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This study used data from the homicides in Chicago 1965-1995 dataset 

(N=9,340) to examine the relationship between the use of certain types of weapons in 

criminal homicides by gender, race, age, victim-offender relationship, motive, location, 

and changes over time. Differential association and sex-role theory were utilized to 

argue why gender differences would occur in type of weapon used in a homicide. 

Subculture of violence theory was used to emphasize that the place where the homicide 

occurs, the relationship between the victim and offender, motive of the offender, and the 

remaining variables affects the type of weapon used to kill. Significant relationships 

were found for all bivariate analyses performed. The type of weapon used to kill differs 

most by sex of offender, resulting in a moderately strong association. The type of 

weapon used to kill differs least by age of offender and although statistically significant, 

the association between the two is very weak.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION, THEORETICAL BACKGROUND, AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

It is of importance to study all aspects of criminal homicides, in particular the 

types of weapons used in criminal homicides.  Following the path carved out by Marvin 

E. Wolfgang, who conducted a landmark study on patterns in criminal homicide in the 

1950s, criminologists over the past four decades have developed an increasingly 

sophisticated analysis of the interactions that culminate in criminal homicide and the 

patterns formed by the social characteristics of the participants (Wilson, 1993).  

However, the literature that exists specifically on the issue of types of weapons used in 

criminal homicides and sociodemographic and spatial patterns is scarce as well as 

outdated.       

This thesis attempts to explain the use of certain types of weapons in criminal 

homicides by gender, race, age, victim-offender relationship, motive, location, and 

changes over time.  I use differential association theory, formulated by Edwin 

Sutherland (1939), to explain why certain types of weapons may be used to commit 

criminal homicide.  Next, because differential association theory lacks in explaining 

gender differences in types of weapons used to commit criminal homicide, I use sex-

role theory.  Finally, I use Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s (1967) subculture of violence theory 

in an attempt to explain types of weapons used in criminal homicides for the remaining 

variables.      
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In this thesis, I use the homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset to examine if 

the types of weapons used in a criminal homicide depend on the type of person who is 

committing the homicide (gender, age, race, victim-offender relationship).  Additionally, 

this study focuses on the type of weapon used to commit murder and the motive of the 

homicide and the location of the homicide.  Lastly, this thesis explores whether the 

types of weapons used to commit criminal homicide have changed over time.                                   

The first chapter provides an overview of theoretical perspectives on types of 

people who use certain weapons in a criminal homicide and why those people choose 

such weapons.  Next, a review of the existing sociological literature on types of 

weapons used in criminal homicides and the type of people using certain weapons is 

provided.  Chapter 2 describes the study design, population, and sample of this thesis.  

In the third chapter, findings of the study are presented.  Chapter 4 discusses these 

findings and interprets the study results.   

Theoretical Background 

Differential Association 

Sutherland  

 Possibly one of the most popular criminological theories of the 20th century is 

that of differential association formulated by Edwin Sutherland (1939).  According to 

differential association, (social learning theory) criminal behavior is a product of the 

social environment and not an innate characteristic of particular people (Schmalleger, 

2006).  Sutherland’s general theory of differential association asserts that criminal 

behavior is learned in the social environment and that crime is a cultural transmission 
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meaning that crime is transmitted through generations.  The following statements were 

developed by Sutherland (1939) to refer to the process by which a particular person 

comes to engage in criminal behavior:  

1. Criminal behavior is learned. 

2. Criminal behavior is learned in interaction with other person in a process 
of communication. 

3. The principal part of the learning of criminal behavior occurs within 
intimate personal groups. 

4. When criminal behavior is learned, the learning includes (a) techniques of 
committing the crime, which are sometimes very complicated, sometimes 
very simple; (b) the specific direction of motives, drives, rationalizations, 
and attitudes. 

5. The specific direction of motives and drives is learned from definitions of 
the legal codes as favorable or unfavorable. 

6. A person becomes delinquent because of an excess of definitions 
favorable to violation of law over definitions unfavorable to violation of law. 

7. Differential associations may vary in frequency, duration, priority, and 
intensity. 

8. The process of learning criminal behavior by association with criminal and 
anticriminal patterns involves all of the mechanisms that are involved in 
any other learning. 

9. While criminal behavior is an expression of general needs and values, it is 
not explained by those general needs and values (Sutherland, 1939, 81-
82).   

 
 The application of differential association theory can explain why certain types of 

weapons may be used to commit criminal homicide.  For example, if a child is raised by 

parents that use violence to solve conflict may, the child may learn that violence is the 

appropriate course of action to pursue if conflict arises.  Also, if the child observes 

his/her parents using guns, knives, or any other type of weapon to enhance the 

violence, the child may then eventually develop attitudes and rationalizations that 
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violence and use of weapons is an acceptable approach to solve conflict, especially if 

the child observes such behavior on a regular basis.  The child may very well learn 

these same attitudes and rationalizations from peers and other important social 

influences as well as parents.  

By witnessing the use of weapons, the child observes techniques involved in the 

use of such weapons or objects to commit crime and violence in order to solve conflict.  

In the future, as the child matures into an adult and certain situations arise, the adult is 

likely to use weapons to commit crime, in particular homicide.  The adult is also likely to 

have learned techniques of how to operate a gun or simply uses whatever type of 

weapon is available.   

A study conducted in 1986 by Wright and Rossi indicated that male felons, when 

compared to non-criminal males, are much more likely to have come from gun-owning 

backgrounds.  Their findings are consistent with the idea of an American gun culture, 

more precisely, a culture composed of persons and families whose ownership and use 

of firearms are derivative of a shared set of values transmitted through parental 

socialization (Wright & Rossi, 1986).  Evidence in support of differential association 

theory, at least in terms of peer association, was found in Wright and Rossi’s (1986) 

study.  They found that the turning point in the lives of most of these male felons was 

the day they realized that many of the people they hung around with were carrying guns 

themselves rather than when their fathers took them out to teach them how to fire guns.  

These men responded to their peers’ gun ownership by obtaining guns themselves and 

ultimately ended up in prison (Wright & Rossi, 1986).  With that said, it is crucial to state 
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that differential association theory does not explain gender differences in reference to 

using different type of weapons.  This is where sex-role theory comes into effect. 

Sex-Role Theory 

Sex-role theory, although classified as a conflict-based theory rather than 

symbolic interactionism, further explains the social learning process, but includes how 

males and females are socialized differently.  Sex-role theorists posit that male-female 

differences in deviant behavior are not intrinsic, but learned behavior through the 

socialization process.  This is especially true for violent crimes (Flowers, 2003).  Men 

and women are socialized differently as early as birth.  This theoretical school explains 

that male criminality is a product of a socialization process that differs for males and 

females and that creates divergent roles and expectations in their behavioral patterns 

(Flowers, 1989).  In American society, it is a cultural norm for fathers and even mothers 

to teach their sons to be tough and adhere to masculine behavior.  In the United States, 

traditional male roles require men to be aggressive, dominant, tough, and powerful, 

whereas traditional female roles require women to be passive, submissive, nurturing, 

and cooperative (Kendall, 2004).  From this approach, the gap between males’ and 

females’ weapon use, specifically gun, can be explained by differing socialization 

patterns.   

Gender and weapons.  First and foremost, to understand weapon use, childhood 

socialization according to gender by parents and peers must be examined.  As children 

are socialized by their parents, boys and girls are provided with gender-appropriate 

toys.  For example, during childhood socialization, boys are typically given toy guns and 
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cowboy outfits with six-shooters, while girls are provided with kitchen sets complete with 

knives (Kendall, 2004).  As boys are raised, they are socialized towards guns (toys or 

not) and as a result would be more likely to use guns compared to other weapons.  On 

the contrary, women are socialized to be submissive, nurturing, and ladylike, far from 

anything requiring the use of a weapon.  In fact, women are discouraged from using any 

type of weapon as well as using their hands, fist, and feet as weapons.   

In addition to girls being socialized to be passive and nurturing, girls are 

socialized to cook and clean (Kendall, 2004).  As a result, women cook in the kitchen 

where, in general, supplemental amounts of knives are available.  Knives are universal 

items in the kitchen and are used quite often in the process of cooking.  In terms of 

socialization, who does most of the cooking?  Women do most of the cooking.  Although 

women are generally not socialized to use a knife as a weapon, they are socialized to 

use knives to cook.  Accordingly, it is reasonable to conclude that women would be 

more likely than men to use knives to kill because they are socialized towards knives 

rather than guns.   

Additionally, to understand gun use, we must look at guns as a symbol of 

masculinity: of power, force, aggressiveness, decisiveness, deadly accuracy, and cold 

rationality (Strange & Oyster, 2000).  If guns are seen as a symbol of aggression and 

power, and men are socialized to be aggressive and powerful, it is reasonable to 

conclude that men would tend to use guns more often then women.   

Finally, in American culture, it is not as socially acceptable for women to own/use 

guns as it is for men to own/use guns.  Although the social acceptability is increasing in 
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recent times, women owning or using a firearm is still not a cultural norm in American 

society (Kelly, 2004).  Therefore, it seems reasonable to conclude that women would be 

more likely to use an alternative weapon such as a knife to commit criminal homicide 

than a gun.  Additionally, if guns are less likely to be available to women because of 

cultural norms, knives may be the alternative weapon of choice due to mere 

convenience.             

Subculture of Violence 

Wolfgang and Ferracuti 

 Cultural theories are essential to the sociological perspective on violent crime.  

Subcultural theories emphasize the contribution made by variously socialized cultural 

groups to the phenomenon of crime (Schmalleger, 2006).  One of the most widely 

distributed explanations for homicide is the subculture of violence, most fully developed 

by Marvin E. Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti (1967).  A subculture is defined as a 

“cultural subgroup within a larger cultural group,” that originates “when individuals in 

similar circumstances find themselves virtually isolated or neglected by mainstream 

society.  Thus they group together for mutual support….The members of the subculture 

are different from the dominant culture” (Flowers, 2003, 25).  The members of a 

subculture obtain values and preferences different from the dominant culture through a 

process of socialization and cultural transmission (Schmalleger, 2006).   

Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s (1967) primary thesis was that violence is a learned 

form of adaptation to certain problematic life circumstances and that learning to be 

violent takes place within the context of a subcultural surrounding that emphasizes the 
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advantages of violence over other forms of adaptation (Schmalleger, 2006).  As stated 

by Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, 160) “the development of favorable attitudes toward 

violence and its use in a subculture usually involves learned behavior and a process of 

differential learning, association, or identification.”  These learned behaviors are usually 

an effect of such subcultural surroundings and cultural transmission.  In effect, under 

certain circumstances, some subculture’s value system effectively promotes violence 

(Flowers, 2003).  For example, certain groups may provide greater normative support 

for violence in defense of things such as honor, courage, and masculinity than other 

groups (Corzine, Huff-Corzine, & Whitt, 1999).   

Subcultures of violence may also characterize their group with anything that 

glorifies violence such as gun ownership or physical fighting.  However, it is important 

that Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, 161) state, “the use of violence…is not necessarily 

viewed as illicit conduct, and the users do not have to deal with feelings of guilt about 

their aggression.”  Because of cultural transmission, those within a violent subculture 

view using violent behavior as an acceptable solution to conflict and for these members 

violence can easily be a way of life.   

Moreover, according to Wolfgang (1966), the subcultural normative system 

designates that in some types of social interaction, a violent and physically aggressive 

response is either expected or required by all members sharing in that system of values.  

In fact, subcultures of violence expect violence from their members and legitimize it 

when it occurs (Schmalleger, 2006).  It is also important to note that if a subcultural 

group member defies the group by not resorting to violence, that member may actually 
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be punished.  The subcultural group members consider violence as a central tool in 

gaining or losing respect and if respect is lost for a group member, he/she may be 

ostracized as well as become subject to the group members’ use of violence (Wilkinson 

& Fagan, 1996).    

 

Subculture of violence and weapons. 

In reference to weapons, especially guns, Wolfgang (1958) reports that material 

collected in his Philadelphia study could not come to a conclusion that the high number 

of, or easy access to, firearms in this country is causally related to our relatively high 

homicide rate.  Instead, he concluded that the place where the homicide occurred, 

relationship between victim and offender, motives, and other variables, suggest that 

many situations, events, and personalities that converge in a particular way and that 

result in homicide do not depend primarily upon the presence or absence of firearms 

(Wolfgang, 1958).  In other words, Wolfgang (1958) asserts that more than the 

availability of a shooting weapon is involved in homicide.   

From this perspective, ready access to knives and little reluctance to engage in 

physical combat without weapons, or to fight it out, are as important as the availability of 

some sort of gun (Wolfgang, 1958).  According to Wolfgang (1958), there appears to be 

a cultural preference or selection for particular types of methods of inflicting death and 

of weapons used to kill.  Wolfgang (1958, 83) is also sure to state that “the terms 

‘preference’ and ‘selection’ are used to be meant in a general sociological sense and do 

not necessarily and literally mean that deliberate, volitional, and rational choices are 
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made for particular types of methods or weapons to inflict death.”  Rather, the 

subculture of violence perspective implies that individuals are socialized positively or 

negatively toward special objects (Wolfgang, 1958).  The use of a firearm or any other 

type of weapon is dependent upon cultural factors.   

The issue of race and weapons.  The subculture of violence perspective was 

formulated primarily to explain higher homicide rates of blacks versus whites.  

Subcultural theorists have interpreted this marked difference in terms of differing value 

orientations between the races and suggested that unique historical experiences of 

blacks—in particular, the experience of slavery—have led them to adopt a set of values 

relatively conducive to violent behavior (Messner, 1983).  Due to such a subculture of 

violence, Blacks may feel like they need a weapon in anticipation of an attack in order to 

be able to retaliate.  

Using arrest data from St. Louis, Missouri for the crime of carrying a concealed 

weapon in 1958, Schultz (1962) conducted a study to determine why Blacks carry 

weapons.  He found that 70% of Blacks “anticipated attack” and they referred to the 

perception or feeling that one lives in an environment where one is likely to be attacked 

by another Black, at any time, with or without observable provocation.  This concept 

suggests if Blacks have weapons at the time of the attack, the possibility of a homicide 

may be heightened.  If Blacks are part of a subculture, one that is subject to using 

violence to resolve conflict, and have weapons in anticipation of an attack, it is the 

decision to use violence (as part of the subculture) that causes the homicide and not the 

weapon.  The type of weapon that is in possession of the offender is incidental.  Schultz 
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(1962) found that 68% of Blacks carried a loaded pistol, 26% carried a knife, and 6% 

carried a razor in anticipation of an attack.  It appears that if a subculture of violence did 

not exist among Blacks, they would not believe it to be necessary to carry a weapon in 

anticipation of an attack.  Whether or not Blacks carry a weapon for mere protection or 

to intentionally commit a crime, both groups are consciously deciding to use violence to 

solve conflict as a part of their subculture.   

Although very little research has been conducted on Latinos and patterns of 

homicide, the scarce evidence that does exist suggests that the subculture of violence 

theory can be applied to Latinos.  Block (1993) conducted a study that revealed Latino 

homicides to be more likely to be street gang-related, to occur on the street, and to 

involve firearms.  With that said, the subculture of violence perspective can explain why 

Latinos would resort to violence and homicide because they are involved in much more 

gang activity (a subculture known to resort to violence to solve conflict) than Whites are.  

The above studies indicate, possibly, why Blacks and Latinos are more likely to use 

guns to commit criminal homicide than Whites are.  These two groups feel that they 

need weapons, particularly guns, in anticipation of physical attack by members of their 

own group.   

In contrast, Wolfgang (1958) found contradicting results for Blacks and gun use.  

Instead of guns being the preferred weapon used in homicides for Blacks, knives or any 

type of sharp object were found to be the preferred methods of inflicting death.  

According to Wolfgang (1958), it is a cultural tradition among Blacks to carry a 

pocketknife or some other type of cutting or piercing instrument.  He found that using a 
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penknife or switchblade knife was five times more frequent among Blacks than among 

Whites (Wolfgang, 1958).  Moreover, among Whites (particularly White males), 

Wolfgang (1958) contended that beating by fists, feet, or blunt instruments was the 

culturally preferred method of inflicting death.  A direct physical assault with fists or feet 

is over three times more frequent among Whites than among Blacks (Wolfgang, 1958).   

Age and weapon use.  A subculture of violence perspective asserts that those 

committing homicide are doing so because they believe it to be socially acceptable to 

use violence to solve conflict or to create violence to maintain status within the group 

(Wolfgang & Ferracuti, 1967).  Attitudes towards violence change with age, especially if 

one is a part of a subculture of violence.  Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, 159) assert, 

“the subcultural ethos of violence may be shared by all ages in a subsociety, but this 

ethos is most prominent in a limited age group, ranging from late adolescence to middle 

age.”  Those who are young seek reinforcement from others for their ego.  For his 

commitment to these values of violence, he comes to play games of conflict within his 

own subcultural value groups.  The prescribed rules for street fighting are more deadly 

quarrels with weapons of knives, fists, and now more predominantly, guns (Wolfgang & 

Ferracuti, 1967).     

Moreover, a decision to kill is easier and safer to implement with a gun than with 

other commonly available weapons.  There is less danger of effective victim resistance 

during the attack, and the killing can be accomplished more quickly and impersonally, 

with less sustained effort than is usually required with a knife or blunt object, or with a 

beating (Cook, 1983).  Since age is highly correlated with strength and robustness 
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(Cook, 1983), it would make sense that those who are younger or older and have less 

physical strength would use a gun because it would require less physical effort.    

Victim-offender relationship and weapon use.  The importance of the relationship 

between the victim and offender has been recognized for quite some time now.  

However, it is not as widely recognized whether the victim-offender relationship affects 

the type of weapon utilized to commit criminal homicide.  When studies are conducted 

to study the victim-offender relationship, the most common approach to categorizing the 

victim-offender relationship is family/intimates, acquaintance, and stranger.  The 

assumption behind the victim-offender relationship and type of weapon utilized is that 

more impulsively chosen contact weapons would be used in primary homicides 

(intimate partners) whereas firearms, with their greater lethality potential, would prevail 

in secondary relationships (stranger and acquaintance) (Drawdy & Myers, 2004).   

From a subculture of violence perspective, the type of weapon used would 

depend on the intent.  A subculture of violence group would use violence to solve 

conflict or also to create conflict (possibly to gain respect from other members).  

Therefore, the intent of who to kill would determine the weapon.  As Cook (2000, 56) 

states, “The task determines the tool.”  The most effective weapon for launching a 

deadly attack or for generating a convincing threat of deadly attack is typically a gun.  

For crimes such as murders that typically involve planning and preparation, the 

perpetrator will have some time to arm himself adequately with the proper weapon 

(Cook, 1983).  If the intent of the offender is to kill, he/she is most likely to use a gun to 
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ensure death.  From this approach, the killing of a stranger most often by guns makes 

sense.   

The same is often true for acquaintance relationships.  Acquaintances may know 

each other, but not be intimately tied such as close family members.  For example, 

acquaintances may know of each other from going to the grocery store or seeing each 

other briefly on the school’s campus, but may not know each other on a personal level.  

Because guns allow attack to occur from a distance and do not require intimate 

interaction, they may be the ideal weapon to use to kill, especially if the intent to kill is 

determined prior to the attack.  Again, the intent would develop from the person’s 

attitude toward violence. 

However, there is not always intent to kill when a murder occurs.  Sometimes for 

intimate partners, intense arguments can result in a fatality.  However, the fact that 

violence is being used to solve conflict is synonymous with the subculture of violence 

theory.  Violence is occurring because of the offender’s belief and attitude that it is 

acceptable to use violence against his/her partner and to resolve the argument.  In 

situations such as a lover’s quarrel, there is no time for weapon preparation.  There may 

be some reliability in the assumption that contact weapons are used more often for 

intimate partner homicides.  Personal contact implies what is often more spontaneous—

grabbing whatever is at hand (Decker, 1993).  Several intimate partner homicides occur 

during a lover’s quarrel.  Because purposive effort is required to find, prepare, and fire 

the gun, it is often more opportune to use objects within one’s grasp, such as knives, 
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blunt objects, or one’s own hands (Decker, 1993).  Nevertheless, the offender’s intent is 

a major determinant of his choice of weapons (Cook, 1983). 

Motives and weapon use.  The types of weapons used to commit criminal 

homicide by motive have scarcely been examined.  More commonly, motives and 

victim-offender relationships have been studied.  Typically, motives are operationalized 

by expressive, instrumental, or both.  Expressive offenses are often unplanned acts of 

anger, rage, or frustration, which include, but are not limited to, arguments, brawls, 

domestic disputes, romantic triangles, youth gang killings, and other interpersonal 

disputes.  These are expressive acts because the primary motivation is the violence 

itself (Miethe and Regoeczi, 2004).  Prior research indicates that the motive for an 

intimate partner homicide is most likely to be expressive in nature (Decker, 1993).  

These acts of violence are often spontaneous.   

Quite the opposite, instrumental offenses are those conducted for explicit, future 

goals such as to acquire money or improve one’s social position.  Instrumental offenses 

are also those that are committed during the commission of another felony, more 

commonly known as felony homicide.  Such instrumental crimes are robbery, rape, 

burglary, arson, and some drug related offenses.  These crimes are classified in this 

manner because the violence is the presumed means to achieve the primary goal such 

as money, drugs, and possessions (Miethe and Regoeczi, 2004).  Several studies have 

revealed that the distribution of instrumental homicides is highest for stranger homicides 

(Decker, 1993).  These acts of violence typically require preparation and are less often 

spontaneous.       
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 If it is true that instrumental crimes usually require some sort of preparation, then 

it would make sense that those offenders with instrumental motives are more likely to 

utilize a gun to commit criminal homicide.  A gun has a number of characteristics that 

make it superior to other readily available weapons for use in violence crime: even in 

the hands of a weak and unskilled assailant, a gun can be used to kill.  Because of what 

a firearm represents, the mere display of a gun communicates a highly effective threat.  

The use of a gun also provides the offender the opportunity to kill from a distance 

without much risk of effective counterattack by the victim, and the killing can be 

completed quickly without sustained effort and in relatively impersonal fashion (Cook, 

1983).   

Moreover, the increasing share of homicide victimizations motivated by 

instrumental concerns is believed to influence weapon preference.  The gun is most 

often preferred for the instrumental motive (Rose & McClain, 1990).  “The task 

determines the tool,” (Cook, 1983, 56) as previously stated, indicates that if, for 

example, the task is to rob a bank (instrumental motive), the use of a gun is most likely.  

The probability of success for a would-be robber, rapist, and/or murderer is maximized 

by the presence or use of a gun compared to the use of a knife or a blunt object (Cook, 

1983).  Again, the subculture of violence perspective would argue that a member of 

such a group has been socialized towards attitudes in favor of utilizing violence or crime 

because that is what the group values.  Crime and violence are cultural norms of the 

group.  If the motive were to rob a bank, the most likely weapon of choice would be a 



 

 
17 

 
 

firearm because individuals generally choose what they perceive to be the most 

effective tool for the task at hand (Rose & McClain, 1990).   

In contrast, if a quarrel occurred between a couple and resulted in a physical 

fight, the motive would be classified as expressive because the primary goal of the 

crime was the violence itself.  As discussed above, intimate partners tend to use 

personal contact weapons (knives, blunt objects, hands/fist/feet) in reaction to a quarrel 

or physical fight.  Therefore, the motive would be expressive in nature, resulting in the 

motive affecting the type of weapon used to commit the criminal homicide.   

Location of the homicide and weapon use.  Another relationship that has rarely 

been studied is the location of the homicide by type of weapon used.  This relationship 

is significant to study because the location of the homicide may reveal cultural 

preferences about the offender.  Few studies that have been conducted have found that 

most homicide offenses by use of guns occur either outdoors in the streets or in the 

home.  Such results indicate that availability of weapons may somewhat play a role in 

type of weapon used to kill.  However, a subculture of violence perspective would argue 

that to be in possession of a firearm in the street would indicate a cultural norm of a 

subgroup.  In fact, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, 298) state, “the carrying of knives or 

other protective devices (guns) becomes a common symbol of willingness to participate 

in violence, to expect violence, and to be ready to retaliate against it.”  Obviously, not 

just anyone carries a firearm around with him or her and especially not carrying a 

firearm around in the street.  Additionally, the dominant, non-violent culture does not 
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typically hang around on the streets.  Homicides that occur on the streets by gunfire 

would indicate to a subculture of violence theorist that something more is happening.   

Tardiff et al. (1995) provide a prime example of those involved in a subculture of 

violence.  “The new homicide involves young males spending most of their time on the 

streets in urban ghettos, armed with semiautomatic weapons.  They kill each other 

because of minor disputes in which they feel disrespected, because of gang affiliations, 

or over drug dealing.  Sometimes, strangers are killed accidentally or purposely during 

robberies” (Tardiff et al., 1995, 16).  This example portrays how certain lifestyles and 

cultural values affect the location of the homicide and in turn, affect the type of weapon 

used to commit the homicide.  If those involved in criminal gangs were not a part of that 

subculture then they would not be on the streets committing criminal homicides with 

firearms.  Subsequently, criminal homicides would tend to occur elsewhere if the violent 

group either did not exist or gathered in another location.   

In addition, the street as a location of homicide compared to the home poses 

more of a risk of threat and/or injury/death.  Consequently, such a group feels that they 

must possess a powerful weapon such as a gun instead of a knife or blunt object.  From 

the subculture of violence approach, it makes sense that criminal homicides committed 

by firearms are more likely to occur on the street than in the home.  It is also important 

to note that the same examples could be applied to those criminal homicides committed 

by firearms in a tavern or in a vehicle.  

Changes in weapon use over time.  One of the more common analyses out of all 

of the relationships presented is the change in the types of weapons used over time.  
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Analysis of trends of weapon use in the 1970s reveals a sudden increase in criminal 

homicides by firearms.  Cook (1983, 52) suggests, “One possible cause is the increased 

availability of guns during the past fifteen years.  Additionally, according to Cook (1983, 

51), “the postwar ‘baby boom’ cohorts have been responsible for an extraordinarily rapid 

increase in violent crime rates.”   

In the 1970s, the Baby Boom cohort would have been in the primary age group 

to commit homicide.  In addition, the increase of available firearms would have easily 

supplied those in the primary youth age group of those who commit homicide.  A 

subculture of violence perspective would assert that a certain age group (specifically 

youth) is more likely to be a part of a subculture of violence and the carrying of a 

weapon such as a gun is a “symbol of willingness to participate in violence” (Wolfgang, 

1966, 6).  Consequently, the Baby Boom cohort would result in more people fitting into 

the youth age group in the 1970s, resulting in more people involved in a subculture of 

violence and thus leading to an increase in carrying firearms.    
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Literature Review 

 The use of firearms in US homicides rose from 55% of cases in 1964 to 70% in 

1993 (Gall & Lucas, 1996).  According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform 

Crime Reporting program (2007) reported that even as recently as 2006, almost 70% of 

criminal homicides were committed by use of a gun.  Determining if the types of 

weapons used to inflict death differ by gender, age, race, victim-offender relationship, 

motive, and location is important for policy makers to determine what (if any) gun control 

laws should be implemented.  Several studies have examined the relationship between 

gun availability and homicide risk in relation to sociodemographic characteristics.  Other 

studies have examined sociodemographic characteristics of victims of homicide by 

guns.  However, there are few studies that examine the relationship between an 

exhaustive list of weapons used in criminal homicides in relation to sociodemographic 

characteristics of the offender.   

In addition, few researchers study if the type of weapon used in a criminal 

homicide is affected by the motive and/or the location of the homicide.  Lastly, the use 

of different types of weapons to inflict death over time has been examined, but it is 

important to continue this line of inquiry because such data indicate to policy makers 

what types of policies to implement.  To determine if any existing laws should be 

changed or if any new laws need to be implemented, it is vital to know what types of 

weapons are decreasing or increasing in use.  Without such data, how could gun 

regulators implement new laws?  Alternatively, how could they eliminate irrelevant gun 

laws?   
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 As previously stated, Wolfgang brought to light the importance of patterns in 

criminal homicide.  Wolfgang collected data on 588 victims of homicides and 621 

homicide offenders in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from years of 1948 to 1952.  The 

purpose of his research was to determine if there were significant differences among 

races and ages, and between sexes in respect to criminal homicide.  He also sought to 

examine if methods or weapons used to inflict death differed by motive, victim-offender 

relationship, and location as well as if there were any cultural differences for particular 

types of weapons.  His unexpected findings are the basis for much of the criminological 

research and literature that now exists and are the basis for his theory of subculture of 

violence. 

 

Sociodemographic characteristics. 

 Gender.  Wolfgang (1958) found that men are approximately 16% more likely to 

use guns in a criminal homicide when compared to women.  In contrast, Wolfgang 

found that women are actually about 32% more likely to use stabbing methods in 

criminal homicides when compared to men.  It is also of importance to note that he 

found that men are about nine times more likely to beat a victim to death than women.   

 An additional study found similar results.  Jason, Flock, and Tyler (1983) 

analyzed data on primary homicides that occurred from 1976 to 1979 in the United 

States by using data collected by the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime 

Reporting Program.  In relation to weapons used, they found that male offenders used a 

higher proportion of guns and a smaller proportion of knives than did female offenders, 
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except when the victim was a white male (Jason et al., 1983).  To explain the higher 

frequency of male gun use compared to female gun use, sex-role theory would posit 

that men are universally regarded as being more willing than women to inflict injury on 

others (Kleck & McElrath, 1991) and that men are socialized towards guns, while 

women are socialized towards knives.  With that stated, men therefore should be more 

likely than women to use a more lethal weapon such as a gun to inflict death.  Lastly, 

information about other types of weapons (i.e. blunt object) used to commit homicides in 

relation to sex of offender is not provided throughout the literature.    

 Race.  When Wolfgang (1958) examined race in relation to type of weapon used 

to commit criminal homicide he only studied Whites and Blacks.  He excluded Latinos, 

Asians, and other racial/ethnic groups.  Even to date, there is scant material about 

Latinos, Asians, and other racial/ethnic groups in reference to their weapon use in 

criminal homicides.  Nonetheless, Wolfgang (1958) found interesting results in that 

Blacks were actually more likely to use knives than guns to commit homicide.  His 

results compared to current data further enhance the perspective of subculture of 

violence and distinguishes how types of weapons used to commit homicide have 

evolved among races.  Wolfgang’s (1958) Philadelphia study revealed that 

approximately 44% of Blacks used stabbing as a method to kill, while only about 18% of 

Whites used stabbing as a method to kill.  Perhaps for Blacks, the cultural preference 

from knife use to gun has changed due to weapon effectiveness.  Guns are more 

effective and the offender, at least in instrumental motives, will choose the most efficient 

weapon, most likely being a firearm.     
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 For use of a gun to kill, Wolfgang (1958) found that approximately 34% of Blacks 

and about 29% of Whites shot their victims.  However, Block (1975) conducted a study 

of homicide in Chicago over a 9-year period and found that the use of guns in homicides 

clearly and consistently increased over the 9-year period and that almost 100% of Black 

males accounted for the excess increase in offenders using guns.  Block’s (1975) 

results indicate that Blacks have significantly increased their gun use in criminal 

homicides, which contradict Wolfgang’s (1958) findings.     

Conversely, Zimring (1968) found differing results from that of Wolfgang.  

Zimring’s (1968) study indicates that Whites and Blacks use firearms and knives in 

about the same proportions.  Sixty percent of Black males and 59% of White males 

used guns to kill.  For women, 40% of Blacks and 50% of Whites used firearms to inflict 

death.  However, the results are interesting because even though Zimring’s (1968) 

sample size is smaller than Wolfgang’s sample size, Zimring’s sample included 78% of 

Blacks, while Wolfgang’s consisted of 75% of Blacks.  Zimring found virtually no 

difference between Blacks and Whites in relation to gun or knife use in homicides, while 

Wolfgang found significant differences.  The results of these two contradictory studies 

indicate that something else is playing a role.  These conflicting results may be due to 

differing time periods in which the studies were conducted and possibly because the 

rate of gun use severely increased by 1965.   

 However, between races of White and Black, Whites’ preference to use beatings 

to kill seems to have remained constant over time.  Wolfgang (1958) found that about 

42% of Whites beat their victims to death, while only approximately 17% of Blacks 
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utilized the beating method to inflict death.  However, additional data in the area of race 

and use of other types of weapons is very limited.  Finally, data on Latinos and type of 

weapons used to kill is virtually non-existent and further research must be conducted.     

Age.  Wolfgang (1958) observed a general relationship between age of offender 

and use of particular weapons.  He found that pistol or revolver use was most common 

among those under 20 years of age and those over age 50.  Wolfgang (1958, 89) states 

that “it may be that offenders under 20 years of age and those over 50 require (as do 

women who slay men) some weapon to maintain distance between themselves and 

their victims, and to offset their limited physical power when involved in an episode of 

violence.”   

Another study conducted by Kratcoski and Walker (1988) revealed that 60% of 

those ages 5 to 14 and 89% of those age 60 or older used a firearm to commit criminal 

homicide.  Now it is important to state that Wolfgang (1958) found those between ages 

20-29, who are in their physical prime, had the highest frequency for beatings to inflict 

death.  From Wolfgang’s analyses, a relationship can be seen between age of offender 

and type of weapon used. 

 

The victim-offender relationship. 

 One of the only studies conducted on the victim-offender relationship and type of 

weapon used to murder found no significant relationship.  Drawdy and Myers (2004) 

operationalized their weapon variable into three categories: firearm, contact, and 

combination.  When comparing firearm and contact weapons, they found that firearms 
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were the most commonly used weapon choice for both relationship categories.  Their 

findings are contrary to the assumption that more impulsively chosen contact weapons 

would be used in primary relationships, whereas firearms would be the predominant 

weapon of choice in secondary relationship homicides (Drawdy & Myers, 2004).  

However, a critique of Drawdy and Myers’ (2004) study is that they combined many 

disparate contact weapons (e. g. knives/sharp object, blunt instruments, and using 

one’s own hands, fist, or feet).  However, due to Drawdy and Myers’ (2004) small 

sample size (N=57), separate categories for contact weapons may not have been 

possible.  Different findings might have prevailed if the sample size were larger and if 

contact weapons could have been separated into their own distinguished categories. 

 In addition, other studies have found that guns are the primary agent used to kill, 

but they vary according to gender and marital status (Campbell, Glass, Sharps, 

Laughon, & Bloom, 2007).  According to data from the Supplementary Homicide 

Reports (SHR) from 1990-2002, guns are used to kill ex-husbands and ex-wives more 

often than they are used to kill current spouses.  Approximately 87% of ex-husbands 

and 78% of ex-wives are killed with guns, while only about 70% of husbands and 68% 

of wives are killed with firearms.  In contrast, boyfriends (46%) and girlfriends (57%) are 

killed least often with guns (as cited in Campbell et al., 2007). 

 Conversely, Block and Christakos (1995) found that the most frequent weapons 

used in intimate partner homicides from 1965-1993 were knives (37%) and 

nonautomatic handguns (35%).  Like previous studies, Block and Christakos (1995) 

also found that the type of weapon used in Chicago intimate homicides varied according 
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to the offender’s gender.  Only about 22% of males used a knife to kill a female partner, 

while over 50% of women utilized a knife to murder a male partner.  These data support 

the notion that intimate partners are more likely to use contact weapons such as a knife 

rather than using a gun, which is considered impersonal.   

 

Motive. 

 Wolfgang (1958) also conducted a portion of his research on the motive of the 

criminal homicide, but he did not include type of weapon used in relation to motive.   

However, using Chicago data, Zimring (1968) conducted a study that did examine the 

relationship between motive and type of weapon used.  Using motives of criminal 

homicide as established by Chicago police, Zimring (1968) found that people involved in 

general domestic altercations (expressive motive) were shot 21% of the time, while 25% 

were stabbed.  These findings are similar, although not terribly significant, to the belief 

that those intimately involved are more likely to kill using contact weapons such as a 

knife.  Interestingly, no difference between the use of a gun or knife to kill during the 

commission of an armed robbery was found.  Zimring (1968) found that 9% of victims 

were shot and 9% of victims were stabbed during the commission of an armed robbery.  

These results do not support the statement provided by Rose and McClain (1990, 215), 

which was “the gun is most often preferred for the instrumental motive.”  It is also of 

importance to note that the number of offenders per victim is not provided in Zimring’s 

(1986) research study, meaning that more than one offender may have been involved in 

the killing of each victim.  Lastly, as for sexual assault as the motive, 12% of victims 
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were killed by methods other than a gun or knife.  Seven percent of sexual assault 

murder victims were stabbed and only 2% were shot.  The results seem to support the 

thought that sexual assault homicides are less likely to be committed with guns or 

knives. 

Other than mentioning that the increasing share of homicide victimizations 

motivated by instrumental concerns is believed to influence weapon preference and that 

the gun is most often preferred for the instrumental motive, Rose and McClain (1990) 

did not provide any empirical evidence.  However, based on the information provided by 

Cook (1983), the fact that the use of a gun provides the offender the opportunity to kill 

from a distance, such as in an armed robbery, their conclusion appears to be legitimate.  

Nonetheless, further research must be performed before a conclusion can be 

determined.   

 

Location. 

 Once more, the type of weapon used in relation to the location of the criminal 

homicide has rarely been studied.  Nevertheless, one study conducted by Tardiff et al. 

(1995) focused on such a relationship.  Tardiff et al. (1995) collected data from the chief 

medical examiner in New York City between the years 1990 and 1991 on 4,486 

homicides.  They found that firearms were the cause of death for approximately 80% of 

those that occurred on the streets, while only about 50% of the time firearms were used 

to inflict death in the home (Tardiff et al., 1995).   
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Change in types of weapons used over time. 

First, as discussed earlier, the Baby Boom cohort has been responsible for an 

extraordinarily rapid increase in violent criminal acts.  The police-reported number of 

criminal homicide doubled between 1965 and 1974 (Cook, 1983).  Figure 1 illustrates a 

frequency distribution for homicides by weapon type from 1976 to 2005.  Frequencies 

are provided due to rates not being provided by the Bureau of Justice Statistics.  

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) (2007), the use of firearms to commit 

criminal homicide increased from just below 12,000 in 1976 to barely over 14,000 in 

1981.  In addition, from 1976 to 1981, as gun use increased, the use of knives to 

commit criminal homicides steadily increased as well, which is opposite of what other 

data indicate.  Approximately 3,300 knives were used to kill in 1976 and steadily 

increased to about 4,400 until 1981.  Lastly, for the period of 1976 to 1981, the use of 

blunt objects as weapons used to kill also steadily increase from 912 in 1976 to 1,153, 

in 1981.  Essentially as the number of murders increased, the use of all three categories 

of weapons increased as well.   

Second, in 1982, murders by firearms decreased to 12,638 and steadily 

decreased until 1986, where they leapt from 11,138 to 12,180.  Knife use, on the other 

hand, remained rather steady until 1984 where a decrease of about 300 can be seen 

and did not increase again until 1986.  Also until 1986, the use of blunt objects as 

murder weapons remained steady (BJS, 2007).  During this time period, both guns and 

knives increase in use to commit murder, while the use of blunt objects minimally 

fluctuated.   
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Third, from 1986 to 1988, use of firearms, knives, and blunt objects all fluctuated 

with only differences for each one being a few hundred cases.  While knife use tended 

to decrease during this time, gun and blunt object use fluctuated at a minimum.  It is in 

1989 when the rampant increase of homicides by firearms begins.  A massive increase 

of almost 4,000 murders by firearm can be seen from 1989 to 1993.  In 1993, 17,075 

victims were murdered by a firearm, compared to 1989, when 13,422 victims of murder 

by use of a gun.  It is during this period where a decrease in knife use in relation to 

firearm use can be seen.  In 1989, approximately 4,000 knives were used to kill 

compared to only about 3,000 knives being used to kill in 1993.  Again, uses of blunt 

objects from 1989 to 1993 remain steady, but with a noticeable decrease beginning in 

1992 (BJS, 2007).  Essentially, from 1989 to 1993, as gun use increased, use of a blunt 

object tended to decrease.  It is during this time that the use of a knife to kill tended to 

vary.  

Fourth, from 1994 to 2001, an incredible decrease of about 6,000 cases in 

criminal homicides by firearm can be noticed.  Approximately 16,000 criminal homicides 

by gun occurred in 1994, while only about 10,000 criminal homicides by firearm 

occurred in 2001.  Additionally, a decrease in knife use can be observed from 1994 to 

2001.  In 1994, roughly 3,000 criminal homicides were committed with knives, while in 

2001, only about 2,000 knives were used to kill.  As for blunt objects being used as a 

murder weapon during this period, a steady decrease occurs beginning in 1992 and 

continues until 2005.  Just under a 1,000 murders were committed by use of a blunt 

object in 1992, and decreased all the way down to 671 in 2005 (BJS, 2007).  During the 
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time of 1994 to 2001, murders by all three types of weapons decreased due to the 

overall decrease in homicides.   

Finally, in 2002, use of a firearm to commit criminal homicide crept up to almost 

8,300 from 7,900 in 2001.  The use of a gun to kill fluctuates from 2001 until 2005.  

Ultimately, in 2005, firearms were used to murder approximately 8,500 people.  For 

knife use to kill, a small increase of about 130 cases can be seen from 2001 to 2005.  

From 2001 to 2005, as the use of knives to kill increased, the use of blunt objects 

tended to decrease.  The use of a gun, during this time, fluctuated modestly.  As the 

data indicate, it is obvious that the majority of offenders utilize a firearm to commit 

criminal homicide and most likely they will continue to do so (BJS, 2007).  In addition, it 

of importance to note data on use personal weapons used to commit criminal homicide.  

Data provided by the FBI-UCR indicates that the use of personal weapons (i.e. hands, 

fist, feet) decreased minimally from 954 in 2002 to 833 in 2006.  Lastly, the use of arson 

to kill has fluctuated modestly between 2002 and 2006, with only 115 murdered by use 

of arson in 2006.   
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution for homicides by weapon type, 1976-2005. 

Note. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2007. 
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Research questions. 

 Although remarkable data exists for patterns in criminal homicides, the existing 

data lacks inclusion of additional weapons.  Additionally, existing literature including 

spatial characteristics such as the motive and location of the homicide, is far and few 

between.  Finally, the existing literature is outdated.  As a result, this thesis explores the 

following research questions.   

1. Does the type of weapon used in a homicide differ by gender, race and/or age?   

2. Does the victim-offender relationship (i.e. intimate partner, stranger, or 
acquaintance) play a role in the type of weapon used?   

3. Does the type of weapon used in a homicide differ by the motive of the murder? 

4. Does the location of the homicide determine the type of weapon used?  

5.  Do weapons used in homicides differ over time?   
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CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to determine if weapons used in homicides differ by 

the following variables: gender, race, age, victim-offender relationship, motive, and 

location of the homicide.  In addition, this study seeks to determine if the type of weapon 

used has differed over four decades (1965-1995).  Previous research is scarce, but 

does indicate that there are differences between some variables, but not all.  However, 

such indicative data are outdated and a new study is needed to determine if previous 

relationships still exist or if previous non-existing relationships now exist.   

Study Design  

 To answer my research questions, the repeated cross-sectional Chicago 

Homicide Dataset (CHD) was utilized and was downloaded from the Inter-university 

Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR).  This dataset is one of the 

largest ever collected, using all police investigation files in Chicago, on violence in the 

United States and contains detailed information on every homicide that occurred in 

Chicago from 1965 to 1995 except those classified as justifiable.  Justifiable homicides 

are not included because they are not considered crimes.   

The CHD contains all murders known to the Chicago police from 1965, with 

considerable information about each murder.  It is based on the Murder Analysis Report 

(MAR) maintained by the Crime Analysis Unit of the Chicago Police Department (CPD).  

It includes all homicides known to the police, not only those where an offender is 
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apprehended and convicted, but also homicides that never end in arrest (for example, 

homicide-suicides), homicides that are later determined to have been justifiable at the 

prosecutorial or court level, and homicides where the offender is eventually found not 

guilty.  Because the CHD includes murders known to the police, it does not contain 

cases of concealed death, unless the death was later discovered.  However, when such 

cases are discovered, even years after the death, they are added to the CHD (Block & 

Block, 1998).   

The type of weapon coded in the CHD is the weapon the actually caused the 

death.  The cause of death can be found in the MAR as stated by the Medical Examiner 

of Cook County.  For example, in cases where there was no weapon, the specific 

means of death, such as strangulation, "hands and feet" (beating), or "thrown from a 

height" is coded (Block & Block, 1998). 

Additionally, although participants in this research study are homicide victims or 

homicide offenders, certain measures were taken by the primary researchers of the 

Chicago Homicide dataset to ensure anonymity and confidentiality of the victim and the 

offender.  In order to ensure such anonymity and confidentiality, the day of injury and 

the day of death of the homicide were left out of the dataset and a special request form 

is required in order to obtain such information.  In addition, the primary researchers 

coded the age variable into ordinal categories in order to help maintain anonymity for 

the victims and offenders.  
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Population and Sample 

The principal investigators for the CHD constructed two datasets: one is victim-

level data and the other is offender-level.  Both datasets contain variables for the victim 

and offender.  Although the unit of analysis for this research is the individual (offender), 

victim-level data were utilized.  Offender-level variables are provided within the victim-

level data and were utilized in the analyses.  The purpose for using victim-level data is 

that in this research study only one offender and one victim per case was analyzed.  In 

multiple offender homicides, the weapon used is not tied to a specific offender.  In 

addition, for those homicides with more than one victim involved per offender, the type 

of weapon used may differ.  Therefore, those cases that involved more than one 

offender and more than one victim were removed in order to eliminate possible biases 

such as repeated data.   

Additionally, for victim-offender relationship, only those classified as intimate 

partners, strangers, and acquaintances are included in the analyses because they can 

be classified as homogeneous groups.  As a result, if the victim-offender relationship 

was classified as family member (other than intimates), they were not included.  

Because there can be different types of family member relationships (e.g. father/son, 

uncle/niece, mother/grandson, etc.), eliminating family members (other than intimates) 

was done to account for the exact type of relationship.  In addition, those victim-offender 

relationships classified as friends were excluded because friends are a very 

heterogeneous group.  For instance, friendships range from extremely close to very 

casual.  Lastly, if those classified as friends were divided into smaller subgroups to 
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account for casual or close friendships, those smaller subgroups would still be too 

heterogeneous, as well as the frequencies being too small.  For purposes of this study, 

friends and family relationships were excluded to restrict the analyses to more 

homogeneous groups such as intimate partners, acquaintances, and strangers.  After 

multiple offender, multiple victim, friends and family relationship cases were removed, 

the victim-level dataset contained 9,718 cases.   

Variables 

Variables used from the dataset to conduct analyses for this research study are 

weapon, sex, race, age, victim-offender relationship, motive, location of the homicide, 

and changes in types of weapons used over time.   

Weapon.  Weapon is a dependent variable recoded so that gun (types of guns 

included: automatic, handgun non-automatic, rifle non-automatic, shotgun non-

automatic, and unknown firearms) is equal to one.  Knife or sharp object is equal to two, 

club/blunt object is equal to three, fists/hands/feet are equal to four, and other is equal 

five (see Appendix A for exhaustive list of weapons categorized as other).  In addition, 

arson was collapsed into the other weapon category due to extremely low frequencies 

in comparison with the remaining types of weapons.   

Sex of offender.  Sex is an independent, dichotomous variable coded so that one 

equals male and two equals female.   

Race of offender.  Race is an independent variable used as provided in the dataset.  

Races that are included in the dataset are White non-Latino, Black non-Latino, Latino, 
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and Asian/other.  White non-Latino is coded to equal one, Black non-Latino is coded to 

equal two, Latino is coded to equal three, and Asian/other is coded to equal four.   

Age of offender.  Age is an independent variable recoded from eighteen categories 

down to seven.  Nineteen and under was given a value of one, 20-29 was given a value 

of two, 30-39 was given a value of three, 40-49 was given a value of four, and 50 and 

above was given a value of five. 

Victim-offender relationship.  Victim-offender relationship is an independent variable 

created so that only those classified as intimates, strangers, or acquaintances are 

included.  Intimate partner relationship were coded to equal one, stranger relationships 

were coded to equal two, and acquaintance relationships were coded to equal three. 

Motive.  Motive is an independent variable used as provided in the original dataset 

except those classified as other, no information, and both instrumental and expressive 

were collapsed into one category due to low frequencies.  Fight/brawl is a motive that is 

coded to equal one.  A fight/brawl was coded if an altercation in which both the intended 

victim and the offender participated (e.g., street gang fight, barroom brawl, domestic 

fight, bystander kill in crossfire).   

The motive coded as other expressive is equal to two.  An other expressive motive 

was coded if the offender’s immediate and primary goal was to hurt, kill, or maim either 

the actual victim or someone else.  This may include spouse abuse, child abuse, elder 

abuse, revenge or retaliation (saving “face” or honor), arson to injure or for revenge, 

hate killings (gay bashing, racial killings), random killings (firing a gun into the street), 

murder-suicide, mental disorder, bystander killed by accident.  If the choice was unclear 
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to the investigators of the data collection whether to code the incident fight/brawl (1) or 

to code the incident as other expressive (2), two was coded.   

The motive coded as instrumental is equal to three.  An instrumental motive was 

coded if the offender’s immediate and primary goal was to obtain money or property 

(e.g., robbery, burglary, attempted theft, blackmail, deceptive practice, insurance fraud, 

arson for profit, contract killing, ransom, drug business, organized crime).  If the 

homicide ever involved drug selling/business, instrumental was always coded.   

The motive coded as sexual assault is coded to equal four.  Sexual assault was 

coded if the offender’s goal was sexual assault of any kind, regardless of the sex of the 

victim.   

Lastly, those classified as other, no information, and both instrumental and 

expressive are coded to equal five.  Those motives classified as other include mercy 

killings (euthanasia), medical maltreatment (e.g., malpractice, illegal abortion), suicide 

pact, offender actively escaping apprehension by police or security guard, witness or 

informant of crime is killed in retaliation, and victim was killed while interceding in a 

felony.  Lack of information on the offender’s motive in classified as no information.  If 

motive was determined to have both an expressive and instrumental motive, both 

instrumental and expressive are coded.   

Location of the homicide.  Location of the homicide is an independent variable used 

as provided in the original dataset except those classified as vehicle and public 

transportation were collapsed into one category, again, due to low frequencies.  Hotel, 

indoor in another residence, and indoor in a public place were collapsed into a single 
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category due to low frequencies and was simply categorized as indoors.  Additionally, 

street and outdoors were collapsed into one category simply labeled outdoors because 

of low frequencies.  Home is coded to equal one.  Indoors is coded to equal two.  

Tavern is coded to equal three.  Vehicle and Public transportation were coded to equal 

four.  Lastly, outdoors is coded to equal five.     

Time.  Time is an independent variable recoded so that differences over four 

decades can be analyzed.  The years 1965-1969 was given a value of one, 1970-1979 

was given a value of two, 1980-1989 was given a value of three, and 1990-1995 was 

given a value of four.     

Statistical Methods 

 To conduct analyses for this research study, SPSS 14.0 was utilized.  Syntax 

was used throughout the research process in order to recode variables and to conduct 

the analyses.  Due to the variables’ level of measurement being nominal or ordinal, chi-

square tests of statistical significance were performed.  In addition, Cramer’s V was the 

measure of association used. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FINDINGS 

Missing Cases 

 After employing the listwise deletion method for missing cases, N = 9,340 (of the 

original 9,718) were available for analyses.  Chi-square tests were used to compare 

included and excluded cases on all of the study variables.  Percentage distributions for 

included and excluded cases for all variables can be located in several tables provided 

in Appendix A.  A significant difference between included and excluded cases for types 

of weapons used was found (χ2(4) = 52.24, p < .001).  About 75% of excluded cases 

used guns, compared to 58% of included cases having used gun as the weapon to 

commit criminal homicide.  About 27% of included cases were knives, while almost 13% 

of excluded cases were knives. 

 In relation to offender’s sex, a significant difference was found between included 

and excluded cases (χ2(1) = 15.29, p < .001).  Almost 98% of excluded cases were 

male, while about 82% of included cases were male.  On the contrary, approximately 

18% of included cases were women, compared to only about 2% of excluded cases 

were women.  No significant differences were found for included and excluded cases for 

the variables of age (χ2(4) = 1.36, p = .852) or race (χ2(3) = 3.23, p = .357).   

 A significant difference was also found for the victim-offender relationship (χ2(2) = 

707.09, p < .001).  Approximately 84% of excluded cases and about 23% of included 

cases were classified as a stranger relationship.  In contrast, almost 28% of included 

cases were classified as an intimate partner relationship and about 49% of included 
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cases were classified as acquaintance relationship.  Only about 1% of excluded cases 

were classified as an intimate partner relationship and almost 15% of excluded cases 

were classified as an acquaintance relationship.   

 A significant difference was also found between included and excluded cases for 

location of the homicide (χ2(4) = 161.45, p < .001).  Almost 38% of included cases were 

committed in the home, while about 10% of excluded cases were committed in the 

home.  Conversely, about 55% of excluded cases were committed outside, while 

roughly 39% of included cases were committed outside.   

For the motive variable, a significant difference was also found (χ2(4) = 689.39, p 

< .001).  Almost 63% of included cases were committed due to a fight/brawl motive, 

while only about 20% of excluded cases’ motive was a fight/brawl.  On the contrary, 

approximately 53% of excluded cases were committed due to an instrumental motive, 

compared to roughly 10% of included cases’ motive was instrumental.   

 Finally, a significant difference was found for change over time (χ2(3) = 208.39, p 

< .001).  Almost 16% of included cases occurred between 1965 and 1969, while only 

about 2% of excluded cases occurred during 1965 and 1969.  Approximately 36% of 

included cases occurred between 1970 and 1979, compared to almost 17% of cases 

occurring during 1970 and 1979.  On the other hand, almost 44% of excluded cases 

occurred during 1980 and 1989, while about 33% occurred during 1980 and 1989.  Last 

of all, almost 37% of excluded cases occurred between 1990 and 1995, compared to 

roughly 15% of included cases occurring during 1990 to 1995.   
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Univariate Analyses 

As illustrated in Figure 2, over 55% of weapons used in homicides that occurred 

in Chicago between 1965 and 1995 were guns, with knives/sharp objects coming in 

second at approximately 27%.  The use of a club/blunt object (5.3%) and the use of 

hands, fist, or feet (5.9%) are extremely close in amount of use, while the “other 

weapon” category consists of only about 3% of cases.   
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Figure 2. Percentage distribution for weapon type. 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 

 

Table 1 presents frequency and percentage distributions for sociodemographic 

variables.  Approximately 81% of the offenders are male while only about 18% are 

female.  As indicated in Table 1, approximately 79% of offenders are Black, with the 

Latino offenders a distant second (10.9%), White offenders third (9.8%), and lastly only 
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0.7% of offenders are Asian/other.  Figure 3 indicates that the age distribution of 

offenders is roughly bell shaped beginning with approximately 15% of offenders being 

ages 19 and under.  The largest cohorts are 20-29 (40%), and 30-39 (23.7%).  After the 

age of 40, the age distribution tails off in increments.  About twelve and a half percent of 

offenders fall between ages 40 and 49.  Offenders ages 50 and above comprise only 

about 9% of the sample.   

 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Offenders 

Demographic Characteristic n % 

Male 7631 81.3 
Gender 

Female 1709 18.3 

White, non-Latino 916 9.8 

Black, non-Latino 7340 78.6 

Latino 1016 10.9 

Race 

Asian/other 68 0.7 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 

 

 



 

 
44 

 
 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Percent

19 &

under

20-29 30-39 40-49 50 &

above

Age of offender

 

Figure 3. Percentage distribution for age of offender. 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 

 

Table 2 indicates frequency and percentage distributions of the victim-offender 

relationship.  The acquaintance victim-offender relationship was the modal category of 

the victim-offender relationship and represents approximately 50% of the cases.  

Intimate partner and stranger victim-offender relationships were almost an even split 

with intimate partner relationships accounting for almost 28% of cases and stranger 

relationships accounting for about 23% of cases.      
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Table 2 

Frequency & Percentage Distributions of Victim-Offender Relationship 

Victim-Offender 
Relationship 

n % 

Intimate Partner 2565 27.5 

Stranger 2167 23.2 

Acquaintance 4608 49.3 

Total 9340 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 
 

As indicated in Table 3, the modal category of motive for committing a homicide 

in Chicago during the years 1965 to 1995 was a fight/brawl, which consists of 

approximately 63% of cases.  Other expressive motives are second to the fight/brawl 

motive and comprise about 19% of the cases.  About 10% of homicides were committed 

out of instrumental motives.  Only a mere 1.3% of homicides occurred from a sexual 

assault.  The remaining 6.2% of cases had no information recorded, consisted of 

another motive, or consisted of both an instrumental and expressive motive.   
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Table 3 

Frequency & percentage distributions of homicidal motive 

Homicidal motive n % 

Fight/Brawl 5879 62.9 

Other Expressive 1791 19.2 

Instrumental 972 10.4 

Sexual Assault 118 1.3 

Other 580 6.2 

Total 9340 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 
 

Table 4 presents frequency and percentage distributions for the location of the 

homicide.  A homicide occurring outside was the modal category for location of the 

homicide consisting of almost 39% of the cases.  The next most likely place for a 

homicide to occur in Chicago during this period is in the home (37.9%) falling less than 

1% behind outside.  Homicides occurring indoors (other than the home or tavern) came 

in third, comprising roughly 15% of cases.  Lastly, very few homicides occurred in a 

tavern (5.1%) or in some form of transportation (3.2%). 
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Table 4 

Frequency & percentage distributions of homicide location 

Location of Homicide n % 

Home 3536 37.9 

Indoors 1422 15.2 

Tavern 474 5.1 

Car/Pub Trans 303 3.2 

Outside 3605 38.6 

Total 9340 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 
 

Finally, Figure 4 illustrates percentage distributions for homicides occurring over 

the thirty-year period.  The majority (36%) of homicides occurred between 1970 and 

1979.  Following close behind are the homicides that transpired between 1980 and 

1989 (33%).  Finally only 16% and 15% of homicide occurred between 1965 and 1969 

and between 1990 and 1995.   
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Figure 4. Percentage distribution for homicides over time. 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset. 

 

Bivariate Analyses 

 Chi-square tests of significance and a Cramer’s V measure of association were 

utilized to conduct bivariate analyses.  Results for bivariate analyses of weapon and the 

independent variables are presented in Table 5.   
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Table 5 

Relationship between Weapon and Independent Variables 

                       Χ
2 p V 

Sex of Offender 686.82 < .001 .271 

Motive of Homicide 754.99 < .001 .142 

Victim-Offender Relationship 313.87 < .001 .130 

Location of Homicide 521.81 < .001 .118 

Race of Offender 239.04 < .001 .092 

Time 181.98 < .001 .081 

Age of Offender 109.94 < .001 .054 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset; n = 9,340. 

 
Type of weapon and sex of offender.   

Results indicate that there is a statistically significant relationship and a 

moderately strong association between type of weapon used in a homicide and sex of 

the offender (χ2(4) = 686.82, p < .001, V = .271).  In Table 6, percentage distributions 

between type of weapon and sex of offender are illustrated.  Almost 62% of males used 

a gun in a homicide compared to about 42% of females, resulting in a 20% difference 

between sexes and gun used as a weapon in a homicide.  On the contrary, Table 6 

indicates a 30% difference between male and female knife use.  Approximately 52% of 

females used knives to kill, while only about 22% of males used knives to inflict death.  

It is important to note that the modal category for males is gun, while the modal 



 

 
50 

 
 

category for females is knives.  Additionally, although not a great difference between the 

two, men beat their victims to death 7% of the time, while only 1% of women beat their 

victims to death.  Lastly, no large percentage differences can be found among the 

remaining weapon categories in relation to the sex of the offender.   

 

Table 6 

Percentage Distributions for Weapon by Sex of Offender 

 

Male     

N=7631 

Female 

N=1709 

Gun 61.6 42.2 

Knife 21.8 52.1 

Blunt Obj. 5.9 2.5 

Hands, etc. 7.0 1.0 

Other 3.7 2.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset; n = 9,340. 

(Χ
2 
= 686.69; p < .001; V = .271) 
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Type of weapon and motive. 

 A statistically significant relationship and a moderate association between type of 

weapon used in a homicide and motive of the homicide was found (χ2(16) = 754.99, p < 

.001, V = .142).  Table 7 presents percentage distributions for type of weapon used in a 

homicide and motive of the homicide.  Guns were most likely (67.8%) to be used to 

commit homicide when the motive was instrumental.  Nonetheless, gun use in 

homicides is only slightly less likely than instrumental motives to be used when the 

motive is either other expressive or other, with both having percentages of 67.2%.  On 

the contrary, when the motive is due to sexual assault compared to other motives, guns 

are very unlikely to be used and only comprise about 5% of the cases.   

 Furthermore, when the weapon used was a knife, the motive was most likely to 

be a fight/brawl comprising roughly 34% of the cases.  Sexual assault as a motive does 

not fall too far behind fight/brawl and represents 28% of cases.  Table 7 also indicates 

that those cases involving sexual assault motives are most likely to be committed with a 

knife (28%) or with hands, fist, and/or feet (28.8%).  Nonetheless, with the exception of 

sexual assault, it appears that gun is most likely to be used in all motives.   
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Table 7  

Percentage Distribution of Weapon by Motive of Homicide 

 
Fight/Brawl 

N=5879 

Oth. Exp. 

N=1791 

Instrumental 

N=972 

Sex.Assault 

N=118 

Other 

N=580 

Gun 53.8 67.2 67.8 5.1 67.2 

Knife 34.1 15.2 14.5 28.0 17.9 

Blunt Obj. 4.9 4.5 7.5 13.6 5.9 

Hands, etc. 5.2 7.5 5.8 28.8 4.3 

Other 2.1 5.5 4.4 24.6 4.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset; n = 9,340. 

(Χ
2 
= 754.99; p < .001; V = .142) 

 

Type of weapon and victim-offender relationship. 

 The relationship between type of weapon used in a homicide and victim-offender 

relationship is also statistically significant and a moderate association between the two 

variables was found (χ2(8) = 313.87, p < .001, V = .130).  Table 8 illustrates percentage 

distributions between type of weapon used in a homicide and victim-offender 

relationship.  The modal category of victim-offender relationship for gun used in a 

homicide is the stranger relationship consisting of about 69% of the cases.  The 

acquaintance relationship falls second, but only 10% behind the stranger relationship, 
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leaving intimate partners to use guns least often to kill compared to stranger or 

acquaintance relationships.  Instead, intimate partners are more likely than strangers or 

acquaintances to use a knife to kill.  It is important to note that there were no large 

percentage differences found between the remaining weapon categories and the victim-

offender relationship. 

 

Table 8 

Percentage Distributions of Weapon by Victim-Offender Relationship 

 
Intimate 

N=2565 

Stranger 

N=2167 

Acquaintance 

N=4608 

Gun 47.5 68.9 58.8 

Knife  37.9 17.1 26.3 

Blunt Obj. 3.7 5.1 6.2 

Hands, etc. 7.1 5.4 5.6 

Other 3.9 3.6 3.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset; n = 9,340. 

(Χ
2 
= 313.87; p < .001; V = .130) 
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Type of weapon and location of the homicide. 

 A statistically significant relationship and a moderate association between type of 

weapon used to commit homicide and location of the homicide was also found (χ2(16) = 

521.81, p < .001, V = .118).  Table 9 presents percentage distributions of the type of 

weapon used in a homicide by location of the homicide.  Cars and public transportation 

are more likely than any other location to have a homicide occur by use of a gun.  

Approximately 85% of homicides committed in a car or public transportation involved 

the use of a gun.  However, this percentage is only slightly higher than those homicides 

committed in a tavern by use of a gun (72.6%).  Conversely, homicides were least likely 

to occur with a gun used in the home (45.2%) compared to all locations.  Instead, in the 

home, knives are most likely to be used to inflict death in the home compared to all 

other categories.  Lastly, there were no large percentage differences among the 

remaining weapons and locations.   
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Table 9 

Percentage Distributions of Weapon by Location of the Homicide 

 
Home 

N=3536 

Indoors 

N=1422 

Tavern 

N=474 

Car/PubTrans. 

N=303 

Outside 

N=3605 

Gun 45.2 60.3 72.6 85.1 65.6 

Knife 35.9 25.4 20.7 6.7 22.1 

Blunt Obj. 5.8 4.7 1.9 1.8 5.7 

Hands, etc. 7.7 6.4 1.3 1.8 4.9 

Other 5.4 3.2 1.3 5.0 1.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset; n = 9,340. 

(Χ
2 
= 521.81; p < .001; V = .118) 

 

Type of weapon and race of offender. 

The type of weapon used to commit homicide and race of offender was found to 

have a statistically significant relationship, but the association between the two variables 

was found to be weak (χ2(15) = 239.04, p < .001, V = .092).  Table 10 indicates 

percentage distributions for the type of weapon used in a homicide by the race of the 

offender.  Not surprisingly, Latinos and Blacks were more likely to have used guns 

compared to Whites and Asians.  On the contrary, those offenders classified as 

Asian/other committed the majority of murders with a knife and comprise about 38% of 
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cases.  The remaining three categories of races (Whites-26.9%, Blacks-27.5%, and 

Latinos-26.2%) were almost equally distributed for the use of a knife.  Interestingly, 

Whites and Asian/other used their hands, fist, and feet to murder their victims 

approximately 14% of the time, compared to only about 5% of Blacks and Latinos.  

Between the blunt object and other category, large percentage differences were not 

found.   

 

Table 10 

Percentage Distributions of Weapon by Race of Offender 

 
White 

N=916 

Black 

N=7340 

Latino 

N=1016 

Asian/other 

N=68 

Gun 44.0 59.4 62.2 33.8 

Knife 26.9 27.5 26.2 38.2 

Blunt Obj. 7.5 5.0 4.4 10.3 

Hands, etc. 14.4 5.0 4.0 14.7 

Other 7.2 3.0 3.1 2.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 

(Χ
2 
= 239.042; p < .001; V = .092) 

 



 

 
57 

 
 

Changes in types of weapon used over time. 

Although a statistical significance was found between the type of weapon used to 

commit homicide and weapon use over time, only a weak association was found (χ2(12) 

= 181.98, p < .001, V = .081).  As presented in Figure 5, guns were used most often to 

commit homicide in the 1970s at a percentage of almost 65%, accounting for a 10% 

difference compared to the 1960s, a 12% difference compared to the 1980s, and an 

11% difference compared to the 1990s.  Knives used to murder remained stable 

throughout the four decades.  Knives were used in approximately 30% of the murders 

that occurred between 1965 and 1969 and between 1980 and 1989.  In the 1970s and 

1990s, knives were used in about 24% and 28% of the time.  There appears to be an 

inverse relationship between gun and knife use.  As gun use increases, knife use 

decreases and vice versa.  However, there appears to be no large differences among 

the remaining weapon categories in relation to change over time.   
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Figure 5. Weapon use over 4 decades 

Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 

Type of weapon and age of offender. 

 The last variable examined in relation to type of weapon used to commit murder 

is age.  Percentage distributions of type of weapon and age of offender are presented in 

Table 11.  A statistical significance was found between the two variables, weapon and 

age, but had the weakest association among all variables (χ2(16) = 109.94, p < .001, V 

= .054).  The differences among age categories are very slight.  The youngest and the 

oldest offenders tended to use guns more often to kill than those between ages 20 and 

49.  Approximately 67% of offenders ages 19 and under and about 63% of offenders 

ages 50 and older account for the modal categories of gun use.  However, those 

offenders between ages 20 and 49 are only slightly less likely to use guns compared to 
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younger and older offenders.  Those offenders in their 30s and 40s are the most likely 

to use knives to kill, but again, only slightly more likely so than the younger or older 

offenders.  Thirty-one percent of offenders in their 30s and almost 34% of offenders in 

their 40s used a knife to commit criminal homicide.  The use of knives by the younger 

and older offenders ranged from 20% to almost 27%.  Again, across age groups, 

percentages were not greatly different among blunt objects, hands etc., and other.     

 

Table 11 

Percentage Distributions of Weapon by Age of Offender 

 
19 & under 

N=1416 

20-29 

N=3739 

30-39 

N=2216 

40-49 

N=1176 

50 & above 

N=793 

Gun 66.7 58.2 52.8 53.2 63.4 

Knife 20.3 26.7 31.0 33.6 23.3 

Blunt Obj. 5.5 5.2 5.7 4.4 4.9 

Hands, etc. 5.0 6.3 6.5 5.4 5.2 

Other 2.5 3.6 3.9 3.4 3.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note. Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 

(Χ
2 
= 109.94; p < .001; V = .054) 
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CHAPTER 4 

LIMITATIONS, DISCUSSION, AND CONCLUSION 

Limitations 

 In regards to this research study, a few limitations should be taken into 

consideration.  First, the dataset utilized in this study is the homicides in Chicago 

dataset, which is a limitation in itself.  Caution should be taken when generalizing data 

from only one city to another city, state, the United States, or even other countries.  

Second, the data used for this analysis includes only those crimes that involved one 

offender and one victim.  Consequently, the results of this study may not be 

generalizable to crimes that involve more than one offender or one victim.  Third, there 

are significant differences between the majority of variables (weapon, gender, victim-

offender relationship, motive, location, and time) and their included and excluded cases 

resulting in biases.  Fourth, this research is based on quantitative data, which interprets 

the homicides very impersonally and not by the actual context of the homicide.  Future 

qualitative research could remedy this limitation.  Fifth, some variables that were not 

included in these analyses, but are of importance to examine are prior criminal record, 

drug/alcohol abuse, race and gender combined, family members as homicide offenders 

(excluding intimates), friends as homicide offenders, and of course, cases that involve 

more than one offender and one victim.  Sixth, the bivariate analyses utilized in this 

research study are a weakness because effects of other variables could not be 

controlled.  For instance, this study did not control for changes over time in relation to 

the analyses.  As a result, this study may have lost the possible changes over time in 
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relation to the analyses by collapsing the data for all 30 years together.  Finally, since 

this data is secondary, a primary concern is always the reliability and validity of those 

who collected and recorded the data.  For example, since cause of death was coded as 

whatever the medical examiner deemed the cause to be, that is what was coded in the 

dataset.  One of the problems with this approach is that it is always possible that the 

medical examiner made an error in judgment and the cause of death may not actually 

be what the medical examiner determined it to be.   

Discussion 

 This research study explored the relationship between type of weapon used to 

commit criminal homicide and several sociodemographic and spatial variables.  The 

results of this study appear to be consistent with the majority of Wolfgang’s (1958) 

findings.  First, the results for gender and type of weapon used to kill indicate that men 

are more likely to use guns, while women are more likely to utilize knives to kill.  These 

results are consistent with the prior research conducted by Wolfgang (1958) and by 

Jason et al. (1983).  In addition, although minor in support, men were found to be more 

likely to beat their victims to death compared to women, which is consistent with 

Wolfgang’s (1958) findings.  Taken as a whole, these findings indicate that more is 

going on than the availability of guns and other weapons.  Presumably, sex-role 

socialization is an important factor in why men and women tend to use different 

weapons to kill.   

Next, the results for race of offender and type of weapon were not consistent with 

Wolfgang’s (1958) results.  Findings from this research study indicate that Latinos and 
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Blacks are most likely to use a gun to kill.  Wolfgang found that Blacks were most likely 

to use a knife or a sharp cutting instrument to kill and that carrying such sharp objects 

seemed to be a cultural preference among Blacks.  However, the differing results may 

indicate that cultural preferences have changed over time due to weapon effectiveness. 

Guns are much more available (legally or illegally) in recent times and are more 

effective at killing from a distance than a knife is.   

In addition, few studies explore or examine the relationship between other 

racial/ethnic groups such as Latinos or Asians.  Wolfgang (1958) examined only Whites 

and Blacks.  Wolfgang found that Whites used their hands, fists, and feet to beat their 

victims to death much more often than did Blacks.  This study, however, found that 

Whites and Asians were most likely to use their hands, fists, and feet to inflict death 

compared to Blacks and Latinos.   

The last of the sociodemographic variables, the findings for age of offender and 

type of weapon are consistent with Wolfgang’s (1958) study and with Kratcoski and 

Walker’s (1988) research.  Results from this study reveal that those under 20 years of 

age and those 50 years old or above are the offenders most likely to use a firearm to 

kill.  This is due primarily to the fact that those offenders who are younger or older do 

not possess the physical strength that those in their 20s and 30s possess.  Findings 

from this study and from Wolfgang’s (1958) research indicate that those offenders who 

are younger and older may require a weapon, such as a gun, to offset their limited 

physical power than those in their physical prime (i.e. 20s and 30s).   
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The second research question addressed if the victim-offender relationship 

affects the type of weapon used in the homicide.  This study found that those offenders 

unrelated to their victim are most likely to use a firearm to commit the homicide.  

Additionally, results from this research indicate that those in intimate partner 

relationships are most likely to utilize a knife to kill their partner.  Results from the 

present study are somewhat consistent with the findings of Block and Christakos 

(1995), who found that knives were slightly more likely to be used in intimate partner 

relationships than firearms.  These findings are consistent with the assumption that 

more impulsively chosen contact weapons would be used in primary relationships, 

whereas firearms would be the predominant weapon of choice in secondary relationship 

homicides.  However, results from the present research study contradict results from 

that of Drawdy and Myers (2004), who found no significant weapon difference between 

primary and secondary relationships.  

Moreover, results from the third research question addressed are most 

interesting due to the severe lack of previous research on whether the motive affects 

type of weapon used to commit criminal homicide.  Findings from this study reveal that 

firearms are most likely to be used when the motive is instrumental, other expressive, 

and other (e.g. no information, both instrumental and expressive).  Although this study 

found that other expressive and other motives were also most likely to use guns as well 

as the instrumental motive, these results do support the statement provided by Rose 

and McClain (1990, 215), in which “the gun is most often preferred for the instrumental 

motive.”   
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In addition, knives were found to be used most often when the motive is a 

fight/brawl (i.e. barroom fight) compared to the remaining motives.  These results may 

reveal a cultural norm among those who carry knives and are willing to participate in 

violence to solve conflict.  Lastly, hands, fists, and feet were much more likely to be 

used as weapons when the motive is sexual assault compared to other motives.  Sexual 

assault as a motive is also highly likely to involve the use of other weapons (To view 

exhaustive list of other weapons, refer to Appendix A), which is interesting because this 

indicates that an offender can turn basically anything into a weapon and does not 

always need a gun to kill.  Consequently, this information reveals that those who are 

willing to kill (subculture of violence) will use essentially anything at hand, whether they 

possess a gun or not.  Conversely, this data on sexual assault motives may also 

indicate that the offender may not have intended to kill the victim.  However, upon the 

assault, the offender may have decided to kill with whatever was available to make into 

a weapon.   

The fourth research question asked was if the location of the homicide affected 

the type of weapon used.  Results from this study reveal that homicides are more likely 

to involve a firearm in a car or in some form of public transportation compared to the 

remaining locations.  Such a result may indicate such killings that occur in drive by 

shootings (mostly committed by gangs), thus revealing a subculture of violence.  

Conversely, results from Tardiff’s et al. (1995) research concluded differently.  They 

found that homicides by use of a firearm were more likely to occur on the street 

compared to in the home.  However, Tardiff et al. (1995) only examined the use of 
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firearms on the streets and in homes and excluded any other location.  As a result, 

these two studies may not be comparable.  Nonetheless, the study for this thesis 

yielded percentages still relatively high for use of a firearm on the street as well as in a 

tavern.  Still, all of these locations indicate that carrying a gun and using it may be 

cultural norms among these offenders.  Because possession of a firearm on the street, 

in a tavern, or in a vehicle would indicate a cultural norm of a subgroup, it is possible to 

conclude from Tardiff’s et al. (1995) findings and current data that those people who 

possess a gun in those specific locations are a part of a subculture of violence.   

Finally, the last research question addressed whether or not the types of 

weapons used over the four decades changed.  Results indicate that the use of a gun 

was the only weapon that its use fluctuated significantly over the four decades.  Guns 

were used most often during the 1970s and have slightly decreased throughout the 

1980s and into the 1990s.  The remaining weapons remained relatively steady 

throughout the four decades, which is consistent with data provided by the Bureau of 

Justice Statistics (2007).  The use of guns has also fluctuated greatly throughout the 

years, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2007).  However, since their data is 

dated from 1976 to 2005 and data used for this study is dated from 1965 to 1995, 

comparisons are difficult.   

Conclusion 

To conclude, it is of importance to study all aspects of criminal homicides, in 

particular, the types of weapons used in criminal homicides.  Due to the limited literature 

on the issue of types of weapons used in criminal homicides and sociodemographic and 
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spatial characteristics, this study sought to bridge the gap in this area of sociological 

research.  All of the bivariate analyses produced significant results.  However, only few 

of the categories within each variable proved to have large percentage differences.  

This most likely is due to such a large sample size.  Nonetheless, the findings still prove 

to be significant, especially since very little research has been conducted in this specific 

area and much of the existing literature is outdated.   

This thesis attempted to explain the use of certain types of weapons in criminal 

homicides by gender, race, age, victim-offender relationship, motive, location, and 

changes over time using differential association, sex-role theory, and subculture of 

violence theory.  Differential association was used to explain criminal behavior and 

attitudes in terms of weapon use.  Differential association would argue that crime is 

learned through different mediums of socialization depending on frequency and 

intensity.  Attitudes favorable towards violating the law may be learned as well.  

However, this theory lacks in explaining gender differences.     

Sex-role theory argues that men and women are socialized differently to fit into 

expected gender roles.  In effect, men and women would be socialized differently 

towards certain types of weapons.  From this perspective, it seems reasonable to 

conclude that men would be more apt to use guns to kill, while women would be more 

apt to use knives to kill.  This research study found that men, in fact, are more likely to 

use guns in homicides, while women, in fact, are more likely to use knives in homicides.       

Finally, subculture of violence theory was utilized to argue that more than the 

availability of weapons affects the occurrence of a homicide.  Instead, the place where 
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the homicide occurs, the relationship between the victim and offender, motives, and 

other variables affects the type of weapon used to kill.  Wolfgang (1958) argued that 

many situations, events, and personalities converge in a particular way that result in 

homicide do not depend primarily upon the presence or absence of firearms.   

  A subculture of violence theorist would argue guns do not increase the risk of 

homicide.  Rather, it is the people and their approving attitudes towards the use of 

violence to solve conflicts that increases the risk of homicide.  Guns only make killing 

easier.  As a result, it is crucial to conduct future research focusing on homicide in 

relation to the subculture of violence perspective in order to develop policies to restrict 

gun ownership from those who belong to a subculture of violence and possess a 

willingness to kill.      

It is evident that more research must be conducted before more reliable and valid 

conclusions can be determined.  In particular, a qualitative approach to this research 

topic would lend a much better understanding of the context of the homicide.  

Qualitative data would also be able to determine specifically why homicide offenders 

use particular weapons in different situations.  It would be of great interest to determine 

the homicide offender’s perspective on his/her decision to kill with a particular weapon.  

Additionally, this study conducted bivariate analyses and significant relationships 

between type of weapon used to kill and all variables were found.  Nevertheless, 

conducting this same research study, but using an elaboration model to control for other 

variables, would be of importance.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

TABLES FOR MISSING CASES  
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Table A1 
 
Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Weapons 
 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=378 

Weapon Gun 58.0 75.4 

 Knife 27.3 12.7 

 Blunt Object 5.3 4.2 

 Hands, Fist, Feet 5.9 6.1 

 Other 3.4 1.6 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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Table A2 
 
Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Offender Sex 
 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=89 

Offender Sex Male 81.7 97.8 

 Female 18.3 2.2 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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Table A3 

Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Offender Race 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=62 

Offender Race White, non-Latino 9.8 12.9 

 Black, non-Latino 78.6 82.3 

 Latino 10.9 48 

 Asian/other 0.7 0.0 

Total  100.00 100.0 
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Table A4 

Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Offender Age 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=2 

Offender Age 19 & under 15.2 0.0 

 20-29 40.0 50.0 

 30-39 23.7 50.0 

 40-49 12.6 0.0 

 50 & above 8.5 0.0 

Total  100.0 100.0 
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Table A5 

Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Victim-Offender 

Relationship 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=378 

Victim-Offender Relationship Intimate Partner 27.5 1.3 

 Stranger 23.2 83.9 

 Acquaintance 49.3 14.8 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 

 

 

 



 

 
74 

 
 

Table A6 

Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded of Location of Homicide 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=378 

Location Home 37.9 10.3 

 Indoors 15.2 18.8 

 Tavern 5.1 5.3 

 Car/Pub Trans 3.2 10.8 

 Outside/Street 38.6 54.8 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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Table A7 

Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Motive of Homicide 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=378 

Motive Fight/Brawl 62.9 19.8 

 Other Expressive 19.2 13.2 

 Instrumental 10.4 52.9 

 Sexual Assault 1.3 .8 

 Other 6.2 13.2 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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Table A8 
 
Percentage Distributions for Included and Excluded Cases of Changes over Time 
 

  
Included Cases 

N=9340 

Excluded Cases 

N=378 

Time 1965-1969 15.6 2.1 

 1970-1979 36.2 16.9 

 1980-1989 33.3 43.7 

 1990-1995 14.9 37.3 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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APPENDIX B 

EXHAUSTIVE LIST OF WEAPONS CATEGORIZED AS OTHER 
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Arson       
Belt      
Bicycle     
Braided cord     
Car       
Caustic agent    
Coat      
Coat hanger     
Drugs  
Duct tape     
Electric cord     
Electric fan     
Electrocution    
Exposure     
Garden hose  
Gasoline    
Hot grease     
Hot water     
Leather strap     
Malnutrition     
Metal chain 
Metal file 
Metal wire 
Miscellaneous 
Natural gas 
 

Necktie 
Nylon stocking 
Pair of pants 
Pantyhose 
Pillow 
Pillow case 
Plastic bag  
Rope 
Scarf 
Shoe String 
Sock 
Strangulation 
Strip of Cloth 
Suffocation 
Sweater 
Telephone cord 
Thrown from height 
Toilet paper 
Towel 
Train 
Underwear 
Unknown 
Unknown ligature 
Unknown assault weapon 
Water (drowning) 
 

 
Note.  Homicides in Chicago, 1965-1995 dataset 
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