


Fredric Wertham 
-Author of Seduction of the Innocent (1954) 

- Incorrectly established comic books as a cause for juvenile 
delinquency 

-Psychiatrist concerned with the effects of violence on society

-Founder of the LaFargue Clinic

-Played major role in the Brown v. Board of Education case 



Importance

-Relevant to the understanding of mass media regulation 

-Wertham provides an example of an ill informed American 
populous; negative aspects of mass media 



Current Research 

-The shortcomings of Wertham’s research methodology 

-Large-scale, historical studies 

-The cyclical nature of moral panic towards mass culture1 

1. Gilbert, J. (1986). A cycle of outrage: America’s reaction to 
the juvenile delinquent in the 1950s. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 



Bart Beaty 
-Wertham and Seduction of the Innocent (1954) omitted from mass 
communications field 

-The discrepancies between high and low cultures in the formation 
of the mass communications field2

-Provides basis for the study

2. Beaty, B.H. (1999). All our innocences:
Fredric wertham, mass culture and the rise of the media effects 
paradigm, 1940 - 1972 (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). 
McGill University, Montreal, Canada. 



Gap in Research

-Application to mass communication 

-Establishment of influences in comparison to contemporary mass 
media regulation 



Question
What social, political, and psychological factors identifiable within 
the published and unpublished work of Fredric Wertham can be 
effectively established as influences for his book, Seduction of the 
Innocent?

How do these influences compare to both contemporary and Cold 
War methodologies of mass communication regulation?  



Methods
Data Collection

-Categorization of influences under 
the three criteria: political, social, 
and psychological 

-General Elimination Methodology3 

3. Tsui, J., & Lucas, B. (2013). Methodologies for 
measuring influence. GSDRC, 1-12. 



Basis for 
Analysis 

-Analysis of influences in 
comparison to McQuail’s reasons 
for regulating mass media4  

-Analysis of influences in 
comparison to the Social 
Responsibility Theory

4. McQuail, D. (2010). Media regulation. 
Department of Media & Communication 
Attenborough Building University of Leicester 
University Road Leicester, LE1 7RH, 2 (11), 
1-30. 



Contemporary Reasons of Mass 
Communications Regulation 
1. The management of what is arguably the key economic resource in the emerging `information 

society', with a very high dependence on all forms of communication.
2. The protection of public order and support for instruments of government and justice.
3. The protection of individual and sectional rights and interests that might be harmed by unrestricted 

use of public means of communication.
4. The promotion of the efficiency and development of the communication system, by way of technical 

standardization, innovation, connectivity and universal provision.
5. The promotion of access, freedom to communicate, diversity and universal provision as well as 

securing communicative and cultural ends chosen by the people for themselves.
6. Maintaining conditions for effective operation of free markets in media services, especially 

competition and access, protection of consumers, stimulating innovation and expansion.

 McQuail, D. (2010). Media regulation. Department of Media & 
Communication Attenborough Building University of Leicester 
University Road Leicester, LE1 7RH, 2 (11), 1-30. 



Social Responsibility; Hutchins Commission (1947)

1. Provide a truthfill, comprehensive, and intelligent account of the day's events in context, 

which gives them meaning.

2. Provide a forum for the exchange of comment and criticism.

3. Provide a representative picture of the constituent groups in society.

4. Be responsible for the presentation and clarification of the goals and values of society

5. Provide full access to the day's intelligence.



Results 

-10 identified influences 



Political Influences

-Only one political influence: Wertham’s progressivist and liberal 
agenda

-Little identifiable anecdotal data pertaining to politics 



Social Influences -5 social influences identified: 

-The concept of the innocent 
childhood 

-Childhood protections                   
outweigh the full expression of the 
First Amendment 

-Herbert Gans’ mass culture        
critique, media harms the reader

-The poor depiction of                
minorities

-The subjugation of the             
American child to a market

(Seduction of the Innocent, p. 194)5
5. Wertham, F. (1954). Seduction of the 
innocent. New York: Rinehart and Company. 



Psychological Influences
-4 psychological influences: 

-The understanding that violence is inherited and not an innate 
human behavior

-Wertham’s desire to practice “social psychiatry” 

-Reliance on environmental influence in the argument Nature
vs. Nurture

-Flawed psychiatric practice supporting the comic book               
industry; portrayal of psychiatry by comics



Crime Detective Comics 
#9 
(Seduction of the 
Innocent, p. 184)6

6. Wertham, F. (1954). Seduction of the innocent. 
New York: Rinehart and Company. 



Limitations
Data Restrictions

-Restricted access to the 
Library of Congress Fredric 
Wertham collection 

-Lack of interview data with 
contemporary scholars 

-Largely anecdotal data, no 
numerical values



Conclusion
-Contemporary and Cold War era mass communication 
regulations incorporate protections for children 
-The psychiatric influences of “social psychiatry” are largely 
disregarded in traditional mass communications studies 
-Personal influences and bias are reflected within Seduction of 
the Innocent (1954) 
-Political progressivism is evident in mass communication theory 
and regulation 



Future Applications
-Identify the reasons for the lack of political 
influences; Why didn’t Wertham discuss 
Communism? 
-Discuss Wertham’s mass communication work 
in terms of Laissez Faire, American economics 




