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Crime and Deviance Versus Power and Control

Critically reflect upon the implications of applying victimology principles to a crime of your choice





[bookmark: _Int_utFMcGw6]This essay aims to look at the case of Aileen Wuornos (1956 – 2002) from a victimology perspective; she was sentenced to six death sentences in total and was eventually executed for the crime of murdering six men in Florida during 1989-1990 (Biography.com, and Kettler, 2023). Victimology is defined as the interaction between victims of crime and perpetrators, questioning why some people are victims of crime, and seeks to understand imbalances of power and rights within society (The Law Institute, 2024). Victimology is explored here as a complex multi layered dynamic, the study seeks to understand the victim from all sides rather than focussing on the act of crime itself because despite it being clear who the victims were, it cannot be assumed that they, and others, were not also responsible for the crime (Bindel, 2020; Pearson, 2007). Using a theoretical understanding encompassing ‘precipitation’ which is understood as a victim having varying levels of initial instigation within a crime (Meier and Miethe, 1993); ‘functional responsibility’ theory developed by Schafter, (1967) who sought to establish that everyone has a responsibility not to invite crime into their lives (Davies and Rowe, 2021); and labelling theory developed by Becker, (1966) who argued that norms within society change and that criminally identifying people leads to exclusion and further crime (Fang and Lau, 2020).  Deviance is understood as non-conforming behaviour within society at any one point, it tends to be fluid; boundaries on what is considered normal behaviour changes throughout time and place.  Criminality (what is considered a crime) also changes in meaning due to legal alterations, and time and place the act occurs, and is thought of as breaking what is laid down in law and considered to need statutory power to avoid harm (Asquith, 2017). With these theoretical frameworks the study intends to explore power and authority in relationship to the time that the Wuornos crimes took place using the “ideal victim..(and) ideal enemy” perspective of Nils Christie (cited in Duggan, 2018, p.15) understood by which victims are likely to elicit sympathy from the public, and those who are easy to dislike. The interplay of media reports regarding the case is explored and finally, Von-Hentig’s (1948, cited in Harlambos and Holborn, 2013) recognition of the similarity of characteristics between likely victims and criminals will be considered in light of this case.
Arrigo and Griffin, (2004) suggest that Aileen’s childhood is a dark, lonely and abusive environment, they refer to regular beatings for the slightest misdemeanour, alongside regular verbal denigration.  Aileen was a sex worker who lived “on the road”, she was “homeless” and living hand to mouth (Real Stories, 2021, 22:43). Hughes (The Behavioural Panel, 2024, 15:30), maintains that becoming a prostitute by the age of 16 was Aileen’s way of reclaiming control over body, since she had suffered so much at the hands of others during her young life. Aileen had originally said that she was brutally raped and tortured by the man she had murdered first, Richard Mallory who had a history of sex offences and had served time for these (Real Stories, 2021, 30:06; Tampa Bay, 2005). Sex work relies upon women such as Aileen who lack power, finance, foundation and direction, whilst studies note the high risk of “abuse, human rights violations and murder” within the sex work field due to it being outside of the law, access to protection and due legal processes are often out of reach (Deering, et al., 2012; Platt, et al., 2018; Surratt, et al,. 2004). Further studies indicate that 80% of sex workers come from a background of physical abuse and further that two thirds of sex workers had been “assaulted by their customers at least once” (Walters, cited in Harlambos and Holborn, 2013, p.143). Using a sex worker for money was (and remains) illegal in Florida during the time of these crimes (Findlaw, 2025). Additionally, whilst Aileen’s victims placed themselves in a vulnerable situation as she did, they were also breaking the law by assuming paid access to a woman’s body (Koolen, 2012).  Bindel (2010) in her quantitative, focussed research also found a link between male users of sex workers and potential violence, many interviewed believed that “men would need to rape if they could not pay for sex on demand”.  
 The situational vulnerability of each party is reflective of Von-Hentig’s (1948, cited in Harlambos and Holborn, 2013) recognition that there are levels of responsibility of victims of crime. His hypothesis urges looking at a wider explanation of crimes and victims, using the process of ‘precipitation’ (definition is in the introduction) to explain why some were victims of crime whereas others were not. His theory spanned thirteen characteristics in victims that held similarity to offenders and made individuals vulnerable to becoming a victim; this included depression, loneliness, being mentally unwell or violent. Using this as a base, all the crimes were committed in the context of an exchange between a sex worker (Aileen) and her customer, both of whom were in breach of the law (Arrigo and Griffin, 2004).  Whilst Aileen originally gave witness in court that she had acted in self-defence following a serious assault (Crime and Investigation, 2025), she changed this narrative later. Her original tearful testimony in court (1992) is believed by some and further hypothesised to have been the trigger that led to the further murders (Damsel of Death, 2020). At one point she claimed that all the men she had killed had assaulted her or attempted to; there unsurprisingly, a known link between assault, violation and sex work as described above (Bindel, 2010; Adams, 2024). Using Von-Hentig’s theory both parties were involved in levels of crime, blurring the victim and non- victim status (Corteen, cited in Duggan, 2018).  
Wolfgang (1957, p.4) further developed the ideology of ‘precipitation’ within homicides, theorising that some victims of murder have varying levels of responsibility for their own deaths, he argues that victims who initiate assault are more culpable for their demise than a person who did not know their attacker. He discovered that provocation accounted for 26% of these types of deaths.  Developing this theory further, Schafer (1967; cited in Diagle, 2021) put forward a typology of culpability suggesting seven levels of responsibility of victimhood, he argued that there was a ‘functional responsibility’ to keep safe from harmful situations. According to this theory, people who provoke crime and precipitate victimhood also bear some responsibility for crime that follows.  Whilst the homicide interactions in the Wuornos case took place with no known witnesses, the males involved were using the services of a sex worker, using this narrative and theoretical base to understand the crimes it could therefore be argued that the victims held some level of responsibility for the crime (Schafer, 1967). Wolfgang and Schafer then, argue that exposure to a criminal environment holds some responsibility for victimhood, in other words, the men involved were knowingly entering into an illegal act and risky situation. The degree of responsibility can only be ascertained by having more of an understanding of what happened, which can only be confirmed through the interviews with Aileen, the sole survivor. Additionally, using these theories as a base, if an assault takes place and the response is an act of self-defence, the following crime (in this case, the shootings) would also be considered at least to some level, a shared responsibility. 
An additional important factor is that the understanding of deviance, crime and victimology according to Gallagher (2011) is the place and personal situation that the criminal activity takes place.  He discusses that “law, morality and society are (closely) connected” (p.9) using the example that someone may be heavily punished or not punished at all for the same crime at the same time, the only difference being that they are in different countries. In the United Kingdom for example, there is no death penalty, it having been abolished in law in 1965 (UK Parliament, 2015).  Gallagher further argues that children growing up with exposure to a dysfunctional family and having a low understanding of social situations encourages more likelihood of deviant behaviour and paradoxically, strong parental guidance on right and wrong is considered the strongest protective factor against future criminal interaction. Hughes (2021), when describing her childhood, states that Aileen had a “horrific life,… born to the worst family” suffering abuse at the hands of her carers and peers, (Real Stories, 2021; Damsel of Death, 2020; Hughes, The Behavioural Panel, 2021).  These early experiences led to Aileen seeking sex work as a way of life (Real Stories, 2021).  Turning again to ‘functional responsibility’ theory, a child would fall into the category of having no culpability for an act of criminal behaviour against them (Schafer (1967).  Arrigo and Griffin (2004) discuss the lack of secure base that Aileen received alongside the abuse she suffered from her caregivers, furthermore that her earlier experiences contributed in a very real way to the later multiple homicides.  Whilst Newburn (2007, cited in Harlambos and Holborn, 2013) criticised theories of victim precipitation and further raised a concern that victims were being blamed for their own misfortune. Meanwhile, Jack Katz (2016), discusses that the emotional exchange between victim and offender could be better understood, he studied rage and humiliation in cases of murder and violent crime, surmising that as humiliation and rage builds, violence and murder is more likely, with the interaction between victim and offender prior to the murder being especially catalytic to the crime.  This raises the question of the importance of understanding what happened before, during and after this crime took place; whilst there is little doubt that Aileen was the perpetrator of the homicide crimes, Katz (2016) considers that the story behind the act is as crucial as the criminal act itself.
Gallagher (2011) points out that labelling criminals strengthens the divide between offenders and the rest of society as they experience isolation. Goffman (1961, cited in Berk, 2015), explored labelling theory as a process, he theorised that the socially marginalised are held at a disadvantage and in conflict with those who are in better economic and social positions. He argued that to maintain a position of power, those with authority exclude and marginalise those with less power so holding the division and position of both, crime would therefore continue as would the divide (Goffman and Becker, cited in Innkul and Sayin, 2021).  Those who were in positions of authority in the Wuornos case, such as police officers, her lawyer and indeed the men who were killed also raise some question around the power dynamics and criminal responsibility at play (Real Stories, 2021). Three police involved in Aileen’s case resigned when it came to light that they were allegedly arranging financial deals about the crime with Hollywood films, likewise, one lawyer (Steven Glazier) who represented Aileen charged $10,000 to meet with Nick Broomfield for an interview with her for a documentary (Real Stories, 2021). Aileen herself complained that the media and authorities had misrepresented her and that this had a bias on her trial (Ebadolahi, 2025). The entire story paints Aileen coming from a dark childhood and life of suffering (Arrigo and Griffin, 2004), the centralised murder surrounded by an element of exploitation from those with better social standing involved in the case (Real Stories, 2021).
There were multiple layers of deviance from the players within this story reminiscent of Von Hentig’s (1948, cited in Diagle, 2021) theory of crime and victimology, that victims and deviant behaviour are intrinsically linked, one is non-existent without the other (Harlambos and Holborn, 2013). The alleged deviance of the officers involved was never fully investigated, although they all resigned from the police force (Capital Punishment in Context, No Date; Real Stories, 2021). With this case so much in the public domain, both an ‘ideal enemy’, suggesting a person representative of a hate figure, and ‘ideal victim’, one that is easily relatable and encourages sympathy; are both relevant to these dynamics, (Christie, cited in Duggan, 2018; Davies and Rowe, 2021) with Aileen arguably representing a hostile raging killer who lacked empathy and remorse (Arrigo and Griffin, 2004); considered the ideal enemy/offender (Christie and Corteen, cited in Duggan, 2018). 
To further this theme, Christie (cited in Dougan 2018, p.15) suggests an ‘ideal victim’ is dependent on the era and wider social context that a person is living in, she uses the example of the robbed older lady of today would represent an ‘ideal victim’ that the public can empathise with; whereas in medieval times the sad and damaged older lady may have been viewed as an outsider and worse, outcast as a witch.  Roberts (1994), cites that women were chosen as prostitutes and treated as sacred within the community in ancient times; using this as a theoretical base she suggests that the whore of today was the priestess of yesterday.  To build on this viewpoint, Aileen was openly, and proudly a sex worker (The Behavioural Panel 2021), had she been born in a different era, she may have received the status of an ‘ideal victim’, in today’s climate, instead she was viewed as a low-class dangerous predator (Pearson, 2007).  According to Corteen (cited in Dougan, 2018, p.104), sex workers do not make ‘ideal victims’ despite, in this case, the prosecuting counsel acknowledging that rape may have taken place (Pearson, 2007). Aileen’s victims on the other hand, whilst considered deviant, may have been considered more deserving of victim status that she did, particularly with the media definition and hyper-coverage of the case (Partington, 2013). Either way, Corteen (p.108) suggests that sex workers are low rank on Christie’s ‘ideal victim’ scale, stating that “with regard to being crime victims...they are blameworthy, culpable, deviant victims”.
 There is no doubt that Aileen Wuornos was responsible for the crimes she was convicted of and who her victims were, yet this complex case identifies multiple victims and perpetrators with the roles potentially crossing and blurring during the story. The public perception was that of Aileen as a sex worker with a deviant history, one who represented the ‘wrong’ type of victim (Koolen, 2012). The media portrayed Aileen as predatory perpetrator; and, despite her earlier abuse and victimisation, was considered undeserving of victim title, instead she was considered a sex worker who came from a lower-class background (Pearson, 2007). She appeared to be a person easy to dislike, an ‘ideal enemy’. Due to the complexity of the case, it has been difficult to unpick the relevant areas of victimology as a ‘straight line’.  Notable and hard to miss is that the backdrop of Aileen’s life that was fraught with trauma and abuse; as a homeless sex worker she appears to represent the dirt, the degradation, the failures of society that are hardwired within the underbelly of every community. She embodies the raging consequences of what happens when a family and community culture of systematic abuse and victimisation is unmanaged and unacknowledged (Bindel, 2020). This complex story has left a question hanging, and one that may be worth reviewing in future research topics, is the ‘ideal victim’ and ‘ideal enemy' of Christie interchangeable? More specifically, if Aileen’s earlier life of abuse and alienation been recognised and positive intervention and protection taken place, would the world never have known her resulting rage and murders?
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