Shoes and Sex Homicide

The History of Shoes

Initially, shoes were designed to fulfill a very simple need; to protect one’s foot from the
outside elements. While different regions used various types of material to accommodate for
their differing climates, the basic model of all shoes involved the simple construction of a sole
with a front covering that protected the bottoms of the feet and the toes (“The history and
evolution of shoes”, 2018). This original desire to make and wear shoes for protection was
purely utilitarian in nature and had no connection with fashion or appearance whatsoever.
However, the first indication of a shift in this association between shoes, feet, and beauty can be
seen in early Chinese foot binding practices, in which a woman’s foot would be wrapped so
tightly that it would stop growing. Not only was binding used to denote social status, it was also
used to gauge the overall beauty and sexuality of a woman, a practice that was new to the world
of ancient footwear (Sancaktar, 2006). In light of this newfound relationship between perceived
physical appearance and shoe design, footwear began to evolve across many regions and started
to include styles that held a similar indication of class, status, power, and beauty.

Interestingly, the first high heeled shoe was not designed for women at all. In fact, men
were the first to wear this style of shoe as a way to demonstrate their social status and because
men’s legs were considered to be a standard of beauty up until the end of the 18" century. During
the 19™ century, buckles, lace, and other decorative elements became popular to add to the shoes
and heels that were popular amongst women. However, as popular female garment wear began to
change and hem lines began to shorten, more attention was given to the female form and the way
that a higher heeled shoe would help boost this silhouette (“The history and evolution of shoes”,
2018). Eventually, men’s fashion lost the high heel altogether as it became primarily associated
with feminine beauty, sexuality, and elegance during America’s pop culture movements in the
20™ century. Old Hollywood starlets helped to solidify this by adding a level of sexualized
glamour and status that has become associated with a feminine heel (Tourre-Malen, 2011).

Shoes have also had a significant place across the history of film and the arts. In
examples such as Cinderella, The Wizard of Oz, or The Red Shoes, the specific shoe designs can
be seen as representing female empowerment, glamorization and elitist prestige, rejecting
modesty, and escaping reality to embrace a fantasy (Griffiths, 2017). Furthermore, many famous
artists throughout the ages have also presented famous works that focus on shoes and the way in
which they affect the female figure and form (Sancaktar, 2006).

Sexuality and Shoes

For many females, shoes represent an important transition into adulthood. Society has
developed an unspoken rule that at some point in a girl’s life, it is no longer a cute and innocent
matter for her to play dress up in her mother’s heels. Instead, it is discouraged and begins to be
seen as inappropriate sexualization, a desire to “grow up too fast”, or a way to represent herself



in a way that is seductive. This sentiment is even shared by many elderly women who have
reported a feeling of “losing one’s youth” after reaching an age where heels were too
uncomfortable and impractical to wear anymore (Tourre-Malen, 2011). Shoes are also an
important image in many classic stories and fairytales that appeal to young children or girls (i.e.
Cinderella or The Wizard of Oz) and usually represent a sort of fantasy or are worn by the main
character when interesting or significant plot points are occurring (Sancaktar, 2006). This can
cause girls to start associating feelings of positivity, importance, beauty, and fantasy with shoes
at a very young age and may increase their desire to explore their identity through footwear.

Even as adults, many men and women use shoes as significant way of expressing their
personal style and making themselves look and feel good. For women in particular, high heels
and other similar shoe designs are very important in expressing confidence, sexuality, or a sense
of power in the way that they appear physically. In many cases, a certain type of footwear is
purchased or worn because it makes the individual feel good in the way that they look or come
across to others. In fact, around 80% of shoes purchased by women are bought because of some
sort of relevance to a feeling of sexual attraction, whether it is consciously realized or not (Belk,
2003). High heels or platform shoes can be worn as a way to accentuate certain features of a
woman’s body, whether that be for personal pleasure or as a way to try and attract attention out
in public. Many specific styles and designs of high heels in particular are quite upfront about the
seductive ways in which their shoes are marketed. For example, the famous Christian Louboutin
heel can be identified by its distinctive glossy black material and the signature bright red heel.
Not only are these heels heavily associated with wealth and status because of their price tag, but
they are also distinctively marketed as a symbol of seduction. Louboutin even used the phrase
“unleash a bleeding flash of sole with every step” as part of their marketing campaigns, which
may demonstrate a further sexualized association between the sleek material and colors of this
shoe with those materials and colors commonly seen in fetishism (Tourre-Malen, 2011).

Despite this somewhat normalized sexualization of shoes, it can be taken to the extreme
in some cases. When this occurs, fetishes such as podophilia, the sexual attraction to feet, or
retifism, the sexual attraction to shoes and footwear even without the foot, can develop. These
types of fetishes are indicated across all types of sexual relationships and partner preferences,
although it is more common for extreme cases to be seen primarily in men (Fedoroft, 2008).
While these sexual interests can be relatively innocuous, there is a point at which these
associations with a shoe or a foot can turn from harmless to invasive, which is when a paraphilia
develops.

Fetishisms and Paraphilias

Shoes and feet are two of the most popular fetishes seen in many sexual deviants (Kafka,
2009). Despite still having quite a bit of social stigma attached to them, these fetish types have
been found by multiple studies to rank in the top 3 most prevalent types of body or
bodywear-related fetishes (Griffiths, 2017; Kafka, 2009; Scorolli et al., 2007). As with most
fetishes, foot and shoe fetishism can be harmless when practiced in healthy, communicative, and



consensual circumstances. However, there is the possibility for unhealthy behaviors to develop
that can begin to invade a person’s ability to normally function within both their sexual and
day-to-day life. This is the point at which a paraphilia may be indicated, which is when the
relationship between these fetishes and certain criminal behaviors becomes stronger (Taktak et
al., 2015).

A deviant or atypical sexual behavior can be defined as any erotic behavior that fails to adhere to
the accepted norms of a certain culture or society. It is extremely common for an average adult to
have one or more of these atypical behaviors or fetishes, and they are usually not a cause for
concern. However, issues can arise when these behaviors begin to meet the criteria for a
paraphilia, which the DSM describes as a mental disorder characterized by strong and repetitive
sexual urges or disruptive fantasies that last for at least 6 months and include either nonhuman
objects, pain or humiliation of oneself or another, or nonconsenting people such as children. The
development of these behaviors can become very problematic due to a significant link between
certain paraphilias and general criminal behavior, such as burglary or petty theft (Hickey, 2006,
pp- 58-59). However, there are some paraphilias that demonstrate an even more significant link
with violent crime and high rates of comorbidity with sadomasochism; another type of paraphilia
that involves the infliction of pain and humiliation towards oneself or another for sexual
gratification (Fedoroff, 2008). In fact, a study conducted in 1983 on the presentation of foot and
shoe fetishism in men produced results showing that these paraphilias were among those that had
an almost indiscernible link with extreme sadistic or masochistic behaviors (Hickey, 2006, p.
159).

Furthermore, fetishes can progress and become psychopathic in nature if the individual
begins to see their partner as a mere accessory to their fixation. This is commonly seen in cases
of significant Retifism: the sexual attraction to shoes and footwear as objects themselves, or
Altocalciphilia: the sexual attraction to high heeled shoes (Hickey, 2006, pg. 91). In such
instances, the object of fixation has progressed to such a level that the individual no longer
requires an association with the presence of a partner to experience a significant state of arousal.
In fact, many of these fetishists begin to prefer the sexual gratifications they receive when
dissociating an object from the partner who is wearing it (DeRiver, 1958, pp. 234-236). This can
sometimes result in the development of kleptomania as the individual’s desire to have such
objects in their possession increases, or can even explain why some sexually sadistic murderers
decide to take certain items as potential trophies that may continue to serve a sexual purpose
outside of the incident (Schlesinger & Revitch, 1999; Taktak et al., 2015).

While both women and men can demonstrate paraphilic behaviors, the majority of cases
are seen in men and are said to begin developing anywhere from early childhood to late
adolescence and early adulthood. A study conducted on the development of paraphilias indicated
that many male adults share common childhood characteristics, including restrictive or abusive
parenting, traumatic events that had occurred during a significant developmental period, low
self-esteem, difficulty forming social bonds, extreme sexual frustration, exposure to violence
towards women, and a desire to escape reality (Fedoroft, 2008; Nagler, 1957). Paraphilic



behaviors also correlate with other mental disorders during childhood, such as anxiety,
depression, antisocial personality disorder, gender identity disorder, and psychopathy (Cantor,
Blanchard, & Barbaree, 2009).

Shoes and Sexual Sadism

When looking at shoe and foot fetishisms in particular, many of these individuals began
either wearing or stealing women’s shoes at an early age after developing a certain fascination
with them or after having a significant sexual experience that involved attention towards the
footwear or the foot itself. Unfortunately, many of these instances escalate and begin to involve
burglary, rape, and assault as the individual associates the thrill and gratification from these acts
with the fetishized object (Kafka, 2009). For many, the repetitive nature of their sexual fantasies
combined with the dopamine reward of orgasm or sexual arousal creates a strong conditioning
response that only strengthens the desire of the individual to act out their fantasies in real life
(Hickey, 2006, pp. 63-64). Following this pattern of escalation, it can be seen that the addition of
violence within such a fantasy can create a conditioned association between sadistic and sexual
gratification, which furthers the possibility that the individual will eventually act against another
person (Beltran, Flores, & Ordonez, 2019). Considering the childhood development and social
environment of a certain offender, this pattern can be used to help explain why a sexually violent
offender with shoe or foot paraphilias may escalate from simply taking shoes from a store to the
assault and rape of a woman during the process of stealing her shoes.

When it comes to retifism, the most commonly associated type of shoe with violent
sexual tendencies is the high heel. The term ‘stiletto’ is derived from the Latin word ‘stylus’ and
translates to ‘slender dagger’. There are also many other sexually suggestive names given to
BDSM styled shoes, such as the “Fuck Me Pump”, “Pleaser Heels”, and “Dagger Pumps”
(Cleary, 2005). Many aspects of the fashion of footwear also relates to many erotic preferences
that are shared by many sexual sadists. Considering these types of heels, it can be seen why their
ability to cause pain, discomfort, and restrict mobility while simultaneously representing
seduction and sexuality might appeal to a sadistic individual. Additionally, many high heels are
visually exciting to fetishists due to the use of shiny, leathery, sleek materials and the additions of
spiked, laced, and pointed embellishments (Griffiths, 2017). When comparing these elements to
those of other common accessories and items used in sadomasochistic practices, such as
handcuffs, rope, corsets, mouth gags, leather whips, and latex masks, the similarities are very
apparent.

Physical attributes aside, a sexual sadist with a foot or shoe fetish may also be drawn to
heels because of the association between them and female empowerment (Sancaktar, 2006). By
dominating and humiliating a woman who is wearing a symbol of such power, an offender may
be playing out a resentment that he has developed towards women who have rejected him in the
past, or he may be attempting to make up for feelings of inadequacy and an inability to assume
the “stereotypical” male role throughout his life. The taking of such an object as a trophy further
demonstrates an offender’s desire to symbolize and remember their power and ability to



dominate (Tourre-Malen, 2011). In many cases, the offender may choose to wear the shoe
themselves, either while alone at home or when committing a sexual act with another victim.
This demonstrates the offender’s detachment from the victim themselves and points to the need
for the shoe itself as an object that is required to achieve sexual gratification.

The Shoe Fetish Killer

Jerome “Jerry” Brudos was an American serial sexual murderer who was born in South
Dakota in 1939. Growing up with an abusive mother who would frequently dress him up in girl’s
clothes, it is no surprise that Brudos showed severe emotional and developmental issues very
early on. At age 5, he demonstrated his first interest in women’s high heels after taking home and
wearing a pair that he had found in a junkyard near his house. After his mother confiscated and
burned them, Brudos began satiating his curiosities by first stealing his older sister’s shoes, and
then escalating to thieving clothes and other footwear from neighborhood clotheslines (Keefe et
al., n.d.). His fantasies continued to grow and began involving thoughts of kidnapping and
overpowering women, photographing them nude, and wearing their clothes. Eventually he
escalated to the point of kidnapping, raping, and murdering a young woman who had entered his
home as a door-to-door salesman (Newton, 2006).

Throughout his time as an active killer, Brudos continued to demonstrate his obsession
with shoes by making them a main focus of most of his murders. In a very notable example,
Brudos cut off the foot of one of his victims and stored it in his freezer with the high heeled shoe
still on. He would frequently take it out and wear the shoe in order to gain sexual pleasure (Keefe
et al., n.d.). It can be clearly seen that Brudos had invasive paraphilias because he was no longer
able to gain sexual satisfaction without involving a shoe or a foot in either a criminal or violent
manner (Kafka, 2009). He also demonstrated many of the comorbidities associated with extreme
fetishism and criminality, such as kleptomania, rape or sexual assault, exhibitionism, voyeurism,
and sadism (DeRiver, 1958). Because of this, Brudos is an excellent case to demonstrate how the
relationship between social environment, sexuality, and criminality may affect the characteristics
of a particular offender. His case also provides a way for researchers to begin looking into what
life experiences may begin the development of disruptive behaviors in some offenders,

Shoes and the Crime Scene

All types of crime scenes can benefit from both a shoe itself and what a shoe can leave
behind. Footwear impressions left behind can be analyzed by experts to determine the brand,
size, and material of a shoe, which can then be used to track down a potential offender. These
impressions also introduce the potential for trace DNA or other telling evidence to be recovered
from what an offender may have tracked into a crime scene. Whether it be blood, soil, or fibers,
trace evidence tracked into a crime scene can provide important leads as to where a suspect may
live, work, or spend his/her time. In the case of sexually charged homicides, shoes at a crime
scene may provide very important evidence that can be easily overlooked. Especially in cases



where a victim is notably missing one or both shoes, consideration should be given as to whether
or not this was merely an accident or whether a trophy may have been taken (Geberth, 1996).

Aside from information about the offender, shoes can also provide investigators with
possible details about the victim. If it is difficult to identify a victim, whether that be due to
decomposition, mutilation, or the absence of a body altogether, a shoe can be used to provide
information on the victim’s foot size and the brand he/she was wearing during the crime. A shoe
may also be able to provide details about the victim’s personal interests and lifestyle, or what
they were doing right up until the moment the crime occurred (Gardner, 2005). For example, a
jogging shoe left behind at a crime scene in a park may suggest the victim was a runner who
cared about physical fitness, or a closet full of extreme clubbing shoes at a victim’s home may
suggest they enjoyed night life and going out regularly.

A shoe at a crime scene can also help to identify possible murder weapons. If a shoe is
discovered at a crime scene with a missing lace and ligature strangulation is evident on the
victim, it should be considered that the lace was used as the weapon and then taken or discarded.
Because strangulation is a very intimate and sexually charged method of murder, it would not be
unlikely that a sexual sadist with a shoe fetish would find this type of assault desirable (Beltran,
Flores, & Ordonez, 2019). Shoe imprints on the victim may also indicate whether or not the
offender used physical force to subdue or murder, such as stomping or crushing (Fedoroft, 2008).
All of these details are extremely important to take note of, especially in a case in which the
offender has not been apprehended because it can give investigators a clearer idea of what
exactly may have happened during the altercation. If the investigators are properly educated on
what to look for in the case of a potential sexual serial offender, the likelihood for the
development of a more accurate profile of their suspect increases.

Considerations in Future Investigations

The importance of shoes is overlooked or undermined in many criminal investigations to
this day. Unfortunately, the extensive relationships between many serial sexual behaviors and
types of criminal conduct is not widely taught in many police academies unless that is the
specific field in which an investigator is specializing in. There is also a serious lack of
standardization regarding terminology and classification of paraphilias, sexual homicides, and
other sex crimes between many law enforcement departments and agencies (Chan & Heide,
2016). This increases the probability that important details or connections may be overlooked at
the scene of a potentially sexually driven homicide, especially when something as seemingly
unimportant as a shoe is involved. Increasing the overall education on these relationships
between certain offender characteristics, different types of paraphilias, and the links between
certain presentations or patterns of criminal behavior can increase the likelihood that these
factors will be noticed at a crime scene.

Just by looking at the many unsolved murder cases over the years that have a sexual
association, it can be seen that a significant amount of the victims were described as missing
either one or both shoes. While this speculation should not be taken out of context to mean that



any sex crime involving a shoe points to a serial sexual murderer, it does suggest that using
accurate and updated information about the characteristics of serial sexual homicide could be
useful in explaining a wider range of cases that involve details such as a missing shoe. Without
this knowledge, a missing high heel may not seem so suspicious. But if the lingering stigma
surrounding sex and the extreme behaviors associated with it are diminished, a greater
understanding of these individuals can be achieved and utilized in homicide investigations in
order to identify more of these offenders.
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