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Through out most of our na tion's his tory, women of fend ers have been largely
in visi ble or “for got ten” in a sys tem de signed to con trol and re ha bili tate men.
Ac cord ing to Mau reen Cain, in both crimi nol ogy and more broadly in the

crimi nal jus tice sys tem, women and girls “ex ist as Other: that is to say, they ex ist
only in their dif fer ence from the male, the nor mal” (Cain, 1990:2). This has meant
that fe male vic timi za tion was ig nored, mini mized, and trivi al ized and that women's
crime was over looked al most com pletely. For crimi nal jus tice pro fes sion als, the
time- honored de fense of this pos ture was that there were so few women in the sys -
tem that ac count ing for gen der was not nec es sary.

In the wan ing dec ades of the 20th cen tury, this logic was abruptly un der cut as
women's in volve ment in all as pects of the crimi nal jus tice sys tem in creased dra mati -
cally. As an ex am ple, in just the last dec ade (be tween 1990 and 1998), the number
of women on pro ba tion in creased by 40 per cent, the number of women in jail in -
creased by 60 per cent, the number of women in prison in creased by 88 per cent, and
the number of women un der pa role su per vi sion in creased by 80 per cent. And, in
many of these sys tems, the in creases seen in fe male rates out strip those seen for
males; for ex am ple, since 1990, the number of fe male de fen dants con victed of felo -
nies in state courts has grown at more than twice the rate of in crease for male de fen -
dants.

The crimi nal jus tice sys tem, long used to for get ting about women, was taken by
al most com plete sur prise when this change started. The stark est ex am ples of this can 
be found in cor rec tions, where the number of women in prison has in creased six fold
since the 1980s. Caught by this un ex pected in crease, cor rec tions of fi cials in the
early '80s were forced to house women pris on ers vir tu ally any where—in clud ing re -
mod eled hos pi tals, aban doned train ing schools, and con verted mo tels. In creas ingly,
though, states have turned to open ing new units and fa cili ties to re spond to the soar -
ing num bers of women in mates. By 1990, the na tion had 71 female- only fa cili ties; 5
years later in 1995, the number of fe male fa cili ties had jumped to 104—an in crease
of 46.5 per cent. Simi lar, though less eas ily quan ti fied, changes have oc curred else -
where in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem as of fi cials strug gle with the dra matic in crease
in women of fend ers.

Changes in Women's Crime?
Is the dra matic in crease in women's in volve ment with the crimi nal jus tice sys tem a
re sponse to a women's crime prob lem spi ral ing out of con trol? Other in di ca tors give
lit tle evi dence of this. For ex am ple, the to tal number of ar rests of adult women,
which might be seen as a meas ure of women's crimi nal ac tiv ity, in creased by only
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38.2 per cent be tween 1989- 1998, while the number of women un der cor rec tional su -
per vi sion in creased by 71.8 per cent.

What does ex plain the in crease? A re cent study by the Bu reau of Jus tice Sta tis tics 
in di cates that growth in the number of vio lent of fend ers was the ma jor fac tor for
male prison growth, but for the fe male prison popu la tion “drug of fend ers were the
larg est source of growth.” One ex pla na tion, then, is that the “war on drugs” has be -
come a largely un an nounced war on women. Two dec ades ago, in 1979, one in ten
women in U.S. pris ons (10 per cent) was do ing time for drugs. Now, the pro por tion
is over one in three (38 per cent). 

What about me dia im ages of hyper- violent women of fend ers? Ar rest data show a
rather sharp in crease in the number of women ar rested for sim ple and ag gra vated as -
sault in re cent years, though not for other crimes of vio lence like mur der, which
show de creases. Here again, many sus pect that pol icy changes could be a ma jor ex -
pla na tion of these pat terns. In Cali for nia, girls and women ac counted for 6 per cent
of do mes tic vio lence ar rests in 1988 but 16.5 per cent in 1998; es sen tially, the fe male 
share of do mes tic vio lence ar rests tri pled in a dec ade. In Con cord, New Hamp shire,
35 per cent of those ar rested for do mes tic vio lence were women, and in Boul der,
Colo rado, women con sti tuted 25 per cent of those ar rested. Es sen tially, man da tory
ar rest poli cies in the area of do mes tic vio lence have swept up large num bers of
women. Fig ures like these may also ex plain why so many “vio lent” women of fend -
ers were on pro ba tion caseloads rather than in prison. 

Women's Pathways
How should the crimi nal jus tice sys tem re spond to women of fend ers? Should they
be treated as if they were male? Cer tainly, that has been the re sponse of many in
crimi nal jus tice—who have of ten jus ti fied such treat ment as a form of equal ity. Set -
ting aside the jus tice as pects of this dis pute, will treat ing women of fend ers as if they
were men re sult in ef fec tive re sponses to their be hav ior? Re search on women's path -
ways into crime clearly dis putes this no tion and sug gests that gen der mat ters in the
forces that pro pel women into crimi nal be hav ior. For this rea son, gen der must be
taken into ac count in craft ing ef fec tive re sponses to their prob lems.

Hints about women's crimi nal be hav ior are ap par ent in a na tional sur vey of im -
pris oned women, which found that women in pris ons have ex pe ri enced far higher
rates of physi cal and sex ual abuse than their male coun ter parts. Forty- three (43) per -
cent of the women sur veyed re ported they had been abused at least once bef ore their
cur rent ad mis sion to prison; the com pa ra ble fig ure for men was 12.2 per cent. 

For about a third of all women in prison (31.7 per cent), the abuse started when
they were girls, but it con tin ued as they be came adults. A key gen der dif fer ence
emerges here. A number of young men who are in prison (10.7 per cent) also re port
be ing abused as boys, but this abuse did not con tinue to adult hood. One in four
women re ported that their abuse started as adults, com pared to only 3 per cent of
male of fend ers. One- third (33.5 per cent) of the women sur veyed re ported physi cal
abuse, and a slightly higher number (33.9 per cent) had been sexu ally abused ei ther
as girls or young women, com pared to rela tively small per cent ages of men (10 per -
cent of boys and 5.3 per cent of adult men in prison) who had been sexu ally abused.

A look at the of fenses for which women are in car cer ated quickly puts to rest the
no tion of hyper- violent, non- traditional women crimi nals. “Nearly half of all women 
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in prison are cur rently serv ing a sen tence for a non- violent of fense and have been
con victed in the past of only non vio lent of fenses.” (Snell and Mor ton, 1994:1). By
1998, over half of all women in the na tion's pris ons were serv ing time ei ther for drug 
or prop erty of fenses.

Even when women com mit vio lent of fenses, gen der plays an im por tant role in
their crimes. Re search in di cates, for ex am ple, that of women con victed of mur der or
man slaugh ter, many had killed hus bands or boy friends who re peat edly and vio lently 
abused them. In New York, for ex am ple, of the women com mit ted to the state's pris -
ons for homi cide in 1986, 49 per cent had been the vic tims of abuse at some point in
their lives, and 59 per cent of the women who killed some one close to them were be -
ing abused at the time of the of fense. For half of the women com mit ted for homi -
cide, it was their first and only of fense. 

But what of less dra matic and far more com mon of fenses among women? Kim
Eng lish ap proached the is sue of women's crime by ana lyz ing de tailed self- report sur -
veys she ad min is tered to a sam ple of 128 fe male and 872 male in mates in Colo rado.
Her re search pro vides clear in for ma tion on the way in which women's place in male
so ci ety col ors and shapes their crimes. 

She found, for ex am ple, that women were far more likely than men to be in volved 
in “for gery.” (It was the most com mon crime for women and fifth out of eight for
men.) Follow- up re search on a subsam ple of “high crime” rate fe male re spon dents
re vealed that many had worked in re tail es tab lish ments and there fore “knew how
much time they had” be tween steal ing the checks or credit cards and hav ing them re -
ported. The women said that they would tar get strip malls, where credit cards and
bank checks could be sto len eas ily and used in nearby re tail es tab lish ments. The
women re ported that their high fre quency theft was mo ti vated by a “big haul,”
which meant a purse con tain ing sev eral hun dred dol lars as well as cards and checks.
Eng lish con cludes that “women's over rep re sen ta tion in low- paying, low status jobs” 
in creases their in volve ment in these prop erty crimes.

Eng lish's find ings with ref er ence to two other of fenses, where gen der dif fer ences
did not ap pear in par tici pa tion rates, are worth ex plor ing here. She found no dif fer -
ence in the par tici pa tion rates of women and men in drug sales and as sault. When
ex am in ing the fre quency data, how ever, Eng lish found that women in prison re -
ported sig nifi cantly more drug sales than men—but this was not be cause they were
en gaged in big- time drug sell ing. In stead, the high number of drug sales was a prod -
uct of the fact that women's drug sales were “con cen trated in the small trades (i.e.,
trans ac tions of less than $10).” Be cause they made so lit tle money, 20 per cent of the
ac tive women deal ers re ported 20 or more drug deals per day. 

A re verse of the same pat tern was found when she ex am ined women's par tici pa -
tion in as sault. Here, slightly more (27.8 per cent) women than men (23.4 per cent) re -
ported com mit ting an as sault in the last year. How ever, most of these women
re ported com mit ting only one as sault dur ing the study pe ri od (65.4 per cent), com -
pared to only about a third of the men (37.5 per cent). 

In sum, Eng lish found that both women's and men's crime re flected the role
played by “eco nomic dis ad van tage” in their crimi nal ca reers. Be yond this, though,
gen der played an im por tant role in shap ing women's and men's re sponse to pov erty.
Spe cifi cally, women's crimi nal ca reers re flect “gen der dif fer ences in le giti mate and
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il le giti mate op por tu nity struc tures, in per sonal net works, and in fam ily ob li ga tions.”
(Eng lish, 1993: 374)

Implications for Programming
Women of fend ers, then, have dif fer ent per sonal his to ries than their male coun ter -
parts and less se ri ous of fense back grounds. In par ticu lar, women's long his to ries of
re peated vic timi za tion have to be con sid ered in craft ing any re sponse to their crimi -
nal con duct. As an ex am ple, it is un der stood that women might use drugs for rea sons 
quite dif fer ent from those of her male coun ter parts (of ten self- medication). She may
also have been co erced into drug of fenses or other crimi nal be hav ior be cause of an
abu sive spouse or boy friend (called “gen der en trap ment” by Beth Ri chie) (Ri chie,
1996). Women's prop erty of fenses are of ten di rectly linked to eco nomic mar ginali -
za tion they have suf fered both as women and, not in fre quently, as women of color.
The de sire to pro tect and sup port their chil dren—women un der cor rec tional su per vi -
sion were the moth ers of an es ti mated 1.3 mil lion chil dren—means that women of -
fend ers must have safe, af ford able hous ing for them selves and their chil dren, ready
ac cess to re li able trans por ta tion, and re al is tic em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. They also
must not be over- burdened by on er ous pro ba tion and pa role con di tions that, even
when crafted with the best of in ten tions, of ten re sult in their com mit ment (or re-
 commitment) to prison. 

The good news is that while there is a great deal to ac com plish, the work we are
about will make for a safer so ci ety in this new cen tury and could well be a model for 
all crimi nal jus tice prac ti tio ners—not sim ply those who work with women. The non-
 violent back grounds of women of fend ers al low us to look past pu ni tive and mas cu -
lin ist crime poli cies that stress pun ish ment/im pris on ment to forms of re stora tive jus -
tice that can be best achieved in the com mu nity. Such ap proaches heal rather than
harm the so cial fab ric, as they are far less likely to fuel ra cial ten sions or ex ac er bate
pov erty. They are also far more af ford able than costly im pris on ment. Our work for
women on the eco nomic and ra cial mar gins can, in fact, be a model for more hu -
mane ways to re duce both crime and vic timi za tion for both fe male and male of fend -
ers. n
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