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When the subjects of women and crime are used in the same news story it usually portrays the woman as another victim of violent crime by a bad man. In the rare case that a woman is the criminal she is usually considered a deviant monster or insanely emotional. Crimes against women by men are such the norm that they are overlooked in our entertainment. Music videos featuring scantily clad dancers being pushed around, and scary movies where the same dumb blonde is running up the stairs to be trapped by the serial killer. Yes, there are plenty of things to see on TV that empower women like female cops kicking tail or pop stars like Pink leaving her weak boyfriend behind, but it does not change the placement given to women in society as victims.

I plan to use Role Learning Theory, the Cultural Studies Approach and Mead’s thoughts on Media to show that women are constantly put in the place of victim and that their role is so apparent that it creates an environment of fear and acceptance in the media. There will be 3 parts to this paper: Women as Victims, Women’s Fear of Victimization, and Women as Criminals. Each of which will show how the media portray women and how it fuels an acceptance of female vulnerability as normal.

Women as Victims

Mead would say that mass media removes face-to-face interaction which is essential to creating a sense of self because a person’s self becomes defined by what others are always telling them they are. Without media telling me I am a natural victim, I would not fear walking alone because I myself, and no one I know has ever been victimized by a stranger. Mead states “…change in the structure of the self originates in alterations of society…” (Mass Media, Pg 23). When my local news tells me that women are 4 times more likely to be assaulted by a stranger than a man, then I assume that I am not capable of protecting myself because other women cannot.

This will be the largest section of my paper because “women as victims” is the most common portrayal of women in entertainment and news media. In a research article by Phyllis Anastasio about newspaper media it was found that victims who are men are more likely to be portrayed as individuals. The articles written about male victims use more detail in describing them as a person, while females are often referred to as “the victim” and articles are not as detailed. Then Anastasio measured how much empathy readers had for the victim, which found that when given more information about the victim and calling the victim by name readers showed far more empathy. The most empathy was shown when an article was detailed and featured a female victim, which shows that were it not for media, the victimization of women would be more prevalent because it evoked more emotion. Anastasio concluded “…accepting and even engaging in violence is made much easier when the victims are dehumanized, depersonalized, and objectified. Lack of personal information about victims in general, and about female victims in particular, may help to “normalize” violence against women and impede progress toward reducing such violence.” (Anastasio, Pg 541) So, even if media doesn’t plant the seeds of hatred toward women, they definitely nourish them.

A research experiment done by the University of Wisconsin “…found that men who watched R rated films were much less likely to recognize brutality against women than those who didn’t watch the films” (Tarshis, Pg 15) Experts do not believe movies lead men to imitate these crimes against women but they do “...become numb to violence. Watch enough women be brutalized on screen and real life violence seems tame.” (Tarshis, Pg 15)

On Sunday June 11th 2000 “…sex attacks of at least 48 women on a hot Sunday afternoon in New York’s Central Park by an estimated 60 men following the Puerto Rican Day parade made international headlines. The gang of men became increasingly aggressive, spraying women with water, holding some down, stripping their clothes off, and sexually assaulting some of them.” (Carll, Pg 1602) However the initial coverage of the story featured police officers minimizing the attacks, saying it was a group of rowdy boys and a few women. But victims of the mob released statements and videotapes showing the brutality of the men and the unanswered cries of women for help, despite police presence. After the media brought widespread attention to the incident, Mayor Rudolf Giuliani issued statements of outrage. But the police still released reports stating an “overdose of testosterone and stupidity,” were to blame, as if hormones rather than the men themselves were responsible for the sexual assaults. (Carll, Pg 1602). One female police officer was quoted as asking why female victims hadn’t used their cell phones to call for help, yet no one asked why male bystanders (those not involved in the attacks but who watched) hadn’t called either.

The writer of this article blames MTV for incidents like these because it allows women to be shown as objects, and portrays “using” women as a form of entertainment. However MTV and other media sources say that parents are responsible for the media their children see, which is why they created and implemented ratings systems to show parents that certain shows might not be acceptable. But is it really plausible to ask parents to monitor a child’s intake of media? Of course not, because media is not just prime time TV and AMC theaters… it is our advertisements and news media as well.

No matter what the media type “…role models for our youth are increasingly represented by stars of the entertainment and sports worlds, matter-of-fact portrayals of aggression by admired stars serve to normalize, make acceptable, and even romanticize the use of interpersonal violence to resolve conflicts, to release anger, and to prevail in the pursuit of personal goals” (Rich, Pg 671), especially in American media. How many children idolized Kobe Bryant and then saw him on trial for supposedly victimizing a woman. That is, in the least, a clash that children might not understand but may come to think is expected of sports stars since so many have been in similar situations.

An article by Michael Rich about Violence in Music Videos points out that in American media both the good guys and the bad guys use violence, while in Japanese culture only the bad guy uses violence. This leads to views of violence as hurtful, and unacceptable, and implies that violence leads to suffering and consequences. It is no coincidence that the level of violence in Japan is far lower than in America. American portrayal of masculinity is often linked to violence. However Alexandra Marks points out “…critics say it's not simply a matter of censoring the most objectionable films or albums. Rather, they blame the cumulative effect of a mass media that objectifies women. They point out that in the Central Park attacks, when the men got caught up in a mob mentality, their victims were not other men or even property, but women.” (Marks, Pg 2)

In April 1990 when President Bush signed the Hate Crimes Statistics Act into law, critics were upset that it didn’t include the largest group of victims; women. An article by Lauren Tarshis states the view that “Rape and domestic battery are hate crimes motivated by negative attitudes toward women that are as pervasive as other forms of prejudice.” (Tarshis, Pg 14) 

So who is to blame for a woman’s role as victim? Should we blame media for showing women as weak, and easily victimized? Should we blame men for victimizing women and believing it is the norm? Or should we blame women for accepting the role of victim?

Women’s Fear of Victimization

The Cultural Studies Approach says that people organize their social activities around a gender culture composed of negotiated meanings, and the struggle of defining gender within the media. One such social activity may be going to the park, but if you are a woman and alone, gender culture may tell you it is not safe to go alone. You are just a little red riding hood and there are too many big bad wolves around to risk it. The audiences reception of viewing women as victims can lead to social construction of the female gender being vulnerable, which reflects in the way women asses social situations for safety before participating.

Eileen Berrington has written several articles on the victimization mentality of women, one which states “Women are socialized into fear of male physical and sexual violence. This is at least partially attributable to media news representations. Press reporting of physical and sexual assaults produces exaggerated perceptions of risk, in terms of the likelihood of being assaulted, where such attacks take place, and the identity of the perpetrator (i.e., the “stranger danger” myth). The cumulative effect of such reporting “shatters” women’s already fragile sense of safety.” (Berrington, Pg 319)


“Stranger danger” is one of the most prevalent in our news programs yet it is the least likely. Most women are victimized by acquaintances, but because normalized crime (acquaintance crime) is less newsworthy we are not told to be weary of those we already know. A woman’s sense of insecurity is perpetuated by “…the media and by police advice about not going out alone at night, (and) is exacerbated by selective focus on the inherent risks associated with an independent social life.” (Berrington, Pg 307) 


An example of misdirected focus by media is that of drug-assisted rape, or “roofies”. Another article by Eileen Berrington focuses on the constructions of women’s insecurities and shows how the focus of media on drug-assisted rape draws more attention to the drug and to the irresponsibility of women than to the men who commit the act. (Berrington 307) It would seem that men are prone to committing acts of rape and it is a woman’s responsibility to watch her drink, and never go to a bar alone. Fear of victimization affects a woman’s everyday decisions.

Several woodland parks were going to be constructed for the larger cities of England but after fear griped young women, there was concern of citizens not using the parks for fear of sexual predators lurking behind trees. In truth these crimes were extremely rare but the recent “…murder of Rachel Nickell on Wimbledon Common in southwest London and the way in which it was reported by the media, had significantly increased women's fears of being attacked in recreational woodlands” (North, Pg 9)

Katie Riophe wrote a book after first arriving at her university, because she did not quite understand the culture of what she called “rape-crisis feminism”, which is serving to create a fear and hatred of men, as well as regulating sexuality. She had been raised by a feminist and believed that feminism meant showing that women were not just vulnerable and demure, but that they were strongest when they did not fear men. After she saw lectures and marches about date rape and not walking alone she wrote this book about why rape is equated with sexuality. This new culture equates emotional bruises with physical ones by, for example, giving the same seriousness to drug-assisted rape as is given to the act of regretted casual sex. Riophe notes that girls today are confused and even cry rape after the fact because they later come to regret an act of casual sex and thus deem it wrong, and the boy wrong for participating. Riophe says “The result is to portray women as terribly sensitive and vulnerable to the commerce of everyday college life, as people who are so unable to take care of themselves that they need institutionalized protection.” (Klein, Pg 147)

This “rape-crisis feminism” is bringing women to bond over victimization, and may even be furthering the fear and acceptance of women’s inherent victim role. When women fight back and if they are violent like men the media shows them as so far deviated from the norm that they should be a spectacle on full public view in order to show all of us how women ought not to act.

Women as Criminals

Role-learning Theory would assume that the media puts out images of men being prone to criminal acts where women are not, and women are prone to victimization where men are usually not. We not only learn these roles, but we reflect them and we impose them on others.

A man’s criminal acts are a reality, so much so that we should be frightened and on guard for shady men on streets. But women criminals are portrayed somewhere between reality and representation. Meaning women criminals are news stories, and almost fiction, but they certainly aren’t something to worry about in everyday life. Despite less public fear of women as criminals the over-representation of women criminals in the news (because of their rarity) lead people to believe that there are far more criminal women among us.

The hegemonic media and society portray violent women as either ‘mad’ or ‘bad’ when they commit violent crime because society needs a reason for why women act violently because it is unnatural. “These discourses (on ‘mad’ and ‘bad’) have been utilized in scientific theorizing as well as popular thinking. The `madness’ discourse sees violent women at the mercy of their hormones or their biology (PMS). Sometimes they are also regarded as victims of a tragedy or trauma, which has changed their character. In contrast, the discourse which constructs violent women as `bad’, identifies them as evil, as creatures, frightening antitheses to `normal women.” (Honkatukia, Pg 53)

America is especially a place of choice in its media. If one newspaper or news station were to begin depicting women offenders in accordance to the actual percentage of offenses (which means far less media coverage) then Americans would not hesitate to switch the channel, and consume another media source. When Americans go to the newsstand we have a wealth of choices, and we pick the most eye-catching headlines. Violent women criminals are so rare that they are a delicacy, a treat. They are not the norm which is why we are so interested in them. Media outlets would fail if they didn’t show us the “bad” or “mad” women we wan to see.

The public wants to hear the story but they also want an explanation. Often the news will give a reason why a man committed a crime against his wife. She was nagging, having an affair, or not doing her domestic duties. When men kill their partners they are portrayed as law-breakers, but they have not necessarily broken any masculine taboos. Men might even be expected to show masculinity and physical power through violence. Berrington and Honkatukia state that for women “…her sex is the primary `explanation’ or mitigating factor offered up in an attempt to understand her crime” (Honkatukie, pg 50) According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, women make up 14% of violent crimes committed in the US. When a female criminal is considered ‘mad’ they are shown leniency, which is why they only account for 1.3% of the death row population. Because violence is against her nature she benefits, but these same perceptions of women say that women are vulnerable and therefore easily victimized.

Conclusion

The norms media portray for women and men continue to exacerbate the cultural norms that make women scared of men and men into capable of violence at any given time. Women are stronger than the media makes them out to be, and men can be in complete control of their anger despite their ‘nature’. Media will not stop portraying these stereotypes because they sell, we all are voyeurs and contribute to the media’s success. But in my own life I believe it is possible to be safe and still not fearful because I know the statistics and my chances of becoming a victim are actually pretty slim despite what the news says.
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