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	1. Add comments: 1. September 17, 2008 11:10 am Link 
Wouldn’t it make more sense to use a statistic like “Rampages per Capita” instead of total rampages?

— Willy 

2. 2. September 17, 2008 11:16 am Link 
I got through the first two paragraphs before the obvious question popped up: are killings on the increase, or are killings /as reported by the New York Times/ on the increase? In 1948, say, was it quite a bit more likely that a three-victim killing in, say, Ely, Nevada was not reported by the NYT? If the whole premise is based on a chart that says, ‘well, there was maybe one killing a year in the late Forties, and not quite seven in the new century,’ is it entirely conceivable and/or likely that the NYT could have missed as small a thing as six crimes a year in the hinterlands of an enormous nation like the US? And, more obviously, isn’t the reporting of one newspaper an awfully shaky foundation for such a wide-reaching thesis?

Until those questions are answered, everything after the second paragraph is irrelevant.

— Dan Q. Public 

3. 3. September 17, 2008 11:21 am Link 
The idea of cycles underlying history (historizism) is not exactly new. I am particularly a great admirer of the works of Oswald Spengler (“Der Untergang des Abendlands”), who predicted cultures that last about 1000 years, with 500 years as culture and 500 as empires. Even if this way of thinking is somewhat wrong in its conclusions (and therefore lost in its scholarly importance) it has an enormous poetic quality, and I am greatful to see it being kept alive.

— Smoke 

4. 4. September 17, 2008 11:25 am Link 
“A systematic search of The New York Times from 1946 to the present” 

Aren’t you really measuring the increase in the reporting of killing rampages by the NYTimes, as opposed to inreases in actual killing rampages?

— Dan 

5. 5. September 17, 2008 11:25 am Link 
Any data? Or just “Here’s my hypothesis, in conclusion, my hypothesis” ?

— Paul 

6. 6. September 17, 2008 11:33 am Link 
Reminds me of the suicides in Freakonomics, the book. A self-perpetuating activity. As more rampages occur, this triggers even more people to go on rampages.

— Doug B 

7. 7. September 17, 2008 11:36 am Link 
A few things to consider for the purpose of academic thoroughness:
1.) Some of these people may have become unemployed AFTER they decided to carry out the attack. For example, the Virginia Tech shooter spent months preparing for his rampage. It’s not out of the question that some workers may quit their jobs to prepare for theirs.

2.) In some ways, CPI underestimates the rate of inflation. For example, 30 years ago, many people would have paid a fortune for all the information that is available free on YouTube, from videos of Rock Bands to How-To Instructions.

Again, I’m not saying your wrong. Just something to consider.

— Martin 

8. 8. September 17, 2008 11:37 am Link 
So, your grand unifying theory is that people under a lot of stress may become violently mentally unstable and that not having enough money is stressful?

— David 

9. 9. September 17, 2008 11:37 am Link 
Now adjust for increases in population size and for changes in how we house (or fail to house) and treat the mentally ill, and changes in population densities (as more of us live in more urban crowded conditions).

My gut feel is that these events have become more frequent, too. But I am cautious about believing it to be true.

It may well be that social stresses tend to bring these kind of mental illness episodes to the surface … and certainly the modernization of our economy and technology is leaving behind an ever growing segment of society that is unable to keep pace or retool/retrain themselves. 

There was a time in our nation that mindless brute strength was enough to keep someone employed in a simple agrarian society, and probably making enough to even raise a family. Not too many careers in manure-spreading, chopping down lumber with an axe, making hay by hand, laying track for railroads, mining coal with a pickaxe, or cleaning stalls any more. Even those tasks have become mechanized, and require skills beyond a lot of folks.

So those folks that are incapable of advancing with the rest of our workforce … what happens to them? Poverty, crime, mental disease, drugs, … and we no longer institutionalize those people in a non-criminal setting.

The social stresses have changed a great deal. Failure has a higher price. Perhaps that is why we see these rampages at loci of success/advancement, such as a university or workplace.

Nor can we discount the impact of publicizing these events. The mentally ill or distraught may be more receptive to copy-cat behaviors.

— ruralcounsel 

10. 10. September 17, 2008 11:43 am Link 
I see a fourteen-fold increase in shooting rampages from about 0.5 in 1947 to about 7 in 2006. What has happened to the overall population since 1940, about the time the graph starts? You’re showing number per year, not number per capita per year. Result is we’re deprived of a valuable measurement and really can’t draw any conclusions from the data as presented. The population roughly tripled over the time your graph presents making the graph, while still concerning, a bit less dire.

Put another way, an increase in data from 0.5 points per year to about four points per year (corrected to per-capita numbers) looks a whole lot less troubling than reporting the “straight” numbers.

— Nosybear 

11. 11. September 17, 2008 11:45 am Link 
My guesses:
a) Population increase. Not only the raw counts, but also more diversity, which always brings along some ethnic conflicts.
b) The increases really started taking off in the 1960’s which parallels the timeline of the rise in civil rights conflicts.
c) Availability of guns. It’s the easiest way to kill a lot of people in a short time.
d) The media, especially TV. Creates copycats, and shows that if you commit these crimes you are guaranteed lots of exposure. Go out blazing.

— DaveV 

12. 12. September 17, 2008 11:46 am Link 
Um . . . wow? 

Also, Professor Turchin, you must be a lot of fun at parties, huh? 

. . . wow . . .

— dkp 

13. 13. September 17, 2008 11:54 am Link 
First I’d be willing to bet a paycheck that the yearly results going back that far aren’t apples to today’s apples. Meaning I’d bet the % of the total that went unreported by the NY times has decreased over time causing part of your trend increase. 

Second, I believe I read, from Caldini (sp?), that there is a copy cat sort of impact. Could part of the rise be from the increase in information communicated over time? 

What impact does simple population growth have? Has the density of people increased at all at the point of attack(more targets per square inch)?

This graph looks like it could be correlated with sales of hip hop music as well.

Maybe this has already been cared for – it is a blog post after all. But as it stands this “link” is dubious at best. I think it should come with a warning label.

— Charles 

14. 14. September 17, 2008 11:57 am Link 
I assume that your numbers are corrected for population increase during that time?

— David 

15. 15. September 17, 2008 11:59 am Link 
So there were more rampages in the period from 1930-WWII? And more rampages in the South after the Civil War? And more after the economic panics in the late 19th Century? Or is this ex post facto explanation that doesn’t account for earlier, similar circumstances?

Are rampages being reported more often? For example, it looks like we have a lot of serial killers today, but anyone who has read The Devil in the White City knows they (specifically H.H. Holmes) existed over 100 years ago – and we can’t know the frequency because the era was so different. 

Great historical work about the French Medieval period revealed massive amounts of personal crime, with rape being so frequent we might accurately say it was “common.” 

Not having access to your data sources, why not say that rampages occur at work and school because we no longer have the same outlets for violent rampages as in the past? That is, you can’t just murder some drunks in San Francisco and walk away like you could in the days when that did happen – and then people were supposedly kidnapped and sold onto ships. Maybe you kill at your workplace because you go there a lot these days rather than walk through the streets of a red light district where people disappear frequently and no one cares? And maybe rampages are reported more often.

— jonathan 

16. 16. September 17, 2008 11:59 am Link 
“a new field known as cliodynamics, which attempts to discover general principles that explain the functioning and dynamics of historical societies”

Don’t we call that field “history?”

— Daniel Rosenblatt 

17. 17. September 17, 2008 12:06 pm Link 
Well it certainly makes sense at the common-sense level. Most social actions end up having roots in economic triggers.

And while the cliche tells us that money cannot make us happy – it is perhaps equally true that money can make us UN-happy, both too little and too much can cause stress. 

Of course too little in this context means little-relative-to-others and too much has the same connotation.

So money (or economic well being) is probably not a great satisfier, but a lack of it relative to your peers can certainly be a great DIS-satisfier.

I look forward to the next installment

-Farid
howmanyroads.blogspot.com

— -Farid 

18. 18. September 17, 2008 12:08 pm Link 
I think that your data needs some controls. Have you controlled for:

* Population size? The US population grew from 131.7 million in 1940 to 281.4 million in 2000.

* Region? The NY Times is a national paper that primarily focuses on one of the largest regions in the US. Do your figures focus strictly on the NYC region, or do they include state and national reports too?

* News velocity? In 1946, the time for news to spread from one town to a state/region, and then to become national news could be days or weeks. In 2008 the time can be measured in minutes or seconds.

Personally, I’d put my money on the development of the “If it bleeds, it leads” mentality in news departments.

— Craig 

19. 19. September 17, 2008 12:13 pm Link 
In workplace violence, I would be a cold Coca-Cola that there are two factors at work….

1) In the increasingly global economy, with downsizing and repurposing, employees can no longer “depend” on working for company (and having the company provide for them) over a lifetime. This issue–some “postals” are related to losing jobs–along with the heightened competition (having to do more with less), and receiving less for your work due to “competitive issues,” are all stressors. And when you can’t get ahead…you take heads.

2) It may be part and parcel of a growing distrust of the legal system. Consider, if you kill a child tomorrow, you MIGHT go to trial in a year. And if you are found guilty and sentenced to death, it will likely be AT LEAST a decade before they will execute you…long enough for the grandparents of the child to die, and for people to forget the heat of the moment. That inspires a vigilante approach to justice (and rightfully so–a child killer shouldn’t last a week, let alone 10 years or more). And if a person PERCEIVES injust treatment toward themselves, and realizes that it would take years and millions to fight the corporation, they just take a do-it-yourself approach and blow away the person/persons that they perceive as part of the injustice.

— AaronS 

20. 20. September 17, 2008 12:31 pm Link 
If there was merit to this theory, then you would also see increases in murderous rampages in places where economic hopelessness has really increased like the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. Hasn’t happened there has it? Oh, maybe it has.

— mikelotus 

21. 21. September 17, 2008 12:33 pm Link 
First, I think that the likelihood that the NYT just didn’t cover small town massacres is epsilon. Regardless, if that view is valid ( that NYT simply missed some killings) it’s still a statistically significant sampling and a clear pattern. 

Secondly, Professor Turchin elides the other great societal changes that occurred during the period under scrutiny: the wholesale inclusion of an entirely different gender into the workforce. I don’t think the two strands, stagnant wage pressures and the sudden inclusion of female co-workers, are un-linked. There’s also the very real growth of the black middle class. 

As a young child in the 70’s, my earliest recollection of father getting angry was often, and loudest, at ‘women drivers’… further upheaval occurred when mother wanted to ‘get a job’ (meaning, a corporate job, with corporate responsibilities, not teacher, nurse or secretary…) Yes, anecdotal as these are, I could sense, very young, the pattern emerging out of the narrative. “Breadwinners” were no longer SOLE breadwinners. Prior to WWII a man could work for a corporation his entire career and never face competition from a women, or risk be demoted into capitulation to a women (which is how they saw it…). Maybe there’s a case to be made that some faced sudden and greater exposure to different pheromones… 

That many have largely adjusted to this reality doesn’t mask the stress this may have placed on some and, coupled with the aforementioned wage stresses may have pushed some over the brink.

I think just the general stress of coming to work changed over that period of time as people adjusted to a more diverse workforce and stagnant wages. The generalized anxiety over women in the workforce and (sometimes forced) integration of white and black might simply have been too much for some. I don’t think this derives from particularly sexist and/or racist undercurrents: change is just harder for some people. I think the tendency to romanticize prior experience (rose-colored glasses) may have been contributive as well…

— Petr 

22. 22. September 17, 2008 12:51 pm Link 
I guess your data cannot be used for this question: you need a more secure data source, and I also would suggest an international comparison. For data, data from law enforcement offices would be probably a lot more reliable (I confess I do not know whther these data would be centralized in the USA at the FBI or whther they would be stored at state level or even county level); for comparison, Canada, western europe and Japan immediately come to my mind. Without serious internal and external controls this observation is, I am afraid, essentially worthless, it is just interesting enough to initiate some serious work.

— erik de koster, brussels 

23. 23. September 17, 2008 12:51 pm Link 
@21 – It still all boils down to the stunningly obvious that as people are exposed to more societal pressures — a stagnent economy with more diverse players = higher competition for prime breadwinner spots — these pressures drive the marginally stable over the line into instability. And some of the newly unstable become violent.

— Johnny Mudshark 

24. 24. September 17, 2008 12:58 pm Link 
I don’t think the right approach is to look at population changes but rather changes in population with regards to combat exposure. For instance the phrase “going postal” comes from the large number of postal employees who would go on “rampages”, this in fact had nothing to do with being a postal employee so much as the people hired by the post office. It used to be (and may still be) that the USPS was required to hire wartime veterans how passed the civil service test over civilians who passed. Returning veterans with mental or psychological issues weren’t very employable elsewhere so they ended up with the post office; when they “snapped” the causation appeared to be the post office when in fact it wasn’t. 

The first thing I thought when looking at the graph was that the spikes looked to be following the Gulf War, and as soilders are returning from Iraq, leading me to wonder if it is a combat issue and not a civilian issue. I wonder what percentage of those people had seen combat experience.

— bradkh 

25. 25. September 17, 2008 1:09 pm Link 
The NY Times also reports fewer mass-fatality bus crashes, because there is less need for one- or two-paragraph filler material (page design programs have advanced dramatically over the past 20 years). 

So does this mean there are fewer traffic crashes? No, it means that the NYTimes reporting has changed over the years. 

The dataset is flawed.




