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toughness, excitement, and smartness. Fate was 
the concern of luck, or whatever life dealt you; 
it disregarded responsibility and accountability 
for one’s actions. Autonomy was the value of 
independence from authority. Trouble was the 
concern of staying out of legal problems, as 
well as getting into and out of personal difficul-
ties (e.g., pregnancy). Toughness was maintain-
ing your reputation on the street in many ways. 
Excitement was the engagement in activities 
(some illegal) that helped liven up an other-
wise mundane existence of being lower class. 
Smartness was an emphasis on “street smarts” 
or the ability to con others. Miller claimed that 
these six focal concerns were emphasized and 
taught by members of the lower class as a cul-
ture or environment (or “milieu,” as stated in 
the title of his work).

A more recent subculture model proposed by 
Elijah Anderson has received a lot of attention 
in the past few years.19 This theory focuses 
on African-Americans and claims that due to 
deprived conditions in the inner cities, black 
Americans feel a sense of hopelessness, iso-
lation, and despair. Anderson clearly notes 
that while many African-Americans believe in 
middle-class values, these values have no value on the street, particularly among young 
males. According to Anderson, “the code of the streets”—also the title of his book—is 
to maintain one’s reputation and demand respect. For example, to be disrespected 
(“dissed”) is considered grounds for a physical attack. Masculinity and control of one’s 
immediate environment are treasured characteristics; this is perceived as the only thing 
these young men can control, given the harsh conditions they live in (e.g., unemployment, 
poverty, etc.).

DISPARITIES OF RACE IN REGARD TO SUBCULTURAL THEORIES OF CRIME. Recent reviews 
of race and crime rates have shown that the most consistent predictor of crime rates 
in a given area is the percentage of blacks who live in the area, regardless of whether 
measured by comparison across neighborhoods, counties, states, or industrialized 
nations.20 The race and crime relationship has been consistent over time, with virtu-
ally all studies finding that blacks have the highest crime rates (especially for violent 
crimes, such as homicide), followed by whites, and then Asians. As Wright has noted, 
“the undeniable fact is that blacks commit more crime than any other group; and they 
commit more violent crime than any other group . . . [T]he data on this fact could not 
be any clearer.”21

For example, according to data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, blacks commit 
85% of all interracial crimes, and although 45% of violent crimes involve blacks offend-
ing whites, only 3% involve whites offending blacks. Furthermore, black youths account 
for 45% of all juvenile detention cases despite accounting for only approximately 15% 
of the juvenile population.22 This supports the existence of a strong subculture of black 
youths in the United States, which supports Anderson’s concept of subcultures that lead 
to a higher propensity for committing crime and being incarcerated.

focal concerns: primary 
concept of Miller’s theory, 
which asserts that all 
members of the lower 
class focus on concepts 
they deem important: 
fate, autonomy, trouble, 
toughness, excitement, 
and smartness.

1. Which theorist proposed the theory of lower-class
focal concerns?

a. Burgess

b. Shaw

c. Anderson

d. Miller

2. Which theorist wrote a significant book on inner-city,
African-American subculture titled The Code of
the Streets?

a. Burgess

b. Park

c.	 Anderson

d. Miller

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e
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