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The Criminal in American Media

Deviant figures are very important to any culture. In American culture, criminals and villains dominate the media and are always found to be highly intriguing by Americans everyday. There are many causes for this, as explained in A Culture of Fear. The book also goes on to explain that it may be more than coincidental that villains and criminals in the media tend to share similar traits among them in order to gain public interest.


There are many different types of prominent deviant figures in the media. First of all there is the fictional villain, which can be divided into a number of different categories based on genera. Each genera based villain share traits similar to those in the genera and Americans would socially disapprove of a movie where these traits are integrated. For example, if a Disney movie featured a mass murder as the central villain, no one would see the movie, and Disney would certainly take a financial toll as a result. If Disney creates their central villains with traits similar to other children’s villains however, they will continue to thrive and get the desired public appeal. 


The genera of villain that has the most intrigue tied to it is that of the horror and true crime based villain. These villains typically have the same traits that are desired by the news media when they choose which criminals to cover. These villains are considered to be the most realistic, as many of their creators seek to build them through traits found in criminals that committed similar crimes. In the news media and in these genres the villain or criminal must feature similar traits among them in order to gain public appeal and attention. 


Since most of the fictional horror villains and obviously, true crime villains, have basis on real criminals and share the same traits, we must look to the news media first to see what traits deviant figures need in order to gain coverage.


Based on the concept of The Culture of Fear, we can conclude that the media plays a major role in shaping America’s groupthink and each individuals perspective of deviance. The topics covered by the media can sometimes cause mass hysteria in regards to a particular topic. The reason for this is simple, Americans have a strong tendency to assume that when they see one type of crime being covered, it means there is an epidemic of that crime. For example, if a news broadcast chooses to show a robbery, the natural American assumption is that robberies are common in our culture, when really, they do not happen as often as we think they do.


This concept also brings realization that topics will be discussed and people will pay attention to them for long periods of time before moving on to the next topic. Each reporter or newscast has a very common goal: uncover the next big topic and gain publicity. This same concept is true for that of fiction writers. People want to discover the next big thing, and in order to do that, aspects of the situation have to differ. Unfortunately, if the concepts and situations differ to much from the norms of American society, or feature too many taboos, then Americans feel “out of their comfort zone” and the production will slowly began to loose attention. But what are these traits that they must share?


Criminals can also be divided into categories much like how the fictional villain can be divided and categorized by genera. The major difference is that these criminals are classified by the crimes they commit, and not by the source. For example, a mass murder can receive news coverage from any news source and is not limited to one such as the internet. The internet can cover the same things as the newspaper and be socially acceptable. 


Since these criminals are classified by the crimes they commit and not by their personality or surroundings, it must be decided by the media which types of criminals they will cover the most. Typically, the more deviant, taboo, or illegal the crime is, the more likely the criminal will gain the media attention. Unfortunately, a multitude of crimes are committed each day in America, and the media can only feature so much. That is why the media begins to look at certain stereotypical traits in the criminals that they cover, so that they can form an image to the American public with ease. 


The description of the criminal is very important. In fact, often times their description is more important than the crime that they commit. For example, deviant figures that can be seen as “innocent-looking”, such as children, are more likely to get covered when they commit low-level crimes than a “thug out for revenge” who commits the same crime. If a child drives a car without a license not knowing what they are doing, they will get covered by the media. However, if an adult who got their license revoked drives a car, they are not likely to be covered by the media. The more innocent a person is, the more likely they will obtain media attention.


Another important trait in the description of the criminal is their background. This does not refer to the background of the situation, such as why the criminal committed the act. Instead, this refers to the criminals personal background. Not only does the media continue to look for innocence, they also look for social normality in the criminals history. While the media does cover criminals with unique and disturbing backgrounds, they prefer to find a criminal with a normal appearing background, or rather, the average Joe background and life. The more normal the criminal is, the more frightening the crime is to the American, and the more likely they are to divert their attention to it. For example, an American will be more frightened by a school teacher, doctor, or farmer that goes temporarily insane and commits murder than by a plumber with a disturbing childhood and a cause to commit a murder.


Random acts are socially terrifying because they disturb the order in which we have become accustomed to. That is why the media chooses to feature these types of backgrounds over the more common probable ones. It is not because it is something “different” or “unique”. The sole purpose in this coverage is to frighten the American, and cause them to remember the coverage. This also means that the frightened American is more likely to view the station again and look for follow-ups on the criminal or situation.


Apart from the background of the crime, each classification of criminal or villain must feature certain traits according to their genera or crime in order to be covered. These can be seen by comparing and contrasting articles on the same types of criminals and looking at the words used to describe them. According to the article Huck Finn vs. the ‘Superpredators’ by Zachary R. Dowdy states that “The media create(s) vastly different images of young white and minority killers” This concept can be widened and applied into much more examples.  In the book Cases That Shocked America: True Crime Stories, which is a complication of articles from the popular People magazine, each article displays a different adjective and verb usage to give the public a particular image of that person. These articles tend to throw around terms to describe murderers (The murders featured in the book mostly featured white, suburban, middle class men)  like “psycho”, “sinner”, and attempt to show murderers as “having no conscience.” The articles in True Crime Stories that featured deviant woman (very few) seemed to use more polite terms to describe the crimes, and often use the phrases like “they were busted.” This is not simply a reflection on People magazine. Local newspapers, such as Evansville Courier and Press, use similar terms. 

In a similar concept, writers describe their villains in similar ways. Many widely used horror writing reference books, such as Writing Horror and On Writing Horror describe ways that villains should be portrayed in the horror genre. 


One surprising example was found in the True Crime Stories. An article was written about a man who proclaimed he was a cannibal and committed numerous murders. The article described him as a real life Dr. Hannibal Lector. Ironically, in Thomas Harris’ novels, he describes Dr. Lector’s actions in very similar ways the article does. They use similar adjectives to describe the crime, such as “gruesome”, “disturbing”, and “peculiar”. This is a reflection on the American culture, not individual perspective or actions. The concept is seen many times when one compares literature and the news media.

The only major difference in the fictional world in the description involves race and social groups. Americans are extremely offended when a villain’s race is defined. This is because people often associate the actions of others with their race or social group, and the group does not want deviant or stereotypical behaviors associated with them. For example, a movie will avoid featuring a villain that is prominently homosexual because people will associate the villain with that group. The homosexual American population will also be upset because of this and this may lead to bad publicity for the movie, such as a boycott. According to the book Movie Censorship and American Culture by Francis G. Couvares, their have been many protest and boycott movements in the movie industry throughout American history due to particular races or social groups feeling like they have been misrepresented by a villain. 


A fictional villain can be described vaguely when race and social groups are involved. A majority of the time, the villain may be described as “pale-skinned” or “dark-skinned”. Sometimes, the villain may have a continental race placed on them, such as European, American, Asian, or African, for example, but it is rare to see a defined villain. While it is more commonplace in the news media to define someone in such a way, the media will never start off a report “Today, a Mexican man…” or “Yesterday, A group of Muslims…” unless it is key reason the deviant person preformed the action.


If a villain must be defined by a particular racial or social group quality in fiction, that quality cannot be their defining factor for committing the crime, even if it is a major plot point. For example, in many war movies, the main villain may make it clear to the audience that their actions are for their country, but they will always show somewhere along the course of the movie that the villain also is doing it for a redeeming quality. The redeeming quality can be anything, from family to being forced to do the act. In a war movie, the soldiers of a particular race cannot be deemed entirely “evil” or the movie will be considered socially in acceptable. The opposite war side, for example, could be fighting for their country, but also need to be depicted as having humane qualities and reasons to their actions. 


The duel trait is not limited to movies where the villain is part of racial and social group, it is true for all villains, except for those in the children’s genera. In children’s movies, it can be explained that the sole purpose for the deviant act is that the villain is just evil, and this is socially acceptable. Care Bears is a perfect example of this. In the first movie, the Care Bears are fighting against an evil spirit that wants to destroy Care-A-Lot because it is evil. The villain has no back history (or name for that matter); the spirit just laughs evilly once every now and then, while talking to children about how evil is good, and caring is bad. Many young children’s movies are like this and it is perfectly expectable.


However, in the more sophisticated genres, especially horror and true crime, the villain cannot be that two-dimensional. This is also true for the news media when they conduct coverage on a criminal. “Just because they are evil” is not considered to be interesting and is not the sole purpose for a criminal to commit an act realistically. A good example of the duel personality traits is Dr. Hannibal Lector, the villain featured in most of the books written by Thomas Harris. In the books, Dr. Lector is a terrible criminal, but there are many situations in which he helps the FBI find other criminals, or is seen to have reason for his actions, such as in Hannibal Rising. This sort of duality makes a villain or criminal seem human, and that is why these traits must be established. An inhuman-like villain or criminal is not considered to be widely frightening realistically, and is quick to be forgotten, which means it is unlikely that the villain or criminal will get media attention again. According to Writing Horror, a writer must produce unique works with unique, believable characters in order to produce sales. Americans can only see the same thing for so long before they grow bored of it.  A good selling tactic seems to be to show the popular concepts or characters with a new, exciting twist.


Another aspect when looking at criminal and villain traits for media purposes is how common the traits are. Each villain or criminal has to have at least one particular trait that makes them stand out, even if the crime has been done by several other criminals and covered. A good example is store robberies. These types of crime are unlikely to be covered by the news media, as they are common and happen rather often. When they are reported, the robber has something unique about them or their actions, such as being a frequent offender, or robbing a store that makes one wonder about their personal life (i.e. a man robbing a cosmetics store and stealing make up, or a child breaking into a candy store) Each situation must be different and unique in order to gain America’s attention. Repetition is considered to be boring, and should not be used on a constant basis.


The bad aspect of this situation is that it means a constant change in individual perspective and self because there are constant changes in the media. The media changes are steadily paced, as too many changes at once would cause individuals to behave chaotically. The added stereotypes only intensify tensions between those an individual wouldn’t normally identify within their social group. For example, if the newspapers or movies began featuring farmers committing murders, an urban individual may become biased against rural individuals. The concept of self is also perceived negatively by one within the group being featured. In the example of the murderous farmers, a normal farmer may see the coverage and feel different due to his lack of deviance, or the farmer could be constantly judged as an “evil murder” by others outside the peer group. Eventually, the normal farmer may believe that he too is “evil” and feel like a failure. The self-fulfilling prophecy could take effect here, and the farmers life snow-balled downhill from there.


While variety is good, too much is socially unacceptable and uncomfortable. Slow changes need to be made doing each new story to make the audience feel that they are seeing something new. This is why particular traits seem to sell better and be covered by the media. That is why common traits are so important to the criminal or villain, and yet uniqueness remains key for sales purposes. (This is also a huge reflection on American perspective and culture.)

With fiction and nonfiction using the same tactics, it is no wonder that “documentaries” such as Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 are quick to gain popularity. In Fahrenheit 9/11, Michael Moore explores the theory that the Bush administration has close ties to Osama Bin Laden and that the events of September 11th could have been prevented. This movie is mostly distorted fact when one looks at it closer and books such as Michael Moore is a Big, Fat, Stupid, White Man exist to attempt to expose this. (See how quickly the industry can grow just from describing things in particular ways inaccurately?) Americans are unsure what to believe and what should be seen as truth. This American perspective allows the media to have much power over them. Americans are so confused that they will perceive the first thing that sounds logical as truth, and that is how money is made. 

Criminals and villains are designed in very similar ways and are closely tied to one another. In short, fiction writers may use qualities of real criminals in order to make their stories believable, and the news media may look to fictional descriptions to make their stories more interesting. Uniqueness is key to sales, and particular aspects of the criminal or villain must be described properly, or social problems could form.
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