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In her essay “Lynch Law in America” Ida B. Wells inists “what becomes a crime 

deserving capital punishment when the tables are turned is a matter of small moment when the 

negro woman is the accusing party.”  The crime she refers to? Rape. Black female rape victims 1

historically received little sympathy in the United States, a trend reflected in media coverage of 

sexual assault against white victims versus Black victims. This trend is especially prominent in 

headlines, because according to scholar Daniel Dor, “newspaper readers spend most of their 

reading time scanning the headlines—rather than reading the stories.”  Newspaper headlines 2

covering sexual assault are racially biased, perpetuating the American trend of protecting white 

women from trauma while ignoring the trauma experienced by Black women. 

I will examine two cases of sexual assault – the Central Park Jogger Case and the St. 

John’s Lacrosse Case – to find out whether racial bias exists in the headlines about these two 

cases. I will analyze the terms used to describe the accuser, the accused, and the crime 

committed. I will then summarize the headlines’ overall sentiment about the victim’s credibility 

and the amount of sympathy towards the victim. 

A prominent conversation surrounding disparity in media coverage of sexual assault 

centers around the media’s implicit definition of sexual assault as a crime only committed 

against white women. Scholar GC Carraway makes an argument in the Stanford Law Review that 

the image of an acceptable rape victim in the media is a well-educated, financially stable white 

woman. She says, “Such a message tells women of color… that their rapes are less valid, less 

1 Ida B. Wells, “Lynch Law in America.” Speech Given in Chicago, Illinois; Jan. 1900. 7. 
 
2 Daniel Dor, “On Newspaper Headlines as Relevance Optimizers,” Journal of 

Pragmatics, 2003, 27. 695. 
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painful, less traumatic, and less important to our society.”  She argues that this is especially 3

misleading because Black women are more likely to experience sexual assault than white 

women.  Academic Kristine De Welde, though writing over a decade later, proposes ideas 4

similar to Carrway’s about the media’s assertion of white women as the only true rape victims. 

De Welde claims the image of the “innocent victim” is “reified by mainstream media depictions 

of who ‘real’ victims are: white, virtuous women.”  Carraway and De Welde highlight the 5

media’s pronouncement of whiteness as a characteristic of sexual assault victims.  

Scholars add to Carraway and De Welde’s conversation by claiming that the media not 

only attends less to non-white sexual assault victims, but also negatively portrays Black female 

victims. Ewing and Schacht argue that Black female victims of sexual assault might not even be 

labeled as victims. They insist that historically, “African Americans have been seen as having 

insatiable sexual drives,” and that “such racist imagery has conveniently been used to portray 

black women as unrapeable objects.”  Ewing and Schacht conclude that Black women cannot be 6

victims of sexual assault in the eyes of mainstream media. They also imply that Black women 

3 G Chezia Carraway, “Violence against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 
6 (1991): 1301–9, https://doi.org/10.2307/1229040. 1304. 

 
4 Kelly Eyler, “Women of Color Network Facts & Stats: Domestic Violence in 

Communities of Color – June 2006,” 2006, 8.  Approximately 17.7% of white women are 
victims of rape, compared with 18.8% of Black women that are victims of rape.  
 

5 Kristine De Welde, “WHITE WOMEN BEWARE!: WHITENESS, FEAR OF CRIME, 
AND SELF-DEFENSE - ProQuest,” accessed March 27, 2020, 
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/docview/218870556/D7A6130D385E45A
CPQ/2?accountid=10427. 

 
6 Ewing, Schacht, “Sexuality: Toward a Race, Gender and Class Perspective - ProQuest,” 

accessed March 27, 2020, 
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/docview/218832900/D7A6130D385E45A
CPQ/1?accountid=10427. 
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might receive blame for their sexual assault cases. In the Journal of Student Research, Victoria 

Olive further investigates this notion of Black promiscuity by bringing up rape myths, or 

stereotyped false beliefs about sexual assault. She proposes that African American female 

victims in the media “get a ‘double dose’ of rape myths – those that target all survivors 

regardless of race and those that claim Black women as deserving of sexual assault.”  7

Considerable scholarly debate focuses on hypersexualization of Black women as it relates to 

negative media attention, expanding on the idea that white women are the only ones credited as 

real, innocent rape victims. 

Conversation about media coverage of sexual assault also comes from the field of 

psychology, with scholars drawing on psychological studies as evidence for trends in processing 

information about sexual assault. In particular, the psychological point of view focuses on mental 

acceptance of rape myths. Aosved and Long explored rape myth acceptance in 2006 with a study 

involving multiple converging tests assessing participants’ social ideologies. They concluded 

that “greater racism, sexism, homophobia, ageism, classism, and religious intolerance were each 

associated with greater rape myth acceptance.”  Two years later, Franiuk et al analyzed a study 8

involving news headlines during the Kobe Bryant sexual assault case, where participants were 

exposed to headlines containing or not containing rape myths. The study found that males 

exposed to headlines with rape myths were less likely to consider Bryant guilty, and more likely 

7 Victoria Olive, “Sexual Assault against Women of Color,” Journal of Student Research 
1, no. 1 (March 25, 2012): 3. 

 
8 Allison C. Aosved, Patricia J. Long, “Co-Occurrence of Rape Myth Acceptance, 

Sexism, Racism, Homophobia, Ageism, Classism, and Religious Intolerance,” Sex Roles; New 
York 55, no. 7–8 (October 2006): 481–92, 
http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/10.1007/s11199-006-9101-4. 481. 
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to display rape-supportive attitudes. Franiuk asserts that, “exposure to a few headlines is 

sufficient to temporarily trigger negative thoughts toward sexual assault victims and heightened 

thoughts of victim-blame.”  Both Aosved and Long and Franiuk et al alert readers to the 9

commonality of rape myth acceptance.  

These scholars – from a wide range of disciplines including law, psychology, and gender 

and sexuality studies – demonstrate that conversation about racial bias in media coverage of 

sexual assault spans multiple academic fields. I add to their conversation by studying headlines 

about two specific sexual assault cases, and investigating possible discrepancies between the two 

cases that suggest racial bias. I will compare The New York Times newspaper headlines about the 

Central Park Jogger case in 1989 and the St. John’s Lacrosse Case in 1990. I chose these two 

cases because they occurred within a year of one another, they both took place in New York 

City, both victims were in their 20s when the assault took place, and in both cases a female 

victim accused multiple males of sexual assault. These cases have a crucial difference: the 

Central Park Jogger Case involves a white accuser and Black and Latino defendants, while the 

St. John’s Lacrosse Case involves a Black accuser and white defendants. I chose to investigate 

The New York Times headlines because the newspaper had a large amount of articles for each 

case, and it permits more consistency between the reporting on each case. The New York Times 

also has a strong reputation for objectivity and deep reporting, so any racial bias discovered 

cannot be attributed to sensationalist schemes. 

9 Renae Franiuk, Jennifer L. Seefelt, and Joseph A. Vandello, “Prevalence of Rape Myths 
in Headlines and Their Effects on Attitudes Toward Rape,” Sex Roles; New York 58, no. 11–12 
(June 2008): 790–801, http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/10.1007/s11199-007-9372-4. 
800. 
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Coverage of the two cases differ in that headlines about the Central Park Jogger Case 

often emphasize the victim, while headlines about the St. John’s Lacrosse Case put more 

emphasis on the accused party. The headline “No Verdict in the Jogger Trial” represents this 

pattern.  The phrase “Jogger Trial,” which appears frequently in media coverage about the 10

Central Park Jogger Case, brings the victim to the reader’s attention.  In contrast, the St. John’s 11

Lacrosse Case has headlines such as “6 at St. John's Are Questioned In Sexual Attack.”  This 12

headline does not mention the victim at all, implying the defendants were often the focus during 

this case. The white female victim allegedly attacked by Black and Latino males received the 

most attention, while the Black female victim allegedly attacked by white males received less 

attention than her white assailants. 

The terminology surrounding accusers and defendants differs between each case. As 

implied from the previously mentioned phrase “Jogger Trial,” the white victim in the Central 

Park Jogger case is most frequently referred to as “jogger,” as seen in the headline “Defense 

Asks, Was Jogger Really Raped?”  The rare headlines that deviate from this term usually label 13

the victim as “woman.” On the other hand, the Black victim in the St. John’s Lacrosse Case more 

10 “No Verdict in the Jogger Trial,” New York Times, Late Edition (East Coast); New 
York, N.Y., December 3, 1990, sec. B. 

 
11 The Central Park Jogger Case is now known better in reference to the “Central Park 

Five,” or the five young men convicted of the assault. This shift in focus happened years after the 
initial trial, when the imprisoned defendants were discovered innocent.  

 
12 Joseph P. Fried, “6 at St. John’s Are Questioned In Sexual Attack,” New York Times, 

Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., April 20, 1990, sec. B. 
 
13 Ronald Sullivan,  “Defense Asks, Was Jogger Really Raped?,” New York Times, Late 

Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., August 8, 1990, sec. B. 
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often appears as “accuser” or “complainant.”  This could cause discrepancies in reception of the 14

headline, for “accuser” and “complainant” have negative connotations, while “jogger” seems 

familiar and harmless. Additionally, different words commonly describe the defendants in each 

case. Newspapers often refer to the white men accused in the St. John’s Lacrosse Case as 

“students,” exemplified in the headline “3 St. John's Students on Trial in Sex-Assault Case.”  15

This seems reasonable because the case has such close ties with the school. However, the term 

“student” already makes the mind jump to conclusions about responsible and hard-working 

people. To the contrary, the Black and Latino defendants in the Central Park Jogger Case were 

most frequently referred to as “youths.”  The term “youth” could be taken in a positive light in 16

this context and imply innocence. However, it could also imply immaturity and lack of impulse 

control, which could be taken by readers as a suggestion of the defendants’ guilt.  

Discrepancies in terminology continue with reference to the act around which the case 

revolves. In both cases, the defendants were charged with rape. As demonstrated in the headline 

“3 More Youths Indicted in Beating And Rape of Central Park Jogger,” articles about the Central 

Park Jogger Case often uses the word “rape.”  While the single word “rape” doesn’t offer much 17

14John Kifner, “Jurors Say Complainant Didn’t Seem Believable,” New York Times, Late 
Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., July 24, 1991, sec. B. 
 

15 “3 St. John’s Students on Trial in Sex-Assault Case - U.S. Newsstream - ProQuest,” 
accessed April 7, 2020, 
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/usnews/docview/428070911/82E8E27951
554E50PQ/4?accountid=10427. 

 
16 Craig Wolff, “Youths Rape and Beat Central Park Jogger,” New York Times, Late 

Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., April 21, 1989, sec. B. 
 
17 Ronald Sullivan, “3 More Youths Indicted in Beating And Rape of Central Park 

Jogger,” New York Times, Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., April 28, 1989, sec. B. 
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detail, it gives the reader a clear idea about the severity of the crime. With the St. John’s 

Lacrosse Case, newspapers most frequently refer to the accused act as “sex.” Headlines such as 

“Student Said to Agree To Testify in Sex Case” exemplifies this trend.  The term “sex” suggests 18

to the reader a consensual act, when in reality the victim pressed charges for rape. Failure to 

acknowledge the action as forced downplays the victim’s suffering, painting the St. John’s case 

as less criminal than the Central Park case. 

According to the news coverage, each accuser’s testimony lacked clarity to some extent. 

The media excused the victim’s memory loss in the Central Park Jogger Case, exemplified in the 

headline “Experts Say Jogger's Amnesia Is Typical Loss.”  The victim in this case suffered head 19

trauma from the assault, so the media displayed understanding for her lack of detail when 

recalling the assault. The St. John’s Lacrosse Case comes across differently with headlines such 

as “Jurors Say Complainant Didn't Seem Believable.”  The victim’s unclear testimony makes 20

sense because she claimed her assailants gave her alcohol before assaulting her, but the headline 

implies she purposefully gave an inconsistent recount. This language puts blame on the victim, 

while most of the headlines about the Central Park Jogger Case clearly placed blame on the 

defendants.  

Newspapers express varying amounts of sympathy towards the victims of each case. For 

instance, a headline about the St. John’s Lacrosse Case reads “Little Anger At Sex Case At St. 

18 Joseph P. Fried, “Student Said to Agree To Testify in Sex Case,” New York Times, 
Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., May 7, 1990, sec. B. 

 
19 Gina Kolata, “Experts Say Jogger’s Amnesia Is Typical Loss,” New York Times, Late 

Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y., July 17, 1990, sec. B. 
 
20 Kifner, “Jurors Say Complainant Didn’t Seem Believable.” 
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John's.”  This headline illustrates the lack of outrage amongst the public about this case, and 21

does not imply that this lack of outrage needs to change. On the other side, with the Central Park 

Jogger Case, several headlines have phrases similar to “Most Papers Won't Name the Jogger: 

There is a consensus for avoiding further trauma.”  This headline shows acknowledgement 22

among the media of the white victim’s trauma and willingness to protect her from further harm, 

while the St. John’s case headline demonstrates indifference to the Black victim’s troubles. 

Overall, the headlines about the Central Park Jogger Case emphasize the victim, 

sympathize with her, and affirm the severity of the crime, while headlines about the St. John’s 

Lacrosse Case emphasize the defendants, downplay the severity of the crime, question the 

victim’s credibility, and do not sympathize with her. Headlines that acknowledge the St. John’s 

victim’s trauma exist, as do headlines that criticize the Central Park victim, but they are 

infrequent. Out of 142 headlines about the Central Park Jogger Case, 6 criticized the victim or 

her case. Out of 34 headlines about the St. John’s Lacrosse Case, 1 acknowledged the victim’s 

trauma. This discrepancy in reporting on each case implies that American media gives white 

female victims of sexual assault more coverage and more sympathy than it does with Black 

female vicitms of sexual assault.  

While racial bias surrounding sexual assault appears in the media in modern times, it has 

deep historical roots from the lynching era. Rape by a Black man to a white woman was the most 

21 Alessandra Stanley, “Little Anger At Sex Case At St. John’s: St. John’s Commuting 
Students Show Little Anger at Sex Case,” New York Times (1923-Current File); New York, N.Y., 
May 15, 1990, sec. Metropolitan News. 

 
22 Alex S. Jones, “Most Papers Won’t Name the Jogger: There Is a Consensus for 

Avoiding Further Trauma.,” New York Times (1923-Current File); New York, N.Y., June 13, 
1990, sec. Metropolitan News. 
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commonly mentioned excuse for lynching; meanwhile, rape was a form of terror used against 

Black women, and it was not acknowledged as a crime.  Historically, any sexually violent crime 23

or alleged crime against a white woman has been publicized. Similar crimes against Black 

women and other women of color have not been publicized, even though women of color are 

more frequently victims of these crimes. The difference in the way The New York Times covered 

the Central Park Jogger Case versus the St. John’s Lacrosse Case indicates society’s perpetuation 

of white supremacy by publicly placing higher value on the well-being of white women over 

Black women. 

People rely on the media as a measure of their reality. If Black female victims of sexual 

assault see a lack of sympathy towards them in the media, they will expect that sentiment to be 

reflected in the police as well. A greater percentage of  Black women experience sexual assault 

than white women do, yet 80% of rapes are reported by white women.  Fixing racially biased 24

reporting habits could lead to a greater percentage of Black women reporting their cases of rape, 

and getting the justice they deserve. When reporting on sexual assault, media sources must be 

more attentive to the language they use when describing the victim, the accused party, and the 

crime that transpired, striving to use the most objective terminology possible. Additionally, 

media sources should be aware of the type of story they publish regarding sexual assault cases, 

such as whether they publish a disproportionate amount of stories about either the victim or the 

23 “The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture : Volume 13: Gender,” accessed March 
27, 2020, 
http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/ebookviewer/ebook/bmxlYmtfXzY3MDE0M19fQU41?nobk=
y&sid=91241dd4-eb92-4e9f-aff1-8326cbd75a51@pdc-v-sessmgr01&vid=3&format=EB&rid=1. 
227-228. 

 
24 Eyler, “Domestic Violence in Communities of Color,” 8. 
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defendant. Newspapers must be especially cognizant of their headlines, for a racially biased 

headline paints a racially biased picture of events for the mass of readers that don’t read beyond 

the headline. Racially biased headlines are evidence of continued trends from a barbaric era of 

racial terror, and the acknowledgement and correction of these trends in reporting will help 

correct them in other facets of society.  
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