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OVERVIEW
M

Chapter 5 provides:

* An exploration - underpinned by psychosocial and feminist approaches ~ of

Mediated responses to very serious offending by women, concentrating
mainly on women who kill and rape.
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contexts - ideological climate and journalistic assumptions - are instrumental in
creating public consensus and in shaping the process by which some individuals
are designated ‘others' - monsters in our midst. They also determine why some
offences [for example, the part played by Myra Hindley in the murders of five
children) cast a much longer shadow than others (for example, the murder of at
least 150, and possibly as many as 350, adults by Harold Shipman). Following the
line taken by many feminist critics, it will be argued in this chapter that the media
tap into, and magnify, deep-seated public fears about deviant women, while pay-
ing much less attention to equally serious male offenders whose profile does not
meet the psychosocial criteria of 'otherness’. While many generalized points will
be made about women's involvement in certain categories of offending (murder,
mansla}ughter, infanticide and filicide, sexual assault, and rape) specific and, of
I:Efcessny, selective - though highly newsworthy and notorious - cases will be
tierred to throughout the chapter as illustrations of media misogyny.
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marriaggoragy media rfeﬂect o.ther soclo-political institutions in their attitudes to

e Noti:n tfhe famlly., which remain curiously embedded in the Victorian
bs of the feminine as passive, maternal, married and monogamous
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. The cultural inclination to view women'’s dev

who kill and rape.
’ e . iance as a ' : )
‘'otherness’ is compounded by its Néwsworthiness, which i;n Sglfﬁsta}[‘non of their
the proposition that thgre May never be a prevailing ide°|°9icalili?nsalfnable' and
ates women who deviate from cultural expectations of “Hppreprats’ forss
behaviour. priate’ feminine

o It has been argued that, in common with wider media and cultural constructions

women who kfll are subject tc? i‘n.tense scrutiny - both in legal and media institutions -
regardlong their sexual proclivities and history, and are frequently judged on their
body size, shape and sexual attractiveness. Paradoxically, conventional construc-
tions of both beauty and ugliness can be used as evidence of a woman’s inherent
badness, and the media borrow from a range of classical literature and mythology
to evoke images of monstrous women. Women who kill (especially those who kill
children and young women) are the diabolical antithesis to the myth of the good
mother, and much media discourse is constructed around ‘essentialist’ notions of
women; in other words, they presuppose that the ‘essence’ of women is different
from that of men, and that women are biologically predisposed to be caring anfi
nurturing. Women's crimes against children are especially inexplicablg and ‘unreal’.
Unless an offence can be accounted for in terms of a ‘sickness’ that is co’mpatlblg
with the essential ‘nature’ of womanhood, it will be regarded as ‘unnatural and evil
(Worrall, 1990). A degree of biological essentialism is also evident in ;he cc;cgn:zfzg
theme that women who commit serious crimes - especially WheR_T e;lnd o in
partnership with a man — are the prime movers in these relationships :

essence, evil manipulators. sined
If a woman'’s serious offending cannot be explaine
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be a lucid and rational act, it becomes symbolically dsstuE:; S va Hindley i) are
that they acted in an autonomous and calculated manner

i hood
; g ' : n-agentic) woman
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that the details of their offences are glqssed over tnt frgm A et readings
and explanations for their crimes are curiously absen
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STUDY QUEs TIONS
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Study a fange of NéWspapers ang Pay close attention to stories involving wo
offenders,
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