to Black Amer-
icans’ punitive attitudes. I hope future scholarship
builds on these insights to add necessary nuance to
our understanding of identity and its place in our pol-
itics, especially as it relates to questions of justice for
marginalized groups.As scholars set out todo thiswork,
I encourage renewed attention to the diversity of per-
spectives that exist among members of stigmatized
social groups. By attending to these perspectives, we
domore than improve our theoretical understanding of
the workings of identity. We recenter in our conversa-
tions about justice those we too often treat as mere
objects of some other group’s affection or disdain.
Appreciating the full humanity of thosewe studymeans
taking them and their politics seriously. I have sought to
do that here and hope this work inspires others to do
the same.
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