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Hate Crimes
A hate crime is a “criminal offense against a person or 
property motivated in whole or in part by an offend-
er’s bias against a race, religion, disability, ethnic 
origin or sexual orientation” (FBI 2012b). The FBI 
reported 5,790 hate crimes in 2012, with the break-
down by bias indicated in Figure 6.5. Hate crimes 
are underreported, with many victims not believing 
the police can help them. From the data available, 
though, it is clear that hate crimes based on religion 
and sexual orientation have increased over the past 
few years (FBI 2012c; Langton, Planty, and Sandholtz 
2013; Potok 2013a).

Those who commit hate crimes feel rage against 
the victim as a representative of a group they despise; 
feelings of lifestyle and economic security being 
threatened are part of the reason for this hatred. In the 
case of some white supremacy movements, philo-
sophical, political, and even religious principles guide 
their group beliefs (Blee 2008). As minority groups gain 
notoriety or acceptance in society, they can face more 
hate crimes. For example, hate crime incidents against 
Muslim Americans increased after September 11, 
2001, and the Boston Marathon bombing in 2013. The 
numbers of white supremacist groups increased dra-
matically after Barack Obama, the first U.S. president 

because they violate the dominant values and norms. 
While illegal, they may be tolerated (the police may look 
the other way) as long as they do not become highly 
visible. For example, it would be rare for police in the 
United States to crack down on a low-stakes monthly 
poker game friends play behind closed doors.

Victimless crimes involving drugs result in a vari-
ety of policies, from execution in Iran and hanging in 
Malaysia to legalization in Holland. As noted earlier, 
U.S. drug policies have led to huge numbers of people 
being imprisoned. Half of all drug arrests in 2010 were 
related to marijuana usage (American Civil Liberties 
Union 2013). However, proposals to legalize drugs 
in the United States have recently gained traction. 
As we write these words, 23 states and Washington, 
DC, allow for the medical use of marijuana, and 
4 states (Colorado, Washington, Oregon, and Alaska) 
and Washington, DC, have legalized recreational 
use of the drug. A 2013 Gallup poll indicated that 58% 
of Americans favor decriminalization of marijuana 
(Nagourney and Lyman 2013).

California has the longest experience with legaliza-
tion of medical marijuana—nearly two decades. Fears 
among some that legalization would lead to civic dis-
order, increased lawlessness, and drastic increases in 
other drug usage have not materialized. Due to care-
ful monitoring of the age of buyers, teen use of mari-
juana in California has not increased since legalization 
in 1996 (Nagourney and Lyman 2013). Further, some 
scholars think more teen use of marijuana would not 
be a bad trend. When teens switch to marijuana, they 
tend to reduce alcohol usage, and alcohol is more 
likely to result in death from overuse or from drunk 
driving (Anderson and Rees 2013).

This photo shows how what we consider deviant can change 
over time. It is supporting legalization of marijuana as less 
dangerous than beer or football.
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FIGURE 6.5  Breakdown of the 
5,790 Single-Bias Hate Crime 
Incidents Reported in 2012
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