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This article employs newly available crime and vital statistics data from Russia to debunk
two myths about violence in an international context. The first myth is that the United
States is the most violent industrialized nation in the world. The second myth is that in
spite of other problems associated with Soviet society, at least the totalitarian regime was
able to maintain low rates of crime and violence. The newly available data reveal the inac-
curacies in each of these statements. Not only is the current Russian homicide victimiza-
tion rate more than 3 times higher than in the United States, but it has been comparable to
or higher than the U.S. rate for at least the past 35 years. Furthermore, preliminary anal-
yses of these data also question the generalizability of other commonly held notions about
the production of high rates of violence in the United States.

Recent years have witnessed an increase in comparative crimino-
logical research (for reviews of this work, see Howard, Newman, &
Pridemore, 2000; LaFree, 1999) and calls for country-specific
research outside the United States and other Western nations (see
Arthur & Marenin, 1995; Lynch, 1995; Neapolitan, 1997). Accord-
ingly, I report here some preliminary analyses from a cross-
national research project that examines the relationship between
social structure and rates of lethal violence in Russia, the results of
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which challenge some widely held beliefs. The purpose of this
research note, therefore, is to employ new data in debunking two
popular myths about violence in the United States and in Soviet
Russia.

TWO MYTHS

Even with the decline of the homicide rate in the United States
during the 1990s, the 1999 rate of 5.7 per 100,000 population (Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation [FBI], 2000) was still much higher
than in most other Western nations. It is usually suggested that
only a few countries in Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa
have higher levels of interpersonal violence than in the United
States. This has led to the first-long standing myth, one often sup-
ported by social scientists, policy analysts, and journalists, that
the United States is the most violent industrialized nation in the
world.

Myth number two is a claim offered both by former Soviet offi-
cials and many Western observers of the former Soviet Union,
which was usually based on vague and often falsified official
crime data reported by government officials. The essence of this
claim is that despite the diverse problems associated with Soviet
totalitarianism, at least the Soviet Union maintained low rates of
crime and violence.

RECENT CRIME DATA FROM RUSSIA

The long-term benefits of a shift away from totalitarianism and
toward rule of law in Russia will likely be many, but short-term
benefits have been few. One tangible boon among these few is the
slowly expanding transparency of the Russian government. This
relative openness has led to an increase in the validity and avail-
ability of data related to crime and to Russian society, as well as
improvement in the quality of their presentation (Heleniak, 1996;
World Bank, 1996). The Russian Ministry of the Interior, for exam-
ple, now annually publishes several data books with summary
statistics on crime and juvenile delinquency, such as Prestupnost’i
Pravonarushenia (Russian Ministry of the Interior, 2000a) and
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Prestupnost’ Nesovershennoletnikh v Rossii (Russian Ministry of the
Interior, 2000b). Furthermore, the Russian State Committee for
Statistics (Goskomstat) produces a wide range of publications
with social and economic indicators, such as Demograficheskii
Ezhegodnik (Goskomstat, 1997) and Rossiiskii Statisticheskii
Ezhegodnik (Goskomstat, 2000).

At one glance, data on homicide from the Ministry of the Inte-
rior quickly reveal the error in the first myth. Figure 1 compares
homicide rates from official crime data for Russia and the United
States during the 1990s. Aside from the dramaticincrease in homi-
cide rates in Russia during the early years of the decade (and a
concomitant decline in the United States), these data make it clear
that the United States is not the most violent industrialized nation
in the world, at least in terms of homicide rates. The Russian
homicide rate was comparable to that in the United States at the
beginning of the 1990s, and the 1999 rate of a little more than 21
per 100,000 population (Russian Ministry of the Interior, 2000c)
was nearly 4 times greater than the rate of 5.7 per 100,000 in the
United States (FBI, 2000).

These crime data, however, only reveal rates for the 1990s and
say nothing about the second myth. It might reasonably be
argued, given the repeated crises faced by Russia during the past
10 to 15 years, that these extremely high annual homicide rates
reflect a period effect, especially because the rate in 1990 (a few
years after the initial social, political, and economic difficulties
had begun) was still similar to that in the United States. In other
words, a Russian homicide rate comparable with that in America
may only be an artifact of the transition, leaving us comfortable in
the commonly accepted belief that the level of lethal violence in
Russia during the Soviet era was still much lower than in the
United States.

VITAL STATISTICS DATA

As in the United States, information on homicide in Russia is
available from both crime data and a national vital statistics regis-
tration system. Mortality data are commonly considered to pro-
vide a better representation of the total number of homicides than
are crime data (Fox & Zawitz, 2000; Rokaw, Mercy, & Smith, 1990),
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Figure1: Annual Homicide Rates per 100,000 Persons According to Official Crime
Data From Russia and the United States, 1990-1999

SOURCE: Adapted from Russian Ministry of the Interior (1996, 2000a) and Federal Bureau

of Investigation (1966-1999).

and this is especially true when undertaking international re-
search (LaFree, 1999). For several reasons that are beyond the
scope of this work, the same is true for Russia as well. (For a com-
plete discussion of the measurement of homicide in Russia, see
Pridemore, 2000.) One obvious example is that crime data from
the Russian Ministry of the Interior annually reported less than
75% of the total number of homicides reported by the Ministry of
Health’s mortality data during the 1990s, and this despite the fact
that the homicide category in the crime data includes attempts.
Access to vital statistics data was restricted during the Soviet
era, and these data were completely unavailable to the public
from 1974 to 1986 (Shkolnikov & Meslé, 1996). Furthermore, from
1965 to 1987, deaths due to homicide, suicide, several types of
infectious diseases, and occupational injuries were removed from
the original tables and recorded on a special form, 5B. The number
of homicide deaths were counted, but this number remained clas-
sified, and in public documents, they were reported in the “other
and unknown causes” category (Andreev, Scherbov, & Willekens,
1995). This practice was halted in 1988, and mortality data are now
publicly available from both the Ministry of Health (see Russian
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Ministry of Health, 1999) and Goskomstat (see Note 1). A small
group of researchers has employed these newly available data to
reconstruct the actual number of deaths due to specific causes
back to 1965 thereby removing homicides from the “other” classi-
fication and placing them into the appropriate category (see
Meslé, Shkolnikov, Hertrich, & Vallin, 1996).2

Figure 2 employs mortality data from the United States and
Russia to compare the age-standardized homicide victimization
rates of the two nations from 1965 to 1998. Using these newly
reconstructed mortality data to reveal homicide victimization
rates back to 1965 makes it evident that crime in Soviet Russia, or at
least the homicide rate, was not as low as previously advertised.

Figure 2 reveals that the annual homicide victimization rate in
Russia has been comparable with or greater than the rate in the
United States for at least the past three and a half decades. The
U.S. rate was slightly higher from 1965 to 1975, and the Russian
rate was then higher until 1985. However, with the exception of a
slight dip in U.S. rates in the mid-1970s, the homicide victimiza-
tion rates in both countries followed remarkably similar patterns
from the mid-1960s until the dramatic changes in Russia in the
mid- to late-1980s.> Thus, the vital statistics data strengthen our
support for the dismantling of myth number two.

Finally, I briefly note here that further preliminary analyses of
these data also appear to question some of our notions about why
a country might have such high rates of violence. For example,
legal restrictions on firearms in Russia mean that there is a rela-
tively low gun homicide rate in the country. Furthermore, the
Russian data suggest that homicide rates in small towns and rural
areas are not significantly lower than found in large cities; in con-
trast, researchers, such as Parker (1989) and Kovandzic, Vieraitis,
and Yeisley (1998), have referred to homicide in the United States
as a center-city phenomenon. Finally, the age pattern of both
homicide victims and offenders in Russia raises questions about
the invariance of the age-crime curve, at least as it relates to lethal
violence.

These preliminary findings from Russia obviously do not mean
that ready access to firearms and the structural conditions charac-
teristic of large American cities do not matter in the United States.
They do mean, however, that our obsession with our own high
rates might have (a) led us to ignore other structural and cultural

Downloaded from hsx.sagepub.com at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA on January 20, 2016


http://hsx.sagepub.com/

(1002) [0TU0D) 3SBASI(] 10§ SINUDD) PUE “(6661) WIEIH JO ANSIUTA] urIssny “(9661) UI[[EA PU® ‘UDIINIDL] ‘AONIU[ONYS “‘[SoN wioxj paydepy :SadNNOS
866T-S96T “S9IEIS PIIIU) Y} pue BISSNY WOI] BJe(] SONSIIEIS [EIIA 0} SUIpI02>Y suosiag 000001 1od sajey UOHRZIIIIIA SPIIWOL [enuuy g aanSig

SOJBIG POHUM  wee wem s eissny
B9

8661 S6. 06, S8, 08. SL. 0L, G961

A S S T T T S S S S SO N S O SRR N S S R OO SN T S N
! — : nOﬂ
- - - 3
~ - ~ n — 2 - - o B
o
@
gL =
, 2
3
omm
w.
\ ST =
/ \ ! mm

— 0¢

13

Downloaded from hsx.sagepub.com at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA on January 20, 2016

272


http://hsx.sagepub.com/

Pridemore / MYTHS ABOUT INTERNATIONAL VIOLENCE 273

features that might be important in the production of high rates of
violence (i.e., we may have discovered some causes of high rates of
violence, but not the causes) or (b) kept us from recognizing that
some of the causes of our high rates may be country specific.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The benefits of comparative criminological research are both
local and universal. Criminological research in different nations
can reveal situations specific to the nation that might influence
rates of crime. At the same time, by comparing these results to
other nations we are able to test the reliability of our theories and
to test our widely held assumptions about crime.

The descriptive results reported here say little about theory, but
they do convince us of errors in two commonly accepted beliefs
about violence in an international context—that the United States
has long been the most violent industrialized nation in the world
and that levels of lethal violence were low in Soviet Russia. These
results suggest, then, that it is necessary to undertake further and
more methodologically sound international and comparative
research to discover whether the factors commonly associated
with high rates of violence in the United States are generalizable
to other nations or whether they may be culture specific.

NOTES

1. The validity of Soviet and Russian mortality data, including that related to violent
death, has been the subject of continued scrutiny. For a detailed discussion of their validity,
of different methodologies employed to evaluate their validity, and of the positive results,
see Anderson, Katus, and Silver (1994); Anderson and Silver (1997); Shkolnikov and Meslé
(1996); and Wasserman and Varnik (1998).

2. Until 1999, Russia used the Soviet coding scheme for causes of death. The code num-
bers were different from the International Classification of Diseases (ICD) codes, but for
homicide (and most other causes) the definition was the same. Thus, the Russian code of
174 was the same as ICD items E960-E978, with both containing deaths due to homicide
and injury purposely inflicted by other persons, including legal interventions and
executions.

3. Raw data from the Russian Ministry of Health also show a rise in the number of
“unspecified violent deaths” throughout the 1990s (number 175 in the Russian coding
scheme), hinting that large numbers of homicides are possibly being misclassified thereby
underestimating the homicide victimization rate.
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