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Abstract

The Western fascination with true crime (TC) narratives and content is well-established and shows
no signs of slowing. Relatively recently, consumers and academics alike have noted that the
genre’s audience is predominantly made up of women, the same demographic most likely to be
victimized in ways similar to those commonly depicted in TC content. A question that has received
little academic attention, however, is why? Much of the intracommunity and layperson discussion
regarding women’s TC consumption happens online, and Reddit has been noted in the literature
as a particularly lively arena for discussion of this phenomenon. The present paper offers an
exploratory grounded theory of Reddit users’ constructions of women’s disproportionate
consumption of TC content. The theory suggests a discursive theme, Capacities for Empathy, as a
schema for understanding the ways in which Reddit users construct the social concern of women
and their relationship with true crime content. The discursive theme includes constituting elements

empathizing, perceiving risk for victimization, rehearsals of survival, and interpassive justice.
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Introduction

A woman’s fear and anger can be powerful things. That’s the virtue of true crime. No other genre
gets to the core, nagging feeling that most if not all women harbor — that everything is fine,
probably, but also might not be. (Moskowitz, 2020, para. 26)
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The intense Western fascination with true crime (TC) is not, by any measure, a novel phenomenon.
Nonfiction crime writing and “murder narratives ... have a history that spans centuries” (Murley,
2008, p. 2), such as in “19'™ century Britain, [where] a multitude of crime newspapers and
magazines were published, from the lllustrated Police News to every lurid detail regarding the
Jack the Ripper murders” (Grande, 2021, para. 4). TC as we know it today — as a “multifaceted,
multigenre aesthetic formulation, a poetics of murder narration” — made its appearance in 1940s
America with the publication of True Detective, a magazine that reported crime in ways that were
“more sensitive to context, more psychologically sophisticated” (Murley, 2008, p. 2). As the genre
crept yet closer to what it is today, the so-called “golden age of serial killers” in 1970s America,
“when the likes of Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy and Kenneth Bianchi were all active and loose
on the streets” dominated both the larger media and TC genre-specific content (Grande, 2021,
para. 4). During the 1980-90s, TC informed audiences about forensics, criminal profiling, and the
(arguably pseudo-)sciences of blood spatter and bite mark analysis (Murley, 2008). 2014 saw the
release of the bombshell podcast Serial, creating the ‘serial effect,” (Pew Research Center, 2016)
and coaxing the genre into its current formation; a way of sense-making the senseless, a
“worldview, an outlook, and a perspective on contemporary American life, one that is suspicious
and cynical, narrowly focused on the worst kinds of crimes, and preoccupied with safety, order

and justice” (Murley, 2008, p. 2).

TC content has been and remains immensely popular, and while there has always been “an appetite
for those stories of horror and savagery, ... it wasn’t until the 2000s that researchers and
psychologists noticed a link between women and true crime that was previously overlooked”
(Grande, 2021, para. 4). It is indeed well-demonstrated in the literature that women are the bulk of
TC audiences (Vicary & Fraley, 2010). The question that has received little academic attention,
however, is why? I offer here a grounded theory exploration of TC consumers’ beliefs about the
question. Social media platforms appear to be the main arenas for these intracommunity
discussions, and Reddit provides plentiful and lively conversations on the topic, largely by women.
With this study, I do not seek to define or make generalizable objectivist assertions regarding
women’s engagement with TC content. Rather, I seek to understand the ways in which a particular

group of people online construct the social concern of women and their relationship to TC content.
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To this end, the present research aims to explore how Reddit users understand women’s enjoyment
of TC content and offers an exploratory grounded theory. The theory suggests a discursive theme,
Capacities for Empathy, as a schema for understanding the ways in which Reddit users construct
the social concern of women and their relationship with TC content. The discursive theme includes
the constituting elements empathizing, perceiving risk for victimization, rehearsals of survival,

and interpassive justice.
Literature Review

This section, in keeping with Robert Stebbins’ (2001) views on literature reviews for exploratory
and non-confirmatory research, will be shorter than is typical of non-exploratory research.
Stebbins, who has written extensively about exploratory research methods in the social sciences,
asserts that the purpose of a literature review in such research is to demonstrate a relative paucity
of extant study addressing the question at hand. An exhaustive literature review here is therefore
probably unnecessary and would risk cluttering the overall product. It is also worth mentioning
that, as per conventions of grounded theory, this literature review was conducted after data
collection, analysis, and theorizing were (iteratively) completed. That is, the frameworks and
perspectives discussed below were not considered during the design of this study, data collection,

or analysis but are rather presented here to situate this work within the current literature.

A scan of academic and grey sources addressing women’s TC fandom largely reflected the data I
collected. The most referenced study on the topic — one cited in several academic sources and in
nearly every grey source I could find — comes from Amanda Vicary and Chris Fraley. Their 2010
paper entitled, “Captured by True Crime: Why are Women Drawn to Tales of Rape, Murder, and
Serial Killers?”, found that women were drawn to stories of TC whereas men were drawn to
elsewise violent content such as war stories. The reasons for this, the authors tentatively conclude,
may be based in a fear of victimization rather than in such a likelihood (Allan, 2006; Mirrlees-
Black et al., 1996; Vicary & Fraley, 2010). Despite the fact that men are likelier to be both
perpetrators and victims of violent crime (notwithstanding sexual assault and rape), women are
nevertheless compelled toward “stories that contained fitness-relevant information,” (Tuttle, 2019;

Vicary & Fraley, 2010, p. 85) which suggests that these women may be preparing for potential
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future victimhood. Several explanations for this heightened fear of victimization have been
proposed in the literature, including biased media coverage of violent crime against women that
often blames victims and employs passive language (Alat, 2006; Boling, 2022; Cuklanz & Moorti,
2006; Ditton & Dufty, 1983; Gilchrist, 2010; Gordon, 2021; Kahlor & Eastin, 2011; Meyers, 1997,
2004; Moore, 2011; Northcutt Bohmert et al., 2019; Vicary & Fraley, 2010), as well as the
statistical reality that women are most often the victims of sexually-motivated crimes (Gordon,
2021; Rigor et al., 1978; Vicary & Fraley, 2010). Further to this point, Laura Browder (2006)
reports that women may consume TC literature as a method of coping with “patriarchal violence
they have encountered in the past, and fear in the present” (p. 928). Katie Tuttle (2019) extrapolates
this position yet further, arguing that when women hear, for example, the hosts of immensely
popular TC podcast My Favorite Murder discuss their own instances of near-victimization or near-
miss situations, it may open up a kind of parasocial psychic space in which the listener feels
validated and thus permitted to work through her own experiences of such vulnerability or
victimhood. Kelli Boling (2022) puts this sentiment otherwise, writing that women who consume

TC podcasts are:

... using the media in unprecedented ways, challenging the patriarchal nature of media’s
historical coverage of domestic violence, and shedding light on weaknesses in the criminal
justice system. By immersing themselves in a world where their lived experiences are
normalized, these women can process their own trauma and collaborate with podcasters to

educate others. (p. 1)

Several sources consulted for this literature review assumed that women have a heightened
capacity for empathy and positioned that empathy as reason for their disproportionate consumption
of TC content. A 2021 YouTube video from The Take entitled “Why Women Love True Crime”
posits that women can picture themselves in the proverbial shoes of victimized women featured in
TC and are therefore compelled by TC content that re-centres victims instead of male perpetrators.
“Some experts argue that women’s interest in true crime may be connected to females’ generally
higher level of empathy,” writes Eden Gordon, who goes on to quote forensic psychiatrist Howard

Forman, “That [heightened empathy] may lead to true crime being more interesting to women than
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men, simply because if you empathize more with the victim, it may be more relevant to you and

more gripping” (para. 16).

The final major relevant element from the literature review is what I have labeled in this paper
‘interpassive justice,” a thorough discussion of which occurs forthwith. TC content, argues Megha
Sharma (2020) for Vogue India, “promotes a sense of justice” (para. 4). Gordon (2021, para. 4)
echoes this sentiment, positing that, “strangely enough, learning about serial killers who had
brutally murdered women actually felt cathartic, almost comforting.” YouTube creator Alice
Cappelle (2022) even uses the word ‘revenge’ while addressing this topic. All of this suggests that
women may experience a displaced feeling of justice served on behalf of themselves or a
victimized woman who is no longer alive to experience it for herself. This may also allow a
victimized woman who died without justice to be known in a fuller (albeit displaced) posthumous
humanity through TC watchers’ consumption of the content and through their capacity for

empathy.

This review of the literature is necessarily somewhat cursory. That said, what I found reflected the
bulk of the data I collected as well as the analysis I (co-)constructed. Although the present research
does not aim toward generalisability or repeatability, the reviewed literature nevertheless serves to

buttress the analysis presented below.
Background
Constructivist Grounded Theory

This study was conducted using a constructivist approach to grounded theory. There is no single
or universally agreed-upon definition of grounded theory (GT). Rather, there are angles of
approach, each of which is championed by different scholars. That said, GT is, at its core, a
systematic method of inquiry leading to the development of theory based solely or largely on the
data collected for that particular study (Charmaz, 2014). GT “begins with inductive data, relies on
comparative analysis, involves simultaneous data collection and analysis, and includes strategies

for refining analytic categories” (Charmaz, 2017, p. 299). Put simply by Barney Glaser, one of the
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methodology’s founders, “GT is simply the discovery of emerging patterns in data” (as cited in

Walsh et al., 2014, p. 593).

There are a handful of well-developed approaches to GT and, although discussion of each is
beyond the scope of this paper, I will touch briefly on the one employed in the present
study: constructivist GT (CGT). A later revision of GT developed by Kathy Charmaz, CGT builds
upon the basic premises offered by its founders while differing in a few significant ways. Firstly,
CGT carries an ontological assumption that “social reality is constructed” (Coskun, 2020, p. 4).
Secondly, it carries a relativist epistemological assumption that “social reality can be grasped
through interactions with data and participants” (p. 4) and takes a reflexive orientation toward
researchers’ lived experience, knowledge, and positionalities. Finally, CGT contextualises
resultant theory, situating the “research in the historical, social, and situational conditions of its

production” (Charmaz, 2017, p. 299).
Reddit

Reddit is an “aggregating, rating, and discussion site” (Boling & Hull, 2018, p. 97)
sometimes colloquially known as ‘the front page of the Internet.” Reddit is a highly trafficked
social media platform with an estimated 52 million active users (Proferes et al., 2021). Content is
user-generated and posted to topic-specific discussion boards known as ‘subreddits’ (Marotti,
2018; Proferes et al., 2021). Users may then comment on this content and those comments are
aggregated into ‘threads.” Comments can be ‘upvoted’ or ‘downvoted’ typically indicating
dis/agreement with the sentiment contained therein. I chose Reddit as the data source for this study
largely because TC audiences are well represented on the site despite the fact that TC audiences
generally skew female (Vicary & Fraley, 2010) and Reddit users skew male at 67% (Barthel et al.,
2016; Boling & Hull, 2018). The platform has a robust history of socio-cultural impact, and it is
important for the present discussion to note that Reddit, much like any other social media platform,
has cultural norms and expectations, meaning that deciphering or making sense of collected data
can pose some challenges. For example, one of Reddit’s norms is that most content (aside from
the occasional celebrity appearance) is posted anonymously and identifying oneself is often

frowned-upon because “site-wide norms discourage participation with one’s real name as a
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privacy-protecting measure” (Proferes et al., 2021, p. 2). All of this leads to the expectation that,
if one is going to post personal information or anecdotes, they should use a ‘throwaway’ account
intended for use in sharing a particular post and then to be discarded. Moreover, internet meme
culture is a many-headed hydra, and while some of the references made sense to the present
researcher, there were some references that were admittedly beyond the scope of my
understanding. Moreover, many subreddits have their own ultra-specific inside jokes and
references that quickly fold back onto themselves creating highly self-referential or ‘meta’-
references that necessitate contextual knowledge of the subreddit’s history and of internet meme
culture in general to grasp (for example, see Figure 1, the image macro which served as discussion

prompt for thread 12).

With all of this in mind, it is worth noting that the current research does not purport wholistic
knowledge of or familiarity with all subreddits from which the data were mined. That said, every
effort was made to view the data within the context of the TC community, about which this author
has considerable sensitized knowledge. The Reddit threads from which the data was pulled are

found in Table 1.

Table 1
Data Source Reddit Threads
Thread | Subreddit Discussion Prompt
1 | t/TooAfraidToAsk “Why do women like true crime so much?
2 | 1t/TrueCrime “Why do you think women are more interested in true crime?”
3 | t/UnsolvedMysterics “Here’s a mystery. Why do women like true crime more than men?”
4 | r/RedScarePod “Why do women like true crime more than men?”
5 | Excluded N/A
6 | r/NoStupidQuestions “Why are women obsessed with true crime shows/serial killers?”
7 | t/TooAfraidToAsk “Why do so many women love true crime?”
8 | t/TwoXChromosomes “Why do mostly women watch true crime shows/true crime?
9 | r/NoStupidQuestions “Why do women like true crime documentaries so much?”
10 | /AskWomenNoCensor “How come so many women love watching true crime and researching
serial assailants?”
11 | t/TrollXFunny “Why are Millennial women so interested in true crime?”
12 | r/NonPolitical Twitter Image macro (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Image Macro Discussion Prompt for Data Source Reddit Thread 12

Me: brutally murdered and found
dumped on the side of the
highway

Two 35yr old women with a

podcast: ok murder muffins we
got a real oopy goopy spoopy
story for you today!
Squarespace ad: ARE YOU
LOOKING TO EXPAND Y

Research Methods and Setting

This study is based on data collected from 11 Reddit threads. I executed a site-specific search on
Google using the following terms: “site:reddit.com women true crime.” Results were mined by
hand and the first relevant 12 selected. The data from those threads was copied verbatim into
Microsoft Word (Version 2302) and uploaded to web-based qualitative coding software Taguette
(Rampin et al., 2021). Thread number five was excluded from the study because, upon close
reading, it consisted largely of users arguing about topics unrelated to either the thread’s title or

the question posed in the initial discussion post.

There are some elements worth considering when using extant documents as data. Glaser and
Strauss (1967) wrote that documents could “hardly be used as a chief source of data,” (p. 168)
however several scholars of note such as Charmaz (2014) and Mills (2014) have contested this
assertion (Ralph et al., 2014). Prior (2008) writes that, “documents do much more than serve as
informants and can, more properly, be considered as actors in their own right” (p. 822). Moreover,

“grounded theories of documents can address form as well as content, audiences as well as authors,
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and production of the text as well as presentation of it” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 45). To this end, I
employed a ‘contextual positioning’ method outlined by Ralph et al. (2014) which involves a
process of “targeted questioning for the purpose of positioning data for analysis but is not intended
as an analytical tool per se” (p. 4). The questions, which can found in Table 2, are meant to position
data for the study at hand and to partially compensate for “decreased sensory involvement and
symbolic interactions” (p. 4) that can be a limitation of working with unelicited documents.
Consistent with the constructivist approach which focuses on “how participants construct meaning
in relation to the area of inquiry” and recognizes that constructivists “co-construct experience and
meanings with participants,” (Chun Tie et al., 2019, p. 2) I have here treated the data as socially

constructed.

Data collection, coding, and analysis were completed iteratively, using the constant comparison
method, and memos were also generated throughout. Initial and focused coding efforts were
undertaken using a GT approach to discourse analysis which entails coding data into related groups
or formations which may subsequently lead to analytic categories. Those concepts were grouped

into a major discursive theme discussed shortly.

Table 2
Contextual Positioning Questions from Ralph et al., 2014

Purpose | Questions

Who | To identify e  Who participated in conceiving, supporting, shaping, writing, editing, and publishing
the text?

Who was its production intended to benefit?

What stated or assumed purposes does it serve?

What specific value does this text bring to the current study?

What are the parameters of the information?

When was the document conceived, produced, updated?

What is the document’s intended lifespan?

To what extent are the issues that influenced and informed the production of this
document relevant to the temporal context of the current study?

Where was the document produced?

Where is the document intended for use?

Where is the document positioned in respect of the sociological content?

Why would the text be used?

Why, if at all, is the text unique, reliable, consistent?

How (if at all) do the authors of the text propose it to be used?

How is the text written?

What | To define

When | To
chronicle

e o 0|0 0o o |0

Where | To locate

Why | To
rationalize

How | To explain

How is the document achieving its purpose?
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Discursive Theme: Capacities for Empathy

Discourse analysis of collected data resulted in a core category (or discursive theme), which
functions as a constructed system of beliefs made up of uni- or bi-directional feedback
relationships that form its scaffolding. Per Glaser, “systems are complex ways properties of
categories relate to each other and vary one category in relation to other categories” (2002, p. 30).
The system is constructed of the concepts treated in detail below and is depicted in Figure 2. The
notion of empathy functioned in dual capacities, serving both a theme and as a constituting

concept.

Figure 2

Discursive concepts and relationships that form the core theme, ‘Capacities for Empathy.’

Empathizing

Reinforces
Contributes

Perceiving risk |
for Victimization

Rehearsals of
Survival
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Constituting Concept 1: Empathizing

The code ‘empathizing’ occurred 23 times in the data. Empathy was fundamental to Reddit users’
(henceforth referred to as ‘posters’) understanding of women’s enjoyment of TC. Posters
positioned what they saw as women’s heightened ability to imagine themselves in the place of
depicted victims as a lynchpin element of their capacity for empathy. This is demonstrated in the

following comment taken from the data.’

It's notable on this front that a lot of true crime focuses on serial killers, and a lot of
serial killershave targeted women specifically, and many women might see themselves in
true crime stories and get invested in a way some men don’t. To that point, there’s also
the possibility that, because women are on average more empathic than men by
adulthood, they are more likely to empathize with the victims (or killers), and in turn get
more invested in the stories.

Reddit poster 1

Posters’ descriptions were consistent with some of the dimensions of empathy as defined by nurse
researcher Beatrice Kalisch in her important (1973) paper “What is Empathy?” but were somewhat
inconsistent with others. Kalisch defines empathy as a process of “borrowing the feelings of

another in order to really understand them, but never losing your own identity” (p. 1548).

I mean, I think a large part of the thrill of true crime stories comes from being able to

project onto the victim and imagine being in their position yourself.
Reddit poster 2

In the comment above, poster 2 describes their belief that the ability to project oneself into the
situation of a depicted victim is an important element in women’s enjoyment of TC. Their
comment indicates that they are themself able to engage in that same cognitive process, which is

consistent with Kalisch’s definition of empathizing.

1 Comments from Reddit users pulled from collected data appear throughout the text to demonstrate theoretical
concepts.
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1 think it’s easier for women to imagine being the victim of a crime than it is for men, which

makes it a little more visceral to hear about it.
Reddit poster 3

In the comment above by poster 3, however, they use the word ‘visceral’ which could indicate that
their understanding veers away from Kalisch’s conception of empathy and instead toward her
conception of sympathy. For Kalisch, sympathy is similar to empathy in that it involves a feelings-
borrowing cognitive process but is different because, when experiencing sympathy, one “takes on”
the other’s “feelings and circumstances as if he were in his place” (p. 1548, italics in original).
This poster’s use of the word ‘visceral’ implies a physical dimension of the emotion, which may

put their sentiment closer to sympathy than to empathy.

There were a few posters who expressly disagreed with the above ideas about empathy, as
demonstrated in the comment below. That said, this was one of only three comments I could find
in which the poster disagreed with the assertion that women are, by and large, highly empathic TC

consumers.

I don’t think that by default all women are empathetically thinking “I could have been this

victim,” though.
Reddit poster 4

It appears posters’ overall understanding of empathy as it relates to women’s enjoyment of TC is
tightly tied to a capability to adopt, to some degree or another, the emotions and experiences of a

depicted victim in TC narratives.
Constituting Concept 2: Perceiving Risk for Victimization

The second constituting element I have labelled ‘perceiving risk for victimization.” This code
occurred in the data 64 times, making it the most commonly occurring overall. It also co-occurred
with ‘empathizing’ 12 times. In response to the query “why do women like TC more than men?”
the poster of the comment below describes their belief that women’s perspectives on TC are likely

affected by their heightened awareness of the potential for their own victimization.
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Women are accustomed to being (in general) more aware of their own vulnerability to

crime, and their perspective is likely to be different as a result.
Reddit poster 5

I theorize a uni-directional relationship between the concepts ‘empathizing’ and ‘perceiving risk
for victimization’ in which empathy makes possible a heightened perception of risk for
victimization. Posters consistently positioned women’s capacity for empathy as a factor which
contributes to their ability to recognize and/or assess the likelihood of their own victimization.
This is demonstrated by poster 6 below, who describes feeling empathy and connects that

experience to an awareness of her own risk for victimization.

Everytime a women [sic] is getting hurt in one of these shows/podcasts I imagine it’s me.

1t feels like there is no reason why it isn’t me or I could be next.
Reddit poster 6
Constituting Concept 3: Rehearsals of Survival

The third constituent concept included in the discursive theme ‘Capacities for Empathy’ is
‘rehearsals of survival.” Posters felt that when women consume TC content and perceive their
own risk for victimization, it leads them to engage in cognitive rehearsals of survival. The code
‘rehearsals of survival’ occurred in the data 59 times and co-occurred with ‘perceiving risk for
victimization’ 38 times, indicating that the two concepts dovetail tightly in posters’ assessments

of women’s TC consumption.

This 100% it’s always “what would I do differently?” [sic] When watching what happens

to all those women.

Reddit poster 7

There’s a show called “I survived” [sic]. There’s a lot of people surviving attacks,

kidnapping and assault. I legit [sic] watch it for tips just in case.
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Reddit poster 8, in response to poster 7, above

The above exchange demonstrates some ways in which women consumers learn from TC content
and incorporate that learning into cognitive rehearsals of survival; in essence, they are preparing
for potential victimization by internally practicing survival strategies. Cognitive rehearsal is a well-
defined psychotherapeutic concept that “involves mentally rehearsing responses to scenarios”
(Kousha et al., 2022, p. 5) or “situations that tend to produce anxiety or self-defeating behavior
and then [...] mentally rehearsing more appropriate behavior” (VandenBos, 2015). Posters did not
explicitly indicate that they employ such rehearsal tactics toward therapeutic ends, but rather that
they use them to prepare for survival should they be victimized in ways similar to those depicted

in TC narratives.

And gives it [sic] you time to think of how you would react if it was you/prepare for when

it does happen.
Reddit poster 6
Constituting Concept 4: Interpassive Justice

The final concept in the discursive theme is one which I call ‘interpassive justice.” The term
interpassive was described in the mid-1990s — with considerable intellectual debt to Jacques Lacan
— by Austrian thinker Robert Pfaller and Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek. The term refers to
works of art which are able to “enjoy themselves,” as it were, or, perhaps more accurately, enjoy
“on our behalf” (Oenen, 2008, p. 1). That is, an interpassive experience is a sort of once-removed
expression of itself on the consumer’s behalf via a work of art such as a film, television show, or
podcast. I theorize that women TC consumers, insofar as they empathize with depicted victims,
can experience — interpassively — a frustrated sense of ‘justice served’ on behalf of those victims

as well as for themselves. Sharma quoting psychotherapist Rhea Gandhi:

‘In reality, women are often the victims or survivors of crime, rather than perpetrators. Perhaps we
are drawn to this genre in search of a sense of justice,” she postulates. ‘As women living in a deeply
patriarchal society, feeling unsafe and frightened is almost a constant state of mind, and perhaps,

our deep desire to feel safe and protected by legal systems is sublimated when we watch stories
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where justice prevails. That sense of justice we feel at the end of a true crime film or series reflects
our desire to be a part of social and legal systems that work tirelessly toward women’s safety and

protection.’ (2020)

The code ‘interpassive justice’ occurs in the data 26 times and co-occurs with ‘empathizing’ 12
times. I theorize that ‘interpassive justice’ exists within the discursive theme ‘Capacities for
Empathy’ in a bi-directional reinforcing relationship with ‘empathy’ qua concept. I theorize
empathy as a necessary precondition for interpassive justice. That is, in order for the viewer to
experience interpassive justice, they must be capable of ‘borrowing the feelings’ of a victim

through an ability to cognitively project themselves onto the situation of a depicted victim.

In the comment below, the poster describes a vicarious experience of ‘justice’ that a victim of
sexual assault might seek. She expresses a belief that women TC consumers may seek out
narratives in which perpetrators of such crimes are prosecuted in order to ‘experience’ justice. In
this way, the depiction of an assailant’s prosecution can be construed as an interpassive experience

of justice — one rooted in empathetic capacity.

Imagine getting sexually assaulted a few times a year. And not getting any justice

whatsoever, over several years. Some might seek justice vicariously.
Reddit poster 9

However, what poster 9 describes also sounds a lot like catharsis. 1 want to be clear that my use
of ‘interpassive’ here is adjacent to and somewhat overlapping with catharsis but is not quite
identical. It is not the same because I theorize that posters are describing a dual experience of
‘justice served’; on one level, the TC content may function as a conduit through which viewers
can experience vindication on their own behalf, as demonstrated in poster 9’s comment. On a
second level, users also describe a once-removed sensation of ‘justice served’ on behalf of a

murdered woman who is no longer present to see her assailant brought to justice.

There’s a recapturing of humanity that happens. They 're [depicted victims] not just a body
on the side of the road, they were a person in their own right, with hobbies, goals and an

impact on others.
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Reddit poster 10

‘Interpassive justice,” then, occurs as a once-removed experience of justice on behalf of both the
true crime consumer (who may be with her own traumatic victimized history but without justice)
and, by extension, also on behalf of the murdered victim who is no longer living and able to feel
that same justice served. If we accept this premise, this kind of interpassive experience is a
modified version of the original Pfallerian or ZiZekian but is also overlapping with catharsis; it is
a once-removed or, perhaps more accurately, sublimated urge for justice experienced

interpassively.

I have an inclination to say here that sublimation may not be the right term because the desire for
justice is not typically considered ‘socially unacceptable.” In fact, carceral systems in North
America are so robust that about 20% of global prisoners are incarcerated in the United States
alone (Wagner & Bertram, 2020). That said, if we consider the types of offences for which a TC
consumer would most likely experience a desire for justice, we can see they are the kinds of
offences for which women are often denied justice and for which, in practice at least, seeking
justice is often deemed socially unacceptable. Plainly put, domestic violence, sexual assault, and
rape are crimes for which women are at best disincentivized and at worst coerced to not pursue
justice. Prochuk (2018) found that nearly 90% of sexual assault victims in Canada are women,
about 5% of those assaults are reported and, of that 5%, about 11% result in convictions. Prochuk
found that “most participants in our project ultimately determined that the risks and costs of
reporting outweighed the possible advantages for them,” largely because “there is a culturally
entrenched skepticism about sexual assault that does not seem to apply to other crimes. Therefore,
survivors may fear that they will be met with unsupportive responses if they disclose their
experience to others” (pp. 4-5). When viewed in this context, women’s — perhaps especially those
who have been victimized themselves — desire to experience justice may be sublimated onto TC
content in which that justice is served. That serving of justice is then experienced interpassively
via the TC content, resulting in a displaced experience of justice which is informed by their

capacity for empathy. Some posters even stated that, for this reason, they do not enjoy consuming
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TC in which the cases are unsolved, perhaps because such narratives deny the viewer the sensation

of seeing ‘justice served.’

The worst are the cold cases, it’s almost unbearable knowing that people who can do such

terrible things are still out there.
Reddit poster 11
Conclusion

The present GT research is my attempt to investigate the ways in which Reddit users construct
their beliefs about women’s disproportionate TC content consumption. Data were mined from
Reddit threads on the topic, with collection, coding, and analysis being completed iteratively using
the constant comparative method. Analysis resulted in a core category or discursive theme labelled
Capacities for Empathy. The constituting concepts of the theme function in a series of relationships
which serve as its scaffolding. The concept empathizing contributes to and provides the necessary
precondition for the emergence of the second concept, perceiving risk for victimization, and
reinforces the concept of interpassive justice. The concept perceiving risk for victimization also
led to the concept rehearsals of survival. In short, Reddit users believe that women are, on average,
more empathetic and that this capacity for empathy informs their disproportionate enjoyment of
TC. They felt that empathy serves to heighten women’s perception of their own risk for
victimization, leading to cognitive rehearsals of survival. They also felt that women’s empathy

informed and reinforced their experiences of interpassive justice.
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