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ABSTRACT

Social construction theorists find that the media socially constructs the images of individuals, including criminals.  Given the media attention to several high profile cases of female murderers (e.g. Susan Smith, Andrea Yates), this study analyzes how women murderers are socially constructed in film and compares these constructs to actual statistics.  Using a content analysis of eight films from the 1940s and the 1990s, this study focused on the characteristics surrounding the individual murder and the female murderer.  Overall, this study found that the images constructed by films do not give an accurate representation of women murderers.  Instead, films over-represent white, heterosexual, single women.  

Media images are ubiquitous in modern society.  Sociologists recognize that the creators of the media images embed cultural meanings, including gendered images, into each media product.  These gendered images are then reproduced throughout the world.  

The media constructs criminals to be the least offensive to a broad audience.  High profile cases are highlighted in the news, giving audiences false impressions of who criminals are.  The purpose of this paper is to analyze how women murderers are constructed in media, specifically in film.  The data collected from this analysis of films is then compared to statistics on women murderers.  

PREVIOUS LITERATURE ON GENDER AND CRIME
Pollak (1950) argues that most criminologists have ignored the evidence regarding the involvement of women in crime because women were assumed to not be violent.  Pollak (1950) claims that due to the social role our culture assigns to each gender, women have traditionally been removed from any connections to a criminal act.   Despite disregard for women in criminal activities, Ramsland (2005) found that 88% of serial crimes involve women.   


According to Steffensmeier and Allan (1996), female crime participation is highest for crimes that correspond with traditional social norms, thus women have more opportunities to commit such crimes.  For example, Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) found that women tend to commit property crimes in order to protect their family and loved ones, and when a woman is involved in a crime as a man’s partner, the woman usually fulfills a role that reinforces traditional subordination to men.  

Chesney-Lind (1997) argues that the gendered nature of a girl’s environment, particularly her experience as a marginalized youth in a low income community, effects her pathway into crime and violence.  Angel (2001) found that murderers often have experienced abusive childhoods.  Furthermore, girls are just as capable as boys of acting out their rage and becoming deviant, although they usually have different motives for murdering (Angel, 2001).  An example of motive for a girl might be self defense or protecting her child.  


The phenomenon of violent women is ignored in society in general yet simultaneously sensationalized in the media.  Women homicide offenders are frequently portrayed in films and television as monsters or psychos.  Leighton (2005) states that the fascination of women murderers involves the inevitability of femininity collapsing into criminality.  Women who murder are often not often recognized as legitimate criminals but tend to be portrayed as accomplices or victims of men’s persuasion.  Students of WMNS 36 (2005) argue that women criminals in the media are presented as insane more often than men. 


Dominick (1973) found that television over-represents violent crimes directed at individuals and that violent crimes between family members are under-represented on television.  Because a TV criminal serves a social function, criminals tend to be portrayed as young adult, white, middle class males to prevent accusations that the criminal’s representation is racially offensive (Dominick 1973).  Barok (1995) found that TV crime news is oversimplified and has been reduced to stereotyping that socially constructs criminals and victims in subtle and not so subtle ways.  Ferrel and Websdale (1999) found that the overarching media construction of a violent woman is a woman masculinized by some form of “emancipation” that casts women out of the ranks of “true womanhood.” 


In films, women who kill are portrayed in a variety of ways.  Bailey and Hale (2004: 228) give examples of women who kill portrayed as “innocently destructive,” defending herself, taking up weapons to protect her family or country, hard-bodied, and women “who plot, scheme, and kill with malice aforethought.”  Bailey and Hale (2004: 229-230) found that “the fatale begins to border on caricature in 90s cinema…Long gone is the ‘nurturing woman’, representing a wholesome alternative in classic noir”.  When a woman kills, she is constructed in some films to have mental health issues or her evil destructiveness is thought to be inherited (Bailey and Hale 2004).  Bailey and Hale (2004: 231) argue that Hollywood’s constructions of deadly females are often represented “as sexually ambivalent or overtly lesbian.”  Bailey and Hale present the debate of whether films with strong women characters are empowering women in the audience or if the films are Hollywood’s new technique to cater to a male perspective on violence.  They argue that women who kill often have to tell their stories in a way that is scripted to fit certain stereotypical assumptions of gender.  This story telling can be beneficial to some women but poor or non-white women do not have this benefit due to their inability to tell their story fluently or because of their social status.  

The purpose of this study is to evaluate how the socially constructed images of women murderers in films has changed over time, and Goffman’s theory on gendered advertisements can inform this analysis.  
Goffman ON Gender IMAGES
In Gender Advertisement (1976), Goffman focused on women’s images in advertisements to describe the ways women are pictured and what the poses reveal about American cultural beliefs.  Gestures, expressions, and posture create a background that reveals embedded cultural values.  Human capacity to reframe media behavior complicates the way individuals display themselves.  Goffman (1976: vii) argued that the purpose of the images in the advertisements is “convincing us that this is how men and women are, or want to be, or should be, not only in relation to themselves but in relation to each other.”  Goffman held that people see the images of men and women in advertisements and then transfer socially constructed images into real societal behavior.  


Goffman analyzed specific aspects of advertisements including body parts, sizes in relation to other people present in the ad, and how the model is positioned in order to analyze social power.  One way that power is depicted in advertisements is through relative size—a man’s power is shown by placing him in a way that emphasizes his bigger physique in relation to women in an ad.  Relative size makes it clear in advertisements who has the power.  When women are depicted as taller then men, Goffman found it is because the woman is superior in social status when compared to the man.   


When analyzing specific social situations in advertisements, Goffman found that men are typically positioned as the instructor while women and children are shown as being instructed.  When families are depicted, it is often in a balanced manner so that there is an equal number of women/girls and men/boys, but men are likely to be shown standing on the outside of a family group to reinforce his position as the protector.  Goffman found that women tend to be pictured as child-like; women look and act like children and often wear a smile on their faces.  Men wear clothes in a serious manner while women appear to be dressing up for play time. 


Goffman argued that the difference in the portrayal between men and women in advertisements affects the way people act in their real social surroundings.  Every individual learns to perform a gendered persona so that when the social identity is read by others, they know to interact with the individual.  Among the styles of identification described by Goffman (1976:2) are hair style, gender, clothes, tone of voice, and handwriting.  The styles of identification are modified as the situation changes.  Since styles are consciously performed, each individual chooses which style he or she wishes to display.  Thus, advertisements help to determine the range of styles an individual has to choose from.

For Goffman, gendered expressions are socially learned and socially patterned.  Expressions of the self may seem to be spur of the moment and genuine, but the expressions are really socially predetermined to happen in set ways.  Individuals have been socialized to view gender as a particular set of patterned behaviors, and they seek to validate their expectations and ideas of gender performance when interacting with others.  “Given our stereotypes of femininity, a particular woman will find the way has been cleared to fall back on the situation of her entire sex to account to herself for why she should refrain from vying with men in matters mechanical, financial, political, and so forth” (Goffman 1976:8).  According to Goffman (1976:8), “one might just as well say there is no gender identity.  There is only a schedule for the portrayal of gender….And what these portraits most directly tell us about is…the special character and functioning of portraiture.”  For a woman to move beyond a typical “women’s area” means challenging a gendered social structure. 

Female Murderers and Gendered Images

According to Kroska (2001: 18), women are seen as mother figures who are nurturing and kind, while men are fathers, the protectors and providers.  Media images reinforce these gender constructs.  Thus, women murderers are deviant since they present images outside the accepted gender norms.  Paul Leighton (2005:1) states that violent women are “simultaneously ignored and sensationalized.”  He believes the images seen “of killer women are not likely to be the result of random error, but reveal the contours of systematic forces like racism and sexism.  And heterosexism” (Leighton 2005:1). 

Because gender stereotypes are ingrained, women murderers are portrayed in the media, particularly in films, in ways that makes their deviance acceptable. According to students of WMNS 36 (2005:2), when women kill, it is usually because they are faced with boundaries that they are trying to penetrate or they are coerced by male manipulation to commit such a horrifying deed.  Angel (2005:1) found that women usually commit violent crimes when they “‘snap’ after years of psychological and physical abuse or they’re pressured into it by men they fear losing.”   Leighton (2005:7) argues that “contrary to the negative and exotic images of the female homicide offender given to us through the media’s eyes, these women did not appear to be anything except ordinary women.”  The media may offer audiences a construct of women murderers that is not necessarily true for all women who have committed murders.  


Goffman’s study on gender construction in advertisements can be applied to other media.  Certainly, films affect the socialization of individuals because many films reproduce the gendered norms of society.  Since there is not much factual information about female murderers available to the general public, watching films about female murderers shape the audience’s understanding of deviant behavior.  Women murderers are not widely discussed in public, thus they become the extraordinary images that attract attention in films.  Women killers may be constructed in film as having more stereotypical male characteristics or as being highly sexualized, thus keeping women in a feminine role despite the violence they engage in.  The question this study sets out to address is, how do Hollywood films construct the female murderers, and how does this compare to real female murderers?

Method

This study uses a content analysis of American films that have as a main plot a woman who has killed.  Films included were limited to those movies in which a woman spends the length of the film attempting to kill or who kill a person by the end of the film.  The periods 1940s and 1990s were chosen because these two periods produced a greater number of films that contain women murderers.  The number of films containing women murderers dropped from 1940s until 1990s, when there was a significant increase.  
Data for this study was obtained from a list of movies found in Bailey and Hale’s Blood on Her Hands Women Who Kill (2004).  First, a list of films from the 1940s and the 1990s that met my criterion were compiled.   Next, all the films that were made for television, foreign films or films with subtitles, or were direct-to-video releases were removed from the list.  The final population size was 43 films of 1940s and 67 films from the 1990s.  Four films from each decade were then selected using a random number table, for a total of eight films.  The films included are Arsenic and Old Lace (1944), Johnny Belinda (1948), Double Indemnity (1944), Murder, My Sweet (1944), The Spanish Prisoner (1998), The Grifters (1990), Long Kiss Goodnight (1996), and Romeo is Bleeding (1994).  
Once the films were selected, the characteristics of the women who do the murdering were coded for motive, consequences, weapon/method used to kill, age of the killer, race of the killer, the victim’s relationship to the murderess, whether she acted alone or with a partner, if the woman was portrayed in a more feminine or masculine manner, and if the woman was sexualized.  When coding for sexuality, the woman murder’s “feminine” characteristics were identified.  Some examples of being feminine include:  how the woman was dressed (e.g. was she wearing tight clothes that show off the curves of her body?), did she flirt often, how often did she engage is sexual activity.  Additionally, a chart derived from Werner and LaRussa (1985) was used to code for masculine and feminine characteristics demonstrated by the woman murderer.    

Findings

As Table 1 illustrates, the eight randomly selected films showed that many of the women and their victims were demographically similar.  The victims and the villains were typically white (100%), young (87.5%), heterosexual (100%), and childless (62.5%).  This contrasts with actual data found by Mann in her 1996 study.  

While 100% of the women murderers and their victims in the films are white, Mann (1996) finds that over 75% of real women murderers are black.  Mann (1996) also finds that the average age for women murderers is 31 with a range of 12-65 years of age.  Fifty percent of the women in the films are under 30.  Most of the victims (72.8%) in the films were over 20;  Mann (1996) finds that the average age of real victims is 33.  In Mann’s (1996) study, 69.5% of women murderers are mothers, compared to 37.5% of the women in the films.  

Half of the women in the films are portrayed as single, while Mann (1996) finds that 40% of real women murderers are single.  Although four of the victims’ marital status was not able to be determined, this study finds that 36.4% of the victims in films are single.  While sexual orientation was coded for, all the characters were found to be heterosexual.  

	TABLE 1: CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN

WHO MURDER AND THEIR VICTIMS

	
	VILLIANS
	VICTIMS

	SEX

Female

Male 
	8/8 (100%)

0/8 (0%)
	1/11 (9.1%)

10/11(90.9%)

	RACE

White

Black
	8/8 (100%)

0/8 (0%)
	11/11(100%)

0/11 (0%)

	AGE

20S

30S

40+
	4/8 (50%)

3/8 (37.5%)

1/8 (12.5%)
	3/11 (27.3%)

4/11 (36.4%)

4/11 (36.4%)

	SOCIO-ECONOMIC CLASS

Upper/upper middle

Middle

Lower middle/working

N/A
	3/8 (37.5%)

2/8 (25%)

3/8 (37.5%)

0/8 (0%)
	2/11 (18.2%)

4/11 (36.4%)

3/11 (27.3%)

2/11 (18.2%)

	SEXUAL ORIENTATION

Heterosexual Homosexual
	8/8 (100%)

0/8 (0%)
	11/11 (100%)

0/11 (0%)

	MARITAL STATUS

Single

Married

N/A
	4/8 (50%)

3/8 (37.5%)

1/8 (12.5%)
	4/11 (36.4%)

3/11 (27.3%)

4/11 (36.4%)

	CHILDREN

None

One 
	5/8 (62.5%)

3/8 (37.5%)
	N/A




Mann (1996) finds 71% of real women murderers to be unemployed.  Employment was Mann’s only means to measure socio-economic status.  In the films from the 1940s, only one film (25%) showed the women murderer work outside the home for a living.  In the 1990s films, three (75%) of the films showed the woman murderer working.  This study determined socio-economic class by coding the types of homes the characters lived in along with the lifestyle the characters lived.  In the films, 37.5% of the women murderers are upper/upper middle class and 37.5% are in the lower middle/working class.  The majority (36.4%) of the film victims are in the middle class.  

Table 2 shows how the films constructed the woman’s motive for murder, her weapon, the end consequence of her murderous act, and her relationship to her victim.  There were several motives for the killings in the films.  The most “innocent” murderers were in Arsenic and Old Lace (1944), where the old women were killing lonely old men.  These women considered themselves to be providing a charity service to men who had nothing or no one to live for.  The two most common motives in films are money (27.3%) and self-defense/saving another (27.3%).  Blackmail followed at 18.2%.  The most common motive of real women murderers, according to Mann (1996) is self defense (38.9%).  
Seven (63.6%) of the film murders were committed with a gun, compared to Mann’s (1996) study where less than half (46.6%) of real women murderers use firearms, followed by knifes (37.8%).  On film, one (9.1%) murder was committed by poisoning wine and two (18.2%) deaths occurred by the woman strangling her victim.  One (9.1%) murder was done by a briefcase knocking a glass into the victim’s neck.  Half of the film women murderers worked alone, yet the real statistics show that 82.2% of women murderers act alone (Mann 1996).  
	TABLE 2: MOTIVE, METHOD, CONSEQUENCE, AND RELATIONSHIP TO VICTIM 

	MOTIVE

Money
	3/11 (27.3%)

	Save other/self-defense
	3/11 (27.3%)

	Blackmail
	2/11 (18.2%)

	Charity
	1/11 (9.1%)

	Revenge
	1/11 (9.1%)

	Professional hit
	1/11 (9.1%)

	METHOD/WEAPON

Gun
	7/11 (63.6%)

	Strangled
	2.11 (18.2%)

	Poison
	1/11 (9.1%)

	Accidental
	1/11 (9.1%)

	END CONSEQUENCE

None
	3/8 (37.5%)

	Death
	3/8 (37.5%)

	Trial
	1/8 (12.5%)

	Arrested
	1/8 (12.5%)

	VICTIM’S RELATIONSHIP 

TO KILLER

Friend/acquaintance
	4/11 (36.4%)

	Job related
	4/11 (36.4%)

	Relative
	2/11 (18.2%)

	Rapist
	1/11 (9.1%)


The victims in the films were most commonly a friend or acquaintance (36.4%) of the woman murderers or the murders were job related (36.4%), such as a professional hit.  Mann (1996) finds that real murders done by women typically take place in a home shared by the victims and the murderer.  According to Mann (1996) victims of real women murderers are most likely intimates (44.3%) or friends and acquaintances (25.6%).  Interestingly, only one of the eleven (9.1%) victims was a woman. 

The two most common end consequences for film murderers were death (37.5%) and no consequence (37.5%).  Only one (12.5%) film murderer woman was arrested and only one (12.5%) went to trial.  


The representation of the murderer’s sexuality also varied.  Two of the films from the 1940s (Arsenic and Old Lace (1944) and Johnny Belinda (1948)) depicted the women murderers in conservative dresses that were modest in length.  Two other films from the 1940s (Double Indemnity (1944) and Murder, My Sweet (1944)) showed the women wearing more sexy clothes.  Phyllis, in Double Indemnity (1944), is introduced to the viewer in a towel.  She wears narrow and low cut dresses when planning the murder of her husband with the insurance sales man.  When she is meeting with her male partner for the last time, she is wearing a white billowing pants jumpsuit.  In Murder, My Sweet (1944), Velma always wears dresses.  On some occasions she wears elegant evening gowns with low cut necklines and high side slits.  Thus, some link is made between sex and murder through the apparel worn.


Movies from the 1990s were less likely to link sex and murder.  Two of the 1990s films (The Grifters (1990) and Romeo is Bleeding (1994)) portrayed the women murderers wearing professional styled business suits.  In two of the films (The Spanish Prisoner (1998) and Long Kiss Goodnight (1996)) the women wore conservative, comfortable looking clothes that fit loosely.  Romeo is Bleeding (1994) was the only 1990s film that sexualized the murderer; Mona was wearing low necklines, thigh-highs, business suit skirts.  She was often shown half-naked and her clothes always seemed to be ready to come off.  


The only sexual activity shown in these eight films was kissing.  Arsenic and Old Lace (1944) was the only film to have no sexual contact shown.  While rape and consensual sex were alluded to or referenced in the film, these acts were not shown to the viewer.  The most sexual scenes occurred in Romeo is Bleeding (1994).  Mona and Jack are shown twice engaged in sexual play and Mona was half undressed.  Once, Mona is straddling Jack and later she was on the bed and Jack was on the floor with his head between her legs with her legs were wrapped around his neck.  In both instances, the police entered the room and interrupted the sexual activity. 

As seen in Table 3, the women in the 1990s films depicted more types of masculine behavior than the women in the 1940s, and the women in the 1940s films exhibited more kinds of feminine behavior than the women in the 1990s.  In the 1940s, there were 28 instances of masculine behavior in the four films, compared to 47 instances of masculine behavior in the four 1990s films.  The women in the 1940s films exhibited a minimum of 49 instances of feminine behavior compared with 32 instances of feminine behavior in the 1990s films.  

The most common masculine characteristics found in the 1940s films are aggressiveness, seriousness, and capability.  In the 1990s films, the women displayed aggressiveness, seriousness, persistence, intelligence, and demanding most frequently.  The most common feminine characteristics featured by women in the 1940s and the 1990s films are cheerfulness, emotional, sincerity, and femininity.  There were more films in the 1940s that exhibited more feminine behaviors than films of the 1990s.  Sincerity was the only feminine characteristic that all four 1990s films showed instances of compared to six characteristics that all four 1940s filmed showed.  It does not appear that the women murderers portrayed in the films are presenting a stronger image of a woman.   

	TABLE 3: COMMON CHARACTERISTICS OF MASCULINE AND FEMININE BEHAVIORS AMONG WOMEN MURDERERS IN FILM

	MASCULINE
	1940s
	1990s
	FEMININE
	1940s
	1990s

	Aggressive
	3
	4
	Cheerful
	4
	3

	Serious
	3
	4
	Emotional
	4
	3

	Capable
	3
	3
	Gentle
	4
	2

	Persistent
	2
	4
	Well-mannered
	4
	1

	Intelligent
	2
	4
	Affectionate
	4
	1

	Demanding
	2
	4
	Sociable
	4
	1

	Self-confident
	2
	3
	Sincere
	3
	4

	Determined
	2
	3
	Feminine
	3
	3

	Frank
	1
	3
	Friendly
	3
	2

	Dominant
	1
	3
	Sexy
	2
	3

	Logical
	1
	2
	Understanding
	2
	1

	Resourceful
	0
	3
	Lovable
	2
	1

	Independent
	0
	2
	excitable
	2
	1

	
	
	
	Considerate
	2
	1

	
	
	
	sentimental
	2
	0

	
	
	
	Sympathetic
	1
	2

	
	
	
	Soft-hearted
	0
	2


Discussion

According to Goffman’s (1976) theory, the ways in which women are portrayed in the media reveal the cultural values and beliefs of that particular society.  Individuals learn acceptable ways to behave according to their gender by watching how other individuals project gender roles and behaviors.  Both men and women have expectations of what a woman should act like based on the women they encounter in real life and the women they see in movies and other media.  In order for a woman to move beyond the typical woman’s role, she must challenge the gendered social construction.  

As the findings indicate, there are discrepancies between the actual data of women murderers and what the audience sees in films.  Female film murderers are less likely to have children in film because American culture does not construct images of mothers as killers.  Women have been constructed as gentle and loving.  If they are going to kill, social ideals hold that women did not come up with the idea on their own, but provide a woman with a male partner in crime.  
By watching films, the audience is assured that women kill for money (a stereotype of a gold-digger), when in reality women are killing to defend themselves or their children.  Perhaps an audience is entertained by watching women kill only as long as women are not a representation of a woman they are close to, like a mother.  Furthermore, women should not kill for a socially valid reason; seeing a woman defend herself from an attacker is certainly less entertaining than watching a woman kill a man for his money.  
Perhaps the media creators are trying to avoid controversy that may arise from stockholders, investors, and advertisers if films reflected the reality of murders by women.  When a white woman steps out of her typical gender role and becomes an aggressive killer, she generates publicity.  Cultural values hold white women as pure, gentle homemakers, so women murdering someone are a shock.  Murder is less expected from a white woman than a black woman.  In other words, black women are more stereotypically thought to live in poverty, be on drugs, and get caught up in violent encounters.  So, when a white woman kills a person, it becomes a high profile case, which in turn becomes entertainment.  Films reproduce the socially constructed white woman killer in high profile cases.  Constructing female film murderers simply reinforces the news images.  So in the end, the audience is left with a historically inaccurate construct of female murderers, but one that can ensure continued profits at the box office.  
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