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PREFACE

What is clear to scholars and practitioners of criminal justice is that
the female offender has long been ignored. Indeed, until the 1970s,
serious discussion about the gendered nature of offending was absent from
most criminological research and from correctional programming and poli-
cies. If girls and women were considered at all, their offenses were often
trivialized or they were portrayed in highly heterosexist ways. The gendered
nature of abuse and victimization that impacts girls’ and women’s crime and
affects their pathways to court and correctional involvement was also largely
overlooked or misunderstood by the system and by researchers.

By keeping the female offender as the central focus, this book removes
the shroud of invisibility from girls’ and women’s offending, their victimiza-
tion histories, and their experiences with court and corrections. As in previ-
ous editions of this book, this third edition explains the historical and
contemporary experiences of girls, women, and crime. It interrogates the
complexities of current issues and offers critical examination of recent
reports that girls and women are becoming more like male offenders in the
criminal justice system.

In addition to updated statistical data and literature on risk behaviors,
arrests, sentencing, and incarceration, new to this edition is the greater discus-
sion of several key areas, such as the increases in girls’ arrests for assault over
the past decade, the impact of sexual abuse and survival sex on girls’ and
women’s court involvement, the criminalization of sexual minority girls in the
youth correctional system, the growth of the female drug offender population,
the increase in the number of executions of women, and the struggle to
develop gender-responsive programming and stronger advocacy efforts in
order to improve the lives of offending girls and women in our communities.
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Also new to the third edition is Chapter 7, authored by Janet T. Davidson,
titled “Female Offenders, Community Supervision, and Evidence-Based
Practices.” Using her recent study of men and women on parole, this chapter
discusses the growth in the female offender community correctional popula-
tion and examines the efficacy of gender-neutral risk-assessment tools and
other supervision practices used to monitor female parolees and probationers.
Should the system of community corrections be gender blind or gender
responsive? Can evidence-based risk-assessment tools and supervision tech-
niques effectively use a “one size fits all” method? Data for this chapter
include both qualitative (in-depth interviews with male and female parolees)
and quantitative data (recidivism and risk-assessment information) in order to
demonstrate the gendered needs female offenders have and the gendered risks
they navigate as they try to successfully complete parole. National data are
also used to highlight gender differences.
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INTRODUCTION

Myself (by J., 2010)

I say I love you

But I barely love myself

I say I hate you

But I only hate myself

I say I miss my child

But I barely miss myself

I say I care about you

But I barely care about myself
I’m not saying I don’t love you
I just don’t love myself

I hate me. I hate my family

So I could try to love you

I want to love you forever through
thick and thin

Till death do us part.



2 THE FEMALE OFFENDER

But I have to learn to love myself first.
You say you’re going to love me. But
how long will your love last?

I miss loving myself and having
myself.

I want to love myself, and cherish
myself

But where am I to go when I have just
myself.

—resident on Girls’ Unit,
Waxter Children’s Center in Laurel, Maryland'

S hirley Chisholm, the first African American woman elected to Congress,
wisely observed, “The emotional, sexual, and psychological stereotyping
of females begins when the doctor says, ‘It’s a girl”” (Hoard, 1973). This was
both an important observation and a national call for a clearer focus on girls’
lives and girls’ problems. More recently, there has been a spate of books on
problems that one might argue are unique to girls, largely focused on body
issues and popular culture (see Harris, 2004; Hesse-Biber, 2007; Lamb &
Brown, 2009). Why the need for a separate discussion of girls’ problems?
Somehow, in all the concern about the situation of women and women’s issues
during the second wave of feminism, the girls were forgotten.

Forgetting about girls is easy for adult women to do. After all, because the
problems confronting adult women in the workplace and at home are so stag-
gering (sexual harassment, salary inequity, and domestic violence, to name a
few), it is difficult to spare energy to consider how their own childhoods shaped
who they became and what choices they ultimately faced. Such lack of concern
was particularly clear when reviewing the paucity of information on the lives
of economically and politically marginalized girls of today’s underclass.
Coming into the 21st century, this lack of information has facilitated a spate of

'Reprinted with permission from Kumar (2010, p. 5).
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mean-spirited initiatives to control the lives (and especially the sexuality and
morality) of young girls, most notably African American and Hispanic girls,
who are construed as welfare cheats and violent, drug-addicted gang members
(Lopez, Chesney-Lind, & Foley, 2011; Males, 1994; Nichols & Good, 2004).
Consider the recent and racially different depictions of girls’ violence and
aggression and the media’s fascination with “girls gone wild.” As this book
will document, when dramatic pictures of girls of color carrying guns, com-
mitting violent crimes, and wearing bandannas suddenly appeared in the
popular media, there were very few careful studies to refute the vivid images.
Additionally and without much critical thought, the current attention on
“reviving Ophelias” and white girls” *
of violence also contribute to a characterization of girlhood as riddled with
aggression, ferocity, and intragender victimizations (Chesney-Lind & Irwin,
2008). Why? Why this absence of critical thinking about girls, violence, and
crime? Criminology has long suffered from what Jessie Bernard has called the
“stag effect” (Bernard, 1964, as cited in Smith, 1992, p. 218). Criminology has
attracted male (and some female) scholars who want to study and understand
outlaw men, hoping perhaps that some of the romance and fascination of this

mean girl” associations and deployment

role will rub off. As a result, among the disciplines, criminology is almost
quintessentially male.

In recent times, feminist criminology has challenged the overall masculin-
ist nature of criminology by pointing out two important conclusions. First,
women’s and girls’ crime was virtually overlooked, and female victimization
was ignored, minimized, or trivialized. Women and girls existed only in their
peripheral existence to the center of study—the male world. Second, whereas
historical theorizing in criminology was based on male delinquency and crime,
these theories gave little awareness to the importance of gender—the network of
behaviors and identities associated with the terms masculinity and femininity—
that is socially constructed from relations of dominance, power, and inequality
between men and women (Belknap, 2007; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004;
Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988). Feminist criminology demonstrates how gender
matters, not only in terms of one’s trajectory into crime but also in terms of
how the criminal justice system responds to the offenders under its authority.

Because of the interaction between the stag effect and the relative absence
of criminological interest in gender theorizing and girls’ issues, this book will
show that the study of “delinquency” has long excluded girls’ behavior from
theory and research. To some extent, adult women offenders have also been



