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Chapter I 

Diagnosing the “Monster” 

 

 In 1940, the New York Times added a new index category of “sex crime” to its 

index of contents to distinguish rape, corruption of morals, molestation, and other related 

sex crimes from other deviant acts. The 1940 index lists a story on November 9 of the 

murder of 10-year-old Genevieve Connelly by 38-year-old Thomas Conroy. According to 

the Times, Conroy strangled Connelly after she “rejected his advances” (“Janitor 

Confesses Killing Bronx Girl,” 1940). The Times described the gruesome murder and 

disposal of Connelly in chilling detail. Conroy was convicted of first degree murder and 

sentenced to the electric chair in Sing Sing prison; after the initial November story, none 

of the press coverage of Conroy is listed under the “sex crime” index category. 

The 1942 index lists the conviction and 82-year prison sentence of Eugene 

Levine, who admitted to robbery and attempted rape of nearly 100 women in Brooklyn. 

The article describes Levine’s tearful insistence that despite his confession, he had no 

recollection of the crimes, as well as his attorney’s claim that Levine’s mental state made 

him unfit for punishment. The Times notes that “a hospital examination had found Levine 

sane” and that the judge believed the hospital report was the only proof needed to 

establish Levine’s mental fitness (“82-Year Sentence for Sex Criminal,” 1942). Unlike 

the Conroy case, three separate articles following Levine’s arrest and conviction all 

appear under the “sex crime” index category. 

Historian Philip Jenkins (1998) has argued that the 1940s were part of a nation-

wide “Age of the Sex Psychopath,” an era beginning in the 1930s and lasting into the 

1950s. It was during this time, Jenkins argues, that all sex offenders were labeled in the 

media—and in the public’s perception—with the same stamp of “psychopath” due to a 

few highly publicized, violent sex crimes similar to the murder of Genevieve Connelly. 

The increase in press coverage, Jenkins argues, led to legislative measures designed to 

address the threat of the sex psychopath; the “Age of the Sex Psychopath” brought with it 

a nation-wide panic over the threat posed by sex offenders. Among these measures was 

the increase in the use of psychoanalysis and psychiatry in the evaluation of sex 
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offenders, such as the hospital evaluation noted in Levine’s case. Indeed, the weight 

given to the evaluation of Levine by the judge speaks to the faith in the authority of 

psychiatry in these cases. Historian Estelle B. Freedman (1987) has also noted the 

influence during this era of psychoanalysis and psychiatry on theories of crime due, in 

part, to the advent of forensic psychiatry (p. 88). A prison term, it was argued, did 

nothing to cure an individual with “abnormal” sexual desires. As sex crime stories 

appeared with greater frequency in the Times coverage, the notion that a sex offender 

could only be punished and receive treatment after he had committed a crime was called 

into question. A more rational, scientific approach to the sex criminal began to grow in 

favor as a way to eliminate sex crime. Theories on sex crime began to change. 

 However, although the Conroy story might, on its face, appear to have the 

hallmarks of a case where the influence of psychoanalysis would be present, no mention 

is made of the type of evaluation that is noted in the Levine case. This does not mean that 

such an evaluation did not take place; it only means that the Times chose not to cover it. 

How the Times did cover sex crime in the historical moment of the 1940s is the subject of 

this work.  

 

I. Purpose 

 This study seeks to understand how the New York Times, the “newspaper of 

record” in the United States, talked about sex crime during the decade in which it 

introduced the “sex crime” category to its index of contents, the same decade in which 

theories about sex crime were changing. How do stories such as Conroy’s and Levine’s 

create a picture of sex crime, sex offenders, and the institutions charged with addressing 

the threat of their deviance on the public? What are the themes that emerge in the 

coverage? How did the Times represent the influence of medicine and science on theories 

of sex crime by reinforcing particular social scripts of these topics and how, and in what 

context, are these representations presented? Scholarship in this area, such as that of 

Jenkins and Freedman, has focused on how sex offenders were talked about during this 

time. This work distinguishes itself by looking at how the entirety of the event covered by 

the media was talked about. This distinction will be elaborated at length in the methods 
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section, but it should be noted here that it is characterized by an analysis of not just the 

individual, but of the act in which he is participating and of the institutions involved in 

defining and representing his actions. 

 The larger questions informing this work involve how sexual deviance is 

constructed by the press. Specifically, how do media create a public understanding of sex 

crime as a unique category of deviant behavior? Perhaps most importantly, how does the 

press portray the intersection of public institutions—e.g., medical, public policy, criminal 

justice—as they respond to this specific type of crime and criminal? That is, how does the 

press create a picture of both the chaos of sex crime and the order of preventing it? And, 

quite simply, why is sex crime different than other types of crime and why is the sex 

criminal different than other types of offenders? Central to these questions is the 

assumption that media and society each seek not just to understand the world, but to bring 

a sense of order, control, and rationale to actions and events.  

 Philip Jenkins work, Moral Panic: Changing Concepts of the Child Molster in 

Modern America provides a comprehensive history of the emergence of the “sex 

psychopath” over time. Through his analysis of different types of media, including film, 

newspapers, magazines, and police bulletins, Jenkins provides a broad history of how 

society came to understand all sex offenders as criminals who acted out their abnormal 

sexual desires on children. The breadth of Jenkins’ research provides a critical context for 

this work because it provides a historical context for understanding how media portrayed 

sex offenders, how the public responded, and how lawmakers took responsive action to 

protect the public. In part, this research seeks to look at Jenkins’ work in more detail and 

to evaluate its arguments by focusing on how one text (the New York Times) painted a 

picture of sex crime and criminals by reinforcing particular scripts about these events. In 

contrast to Jenkins’ work, this study is approaching the analysis with the additional 

context of how the press helps the public make sense of events it cannot experience; how 

did the New York Times as a specific information medium help the public understand sex 

crime and offenders? What was the press doing at this time that makes its impact on 

public perception relevant? As has been previously stated, this work is also different 
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because the analysis will focus not just on the offenders, but on sex crime as a particular 

type of event. 

 

II. Theoretical Framework 

 This thesis is concerned with how the New York Times constructed the reality of 

sex crimes for its readers. To answer the questions outlined in the purpose, the method of 

discourse analysis will be used to examine relevant press coverage. A discourse analysis 

has theoretical underpinnings which dictate its execution in academic research. The 

concepts of social construction of reality, ideology and hegemony, and deviance will all 

be crucial to this work.  

 

A. Social Construction of Reality 

 The theory of the social construction of reality informs the transference of 

information between media and audience; it is within this exchange between the device 

(media) and the receiver (audience) that a social discourse is created. Social construction 

of reality has many definitions in various disciplines. Communications scholar Teun Van 

Dijk (1998) details how news media in particular construct social meaning through news 

production: 

News production and comprehension crucially involve these social 

representations. Journalists and readers in one society, class, or 

culture share part of these representations, which are, therefore, 

usually presupported (sic) in news reports. Major social institutions 

and their properties and major groups or classes are assumed to be 

known to the readers or viewers. News events and actions are 

made intelligible against the background of such culturally shared 

knowledge . . . (p. 27)  

What is especially relevant here is the concept of a “culturally shared knowledge.” Media 

coverage of an event can expose individuals to a common set of images and language that 

can aid in producing a similar “experience” of the event. Therefore, a society can actually 

create a shared experience that they may not have witnessed in person; this experience 
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can be socially constructed. For example, most baby boomers remember the assassination 

of President Kennedy; for a group of baby boomers in the United States who were not 

directly present at this historical moment—assuming also they were exposed to some 

form of media—they possess an experience of the event that probably carries a common 

set of language and images.  

Similarly, those individuals who did not experience a direct impact of Eugene 

Levine’s crimes were still able to sense the impact of those crimes and their 

consequences through the New York Times’ coverage; their experience is based on 

indirect knowledge of the events through media sources, though the specific image 

aroused by those events is dependent on several factors: gender, age, race, religion, socio-

economic status and what type of media gave them the majority of their information, to 

name a few. In sum, how an event is constructed in the media shapes the reality accepted 

by an audience; this reality will inform the discourse(s) that emerge when one discerns 

how the “who” and “what” are talked about. A shared experience through shared 

language and images can create a shared meaning of an event for society; the “meaning” 

of sex crimes for society in the 1940s will also be discussed in this research. 

In order for reality to be socially constructed, the public must have some way of 

apprehending what is being talked about. In the case of sex crime, the term “sex” was not 

a novel term. It carried with it a particular meaning; this meaning will be discussed 

further in the next chapter. However, it is important to note here that there is meaning 

attributed to language that is not explicitly stated. That is, when a reader sees the term 

“sex crime,” he or she ascribes a particular meaning, or scripts, to those terms. Scholar 

Ruth Wodak notes that scripts are part of a broader concept of a schema, or a way of 

making sense of information through particular cultural or historical contexts (p. 110). 

Wodak’s example of the ‘accident’ schema provides a useful way of understanding 

scripts: 

(W)hen I read about an automobile accident in the newspaper, I am 

able to draw inferences that transcend the explicit information 

provided. Thus, I would be tempted to ask whether the driver was 

driving too fast, if he or she had been drinking or if it was dark and 
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misty. I would go on by asking how many people were killed or 

wounded, how extensive the damage was, and who had been 

guilty. Did the police appear on the scene, were more than two cars 

involved. This is, by the way, an essential point in the construction 

of prejudice and of judgments in general (p. 110). 

Wodak’s example speaks to the several scripts about auto accidents that might run 

through a person’s mind when reading about these events. There is the script that 

accidents are caused by certain types of behaviors on the part of the driver; the script that 

says that cars crash when the weather is bad; the script that says you hear about accidents 

when there is at least some type of injury, sometimes fatal; the one that says police do 

certain things at accident sites, and so on. None of this information needs to be explicitly 

presented to the reader because he or she has already been exposed to a certain way of 

thinking about, and making sense of, car crashes. So the reader receives the information 

with certain assumptions about the “reality” of accidents and what they entail. 

 Media play an important role in constructing reality for readers, in part, by 

reflecting certain scripts of culturally shared knowledge. The auto accident of ‘today’ is 

constructed for readers, but that construction is built around the assumption that certain 

scripts already exist because of the public’s understanding of the accidents of ‘yesterday.’ 

This reliance on scripts on the part of the press is not necessarily intentional insofar as the 

press, as an institution, may not be deliberately reinforcing a particular way of thinking 

about auto accidents. But as a provider of information about events through language, the 

press works with scripts to convey meaning and understanding about the topics it covers. 

With regard to sex crime, there were already certain scripts about sex crime and criminals 

that existed before 1940 when the category of “sex crime” became part of the New York 

Times index. These scripts will be talked about further in this work. 

Further, the more the public is exposed to an event and/or the actors involved, the 

more likely a script about that event or actors will change over time. If an individual 

experiences an event that is uncommon, he or she may be more likely to rely on an old 

script as a way of understanding the reality of that event, even though that individual has 

arguably had a ‘unique’ experience. This is important with regard to this study because 
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although the way the New York Times organized sex crime stories suggests that there was 

a new way of thinking about this crime, the historical context will provide evidence that 

the frequency of sex crimes did not actually increase, although the public perceived that 

there were more sex crimes being committed. Why this was the case will be talked about 

further in this work.  

 

B. Ideology and Hegemony 

 With regard to deviant acts such as sex crimes, media help the public place such 

an event within a particular ideological framework and thus, a particular way of making 

cognitive sense of the event. Scholar Clinton Sanders (1990) writes, “Media messages are 

ideological constructs used by members of the audience to identify, interpret, and devise 

solutions for deviance and the other social ‘problems’ which are the dominant focus of 

media attention,” (p. 7). For the purposes of this research, the concept of “ideology” is 

defined as a perceived reality, the reception of which works to promote the interests of a 

particular group in society (Wodak, 1996; Mills, 1997; Foucault, 1990). The extent to 

which an ideology is “true” or “real” is ever changing. For example, a dominate ideology 

in Progressive Era United States stated that women were unequal to men. This ideology 

is not widely accepted as true in 21st century United States. Indeed, it could be argued 

that there was a time when Levine’s conduct would not have been seen as particularly 

deviant or, at least, would not have warranted the punishment he received. It should be 

understood that ideologies pass in and out of favor as they, and we, change over time.  

At the heart of ideology is the concept of hegemony: the dominant view of one 

group, or groups, over society (Mills, 1997; Bocock, 1986). Scholar Sara Mills (1997) 

defines “hegemony” as “people’s compliance in their own oppression,” (p. 26). In this 

way, hegemony functions on a level which can only be described as the subconscious. 

That is, individuals may accept a particular way of thinking as “the only” way to think 

because it is the hegemonic norm, even though another way of thinking—or counter-

hegemony—might be more advantageous. To use the previous example, many women 

during the Progressive Era believed they were unequal to men, even though an opposite 

view may have provided them with more agreeable opportunities. 
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 The concept of hegemony first emerged through the writings of Antonio 

Gramsci, who argued that it is exercised at various levels of leadership within economic, 

political and civil society (Bocock, 1986). If “ideology” is understood to be a perceived 

reality which promotes the interests of a particular group, “hegemony” in this context is 

defined as the salient, silent infrastructure of an ideology. Despite the seemingly cosmic 

levels on which notions such as “ideology” and “hegemony” may seem to function, it is 

through the method of discourse analysis that their existence can be examined. By 

looking at press coverage, paying mind to the ideology(ies) which emerge, one can 

understand how the events being covered were talked about to convey a particular 

message of sex offenders, their crimes, and the institutions that define them. Again, this 

speaks to the “meaning” of an event. 

 

C. Agenda -Setting and the New York Times 

 In a most general summation, the agenda-setting theory suggests that media play 

an important role in helping the public prioritize topics to think about. The press plays a 

role in helping the public understand what it should be considering, as well as how it 

might understand the most relevant issues, also known as attribute agenda-setting 

(McCombs, 2005). In their landmark study of voter attitudes during presidential 

campaigns, media scholars McCombs and Shaw (1972) suggested that media also help 

shape the “salience of attitudes toward the political issues” (p. 176). Media influence the 

way in which events are understood by shaping their presentation to an audience; media 

help ascribe meaning to information. 

The New York Times has often been cited as a premier “shaper” of public opinion, 

since many news organizations take their news making cue from what the Times is 

talking about (McCombs, 2005). It has already been noted that the paper introduced a 

new way of organizing its news with the introduction of “sex crime” as a category in its 

index of contents. More specifically, the New York Times plays an important role in 

introducing new topics onto the public’s agenda (McCombs, 2005; Emery, Emery, & 

Roberts, 1995). For these reasons, the Times was selected as the source for this study. It 

was assumed that the way in which this paper covered sex crime and sex offenders would 
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speak to how other newspapers presented the issue, and thus what information society 

was working with as it shaped its understanding of these events. 

 

D. Deviance 

 Media scholar Herbert Gans (1990) notes media “cannot decide anew every day 

of the week how to select the fraction (of news) that will appear on the news; instead, 

they routinize their task in order to make it manageable” (p. 78). The actual business 

needs of media organizations dictate that they must have a way to “manage” news stories. 

Therefore, categories such as “sex crime” are created to help organize content—both for 

readers and for staff. Within the context of this work, it is posited that sex crime—and all 

stories falling under its media-proscribed category—is a deviant act. Through the news 

making process, an event is placed within a category; that category, then, may have a 

particular ideology associated with it. This thesis seeks to examine how a sex crime—a 

category defined by the media—was covered. Deviance is defined as behavior that falls 

outside societal boundaries; also, it is appropriate to think about deviance as acts that are 

out-of-sync with the dominant ideology which proscribes “normal” behavior. 

 

III. Conclusion 

 This thesis seeks to understand how the New York Times talked about sex crime, 

sex offenders, and the institutions charged with protecting the public from sexual 

deviants. What was the reality of these elements that was constructed for readers? What 

was the New York Times saying about this crime, its perpetrators, and the response of 

those institutions that created its definition as “deviant”? 

Chapter II will provide an outline of the convergence of the medical and legal 

institutions in America and the emergence of the deviant sex criminal. Chapter III will 

further explore how and why media cover deviant events. Chapter IV will detail the 

method used in this study, including additional analysis of the theoretical framework 

provided earlier. Chapter V will include the findings and discussion. Finally, Chapter VI 

will detail the limitations of this study and suggestions for future research 
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Chapter II 

Scripts about Sex, Sex Crime, and Sex Offenders 

 

 The 1940s in the United States closed with some of the most sensational, 

historically resonant violent crimes in history. The still unsolved 1947 murder of young, 

aspiring actress Elizabeth Short, more commonly known as the Black Dahlia, in Los 

Angeles and the beginning of the saga of the Martinsville 7 in Virginia—a group of 

young, African American males convicted, and eventually executed, for raping a white 

woman—are two notable examples. Both of these cases received significant media 

attention1 and occurred during a time when the nation was in the midst of responding to 

sex crimes with legislative force. 

 As stated in the previous chapter, this thesis seeks to understand how the New 

York Times talked about sex crime, sex offenders, and the institutions charged with 

protecting the public from sexual deviants. What was the reality of these elements that 

was constructed for readers and how was that reality executed? What was the New York 

Times saying about this crime, its perpetrators, and the response of those institutions that 

created its definition as “deviant”? To that end, this chapter will provide important 

contexts that inform this work. First, a framework for thinking about the emergence of a 

discourse about sex will be provided. This speaks to the script about sex that might have 

been understood by the public as they were reading the Times coverage of sex crime. It 

will be demonstrated that the deviant concept of “sex offender” is situated within a 

broader, complex framework of “sex.” Then, the ideological and historical context for 

how sex offenders were defined during the mid-twentieth century in the United States 

will be discussed, again to provide the relevant scripts for understanding how readers 

might have apprehended sex crime. Also, it will be argued that during the period under 

review in this work, the definitions of “sex offender” and “sex psychopath” became 

interchangeable as terms to describe individuals—overwhelmingly men—who commit 

sex crimes that vary in nature. Although literature will be reviewed which indicates these 

terms have a specific meaning, ultimately it will be argued that the social construction of 

                                                
1 “significant” in this context is defined as being covered over numerous weeks by print media. 
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sex crime in the media contributed to painting all perpetrators of sex crimes as “sex 

psychopaths.” 

 

I. Sex Script 

 Sex has been expressed or talked about in some manner and context since the 

beginning of human existence. Indeed, human existence depends on it. To provide an 

exhaustive history of the discourse of sex would be too cumbersome for the questions 

relevant here. For the purposes of this work, a brief examination of the discourse of sex 

as detailed in the work of philosopher Michel Foucault will help ground the important 

concepts of sex, deviance, and sexual deviants. The analysis of a discourse on sex will 

begin in the 18th century, for it is during this time that the “talk about” sex relevant to this 

study emerged. 

 

A. Sex as a Means of Control 

 In Foucault’s The History of Sexuality: an Introduction, he writes that as 

populations grew during the 18th century, public talk about sex increased. The increase in 

the number of people who required food, safety, shelter and other necessities made sex 

something that had to be “managed” by public institutions (Foucault, 1990). Whereas sex 

had previously been a ritual confined to private space, it became exposed and discussed 

because so many facets of society sprung from its existence. Sex moved from an action, a 

verb, to a more nebulous realm of language in an attempt to recognize and make sense of 

its many roles in society; sex became a noun and a state of being, as well as a verb. It was 

recognized to have an impact on the number of mouths to be fed and workers to be paid; 

defining these effects through increased talk about sex, Foucault (1990) argues, was a 

means of controlling society: “One had to speak of sex . . . as of a thing not to be simply 

condemned or tolerated but managed, inserted into systems of utility, regulated for the 

greater good of all, made to function according to an optimum” (p. 24). Sex speak 

became part of the contract of citizenship between individuals and their governing state. 
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B. Deviant Sex 

 “There were two great systems conceived by the West for governing sex,” writes 

Foucault (1990), “the law of marriage and the order of desires” (p. 39). Within these two 

systems respectively sprung definitions of normal (i.e., sexual relations between married 

couples) and deviant (i.e., homosexual relations) sexual behavior. As has already been 

stated, sex emerged as something to be controlled; this included both normal and deviant 

sexual behavior. Foucault argues that during the 19th and 20th centuries, sex which took 

place within the context of marriage was of less and less concern because, “the legitimate 

couple, with its regular sexuality, had a right to more discretion” (p. 38). 

Sex in the second system, the “order of desires,” provided multiple opportunities 

for the exertion of control. Whereas marriage provided but one context for defining and 

controlling sex, deviant sex provided numerous ones: homosexuality, rape, prostitution, 

and pornography, to name a few. Further, the defining of these contexts which Foucault 

calls “peripheral sexualities” led to the definition of the individuals who perpetrated 

them. For example, with respect to gay men, Foucault (1990) states, “Nothing that went 

into (his) total composition was unaffected by his sexuality . . . it was a secret that always 

gave itself away” (p. 43). The more peripheral sexualities that could be defined—for 

example, by the medical institution—the more contexts could be discovered that were 

worthy for investigation and, ultimately, for controlling the individual. Foucault suggests 

that a variety of medical institutions benefited from the boom in “sexual peripheries” 

during this time, and that these institutions of control expanded as the definitions of these 

behaviors embedded themselves in society. 

In sum, Foucault’s framework suggests that the emergence of a discourse about 

deviant sexual behavior led to more opportunities for the exertion of power and control 

by the state over its citizens; that is, the state creates a particular, hegemonic view about 

sex that allows it to enforce certain ways of thinking about “the law of marriage” and the 

“order of desires.” The deviant behavior of an individual could not be distinguished from 

his or her being, meaning it was not just the behavior that needed defining and 

harnessing, but the individual him or herself. 
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C. Sexual Deviance Prior to the 20th century 

 Philip Jenkins (1998) notes that, “although criminal laws regarding sexual 

behavior have existed since the oldest civilizations, the rationale for such legislation has 

changed substantially over time” (p. 22). Sex offenders and their crimes have been within 

the purview of the criminal justice system since the nation’s inception. Therefore, their 

construction should be, in part, understood as one which was dependent on the particular 

ideology which dominated the institutions of justice during a particular time frame. 

Foucault (1990) argues that up until the beginning of the 19th century, “three major 

explicit codes—apart from the customary regularities and constraints of opinion—

governed sexual practices: canonical law, the Christian pastoral, and civil law” (p. 37). 

Each of these realms defined deviant and normal sexual practices, all of which, Foucault 

(1990) says, were grounded in matrimonial relations.  

In colonial America, concerns of morality created definitions of sex crimes, which 

like all types of crimes, were sins against God; therefore, punishing the sin and saving the 

sinner were the predominate features of colonial justice. Jenkins (1998) notes, “in 

America the earliest colonial law codes contained lengthy lists of sexual offenses 

meriting punishment, with fornication, adultery, bestiality, and homosexuality all 

drawing severe physical penalties” (p. 22). Rape, specifically, was a capital offense, 

though few such sentences were ever carried out (Blacher, 1995). All laws sought to 

protect the moral rightness of society and public displays—such as punishment in the 

stocks—served as both penance for the sinner and a public service for the larger 

community; a display in the social forum of the consequences for crime served as a 

possible deterrent of future crimes.  

After the Revolutionary War, the function—and the ideology—of the law shifted 

from the notion that the soul of an individual was worth protecting, to the belief that 

protecting the property and physical well-being of American citizens was of paramount 

importance. To restate, ideology is defined as a perceived reality which works to promote 

a specific group’s interest. As Raquel Blacher (1995) notes in her law review, the advent 

of the Revolution brought about economic distress that changed the way in which 

criminals were viewed, and thus altered how punishment was meted out. Those who 
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suffered from economic hardship committed offenses against those with wealth and 

fortune, further defining a distinction between those who rightfully owned property and 

goods and those who coveted the property and goods of others; men became different 

from one another (Blacher, 1995). Law enforcement focused on the protection of the 

possessions of individuals, an arguable shift in ideology; deviant perpetrators were 

distinguished from other individuals because of their lack of possessions and the means 

by which they sought to acquire them. Prosperous individuals—specifically, their 

material assets—became the target of crime for those to whom the post-Revolution era 

had been less kind. This change in both the function of law—from protecting the soul to 

protecting possessions—and the way the law viewed criminals, not as any man capable of 

sinning but of a particular type of man who must be segregated from society, marks the 

mindset of America during the first significant legislative effort to protect the public from 

perpetrators of sex crimes. 

Eventually, 19th century English common law practice was followed with regard 

to these perpetrators and their crimes; specifically, “before a certain age, a girl was too 

young to give valid consent to sexual activity” (Jenkins, 1998, p. 24). The focus during 

this period seems largely to have been regarding age of consent. Most of the colonies set 

the age of consent at 10; by the late 19th century, “the great majority of states still 

maintained the English age limit of ten years, while four enforced an age of twelve,” with 

sex crimes being a routine part of the day-to-day business of the criminal justice system 

(Jenkins, 1998, p. 24). During the late 19th century however, the notion of “sexual 

perversion” emerged through changes in the medical and psychiatric fields (Jenkins, 

1998). Sexual perversion was understood to include non-procreative sexual acts, 

encompassing a broad range of activities or, more subtly, sexual tendencies or 

preferences (Jenkins, 1998). The rise of the child protection movement and creation of a 

new field of medicine dedicated to the physiology of children emerged in conjunction 

with the definition of sexual perversion, as well as the reconfiguration of age of consent 

(Robertson, 2005). All of these changes would have an impact on the types of acts and 

behaviors that could be classified as sex crimes in the 20th century. A purview that had 
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been largely dominated by the concept of “rape”—including statutory rape—would 

include “molestation,” “indecent exposure” and “homosexuality,” among others.  

Restricting acts or behaviors understood as “perverse” was the goal of the first 

statutes legislating sex crime in the United States. In 1921, Massachusetts reinvigorated 

its 1911 Briggs Act, a law against “defective delinquents”—which provided the 

foundation for the sex psychopath laws that would emerge in the 1940s and 50s (Jenkins, 

1998). The Briggs Act involved psychiatric experts and law enforcement officials, 

including prosecutors and police, in special proceedings to determine the mental health of 

deviant individuals. The term “defective delinquent” applied to someone who was 

determined not to be insane or “mentally defective,” but rather “psychopathic.” A 

“psychopath” was someone, usually male, who could not control his actions, despite his 

understanding of the difference between right and wrong. The psychopath had irresistible 

urges which he sought to satisfy. Under the Briggs Act, “defective delinquents” were 

civilly committed to institutions where they could be treated for their deficiencies, not 

unlike many modern laws proscribing civil commitment for certain crimes. Though the 

Briggs Act applied to a variety of deviant behaviors, the combination of psychiatric and 

law enforcement tenets would be mirrored in the sex psychopath statutes of the following 

decade. 

 

D. Defining Sex Offenders and Sex Crimes in the Twentieth Century 

 Historian Estelle B. Freedman (1987) argues that the “sexual psychopath” 

emerged during the twentieth century due to a shift in discourse of sex as a means of 

“maintaining female purity,” to a “modern concern about controlling male violence” (p. 

85). This argument is grounded in Foucault’s argument that sex discourses are 

simultaneously discourses about control. According to Freedman (1987), while 

promoting respect for “innate female purity” had previously tempered the carnal desires 

of men prior to the twentieth century, the sexual revolution of the 1920s meant that 

“female purity lost its symbolic power to regulate sexual behavior,” (p. 86). Sex that 

occurred outside of intent to procreate came to be more accepted, meaning that something 

other than the desire to keep women virgins until marriage would be required to regulate 
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sexual behavior. For Freedman, the construction of the sex psychopath took over as the 

mechanism of control. The sex psychopath was not mentally ill or insane; he was a 

violent, sexual criminal who was unable to reasonably satiate his desires (Freeman, 

1987).  

Freedman (1987) also notes that the construction of the “deviant male” was aided 

by “three convergent trends” in American society: 

First, as courts and prisons became important arenas into which 

American psychiatry expanded beyond its earlier base in state 

mental hospitals, the recently established specialization of forensic 

psychiatry sought new explanations for criminal behavior. Second, 

the social stresses of the depression drew attention to the problems 

of male deviance. Third, the social scientific study of sexuality 

became respectable. And the influence of psychoanalytic theories 

on American psychiatry during the 1930s provided an intellectual 

base for a sexual theory of crime. (p. 88)  

According to this statement, male deviance and its societal backlash in the form of 

criminal behavior was determined to be its own category requiring attention as a result of 

the rise in certain medical and penal institutions. The increasing legitimization of 

American psychiatry helped create the conception of “sexual perversion” which was later 

used in early public safety measures.  

Freedman’s work emphasizes changes in and growing influence of the medical 

community. Speaking to this influence, scholar Stephen Robertson argues the theory of 

“psycho sexual development” is a critical and neglected part of the history of sex 

offenders. According to Robertson (2005), the rise in this theory served to explain not 

only why certain individuals became sex offenders, but also to enforce certain established 

beliefs regarding non-white (specifically African American) sexual practices. Psycho 

sexual development is defined as the time during adolescence in which children form 

normal sexual practices and beliefs. Certain disruptions to male sexual maturation—

Robertson provides the example of a mother who excessively coddles her son—can stunt 
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the growth of a boy’s sexual maturity, preventing him from experiencing normal sexual 

desires and, in turn, becoming a “normal” man.  

The theory of psycho sexual development argues that interference during this time 

can reveal itself in the abuse of children as well as homosexual behavior: it is these two 

deviations that qualify for the term “sexual psychopath” according to this theory. 

Therefore, as Robertson (2005) states, “Neither men who raped adult women nor young 

men who had intercourse with adolescent girls exhibited the immature desires that 

characterized the sexual psychopath” (p. 5). Rather, the sexual psychopath acted in ways 

that showed he did not understand what type of individual he should have sexual 

impulses towards (arguably, even if those impulses included violence, such as adult men 

raping adult women). Robertson indicates the concept of psycho sexual development 

would later inform the popular definitions of “sex offenders” and “sex psychopaths” that 

would permeate media coverage of sex crime.  

In articles contemporary with the period under review, there is a sense of urgency 

to understand not just what makes an offender a “sex psychopath,” but also how to treat 

him as the unique criminal that he was. In a 1949 article in the Journal of Criminal Law 

and Criminology, James Reinhardt and Edward Fischer comment on both the lack of 

understanding of how someone becomes a “sex psychopath,” and the danger of waiting 

until the tell-tale behavior of one’s psychopathy had manifested itself into action, “There 

are danger signals, but it is when the ‘monster of murder castle’ breaks loose that we 

know what we have had all along” (p. 734). Reinhardt and Fischer claim a need to find a 

different solution other than incarceration to deal with criminals who commit, essentially, 

“gateway” sex crimes (e.g., indecent exposure). A 1948 article in the University of 

Pennsylvania Law Review notes that the sex offender is not an, “ordinary criminal with 

ordinary motives” because the impulse to commit his crimes is so great (F.P.F, 1948). 

This is different from an understanding of “insanity” as being the comprehension of right 

from wrong; Reinhardt and Fischer specifically note that sexual psychopaths do 

understand right from wrong, but their sense of social responsibility is outweighed by 

their desire to act (p. 735). Society is at risk from sex criminals because their particular 

brand of “illness” prevents them from acting right, even though they may know what 
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“right” is. Both of these articles speak to the need for preventing sex offenders from 

turning into sex psychopaths.  

Media institutions also played a significant part disseminating the construction of 

sex offenders to the larger public as sex psychopaths. Jenkins (1998) calls the period of 

1935-1957 “the Age of the Sex Psychopath,” beginning with New York’s trial of Albert 

Fish for the 1934 mutilation and cannibalism of twelve-year-old Gracie Budd. The 

sensational nature of Fish’s crime provided fodder for endless media attention, even into 

the modern entertainment period.2 During this “age” media focused coverage on events 

similar to the Fish case, with most involving children, creating a widespread panic among 

the public. Violent murders and rapes became a feature of American news reporting, and 

“News coverage conditioned the public to expect that violent crimes would have 

perverted motives,” (Jenkins, 1998, p. 51). That is, a child murder would likely be 

assumed by the public to be a sex crime, regardless if this was the case. Indeed, attention 

paid by the media to sex crimes during this period fueled the fire for the ensuing statutory 

initiatives, and sex crime became a familiar part of American news. As Jenkins notes, it 

was during this time that the New York Times introduced the category of “sex crimes” to 

its index, suggesting this type of violence was a regular “beat” that would produce 

material for coverage from one day to the next (p. 51).  

From the 1930s throughout the 1940s, acts appearing under the New York Times 

index of “sex crime” varied, as did those individuals who could be classified as sex 

offenders. Among those acts constituting sex crimes were consensual ones, such as 

adultery and sodomy (homosexual intercourse), and non-consensual, violent acts such as 

rape, molestation and sex murder (Jenkins, 1998). According to Jenkins, “. . . the act of 

(naming an offense as a sex crime) was crucial to assimilating these diverse types of 

conduct into a single problem,” (p. 58).  

Freedman (1987) specifically cites the years between 1935 and 1965 as the era of 

“sex crime panic” during which commissions were created at all levels of local and 

national government to address the problem of sex crime. It was also during this time that 

                                                
2 The character of Hannibal Lecter in the film Silence of the Lambs is based largely off of Fish’s obsessions 
and crimes. 
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the medical community (i.e. psychiatrists) was given the task of treating sex offenders for 

their criminal problem. Homosexuals in particular were seen as being “sick” and 

therefore eligible for commitment in a psychiatric facility, also known as “civil 

commitment.” Those sex offenders designated for civil commitment were understood to 

be psychopathic. Sociologist Eric Janus (2000) defines sexual psychopaths as “a certain 

subclass of sex offenders, those ‘too sick to deserve punishment’” (p. 73). Civil 

commitment was the medical community’s response to sexual psychopaths—a way to 

keep these criminals off the streets in an environment in which these individuals could 

receive treatment to change their deviant behavior. 

 

E. Legislatively and Medically Defining the “Sex Offender as Sex Psychopath” 

 Freedman’s work provides valuable insight for situating the current term of sex 

offender within the context of the sexual psychopath, citing legislative sources defining 

“sexual psychopath” as, “someone whose ‘utter lack of power to control his sexual 

impulses’ made him ‘likely to attack…the object of his uncontrolled and uncontrollable 

desires’”(Freedman, 1987, p. 84). Because the sexual psychopath was considered to 

suffer from a medical impairment, those individuals found to be sexually psychopathic 

were also assumed to be medically treatable and, eventually, curable. The first wave of 

sex offender commitment laws appeared in the 1930s, intended to address those 

individuals who were too sick to control their sexual impulses (Brown and Pratt, 2000, p. 

73). 

As previously mentioned, the Briggs Act addressed “defective delinquents” who 

perpetrated a variety of crimes and helped define the concept of a psychopathic 

individual. In 1937, Michigan passed the first statute to specifically address sex 

psychopaths (Act No. 196, Pub. Acts 1937). This statute provided for the civil 

commitment of individuals determined to be sexual deviants, though not necessarily 

medically insane. A year later, the law was overturned by the state’s supreme court in 

People v. Frontczak when the court determined the statute was a criminal rather than civil 

scheme and therefore unconstitutional with respect to the due process rights of “sexual 

deviants.” The same year of the Frontczak decision, Illinois passed the first sex 
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psychopath statute that passed the constitutional litmus test by, “ensuring that committal 

could occur without a criminal conviction and drawing more heavily on the procedures of 

an insanity hearing rather than on those of a criminal trial,” unlike the Michigan law 

(Jenkins, 1998, p. 82). During the next twelve years, similar statutes were passed in 

fourteen more states and DC.  

Though varying, sex psychopath statutes reflected the belief that the civil 

commitment of sex offenders was the appropriate manner to treat and cure the criminal of 

his illness. One might draw a parallel to the justice of the colonial era—essentially, hate 

the sin and love the sinner—however, there is one key difference. Sex psychopath 

statutes were based on the premise that, in some manner, these individuals were “sick.” 

Though no actual finding of insanity was required for civil commitment, medical 

treatment was the preferred method of rehabilitation rather than prison for these 

individuals. Thus, they were separated from society in a different manner than other 

criminals, and placed in a different category requiring a different treatment strategy. 

 

II. Conclusion 

 A brief summary of how sex has been talked about over time reveals that it is 

interwoven into many facets of the citizenship contract between the individual and the 

state. A critical script in this regard describes sex as providing a framework for “law of 

marriages and the order of desires.” Deviant sex is scripted as falling outside of the 

boundaries of this framework. During the mid-twentieth century, the script of “Sex 

Offender as Sex Psychopath” emerged from a fusion of legislative and medical responses 

to sex crime. Sex offenders were defined as deviant men who were unable to control their 

sexual urges and acted them out violently. Certain offenders were singled out for 

treatment in medical facilities in an attempt to cure their illness. 
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Chapter III 

News, Coverage of Deviance, and an Historical Context of the Press 

 

 What is news and how do news-making organizations function? Thus far, this 

study has outlined the theoretical and historical contexts which inform the research 

question, how did the New York Times construct an image of sex offenders in sex crime 

coverage and what discourses surface in the coverage? This chapter will focus on the 

functions of news organizations—specifically, the newspaper—and how the press works 

to construct a reality of deviant events for society. A general summation of literature of 

definitions of news and news making will be provided, with a more specific account of 

these topics in the era relevant to this study (the 1940s) to follow. 

 

I. News and News Makers 

 Former journalist Robert Park’s definition of news focuses on how an individual 

understands him or herself through the digestion of news, “The purpose of news was to 

locate what everyone had to know to act in their environment and through their actions to 

build a common identity” (Jensen and Jankowski, 1991, p. 81). In this statement, news is 

more than just information; it is proactive and can be designed to produce specific 

outcomes such as how one orients oneself in the context of the world. 

Communications scholar James Carey (1974) noted in his essay “Journalism and 

Criticism: The Case of an Undeveloped Profession” that during the 19th and 20th 

centuries, the press grew to see itself as the “voice of the community” (p. 232). That is, 

the press represented the public’s opinion and served to communicate the needs of 

society to its government. This assessment is echoed in Marion Marzlof’s (1991) work 

Civilizing Voices: American Press Criticism 1880-1950. Marzlof outlines the questions 

the press faced during the post World War II era; during this time, journalists sought to 

define the nature of their work through a set of shared ethics and principles which 

stressed the importance of objectivity and serving the interests of the public. The press 

became a reliable voice of the public’s interests as it strove to focus on important facts 

rather than rhetoric. 
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Scholar Doris Graber (1980) offers a simple statement of what news is that is, 

perhaps, most relevant for this work, “News is a product of socially determined notions 

of who and what are important” (p. 21). The fact that news is socially determined 

suggests that it is not a stable concept; it must be defined within the context in which it 

appears. News today may not be news tomorrow. This definition also begs the question 

“important to whom?” for the statement assumes that there is a correlation between news 

and its level of (socially determined) importance. It is not valid to assume that, because 

an event is news, it is important to everyone. Importance is clearly a subjective construct; 

therefore, media professionals must have a means of determining what events are 

important to an audience, for success in this determination will align with the success of a 

story and news organization. It is up to the judgments of news professionals to cull the 

“most important” events from a wealth of options. So, though the press may serve as the 

voice of the public to its government, it is also serving as a constructor of the world to the 

public. News makers create a sense of what is important to people and for people. This 

function will be discussed further. 

 News professionals have several methods available to determine the importance 

of an event and, therefore, its newsworthiness. One method is source-driven; that is, both 

the prominence and availability of sources can determine what news is important. If the 

president holds an impromptu news conference, all forms of news media will likely cover 

it because the source is so important to the entire nation and, arguably, the world. As 

journalist and media scholar Herbert Gans (1980) notes, “‘sources’ means actors . . . 

(who) provide information as members or representatives of organized and unorganized 

interest groups, and yet larger sections of nation and society” (p. 80). Therefore, sources 

are a journalist’s means of accessing the information that may be important to society.  

 The example of a presidential news conference is also a relevant example of 

another method of ascertaining what is news; “anticipated stories” (Gans, 1980, p. 87). 

These are prescheduled events that media are aware of and are thus able to report. This 

simplifies the hunt for news, especially if it comes from a powerful source such as the 

president. Both the importance of the source as well as its benefit as a prescheduled event 
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make a presidential news conference ideal for journalists to obtain relevant news of the 

day. 

 The importance of news can also be driven by what is relevant to the audience. 

For example, during a hot summer in the United States, stories about how to protect 

oneself against heat stroke may be carried in most states. What is important to members 

of society can change annually or even daily depending on the audience’s information 

needs. As has already been stated, what is important to one group of individuals may be 

less important to others or not important at all.  

McCombs and Shaw (1972) argued that mass media can influence the level of 

importance the public attaches to certain political issues. Media can help the public 

discern which issues are the most important, or salient, by virtue of the attention they 

receive. Therefore, news, by the very nature of being covered, is granted a certain level of 

importance by the public. Understanding this, political officials have a vested interest in 

using media to pursue the agenda of their party, the president or their own personal 

agendas regarding their political future. It has already been stated that media have a 

limited number of events upon which they can report each day, and that media must rely 

on a routinized strategy for gathering the most important information to convey to the 

public. This strategy involves a focus on the activities and information originating in the 

nation’s capitol. Given this strategy, political officials have at their disposal the very tools 

that they need to communicate the nation’s agenda to the larger public. In its essence, the 

relationship between media and the nation’s capital is a symbiotic one in which each 

party receives from the other the very thing it needs to remain competitive and survive. 

 

II. What Media Cover 

 The number of news stories the media can cover is relatively small in comparison 

to the level of newsworthy activity occurring on a daily basis. Many events that could 

potentially become stories take place outside the public view; however, some of these 

events become visible through media coverage. Other events are specifically designed to 

take place in the public eye, yet only a few of these reach the larger public. As only a few 
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stories from these two camps can be covered by media, a system of obtaining information 

about events must be in place in order to facilitate media coverage. 

News is gathered using a mix of all of the above methods for ascertaining 

importance—sources, anticipated stories, audience relevance—and countless more. 

However, almost all news organizations rely on a routine manner of gathering 

information. As in any business, media managers must rely on their business plan to 

ensure the least amount of money and energy is spent while the maximum results are 

achieved. As part of this routine or business plan, journalists are assigned to beats, 

meaning they literally have their own “turf” to patrol for news. Beats generally have 

locations associated with them; for example, a crime beat might involve a reporter 

spending significant time at police stations or courthouses. 

 News has to happen ‘someplace,’ and one of the most active places for news in 

the United States is in its epicenter of politics, Washington, D.C. According to Gans 

(1980), “the agency beat reporters who cover the White House, Capitol Hill, and the 

federal agencies play a far more central role in national news than the reporters attached 

to other bureaus” (p. 132-33). As the driving force of news content in the United States, 

those with the most influence in the nation’s capitol have the wherewithal to supply 

reporters with information that will become a main source of the nation’s news. 

This brief summary of news making practices in the United States is focused on 

how a few news decisions are made. Aside from the concept that news is driven by what 

is deemed important, news content is influenced by many factors, including availability 

of sources or information, audience needs and commercial realities, to name a few. This 

chapter will now focus on the press of the 1940s, the period under review, to provide 

context on its “sense of self” and the influence it had on society during this time. 

 

III. News and News Making during the 1940s 

 It has already been stated that the press can serve an agenda-setting function by 

providing the public with a list of topics to think about. In the United States, this function 

of news and news makers plays a critical role in citizenship. The press serves the public 

by providing information about key aspects that inform one’s role as a participant in 
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society and government: policy, power, ideology, and self-interest (Entman, 2005). The 

press can help citizens be citizens by providing them with information about these facets 

of the citizenship contract. During the 1930s and 1940s, the press began to enhance its 

understanding of itself as an objective provider of facts; specifically, it could serve 

citizens not just by providing them with topics to think about, but also some ways in 

which to think about them. The effect of this change on the objective role of the press is 

complex; by providing the public with a broader understanding of how to interpret an 

event through added context, the press might be fulfilling its role as an objective entity by 

giving readers more information needed in order to make decisions. Or, it might be 

limiting readers’ ability to make their own interpretations and assertions. Reporters were 

in the role of attempting to grasp reality, with its many possibilities, and present that 

reality to readers in a relatively brief summation. Any construction of that reality above 

and beyond a strict, factual account raised new questions for the meaning of 

“objectivity.”   

During the 1930s and 1940s, journalists began to challenge their understanding of 

their role as producers of news (Marzlof, 1991). Previously, the press had focused on 

constructing journalism as a profession, and journalists as serving an important role by 

providing the public with an objective account of facts. Journalists created standards for 

news reporting, such as balance and accuracy. By providing information unfettered with 

opinion, journalists sought to fulfill their role as a check to powerful interests and people 

(Hallin & Giles, 2005). But this changed as many journalists began to see the limits of 

objectivity; many individuals in the audience did not understand why information should 

be important to them. Context was required to help the public make informed decisions 

about how it would participate in society. “Interpretive reporting” and “reporter 

specialists” emerged as some reporters became more specialized and delved deeper into 

specific subjects such as science and economics (Emery, Emery, & Roberts, 2000).  

 This change in journalism’s “sense of self” converged with a public that 

increasingly read newspapers; nearly half of the literate population of the United States 

subscribed to a newspaper at the beginning of the 1930s (Hallin & Giles, 2005).   The 

public’s appetite for information grew, putting demands on news makers to produce 
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information quickly. This hunger for news had the impact of increasing the number of 

newspaper chains, and news began to come increasingly from a limited number of news 

producers; according to scholars Hallin and Giles, “By the early 1930s, the six largest 

chains . . . controlled more than two-thirds of the daily-newspaper circulation in the 

country” (p. 25). Papers began to take more advantage of cooperative news-gathering 

methods, such as wire services. The New York Times had already established itself as the 

“newspaper of record” for the country, in part for its distinction from other publications 

seen as providing the public with mere sensational entertainment (Bennett & Serrin, 

2005). With the decrease in news sources, publications such as the Times served an 

important agenda-setting role by providing other news makers with news. 

In 1941, the nation entered the Second World War, and the press played a critical 

role in informing the public of events overseas. During this time, the impact of stories 

about seemingly faraway places on an individual’s self interest was immensely high, with 

many readers having an intensely personal connection to the nation’s involvement in war. 

In this way, the press had an enormous influence on the public and its understanding of 

reality.  

While the press was influencing society, it was also engaging in acts of self-

censorship; The Code of Wartime Practices for the American Press provided guidelines 

to reporters of how to report on certain aspects of the war so as not to compromise 

military operations, and reporters, “erred in the direction of oversuppression of news 

possibly harmful to the war effort (Emery, Emery, & Roberts, p. 343). The Office of War 

Information (OWI) was also created in 1942 to review and coordinate news about the 

war, to ensure consistency of information about war efforts (Emery, Emery, & Roberts, 

2000). In an article contemporary to this period, sociologist Malcolm Willey (1942) 

stated that newspapers reflect social change and are a product of the social environments 

they cover every day (p. 21). Because of this, newspapers are social institutions, both 

reflecting society and enhancing a public understanding of society through the 

representation of the events being reported. Willey (1942) writes, “. . . newspapers are 

social institutions, and their development will be shaped by all the social factors which 

impinge upon them” (p. 21). With regard to self-censorship this is a relevant observation; 
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the press seemed to understand its influence on the public, and adjusted its reporting 

practices based on the judgment of the impact of that influence.  

In sum, the press during the 1940s was providing the public with more than just 

an account of facts, but also of context for understanding those facts. Fewer news-making 

entities were functioning to provide the public with information, resulting in a more 

homogenous agenda of news. The advent of World War II put an additional pressure on 

the press to provide readers with information about events in which they had a high level 

of personal interest; the press’s engagement in self-censorship further strengthens the 

argument that it perceived itself as having an influence on society’s perceptions and 

understanding of events. Attention will now be paid to a specific type of content in the 

media: deviance. It can be argued that because deviance is covered in the United States, it 

is important. Why or how this came to be shall be discussed further.    

 

IV. Media Coverage of Deviance 

 Deviance is understood to include acts or behavior falling outside socially agreed-

upon boundaries. However, which acts qualify as deviant depends on the context in 

which they occur. Deviance depends on “the relative power of the actors and the situation 

in which the action takes place” (Saunders, 1990, p. 3). That is, deviant act definitions are 

bound to both the individual engaging in the act as well as the circumstances in which the 

act takes place. More specifically, the definition of deviance depends on the following: 

The status of the actor, the situational context in which the activity 

occurs, the visibility of the behavior, and the degree of social 

consensus which surrounds the rules which are violated (Saunders, 

1990, p. 10). 

An obvious example of these criteria in play can be found in the issue of capital 

punishment. The event is not considered murder because the actor (the state) has a degree 

of power to act within acceptable boundaries of law and punishment. The visibility of the 

act is generally marginalized by the likely visibility of the crime which preceded it. 

Finally, the citizens of states administering capital punishment likely generally agree 

upon it as acceptable punishment for the crimes carrying it as a consequence.  Therefore, 
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capital punishment is generally not considered deviant even though under other 

circumstances it would be labeled “murder.” 

Powerful actors therefore have much to gain in defining certain behaviors as 

deviant and, likewise, protecting others based on their needs. That is, by labeling a 

behavior as deviant, those in power can pursue particular agendas against that behavior 

and distance themselves from the deviant behavior. This conclusion could be argued to 

answer the question, why is deviance news? Deviance is news because powerful actors—

federal or state officials, for example—have a vested interest in creating a public 

consensus around particular behaviors being labeled as deviant, and at the expense of 

others.  

The status of the actors labeled as deviant in news stories is relatively 

inconsequential; in fact, the abundance of media coverage of deviance involves more 

“average” individuals. In deviance stories, it is often the act rather than the actor that is of 

most importance. The transgressions of powerful actors—for example, the Watergate 

scandal that resulted in the resignation of President Nixon—can receive coverage, in the 

form of investigative reporting. However, the majority of deviance stories involves 

“routine phenomena, such as violent or nonviolent crime . . .” and often concerns the 

behaviors of ordinary citizens (Gans, 1980, p. 3).  

Lippman’s (1991) assertion that, “The only feeling that anyone can have about an 

event he does not experience is the feeling aroused by his mental image of that event,” (p. 

13) is particularly relevant here. The media play a role in defining for society what acts or 

behaviors are deviant by giving them a mental image of deviance they have not 

necessarily experienced. Gans (1980) has stated that, “news media become the guardians 

of a moral order” in the reporting of deviance (p. 57). Media choose which events to 

report—a choice that is weighed against available resources—and provide the context for 

an act labeled as deviant or acceptable. Media provide their audience with the necessary 

requirements for discerning whether or not an event is deviant, the individual actors and 

their relative power, and the context.  

Claudia Brewington’s (2004) examination of newspaper coverage of child sexual 

abuse in a St. Paul, Minn. newspaper, the St. Paul Pioneer Press, offers insight into how 
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and why media cover a particular type of deviance even though it may not be, 

statistically, the most alarming. She compared news stories of abuse against the 

aggregated crime statistics that reported on abuse cases.  In her analysis, Brewington 

determined that cases involving intra-familial abuse were “all but ignored” by the media 

even though they were a significant, national phenomenon, and that the gender of the 

victims covered (male victims of male perpetrators) were also not indicative of the 

majority of child sexual abuse victims (female victims of male perpetrators). Brewington 

notes: 

Even if all of the articles that did not indicate victim/perpetrator 

relationship were counted as intrafamilial abuse, a large gap 

remains between the findings and the comparison data . . . 

Therefore, it appears that gender bias is present—intentional or 

not—and the newspaper avoided coverage of cases involving 

intrafamilial abuse. (p. 48) 

Brewington’s study illustrates that the types of cases covered by the media are not 

necessarily reflective of a “statistical reality.” In her discussion, Brewington suggests that 

there are a number of reasons for the selection of stories by news reporters that do not 

reflect the high instances of interfamilial abuse. She includes concerns of liability, 

assumptions about the relevance to the audience and lack of interfamilial abuse cases in 

the “police information stream” relied upon by reporters to write stories (Brewington, 

2004, p. 46). 

Media documentation of the consequences of deviant actions can aid in the 

suppression of future behavior. Perhaps most importantly, media make deviant behavior 

known. That is, deviant acts existing in a vacuum are not subject to the very public 

scrutiny required to label them as deviant. Media coverage amplifies acts occurring in 

dark and unseen places, giving acts or behaviors a name and a story and allowing for 

public consensus regarding their deviant nature. Further, media coverage of deviance can 

serve as an indicator regarding the stability of society, “Ultimately, social disorder is 

equated with political disorder; similarly, social order is viewed as the absence of violent 

or potentially violent threats to the authority of public officials” (Gans, 1980, p. 58).    
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News coverage of deviance provides the public boundaries in which to navigate 

its behavior. Perhaps most importantly, coverage of deviance serves to exercise control 

over the behavior of the public by defining those boundaries and reporting consequences 

for engaging in deviant behavior. Again, social order is maintained because a consensus 

can be reached by most citizens regarding whether an act is or isn’t deviant. Media can 

even have an impact on future enhancements to laws—or provide the impetus for the 

creation of new ones—whose jurisdiction is the realm of deviance. Recall Lippman’s 

statement; if the majority of society has no experience of a particular deviant event—for 

example, a child’s murder—and their feelings are continually aroused through the mental 

image provided by the media, public officials may be called upon to temper those 

feelings by way of legislation intended to quell public displeasure.    

Of course, exactly how the media cover events is crucial to whether or not an act 

is publicly perceived as deviant. Again, one can look to the example of capital 

punishment: media coverage would likely not label an execution as “murder,” because 

“murder” is understood to be the unlawful taking of a life, while execution is lawful. 

Because of this preexisting definition, media cover executions as lawfully administered 

events of justice. Though some coverage may be devoted to opponents of the death 

penalty protesting or last minute appeals for reprieves, generally, though not exclusively, 

media do not contextualize capital punishment as a deviant act. 

Finally, it is important to emphasize that what is and is not deviant is almost 

completely constrained by time. That is, a type of behavior considered deviant in one 

decade may be considered acceptable the next. The reverse of this reality is also true; 

behaviors can “become” deviant. Again, the media serve to notify the public of changes 

to these boundaries, perhaps contributing to changing attitudes by altering the context of 

deviant behaviors.  

Media cover deviance to inform and enforce boundaries of behavior. Deviance as 

a concept exists largely because media amplify its existence. Further, media can aid in 

changing conceptions of deviance over time. Regarding media coverage of sex crime, the 

above statements hold true. Sex crime is covered to inform the public of the actual 

events, but also to reinforce desired sexual behaviors and stigmatize others. However, sex 
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crime is unique. Rather than falling under the heading of simply “crime,” deviant 

behaviors that involve sexual acts—acts which are not necessarily always deviant—are 

labeled as sex crime. Unlike many criminal acts, sex crime can be largely dependent on 

the actor. For example, producing or consuming pornography involving consenting adults 

is not a sex crime while producing or consuming child pornography is a sex crime 

enforced by federal law. Sex crime can also vary from state to state, although there are 

some acts which are considered sex crimes on a national scale.  

 Within the context of deviance there is the actor, the deviant. Paying attention to 

the deviant, cultural studies scholar Philip Jenkins completed a detailed analysis of the 

cultural evolution of the sex offender in American history. The wide range of sex crimes 

that have all at one point or another captivated the public’s attention through media 

coverage seems to indicate that sex crime has always been important. Perhaps this is 

because, as Jenkins (1998) states, there is “no such thing as a ‘minor’ sexual offense” in 

the United States (p. 9). Aligning all sex offenses was a powerful strategy because it 

facilitated the development at local and national levels of strategies for dealing with sex 

offenders as one group: sex psychopaths. 

  Jenkins traces the popularization of sex offenders as “predators” to the efforts of 

FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover. As Jenkins (1998) states, “enforcement of morality had been 

a longtime concern” of Hoover’s, and he used the popular media during the late 1930s 

and 1940s to depict sex offenders as crazed, predatory animals who lurked the streets in 

search of their prey (p. 55). The construction of sex offenders as predatory aided in the 

construction of the discourse of Sex Offender as Sex Psychopath. If there is no minor 

sexual offense, there is arguably no minor offender. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 This chapter provided an analysis of the text which is the focus of this study: the 

newspaper. Key questions such as the definition of news and the role of newspaper 

coverage were also addressed. News is defined as being information that is a socially 

constructed determination of what is important at the time the information became news. 

Therefore, news is not a timeless concept. With regard to deviance, news both paints the 
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picture of the boundaries of normal behavior, and washes away the colors as new 

determinations of those boundaries emerge. Sex crime is always deviant; within the 

spectrum of offenses that could be categorized as sex crime there is no act that cannot, at 

some point and time, be labeled a serious sexual offense. 
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Chapter IV 

Method and Analysis 

 

 The news media create a mental image for an audience of each event they cover. 

Through language—among other tools—a news story can grant an individual access to 

the “reality” of an event. The meaning of a story can be embedded in how an event is 

communicated to an audience through language. This study employs the method of 

discourse analysis to understand how the New York Times talked about sex crimes, sex 

offenders, and the institutions involved in addressing the threat of sex crime and 

criminals. An outline of some tenets of the method will be offered, followed by a detailed 

description of how it was employed in this particular study; these tenets will appear again 

in the discussion of the findings. 

 

I. Discourse Analysis 

 One might think of the method of discourse analysis as peeling an onion; one 

must be careful to keep each layer intact, looking at the separate parts while attempting to 

see the onion as whole. The premise is that the whole will look more complete if each 

layer is distinguished and understood as completely as possible; it is only upon 

reassembling the layers after each has been carefully viewed that one can truly call the 

thing, “an onion” with any degree of certainty. 

Scholar Norman Fairclough (1992) defines discourse analysis as a qualitative 

method used as a way to examine language to reveal elements of social change. 

Discourse analysis pays, “specific attention to ideological and political dimensions of 

media messages” and addresses what is “unsaid” in these messages rather than what is 

explicitly stated (Jensen and Jankowski, 1999, p. 108-119). Fairclough (1992) defines 

discourse as a “three-dimensional concept” (p.4) involving text, discursive practice and 

social practice. For the purposes of this study, the newspaper articles serve as the text. 

The discursive practice is the work of text creation. This is not merely the process of 

newsgathering; it is the manner by which institutional ideologies are reflected in that text. 

It is the way in which language is used to reveal the meaning of the story. Discursive 
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practice, “specifies the nature of the processes of text production and interpretation,” 

(Fairclough, 1992, 4) and “contributes to reproducing society (social identities, social 

relationships, systems of knowledge and belief) as it is, yet also contributes to 

transforming society” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 65). As Fairclough states, social practice 

addresses the context in which the discourses are created and emerge: 

The ‘social practice’ dimension attends to issues of concern in 

social analysis such as the institutional and organizational 

circumstances of the discursive event and how that shapes the 

nature of the discursive practice, and the constitutive/constructive 

effects of discourse (p. 4). 

Analyzing the discourse—the text, discursive practice and social practice—of media 

messages aids in revealing how reality was socially constructed. The constructs of this 

theory are further articulated by Fairclough (1992), “What is envisaged is a discourse 

analysis focused upon variability, change, and struggle: variability between practices and 

heterogeneity within them as a synchronic reflex of processes of historical change which 

are shaped by struggle between social forces” (p. 36).  

 Scholars have used the method of discourse analysis to unearth meanings of text. 

For example, in Brian Gabrial’s (2004) doctoral dissertation, he examined how 18th and 

19th century press coverage of four slave revolts might have shaped readers’ 

understanding of slavery. Within the discourse, the Burden of Slavery, Gabrial identified 

key discursive practices—Gabrial calls them “orders of discourse”—that shaped reality 

for readers, including slavery as a “Threat to the Nation,” and “How to Maintain Slavery” 

(p. 196). In her Master’s thesis, Giovanna Dell’Orto (2000) outlined how the “Discourse 

of the World” was evidenced in press coverage of the first U.S. foreign correspondents. 

Dell’Orto focuses on how these writers “gave meaning to the world” through their 

representations of it in their work (p. 2). In Making Trouble: Cultural Constructions of 

Crime, Deviance, and Control, editors Jeff Ferrell and Neil Websdale (1999) offer a 

series of distinct studies that detail how deviance has been constructed in various texts. 

The studies range from how the threat of the stranger has been constructed, to how 

Australian media represent male-on-female violence. In Joel Best’s (1999) book, Random 
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Violence: How We Talk about New Crimes and New Victims, the construction of “new 

threats” is examined; specifically, how “we think and talk about what frightens us” (p. 

xi). All of these works use discourse analysis to pull from text that which is embedded; 

the meaning behind, within, and emerging from the language used to tell an audience 

about a particular “something.”   

 

II. Methodology and Analysis 

 The New York Times “sex crime” category in its index of contents for the years 

1940-1949 provided the path to locate the articles relevant to this study. Photocopies of 

this category for these years were made and each article referencing a sex crime was 

located using the New York Times online historical database. Initially, 222 articles were 

identified. In order to focus the review to those articles most relevant to answering the 

primary questions, the researcher determined that articles addressing certain cases would 

be omitted; specifically, coverage of three cases—the Martinsville Seven, the Groveland 

Four, and the Scottsboro Boys. These cases were landmark events in the evolution of 

capital punishment as well as the Civil Rights Movement. The race of the (alleged) 

offenders played a significant role in these cases and this could not be appropriately 

addressed in this work. 

As noted in the introduction, this area is notable as a time when theories about sex 

crime were greatly influenced by science. In order to continue to cull the wealth of 

articles to only those relevant to this interest, initially only those articles which 

specifically referenced the influence of science on sex crime theories were examined. For 

example, articles which noted the hospital evaluation of a criminal, the recommendation 

for a study on sex psychopaths, and the voluntary castration of sex offenders were all 

identified as appropriate for this study; 42 articles of this nature were identified, with 23 

of these specifically concerning measures being taken, investigated or recommended for 

curbing sex crime. 

 However, with one exception, none of the articles reviewed using the above 

criteria were of crimes of the sensational nature that the literature review indicated led to 

the public’s concern over the sexual psychopath. That is, the more highly publicized 
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cases in which the offender killed his victim such as the murder of Genevieve Connelly 

by Thomas Conroy were not covered by the initial criteria. As mentioned in the 

introduction, the Times article made no reference to the type of scientific lens through 

which sex crimes were being viewed, despite an argument that Conroy’s act was the very 

type of crime that introduced the lens in the first place. These stories were located under 

the “sex crime” category of the index; therefore, this study also included articles in which 

the victim(s) of the sex crime were killed; this added an additional 30 articles to the 

study, for a total of 72 relevant articles. 

 

Conducting the analysis 

 The execution of one discourse analysis study in particular is significant to this 

work. In Scott Laderman’s article (2002), “Shaping Memory of the Past: Discourse in 

Travel Guidebooks for Vietnam,” he details how he conducted a discourse analysis to 

determine, “what discourses about the (Vietnam) war appear in travel guidebooks’ 

synopses?” (p.5). Laderman stated that he was interested in particular in how the history 

of the war was talked about; specifically, “what reasons are offered, explicitly or 

implicitly, for the war and how it was executed? What are the explanations of U.S. 

involvement/purposes?” (p. 5). Laderman looked for themes to focus his identification of 

discourses and determined there were three: “(a) the basis for the U.S. intervention, (b) a 

‘North-South’ framework in identifying the sides, and (c) atrocities and general conduct 

during the war” (p.9). A distinct discourse was identified for each of these three themes 

with an accompanying discussion. 

 Based on Laderman’s example, this study also sought to identify themes around 

which to center the identification of discourses. These themes will be discussed in the 

findings of this work. However, there is an additional “step” conducted in this study that 

Laderman omitted: the identification of a Discourse vs. a discourse.  

Discourse vs. discourse 

Scholar James Paul Gee (1999) makes a distinction between discourse and Discourse in 

his work, stating that while discourse with a small “d” is “language in use or structures of 

language,” identifying the big “D” Discourse involves detangling the knotted social 
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scripts that clue individuals into how they should recognize a particular person—or 

people—as having a particular identity. Gee writes: 

If you put language, action, interaction, values, beliefs, symbols, 

objects, tools, and places together in such a way that others 

recognize you as a particular type of who (identity) engaged in a 

particular type of what (activity) here and now, then you have 

pulled off a Discourse. (p. 18) 

In Laderman’s work, it could be argued that he identified ‘discourses’ rather than a 

“Discourse” for each of his themes; that is, he did not tie the themes into a unified whole 

in which the history of the Vietnam war was talked about to “pull off” a Discourse. A 

“Discourse” has also been referred to as a “dominant discourse,” and it is this term that 

will be referred to throughout the remainder of this work (Gabrial, 2004). The 

“discourses” that were identified in this study, though similar in intent to Laderman’s 

study, will instead be referred to as “orders of discourse” (Gabrial, 2004), and the themes 

found within the order of discourse will be referred to as “discursive formations.” The 

role of the existing social scripts around sex, sex offenders, and deviance will also be 

discussed. 

The 72 selected articles were examined to determine how the New York Times 

talked about sex crime and sex offenders during the 1940s, a time during which the paper 

introduced the “sex crime” category into its index of contents, reflecting a new emphasis 

on coverage of this crime and the individuals who perpetrated it. The articles were read 

several times to determine the discourse and prevailing orders and formations; the details 

of this analysis will be provided shortly. However, it must acknowledged at the outset 

that this study focuses on the use of language as a means of ascertaining the embedded 

discourse. In each reading of the articles, acute attention was paid to the context and use 

of language to convey meaning. This means the context in which the words appear as 

well as the words themselves were noted. Use of terms such as “mentally unbalanced” 

and “psychopathic ward” were taken to convey a specific meaning about the event and 

the actors, and words and terms such as these were noted throughout the study. 
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Each article was read once to determine the type of event being reported (i.e., 

coverage of a crime vs. coverage of legislation or another response to sex crime). Then, 

the articles were read with specific attention paid to the way in which sex crime was 

talked about; specifically, what “reality” was created of these events? How and in what 

context was the medical community talked about (e.g., was it in the context of the 

offender, the crime, or the response to the crime). How did the scripts about sex and 

deviance seem to influence the coverage? Common themes revealed across these articles 

were noted. The articles covering crimes were then read to determine how offenders 

themselves were talked about with common themes recorded; how was the medical 

community talked about in the specific context of the perpetrator? How were these 

offenders characterized by the press, and how did scripting about sex offenders emerge in 

the coverage? In sum, salient themes were identified around, specifically, the language 

used to describe the crime itself; the perpetrators of the crime; and the institutions 

charged with addressing the threat of sex offenders.  

 Only two articles received front page coverage with the balance appearing deeper 

in the paper. While subsequent coverage of some events might have received front page 

attention later on, those articles were outside the scope of the analysis; this will be 

addressed further in the next chapter. Only two stories were staff written with the name of 

the author included while many were listed as “Special to the New York Times” and 

others still were wire service articles. The articles varied greatly in length and coverage 

was not confined to the New York area.  

 While it has been noted that the Times chose to organize the news of these articles 

in a deliberate way by creating a new category in its index, one does not get the sense 

from reading the articles that the news itself was particularly extraordinary in the paper’s 

estimation. Even the arguably more sensational stories did not receive front page 

coverage, nor did more in-depth coverage of a particular event. Despite the assertion of 

Jenkins and other scholars that this time represents a public “panic” over sex crime, this 

assertion was not evident in the way the New York Times was organizing and delivering 

this particular type of news for its readers. This finding is somewhat outside the scope of 
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this study, but bears mentioning insofar as it sheds light on how the paper was creating a 

reality of sex crimes and offenders in its coverage.  
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Chapter V 

Findings and Discussion 

 

 This analysis of the New York Times articles during the 1940s centered around 

two areas: the crime itself and the individuals who perpetrated the crime. Attention was 

also paid to the language about the institutions responsible for addressing the public 

threat of sex crime, and how that language referenced scripts embedded within the text. 

The decision to focus on these areas in order to ultimately determine the dominant 

discourse is supported by Gee, who noted that a dominant discourse can be found in talk 

about a “who engaged in a particular type of what here and now” (Gee, 1999, p.18). The 

dominant discourse tells the reader of a specific text how he or she can understand the 

messages embedded within it. By focusing on the act, the actor, and the institutions 

involved in their definition and reporting to the public, a dominant discourse with 

relevant orders of discourse can be identified. 

 The most dominant discourse emerging from the analysis of how the New York 

Times talked about sex crime during the 1940s was identified as “An Uncontrolled 

Epidemic.” Sex crime was talked about as a pervasive disease afflicting certain 

individuals that could not be contained by the efforts of local law enforcement officials 

and requiring legal solutions on both national and local levels. Sex crime was also talked 

about as requiring a medical response, with language about medicine contributing to the 

construction of an “epidemic.” The random and reoccurring nature of all sex crimes was 

seen as a threat to the public at large, sometimes with deadly consequences. The lack of 

premeditation of these crimes heightened their perception as “An Uncontrolled 

Epidemic.” Sex crime was talked about as a public sickness; the innocent victims of sex 

crimes were contaminated by its infestation and the individuals who perpetrated the 

crimes were “sick.” The event of a sex crime itself was not talked about as being a new 

phenomenon; however, sex offenders were talked about as being a new type of criminal 

requiring a new type of public response. 

One order of discourse was identified as making a significant contribution to the 

dominant discourse with three supporting discursive formations. The order of “An 
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Irresistible Sickness” captures the theme of these crimes being perpetrated by individuals 

who compulsively committed them. It is within this order that the “newness” of the sex 

offender is evidenced. The coverage shows that the sex crimes were random and 

repetitive in nature. Most of the crimes lacked premeditation and many offenders were 

repeat criminals, and the random nature further supports the assertion that the crimes 

were irresistible temptations for the individuals who perpetrated them. These crimes 

posed a frequent problem for the public; however, the articles did not talk about the 

crimes as having a regularity that would suggest a particular pattern, indicating that 

preventative police work could not curb their occurrences. Therefore, the discursive 

formation identified is “Frequent without Frequency,” with “frequent” being understood 

to mean an event that happens often and “frequency” speaking to the predictability of the 

event. This formation speaks heavily to the institutions involved in these stories and 

discourse; the remaining formations will focus largely on the actors—specifically, the 

perpetrators—involved. 

The coverage of the crimes told the stories of the afflicted perpetrators who 

committed them. However, the type of “sickness” plaguing the criminals did have 

significant distinctions depending on the extent to which the crime was considered 

violent. While the most violent and arguably “sickest” crimes contributed to the dominant 

discourse of “An Uncontrolled Epidemic,” these crimes and criminals were not talked 

about as having a sickness that could be cured. Those individuals committing the most 

violent crimes were not talked about as being treatable by science but were rather cast as 

serious criminals who should be punished. The discursive formation encompassing this 

theme is, “Sick and Incurable.”   

The introduction of medical science theories was found only in articles in which 

the perpetrator committed only the sexual offense and did not kill his victim. Similar to 

the previous stories in which the perpetrator killed his victim, these stories talked about 

the circumstances of the crime. However, in the “less violent” stories, the crime was 

talked about as being a symptom of the criminal’s illness, an illness that could be treated 

as a medical condition. In these stories, there was much less talk about punishing the 

criminal for his actions since he could hardly be held accountable for something that he 



42 
 

had committed out of his sickness. Given the distinct difference between these stories and 

those in which the perpetrator killed his victim, the final discursive formation was 

identified: “Sick and Treatable.” 

  This chapter will use the findings from the study to engage in a discussion about 

the proposed dominant discourse, its order of discourse, and the order’s discursive 

formations. The purpose of this chapter is to talk about what is said and unsaid in these 

articles; the potential ideological and political dimensions implicated; and the social 

custom and impending social change that emerges. Ultimately, it will be demonstrated 

that this study sheds new light on previous scholarship in this area by showing that not all 

perpetrators of sex crime during the “sex crime panic” were painted with the same brush 

of “sexual psychopath.” Rather, those individuals who committed particularly brutal 

crimes, while having a significant impact on the panic and demand for action, were not 

talked about as being “sick” in the same way as perpetrators of non-violent offenses. 

Therefore, the majority of this chapter will focus on the discursive orders and formations 

in order to show how the dominant discourse of “An Uncontrolled Epidemic” was 

shaped. First, however, some attention will be given to the dominate discourse. 

 

I. An Uncontrolled Epidemic 

 The dominant discourse running deep within these stories was identified as “An 

Uncontrolled Epidemic.” Sex crime was “uncontrollable” because law enforcement was 

not talked about as being able to do anything to prevent these crimes, specifically because 

they could do nothing to affect the impulses of the offenders who committed them; in 

sum, talk about law enforcement was all but absent from the articles.  Therefore, 

evidence supporting this discourse was not just found in the talk that was there, but also 

in the things left unsaid. Also left unsaid was the sense that these crimes, though frequent, 

produced any type of a pattern that would have aided law enforcement in their efforts to 

curb them. This will be talked about more specifically as the discursive orders are 

examined, but it is important to note that the absence of a pattern in the commission of 

these crimes aided in their construction as “An Uncontrolled Epidemic.” Evidence also 

showed these crimes to be an “epidemic” because a number of the articles talked about 
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new efforts to deal with “the spread” of sex crime, with, again, these efforts being largely 

led or heavily supported by medical experts. Prevention was seen to be the cure, with 

psychiatry providing the inoculation. 

 The number of articles reviewed according to the criteria fluctuated somewhat 

throughout the decade; however, beginning in 1944, the coverage increased when 

compared to the first half, with the greatest number of articles appearing in 1947 

(possibly due an increase in awareness of sex crime due to the “Black Dahlia” murder). 

The graph below provides a visual representation of the change in coverage of sex crimes 

over the decade: 3 

Table 1 

The increase in coverage speaks to the growing perception that sex crime during this time 

was a growing threat to the public. This suggests that the press was paying more attention 

to these crimes over time, and that the public had a greater interest in reading these 

stories. Further, these stories were not limited to New York; 36 of the 72 articles covered 

events outside the state, indicating that sex crime was constructed as a widespread 

problem affecting the nation at large. The increase in perceived threat and interest in this 

coverage, as well as the fact that this topic was being represented as a national issue, 

speaks to the epidemic nature of sex crime.  

 The “Uncontrolled Epidemic” is also evidenced in the language about the 

offenders and their crimes: they try to escape their confinement (“Prisoner is Balked in 
                                                
3 It is important to emphasize that this graph accounts for the number of articles reviewed for this paper 
according to the research criteria; there were more articles in the “sex crime” category than reflected in this 
graph.  
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Escape Attempt,” 1940); 15 of the stories talk about criminals who were either repeat 

offenders or committed multiple offenses; and crimes are talked about as being similar to 

one another, creating the sense that there is a pandemic of sex crime (“Lynn Girl Found 

Slain in Woods,” 1941; “Mother of 3 Slain Near Los Angeles,” 1947; “Slain in Los 

Angeles,” 1947). These stories create an image of sex crimes as being a pervasive 

problem with common traits or symptoms. The perpetrators were talked about as being 

repeat offenders, and the crimes were constructed as a trend. Sex criminals were habitual 

offenders, and their crimes were a challenge to contain. Again, these stories do not talk 

about law enforcement as being able to control the problem; in one story about the 

murder of a stenographer in D.C., a senator is quoted as saying, “This is the only city in 

the country controlled by the United States Government and, in my opinion, it is poorly 

managed” (“Stenographer Murdered On Errand in Washington,” 1941). Sex crime and 

criminals constituted a sickness for society requiring a different type of response. 

 Sex criminals are talked about as requiring a “cure” (“To Reduce Sex Crimes,” 

1947) to prevent them from turning into the monster of murder castle. It has already been 

noted that 42 of the 72 articles reviewed made some reference to science or medicine in 

the context of sex crime; the balance of these articles make specific note of “psychiatry” 

as a way to prevent future sex crimes by treating individuals detained for “smaller” sex 

offenses. For example, in 1940, “Prisoner is Balked in Escape Attempt” tells of an 

alleged perpetrator being sent to the “Bellevue psychopathic ward” (“Prisoner is Balked 

in Escape Attempt,” 1940.) In 1941, a lawyer charged with a “morals offense” received a 

dismissal of his charges two years after his alleged offense because he was, “mentally 

unbalanced . . . and subsequent institutional treatment had cured him” (“Drops Charge 

Against Lawyer,” 1941). In a story about a former FBI investigator charged with 

statutory rape, the article notes that Louis Padgett, the alleged perpetrator, “had 

(previously) been taken for observation” to Bellevue hospital for writing an alarming 

letter to Governor Thomas Dewey (“Former FBI Man Held on Rape Charge Here,” 

1944). In a follow-up to this story, the Times reports that Padgett was committed to the 

Matteawan State Hospital for the Criminal Insane (“Sent to Matteawan,” 1944).  
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The articles create the sense of a pervasive illness that required a doctor’s 

treatment to both diagnose and treat the symptoms of future psychopathy. It has been 

noted that the talk about medicine was most prevalent in those articles in which the 

offender was unsuccessful in his attempt or those that addressed efforts to prevent sex 

crime. The offenders themselves were characterized as being “sick" and outside the 

purview of law enforcement to address. Of course, police work against individuals’ 

impulses to commit any number of crimes. However, sex crime was different because sex 

offenders were seen as requiring a different type of response than other criminals. “Why” 

sex offenders were different will be addressed further in the discussion.  

In the 23 articles that talked about what was being done to address sex crime, 

there is rich evidence of “An Uncontrolled Epidemic.” There were new efforts being 

taken to address the emergence of this novel sickness. For example, civil commitment—

retaining offenders in a supervised facility after the expiration of their legal sentence—

was seen as a way to quarantine the afflicted. In “New Curbs Are Urged For Sex 

Offenders,” a committee of judicial, legislative, and medical experts recommended civil 

commitment, as well as medical and psychiatric examinations of sex offenders before 

sentencing. In “Psychiatric Help Asked in Sex Cases,” a survey of police chiefs revealed 

that, “Two out of three . . . report(ed) that known sex perverts (roamed) the streets and 

that effective surveillance of these potential menaces” was not possible. These same 

police chiefs called for civil commitment as a way to manage the growing epidemic. In 

“Bay State Acts on Sex Crimes,” the Massachusetts House passed a bill that made sex 

offenders ineligible for  release until it could be verified by two psychiatrists that they 

had been cured of their “criminal sexual tendencies” (“Bay State Acts on Sex Crimes,” 

1947). In New Jersey, Union County sought to have sex offenders segregated for 

treatment from other criminals (“Would Segregate Sex Offenders,” 1948). In “Treatment 

is Urged to Curb Sex Crimes,” Dr. George E. Gardner told an international conference, 

“The sex offender, with his compelling impulses, may be the next to be so segregated for 

supervision and treatment because it is recognized that he is partially responsible” 

(“Treatment is Urged to Curb Sex Crimes,” 1948). 
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Despite the suggestion in many of these articles that there is a “cure”—at least for 

some of these perpetrators—that cure does not indicate a sense of control over the 

epidemic of sex crime. This, again, is more apparent in the discursive formations but is 

also evidenced in a series of articles that do not deal with specific incidents but rather 

address how the state of New York or the nation at large was addressing the threat posed 

by sex offenders. These articles show that the “sex” of the “sex crime” was of chief 

concern. The reader learns of a controversial move by the Ohio State Penitentiary to 

castrate sex offenders who volunteered for the procedure in order to retain early release 

(“Ohio Criminals Unsexed,” 1941). An article on proposed changes in New York City 

law noted, “…[M]edical and psychiatric examinations of all sex offenders [sic] before 

sentence. The committee noted that almost all such offenders were more or less 

abnormal” (“New Curbs are Urged for Sex Offenders,” 1943). In “New Group to Fight 

Delinquency,” the Social Hygiene Committee of the National Council of Women and the 

Bureau of Marriage Counsel and Education reviewed a publication by the British 

Government’s Board of Education that urged sex education in schools as a means to 

combat sexual delinquency (1944). A similar story in Duluth, Minnesota appears three 

years later when the city’s police chiefs received a recommendation by a criminologist to 

institute sex education in public schools as “a step toward solving the problem of sex 

offenses” (“Police Chiefs Hear Sex Education Plea,” 1947). This same article notes 

success in other states of having psychiatrists involved in sex crime cases as a 

“deterrent.” 

In all of these stories, the sex criminal was seen as a unique type of offender 

because of his abnormal sexual impulses rather than because of the type of crimes he 

committed. Sex criminals represented a threat to the agreed upon social order, including 

previously agreed upon forms of deviants. The introduction of the “sex crime” category 

of the New York Times index indicates that the paper sought to distinguish sex crime from 

other types of crime; it is argued that this was because of the type of individuals who 

were perpetrating the crimes rather than because of the novelty of the crimes themselves. 

The articles reviewed show that sex criminals were a unique threat because they 

challenged the public’s understandings of normal, sexual behavior. This work will now 
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turn toward the more refined discursive order of “An Irresistible Sickness” and its related 

discursive formations in order to unpack the meaning of the sex offender and his crimes 

in these articles. 

Like many crimes, the random nature of sex crimes—highlighted in more detail in 

the order of discourse, “An Irresistible Sickness”—made them a particularly challenging 

problem. They were often coupled with another crime that historically has not been able 

to be prevented unless committed by a serial criminal (e.g., robbery).  As has been stated, 

discourse helps shape one’s beliefs about the issue being talked about. In the case of sex 

crime, the findings suggest that the New York Times coverage was constructing a belief 

that sex crime was a public menace that could not be controlled by the institution 

traditionally charged with its maintenance because of the type of offenders involved, 

even though the offenses themselves were, in some ways, no different from other crimes.  

 Sex crime was not talked about in the coverage as being a particularly new 

phenomenon that the New York Times was paying attention to. Indeed, the literature 

reviewed shows that sex crime in the United States has been around as long as the nation 

itself. Foucault’s work articulates that the ways in which societies organized their 

understanding of sexual deviance have changed but the fact of the deviance itself is not 

something new. However, the offenders themselves were something new; the dominant 

discourse of “An Uncontrolled Epidemic” is labeled as such because the event is defined 

particularly by the type of individuals involved rather than the particulars of the event 

itself. In these stories, the actor takes center stage with his particular deviant impulses. 

The coverage shows that these crimes which were not new might be prevented by a new 

understanding of the perpetrators. This will be detailed further in the discursive formation 

“Sick but Treatable.” All of the individuals who perpetrated these crimes were talked 

about as being “sick,” their sickness defining the epidemic itself. As will be discussed 

later, the way in which all individuals perpetrating these crimes were talked about as 

being “sick” differed between those who committed the most violent offenses from those 

who committed less violent ones. However, despite these differences, the presence of a 

sickness linked all perpetrators. Given the support of previous studies, the finding of “An 

Uncontrolled Epidemic” as the dominant discourse is not, in and of itself, novel. 
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However, when one unpacks the discursive orders and formations that merge to create 

this dominant discourse, there are striking findings that provide new insight into what 

messages were embedded within the dominant discourse; essentially, looking at the talk 

that made up the Talk.  

 

II. An Irresistible Sickness: Frequent without Frequency 

 All of the articles under review talked about sex crime as “An Uncontrolled 

Epidemic” affecting the health of the public. Specifically, the random and repetitive 

nature of sex crimes emerged as a threat to the wellbeing of society.  In an article about a 

young man who attempted to rape a woman, the article notes that the youth, “served time 

in the hospital for the same offense,” indicating that he had previously tried to commit 

rape (“Prisoner is Balked in Escape Attempt,” 1940.). Similarly, in the case of Thomas 

Conroy, the New York Times states that Conroy’s confession to Genevieve Connelly’s 

murder was due to the reemergence of an old crime: 

The police said they brought in a 6-year-old child late yesterday 

afternoon who said that Conroy had put hands on her in the 

hallway last Spring. They said this child’s appearance contributed 

to the janitor’s decision to confess (“Janitor Confesses Killing 

Bronx Girl,” 1940). 

In the case of Eugene Levine, the repetition of his crimes was evidenced in the 

number of victims; Levine was accused of attacking more than 100 women (“Admits 

Attacking Women,” 1942). Another 1942 article covered the Supreme Court’s decision to 

invalidate a sterilization law. The law was initiated to treat habitual criminals for crimes, 

“amounting to felonies involving moral turpitude,” (“High Court Voids Sterilization 

Law,” 1942); however, individuals who had committed offenses less severe than sex 

offenses were being subject to the law. In 1943, New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia 

recommended a new sex psychopath law that would combine, “into a single crime the 

offenses of carnal abuses and impairing the morals of children,” (“New Curbs are Urged 

for Sex Offenders,” 1943). The goal of this change was to make these crimes a felony, 

“in cases of children under 10 years of age and in all cases where there have been 
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previous convictions,” (p.14). A 1944 story recounted the attempted rape of seven 

women in the Bronx, noting that the perpetrator had attempted an attack before, “A year 

ago Neeley was sent away for six months to a home for mental defectives after he 

attempted to rape a teacher in a Harlem public school” (“Rape Suspect to Hospital,” 

1944). A 1946 article about the prefrontal lobotomy of a “morally degenerate woman” 

noted that she had, “spent fourteen years in penal institutions and (had) compiled a record 

involving virtually every type of crime” (“Operate on Brain to Reform Woman,” 1946). 

Though these crimes were often repeated, their random nature prevented them 

from being addressed preemptively by law enforcement. Often, the crime was featured as 

occurring as the victim was engaging in an often pedestrian activity. The 1941 rape and 

murder of Jessie Strieff occurred when, “Miss Strieff went at luncheon time . . . to a 

corner delicatessen store on an errand and never returned,” (“Stenographer Murdered On 

Errand in Washington,” 1941). Two girls in Stamford, Connecticut were attacked and 

murdered when they were, “persuaded to get into a station wagon by a strange youth” 

(“Youth Admits Kidnapping and Killing Girls, 7 and 8,” 1942). A woman in New Jersey 

was raped and murdered after departing a bus and asking directions from a soldier (“Held 

in Woman’s Murder,” 1942). Marie Pearson was raped and murdered as she was walking 

home from work (“Mother of 4 Slain Brutally in Lot,” 1943). Mrs. Jean Logan was 

murdered while she prepared the service men’s bulletin in the church where she worked 

(“Woman Found Slain in Detroit Church,” 1944). A young girl was raped and murdered 

while playing near her apartment (“Girl, 4, Slain in Harlem,” 1946). Rose Polermo was 

raped and murdered after a night of dancing, (“Murdered girl, 15, Found in Brooklyn,” 

1946). Four siblings in Michigan were killed and one of them raped while picking 

flowers, (“4 Slain Picking Flowers,” 1947). A crime that was linked to the infamous 

“Black Dahlia” murder in Los Angeles, the murder of Laura Trelstad occurred after she 

left an afternoon party, (“Mother of 3 Slain Near Los Angeles,” 1947).  

 

Belief about order and control 

 The coverage suggests that during the 1940s, sex crime was a frequent occurrence 

that could not be anticipated by law enforcement. The reality painted by the coverage was 
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that sex crime was a random event and sometimes extremely violent in nature. Crime as a 

general public nuisance is something that social institutions work to control; sex crime 

suggests that not only must the crime be controlled, but the sexual nature of the crime 

must be controlled as well.  

As mentioned in chapter III, media organize themselves in order to provide 

adequate coverage of the events they deem relevant. There are routine “beats” which aid 

in this. It is also a means by which news organizations can have a purview over what is 

being reported; there are no surprises about the general types of stories a journalist on a 

particular beat will cover, even though the stories themselves change from day to day. 

The system of local law enforcement also uses beats to organize and control its work. 

Indeed, most professions employ some regular routine to accomplish tasks and provide 

order.  

The order of the policeman’s beat, and even that of the New York Times reporting 

is challenged by the discursive order of “Frequent without Frequency.” Even though law 

enforcement officials have an organized way of conducting their patrols that is, arguably, 

designed to provide the best protection possible, their organization often fails to prevent 

many crimes that are truly random in nature, such as non-serial robbery. Because they 

can’t be predicted, they are difficult to control. Sex crime, however, adds an additional 

dimension to the deviance that must be controlled, for, as Foucault noted, the, “law of 

marriage and order of desires” are both systems of control within the arena of sex; the 

coverage suggests that sex crime falls within the “order of desires,” because the solutions 

offered for curbing these offenses were aimed at addressing the sexual instincts of the 

offenders. To label a crime as a “sex” crime takes it out of the bounds of law enforcement 

alone to control. They can attempt to control the crime, but not the sexual element. For 

example, if crime rates rise because there is poverty in a particular neighborhood, police 

and legislators might inject the neighborhood with support, such as increased police 

presence and funding opportunities for small businesses. The goal of this is to reduce the 

opportunity and even the need to commit crime. If sex crime rates in particular rise, the 

support must focus specifically on the individual offenders because unlike other 

criminals, they are not influenced by the circumstances of their environment. They are 
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influenced by their very nature; therefore, the solution is aimed at reinforcing the “law of 

marriage and the order of desires,” and helping the offender reform so he can live within 

appropriate boundaries. The need to commit the sex crime is not a product of 

circumstance; it is a product of the individual. 

The articles show that addressing this threat required the collaboration of medical 

and law enforcement institutions. Understanding sex crime as something perpetrated by 

sex offenders provided an opportunity to think about prevention in a different way; rather 

than focusing on an increased police presence or creating structure in a community that 

might thwart future crimes, sex crime could be addressed by focusing on the mental 

health of the perpetrator. In this way, the construction of the sex offender allowed for a 

new way of thinking about how to address their crimes. This again speaks to the 

dominant discourse of “An Uncontrolled Epidemic;” understanding sex crime as an 

epidemic meant that it was the product of an illness; this meant it could be cured. 

With the exception of a single article, every sex offender covered in these articles 

was male. Indeed, sex crime was constructed as a male offense perpetrated against 

(arguably) more vulnerable members of society (i.e., women and children). As has been 

noted, Estelle Freedman (1987) suggests that the way sex offenders were understood in 

the mid-20th century was in part due to a change in discourse about sex; specifically, a 

shift from being about controlling the behavior of women to controlling the actions of 

men. There is evidence of  Freedman’s assertion in these articles. The victims were talked 

about as participating in routine activities which were then interrupted by a violent male 

actor; there is a contrast of the normalcy of the victims and their activities with the 

abnormality of the impulses of the sex offenders.  The strategy of confining sex offenders 

and treating their illness suggests an attempt to return these individuals to a life where 

these normal activities could take place unmolested. By choosing to include what the 

victims were doing when their lives were interrupted, the Times constructed sex crime 

being perpetrated by violent men who disrupted the order of every day events. 
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III. An Irresistible Sickness: Sick and Incurable  

 These articles show that the uncontrolled epidemic of sex crime might be tamed 

by the rational exercise of science, at least for those individuals who did not kill their 

victims. The characterization of the sexual psychopath emerges in articles during this 

time with a critical distinction. According to the literature reviewed, fear over the psycho-

sexual criminal grew because of a few sensationalized cases. It was this fear that opened 

the door for the medical community to address the problem. Therefore, the “picture” of 

the sexual psychopath was a man unable to control his physical desires who fulfilled his 

compulsive sexual urges using (often mortal) violence. 

However, despite the emergence of the sexual psychopath in this context, the New 

York Times reporting suggests that the medical community was able to address the 

problem for only those cases where the offense was not of the nature that led to the 

public’s growing fear in the first place. That is, psychiatric or other medical areas were 

only useful in those cases where the offender did not rape and/or kill his victim.4 While 

the more violent cases might have caused the type of “panic” that led to the advent of the 

psychiatric intervention evidenced in some of these cases, that intervention was not 

talked about in violent cases.  

Further, the more sensational cases involving the type of violence that stoked the 

public’s fears were not labeled by the media as sex crimes save the initial reporting of the 

incident. No sustained coverage of the incidents in which the victim was killed—such as 

the murder of Genevieve Connelly mentioned at the outset of this work—could be found 

under the “sex crime” category of the index.5 However, there was sustained coverage of 

cases where the victims were not killed—such as the crimes of Eugene Levine—under 

the “sex crime” category. Given these distinctions, the violent crimes have moved outside 

Foucault’s “order of desires” into another realm of social control. That is, they have 

ceased to be “sex crimes” in the coverage and have, instead, become violent crimes.  

                                                
4 An exception to this was found in an article involving an Army Private who was accused of raping and 
murdering an 8 year old girl in Texas. The Private was a former inmate in an insane asylum in Minneapolis 
and was ordered to undergo a “sanity examination” by an Army medical board (No title, 1942). Arguably, 
the examination was ordered because of the alleged offender’s previous mental health issues. 
5 A brief survey of New York Times articles showed that coverage did continue for several months after the 
initial report.  
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Estelle Freedman (1987) proposed that the concept of rape in particular as an act 

of violence perpetrated by sexual psychopaths emerged during the 1920s as the United 

States shifted in its talk about sex as a means of control over the purity of women, to talk 

about sex as a means of controlling male behavior. Reading the New York Times 

coverage with this context in mind, the articles support Feedman’s assertion and further 

suggest that the understanding of the meaning of sex in the context of sex crime was 

dependent on the actions of the perpetrator. If the perpetrator did not commit mortal 

violence, the “sex” of the crime was addressed through sex education and therapy for the 

offender to cure his abnormal sexual impulses, to name two methods referenced in the 

preceding articles. This will be explored further in discussion of the discursive formation 

“Sick and Treatable.”  

In cases similar to those of Genevieve Connelly, the element of sex was not talked 

about outside the context of the actual actions of the crime. The sex aspect of the crime 

was a means of violence in these cases and was not available for separate examination as 

an opportunity to prevent future crimes. The articles in which the victim was killed 

included details that, in painting a picture of the crime itself, also told of the cold, 

exacting individuals who perpetrated them. This creates an image of the sex psychopath 

as a sick individual who, again, was not eligible for treatment because of the terrifying 

nature of his actions. Specific details are given regarding the state in which the body was 

found as a means of providing an account of the crime; this was true in both those cases 

where the criminal had been identified, as well as those cases in which he had not. Many 

of these crimes bear similarities between them, including the cause of death as well as the 

state of the victims’ bodies. In all of these articles, the discourse of the crime itself could 

not be distinguished from the criminal. As has been mentioned, none of these cases 

received additional coverage that was indexed under the “sex crime” category save the 

initial reporting of the crime. It is argued that in cases where the victim was killed, the 

sex aspect of the crime was not distinguished  

 Starting with the murder of Genevieve Connelly by Thomas Conroy, the Times 

quotes Conroy directly in order to tell of the moment Connelly died after resisting 

Conroy’s attempts to assault her, “’I threw her on the coal pile…She made gurgling 
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sounds. I pressed her throat and she stopped…’” (“Janitor Confesses Killing Bronx Girl,” 

1940). The Times continues to describe the disposal of Connelly’s body:  

He said her body went into the furnace about 9 o’clock. He went 

into his room. An hour later he opened the furnace door and put on 

more coal. He left the door open one inch to create stronger draft. 

At 1 o’clock in the morning, after the first detectives had come and 

gone, he shook down the furnace. He put the ashes into the street 

in a barrel (“Janitor Confesses Killing Bronx Girl,” 1940). 

In a 1941 account of the murder of a young woman by a teenage boy, the Times described 

the state of the body in order to recount the attack, “The girl’s clothes were torn. Into her 

mouth had been thrust a one-inch-thick, foot long piece of tree branch. The evidence was 

that she had been attacked at the side of Danvers Road and had been dragged struggling 

into the bushes” (“Lynn Girl Found Slain in Woods,” 1941). A lengthy article covering 

the kidnapping and murder of two sisters says of one of the murders: 

Next, he drove to Armonk, where he attacked Helen. He then took 

her out of the car and placed her in the road, still conscious. 

Returning to the car, he killed her by running a wheel over her 

head…the police said he admitted mutilating both girls with a 

knife (“Youth admits kidnapping and killing girls, 7 and 8,” 1942) 

A 1943 rape and murder of a mother of four talks of the autopsy which shed details on 

the crime and the criminal who perpetrated it: 

The autopsy showed that Mrs. Pearson had a deep skull fracture, 

the result of a series of vicious blows on the right side of the head, 

and there were innumerable cuts on her face. Her right ear had 

been all but torn off and the imprint of the killer’s long fingers was 

still visible on her throat (“Mother of 4 Slain Brutally in Lot,” 

1943). 

Many of these cases were referred to as “rape-slayings,” such as the 1944 rape and 

murder of Elizabeth Sienna by Frank Higgins. The Times told how Higgins confessed to, 
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“disrobing the body and hiding the clothes in a clump of woods a hundred yards from 

where the body was found” (“Girl Slain in Old Lyme,” 1944). The 1945 rape and murder 

of Dorothy McCready also recounted the crime by talking about the state in which the 

body was found, as well as the location, “Her body, with her skull crushed, was 

discovered in the living room of her apartment … the living room showed evidence of a 

struggle and that the woman had been raped” (“Woman, 57, Raped, Slain,” 1945).  

 The Times provided a detailed account of the rape and murder of 15-year-old 

Rose Palermo, whose body was found not far from her home. The article told of how 

Palermo was, “undoubtedly dragged into the hallway,” and that death was due to “manual 

strangulation and suffocation” (“Murdered Girl, 19, Found in Brooklyn,” 1946). This 

story also tells of how her mother found her body, “face upward and the arms raised. The 

girl’s black cloth coat was tossed carelessly over the lower part of her body. It was nude 

except for stockings. Near by were her undergarments, ripped to shreds when they were 

torn from her, the police said” (“Murdered Girl, 19, Found in Brooklyn,” 1946). 

 The 1947 rape and murder of a “socially prominent Atlanta woman,” followed the 

same tropes as the cases above (“Atlanta Woman Found Strangled,” 1947): 

Her feet were tied together with shoe strings. Her undergarments 

were gone and her neck bore marks of strangulation by a rope . . . 

There were signs of a struggle, and prints of a rubber soled shoe. A 

laboratory examination showed that she had been criminally 

assaulted before her body was left in the creek. Inside the near-by 

house an electric iron was still turned on (“Atlanta Woman Found 

Strangled,” 1947). 

One of the cases covered by the Times was linked to the infamous “Black Dahlia” murder 

of this era; Mrs. Laura Trelstad, “was found bludgeoned and garroted . . . the fifth victim 

of a series of sadistic sex slayings which began with the butchery of the ‘Black Dahlia’ in 

January” (“Mother of 3 Slain Near Los Angeles,” 1947). Like many of the other victims 

throughout this decade, she had been strangled, “with a strip apparently torn from a pair 

of men’s blue and white shorts” (“Mother of 3 Slain Near Los Angeles,” 1947).  
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 “Sex crime”  

 “Sex crime” in these articles is portrayed as a violent act, devoid of the intent of 

procreation and outside the realm of a consenting relationship. The customs which 

defined sex were challenged by “sex crime.” Indeed, the use of the word “sex” within the 

language of a crime presents its own questions about order and control. “Sex” in this 

context is a noun serving as an adjective to modify the noun “crime,” supporting 

Foucault’s assertion that the transition of sex from only a private ritual (a verb) to include 

its use as a noun was precipitated by the need to control sex as a thing. However, in the 

context of “sex crime,” sex is also a verb; it is the weapon of the crime. It has moved into 

the realm of sex on the periphery because it speaks directly to the type of individuals 

engaged in the activity. Scholar Helen Benedict echoes feminist theorists who state that 

rape is not a sexual act, but is rather a form of violence used as a means of controlling 

(predominately) women (Benedict, 1992). These articles do support that assertion, 

especially when read in the context of the rest of the articles reviewed in this study. The 

distinction between those articles in which the sex of the crime did not result in physical 

violence and those in which it did is notable. Sex is synonymous with violence in the 

articles in which the perpetrator killed his victim. As we shall see, this was not the case 

for those articles in which the perpetrator either failed in his assault attempt or in which 

the violence was mental or emotional in nature rather than physical. 

 

IV. An Irresistible Sickness: Sick and Treatable 

 The final discursive formation requiring examination involves those perpetrators 

who were understood as contributing to the uncontrolled epidemic of sex crime due to 

their abnormal sexual impulses, but who could be treated for their “illness.” These stories 

involve cases where the perpetrator was either unsuccessful in his attempt to commit his 

crime, or where the details regarding the crime were not given with any specificity. In 

“Prisoner is Balked in Escape Attempt,” the perpetrator was charged with “attempted 

rape” and his efforts to escape law enforcement officials, “landed him in the Bellevue 

psychopathic ward” (“Prisoner is Balked in Escape Attempt,” 1940). In another story, a 

doctor was indicted on, “charges of immoral conduct involving four young boys” and “a 
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physicians’ report (stated) that the doctor was suffering a mental illness” (“Jersey 

Physician Committed,” 1940). Charges of a “morals offense” against a White Plains 

attorney were dropped when it was determined that the offender was “mentally 

unbalanced and that subsequent institutional treatment had cured him” (“Drops Charge 

Against Lawyer,” 1941). The case of Reverend William C. Baxter received ongoing 

coverage; the reverend was accused of, “impairing the morals of two boys in his parish” 

after they had, “misinterpreted his attempt to help (them) with sex education” (“Denies 

Abusing Children,” 1944). In ensuing coverage, the reverend plead guilty to the charge 

of, “carnally abusing and impairing the morals of the boys on several occasions” and the 

judge subsequently “remanded the clergyman to the psychiatric division of Grasslands 

Hospital at Eastview and directed that psychiatric and probation investigations be 

conducted” (“Westchester Pastor Admits Morals Guilt,” 1944). The subsequent article on 

this case notes that the sentence was suspended on the condition that, “Mr. Baxter report 

regularly to the County Probation Department (and) submit to psychoanalytic treatment” 

(“Court is Lenient to Accused Rector,” 1945). Former FBI investigator Louis Padgett was 

accused of, “statutory rape” and was committed, “to the Matteawan State Hospital for the 

Criminal Insane” (“Sent to Matteawan,” 1944). A 16-year-old boy was “sent to Bellevue 

Hospital for observation” following the attempted rape of seven women (“Rape Suspect 

to Hospital,” 1944). Finally, Robert Burke of Long Island City was, “committed to Kinds 

County Hospital for observation” after attempting to molest a young girl (“Committed as 

Child’s Assailant,” 1948).  

 The balance of these stories show the criminal was unsuccessful in his attempt to 

commit his crime, and was subsequently sent for psychiatric evaluation. In the few cases 

where the crime was successfully executed, the details of the event are scarce. It is argued 

that these individuals were able to be treated for their “sexual abnormalities” because 

they had not committed an offense so violent that it would have upset the public’s 

sensibilities to see them go without punitive punishment. Indeed, these individuals may 

have received a sentence in conjunction with their evaluation, but the coverage does not 

speak to this except in the case of the New Jersey reverend. Rather, the focus in these 

articles is on the assertion that the medical community was going to be involved in the 
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evaluation of these criminals to determine whether or not they were sexual psychopaths. 

Although this is not stated explicitly within these articles themselves, the other articles 

during this period which spoke to the efforts of the institutions to address the problem of 

these types of crimes do make specific reference to the intent of that evaluation. 

 

Public perception and needs 

 In chapter two, an assertion by scholar Philip Jenkins stated, “News coverage 

conditioned the public to expect that violent crimes would have perverted motives,” 

(Jenkins, 1998, p. 51). However, the coverage reviewed in this study suggests that this 

statement is incomplete. It seems as though news coverage conditioned readers to expect 

that non-violent crimes would have perverted motives as well. In fact, there was a distinct 

difference in the meaning of “sex” between the violent vs. non-violent cases; in non-

violent cases, the description of the offender as an abnormal sexual criminal seemed to be 

more evident than in cases where a violent crime was committed. In those articles 

describing sensational violent crimes, there was limited coverage of the event—confined 

to the initial report of the crime. It seems likely that coverage continued, such as in the 

case of Connelly, but it moved out of the realm of “sex crime” into another categorization 

of the paper. One possible explanation for why this was so is that where truly violent 

cases were concerned, the need for punishment outweighed the desire to address the 

mental well-being of the perpetrator. Perhaps society needed to understand these violent 

crimes differently than other sex crimes; how would the public understand and tolerate 

medical treatment for the murderer of a 10-year-old? With regard to these violent crimes, 

the New York Times seems to have organized its information in such a way as to help the 

public understand the need and opportunities for prevention as only being available to a 

certain class of sex offenders.  Arguably, if the goal of treatment was prevention of future 

crimes, that goal was not possible in cases where a violent offense had occurred. In 

essence, the ‘monster’ had already escaped.  

There is one story that stands out from the rest of the articles in which a murder 

was not committed: that of Eugene Levine, referenced at the outset of this thesis. Levine 

was ultimately sentenced to 82 to 165 years in prison for “attacking at least eighty-eight 
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women” (“Admits Attacking Scores of Women,” 1942). Levine’s case is one of the few 

receiving ongoing coverage; therefore, many details about Levine and the case are 

available. The first article indicates that Levine was, “booked on charges of assault, 

robbery, and attempted rape” (“Admits Attacking Scores of Women,” 1942) and was 

ultimately convicted of “twenty-two counts charging attempted rape, another morals 

charge, robbery and grand larceny” (“82-year Sentence for Sex Criminal,” 1942). It 

seems as though the scale of Levine’s crimes led to his hefty sentence—the sheer number 

of victims he terrorized. The judge presiding over the case had the following comment, 

“Nothing that you or I can do can possibly erase from the memories of your victims the 

horrible nightmares of your revolting behavior. Their sensitive natures may never again 

be normal” (“82-year Sentence for Sex Criminal,” 1942). 

As stated at the outset of this work, Levine insisted that he was in need of medical 

treatment, “Levine’s attorney told the court he considered the defendant ‘deranged’ and 

in need of medical treatment” (“82-year Sentence for Sex Criminal). Levine himself 

stated that “I know I am sex crazy” (“Admits Attacking Scores of Women,” 1942) and 

that he, in fact, had no recollection of the crimes he had committed, “‘I’ve told the truth,’ 

Levine cried, tears running down his face. ‘I can’t recall committing any of these 

crimes.’” (“82-year Sentence for Sex Criminal,” 1942). Despite his claims, the coverage 

shows that Levine was found to be sane enough to serve his sentence; according to the 

judge, “Personally, I think he has been doing a lot of faking in his answers to the doctor . 

. . I questioned about fifty women he attacked and his crimes were all planned to the last 

detail” (“82-year Sentence for Sex Criminal,” 1942). 

The case of Eugene Levine stands out because it shows the tension between 

treating a criminal too sick for punishment and punishing that criminal for his actions. In 

this case, Levine was found by the court to be mentally fit and therefore punished for his 

numerous offenses. However, Levine’s claims and those of his attorney that he was not 

mentally stable and was, in fact, “sex crazy” were included in the coverage, showing the 

reader that this individual who had admitted to committing a large number of crimes was 

claiming to be the type of sexual psychopath that the institutions at play were seeking to 

cure. The case of Levine is, in fact, the only story reviewed in which the perpetrator is 
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given a voice and claims to be a sexual psychopath.  This story is significant in its 

singularity and provides a unique lens for understanding how the public received such 

cases as reported upon in the media. It is, again, notable that in no cases in which a 

psychiatric evaluation is mentioned is a sentence of the criminal also mentioned, except 

for the case of Eugene Levine. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 The findings show that sex crime was talked about as “An Uncontrolled 

Epidemic.” It was uncontrollable because of the frequent yet random nature of the 

offenses and because the type of offenders challenged previous definitions of deviance. 

Those seeking to curb sex crime must not only control the deviance of the act, but the 

deviance of the offender whose very nature compelled him to stray outside the bounds of 

normal behavior. All perpetrators were talked about as being “sick”; however, those 

offenders who killed their victims were not talked about as being subjected to the type of 

medical evaluation that was evident for those offenders who did not kill their victims. It 

is argued that the severity of an offender’s crime determined the perception about 

whether or not it was worth treating him. Further, the “sex” in the most severe “sex 

crimes” was constructed by the press as a tool of violence rather than evidence of sexual 

abnormality. In those cases where the perpetrator did not kill his victim, the coverage 

reflected that he would be evaluated for treatment. This showed the belief that this type of 

sex criminal could be cured of his sexual abnormalities. “Sex” in these cases was talked 

about within the context of abnormal sexual desires and impulses rather than as a tool of 

violence. Evidence was found that the public could find cues for sexual perversion in 

non-violent cases where the sex was still relegated to the “order of desires.”   
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Chapter VI 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how the New York Times, the 

“newspaper of record” in the United States, talked about sex crime during the decade in 

which it introduced the “sex crime” category to its index of contents, the same decade in 

which theories about sex crime were changing. A discourse analysis was used in this 

study because it was the best method to grasp the “talk” about sex offenders and sex 

crimes. However, this work can only speculate on how the public might have understood 

this message. Further research could be done to look at more modes of communication to 

better understand how these constructions were actually received by readers.  

This work only focused on articles written during a single decade, the 1940s. This 

was because the study did not seek to look at constructions over time but was rather 

concerned with understanding a snapshot during an era defined by other scholars as one 

of public panic over sex crime. This was critical to answering the question but was also a 

useful way of limiting the study. A look at other decades during this period would better 

support or refute the discourse and discursive order found. Further, a look at texts in other 

countries might shed light on the extent to which these discourses are universal 

The research also focused on one single newspaper for its articles. As noted in the 

introduction, the choice to use the New York Times was based on its standing as the 

“newspaper of record” but also in its availability as a resource. This work makes general 

statements about how the discourse unfolded for an audience much broader than New 

York Times readers, and a future study could include additional texts. Philip Jenkins’ 

work does address this to some extent in his study of sex offenders and sex crime over 

time. 

The way in which the offenders themselves were physically described within the 

text was also unexplored. An earlier study by the author found that there might be 

significant differences between the ways in which white versus, specifically, African 

American offenders were talked about in these articles. As mentioned in the methods 

section, three seminal cases that received coverage during this time were not reviewed in 
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this thesis. Exploring the discourses surrounding these three cases as they relate to 

discourses about sex crime and sex offenders as they are affected by race is its own study 

and deserves attention. In a previous version of this study, coverage of the Groveland 

Four was studied and the findings yielded significantly different constructions of the 

alleged offenders and the events surrounding their capture and subsequent trials. This 

case involved four African American men in Florida who were accused of raping a white 

woman. A review of articles covering this case found the scripts regarding sex, deviant 

sex, and sex psychopaths to be absent in the text.  Unpacking the meaning of the 

constructions that were present requires a significant review of literature related to race, 

something not tackled in this work. 

This study does not fully explore the political dimensions at play during this 

work. How was legislation formed? What was the impact of media coverage on 

legislation and how was the medical community involved in shaping the legislation and 

the media coverage? These were omitted from the guiding research questions in order to 

explore other questions more deeply. However, unpacking this dimension is a gift that the 

method of discourse analysis has given to scholarly inquiry, and it should be explored in 

subsequent study. 

Finally, the method of discourse analysis is rooted in theories that emerged in 

largely European schools of thought. Indeed, the writings of Foucault have been central 

to this study. It could be argued that looking at discourses with a different theoretical 

backdrop, one rooted in more “American” philosophies, would influence the findings. 

For example, would looking at these articles through the lens of pragmatism and its 

understanding of truth and evidence affect how the talk is understood?  

In conclusion, the construction of sex crime and sex offenders in the New York 

Times during the 1940s reveals a complex picture of how the public might have been 

expected to wrestle with this topic. According to the literature, the most violent and 

terrifying crimes helped create a heightened awareness about something called “sex 

crime,” and created a public panic. However, the method for addressing the problem 

sought to prevent future sex crimes by focusing on those individuals who were treatable 

based on the fact that they had not committed a capital offense. Those criminals who had 
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committed the most grievous crimes—those which had created the panic in the first 

place—were seen as “sick,” but, in a sense, terminally ill and beyond help. Sex as an act 

within the “order of desires” was only evidenced in those cases where the offender had 

either been unsuccessful in his attempt, or where the execution of the act did not result in 

a death, and it was these offenders who were still able to be saved. These articles show a 

tension between punishment and treatment, and a struggle to control not just the crimes, 

but the very nature of the individuals who committed them.  
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Newspaper Articles 

 

Jersey physician committed. (1940, February 2). New York Times, p. 18. 

Prisoner is balked in escape attempt, youth accused of assault is sent to Bellevue ward. 

(1940, July 27). New York Times, p. 15. 

Killer of girl goes to chair. (1940, August 2). New York Times, p. 5. 

Janitor confesses killing Bronx girl. (1940, November 9). New York Times, p. 32. 

Stenographer murdered on errand in Washington. (1941, June 17). New York Times,       

p. 23. 

Lynn girl found slain in woods. (1941, July 21). New York Times, p. 17. 

Admits murder of seven women. (1941, August 30). New York Times, p. 6. 

Drops charge against lawyer. (1941, September 18). New York Times, p. 27. 

Ohio criminals unsexed. (1941, October 15). New York Times, p. 23. 

Admits attacking scores of women. (1942, April 24). New York Times, p. 19. 

Held in $500,000 bail. (1942, April 28). New York Times, p. 22. 

Admits attacking women, man accused in 100 cases pleads guilty in Brooklyn court. 

(1942, May 12). New York Times, p. 9. 

82-year sentence for sex criminal. (1942, May 26). New York Times, p. 23. 

High court voids sterilization law. (1942, June 2). New York Times, p. 15. 

Held in woman’s murder, soldier questioned at National Park, N.J., headquarters. (1942, 

August 16). New York Times, p. 46. 

Two women in car slain in Wisconsin. (1942, September 9). New York Times, p. 44. 

Youth admits kidnapping and killing girls, 7 and 8, Stamford resident, 17, confesses 

murder of Westchester sisters—one body found in creek, other in reservoir. (1942, 

September 16). New York Times, p. 1. 

Article 6—no title. (1942, October 12). New York Times, p. 9. 

Slain woman’s body is found in Paterson, two suspects questioned in rape and murder. 

(1943, February 5). New York Times, p. 23. 

The delinquent child. (1943, July 25). New York Times, p. SM19. 

Mother of 4 slain brutally in lot. (1943, October 12). New York Times, p. 29. 



68 
 

New curbs are urged for sex offenders, mayor’s committee recommends four changes in 

laws. (1943, December 27). New York Times, p. 14. 

Asks state review of prison system, association says low jail populations make present 

best time for task. (1944, February 14). New York Times, p. 18. 

Former FBI man held on rape charge here, Dewey rackets aide accused by 16-year girl. 

(1944, February 17). New York Times, p. 10. 

New group to fight sexual delinquency, leaders plan educational drive in schools and 

homes. (1944, February 19). New York Times, p. 28. 

Sent to Matteawan, Padgett, ex-aide to Dewey, had been indicted on rape charge. (1944, 

March 29). New York Times, p. 23. 

Woman found slain in Detroit church, work on service men’s bulletin is interrupted by 

brutal attack. (1944, May 25). New York Times, p. 22. 

Girl slain in Old Lyme, sailor is arrested and makes confession, police say. (1944, August 

5). New York Times, p. 13. 

Rape suspect to hospital, youth, 16, accused of attacks in Bronx, sent to Bellevue. (1944, 

November 4). New York Times, p. 17. 

Morals charge jails White Plains rector. (1944, November 22). New York Times, p. 15. 

Denies abusing children, White Plains rector, freed in bail, says he tried to help boys. 

(1944, November 23). New York Times, p. 33. 

Westchester pastor admits morals guilt. (1944, December 15). New York Times, p. 10. 

Court is lenient to accused rector, sentence suspended in morals case against Westchester 

member of clergy. (1945, January 26). New York Times, p. 22. 

Woman, 57, raped, slain, Mahwah, N.J., widow is found dead in her home. (1945, May 

2). New York Times, p. 25. 

Rector is suspended, barred by Manning for 2 years as sequel to morals charge. (1945, 

June 22). New York Times, p. 9. 

Boy of 9 slays girl of 3. (1945, September 7). New York Times, p. 14. 

Ex-soldier arrested in slaying of wife. (1945, October 20). New York Times, p. 11. 

Rape-slayer executed. (1945, November 6). New York Times, p. 15. 

Murdered girl, 15, found in Brooklyn. (1946, February 3). New York Times, p. 27. 
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Robber kills wife of banker in home, Mrs. William John Logan shot and daughter 

wounded by man who makes escape. (1946, July 25). New York Times, p. 1. 

Missing girl found slain on Cape Cod, Cambridge resident raped, body found in 

reservoir—her dance partner sought. (1946, August 2). New York Times, p. 14. 

To act in McGurk murder, district attorney to ask today for charge against youth. (1946, 

August 19). New York Times, p. 19. 

Indicted as girl slayer, former art student accused in Cape Cod death of USO hostess. 

(1946, August 31). New York Times, p. 20. 

Girl, 4, slain in Harlem, body found in coal bin in cellar—had been raped. (1946, 

September 24). New York Times, p. 25. 

Operate on brain to reform woman, Detroit doctors report unusual surgery which may 

end her criminal tendencies. (1946, December 7). New York Times, p. 23. 

Discrimination hit in mortgage bill, state measure would outlaw unfair financing 

practices based on prejudices. (1947, February 11). New York Times, p. 30. 

To reduce sex crimes. (1947, March 1). New York Times, p. 14. 

Mother has son held, Maiden, Mass., police charge him with slaying girl, 11. (1947, 

March 4). New York Times, p. 20. 

Schoolboy is found slain. (1947, March 22). New York Times, p. 30. 

Bill for confining sex insane vetoed, Dewey says it would permit life detention on a 

ruling by a Justice of Peace. (1947, April 12). New York Times, p. 15. 

Slain in Los Angeles, fourth woman is the victim of a raper and mutilator. (1947, May 4). 

New York Times, p. 9. 

Girl, 5, abducted, slain, body found in well hour after man invites her into car. (1947, 

May 11). New York Times, p. 40. 

Mother of 3 slain near Los Angeles, murder is fifth of kind in the area this year—man is 

held in previous case. (1947, May 13). New York Times, p. 22. 

Atlanta woman found strangled, hounds lose trail of slayer of socially prominent wife of 

a French artist. (1947, May 16). New York Times, p. 44. 

4 slain picking flowers, Michigan police seek youth in shooting of farm children. (1947, 

May 27). New York Times, p. 18. 
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Bay state acts on sex crimes. (1947, June 17). New York Times, p. 14. 

Georgians oppose hate in campaigns, Methodists stirred by plan to push a white primary 

bill, urge drive to stop it. (1947, July 14). New York Times, p. 23. 

Police chiefs hear sex education plea. (1947, September 24). New York Times, p. 11. 

City land disposal asked at Albany, bill would aid rehabilitation of slum areas—another 

seeks parking space. (1948, January 27). New York Times, p. 21. 

State study asked on sex offenders, new approach on alcoholism also urged—prison 

group would coordinate policy. (1948, March 7). New York Times, p. 46. 

State staffs get 20 million pay rise, governor signs sliding scale of emergency increases 

taking effect today. (1948, April 1). New York Times, p. 16. 

Treatment is urged to curb sex crimes. (1948, August 15). New York Times, p. 7. 

‘Detective’ is arrested, Queens ‘free lance’ held for entry into communist’s home. (1948, 

November 21). New York Times, p. 43. 

Committed as child’s assailant. (1948, November 22). New York Times, p. 3. 

Would segregate sex offenders. (1948, November 28). New York Times, p. 48. 

Burke retrial ordered, court sets aside conviction of Thompson case figure. (1949, 

January 7). New York Times, p. 17. 

Freed in Thompson case, man who entered communist’s home is acquitted in retrial. 

(1949, January 14). New York Times, p. 12. 

Penal codes seen in need of change, greater emphasis on mental hygiene, psychiatric care 

is asked at forum. (1949, May 8). New York Times, p. 59 

New clinic in city helps curb crime, one aim of psychiatric unit is to prevent such deeds 

as the Waitkus case. (1949, June 18). New York Times, p. 8. 

California moves to curb sex crime, Warren Parley notes laxity, asks harder punishment 

in molestation cases. (1949, December 8). New York Times, p. 43. 

Death for sex criminals, California legislature decrees new penalty for attacks. (1949, 

December 18). New York Times, p. 68. 

Psychiatric help asked in sex cases, Desmond, who will offer bill, cites his upstate police 

survey on such crimes. (1949, December 23). New York Times, p. 15. 


