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a woman who stabbed her husband and buried him in the backyard spends 
almost as many words describing the beatings and abuse she endured before 
she murdered him. Her husband wa "a sadistic, drug-abusing brute who'd be
littled and controlled her, kicked and punched her when she didn't do what 
he wanted, and sexuall y assaulted her whenever he felt lik e it", throwing her 
against the car window and dashboard.83 Dangerous and alarming altercations 
are recounted with evocative and almost voyeuristic language, physical inju
ries are ticked off in long li sts, and attacks are described dramatically: "yank
ing me by ·the arm ... he pointed the gun right at my face";84 "[her] black 
eyes, broken nose and shattered finger";85 "Bl ack eyes. Broken bones. Battered 
psyches."86 

The Battered Woman Syndrome 

Battered women are characterized in these articles as being helpless, unaware 
of other options, not in control of their lives, victimized, and unable to imag
ine what else to do--legal avenues have been at least partiall y explored, but 
generally do not significantly interrupt the abuse. Sometimes, she is described 
as loving her partner; sometimes, she is described as hating him. Always, she 
is terrified of him and imagines him as a nearly omnipotent and omniscient 
figure. These characterizations fit into common beliefs and stereotypes about 
battered women. The Texas Monthly article about the stabbing and backyard 
burial of Jeffrey Wright is one example: 

A growing body of evidence suggests that at least some women in such situations be
come practically frozen with fear. ... Terrified about further angering their husbands, 
they often don't tell anyone about what they are enduring, including members of 
their own family, and they wait until bruises have cleared to get a medical checkup. 
But as the abuse continues, the women become more and more distraught. In rare 
instances, something happens ro a woman that is so frightening-perhaps she or one 
of her children receives a particularly brutal beating-that she suddenly lashes out, 
convinced that her only logical option is to kill her abuser.81 

This is a definition of battered woman syndrome. The syndrome is the 
topic in four skeptical articles in the National Review that argue against the 
legality of the yndrome being u ed in criminal defen e. The magazine pre -
ents a con istent po ition over the 14 years spanning the e four article that 
battered women being both victim and killer i di onant: "Ki ll ing one' abu -
er eem quite incon i tent with the theory of learning helple ne ... the 
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position that so many judges and legislators have taken is scientifically sus~ 
pect, philosophically debatable, and legally unnecessary."8" The four articles 
argue that women should "just leave" and place responsibility on the victim 
of abuse. Parker writes, "Without blaming the victim ... everyone has to take 
responsibility for his or her role in the dynamic that leads to violence",90 and 
the four articles hold women accountable-as do other articles in this sample. 
The 2008 article argues that "women initiate violence as often as men", and 
the 1994 article claims that "battered women get away with murder":91 

Because of repeated abuse, the theory goes, the battered woman has low self-esteem. 

Depressed and unmotivated, she is unable to leave her husband. She comes to believe 

that the only way of extricating herself is to maim or kill him. Even though she is not 

in immediate danger at the time she strikes back (if she were, she could plead self

defense), promoters of battered-woman syndrome argue that she should be treated 
leniently .92 

In a Newsweek essay in this sample, Rush Limbaugh takes up the argument 
against accepting the battered woman syndrome as a defense. 

Self-defense? We're talking about a man sleeping in his own bed. Until recently, the 

law on self-defense has been clear: if someone attacks you, you have the right to use 

force to protect yourself. You do not have the right to kill or maim someone you claim 

assaulted you an hour ago. That's not self-defense. That 's revenge.93 

What Magazine Coverage of Lady Killers Signals 

Women who defend themselves are regarded as anomalies and are quickly 
repositioned into feminine, sexualized objects who remain baffled by their 
own actions and are now safely behind bars. Self~defense against misogynist 
violence appears to be a difficult case to make to a judge or jury, even when 
that violence has been long~term, extreme, and clearly documented, and even 
when other avenues to resolving that violence have proven ineffective. 

Consider the case of Marissa Alexander, sentenced in 2012 to twenty 
years in prison for firing what she called a "warning shot" at her estranged · 
husband, against whom she had a restraining order and who was, at the time , 
threatening to kill her.94 Though Florida has a "stand your ground" law that 
was evoked for George Zimmerman, who killed Trayvon Martin, a circuit 
court judge found Alexander's actions "inconsistent with a per on who is in 
genuine fear for his or her life"95-though her husband was saying "Bitch, I'll 
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. kill you", and had just attempted to strangle her.96 The inconsistent applica
tion of the law sparked widespread criticism, and feminist groups organized to 
fund her defense and get her freed. In March 2014, a planned retrial threat
ened to extend Alexander's sentence to 60 years, rearranging her sentence 
of three counts of aggravated assault (firing toward her husband and his two 
sons) from being concurrently to being consecutively served.97 In Novem
ber 2014, Alexander accepted a plea deal to serve three years. Women who 
fight back are severely penalized-Alexander was threatened with a 60-year 
sentence f"or a shot that hit no one-and their arguments of self-defense are 
questioned and often considered unjustified. 

The Threat of the Transgressive Female Is Neutralized 

Women who kill are characterized in this magazine coverage as being docile, 
baffled, guiltless, and victimized previous to the murder. The murder often 
occurs, articles recount, while she was in an altered state of a lack of awareness 
of her actions. Previous abuse at the hands of her intimate partner is detailed, 
along with years of futile attempts at counseling, restraining orders, separa
tion, and sometimes divorce. Nothing works and she feels helpless, until the 
day or night when she murders him. Women who kill are described as being 
girlish, attractive, soft-spoken, pleasant-inhabiting the characteristics of he
gemonic femininity and, in some cases, motherhood. Still, she is presented 
as being safely behind bars, appropriately disciplined for having transgressed. 
Such media representation of murderers appears uniquely female; these are 
not the media representations at work in descriptions of male serial killers and 

male murderers. 
The ubiquity of and heavy emphasis on the abuse from the batterer prior 

to the murder position the woman who kills as victim, not criminal. These 
stories create empathy and concern in the audience and may help perpetu
ate common conceptions of battered women as hapless and helpless. These 
narratives may also help position the battered woman syndrome as a reason
able legal defense and explanation for her actions, but that "reasonableness" 
hinges on accepting the murderer as temporarily unstable and acting with
out rationale or agency. Describing the fear of the battered women who kill 
additionally positions the killer in these ways. The history of abuse and the 
accounts of terrified victims may buttress claims of self-defense. Opponents 
of the battered woman syndrome defense argue that killing after the attack is 
revenge, overlooking the possibility that it may be strategic. A victim who is 
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smaller and weaker than a barterer might strategically wait until the abuser 
is unsuspecting, asleep, or drunk and then take action. Fighting back at the 
wrong moment may cost her life. 

Descriptions of women murderers as being feminine, pretty, and unthreat
ening may serve to reposition the transgressive female back into acceptable so
cial roles. She becomes the "Martha Stewart of the prison", she is concerned 
about her children, she applies lipstick, she appears shy. Described in these 
ways, the woman who kills becomes the woman next door-if the woman next 
door is timid and subservient. Her violence is minimized and dismissed, and her 
femininity is privileged and focused on as her most enduring, recognizable, and 
valued characteristics. By making murderers demure, it minimiz~s their threat. 
Her resistance and agency in fighting back is erased as her "ladylike" qualities are 
foregrounded. The aberrant female is brought back into the fold of respectable 
and predictable female subservient behavior. She erred once, but now she is just 
like anyone else's mom, wife, mother. Focusing on the small size of women and 
expressing surprise that a tiny, weak woman could hurt a big, strong man may 
work to reinforce the idea that men are essentially unthreatened by women, and 
that women cannot pose a legitimate physical threat to men. 

The narrative that women kill accidentally may work to resolve the dis
sonance between the social imagining of a woman being nurturing, loving, 
sexually available, and compliant with the reality that she picked up a gun 
and shot her man. If the killing is accidental, unplanned, a surprise even to 
her-if she didn't mean to do it-then her agency as a victim who might turn 
on her attacker is effectively erased. She is not a threat; she barely realized 
what she was doing. 

The Transgressive Female Is Sexualized 

These texts relate the ways women kill with a certain fascination. Writers 
appear to find it remarkable that women pick up guns and shoot them, an 
attitude of surprise that is not commonly expressed in crime news about male 
perpetrators. However, studies and these texts reveal that a woman's weapon 
of choice is the one that fires bullets. For a murderer who might easily be phys
ically overpowered by her victim, the choice of a weapon that is effective re
gardless of the upper body strength of its user does not seem surprising or odd. 

The use of imprisoned women as sources in these texts may serve as a sort 
of moral to the story. Readers are encouraged to empathi.ze with the victim of 
abuse, to feel some compassion for her plight, and to almost understand her 
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aberrant choices, but in the end, she pays for her crime and is removed from 
society and reverts to a rriore acceptable version of femininity. She becomes 
penitent, regretful, and truly subordinate. 

The sexual objectification . of murderers a~d of the murders themselves 
is striking. The audience is invited to gaze on the abused and broken female 
bodies as the years of battering are recounted. Sexualizing women killers 
moves them out of the position of predator and back into position as the ob
ject of male attention. It may work to reinscribe the idea that women exist for 
men to treat as they like, a message that may be particularly significant when 
applied to women who kill men. 

Domestic Violence Myths Are Reified 

Among the myths about domestic violence that media coverage perpetuates 
is the suggestion that battered women should simply divorce or leave their 
abusers, thereby solving the problem. This dangerously overlooks or ignores 
statistical information about intimate partner violence. The most likely time 

. for a partner to kill a woman is when she leaves him. If she leaves, and leaves 
for another partner, her risk is five times increased of being killed.98 

Missing from Lady Killer Media Coverage 

In analyzing gender and other matters of representation in media, such as rep
resentation of race or sexuality, it can be helpful to consider what Stuart Hall 
called the "silences." Absences in representation can reveal prevailing cultural 
attitudes and assumptions. Looking for absences can sometimes create "aha!" 

. moments when what has previously been unseen becomes visible. What is miss
ing from these accounts? What is not present in these articles? What is absent? 

There are no accounts of women who characterize their choice to kill as 
a desperate, tragic, regrettable, but seemingly necessary way to protect them
selves and their children. There are no accounts of women who take respon
sibility for their actions and who claim their own agency. No articles hold law 
enforcement or the legal system accountable for the abuse or the murder. 

No narratives resist popular notions of battered women being weak, vic
timized, and helpless. No narratives hold men responsible for stopping the 
abuse-women are held responsible for all legal and social solutions to the 
problem, including leaving. In a way, the battered woman syndrome defense 
admits that existing social system are not adequate in interrupting and pre-
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venting domestic violence; recognition of the syndrome · is a kind of accep
tance that law enforcement and legal measures will let women down and put 
them at risk. Articles ask why she tolerates his abuse but no articles ask why 
the legal system, the community, and the media tolerate it. 

There are no accounts of concerned and caring men, in or outside legal 
systems, who speak or work against the abuse of other men, or who attempt 
to protect women and children. Men who care about this issue are rendered 
invis ible in the media. 

There are no narratives of powerful, accomplished, capable women who 
find themselves battered or find themselves prepared to kill a man . This ab
sence may help perpetuate the belief that only weak women are abused, there
fore , being abused is the fault of the woman. 

There are no narratives about the role of patriarchy in creating a culture 
that values male violence and positions women as subservient beings to or even 
possessions of men. There are no narratives that acknowledge the contributions 
of social and cultural structures, religion, education, media-and above all, gen
der-to the problem of domestic violence. Rachel Jewkes writes that domestic 
violence is a "product of gender inequality and the lesser status of women com
pared to men",99 yet this perspective is unaddressed in these media texts. 

By presenting a battered woman's plight as inescapable and domestic vi
olence as too complex a problem for society to solve, media assist in placing 
responsibility on the woman. W omen are held accountable for the violence 
done to them, but they are also blamed if they do not fight back-"why doesn't 
she leave ?"-and blamed if they do. 
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