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ABSTRACT

This research examines female offending in Scotland, and assesses our current
understanding of its nature and causes. It acknowledges the importance of work carried
out in the area of female criminality in the last twenty years, but stresses that our
knowledge of the subject is still limited in comparison to the amount of work carried out
in the area of male criminality.

The thesis is in three parts. Firstly, it provides a review of the literature, exploring the
validity of previous research (Chapters One and Two). It examines and shows the
limitations of both classical theoretical perspectives, which are largely based on
biological views of women, and modern studies, many of which are based on research
on male offenders. It is shown that these theories cannot adequately account for female
offending. This part of the thesis goes on to bring together individual and situational
factors thought to be associated with female offending, based on current research.

The second part of the thesis (Chapters Three to Five) presents the results of the

- empirical study on which this research is based. A fieldwork project was carried out,
based on detailed and semi-structured interviews with 26 women offenders in Scotland.
Their present life experiences, their histories and their views about the reasons for their
offending are examined. A complex picture emerges, of women with experience of
being in care, of domestic violence and sexual abuse, and of women with family, drink
and drug and psychiatric problems. Follow-up interviews were also conducted. These
findings are discussed, and they illustrate the importance to these women of support,
whether practical (including financial) or emotional, and its impact on recidivism or
desistance. Finally, the main arguments and findings to emerge from the study are
considered (Chapter Six). These show that the women shared common characteristics
and negative life events. Putting the research to use is also discussed and suggestions
are made for future work.
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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH

Recorded crime is overwhelmingly a male activity. A mere 14 per cent of those found
guilty of a crime or offence in Scotland in 1995 were female (Scottish Office 1997a). In
addition, women convicted of offences tend to have fewer previous convictions than
men (Kershaw 1997, Kershaw and Renshaw 1997). Further, fewer females than males
are convicted in all crime categories with the exception of one: 'other' crimes of
indecency, where women account for 85 per cent of what are mainly offences related to
prostitution (Scottish Office 1997a). As Morris (1987) points out, the dominance of
women in this category reflects differences not in the behaviour of the sexes, but in
social responses to that behaviour. Finally, self-report studies indicate that, whilst the
male and female ratio of the incidence of delinquent behaviour is closer than official
statistics suggest, and that the pattern of delinquent behaviour is similar for both sexes,
males are however more involved in delinquent activity than are females (Datesman and

Scarpitti 1980, Riley and Shaw 1985, Graham and Bowling 1995).

All this suggests that women are less involved in crime than are men. Indeed, women
are typically non-criminal: they have lower rates of crime in all nations, all communities

within nations, for all age groups, for all periods of recorded history and for practically

all crimes (Smart 1976).

Nevertheless, some 22,500 women were convicted of a crime or offence in Scotland in
1995 (Scottish Office 1997a). Female criminality is, therefore, still an area of interest
to criminologists and others concerned with criminal justice. Only a relatively small
number of females have convictions for offences but these are, nevertheless,

convictions.

There is a relative lack of research on female offenders. The explanations for this are
that they are statistically small in number, their crimes are predominately trivial ones,
their small numbers make study difficult and that women's experience of offending is

(assumed to be) the same as men's. Such explanations imply that women are not worth
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studying as a separate group. Further, where women offenders have been studied, these

studies have largely been ignored (Heidensohn 1985).

The study of women and crime has developed considerably in the last twenty years.
However, our knowledge of the subject is still limited in comparison to the huge amount
of work carried out in the area of male criminality. Despite the public's obsession with
crime and despite the endless volumes written to account for it, biological sex - the most

consistent predictor of criminality - has often been virtually ignored.

It was in the context of the increasing prominence in the media of the 'new female
criminal' (see Adler 1975, Simon 1975, cf. Box and Hale 1983, Pearson 1983, Kirsta
1994), and of limited research in the area, that the work upon which this thesis is based

was carried out.

RESEARCH PROBLEM

The purpose of this thesis is to examine female offending in Scotland. The research
focus is on why women commit crimes. What causes a woman to commit her first
crime and what prompts her to desist from offending are both examined in this work.
There was also a need to speak to the wornen themselves; importantly, they can provide

many clues as to the possible causes of offending by women.

The available literature has been gathered together in order to assess the current state of
knowledge. It has been found to be limited both in the number of research projects
(relatively few studies have looked at female offending) and in the scope of these
projects (relatively few topics are examined in each), to lack co-ordination of the little
research that has been carried out, and it largely fails to hear from the women ,

themselves.

This research is an attempt to help fill that gap. The research objective of this thesis is
to assess our current understanding of the causes of female offending. Its aim is to
bring together the research literature already existing, to consider explanations already
put forward and to gain information direct from women offenders. It presents the results

of a fieldwork project based on detailed and semi-structured interviews with 26 women
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offenders in Scotland, either in prison or in the community. Their present life
experiences, their histories and their views about the reasons for offending are
examined. By concentrating on women offenders, some of the generalisations and
contradictions inherent in most previous research on ‘the offender’ (in reality, male
offenders) may be avoided. The women in this study are interesting not only because of
their personal histories, but also because, as women who commit crimes, they are
excellent sources of information. This approach leads to new questions about the

reasons why women offend.

This research was guided by a single premise: that the best information about female
offenders would come from female offenders themselves. Twenty six women were
interviewed, comprising one pilot study and 25 women thereafter. The initial 26 case
studies began in May 1994 and were completed in May 1995. The follow-up
interviews, a total of 10, took place one and a half to two and a half years after the

initial interviews were completed. All the interviews were completed by the end of
1997.

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first part (Chapters One and Two) provides a
review of the literature, presenting material on offending and showing how previous
research has been limited in several fundamental respects. Chapter One discusses
traditional criminological studies. It shows the limitations of classical theoretical
perspectives, as much of the information on offending is based on studies of male
offenders. Nevertheless, it identifies five traditional, ‘male-based’ theories which may
be of use in examining female offending. Chapter Two brings together relatively current
(post-1985) research. Individual and situational factors thought to be associated with

female offending are considered.

The second part (Chapters Three, Four and Five) is concerned with the empirical study
on which this thesis is based. Chapter Three sets out the methodological approach used
in the present study, developed as a result of the limitations found in existing research.

It describes how the research was carried out, arguing that the subjective experiences of



the individual must be understood in order for her actions to be interpreted. The chapter
also contains some important reflections on the research experience. Chapters Four and
Five outline the results of the investigation into female offending. Chapter Four
discusses the results of the initial interviews, presenting the women's accounts of their
histories and their perceptions of their lives. At the time this research was conducted,
little previous research in Scotland had investigated whether the experience of certain
multiple variables may be relevant to women offenders. The picture that emerges of
these women is one of poverty, the experience of being in care, past and/or present
experience of domestic violence, self-abuse and sexual abuse as a child. There are many
complexities to add to this picture. What also emerges is that the experience of these
variables is not uniform: the women's own resources and opportunities vary. A profile
of 'women vulnerable to offending' is drawn up, based on the material presented in this
chapter, and suggests a new route for research for our theoretical understanding,
Chapter Five presents the results of the follow-up interviews. The recidivism or
desistance of the women since the initial interviews are discussed, illustrating important

factors in the women's own words.

Part Three (Chapter Six) draws together the main arguments and findings to emerge

from the study, and it discusses the implications of the research results, suggesting

future research.

It is hoped that this work will enable others to have a greater understanding of women
who offend. A second goal is that others will be encouraged to continue to try to
understand and to improve the lives of those women who offend and those who may be
vulnerable to offending, in an attempt to prevent further crimes. This work was
completed in 1998.
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PART ONE - REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

CHAPTER ONE - BACKGROUND

Introduction

This chapter examines the early literature on female offending and the rise of feminist
perspectives in criminology. Section I considers modem theories of criminal behaviour,
from the 1930s which saw much influential work, and through the 1960s when
criminology began to establish itself as an academic discipline. The aim of this section
is to ascertain whether these male-based theories can adequately account for female
offending. Section II considers traditional theories of female offending, including
Lombroso and Ferrero's 'classical' study of the late nineteenth century, and their
continuing influence in work on female criminality. Finally, Section III provides a
discussion of feminist perspectives in criminology, which have since the 1970s placed
sex and gendér firmly on the agenda of criminology. The aim of this chapter is to
examine those studies which purported to provide an explanation of offending

behaviour in women, and to consider a redressing of the balance by feminist

criminologists of these 'sexist' theories.
o

SECTION I - CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORIES

As stated in the Introduction to this work, the aim of this thesis is to assess our current
understanding of the nature and causes of female offending. The search for a single
theory of criminal behaviour has long been castigated as a vain one (see, for example,
Walker 1966). However, various theories about offenders have been dominant at
various times. Levin and Lindesmith have noted the progress of science is often
portrayed as a ‘majestic and inevitable evolution of ideas in a logical sequence of
successfully closer approximations to the truth’ (1937, p.67i). This is clearly a

misconception (Young 1977). Instead, one has to re-examine the theories in their social
context (Gelsthorpe 1989).



To understand female criminality fully, it is first essential to examine explanations of
crime (Williams 1997). A broad explanation of offending behaviour which can be
identified in the modern literature is concerned with issues of social organisation. These

can be divided into functional and interaction analyses.

Functional Theories

Functionalist theorists argue that what is an offence may vary, but criminality is found in
all societies, and that offending behaviour and the social response it provokes sustain the
moral foundation of society. Thus, far from always being disruptive, it may contribute to

a social system and underlie the operation of society (Macionis and Plummer 1998).

The first key trend in the sociology of deviance put the emphasis on structural
inequalities which exist because of social class. Merton's (1938) theory of anomie
examined conformity to conventional social values and in particular the emphasis
placed on achieving prosperity. He suggested that it is reasonable to conclude that
discrepancies between aspirations and legitimate chances of achievement increase as
one descends in the class structure. Although Merton recognised class inequalities, he
did not recognise the structural inequalities which exist through sex. Leonard notes,
‘Merton made no attempt to apply his typology to women ... He argues vigorously that
the dominant goal in American society is monetary success, and yet he has forgotten at
least half the population with this forrnuiéti;)n’ (1982, p.57). Morris (1987) points out
that within Merton's theoretical framework, there should be at least as much crime by
women as by men, since most women are concentrated in low-paid and low-status jobs

and opportunity structures are less open to them.

Sub-cultural theories profiled the 'delinquent’ behaviour of young men, gangs and
‘criminal  areas'. Cohen, a major contributor to the sub-cultural school of
criminological theory, made no analysis of female delinquency; indeed, he states, ‘Our
task in this volume is ... not to explain the kind of delinquency that is characteristically
female’ (1955, p.144). However, he states that the female delinquent also wants to
succeed, in her particular sex role. Cohen argues that the girl's success in the adult role
is, compared to the boy's, more dependent upon her relationships with the opposite sex
and less dependent upon her own achievements. He further argues that the delinquent

subculture is inappropriate as a response to the problems which arise in the female role -
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the establishment of satisfactory relationships with the opposite sex - because it
threatens her in her status as a girl in consequence of its strongly masculine symbolic
function. As a result, female delinquency is relatively specialised, ' consisting
overwhelmingly of involvement in situations that are likely to 'spill over' into overt
sexuality. The male delinquent is versatile, while the female tends to be a sexual
delinquent, Cohen concluded. As Campbell (1991) notes, no mention is made of rape
or the boys' involvement in sex. Attempting to explain female criminality simply in

terms of sexual delinquency is clearly inadequate.

The application of sub-cultural theories is limited to urban, working-class, male
delinquency (Elliott 1988). Although assumptions about masculine and feminine gender
are crucial to this whole trend of criminological thinking, these assumptions are
nowhere examined or empirically tested in the literature. Why there were no published
studies concerned solely with female delinquents during this period of numerous studies
of delinquent boys, can presumably be explained by two factors (Heidensohn 1985).
First, a theory could easily be undermined if its gender base - expressed in various
forms of 'masculinity' - were examined. Second, criminologists were still almost all
male, limited by interest and experience from observing female behaviour. As Morris

(1987) points out, theories which ignore or misrepresent women are consequently weak.

Interaction Theories

The second broad analysis, the interactionist perspective, is that nothing is inherently
deviant but may become defined as such through the response of self and/or others.
Functional theories assume that deviant behaviour occurs in a world that is basically
stable. Conversely, the first interactionist theory to be considered here, labelling theory,
assumes that most people have committed deviant acts. According to Lemert (1951),
primary deviance (the initial behaviour) has many causes, but secondary deviance
results from being labelled as deviant and re-labelled until one accepts a deviant role.
Labelling theory also examines why society officially brands some people, and not
others, as criminal. This theory enables us to recognise the sexual bias of defining, for
example, prostitution as criminal behaviour, indicating more about what society views
as unacceptable behaviour for women, than about actual behaviour (Leonard 1982).

However, labelling theory tells us little about why women (or men) offend in the first
place.



Sutherland's (1939) theory of differential association proposes that criminal behaviour
is learned. He specifically mentioned that differential association could show why
males are more delinquent than females. However, as Leonard succinctly points out,
‘Unfortunately, he did not pursue the matter’ (1982, p.106). As Heidensohn (1985)
notes, Sutherland would have needed an elaborate analysis of sex differences in
socialisation to explain why males and females learn different behaviour patterns. He
did hint at this, noting that girls are supervised more carefully (Sutherland and Cressey
1960). To an extent, differential association seems capable of explaining female crime.
However, perhaps more importantly, this theory reinforces the notion that women and
men are treated unequally in our society and that males and females from the same

families and reference groups have very different experiences (Elliott 1988).

Control theorists argue that, since criminal behaviour ‘usually results in quicker and
easier achievement of goals than the normative behaviour’ (Nye 1958, p.5), the problem
is one of explaining conformity rather than nonconformity. Reckless (1961) suggested
that a variety of factbrs, such as poverty, might 'push’ a person towards crime, while
other factors, such as illegitimate opportunities, may 'pull' one towards misbehaviour.
He argued that, nevertheless, conformity remains the general state of affairs, as to
commit crime the individual is required to break through a combination of outer
containment (such as supportive relationships) and inner containment (for example,
frustration tolerance and norm retention). Reckless concluded that contemporary
society may produce individuals who have little capacity to tolerate denial and with no

real sense of commitment to the traditional rules of social life.

Hirschi (1969), on the other hand, gave great weight to control through social bonds,
stressing that adults induce their young into conformity. The later expansion and
modification of his theory, which concentrates on differential association, argues that
the more adolescents are attached to and supervised by their parents, teachers and

conventional friends, the less likely they are to become involved with or influenced by



delinquent peers (Box 1983). Various researchers (for example, Smith 1979) broadly
agree with this line of argument and show that females' lives typically contain more of
those factors which act as constraints on delinquent behaviour. Young females are more
closely supervised by their parents than are their brothers and female friendships, being
more home- than street-centred, play a distinctively protective role (Hagan et al,1979).
This theory goes some way towards explaining the low incidence of female crime,
although it does not explain why girls allow themselves to be socialised in such a

restrictive way (Heidensohn 1985).

To conclude, structural theory argues that economic marginalisation contributes to
criminal behaviour, sub-cultural theory suggests that peer groups influence offending,
and the theory of differential association puts forward the view that criminal (and non-
criminal) behaviour is learned. These theories are largely presented as explanations for
male criminality; where women are mentioned, their criminality is explained in terms of
their sexuality. Both labelling and control theory help to explain why women (and men)
do not offend, rather than why they do. These propositions will be considered further, in

Chapters Four and Five, in the analysis of the findings of the present research.

SECTION II - TRADITIONAL THEORIES OF FEMALE CRIMINALITY

The few early published accounts of female criminality were mainly medical works of
the early nineteenth century (Smart 1976) and studies which dwelt on women's social
and moral position, and especially their vulnerability to 'falling' into crime (Heidensohn
1994). Later in the nineteenth century, women offenders began to be studied by

criminologists.

The most significant early study of female criminality is that of Lombroso and Ferrero
(1895). At the time they were writing, the most influential natural science was biology;
they drew from these beliefs and gave them apparent scientific support. Lombroso and
Ferrero's work is based on their support of the positivist school of thought, which
maintains that there is a clear distinction between criminals and 'mormal' members of

society. Their conception of the criminal was as a naturally occurring entity, a fact of
nature.



Lombroso and Ferrero identified a 'complete type' (or born criminal) and a 'demi-type'
(or occasional criminal) amongst female offenders, according to the number of
'characteristics of degeneration', such as size of the skull and thick dark hair, which they
possessed (see Tyler 1993). Lombroso and Ferrero noted that born female offenders,
physically resembling males, were rare. However, they went on to argue that such
offenders make up for their relatively small numbers by the excessive cruelty of their
crimes. Occasional criminals, on the other hand, argued Lombroso and Ferrero, have
'womanly' qualities, such as a strong sense of maternal love. The concept of woman's
'natural’ role is fundamental to Lombroso and Ferrero's work. Smart (1976) points out
that they based this assessment on uncritical perceptions of middle-class women in
Europe at that time, studying female criminality in isolation from all other social,
economic, cultural and historical phenomena. Confusing sex, which is biological, and
gender, which is cultural, and the perception of masculinity in female offenders, are
recurrent themes in many studies of female criminality. As Heidensohn (1987) notes,
what is striking about biological determinism theories is not merely their sexism, or
even their misogyny, but their resilience and persistence. Lombroso and Ferrero did,
however, play ‘a crucial role in focusing research on individual offenders and their traits

and characters’ (Heidensohn 1985, p.113).

In the early 1900s, Thomas (1907) reinforced Lombroso and Ferrero's biological view.
By the 1920s, however, Thomas' approach showed a belief that criminality was also
socially induced (Thomas 1923). This developing liberalism resulted in individual
offenders being seen as not fully adapted to the social values of society which represent
their interests and therefore were 'sick’ rather than inherently evil (Smart 1976). Thomas
(1923) based his analysis of human social behaviour on a concept of four 'wishes', which
were said to be emotionally related to certain biological instincts, including that of love.
However, Thomas believed that women had a greater proportion, and a greater variety,
of love in their nervous systems. He argued that it was this additional and intense need
to give and feel love that leads women into crime, particularly sexual offences like
prostitution. The 'unadjusted girls' in his work were those who used their sexuality in a
socially unacceptable way to get the affection they were otherwise lacking in life, and in
order to achieve material objects. As Smart (1976) argues, Thomas was merely

reflecting his own cultural beliefs, that men do not feel emotion or affection in the same
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way as women; and he overlooked the economic dependence of women on men. Smart
adds that Thomas did not concern himself with the sexual (mis)behaviour of males,
presumably because the dominant moral code condemned sexual promiscuity only in
women. As Klein and Kress observe, ‘(W)omen have been the target of voyeuristic
studies concerned only with their sexuality’ (1976, p.155). Klein (1996) again makes
reference, in her critique of authors who contribute to the legacy of sexism!', to the way
in which boys are seen as 'instrumental' whilst girls are 'expressive'. In her study of
sexism in assessment centres, Gelsthorpe (1989) found that girl offenders, unlike boy

offenders, are rarely seen as rational.

Rather than suggesting structural changes to the social order, Thomas proposed that
delinquent girls should be helped to 'readjust' to their conventional female roles of
marriage and domesticity. Carlen (1985) argues that this belief has continued to be
central to the philosophy of women's penal regimes both in the United Kingdom and

elsewhere.

Pollak (1950) recognised that social factors are relevant, but his work, written and
published at a time of high creativity and debate in criminology, ‘seems not to be part of
that time at all’ (Heidensohn 1985, p.118), with its fundamentally bioldgical basis and
culturally loaded, stereotypical perception of females (Smart 1976). Pollak believed
that female criminality is largely 'masked'. He argued, firstly, that offences committed
by women are under-reported; in the home, for example, he cited violence carried out by
women on their families. It should be noted that women are usually the caretakers and
therefore have much more contact with children, and thus opportunities for violence.
However, many women are themselves subjected to violence by their husbands or
partners (Ghazi 1994). Further, studies do not support the view that women offenders

are either more or less likely to be reported to the police than are male offenders (see,

for example, Nagel 1981).

Secondly, Pollak argued that there were lower detection rates for female offenders
compared to male offenders, due to their inherently deceitful nature. He states that ‘an
impressive array’ of (unnamed) criminologists consider deceitfulness as the outstanding
characteristic of females (1950, p.9). His view is a persistent one: for example, in her

study of sexism in assessment centres, Gelsthorpe (1989) found one theme which
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emerged was that of the girls being manipulative. Such views, notes Gelsthorpe, were

not founded on palpable evidence.

Thirdly, Pollak believed that the existence of chivalry by men has resulted in greater
leniency shown to women by the police and the courts. However, he only discusses the
way in which discrimination by the police and the courts can work in the interest of
women; he ignores the possibility that some women may be negatively discriminated
against. Some researchers have found (qualified) support for this aspect of Pollak's work
(for example, Hedderman and Hough 1994, Dowds and Hedderman 1997). Other
writers argue that men and women are not sentenced differently for like crimes (for
example, Daly 1994). The work of yet other researchers disputes Pollak's theory (for
example, May 1977, Elliott 1988), suggesting that women are treated more harshly in
the criminal justice process. However, the situation is much more complicated than
this. For example researchers have found that the sex of the defendant, while not a
direct influence on the sentence they received, nevertheless has an indirect influence -
that is, a recognised and accepted gender role for each sex influences sentencing
(Farrington and Morris 1983; Eaton 1983, 1986; Gelsthorpe and Raynor 1995;
Hedderman and Gelsthorpe 1997).

Brown (1990) notes that Pollak's work was mainly concerned with the visibility of
female crime, and she argues that he does not offer a biological account of the causes of
woman's crime. However, Pollak saw female criminality as having a biological basis:
he puts forward an additional theory, based on the generative phases (that is,
menstruation and menapause), and argues that these phases are ‘frequently accompanied

by psychological disturbances which may ... become causative factors in female crime’
(1950, p.157).

It can be seen that the views of women held by Lombroso and Ferrero, Thomas and
Pollak are heavily stereotyped. Heidensohn (1985) stresses that it would be
inappropriate to attack these men for their sexism, as they were men of their age. Where
they can be criticised, she continues, is in their failure to analyse any of their

assumptions.

Although later writers have produced new work, Konopka (1966) and Cowie, Cowie
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and Slater (1968), for example, have been influenced .by these earlier writers.
Konopka's work is based on the conversations she had with institutionalised delinquent
girls and is descriptive rather than analytical. She believed that women and girls have
intense personal needs which may lead to anti-social behaviour if they are not fully
satisfied. These needs, which include love, are close to Thomas’(1923) thesis.
Konopka saw the apparent absence of love in the home lives of the girls in her study as
a precipitating factor in the emotional instability and subsequent delinquency of the
girls. As Smart (1976) notes, any emotional instability in the girls she studied might be a
result of institutionalisation, rather than a factor which predisposes to delinquency.
Further, Konopka did not consider the social structures which place women in a
subordinate and dependent position, thereby ensuring that the majority of girls and

women will indeed require material and psychological support and protection (Smart
1976).

Like Lombroso and Ferrero (1895), Cowie, Cowie and Slater (1968) favour a biological
determinist explanation of female offending. Cowie et al. distinguish between the
delinquent (or potentially delinquent) girl and the non-delinquent (or ‘normal’) girl.
They found delinquent girls, more often than boys, to be ‘lumpish, uncouth and
graceless’ (1968, pp.166-7), and did not consider that, for example, the poorer members
of society may have both less satisfactory diets and medical care (Smart 1976). Cowie
et al. also considered the chromosomal structure of the sexes and argued that female
delinquents may have an abnormal chromosomal structure. There is no medical

evidence to support this hypothesis (Rose et al. 1984, Grubb 1993).

Like Lombroso and Ferrero (1895), Cowie et al. confuse sex and gender and, as with
their predecessors, Cowie et al. do not attempt to analyse the social structure. Like
Lombroso and Ferrero’s work, Cowie and colleagues’ study was also influential when it
was published, because issues relating to females within criminology and penology were

previously largely hidden and neglected (Bottoms 1989).

It can be seen that the above studies of female criminality put forward the central theory
of biological links to criminal behaviour. Although these studies have been severely
criticised, biological theories continue to have an appeal, stresses Morris (1987),

because they justify the status quo and do so 'objectively'.
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The most powerful of the biological theories today specifically applicable to women is
that concerned with pre-menstrual tension (PMT). This theory is concerned with the
supposed link between the menstrual cycle and criminal behaviour. Negative
associations with menstruation have a long history (see, for example, Pliny, who
described menstrual blood as, ‘fatal poison...causing fruits to fall from branches, dulling
razors’, quoted in Sayers 1982, p.111). Menstruation has been linked to women's
criminal behaviour from Ellis (1894) to the present day. The main modem advocate of
such a link is Dalton (Morris 1987). Dalton (1960, 1961, 1973) argues that shortly
before or during menstruation women and girls are more liable than usual to, inter alia,
commit crimes. However, as Morris (1987) notes, a number of criticisms can be made
of the literature. First, simple statistical analyses are not reliable as few women have 28-
day cycles. Further, it is widely accepted that stress or anxiety (caused, for example, by
detection) can induce menstruation. Third, women spend almost half of their lives in the
menstrual or pre-menstrual phase; therefore showing that women who commit crimes
are more likely to be in a certain part of their menstrual cycle does not mean that women
generally in this phase are more likely to commit crimes. Finally, much of Dalton's data
is retrospective and, consequently, unreliable. It can be argued that women know that
their behaviour can often be excused by reference to the menstrual cycle; they might
thus believe that they are less likely to be punished for criminal acts during
menstruation.  Confirmation of this last criticism can be found in AuBuchon and
Calhoun’s (1985) small study, in which women who knew menstrual cycles were being
monitored and who reported greater mood changes than those women who were not
given this information, resulting in the researchers’ argument that menstruation per se

may not affect women's lives, but rather social expectations.

This relatively modem biological theory, then, also lacks real support. For example, no
one has been able to demonstrate why all women of menstruating age do not commit
crimes. Yet despite the lack of clear evidence for a link between menstruation and
crime, the criminal courts have been fairly receptive to it (Morris 1987). The issue has
most often been raised in cases of shoplifting, where the accused woman has attributed
uncharacteristic absent-mindedness to PMT (Berlins and Smith 1981). However, there
has been a very small number of cases involving Womeh who killed or threatened to kill,

where PMT has been accepted as a mitigating circumstance (see Edwards 1982, 1984;

10



Morris 1987; Ezard 1994), providing some judicial confirmation of the view that
female criminality is caused by 'women's problems' - that is, having origins in biological

factors.

The research and literature on a link between biological theories and female offending is
far from conclusive. The theorists examined above saw female criminality as the result
of individual characteristics that were only peripherally affected by economic, social and
political forces. Such concentration on the individual poses the problem, and the
solution, as one of individual adjustment rather than social change (Eaton 1986). Eaton
(ibid.) stresses the importance of relating the lives of offending women to the wider
social structure. As discussed in Section III below, feminist criminologies have
attempted to address the criticisms made of the stereotyped writings discussed above

and to move women into a more central position.

SECTION III - FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES IN CRIMINOLOGY

Until the 1970s and the growth of the women's movement, the study of crime, as has
been seen, was very much a male province. Statistics repeatedly show that more men
than women commit crimes, and thus a concentration on the study of male offenders
might be seen as a reasonable one. However, the costs to criminology of its failure to
address this issue are severe. The most consistent and prominent fact about crime is the
sex of the offender. In view of this remarkable sex bias in crime, it is surprising that sex

and gender are not the central preoccupation of the criminologist (Naffine 1997).

Over the last twenty years many contributions to the debate about women and crime
have characterised criminological theories and penal responses to females as 'sexist'
(see, for example, Smart 1976, Campbell 1981, Leonard 1982, Gelsthorpe 1989). The
most simple and arguably the most powerful criticism made of theory and practice
within the social sciences is that they largely omit the experience of women. The main
reason for this, Oakley (1974) argues, is the 'ideology of gender' which leads people to
construe the world in sexually stereotyped ways: focusing attention on some areas of
social reality (those which concern men) and away from others (those which concern

women). When women are included in criminological works, they are presented in
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stereotypical terms. Chetwynd (1975) stresses the difficulty of changing stereotypic
ideas about women. These stereotypes also influence current practice in the criminal
justice system; for example, much of the emphasis in women's prisons in the past has

been to train them to be good wives and mothers (Carlen 1983).

Feminist perspectives in criminology were formulated as a result of these concerns.
Heidensohn (1968) is generally considered to be the 'founding mother' of this area of
study. She argues that before it is possible to reintegrate the study of male and female
deviance, all deviant phenomena must have been properly studied within their own

context.

While feminism is often referred to as a single perspective, the term encompasses many
different approaches which are related to other theoretical traditions (Walby 1989).
Similarly, there is no one set of arguments which can be described as 'feminist
criminology’ (Gelsthorpe and Morris 1988). Nevertheless, a number of core elements of
feminist thinking can be identified and have been summarised by Gelsthorpe and Morris
(ibid.): being critical of the stereotypical images of women which dominated earlier
theories; accepting the view that women experience subordination on the basis of their

sex and working towards the elimination of that subordination; and that sex and gender

must become a central feature of analysis.

As Rafter and Heidensohn argue, criticising earlier theories or simply 'adding on' studies
of women to studies of men is not sufficient. The sociology of crime and criminology
must be explored with a gendered 'lens' (Rafter and Heidensohn 1995, Walklate 1995).
Thus, feminist criminologists have also opened up a field of new issues, such as the
gendering of sexual violence (see for example Straus and Gelles 1986, Schwartz 1987)
' and the treatment of women in the criminal justice process, as victims (see for example
Dobash and Dobash 1980, Stanko 1985) and as perpetrators of crime (see for example
Eaton 1986, Worrall 1990).

Feminist criminologists have also questioned the methods deployed by earlier
criminologists (Naffine 1997). An extension of sexist thinking leads to researchers
seeing no problem in generalising from the experience of males to ‘people’ in a way that

never occurs with all-female research populations (Stanley and Wise 1993). For
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example, Skolnick (1995) discusses the general (both sexes) then unwittingly shifts to
the particular (men), while Hagan (1992) commits the same errors of imprecision, in his
case extrapolating from the particular to the general. Hagan (1993) continues to make
the same errors of omission and commission, in not questioning why the criminologists
he cites chose to examine only men and why they never chose to consider only women,
nor does he limit the implications of his findings to the male population (Naffine 1997).
As Naffine (1995) notes, ‘I know of no study which has posed the question, 'Are men
treated the same as women?', a study which would establish women as the human

standard’ (1995, p.xiv).

While the feminist approach has succeeded in placing sex and gender firmly on the
agenda of criminology, it has not been without its critics, and there are many debates
within feminist circles (Croall 1998). Downes and Rock (1995), for example, argued
that feminist criticisms of earlier theoretical approaches are misplaced: criminology has
been 'crime led', focusing on male crime because it is statistically more prevalent.
Gender is not the only neglected variable, they continue, as race and white collar crime
have been similarly under-explored. Heidensohn argues against this 'crime led' defence

of the neglect of gender, stressing 'patriarchal’ values (1997, p.787).

Others are sceptical of what feminism has to offer (Croall 1998). Carlen (1992), for
example, argues that apart from patriarchy there is little to distinguish feminist
approaches from others, although she does not deny their contribution. She argues that
women commit crime mainly as a result of poverty (Carlen 1988), and a realist
approach, combined with feminist insights, can better analyse these problems (Carlen
1992). Heidensohn (1994) notes that she is sceptical about an 'add and stir' approach,
simply mixing feminism into criminology. However, she recognises that considerable

contributions have been made to the field by scholars who would accept a feminist label.

Feminist criminologies, then, have questioned the conventional boundaries of
criminology and fostered different understandings. Naffine (1997) cites three areas of
the intellectual development of feminist criminology. Firstly, in some cases the
approach has been to extend the ambit of study. The early feminists were concerned that
women had been left out of the research and that when they made a rare appearance

their characters were distorted and denigrated (see for example Heidensohn 1968).
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Feminist criminologists pointed out the blatant sexism of this double standard and
argued that women and men should receive the same scientific treatment. Other
feminists, such as Gelsthorpe (1989), have noted that this approach ignores the fact that
the large amount of positivist-based research carried out into male criminality has failed
to further our understanding; more research per se is not what is required, rather a need
to look at what form this should take. Scraton (1990) adds that it is not simply a matter
of adding on women to that which is 'known'; if the premises of the analysis are flawed,
then it follows that understanding derived from the research also is flawed. Naffine
(1997) notes that a number of studies have éndeavoured to make male theories of crime,
developed with male samples, fit women. Not surprisingly, the results have been varied
and generally inconclusive (see Daly and Chesney-Lind 1988). One example was
Adler's (1975) attempt to prove the thesis that 'women's liberation' causes crime in
women. In this way, men were (again) constituted as the norm, 'the natural social actor’

(Smart 1990).

Nevertheless, feminist empiricism (Harding 1986) is still used, and has achieved a
considerable amount: it has made female offenders visible and has revealed
institutionalised sexism within criminological theory, policy and practice (Gelsthorpe
and Morris 1990b). Since Smart's (1976) pioneering work, feminists have generated a
literature on women offenders (for example Carlen 1988), on why women are generally

law-abiding (see Heidensohn 1985) and on the treatment of the female offender by the
agents of the law (for example Eaton 1986).

Secondly, the significance of the identity of the inquiring subject has been called into
question (Naffine 1997). With the publicaticn of Whyte's Street Corner Society (1955)
in the USA, criminologists were exposed to a dramatically different way of conducting
research into crime. It expressly rejected the idea of the impartial, scientific inquirer; in
order to learn about crime, the researcher explicitly adopted the viewpoint (or
standpoint) of the offender. Whyte implicitly assumed that who does the knowing
affects what is known, and he acquired insights which were unavailable to dispassionate
observer. However, he did not try to give voice to the females in his study. Other male

criminologists, such as Becker (1963) and Parker (1974), followed suit.

In 1985, Carlen referred to the still dominant conception of crime as an activity which is
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primarily the activity of males with an excess of masculinity. The effect of this male-
centred view of crime was the theory that the offending woman was of necessity a
would-be man (Naffine 1997). Consequently, Carlen (1985) turned to women
themselves and sought their own accounts of the criminal experience. However, it is
argued that there cannot be such a thing as a single 'woman's standpoint', that a woman
cannot speak on behalf of all women. Spelman (1988) suggests that there is a paradox at
the heart of feminism: feminist inquiry seems to possess a logic that demands that we
treat women as a unity, for it is women as a group that forms the subject of our
concerns. However, to treat women as a homogeneous group is to erase the differences
between women and so return to the sort of singular ideal of womanhood to which
feminists first took exception, when men were doing the social analysis (Naffine 1997).
A further criticism is that feminist criminology is about white women, which fails to
appreciate the significance of race or colour (Rice 1990). Class and sexuality are other
obvious variables. Cain (1990a), however, notes the new 'differences' approach: that
women have concerned themselves with differences from each other, while maintaining

a still recognisable women's movement.

Turning to the third area of intellectual development of feminist criminology, Naffine
(1997) notes that feminists have considered how central organising categories of thought
(such as the concept of woman) operate, and how those categories can be rethought and
our understandings altered accordingly. Naffine points out that criminologists of the left
argue that violence against women is abhored by all groups in society and therefore
there is a basic consensus about the meaning of crime. This ignores the feminist
literature that has demonstrated the highly contested nature of the meaning of rape,
which depends on the man's perception of non-consensual sex (see Henderson 1992).
Further, criminologists of the left tend to emphasise crime in the public arena, which
reduces a focus on crimes against women, especially domestic violence (Young and
Rush 1994). In addition, the ‘maleness’ of crime, and the ‘maleness’ of those who study

it, is again largely ignored.

Naffine (1997) concludes by stressing that none of these three divisions between the
different styles of feminism stand firmly, but are imposed for the purposes of helping us
to think about feminist writing on crime. In reality there is much overlap between the

varieties of feminism (Morris 1987). Further, all have one thing in common: they have
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‘helped us to see crime differently - with greater intellectual rigour and with a sharpened

sense of the political significance of the purposes and methods of criminology.” (Naffine
1997, p.29).

It can be seen that consideration of women is of fundamental, not marginal, significance
for criminology. As shown above, feminists have, for example, documented sex bias
within the criminal justice system, questioned the scientific methods deployed by
criminologists, engaged with criminological theory and provided data about crime from
the viewpoint of women. However, insensitivity to the significance of the (male) sex of
the offender continues in mainstream criminology (Naffine 1997, Scraton 1990).
Developing feminist perspectives in criminology is, say Gelsthorpe and Morris, ‘a
project under construction’ (1990c, p.4). Nevertheless, feminist perspectives in
criminology have already made a major contribution to our understanding of female

offending.

Conclusion

As stated earlier, the aim of this thesis is to assess our understanding of the nature and
causes of female offending. Section I has shown that modermn, mainstream
criminological theories are almost entirely concerned with male offending. As a result,
argues Leonard (1982), they cannot adequately account for female offending. Whilst
some sociologists/criminologists, such as Sutherland and Cressey (1960), believe that
their theory is of general application, applying to men and women alike, Scully (1990)
argues, ‘... these 'universal' male truths are irrelevant to women at best, and alienating

and oppressive at worst.” (1990, p.2).

Section II has shown the limitations that also exist in traditional theories of female
offending. These theories are largely biologically-based and argue (respectively) that
the female offender is inherently atavistic and amoral, primarily sexual, inherently and
physiologically deceitful, and a product of chromosomal and physiological deviations.
These theorists failed to demystify female offending because their ideas rested on
unexamined stereotypes (Heidensohn 1985).

A disadvantage with wider criminological theories is that they tend to put the offender
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in the background. However, adding a feminist perspéctive may better illuminate (male
and) female offending behaviour (Williams 1997). Rock refers to feminist criminology
as ‘the most notable development in theorizing about deviance’ in recent years (1987,
p.304). Section III shewed the important contribution made by feminist perspectives to

criminology, in emphasising the centrality of gender.

Although the study of women and crime has developed considerably in the last twenty
years, our knowledge of the subject is still limited in comparison to the huge amount of
work carried out in the area of male criminality. Recent years have seen a growth in the
writing on female offenders, especially in the USA and in England. Work by feminists
has made and continues to make a major contribution to the social sciences
(Hammersley 1992), but their work is still largely not understood or accepted by many
academics (Scraton 1990, Stanley and Wise 1993). Clearly, there is a need for new
research on female offending and for thoughtful criticism on the research. The
following chapter attempts to bring together contemporary studies of female

criminality, to highlight the main themes and to draw attention to the gaps in our

knowledge in this area of criminological research.
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PART ONE - REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

CHAPTER TWO - MODERN THEORIES OF FEMALE
CRIMINALITY

Introduction

While Chapter One gave the background to research on women’s offending, this chapter
examines the current work in the field of female criminality. Section I looks at the current
literature on female criminality. It presents the most salient findings of research carried out
in the last decade in the United Kingdom, to explore those factors thought to be most
relevant to offending. Where possible, reference has been made to work on female
offending. However, due to the relatively small amount of research carried out in the area,
work referred to in this section includes some research into offending by males. Studies
based on the social and psychological characteristics of offenders are explored. This
section attempts to bring together contemporary studies of female criminality and thereby
to show the gaps which need to be filled in this area of criminological research. Section II

considers offences committed by women. Finally, section III examines the need to study

female offenders in Scotland.

SECTION I - THE CURRENT LITERATURE ON FEMALE CRIMINOLOGY
SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS
Age

Information from the 1991 Census in Scotland indicates that females account for 52% of
the population there. The age distributions of males and females are also similar, with the

largest proportion at around 30% in the 25-44 age group for both sexes (Scottish Office
1997a).
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It is not known for certain how much crime is committed; as the British Crime Surveys
show, a high proportion of crime is not reported to the police. Nevertheless, it appears that
young people commit the most crime. According to official statistics on conviction rates in
Scotland, the peak age of offending for both males and females is 18. However, young
people tend to begin offending at a much lower age. Kennedy and Mclvor (1992) found in
their study of young offenders in the Children's Hearing System in Scotland that half of
their sample were aged 13 or 14. Only 17% of the children involved in their study were

girls.

In England and Wales, the peak ages of offending are different from Scotland: the peak age
of known offending is 18 for males but 14 for females (Home Office 1997a). Self-report
studies show the peak age of offending to be higher than this: 21 for males and 16 for
females (Graham and Bowling 1995, Home Office 1997a). Graham and Bowling's (1995)
self-report study reveals that involvement in offending amongst young people is
widespread, with every second male and every third female admitting to committing
offences at some time. However, most offending by young people was found to be

infrequent and minor.

Similar findings emerge in Scotland. Shoplifting accounts for the largest single conviction
rate for an offence committed by females under the age of 21; for males in the same age
category, breach of the peace has the highest conviction rate (Scottish Office 1997).
Kennedy and Mclvor (1992) also found differences between the types of offences
committed by girls and boys. Approximately a quarter of boys' offences were for vandalism
or fire-raising (compared to 8.6% of offences by girls) and approximately a quarter of girls'
offences were for petty assault, that is fights (compared to 10.6% of offences by boys).
The percentage of dishonesty offences was, at 48.6%, exactly the same for both boys and
girls, but the majority of these for both sexes were of a comparatively petty nature, such as
shoplifting. |
>

Further, a few persistent offenders commit most of the crimes by young people. Graham
and Bowling (1995) found that some five per cent of the young men interviewed were

responsible for at least two-thirds of the offences reported by the whole group. A Home
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Office study confirms this, with a finding that some three per cent of young offenders are

responsible for about a quarter of all offences (Home Office 1997a).

Young people's offending is thought to be largely situational and as such is likely to reduce
as they mature and are able to make more informed choices (Hestor and Elgin 1992). Both
Rutherford (1986) and Farrington (1990) have noted that most young offenders stop
offending when they reach their late teens. However, young males in England and Wales
are not growing out of offending behaviour as quickly as they used to (Audit Commission
1996). The peak age of known offending for males has increased over the last decade (from
15 years in 1986 to 18 years in 1995); for females over the same period, the peak age has
remainded stable at around 14 years (Home Office 1995, Home Office 1997a). Graham and
Bowling (1995) found that young women tended to stop offending consciously and

abruptly after their mid-teens, as they left home, formed stable partnerships and had

5 children. For males, however, desistence was more gradual and intermittent. Passing the
landmarks between childhood and adulthood did not have the same effect on young men.
Factors which influenced their chances of desistence were continuing to live at home into
their twenties, being successful at school and avoiding the influence of other offenders,
drug use and heavy drinking.

It appears that the number of young male offenders is decreasing, while the number of
young female offenders is increasing. The numbers of males with a charge proved per
1,000 population in 1995 have fallen since 1988, with the exception of the 21-25 age group
which showed an increase. However, the number of women with a charge proved per 1,000
population over the same period showed increases for all age groups apart from the
youngest (16 and 17 years) and the oldest (over 40 years), while figures for the age 20
group were at the same level as in 1988 (Scottish Office 1997a).

However, the Home Affairs Committee (1993) report on juvenile offenders in England and
Wales point out that the discrepancies between different sources of data make it difficult to
draw firm conclusions as to whether offending by young people has been rising or falling
over the last decade. The apparent fall in the number of young male offenders partly

reflects demographic change (the number in this group has fallen) and it also reflects
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changes to the criminal justice system (such as the greater use of warnings for some
offenders). Once these factors have been taken into account, the rate of offending by young
males identified by the police does not appear to have declined (Audit Commission 1996). |
The apparent rise in the number of young female offenders may be partly a result of a

greater willingness to prosecute young women; this is discussed in Chapter Five.

In seeking to understand young offenders, there is a prevailing tendency to characterise
them as a rapidly multiplying, homogeneous group (Harding 1994). However, Millham
(1993) has identified five different criminal careers among young people. Thése are
temporary delinquents (the vast majority of young offenders) who commit a minor crime,
usually in the company of others, and are unlikely to repeat the experiment; difficult and
disturbed young people, whose offending is linked to wider problems and who can be
helped by specialist services; persistent offenders who have a history of severe familial
disruption and relationships dysfunction; 'one-off' serious offenders, whose crimes are
isolated and not necessarily explained by social factors; and persistent and serious
offenders, who represent a combination of the young people in the preceding two groups

and for whom the prospects are bleak.

Changes to the benefit system over the past decade have contributed to the difficulties
facing young people. Save The Children Fund (1992) estimates some 60,000 unemployed
16 and 17 year olds are receiving no financial help whatsoever. The Bridges Project Report
(1991) found that many of the young people in their study admitted to having committed
crimes in order to survive. The Department of Social Security's 1991 Survey of 16 and 17
Year Old Applicants for Severe Hardship Payments highlighted the relationship between
poverty and young people in trouble. One in three submitting an application for assistance
were young Scots, one in four were young offenders and half had left school before

reaching the age of 16 (Save The Children Fund 1992).

It appears, then, that young women are almost as likely as young men to be involved in
offending, which is mainly of a minor type. However, offending by females decreases

sharply in their teens, whereas for males it does not begin to decrease for another five

years.
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Family background

The family is a major mechanism of social control, not only for its younger members but
also for adults, due to the intimacy and length of contact between members (Macionis and
Plummer 1998). This can have a positive effect, such as learning acceptable behaviour, or a

negative effect, for example being the victim of abuse within the family.

Farrington (1994) found that of the 45 boys in his longitudinal study who had become
persistent offenders, half came from families where a parent had been convicted of a crime
by the time the child was ten years old. He concludes that parental criminality is the most
powerful of all the predictors of juvenile crime. It should be noted that Farrington’s

research was concerned only with males.

Graham and Bowling (1995), who studied both males and females, found that young
people living in larger families were no more likely to offend than those from smaller
families. However, Farrington (1994a) — again, looking only at young male offenders -
argues that children from large families (those comprising four or more children) are more
likely to be delinquent. In part, effects of family size may be attributable to biological
influences of birth order (Denno 1990); for example, later-borns tend to score lower on

intelligence and achievement tests (Zajonc and Bargh 1980).

Young people, males and females, living with both their natural parents are less likely to
offend than those living with one parent or in a step-family (Graham and Bowling 1995).
The higher rate of offenders from single parent families is associated with lower levels of
parental supervision, a greater likelihood of a poor relationship with at least one parent and
greater poverty. The first two factors also accounted for the higher levels of offending by
children living in step families (ibid.). Children of single parents and those with step-
parents are twice as likely as those in more stable families to have problems in all areas of
their lives (Tripp 1994).

Bowlby's (1951) work on maternal deprivation, and Rutter's (1972) later adaptation of this

thesis, argues that children who experience the permanent or semi-permanent loss of a
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significant figure to whom they are emotionally attached may suffer serious emotional
disturbance as a result. Although the effects appear similar to those of emotional abuse,
they cannot be classed in the same category since the infliction of loss is rarely an act
which is pro-active towards the child (Boswell 1995). 1t is, nevertheless, an experience
which constitutes a major source of childhood trauma. In Boswell's (1995) work on violent
young offenders aged 10 to 17 years, she found that 57 % of her sample had experienced

significant loss via the death of or cessation of contact with a significant figure.

Lack of control by families is also central to Young's (1996) argument. He argues that a
longer period of adolescence, the growth of 'youth cultures’, widening horizons which have
weakened the control of families, and structural changes in the family resulting in reduced

supervision by parents, all help account for the rise in crime.

Government estimates in England and Wales (Social Trends 1994) suggest that there will
be some 1.7 million single-parent families by the year 2000 (only 10 % of them headed by
men). Any discussion of the effect of divorce on children raises emotive issues. As Devlin
(1995) notes, even if children appear to do better living with two parents at war with each
other than with a single or remarried parent, neither situation can be conducive to happiness
at home; either way the child is the loser. In their self-report study on young people who
offend in England, Graham and Bowling (1995) found that those boys and girls who ran

away from home before the age of 16 because they did not get on with their parents were
particularly likely to offend.

Sutherland's (1939) theory of differential association argues that criminal behaviour is
learned. Later, Sutherland acknowledged that criminal behaviour is partially a function of
opportunities to commit specific types of crimes - ‘Probably the most important difference
is that girls are supervised more carefully ...” because of fears of unwanted pregnancy
(Sutherland and Cressey 1960, p.115) - but this area was not explored (Heidensohn 1985).

Sutherland's (1939) assertion that criminal behaviour is learned might help to explain the
lower crime rate of females (Leonard 1982).
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Not only are females more closely supervised by their families, but also the family remains
a more important reference group for adolescent females than it does for adolescent males.

This latter point appears to be confirmed by the study carried out in England by Graham
and Bowling (1995).

Hirschi (1969) gave great weight to control through social bonds, stressing that adults
induce their young into conformity. The later expansion and modification of his control-
differential association theory argues that the more adolescents are attached to and
supervised by their parents, teachers and conventional friends, the less likely they are to
become involved with or influenced by delinquent peers (Box 1983). Various researchers
(for example Smith 1979) broadly agree with this line of argument and show that females'
lives typically contain more of those factors which act as constraints on delinquent
behaviour. Heidensohn (1985) has identified four constraints — domestic, public, work and
social policies — which operate upon women. She continues that women are not only

controlled by the conditions of their existence, but also by their socialisation.

It is important to note that socialisation plays a part in the development of sex role
behaviour both by direct prescription and by implicit expectation (Gelsthorpe 1989). Boys
and girls are socialised ultimately into appropriate gender roles (Nicholson 1984). Adults
generally display significantly different responses towards girl and boy babies from the
moment of birth, attributing an infant's screams and cries to different emotions (fear in

girls, anger in boys), talking to and handling them with more or less robustness depending

on their sex (Kirsta 1994). The little girl and later the woman are expected to ‘keep close' at

home, be obedient, dependent and modest about their bodies, discouraged from
venturesome play and expected to take on domestic tasks, far more than are boys (Kagan

1964, Hagan et al. 1979). These controls and bonds are highly effective in that they make
criminality a difficult course for women to take.

Leonard (1982) suggests that class probably influences opportunities to learn various
definitions of the legal codes: working-class women tend to be less protected and controlled

(as are working-class men, due to the traditional ethos of working-class life;
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Miller 1958), thus having more opportunity for contact with definitions favourable to the
violation of the law than their upper-class sisters. However, perhaps more importantly, this
theory reinforces the notion that women and men are treated unequally in our society and
that males and females from the same families and reference groups have very different

experiences (Elliott 1988).

Thus, there are strong arguments for the contention that 'ineffective supervision', familial
discord and weak parent-child relationships are all strongly associated with delinquency for
both boys and girls. However, as differential association and control theorists argue (see
Chapter One), socialisation and social control exert particularly strong pressures on

females, which goes some way towards explaining the small percentage of offending

women.

Schooling

Just over a quarter (28.5%) of the workforce in Scotland have no educational qualifications
(Employment Department 1992). As well as low academic ability, the many other reasons
for this include bright children becoming disaffected by inflexibility in the curriculum,
changes in residence, parental education (children of parents who were both educated to at
least 17 years old are almost three times more likely still to be in education themselves at
18-19 years, than are the children of parents who both left school aged 15; Taylor 1996),
parents' social class, problems at home, boredom at school, the attraction of the outside
world, strong peer pressure resulting in the fear of being different from friends so that

children deliberately under-achieve in every area of school life, and truanting (for whatever
reason) (Devlin 1995).

Devlin (1995) examined the links between educational failure and future offending
behaviour in England and found that the vast majority of her prison inmate respondents
reported multiple schooling, unnoticed special needs, social ‘disadvantage, bullying,
truanting, peer group influences and punishment at school. Graham and Bowling (1995), in
their study of young people in England and Wales, found that persistent truancy is a strong
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indicator on starting to offend. The 1991 National Prison Survey in England and Wales
(Walmsley et al. 1992) noted that 30% of those inmates who had attended secondary
school had been habitual truants. Shaw (1991) in Canada found that less than a third of
federally sentenced women had formal qualifications beyond basic education prior to

sentence, and the majority of the remainder had not achieved school leaving requirements.

National truancy figures showing the distribution across pupils are not kept in Scotland.
However, the Scottish School Leavers' Survey for 1994 shows that three in five school
leavers (58%) admitted to having truanted during their fourth year (Lynn 1996). Half of
these said that they had only skipped a lesson here and there, but nearly one in ten of all
leavers (9%) had truanted for several days at a time or for weeks at a time. There was no
difference between boys and girls in the proportion who had truanted, persistently or
otherwise. Perhaps not surprisingly, the proportion who had truanted was inversely related
to the qualifications gained. However, Lynn points out that the relationship between
truancy and qualifications is almost certainly not a simple case of cause and effect. ‘Playing
truant probably does reduce the probability of a pupil gaining qualifications ... But it is
probably also the case that pupils who are less likely to gain qualifications are more likely
to truant - because they feel less motivated to attend school’ (1995, p.11). Further, Devlin
has shown in England how children have been accused of truanting when in fact they were
prevented from attending by their parents: ‘... inmates told how their schooling was often
disastrously disrupted by their chaotic family situation. In the most extreme cases, school

attendance would have been low on the list of family priorities’ (1995, p.98).

In his study of truancy in English secondary schools, O'Keeffe (1994b) found that the three
most common reasons given for truanting were (perceived) irrelevant lessons, dislike of
teacher, and dislike of subject. In her study of the school experiences of 250 male prisoners,
Devlin (1995) found that over 20% had been victims of bullying at school (23% at primary
school, 21% at secondary school). It should be noted that there may be a difference
between the way boys and girls bully their victims: MacLeod (1994) argues that boys try
the macho, aggressive form of bullying, while girls tend to use less violent methods such as

exclusion from their friendship group.
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O'Keeffe (1994a) argues that we need to know more about how the home, school and
entertainment links operate, in particular why girls seem to truant as much as boys and yet
are much less given to criminality. One explanation for this could be educational
qualifications; that academic achievement tends to bring financial reward, which in turn
might reduce the need to offend. At age 18-19 women are better qualified than men: 51%
of women compared to 41% of men hold Higher Grades (Taylor 1996). However, this
argument is weakened by figures which show that unemployment is higher amongst young
females than young males (see Poverty/Unemployment below). A more likely explanation
is that youth culture is gender specific: ‘The most important difference among young
people is the gender difference - growing up male and growing up female involve different
activities, different constraints, different patterns of socialisation.” (Frith 1984, p.5). Thus,
although girls may truant, their different roles in the family, their different adult
responsibilities and their different treatment by the legal system (see Chapter One) suggest

that we should expect differences between boys and girls, and that this must include

offending behaviour.

Peer group

The family’s importance in socialisation is quite obvious, since the experience of the very
young child is shaped more or less exclusively within it (Giddens 1993). However, Hendry
(1983) has drawn attention to the use of peer groups as being central to social development
in adolescence. Thus, although it is relationships with parents that determine in large
measure a person’s longer-term preferences, attitudes and values, during adolescence it is
relationships with friends which most preoccupy the consciousness of young people as they
grow up. Styles of dress, hairstyles, musical interests, speech, leisure activities, values, and
methods of handling social relationships are among the socially relevant characteristics that

teenagers appear to learn, in part, by exposure to peer models (Hendry et al. 1993).
There is evidence that young men and young women use and view friendships in different
ways. Douvan and Adelson’s (1966) study, for example, found that mid-adolescence (13-

16 years of age) was the period when females become most anxious about being excluded
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from a same-sex friendship; and Frydenberg and Lewis (1991) found that girls sought more
social support and generally were more likely than boys to focus on relationships. Young
men’s friendships rarely achieve the depth of intimacy of young women’s (Giordano et al.
1986, Hendry et al. 1993). Coffield et al. (1986) examined friendships in late
adolescence/early adulthood and found that affiliation to the peer group did not tail off after
‘couples’ formed. However, associations with same-sex groups tend to diminish after mid-
adolescence, with young women in particular leaving behind friendship groups with their
own sex by late adolescence. Peer pressure is seen to lessen across the period of
adolescence, perhaps as a manifestation of growing confidence (Hendry et al.1993). The
research suggests that peer group culture serves as a mask to conceal the self, reflecting the

emotional difficulties and insecurities of this stage of development (Save The Children
Fund 1992).

An important predictor of offending is associating with others involved in offending
(Graham and Bowling 1995, Farrington 1994). Criminologists have long recognised the
importance of peer group influence in the development of male offending behaviour (see,
for example, Sutherland 1939 and Cohen 1955, outlined in Chapter One). As discussed in
Chapter One, women are largely absent from research on peer group offending. An
exception is Campbell's (1991) study of girls in gangs in the United States of America. She
found that the girl members of the gangs talked frequently about their 'sisterly' relations
with each other. Not surprisingly, association with delinquent peers is a strong predictor of

delinquency for girls as well as boys (Figueria-McDonough et al. 1981).

In a study of young offenders in the Children's Hearing System' in Tayside in Scotland,
'peer group pressure’ was mentioned in social background reports by social workers as
being a factor relating to the offence in only a small proportion of the cases (Kennedy and
Mclvor 1992). However, Kennedy and Mclvor found a generally high number of co-
accused. In their comparative sfudy of young offenders in the criminal justice system,
Kennedy and McIvor found the influence of the peer group to be one of the factors most
commonly identified by social workers as related to offending. Work by Gelsthorpe (1989)

should be noted in this context: in her study of sexism in assessment centres in England,
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Gelsthorpe found similar, clear assumptions by staff about the different patterns of

offending by boys and girls.

Responding to 'dares' and getting into minor trouble with friends is generally considered to
be normal childish behaviour, and most adolescents simply grow out of it (Devlin 1995).
Nevertheless, a number of those who have contact with delinquent peers go on to offend as
adults. Walmsley et al. (1992) in the National Prison Survey for England and Wales found

that 57% of prisoners gave 'getting in with the wrong crowd' as the reason for their offence.

Graef (1993) observed a group of young male offenders following a probation programme
in London. He describes their poor home lives and parental ineffectiveness; but he also
argues that they are testing their masculinity when the usual outlets for their ‘rites of
passage’ (such as apprenticeships for blue-collar jobs) are gone. He goes on to discuss the
'normal' reactions of young males 'through the ages', such as to fight when they feel

insulted (1993, p.254), though such explanations risk stereotyping male behaviour (see
Chapter One).

In his work on sub-cultures, Cohen (1955) argued that people want to excel not only as
people but also as men or women, and that the girl's success in the adult role is, compared
to the boy's, more dependent upon her relationships with the opposite sex and less
dependent upon her own achievements. Thus, Cohen argued, as marriage is for women a
way of achieving success, the female delinquent in a subculture tends to be a sexual
delinquent; gang membership reduces their marriage prospects (Cohen and Short 1958).
As Campbell (1991) notes, no mention is made of the boys' involvement in sex. Current
awareness of the double standard of morality has directed researchers’ attention away from
a purely sexual view of girls' involvement in gangs and is beginning to show the girls'
activities and autonomy. In her work on girl gang members in the USA, Campbell (1991)
argues that wherever women's desire and need for male approval and protection declined,
usually coinciding with a lack in certainty of being able to count on men's financial help
and support, the stronger became their sense of solidarity and tendency to coalesce into

semi-detached or completely autonomous groups. These existed either as auxiliary units to

! A Children’s Hearing is a tribunal which aims to help children under the age of 16 who are in need of care
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all-male gangs or, increasingly, broke away completely. Relationships continued to be
important to the girl gang members - but the girls cared not only about the romantic and

sexual involvement with boy members but also the 'sisterly’ relations with girl members.

Thus, peer groups play an important part in the social development of young people, with
same sex friendships being of particular importance to adolescent girls. Although
association with delinquent peers is a strong predictor of offending, young females not only
use friendships groups in different ways to boys (see McRobbie and Garber 1976 on the
‘culture of the bedroom’; Lees 1983), they also tend earlier to grow out of friendship

groups and, with this, move away from the influence of peer group pressure.

In care

In Scotland in 1993 there were almost 12,400 children in local authority care; this is 1.07%
of the population aged 0-17 years (Scottish Office 1996). Eighty three per cent of children
subject to a supervision order were in community accommodation, either living at home,

with foster parents or friends or relatives. The remaining 17% of children in care were in

residential care.

The largest percentage of children in care (40%) had been in care for one to three years; a
further 33% had been in care for less than a year, 13% for three to five yéars and 14% for
five years or more. Children living away from home tended to have been in care for a
longer duration than those children subject to a supervision order and living at home. The
majority of children in care (53%) were aged 12-17 years. In each age group boys

outnumbered girls (59% boys and 41% girls in total), particularly in the 12-17 age group
(Scottish Office 1996).

In Scotland, children are placed in care through the Children’s Hearing System. A
Children’s Hearing is a tribunal which aims to help children under the age of 16 who are in

need of care or control. In 1993, for the first time, the rate of children referred to the

or control.
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Children’s Hearing System for non-offence grounds exceeded that of referrals for offenders
(Hartnoll 1995). Thus, a large number of children in care have committed no offence, but
are there as a result of the belief that they would suffer from neglect or abuse if they

remained in their own home (see Table 2.1).

Table 2.1 Children Admitted into Care* in Scotland, 1993

REASON FOR CARE | No. OF CASES %

Offence grounds 1535 39.5
Truancy grounds 500 12.9
Beyond parental control | 382 9.8
Lack of parental care 888 22.9
Schedule 1 case** 580 149
Total 3885 100

* This table excludes children placed in voluntary care

** Schedule 1 to the Criminal Procedure (Scotland) Act 1975

Source: Scottish Office Statistical Bulletin, Social Work Series, SWK/CC/1996/15.

Walmsley et al. (1992), in the National Prison Survey in England and Wales, found that
more than one third of young offenders had had some previous experience of being in local
authority care before they were 16 years old. They point out that children who have been in
care for long periods are found in disproportionate numbers in the population of young
offender institutions and prisons. In her study of women, poverty and crime in England,
Carlen (1988) considered a small number of women who had been brought up in care. She
argues that experience of care had broken the women's attachments to family and friends,
and failed to equip them with a whole range of knowledge necessary to independent adult
living. (The same argument may apply to boys who have had a similar experience of care).
The women had responded by engaging in deviant behaviours, bom either of a desire to
establish ties with some person or group or of a sense that they had never been able to

obtain the rewards of social respectability. Relationships are considered separately below
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but it is important to note here that Carlen found experience of local authority care to be

one of the major reasons for offending by the women in her study.

In their study of young offenders in the Scottish criminal justice system, Kennedy and
Mclvor (1992) found that the majority of their sample were males. Just over half the
offenders were known to have had previous appearances at a Children's Hearing; most of
these had been referred on at least one occasion on offence grounds, and all but one had
been made subject to some form of supervision by a social work department. In their
sample, more boys (75%) than girls (68%) were initially referred to the Children's Hearing
for offence-related matters; and more girls (16%) than boys (3.2%) were initially referred
as a result of being a victim of a Schedule 1 offence - that is, a victim of sexual abuse,

assault, abandonment or neglect.

Two English studies argue that idealisations of femininity also operate in care proceedings.
Hudson (1985) argues that teenage boys are allowed a developmental space for behavioural
experimentation prior to their emergence into adulthood, whereas the same is not true for
teenage girls. The majority of girls are not placed in care because they have committed
offences, but because of concerns about their perceived sexual behaviour and/or because
they are seen to be ‘at risk' of 'offending' against social codes of adolescent femininity.
Webb (1984) also notes that girls are made subject to care orders for less serious offences
than those committed by boys. This suggests that magistrates have certain attitudes towards
girls. It is not clear, due to a lack of research in this area, whether the Scottish system of

Children's Hearings overcomes this problem of idealisations of feminine behaviour.

It appears that past experience of being in local authority care is a strong predictor of
offending, for both males and females. However, girls tend to be taken into care as a result
of being a victim of an offence, or because of conventional beliefs (by Children’s Hearing
members/magistrates) as to what is acceptable behaviour for young females, rather than for
their own offending behaviour. The effects of this are clearly detrimental to young women
(Carlen 1988).
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Sexual and non-sexual abuse

As will be seen below, there are strong findings for the argument that family violence is
closely linked to present or later offending by the victim of such violence. HM Chief
Inspector of Prisons in England and Wales has recognised the high numbers of women in
prison with histories of emotional, sexual and physical abuse (HM Chief Inspector of
Prisons 1997). Loucks (1998) has also noted this in Scotland, and that few women received
help in response to their victimisation. Common factors in family violence - that is, child
abuse and spouse abuse - include a poor relationship between abuser and victim,
dependency, low self-esteem, emotional and social isolation, marital difficulties, ill-health,
depression, poor self-control and a history of abuse and neglect as a child. While different
form