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Preface and Acknowledgements

I have spent more than a decade thinking about gender representa-
tions of women who kill. I originally became interested in this topic
in the summer before I spent the third year of my degree in Portland,
Oregon. I saw a documentary on television that argued women found
guilty of murder in the United States were more likely to be executed
if they were portrayed negatively, for example, as lesbians. I was fas-
cinated, and troubled, by the idea that the type of woman someone
was depicted as could have such a profound influence over what hap-
pened to them. I believed I had settled on my undergraduate dissertation
topic. During the winter semester in Portland, I read Margaret Atwood’s
(1997) Alias Grace, which fictionalises the mid-nineteenth-century case
of Grace Marks, a young Canadian housemaid who was found guilty of
murdering her employer. In the event, I wrote my dissertation on the
trials of two mid-nineteenth-century American women found guilty of
murder, examining how their womanhood was represented and how
this reflected the era’s assumptions about the nature of women.

Several years later, I commenced a research project on gender rep-
resentations of women accused of murder in mid-twentieth-century
England and Wales. This book is partly based on that research, but also
reflects my wider interest in women, murder and femininity, even going
back to some of the issues covered in the documentary I watched one
summer evening in the late 1990s.

I’d like to thank Philip Smith for his advice on how to approach a
cultural reading of cases of women who kill. Thanks to Daniel Conway
for telling me about the case of Daisy de Melker; I’d never heard of her
before. Thanks to Mom, Dad, Ruth, Marlene and Brian for their support
in asking me how things were going book wise. Many thanks to my
husband, Damien, and my best friend, Beccy, for their enthusiasm about
the book and their unstinting belief in me.

Quotations from The Times on pages 147, 148, 149, 158 and 159
reproduced with permission from News International, c©The Times.

Lizzie Seal
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Introduction: Women, Murder
and Femininity

This book provides a feminist reading of gender representations of
women who commit, or are accused of, ‘unusual’ murders.1 All types
of murder by women are relatively unusual, but when women do kill,
the victims are most likely to be their own children or a male partner
(Ballinger, 2000; Frigon, 2006). Other sorts of killing by women are rare
and arguably have the potential to be even more shocking. Illustrative
cases that have figured prominently in the popular imagination include
those of Myra Hindley and Aileen Wuornos. Myra Hindley, along with
her boyfriend, Ian Brady, participated in the murders of five young
people in Manchester, Britain, in the 1960s (Birch, 1993; Storrs, 2004).
Aileen Wuornos shot dead seven men she solicited as a sex worker on a
Florida highway in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Shipley and Arrigo,
2004; Pearson, 2007). The ‘unusualness’ of these cases and their distance
from more ‘explainable’ types of murder by women help to explain their
notoriety.

Women commit far fewer murders and other types of homicide than
men do (Verhoeven, 1993; Chan, 2001; Jensen, 2001),2 but when they
do, it is more disquieting. Whereas ‘[v]iolence is an accepted attribute
of most recognised masculinities’ (D’Cruze et al., 2006, p. 46), killing
by women violates norms of femininity, such as nurturance, gentleness
and social conformity. It disturbs culturally held notions not only of
how women should behave, but also of what a woman is. In this sense,
women who kill trouble the masculine/feminine gender binary by trans-
gressing its boundaries, making gender constructions of women who kill
an essential area for feminist analysis.

Women who kill abusive male partners unsettle gender norms by
defending themselves through the use of fatal violence (Morrissey, 2003;
Carline, 2005a). However, this is not a culturally unthinkable use of

1



2 Women, Murder and Femininity

violence by women, especially if they are perceived to be psychologi-
cally impaired as a result of experiencing abuse. Women who kill their
own children transgress understandings of motherhood and violate its
social and cultural foundations (Meyer and Oberman, 2001; Barnett,
2006; West and Lictenstein, 2006). The mother who kills can be rep-
resented as a figure of feminine evil, echoing the myth of Medea, who
murdered her sons after being abandoned by her lover, Jason (Hendin,
2004). However, there are also more sympathetic views of women who
kill their children, especially if they are newborns. Women who kill
abusive partners and mothers who commit filicide are likely to receive
greater understanding if they are thought to be mentally unbalanced
(Nicolson, 1995; Wilczynski, 1997; Barnett, 2006). Therefore, although
women who kill their own children or abusive male partners are not
necessarily perceived to embody norms of femininity, they are not
culturally unthinkable.

The majority of murders by women where the victim is someone other
than their own offspring or a male partner are not ‘serial killings’ in the
manner of Myra Hindley or Aileen Wuornos. The definition of ‘unusual’
murder by women used in this book is a loose one. This is because
the aim is not to explore a discrete or identifiable category of killing.
Rather, there has been a fuller feminist exploration of gender construc-
tions of women who have killed their own children or abusive male
partners than of other types of murder. ‘Unusual’ cases are understood
to include those where women have killed, or been officially accused
of killing, other relatives, friends, acquaintances, strangers and other
people’s children. Women who committed multiple homicides, which
included male partners and/or their own children amongst their victims,
are also examined as multiple killing by women is rare.

Feminist research and women who kill

Feminist research into women who kill abusive male partners relates
to wider scholarship on women’s experiences of domestic violence and
to theoretical assessments of women’s subordinate position in society.
In addition to highlighting the impossible situation of women in dan-
gerous relationships, such research has examined the inequities and
inadequacies of the criminal justice system in dealing with these cases
(Radford, 1993; Stanko and Scully, 1996; Leonard, 2002). It has also
explored how negative gender stereotypes appear to affect legal out-
comes (Nicolson, 1995; Carline, 2005b; Russell and Melillo, 2006). From
a feminist position, it is possible to view women who kill violent male
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partners as taking justifiable action. They can be seen as defending
themselves from life-threatening violence, albeit in ways that the crimi-
nal justice system does not always recognise as legitimate. Women who
kill abusive male partners have been the subjects of a substantial amount
of feminist research and activism (Carline, 2005a), which has established
the importance of this issue and contributed to legal reform.

Women who kill their own children are potentially more troubling
for feminism, especially for theories which conceptualise motherhood
as the foundation for a system of feminist-derived ethics based on
the notion of care (see Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984; Tronto, 1987).
However, there is a range of feminist arguments and research that iden-
tifies the oppressive role of motherhood in relation to both women’s
lived experiences and to constructions of femininity (Miller, 2005).
Feminists have analysed the everyday difficulties and pressures of moth-
erhood, especially for socio-economically disadvantaged women, and
have criticised the symbolic role of motherhood in shaping normative
feminine identities (see Romero et al., 2003; Choi et al., 2005; Dodson,
2007). Both of these approaches to motherhood have been employed
by feminist research into women who kill their children (Barnett, 2006;
Oberman and Meyer, 2008). Such cases can not only be disturbing to
feminist values, but can also be analysed using feminist insights and
arguments.

Other types of murder by women are arguably more transgressive of
feminism’s boundaries than women who kill abusive male partners or
their own children. This may be especially so if the woman’s victims are
other women, or those occupying socially and economically marginal
positions (Ballinger, 2000). However, as several researchers in the area
have argued, it is important that feminist scholars do turn their atten-
tion to a wider range of cases by women (Bell and Fox, 1996; Ballinger,
2000; Morrissey, 2003; Shipley and Arrigo, 2004). It is crucial that fem-
inist research does not confine itself to ‘ideologically sound’ cases of
women who kill and those that are easy to sympathise with. If feminists
ignore women whose ‘deeds fall between the cracks of the normative
representation of women’ (Frigon, 2006, p. 4), then the broader femi-
nist project of challenging derogatory stereotypes and restrictive gender
norms is undermined.

Further to these aims, feminist analysis must be extended to unusual
cases of women who kill so that a wide variety of feminine subjectivi-
ties can be explored and deconstructed. Scholarship concerning women
who kill abusive male partners or their own children has, for obvious
reasons, focused on women in heterosexual relationships. This means
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that the constructions of femininity such research has uncovered tend
to centre on women’s roles as the intimate partners of men and as moth-
ers. This is important to examine, and research into women who kill
abusive male partners, or commit filicide, has highlighted the restric-
tive aspects of these representations (Russell and Melillo, 2006; West and
Lichtenstein, 2006), as well as some of the disadvantages for women that
institutionalised heterosexuality entails. However, there is less attention
to women’s more diverse subjectivities beyond heterosexual partner-
ships and motherhood. Consideration of unusual cases of murder by
women enables analysis of a wider range of gender representations
(Pearson, 2007) and offers new angles on women’s construction as wives
and mothers.

There is much important feminist research from a range of disciplines,
including criminology, law, cultural studies and social history, which
explores issues of gender representation in unusual cases of women who
kill. However, this is the first book to take such cases as its primary topic
of analysis.

Stories of women who kill

Discourse (understood as the fixation of meaning), narrative and stories
are indispensable concepts for analysing gender construction. Cultural
representations of women who kill tend to draw on stock stories, which
may be familiar from media and fictional portrayals (Morrissey, 2003).
The various elements of a woman’s case and aspects of her identity are
subsumed into a pre-existing narrative, which follows the conventions
of storytelling. These stock stories mean that there is often a certain
amount of continuity to representations of women who kill, with simi-
lar narratives appearing in different times and places (McDonagh, 2003;
Morrissey, 2003). Stock stories also emerge from legal processes such
as court trials (Nicolson, 1995; Threadgold, 1997). Socio-legal scholars
and historians of crime have noted how the criminal justice system
draws on established socio-cultural narratives in order to prosecute cases
(Anderson and Twining, 1991; Ewick and Silbey, 1995) and in doing so
utilises and reproduces gendered stories (Graycar, 1996; Shapiro, 1999).
These criminal justice narratives are multiple and frequently offer com-
peting versions of both the events and the identities of those concerned
(Korobkin, 1998; Srebnick, 2005).

As part of their adherence to conventions of narrative, legal sto-
ries are often told through different genres. The gothic is a recurrent
genre for telling stories about murder. Its features are dramatisation
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of collapsing boundaries and liminality, the presence of monsters,
and horror and sensationalism (Halttunen, 1998; Grant, 2004). Other
aspects of the gothic are the importance of corpses and the significance
of unknowable, threatening spaces such as urban landscapes or large
houses (D’Cruze, 2006). Melodrama is another genre that lends itself to
stories of homicide. The emotionally intense narratives of melodrama
are driven by crisis. They usually have a female protagonist who trans-
gresses against social norms, but is ultimately recuperated (Landy, 1991).
Through these genres, stories of women who kill create and reproduce
discourses of gender.

Continuity of narratives across place and time makes it possible to
identify similar constructions in cases from different periods. In her
study of child murder in British culture, 1720–1900, McDonagh (2003,
p. 11) argues that ‘the meanings of child murder are not contained
within any discrete historical moment, but rather travel across them’.
However, if too much emphasis is placed on continuity, the importance
of context and change may be lost (D’Cruze et al., 2006). Stock stories
are modified and reiterated according to the era in which they are told.
Therefore, a complete and sophisticated analysis of discourses of femi-
ninity in unusual cases of women who kill needs to be contextualised in
relation to the place and time out of which they emerge.

Naylor’s (1995) typology of British news stories that appeared in the
1990s concerning violent women identifies six ‘common sense’ stories
used in the press. These were all stereotypical and derogatory, either
downplaying women’s violence as humorous or excusable, or emphasis-
ing the malign threat of feminine evil and deviousness.3 Jewkes (2004)
provides a meta-typology of recurrent media narratives, identified from
the feminist literature, of women who commit serious crimes. She high-
lights eight ‘standard narratives’, including women as bad wives and
mothers, as monstrous or manipulative and as lacking agency.4 The
media, by its very nature, tells and retells stories in order to ‘give events
shape and purpose’ (Morrissey, 2003, p. 14). In a legal context, such as
the courtroom, stock stories aid the defence and prosecution to present
their cases in ways that resonate with the jury (and the judge), draw-
ing on ‘culturally specific stock formats and stock characters in their
promotion of stock theories of crime’ (ibid., p. 12).

Gender regulation and women who kill

The typologies created by Naylor (1995) and Jewkes (2004) indicate how
certain key stereotypical constructions of violent women’s femininity
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have delimited the range of available representations to those which are
disparaging and/or disempowering, beyond which, as Birch (1993) and
Frigon (2006) argue, we do not have a language with which to articulate
cases of women who kill. In particular, the themes of sexuality, mad-
ness and women as housewives and carers recur. This is unsurprising
in the light of feminist criminology, which has explored how these dis-
courses of womanhood are the ones that have governed the judgment,
punishment and representation of criminal women. Frigon (2006) draws
on Carlen’s (1983) work on ‘regimes of femininity’ in order to analyse
the narratives that appeared in the cases of the 28 Canadian women
who were found guilty of murdering their husbands, 1866–1954. She
argues that ‘women are punished for having stepped outside of their
social norms as women, wives and mothers’ (Frigon, 2006, p. 7).

Both Nicolson (1995) and Ballinger (2000) utilise Worrall’s (1990)
framework of the dominant discourses of femininity, namely domestic-
ity, sexuality and pathology (to which Ballinger adds ‘respectability’), to
deconstruct the criminal justice system’s representation and treatment
of women who kill. These discourses designate the boundaries of ‘appro-
priate femininity’, the socially and culturally approved standard against
which women are judged (Worrall, 1990). Nicolson (1995) explores two
major English cases of women convicted of murder for killing their
abusive husbands, those of Sara Thornton and Kiranjit Ahluwalia, and
argues that both were judged through these discourses of femininity,
with the consequence that ‘the Court of Appeal treated Sara Thornton
harshly and Kiranjit Ahluwalia patronisingly’ (p. 190).

Ballinger (2000) analyses the appearance of these discourses in the
criminal justice system in relation to the 15 cases of women executed in
twentieth-century England and Wales. She points out that 91 per cent
of women sentenced to death in the twentieth century were reprieved,
so asks what was different in the cases of the 15 women who were
not (Ballinger, 2000, p. 328). She argues that discourses of ‘danger-
ous womanhood’ were successfully mobilised in these cases, and that
where women fell short of gender norms they became vulnerable to
‘judicial misogyny’, making it less likely their death sentence would
be commuted. In relation to the use of the death penalty against
American women, Heberle (2001, p. 49) contends that decisions over
guilt and sentencing involve ‘contests over the terms on which indi-
vidual women’s feminine character will be constituted and interpreted’.
The importance of conformity to appropriately gendered behaviour is
highlighted by Wilczynski’s (1997) study of the sentencing of female
and male child-killers. Women were overall more likely than men to
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escape prison, but those who did not appear to be subject to the infor-
mal social control mechanisms of social work, psychiatric services or
their families were more likely to be perceived as ‘bad’ rather than ‘mad’
and to receive a prison sentence.

A key aspect of these feminist arguments about gender constructions
of violent women and women who kill is that the discourses of wom-
anhood they reproduce play a role in the wider social regulation of
femininity. Nicolson identifies in the cases of Sara Thornton and Kiranjit
Ahluwalia ‘sexist stereotypes which reinforce the oppression and control
of women in general’ (1995, p. 186). For Ballinger (2000), the discourses
of femininity against which women are judged in the criminal justice
system are the same ones that regulate women’s behaviour more gener-
ally and also encourage women to police themselves. The legal system is
a masculine-dominated arena, and one in which the ‘desired’ qualities
of womanhood are defined by ‘making a distinction between good, mad
and bad women’, with violent women usually falling into the latter two
categories (Chan, 2001, p. 33).

Feminist authors have argued that the criminal justice system’s ability
to ‘discipline gender’ (Heberle, 1999) can therefore serve the interests of
both state and patriarchal power by reproducing discourses that circum-
scribe women’s roles and enacting harsh punishment when these are
violated. Women’s use of violence poses a threat to the gender order that
subordinates them – it issues a challenge to the supremacy of masculine
power and the social control of women. Women who kill ‘test society’s
established boundaries’ (Jones, 1996, p. 13), especially if they appear to
have acted purposefully and/or rationally (Wilczynzski, 1997; Morrissey,
2003). Crossing the boundaries of gender makes them incomprehen-
sible and dangerous (Ballinger, 2000; Heberle, 2001), which provokes
the need for legal and media discourses to ‘contain and limit the threat
posed by such women’ (Morrissey, 2003, p. 2). Jones (1996) argues that
society fears both the female murderer and the feminist as their actions
challenge the social order. In her examination of women who have
killed throughout American history, she notes that ‘[a] wave of attention
to women’s criminality follows thunderously on every wave of femi-
nism’ (Jones, 1996, p. 14). Public anxiety about women who kill ‘reflects
more general, inchoate anxieties about the potential for the feminine
character to disrupt the order of things’ (Heberle, 2001, p. 55). Jones
(1996) and Ballinger (2000) point out that women who kill are dispro-
portionately drawn from the socially and economically marginalised,
exacerbating the need to contain their threat to the structures of existing
power relations.
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The discursive regulation of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ enactments of feminin-
ity is an important means through which the threat posed by women
who kill is neutralised. Women who seem to be especially difficult
to construct in relation to acceptable performances of femininity are,
according to Morrissey (2003), open to ‘monsterization’ and ‘mythifica-
tion’ as evil, placing them beyond human understanding and making
them outlaws. This is particularly likely in the rare cases where women
have been involved in murders that entail sexual sadism. Where women
are represented as more recognisably feminine, for example, when they
can be perceived as victims or their actions can be explained through
mental illness, they do not cross the boundaries of gender. Morris-
sey (2003) argues that both representations are problematic because
‘[i]n either case, order is restored within the dominant, hegemonic
world’ (p. 171) and the threat women who kill pose to ‘male-dominated
institutions of heteropatriarchy’ is decreased (p. 170).

Ballinger (2007) explores how what at first sight appears to be judi-
cial leniency, namely the reprieve of women from the death penalty for
killing their abusive partners in England and Wales, 1900–65, actually
served as a conservative strategy. The inferior status of women as a cate-
gory was underlined and ‘the preservation of the gendered social order’
maintained (ibid., p. 477). In part, this was because women’s victim-
hood and helplessness were emphasised in such cases. Additionally, the
wider contextual background of the unequal gender order that created
the circumstances in which the domestic violence took place was left
undisturbed. Bestowing mercy upon these women meant that the state
could appear to be benevolent whilst potentially more radical critiques
of gender and class inequalities were eclipsed.

The feminist analysis of the regulatory power of discourses of femi-
ninity and their relevance to cases of women who kill is indispensable
for understanding how gender constructions are central to how these
women are perceived. It also enables us to assess the wider social conse-
quences of the reproduction of constricting discourses of womanhood
in the criminal justice system and the media. Crucially, this mode of
analysis highlights how the use of violence by women is an affront
to established power relations, and how through deconstructing gender
representations of women who kill, it is possible to lay bare the workings
of inequalities of power.

The insights of this work, particularly in relation to the deployment
of gendered discourses, are vital to this book’s analysis of unusual
cases of women who kill. However, the focus on gender power and
the exertion of state or (hetero)patriarchal control can obscure some
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of the wider cultural meanings generated by representations of women
who kill. Following Heberle’s (2001, p. 55) assertion, quoted above,
that anxieties about women who kill reflect general, inchoate anxi-
eties about the disruptive power of the feminine, it is also possible to
argue that these disparate concerns articulate wider anxieties through the
symbol of the feminine. This is missed in analyses which concentrate
specifically on how discourses of femininity and the workings of the
criminal justice system are implicated in wider patterns of social con-
trol. What is certainly an important aspect of gender representations
of women who kill becomes the only aspect to receive examination.
This can have the effect of making patterns of gendered social con-
trol appear to be more static and inevitable than they are and misses
the opportunity to read the cases’ wider symbolic resonance. The anal-
ysis in this book of unusual cases of women who kill also draws on
literature that explores the cultural meanings of murder and women’s
criminality.

Murder, meaning and culture

The potential for the trials and publicity surrounding crimes, especially
serious crimes such as murder, to generate meanings that reveal impor-
tant elements of the society in which they take place is well established
by cultural historians. As Phillips and Gartner (2003, p. 2) argue in rela-
tion to their analysis of the murder of an itinerant preacher in early
twentieth-century Seattle, the ‘wider contexts [. . .] and deeper meanings’
of the case provide ‘a window into many aspects of life and law’ during
the era. Kramer and Mitchell (2002) choose the case of Mary Lane, a
servant in nineteenth-century Canada who shot her mistress, in order
to discover ‘meanings central to the culture of late Victorian Canada’
(p. 6). Dolan (1994, p. 3) finds textual representations of murders and
witchcraft in early modern England valuable as ‘evidence of cultural for-
mation and transformation’ rather than as records of crimes. Similarly,
Srebnick (2005) argues that in American historiography, many studies
of nineteenth-century murders were not originally intended as histories
of crime, but of culture, with issues such as gender and sexuality, and
urban life at their core.

This ability for the meanings generated in particular cases of crime
to illuminate the wider culture is stressed by proponents of microhis-
tory. This is where the close analysis of one case becomes the basis
for understanding the ‘wider field of politics and culture surrounding
and encompassing it’ (Berenson, 1993, p. 8). This can include a wealth
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of issues such as gender, nationality, family life and conceptualisations
of morality and justice (ibid.). Microhistory is not specific to legal case
studies, but violent crimes offer particularly fertile examples for analysis
as they showcase struggles and conflict, making clear the clashes and
disagreements over meaning (Phillips and Gartner, 2003). Culture itself
can be understood as a site of struggle and conflict over meaning, which
is why criminal cases are especially revealing (Dolan, 1994).

The recognition that criminal cases are rich with symbol and mean-
ing, providing an excellent means for cultural analysis, does of course
extend beyond microhistorical approaches. McDonagh (2003, p. 6), who
chooses not to focus on a specific ‘moment’ in British history, argues
that ‘[d]iscussions of child murder frequently seeped into debates on
other issues . . . through which society examined its own values and stan-
dards of civilized behaviour’. Appreciation of symbolic significance and
plurality of meaning is central to cultural criminology, which aims to
examine the contexts in which crime and violence occur (Presdee, 2000,
2004) and ‘opens up the study of crime and deviance to a broader range
of subjects – the city, the media, globalisation and other discourses of
late modernity’ (Ferrell et al., 2004, p. 6). Chancer (2005, p. 5) explores
how certain high-profile cases of serious violent crime (what she terms
‘provoking assaults’) in 1980s and 1990s America ‘became vehicles for
crystallizing, debating, and attempting to resolve contemporary social
problems’. As sites of conflict, cases such as boxer Mike Tyson’s con-
viction for rape and O J Simpson’s acquittal for the murder of his wife
became symbolic of contested issues of gender, ethnicity and class in
Reagan/Bush era America.

Analysis of cases of murder reveals significant aspects of social change.
Srebnick (2005, p. 14) contends that the murder in early twentieth-
century upstate New York of a factory worker Grace Brown by her lover,
Chester Gillette, ‘raised issues that were emblematic of transformations
in American life in the first years of the twentieth-century’, including
those of class, community and work. This provided fertile material for
novelist Theodore Dreiser, who based his An American Tragedy (1925) on
the case. As windows into a culture, cases of murder and violent crime
illuminate anxieties about these transformations. Walkowitz (1992), in
her now classic study of Victorian London, examines how the case of
Jack the Ripper highlighted tensions surrounding the shifting bound-
aries of, for example, the acceptability of women’s presence in urban
space. Murder represents a rending of the social fabric when ‘normally
unspoken cultural dispositions – feelings about sexuality, ideals of mar-
riage and the family, normative notions of femininity and masculinity
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are suddenly articulated, even shouted out in dueling [sic] narratives’
(Strange, 1999, p. 693).

This articulation highlights cultural boundaries but, as Walkowitz
(1992) explores, it also demonstrates their porousness. Shapiro (1996)
analyses stories of female criminality in fin de siècle France as expres-
sions of cultural tension that had disparate effects. Within debates
and struggles regarding the meaning of female criminality, she identi-
fies both resistance to change and evidence that it was occurring. The
boundaries of acceptable behaviour were permeable, which induced
anxiety and readjustment. In particular, Shapiro (1996, p. 4) argues
that the ‘special symbolic resonance’ of femaleness meant that crimes
by women were especially likely to be endowed with meaning and to
become sites of cultural struggle. Uncertainties over gender relations
became connected to concerns about the nature of burgeoning mass
culture in France, with female behaviour becoming a ‘key interpretive
grid’ through which to understand the state of society (ibid., p. 9).

Berenson (1993) turns the spotlight on the trial of Madame Caillaux
from early twentieth-century France. Henriette Caillaux was a society
lady who shot a newspaper editor who had printed a letter that was
politically embarrassing to her husband. Her trial commenced 2 weeks
before the First World War began in 1914, a time of moral and cultural
crisis in France. Berenson (1993, p. 12) argues that the meanings of fem-
ininity were hugely significant to the case as the ideological and cultural
conflicts of the era related to sexuality, privacy, nationality and politics
‘coalesced around questions of gender’. Hendin (2004, p. 30) sees the
mythification of female violence in American culture as signifying ‘the
fear that the violence of women violates both nature and society, and
reveals terrible and frightening change’. Violent women become a focus
for anxiety but it is also possible for them to symbolise the excitement
of change (ibid.). The discourses that construct women who kill repre-
sent an attempt to codify the rules of appropriate feminine behaviour
but this inevitably takes place in a realm of contested meaning in which
social and cultural boundaries are not fixed (Shapiro, 1996).

This book adopts a two-stage model in order to analyse gender rep-
resentations in unusual cases of women who kill that conjoins an
examination of recurrent, regulatory discourses of womanhood to an
exploration of the wider, cultural meanings that these discourses gen-
erate. The choice of ‘unusual’ cases not only extends the feminist
scholarship on women who kill, but also provides a focus on cases par-
ticularly likely to test social and cultural boundaries. It continues the
process of furthering feminist understanding of portrayals of women
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who kill beyond the bad wife and mother tropes, to other subjectivi-
ties. The next section discusses the theoretical tools concerning gender
construction and gendered subjectivity that are employed in order to
undertake the analysis.

Developing a feminist framework

The importance of gender construction

Feminist theory is hydra-headed, encompassing a variety of views and
approaches, which analyse gender in relation to issues of equality, dif-
ference and experience (Braidotti, 1994; Wheedon, 1997). This book
adopts a poststructuralist feminist framework in order to decode repre-
sentations of gender in unusual cases of women who kill. An important
element of postructuralist feminism’s approach to gender identity is
the rejection of the notion of essential gender differences and iden-
tities (Scott, 1986; Spelman, 1988; Mouffe, 2005). Gender identity is
understood to be socially and historically contingent. Therefore, it is
necessary to examine the context out of which it arises (Mouffe, 1995;
Gatens, 2002). Gender identities are not unitary and subjects do not pos-
sess ‘authentic’, core selves (Riley, 1988; Butler, 1999). Subjectivity, the
positioning of social agents in discourse, is an ongoing process of con-
struction and constitution that produces multiple identities (within the
same subject) rather than a coherent, easily identifiable ‘self’ (Braidotti,
1994).

Poststructuralist gender theorists reject the notion of fixed differences
between masculinity and femininity, or that there are essential char-
acteristics, biological or otherwise, that belong to ‘women’ and ‘men’
(Butler, 2004). The acceptance that gendered subjectivity is produced
through discourse means that femininity is not understood to auto-
matically relate to women and masculinity is not understood to be
necessarily connected with men (Halberstam, 1998; Butler, 1999). Fem-
inine and masculine subjectivities could be created for both men and
women. The emphasis placed on the multiple and flowing nature of
subjectivity means that femininity and masculinity do not need to be
understood as neatly separable, or discrete (De Lauretis, 1987; Butler,
1993, 1999).

The fit between social agents and gendered subject positions is an
imperfect one. Women rarely fully embody feminine gender norms and
men rarely fully exemplify norms of masculinity (Butler, 1999). This
leads Butler (1993) to contend that all gender is drag. In part, this is
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because gender norms are themselves multiple and contradictory and
‘are only tenuously embodied by any particular social actor’ (Butler,
2004, p. 41). The subject position of motherhood offers a salient exam-
ple. Although there is arguably a broad consensus that good mothering
entails providing children with care and nurturance, how this nurtur-
ing should be performed is not universally agreed upon (Doane and
Hodges, 1992). There is no unitary discourse of the ‘good mother’ for
social agents to enact.

The contingent nature of gendered subjectivity is revealed in the
space that opens up between constructions of gender and actual social
agents (Butler, 2004). The dominant, normative versions of femininity
and masculinity are hyperbolic (Butler, 1993). Subjects perform these
gender identities, but they either do not inhabit them completely or
perform them in unexpected or unacceptable ways. Unexpected and
unacceptable performances of gender may not be culturally intelligible
or recognisable – the subject in question is not easily assigned femininity
or masculinity (Butler, 1999). A ‘wrong’ or contradictory performance of
gender by a social agent opens up a gap between their performance and
normative gender. In this gap, the contingent nature of femininity and
masculinity is exposed (Butler, 1993). Gender is never fully determining
(ibid.), leaving the possibility for ‘unexpected and enabling response[s]’
(Butler, 1997, p. 2).

Performativity does not mean that subjects freely choose how to enact
gender, or that they do so with conscious artifice (Butler, 1997, 1999). It
does, however, implicate them in the ongoing constitution and recon-
stitution of femininity and masculinity. Gendering is ‘a compulsory
practice, a forcible production’ (Butler, 1993, p. 231), which is restricted
and conditioned by extant discourses. All social agents are culturally
assigned gender, or are somehow constructed in relation to normative
gender (Butler, 1999, 2004). They are inevitably part of this process, and
can improvise on, subvert or resist, regulatory norms (Butler, 2004). Nev-
ertheless, the terms that make up their gender identity act as a ‘scene of
constraint’, which is external to the social agent (ibid., p. 1).

The notion of femininity as not only multiple and inessential, but
also performative is particularly useful for decoding representations of
women who kill. Culturally, to commit murder is contradictory to fem-
ininity and therefore women who kill open up a gap between their
actions and normative gender constructions. Carline (2005b) illustrates
this through considering the case of Zoora Shah, who in England in
1993 was found guilty of murdering a man with whom she was in an
abusive relationship. Carline argues that to the Court of Appeal, Zoora
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was gender unintelligible because she did not perform the acceptable
gendered scripts of femininity. Her perceived lack of physical injuries
and her failure to speak to anyone about the abuse she experienced were
interpreted as placing her outside the recognisable ‘battered woman’
subject position. The Court described her as an ‘unusual woman’, a des-
ignation that resulted from its inability to characterise her as ‘mad’ or
‘bad’ (ibid., p. 231). She became abject from intelligible femininity but
occupied a new subject position of the ‘unusual woman’ (ibid.).

From this discussion of gender construction, it should have become
clear that whilst representations of womanhood have regulatory power
and are not easily transformed, they are not impervious to change and
reconstitution. Poovey (1988) argues that regulatory discourses have
‘uneven’ effects – due to differences in subjects’ social positioning, they
have differential impact, significance and power. Therefore, it is vital to
consider diverse constructions of feminine subjectivity. This can be dif-
ferences between women, and also within the same woman (Braidotti,
1994).

Intersecting identities

Some types of femininity are constructed as more socially and cultur-
ally desirable than others and certain femininities are constituted as
more socially and culturally powerful than others (Cornell, 1995). These
differences can be analysed by utilising the type of poststructuralist fem-
inist approach outlined above, which conceptualises gender identity as
split and multiple. According to this framework, ‘women’ are not under-
stood as a straightforward, identifiable category (Riley, 1988). Social
agents are not homogeneous, unified entities; they are ‘constructed at
the point of intersection of a multiplicity of subject positions’ (Mouffe,
2005, p. 12). The construction of ‘women’ always takes place relative to
other categories, which are themselves mutable (Riley, 1988). An inter-
sectional analysis enables the complexity of gendered subjectivity to be
examined.

Intersectionality pays attention to the ‘interrelationships of gender,
class, race and ethnicity and other social divisions’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006,
p. 194). Identity is seen as comprising various interlocking strands,
which are mutually constitutive (Davis, 2008). Gender is only one
of these strands and is not necessarily given primacy over the oth-
ers (Burgess-Proctor, 2006). An intersectional approach can be used
to explore positions of subordination, but also of power and hierar-
chy. It is applicable to ‘all people, regardless of their social location’
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(Burgess-Proctor, 2006, p. 38). Intersectionality analyses subjects’ mul-
tiple positioning (Mouffe, 2005), as well as the places where different
aspects of identity meet and overlap (Yuval-Davis, 2006).

Stubbs and Tolmie (1995) adopt an intersectional approach to
analysing Australian cases of aboriginal women who kill abusive male
partners. They argue that focusing solely on gender cannot adequately
explain the positioning of such women and their experiences of the
criminal justice system. Both the social positioning and the cultural
representation of aboriginal women are shaped by gender and ‘race’,
meaning that the intersections between these aspects of identity must
be read in order to acknowledge the complexity of these cases.

An appreciation of the intersectional nature of identity further
enables feminist analysis that is sensitive to the differential cultural
value ascribed to different constructions of femininity (Anthias, 2002).
White, middle class, heterosexual femininity is usually granted a higher
symbolic value than other forms, which can be understood as nega-
tively related to this dominant, or normative, construction. Women
who are assigned the normative form of femininity are potentially,
socially and culturally more powerful than other women, and stand
to benefit culturally and materially from their positive association with
this construction (Anthias, 2002). The multiplicity of subjectivity means
that an individual can be ‘dominant in one relation while subordi-
nated in another’ (Mouffe, 1995, p. 318). Threadgold (1997) compares
two 1990s Australian cases of women who killed their abusive partners;
one woman was white, and one aboriginal. In the trial of the aborigi-
nal woman, certain aspects of her case, which were very similar to the
white woman’s case, were attributed to her ‘violent culture’, an explana-
tion absent from the white woman’s trial. Through a situated narrative
analysis, Threadgold explores how these women were constituted, and
how their genders were inscribed differently, but also how the aboriginal
woman was constructed as being from a ‘deviant’ culture.

As discussed above, normativity is both relational and uneven.
Women who kill may bear some of the markers of appropriate femi-
ninity, whilst also bearing devalued identities. The complex and con-
tradictory nature of their subjectivities must be thoroughly decoded.
Femininities vary according to whether they are assigned to older or
younger women, minority ethnic or white women, and their meanings
cannot be fully understood without attention to these other elements
of identity. This book utilises the lens of gender in order to carry out the
analysis, but is attentive to the relevance of the women’s intersecting
identities and to the differences between and within them.
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Symbolic femininities

This chapter has discussed how analysis of cases of murder can serve
as a window into a culture at a particular point in time, and explored
how constructions of femininity are particularly fruitful for this analysis
due to its especially symbolic nature (Shapiro, 1996). Feminist scholars
who have theorised the importance of representations of femininity to
constructions of the nation have explored this symbolism. Yuval-Davis
(1997, p. 45) argues, ‘Women especially are often required to carry this
“burden of representation”, as they are constructed as the symbolic
bearers of the collectivity’s identity and honour, both personally and
collectively’. The figure of a woman, often a mother, symbolises many
cultures as women are implicated in the transmission and the reproduc-
tion of the national culture (ibid.). They are viewed as repositories of
the culture and also as its metaphoric limit (McClintock, 1993; Einhorn,
1996).

Women, in being especially representative of the collectivity, mark
its boundaries as ‘much of ethnic culture is organized around rules
relating to sexuality, marriage and the family, and a true member will
perform these roles properly’ (Anthias et al., 1992, p. 113). The appro-
priate behaviour of women highlights the boundaries between one
culture and another and the division between ‘us’ and ‘them’, which
means that women who do not behave ‘properly’ cross these boundaries
(Yuval-Davis, 1997). This underlines the need for the regulation of fem-
ininity (Kandiyoti, 1991). Discourses of womanhood are battlegrounds
of meaning, where the correct practices, behaviours and symbols of the
collectivity are contested (Yuval-Davis, 1997).

McDonagh (1997) explores contested meanings of gender and nation-
ality in the case of Caroline Beale. Caroline was a British woman who,
in 1994, gave birth in a hotel room in New York having concealed
her pregnancy. She was arrested when attempting to board a plane
home, carrying the baby’s body in her shoulder bag. Her case became
a battleground of contested meaning when she was charged with mur-
der and incarcerated in Rikers Island Penitentiary, as it seemed she
had suffocated the baby shortly after it was born. In Britain, this was
constructed as evidence of excessive American punitiveness and brutal-
ity. Press coverage highlighted the fact that in more civilised Britain,
Caroline’s mental health problems would have been recognised and she
would have been unlikely to face time in custody. American representa-
tions of the case emphasised the greater value that their system placed
on getting justice for the helpless victim, something which the British
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seemed content to overlook. Contested understandings of punishment,
justice and civilisation as they related to the treatment of women swirled
around the case, which became symbolic of what it meant to be British
or American.

The wider importance of symbolic representation can be understood
by considering Fraser’s (1995, 2000, 2007) arguments about social jus-
tice. Justice is intertwined not only with the politics of redistribution,
which is concerned with inequalities in material resources, but also the
politics of recognition, which focuses on inequalities in cultural repre-
sentation. Both redistribution and recognition are central to questions
of social justice. The analysis in this book is largely concerned with
the politics of recognition, rather than redistribution. Redistribution is
clearly an essential element of social justice, but in order to understand
the significance of gender representation, it is necessary to utilise a pol-
itics of recognition. Cultural and socioeconomic disadvantage are often
closely connected, but there are also instances of cultural devaluation
that do not relate to material deprivation, for example, homophobia
(Fraser, 1995). Redistribution and recognition are often not neatly sepa-
rable. Issues of redistribution arise where women’s gendered experiences
and social positioning shape their symbolic representation, for example,
their performance of the care role or their historically unequal access to
financial independence.

Individuals or groups that are assigned identities that are not recog-
nised as legitimate are culturally devalued, and are therefore prevented
from participating as peers in social life. Lack of recognition, or
misrecognition, becomes institutionalised as social subordination and
marks out certain subjects as ‘unworthy of respect or esteem’ (Fraser,
2000, p. 114). An important strand of feminist politics is to promote
the acceptance of difference in terms of gender identity; that is, recog-
nition of diverse subjectivities without cultural denigration (Braidotti,
1994; Cornell, 1995; Gatens, 2002). This is an especially thorny problem
when it comes to women who kill, who may be uncomfortable subjects
for feminists themselves (Bell and Fox, 1996; Ballinger, 2000; Morrissey,
2003). A poststructuralist feminist framework, which places difference
at the centre of the analysis, can ‘recode or rename the female feminist
subject not as yet another sovereign, hierarchical, and exclusionary sub-
ject’, but as ‘a multiple, open-ended, interconnected entity’ (Braidotti,
1994, p. 158).

The construction of femininity, its interaction with other aspects
of identity and attention to its symbolic significance form the main
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theoretical elements of the analysis of unusual cases of women who kill.
As part of this gendered analysis, it is also necessary to pay attention to
concepts related to transgression.

Transgressive femininities

The notion of transgression is clearly important to understanding gen-
der representations of women who kill. The discussion has highlighted
the significance of these cases in terms of the violation of norms of
femininity. The argument that examining the ‘strange’ or peripheral
illuminates the culturally central or normative is well established (see
Stallybrass and White, 1986; Cresswell, 1996; Butler, 1999). For Butler
(1999, p. 140), ‘it is the exception, the strange, that gives us the clue
as to how the mundane and taken-for-granted world of sexual mean-
ing is constituted’. By analysing gender representations of women who
have carried out acts considered antithetical to femininity, the cultural
construction of appropriate femininity becomes clearer, as do the wider
cultural meanings that circulate around it. This is enhanced by the con-
centration on ‘unusual’ cases – their exceptional nature is what makes
them symbolically important (Stallybrass and White, 1986; Cresswell,
1996; Butler, 1999).

‘Transgression’ literally means boundary crossing; one who trans-
gresses leaves the confines of acceptability and becomes ‘out of place’
(Cresswell, 1996, p. 22). This condition of displacement makes the trans-
gressive troubling and potentially dangerous. Not knowing to which
category something, or someone, belongs is unsettling (Douglas, 1966;
Bauman, 1991). Transgressors are often framed symbolically as polluting
because they have the power to disturb order (Douglas, 1966). According
to Douglas (1966, p. 139), ‘The polluter becomes a doubly wicked object
of reprobation, first because he [sic] crossed the line and second because
he endangered others’. Their strangeness and resistance to classification
means that the transgressive are not fully recognisable or intelligible
(Bauman, 1991; Butler, 1999). Bauman (1991) conceptualises this in his
notion of the stranger, who falls outside of the friend/enemy binary and
becomes ambivalent because s/he is not known.

This condition of being unfathomable can be conceptualised as abjec-
tion, which involves the breaching of boundaries and the flow between
boundaries (Grant, 2004). The abject is profoundly ambivalent; it can
induce both horror and disgusted fascination. Drawing on Kristeva
(1982), Grant (2004, p. 122) explains, ‘The abject reveals the radical
permeability of borders, and horror arises from flows, the liminal and
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the in-between’. Liminal beings are those that appear to be symbolically
neither fully one thing nor another, they are in-between and exist at
the margins (Bhabha, 1996; Butler, 2000). Those that cannot be cate-
gorised – the in-between, the stranger, the borderline, the hybrid – can
also become monsters (Bauman, 1991).

The significance of boundary crossing, in terms of both gender and
wider cultural norms, has already been discussed in relation to women
who kill, as has the potential for such women to be constructed as dan-
gerous (Ballinger, 2000), or to be monsterised (Morrissey, 2003). Birch
(1993, p. 54) argues that the power of the famous police mug shot of
Myra Hindley to disturb is in ‘our recognition of the abject in that
photograph, the threat it invokes of all the boundaries destroyed, the
collapse of rationality, the triumph of moral anarchy’. Verhoeven (1993)
and Morrissey (2003) explore the representation of Tracey Wigginton as
an abject ‘lesbian vampire killer’. Tracey was a young Australian woman
who in 1989 killed a man unknown to her, Edward Baldock, and claimed
to have drunk his blood. Vampires breach the borders ‘between human
and inhuman, good and evil’, and life and death (Morrissey, 2003,
p. 107). They live off human blood, which becomes abject waste once
it has flown through the body’s boundaries. The media coverage of the
killing exhibited both fascination that Edward could become the victim
of a much younger woman, and repulsion at Tracey’s use of violence and
her supposed control over three female friends, one of whom was her
girlfriend, who were with her on the night of the murder (Verhoeven,
1993). Women who kill who display some of the attributes of appro-
priate femininity are unlikely to be figured as transgressive or abject.
However, for women to exert power over life and death collapses the
division between femininity and masculinity and requires some cultural
repair or recuperation to avoid such depictions (Morrissey, 2003).

Part I develops a typology of five discourses of womanhood that
recur in unusual cases of women who kill. These are – the masculine
woman; the muse/mastermind dichotomy; the damaged personality;
the respectable woman; and the witch. It outlines the components
of each discourse and explores their emergence through a review of
well-known cases. In doing so, Part I suggests the potential of these rep-
resentations for revealing key anxieties about, and moments of, social
change.

Part II, which is divided into three chapters, entails a shift to a more
specific context that was the subject of the empirical research under-
taken for this book. This utilises the typology of unusual cases of women
who kill and applies it to an analysis of the case files of 12 women
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accused of murder in England and Wales, 1957–1962. Chapter 1 estab-
lishes this as a pivotal time in twentieth-century British history. It
explores the main social and cultural shifts of the era and how they
related to understandings of gender, and identifies hopes and fears sur-
rounding post-war modernity as particularly significant. This chapter
also discusses the methodological issues attached to archival, documen-
tary research and outlines the techniques of discourse analysis that were
used to undertake the analysis. In Chapter 2, the cases of 12 women
accused of unusual murders are analysed in relation to the five dis-
courses of womanhood. Each discourse is placed within the context of
mid-twentieth-century England and Wales, and the 12 cases are anal-
ysed for what they reveal about contemporary norms of femininity and
how this related to the shifting social and cultural boundaries of the
era. Chapter 3 concludes by drawing together the themes that emerge
from these cases, as they relate to gender regulation and the cultural
meanings of murder.



Part I



Five Gender Representations
of Women Who Kill

Part I develops a typology of five discourses of femininity through which
women who have committed, or been accused of, unusual murders have
been constructed. It does this by undertaking a review of well-known
cases and cases that were high profile within the place and time in which
they occurred. In each section, the constituent elements of the discourse
are outlined, whether these derive from expert knowledge and/or wider
cultural assumptions, and three or four illustrative cases are discussed.
Part I demonstrates the recurrent nature of these representations, whilst
acknowledging that they carry different meanings and symbolic sig-
nificance in different places and times. These five discourses are not
intended to be exhaustive, either in terms of the range of gender repre-
sentations of unusual cases of women who kill or in relation to each case
that is examined. Individual cases are analysed through one discourse,
which was important in shaping the woman’s gender representation.
However, this does not mean that there were no other relevant discur-
sive constructions of gender, merely that those selected were especially
prominent.

Discourse can be understood as the partial fixation of meaning
through the assemblage of signs (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001), and gender
identities are represented and created through discourse (De Lauretis,
1987; Smith, 1990). Discourse analysis involves the identification of dis-
courses in a particular area of interest and unpacking the meanings they
create (Foucault, 1989), which exposes their contingency (Laclau and
Mouffe, 2001). This book investigates discourses of gender that emerge
from cultural and legal representations of women accused of unusual
murder. For the purposes of the typology, a single discourse refers to
a particular type of womanhood constructed in relation to women
accused of murder.

23
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The five discourses of femininity explored were identified as part of
a two-stage process, which involved familiarity with the relevant litera-
ture on women who kill and close analysis of the empirically researched
cases from mid-twentieth-century England and Wales that are discussed
in Part II. Insights from feminist scholarship on gender representations
of violent women, including other typologies such as Naylor (1995)
and Jewkes (2004), have informed the identification of five important
discourses of femininity that recur in unusual cases of women who kill.

The masculine woman

The gendering of violent crime as masculine has led to a recurrent dis-
cursive construction of women who kill as masculinised. According to
this representation, violent women are not really women at all, but
share more characteristics with men. The archetype of the masculine
criminal woman is deeply embedded in criminological thinking and
there have been numerous explanations for female offending, which
suggest it is indicative of manifestations of female masculinity. These
will be explored further within this section. The tendency to masculinise
women who kill is exacerbated in cases of women perceived as being les-
bian. In addition to criminological theories on the relationship between
heightened masculinity in women and the propensity to offend, biolog-
ical and psychological explanations of homosexuality in women have
historically linked lesbianism to masculinity.

This section explores the appearance of the masculine woman dis-
course in cases of women accused of unusual murder. It first considers
the notion of ‘female masculinity’ and how this has frequently been
understood as a pathological construction. It then explores the emer-
gence of this discourse in the high-profile cases of Rose West, Aileen
Wuornos and Wanda Jean Allen.

The masculine woman of criminology

The origins of the identification of criminal women with masculinity
lay in the beginnings of positivist criminology itself. Lombroso’s sem-
inal Criminal Woman, first published in 1885 in Italy, identified the
embodied masculine traits of female offenders. According to Lombroso,
women were not biologically predisposed to break the law as they were
by nature unimaginative and conformist. This did not signal a greater
capacity in women for morality, rather their conformity was due to
their passive disposition. Lombroso argued that criminal women had
a more masculine physical appearance than ‘normal’ women and also
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a greater number of physical flaws and abnormalities. His similarly bio-
logically derived theories of male offending were discredited long before
his work on women (Rafter and Gibson, 2004). This was mainly due
to the paucity of research into female offending. Although mainstream
criminology had rejected the notion that physical stigmata indicated
criminality by the early twentieth century, Criminal Woman, which was
translated into English as The Female Offender in 1903, remained the
only major criminological text on female offending.

The putative relationship between masculine women and criminal-
ity was developed further by criminologists in the twentieth century.
Glueck and Glueck (1934) believed that body type could determine
offending behaviour, and women with masculine bodies were more
likely to be criminal. Cowie et al. (1968) studied delinquent girls, and
concluded that certain physical traits, such as being big, were more
likely to make girls aggressive. Girls who were more masculine were
more likely to be delinquent. These studies differ from Lombroso’s in
that they did not suggest that specific physical stigmata indicated crim-
inality. However, they perpetuated the notion that physically manifest
masculinity in women was a cause of criminality.

Biological explanations for female crime are not the only ones to have
posited a link between masculinity in women and offending. Other
theorists have proposed that psychological identification with masculin-
ity, or rejection of femininity, in women is a predictor of criminality.
Thomas (1923) suggested that women eager for excitement and fun
sometimes reject their passive feminine role in order to seek adven-
ture and freedom. Criminologists have also drawn on Freudian notions
of gender role identification, arguing that women who do not develop
normal feminine attitudes are in danger of becoming delinquent (Klein,
1973; Widom, 1979).

Finally, sociological explanations for why women might commit
crime have also suggested that women who perpetrate ‘active’ or violent
crimes hold masculine values. This argument originates with Parsons
(1947), who contended that boys’ rebelliousness can be understood as
an attempt to distance themselves from their mothers and to estab-
lish their masculinity. Girls, on the other hand, embrace the feminine
role exemplified by their mothers and are more likely to be law-abiding
and conformist. Cohen (1955) adopted elements of Parsons’ thesis in
his exploration of delinquency in boys. For working-class boys, crime
could ‘verify’ their masculinity, the achievement of which was in dan-
ger of being thwarted by their limited opportunities. Girls needed to
avoid delinquency in order to attain femininity so were likely to be
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conformist. When girls did rebel, they became sexually promiscuous
rather than violent or criminal. To this extent, they were still performing
a feminine role in searching for a mate.

These sociological studies established a powerful connection between
criminal behaviour as a means of acting out or achieving masculin-
ity, which has remained influential in criminology (see Whitehead,
2005; Byrne and Trew, 2008). The implicit conclusion to be drawn
from Parsons and Cohen is that women who are involved in masculine
crimes, such as murder, are identified with the masculine gender role.
Some criminological research with imprisoned women examined their
value systems in order to discover whether they held masculine, rather
than feminine values (Widom, 1979). Theories of gender role sociali-
sation have led to the suggestion that women’s offending is usually in
keeping with femininity. Women who shoplift, for example, may do so
in order to provide food or other necessities for their families. Women
who receive stolen goods frequently enact a supporting role to men who
carry out the active part of the crime, stealing the goods. Feminist crim-
inologist Naffine (1985, 1987) argues that the gender role socialisation
thesis is problematic as it reifies masculinity and femininity, assuming
these concepts can be satisfactorily defined and measured. It also ignores
important differences in the social control of men and women which
may affect their offending behaviour.

These criminological theories on the links between masculinity, fem-
ininity and crime ultimately construct women who perpetrate violent
crimes as deviant and pathological. Whether it is because they are bio-
logically more like men, psychologically damaged or identify with the
‘wrong’ gender, the perception of masculinity in women who commit
certain types of crime renders them failed women.

Feminist criminologists have challenged derogatory and stereotypi-
cal views of criminal women and, in particular, have rejected the notion
that women who commit crime, or certain types of crime, are masculine
(Klein, 1973; Naffine, 1987; Daly, 1997; Chesney-Lind, 2006). However,
it is important to review the legacy of the masculine woman in criminol-
ogy because this construction has currency in popular discourse. Recent
studies on the representation of girls’ violence have highlighted the
appearance of masculinisation discourses in relation to girls involved in
gang violence (Chesney-Lind and Eliason, 2006; Ringrose, 2006). Pop-
ular representations of crime, such as news sources, films, television
programmes and true crime, articulate the ‘masculine woman’ discourse
as an explanation for women’s violence or killing. Rafter (2007) argues
that it is important to take such ‘popular criminology’ seriously as it is
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the primary way most people are exposed to ideas about the nature of
crime.

The masculine woman of sexology

Another intellectual discipline that has produced discourses of the
masculine woman is sexology, the scientific study of sex. Sexol-
ogy emerged in the late nineteenth century, when writers such as
Krafft-Ebing (1894) and Ellis (1897) sought to enumerate, categorise
and explain different sexual identities. Nineteenth-century sexologists
turned their attention to homosexuality in women and men, concep-
tualising it as sexual inversion. Female homosexuals were thought to
possess excessively masculine traits, and males excessively female ones.
The nineteenth-century sexologists interpreted inversion as a congenital
defect with biological causes. The explanation for homosexuality could
be found in the body (Foucault, 1990; Vicinus; 1992; Bland, 2002).

Krafft-Ebing (1894) made the first scientific attempt to classify female
homosexuality, arguing that there were four categories of lesbian, each
of which was more masculine, and more degenerate, than the last. The
fourth category, the invert, was the most masculine, and according to
Krafft-Ebing, ‘possesses of the feminine qualities only the genital organs:
thought, sentiment, action, even external appearance are those of the
man’ (quoted in Newton, 1994, p. 566). Although constructed as a bio-
logical disorder, Krafft-Ebing included cross-dressing and rejection of
conventional social roles as features of lesbianism. He also focused on
characteristics and traits rather than sexual behaviour.

Other sexologists agreed that lesbianism should be understood as
inversion. Ellis (1897) understood homosexuality as hereditary and irre-
versible. Hirschfeld (1913) described sexual inverts as people of one
sex trapped in the body of the other, and contended that they con-
stituted a third sex. The European sexologists of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries argued that inverts should be treated with
respect and accorded rights. Their work was not intended to disparage
women and men who were homosexuals, but to scientifically under-
stand human sexuality (Magee and Miller, 1992; Bland, 2002). However,
the framing of homosexual bodies as ‘defective’ and ‘degenerate’ estab-
lished a template for perceiving lesbianism as abnormal and ultimately
undesirable (Foucault, 1990).

Sexology’s development of the concept of the female invert drew on
the case of a ‘masculine’ woman who killed. Alice Mitchell, a 19-year old
who cut the throat of her friend, 17-year-old Freda Ward in Memphis,
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Tennessee, in 1892, was described by Ellis as a ‘typical invert’ (Duggan,
1993, p. 795) in the first American edition of Sexual Inversion, published
in 1901. Alice had on several occasions proposed marriage to Freda, to
whom she was extremely close. When it appeared that Freda’s affection
for her had waned, Alice cut Freda’s throat rather be estranged from
her. The case attracted sensational media coverage, which described it
as an ‘unnatural crime’. As part of an insanity defence, Alice’s defence
attorneys emphasised her masculine behaviour and lack of interest
in feminine pursuits such as sewing and needle-work (Duggan, 1993;
Lindquist, 1995). Historians of sexuality have explored the importance
of her case as a high-profile construction of the late nineteenth century’s
new lesbian subjectivity (Duggan, 1993; Lindquist, 1995; Buring, 1997).

Later psychoanalytic understandings of sexuality focused on its
importance for the mental life of individuals, rather than its biological
aetiology (Waters, 1999). The Freudian notion of heterosexual femi-
ninity and masculinity as indications of the attainment of maturity
influenced mid-twentieth-century perceptions of homosexuality as a
form of mental illness (Weeks, 1985). In the 1950s and 1960s, scien-
tific definitions and classifications of sexuality were largely psychiatric
(Jennings, 2004). Women in lesbian relationships were variously under-
stood to be immature, tragic and likely to exhibit masculine traits
(Magee and Miller, 1992; Hart, 1994; Jennings, 2004).

Psychoanalysis associated heterosexuality with positive mental
health, which meant that some psychiatrists perceived homosexual-
ity as a symptom of mental disorder, or as a mental illness in itself
(Conrad and Angell, 2004). Early and mid-twentieth-century literature
on psychopaths suggested a link between sexual deviance (thought to
include homosexuality) and psychopathy (see Karpman, 1951). Terms
such as psychopath, psychopathy and psychopathic personality have
been defined in loose and wide-ranging ways. However, a definition of
the psychopath as someone with little moral sense, no conscience and
an inability to form deep or lasting relationships is characteristic of the
way the term was used (see McCord and McCord, 1964). In the United
States, in particular, the figure of the ‘sexual psychopath’ loomed large
in the scientific and popular imagination of the mid-twentieth-century
(Freedman, 1987).

In 1940s America, psychological studies suggested a link between
psychopathy and lesbianism, and proposed ‘the possibly greater ten-
dency of the [female] psychopath to engage in sex acts with other
girls’ (Shotwell, 1946 quoted in Freedman, 1996, p. 405). In Britain and
America, female only institutions began to be viewed with suspicion
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as breeding grounds for homosexual activity between women. This
included anxieties about prisons, boarding schools and all women
colleges (Jennings, 2004).

It is important to acknowledge that not all sexology constructed
lesbianism as pathological. The Kinsey reports (1948, 1953) on the
sexual behaviour of American men and women argued that same sex
encounters should be regarded as normal experiences. Their prevalence
suggested the dominance of heterosexuality was largely down to social
norms (Taylor, 1999). Other mid-twentieth-century studies found that
homosexuality appeared to be biologically inherent to humans and
monkeys. However, the purpose of this chapter is to trace iterations of
the discourse of the masculine woman and to delineate its appearance in
unusual cases of women who kill, where it has usually been articulated
in terms of pathology.

Lesbian and gay, and feminist, activists challenged the notion of les-
bianism as connoting abnormality, deviance and pathology from the
late 1960s onwards (Cruikshank, 1992; Jennings, 2007a). Abnormality
is no longer the dominant discursive construction of lesbian identity
and ceased to be so during the 1970s (Weeks, 2007). The American
Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from its classification
of mental disorders in 1973, but it continued to be categorised as patho-
logical by the World Health Organisation until 1988. This was also when
homosexuality was removed from the British Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) (Taylor, 1999). This demonstrates the
persistence of the homosexuality as illness paradigm in expert medical
classifications beyond the mid-twentieth-century. It is also important
to remember that, as with the masculine woman of criminology, seem-
ingly outmoded conceptualisations of lesbian identity, which link it to
violence and criminality, remain an aspect of the popular criminology
of news stories, films, television programmes and true crime. They also
still make an appearance in legal constructions of lesbian subjectivity
(Thomas, 2005).

Negative and derogatory portrayals of female masculinity have
dominated understandings of putatively masculine criminal women
(Heidensohn, 1996). This does not mean that there are no positive ren-
derings of female masculinity. For example, the ‘mannish lesbian’ trope,
which developed from the nineteenth-century sexologists’ construction
of the invert, could be a subjectivity promising greater freedom and
independence for early twentieth-century women (Duggan, 1993; New-
ton, 1994). Queer theorist, Halberstam (1998), argues that masculine
female subjectivities can be infused with pride and power. However,
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these positive, liberating discourses and subjectivities are not usually the
ones to emerge in popular or legal representations of women who kill.

Part of the reason for the absence of more liberating discourses and
subjectivities is the recurrent appearance of the masculine woman as
deviant trope as a means of expressing certain cultural anxieties per-
taining to morality and correct behaviour. As discussed, these anxieties
circulate around femininity in particular as it symbolises cultural bound-
aries. The perceived assumption of masculinity by women, especially
in relation to violence, is often constructed through conservative dis-
courses as a worrying power grab, and as a symptom of cultural decline.
This is frequently against a backdrop of shifting mores in terms of gender
and sexual relations. The chapter now examines three late twentieth-
century unusual cases of women who kill that were shaped by the
masculine woman discourse.

Rose West

In 1995, in England, Rose West was found guilty of the murders of ten
girls and young women, including her 16-year-old biological daughter,
Heather. Their remains were discovered in the basement and garden of
the house in Gloucester that she shared with her husband, Fred. Fred
was also accused of the murders but committed suicide whilst awaiting
trial (Cameron, 1996; Winter, 2002, 2004). Rose was 41 when she stood
trial, had been married and was a mother. Due to the multiple victims,
Rose was labelled a ‘serial killer’, more usually a masculine construction.
The murders of which she was found guilty took place over a 20-year
period. They involved the sexual and physical torture of the victims.

Evidence presented at Rose’s trial pertaining to her supposed mas-
culinity and sexual deviance was crucial to the prosecution’s case and
to gaining a conviction. There was no forensic evidence linking her to
the murders, she denied involvement and, before he died, Fred claimed
to have been solely responsible for their commission. The prosecution
argument therefore relied on similar fact evidence, which is where evi-
dence is admitted of involvement of the accused in activities similar
to those for which they are tried (Winter, 2002, 2004). Three surviving
female victims of Rose West gave testimony at her trial that she raped
and sexually abused them in a manner similar to that experienced by
the women who were killed. Rose was convicted of murder on the basis
of this testimony.

The evidence of the surviving women included details of masculine-
type sexual violence by Rose, such perpetrating sexual assault with a



Five Gender Representations of Women Who Kill 31

vibrator (Winter, 2002). She was portrayed as the aggressor in these
attacks, and Fred as a passive onlooker. This was despite the fact that
one of the witnesses, Fred’s daughter and Rose’s step-daughter, had been
repeatedly raped by him during her childhood. The depiction of Rose
as sexually dominant and aggressive masculinised her and underlined
her sexual deviance. It also emphasised how far she departed from ideal
femininity and her violation of the mother role. The masculine woman
discourse was successfully mobilised by the prosecution in Rose West’s
trial to help secure her conviction (Winter, 2004). This demonstrates the
significance of this discourse beyond the constitution of deviant subjec-
tivities – it can also play a role in the verdict and/or punishment the
woman in question receives.

The shocking nature of the West case was exacerbated by the imputed
involvement of Rose in what would usually be conceptualised as highly
masculinised serial killings. However, the mobilisation of the masculine
woman discourse also reflected socio-cultural shifts related to family life
in 1990s Britain. On the surface, the Wests were an unremarkable, het-
erosexual, nuclear family (Wykes, 1998). The hegemony of this family
form was becoming increasingly shaky in the 1990s, when the accept-
ability of single parent families increased and the premium placed on
marriage began to decline. These changes were by no means univer-
sally approved and were the subject not only of intense debate, but
also a highly moralistic response from the Conservative Government’s
heavily contested ‘back to basics’ campaign, which emphasised ‘tradi-
tional’ values based on the sanctity of the nuclear family (Rodger, 1995).
This campaign has since been figured as emblematic of the Conserva-
tive Government’s failure to understand the changing moral landscape
of 1990s Britain (Weeks, 2007; Quinn, 2008). Rose West, a married
mother convicted of murders involving sexual sadism, decried conserva-
tive discourses of the superiority of the ‘traditional’ family. As such, she
was open to demonisation as a deviant, masculine ‘stranger’ (Bauman,
1991), who needed to be disavowed in an attempt to recuperate the ideal
of the nuclear family.

The next part of this section compares the articulation of the mascu-
line woman discourse in two cases, those of American women Aileen
Wuornos and Wanda Jean Allen. Representation as sexually deviant and
masculine occurred in both of their trials and in media portrayals of
their cases. Aileen and Wanda were both executed, in different states, in
2001–02. American scholars who research gender and the death penalty
argue that lesbian women are disproportionately represented on death
row. Defeminising female defendants in capital cases appears to be a
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key strategy in securing the capital conviction of a woman (Farr, 1999;
Streib, 2002; Mogul, 2005).1

Attention is paid in particular to the significance of these women’s
intersecting identities. The discussion examines the cases in relation to
the masculine woman discourse, but this was not the only construc-
tion of these cases. Human rights organisations and anti-death penalty
groups campaigned on behalf of both women and highlighted legal
problems with their convictions (Amnesty International, 2000; Miller,
2004). Feminist scholars and commentators have supported Aileen’s
claims that she killed her victims in self-defence (Chesler, 1993; Hart,
1994), and stress the significance of her history as someone who had
experienced abuse both as a child and as an adult. However, the mascu-
line woman discourse has been the dominant cultural representation of
these two cases. Crucially, it was also dominant in both women’s trials.

Aileen Wuornos

Aileen Wuornos’ case is famous. She has been the subject of a major
Hollywood film, Monster (2004); there have been two cinematically
released documentaries about her, Aileen: The Selling of a Serial Killer
(1992) and Aileen: Life and Death of a Serial Killer (2003), and at least
two TV movies. In addition to this, her case has featured in many
news reports and true crime portrayals. This fascination derives from the
highly unusual murders she committed and the FBI’s questionable defi-
nition of her as America’s ‘first female serial killer’ (Kohn, 2001; Pearson,
2007). Such is the proliferation of representations of Aileen that her case
has become almost hyper-real (Arrigo and Williams, 2006). Recovering
the ‘real’ Aileen from this excess of frequently derogatory images is not
possible, but a feminist decoding of these representations can help to
challenge them (Naffine, 1997).

Aileen Wuornos was 46 when she was executed in Florida in 2002.
She was convicted in 1991 of the murders of seven men between 1988
and 1989. She made her living as a prostitute,2 which is how she met
the men she killed. Aileen solicited clients along the interstate high-
way, sometimes feigning distress in order to encourage men to stop.
She shot to death her victims after convincing or coercing them to
remove their clothes. She also stole from them, which was interpreted
as her motive for the killings. At first, Aileen claimed that she had killed
the men in self-defence when they became violent and tried to rape
her. She later retracted this assertion, arguing that it was made up and
that she deserved to receive the death penalty (Hart, 1994; Miller, 2004;
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Pearson, 2007). Despite psychiatric assessments that Aileen had serious
emotional and mental health problems, she was deemed competent to
be executed and received no psychiatric treatment whilst on death row
(Shipley and Arrigo, 2004).

In order to analyse the construction of Aileen Wuornos as a masculine
woman, it is necessary to understand the cultural, social and economic
significance of the constituent parts of her identity. Aileen came from
a poor background in Michigan. She was raised by her grandparents,
although as a young child, Aileen and her brother had been told they
were their parents. Their mother had left home when they were babies
and their father was never involved in their lives. Aileen was sexually
abused by her grandfather and gave birth to a child, which may have
been her grandfather’s, when she was 15 years old. The child was put up
for adoption. During her adolescence, she sometimes slept rough in the
woods and media interviews conducted with her contemporaries reveal
she was severely neglected and mistreated. Aileen worked as a prostitute
from her mid-teens until her arrest and imprisonment at the age of 35
in 1991 (Griggers, 1995; Arrigo and Williams, 2006). At the time of the
killings and until her arrest, Aileen was in a relationship with a woman
named Tyria Moore. Tyria gave evidence against her in exchange for
immunity from prosecution as an accessory to the crimes (Hart, 1994;
Miller, 2004).

Representations of Aileen Wuornos seized on her lesbian sexuality and
she was characterised in the press as a ‘Lethal Lesbian Hooker’ and a
‘Bull-Dyke Man-Eater’ (Farr, 1999, p. 60). As a violent woman who was
also involved in a sexual relationship with a woman, Aileen’s aggression
was attributed to her status as a ‘mannish lesbian’. Her subversion of
the usual enactment of violence between female prostitutes and male
clients, whereby the client assaults or rapes the woman, was portrayed
as further evidence of her masculinity (Hart, 1994).

Other details about the killings exacerbated the depiction of Aileen as
a masculine woman. Her behaviour has been characterised as ‘predatory’
because she met her victims whilst soliciting on the highway (Silvio
et al., 2006). Her enactment of distress or difficulty in order to persuade
men to stop their cars was represented in court and in the media as
a fraudulent performance of femininity designed to trick unsuspecting
male motorists. Rather than being a real ‘damsel in distress’, Aileen was
a masculinised serial killer (Pearson, 2007). She even transgressed the
rules of feminine killing. Instead of killing within a domestic setting,
she crossed into the masculine space of the open road and open air. This
made her particularly terrifying. She not only subverted the culturally
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understood use of violence in paid for sexual encounters, but appropri-
ated as her own a ‘masculine’ method of finding and killing victims,
leading to the ‘first female serial killer’ label (Warf and Waddell, 2002;
Pearson, 2007).

The intersection between Aileen’s gender and sexuality is the most
obvious example of how aspects of her identity were constructed
through the masculine woman discourse. The prominence accorded
to her lesbianism and implied sexual deviancy was central to portray-
ing her as masculine and aggressive. However, the masculine woman
discourse also relied on other aspects of her identity. Appropriate femi-
ninity assumes a white, middle-class standard. Aileen had led a marginal
existence in terms of social class. She had always been poor and made
her living through working as a prostitute, robbery and theft. Her
embodied presence was perceived as uncouth and therefore masculine;
she shouted and swore during her trial, violating notions of feminine
decorum (Basilio, 1996).

In the United States, social class and ‘race’/ethnicity are historically
intertwined.3 As a white woman from a poor, unstable, rural background
who had led an itinerant, criminal existence, Aileen was at the very bot-
tom of the white social hierarchy (Griggers, 1995). She was viewed as
‘white trash’, a label carrying associations of violence, incest and lack
of education (Wray, 2006). Her social identity was one of shame, rather
than legitimacy (Griggers, 1995). Wray (2006) argues that those desig-
nated ‘white trash’ evade the boundaries of whiteness. Their shameful
identities make them ‘not quite white’. The perception of Aileen as
‘white trash’ also contributed to her construction through the mascu-
line woman discourse, as the ‘trash’ label is both defeminising and a
construction of worthlessness. Although primarily constructed as ‘dif-
ferent’ and ‘abnormal’ due to crossing the boundaries of femininity and
heterosexuality, Aileen Wuornos’ main differences from middle-class
Americans were, as Griggers (1995) contends, her poverty, lack of family
and status as a prostitute.

The socio-cultural stew that formed the backdrop to Aileen’s con-
viction in 1991 also needs to be considered. Chesney-Lind (2006) has
highlighted the relevance of a ‘backlash’ against feminism, and against
women’s increased emancipation more generally, to the derogatory rep-
resentation of Aileen Wuornos. The notion of ‘backlash’ derives from
Faludi (1991), and conceptualises the rise of anti-feminist rhetoric and
policymaking in 1980s America. This was ‘set off not by women’s
achievement of full equality but by the increased possibility that they
might win it’ (p. 14). Also by the early 1990s, important but contested
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gains had been made by the lesbian and gay liberation movement in
the United States (Cruikshank, 1992). Aileen was constructed as a ‘man
hater’ (Robson, 1997) and symbol of the dangers of both feminism and
lesbian liberation as part of the conservative reaction against these social
changes.

Wanda Jean Allen

Wanda Jean Allen’s case is less well known internationally than that
of Aileen Wuornos. However, her execution in Oklahoma in 2001 was
reported heavily in the American media (Shipman, 2002). In 1988, she
shot her partner, Gloria Leathers, during an argument outside a police
station. It was the second time Wanda had shot and killed a woman. In
1981, she killed her girlfriend, Dedra Pettus, during a dispute and served
4 years in prison for manslaughter. The case against Wanda was that she
shot Gloria because she feared she was going to leave the relationship.
However, Wanda’s defence was that she was afraid of Gloria and believed
she might be killed by her. Gloria had also killed a partner in the past,
and she and Wanda met whilst in prison (Baker, 2008; Philofsky, 2008).

The prosecution alleged that Wanda was the more dominant member
of the relationship, although it appears that the two women perpe-
trated violence against each other. On the day she shot Gloria, Wanda
bore an injury on her face from being hit by Gloria with a garden rake
(Shortnacy, 2001; Mogul, 2005). The defence argued that Wanda had a
learning disability caused by brain damage she incurred during a car
accident at the age of 12. Wanda was also stabbed in the head as a
teenager. Although her IQ was assessed as 69, which is within the range
defined as low functioning, she was executed by the state of Oklahoma
(Baker, 2008). Evidence of her disability was not introduced during the
original trial and this omission was sought, and dismissed, as grounds
for appeal (Streib, 2002).

Wanda was a lesbian African-American woman. She grew up in a poor,
single parent family in which she provided care for her younger brothers
and sisters. As a teenager, she was arrested several times for stealing food
and clothing for her siblings. Her mother was an alcoholic and also had
learning disabilities. As an adult, Wanda lived by claiming welfare, as
did Gloria (Baker, 2008). Their argument on the day she shot Gloria was
sparked by a disagreement over a welfare cheque whilst out shopping
for groceries (Mogul, 2005).

Wanda was explicitly constructed through the masculine woman dis-
course during her trial. The prosecution described her as ‘manly’ and the
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‘man’ of her relationship with Gloria (Shortnacy, 2001; Mogul, 2005). It
was also alleged that Wanda ‘wore the pants’ (Baker, 2008. p. 80). This
representation clearly relied on a negative and homophobic construc-
tion of Wanda’s sexuality, characterising her through the longstanding
‘invert’ discourse. Her sexuality was offered in her trial as a legally aggra-
vating circumstance, echoing sexological arguments about the deviance
and pathology of lesbian relationships.

The occurrence of the masculine woman discourse in Wanda’s case
also needs to be understood through an analysis of the intersections
between her ‘race’, gender and sexuality. African-American women and
lesbian women share a history of being culturally represented as mas-
culine. African-American women who are also lesbian are therefore
especially likely to be perceived as masculine (Farr, 1999). As well as
exploiting stereotypes of the aggressive, mannish lesbian, the prosecu-
tion in Wanda’s trial relied on the image of the ‘black brute’ (Alford,
2006). This construction emphasises the savagery, dangerousness and
inherent criminality of African-American defendants (Seitz, 2005). The
prosecution gave the jury a card Wanda had sent to Gloria which
depicted a gorilla and had a humorous caption, reading ‘Patience my
ass, I’m going to kill something’. The attorney stated, ‘That’s Wanda
Jean Allen in a nutshell’, drawing a parallel between Wanda, an African-
American woman, and a gorilla (Alford, 2006, p. 342). This strategy
recalls the anthropological criminology of Lombroso, which constructed
the criminal body as ‘atavistic’ and bearing similarities with apes. It also
evokes entrenched racist stereotypes about African-Americans as being
primitive and animalistic (Seitz, 2005). Wanda failed to be granted an
appeal on the basis of the homophobic and racist statements made dur-
ing her trial and was also unable to overturn her death sentence on these
grounds (Mogul, 2005).

Wanda’s socioeconomic position was also salient to her portrayal
through the masculine woman discourse (Philofsky, 2008). As discussed
in relation to Aileen Wuornos, in the United States (and elsewhere)
social class and ‘race’ are constructed through one another. Wanda
and Gloria lived on welfare, which demarcated them as members of
the ‘underclass’, and Wanda’s deprived family background would have
added to this perception. The concept of an urban underclass gained
prominence in 1980s America and was delineated by theorists such as
Murray (1984). He argued that welfarist policies introduced in the 1960s
undermined the nuclear family and individual responsibility, creating a
dependent, pathological group that could be identified as an underclass.
Murray highlighted families headed by single mothers as a particular
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feature of this group, along with problems such as learning disabilities
and alcoholism.

Critics of the underclass concept have pointed out that in the United
States its construction is racialised and frequently employed as deroga-
tory shorthand for urban African-American communities (Simon, 1993).
The perception of Wanda as not only dangerous and sexually deviant,
but also from the underclass served to further defeminise her and con-
tributed to the masculine woman portrayal. Identification with the
urban poor emphasised Wanda’s distance from normative femininity.
Like Aileen, Wanda’s putative ‘abnormality’ lay not only in her sex-
uality, but also her separation from the comforts of middle-class life.
Both Aileen and Wanda can be understood as the bearers of shameful
identities, which embodied the violence of marginalised existence.

During the 1980s, negative portrayals of African-American women as
criminal, particularly in relation to the sale and consumption of crack
cocaine, gained currency and their rates of imprisonment rose sharply
(Maher, 1992; Chesney-Lind and Pasko, 2004). This occurred within the
context of ‘tough on crime’ policies in the United States and the depar-
ture from welfare-based approaches to criminal justice (Garland, 2001;
Simon, 2007). Wanda Jean’s case was not linked to the issue of drug use,
but she was convicted at a time when portrayals of African-American
women as criminal, and as a threat to society, abounded.

The cases of Aileen Wuornos and Wanda Jean Allen demonstrate
the value of an intersectional approach to understanding the construc-
tion of discourses of unusual women who kill. The masculine woman
discourse, in both cases, relied to an extent on longstanding associa-
tions between lesbianism, aggression and masculinity. However, it also
drew on cultural representations of ‘race’ and class, which separate
poor women and those with devalued racial identities from appropri-
ate femininity. The effect of this discourse was ultimately not only to
defeminise Aileen and Wanda, but also to construct them as having
little or no moral value, which may have made their executions more
palatable (Farr, 1999). The power of this discursive construction meant
that despite evidence that Aileen Wuornos had mental health problems,
and Wanda Jean Allen learning disabilities, they were still executed.

It is also necessary to consider how the two women’s intersecting
identities structurally positioned them, and the impact this had on
their cases. As poor women, both Aileen and Wanda relied on court-
appointed public defenders, who have an inferior record of defending
capital cases in America. Wanda’s lawyer had never tried a capital case
before and did not introduce evidence of her learning disabilities at her
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original trial (Baker, 2008). Aileen’s lawyer, who went by the moniker
‘Dr Legal’, appeared in court under the influence of marijuana and
advised her to plead ‘no contest’ to five of the murders for which she was
convicted, a strategy that did not ameliorate her sentence (Broomfield,
2003). O’Shea (1999, p. 21) points out that public defenders, who rep-
resent over 90 per cent of those on death row in the United States, are
frequently unskilled in the complexities of capital cases, and are often
extremely junior or specialise in other areas, such as divorce litigation.

The masculine woman discourse developed from expert construc-
tions of female masculinity in criminology and sexology. Although
these nineteenth-century constructions no longer form part of most
mainstream academic discourse, analysis of three late twentieth-century
cases of unusual murders by women reveals that the aberrant mascu-
line woman haunts cultural and legal constructions of 100 years later.
Masculine women who kill not only cross the boundaries of femininity,
but also seem to appropriate masculine power through their use of vio-
lence, making them troubling figures. The masculinisation of criminal
women is a recurrent and well-documented representation. In particu-
lar, the cases demonstrate how the masculine woman can be iterated
and deployed in conservative discourses as a reaction to shifting gender
and sexual relations, especially when those with subjugated gender and
sexual identities – such as womanhood and lesbianism – make gains.

The muse or mastermind dichotomy

The muse or mastermind dichotomy arises in cases where women carry
out killings with male partners. Such women are open to dichotomous
construction as either assistants heavily under the influence of their hus-
bands or boyfriends, or as cunning, dominant women who are able to
make men do their bidding. Frequently in these cases, the woman in
question is represented through both constructions, which makes her
ultimately unknowable. She is either under the spell of her male part-
ner or she controls him, but there can be considerable uncertainty as
to which representation is the ‘right’ one. This means that the woman’s
degree of involvement in the crime or crimes is difficult to know for sure,
which provokes anxiety about her true nature. The anxieties expressed
in relation to constructions of women involved in killings with men
reflect wider social concerns from the place and time in which they
occur.4

Both sides of the dichotomy relate to the constitution of feminin-
ity according to norms of heterosexuality. Whilst it is important to
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acknowledge that these norms are not fixed and change according to
their cultural and temporal context, some generalisations about het-
eronormative understandings of femininity can be made. According to
these understandings, masculinity is the more powerful gender, and
men broadly have power over, and are more dominant than, women.
In heterosexual relationships, women assume a supportive role to men.
They may also need male guidance and protection. In certain domains,
such as the home, it can be acceptable for women to appear dominant.
However, this does not extend to activities which are not in keeping
with femininity (Connell, 1987; Jackson, 1999; Bibbings, 2004).

This sketch of heteronormative gender roles should be understood
as operating at a symbolic level, whilst also having material effects.
Relationships between women and men do not necessarily adhere to
heterosexual norms, and certainly not everyone would accept them as
constituting an ideal, for example, feminist critics of heterosexuality
(see Rich, 1980; Jackson, 1999). Nevertheless, in examining discourses
of behaviour that breaches the boundaries of femininity, it is important
to examine the regulatory power of constructions of ideal femininity.

The ‘muse’ side of the dichotomy is, to an extent, consonant with
approved heterosexual femininity. Women become involved in the per-
petration of homicide via their relationships with men and act at their
behest. Whilst this may implicate them in behaviour which violates
feminine norms, they are frequently perceived as either having been
duped, brainwashed or coerced into participation (Morrissey, 2003).
Therefore, their actions do not reflect their true natures. Alternatively,
women’s willingness to assist their male partners, particularly where
they do not actively perpetrate violence themselves, can be interpreted
as a comprehensible enactment of the female gender role. The previ-
ous section discussed attention that has been paid within criminology
to female crime, which understands much of women’s offending as
in keeping with femininity if it involves supportive activities such as
receiving stolen goods (Naffine, 1987). Although women’s participation
in violent crime is potentially more shocking, it can be constructed
through similar arguments.

The muse is therefore a normal woman, rather than a deviant one.
However, the representation is more complicated than it first appears.
The term ‘muse’ characterises one half of this dichotomy in order to
capture the notion that women may be perceived as having inspired
their male partners to commit murderous acts. Women may be viewed as
secondary to the killing itself and as acting under the influence of a man,
but the sexual relationship between the two can be constructed as the
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crime’s main impetus. Where murder is constructed as representative of
masterful masculinity, the role of women is to help unleash this power.

The ‘mastermind’ side of the dichotomy constructs the woman as the
leading actor in a killing or killings committed by a female/male part-
nership. According to this representation, the woman is the schemer
and the plotter, and she may have tricked or persuaded the man to do
her bidding. The woman does not necessarily carry out, or equally par-
ticipate, in the lethal violence but her desires are believed to undergird
the actions. As will be discussed in relation to specific cases, these desires
can be perceived as sexual or material in nature. For women to assume a
dominant role over men, particularly in an unfeminine domain such
as the perpetration of homicide, is counter to the normative female
role. The notion of women dominating and controlling men challenges
the matrix of normative heterosexuality (Butler, 1999). It also subverts
the acceptable constitution of heterosexual desire and relationships as
driven by masculine sexuality and action (Jackson, 1999).

The mastermind is therefore a dangerous, unsettling figure. Master-
minds may be constructed as almost mythically evil, Clytemnestra-type
figures,5 their deviant behaviour placing them beyond earthly feminin-
ity. This representation can turn into a monstrous portrayal of feminine
malignance, which is most famously exhibited in the case of Myra
Hindley, explored below (Birch, 1993; Storrs, 2006). The mastermind dis-
course can overlap with the masculine woman representation discussed
in the previous chapter. Rose West, who was portrayed as having an
aberrant, ‘masculine’ sexuality, was also argued to have been the driving
force behind the murders of women and young girls in Gloucestershire.

The two sides of the muse/mastermind dichotomy are often not
clearly separable. Different constructions of the same woman paint her
as either the helpmeet or victim of her male partner, or as the malign
progenitor of the crime(s), who uses her partner to her advantage,
frequently by manipulating his sexual desire for her. This lack of sep-
aration occurs because the two sides of the dichotomy are themselves
inter-related. The muse who inspires masculine action elides with the
mastermind who designs it. These two representations can slide over
one another, rendering women constructed through these discourses
liminal figures. Their true level of involvement, or degree of influence,
may not be possible to finally determine, making them inscrutable.
This in turn contributes to the appearance of the muse/mastermind
dichotomy in cases which in particular historical moments evoke social
anxieties. The centrality of the male/female sexual partnership to the
organisation of gender in modern Western societies is what makes it a
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focus for unease when it appears to malfunction – this is perceived as
indicative of wider social breakdown.

Myra Hindley

The involvement of women in killings that entail the abduction, sexual
abuse and torture of victims is extremely rare. However, when women
do participate in such crimes with their male partners, their cases are
usually widely reported and become notorious. Although rare in actu-
ality, when considering gender construction it is vital to analyse the
representation of women such as Myra Hindley as their cases are sym-
bolically important. The vast majority of women convicted of homicide
kill their own child or a male partner, but arguably the phrase ‘women
who kill’ is more likely to conjure images of women involved in unusual
murders such as Myra Hindley and Rose West.

In Britain, Myra Hindley achieved an almost iconic status that did
not dissipate with her death in 2002. She has been portrayed on the
stage, in pop songs, television programmes and art works, and was a
focus for press attention from her conviction in 1966 until her death
(Schone, 2000; Grant, 2004). At 23, Myra Hindley was found guilty of
the murders of two children, and of harbouring and providing comfort
to Ian Brady, her boyfriend, knowing he had killed a third. In 1986, she
confessed to involvement in the killing of a further two young people
and was successful in helping the police to find the remains of one of
them (Birch, 1993; Murphy and Whitty, 2006). Myra died having spent
36 years in prison. In 1966, the trial judge recommended that she serve
25 years – in 1990, the Home Secretary changed her sentence to one of
‘whole life’, 24 years after her original conviction (Murphy and Whitty,
2006).

Myra Hindley and Ian Brady are known as the Moors Murderers
because they buried the bodies of their victims on the moors near
Manchester, England. Their first victim, 16-year-old Pauline Reade, was
killed in 1963. In 1965, David Smith, Myra’s brother-in-law reported
her and Ian to the police after witnessing Ian hatchet and then strangle
to death 17-year-old Edward Evans (Birch, 1993). During their inves-
tigation, the police discovered photographs of 10-year-old Lesley Ann
Downey and a tape recording of her in a distressed state, which was
played in court (Murphy and Whitty, 2006). The police also found
Nazi memorabilia and photographs of Myra and Ian having sex (Birch,
1993). The murders were described in court as being linked to abnormal,
perverted sexual behaviour (The Times, 22 April 1966).
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The degree of Myra’s involvement in the killings is uncertain,
although she took part in selecting the victims, clearing up their blood
and in their burial. Her representation has largely been as a figure of fem-
inine evil, an unnatural ‘anti-mother’ who participated in the murders
of children (Birch, 1993; Storrs, 2004; Murphy and Whitty, 2006). How-
ever, Myra Hindley’s construction has been dualistic. The prosecution’s
case was that Ian was the killer and Myra was his accomplice. He had cor-
rupted and dominated her (Whitty and Murphy, 2006). As Cameron and
Frazer (1987) argue, she is seen either as Ian Brady’s Pygmalion, acting
on his wishes and according to his plans, or she was his Lady Macbeth,
orchestrating the murders and ‘much more profoundly wicked’ (p. 146)
than he was. According to the first portrayal, Myra Hindley becomes
another of Ian Brady’s victims, forced to abet his masculine violence
through fear. The second is the one that puts her beyond femininity
and humanity, into a realm of mythical monstrosity.

There are limited discursive resources outside of the muse/mastermind
dichotomy with which to construct Myra’s gender identity. It is difficult
to find a language that can acknowledge the complicit involvement of
a woman in the sexual murders of children, from which she may have
derived pleasure, which does not slide into abjection. The dichotomous
representation renders her unknowable, with the ‘real’ Myra Hindley
impossible to uncover. Birch (1993) suggests that this inscrutability
partly derives from Myra’s physical appearance as a young woman, par-
ticularly the famous police photograph taken after her arrest, in which
she has peroxide blonde hair and dark eyes. Myra’s blonde hair and
attention to her personal appearance was not unusual for a 23-year-old
working-class woman in the 1960s. However, the styled hairdo, which
recalled a film noir femme fatale, was figured as a grotesque performance
of excessive femininity (Birch, 1993) and was interpreted as masquerade,
an evil, monstrous woman’s failed attempt to disguise her true nature.

Karla Homolka

Like Myra Hindley, Karla Homolka participated in murders which
involved abduction, torture and sexual abuse with her male partner,
Paul Bernardo. She was beaten and abused throughout their relation-
ship, which began in 1987 when she was 17 and he was 23. Karla and
Paul married in 1991 and lived together in a pink clapboard house
in St Catherine’s, a small town in Ontario, Canada. After a particu-
larly severe beating in January 1993, Karla left Paul and confessed to
the police her involvement in the killings of two teenage girls, Leslie
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Mahaffy and Kristen French, whose dismembered bodies had been
encased in concrete and thrown into Lake Ontario. She also informed
the police that the death of her 16-year-old sister, Tammy, in 1990,
which had been ruled accidental by the coroner, had occurred as a result
of Tammy being drugged with sedatives so that the couple could rape
her (Riehle, 1996; Kilty and Frigon, 2007).

The police arrested Paul in February 1993 in connection with a series
of rapes that he had perpetrated in Scarborough, a suburb of Toronto.
However, the state was reliant on Karla’s evidence to prosecute him for
the murders of three young girls. In exchange for a plea bargain in which
she pled guilty to two counts of manslaughter, Karla provided details
of the killings. Leslie Mahaffy and Kristen French were both abducted,
and Karla assisted in the abduction of Kristen. Before Paul strangled the
girls, they were held prisoners for several days and were subjected to
sexual abuse. Karla was sentenced to 12 years in prison and was released
in 2005. In 1995, Paul was convicted of murdering Leslie and Kristen,
as well as Tammy Homolka, a charge which was added in 1994. He
received a life sentence. Videotapes of the sexual assaults and rapes of
the three girls were uncovered after Karla’s conviction for manslaugh-
ter. They depicted her seemingly enthusiastic participation in the abuse
(Riehle, 1996; Morrissey, 2003; Kilty and Frigon, 2007).

Karla Homolka remains enigmatic as she was constructed both as a
victim of Paul Bernardo and as his dangerous, predatory accomplice.
Her own testimony stressed her position as a ‘battered wife’ who had
little choice over her actions (Morrissey, 2003). She emphasised that she
suffered and feared violence from Paul, and that he had control over her.
In response to why she did not help Leslie or Kristen to escape, Karla
explained that she feared Paul would kill her (she knew he intended to
kill the two girls). Karla also maintained that she did not enjoy the rape
and sexual abuse of the victims as she appeared to do on camera, but
had to pretend in order to avoid beatings from Paul. Medical evidence
relating to her victimisation was presented at her trial to support her
argument that she had little control over being involved in the killings
(Kilty and Frigon, 2007). This construction of Karla as another of Paul’s
victims removed her responsibility for the crimes and also erased any
suggestion that she was sexually gratified by her participation in the
rape and sexual abuse of the victims.

According to the muse representation, Karla, an attractive young
blonde woman from a middle-class background, made a suitable wife
for Paul, a handsome young man trained as an accountant. She was
someone he could dominate, control and enlist as an accomplice in his
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sadistic crimes (Morrissey, 2003). Indeed, the crimes were labelled the
‘Barbie and Ken’ murders because of the putatively conventional appear-
ance of Karla and Paul as an attractive, heterosexual couple (Riehle,
1996).

This surface normality and attractiveness, and the apparent match
between Karla and Paul, contributed to her dichotomous construction
as a dangerous, manipulative woman, as well as a powerless, vic-
timised one. Karla was not constructed as the mastermind of the crimes
themselves, but as exhibiting her skills of deception through her manip-
ulation of the legal system. Her assertions of Battered Woman Syndrome
(BWS), and the plea bargain that allowed her to escape a murder con-
viction and life sentence, were understood to evince her manipulative
powers. According to this side of the dichotomy, Karla escaped full pun-
ishment for crimes in which she was equally culpable (Kilty and Frigon,
2007).

To an extent, Paul had enacted the ‘normal’ fantasies of a heterosexual
man, such as participating in sexual acts with two women simultane-
ously and filming sexual acts between two women (Morrissey, 2003).
However, Karla’s participation in the crimes was highly aberrant in terms
of femininity and difficult to conceptualise as other than monstrous.
There was no suggestion that Karla was a lesbian (Morrissey, 2003),
rather it was assumed that her pleasure derived from dominance over
the young girls and satisfying Paul.

Karla’s perceived deceptive use of her femininity was also understood
as evidence of her talent for manipulation (Kilty and Frigon, 2007). She
was trusted by her younger sister, Tammy, which enabled her to pro-
cure Tammy for Paul. Kristen French was abducted by Paul and Karla
when they asked her for directions. Paul’s defence counsel described
Karla as a ‘Venus fly trap’ (Morrissey, 2003, p. 146) who lured the girls to
their fate. Her prettiness and unthreatening demeanour tricked Kristen
French, making it possible to kidnap her. According to this construction,
Karla was a blonde femme fatale, both sex object and sexual aggressor.
Whilst Paul could be understood as enacting extreme, but recognisably
masculine fantasies, Karla’s participation made her both dangerous and
unknowable. Her motivation and how far she was a willing partner or
coerced victim remain mysterious.

The involvement of women in the sexual murders of children and
young people is experienced culturally as deeply troubling and is under-
stood to be an indication of wider social ills. As boundary markers of
the national culture, the immorality or amorality of women is especially
disturbing. When Myra Hindley and Ian Brady were convicted in 1966,
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journalists such as Pamela Hansford Johnson (1967), who covered the
trial for the Daily Telegraph, worried that their crimes illustrated what
could happen when members of the relatively uneducated working class
were exposed to corrupting ideas. The revelation that the couple was
interested in Nazism and the ‘pornography’ of De Sade seemed to high-
light the dangers of introducing these ideas to unprepared minds. In
particular, Johnson was concerned that wide availability of pornography
and notions of sexual liberation could lead to more such crimes being
committed against children. Johnson’s husband, C P Snow, published
a novel entitled The Sleep of Reason in 1968, which includes a murder
trial loosely based on the Moors Murders (although both murderers are
female). It draws heavily on the themes of class mobility, mass educa-
tion and sexual liberation, with the murder of a young boy symbolising
the dark side of this new social order.

This anxiety needs to be understood against the social background
of the times (Storrs, 2004; Borowitz, 2005). Secondary education for all,
the expansion of higher education, other entitlements guaranteed by
the welfare state, the increased social mobility of the post-war years and
new levels of affluence amongst the working class meant the social com-
plexion of Britain had changed. Working-class people could no longer
be assumed to ‘know their place’. Alongside shifting class boundaries,
the 1960s were an era in which sexual mores were being transformed
(Marwick, 1998). The Moors Murders were read as a stark warning of
where all this change might lead.

In 1990s Canada, Karla Homolka and Paul Bernardo raised different
spectres. Both were perceived to have grown up in comfortable middle-
class homes and it seemed that Karla was close to her parents. As an
attractive couple living in a small town on the shores of Lake Ontario,
they appeared to lead successful, happy lives (Riehle, 1996). By the
1990s, the perpetration of sexual violence was understood to be related
to past histories of abuse and mistreatment. Women involved in crimi-
nality were conceptualised as likely to be from unstable, marginalised
backgrounds (Kilty and Frigon, 2007). Karla and Paul had both led
seemingly normal childhoods, untroubled by violence. Although Karla
was abused by Paul, her middle-class, two-parent family background
made these experiences appear inexplicable. Karla Homolka and Paul
Bernardo raised the frightening possibility that violent, dangerous crim-
inals could be indistinguishable from ‘normal’ people. Their crimes
suggested a subterranean darkness lurking in quiet small town Canada.
This was experienced as culturally troubling because Canadians often
favourably contrast relatively peaceful Canada with the more violent
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United States, emphasising its ‘careful gun laws’ and the ‘stability and
safety’ of its cities (Gilbert, 2006, p. 297). The case of Karla Homolka
and Paul Bernardo suggested that this cultural boundary between the
two countries was not so secure.

Although sexuality is an essential component of the muse/mastermind
dichotomy, relying as it does on the notion of a heterosexual relation-
ship between the woman and man involved in the killings, its discursive
appearance is not restricted to sexual murder. The relationship between
the perpetrators is the important detail, not the type of killing. Murders
committed for financial gain, revenge or fun also exhibit this construc-
tion. The discussion of Myra Hindley and Karla Homolka examined the
ultimate mysteriousness of women constructed either as the victims or
dupes of their male partners, or as manipulative schemers. The mas-
termind can recall the trope of the femme fatale, a representation of
the dangerous, enigmatic woman found in film noir (Doane, 1991).
The next part of this section explores the appearance of genre-based
narratives in other high-profile cases.

Martha Beck

In 1949, in Queens, New York, Martha Beck, 29, and Raymond
Fernandez, 34, were found guilty of the murder of Janet Fay, a
66-year-old widow to whom Raymond was engaged. Martha and
Raymond were incarcerated in Sing Sing prison until their executions
in 1951. Their case was a sensation (Knox, 1998). Raymond met women
through newspaper ‘Lonely Hearts’ clubs, otherwise known as the per-
sonal ads, either marrying them or gaining their trust so that they would
give him money or sign over their assets to him. He travelled around
with Martha, his girlfriend, and they posed as brother and sister. The
couple was arrested in Michigan on suspicion of murdering a woman
named Delphine Downing and her 2–year-old daughter, Rainelle. They
reportedly confessed to these crimes, with Martha admitting that she
drowned Rainelle in the bath tub. However, Martha and Raymond were
extradited to New York as they also confessed to the murder of Janet
Fay, who lived in Nassau County. The case against them in Michigan,
a state which did not have the death penalty, was eventually dropped
(Knox, 1998; Shipman, 2002). Janet Fay’s was the only murder Martha
and Raymond were convicted of, but the newspapers speculated they
were probably responsible for many more.

Martha was represented as the dominant party in the killing dur-
ing the trial, in newspaper reports and in subsequent true crime
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and cinematic renderings of the case (Knox, 1998). Part way through
the trial, Raymond changed his defence from insanity and instead
attempted to reduce the charge in his case to accessory after the fact,
placing him in the subordinate role in the killing. Martha was over-
weight and reference to her physical appearance framed newspaper
reports, which described her as ‘Fat Martha’ (Knox, 1998, p. 87) and
a ‘200 pound divorcee’ (Shipman, 2002, p. 72). Discussion of her
weight served not only to underline her strength and dominance over
Raymond, but also to highlight her assumed abnormality.

Martha’s defence attempted to argue insanity, which they illustrated
through reference to her abnormality. Her experience of being fat was
argued to partly account for her unbalanced mind. The defence also sug-
gested that Martha was sexually abnormal. In childhood she was raped
by her brother, and this was understood to have left her with sexual
problems but also to have been precipitated by her abnormality. On
the advice of a doctor, Martha and Raymond practiced oral sex so that
she could achieve orgasm, which was represented in court as degen-
erate. The prosecution denied that Martha’s abnormalities constituted
insanity, but rather her bad character and immorality (Knox, 1998).

Although viewed as dominant over Raymond, Martha’s actions were
understood through the romance genre (Knox, 1998). She was a fat,
psychologically damaged woman with a history of failed relationships
and Raymond treated her better than she had been treated before. This
helped to explain her devotion to him. Through this lens, Martha killed
other women because she was jealous of them and feared Raymond
would no longer want her. The romance narrative of the ‘Lonely Hearts
Killers’ continued whilst they were awaiting execution in Sing Sing
when letters sent between them were leaked to the press. Martha, an
unattractive and abnormal woman, made a parodic romantic heroine
with Raymond as a weak, hesitant hero. The case could also be con-
structed through another genre of the era, film noir. In this version,
Martha was a femme fatale preying on her lover, but instead of being a
seductive blonde, she was a fat, dowdy divorcee (Knox, 1998).

The case of the ‘Lonely Hearts Killers’ was a sensational story that
could be told through familiar genres of the day. Unlike Myra Hindley
or Karla Homolka, Martha Beck was represented as a comical figure
who, due to her physical appearance and background, made a rather
derisory romantic heroine or femme fatale. However, as well as induc-
ing fascination in the newspaper reading public, the case also spoke
to certain contemporary anxieties. In mid-twentieth-century America,
it was feared that the alienating, impersonal nature of modern life
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had separated individuals from communities and left them adrift in
a meaningless urban landscape. Sociological concepts such as anomie
(Merton, 1946, 1949) sought to explain this condition. By targeting
lonely women through the personal ads, Martha Beck and Raymond
Fernandez appeared to have exploited the alienating nature of modern
life. The ‘Lonely Hearts’ killings took place in a country that, following
the Second World War, was increasingly powerful but also increasingly
culturally conservative and fearful, living with the ever-present threat of
the newly dawned atomic age (Foertsch, 2008).

Bonnie Parker

Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow are perhaps the most famous Amer-
ican case of a heterosexual couple who committed murder together,
largely because of Arthur Penn’s film Bonnie and Clyde (1967). They
were part of a gang of bandits, led by Clyde, which was responsible
for around 12 murders between 1932 and 1934 in south-western and
mid-western America. Their victims were mainly policemen, and they
robbed small town grocery stores and gas stations, usually taking rel-
atively small amounts of money. Their most lucrative robbery earned
them less than $10,000. They were killed in a police ambush in 1934
(Potter, 1998; Hendley, 2007).

Bonnie and Clyde were celebrity bandits who were highly aware of
their public image. They took photographs of themselves posing with
weapons, and Bonnie wrote poems about their exploits. It was the pres-
ence of Bonnie that made Clyde’s gang remarkable. Without her, they
were a collection of not particularly successful small time crooks, but
her involvement added romance to the gang’s story (Hendley, 2007).
Bonnie was in her early 20s, small in stature and very slight. Unlike
Martha Beck, her appearance was considered attractive and feminine.
According to her mother, who wrote a biography of her, Bonnie became
an outlaw because of her love for Clyde, and the relationship between
the two is a key ingredient of their mythology (Potter, 1998).

Bonnie’s slight appearance and apparent devotion to Clyde mean that
she is usually perceived through the muse side of the muse/mastermind
dichotomy, not as Clyde’s victim but as his loyal follower. However,
there have been different renderings of the story and the exact nature of
Bonnie’s involvement in the crimes has been disputed. Some representa-
tions portray her as ordering Clyde around and suggest that she laughed
whilst shooting two injured policemen dead, whereas others state that
she never fired a gun (Hendley, 2007).
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The appeal of Bonnie and Clyde’s story in the 1930s needs to be
understood within the context of Depression era America. Economic
decline following the First World War and the Wall Street Crash led to
an increasingly precarious existence for poor and marginally middle-
class Americans. During the same era, consuming news had become
part of ordinary people’s leisure, through media such as newsreels and
radio. Stories about modern day bandits who fought the state appealed
to urban and rural Americans experiencing economic hardship (Potter,
1998). Bonnie and Clyde were not politically motivated or in opposi-
tion to state power in a direct or organised sense, but their banditry
on the new interstate highways demonstrated their rejection of author-
ity. The murder of police officers, whilst deeply shocking to those who
were comfortably respectable, may have been less objectionable to peo-
ple who encountered the police through forced evictions and arrests for
joblessness and homelessness (Potter, 1998).

The case has been constructed through use of the American ‘road’
genre, in which the protagonists undertake a journey involving quest,
self-discovery or escape (Primeau, 1996). This particularly applies to the
1960s cinematic rendering of the Bonnie and Clyde story, in which
they were represented through this genre as romantic outlaws battling
the state. The social anxieties surrounding the construction of Bonnie
Parker, and the type of killing she was associated with, were conducive
to a favourable portrayal. Bonnie lent novelty and glamour to Clyde
Barrow’s gang, and also added a romance narrative to the exploits of
bandits. Although her involvement in violent crimes had the poten-
tial to disturb gender norms, she was not portrayed as an unnatural
woman in the manner of Martha Beck. When Faye Dunaway played
her more than 30 years later in the film version of Bonnie and Clyde’s
story, Bonnie Parker became a cool, stylish counter-cultural icon, repre-
sentative of late 1960s rejection of conformity (Hendin, 2004; Melossi,
2008).

The muse or mastermind dichotomy exemplifies unease concerning
women’s involvement in violence. If they are not bit players in serious
violent crimes such as murder, then they must be the malign driving
force. This echoes long-standing fears of both feminine inscrutability
and the feminine as a source of malevolent power. The role of the
male/female heterosexual partnership in structuring normative gender
relations means that where this relationship has been the source of dam-
age and destruction, it can become a symbol of contemporary fears and
dissatisfactions. This frequently entails negative portrayals of women
involved in unusual murders along with men, but as the example
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of Bonnie Parker demonstrates, becoming a symbol of contemporary
dissatisfaction can also inspire romanticised representations.

The damaged personality

In relation to women who kill, feminist researchers have examined
defences and explanations that rely on notions of female pathology,
particularly in relation to faulty biology. For example, in England and
Wales, the Infanticide Act 1938 created a special, lesser charge than
murder for women who killed their babies aged below one year, if
the mother was suffering from the effects of child birth or lactation
at the time (Kramar and Watson, 2006; Rapaport, 2006). In the 1980s,
in England and Wales and Canada, Pre-Menstrual Syndrome was suc-
cessfully used to support a diminished responsibility defence in some
women’s murder trials (Kendall, 1991; Rose, 2000). In North America,
Australia and New Zealand, expert evidence of BWS, a condition sup-
posedly brought on by the experience of domestic abuse, can be offered
to support defences of women who kill abusive partners (Schuller et al.,
2004; Russell and Melillo, 2006; Sutherland, 2006). Unlike childbirth
or menstruation, BWS does not originate in the female body, but is
a syndrome understood to affect women only. Feminist criticisms of
these psychiatric explanations for women’s killing have centred on their
tendency to deny women’s agency and to pathologise socially lived
experiences of abuse and childcare.

This chapter does not focus on constructions of madness as such, or
specifically female embodied pathologies. Rather, it examines notions
of the damaged personality in relation to unusual cases of women who
kill. In doing so, it concentrates on cases of women understood to
have personality disorders, particularly those labelled ‘psychopathic’,
and also explores related understandings of ‘dangerousness’. Personality
disorders are mental disorders, rather than mental illnesses and there
is disagreement over whether they are amenable to treatment. Severe
personality disorders, which are conceptually related to psychopathy,
are associated with characteristics such as impulsivity, lack of remorse,
aggression and inability to empathise. Individuals who exhibit such
traits, alongside a lack of insight into their condition, are considered
particularly likely to be risky or dangerous to others. The in-between
status of the psychopath or damaged personality is such that they are
neither sane nor insane, neither healthy nor ill (Kozol et al., 1972). In
itself, this liminality has the power to disturb, particularly as the causes
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of personality disorders and psychopathy are disputed (see Moran, 1999;
Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2007).

The damaged personality is a neglected area in the feminist crimino-
logical scholarship on violent women, which has tended to examine
constructions of characteristically feminine types of mental disorder.
Severe personality disorders, psychopathy and constructions of the ‘dan-
gerous offender’ are more readily associated with masculinity (Kendall,
2005). The damaged personality is not more likely to be female than
male. However, this chapter analyses the articulation of this discourse
in relation to unusual cases of women who kill in order to examine its
gendered effects. The development of the concept of psychopathy and
related personality disorders, as well as changing views on dangerous-
ness, will be explored. The concept of the damaged personality, and its
relationship with dangerousness, originates from the nineteenth cen-
tury, when secular, rather than religious, explanations were advanced
for human behaviour that would previously have been characterised as
‘evil’ (Halttunen, 1998).

The development of the psychopath

The concept of psychopathy has its roots in psychiatric writing from
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. ‘Madness like’ (Pinel,
1806) and ‘morally deranged’ (Rush, 1812) individuals were thought to
engage in impulsive, socially unacceptable behaviour, for which they
experienced no guilt. Pritchard (1835) argued that moral insanity was a
psychiatric state characterised by disordered affect in individuals whose
intellectual development was normal. Such individuals were likely to
have criminal inclinations that were not altered by the threat or expe-
rience of punishment. The idea of moral insanity was characterised by
two features that were later identified as weaknesses in conceptualisa-
tions of psychopathy and severe personality disorders. The first was the
value judgement entailed in the identification of undesirable behaviour.
The second was a lack of definitional specificity, which meant that
‘moral insanity’ had a potentially broad application to a diverse range
of behaviour and traits understood to be socially unacceptable (Herve,
2007).

The terms ‘psychopathic inferior’ and ‘psychopathic personality’
emerged from the discussion surrounding Pritchard’s notion of moral
insanity (Mason, 2005). The concept of psychopathy gained currency in
American criminological literature in the early twentieth century, rep-
resenting the ascendance of the treatment approach that dominated
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penology in the United States and Britain until the 1970s (Rafter, 1997).
Theories on psychopathy flourished in the mid-twentieth-century espe-
cially. The concept became far more prominent in textbooks on psy-
chiatry in the 1950s than previously (Raman, 1986), and the term
‘psychopath’ gained popularity in mental health and lay discourse
(Arrigo and Shipley, 2001).

Several mid-twentieth-century writers refined the definition of psy-
chopathy. One of the most important was Cleckley, whose book The
Mask of Sanity (1941) remains influential on understandings of the psy-
chopath. Cleckley argued that psychopaths could be intelligent and
were often superficially charming. However, they were deficient in
their major affective reactions and lacked the capacity for deep feeling
or empathy. He contended that psychopathy was incurable. Karpman
(1941, 1946, 1948) was similarly pessimistic about the psychopath’s abil-
ity to reform. He suggested that psychopaths were profoundly emotion-
ally immature, and therefore childlike in their emotional experiences.
They should not be understood as devoid of emotions, but as unable
to experience complex ones such as empathy, guilt and remorse. This
immaturity meant that psychopaths exhibited poor self-control over
their disruptive and aggressive impulses. Arieti (1963, 1967) concurred
that the psychopath feels only ‘short circuited’ emotions such as anger,
frustration or elation.

In the mid-twentieth-century, psychopathy, which was characterised
by anti-social personality traits, was thought to be closely linked to crim-
inality. During this era of belief in the potential for reform through
treatment, psychopaths were those who were beyond rehabilitation due
to their faulty personalities (Johnstone, 1996). Psychopathy therefore
helped to provide an explanation for the limits of treatment. In Britain,
Henderson (1939) devised a schema of three types of psychopathic per-
sonality, which influenced the development of British conceptions of
the condition. The types were aggressive, socially inadequate and cre-
ative. As well as displaying anti-social traits, the socially inadequate
psychopathic personality failed to lead a normal life based on marriage
and employment, without welfare intervention. This designation was
linked to understandings of ‘feeble-mindedness’, which was perceived as
entailing low social functioning. The notion of inadequacy was related
to earlier eugenics inspired perceptions of inherent inferiority (Wootton,
1959).

McCord and McCord (1964) drew on the previous literature to stress
the psychopath’s maladaptive personality and lack of social emotions.
They also emphasised the notion of psychopaths as immature and
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childlike individuals who seek out instant gratification. The McCords
suggested that some people were biologically predisposed to psychopa-
thy, which could be triggered by parental rejection. Children who did
not have the opportunity to become attached to their parents failed to
learn how to develop significant emotional ties to others.

In England and Wales, moral defectiveness was a category of men-
tal defectiveness under the Mental Deficiency Act 1927 (which replaced
the 1913 designation of ‘moral imbecile’). The Mental Health Act 1959
changed the legislation regarding mental disorders, and made ‘psycho-
pathic personality’ a legal status for the first time. Although classified
as a mental disorder, it was not a mental illness (Williams et al., 1960).
Two kinds of psychopathic personality were recognised: the aggressive
and the seriously irresponsible (Walker and McCabe, 1973). The Mental
Health Act 1983 retains psychopathic disorder as one for which patients
can be compulsorily admitted to hospital, under the proviso that med-
ical treatment will be able to alleviate their condition (Johnstone,
1996).

Mid-twentieth-century critics of terms such as ‘psychopath’ and
‘psychopathic personality’ suggested that these were ‘wastebasket’
designations for difficult, incorrigible people. They lacked clinical speci-
ficity and could too easily become catch-alls for a wide range of socially
disapproved behaviours. If psychopathic personality could be such an
elastic term, it cast doubt on its validity (Biggs, 1955; Wallinga, 1959;
Wootton, 1959). Other terms began to receive preference over psychopa-
thy in the 1950s and 1960s. In 1952, the DSM I, produced by the Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association, included a definition of sociopathy, rather
than psychopathy. Sociopaths were ‘chronically anti-social individuals’
who were ‘frequently callous and hedonistic, showing marked emo-
tional immaturity, with lack of responsibility’ (quoted in Herve, 2007,
p. 46). The American Model Sentencing Act 1963 contained reference
to offenders suffering from a ‘severe personality disorder indicating
a propensity toward criminal activity’ (quoted in Guttmacher, 1963,
p. 381).

Notions of severe personality disorder largely replaced discussion of
‘psychopathic personality’ in psychology and psychiatry during the lat-
ter half of the twentieth century. These were defined by the DSM III
(1980) as distinct from clinical syndromes, but as enduring conditions
discernible from behavioural traits. Anti-Social Personality Disorder
(ASPD) built on, and replaced, the sociopathy definitions given in
DSM I. ASPD has similar traits to psychopathy, such as aggressiveness,
impulsivity and disordered affect. There is disagreement over whether
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the terms can, or should, be used synonymously but it is often suggested
that most psychopaths can also be diagnosed with ASPD, although
not all individuals with ASPD are necessarily psychopaths (Hare, 1993;
Herve, 2007). DSM IV (1994) defines ten personality disorders, which
are gathered into three clusters: odd-eccentric, impulsive-erratic and
anxious-avoidant. ASPD is part of Cluster B, ‘impulsive-erratic’, and
this type of personality disorder is the one most readily associated
with violent or criminal behaviour and, as will be discussed below,
dangerousness (Lenzenweger and Clarkin, 2004).

Personality disorders are now diagnosed through the use of psycho-
logical testing instruments, which provide behavioural criteria. This is
argued to have improved the specificity and validity of these condi-
tions (Lenzenweger and Clarkin, 2004). However, debate remains over
the utility of diagnosing personality disorders, and whether these diag-
noses highlight socially unacceptable behaviour rather than a somatic
disorder (Moran, 1999). The term ASPD is now much more likely to
be used than psychopathy. However, Hare’s (1980, 1993) Psychopathy
Checklist (PCL) and its revised version (PCL-R) revived interest in psy-
chopathy as a condition that could be scientifically tested. Inspired
by Cleckley’s (1941) analysis of the psychopath, the PCL-R contains
20 characteristics in a clinical rating scale. These include glibness,
shallow emotions, impulsivity, lack of responsibility and lack of empa-
thy. Use of the checklist allows psychologists to make a diagnosis of
psychopathy.

Damaged personalities are constructed legally and culturally, as well
as medically. Different medical terms may be used interchangeably in
legal and popular representations. Therefore, a defence made in court
on the basis of psychopathy or ASPD does not necessarily adhere strictly
to psychological or psychiatric definitions. The psychopath is a potent
symbol of danger and evil, portrayed in novels, films and television pro-
grammes. These depictions contribute to wider cultural understandings
of psychopathy and severe personality disorders.

Psychopathy, evil and dangerousness

Conditions such as psychopathy and ASPD create individuals who
are perceived as ungovernable and unable to change. Their violent
behaviour is seen as lacking rational or explicable motivation and can be
difficult to predict. Although suffering from a recognised disorder, such
individuals are often perceived as impossible to treat or reform. These
characteristics are close to notions of evil, which is usually understood
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to describe behaviour that is beyond the rules of human conduct, or to
express actions that are other than human (Mason et al., 2002).

Psychopathy and severe personality disorders can operate as syn-
onyms for evil in forensic and legal settings. Mason et al. (2002) found
that mental health professionals working in a high-security psychiatric
hospital in England considered certain mentally disordered offenders,
who had committed violent crime, evil. Ruffles (2004) examines the
equation made between psychopathy and ASPD, and evil, in Australian
courts. She argues that diagnoses of conditions that share the character-
istics of evil allow the courts to make moral judgements about violent
offenders under the cover of rational, scientific terminology. These
offenders are considered particularly dangerous and receive harsher
sentences.

Dangerousness is closely associated with psychopathy and ASPD
(Kozol et al., 1972). Measures to control the dangerous have a long
history. English law constructed the poor as likely to be dangerous
from Elizabethan times onwards, imposing penalties on beggars and
vagabonds (Prins, 2002). Alongside the perception of the criminal poor
as dangerous, a psychiatric notion of dangerousness developed. This was
applied to individuals who appeared sane, but committed terrible homi-
cides apparently without motivation. Psychiatrists drew on the notions
of moral insanity outlined in the previous section to explain such
crimes (Foucault, 1978). This led to a growing acceptance that insan-
ity could attack the emotions whilst leaving thought and consciousness
intact.

The criminal anthropologists of the late nineteenth-century argued
that instead of legal responsibility, the crucial question was the amount
of danger an individual posed to society. Distinctions needed to be
drawn between those who could become less dangerous through treat-
ment, and those who were impervious to intervention (for whom they
recommended long-term incarceration or death). The notion that the
state should be responsible for reducing and managing risks to the
general population developed during the second half of the nineteenth-
century (Foucault, 1978; Pratt, 2000). This included risks from certain
individuals. The International Union of Penal Law adopted the term
‘dangerous being’ in 1905, around the time resistance to psychologi-
cal and sociological approaches to criminality diminished (Van Hamel,
1911; Foucault, 1978). The English and Welsh Prevention of Crime
Act 1908 introduced preventive detention for repeat offenders (not all
of whom would be ‘dangerous’), codifying the importance of public
protection (Pratt, 2000; Prins, 2002).
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By the mid-twentieth-century, concerns about the need to protect
the public from dangerous offenders through the use of indetermi-
nate detention focused on psychopaths and people with personality
disorders. Certain jurisdictions in the United States had instituted sex-
ual psychopath laws by the 1950s. Legislation in Europe and North
America often focused on the importance of detention for the purposes
of treatment. In Denmark, courts could recommend individuals for
‘psychopathic detention’ (which was indeterminate) in specially staffed
institutions (Guttmacher, 1963). As discussed earlier, the introduction of
‘psychopathic personality disorder’ under the Mental Health Act 1959 in
England and Wales sanctioned compulsory admission to hospital. The
Criminal Justice Act 1961 introduced the Extended Sentence for those
deemed a potential threat to society (Prins, 2002).

Mid-twentieth-century measures that aimed to control individuals
with psychopathy or personality disorders tended to exhibit optimism
that a combination of treatment and training could help to rehabili-
tate people with these conditions. The United States Model Sentencing
Act 1963 specified dangerous offenders as those ‘suffering from a severe
personality disorder indicating a propensity towards criminal activity’
(quoted in Guttmacher, 1963, p. 381). The Act decreed that dangerous
offenders should receive sentences that were long enough to effect reha-
bilitation, but if this failed, would have them prolonged to a period of
30 years. The focus was on the nature of the offender and their poten-
tial threat to the public, rather than the crime committed (Flood, 1963).
The Model Sentencing Act’s approach was typical of the era’s penal wel-
farism, which placed faith in the powers of treatment and training to
work for most offenders (Garland, 2001).

Attitudes and legislation towards dangerous offenders hardened in
America, Britain, Australia and New Zealand in the late twentieth
century. There was a trend towards longer sentences for a variety of
criminals, with measures such as California’s ‘three strikes’ laws leading
to life sentences for individuals who would not necessarily be consid-
ered psychiatrically dangerous (Pratt, 2000). The management of risk
began to play an increasingly prominent role in the operation of the
criminal justice system and public protection became even more of a
priority (Kemshall, 2004). In England and Wales, there were controver-
sial proposals for the indeterminate detention of the ‘dangerous severely
personality disordered’, which could be authorised on the basis of spe-
cialist assessment alone, without the individual having committed a
crime (Mullen, 1999). This was not introduced, but use of indetermi-
nate sentences for sexual and violent offenders increased in Britain and
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elsewhere in the late 1990s and early twenty-first century (Kemshall and
Maguire, 2001; Hudson, 2005).

Debates over dangerousness are important to bear in mind in relation
to the damaged personality discourse of women who kill. The issues
surrounding homicide are slightly different from the ones discussed
in relation to the use of indeterminate sentences, as both murder and
manslaughter can result in long periods of incarceration without spe-
cial measures. However, the use of imprisonment for public protection
shows the development of the dangerous offender as a symbol of risk.
Comparing the sentences different women received is difficult as prac-
tices vary across jurisdictions and time periods. Laws on homicide also
differ, meaning that direct comparison of verdicts is also problematic.
However, it is possible to analyse the discursive construction of differ-
ent cases and whether an association is made between a condition such
as psychopathy or a severe personality disorder and being a threat to the
public.

The rest of this section examines three well-known cases of women
and girls who killed young children and were viewed as having psycho-
pathic or severe personality disorders. It discusses their liminal status
as ‘neither sane nor insane’ and the unease their seemingly motiveless
crimes provoked. As a secular strategy to make sense of ‘evil’ (Halttunen,
1998), the damaged personality inevitably becomes a focus for discus-
sions of social failure. These can either centre on the forces that created
a damaged, dangerous individual or the lack of protection accorded to
their victims that made it possible for the harm to take place.

Mary Bell

Mary Bell’s case is one of the most notorious of a child below the
age of 14 being found guilty of killing other children.6 In Newcastle,
north-east England, in 1968, she was convicted of the manslaughters
of 4-year-old Martin Brown and 3-year-old Brian Howe, both of whom
lived in her local area. Martin’s body was found in a derelict house in
May 1968. It was assumed that he had died accidentally, but 2 months
later Brian’s body was found on some waste ground. He had been stran-
gled and cut with scissors and a razor (The Times, 6 December 1968).
The pathologist determined that it was likely that Brian had been stran-
gled by a child as the marks on his neck suggested less force than an
adult would use (Sereny, 1995). This led the police to connect Martin’s
death to Brian’s, although no marks had been found on his neck. They
collected statements from around 1200 children in Scotswood, the area
of Newcastle in which the deaths had occurred (ibid.).



58 Women, Murder and Femininity

Two children, Mary Bell, 11, and Norma Bell, 13, gave inconsistent
statements. They lived next door to each other, but despite sharing the
same surname, were not related. Mary told the police she had seen a
local 8-year-old boy hit Brian Howe and had also seen this boy playing
with scissors. That Brian had been injured with scissors was not a pub-
licly known detail. The police questioned the boy Mary had referred
to, but ruled him out. They took further statements from Mary and
Norma, and the two girls accused each other of having strangled Brian.
They were charged with his murder, and also with the murder of Martin
Brown (Sereny, 1995).

At trial, Mary’s defence called two psychiatrists as expert witnesses,
who testified that she was a psychopathic personality. The first doctor
explained that this was characterised by aggression, lack of shame or
remorse and lack of feeling for other humans. He recounted that Mary
had discussed the boys’ deaths in an unemotional way, which indi-
cated this condition. The second psychiatrist stated that Mary had a
serious disorder of personality and was ‘very dangerous’ (Sereny, 1995,
p. 164). Norma’s defence argued that she was an immature child who
fell under Mary’s influence. They stressed Mary’s intelligence and pow-
ers of manipulation, as well as describing her as ‘wicked’ and ‘evil’. The
prosecution likened Mary to a ‘Svengali’ and stated, ‘In Mary you have a
most abnormal child, aggressive, vicious, cruel, incapable of remorse, a
girl, moreover, possessed of a dominating personality, with a somewhat
unusual intelligence and a degree of cunning that is almost terrifying’
(The Times, 14 December 1968).

Norma was acquitted of both murders, whilst Mary was found guilty
of manslaughter due to diminished responsibility. In his sentencing
remarks, the judge commented that Mary was ‘dangerous’ (Sereny, 1995,
p. 187) and ‘a very grave risk to other children’ (The Times, 18 December
1968). Although diagnosed as having a psychopathic disorder and there-
fore eligible for a hospital place, nowhere could be found with suitable
facilities. The judge sentenced Mary to detention for life, explaining that
she would be released when it was deemed safe to do so. She was sent
to the Special Unit of Red Bank Approved School in Lancashire, which
until she arrived had been for boys only (Sereny, 1995).

The discursive representation of Mary Bell was shaped not only by her
gender, but also the fact that she was a child who had killed other chil-
dren. This provoked feelings of horror. In addition to being diagnosed
as a psychopathic personality, and therefore as somewhere between san-
ity and insanity, Mary was also viewed as an abject child. Terms such
as ‘psychopathic’ and ‘dangerous’ mixed with ‘wicked’ and ‘cunning’
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during her trial, demonstrating the overlap between them. The press
reporting of the case described Mary as a ‘bad seed’ and an ‘evil birth’
(Sereny, 1995, p. 164), which recalled fictional horror stories of murder-
ous children.7 At the time, Mary’s crimes appeared incomprehensible.
Although diagnosed by psychiatrists as a psychopathic personality, they
knew little of her background and did not know that as a small child
she had been prostituted by her mother and subjected to serious sexual
abuse (Sereny, 1998).

The case of Mary Bell was also troubling because, from a conservative
perspective, it appeared to symbolise the moral decline of late 1960s
Britain. As discussed in relation to Myra Hindley, the changing cultural
landscape of this time brought with it fears that society would break-
down if ‘traditional’ standards of decency and duty were contravened.
As a child, Mary represented the future (Jackson and Scott, 1999), and
the future of Britain’s ‘permissive’ society seemed bleak. From the van-
tage point of the close of the 1960s, the ‘horror story’ of the case took its
place beside iconic events such as the Altamont Festival and the Manson
Family murders, both of which occurred in America in 1969,8 and which
symbolised the ‘fallout’ from the 1960s (Hunt, 2002, p. 95). The follow-
ing two cases involved women who worked as nurses, and exemplify
late-twentieth-century notions of risk anxiety (Beck, 1992).

Genene Jones

Genene Jones began working as a nurse in Texas in the 1970s. She was
employed at the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit of Bexar County Medical
Center between 1978 and 1982, during which time it was noticed that
an unusually high number of the babies she cared for experienced mul-
tiple cardiac or respiratory arrests when she was present. There were also
a disproportionately high number of deaths occurring on the Unit. The
unusual patterns of arrests and deaths, which were linked to Genene’s
shifts, were noticed by her colleagues and the hospital convened a panel
of outside medical experts to examine the records. The panel did not
find sufficient evidence of homicide to warrant reporting Genene to the
police. The hospital restricted employment on the Unit to registered
nurses, which disqualified her from working there (Furbee, 2006).

Genene found a new job in a paediatric clinic 60 miles away from
the Bexar County Medical Center in September 1982. Her patients again
experienced unusually high levels of respiratory arrest. After working at
the new clinic for 9 months, a 15-month-old girl died after receiving
an injection from Genene. A missing vial of succinylcholine chloride,
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a muscle relaxant, aroused suspicion concerning the respiratory arrests
of her patients. In 1984, she was convicted of the murder of the
15-month-old girl and later in the same year was found guilty of injuring
another child by injecting them with muscle relaxant (Thunder, 2002;
Furbee, 2006). At Genene’s murder trial, the court admitted evidence
from earlier suspicious incidents and she was sentenced to 99 years in
prison (Lucy and Aitken, 2002).

Hare (1993) refers to Genene’s case in order to illustrate an aspect of
psychopathy; capacity for deceitfulness and manipulation. Drawing on
journalist Elkind’s (1990) book on Genene, The Death Shift, Hare suggests
that she was an accomplished liar who was easily able to alter details
about her past when giving an account of her life. Genene is frequently
interpreted as having injured and killed children in her care in order to
cast herself as the hero of the situation and because she derived a morbid
pleasure from the process of trying to revive them (Elkind, 1990; Kocsis
and Irwin, 1998). Her defence at trial was that she had not injected the
children with fatal amounts of succinylcholine and that there was no
direct evidence against her. Therefore, psychiatrised explanations did
not form part of the legal discourse surrounding the case. However, in
academic and true crime literature, Genene is often portrayed as either
psychopathic or suffering from a severe personality disorder and it is
also suggested that her harming of young children can be understood
as Munchausen’s Syndrome by Proxy (MSbP) (Elkind, 1990), which is
discussed further below.

Beverley Allitt

Beverley Allitt began work as an enrolled paediatric nurse on a
short-term contract at Grantham and Kesteven General Hospital in
Lincolnshire, England, in February 1991. In the few months following
her employment, there was a suspicious increase in child deaths on her
ward, and a rise in the number of cardiac and pulmonary arrests. A post-
mortem examination of one child revealed that they had been injected
with a large amount of insulin before pulmonary arrest. No reasons
could be found for the rise in such incidents and the hospital deter-
mined that a member of staff was harming children on the ward. After
a police investigation, Beverley was arrested in May 1991. In May 1993,
she was convicted of murdering four children who were in her care at
the hospital by injecting them with insulin and potassium chloride and
by smothering. She was also found guilty of attempting to murder a fur-
ther three children and the grievous bodily harm of six others (Brown,
2000; Lucy and Aitken, 2002).
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Discussion of Beverley’s damaged personality was a significant aspect
of the sentencing stage at her trial. She denied the charges against
her and did not attempt a diminished responsibility defence (D’Cruze
et al., 2006). However, the defence submitted information relating to
her mental state for the judge’s consideration when sentencing. News-
paper reports state that Beverley had a ‘rare personality disorder known
as Munchausen’s Syndrome by Proxy’ (The Guardian, 18 May 1993).
MSbP is not a type of personality disorder, but refers to a specific
kind of child abuse defined by Meadow (1977). In such cases, a carer,
usually a mother, induces symptoms or illnesses in a child in order
to gain medical attention. Beverley had also displayed signs of Mun-
chausen’s Syndrome, which is where an individual fakes symptoms or
harms themselves in order to attract attention (see Bools et al., 1994;
Rosenberg, 2003). She had a poor sick leave record whilst training as a
nurse, and regularly visited hospital with minor injuries that staff who
examined her suspected she had self-inflicted (The Guardian, 18 May
1993).

The confusion between MSbP and personality disorder could have
resulted from inaccurate media reporting, or it may be that this is how
it was represented in court. Research into MSbP suggests that perpetra-
tors of this type of abuse often have personality disorders, and this may
be why MSbP was represented as if it constituted a personality disorder.
Confusion over the precise medical details of Beverley’s diagnosis does
not prevent analysis of her discursive construction as a woman with
a damaged personality. In addition to MSbP, Beverley was anorexic at
the time of her trial, a visual marker of her troubled mental state. In
sentencing, the judge described her as ‘severely disturbed’, ‘cunning’
and ‘manipulative’. He gave her 13 life sentences and informed her
that it was unlikely she would ever be released (The Herald, 29 May
1993). He stated that there was ‘no real prospect’ she would cease to
be a danger to others, and that public protection required her ‘perma-
nent containment’ (Press Association, 28 May 1993). Beverley was legally
and discursively constructed as inherently dangerous. In 2007, the high
court ruled that she must serve a minimum of 30 years in prison (The
Guardian, 6 December 2007). She is incarcerated in Rampton Hospital, a
secure psychiatric facility in England for high-risk individuals sectioned
under the Mental Health Act 1983.

The construction of Genene Jones and Beverley Allitt exhibits some of
the long-standing features of the damaged personality discourse. Both
women were perceived to lack any motive for harming children in their
care, beyond serving the needs of their own twisted psyches. Although
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elements of the behaviour of both women had been considered unusual,
they masqueraded as ‘normal’ until the discovery of their crimes, in
that they did not appear to be deranged or deluded. Descriptions of the
women as being without conscience, liars, cunning and manipulative
are in keeping with iterations of psychopathy and severe personality
disorders that recall a moral language of evil. In these cases, the gen-
dered effects of a discourse that hinted at evil were compounded by the
women’s roles as nurses. The nurse is a figure of feminine nurturance,
protection and duty. Violation of this role, especially through perpe-
trating harm against children, evokes ‘Angel of Death’ representations
(D’Cruze et al., 2006) whereby the nurse becomes a symbol of horror.

As late-twentieth-century cases, the prosecutions of Genene Jones
and Beverley Allitt demonstrate increased preoccupation with managing
risk. The ‘risk society’ is conceptualised as one in which anxieties about
risk, and the limited capacity of experts to deal with them, became a per-
vasive concern (Beck, 1992). In particular, fears around the risk of harm
to children intensified, as the world of childhood came to be seen as
unpredictable and unsafe (Jackson and Scott, 1999). Both women were
nurses who killed child patients and their cases raised questions about
how their harmful behaviour could go unnoticed. They also raised the
terrifying possibility that women with medical expertise and a profes-
sional role caring for children could be the ones to pose a threat to them.
An Inquiry was established after Beverley Allitt was found guilty, which
considered the circumstances that led to the deaths and injuries of chil-
dren at Grantham and Kesteven General Hospital. The Allitt Inquiry
Report (1994) suggested that she was able to remain undetected because
she was not noticeably abnormal and did not behave in an obviously
unusual fashion. Although Beverley had been known to enjoy the atten-
tion she received from the various minor injuries that she had at school
and college, and her sickness record at college was poor, the Report
argued this was not sufficiently unusual to be able to foresee harmful
behaviour on her part. It seemed that distressingly, the risk that she
posed was not apprehended.

Beverley Allitt’s ability to ‘pass’ as normal was a troubling aspect of the
case and a constituent part of her construction as dangerous. Although
she was someone with apparent quirks, she wore the ‘mask of sanity’
described by Cleckley: she could not be instantly identified as pos-
sessing a damaged personality and therefore as dangerous. The judge’s
remarks that Beverley was a danger to the public and her incarceration
in Rampton Hospital demonstrate that once recognised as such, she was
regarded as unlikely to change.
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The damaged personalities discourse can supersede other explana-
tions for behaviour. Although certain constructions of psychopathy and
severe personality disorders have argued that such conditions result
from a combination of innate and environmental factors, the appear-
ance of these conditions in unusual cases of women who kill can serve to
restrict explanations to the unfathomable actions of a damaged individ-
ual. This reliance on notions of inherent ‘dangerousness’ shows the role
of the damaged personalities discourse as providing a secularised version
of ‘evil’, which appears to presage social breakdown or disintegration.

The respectable woman

The respectable woman discourse arises in cases where a woman is
portrayed as embodying some of the traits of appropriate femininity.
‘Respectable’ women who kill are not perceived as deviant or trans-
gressive in terms of social expectations. Explanations for their actions
which suggest mental or physical health problems may be advanced,
but unlike the masculine woman or damaged personality discourses,
respectable women are not understood to have breached the boundaries
of femininity. They are not threatening or dangerous. Representation
as respectable can appear to contribute to securing conviction of a lesser
charge, a lighter punishment or an acquittal by constructing the woman
as someone who does not deserve to be found guilty.

Respectability is a relational concept which varies across place
and time and is deeply imbricated in constructions of class, gender,
‘race’/ethnicity and sexuality. Historically, respectability for women is
associated with white, middle-class, heterosexual womanhood. This
does not mean that women who depart from this characterisation can-
not be respectable, but that they are likely to need to work harder to
attain and maintain this status (Skeggs, 1997; Wolcott, 2001). White,
middle-class, heterosexual women are assumed to possess this privi-
leged identity. Respectability is theirs to lose. Women with normative
or highly valued social identities can surrender their respectability and
some of the advantages it entails, but they do so after violating its stan-
dards. Working-class women, women of colour and lesbian women, on
the other hand, need to continually prove their respectability through
dress, speech and behaviour, the markers against which they are judged
(Skeggs, 1997).

The notion of respectability is closely tied to perceptions of moral
worth (Skeggs, 2005). In order to attain a moral identity, it is necessary
to be seen as respectable, and therefore conforming to socially approved
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codes of gendered behaviour. A recurrent feature of feminine respectabil-
ity is sexual propriety (see Stoler, 1989; Giles, 1992). What constitutes
acceptable sexual activity alters according to the cultural and histori-
cal context (Mosse, 1985). Historically, women have been judged more
harshly than men if they do not meet expectations of appropriate sex-
ual behaviour in terms of chasteness and monogamy, and these norms
have played a more important role in the regulation of femininity than
masculinity.9

Attaining a moral subjectivity is not solely based on judgments of sex-
uality. Class is also a key indicator of moral value (Sayer, 2005a, 2005b).
In Western countries such as Britain, the United States and France, a
constellation of indicators including education, cleanliness and ‘taste’
shape class identities (Bourdieu, 1984; Peiss, 1987). Stupidity, squalor
and bad taste are associated with certain working-class cultures. These
working-class identities are constructed as not only disreputable, but
also lacking moral worth. In Britain, this has been figured as the divi-
sion between the ‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ working class (Roberts, 1984;
Tebbut, 1995; McKibbin, 1998). The rough do not work, do not keep tidy
homes, use coarse speech, drink and eat too much and have families that
are too large. They lack restraint, an important symbol of working-class
and middle-class British respectability. The classed nature of respectabil-
ity is highlighted by the fact that this demonstration of restraint is not
required of the British upper class.

The relational nature of respectability is also demonstrated through
its connection with racial identities. Colonial European constructions
of whiteness emphasised its inherent moral value and superiority over
non-white subjectivities (Stoler, 1989; McClintock, 1995; Fitzgerald and
Muszynski, 2007). The association between value and whiteness later
had implications for the constitution of whiteness in relation to non-
white immigrant populations. In twentieth-century Britain, working-
class respectability became explicitly coded as white (Bonnett, 1998).
Urban areas where immigrants from the Caribbean and South Asia set-
tled in the mid-twentieth-century were regarded as sites of disorder,
and the respectability of white families who remained in such areas
was called into question (Waters, 1997). In the United States, notions
of class, ‘race’/ethnicity and respectability are intertwined. African
Americans have historically been constructed as over-sexed, lazy and as
living in dysfunctional families and communities (Scott, 1997). White
people perceived to have similar failings have been labelled ‘white trash’,
a derogatory term that highlights their lack of respectability and tenuous
relationship with whiteness (Wray and Newitz, 1997; Wray, 2006).
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Respectability is constituted across different axes of identity and areas
of social life. Like other aspects of identity, it is not a fixed quality,
although women’s social positioning profoundly affects whether they
can successfully be represented as respectable (Skeggs, 1997). Being
accused of murder, a crime both unfeminine and shocking would
seem to automatically contravene respectability. However, middle-class
white women can maintain their respectability, even when suspected
of murder (Hartman, 1995). Notions of respectability also circulate in
other women’s cases. If they can be persuasively identified with aspects
of feminine normativity, they can be portrayed as having attained
respectability. This is particularly the case if the woman can be positively
contrasted with her victim.

The successful identification of women who kill with recognisable fea-
tures of respectability or femininity is an act of discursive recuperation,
whereby deviant subjects are recovered back into a dominant discourse
(Foucault, 1990). Analyses of recuperation frequently emphasise its trou-
bling nature, as the transformative potential of acts of subversion and
resistance are undermined by slotting them back into existing power
relations (Alcoff and Gray, 1993; Epstein et al., 2000). In the unusual
cases of women accused of murder, discursive recuperation can be a
means of securing an acquittal or lighter penalty and holds obvious
advantages for the woman in question. It also ensures the erasure of
the deeply troubling challenge to conventional gendered behaviour that
such women pose.

The respectable woman discourse exemplifies the tendency for
women to be constructed as boundary markers of the national culture;
in the case of the respectable woman, the qualities of normative femi-
ninity are delineated, but so too are desirable national attributes. In turn,
these are filtered through constructions of class and ethnicity (Stoler,
1989; Fitzgerald and Muszynski, 2007). Notions of ‘respectable’ wom-
anhood are often culturally conservative and, as such, are mobilised in
order to shore up the status quo in terms of gender and other relations.
However, competing interpretations of what constitutes ‘respectability’
are also indicative of social change, and the concept can be appropri-
ated by those with subjugated identities – for example, feminists can
emphasise the link between femininity and respectability as a means
of arguing for the increased social status of women (see Burton, 1994).
The discussion of Rose West explored how recuperation of the culturally
conservative ideal of the nuclear family entailed her vilification and dis-
avowal. Recuperation of the violent woman herself into respectability
can be a way not only to smooth over the gender troubling aspects of
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her behaviour, but also as an attempt to protect the boundaries of the
nation’s morality.

Some of the most well-known cases of women who kill to be con-
structed through discourses of respectability are from the nineteenth
century, and epitomise the symbolic power of the gendered status
embodied by an American or European ‘lady’ (see Roberts, 2002). How-
ever, respectable femininity should not be understood as an antiquated
concept. Feminist criminologists have highlighted the importance of
judgments about the respectability of female defendants in court and
the criminal justice system in more recent contexts (Kruttschnitt, 1982;
Worrall, 1990; Renzetti, 1999).

Lizzie Borden

Lizzie Borden is chronologically the later of the two nineteenth-century
examples that will be explored but she is discussed first because of
her almost iconic status as a respectable woman who supposedly ‘got
away with’ murder. Her case is perceived to be emblematic of senti-
mental notions of white, middle-class womanhood and her story has
been retold in novels and stories, poetry, films, television programmes,
plays, opera and dance (Nickerson, 1999). The enduring fame of the case
means that it has been assigned a variety of cultural meanings, not only
in late-nineteenth-century America but also in other eras (Robertson,
1996; Filetti, 2001).

Lizzie, 32, was acquitted of the axe murders of her father and step-
mother, Andrew and Abby Borden, in New Bedford, Massachusetts in
June 1893. On the morning of 4 August, 1892, Abby was killed with
blows from an axe while she changed sheets in the guest bedroom of the
Borden family’s house in Fall River. Her skull was shattered. Andrew had
left the house at 9.15 a.m. in order to go to town. He returned at 10.45,
by which time, unbeknownst to him, Abby was dead. After changing
out of his outdoor coat, Andrew took a nap downstairs on the sofa. At
11.05 a.m., Lizzie discovered his dead body and alerted Bridget Sullivan,
the maid and the only other person who had been in the house dur-
ing that morning. Lizzie sent Bridget out to get help. In the meantime,
Lizzie spoke to a neighbour and the police were called at 11.15 a.m. by
someone in the street who owned a telephone. Bridget and a neighbour
later discovered Abby’s body after a doctor had arrived and examined
Andrew. The coagulation of the blood from her wounds indicated she
had been killed over an hour before he had (Robertson, 1996; Nickerson,
1999).
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The only likely suspects for the murder were Lizzie and Bridget. Most
of the doors in the Borden house were kept locked, making it difficult
for an intruder to get in. An outsider would also need to have managed
to hide from both women for the time between the murders, in a house
that was not particularly large. Bridget had no motive to kill the two
people for whom she worked, and with whom she lived. She had also,
Lizzie concurred, been in the attic bedroom and outside cleaning win-
dows when the killings would have happened. Lizzie, on the other hand,
stood to inherit a substantial amount of money as the result of Andrew
and Abby’s demise. She also gave the police an inconsistent account of
her movements during the murders (she claimed to have been in the
barn). Two weeks prior to the killings, Lizzie had attempted to buy prus-
sic acid, a poison, and had been refused, although this evidence was
excluded from her trial (Robertson, 1996; Nickerson, 1999).

Lizzie’s social position explains the contentious nature of her trial and
why it became a press sensation. The Bordens were an old and estab-
lished family in Fall River. Most of the family lived in the exclusive part
of town, but due to Andrew Borden’s parsimony, Lizzie lived in a less
salubrious setting amongst Irish immigrants, in a house that did not
have the comforts expected by the upper middle class of the day. This
was through choice on Andrew’s part, as his wealth was equivalent to
that of a present-day millionaire (Robertson, 1996; Nickerson, 1999).

Consequently, Lizzie occupied a liminal position. In terms of eth-
nicity and social class, she belonged to the town’s elite, but was geo-
graphically displaced from it. Her living circumstances also meant that
she could not entertain, or dress, as a lady would perhaps anticipate
(Robertson, 1996; Nickerson, 1999). Nevertheless, as a white, middle-
class woman from New England who carried out charity work and
taught Sunday school, Lizzie symbolised late-nineteenth-century Amer-
ican understandings of what it meant to be civilised (Shaw, 1997). This
partly accounted for the prosecution’s difficulty in convincing a jury
that she was guilty, and for the support she received from the national
press. At the time, the ‘true woman’ was the guardian of civilised moral-
ity and behaviour. For her to have violated this with such acts of
savagery was close to being unthinkable (Nickerson, 1999; Roggenkamp,
2005).

However, Lizzie’s status as an ideal woman was not completely
assured. As an unmarried woman of 32, she was a spinster, rather than
a fulfilled wife and mother (Roggenkamp, 2005). This necessitated her
dependence on her father and to an extent made her an unenviable
and pitiable figure. Her defence, in its recuperation of Lizzie from the
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violent axe murderer, stressed this dependence to the all male jury by
emphasising her helplessness and referring to her as a ‘little girl’ (Shaw,
1997; Nickerson, 1999; Filetti, 2001). The prosecution, however, played
on a different representation of the unmarried woman. American atti-
tudes to spinsters were changing, towards finding them distrustful and
objects of suspicion, rather than merely pitiable (Roggenkamp, 2005).
The prosecution highlighted Lizzie’s lack of emotion and seeming mas-
culinity. Her motive was greed, a profoundly unfeminine failing which
implied a desire for independence (Robertson, 1996; Nickerson, 1999;
Roggenkamp, 2005).

These competing representations of Lizzie exemplified a number of
anxieties and tensions surrounding late-nineteenth-century American
womanhood. The need to believe in the version of Lizzie as a domes-
tic, pious and dutiful daughter upheld conservative notions of true
womanhood. However, Lizzie’s support from temperance and women’s
organisations, including leading feminists, signalled the emergent New
Woman, who demanded equality and rejected the need for masculine
protection (Nickerson, 1999; Filetti, 2001; Roggenkamp, 2005). These
supporters believed that her femininity and respectability had been
unfairly traduced (Shaw, 1997). Respectability was an essential compo-
nent of the New Woman, who was educated and autonomous, with
active contributions to make to the well-being of society and civilisation
(Smith-Rosenberg, 1986).

The contested nature of womanhood, respectability and civilisation in
late-nineteenth-century America, coupled with an expanding national
press, helped to establish the case of Lizzie Borden as one of the most
famous murder trials in that nation’s history (Roggenkamp, 2005).
Although her acquittal has been read as the triumph of a discourse
of respectable womanhood, the case against Lizzie was circumstantial.
There was no physical evidence tying her to the deaths of her father
and step-mother, and she would need to have cleaned herself up very
quickly, in a house with no running water, between murdering Andrew
at around 10.45 a.m. and alerting Bridget to his death at 11.05 a.m.
(Uelman, 1998). However, as a story which is permanently unfin-
ished, Lizzie Borden’s case remains a site for multiple interpretations
of femininity and respectability.

Celestine Doudet

In Paris in 1855 Celestine Doudet, a governess, was tried for the
involuntary manslaughter of one of her pupils, Mary Ann Marsden, and
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on charges of physically abusing four of Mary Ann’s sisters. Celestine
was acquitted of the manslaughter of Mary Ann but received a fine and
a sentence of 5 years in prison for the mistreatment of the other girls
(Borowitz, 2002). Her case reveals the complex and contested ways in
which mid-nineteenth-century respectability was established via norms
of sexuality and child-rearing, and the role unmarried women played in
upholding these norms.

Celestine was of Anglo-French parentage and grew up in Rouen in
north-west France. Her father, a captain in the French navy, lost his
money and determined that his daughters should be educated and
become governesses, as he could not afford marriage dowries for them.
Celestine’s parents retired to England, but after her father died in 1839,
her mother returned to France to live in Paris. Celestine joined her there
and worked as a tutor, although shortly afterwards left for England to
work as a wardrobe mistress for Queen Victoria. Celestine left her royal
appointment with a personal recommendation from the Queen and
worked as a governess for a variety of aristocratic English families. In
1852, she was employed by Dr James Marsden, a widower, as governess
to his five daughters in Malvern, in the English midlands (Hartman,
1995).

Governesses were the focus of considerable cultural interest in mid-
nineteenth-century England, which was out of proportion to the
number of families who would have employed them. Novels such as
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847) depicted the governess’ travails and
relative powerlessness. Their social position was ambiguous as they were
respectable, middle-class, educated women whose families could not
support them. Therefore, they were engaged to work for wealthy families
in a capacity which mirrored that of a servant (Hughes, 2001).

Shortly after Celestine commenced working for James Marsden,
her mother died. She proposed that she could move back to her
mother’s apartment in Paris and establish a small school, at which the
Marsden girls would be live-in pupils. James agreed, and gave Celestine
some money with which to educate and care for his female children
(Hartman, 1995). Part of the Victorian governess’ role was to ensure the
moral education of her charges and to enforce sexual discipline (Hughes,
2001). James suspected his daughters of masturbation and, according to
Celestine, asked her to cure them of it (Wolff, 1995). In the mid- and late
nineteenth-century, masturbation was considered physically and psy-
chologically damaging, a cause of infertility and madness (Hunt, 1998;
Whorton, 2001). It was feared girls who masturbated would become
nymphomaniacs and prostitutes (Hartman, 1995). In the 1850s and
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1860s, doctors began to recommend cures based on punishment and
surgery (Wolff, 1995; Whorton, 2001).

Celestine’s sister, Zephyrine, worked at the school but left, disgusted
at Celestine’s cruel treatment of the Marsden girls. She informed neigh-
bours that they were not fed properly, were often kept locked or tied
up, and were also beaten. Neighbours attempted to intervene by writ-
ing to James about his daughters’ predicament and also by contacting
the police. A police officer visited, but found nothing out of order and
James was reluctant to take action on the basis of the letters he received.
He had visited the girls twice in Paris whilst in Europe on a trip with
his new wife. He did not return until July 1853, after Mary Ann’s death
(Hartman, 1995; Borowitz, 2002).

James was disinclined to complain to the police, or to support the
police investigation that Celestine’s neighbours initiated. He feared the
scandal that would result if his instructions to Celestine to cure his
daughters of masturbation were made public. He had employed her out
of concern for the girls’ future health and increasingly despaired of them
when Celestine reported she found it difficult to prevent them from
masturbating. They had also been examined by doctors who attributed
their ill health and frailty to masturbation (Hartman, 1995). Eventually,
James pressed charges in 1855 and Celestine was tried in two different
courts for the manslaughter of Mary Ann, and the physical abuse of the
other girls (Borowitz, 2002).

The case demonstrates the role the governess could play in the sexual
regulation of children. As a respectable, unmarried woman, Celestine
was viewed by James as a suitable guardian of his daughters’ moral
welfare. Her defence was that her treatment of the girls merely ful-
filled James’ wishes and instructions (Hartman, 1995). Although many
observers in England and France excoriated Celestine’s behaviour, she
also had supporters who campaigned for her release from prison. She
was freed in 1858 after serving 3 years of her sentence and received
employment offers for governess posts with English families (Borowitz,
2002). The French correspondent for The Times described how the
Bishop of Nancy had made a request for mercy on her behalf, and that
despite the ‘prejudice’ that had been expressed against her, Emperor
Napoleon III, by releasing Celestine, had ‘done the most graceful act a
monarch can perform for the suffering and the innocent’ (The Times, 10
July 1858). As an Anglo-French woman, Celestine crossed the bound-
aries of national identity during an era when they were becoming
increasingly consolidated (see Powell, 2002), which may have stirred
negative feelings towards her. Conversely, as a respectable governess,
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she had attempted to regulate the boundaries of feminine sexuality,
which upheld moral order and stability. These nineteenth-century cases
demonstrate the appearance of the respectable woman discourse as a
means of mitigating the circumstances surrounding violent killings.
Lizzie Borden and Celestine Doudet were from middle-class to upper
middle-class backgrounds, which meant that their respectability was
assumed, rather than something which needed to be proven. This does
not mean that there were no negative representations of them. Lizzie
Borden was perceived as masculine and heartless and Celestine Doudet
as wicked and cruel.

As the discussion of these cases has also revealed, despite being
respectable, women could still occupy socially ambiguous positions such
as the governess and/or spinster. Construction as respectable did not
guarantee positive representation, or indeed acquittal, but it enabled
supporters to identify or sympathise with these women. It also allowed
the defence to present the accusations against Lizzie as manifestly
ridiculous, a strategy not open to women perceived as disreputable.
In Celestine’s case, concerns on the part of James Marsden over the
preservation of his family’s respectability delayed her prosecution. These
women’s cases also demonstrate the emergence of cultural anxieties
in terms of nineteenth-century middle-class women’s acceptable pub-
lic and private roles, and their symbolic status as bastions of morality.
Another important facet of the respectable woman discourse is the pro-
cess of recuperation, through which a woman accused of murder is
incorporated back into intelligible femininity. This can take place even
where the woman does not originate from a respectable background, as
in the late-twentieth-century American case of Karla Faye Tucker.

Karla Faye Tucker

Karla Faye Tucker was executed in Texas in 1998 for the murders of Jerry
Dean and Deborah Thornton. In 1983, along with her boyfriend, Daniel
Garrett, she broke into their apartment and violently killed them. Karla
repeatedly struck both Jerry Dean and Deborah Thornton with a pick-
axe. In a confession that was played for the jury during her trial in 1984,
Karla claimed to have experienced orgasm each time she struck with the
weapon. At this time, she was very far from being respectable. She was
a drug addict and worked as a prostitute. The murders were committed
under the influence of illegal drugs. Her assertion that she was sexually
gratified by the murders did nothing to ameliorate their shocking and
deeply unfeminine nature (Knox, 2001; Howarth, 2002).
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During her time on death row, Karla became a born again Chris-
tian and married her prison chaplain. By 1998, she was a religious
38-year old of attractive and conventionally feminine appearance (Farr,
1999; Rapaport, 2000; Knox, 2001). She appealed for clemency from
the Governor of Texas, George W. Bush, on the grounds that she had
been rehabilitated and was no longer the same person as the one who
had wielded the pickaxe (Kobil, 2003). Karla was supported, politically
and financially, by prominent members of the evangelical Christian
right, such as Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell, who were not against
the death penalty in principle but opposed her execution (Farr, 1999;
Rapaport, 2000). Robertson described Karla as ‘a beautiful person’ and
asserted ‘Her speech and demeanour reflected sublime virtue’ (Robert-
son, 2000, p. 580). He argued that she had become a different person,
which rendered her execution barbaric.

Bush denied clemency, partly on political grounds but also due to
Texas state procedure (Howarth, 2002; Kobil, 2003). In order to com-
mute the death sentence, the state’s Board of Pardons and Parolees,
whose membership had been selected by Bush, needed to make a rec-
ommendation to this effect, but as is the convention in Texas, no
such recommendation was made (Robertson, 2000). Karla Faye Tucker
became the first woman to be executed in the state since the Civil War
era, and the second woman in the United States following the rein-
statement of the death penalty in 1976 (New York Times, 3 February
1998).

Karla’s feted transformation from drug-crazed, pickaxe-wielding mur-
deress to sweet and gentle Christian lady represents her discursive
recuperation into appropriate femininity. This was successful to the
extent that to some, she could not be identified with the deviant,
over-sexed woman she had been. Her case generated intense media
interest, which was mainly supportive in nature (Halmari and Ostman,
2001). The recuperation of Karla into femininity and the assignation of
respectability can be contrasted with the cases of Aileen Wuornos and
Wanda Jean Allen. Acceptance of Karla’s metamorphosis was aided by
her whiteness and heterosexuality. This made her execution culturally
traumatic in a way that the state killings of Aileen and Wanda were not
(Farr, 1999; Howarth, 2002). Although Karla’s transformation did not
ultimately save her from the death penalty, her execution provoked dis-
cussion of capital punishment’s legitimacy and renewed the vigour of
abolitionist campaigns (Howarth, 2002). Her case gained international
attention, with letters requesting clemency being sent to Bush from the
European Parliament and the Pope (New York Times, 3 February 1998).
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Her recuperation inserted her into the respectable woman discourse,
although unlike the other cases examined so far, she was not respectable
at the time of the killings.

The support Karla Faye Tucker received from the religious right illus-
trated the American ‘culture wars’ during the second term of Bill
Clinton’s presidency. Once recuperated as a virtuous Christian ‘lady’,
Karla was appropriated by evangelical Christians such as Robertson and
Falwell as a symbol of moral American womanhood. At the same time as
her execution was debated, Clinton’s sexual involvement with Monica
Lewinsky, a young White House intern, dominated both the news media
and talk shows (see Lipkin, 2000; Jones, 2001). Karla Faye Tucker served
as a cultural juxtaposition to the promiscuous, ‘liberal’ and Jewish
Monica Lewinsky. Although Karla was a symbol of virtuous American
femininity for sections of the religious right, there was a tension with
the ‘tough on crime’ direction of criminal justice policies in the 1990s,
which had seen execution rates climb (Simon, 2007). Ultimately, it was
unlikely that a pro-death penalty Republican governor with presiden-
tial ambitions such as George W. Bush would take a role in reprieving
her. Karla Faye Tucker’s discursive recuperation as a respectable woman,
who could represent imperilled American womanhood, demonstrates
the symbolic potency of this representation, and its relationship with
contests over the ‘proper’ meanings of national culture.

The witch

This section is concerned with the appearance of the witch discourse in
cases of middle-aged and older women who were accused of multiple
killings. Women who killed male partners and their own children will
therefore be discussed, although only in cases where the woman was
thought to have more than one victim. Images of witches are extremely
diverse. However, a durable stereotype of the witch as an older woman
can be identified in American and European cultures between the eigh-
teenth and twentieth centuries (Davies, 1999, 2001). This is not to argue
that this is the only witch representation to emerge in ‘Western’ cul-
tures, but this particular stereotype, which is a familiar image of the
witch, is the one that will be analysed.

Before outlining this iteration of the witch discourse, it is neces-
sary to explain the aspects of witches and witchcraft that will not be
explored. Firstly, none of the cases included are of women who were
actually accused of witchcraft. Cases are drawn from the twentieth cen-
tury, when belief in witches and witchcraft was in decline (Davies, 1999,
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2001). The cases are not necessarily ones in which the occult or magic
were understood to play a role. Rather, this section will examine the
witch discourse as shaping a particular representation of femininity that
bore resemblance to the familiar cultural stereotype of the witch. This
is a negative stereotype that portrays older women as threatening and
malignant (Demos, 1983; Codd, 1998; Davies, 1999). There are positive
representations of witches, not least certain feminist reclamations of the
image of the witch and the practice of witchcraft (Purkiss, 1996; Gibson,
2007). However, echoes of the witch as a symbol of feminine deviance
haunted certain twentieth-century constructions of women who kill. In
this sense, the witch is a shadow discourse in these gender representa-
tions. It is not fully there, but it conditions the portrayals of femininity
in certain women’s cases.

This focus on the trace of the witch in discourses of femininity, rather
than on women believed to be witches, means that the persecution of
those accused of witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and seventeenth-
century America will not be discussed. Feminist interpretations of ‘witch
hunts’ as a holocaust perpetrated against women have been challenged
to the point of being discredited by most historians working in this area
(Purkiss, 1996; Gaskill, 2008). Women were often the accusers in cases
of suspected witchcraft, and the majority of female accused were not
healers or midwives (Harley, 1990; Holmes, 1993). Comparisons will not
be made between twentieth-century criminal justice processes and the
punishment of women believed to be witches three centuries earlier.

The figure of the witch is a subterranean presence in the cases selected
for analysis. There are a number of folkloric characteristics associated
with witchcraft. In addition to being old, the witch was frequently a
widow. She could be sexually ravenous, with the power to weaken and
contaminate men (Roper, 1991; Rowlands, 2001). She was likely to be
poor. The beggar witch was a poor woman who used her powers to take
revenge on those who refused to give her money or alms (Davies, 1999;
Dillinger, 2004).

Witches were completely evil and utterly malicious. They had made
a pact with the devil, and met at secret gatherings to perform harmful
magic (Dillinger, 2004). The witch was also a shape-shifter, who could
disguise herself by taking the form of an animal (Davies, 1999). Her
ability to deceive and disguise, as well as her intention to cause others
harm, manifested itself in murderous behaviour, particularly through
the use of poison (Roper, 1991). The witch would harm and kill ran-
domly (Dillinger, 2004). Although, on the one hand, witches could be
identified through physical signs such as being old and ugly (Demos,
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1983; Davies, 1999), on the other, their status as ordinary women made
them indistinguishable from those around them. The witch was dan-
gerous because her evil nature was hidden and potentially unknowable
(Dillinger, 2004). She was both mysterious and unremarkable. Once
a witch had been discovered, she was known to be such by her bad
reputation (Rowlands, 2001).

Witches were often marginal and therefore liminal figures. They were
women who existed in problematic relation to established social net-
works and interactions, and took the blame for social misfortunes
(Roper, 1991; Purkiss, 1996). This responsibility for social misfortune
is an enduring aspect of the witch discourse, meaning that it represents
social shifts and anxieties. European and American representations of
witches also had a racialised aspect, with colonial ‘others’ viewed as
practitioners of witchcraft (Purkiss, 1996). The women discussed in this
section were all white so the image of the witch as racial other did not
appear in their cases. However, issues of racial or ethnic identity will be
explored where relevant.

In her analysis of representations of older female offenders in the
British media, Codd (1998) argues that depiction of women as powerful
or controlling echoes folk legends of the witch. This portrayal is espe-
cially likely to arise in cases of women perceived to be bad carers. The
cases under discussion pertain to women of 45 or over, who committed,
or were suspected of committing, multiple killings. This was in viola-
tion of their roles as wives, mothers or other types of carer. As bad carers,
women represented through the ‘witch’ discourse symbolise other social
failures. Caring is so intimately tied to women’s normative roles, espe-
cially culturally acceptable roles for older women (such as the kindly
grandmother figure), that its profound breach in the form of multiple
killing suggests wider social malaise. The witch discourse is examined in
relation to three cases and its relationship with broader social concerns
is explored.

Belle Gunness

The story of Belle Gunness retains an enduring mystery. On 28 April
1908, her farm in La Porte, Indiana, USA, burnt down. Belle lived there
with her three children and ran the farm. Police searched the remains
of the buildings and found the bodies of three children and a headless
woman in the basement of the house. They assumed that these were the
bodies of Belle and her children, although they could not find her head.
On 30 April, they arrested Ray Lamphere, a handyman who had worked
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for Belle. He had been arrested earlier in the year for ‘annoying’ her and
she had brought trespass charges against him 2 weeks before the fire.
Ray was charged with arson and murder. Organs from the four bodies
from the basement were tested and were found to contain poison. The
police surmised that Ray poisoned Belle and her children, before setting
light to the farm (Hinton, 1999; Flowers and Flowers, 2004; Scott, 2007).

The case changed dramatically with the arrival of Asle Hegelian in
La Porte. Asle came in search of his brother, Andrew, with whom he
had worked as a farmer in South Dakota. Like Belle, the Hegelians were
Norwegian immigrants. Andrew had responded to Belle’s advert in a
Norwegian language newspaper, in which she described herself as a
wealthy widow looking for a husband. He had left South Dakota in early
January and Asle had not heard from him since, which was unusual as
the two brothers were very close. Asle wrote to Belle, who claimed that
Andrew had gone to Chicago. By tracing his brother’s money transfers,
Asle determined that Andrew had sent money to a bank in La Porte
(Langlois, 1983; Hinton, 1999; Scott, 2007).

When he saw a news clipping about the fire, Asle travelled to Indiana,
worried that his brother may have been hurt. Once in La Porte, he found
two of Belle’s neighbours digging amongst the rubble of her property
and asked them to help him investigate any holes or ‘soft spots’ that
had been filled in around the farm. In digging up one such hole, Asle
discovered a sack containing the dismembered body of Andrew. The
police dug up other soft spots and discovered ten more bodies. In all,
there were nine male bodies and two female. One of the female bod-
ies was Belle’s adoptive daughter, Jennie, who had supposedly left for a
Californian finishing school in 1906 (Hinton, 1999; Scott, 2007).

It emerged that the male bodies were all Norwegian immigrants who
had answered Belle’s adverts for husbands. Once they had deposited
money in her account, it appeared Belle killed them and buried them on
her property (Hinton, 1999). The police still suspected Ray Lamphere of
being involved, although further details that emerged about Belle cast
doubt on this. The murder charges against him were dropped and he
was sentenced to 20 years for arson. Ray gave conflicting accounts of
how much he knew of Belle’s deeds. He claimed that she poisoned a
woman in order to make it seem like she had died in the fire (Flowers
and Flowers, 2004).

Belle was born in 1859 in Norway, the daughter of a poor agricul-
tural worker. In the early 1880s, she emigrated to America and joined
her sister in Chicago. In 1883, she married her first husband, Mads
Sorenson, with whom she had four children. Two of her children died
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and, although they showed symptoms consistent with poisoning, Belle’s
explanation that they died from an illness was accepted. She received
insurance money from their deaths, and later from some properties that
burnt down. When Mads died, police and local people in the Illinois
town where they lived suspected that Belle had poisoned him, but this
was not proven. In 1902, she married Peter Gunness, who died shortly
afterwards from a head injury that Belle claimed was caused by a meat
grinder. She used the insurance money from his death to buy the farm
in La Porte (Hinton, 1999; Scott, 2007).

The discovery of Belle’s past made it seem likely that she was primar-
ily, if not solely, responsible for the bodies unearthed at the farm. It
was assumed that she had killed her two husbands and the children,
and also that she was still alive and had escaped (Scott, 2007). After
the bodies were discovered, newspapers invented a variety of monstrous
epithets for Belle, such as ‘woman Bluebeard’, ‘Gunness Monster’ and
‘Hell’s Belle’ (Hinton, 1999, p. 337). The Bluebeard analogy was the most
enduring and ‘Lady Bluebeard’ remained a nickname for Belle Gunness
(Langlois, 1983).10 Such names explicitly linked her with monsters and
represented her as witch-like. A variety of explanations emerged as to
why Belle had committed her crimes. Some of these were expert dis-
courses of insanity or inherent criminality. Popular explanations drew
on the supernatural, arguing that she was possessed by the devil, or that
her house was inhabited by evil spirits. It was also suggested that she
had special powers which enabled her to hypnotise her victims (Hinton,
1999). In this sense, Belle Gunness became an early-twentieth-century
witch.

Other elements of her story contributed to the witch representation.
Belle was a stout woman, strong from her work on the farm and not
considered to be attractive. She maintained a degree of distance from La
Porte’s social networks, made possible by possessing her own land (Scott,
2007). Her alleged killings allowed her to achieve and maintain finan-
cial independence. She requested that the men who came to her farm
sign their money over to her, which inverted normative matrimonial
arrangements, whereby women became dependent on men (Langlois,
1983). Her method of attracting victims was in keeping with the sexually
voracious widow, who lures men in order to prey on them.

One of the most significant aspects of the witch discourse in relation
to Belle Gunness is the notion of the shape-shifter. As an immigrant
woman who had married, and therefore changed names, more than
once, Belle had adopted and cast off different identities. However, it
was her disappearance after the fire that made her a legendary figure.
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Numerous sightings were reported shortly afterwards and in the months
that followed, one as far afield as Mexico (New York Times, 14 June
1908).11 Possible sightings continued over the years. In 1914, she was
thought to be in a cabin in Saskatchewan, Canada (New York Times, 27
March 1914). In 1931, a woman named Esther Carlson was tried for mur-
dering an old man, and was suspected of being Belle Gunness (Scott,
2007). However, Belle, if she lived on after the fire, was never discov-
ered and her disappearance and transmogrification into someone else
attested to her shape-shifting powers.

As Protestant Northern Europeans, Norwegian immigrants to the
United States such as Belle and her victims were generally regarded by
the dominant culture as ‘safe’ and easily assimilable (Schultz, 1994). By
the early twentieth century, when the bodies were discovered at Belle’s
farm, Norwegian-Americans were perceived as contrasting positively
with ‘new’ immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, who were
largely Catholic or Jewish and were represented as a threat to the qual-
ity of the nation. However, assimilation was a contested topic within
Norwegian-American settler communities, many of which in the period
before the First World War sought to establish Norwegian churches and
to preserve the use of the Norwegian language in the United States.
The debate around tensions between the preservation of Norwegian
culture and assimilation into American culture centred on language in
particular, and Norwegian language newspapers were established as a
means of shoring up ethnic identity (Schultz, 1994). By attracting male
victims through adverts in Norwegian language newspapers, thus mak-
ing them an instrument of danger, Belle Gunness decried these efforts
at cultural preservation and disturbed notions of Norwegian-American
identity.

Daisy de Melker

Daisy de Melker is one of South Africa’s most famous ‘spectacular’
cases of murder (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2004). She was executed in
Johannesburg in December 1932 for poisoning her 20-year-old son,
Rhodes Cowle, with arsenic. She was also tried for the murders of her
husbands, William Cowle and Robert Sproat, but was acquitted due to
lack of evidence tying her to their poisonings. She was the third white,
or ‘European’, woman to be executed since the Union of South Africa
in 1910 (Kahn, 1960).12 This, combined with the sensational nature of
the crimes of which she was accused, has cemented her place in South
African history.
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Daisy was born in 1886 near Grahamstown, in what was then the
Cape Colony, but spent most of her childhood in Bulawayo, Rhodesia.
In her late teens, she returned to South Africa to train as a nurse in
Durban. She married William Cowle, a plumber, in 1905 and they
had five children, two of whom died during childhood (Beukes, 2004).
William died in 1923 after terrible convulsions and stomach pains. The
doctor who examined him identified the symptoms of strychnine poi-
soning but did not suspect ‘foul play’ (The Times, 19 October 1932),
as he accepted William had taken Epsom salts contaminated with the
poison. Daisy inherited William’s money and his pension. She married
Robert Sproat, another plumber, in 1926. He died, apparently of lead
poisoning, in 1927 and Daisy also inherited money from him (Beukes,
2004).

By 1932, Daisy was married again, this time to Sidney de Melker,
who had been a famous rugby player in South Africa (The Times, 18
October 1932). Her son, Rhodes, was approaching 21 and she found his
behaviour increasingly difficult. He demanded that Daisy spend money
on him, for example, she had bought him a car. He would also verbally
and physically abuse her when angry. When he died in March 1932, the
doctor certified the death as caused by cerebral malaria, which Rhodes
had contracted during time spent in Swaziland (Beukes, 2004).

William Sproat, Robert’s brother, had remained suspicious of Daisy
and the circumstances of his brother’s death. When he learned of
Rhodes’ death, he contacted the police, and the bodies of Rhodes, Robert
Sproat and William Cowle were exhumed (Beukes, 2004). It emerged
that Rhodes had died from arsenic poisoning, and traces of strychnine
were found in the bodies of both husbands (The Times, 21 October
1932). The pharmacist who had sold Daisy arsenic shortly before Rhodes
died appeared as a witness at her trial. Daisy’s defence was that she had
purchased it to kill a cat. The judge found her guilty of murdering her
son and sentenced her to death (The Times, 24 October 1932). She is also
suspected of having killed her other two children who died, and a fiancé
from Bulawayo.

Elements of Daisy’s story that are similar to the Belle Gunness case
made her seem witch-like. She used poison, a covert means of killing,
and appeared to have financial motives. (The murder of her son enabled
her to collect from life insurance policies, although his behaviour has
also been seen as a contributory factor.) She was rumoured to be sexu-
ally insatiable and her defence barrister described her in his memoirs
as ‘over-sexed’ (Beukes, 2004). South African novelist, Sarah Millin,
attended Daisy’s trial and based her book Three Men Die (1934) on the
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case. In her autobiography, The Night is Long (1941), Millin emphasised
Daisy’s ugliness and stated that she had a cleft palate, recalling the witch
stereotype of an ugly, deformed older woman. She also noted that Daisy
did not bother to wear make-up during her trial and wore the same dress
throughout.13

The era preceding Daisy de Melker’s execution was a turbulent one
for South Africa. The post-1910 Union governments debated whether
to remain a dominion of the United Kingdom, or whether to attempt
to establish a republic. Afrikaner nationalists supported independence
from the British. South Africa became more autonomous after the 1926
Balfour Declaration and gained its own flag in 1928 (Beck, 2000). Some
of the divisions within the dominant white communities between the
British and the Afrikaners began to heal as a white South African
identity emerged. The black African population became increasingly
marginalised and disenfranchised during the late 1920s, and the vote
was extended to all white men and women in 1930 (Beinart, 2001).
In a period of increased empowerment for white women, Daisy (who
was ethnically British rather than Afrikaans) had reversed the cul-
tural assumptions of the South African elite that white women were
in need of the law’s protection, and that they automatically embod-
ied the virtues of the nascent South African nation. She was therefore
an aberration who had violated national standards of white feminin-
ity and outraged, rather than upheld, the moral superiority of her
race (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2004). In this sense, Daisy became a
liminal figure, troubling the boundaries of South African racial and
national identity and, like Belle Gunness, she disrupted the social
order.

Dorothea Puente

Dorothea Puente ran a board and care home in Sacramento, California,
for indigent middle-aged and older people, many of whom had men-
tal health problems. The social workers who placed residents in her
house thought highly of her and were impressed by the standard of
care she provided. However, in November 1988, two female social work-
ers became troubled by the disappearance of one of their clients, Alvaro
Montoya, from Dorothea’s house. Dorothea claimed that he had gone
to Mexico and then Salt Lake City, which made the social workers suspi-
cious. They visited the house and attempted to speak to other residents
about Alvaro, and were informed that it was not unusual for people to
go missing from there (Pearson, 1998; Gibson, 2006).
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The social workers contacted the police, who discovered a body
wrapped in plastic and buried in Dorothea’s yard. After being
questioned, Dorothea took a Greyhound bus to Los Angeles, where
she rented a motel room. Six more bodies, believed to be other ten-
ants who had gone missing, were unearthed from the yard (Pearson,
1998; Gibson, 2006). Dorothea had the authority to cash Social Secu-
rity cheques for some of her residents with mental health and chronic
alcohol problems, which she had continued to do after they disappeared
(New York Times, 18 November 1988). The police mounted a search for
Dorothea, whose whereabouts were discovered after a man she spoke to
in a bar recognised her from television reports. She admitted stealing
the Social Security money, but denied having killed anyone. She was
charged with murdering the seven people whose remains were dug up
from her backyard (Pearson, 1998; Gibson, 2006).

Dorothea was born in 1929 in San Bernardino County and was named
Dorothy Helen Gray. She was one of six children and both of her par-
ents died during her childhood. She claimed to have married four times,
although records indicate that she was married twice. Dorothea told
people that she was born in Mexico, but she did not in fact have a Latina
heritage (Gibson, 2006). In the late 1970s, she was convicted of stealing
from tenants who boarded with her and made the front page of a local
magazine in Sacramento (Pearson, 1998). In 1982, she was found guilty
of charges related to drugging and stealing from people in her care (New
York Times, 18 November 1988). She served half of a 5-year sentence
and a condition of her parole was that she should not take on board-
ers. Dorothea’s previous convictions excluded her from working in a
state run home but she was part of California’s informal welfare system,
and received referrals from local mental health and community services
(ibid.).

In 1989, Dorothea was charged with two more murders. One of these
was of Everson Gillmouth, a former fiancé of hers, whose body was
found on a riverbank in 1986. The other was Ruth Munro, a woman
with whom Dorothea had opened a restaurant in 1982. Ruth put money
into the business and died of a drug overdose shortly after moving into
Dorothea’s house. At the time, it was recorded as suicide (Howard and
Smith, 2004). Dorothea was eventually tried for nine murders in 1993.
The prosecution argued that she killed her tenants with an overdose of
prescription drugs and carried on collecting their Social Security money.
Her defence was that all, apart from Ruth Munro, had died from natural
causes. Dorothea maintained that she did not inform the authorities
of her tenants’ deaths because she knew she should not have been
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caring for them. She admitted to claiming their money (Fox and Levin,
2005).

The jury at Dorothea’s trial deliberated for more than 3 weeks (New
York Times, 27 August 1993). Due to the length of time the bodies had
been buried, there was little physical evidence and it was difficult to
determine the cause of death (Fox and Levin, 2005). The jury found her
guilty of three murders and could not reach a decision on the other six.
The judge declared a mistrial for these (New York Times, 27 August 1993).
The prosecution asked for the death penalty and, again, the jury could
not reach a decision so she was sentenced to life in prison without the
possibility of parole (New York Times, 14 October 1993; 11 December
1993).

Along with details familiar from the other cases discussed so far, such
as Dorothea’s status as an older woman and her use of hidden methods
to kill her victims and suspected victims, the elements of the witch dis-
course related to women’s care work are also relevant. As a woman who
used her position as a carer to harm vulnerable people, Dorothea was a
troubling figure. Her case exposed gaps and shortcomings in California’s
welfare system (Greener, 1991), making her represent not only her own
crimes, but also wider social disaggregation.

Dorothea’s most culturally disturbing and witch-like propensity was
her talent for shape-shifting. She was able to hide her previous con-
victions, for crimes that bore similarities to her murders, from social
workers and her local community. She was well regarded and social
workers noted that their clients’ overall health tended to improve once
they were placed in her house. Tenants experienced her differently, stat-
ing that she drank heavily and could become bad tempered and violent.
Some of them expressed dissatisfaction about living with Dorothea, but
social workers ignored them, believing board and care represented their
best option from a limited range, and that she offered them a good
service (New York Times, 8 August 1993; Pearson, 1998).

The dissonance created by the images of Dorothea as a reliable care-
giver and as a violent woman who killed and stole from vulnerable
people was troubling and indicated that she could take on and cast off
identities as necessary. The two versions of her character were difficult
to reconcile. The New York Times noted that, ‘[a] white-haired woman
who wears large glasses and floral-print dresses, does not fit the stereo-
type of a serial killer’ (8 August 1993). Other details, such as uncertainty
about how many times she had been married and her ethnic iden-
tity, contributed to perceptions of her ability to deceive, disguise and
change.
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Dorothea’s crimes came to criminal justice and public attention
in November 1988, the month that Republican candidate and Vice
President, George Bush, won the American election following two terms
of the Reagan administration. Before assuming the Presidency, Ronald
Reagan had been Governor of California, which was Dorothea’s home
state and symbolically America’s ‘Shangri-la’ (Starr, 2005). California,
the Golden State, stood for sunshine, stardom, opportunity and innova-
tion. Reagan, a right-wing, populist Republican, capitalised on his movie
star past and folksy charm, emphasising national optimism and arguing
that under his Presidency it was ‘Morning in America’ (Jenkins, 1994). In
particular, he pursued economic policies based on reduced public spend-
ing and fewer taxes. A case like Dorothea’s highlighted the social fissures
and breakdown that could ensue following Reagan-style welfare cuts,
and existed in stark contradiction to both the image of the Californian
promised land and of its avuncular adopted son.

The witch discourse arises in cases where a middle-aged or older
woman appears to be responsible for multiple killings. When revealed
as ‘malign’, rather than as harmless or caring, these women unsettle
norms of older women’s femininity and appear almost supernaturally
evil. As discussed, the ‘witch’ discourse is a subterranean representation
as it does not imply that the women in question are actually believed
to be witches (although some of Belle Gunness’ nicknames connoted a
supernatural being). The three cases explored demonstrate the role of
the witch in symbolising social misfortune or cultural anxiety, where
the shocking discovery or suspicion of multiple killings by older women
appears to indicate deeper social problems or challenges. In this sense,
the witch discourse exemplifies this book’s dual approach to analysing
cases of women accused of unusual murder, where the crossing of gen-
der boundaries is considered alongside the cultural meanings generated
by the cases.

Conclusion to Part I

Part I has examined regulatory discourses of gender as they appeared
in unusual cases of women who kill, and has suggested their relation-
ship with wider cultural anxieties. The variety of cases demonstrates
how the different constructions of womanhood (or of lack of woman-
hood) recur in different places and times (McDonagh, 2003; Morrissey,
2003), frequently carrying the traces of older constructions. However,
this review of well-known unusual cases also shows that these tropes
of gender become symbolic of issues that arise out of specific contexts,
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such as the perceived social changes to 1960s Britain in the cases of Myra
Hindley and Mary Bell, or the forging of the white South African nation
in the 1930s in the case of Daisy de Melker.

The five identified discourses play a role in gender regulation as they
highlight the boundaries of appropriate femininity. The significance of
these discourses in outlining the metaphoric limits to womanhood can
be seen in the recurrence of boundary crossing as a major theme, be
it the boundary between masculinity and femininity, or between san-
ity and insanity, or, as in the case of the witch, the margins of the
social order. Liminality is also key, with discourses such as the muse/
mastermind dichotomy and the damaged personality constructing sub-
jects who cause category confusion, making them seem dangerous. The
respectable woman representation demonstrates that women who kill
are not necessarily figured as transgressive, but that escaping or tran-
scending condemnation or abjection involves discursive recuperation
(Morrissey, 2003), which is likely to be partial and to exist alongside
more derogatory portrayals.

The continuing discomfort caused by women who kill and the
recourse to discourses of gender denigration through which to repre-
sent them highlight the threat they pose to established power relations
(Ballinger, 2000; Heberle, 2001), and the need to contain their poten-
tially disruptive power (Jones, 1996; Morrissey, 2003). This ‘disciplines’
femininity (Heberle, 1999) as it constrains what constitutes an accept-
able gender performance (Butler, 2004). Whilst the unacceptability of
murder in ethical terms is beyond dispute, the potential for women
who kill to become culturally unintelligible or abject in terms of gender
demonstrates the ongoing maintenance of femininity as weaker than,
and subordinate to, masculinity.

The five discourses that constitute the typology are not solely relevant
to women who kill, but construct women in relation to other situations.
The masculine woman and damaged personality representations derive
from expert, medicalised knowledge (which can be translated into pop-
ular knowledge), but the other three are not expert attempts to explain
criminality or female deviance, they emerge from wider cultural norms
of womanhood. Previous feminist research has shown that gender con-
structions of women who kill have relevance beyond each particular
case – they relate to the social positioning and representation of women
more generally (Nicolson, 1995; Jones, 1996; Ballinger, 2000).

It is useful here to make recourse to the poststructuralist feminist
framework that shapes the analysis of the cases in this book. Feminists
need to be wary of how far they generalise the category of ‘women’ as it
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is multiple and can attach to diverse constructions of femininity (Riley,
1988), meaning that ‘women’ do not constitute one easily identifiable
group. This complicates our understanding of the regulatory power of
discourses of women who kill – the instances of cultural subordina-
tion they encode may not exert control over all women, as there are
important power differences between women (Anthias, 2002).

An intersectional approach, which accounts for the complexity of
multiple identities, helps to make this clear. The portrayal of Aileen
Wuornos as a masculine woman relied not just on stereotypes of the
lesbian woman as aggressive, but also the derogatory ‘white trash’ rep-
resentation, an intersection of ‘race’ and class. Wanda Jean Allen was
constructed as masculine through negative portrayals of her sexual-
ity, the ‘black brute’ stereotype and constructions of the ‘underclass’.
Poovey’s (1988) conceptualisation of discourses’ regulatory effects as
‘uneven’ is useful here. In the context of the late 1980s and early 1990s
United States, ‘white trash’ and ‘underclass’ representations as they
intersected with constructions of womanhood were potent elements in
the increased criminalisation and punishment of women (Maher, 1992;
Chesney-Lind and Pasko, 2004). However, this did not impact equally
on all women, but differentially affected poor minority ethnic and white
women.

The respectable woman discourse, which can enable women who kill
to be represented positively, is more likely to be available to middle-
class white women than to other women, and is a discourse with
uneven benefits. Although this representation tends to re-encode cer-
tain constraining elements of femininity, such as sexual propriety and
the performance of duty, it accrues potential advantages to women who
can be constructed through this discourse. This exemplifies Mouffe’s
(1995) point that subjects can be dominant in some representations
and simultaneously subordinate in others, and Cornell’s (1995) argu-
ment that feminists should acknowledge the relative social power that
attaches to the subjectivities of middle-class white women.

The review of well-known cases demonstrates how the five discourses
of femininity can become wider symbols of social shifts and anxi-
eties specific to particular times and places. The case of Karla Homolka
became a symbol for anxieties about Canadian identity and the main-
tenance of distinctiveness from the United States in the 1990s; the case
of Martha Beck represented fears of the effects of urban disconnected-
ness in mid-twentieth-century America. Due to the especially symbolic
nature of femininity, unsettling female behaviour becomes an ‘inter-
pretive grid’ through which to understand society’s ills (Shapiro, 1996,



86 Women, Murder and Femininity

p. 9). Discourses of womanhood in unusual cases of women who kill do
more than regulate the boundaries of gender – they are vehicles for the
expression of cultural anxieties and struggles over meaning (Berenson,
1993; Phillips and Gartner, 2003).

The struggle for meaning is particularly acute in the case of Karla Faye
Tucker, who by the time of her execution in the United States in 1998
had been adopted by sections of the Christian right as a symbol of vir-
tuous American womanhood. For some, she became a repository for
the national culture (see Einhorn, 1996). This was a highly contested
meaning, which did not accord with the aims of punitive criminal jus-
tice policies, or, conversely, designations of American womanhood that
did not rely on whiteness and Christianity. The construction of Karla
through the respectable woman discourse also demonstrates the con-
tingency of the meanings attached to discourses of femininity (Laclau
and Mouffe, 2001). It would be difficult to predict that the case of a for-
merly drug-addicted female axe murderer would become a cause celebre
for figures of the Christian right such as Jerry Falwell and Pat Buchanan.
Attention to contingency enables an appreciation that discourses are not
fixed and neither are the social circumstances out of which they arise.

Combining analysis of regulatory discourses of gender with attention
to social and cultural transformation enables us to see gender relations
and the wider social order as shifting and dynamic. This is not to see
representations of femininity as unconstrained, but to acknowledge that
they are part of a changing landscape, in which cultural boundaries are
porous (Walkowitz, 1992; Shapiro, 1996). Discussion of the case of Rose
West explored how the demonisation of her as a sexually deviant mas-
culine woman must be understood against the background of changes
to family life in 1990s Britain and shifts in terms of acceptable moral-
ity. Our examination of unusual cases of women who kill needs to be
attentive to the ‘burden of representation’ carried by women (Yuval-
Davis, 1997, p. 45), but it also needs to explore the construction of
certain subjects as ‘unworthy of respect or esteem’ relative to others
(Fraser, 2000, p. 114). In doing so, it can analyse the drawing of cul-
tural boundaries around the normative and the worthless; the included
and the excluded. This can best be done through a close examination of
cases from a particular time and place.

Part II will address one specific context, that of mid-twentieth-century
England and Wales. Through empirical analysis of case files, it explores
the discursive construction of femininity in 12 cases of women accused
of unusual murders, 1957–62, and analyses how this intersected with
some of the major social and cultural changes of the era.
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1
Gender, Murder and
Mid-Twentieth-Century
England and Wales

The period 1957–62 is a pivotal one in twentieth-century British history.
This transitional era marks the growth of the ‘affluent’ society in which
consumer goods became widely available and affordable with the advent
of near full employment and a rise in average earnings. Sandbrook
(2005, p. xx) explains that, ‘[i]t was in the mid-fifties, after all, that
rationing and austerity came to an end, consumer activity began rapidly
escalating, the first commercial television channel was established, and
the retreat from empire began in earnest’. Social changes that would
transform British society were underway. Hennessy (2007) characterises
the early 1950s as a continuation of the ‘long 1930s’, when the culture
of day-to-day life remained consistent with the interwar period. Between
the early and late 1950s, Britain changed from ‘a right, tight, screwed-
down society walled in every way’ (Hennessey, 2007, p. 5, quoting a
senior civil servant in the Home Office) to one in which the ice started
to break (ibid., 2007, p. xvii). He describes the major changes that took
place in the late 1950s and early 1960s as social ‘dam bursts’, which
preceded the liberalising trends of the later 1960s.

Harold Macmillan’s Conservative governments of 1957–1963 bene-
fited from identification with Britain’s affluent society in which life had
improved for ordinary people. Prime Minister Macmillan believed that
the Conservatives needed to be enthusiastic about social change and
modernisation, especially in order to win re-election in 1959 (Jarvis,
2005). They adopted a modernising social agenda, which included legal-
isation of betting shops in 1960, extended opening hours for pubs and
bars in 1961 and the loosening of restrictions on ‘obscene’ publications,
which led to the famous trial of D H Lawrence’s ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’
in 1960 (Hennessy, 2007).1 The Homicide Act 1957, discussed further
below, limited the application of the death penalty and the Wolfenden

89
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Report of the same year recommended the decriminalisation of sex
between consenting adult males (although the corresponding legislation
was not passed until 1967).2

The Tories’ willingness to embrace certain aspects of social moderni-
sation indicates that they perceived important changes were underway,
which they needed to reflect and encourage in order to appeal to the
electorate. This was necessarily a contested process, as not all Conserva-
tive politicians, and certainly not all of the Party membership, approved
of measures of social liberalisation (Jarvis, 2005). Even for Macmillan,
the changes wrought in Britain’s affluent society were a cause for anxi-
ety. One source of such was how long affluence would endure – this was
the theme of his famous ‘having it so good’ speech (Hennessy, 2007).3

Another was how the British people would respond to their greater free-
dom to take responsibility for their own moral existence (Jarvis, 2005).
There was a concern, held by those on the right and left of the political
spectrum, that the affluent society of consumer goods and easier living
was morally damaging and had the potential to undermine social bonds.
It is important to bear in mind these worries about modernity and social
change that cast a shadow over mid-twentieth-century optimism.

Coupled with anxiety about the possible coarsening effects of the
affluent society, with its superficial, flashy seductions, there were fears
that Britain as a nation and as a society was in decline (Black and
Pemberton, 2004). ‘Declinism’, as Black and Pemberton (2004) term it,
could encompass dissatisfactions related to Britain’s post-war transition
from a colonial to post-colonial nation and its perceived loss of power.
However, declinism was also articulated in concerns that something was
wrong with British society, as exemplified by Penguin’s early 1960s series
entitled ‘What’s Wrong with Britain?’ (see Earle, 1961; Hill and Which-
elow, 1964). This could be dismay at the ascendance of working-class
Britons at the expense of its traditional ruling class, or conversely frus-
tration that the working class could be bought off with cheap, mass
produced goods, whilst sacrificing solidarity and the chance to make
radical changes to British society.

The changes taking place in Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s
are the context against which the cases of 12 mid-twentieth-century
women accused of murder will be analysed. The hopes and fears gen-
erated by modernity is a key theme that shaped the representation of
femininity. Modernity can be broadly defined as transformations in gov-
ernance, new formations of subjectivity, the expansion of technology
and the enhanced status of expertise coupled with the professionalisa-
tion of knowledge (Conekin et al., 1999). Modernising changes to British
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society can be identified from the late nineteenth century onwards,
but the contested meanings of modernity in the particular context of
the late 1950s and early 1960s are the ones that will be considered in
decoding ‘unusual’ cases of women accused of murder.

In order to examine the meanings of femininity constructed in mid-
twentieth-century cases of murder, it is necessary to appreciate the
shifting nature of British identities during the period. Post war, citi-
zenship became wedded to national identity, and working-class British
people were accorded status as citizens in ways they had not previously
enjoyed, both through the benefits of the post-1945 welfare settle-
ment, and their symbolic transformation from subjects to active citizens
(Brooke, 2001). In the 1950s, the British Empire was in retreat and immi-
gration from the Caribbean and Indian sub-continent was increasing.
At the same time that citizenship and national identity became syn-
onymous, the meanings of Britishness were changing, which led to
‘a veritable crisis of national self-representation’ (Waters, 1997, p. 208).
If women are especially symbolic and representative of the nation,
then these contemporary shifts in national identity form an important
part of the backdrop to mid-twentieth-century constructions of British
womanhood.

Womanhood in mid-twentieth-century Britain

The 1950s and early 1960s are popularly regarded as an era that was
especially restrictive for women, when gains made during the Second
World War were lost and women’s domestic roles as wives and mothers
were re-inscribed (see, for example, Millard, 2008). Although domestic-
ity and motherhood were symbolically central to appropriate femininity
in mid-twentieth-century Britain, it is important to delineate a sub-
tler picture of both constructions of femininity and the experiences of
women at this time. It is also necessary to understand that gender rela-
tions and identities were undergoing significant changes in the areas of
employment, consumerism, the family and sexuality.

Post war, greater numbers of married women and women with chil-
dren entered paid work as part-time shift patterns introduced during
the war were retained (Summerfield, 1998; Wilson, 2006). This led
to debates concerning whether mothers undertaking paid work would
damage their children and exacerbate social problems such as juvenile
delinquency (Wilson, 2006). However, paid work could be regarded as
not only acceptable, but also desirable, for married women with children
as it enabled them to contribute to the household income and achieve
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a higher standard of living. This interpretation was often advanced by
married women workers themselves (ibid.). Contemporary feminist soci-
ology constructed paid employment as a duty for educated married
women, as long as they did not have small children, arguing that their
skills and labour should not be withheld from the economy (see Myrdal
and Klein, 1956; Hubback, 1957).

The burgeoning consumer culture of the 1950s that followed the
post-war austerity years meant that women, who bore responsibility
for the upkeep of the home, became consumers of domestic products
and appliances. New science and technology entered the home through
women, making them drivers of modernisation (Geraghty, 2000). Post
war, the role of housewife became professionalised as women were
expected to incorporate new technologies and new knowledge into their
management of the household (Geraghty, 2000; Giles, 2005). The avail-
ability of domestic service for middle-class women had been in decline
since the interwar period and working-class families, by the 1950s, were
more likely to be able to buy or rent a whole house. Domestic labour in
one’s own home gained greater status and ‘bestowed dignity and pur-
pose’ on many women (Giles, 2005, p. 72). Through maintaining a tidy,
well-ordered home working-class women in particular could demon-
strate their self-worth and respectability, and their commitment to a
better future. However, those who did not adequately perform the role of
industrious housewife signalled their lack of respectability and a failure
to keep up with modern society (ibid.).

Sexual norms were shifting and being reconstituted in the mid-
twentieth-century, albeit within limits. Heterosexual monogamy was
the only widely accepted venue for sexual behaviour and desire, and
certainly the only respectable formation of sexuality (Weeks, 1989). Per-
ceived sexual pathologies, such as homosexuality, gained greater atten-
tion (mainly in relation to men, rather than women). Although this
constituted non-heterosexual subjectivities as being outside of British
citizenship, it paradoxically expanded the range of possible sexual iden-
tities and practices (Weeks, 1989, 2007; Swanson, 2007). Modern urban
life as the facilitator of a diverse range of non-normative sexual encoun-
ters was a source of anxiety, which signalled a threat to the containment
of sexuality within the marriage partnership (Swanson, 2007).

The boundaries of heterosexual interaction shifted in the interwar
period, when it became socially acceptable for men to take unaccom-
panied women out to restaurants, theatres and clubs. This led to the
blurring of the boundaries between respectable women and those in
the role of prostitute or mistress (Cook, 2004). By the 1950s, a wife
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was perceived as a sexualised woman, who would ideally be willing
and able to sexually pleasure her husband and, in turn, to be sexually
gratified by this (ibid.). ‘Expert’ views on female sexuality were dom-
inated by Freudian interpretations, according to which sexual desire
and experience of vaginal orgasm were considered to be elements of
‘mature’ sexuality (Hall, 2000; Cook, 2004). Pleasurable sexual activ-
ity was important for emotional depth in marriages and families. Cook
(2004) argues that in the 1940s and 1950s, engagement in, and enjoy-
ment of, sexual activity with her husband became defined as part of a
wife’s marital duty. Increasingly, the failure of women to achieve orgasm
was regarded as their own failing, rather than a shortcoming of their
husband’s sexual performance. This was part of a libertine shift in terms
of understandings of heterosexual male sexuality, in which emphasis
on masculine restraint was lifted and women’s sexual role was seen as
primarily to satisfy men.

Sex outside of marriage was largely considered to be unacceptable for
women in the late 1950s and early 1960s. As a continuation of inter-
war trends, the notion existed that it was advantageous for women to
experience some sexual activity prior to marriage, for example, mutual
masturbation. This could be understood as acceptable for couples who
intended to marry (Cook, 2004). An advice manual published in the
1950s suggested that sex might be beneficial between heterosexual cou-
ples who were committed to one another, but not yet married (Lewis,
1992). The manual was withdrawn, but its advice indicates that atti-
tudes towards sex were beginning to shift as part of a heavily contested
process. Women and girls who were viewed as ‘promiscuous’ were
anathema to appropriate femininity in the mid-twentieth-century and
‘promiscuity’ was sometimes regarded as evidence of psychiatric dis-
turbance (Cox, 2003). Motherhood outside of marriage was viewed as
deviant and usually entailed social censure from the respectable (Fink
and Holden, 1999). It was also constructed through expert discourses as
indicative of psychological problems (see Young, 1954).

The marriage partnership was understood to be ideally a ‘compan-
ionate’ one, with women and men performing their allotted roles of
homemaker and main breadwinner, whilst providing each other with
support and comity (Finch and Summerfield, 1991). This had been a
middle-class construction of ideal marriage from the 1930s onwards,
and by the 1950s was arguably the ideal template for working-class
marriages as well (Finch and Summerfield, 1991; Light, 1991). Com-
panionate marriage was the modern form of heterosexual partnership,
replacing the old-fashioned model of male domination and female
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submission, and understood as beneficial to the nation’s citizens and
their children (Collins, 2003; Holden, 2007). The emphasis was on
‘equality, intimacy, sharing and communication’ (Collins, 2003, p. 90).
This does not mean that marriages were necessarily companionate in
actuality and contemporary sociological studies, such as Coal is our Life
(1956), suggest a more patriarchal model retained currency in certain
working-class communities. Equality was conceived as a shift in status
towards the valuing of the different roles women and men performed.
The companionate marriage implied that husbands and fathers would
be ‘domestic’ in the sense that they would enjoy spending time in the
home with their families and would provide some assistance with the
chores (Collins, 2003). It did not entail men sharing the full burden
of domestic work and childcare. These remained women’s work, both
symbolically and in practice.

In mid-twentieth-century Britain, motherhood was constructed as the
apotheosis of femininity (Riley, 1983; Fink, 2000). Women who did not
bear children were frequently perceived to be unfulfilled and lacking, as
motherhood was a ‘ “natural” driving force to all women’ (Holden, 2007,
p. 15). Psychoanalytic inspired expert opinion, popularised through
magazines and radio broadcasts, emphasised the vital importance of
the mother child bond and argued that without constant maternal
attention, small children suffered irreparable psychological damage (see
Winnicott, 1944; Bowlby, 1953). Although opinion such as this could
be construed as designed to sequester women firmly in domestic space,
post-war social policy did not involve a co-ordinated attempt to do so
(Riley, 1983). The welfare settlement assumed nuclear families based
on a male breadwinner/female carer model, but as discussed above,
there were also inducements for married women to undertake paid work
(Lewis, 1999). However, the perceived importance of motherhood to
women’s fulfilment and to children’s well-being (and ultimately that of
the nation) underlined women’s position in the gender order as carers,
and promoted an idealised vision of mothering, which was difficult to
attain.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, respectability, ‘having good social stand-
ing and [. . .] socially or conventionally acceptable morals and standards’
was not solely a middle-class preserve and working-class women could
be regarded as respectable (Tinkler, 2006, p. 133). However, this was
experienced as a more contingent identity than for middle-class women
(ibid.). For working-class women, respectability needed to be worked at
and maintained. Sexual probity, financial restraint and domestic neat-
ness and cleanliness were key markers of working-class respectability



Gender, Murder and Mid-Twentieth-Century 95

(Roberts, 1995; Tebbutt, 1995). Women’s appearance and the state
of their homes were visual cues from which to read their level of
respectability (Tinkler, 2006). Working-class men were also subject to
standards of respectability, which included performing paid work suffi-
cient to support their family, not drinking too much and refraining from
brawls and street fights (Mort, 1999; Francis, 2002).

The Second World War helped to alter notions of citizenship and,
more fundamentally, what it meant to be British. During and follow-
ing the war, the symbolic status of working-class people increased (Rose,
2003). They came to symbolise the British ‘people’, a designation they
were not accorded in the interwar period, when the ‘people’ were con-
ceptualised as middle class (Light, 1991). Post war, the working class
was attributed a higher level of humanity, a change aided by the 1945
Labour government and the institution of the welfare settlement, which
included universal entitlement to secondary education and health care
(Bonnett, 1998). Working-class people who were not respectable, those
regarded as lazy, shiftless and dirty, were not understood to be part of
the people, or, arguably, to attain the same level of humanity (Waters,
1997; Rose, 2003).

This change in the nature of citizenship and of ‘Britishness’ itself was
not fully inclusive. The working class was conceptualised as ‘white’ and
minority ethnic people were not included in the symbolic rendering of
Britishness (Bonnett, 1998; Rose, 2003; Webster, 2007). White women
were especially representative of the nation, specifically a homely,
domesticated version of Britishness (Webster, 2001, 2007). They were
the guardians of home and ‘became a common image of a nation under
siege by immigrants’ (Webster, 2007, p. 10). Immigration from the Com-
monwealth increased sharply during the 1950s and the Immigration
Act 1962 imposed restrictions on this for the first time (Saggar, 1999),
making Britishness synonymous with whiteness both symbolically and
legislatively. This had implications for minority ethnic people living in
Britain, who were for the most part locked out of respectability and
full citizenship, both in terms of formal legal equality and of figurative
belonging (Waters, 1997; Rose, 2003; Webster, 2007).

Appreciation of the shifting and contested nature of aspects of fem-
ininity and women’s experiences in mid-twentieth-century Britain is
essential in order to effectively read the constructions of gender that
arise from the analysis of the empirically researched cases. These cases
occurred at a time of pivotal social and cultural change. They have also
been chosen because they took place after the law regarding murder was
overhauled by the Homicide Act 1957.
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Homicide law in England and Wales in the 1950s

The law regarding homicide in England and Wales changed in 1957,
largely as a result of contemporary debates about the use and applica-
tion of the death penalty, which was a contentious issue (Christoph,
1962; Bailey, 2000). A Royal Commission on Capital Punishment was
established in 1949 and delivered its report in 1953. The Commission’s
terms were narrowly defined to explore ways to limit, rather than abol-
ish, the death penalty. After gathering evidence from a variety of experts,
it recommended extension of the provocation defence and that the
jury should decide on questions of insanity and criminal responsibility
(this had previously been decided by the trial judge). It also suggested
that death should not be the only punishment for murder available to
the judge, but that life imprisonment should also be an option.4 The
Commission rejected the idea of introducing diminished responsibil-
ity as a partial defence to murder, and also eschewed suggestions for
American-style degrees or types of murder (Cmnd. 8932, 1953).

In the 1950s, the notorious cases of Timothy Evans, Derek Bentley
and Ruth Ellis intensified the debate surrounding the death penalty.
Timothy Evans was executed in 1950 for the murder of his wife and
baby. After initially confessing, he claimed his neighbour, John Christie,
was responsible for the murders. Three years later, the remains of six
women’s bodies were discovered in and outside John’s flat (Paget et al.,
1953; Block and Hostettler, 1997). In 1953, Derek Bentley was present
when his 16-year-old friend, Christopher Craig, shot a policeman. Derek
was 19 and said to be of ‘low intelligence’. Although according to the
police he uttered ‘Let him have it’ before Christopher pulled the trigger,
controversy surrounded whether Derek had in fact said this and, if so,
what it meant. As a minor, Christopher was not eligible for execution
and it was felt this may have influenced the decision not to reprieve
Derek (Block and Hostettler, 1997).

Ruth Ellis’ case caused particular unease and re-ignited discussion over
whether women should be hanged. Unlike the cases of Timothy Evans
and Derek Bentley, there was no doubt that Ruth was responsible for
causing the death of her lover David Blakely, whom she shot five times
outside a pub in London (Ballinger, 2000; Minkes and Vanstone, 2005).
In 1955, she became the last English woman to be hanged. Analyses
of Ruth’s failure to win a reprieve have concentrated on her portrayal
as a woman who violated 1950s gender norms. She had sexual rela-
tionships, and a child, outside of marriage and her job as a night club
hostess was widely understood at the time to connote prostitution. It is
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suggested that Ruth’s physical appearance of peroxide blonde hair and
heavy make-up elicited disapproval and contributed to a perception of
her as a ‘promiscuous’ and disreputable woman (Rose, 1988; Ballinger,
2000).

David’s perceived caddish behaviour towards Ruth meant that she
attracted sympathy from some members of the public and the execution
of an attractive 28-year-old mother of two caused outrage and dismay
(Block and Hostettler, 1997). A large crowd gathered outside the prison
to protest on the night it was carried out (Block and Hostettler, 1997).
Other mid-twentieth-century executions of women such as Margaret
Allen and Styllou Christofi did not attract the same level of public sup-
port or interest and have not left the same imprint on the collective
memory. Margaret Allen was executed in 1948 for the murder of an old
woman whom she beat to death. Margaret appeared in court dressed in
men’s clothes and was perceived as homosexual (Ballinger, 2000; Oram,
2007). In 1954, Styllou Christofi strangled her daughter-in-law and set
fire to her body. She was a 53-year-old Cypriot woman and could speak
no English (Ballinger, 2000; Minkes and Vanstone, 2005). Ruth Ellis,
who was white, British, relatively young, physically attractive and het-
erosexual, could more easily be assimilated into femininity than either
Margaret Allen or Styllou Christofi. This may account for the public
sympathy she received (see Pierrepoint, 1998).

The Homicide Act 1957 was passed in response to the recommen-
dations of the Royal Commission on Capital Punishment and the
controversy surrounding the executions of Evans, Bentley and Ellis. The
Act legislated for some of the Commission’s recommendations, such
as widening the provocation defence to include ‘things said’ as well
as ‘things done’. Murder ceased to be a capital offence in all cases
and a mandatory life sentence was introduced for non-capital cases.
Against the Commission’s recommendations, diminished responsibil-
ity was established as a partial defence, which would reduce murder to
manslaughter in cases where the accused suffered from an ‘abnormal-
ity of mind’ at the time of the killing. The Act established a distinction
between capital and non-capital murders, which was reminiscent of a
system of degrees of murder. Certain types of murder were subject to
the death penalty, such as those committed in the course of a robbery
or if caused by a gun or explosion. Murder was also a capital offence if
committed on two or more separate occasions (Edwards, 1957; Prevezer,
1957; Hughes, 1959).

The selected cases enable a close examination of the period after the
Homicide Act, and of the significance of wider social and cultural shifts
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as British identities were being reshaped. In addition to contemporary
gender norms and the law surrounding homicide, it is necessary to give
an overview of the prosecution process in England and Wales in order
to further contextualise the circumstances of the women’s cases.

Mid-twentieth-century prosecutions for murder

Until the Magistrate’s Court Act 1967, there was a committal hearing
before the main trial in cases of murder, which was held in the Mag-
istrate’s Court. This was to establish whether there was a prima facie
(sufficient evidence) case to proceed with (Wootton, 1978). The prosecu-
tion called its evidence and depositions (evidence taken under oath that
can be used in court) were taken from the witnesses, and the defence had
the opportunity to cross-examine them (Devlin, 1960). Anyone charged
with murder was entitled to free legal representation (ibid.). In theory, a
magistrate could find that there was no prima facie case, but in practice
this was extremely rare, and the committal hearing was a precursor to
a criminal trial held in the Assize or Central Criminal Court (Wootton,
1978).

The exceptions to this were if the defendant was found unfit to plead,
or if they pled guilty to murder or a lesser charge, such as involuntary
manslaughter (Devlin, 1960). Once committed, the murder charge was
dismissed and the trial proceeded on the indictment, which stated the
nature of the charge(s) with legal accuracy. The accused was arraigned
upon the indictment, which was the formal reading of the criminal
complaint in court, and pleaded to it. Before coming to trial, the case for
the prosecution was prepared by solicitors in the office of the Director
of Public Prosecutions (ibid.).

Before the trial, the accused was remanded in prison and kept in
the prison hospital on the observation ward. This involved round the
clock observation and regular written reports by nursing staff. The pris-
oner was interviewed by the prison medical officer, and he produced a
report for the prosecution (HO/301, Evidence to the Royal Commission
on Capital Punishment, Sir Frank Newsam, 4 August 1949). This con-
tained the doctor’s recommendation as to whether the accused was fit
to stand trial and whether he thought she was suffering from dimin-
ished responsibility at the time of the killing. Frequently, the accused
was also interviewed by a psychiatrist.

Once the case reached trial, the judge could withdraw it, if, in his
opinion, there was not enough evidence. Judges also had the power
to reject or exclude evidence. If the judge allowed a case to be heard,
he could still direct the jury to find the defendant not guilty if he felt
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the case had not been sufficiently proved (Devlin, 1960). In court, the
prosecution opened the trial with its argument against the accused, and
called its evidence. The defence could cross-examine the witnesses. After
the closing speech by the prosecution, the defence called its evidence,
and the prosecution could cross-examine the defence’s witnesses. The
defendant could choose whether or not to give testimony in their own
defence (their statement to the police was usually read out as evidence
by the prosecution). The prosecution could call evidence in rebuttal, for
example, an expert medical witness to refute a defence of diminished
responsibility (see Rock, 1993 on the conventions of the criminal trial).

After the closing argument of the defence, the judge made his sum-
ming up. This summarised the evidence of the case that had been put
to the court and directed the jury as to which options were open to
them – for example, whether they could find the defendant guilty of
manslaughter due to provocation or diminished responsibility, rather
than murder. The judge’s summing up did not have to allot equal time
to both sides, and he could give his own opinion and suggest (although
not direct) which way the jury should make their decision (Allen, 2004).
However, this did not necessarily mean the jury would choose the ver-
dict indicated by the summing up. Until the 1960s, the jury was selected
from adults who owned property or paid a certain amount of rent per
month. Therefore, poor or itinerant members of society were not eligi-
ble for jury service (Blom-Cooper and Morris, 2004). Until the 1970s,
women could be prevented from sitting on juries, either by a peremp-
tory challenge from the defendant or by the judge’s discretion. Judges
tended to exercise this power in cases perceived to be shocking. For
example, no women sat on the jury for the trial of Myra Hindley and
Ian Brady in 1966 (Logan, 2008).

As mentioned above, murder was subject to mandatory sentencing,
but manslaughter, or any other charge of which the defendant may
have been found guilty, was subject to discretionary sentencing. Those
women who were found guilty could apply for leave to appeal against
their conviction (convictions could be overturned, but the Court of
Criminal Appeal could not order retrials until 1964 (Samuels, 1964))
and the women found guilty of manslaughter could apply for leave to
appeal against the length of their sentence (Thomas, 1964).

Sample selection

The empirically researched cases explored in this book all occurred after
the Homicide Act became law in March 1957. The death penalty had
been restricted, and the new defence of diminished responsibility could



100 Women, Murder and Femininity

be used. Only one woman, Mary Wilson in 1958, was sentenced to death
after the Homicide Act (the last executions to be carried out in England
and Wales were in 1964, before the death penalty’s effective abolition in
1965). Her case is analysed in the section on the witch discourse.

The mid-twentieth-century examples have been selected from cases of
women accused of unusual murders between March 1957 and the end of
1962. They were identified from Morris and Blom-Cooper’s (1964) A Cal-
endar of Murder. This contains a thumb nail sketch of all the 764 murder
indictments in England and Wales during this period. As such, it is an
invaluable source for identifying unusual cases involving women from
this time, as unlike official statistics, details of each killing are provided.
Another advantage is that it includes women indicted for murder, rather
than simply those convicted of it, meaning that cases where women
were acquitted or found guilty of a lesser charge are discussed.

During the period Morris and Blom-Cooper (1964) cover, 98 women
were indicted for murder. Of these, 18 fit the definition of being unusual
outlined in the introduction. Twelve of these cases are analysed in rela-
tion to discourses of femininity. Of the remaining six cases, four have
case files still closed to the public, preventing close analysis. Two exhib-
ited only fragmentary discursive constructions of femininity. This is
partly due to having more limited documentation than in some of
the other cases, but also because a particular interpretation (or partic-
ular competing interpretations) of their womanhood does not emerge
from the available documents. Shards of meaning in relation to how
their femininity was constructed and understood can be discerned, but
there is not enough evidence to reconstruct their cases in way that
I have for the other 12. I have written about one of these women,
Alice Lyons, elsewhere and explored how she was seen as pitiable (Seal,
2009b). The other, Hilde Adames, was found unfit to plead for rea-
sons of insanity. This accorded her a marginal status in the criminal
justice system and it could be that the absence of a clear discur-
sive representation of her womanhood highlights the marginalisation
and silencing of defendants in this category. However, the method-
ological limitations attached to analysing her case make drawing firm
conclusions impossible. The details of both cases are included as an
appendix.

Analysing textual material

Part II applies the model of five discourses of femininity that recur in
cases of women accused of unusual murder to empirically researched
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cases from mid-twentieth-century England and Wales. This involved
analysing documents from case files that are held in The National
Archives, London. These files contain witness statements, depositions,
police reports and medical reports, and provide a wide range of mate-
rial that emerged from different stages of the criminal justice process. In
cases where an appeal was attempted, there is also the judgment of the
appeal court and extracts from the trial transcript. Newspaper reports
have also been accessed as a means of gaining further information about
the women’s trials.

Analysis of files from mid-twentieth-century English and Welsh cases
of women accused of unusual murder allows a close reading of crimi-
nal justice documents and the use of direct quotes from this material in
order to explore discourses of femininity. The constructions of woman-
hood that appear in these cases can be firmly placed within the context
of their particular place and time, with reference to the cultural and
social forces that shaped them. They can also be read for how the par-
ticularly symbolic nature of femininity means that representations of
womanhood also relate to contemporary hopes, fears and anxieties.

Some of the empirically researched cases were high profile at the time
but others were not, and received scant attention from the newspapers.
The purpose of the analysis of these mid-twentieth-century women’s
cases is to explore how representations of femininity arose in the crim-
inal justice system (Robertson, 2005) and to examine the role of these
discourses in mundane, as well as notorious, examples. In their analy-
sis of newspaper representations of women who kill men in California,
Bakken and Farrington (2009, p. 8) state that ‘questions of gender and
image extended beyond the coverage of high profile cases’ and D’Cruze
et al. (2006) similarly argue that issues of gender, ‘race’ and class emerge
from cases that exemplify the banal, as well as the spectacular. The
value of paying attention to cases that either did not become or remain
well known is that they demonstrate both how the negotiation and
reproduction of norms of gender, class and ‘race’/ethnicity were part of
the everyday workings of the prosecution process and how the work-
ings of the criminal justice system exhibited contemporary concerns
about the state of society. The discussion of each discourse of femi-
ninity is undertaken in relation to contested meanings of modernity
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and connects the representations of
the women to the historical literature on, for example, sexuality, moth-
erhood and respectability in mid-twentieth-century Britain. As Canning
(2006) argues, the historical analysis of discourses of femininity must
link texts to context.
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Another important contextual detail to consider is the institutional
nature of the case file documents. For the most part, documents such
as police reports and medical reports reflect the institutional and expert
discourses of the criminal justice system, not the views of the female
defendants or the victims’ families. These voices are difficult to uncover,
as statements and interviews were recorded by criminal justice person-
nel and cannot be unproblematically regarded as the views and opinions
of the people from whom they were taken (D’Cruze, 2001; Robertson,
2005). Sources such as the defendant’s statement to the police or the
psychiatrist’s report result from exchanges that were asymmetrical in
terms of power relations and social position (Thornborrow, 2002). This
must be acknowledged when undertaking the analysis. However, dis-
course analysis regards all texts as complex and multi-layered, arising
from intricate matrices of power and is therefore the best method for
approaching texts of this nature.

Case file documents are hugely significant, as they played an active
role in the lives of the women to whom they relate (Prior, 2003). The
narrative of the case constructed by the police report frequently shaped
the narrative created by the prosecution. The assessments of prison doc-
tors and psychiatrists influenced the type of defence the women could
use, and the disposals they received. The focus on the discourses of fem-
ininity the files produce does, however, mean that the women’s own
voices remain largely submerged, as they do in criminal justice settings.
The power to define ‘truth’ in the cases lies mainly with criminal justice
personnel such as police officers, psychiatrists and judges rather than
with defendants and ordinary witnesses (Valverde, 2003).

The fact that the documents represent institutional and expert dis-
courses is not detrimental to the analysis, as Part II is concerned
with decoding mid-twentieth-century representations of femininity that
appeared in the criminal justice system and relating these to significant
socio-cultural shifts. The focus of this book is on uncovering how anal-
ysis of the symbolic representation of femininity in unusual cases of
women accused of murder also uncovers contested cultural meanings.
Documents held in prosecution files, which are stored in the National
Archives, are products of the bureaucratic functioning of the state and
construct official meanings. A cultural analysis reveals how these official
meanings are redolent with the wider hopes, fears and anxieties of their
place and time, which helps to demonstrate the limits of their fixity in
the face of impending social and cultural change.

Although emblematic of state power, the criminal justice system
should not be construed as monolithic or as automatically oppressive
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in every instance (Valverde, 2003). Prosecuting murder in the 1950s
and early 1960s involved police officers, doctors, clerks, solicitors, bar-
risters and the judge. These various actors did not necessarily tell the
same story about a case. For instance, a police report can be far more
sympathetic towards the defendant than the argument made by the
prosecution barrister in court. The judge’s summing up could lean
towards the defence’s argument, rather than the prosecution’s. The jury
did not always reach the verdict the judge’s summing up favoured. The
focus on the production of discourses of femininity against a backdrop
of shifting norms and identities requires us to interpret the creation of
meaning as a dynamic process, rather than a static, unidirectional one.

Techniques of discourse analysis

Discourse analysis and techniques drawn from deconstruction were used
to perform close textual analysis of sources such as witness statements,
police reports, medical reports, trial transcripts and newspaper stories.
Although it is possible to follow a particular model or scheme of dis-
course analysis, a ‘multiperspectival’ approach was adopted instead,
which employs a variety of concepts as and when they are deemed
useful (Phillips and Jorgensen, 2002). These concepts were chosen after
engaging with the case files, and have been judged appropriate to the
analysis of gender construction in unusual cases of women accused of
murder. These concepts guided the analysis of the documents and, along
with awareness of the historical context, were important for identifying
constructions of gender. They have been used with a light touch in the
discussion of the cases, in that the concepts shape the analysis but are
not referred to explicitly.

One such concept is the nodal point (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). This
is a privileged discursive point that allows for the contingent fixation of
meaning within a discourse. Female subject positions are constituted
in relation to the privileged position of appropriate femininity, with
deviant and ‘failed’ femininities negatively constructed in relation to
it. Feminine identities radiate out from the nodal point of appropriate
femininity. The closer they are to it, the greater social and cultural value
they have (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). In mid-twentieth-century Britain,
married motherhood operated as a nodal point, with the value of other
feminine identities being assigned relationally.

Concepts related to the dynamic, interactive nature of texts help to
further illuminate the analysis. These include polyvalence, the potential
for the same text to generate multiple meanings (Foucault, 1979), and
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multivocality, the possibility for identifying multiple voices within the
text (Bakhtin, 1986). These enable understanding of the emergence of
inconsistencies and contradictions. The case file material is understood
as dialogic, that is, it inevitably speaks against the existing background
of what has previously been spoken (Bakhtin, 1986). This background
includes the criminal law, relevant statute and the institutional func-
tioning of the criminal justice system, but it also includes the wider
social and cultural field of gender representation and social change in
mid-twentieth-century Britain.

Another useful concept is that of the shadow discourse. This is a dis-
course that conditions meaning without being explicitly present (Castle,
1993). The witch representation is an example of this as there is no
explicit labelling of women as witches in mid-twentieth-century crim-
inal justice documents. Rather, elements of the witch discourse, such
as an emphasis on women’s bad character or their marginal position
within their community, shape their representation.

Iterability is a notion drawn from deconstructionist theories. It refers
to the process by which words and phrases gain meaning through
being repeatable, but in their repetition, change or modify their mean-
ings slightly (Binder and Weisberg, 2000). For example, ‘prostitute’ is
a symbol of feminine deviance that has long-held negative meanings,
which are repeatable in different contexts. However, it is modified by
the particular social and historical context in which it is constructed.
In mid-twentieth-century Britain, understandings of ‘prostitute’ were
shaped by changes in legislation such as the Street Offences Act 1959
and cultural shifts regarding the greater acceptability of unaccompa-
nied women in public space. Iteration is key to understanding why
gender constructions in unusual cases of women who kill (and of
womanhood more generally) may have certain commonalities and con-
tinuities across different times and places. However, representations
across time and place also have differences and specificities, which
is why a study of a particular context such as mid-twentieth-century
Britain is illuminating.

Finally, for a multiperspectival discourse analysis of cases of women
accused of murder, the Derridean concept of haunting is useful. Texts
often carry the traces and echoes of older discourses and they are
haunted by these past constructions (Derrida, 1994). This helps to
understand why documents such as police reports, medical reports and
trial transcripts from the mid-twentieth century can contain traces of
older constructions of deviant feminine identities such as ‘lesbian’ or
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‘prostitute’ that echo late-nineteenth-century conceptualisations. The
rest of Part II is devoted to the analysis of 12 mid-twentieth-century
cases of women accused of murder. It employs the same typology of dis-
courses of femininity used in Part I, but, as it concentrates on a tightly
defined time period, gives greater attention to the cultural meanings the
discourses reflected and generated.



2
Gender Representations of Twelve
Mid-Twentieth-Century Women
Accused of Murder

The masculine woman

By the 1950s in Britain, perceived ‘masculinity’ in women was associ-
ated with lesbianism or ‘female homosexuality’. Jennings (2007b) argues
that post-war discourses of lesbian identity were variously constructed
in medical texts, popular psychology, magazines and newspapers and by
lesbian women themselves. For the cases explored in this section, med-
ical and psychological representations of female homosexuality are par-
ticularly relevant, as these understandings shaped the portrayal of the
women in question as ‘masculine’ in the criminal justice system. Accord-
ing to many psychiatric and popular psychological explanations for
‘female homosexuality’, lesbians were immature, emotionally stunted
women, who were ‘unable to develop equal relationships and prone to
angry outbursts and alcoholism’ (ibid., p. 3). They were destined for
unhappy, tragic relationships with other women, which, it was believed,
could not be properly fulfilling (see Bergler, 1958). Female homosexu-
ality was also understood to be related to heightened aggression and
masculine traits (Magee and Miller, 1992).

After emerging during the interwar period, lesbian identities in Britain
were consolidated in the 1950s and 1960s as a recognisable lesbian sub-
culture and nightlife developed in London and other urban areas. At
this time, women developed their own social networks and their own
understandings of lesbianism as a sexual identity. Nevertheless, ‘same
sex desire between women in post-war Britain was shaped and defined
by silence’ (Jennings, 2007b, p. 6). Lesbianism was severely at odds
with the contemporary normative ideal of marriage and motherhood for
women. The three mid-twentieth-century cases discussed below need to
be understood within this context of female homosexuality as taboo

106



Twelve Mid-Twentieth-Century Women Accused of Murder 107

in ‘mainstream’ culture, and as a subjectivity frequently constructed
through expert medical discourses as pathologically abnormal.

Yvonne Jennion

Yvonne Jennion, a 23-year old, was found guilty of murder and sen-
tenced to life in prison in 1958. She lived in St Helens, north-west
England, with her mother and 4-year-old daughter. She had never been
married and did not have a job. Yvonne visited her aunt, Ivy, one morn-
ing in October in order to borrow some money. Ivy lectured her about
being unemployed and living off her relatives. When Yvonne responded
angrily, Ivy slapped her face and the two women began fighting. When
Ivy’s back was turned, Yvonne hit her across the head with a heavy ash-
tray, leapt on top of her and manually strangled her. She then took
the cord out of a pair of pyjamas that were in the room and finished
strangling Ivy with this.

Yvonne was known to the local police, but their suspicions were also
aroused by the fact that she was the last person to see Ivy alive. In a
witness statement, she maintained that as she left the house, she noticed
that Ivy’s gate was unlocked and that ‘any man could get in and get her’
(DPP2/2834, Police report, 14 October 1958). The police took another
statement from Yvonne, this time a suspect, in which she admitted to
having killed Ivy.

Yvonne appears to have led a troubled adolescence, during which she
ran away from home several times. As a result of running away, she
twice spent time in approved school.1 She was interviewed by a child
psychiatrist at the age of 15, who diagnosed a severe neurotic conduct
disorder, which was manifested in being out of her mother’s control (her
father died when she was 14) and in her ‘promiscuous’ sexual behaviour.
The latter referred to lorry drivers Yvonne claimed to have had sex with
when she ran away. The psychiatrist suggested that she experienced
severe anxiety about her basic sexual identity and that she feared she
might be homosexual.

The trial proceedings were shaped by the fact Yvonne had admit-
ted causing Ivy’s death. The question was not whether she had killed
her aunt, but whether she was fully responsible for her actions and
therefore a murderer. Her defence was diminished responsibility due to
psychopathic personality disorder and simple schizophrenia. The pros-
ecution countered that she was ‘bad tempered’ and ‘immoral’ rather
than ill. Expert psychiatric witnesses appeared for both sides. The judge’s
summing up was sympathetic to the defence’s argument of diminished
responsibility, but the jury found Yvonne guilty of murder.
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The masculine woman discourse in Yvonne’s case was structured by
the child psychiatrist’s report from when she was 15, a copy of which
is included in her case file. The report states that she ‘showed more of
the adventurous virile spirit of a boy than the gentler feminine instincts
natural to her sex’ and had ‘so much of the masculine in her make-up
that she may develop into a homo-sexual, as so many of them [mas-
culine girls] do’ (DPP2/2834, Child psychiatrist’s report, 12 May 1950).
The police report and prison medical officer’s report both summarise
the child psychiatrist’s opinion that, aged 15, Yvonne was considered to
be in danger of becoming homosexual. Under cross-examination at the
committal hearing, a detective chief inspector opined, ‘I would describe
her as being mannish, and to a point, irresponsible. I agree that she is
abnormal’ (DPP2/2834, Detective Chief Inspector Dowson’s deposition,
29 October 1958). The description of Yvonne as ‘mannish’ was repeated
in the psychiatrist’s report carried out whilst she was in prison and by
the judge in his summing up.

The appearance of the masculine woman discourse in Yvonne’s case
appears a little confusing as her sexual relationships in adulthood seem
to have been with men, for instance, her relationship with the father of
her child. The perception of Yvonne as a lesbian or ‘female homosexual’,
a medicalised term frequently employed in the 1950s (see Caprio, 1957),
appears to have been largely based on the child psychiatrist’s report and
her supposedly ‘mannish’ demeanour and behaviour. She also claimed
in an interview with a psychiatrist that she had sexual experiences with
other girls whilst at approved school.

Psychoanalytic constructions of homosexuality argued that it could
be latent and was not necessarily manifested in actual same sex rela-
tionships with women (Magee and Miller, 1992). The child psychiatrist’s
report on Yvonne mentioned her ‘disregard for her appearance, and
tomboyish behaviour’ as indications that she was homosexual, and
that ‘she remained more of a boy than a girl until the age of puberty’
(DPP2/2834, Child psychiatrist’s report, 12 May 1950). His comment
that Yvonne was ‘more of a boy than a girl’ recalls the inversion
construction of early-twentieth-century sexology explored in Part I.

The defence utilised the portrayal of Yvonne as masculine to support
their case of diminished responsibility. The defence cross-examination
of Eva Jennion, Yvonne’s mother, sought to bolster the argument that
Yvonne had always been mannish and therefore strange. She revealed
that as a child Yvonne preferred ‘boyish games’ and ‘the company of
boys’. When asked if Yvonne liked to wear boys’ clothes, her mother
replied, ‘Yes, if she could get them’ (J82/160, Defence cross-examination
of Eva Jennion, 8 December 1958).
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The construction of the invert emerged most clearly in Yvonne’s case
in the judge’s summing up of her trial. He advised the jury:

If I were sitting as one of your number I would be inclined to think
of the case along these lines – I suppose it is not nearly subtle
enough for the mental doctors, psychiatrists, or the like – but I can-
not help thinking that if she is partly a young man with the body of
a woman she must be emotionally queer. (J82/160, Judge’s summing
up, 9 December 1958)

The judge acknowledged that his interpretation was balder and more
simplified than that of the expert evidence heard during the trial. His
characterisation of the ‘young man with the body of a woman’, whether
he realised it or not, echoed Hirschfeld’s (1913) formulation of homo-
sexuality as a ‘third sex’, where it was possible for a man to exist in the
body of a woman.

The prison medical officer questioned Yvonne about her sexuality
when he interviewed her. This is likely to have been because of the
influence of the contemporary psychoanalytic notion that sexuality was
central to human behaviour, and the criminological interpretation of
women’s offending as being related to sexuality. He would also have had
the opportunity to read the child psychiatrist’s report that diagnosed
Yvonne as homosexual. He stated:

She maintains she is essentially homosexual, and indulged in cer-
tain homosexual practices during the period she was at the approved
school . . . It would, therefore, appear that she is abnormally sexed
and comes into the category of bisexual having an interest in both
forms of sexual activity. (DPP2/2834, Prison medical officer’s report,
31 October 1958)

Like the prison medical officer, the psychiatrists who assessed Yvonne
focused on her sexuality. The report of one asserts, ‘She said she had
lesbian experiences with another girl while in an approved school on
a fifty fifty basis’ (DPP2/2834, 30 November 1958). These statements
about Yvonne’s sexuality need to be understood within the context of
exchanges that were profoundly unequal in terms of power relations.
It cannot be known exactly how Yvonne characterised her sexuality, or
how much significance she attached to her answers. What survives in
the archival record was shaped by expert medical interpretations, as it
was the doctors who wrote the reports. However, Yvonne’s agreement
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that she was homosexual formed an important part of her diminished
responsibility defence.

The defence employed the masculine woman discourse to provide a
psychological explanation for the aggression Yvonne displayed in killing
Ivy. They drew on contemporary associations between lesbianism, mas-
culinity, psychopathy and violence. During the cross-examination of
the pathologist at Yvonne’s trial, the defence counsel stressed the
‘frenzied’ nature of the attack upon Ivy, and asked

would you be prepared to say or not as to whether the partic-
ular injuries and damage you found indicated that it was rather
out of character with a woman having caused it – a normal,
sane, self-controlled woman? (J82/160, Defence cross-examination of
pathologist, 8 December 1958)

The defence argued that Yvonne was abnormal and therefore not fully
responsible for her actions. It called two expert medical witnesses who
testified that she had mental disorders; one that she had psychopathic
personality disorder, and the other that she had psychopathic per-
sonality disorder and simple schizophrenia. The judge’s summing up
suggested that the link between lesbianism and pathological violence
argued by the defence was a plausible one:

It could be the position, perhaps, here, having regard to her trouble –
she maintained that she derived no sexual satisfaction, although she
tried it with men, except with people of her own sex – that something
happened, may be [sic] one of the very things described which, in
this case, caused her to behave in a manner which was as the Prison
Doctor said, impulsive and explosive, but also without her intent.
(J82/160, Judge’s summing up, 9 December 1958)

The masculine woman discourse was used strategically by the defence
in attempt to gain a lesser verdict in a case where the perpetration of the
crime was not in doubt. This tactic did not work for Yvonne, who was
found guilty of murder, despite the judge’s summing up. This indicates
the difficulty of using a devalued subjectivity, such as the masculine
woman, as a defence.

The prosecution countered the defence of diminished responsibility
by calling rebutting medical evidence, which argued Yvonne could be
regarded as legally responsible for her actions. The prosecution counsel
did not explicitly contradict the masculine woman representation, as



Twelve Mid-Twentieth-Century Women Accused of Murder 111

his description of Yvonne as a ‘bad tempered’, ‘immoral’ woman who
had committed a ‘brutal’ murder was to an extent in keeping with this
discourse (J82/160, Prosecution closing argument, 8 December 1958). It
was not in the prosecution’s interest to re-feminise Yvonne, but simply
to dispute that her undesirable qualities were grounds for a verdict of
manslaughter.

Norma Everson

Norma’s case is also one in which the masculine woman discourse was
prominent and closely tied to perceptions of her sexuality. In 1961, she
was found guilty of the murder of Winifred Lord, a neighbour. On the
June night of the killing, Norma returned to the flat she shared with
her friend Gladys, having already been to Winifred’s house to see if
Gladys was there. She discovered that the door to the bedroom she
shared with Gladys was locked, so she banged on it. When Gladys
opened the door, Norma saw that Winifred was in bed and realised
that Gladys and Winifred had been in bed together. She was ‘furious’
and told Gladys to leave the room (CRIM1/3700, Norma’s statement,
8 June 1961). While Gladys was making a cup of tea, Norma stabbed
Winifred four times, killing her. She then left the flat and went to a
friend’s house.

Norma and Gladys resided in north London. They had lived together
at different addresses for approximately 4 years and they shared a bed-
room. Not long before Norma stabbed Winifred, Gladys had left the flat
and sent a letter claiming she had gone to a holiday camp. She was in
fact a few streets away at Winifred’s house. Norma had asked Gladys not
to invite Winifred to their flat again, which accounted for her anger on
the night of the killing.

Norma was 33 and worked as a van driver. As a younger woman, she
had been in the army. A week before stabbing Winifred, she had tried to
gas herself. On the day of the killing, Norma had not eaten for 2 days,
had drunk heavily and taken prescription medication containing bar-
biturates. A psychiatrist who examined her recommended that there
were sufficient grounds for a diminished responsibility defence, but her
defence at trial was one of provocation. Norma claimed that Winifred
tried to attack her and ran onto the knife herself. She also maintained
that when she left the flat, she did not realise Winifred was dead. The
prosecution stressed that Winifred had been stabbed four times and that
when the police arrived to take Norma in for questioning, she nodded
her head. She was found guilty of murder.
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The mannish lesbian trope figured prominently in the medical pro-
fessionals’ reports on Norma. Her perceived masculinity was identified
from her appearance and behaviour, rather than any description from
Norma of sexual experiences with women:

Upon examination she was dressed in trousers and pullover, and her
changes of attire have followed this pattern whilst she has been cus-
tody. She was a tanned, strong featured woman whose general health
was good. (CRIM1/3700, Prison medical officer’s report, 12 July 1961)

It could be said from the prisoner’s mode of dress which is mascu-
line and from the kind of occupations she has engaged in that she
has shown some evidence of a more masculine orientation than the
average woman. (CRIM1/3700, Psychiatrist’s report, 17 July 1961)

The comments about the masculine nature of Norma’s attire need to
understood within their mid-twentieth-century context. Respectable
women rarely wore trousers and conventional dress entailed skirts,
high heels and use of make-up (Tinkler, 2006). Norma’s trousers and
pullover may have been interpreted as the clothing of a ‘butch’ lesbian,
who was the ‘masculine’ party in a lesbian relationship (see Jennings,
2006). The medical reports echo Krafft-Ebing (1894) in their stress upon
Norma’s masculinity as demonstrated by her choice of clothes and her
‘occupations’ as a van driver and time spent in the army.

The doctors involved in Norma’s case assumed that she and Gladys
were in a sexual relationship, although Norma insisted that they were
not. The psychiatrist stated:

having read the statements of certain witnesses and the police his-
tory, I was naturally concerned in examining the prisoner to enquire
into to her attitude to sexual matters. The prisoner said that sex was
a subject which she had always found embarrassing to discuss and
which she had not even discussed with Miss Power [Gladys]. She said
that she had at no time in her life experienced any sexual attraction
towards anyone. (CRIM1/3700, Psychiatrist’s report, 17 July 1961)

Unlike Yvonne’s case, the doctors who assessed Norma did not suggest
that lesbian orientation connoted mental illness. The psychiatrist con-
cluded that Norma’s denial of homosexuality meant that sexual jealousy
should be excluded as a motive for killing Winifred. He claimed that
Norma felt provoked by Winifred and recommended:
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Since it would appear that a plea of diminished responsibility will
be made in this case on the grounds that the prisoner was seriously
provoked at a time when she was under the influence of drugs and
alcohol, further investigation of the latter possibility would seem to
be preferable to the expression of opinions [about sexual jealousy]
which must be speculative. (Ibid.)

Despite this, Norma’s defence was provocation rather than diminished
responsibility, probably because her own narrative of the killing argued
that she felt threatened by Winifred. The psychiatrist’s report suggests
that the pathological aspects of female homosexuality would have been
worth exploring if Norma had been willing to overtly adopt a lesbian
subjectivity.

Norma’s rejection of a lesbian identity did not prevent her relation-
ship with Gladys from coming under scrutiny during her trial. The
judge’s summing up described Norma and Gladys as ‘friendly, you may
think in an abnormal and perhaps perverted friendly way’ and noted
‘they lived together, at any rate part of the time, with quarrels and
reconciliations’ (J82/150, Judge’s summing up, 25 July 1961). He also
reminded the jury that Norma ‘gave a large part of her earnings to Miss
Power’ (ibid.). This last detail underlined Norma’s putative masculinity
as it appeared she had appropriated the ‘masculine’ role in the relation-
ship, subverting a key heterosexual norm of the mid–twentieth century;
that of providing economically for a dependent or semi-dependent
woman.

The portrayal of Yvonne and Norma as masculine women was closely
tied to their perceived lesbian sexuality. Their unconventional lifestyles
and use of violent behaviour also contributed to this discourse, as con-
structing them as masculine women provided an explanation for their
aberrant actions. However, it is also worth considering the significance
of the two women’s social class backgrounds.

Although working class, neither woman was desperately poor or
marginalised. Yvonne’s delinquent past and time in approved school
marked her as disreputable, as did her status as an unmarried mother
(see section ‘The witch’ on mid-twentieth-century perceptions of
unmarried motherhood). Being a lone mother accounted for her lack
of employment, as she had been dismissed from positions because of
this. Respectable working-class women of her age would be married
if mothers and in paid work if single. Yvonne was outside of these
categories. The ideal feminine performance for a young working-class
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woman in the 1950s entailed a visible effort to appear well groomed
and attractive, without being too glamorous and therefore ‘common’
(Tinkler, 2006). Yvonne’s rejection of this performance contributed to
her discursive construction as ‘mannish’. She was an unmarried mother
who lived in a female headed household and as such was outside of het-
erosexual norms. This, combined with her propensity for running away
as an adolescent, also pushed her further from appropriate femininity
and contributed to the masculine woman representation.

The case file material on Norma suggests that she was perceived
as a ‘butch’ lesbian which was associated with working-class lesbian
women. Feminine working-class women engaged in occupations such as
cleaning, hair-dressing, low-level clerical positions or worked on factory
production lines. Norma’s job as a van driver was unconventional and
‘masculine’. Mid-twentieth-century working-class women were already
one step removed from ideal femininity, which connoted an upper
middle-class standard of avoiding work, paid or unpaid, which was
dirty and unpleasant (Giles, 2005). Women such as Norma and Yvonne,
who did not participate in an ongoing performance of femininity in
terms of their appearance and lifestyle, were open to construction as
masculine.

Marilyn Bain

Early one morning in September 1962, either Marilyn, 25, or her flat-
mate, Jan, 33, phoned for an ambulance to collect Jan from the flat they
shared in London. She had a knife wound. Both women had stayed up
all night, drinking and playing Ludo. At some point, they had started
quarrelling and physically fighting. Marilyn had injured Jan in the ribs
with a knife, although she could not remember doing so. At the request
of the police, she later searched the flat and found a blood stained knife
in the kitchen, which she gave to them. Jan began to recover in hospi-
tal, but her wound became infected, and 3 days after being stabbed, she
died from peritonitis. At the committal hearing, the pathologist stated
that from the position of the wound, it could have been caused by Jan
‘falling’ or ‘pitching’ against the knife and it was in a part of her body
that required little pressure to cause the injury (CRIM1/4013, Patholo-
gist’s deposition, 16 October 1962). Although indicted for murder, the
court accepted Marilyn’s plea of guilty to involuntary manslaughter and
there was no trial. She was sentenced to 3 years in prison.

Marilyn was working as an army nurse in 1959, when she met Jan
at the Gateways, a lesbian club. Later that year she was demobbed, and
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went to live with her. Marilyn was barred from the club in 1960 for
being drunk, but Jan continued to go there. They had a sexual relation-
ship until Marilyn started seeing a man, and ‘homo-sexual relations’
(CRIM1/4013, Marilyn Bain’s statement, 17 September 1962) between
the two women stopped. Jan engaged in sexual intercourse with men
for payment and Marilyn earned money from performing ‘nude exhibi-
tions’ (CRIM1/4013, Prison medical officer’s report, 2 October 1962) for
some of Jan’s clients. She also received money from her family, whom
she told she was working as a nurse. In 1960, Marilyn was placed on
probation for 18 months for stealing two wing mirrors off a car whilst
drunk. Her probation officer arranged for her to attend a clinic for
alcoholism, and she went three or four times.

Unlike Yvonne and Norma, Marilyn was not constructed as sexually
abnormal, but as someone who lived a dissolute life. This could partly
be due to her own statement, in which she described her relationship
with Jan as ‘homo-sexual at first’. However, she began to have argu-
ments with Jan after their ‘homosexual relations’ stopped when Marilyn
started seeing a man. She explained that, ‘The rows between us were
caused because Jan wished she could be normal like me’ (CRIM1/4013,
Marilyn Bain’s statement). Marilyn explicitly defined her sexuality as
‘normal’ and this may have influenced how she was perceived by the
psychiatrist and prison medical officer who examined her.

The prison medical officer’s report did not pay close attention to the
issue of homosexuality, but made reference to Marilyn ‘engaging in
homosexual intimacies with the deceased’ during an account of her life
in which he stated ‘she allowed herself to drift aimlessly doing odd jobs,
indulging excessively in alcoholic intoxicants’ (CRIM1/4013, Prison
medical officer’s report). He continued, ‘According to her story the
deceased and herself often fought with each other and inflicted injuries
on each other during their frequent drunken orgies’ (ibid.). The psychi-
atrist’s report described Marilyn as having an ‘apathetic and fatalistic
attitude to her way of life’ and as a ‘drifter’ (CRIM1/4013, Psychiatrist’s
report, 15 October 1962). ‘Drifting’ was understood to be a characteristic
of the mid-twentieth-century ‘good time girl’ (Swanson, 2007). Marilyn
appeared to live a life that directly contravened ‘respectable’ working-
class or lower middle-class womanhood, which for a single woman
would entail commitment to a steady job. Echoing the prison medical
officer, the psychiatrist’s report stated:

At the time of the assault on the victim she and the prisoner appear
to have been some hours in a drunken orgy during the evening and
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night . . . These orgies appear not to have been uncommon in their
lives. (CRIM1/4013, Psychiatrist’s report)

Use of the term ‘orgies’ by both doctors constructs Marilyn and Jan
as disreputable, drunken women and as sexually deviant, drawing on
interpretations of lesbian women as alcoholic and prone to outbursts of
temper (see Jennings, 2007b). This was despite the fact that according
to Marilyn, she and Jan did not have a sexual relationship by the time
of the killing. Her account of the evening and night that she injured Jan
describes how they drank and played Ludo together, but appears to pro-
vide little scope for conceptualising it as an ‘orgy’. However, the doctors
seemed to regard Marilyn as leading a dissolute life of the underworld
and this informed their perception.

The prison medical officer recorded that:

During her period in the hospital her behaviour has given concern
to the nursing staff, who consider she exerted a bad influence on the
other hospital inmates, and suspected her of engaging or attempt-
ing to engage in homosexual activities. (CRIM1/4013, Prison medical
officer’s report)

Although offered as an indication of Marilyn’s disruptiveness, there was
no suggestion from the doctor that she should be regarded as mentally
abnormal. He described her as having no disease of mind, mental dis-
order or abnormality of mind, and the psychiatrist suggested that she
was in a ‘diminished state of awareness . . . due to fatigue and alcohol,
but I do not think there is evidence of any other relevant psychiatric
disturbance’ (CRIM1/4013, Psychiatrist’s report).

The representation of Yvonne, Norma and Marilyn as masculine
demonstrates the importance of perceived incorrect or deviant perfor-
mances of gender. Marilyn was not constructed as pathological, but the
doctors’ judgemental descriptions of her unsavoury lifestyle located her
in a seedy, disreputable milieu, which they portrayed as essential to
understanding her subjectivity. This incorporated contemporary inter-
pretations of lesbianism (and male homosexuality) as an aspect of a
licentious, sordid urban underworld.

The centrality of the heterosexual partnership as the normative ideal
in1950s Britain has led this period to be described as a ‘heterosexual
dictatorship’ (Weeks, 2007). In the context of mid-twentieth-century
anxieties about male homosexuality, Weeks (2007, p. 21) argues that, ‘[a]
new preoccupation with, and campaigns against, sexual perversity only
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underlined the terrors beneath the patina of normality’. Denunciations
of lesbianism as pathological or dissolute indicated unease about the sta-
bility of womanhood as synonymous with marriage and motherhood.
In different ways, the three women led lives that represented alternatives
to this model, even if their lifestyles were open to derision and social
censure. Yvonne was perceived as a promiscuous lone mother, Norma as
a lesbian and Marilyn as perhaps not essentially lesbian, but a member
of London’s underworld, which existed in contravention to respectable
society. In particular, Norma and Marilyn appear to have been mem-
bers of the social networks of lesbian women that developed in London
the 1950s and 1960s (see Jennings, 2007b). In keeping with derogatory,
medicalised contemporary understandings of lesbianism, these uncon-
ventional lifestyles figured in the cases as key to understanding the
women’s transgressive, violent behaviour.

If we interpret the end of the 1950s and beginning of the 1960s in
Britain as a time when gender and sexual relations were in flux, albeit
with the heterosexual partnership as the recognised norm, the gender
constructions of Yvonne, Norma and Marilyn in the criminal justice
system can be understood as anxious institutional reactions to the pos-
sibility of diversity, rather than as effects of a monolithic social order.
However, it is necessary to understand this within the context of an era
when sexualities apart from heterosexuality completely lacked citizen-
ship status (Weeks, 2007) and lesbian identities were largely invisible.
Jennings (2007b) and Oram (2007) have analysed how 1950s news-
paper reports of mid-twentieth-century murder trials involving lesbian
perpetrators contributed to contemporary discourses of lesbian identity.
A similar analysis cannot be undertaken of the three cases discussed in
this section. Whilst Norma and Marilyn’s cases barely made it into print,
Yvonne’s trial was reported in the national and local press. Although the
local press carried detailed stories, they expunged any mention of her
supposed homosexuality.

The muse/mastermind dichotomy

In exploring constructions of lesbianism, the previous section high-
lighted the centrality of heterosexuality to acceptable mid-twentieth-
century British subjectivities. For women, this entailed marriage and
motherhood, particularly as white women represented the private,
domesticated spaces of idealised ‘Britishness’ (Webster, 2007). At the
same time, norms of sexuality were shifting in the post-war era and there
was a plurality of heterosexual identities (Swanson, 2007). Although in
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the late 1950s and early 1960s, sex was preferably to be confined to mar-
riage, there were indications that views were beginning to shift. Sexual
desire for the opposite sex during adolescence was considered normal
and healthy (Jackson, 2008), although girls who acted on this desire
could be viewed as psychologically abnormal (Cox, 2003).

Marilyn Bain, whose case was analysed in the previous section,
was identified as a member of a seedy, metropolitan underworld,
which permitted sordid behaviour such as lesbianism. Both of the
mid-twentieth-century cases constructed through the muse/mastermind
discourse located the women in question in a perceived urban under-
world, although the city in question was Birmingham. Post-war hopes
and anxieties about modernity centred on the city. British urban life
represented opportunity and new experiences but it could also symbol-
ise commotion, disorderliness and ‘unmooring’ (Swanson, 2007, p. 3).
Cities were locales where gender and sexual identities were played
out in public and their modern environments were influential on the
formation of national character (ibid.).

Particularly representative of both the urban underworld and
women’s presence in, and negotiation of, public space was the figure
of the prostitute. The Wolfenden Report of 1957 conceptualised the
problem of vice mainly as one of visibility and threat to public decency
(Smart, 1995; Swanson, 2007), and following its recommendations, the
Street Offences Act 1959 made it easier for women to be prosecuted
for solicitation (Self, 2003). The Wolfenden Report (1957, p. 79) argued
that, in the context of affluent 1950s Britain, ‘economic factors cannot
account for it [prostitution] to any large or decisive extent’ and that
prostitution was chosen by women ‘because they find in it a style of
living which is to them easier, freer and more profitable than would
be provided by any other occupation’. Although conceptualised largely
as the result of personal choice or psychological flaws, the Report sug-
gested that it was possible to rehabilitate young women who worked as
prostitutes (Williams, 1960).

The prostitute was a focus for anxieties in 1950s Britain because
she was a liminal figure who represented the collapse of boundaries.
Firstly, she was becoming increasingly difficult to visually distinguish
from the ‘normal’ urban woman (Swanson, 2007). Secondly, prosti-
tution overlapped with other deviant identities and spaces. The late
night cafes, espresso bars and jazz clubs of urban centres were the
landscape of Britain’s youth, perceived as ‘exotic’, multi-racial envi-
ronments frequented by prostitutes, immigrants, Teddy Boys and drug
dealers (Fyvel, 1961; Bailey, 1999; Jackson, 2008). These were sites of
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danger, where young girls could be drawn into prostitution (Jackson,
2008). Prostitution was also associated with immigration and fears of
‘miscegenation’ which could pollute British identity (which was con-
ceptualised as white). In Birmingham, the red light district of Balsall
Heath was also an area of non-white immigration (Hubbard, 1998). The
two women who are the focus of this section both worked as prostitutes
in Birmingham and were accused of murder along with male partners.

Veronica Collins

One August night in 1960, Veronica Collins, 21, was in the club room
of the Victory Café in Birmingham City Centre with her boyfriend,
Eamonn Hamilton, 23. A young man they knew informed them a fight
was going on outside. Eamonn dashed out to join the fight, during
which he stabbed and killed a 20-year old named Alexander Walton.
Veronica also left the café and saw Eamonn stab Alexander. She and
Eamonn ran from the scene and were driven home in the back of a van
by a couple they knew.

Veronica had lived with Eamonn for 3 weeks before the stabbing.
The police searched their flat the morning after. In her first statement,
Veronica told the police that Eamonn did not own a knife and that she
carried one for protection against a Maltese pimp. She gave Eamonn the
knife ‘on the spur of the moment’ (DPP2/3153, Veronica’s first state-
ment, 20 August 1960) as he left the café. She retracted this in a later
statement, claiming that she had merely borrowed the knife in the café
to clean her nails, and that Eamonn snatched it back from her as he ran
outside.

Neither Veronica nor Eamonn was officially employed. Veronica
earned money working as a prostitute. Between the ages of 11 and 15,
she lived in a council-run children’s home in Herefordshire. She subse-
quently lived in different parts of the country and gave birth to a son
when she was 19, whom she placed in the care of friends in Scotland.

Veronica stood trial for murder along with Eamonn. The case against
her was that she gave him her knife knowing that he intended to cause
grievous bodily harm and was therefore an accessory before the fact
to murder. Her defence counsel argued that she had lied in her first
statement in order to protect Eamonn and that her assertion the knife
belonged to him was the truth. In his summing up, the judge stated that
the prosecution had not proven its case as no evidence was presented
that Veronica handed the knife to Eamonn. She was acquitted and
Eamonn was found guilty of murder.
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The trial exhibited two competing versions of Veronica’s behaviour on
the night Alexander Walton was stabbed and thus two different versions
of the kind of young woman she was. The defence was able to draw on
details of her past, and the assessment of the prison medical officer,
to portray her as an innocent woman who simply wanted to help the
man she loved. Her troubled past, which consisted of time spent in care,
an itinerant lifestyle and childbirth outside of marriage, marked her as
disreputable, as did her status as a prostitute.

These details were potentially damaging, but the defence employed
a well established ‘fallen woman’ narrative, which sentimentally por-
trayed Veronica’s past as tragic (see Mahood, 1990). When Veronica
made her testimony, defence counsel began to build this narrative:

Defence: There are some very unhappy matters that I want to touch on
lightly and pass from them. I think your mother was not married.
That is right, is it not?

Veronica: Yes.
Defence: You were abandoned as a child and brought up by someone

else?
Veronica: Yes.
Defence: Then you yourself, it appears from the statement, earned

your living in a most unfortunate way?
Veronica: Yes. (J82/114, Veronica’s testimony, 9 December 1960)

The defence deftly contextualised Veronica’s work as a prostitute in
terms of a tragic and unhappy life, making it a reason to pity, rather than
disapprove of, her. The reference to prostitution is veiled as an ‘unfor-
tunate’ way of making a living, understandable in the light of her ille-
gitimate parentage and time spent in care. The barrister utilised a stock
construction of prostitution as something to which young working-class
women from ‘bad’ homes were vulnerable (see Finnegan, 1979).

In addition to sentimentality, Veronica’s defence made its case
through the romance genre. She was represented as besotted with, and
loyal to, Eamonn, the only man who had ever treated her well. A female
police officer conducted a lengthy interview with Veronica in which she
spoke of her relationship with Eamonn. The defence cross-examined the
WPC about this:

Defence: And in the course of the two hours and forty minutes you
were getting quite a picture from this girl of the sort of life she had
been leading and living?
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WPC: Yes.
Defence: Was it apparent to you in the course of that two hours and

forty minutes that she had developed an affection for this man
Hamilton?

WPC: I was not aware of it.
Defence: Did you get the impression – that, as a change from her

unhappy life, she found someone she was fond of?
WPC: I knew she was living with Hamilton; she told me.
Defence: Come. During that two hours and forty minutes she was

telling you that, you being a woman, did you not get the impres-
sion that she was showing signs of him being a man who she had
now got fond of?

WPC: Yes. (J82/114, Defence cross-examination of WPC Irene Pear-
son, 8 December 1960)

In this extract, Veronica’s affection for Eamonn is implicitly suggested
as a reason for her willingness to lie for him. Their story becomes
a romance, in which Veronica attempts to seize her only chance of
happiness. When asked why she wanted to protect Eamonn, Veronica
replied ‘Because I am very fond of him’ (J82/114, Veronica’s testimony,
9 December 1960).

This construction of Veronica as supportive and loving, wanting only
to protect Eamonn, found favour with the judge. He was unimpressed by
the scanty evidence offered by the prosecution and informed the jury:

You may take into consideration this, may you not, in her favour?
Many a woman will make many a statement in order, as far as pos-
sible, to protect the man she is either married to or living with or in
some way loves. So be very careful about Collins. You may think – it is
a matter for you – that it would be a very different matter if Veronica
Collins had been proved to be one of these viragos who rushed out
from the café with the mob and who joined in screaming encour-
agement. That you may think would be a very different matter, but
there is no such evidence here at all. . . might it be that, terrified for
what sometimes is called ‘her man’, she handed it [the knife] to him
so that he might have, at any rate, something to defend himself with
if attacked? (J82/114, Judge’s summing up, 13 December 1960)

Interestingly, the judge did not appear to disapprove of the fact that
Veronica was not married to Eamonn, but was satisfied that she ‘in
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some way’ loved him, indicating the contemporary shifts that were tak-
ing place in relation to the norms of heterosexual relationships. The
success of a romance narrative in Veronica’s case was connected to her
appropriately feminine behaviour. The judge noted that she was not
a ‘virago’, a loud, boisterous woman. This perception of Veronica as
recognisably feminine can also be found in the prison medical officer’s
report, which describes her as ‘quiet and well behaved’ (DPP2/3153, 21
November 1960). Veronica was not respectable, but as a young woman
with a feminine demeanour, she could be viewed as redeemable. This
was in keeping with the era’s penal welfarism, which entailed a faith in
the ability of offenders to rehabilitate (Garland, 2001), and chimes with
the Wolfenden Report’s (1957) construction of the young prostitute as
reformable.

The story of romance and hardship told by the defence and endorsed
by the judge won out, particularly as the prosecution’s evidence was
not strong. The prosecution narrative relied on portraying Veronica as
a scheming femme fatale–type figure, complicit in the violence that
occurred outside the café. This also depended on emphasising her lack
of respectability and ‘rough’ background. The police report, in providing
details of her past, represented Veronica from this perspective:

She then secured employment in Herefordshire but later roamed
the country and has led an unsavoury life. She is a single woman
and has convictions for larceny and prostitution. At the time of
her arrest she was following no regular employment and was living
with HAMILTON [sic], her co-prisoner, as man and wife. (DPP2/3153,
Police report, 16 September 1960)

The report succinctly outlines Veronica’s departure from mid-twentieth-
century respectability as a woman with criminal convictions, without
legitimate employment and living with Eamonn ‘as man and wife’
without being married.

The construction of Veronica as threatening, rather than unfortunate,
relied on identifying her as a member of a seedy underworld of all
night cafes populated by Teddy Boys and their girlfriends. This portrayal
drew on contemporary anxieties about the unruly, violent culture of
working-class youth in Britain (see Fyvel, 1961). The ‘Teddy Boy’ exem-
plified these post-war fears about working-class young people, who had
grown up under the welfare state and in a newly consumerist society.
They had not imbibed the values of hard work and restraint. Nocturnal
urban spaces, such as cafes, were the habitat of this new breed of young
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person (Jackson, 2008). The police report described the Victory Café in
Birmingham, the scene of the stabbing, as ‘a low class type of refresh-
ment place . . . frequented in the main, by the “Teddy boy” and young
female class of person’ (DPP2/3153, 16 September 1960).

At the trial, the prosecution opening argument located Veronica and
Eamonn within this urban milieu, referring to the Victory Café as some-
where ‘which particularly catered for what are known as “teenagers”
and young people generally’, and emphasised that many of the wit-
nesses and the two accused ‘fall into that class’ (J82/114, 8 December
1960). During his examination of a police officer, the prosecution coun-
sel asked, ‘Do a number of the so-called teddyboys or beatniks, or
whatever you call them in this City, carry knives?’ (J82/114, Prosecu-
tion examination of Detective Sergeant Merriman, 8 December 1960),
highlighting the danger and violence associated with the way of life of
certain modern, working-class ‘young people’.

This depiction of after-hours danger was allied with a representa-
tion of Veronica that displayed elements of the femme fatale trope (see
Doane, 1991). Some details of her physical appearance emerge from the
case file material. An eye witness stated, ‘I saw one dark-haired girl come
from a Café and run towards the fight. She was about 5ft 6 dark hair
wearing a bottle green costume’ (DPP2/3153, Donald Clayton’s deposi-
tion, 22 September 1960). Veronica’s green suit was an important means
of identifying her, but it also served as a visual marker of her dangerous
femininity. Another witness, from inside the café, described Veronica
handling the knife:

She was wearing a green costume. I saw her lift the left-hand side of
her jacket and pull a knife out. It looked as if it came from the waist-
band of her skirt. The knife was open when I saw it – it didn’t look
the sort of knife you could close, anyhow. She held the knife in her
hand and ran her fingers up the blade. Then she put it back in her
skirt. (DPP2/3153, Irene Smith’s deposition, 21 September 1960)

The image of Veronica in her dark green suit, running her fingers up the
side of a knife, is an arresting one and implies a scheming woman, hop-
ing for the opportunity to encourage use of the weapon. The prosecution
opening argument at the trial adopted this depiction:

That was the knife which she was seen to take from under her jacket,
apparently from her waistband, to run her fingers up the blade, and
to put it back in her waistband still open. You may wonder why
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she should keep a knife in her waistband – a knife of that sort still
open – if it was not a knife which was designed for use in some sort
of trouble, should any trouble arise. (J82/114, Prosecution opening
argument, 8 December 1960)

Therefore, the trial offered two visions of Veronica: one an unfortu-
nate, mistreated young woman who had been caught up in a murder
case through her faith in true love, the other a dangerous, threaten-
ing woman, who was at home in the seedy landscape of Birmingham’s
nightlife and knew how to handle a knife.

Alice Fletcher

Like Veronica, Alice Fletcher lived in Birmingham. She was 51 and
shared a room in a multi-occupied house in the Balsall Heath part of the
city with Roy, who was 26. Alice and Roy were not married but she had
adopted his surname. In the early hours of 29 May 1961, a room in the
house where they lived was set on fire, killing its only occupant at the
time, a 2-year old named Melvin Smith. The other residents managed to
escape from the building and the fire brigade doused the fire. The police
determined that it had been started by pouring petrol over the room’s
window sill and setting it alight. Melvin slept beneath the window. His
mother, Lily Smith, and the man she lived with, Gus Richards, had been
in the house’s shared kitchen and were not harmed.

A stable narrative of the events leading up to the fire does not emerge
from the case file material. Alice had recently had trouble with Lily and
Gus. Gus had tried to force Alice out of her room, and she believed
that this was because he wanted to sublet it to a prostitute who worked
for him. Alice also worked as a prostitute in Balsall Heath. The argu-
ment between Alice and Gus had resulted in Gus, along with a group
of friends, kicking in the door to Alice’s room and beating her and Roy
with an iron bar.

On the evening of 28 May, Boleslaw Ziminowodski, a friend of Alice
and Roy’s, bought some petrol and gave it to a woman standing out-
side the shop, who was probably Alice. After going out to work because
Roy had ‘asked for a pound’ (ASSI13/509, Alice’s first statement, 29 May
1961), Alice went to a party held in a flat in her street. She told some
of the people present that she intended to set the house on fire because
Gus had beaten her and Roy up, and because he wanted her room. She
later went to a Maltese club in the city centre where she met Roy and
Boleslaw. All three subsequently admitted they had planned to burn
down the house, although they disagreed over who actually carried it
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out. It was probably Boleslaw who poured the petrol onto the window
sill, although one eye witness claimed to have seen Alice do it.

Alice was born in Malta and grew up in Wales. In adulthood she
moved to London. She married in 1937 and had four children with
her husband. In 1957, she moved to Birmingham to live with Roy. In
court, she claimed that she thought the plan to burn down the house
was a joke. The prosecution argued that she was the dominant party in
the plan, but the judge identified Boleslaw as the instigator. All three
defendants were found guilty of murder.

Alice is constructed as the mastermind behind the fire in most of
the case file documents. It was possible to portray her as dominant
over two men because she was perceived as deeply unfeminine, and her
domestic circumstances marked her as disreputable and poor. The house
in which she lived was a residence that accommodated women who
worked as prostitutes and men who worked as pimps. In a statement
Roy later made for leave to appeal, he explicitly described the house as a
‘brothel’ (J82/152, Roy’s statement, 8 December 1961) and this is how it
would have been perceived. Alice’s neighbourhood of Balsall Heath was
identified as both a red light district and an area with a sizeable immi-
grant population. The Judgment from the Court of Criminal Appeal
highlighted her disreputable living circumstances and, in particular, the
multi-racial nature of the house:

Alice Fletcher, who is a prostitute, was living with Roy Fletcher in
a room on the ground floor of that house; and it is clear that for
some time there had been rows between them and the landlord and
his wife and one called Gus Richards, all coloured people. (J82/150,
Judgment of the Court of Criminal Appeal, 21 December 1961)

Gus was Afro-Caribbean and the landlord and his wife were Indian. The
Judgment frames the case as one which exemplifies the disorderly nature
of immigrant communities, in contrast with the more ‘civilised’ tempo
of British (i.e. white) life.

In 1950s and early 1960s Britain, appropriately feminine women
were white and could be symbolically identified with home and hearth
(Webster, 2001, 2007). Alice, a disreputable immigrant woman living
apart from her husband and three children, could not be constructed in
this way. At this time, Maltese people were considered ‘coloured’, rather
than ‘white’ which would have added to negative views of Alice. They
were understood to be associated with crime and prostitution (Gilroy,
1987) and were seen as a threat to ‘domesticated’, white British culture.
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The powerful woman was a signifier of disreputable poverty. Mid-
twentieth-century sociological studies construed female dominance as
illustrative of the special way of life or culture of the poor, which was
frequently perceived as anti-modern (Swanson, 2007). The ‘mother cen-
tred’ family was conceptualised as deviant, prevailing in urban slums
in Britain as well as in countries such as Jamaica (see Kerr, 1958). The
prosecution emphasised Alice’s dominance in the opening argument by
always mentioning her before the other two defendants:

Alice Fletcher and Roy Fletcher were taken to hospital at about
3.45am in the early hours of Sunday morning

. . .

At 5.15am Alice Fletcher was brought back from the hospital accom-
panied by Mr. Ziminowodski. (J82/150, Prosecution opening argu-
ment, 24 July 1961)

Witness depositions contain multiple examples of Alice’s use of bad
language and demonstrations of aggression. In mid-twentieth-century
Britain, such behaviour from women was associated with disreputable
poverty (see Spinley, 1953; Sprott et al., 1954). This meant Alice could
be constructed as deeply unfeminine and also ‘rough’. Lily, Melvin’s
mother, stated, ‘I have heard Alice Fletcher use bad language to Gus
Richards – she has called him a black bastard and a fucking cunt’
(ASSI13/509, Lily Smith’s deposition, 21 June 1961). A woman who
spoke to Alice at the party she attended on the night of the fire said,
‘Later she said she would set the house on fire. I told her not to do it.
She said she didn’t care a fuck’ (ASSI13/509, June Pearson’s deposition,
22 June 1961). In addition to use of threatening language, Alice had
been involved in a fight with Gus, which formed an important part of
the case as it suggested motive. A police officer’s deposition described
encountering Alice in the street after she was attacked by Gus:

I was on duty . . . when I saw the accused Alice Fletcher walking along.
She had a cut to her left thumb and smears of blood on her face.
She said there had been a fight between herself, Roy Fletcher and
Ziminowodski and a coloured party led by Gus Richards. (ASSI13/509,
PC Peter Kain’s deposition, 22 June 1961)

These depositions, which were partly shaped by the police and prose-
cution lawyers, constructed Alice as a deeply unladylike woman who
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worked as a prostitute, swore and fought. This made it possible to
portray her as dominant and the mastermind of the fire that killed
Melvin Smith. The prosecution made its case clear:

Members of the jury, from what she was saying that day could you
have any doubt that she was the principle [sic] instigator and actor in
the whole plan . . . at her instigation and through her agreement and
for her purposes that the Pole [Boleslaw] carried out the act. (J82/150,
Prosecution opening argument, 24 July 1961)

The prosecution explicitly argued that Alice was the motivating force
behind the fire, and that Boleslaw acted at her behest.

Alice was not represented as the victim or dupe of either of her
two male co-defendants, and nor was she portrayed as having become
involved in the plot through love. Alice was 25 years Roy’s senior, which
ruled out use of a romance narrative. The defence argued that she did
not set fire to the house and regarded the ‘plot’ to burn it down as a
joke. Her own testimony stressed the affection and concern she had for
Melvin, the victim, and that she would never want to hurt him.

The judge did not adopt the prosecution’s contention that Alice was
the ringleader of the crime but rather focused on Boleslaw, who was
Polish, describing him as ‘a man of passion, vehement, a strong person-
ality’ (J82/150, Judge’s summing up, 27 July 1961). In sentencing the
defendants, the judge informed Boleslaw:

Ziminowodski, on the other hand, I regard you as having played a
dominant role. You are a man of strong personality; I have no doubt,
as I said earlier, a man of passion. I regard your part in this dread-
ful offence as probably the most dominating one. (J82/150, Judge’s
sentencing remarks, 27 July 1961)

From the available material, the judge’s interpretation was not based
on the prosecution’s case or the defences of Alice or Roy, as none of
these argued Boleslaw was the driving force behind the crime. The judge
may have been unconvinced that a woman could prevail over two men,
or he may have been influenced by contemporary stereotypes which
constructed displays of emotion by men as ‘foreign’ or ‘un-British’ (see
Collins, 2002).

The representations of Veronica and Alice need to be understood in
relation to mid-twentieth-century British views of criminal and deviant
women, and in terms of the importance of age as an aspect of gendered
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identity. As a young woman who displayed at least some of the traits
of appropriately feminine behaviour, Veronica could be seen as some-
one it was possible to reform. However, older women such as Alice
were understood to symbolise the imperviousness of certain cultures of
poverty to the modern interventions of the welfare state and were seen
as beyond help, or as undeserving of it. Alice’s relationship with Roy
could not be framed as a romance, and as a woman of foreign birth, she
was automatically further removed from normative womanhood than
Veronica.

The discussion of the muse/mastermind dichotomy in Part I explored
how in cases of murder involving women and their male sexual partners,
the heterosexual relationship becomes a focus for contemporary anx-
ieties and frustrations. The representations of Veronica and Alice, two
women associated with the mid-twentieth-century urban underworld,
demonstrate the cultural significance of hopes and anxieties concerning
Britain as a modern nation. That they had both worked as prostitutes
was significant as debates about vice were ‘imbricated in the broader
question of what kind of modern nation post-war Britain should be’
(Swanson, 2007, p. 74). The negative portrayal of Veronica by the pros-
ecution emphasised the urban landscape of the young, with its street
fights and all night cafes, as a place of threat and danger, presenting
a troubling outlook for the national character. The more positive con-
struction of Veronica’s femininity from the defence, and the version that
triumphed, exhibits a sense of optimism about the enduring sanctity
of the heterosexual partnership as symbolic of the continuation of the
social order, even though Veronica and Eamonn were unmarried.

The criminal justice system’s portrayal of Alice Fletcher was also inter-
twined with the question of the type of modern nation post-war Britain
should be, but in her case, anxieties surfaced about putatively ‘anti-
modern’ forces. By the end of the 1950s, ‘coloured’ immigration had
been framed as a problem, and immigrants had replaced the white
urban poor as the social group that represented slovenliness, disorder
and a brake on modernisation (Webster, 2007). The construction of
Alice, an immigrant woman and a prostitute, as the dominant party
in the murder of a small child deployed stereotypes of the dominant
woman as a symbol of poverty and ‘backwardness’. This drew on a
colonial narrative of the empire’s ‘others’ as ‘against British civilization
and modernity’ (ibid., p. 4), according to which, Balsall Heath, viewed
as a locus of underworld vice and ‘dark strangers’ (Waters, 1997), was
the type of urban area that threatened the boundaries of white British
respectability.
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The damaged personality

During the interwar period in Britain, psychological and eugenics
approaches sought to explain faults of ‘character’ amongst the popula-
tion and developed notions of the need for individuals to discipline the
self in order produce healthy family and social relations (Miller, 1986;
Rose, 1999; Swanson, 2007). The Second World War helped to increase
interest in the ‘psychology of everyday life’, particularly in terms of
understanding the weaknesses inherent in national cultures (Thomson,
2006, p. 249). Post war, eugenics-based theories declined in popular-
ity before fading, but psychological explanations for human personality
and behaviour continued to gain ascendancy (Rose, 1999). Psychology
increased its role in the post-war British welfare system, although it was
always contested and never enjoyed dominance as a guiding discourse
or set of practices (Thomson, 2006). There was a plurality of approaches,
and there was never one identifiable form of selfhood that constituted
the ideal for the British citizen (Rose, 1999). However, certain traits and
conditions perceived as necessary for development of the healthy or
‘normal’ personality can be delineated.

The high levels of employment in 1950s Britain, and the support
available from the welfare state meant that those who did not thrive
were open to construction as ‘inadequate’ and incorrigible. As part of the
evidence it gave to the Royal Commission on Mental Illness and Men-
tal Deficiency 1954–1957, the Royal Medico-Psychological Association
suggested that a social inadequate was someone incapable of benefiting
from measures taken by the state, and the British Medical Association
suggested that adequacy should be judged according to whether a per-
son could look after themselves without help from social workers. As
Wootton (1959) observed, social competence was often judged in terms
of economic independence.

A satisfactory family life was perceived as crucial to the development
of psychologically normal citizens. ‘Problem families’, who dwelt in
squalid living circumstances and had no interest in self-improvement,
were likely to produce ‘problem children’ with psychological and
behavioural difficulties (Welshman, 2006; Swanson, 2007). Bowlby’s
(1953) research into the deleterious effects of institutionalisation on
children helped to cement the importance of parent/child relationships
to healthy development, particularly through mothering. The Men-
tal Health Act 1959 was passed in order to modernise and streamline
the existing ‘mosaic of outdated and complicated law and procedure’
(Williams et al., 1960, p. 410). This superseded previous legislation on
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both mental disorder and mental deficiency. The three cases discussed in
this section all took place before the passing of this Act, when the Men-
tal Deficiency Act 1927 governed the treatment of people with ‘arrested
or incomplete development of mind’ (Jones, 1960, p. 80).

Shirley Campbell

In April 1957, Shirley Campbell, 21, became the first person in England
and Wales to successfully plead diminished responsibility under the
Homicide Act, which had come into force in March of the same year
(Walker, 1965). Two expert witnesses testified that she was ‘in the lowest
five percent of the population for intelligence’ (Yorkshire Post, 27 April
1957) and that she was a psychopathic personality. She was found guilty
of manslaughter and sentenced to life in prison.

Shirley was babysitting the 18-month-old daughter of her friend,
Wendy Pickles, one evening in March 1957. She listened to the radio,
and when her favourite song began to play, the child, Susan, started
to scream. To stop her, Shirley submerged Susan’s face in water and
then strangled her with the belt from a raincoat that was hanging in
the kitchen. She informed the police that she had left the house to go
to the local shop and returned to find Susan dead. However, later the
same evening she made a statement admitting that she had put the belt
around Susan’s neck. Shirley explained that she was frustrated by Susan
crying and screaming, and also that she was angry because Wendy owed
her money. When interviewed by the prison medical officer, she also
stated that she was annoyed with Wendy for calling her a ‘nigger’ on a
previous occasion (DPP2/2658, Prison medical officer’s report, 25 April
1957).

Shirley was a black British woman who, from the age of three, grew
up in two different children’s homes in Yorkshire. Her maternal grand-
father was a Jamaican man who settled in Britain and her grandmother
was a white British woman. Her father was her grandfather’s brother,
who visited Britain and had a sexual relationship with his niece, Shirley’s
mother. He died shortly after she was born. Shirley was taken into a chil-
dren’s home after her mother was imprisoned for shoplifting offences.
After leaving school, she had a variety of jobs in domestic service and
the local mills. She remained under local authority supervision until the
age of 18. By the time of the killing, she worked as a textile spinner and
lived in lodgings.

Shirley was examined by the prison medical officer and a psychia-
trist both of whom recommended that she came within the definition
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of diminished responsibility. The prison medical officer stated, ‘she is a
person of very unstable mentality due to gross personality defect and
in my opinion she could be classified as a psychopathic personality’
(DPP2/2658, Prison medical officer’s report, 25 April 1957). Inappro-
priate, or absent, emotional responses were regarded by both medical
professionals as significant, and as an indication of Shirley’s damaged
personality. In particular, perceived lack of remorse and an inability to
understand that the crime was morally wrong were understood as signs
of psychopathy. The prison medical officer commented that she showed
‘a gross lack of moral sense and appreciation and expressed no regrets or
remorse concerning the death of the child in question’ (ibid.), and the
psychiatrist noted:

from her demeanour and absence of appropriate emotional response
to the deed and to her present situation, [it appears] that she does
not have anything like the capacity possessed by the average per-
son to make proper judgments about right and wrong. (DPP2/2658,
Psychiatrist’s report, 15 April 1957)

In addition to lack of remorse, Shirley’s perceived excessive emotional
reactions were construed as pathological. The prison medical officer
described her as ‘an emotionally unstable person, subject to rapid
mood swings, violent-tempered, impulsive, aggressive and immature’
(DPP2/2658, Prison medical officer’s report, 25 April 1957). The psychi-
atrist discussed her lack of forward planning and inability to consider
that she would be punished and suggested she was unable to ‘control
sudden instinctive impulses’ (DPP2/2658, Psychiatrist’s report, 15 April
1957). Shirley’s damaged personality was understood as an affective dis-
order. She was not incapable of demonstrating emotion, but unable to
demonstrate it correctly.

An important feature of Shirley’s case and trial was the emotional and
psychological significance attached to her putative ‘colour conscious-
ness’. The police report notes that ‘since leaving school Campbell has
become increasingly conscious of her colour and that this may the main
reason for her inability to settle’ (DPP2/2658, undated). A large num-
ber of statements were collected from people who knew Shirley, or had
known her in the past, such as work colleagues, landladies, teachers and
personnel from the children’s homes where she grew up. From these,
it appears that they were asked to comment on Shirley’s colour con-
sciousness as many refer to this, even if it is to disagree that she was
particularly aware of her colour.



132 Women, Murder and Femininity

Although some of the statements attest to the name-calling and prej-
udice that Shirley experienced as the only black child in her area, any
awareness on Shirley’s part that she was ‘coloured’ was interpreted by
criminal justice personnel as a contributory factor to her pathology.
These experiences were not labelled as racism, and although they were
implicitly understood as unfortunate and undesirable, Shirley’s ‘colour
consciousness’ was framed as a further aspect of her abnormal, damaged
personality. The prison medical officer honed in on this issue as the key
to understanding why Shirley killed Susan:

She was obviously deeply sensitive regarding her colour and when
this matter was raised she became at once emotional and aggressive
and then stated that the deceased child’s mother had once called her
a nigger and she had since then harboured a grievance against her
and determined to have revenge and this she maintained was the rea-
son for her criminal behaviour. (DPP2/2658, Prison medical officer’s
report, 25 April 1957)

This assessment needs to be treated with caution as it reflects the doc-
tor’s interpretation of Shirley’s motives. The report does not provide
details of his wider discussions with Shirley, and whether it was he or
Shirley that raised this issue. Her statement to the police describes the
annoyance she felt with Susan for screaming and crying, and that she
was displeased with Wendy for owing her money. It does not mention
whether Wendy had ever called her a ‘nigger’.

The psychiatrist suggested that, ‘Her illegitimacy and the fact that she
was the only coloured child in her community imposed an extra emo-
tional strain’ (DPP2/2658, Psychiatrist’s report, 15 April 1957). These
medical judgments about colour consciousness as an emotional and
psychological problem were important during Shirley’s trial. The prison
medical officer gave expert evidence that, ‘There is in this case a very
deep-seated mental conflict associated with her colour’ (quoted in the
Yorkshire Post, 27 April 1957) and the judge’s summing up stated that ‘the
fact that she is terribly sensitive about the colour of her skin and people
have said things about her colour’ was one of the causes of ‘a more or
less permanent condition of one of mentality’ (J82/28, Judge’s summing
up, 27 April 1957). This focus on ‘colour consciousness’ was in keep-
ing with mid-twentieth-century views on black children in institutional
care, who were believed to face particular cultural and psychologi-
cal problems, and to have an exaggerated sense of difference due to
preoccupation with their colour (Cox, 2002).
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Shirley’s perceived ‘sensitivity’ about being black was understood as
a contributory factor to her damaged personality, although her sup-
posedly heightened self-consciousness in this area seems at odds with
the contemporary understanding of psychopathic personalities as able
to experience only a simplified emotional life (see Part I, section ‘The
damaged personality’). The portrayal of Shirley’s internal conflicts and
feelings of alienation seem to suggest a complicated emotional exis-
tence, lending weight to the criticism that psychopathic personality was
a ‘wastebasket’ category for people who appeared to be abnormal.

Further proof of Shirley’s damaged personality was her perceived
immaturity. This was central to the construction of psychopathy in the
1950s and 1960s. Shirley was understood as not only immature, but
also ‘mentally backward’ (DPP2/2658, Counsel’s opinion, 25 April 1957)
and of ‘subnormal intelligence’ (DPP2/2658, Prison medical officer’s
report, 25 April 1957). As outlined in the section on the construc-
tion of psychopathy and severe personality disorder in Part I, low
intelligence was generally not regarded as a feature of these condi-
tions. However, there was some conceptual overlap in mid-twentieth-
century Britain between the ‘inadequate’ psychopathic personality and
notions of ‘feeble-mindedness’ and mental subnormality. The psychi-
atrist explained that Shirley felt Wendy Pickles had ‘let her down’
and ‘reacted like a child, which intellectually and emotionally she is’
(DPP2/2658, Psychiatrist’s report, 15 April 1957). The closing speech of
Shirley’s defence counsel underlined this point about immaturity, stat-
ing, ‘You may think it is really just like a case of a little girl who had
broken someone else’s doll’ (quoted in the Yorkshire Post, 27 April 1957).

The discursive construction of Shirley as a damaged personality,
unable to experience emotions appropriately or to appreciate the con-
sequences of her actions, contributed to an understanding of her as
dangerous. The judge, as quoted above, described her as having a ‘per-
manent’ condition of mentality in his summing up. In sentencing her,
he stressed his responsibility to ‘protect the public from the danger that
you might commit such a crime again’ (quoted in the Yorkshire Post,
27 April 1957). He imposed a life sentence in order that she would be
‘kept in custody until such time as it is thought fit to release you’ (ibid.).

Helen Sterry

Shortly after Christmas 1957, Helen, 25, arrived in Hereford, a small
city in the English midlands, having spent the night in Worcester Bus
Station, a city nearby. She took a pram from outside a shop, which
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contained Christopher Vincent, a 1-month-old baby. Helen pushed
him along for a while, before abandoning the pram and carrying him
instead. She started to find him heavy and sat on a bench by the river.
When Christopher began to scream, Helen threw him over the railings
and into the water. There was no one around to see her do this, but she
was concerned that she would get into trouble for having taken him
from outside the shop, and went to the central police station to inform
them of what she had done.

Two weeks after she was born, Helen and her siblings were removed
by an NSPCC inspector2 from the caravan where they lived with their
parents, who were not married. They were placed in children’s homes,
and Helen lived in homes until she was 15, when she went to work
as a residential maid at a hospital. She had several residential jobs,
although she was often dismissed from them. She had also spent time
in borstal, prison and mental hospitals. Helen had previous convictions
for larceny, house-breaking, criminal damage and breach of probation,
and had been diagnosed as a psychopathic personality, schizophrenic
and mentally defective. In 1957, she was certified insane and had left a
mental hospital in November of that year. She had no job and was of no
fixed abode.

At trial, the prosecution called no opposing medical evidence to
Helen’s defence of diminished responsibility and she was found guilty of
manslaughter. Her defence counsel made a speech in mitigation, to be
considered at the sentencing stage, and asked whether she could be dealt
with under the Mental Deficiency Act 1927 and made the subject of a
hospital order. The judge refused on the grounds that there was no hope
of improvement through treatment. She was sentenced to life in prison.

Helen had been diagnosed as a psychopathic personality in 1950
during one of her periods spent in mental hospital and was there-
fore already perceived as a damaged personality. A report from Burghill
Hospital, included in her prosecution file, states:

she is a psychopathic personality of aggressive type, i.e., a person who
is not insane in the generally accepted meaning of the word, but
who, for constitutional reasons finds relationships with people and
her environment so difficult that she is unable, at times, to conform
to the ordinary rules of social behaviour. (DPP2/2767, Report from
Burghill Hospital, 15 July 1950)

This particular report constructs psychopathic personality as ‘constitu-
tional’ and as therefore having individualised causes. It also notes that
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Helen was not likely ‘to be amenable either to punishment or to med-
ical treatment’ (ibid.). Barghill Hospital also diagnosed Helen as being
of low intelligence. Her prosecution file contains reports from mental
hospitals, probation officers and the Central Aftercare Association,3 all
of which would have been read by the prison medical officer and the
psychiatrist in her case so it is important to pay attention to how these
earlier documents constructed her damaged personality.

The prison medical officer stated that Helen ‘shows no remorse
whatsoever and only giggles when asked about the alleged offence’
(DPP2/2767, Prison medical officer’s report, 12 February 1958). Helen’s
lack of remorse, understood as a key sign of psychopathy, was high-
lighted in the police report, which comments ‘I feel certain that at no
time since its commission does she appreciate the magnitude of her
crime’ (DPP2/2767, 4 January 1958). Similarly to Shirley, Helen’s dam-
aged personality was understood to be evinced by her lack of emotion at
certain times, and excesses of emotion at others. Descriptions of Helen
as ‘aggressive’, ‘hysterical’ and ‘ungovernable’ recur in the reports from
her past, and were repeated in the prison medical officer and psychi-
atrists’ reports. The psychiatrist who examined Helen summarised his
impression of her stunted development:

A perusal of the records in this case shows that the prisoner has
never come up to a normal level, there being a history of tem-
pers and aggressive reactions from her early days onwards. She has
been emotionally unstable, being liable to noisy, abusive, and vio-
lent behaviour. She has been quite unable to make an adjustment to
the reasonable demands of society, and her antisocial behaviour has
included lying, stealing, larceny and breaking and entering. A feature
has been her inability to profit by experience, and a lack of insight
into the serious nature of her position. (DPP2/2767, Psychiatrist’s
report, 15 February 1958)

The psychiatrist highlights elements of Helen’s behaviour that chime
with a diagnosis of psychopathic personality such as being violent,
anti-social and lacking self-insight. He represents her as abnormal and
unable to meet the ‘reasonable demands of society’. As demonstrated
by the various assessments of Helen’s condition, a damaged personality
could be perceived as constitutional, emerging early in life and persist-
ing stubbornly even after intervention through treatment. However, the
psychiatrist’s opinion of Helen implicitly acknowledges that normality
is a social, rather than medical, standard, which she failed to meet.
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Like Shirley, Helen’s emotional inadequacies were understood to be
compounded by immaturity and low intelligence. The prison medical
officer described her manner as ‘childish’ and ‘fatuous’ (DPP2/2767,
Prison medical officer’s report, 12 February 1958) and the police report
notes her ‘vacant, childish and uncomprehending stare’ (DPP2/2767,
4 January 1958). A police officer who knew her gave his interpretation
of the killing: ‘I envisaged a young and somewhat retarded child, casu-
ally discarding a broken and therefore irksome toy’ (DPP2/2767, Past
and present impressions of Helen Sterry, undated). This analogy recalls
the one made about Shirley being like a little girl who had broken a
doll, and constructs Helen as a long way from achieving normal, mature
womanhood.

Her childishness was perceived as resulting from her mental defec-
tiveness. The prison medical officer diagnosed Helen as ‘feeble minded’
and certifiable under the Mental Deficiency Act 1927. The psychiatrist
who examined her agreed that she was mentally deficient and certifi-
able under the Act. He suggested that she was ‘suffering from a form
of mental defect which shows itself in the emotional and behaviour
field even more than in the intellectual field’ (DPP2/2767, Psychiatrist’s
report, 15 February 1958), indicating he felt her psychopathic disor-
der was more significant to her lack of responsibility for her actions.
However, he concurred with previous assessments of Helen as being of
subnormal intelligence and explained that her ‘abnormality of mind’
arose from ‘a retarded development of mind’ (ibid.).

Helen, like Shirley, was judged to be permanently damaged and imper-
fectible, and therefore dangerous. The judge emphasised her lack of
rational motivation:

She has no sense of property, and she steals without reason. You were
told that this present offence could be regarded really in a way as
stealing – stealing a child. Think of that. Stealing without reason.
(J82/69, Judge’s summing up, 19 February 1958)

This quotation can be analysed with reference to Foucault’s (1978) con-
ceptualisation of dangerousness as relating to crimes committed without
motive (see Part I, section ‘The damaged personality’). The judge cau-
tioned that irrationality by itself was not enough to find diminished
responsibility, but that Helen’s retardation could also be considered.
Helen’s defence counsel requested that she be made the subject of a hos-
pital order so that she could receive treatment, but the judge refused,
stating, ‘This is not a case, I was careful to elicit, where there is any
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hope of improvement through treatment’ (J82/69, Judge’s summing up,
19 February 1958). He gave her a life sentence, and explained, ‘sad
though it is that your mental condition is as it has been proved to be,
I must see to it that you can never do this sort of thing again’ (ibid.).

Doreen Baird

One evening in October 1958, in a small town in Yorkshire, northern
England, Doreen Baird, 14, babysat for the Croft family. Winifred Croft
spent the evening at a friend’s house watching television and John Croft
visited the pub. There were five Croft children, including a toddler and
a baby. Doreen became frustrated with ‘one and the other’ (ASSI45/335,
Detective Inspector Wolfinden’s deposition, 4 November 1958) of the
children crying and knotted a scarf tightly around 16-month-old June’s
neck. This stopped her crying so Doreen untied the scarf and returned
downstairs. Later in the evening, she went back into the bedroom to
fetch a book, and noticed that June was not breathing. After Winifred
and John had both arrived home, Doreen had a cup of tea with them
and left their house at 11.20 p.m. Winifred checked on June at around
midnight and discovered that she was dead.

In 1957, Doreen’s mother sought the help of a probation officer and
in 1958 Doreen was referred to a child guidance clinic, where she was
interviewed by an educational psychologist. He suggested that she was a
psychopathic personality, due to her ‘shallow emotion’ and inability ‘to
feel for others or to make strong attachments’ (ASSI45/335, Educational
psychologist quoted in psychiatrist’s report, 11 November 1958). As with
the previous two cases, there was no opposing medical evidence offered
at Doreen’s trial, during which she was described as ‘very disturbed’
(Expert medical witness quoted in The Times, 28 November 1958), and
was found guilty of manslaughter due to diminished responsibility. She
was sentenced to approved school, which entailed a standard 3-year
sentence.

Like Helen, Doreen had already been diagnosed as a psychopathic
personality before she killed June. The educational psychologist who
made this assessment noted that she was ‘withdrawn’ and ‘showed
little sign of disturbance on the surface’ (ASSI45/335, quoted in the
psychiatrist’s report, 11 November 1958). The psychiatrist who inter-
viewed Doreen after the killing drew on this earlier report in order to
make recommendations about her state of mind. He argued that despite
Doreen’s assertions that she was afraid of what had happened to June,
her behaviour after the killing was ‘bland’, ‘callous’ and bore ‘no trace
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of fear or distress or even anxiety’ (ibid.). He noted with disapproval
that:

On each occasion following my interview in which Doreen had
appeared to be distressed by the discussion of her actions, her atti-
tude changed almost instantaneously into that of a rather coy, happy,
almost carefree girl as soon as I changed the subject and indicated
that a meal was due or that her mother was waiting to see her. On
the former occasion she immediately and cheerfully asked the staff
what was for lunch, and being given this information she ate heartily.
(Ibid.)

The psychiatrist’s use of language indicates that he found Doreen’s
apparent lack of concern about June’s death disturbing and that he saw
any emotions she appeared to exhibit in relation to this as superficial. He
suggested that her ‘morbid personality development’ was ‘partly consti-
tutional’ but was exacerbated by environmental factors such as having
a ‘Psychopathic’ father and experiencing ‘maternal rejection’ (ibid.). In
arguing that Doreen was psychopathic, the psychiatrist compared her
behaviour with that of an adult, male psychopath. It is worth quoting
this section of his report at length:

There is in the crime itself evidence of an indifference towards the
feelings of others and a lack of any personal feeling of wrongness,
remorse, or fear or apprehensiveness, and an almost complete inabil-
ity to comprehend the consequences to herself; there is no guilt or
horror – only a petulant dislike of any reference being made to the
crime, of the same order as that expressed when her petty stealing is
discussed. It is characteristic of the adult psychopathic criminal that
after the commission of some bestial crime he will frequently behave
as though nothing abnormal had occurred and may, for instance, go
to a theatre or visit friends who can detect no sign of abnormality,
tension, shock, or difference from normality. This girl betrays such
features. (Ibid.)

The comparison the psychiatrist makes between Doreen and an adult
who commits ‘bestial’ crimes imputes a greater degree of intention and
pre-meditation to the strangling than the circumstances suggest. His
characterisation of Doreen’s behaviour does not allow for the possibility
that she was overwhelmed by the situation and unable to know how to
react, but suggests instead that she was calm and collected.
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As a 14-year old, Doreen was not expected to have attained full
maturity. However, like Shirley and Helen she was perceived to be
emotionally immature. The psychiatrist stated:

Doreen has written quite well-composed letters to her mother. These
are mainly concerned with trivialities and show no depth of feeling
in any particular direction. They might be the letters of a girl of 9 or
10 who had gone back to her Preparatory School after the summer
holidays. (Ibid.)

The psychiatrist’s use of middle-class reference points, such as prepara-
tory school and evenings at the theatre in relation to the case of a
working-class girl seem rather inappropriate and suggest that he held
middle-class subjectivity as the normative standard. During the trial, the
psychiatrist gave evidence that Doreen’s emotional development was
‘retarded’ and ‘not that of a girl of 14’. He also referred to her intellect
as ‘a little on the low side’ (Psychiatrist’s testimony quoted in The Times,
28 November 1958), making an association between low intelligence
and emotional failings that was similar to those made in the cases of
Shirley and Helen.

Although constructed as a damaged personality, the outcome of
Doreen’s trial did not represent her as dangerous. There are no surviv-
ing extracts from the transcript so it is necessary to rely on newspaper
reports to gain an idea of how the trial unfolded. The discursive con-
struction of Doreen was different from Mary Bell, who was described
as wicked and evil. Notwithstanding the psychiatrist’s report, it seems
to have been accepted by the prosecution and defence that the case
should be regarded as tragic for all concerned. Counsel for the prosecu-
tion described the case as ‘wholly pitiful and pathetic’ and noted that
Doreen worked as a babysitter due to a ‘sincere, legitimate, and loving
interest in young children’ (quoted in The Times, 28 November 1958).
Her defence stated that June’s death ‘will live with her for always’ (ibid.).
After sentencing her to approved school, the judge informed the jury
‘I entirely agree with the verdict. You can take it the girl will be well
looked after’ (ibid.).

In all three cases, inappropriate, inept or absent displays of emo-
tion were understood to connote a damaged personality. This discourse
constructed the women’s femininity as unformed and underdevel-
oped. Unlike representations of madness that depict exaggerated and
pathological versions of femininity, these cases are of women perceived
to have failed to attain femininity. Gender is read from a number
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signs, which require performance. The lack of an appropriate repertoire
of feminine emotion, such as tears, remorse or recognisable vulnera-
bility, meant that Shirley, Helen and Doreen were not intelligible as
females. They were either emotionless or performed the ‘wrong’ emo-
tions, such as aggression. This interpretation arose from framing their
behaviour and reactions selectively. As the discussion of the compar-
ison the psychiatrist made between Doreen and an adult male psy-
chopath demonstrates, the reactions of these women could have been
understood differently.

The stress placed on immaturity exemplifies the gendering of the
damaged, psychopathic personality in women as stunted womanhood.
Maturity was an important aspect of the 1950s British ‘new woman’,
who was in the vanguard of modernity (Geraghty, 2000). Maturity was
necessary for successful marriage and motherhood, but also for success
as an employee and a consumer. Immaturity meant failure in these areas
and failure as a woman. It also indicated inability to participate in, and
drive, society’s modernisation. Women who could not achieve mature
femininity, which was advocated in sources as diverse as sociological
and educational studies, and popular magazines, were an anti-modern
force (Geraghty, 2000).

The damaged personalities constructed in the cases of Shirley, Helen
and Doreen contained elements and echoes of perceptions of ‘feeble-
mindedness’ and ‘mental deficiency’, which informed British under-
standings of the inadequate psychopath. This demonstrates the influ-
ence of long-standing constructions of social class on conceptions of
damaged personality, and echoes eugenics-inspired explanations for
‘degenerative’ traits. The subnormal, low-functioning individual unfit
for modern society was iterated as an ‘idiot’ or ‘imbecile’ in the early
twentieth century, and as a type of psychopathic personality in the
1950s (Wootton, 1959).

This highlights the importance of analysing intersectional identi-
ties in relation to the damaged personality discourse. The construction
of damaged individuals unable to participate in the modern ‘new
Jerusalem’ of post-war Britain, despite the provisions of the welfare state
and improvements in living standards, individualised the vicissitudes of
poverty and family instability that some people faced. This can be seen
particularly clearly in the cases of Shirley and Helen. Their problems
were attributed to their constitutional failings and little attention was
paid to their backgrounds in institutional care, or in Helen’s case to her
experiences as a homeless woman, other than to further underline their
failure to achieve normality. Shirley’s presumed ‘sensitivity’ about being
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black was not understood as related to her social position and the expe-
rience of racism, but as a manifestation of her individual pathology.
Certain features of the psychopathic personality such as abnormality,
immaturity and aggression echoed racist, colonialist assumptions about
black Africans (see McCulloch, 1995) and were aspects of a wider colo-
nialist discourse of ‘savage’, ‘irrational’ colonial ‘others’, who existed in
opposition to ‘British civilization and modernity’ (Webster, 2007, p. 4).
As the result of a sexual relationship that would have been characterised
in the mid-twentieth century as ‘miscegenation’ (Webster, 2007), Shirley
was a racially liminal figure who traversed the boundaries between black
and white, and British and not British.

Shirley and Helen were constructed as underdeveloped, failed women
who remained overgrown, dangerous children from whom the public
needed to be protected. Doreen had not reached womanhood by the
time of her conviction for manslaughter and the outcome of her trial
suggests that she was not regarded as seriously flawed to the same degree
as Shirley and Helen. From what can be known of her trial, and the
fact that she was sentenced to approved school, it seems that she was
viewed as reformable. This was in keeping with the dominant approach
to juvenile justice of the era, which sought to transform ‘delinquents’
into useful citizens (see Wills, 2005). Doreen was from a working-class
background, but unlike Shirley and Helen did not have a history of insti-
tutionalisation and did not appear quite so removed from normality.
However, the psychiatrist’s report on Doreen demonstrates that her con-
struction as a damaged personality could also result in a representation
that portrayed her as disturbing and threatening.

The damaged personality, understood as manifest in conditions such
as psychopathy, is a liminal category that collapses the boundary
between sanity and insanity. In the context of mid-twentieth-century
Britain, this made those judged psychopathic personalities both per-
plexing and threatening. They were individuals who could not govern
themselves (or could not govern their ‘selves’ (Rose, 1999)) and therefore
could not thrive in a modern, forward-looking society such as post-war
Britain. Shirley, Helen and Doreen had all experienced high levels of
state intervention in their lives (Shirley and Helen particularly so), and
yet they still failed, indicating the persistence of those resistant to trans-
formation. Their incorrect performances of gender did not trouble the
boundaries between femininity and masculinity, as in the masculine
woman discourse, but rather did not fulfil the rudiments of appropriate
woman- or girlhood. They seemed curiously degendered, and not at all
the capable, mature ‘new women’ idealised in the 1950s.



142 Women, Murder and Femininity

The respectable woman

The Second World War and the post-war era were pivotal times for
British working-class respectability. The active engagement of working-
class men and women in the war effort, coupled with the domestic stric-
tures and dangers that fighting the ‘People’s War’ entailed, incorporated
the working class as legitimate and valuable members of the national
community (Rose, 2003). Significantly, the white working class could
now represent the British ‘people’. The welfare settlement of the ‘Peo-
ple’s Peace’ (Morgan, 1990) and the increased affluence and heightened
standard of living experienced by many working-class families in the
late 1950s and 1960s, exemplified by the availability of council housing,
promised a better future (Giles, 2005). The white working class marked
the boundaries of acceptable membership of the nation against the
new Commonwealth (understood as non-white) immigration (Webster,
2007).

This increased acceptability and respectability was contingent upon
the maintenance of certain standards, which were of course gendered.
Modern working-class men provided financially for their families and
also spent their leisure time with them, fulfilling the mid-twentieth-
century ideal of the ‘companionate marriage’, in which the woman
and man would be equal partners with different roles to perform
(Collins, 2003). Respectable working-class women, if married with fam-
ilies, would be responsible for the family’s consumption and keeping
their home clean and tidy (Geraghty, 2000; Giles, 2005). Part-time
employment was consistent with respectability, as it could be an effort
to improve the family’s living standards and enable the purchase of
consumer goods (Wilson, 2006).

Working-class families who lived in dirty, chaotic homes and dis-
played an apparent disregard for norms of respectability were in the
1950s open to being labelled ‘problem families’, who rather than tak-
ing advantage of the ‘better future’ promised by the modern world
‘lived in opposition to modernist principles’ (Swanson, 2007, p. 34).
These disreputable, or ‘rough’, members of the working class collapsed
the boundaries between the orderly, clean, white working class and
the noisy, disruptive and dirty immigrants settling in British cities
at this time. As such, they surrendered the privileges of whiteness
(and therefore belonging), becoming ‘dark strangers’ alongside the
immigrants (Waters, 1997).

White working-class women were, therefore, important boundary
markers of Britishness. They were also the focus for anxieties, as well
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as hopes, about the onward rush of modernity. Respectable working-
class married women who were past youth could be constructed as
archetypal ‘Mum’ figures, symbolic of reassuring tradition and conti-
nuity. Brooke (2001, p. 775) argues that ‘[a]t a moment when such
stereotypes might have had less resonance in lived experience, nostalgia
for traditional, more certain and more fixed stereotypes of femininity
(such as the working class mother) became more intense’. ‘Mum’ was a
sentimental, nostalgic construction of the strong, capable working-class
woman who held her family together. She was above all hard working
and self-sacrificing, with hard work in particular signifying working-
class respectability. Crucially, as a woman past attractiveness, she was
not glamorous or sexual and was therefore unthreatening (ibid.). She
symbolised a world being lost to affluence and Americanisation (for
articulation of these anxieties, see Hoggart (1957)). Although the mid-
twentieth-century Mum was a sentimentalised and idealised figure, it
was also recognised that strain and emotional tension could result from
the domestic work that many women carried out (Langhamer, 2005).

A mid-twentieth-century opposite to Mum was the never married
woman, or ‘spinster’. As Holden (2007) argues, marital status is an
important category for social analysis. Marriage is frequently concep-
tualised as a stage in the life course, with never married people being
regarded as ‘exceptions to the norm’ (ibid., p. 1). In 1950s Britain, the
married mother and the spinster represented different poles of fem-
ininity, with the spinster constituting a ‘failed’, unfulfilled woman.
Post war, there were fewer young unmarried women and ‘remaining
unmarried became increasingly unacceptable’ in comparison with the
interwar period (ibid., p. 13). Persistent, negative stereotypes of spinsters
as ‘thwarted’ women who led ‘unnatural’ lives (having missed out on
marriage and motherhood) demonstrated the culturally devalued status
of this subjectivity (Oram, 1992; Fink and Holden, 1999).

Despite constructions as ‘superfluous’, never married women were fre-
quently family ‘standbys’ who played active roles in their families as
daughters, sisters and aunts (Holden, 2007). Spinster representations
were not uniformly negative – she could be a sensible, no nonsense
figure who established and maintained order, and for women with a
degree of financial independence spinsterhood could represent an alter-
native to the narrow confines of normative femininity (Joannou, 1994).
Although they were often culturally reviled, spinsters were respectable
women. Unmarried mothers, women who co-habited with men and
unmarried women perceived as sexually promiscuous (all disreputable
in the mid twentieth-century) were not spinsters, who were either
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pitied as celibate or suspected as lesbian (Oram and Turnbull, 2001;
Holden, 2007). Both women whose cases are analysed in this section
were represented as respectable, but they constitute two different poles
of respectable mid-twentieth-century femininity.

Edith Chubb

In February 1958, in Broadstairs, an English town on the south east
coast, Edith Chubb became irritated by her sister-in-law, Lilian Chubb,
when she placed her teacup on the floor ‘in a clean place’ (Daily Tele-
graph, 2 May 1958). When Lilian was about to leave for work, Edith
pulled on her scarf, causing her to gurgle. The postman’s arrival at the
door startled Edith, who placed her hand over Lilian’s mouth and nose
to stop her making a noise. When Edith removed her hand, she realised
Lilian was dead.

Edith put the dead body in the coal shed until early the following
morning. When her husband and children had left the house, she used
an invalid chair covered with a blanket to dispose of it on a bank. Edith
took the money that had been in Lilian’s purse, before burning it along
with Lilian’s handbag. She used the money to pay off debts she owed on
the rent and at a grocery store. A passer-by discovered the corpse later
the same morning.

Edith lived with her husband, Ernest, their five children and Lilian,
Ernest’s unmarried sister. Until shortly before the killing, the household
had also comprised Edith’s mother, but she had gone into hospital. Until
around 5 weeks before she killed Lilian, Edith had worked as a nurs-
ing assistant at a local hospital for three 12-hour night shifts per week.
Ernest’s new job as a plumber meant that she could give up her job, but
she had been prescribed Dexedrine, an amphetamine, to overcome her
exhaustion. Lilian had lived with the Chubbs for the 7 years since her
mother had died. She worked as a buyer in the haberdashery section of
a department store.

The police’s suspicions centred on Edith because of the debts she
settled on the day Lilian disappeared and because she appeared ‘taut’
when they visited the house (DPP2/2782, Police report, [day not spec-
ified] February 1958). Edith made two statements in which she denied
any knowledge of the circumstances of Lilian’s death, but made a third
in which she admitted to pulling on her scarf and causing her death.
She put forward defences of both diminished responsibility, because of
her exhaustion and frayed nerves, and involuntary manslaughter on the
grounds that she had not intended to hurt Lilian when she pulled her
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scarf. She was found guilty of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced
to 4 years in prison.

Edith’s defence developed a theme, which was also present in the
prosecution documents, of representing her as over-worked and put
upon. This depiction relied on perceiving Edith as respectable and as
someone who had fulfilled her duties. In particular, she was identi-
fied as a working-class ‘Mum’, understood as the organiser and ruler
of domestic space, and the archetypal emblem of ‘home’ (Brooke, 2001;
Langhamer, 2005). Edith’s statements to the police provided the basis
for her portrayal through the Mum representation. These described her
day of chores, which began at 4 A.M. when she made breakfast for
her husband. She claimed that her family was ‘very happy and united’
(DPP2/2782, Edith’s first statement, 7 February 1958) and that ‘Lilian
and I always got on well together and she had always promised to look
after the children if anything happened to me’ (DPP2/2782, Edith’s third
statement, 14 February 1958). Edith’s former boss, a matron at the hos-
pital where she had worked, framed Edith’s professional life in terms of
the sentimentalised Mum construction:

she carried out her duties extremely well and was most reliable, most
kind and considerate to all patients who came under her care. She
was popular with the staff and the patients and was neat in her uni-
form and methodical in everything she did. I can’t speak too highly
of Mrs Chubb. I know that her children were always her first consid-
eration. She was quite strong. (DPP2/2782, Evelyn Cook’s statement,
17 February 1958)

The matron enumerates Edith’s maternal qualities, such her reliability
and kindness, and in keeping with the figure of the working-class Mum,
describes her as ‘strong’. She was called as a witness for the defence and
testified that:

As a nurse she is most efficient, and is an excellent nurse. As a person
I like her very much, and so do her colleagues and the patients. She
is called by the patients the ‘ministering angel of the night’. (Evelyn
Cook’s testimony quoted in The Times, 2 May 1958)

This portrayal drew on a sentimental discourse of the devoted, attentive
nurse and sought to establish a moral identity for Edith. Construction of
a moral identity as a hard working mother and nurse4 emphasised her
value and therefore her respectability. This sentimentalised testimony
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from the matron recalls the conventions of melodrama, whereby events
are constructed in emotional terms and the heroine’s transgressions are
recuperated (Landy, 1991).

Edith’s moral subjectivity was constructed relationally by comparing
her with Lilian, a spinster and therefore a failed woman. Edith, a wife
and mother, could be constructed as having greater social value than
Lilian against these pejorative assumptions about never married women.
The social opprobrium attached to spinsterhood was indicated in the
police report:

The deceased appears to have been of a retiring nature and rather
a dull sort of person. She had a number of business acquaintances
but seems to have found no real friends. Occasionally she has been
given a ride from her employment back to her home by commercial
travellers, but apart from this has had no close association with men.
(DPP2/2782, Police report, February 1958)

This extract was part of an explanation for why the police suspected
Lilian had been killed by a family member, rather than a stranger or
male acquaintance. However, the references to Lilian’s ‘retiring nature’
and dullness serve as an implicit criticism, as does mention of her
lack of friends or association with men. As a never-married woman,
Lilian did not perform heterosexuality, a constituent part of appropriate
femininity.

Edith was represented as an overburdened, respectable working-
class woman stretched too far. The psychiatrist who examined her
highlighted her hard work and exhaustion:

Up to about five weeks before the crime the prisoner was working
three nights a week from 8pm to 8am as night nurse at Haine Hos-
pital. These were three consecutive nights. . . and, as she was running
her home as well, she probably had insufficient sleep and became
increasingly fatigued. I understand that she saw her doctor from time
to time during this period and was helped to keep going by taking
Dexedrine during the day. (DPP2/2782, Psychiatrist’s report, 14 April
1958)

That she was willing to work so hard was an important aspect of her
respectability, and differentiated her from ‘rough’ working-class women
who failed to adequately care for their children or to keep their houses
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clean (see Spinley, 1953; Kerr, 1958). Despite her early assertions of fam-
ily harmony, Edith’s domestic life was constructed as a source of stress, as
were her family relationships in themselves. The police report described
Ernest, her husband, as ‘a dull, unimaginative man’ (DPP2/2782) whom
they regarded as someone who would have been unable to disguise his
role in the crime if he had taken part. This cast doubt on his masculinity,
as the report suggests he was simply not up to committing or abet-
ting a crime, and also constructed him as a rather substandard marriage
partner.

Edith’s self-sacrificial capacity for hard work was contrasted positively
with Lilian’s putative laziness. As will be discussed, the defence empha-
sised this difference during the trial, but similar views could be found in
the prison medical officer’s report. He commented on Edith’s domestic
responsibilities:

Her mother was elderly and not in good health and her deceased
sister-in-law a woman [to whom] she could speak little except about
her work and tended to leave all the household chores to Mrs Chubb,
who had to care for a household of eight and herself. (DPP2/2782,
Prison medical officer’s report, 2 April 1958)

This provided some basis for a defence of diminished responsibility
which could avoid pathologising Edith. Rather, she was constructed as
understandably overwrought and attempting to cope with little support.
The family doctor appeared as a witness for the defence, as reported in
The Times:

All the years he had known Mrs Chubb she had been an exceptionally
hard worker who lived on her nerves and was never able to relax. Last
year, he formed the opinion that she was on the verge of a nervous
breakdown. She felt she was ‘between the devil and the deep blue
sea.’ (Dr Marshall’s testimony reported in The Times, 2 May 1958)

The defence pursued this representation of Edith vigorously and con-
trasted it with Lilian’s failures as a woman. Edith’s identity as a
respectable, hard-working wife and mother proved her moral worth. Her
testimony in court stated that she had worked as a cleaner and then
nurse to ‘supplement the family income’ (Edith’s testimony reported
in The Times, 2 May 1958) and had kept house for nine people. This
industriousness was compared favourably with Lilian’s laziness:
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Mr A P Marshall QC (defending): How much did your sister-in-law,
Lilian, pay you for her board and lodgings? – [Edith’s answer] 25s a
week.

Did seeing her sitting about placid and calm, and doing nothing,
have any effect upon you? – It is a little irritating you know, to see
her sitting around. . . .

‘I felt irritated by the way she had put her cup down’ she explained.
‘I followed her down the passage and pulled her scarf. I did not intend
to hurt her: I intended to give her a shake up’ . . .

Mr Marshall: Why didn’t you go to the police at once? – I knew
I would have had to go away if I went to the police, and I did not
want the children to be left on their own. (The Times, 2 May 1958)

Although it was argued that Edith did not mean to hurt her, Lilian’s
dirty teacup is almost offered as a justification for the attack upon her.
Defence counsel and Edith also reminded the jury of her devotion to
her children immediately after she outlined the killing. This framed
hiding and disposing of Lilian’s body, potentially disturbing facts, as
measures taken to protect her children from the loss of their mother,
rather than to save herself from detection. The defence discursively recu-
perated Edith as a fastidious housewife and good mother, which erased
her use of violence.

In his closing speech, the defence barrister described the case as ‘a
story of human frailty . . . exasperation and not of hatred . . . basically the
story of Martha and Mary. It is the story of sickness and exhaustion’
(quoted in Broadstairs and St Peters Mail, 7 May 1958). The reference to
the biblical story of two sisters visited by Christ identified Edith with
Martha, the patron saint of housewives. This continued her sentimental
portrayal and, although ‘sickness’ is mentioned, avoided pathologi-
cal explanations for her actions. Edith was represented as an ordinary
working-class woman pushed too far, not as an abnormal one.

The prosecution countered this sympathetic depiction of Edith by
stressing the seeming intentionality of the killing. Summarising this
argument, the judge reminded the jury:

She held her hand over Lilian’s face for two or three seconds to pre-
vent the milkman [sic] from hearing the noise she was making. You
will have to ask yourselves whether that is a true account of what
happened. This woman is a trained nurse and you may think that
the simplest thing in the world would have been for her to deal with
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the situation and the deceased would have recovered quite quickly.
(Judge’s summing up quoted in The Times, 3 May 1958)

The judge suggested that Edith had lied about the circumstances of the
killing and that she could be deceitful. He questioned whether there was
any reason for Edith to have put her hand over Lilian’s mouth and nose
when she lay on floor, and also stated, ‘While the deceased’s body was in
the coal house the accused woman was behaving as if she knew nothing
about her’ (Judge’s summing up quoted in Daily Telegraph, 3 May 1958).
This challenged the moral identity for Edith created by the defence,
although it was the defence’s version of events that ultimately succeeded
as she was found guilty of involuntary manslaughter, the best outcome
she could achieve.5

Renee Hargreaves

Renee Hargreaves, 54, called an ambulance one morning in January
1962 for Ernest Massey, 78, who lived with her and her friend, Clare
Boston, in their home in Porkellis, Cornwall in south-west England.
He had become violently ill and died soon after reaching hospital. It
emerged that Ernest had died from sodium chlorate poisoning, an ingre-
dient of weed killer, traces of which were found in his tea mug. Renee
was the beneficiary of Ernest’s will, had made recent inquiries arranging
for him to live in a residential home (for which she needed his consent)
and had, within the previous 6 months, asked her doctor if it was likely
there would be an inquest if he died.

In her first statement to the police, Renee emphasised Ernest’s ‘pecu-
liar habits’ (ASSI26/262, 25 January 1962), which included drinking
from bottles and pouring paraffin onto the fire. When interviewed for
the second time by the police, and asked directly if she had poisoned
Ernest, she admitted that she had put weed killer in his tea. However, she
maintained that she had only intended to make him ill enough to go to
hospital, and not to kill him. Her defence was involuntary manslaugh-
ter, as it was argued that she did not realise the weed killer was poisonous
enough to cause death or serious injury, and it was not labelled as
dangerous. This succeeded and she was found guilty of manslaughter,
receiving an 18-month sentence.

Renee had lived in Porkellis for 4 years, but she had lived with Clare
for a total of 20. Ernest moved in when his wife died in 1960, although
he had not been invited to live with the two women. Renee had known
him for many years, as his wife had been her nurse when she was a
small child. Renee had three adult children in their 20s. She had left her
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husband between 20 and 23 years previously because he was a drunkard.
After that time, she worked on farms and as a herdswoman. It appears
that at the time of Ernest’s death, neither she nor Clare was employed,
but cared for him.

The discussion of Edith’s case revealed the negative way in which
Lilian, as a single woman, was represented. Renee had been married
in the past, and may have never been divorced,6 but she was referred
to in newspaper stories as a ‘spinster’ (Western Daily Press, 27 January
1962; The Times, 28 January 1962), probably because it was not publicly
known that she had been married and had children. Unlike Lilian, Renee
was constructed as occupying a socially useful role. Her relationship
with Clare was not viewed as abnormal, although the prison medical
officer implied that it might be lesbian:

She is fond of reading and has some rather masculine interests, in fact
she is a very masculine person with her hair cut short and wearing
trousers and a sweater. I did not probe into her sexual life. I did not
consider it relevant . . . [she] lives in a cottage with Miss Boston who
is aged 64. As I said they have been friends for 22 years and seem to
have a close relationship. (ASSI26/262, Prison medical officer’s report,
29 March 1962)

The prison medical officer refers to her as ‘very masculine’ and states the
length of her friendship with Clare. However, he seems to have regarded
further speculation as unseemly and did not ‘probe’ Renee about her sex-
uality. This contrasts with the cases of Yvonne Jennion, Norma Everson
and Marilyn Bain, who were constructed through the masculine woman
discourse, where perceived masculinity and lesbianism were regarded as
having great importance. By the 1950s in Britain, close female friend-
ships were increasingly likely to be perceived as lesbian, although female
couples could also be seen as non-sexual (Oram and Turnbull, 2001).

The difference between Renee’s case and those discussed in relation to
the masculine woman discourse is partly due to age. As a woman in her
late 50s living with a woman in her 60s, her relationship may have been
understood as a sensible, second best alternative to relationships with
men. Her sexuality was less contentious than that of younger women, as
she and Clare were likely to be perceived as past heterosexual attractive-
ness or availability. The prison medical officer’s report describes Renee
as ‘co-operative and friendly’ and states that she ‘was interesting to me
for of all the persons that I have examined in similar situations, she
appeared by far the most normal’ (ASSI26/262, 29 March 1962). The
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prison medical officer did not disapprove of Renee leaving her husband
two decades previously, but accepted that he was a ‘drunkard’ (ibid.).

Not all mid-twentieth-century medical understandings of lesbianism
perceived it as pathological or abnormal (Jennings, 2008). However,
in cases of unusual killings by women, the pathological masculine
woman has been a recurrent image. In Renee’s case, there may have
been less need to provide an explanation for the killing beyond her
own justifications. Use of poison was more conventionally feminine
than use of a knife or gun and Renee did not kill Ernest violently. Sig-
nificantly, her life was not unconventional, chaotic or connected to
the underworld. She lived quietly in Cornwall with Clare, and in this
sense she was respectable. Therefore, a pathological representation of
female homosexuality was not a useful means of telling her story. Her
lifestyle was marginal to, rather than in opposition with, normative
mid-twentieth-century ideals of marriage and motherhood.

As with Edith’s case, a sympathetic portrayal of Renee was partly
achieved by viewing Ernest, the man she poisoned, as a nuisance who
had foisted himself upon her. Although she had known him nearly all
her life, he was not a biological relative and this limited her perceived
obligation to him. Her first statement to the police outlined some of the
difficulties of living with, and caring for, Ernest:

Mr Massey was also very peculiar in that he was very reluctant to
wash himself or to keep himself clean. Miss Boston and I thought
that he had become flea-ridden and eventually it became necessary
for me to bath him . . . At one time he grew a beard because he would
not shave himself and as he got so dirty and I thought his hair had
fleas in it, I shaved his beard off myself, after he had protested very
strongly. (ASSI26/262, Renee’s first statement, 25 January 1962)

From Renee’s description, it appears that Ernest was quite confused and
unable to look after himself. Recognition that he was a hard person to
care for made Renee’s actions seem comprehensible. Depositions and
statements from other witnesses reflected this attitude. Under cross-
examination at the committal hearing, Renee’s doctor stated, ‘Miss
Hargreaves did a very good job of looking after this old man. His con-
dition was one of general debility. He was a frail old man’ (ASSI26/262,
Charles Clapham’s deposition, 27 February 1962). A welfare officer who
had visited the home described her as ‘a kindly soul especially with
regard to the old man’s interest’ (ASSI26/262, John Clemo’s statement,
31 January 1962) and a friend suggested that Ernest ‘was playing on
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the nerves of both women who were extremely friendly and his pres-
ence made it impossible for them to go out’ (ASSI26/262, Ethel Abbott’s
statement, 31 January 1962).

As with the construction of Edith and Lilian, Renee was represented
as someone of greater social worth than Ernest, a very old man per-
ceived as having little contribution to make to society. By the early
1960s, interwar anxieties about the social burden of an aging population
had disappeared, as the post-war baby boom and Commonwealth immi-
gration swelled the working age population (Thane, 2000). However,
needy ‘elderly’ people as a burden on individual female family mem-
bers was a theme raised in mid-twentieth-century social studies (ibid.).
Like Edith, Renee had performed an undesirable and stressful caring role
and was perceived to have succumbed to its pressure. Her performance
of care, a central element of mid-twentieth century appropriate femi-
ninity, also made it possible to recognise her as a respectable, dutiful
woman. Newspaper reports of the judge’s summing up indicate that the
defence strategy utilised the representation of Renee as severely tested
by caring for Ernest, and the judge appeared to concur:

He told the jury that there seemed little doubt that in the 15 months
he lived with Miss Hargreaves and Miss Boston this man of 78 had
become nosey, dirty, and rather a nuisance.

‘You may think he was getting on the nerves of both ladies looking
after him.’ (Judge’s summing up quoted in The Guardian 6 April 1962)

He informed the jury that sodium chlorate was not marked as a poison
and if the jury believed that Renee did not know it would do Ernest
grave harm, its verdict should be manslaughter, and this is the verdict
they delivered.

Viewing Renee as put upon by Ernest, a man for whom she had suc-
cessfully cared for 2 years, helped to erase the more troubling aspects
of the case, such as the fact she was the sole beneficiary of his will
and had made inquiries about whether his death would be likely to be
investigated. The pathologist testified that it was unlikely that Ernest
was fatally poisoned with a single dose of weed killer, but over 2 or
3 days. In addition to the tea mug, the police also found a beer glass
with traces of sodium chlorate in it. Of course, this does not mean that
Renee knew she was fatally poisoning Ernest, and the pathologist may
have been wrong about the dosage. However, as with Edith’s case, quite
a high degree of intent to harm could be read from the evidence, but
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Renee was successfully recuperated as a respectable woman with a moral
subjectivity.

The defence’s alignment of Edith Chubb with a nostalgic, sentimen-
tal construction of the self-sacrificing working-class mother needs to be
understood in relation to the new inscription of the white working class
as the British ‘people’. Edith’s hard work and selflessness meant that
she could be implicitly constructed as a paragon of ‘traditional’ white,
maternal femininity in an era when better living standards and immi-
gration threatened to transform the working-class population. In Edith’s
case, the respectable woman discourse articulated these fears about the
effects of post-war modernity on the British people, as they were per-
ceived to move from warm, tightly knit communities to the anonymity
of new housing estates, where they could take advantage of consumer
goods, but perhaps lose their vital humanity (see Young and Willmott,
1957). This represents another strand of the complex and competing
notions of modern British society that shaped the discourses of feminin-
ity in these mid-twentieth-century cases. We have examined modernity
as threat in terms of the sexual and urban pleasures that it could offer,
and we have also explored the revulsion and frustration that shaped the
construction of the ‘anti-modern’, who could not be improved by the
advantages modern Britain had to offer. From Edith’s case, we can read
a representation of modernity as a threat to the British people’s integrity.

This portrayal of Edith was complicated by the stress placed on her
hard life and financial struggles, introducing ambiguity to the nostalgic
‘Mum’ symbol. Although her performance of traditional working-class
womanhood granted Edith moral worth, as the put upon ‘Mum’ to
a large household comprising five children and wider family mem-
bers, especially as one who ‘snapped’, the case highlighted undesirable
aspects of traditional working-class life. Edith’s case was a venue for anx-
ieties about modernity, but also demonstrated its potential advantages,
in the form of smaller, more contained families. This is perhaps why it
had wider cultural resonance – the Daily and Sunday Mirror newspapers,
which were aimed at a working-class readership, mounted a campaign
for her release from prison a year after her conviction that displayed
a similar tension between elegiac sentimentality and emphasis of the
burdens placed on Edith (for a full discussion see Seal, 2009a).

Lilian, although respectable, embodied a non-normative femininity
in relation to Edith’s married motherhood. She provided the contrast
which enabled an idealised image of Edith to emerge. However, the
construction of Renee demonstrates that mid-twentieth-century women
perceived as ‘spinsters’ were not automatically denigrated, underlining
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the importance of close attention to the dynamics of particular cases.
Renee’s relationship with Clare, even if understood as lesbian, did not
pose a threat to the contemporary norm of marriage and motherhood.
Their relationship could be viewed as a ‘second best’ adopted later in
life, rather than as a destabilising challenge to normative sexual rela-
tions. Renee, a woman in her 50s, could be represented as a familiar
and recognisable figure, the spinster, rather than as the more disrup-
tive and confusing sexual ‘deviant’ explored in the masculine woman
section. Rather than signalling the potential threat of modernity’s sex-
ual pluralism, her quiet lifestyle could be interpreted as making do with
an inferior alternative to a life with her husband and children. It is also
significant that like Edith, she was constructed positively in relation to
her victim, a demanding old man.

The witch

The iteration of the witch discourse in two mid-twentieth-century cases
needs to be understood through constructions of ‘disreputable’ poverty
as they applied to older women. The analysis of Alice Fletcher’s case
through the muse/mastermind dichotomy explored her construction as
a poor woman associated with Birmingham’s sleazy urban underworld,
and the section on damaged personalities discussed the mid-twentieth-
century concept of ‘social inadequacy’, whereby individuals were per-
ceived to be incapable of adjusting to modern society. Unlike Alice
Fletcher, the two women whose cases are decoded in this section did
not live in big cities, and unlike the ‘damaged personalities’, they were
not assessed as psychologically abnormal. However, the case file material
demonstrates that they were viewed as socially marginal, poor women
of bad character.

In late 1950s and early 1960s Britain, there was a widespread belief
that poverty had been eradicated by full employment and the helping
hand of the welfare state (Coates and Silburn, 1973). Those who stub-
bornly remained in reduced living circumstances did so either because of
immorality, profligacy or inadequacy. ‘Rough’ women were unable to get
by financially with what they had and were seen as likely to ‘misspend’
their money on fripperies such as cream cakes and tinned peaches
(Sprott et al., 1954). They had to resort to degrading measures, such
as pawning their possessions (Roberts, 1986). Low morals were a con-
stitutive feature of socially marginal, disreputable women. Co-habiting
with men without being married and bearing illegitimate children were
markers of sexual immorality that could result in a bad reputation and
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women’s ostracism from their local communities. Unmarried mothers
had a ‘potentially contaminating presence’ and were perceived as bear-
ers of shame (Holden, 2007, p. 117). Having left a husband, or having
been deserted by one, was also construed as an indication of working-
class women’s lack of respectability (see Spinley 1953; Kerr, 1958). These
categories of disreputable working-class womanhood can be contrasted
with both the sentimentalised ‘Mum’ figure and the ‘spinster’ represen-
tations, which established the parameters of respectable femininity for
working-class women past youth.

The two women whose cases are discussed in this section were sus-
pected of multiple killings and both were well over 60 years of age. As
explained in the section in Part I outlining the witch discourse, this
representation did not mean that the women in question were actually
believed to be witches. Rather, the witch is a socially marginal older
woman, often poor and with a bad reputation in her community.

Sarah Harvey

Thomas Harvey and his wife were clearing out the house of his mother,
Sarah, in Rhyl, North Wales, one day in May 1960. Sarah, 65, was ill with
bladder cancer and was in hospital at the time. There was a cupboard on
the landing, which Thomas had never seen unlocked. Sarah had always
told him that it contained the belongings of a woman who had lodged
in her house 20 years previously. Thomas broke the cupboard open to
discover that it contained a corpse, which he immediately reported to
the police. The corpse was identified as the remains of Frances Knight,
the woman whose possessions Sarah had said were in the cupboard. It
emerged that Sarah had been claiming Frances’ maintenance money,
paid by her husband due to their separation, for the preceding two
decades. While in the cupboard, Frances’ corpse had not decomposed,
but had naturally mummified.

Before the body had been identified, Sarah told the police that she had
no knowledge of it. When confronted with the information that it was
Frances Knight, the woman whose maintenance money she had been
claiming, Sarah explained that Frances had died from natural causes and
that she had hidden the body in the cupboard, but kept up the pretence
that Frances was alive in order to collect the money. Frances’ mummified
corpse had the remains of ligature made from a stocking around its neck.
A blanket had been placed between the legs, seemingly to absorb the dis-
charge of putrefaction. The Solicitor General and the Director of Public
Prosecutions decided that Sarah could be charged with murder.
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Sarah had been married twice. Her first husband divorced her in 1932,
11 years after they had separated. She gave birth to Thomas, who was
not her husband’s child, in 1931. She remarried in 1936, and her second
husband died 2 years later ‘apparently of cancer’ (DPP2/3098, Prelim-
inary police report, 7 May 1960). Sarah earned a living by taking in
lodgers. This included short-term holiday makers, as well as longer-term
residents, who were usually older people, or people with chronic ill-
nesses. In 1955, she stopped boarding lodgers and took a job in a hotel
as a still room maid. She performed this role until becoming ill with
cancer.

The police discovered that in addition to Sarah’s second husband
and Frances Knight, a further six people had died in her house. These
included an aunt, from whom she inherited tenancy of the house,
and her mother, from whom she inherited what had been her aunt’s
investments. There were also elderly residents who had deceased in the
house, including a woman who died 2 days after making Sarah the sole
executrix and beneficiary of her will. However, it was decided that there
was not enough evidence to warrant exhumations.

Sarah’s trial began, but the case against her collapsed when an expert
forensic witness passed out whilst under cross-examination by the
defence. The judge ordered that the murder charge should be withdrawn
because the prosecution could not prove that Sarah was responsible for
Frances’ death or for the ligature around her neck. Frances had been
ill with disseminated sclerosis (multiple sclerosis) and there was insuffi-
cient evidence that she had been killed by someone else. Sarah pleaded
guilty to two counts of obtaining money by false pretences and was
sentenced to 15 months in prison.

Throughout his childhood, Sarah eked out a living for herself and
Thomas by running her boarding house. The case file material echoes
the ‘beggar witch’ stereotype of an impecunious older woman who
causes harm to others (see Part I, section ‘The witch’). One of the
police reports7 comments that, ‘From the persons interviewed one is
able to draw a picture of Mrs Harvey as being a thief, continually
incurring debts and a hard and mercenary woman’ (DPP2/3098, Second
police report, 1 June 1960). A pawnbroker’s list is included in her file
(DPP2/3098, Pawnbroking transactions since 1936, Exhibit 12), which
shows that she mainly pawned her wedding ring (other items included
cutlery and an alarm clock). The police also took a statement from
Sarah’s pawnbroker, who described her as a ‘frequent visitor’ since the
early 1920s (DPP2/3098, William Smout’s statement, 23 May 1960). Sev-
eral former residents attested that Sarah had stolen possessions from
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them, and this probably accounted for the police’s interest in the pawn-
broker. However, the inclusion of a list of pawned items underlined
Sarah’s status as an economically marginal woman, and recalls the image
of the witch as a poor, older woman. Sarah emerges from the case file
material as a ‘rough’ working-class woman, who needed to resort to the
pawnshop in order to get by.

The police reports stressed that Sarah was known as disreputable in
her local community. The third police report informs personnel at the
office of the Director of Public Prosecutions that, ‘Some statements from
persons interviewed are attached and again, whilst of no evidential
value, they provide the background of this woman and an indication
of her reputation and character’ (DPP2/3098, Third police report, 20
June 1960). These statements include one from Sarah’s first husband,
which alleges that she stole some of his sister’s wedding presents and
on one occasion pawned all his clothes, leaving him ‘only what I stood
in’ (DPP2/3098, William Williams’ statement, 10 May 1960). He also
claims that Sarah once set his bed on fire while he was still in it. One
of Sarah’s neighbours stated that, ‘When I rented my house I was told
by the owner of the property that my neighbours on one side were
undesirable – meaning Mrs Harvey, who was a widow living with her
only son’ (DPP2/3098, Peter Griffiths’ statement, 9 May 1960). Other
witnesses described her as ‘moody’, ‘hard’ and ‘mysterious’. Not all of
the statements disparage Sarah. Others refer to her as ‘decent’, ‘ordi-
nary’ and ‘kind’. However, the police reports drew from the negative
representations in their portrayal of her.

As the 20 June police report acknowledged, the information from
these witness statements did not carry legal weight as it did not count as
evidence. However, that Sarah was a disreputable woman of bad charac-
ter and regarded with suspicion in her community is offered as a wider
explanation for why she committed the crimes of which she was sus-
pected. It also signals unease about the case, and an assumption that
Sarah’s behaviour was only explicable if she was both evil and socially
marginal – in other words, witch-like.

Sarah’s marginality was highlighted by her status as the mother of
an illegitimate child. This detail is seemingly irrelevant to the case, but
reference to Thomas’ illegitimacy recurs in the case file material. A time-
line of events notes that the body was discovered by the ‘Accused’s
illegitimate son, Thomas Harvey’ (DPP2/3098, 7 June 1960). The prelim-
inary police report states that Thomas’ birth certificate ‘does not give
particulars of his father’ and a progress report from the police relates
that Sarah ‘has persistently refused to disclose the identity of the child’s



158 Women, Murder and Femininity

father’ (DPP2/3098, 1 June 1960). However, it was by no means unusual
in interwar and post-war Britain for unmarried mothers to keep the
details of their children’s paternity secret (Davidoff et al., 1999). Steed-
man (1986, p. 67) describes the experience of being an illegitimate child
in 1950s Britain as an existence marked by ‘illegality and impropriety’,
and one that placed social distance between illegitimate children and
‘respectable’ families. Stressing that Sarah had a child outside of mar-
riage also suggested that she was sexually deviant, another element of
the witch discourse (and of other discourses of transgressive feminin-
ity). Her ‘refusal’ to name Thomas’ father was read as uncooperative,
but also deceitful, which was characteristic of the witch. As a woman
who had been a lone mother, Sarah challenged the normative gender
roles of male provider and domestic female and, like the witch, turned
the social order upside down.

The deception involved in hiding the fact of Frances’ death and col-
lecting her maintenance money also contributed to the witch discourse
in relation to Sarah’s case. She claimed that she put Frances’ body in
the cupboard in a moment of panic, which was disputed by the pros-
ecution during the trial. Sir Jocelyn Simon, the Solicitor General, acted
for the prosecution, indicating the seriousness with which Sarah’s case
was regarded and the perceived difficulties in proving that she had killed
Frances.8 He pointed out that Sarah had put flypapers and disinfectant
in the cupboard and had placed the absorbent bedspread between the
body’s legs. He argued that this indicated her guilt:

The taking of precautions against the natural consequences of hiding
the body, precautions which are irreconcilable with panic but were
cold-blooded, calculated acts. The clear action of Mrs Harvey once
she had Mrs Knight’s maintenance money, and week after week for
20 years drawing the money which should have come to the dead
woman. (quoted in The Times, 14 October 1960)

Claiming the maintenance money involved Sarah in the pretence
that Frances was still alive, but housebound. This entailed answering
questions about the state of Frances’ health and temper. Perhaps most
significant was the successful hiding of the body for 20 years. The sec-
ond police report notes, ‘The fact that during the course of a day she
[Sarah] and very many other persons who have lived at this address,
would pass the cupboard on many occasions, gives one an idea of her
character’ (DPP2/3098, 1 June 1960).
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Unsurprisingly, some of the case file material on Sarah employs ele-
ments of the gothic. A letter from the Chief Constable to one of the
Assistant Directors of Public Prosecutions states, ‘an alarmingly high
number of people have died in this house’ (DPP2/3098, 3 June 1960).
The centrality of Sarah’s house, with its 20-year secret of a locked
cupboard containing a body, chimes with the gothic conventions of
mysterious houses and locked doors (see D’Cruze, 2006). The discovery
of Frances Knight’s body in Sarah Harvey’s locked cupboard is reminis-
cent of ghost stories by writers such as Le Fanu (1923), where the plot
hinges around similar discoveries of long dead victims (see, for example,
Madam Crowl’s Ghost). Notes at the beginning of the prosecution file
warn, ‘This may turn into a female “Christie” case before it is finished’
(DPP2/3098, Handwritten notes on file, 9 May 1960). This statement
compares Sarah with John Christie, executed in 1953 after the bod-
ies of six women, including his wife, were found in the wall, under
the floorboards and buried in the garden of his flat in London. The
notes acknowledge the macabre nature of the case and also its capacity
to become a sensation. The seemingly gothic elements of Sarah’s case
contributed to her witch-like representation.

The details of a case involving a mummified corpse, discovered after
20 years on the landing of a boarding house, provided scope for
media representations to exploit it as a horror story. In his deposition,
the pathologist highlighted some fictive elements of the press report-
ing: ‘The headline in a National Daily Newspaper [sic] of the 17th
May “Woman deliberately turned into Mummy” is complete nonsense’
(DPP2/3098, Gerald Evans’ deposition, 11 October 1960). The American
current affairs magazine, Time, ran a story about the case headlined
‘A Mummy in the Closet’ (19 October 1960). At Sarah’s committal
hearing, her defence counsel raised the issue of sensationalist media
reporting:

Hardly a day has gone by when the searchlight of the press has not
been turned on this case, and some suggestions which have been
made in certain organs of the press are quite irresponsible and will be
shown to be completely without foundation. (Quoted in The Times,
1 July 1960)

In particular, the barrister criticised a newspaper, which he did not
name, for suggesting Sarah had been involved in ‘ritual orgies and
ghoulish practices’ (ibid.). There was no indication that she participated
in orgies or rituals, but these allegations hinted at witchcraft, showing
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that Sarah was associated with the supernatural in certain popular repre-
sentations of the case. The prosecution process required that events were
articulated in a fashion which adhered to bureaucratic conventions and
legal procedural rules. Despite this, invocations of the gothic did appear
in the criminal justice process.

Mary Wilson

In 1958, Mary Wilson became the last woman to be reprieved from
the death penalty in England and Wales before its effective abolition in
1965. She was a 68-year-old widow (although the newspapers reported
her age as 66) resident in County Durham, north-east England, and was
found guilty of murdering two of her husbands by poisoning them with
phosphorous, which at the time could be found in rat and beetle poi-
son. She received a death sentence because she had committed murder
on two separate occasions, which made her liable for the death penalty
under the Homicide Act 1957.

On the 20 September 1956, Mary married 75-year-old Oliver Leonard,
who died on 3 October. Just over a year later, on 28 October 1957, she
married 76-year-old Ernest Wilson, who died on 12 November. The bod-
ies of Oliver and Ernest were exhumed due to suspicion that they had
not died of natural causes. Traces of phosphorous and bran were found
in their intestines, which suggested they had been poisoned with Rodine
beetle poison. Mary inherited some money from Oliver and was paid
from Ernest’s life insurance policies. She also attempted, unsuccessfully,
to withdraw £100 from an account of Ernest’s.

Mary was born in 1890 and worked in domestic service before she
married her first husband, John Knowles, a chimney sweep, in 1914.
They had six children, four of whom survived into adulthood. John
Knowles died in 1955. She had been legally separated from him since
1945, although they lived in the same house, which was not unusual
for working-class people at the time. She had worked as a daily house-
keeper for a painter and decorator, John Russell, since the Second World
War and continued to do so after John Knowles’ death. John Russell
died in January 1956, aged 65. The bodies of both these men were
also exhumed. No phosphorous was recovered, although the patholo-
gist believed that they died from ‘some noxious substance’ (J92/195,
Summary, 13 May 1958).

Mary became the first and only woman to be sentenced to death
after the Homicide Act 1957 restricted the application of capital pun-
ishment in cases of murder. She was reprieved by the Home Secretary of
the time, Rab Butler, on the grounds that the execution of a woman of
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her age would be ‘a shock to public opinion’ (HO291/241, Conditional
Pardon, 29 May 1958). Issues related to public opinion about her case
and reprieve are discussed in greater detail in Seal (2008).

Echoes of the witch discourse appeared in relation to Mary because
she was an older woman who seemed to have killed for acquisition. The
unusual and macabre aspects of the story also contributed to its scope for
sensationalism. Mary was found guilty of two murders, but a further two
bodies were also exhumed. The Times reported that the solicitor for the
prosecution acknowledged the unusualness of her case at her committal
hearing:

‘This is one of those cases,’ he said, ‘that in the ordinary way one
would associate more with the realm of fiction rather than real life,
save that cases of this kind do appear from time to time in the
annals of crime. Within a space of little more than a year the accused
murdered two husbands by poisoning.’ (Quoted 11 February 1958)

Traditionally, poisoning (or in more recent iterations, drugging) victims
is considered especially witch-like. Witchcraft is secret harm done by
apparently ordinary women, although they may have certain character-
istics that indicate their natures. A letter by Rab Butler in Mary’s Home
Office file explains that, ‘Murder by poisoning has always been regarded
as one of the worst forms of murder, being always deliberate and often
difficult to detect’ (HO291/241, 22 May 1958). He also notes that the
female poisoners Charlotte Bryant, Dorothea Waddingham and Louisa
Merrifield were executed in the twentieth century (on these cases, see
Ballinger, 2000).

Mary’s apparent financial motives for killing her husbands con-
tributed to her representation as a woman who was evil and mercenary,
prepared to do harm for meagre rewards. The prosecuting barrister
described her as ‘a wicked woman who married in succession two men,
and then deliberately poisoned them in order to get the paltry bene-
fits that she hoped she might obtain by their deaths’ (quoted in The
Guardian, 25 March 1958). Butler understood the case as ‘one of cold-
blooded and petty murder for petty gain, in which it would ordinarily be
difficult to justify interference with the due course of law’ (HO291/242,
Conditional Pardon, 29 May 1958).

When Mary first met Oliver Leonard, one of the men she was con-
victed of murdering, she asked a friend of his, Mrs Connolly, ‘has that
old bugger any money?’ (J92/195, Summary, 13 May 1958). After being
informed that he had a little money, she had a 20-minute conversation



162 Women, Murder and Femininity

with him, after which she announced they were to be married. Three
days later, she asked Mrs Connolly to ‘get the old bugger out; that
he would not leave her the money until she had married him, and
until he had put the ring on her finger’ (J92/195, Judge’s summing
up, 29 March 1958). As discussed in relation to the muse/mastermind
discourse, women perceived as dominant can become monstrous if
they seem to exercise power or influence over men. This upsets the
heteronormative matrix of male authority and female submission. In
mid-twentieth-century Britain, the dominant woman was also a symbol
of the ‘rough’ working class and bore the stigmatised culture of the poor
(see Kerr, 1958).9

This picture of Mary as both malign and mercenary contributed to the
witch representation. It is worth comparing her portrayal with that of
Renee Hargreaves. Renee was considerably younger than Mary, but also a
woman past youth, who killed an old man with poison, from whom she
stood to inherit some money. Renee was perceived as more respectable
than Mary, and was understood to have cared for Ernest, the old man,
well. Mary’s lack of attention to both social niceties and the caring duties
of working-class womanhood, coupled with an undisguised interest in
Oliver’s finances, marked her as disreputable and unpleasant.

Like Sarah, Mary’s portrayal is reminiscent of the beggar witch stereo-
type of the poor old woman who harms others for gain and both women
were also widows, a further characteristic of the witch. The discursive
framing of these women as witch-like expressed social disapproval for
their suspected crimes and for their status as poor and socially marginal.
The Judgment of the Court of Criminal Appeal states that after Oliver’s
death, Mary ‘then waited for a year and at the end of October, 1957,
she married another old man, and in a fortnight he was dead’ (J92/195,
19 May 1958). Use of the verb ‘waited’ implies that Mary was biding
her time until she could snare another victim. This interpretation con-
structs Mary’s crimes as calculated far in advance and requiring intense
malevolence, rather than as opportunistic.

Given the witch’s supposed sexual insatiability and ability to drain the
life out men, it was perhaps unfortunate that Mary’s defence suggested
Oliver and Leonard may have had phosphorous in their organs due to
taking Damiana aphrodisiac pills. A private detective established that
the pills were on sale locally and could have been bought by both men.
In his summing up, the judge gave this explanation short shrift, stating:

The suggestion that I think is put forward is that Leonard in 1956,
and Wilson in 1957 – both of them in their middle seventy’s [sic],
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may have taken these pills as a sex stimulant. Well, if that sugges-
tion was made, give it such weight as you think it deserves. (J92/195,
Judge’s summing up, 29 March 1958)

Along with implied sexual voracity, Mary’s association with a range of
men, despite her age, indicated her low morals and ‘rough’ nature.

As with Sarah Harvey, the more dramatic accounts of Mary’s case
could be found in the press discourse, rather than the bureaucratic, insti-
tutional language of the criminal justice system. The unusual nature of
Mary’s case made it newsworthy and interest was further enhanced by
her defence counsel, Rose Heilbron, QC. Along with Helena Normanton,
Rose was one of the first women to be made a Queen’s Counsel and
became a household name in the 1950s (The Guardian, 13 December
2005).10 Newspapers dubbed Mary the ‘Widow of Windy Nook’ (see,
for example, Daily Mirror, 25 March 1958; News of the World, 30 March
1958), an appellation which recalls the ‘Wicked Witch of the West’ from
The Wizard of Oz (1939), and draws on long-standing stereotypes of the
witch as an older, widowed woman.

Sarah Harvey and Mary Wilson were older, working-class women who
had profoundly violated the normative carer role, and were believed
to have killed the very people they should have been looking after.
Analysis of Edith Chubb’s case demonstrated the nostalgia that could
endow working-class femininity with value, but also how this was con-
tingent on performance of respectability, which entailed hard work and
self-sacrifice. Sarah and Mary appeared to have killed for financial gain
and to have led lives contrary to mid-twentieth-century working-class
respectability. Sarah had divorced and given birth to a child outside of
marriage – and was perceived with suspicion and disapproval in her local
community. Mary had been involved with a range of men, seemingly as
a means of income, and did not fit the self-denying ‘Mum’ representa-
tion. Rather than being worthy members of the British ‘people’, they
were disreputable others – ‘rough’ older women whose lives showed
the bad old habits of poverty that in modern Britain would be extin-
guished. In particular, the perceived acquisitive nature of their crimes
was constructed as profoundly distasteful.

As older women from poor backgrounds, Sarah and Mary exercised
very limited social power and would ordinarily be assumed to pose no
threat to others. The discovery that they may have killed several people,
and possessed a secret, malevolent power, therefore inverted the social
order, rendering them witch-like.



3
Conclusion to Part II

Part II has involved undertaking a two-stage analysis of unusual cases of
women accused of murder, which focuses on regulatory constructions of
gender and the wider symbolic meanings attached to femininity. It has
employed this analysis to examine 12 empirically researched cases from
a specific context, that of mid-twentieth-century England and Wales.
This has enabled a discussion of gender construction in a particular time
and place and an exploration of how these representations of women
accused of murder articulated cultural anxieties about the nature of
post-war British society. They became sites of contested meaning, par-
ticularly in relation to understandings of Britain as a ‘modern’ society.

Gender regulation

The utilisation of the typology of five discourses of womanhood in
relation to women who kill provides insights into constructions of nor-
mative and deviant femininity as they appeared in the mid-twentieth-
century criminal justice system. These discourses were not specific to
representations of criminal women, but participated in the wider regu-
lation of femininity. The five discourses share some overlapping themes,
which chime with those highlighted in previous feminist research on
representations of women who kill (Nicolson, 1995; Ballinger, 2000;
Frigon, 2006). The focus on unusual cases of women accused of mur-
der allows themes of sexuality, pathology, duty/care and family life to
be analysed in relation to women who occupied a variety of social posi-
tions, and provides access to a range of representations. This includes
women who were constructed as outside of, or in opposition to, het-
erosexual subjectivity and, significantly, women who were perceived as
single.

164
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Continuing to expand the feminist analysis of gender representations
of women who kill is important in order to examine how themes of
normative gender arise in cases of where women were not necessarily
positioned as wives or mothers, or, as in the case of Edith Chubb how
being a wife and mother was central in a case where a woman did not
kill a male partner or her own child. This helps to extend the feminist
analysis of gender constructions of women who kill to examples where
the subject for feminist consideration may have carried out acts incon-
sistent with feminist ethics, such as having killed another woman. The
value of these cases is in what they can reveal about representations of
gender and the symbolic meanings attached to femininity.

Sexuality is an important component of the masculine woman,
muse/mastermind and witch representations. Constructions of deviant
sexuality are integral to the masculine woman and witch discourses, and
the negotiation of the muse/mastermind dichotomy revolves around
conceptualisations of acceptable and unacceptable heterosexual rela-
tionships. The absence of negative constructions of a woman’s sexuality
is important to the respectable woman representation. Pathology is a key
element of the damaged personality discourse, and also appears in the
masculine woman construction, particularly in Yvonne Jennion’s case,
where schizophrenia, psychopathic personality and ‘female homosexu-
ality’ were explicitly linked. However, as the analysis of Marilyn Bain’s
case highlighted, construction of female masculinity as deviant did not
rely on notions of pathology, but could also arise from explanations that
focused on licentiousness and immorality.

The adequate performance of care and duty cuts across most of
the discourses and demonstrates how essential this was to normative
constructions of mid-twentieth-century femininity. The section on the
respectable woman explored how this representation was largely made
possible in the cases of Edith Chubb and Renee Hargreaves because
they were portrayed as having met their caring obligations and having
behaved dutifully. In both cases, perceptions of duty stretched too far
were significant to understandings of their respectability. Conversely,
the perceived violations of care by Sarah Harvey and Mary Wilson
contributed to their representation through the witch discourse, espe-
cially as they were accused of killing the very people they should have
cared for.

Another important theme that runs like a thread throughout the dis-
courses of womanhood is positioning within families. Marginality to
the normative nuclear family contributed to discursive construction as
deviant or unintelligible, showing how deeply mid-twentieth-century
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representations of femininity were intertwined with understandings of
family life. The three women whose cases were analysed as exhibit-
ing the masculine woman discourse lived in all female households,
which challenged the norm of the family based on the heterosexual
partnership. In Yvonne Jennion’s case, this was not because she lived
with another woman who could be construed as a sexual partner, but
because she lived with her mother and daughter. The significance given
to the illegitimacy of Sarah Harvey’s son underlined her representa-
tion as a disreputable, witch-like older woman, as her family situation
was marginal to the socially acceptable formation. For Shirley Campbell
and Helen Sterry, women constructed as damaged personalities, their
backgrounds of growing up in institutional care contributed to placing
them beyond intelligible femininity as they did not perform the roles of
daughter, mother or even spinster aunt, which would help to position
them within a recognisable discourse of womanhood.

Of the 12 mid-twentieth-century women accused of murder, Edith
Chubb occupied the family position most associated with contemporary
appropriate femininity, the married mother. This made her culturally
intelligible and enabled the respectable woman representation, espe-
cially in comparison with her victim, Lilian, a never-married woman.
Renee Hargreaves, also constructed as respectable, lived with a close
female companion, but as an older woman, could be perceived as hav-
ing settled for ‘second best’, rather than as having resisted or rejected
the normative ideal. The negative portrayals of women who existed
in marginal relation to the normative family demonstrate the anxi-
ety that possible alternatives could generate. On the one hand, this
highlights fear of the potential for the feminine to disrupt the social
order (Heberle, 2001) and the use of derogatory discourses as part of the
exertion of social control. However, these anxieties can also be read as
resulting from the lack of fixity to existing social relations and as fear of
impending change. This point will be developed further in the section
on ‘murder and meanings’ below.

Out of the five discourses of womanhood explored in the typol-
ogy of unusual cases of women who kill, three of them construct
deviant or unintelligible femininity, one is dichotomous and one is a
representation of acceptable womanhood. The deviant constructions
illuminate the point that the transgressive is often symbolically cen-
tral because it exposes the boundaries of the normative (Stallybrass and
White, 1986; Cresswell, 1996; Butler, 1999). Analysis of gender repre-
sentations of mid-twentieth-century women accused of murder helps
to make clear the constitution of, and the limits to, contemporary
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appropriate femininity. The boundaries between femininity and mas-
culinity, approved and unacceptable heterosexual relationships, nor-
mality and abnormality, are thrown into sharp relief. The masculine
woman discourse exposes the limits to femininity as an intelligible
gendered performance, and the mastermind and witch representations
highlight how characteristics such as perceived dominance and sexual
assertiveness became elements of deviant or abject femininity. Like the
masculine woman, the damaged personality lays bare the borders of
intelligible femininity, but also of gendered performance itself. Whereas
female masculinity appeared in opposition to femininity, women such
as Shirley Campbell and Helen Sterry were portrayed as almost falling
outside of gender. Their lack of family relationships, of a stable home
and absence of recognisable emotional display de-gendered them.

An intersectional analysis demonstrates the importance of attention
to the multiple nature of subjectivity, and how this contributes to discur-
sive constructions of womanhood. Female masculinity is not dependent
on representations of working-class subjectivity, but the already sym-
bolic distance of working-class women from ‘ladylike’ femininity can
contribute to masculinisation. The three women whose cases were anal-
ysed in the section on the masculine woman violated understandings
of acceptable mid-twentieth-century working-class femininity in terms
of their physical appearance and lifestyle. In different ways, the dam-
aged personality and the witch discourses relied on portrayals of the
social and economic marginalisation of the women they constructed.
Intersections between gender, class and ‘race’/ethnicity can be seen in
the construction of Shirley Campbell as a damaged personality, where
racist, colonialist assumptions shaped her portrayal as a psychopathic
personality.

The dichotomous muse/mastermind construction is not inherently
related to a particular class subjectivity, but in the two cases explored,
Veronica Collins and Alice Fletcher, class helped to shape the women’s
representation through this discourse. The defence’s depiction of
Veronica as an unfortunate young woman deployed well-established
representations of the vulnerability of working-class women to the
depredations of vice. The portrayal of Alice as a ‘mastermind’ utilised
notions of female dominance as an aspect of the ‘deviant’ culture of
poverty, and was exacerbated by the fact that she was a Maltese woman
who lived in an immigrant area.

Age was also significant to these women’s representation, whereby
Veronica’s youth made a more ‘forgiving’ depiction possible. Although
the construction of Doreen Baird contained many elements of the
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damaged personality discourse, as a 14-year old, she was ultimately
judged as open to rehabilitation rather than as permanently defective.
Age was also fundamental to the witch discourse, which was a repre-
sentation of disreputable, poor older women. Edith Chubb’s portrayal
as a respectable woman relied on a number of intersections. The ‘Mum’
representation symbolised respectable, as opposed to ‘rough’ working-
class female subjectivity. It was also conditional upon whiteness, and
could only be embodied by a woman who was past youth and disruptive
sexual attractiveness.

The three women who were constructed through non-derogatory
representations, Veronica, Edith and Renee, did not fully inhabit mid-
twentieth-century appropriate femininity, but rather could be identified
with aspects of it. Edith attained the closest approximation as she could
be identified with married motherhood. However, as a working-class
woman with a large family, she did not occupy a socially powerful posi-
tion and did not completely meet ideal womanhood. This exemplifies
Butler’s (1993, 2004) argument that normative versions of gender are
hyperbolic and never fully embodied by social agents, which ultimately
exposes their constructed nature. Certainly in the cases of Veronica and
Edith, the contingency of their more positive representation is high-
lighted by alternative interpretations of their subjectivities. Veronica
was depicted by the prosecution during her trial as a scheming femme
fatale and newspaper reports of the judge’s summing up of Edith’s case
reveal that he suggested she was calculating and deceitful. These alter-
native stories of these women’s cases demonstrate the lack of fixity to
portrayals of gendered subjectivity, and the importance of analysing
differences within women as well as between them (Braidotti, 1994).

None of the empirically researched cases involved women positioned
as middle class. This is not surprising, as women who kill are dispro-
portionately socio-economically disadvantaged (Jones, 1996; Ballinger,
2000). Much of the reason for the enduring high profile of a case such
as Lizzie Borden, explored in Part I, is the unusualness of a socially
and economically privileged woman being tried for murder (especially
axe murder). This illustrates Fraser’s (1995) point that the politics of
representation are not neatly separable from the politics of redistribu-
tion. The 12 women whose cases were analysed in Part II were not
privileged and several of them were poor. The analysis has highlighted
how construction through a recognisable subjectivity as a respectable
working-class woman could offer some restricted advantages in terms
of positive representation, and that had the potential to affect criminal
justice outcomes.
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For Edith Chubb and Renee Hargreaves, this partly resulted from their
greater social value relative to their victims, a spinster and an old man.
However, both women were of limited social power and position overall.
The potentially greater advantages that might accrue to a more socially
and economically privileged mid-twentieth-century woman if she could
be constructed as embodying constituent elements of appropriate fem-
ininity cannot be known from this research. However, this serves to
underline the poststructuralist feminist argument that it is necessary to
appreciate the power differences between women, and the complexities
of discursive representation (Cornell, 1995; Mouffe, 2005). The disci-
plinary, social control aspects of the five discourses of femininity as they
appeared in the cases of 12 mid-twentieth-century women from England
and Wales had uneven implications for different social groups.

Murder and meanings

The five discourses of womanhood in cases of women accused of mur-
der contributed to gender regulation and the constitution of appropriate
femininity in mid-twentieth-century Britain. However, they also gener-
ated wider cultural meanings about contemporary British society, which
included, but also went beyond, issues of criminal justice, murder and
gender. The analysis in Part II shares many of the characteristics of
microhistory as it provides a window on a short, tightly defined period,
1957–62 and, although it is not an examination of one case, confines
itself to a small number of examples. Microhistories aim to explore
the wider social and cultural resonances of particular cases (Berenson,
1993), and as Phillips and Gartner (2003) argue, violent crimes, which
are instances of the rending of the social fabric, are especially likely to
reveal clashes and struggles over meaning. Cases of women accused of
murder present fertile examples, due to the shocking nature of women’s
perpetration of violent crime and to the especially symbolic nature of
femininity (Shapiro, 1996). Constructions of femininity become signs
around which other meanings circulate.

Microhistories have tended to focus on high-profile examples, as have
other historical and sociological cultural analyses of cases of murder and
violent crime. The cases that received the most public attention and con-
temporary cultural representation can be particularly telling about the
major aspirations, rifts and social problems of the day (Chancer, 2005;
Srebnick, 2005). However, the same type of cultural analysis can be per-
formed in relation to cases that received limited attention beyond the
criminal justice system (D’Cruze et al., 2006; Bakken and Farrington,
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2009). These were also products of their time, and the institutional dis-
courses that constructed them incorporated wider cultural meanings. Of
the 12 empirically researched cases, those of Sarah Harvey, Mary Wilson
and Edith Chubb were the most high profile at the time, and the cases
of Sarah and Mary were reported internationally.1

Others, such as Yvonne Jennion, Shirley Campbell, Veronica Collins
and Alice Fletcher, were the subject of more than one story in the
national press. Norma Everson and Marilyn Bain received scant media
attention, but analysis of their case files demonstrates that they are no
less evocative of mid-twentieth-century meanings.

The chosen time period was a pivotal one, during which British
society was undergoing transformation (Sandbrook, 2005; Hennessey,
2007). Mid-twentieth-century debates about the type of society Britain
should be were shaped by processes and perceptions of accelerating
modernity. This had attractions, as it could appear to promise greater
prosperity, opportunity and the relaxation of stultifying conventions
and moralities. For the same reasons, the hurly burly of modernisation
could induce anxieties and fears about loss of certainty, moral decline
and potential disturbance of the social order. In particular, the possible
deleterious effects on working-class citizens of loosening social stric-
tures were cause for concern from elites. It was feared that working-class
people would not manage to deal with new found freedoms and oppor-
tunities responsibly, or that the tacky baubles of the new consumer
society would distract them from traditional, collectivist values.

Part II explored how these cultural tensions relating to the attractions
and dangers of modernity emerged from the cases of women accused of
unusual murder. If we return to the key themes that circulated between
the five discourses of femininity – sexuality, pathology, care/duty and
family life – it becomes clear that they were imbricated in compet-
ing perceptions of modernity. Norma Everson and Marilyn Bain, both
portrayed as ‘masculine women’, could be interpreted as belonging to
London’s emerging post-war lesbian subculture (see Jennings, 2006).2

Marilyn, who met her flatmate Jan, the woman she stabbed, at the
Gateways Club was constructed as a member of the seedy, urban under-
world. Criminal justice representations of both women were derogatory;
constructions of Norma were framed in language that equated female
masculinity with pathology and representations of Marilyn stressed
her moral dissolution. These constructions reflect anxieties about not
only transformations in sexual behaviours and subjectivities, but also
metropolitan lifestyles. They signal fears that modernity could mean
decline in sexual morals and changes to the established social order,
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which was based on the heterosexual partnership and the nuclear
family.

The temptations of the city, an emblem of modernity (Swanson,
2007), and its potential threat to the stability of sexual morality, arises
as an issue in the case of Veronica Collins. In the prosecution narra-
tive of the events that occurred on the night her boyfriend, Eamonn,
stabbed another young man, Veronica was located in the milieu of
Birmingham’s urban underworld, which revolved around the all night
haunts of working-class young people. According to this reading of her
subjectivity, she was a symbol of both feminine danger and, as a pros-
titute, the tawdry pleasures of the city. The judge’s summing up of the
case presented a different version of Veronica that emphasised instead
the heterosexual conventionality of her wish to protect ‘her man’. This
was despite the fact that she and Eamonn cohabited without being mar-
ried, indicating the beginnings of a shift in sexual mores to include a
wider range of heterosexual formations.

Fears of impending modernity as a threat to tradition can be divined
from the representation of Edith Chubb as a respectable woman and
bulwark of traditional working-class femininity. The sentimentalised
portrayal of Edith as a self-sacrificing ‘Mum’ figure articulated nostalgia
for the British working class as representative of community, decency
and authenticity (on nostalgia, see Brooke, 2001). It expressed anxiety
that consumerism and modern living would corrupt working-class val-
ues. Paradoxically, the narrative of Edith as an overburdened woman
stretched too far hinted at the benefits of modern family life in smaller
units with fewer children and fewer obligations to wider relatives. Renee
Hargreaves, although represented as a respectable woman, was not por-
trayed with the same symbolic intensity. However, her insertion into
a well-established representation of British womanhood, the spinster,
meant that she did not threaten boundaries of gender and sexuality, or
signal new, plural subjectivities.

Analysis of unusual cases of mid-twentieth-century women accused
of murder uncovers a variety of cultural constructions of modernity. In
addition to hopes and fears about the changes modernisation would
bring, there were also anxieties that British society would fail to prop-
erly modernise. These can be connected to wider disquiet concerning
Britain’s relative loss in status as world power, which was linked to its
new position as a post-imperial nation (Black and Pemberton, 2004).
The damaged personality and witch discourses constructed femininities
conceived as a drag on modernity. In an era when women symbolised
the modern (Geraghty, 2000), those perceived as ‘anti-modern’ forces
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were open to negative representation. Damaged personalities such as
Shirley Campbell and Helen Sterry had not responded to the new inter-
ventions of the welfare state, and had not managed to work sufficiently
on their own subjectivities to achieve acceptable expressions of emo-
tion and behaviour (see Rose, 1999). They represented the persistence of
certain social problems, which expert knowledge could not solve.

The witch discourse was also a construction of anti-modernity.
Its mid-twentieth-century iteration as poor, disreputable womanhood
highlighted another social group seemingly impervious to modern
transformations. It is particularly significant that the witch is an older
woman, as she can symbolise failure to modernise. Sarah Harvey and
Mary Wilson stood for the bad old ways of poverty – scraping by, low
morals and female domination. Poverty had supposedly been eradicated
by the post-war welfare reforms (Coates and Silburn, 1973). Those who
failed to escape its grasp failed to participate in new, forward-looking
Britain, in which standards of living had risen and consumer goods were
available to all. Similarly to Sarah and Mary, Alice Fletcher was also con-
structed in relation to disreputable poverty, although in her case this
was linked to the seedy landscapes of the inner city and the disorder of
immigrant areas, another drag on modernity.

The mid-twentieth-century iterations of discourses of femininity in
relation to women accused of murder demonstrate the ambiguous
and ambivalent cultural understandings of post-war modernity and its
impact on British society. Fears of the possible damaging effects of
modernisation jostled with anxieties that certain sections of the pop-
ulation would act as a brake on modernity. The gender constructions
that emerge from the cases show how these different interpretations of
Britain as a modern society also involved negotiation of whom British
society should include. Analysis of discourses of womanhood reveal how
femininity becomes a symbol for a variety of issues, which relate to
the appropriate behaviour of members of the collective, and how these
members should conduct themselves (Anthias et al., 1992). Construc-
tions of belonging and non-belonging should be understood as matters
for dispute, as they entail cultural struggles over where these boundaries
should be drawn.

In late 1950s and early 1960s Britain, the contestations over who
‘belonged’ as valuable members of the collective circled around impor-
tant social shifts, such as changes to gender and sexual relations, the
heightened status of the respectable working class and the arrival of
immigrants from the Commonwealth. As explored in relation to Edith
Chubb, white working-class British people could hold the status of
valued citizen if they could be identified with attributes such as duty
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and respectability. The symbolic belonging of working-class people was,
however, conditional. Those perceived as unruly, licentious and ‘rough’
were not examples of the ‘people’. Another important component of
belonging was whiteness. In the mid-twentieth century the British work-
ing class was symbolically constructed as ‘white’, which was part of its
new status as representative of Britishness (Bonnett, 1998). This drew
a boundary around the attainment of Britishness, which automatically
excluded those who were not constructed as white. The significance of
‘race’/ethnicity can seen in the construction of Shirley Campbell as a
damaged personality, and Alice Fletcher as a dominant ‘mastermind’
and rough woman.

Appropriate sexual behaviour was a further element of respectable
British citizenship. Sexuality is frequently a key aspect of normative
national identity (Mosse, 1985), particularly in terms of the sexual
behaviour of women (Yuval-Davis, 1997). The cases of Yvonne Jennion,
Norma Everson and Marilyn Bain show how in late 1950s and early
1960s Britain, ‘belonging’ required perceived heterosexuality (or a
lifestyle that did not threaten hegemonic heterosexuality, as in the
case of Renee Hargreaves). The negative portrayal of Lilian Chubb,
Edith Chubb’s victim, as a worthless spinster also demonstrates the
power of heterosexuality, and appropriate femininity as connoting mar-
ried motherhood, to assemble the boundaries of mid-twentieth-century
belonging. It also highlights the contingency of gender representations,
as spinsterhood was figured very differently in relation to Renee and
Lilian. The symbolic exclusion of certain groups and identities from
valued citizenship highlights the conditional and contingent nature of
cultural recognition in late 1950s and early 1960s Britain.

A ‘murder and meanings’ approach enables us to identify mid-
twentieth-century cultural anxieties around which the contours of
Britishness were being reshaped. In keeping with this approach, it is
also important to acknowledge the porousness of cultural boundaries as
social changes occur (Walkowitz, 1992; Shapiro, 1996). Although per-
ceived as preceding the wider-ranging social shifts of the later 1960s,
1957–62 is a critical era that adumbrated the major transformations
in post-war British life. Sexual norms were shifting, as were the defini-
tions of what constituted an ideal marriage. The boundaries of women’s
acceptable roles were also in flux, with the increased acceptability of
married mothers performing paid work outside the home. Cultural
boundaries and norms of gender were not fixed. Analysis of unusual
cases of mid-twentieth-century women accused of murder reveals the
tensions and anxieties that the permeability of these frontiers could
induce.
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the Sample

Hilde Adames (DPP2/3098)

Late one evening in September 1960, Hilde, 38, arrived at the bungalow in
Bedfordshire where her husband and son lived. She had been away in Europe
for several months, having visited Spain, France, Belgium and subsequently
Germany, the country of her birth. Through the window of the bungalow, she
could see them sat on the sofa watching television along with a woman Hilde
did not know. Hilde had bought a Mauser pistol whilst in Germany, and she
entered the bungalow, stood in the living room doorway, and shot the woman.
No one had been aware of her presence until they heard the explosion from the
gun. Francis, Hilde’s husband, wrestled the gun from her and then checked the
pulse of Phyllis Shields, his friend who had been staying with him for a few days.
She was dead.

Hilde and Francis met while he was stationed in Germany with the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. They began a relationship,
married and had a child. In 1947, Francis was discharged from the UNRRA and
returned to England. Hilde and their son, Arthur, remained in Germany until
she could get a passport in 1948, when they moved to Britain. Three days later,
she attempted suicide and was certified insane. Hilde was diagnosed with para-
noid schizophrenia and admitted to mental hospital. She was again admitted
to mental hospital in 1956, and remained there until 1958. Upon release, she
went to live with her husband and son. When she made another suicide attempt
in November 1959, Francis asked her to leave. Although Hilde came back for a
couple of months in 1960, Francis again asked her to leave.

After being remanded to Holloway prison, Hilde was certified insane and was
removed to a mental hospital. She claimed to have shot Phyllis because she
didn’t think her husband should have another woman in the house, but she
also claimed that it was a mistake and she had been aiming for Francis. The ini-
tial committal hearing at a Magistrate’s Court had to be abandoned due to Hilde
struggling with women police officers and a nurse in the dock. A short committal
was held in a mental hospital at which she was found unfit to plead to the charge
of capital murder (defined as such under the Homicide Act 1957, as she had used
a gun), and was detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure.

Alice Louisa Lyons (DPP2/3020)

One night in October 1959, Alice Louisa, 39, hauled her 71-year-old mother,
Alice Amelia, out of the bed they shared, threw her onto the floor, bit her on the
arms and jumped up and down on her with her bare feet. Their neighbour below,
Sydney Simmonds, heard thumps and the noise of Alice Amelia moaning, and
called the police. Alice Amelia had a broken hip and was taken to hospital. Alice

174



Appendix – Two Further Cases from the Sample 175

Louisa was charged with grievous bodily harm. Ten days later, Alice Amelia died
from a pulmonary embolism (blood clot) resulting from her fracture. Alice Louisa
was initially charged with her mother’s manslaughter, but this was changed to
murder.

Alice Louisa had lived in London with both of her parents all her life, until
her father died in 1957. At this time, she started to share her mother’s bed. Alice
Louisa had been in receipt of disabled persons’ benefit since 1949, when she had
had a stroke. This left her subject to epileptic fits and with restricted mobility.
Since July 1959, four assaults by Alice Louisa on her mother had been reported to
the police, and three of them had resulted in Alice Amelia being treated in hospi-
tal for cuts and bruises. She had refused to take action against her daughter until
an assault that happened around a week before the one that caused her death,
after which she applied for a summons to the Magistrate’s Court. Alice Louisa’s
fatal attack on her mother happened during an argument about the summons.

The prison medical officer recommended that Alice Louisa was suffering from
diminished responsibility at the time of the attack on Alice Amelia. However, it
appears that Alice Louisa’s defence at trial was involuntary manslaughter (it is
possible both defences were offered), and this was the verdict delivered by the
jury. She was sentenced to 3 years in prison.



Notes

Introduction: Women, Murder and Femininity

1. Not all of the cases in this book are of women found guilty of murder – some
were convicted of manslaughter. I have chosen to mainly adopt the term ‘mur-
der’, rather than ‘homicide’ (which incorporates manslaughter) as ‘murder’ is
more prevalent in everyday cultural representations, which do not necessarily
draw legal distinctions, and as such it carries greater symbolic weight.

2. Statistics from Australia (Verhoeven, 1993), England and Wales (Chan, 2001)
and the United States (Jensen, 2001) indicate that women perpetrate around
10 per cent of homicides.

3. In full, the six stories are: Madonna/whore; sexual passion/love as an ‘excuse’
for crime; reproduction and madness; figure of evil – witch or monster; crimi-
nal woman as ‘not woman’; and female as devious and manipulative (Naylor,
1995, p. 81).

4. The full eight narratives: sexuality and sexual deviance; (absence of) physical
attractiveness; bad wives; bad mothers; mythical monsters; mad cows; evil
manipulators; and non-agents (Jewkes, 2004, p. 113).

Five Gender Representations of Women Who Kill

1. This phenomenon is not exclusive to the contemporary United States.
See Ballinger (2000) on the executions of masculine women in twentieth-
century England and Wales.

2. ‘Prostitute’ is Aileen Wuornos’ own description of how she earned money
(Hart, 1994).

3. The term ‘race’/ethnicity is employed to explore both how entrenched
stereotypes and beliefs about racial difference encode certain ‘racial’ iden-
tities as subordinate, and how ethnicity is figured as perceived cultural
differences between groups. Social understandings of ethnic groups and dif-
ferences are implicated in relations of power, but the term ‘ethnicity’ does
not carry the same associations of perceived biological traits that ‘race’ does.
See Fenton (1999).

4. The ‘muse/mastermind’ is my own designation, but other feminist writ-
ers have highlighted the dichotomous construction of women involved in
killing with male partners. See Cameron and Frazer (1987) on the ‘Pyg-
malion/Lady MacBeth’ representations of Myra Hindley, Kilty and Frigon
(2007) on the construction of Karla Homolka as either ‘in danger’ or ‘dan-
gerous’ and Morrissey (2003) on women who kill as either manipulators or
dupes.
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5. Clytemnestra is a queen from classical Greek mythology, who along with her
lover, Aegisthus, kills her husband, Agamemnon. Her character represents
subversive female power.

6. Mary Bell’s case remains well known in Britain. In 1993, two 10-year-old
boys, Robert Thompson and John Venables, killed 3-year-old James Bulger
in Bootle, northern England. This drew comparisons with Mary, and is the
only other case of children killing children in twentieth-century Britain to
generate so much notoriety. On the Bulger case, see James and Jenks (1996)
and Haydon and Scraton (2000).

7. The Bad Seed is a novel by William March published in 1954 and made into
a film in 1956. The plot concerns an 8-year-old female child who murders
several people for trivial reasons.

8. The Altamont Festival was a large rock festival held in California. While
the Rolling Stones were on stage, an audience member was stabbed and
kicked to death by Hell’s Angels bikers, who provided security for the event.
The ‘Manson Family murders’ refers to the murders of Sharon Tate, actress
and wife of film director, Roman Polanski, and three others who were at
her house the evening four members of the ‘Manson Family’ broke in and
stabbed them to death, and to the murder of a further two people the fol-
lowing night. The ‘Family’ was a commune/cult that formed in California
around Charles Manson, an aspiring musician. Although these are American
examples, they were widely reported in Britain.

9. This is not to suggest that the regulation of masculine sexuality, particularly
in relation to homosexuality, is insignificant. See Mosse (1985) and Foucault
(1990).

10. The Bluebeard legend is about a woman who marries an aristocrat, only to
discover a blood-filled room in his house, which contains the dead bodies of
his previous wives mounted on hooks.

11. A woman on a train bound for New York was arrested on 9 May 1908 on
suspicion of being Belle. She was released after questioning (New York Times,
10 May 1908).

12. ‘European’ was the Census definition of white South Africans used in 1921,
1936 and 1946 and was the state’s official designation of whiteness. It was
one of four racial classifications. The others were ‘Native’, ‘Mixed and Other
Coloured’ and ‘Asiatic’ (‘Indian’ in 1946). Racial classification was adminis-
tered by the white elite as part of its system of control over the majority. See
Christopher (2002).

13. Daisy was not universally perceived as ugly. The South African Sunday Times
described her as ‘a dapper little woman dressed in black’ (23 October 1932,
reproduced in Dreyer, 2006).

1 Gender, Murder and Mid-Twentieth-Century England
and Wales

1. The publisher, Penguin, was tried for obscenity when they issued a full ver-
sion of the novel. The new Act enabled the argument that Lady Chatterley’s
Lover should be published on the grounds of literary merit, and Penguin won
the case.
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2. As explored in Part II, section ‘The muse/mastermind dichotomy’, its recom-
mendations on prostitution were not liberalising.

3. In a 1957 speech, Macmillan stated, ‘most of our people have never had it
so good’. He discussed the new found prosperity of the British people, but
warned that measures would need to be taken in order to maintain growth
(Hennessey, 2007, p. 533).

4. In practice, 40 per cent of men and 90 per cent of women found guilty of mur-
der 1900–49 were reprieved and therefore went to prison (Christoph, 1962).
However, death was the only sentence that could be given by the judge in this
period.

2 Gender Representations of Twelve
Mid-Twentieth-Century Women Accused of Murder

1. Approved schools were for young people judged as delinquent by the courts
and entailed a 3-year sentence. See Cox (2003) on girls and approved schools
in mid-twentieth-century Britain.

2. National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, a children’s
welfare organisation.

3. This organisation provided supervision to individuals after they were
released from prison.

4. Although referred to as a ‘nurse’, Edith was not fully qualified and was a
nursing assistant.

5. Complete acquittal was not an option as Edith had admitted to causing
Lilian’s death.

6. It does not state in Renee’s file whether or not she was divorced. Most
working-class people who separated before legal aid for divorce cases became
available in 1950 did not formally divorce (McGregor, 1957).

7. Due to the complexity of the case, there were four police reports and an
additional progress report from the police.

8. The Solicitor General is deputy to the Attorney General, the chief legal advi-
sor to the British Government. The Attorney and Solicitor General oversee
the Director of Public Prosecutions.

9. This construction was the deviant flipside to the respectable ‘Mum’ depic-
tion, which was explored in relation to Edith Chubb in the previous
chapter.

10. At the time, Queen’s Counsel were barristers recognised as experts in their
field of law. Heilbron was actually appointed as King’s Counsel in 1949.

3 Conclusion to Part II

1. On Sarah Harvey, see New York Times, 14 October 1960; Chicago Tribune,
October 1960; Time, 31 October 1960, on Mary Wilson, see Miami News, 29
March 1958; Modesto Bee, 12 December 1957; Hartford Courant, 10 December
1957, on Edith Chubb, see Seal (2009a) on the Mirror and Sunday Mirrors’
campaign to have her released from prison.
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2. This point is complicated by both women’s denial of a lesbian subjectivity,
particularly in the case of Norma, who stated that she did not experience
sexual feelings at all. However, the case file material indicates that she and
Gladys, the woman with whom she lived, were members of a supportive all
female community in their area of London.
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