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CONTEMPORARY RETROSPECTIVE
ON FEMINIST THEORIES

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING AHEAD:
ASSESSING CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST CRIMINOLOGY?!

Amanda Burgess-Proctor, Qakiand University

Given the ubiquitous nature of the sex differential in crime and in deviance in general, any gen-
eralizing theory must point te factors which operate with very different effects uponr men and
women or, altermatively, that their like deviance is dealt with in very different manmers by facets
of the social system. Indeed whether a particular theory explains feminine delinquency as well
as masculine and offers within its framework an explanation for the apparent difference in rats
is often a useful touchstone of its validity. (Heidensohn, 1968, Pp. 164-165)

From its inception until as recently as the early 1970s, modern criminology existed
almost entirely free from the influence of femirist thought. As a result, theories devei-
oped to explain criminal behavior also were largely uninformed by feminism, until 1968
when Frances Heidensohn “launched the first missile” of feminist criticism at mainstream
criminology (Simpson & Gibbs, 2006, p. 269). Pioneering feminist criminclogists like
Heidensohn, Dorie Klein (1973), Freda Adler (1975), Rita Simon (1975), and Carol
Smart (1976) strongly criticized existing criminological theories, lamenting the near total
absence of gender from explanations of offending behavior. Although many of these early
criticisms were advanced by liberal feminists whose ideas about sex role socialization
and criminafity have been dismissed by radical and socialist fermninist eriminologists more
recently (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988; Kruttschnitt, 1996; see also Miller, 1986), concerns
about the absence of gender from criminological scholarship still resonate today.

The purpose of this essay is to assess the state of contemporary feminist criminologi-
cal theory. I begin by providing a brief overview of the theoretical foundatios of feminist
criminology in order to answer the question, “What is feminist criminology?” In this sec-
tion I outline three important feminist eriticisms of traditional criminelogical theories as
well as solutions offered by feminist scholarship. Next, I outline some of the criticisms that,
in turn, have been directed at feminist criminology. I then provide examples of conternpo-
rary empirical investigations that aim to develop, refine, and test ferninist criminological
theeries. Finally, T offer suggestions for theoretical advancement in contemporary feminist
criminology and discuss the relevance of this advancement for eriminal justice policy.

Theoretical Foundation: What Is Feminist Criminology?

It is inaccurate to think of “feminist criminology” as a single theory, like differential
association or general strain theory, for example. Instead, fepinist criminology is better
understood as a collection of theories, perspectives, and methodologies that consider how
gendered social relations influence the commission of crime, the procéssing of offenders in

*Many thanks to Hiflary Potter for her insightful comments on an earlier draft of this manuseript.
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or and application of criminal laws, and other social
processes related to issues of crime and justice. Indeed, feminist theories have been offered

to explain a wide variety of criminological phenomena, from offending behaviors like
lence to processing decisions including arrest and sentencing.

rape and intimate partmer vie
Moreover, feminist criminology—Iike feminism itself—consists of muitiple perspectives,

each having distinct assumptions about the source (or sources) of wormen’s oppression
(Barak. Flavin, & Leighton, 2001; Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988: Price & Sokoloff, 2004).
For example, liberal feminists attribute women’s oppression primarily to gender 10le
socialization, whereas radical feminists fault pamiarchy and male-dominated social rela-
tions (Burgess-Proctor, 2006, for a review). Although the diverse perspectives found in
feminist criminclogy share commonalities in that they “focus on women’s interests, are
overtly political, and strive to present 2 new vision of equality and social justice” (Flavin,
2001, p. 272; ses also Rafter & Heidensobn, 1995), the mulsiplicity of perspectives none-
theless make feminist criminology somewhat challenging to succinctly define.

Tnstead, it may be more useful to consider that a primary goal of femninist criminology
is to address and correct the historical exclusion of gender (and other sources of inequality
such as race/ethnicity, ciass, and sexuality) from mainstream criminelogical scholarship.
To that end, feminist criminology offers three important criticisms of raditional crimi-

nological theories. These criticistms, along with the theoretical solutions offered by femi-
nist ciminological scholarship, provide insight into the theoretical foundation of ferninist

criminology.

Feminist criticism #1: The generalizability issue
rtant ferninist criticism of wraditional criminologi-

What is the problem? Tbe frst impo!
cal theories is that they are presumed 1o explain both men's and women’s offending. Daly

and Chesney-Lind (1988} call this approach to theory building the “generalizability problem”

(p. 508). Jtis well established that, almost without exception, most criminclogical theories were

developed by male scholars to explain crimes committed by men and boys, and were tested

using male-only samples (Belknap, 2001: Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 20042; Daly & Chesney-
Lind, 1988; Favin, 2001; Miller, 2004 Morash, 1995; Simpson, 1989). Thus, the question for

feminists is whether and/or to what extent these theories can explain wWomen's offending. In

other words, the problem is that male-centered theories are generalized to the entire population

ed by their proponents as being applicable to all types

of offenders and are uncritically present
of offending behavior by both men and women (see, for example, Akers, 1997; Gottfredson &

Hirschi, 1990}, Absent from. these theories, though, is consideration of whether the etiology of
women's offending is better explained by aliernative, gender-specific theories. Regzarding the
issue of generalizability, the question for feminist criminologists can be put simply: “Do theo-
ries of men’s crime apply to women? Can the logic of such theories be modified to include

women?” (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1983, p. 514).

Notwithstanding the fundamental external validity problems inherent in making
claims about groups that oge has not directly sampled or studied, mainstream criminologi-
cal theories have been criticized by feminist scholars for failing to consider now gender
inequality shapes opportunities and motivatons for committing crime. For example, Daly
and Chesney-Lind (1988} question what it means “to develop a gender-peutral theory of
crime . . . when neither the social order nor the social structure of crime is gender-peutral”

the criminal justice system, the behavi

(p. 516). In other words, given that traditional criminological theories are posited to be
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v g::ieur;ite:rtzl éind un;vz:‘:a._l) yet have been developed without consideration of how gen-
1;1&:'\(&1105 in exp.!ain.ing the behavior of individua.[s——-botljt::z:l;a acéza;iﬁaiﬂﬁfoncs -
nities ancjll mouvauctns for engaging i crime are structured by gender. o opRer
logi‘:Lau1 :Cglé,ﬁf:;:ﬁf \;e;m:f aiclamfn{:nst er.!']ﬁl'{OIOgiStS also have criticfzed mainstream crimino-
logiea. scholarsd g F;r exmi t;) capitalize on the contributions gender-based explanations
oty relevm.lt o ¢ _{ai]fj_:, Mf)rash'(1999) notes that “gender-focused theories are
particularly rclevant gl g crime . . . [beczfuse] they stimulate a reconceptualization
Concepts, o relat gew ;pproacl_les 0 measuring it. . . . An important result of revised
concepts and inc ased uz erstanding of the effect of gender on crime is implications for
b in er'venuons to prevent and control crime™ (p, 454). Thus, theories that fail
0 account for the influence of gender may not be able to adequately inf ’ i
tion and control strategies. o crime preven-
aendgﬁ; [;:‘n.n:u.u]:lc‘as 'olfhgmq; theories have blcf:u criticized by ferninist scholars for ignoring
sctrain theory, as dt:\.:llong g(;l;/lggrt?;o(?gg;ngc‘ I;:Of e(>;391;1131@ o 05331'365 thabt
: & I » Cot 33, and Cloward and Ohiin (1960
cor{suﬂers strain only in the comtext of econofmznin uali ( X
::ot;l: igsetr:elevance. for expiaini}lg female offendincg oncz‘ 1?;2 zigifil:::ébt;said\f:g;
are the a;smlfx:tlp?r\l'ex:;hed group in nealey every Western society, yet commit far fewer
to cominit crime.in tﬁe z:,nvi: ﬁ;/etil?tmtg:; fnﬁiitﬁk;gl doém e ol ders
: e male
i::;xzr;.hﬁle ;o ]\lxzamen’s experitences. Critcizing perhaps ?hee:f;:ts };nnitiifgizsz?tﬁgf
ol ignofés :end P éZOOl)_ points out that G?ttfredson and Hirschi’s (1990; seif-control
theary igno “P:O e:,rdiyn?.tx?lcs .mt‘mn the family setting, where, according to Gottfredson
e e al.s R fm : S;xlphn; 1§ thought 10 ensure the development of self-control in chil-
learning and social st;-ucmrf):.foxl'n le%ll}i/;ﬁgrl?esfogngizgg )thia;;mm AIE:;:IS’S oAt
: : : iling g soci
g;lf'fzzﬁnaai;cammg, but alfo produc‘es differences in power, op;?maﬁg;?taiglieiﬁgif
for mrscmvsv:::;zn a-(lpt.hdf:ﬂ).’ That is, though Akers's “general theory” (like G‘ottﬁ‘ed;on
and Hirschis general theory™) purports to explain all types of deviant behavior, it fails ¢
ider the influence of gender on men’s and women’s criminz! offending °
2.

Chcsﬂu?ﬁz;ﬁzogz;zggl solutions does feminist criminology offer? According to Daly and
e theo){;i Lina (15 b), the _absence oii women'’s experiences from mainstrean: criminologi-
s o Sa r-he rticnﬁed bya sm%ple-“add women and stir” approach {see also Barak
n d,iﬂemnhy L Ier a recopcepmahzatzou of a.nalylic categories is necessary” (p. 504)
P differenth ,the D zaﬁpendmg women's expeniences onto the experiences of men does-
ot constitute thore c advan‘cem.ent Rather, criminological theoretical advancement
cﬁmjm)]oﬁs; - e reconcepma;uzauon ot: llcey concepts and ideas (Morash, 1999). Thus
expeﬁenczs S FSt GOt engage in l'.hc' uncritical application of existing theories to women’;

xperien , %n§tez'zd §hou1d identify new theoretical concepts and propositions that
OIXL by feminist insights (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988). o
“blmedegﬁlg:g 1316 t}gl)e of reconceptualization advocated by feminist criminologists is
oumred bound S (D_ Y & Mal}er. 1998}, a term that refers to the confluence ofawom-
ation and criminalization experiences. Recent feminist explarations of female
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v ) . - - - - - ex ch ab}
offending propose that womer’s previous experiences with Ec};ﬁn:zagggza-ri& 1_1111 er, 2004{
T W?th o s Oﬁ¢n¢D;ngmbjenh§ViO{5 (eif;oﬁ:rcf:é f; wzmen?s: ;ubo£Mte position
tl"his P oposition sﬁ;ﬁfﬁon by ?;f:rsl;ncoupled with economic pxa_rginality ngatzdrgg
s Whe;i:;der all too often biur the boundaries between victims and o 3121021)
race, class, ?zn c86) A related example is “ferninist pathways” research (Beiknap;h 0L
(Gﬂf'us" gty s s:tudies reconceptualize ideas used in traditional 11,fe-cour§c,i : egices
P:emmlst pathwaydvanced by Sampsen & Laub, 1992) by using women’s a.m;l girls ;rkn "
(*0}' exa-'mpl?, o e events that may particularly influence femz?le offending lfBeth 0p.
oL, T ?]feucoursRichie (1996) used feminist pathways a.nalxms to develop ke; ttc;rcrg
zgggdi‘:feﬁa?xﬁ;; which she uses to explain crimj;al grff::;dmg fa::zc;ni;gi (’?ilsatc; Ofamam-
i to the first fermin: ma
iy Th?se liléizn;?o:; \EatE: eigzzti; Ziii?’gﬁzabﬂity) by reconceptualizing existing
:ﬁuﬁlﬁﬁm perspectives to reflect feminist insights.

Feminist criticism # 2: The gender gap issue S - e
What is the problem? The second important femst cnu;zsrdui ;.-,Of ai?ydliioggflending,
ical theories is that they fail to adequately explain the gender p g
i d Chesney-Lind (1988) call the “gender-ratio prob}em (p. Ferhaps
sttt all eri y'nolo ical findings is that men are more likely to commlt'cnrln_
o, ot dic'rf:l cﬁrfilnological theories have been unable to adeql}ately expiam
thaa women. y& ”ip enists (Britton, 2000; Daly & Cuesney-Lind, 1988: L & Kapla,
Wghgg'thl I\fhflzrrl 20(%4}. Extending the issue of generalizability, then,l i:em];?iset Sriminole-
1' 7 Tt tt’mt even if it can be shown that the SAme Progesses exp amd pale and female
glé-t;;sii a void remains when it comes to exgla%nmg v'vhy men off:.n“ vlv]:-lb )g(ram T o
‘Eeres tha; ’Women. The questions fo; fen?inis: Cmonv erc;g?s‘irsﬁ flai-l: ;re n PGSt
ESS szz:xlzlgn\f\%?tl S{ﬁlii]nn: ?Imv::eangii?er differences?” (Daly i& .Ches;:«;y‘;,ﬁi; 1 fiii;
s min i i that the exclusion ‘
- ‘515). Femim%t cr;ﬁzﬁioﬁt;ﬁiz\gﬂ;ﬁggble given that gender is s.uch an 1mpot1;
ot preicn ﬂle?nf{S oe (Belknap, 2001; Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1?88). That is, atteml:;lt.t:-,the
Fﬁfﬂt ggd;i?:egsezngat ¢xplain glen’s and women’s offending still leave unangwere
iden _ . s
e ot t'h?re c:;w;f:giczreg;?mmafgszg;zmmen as a group are less likeht(li 0
b, femlg;swk \:c?men have higher levels of invelvement in offending than w! t:
S menhmac 2001; Daly, 1997). Thus, the gender-ratic Problem becomes T;ﬁ;
wome? (e.g- B‘j 2E;sider;d Wll;hm the context of race/ethuicity (@d class), dfuI i
Comphcat?dovt; e?ajlure of mainstream criminological theories to explain race- and ¢ Zsin
undemngonsein gendered patterns of offending. As a re:sult, 'gendermbctth.ai&l:; ;.n
:ii?jn\;atin with ra:e/ethnicity——remains undertheorized in mainstream criminology.

What i) f suffi-
? ! inist criminology offer? The absencg of sul

theoretical solutions does feminis. ; o dhsence of it
ient explanations for the gender gap in oﬁendm‘g has _?rompt?d fe;m;:;i o Oﬁ‘eni.sn .

o develop new theories that can account for variation in men’s anhn omen's offending

:-:te: VOHE such theory is power-control theory, aslc;zgvselﬁp;i:ysli?n psCma,@,& o,

: 4 Gillis. & Simpson, ; Hagan, y
leagues (Flagan, 1989; Hagan,

parental (specifically,
avoidant behavior (Hagan et al., 1985, 1987). Specifically, Hagan and his colleagues argue
that danghters in “patriarchal” families, in which the father is the authority figure and the
mother is not employed outside the home, are subjected to Sreater parental contro] thap
daughters in “egalitarjan” families, in which both parents share authority and work outside
of the home, and consequently engage in less deviant behavior (Hagan et al., 1987), Though

Ly

has also been erificized by feminists for suggesting that girls’ <riminality is rooted in their
mothers’ liberation and worktoree participation {e.g.. Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004a).

A second feminist theory that addresses the gender-gap issue is Messerchmidt’s strue-
tured action theory (Messerschmidt, 1993, 1997; see also Miller, 2002). Structured action
theory, simply put, states that crime is associated with power. One key proposition of this
theary is that becanse women are excluded from Saining broad-based social power, and
because crime and power are linked, men will be more likely than women 0 engage in
criminal behavior (Messerschmide, 1997). Moreover, men's terdencies to engage in crirni-
nality can be explained in terms of their efforts to “do gender” Thus, a second proposition
of structured action theory is that crime is one means for men to express their masculin-
ity (Messerschmids, 1997). According 1o 3 structared action approach, then, “Women and
men ‘do gender’ or behave in gendered ways, in Tesponse to notmative beliefs about fem-
ninity and masculinity. . . . [TThis approach has been incorporated into feminist agcounts
of crime as a means of explaining differences in men’s and women’s offending . . . and cag
help account for men’s greater involvement in particylar typss of crimes (e.g., violence)”
(Miller, 2G04, p- 54; see also Miller, 2002). These theoretical advancements respond to the
second ferninist criticism of mainstream criminological theory (the issue of the gender gap
in offending) by offering explanations for the criticism.

Feminist criticism #3: The appropriate methodology issue

What is the problem? The third impertant feminist criticism of mainstrearn criming-
logical theories is that they have been developed and tested using guantitative methodolo-
gles, which arguably are not well suited to generating detailed descriptions about the ways
in which gender structures criminal behavior, Although quantitative analyses formed the
foundation of early efforts at answering the gender-ratio problem (Kruttschnitt, 1996) and
may have a measure of success in atternpting to answer the “generalizability problem®
(e.g., see Liu & Kaplan, 1999), they are not designed to pravide detailed, descriptive infor-
mation about the gender—crime relationship. However, these quantitative methodologies
&e given priority in mainstream criminelogy, thereby stunting opportunities for theory
building using quaitrative methods (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988). Unfortunately, “quanti-
tative advances have ontrug theoretical developments pentaining to the gender-crime rela-
tionship. Accordingly, It is time to start focusing on the question of what observed gender
differences mean in terms of the life course experiences thar ultimately result in patterned
differences in offending” (Kruschnitt, 1996, p. 154, emphasis added). .

The problem, as feminists havs pointed out, is that quantitative analyses often fail to
capture Important contextial information that can shed Tight on the impact of gender on
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ind iminologists

fending (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988; Morash, 1999). Altbo?ggl fen;gus; f;lﬁ.iaqu a?yita_

‘0 tez in placing offending in a gendered com:ex't may wish to 0 th;se i

?teres thodologies that make use of in-depth inthvmw:s and obsex:va_ 01110, ese et

E:jrz ;?tin are ignored, wivialized, or dismissed Wit‘(l;incxlr:amzt;'eﬁ dcinlxggg siyn fovor of

- d quantitative zpproaches (Daly Chesney-Lin X m:m'tad
morzhlcngl'ﬂmm)( vjil;:icgi thearetical development sometimes necessitates the use of quall

argue, &

tive techniques: .
y reflect crime can sometimes be solved by using
ment of multidimensional, quantitative measures:
quately refiect the phenomenon being studied.

The preblem of measures that fail o validl
qualitative data as the basis for Ff:e‘develop
however, in some case only qualitative data ade
(Morash, 1999, pp. 454-455)

i * the phe-
i itad thodologies to “adequately reflect

example of the failure of quantitadve me logies 1o e
nomiltclm beinff)g stadied” is the propesition that pe?i;rna:?;?;f %ﬁ:tpﬁcswsocale pay
i -symmetric. Using a survey instrumen s
1Stra\gﬁ;zsmmrcisGe:il(;cm?lCQ90) aI;gd their colleagues (Stets & Str.aus, 1990} have c‘:or-lduied ::;;m.

‘g ad- ‘;-Esed national surveys that measure incidents of violence between intimate p

road-

Compa.rinc the number of violent incidents IEpOﬂ.Ed by men znd women, these and other
=]

3SeaICheIS who use tbe CIS hav C(}!}Cluded that women are as Vl()].eg.t 28 men, leadmg to
T ave )

i - ic theories of TPV (
the J.fofmu;l'agonhzif :gpd:tioﬂlﬁz?n:ered {DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2007; DQZI;%]GI;?ZO ;9:
gy 9{;0‘ Dobash & Dobash, 1992: Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, & Daly, 1 02; [# o
IféchLel\afizr;sh 1,999) the CTS mesely “counts blows” aﬁd fails to plasc: \\:001?;1 ;c ausj;(s)t i
, , ' idering Tl WOILEn 13
o aPEJ_YOPfiate e gor:u);a?piemnm’ il ;nognils ;r:;\?; :cts, the CTS “inadequately capture:
e sen mself_de;ce;?fei‘abise fnﬁ exaggerates the seriousness of worr‘:en.’s abuse of men
o1 SEGOUSDCZS , 435). Thus iZPV theories that are based solely on quan?tauve datfa may miss
msgismhxitlfognt;i;ual ar;d sm;cmral factors that shape men’s and women’s use of viclence.
1

imi is i t o
What theoretical solutions does feminist. cnmu_quogy .on_Fer:I A]loorf atrh:si ;151 e:znﬂy
say that 'quantitative methods have no place in feminist criminology

- inist). d
ﬁf minist (OI CC )Il\‘ersely that qualitative meﬁhods ae au‘tomauCaﬂy jemlnlst) Inq eed,
aniie - .

Krattschitt (1996) demonstrates the merits of quantitative methodologies for developing

and testing oendCI”ba-Sed theories Of crrme, Whﬂ.e JOhllson 1 uses data fIOIIl the viO-
2 5 i ( 998)
lence Against Women SUI Vey (VAVV S) jie} unch SCOre T.hat StaUSU.Cal data are mdeﬂd useful
1=}

itati i fail
in understanding violence against women. Stll, quanfitative methodologies alone may
in

1 LY : .

p i pOI[ﬂJ]t CO! =1 i O NECEs aIy f T the dt‘.\lelopmen XY, : =
O CA € 111 niexi; mfomla I1 S 0. . 3 Oi theo felm
ist or other WI’Se Thus, one Solutiﬂn 5w develop theories us: =1 nixed-m ods des{gﬂsa
ni . . m, Eth

i i nses
for exaraple, by developing quantitative variables derived from open-ended respo

hnitr, 1096; Morash, 1699). An alternative strategy is to supple-:meil; ;;)anlt:it:;i
fi?t;m\:;th de,scripti\’re data obtained by qualitaﬁt;fle Zuet:;ism}iiu;tfsﬁ}gs:;t;%ﬁnkédﬂ Sow
d Chesney-Lind (1988) advocate the dev: . " inked” hee!
ﬁ:?iilj stfictly qualitative methods that allow criminologists to “get our hands dirty
=

i i irls and women” (p. 519).
“plung: deeply into the social world of gir N
e lflun::xf(;r: lv;}fery’s (1986) ethnographic smdy of fanal? street hu;tllzari Esﬁ‘:ﬁes
kee le?ir; imgor’tant theoretical conimbutions. Among Miller’s most critl
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was that women are recruited into offending behaviors by their Integration into “deviznt
Street networks™ (p. 35). As suggested by Daly and Chesney-Lind (1988), Miller “gets her
hands dirty” by investigating how women’s social worlds shape their participation in ille-
gal work, and how their social worlds are modeled by structural and cultural changes at the
macro-social level. With respect to IPV research, feminist scholars express preference for
theoretical frameworks that consider the context within whick IPV occurs (e, g., Dobash &
Daobasth, 1979, 1992), For example, regarding the limited selection of “optons” availabie to
battered women in isolated rural areas, Websdale (1998) remarks, “Rural battered women’s
‘choices’ often boil down to remaining with abusers and enduring/resisting violence, leay-
ing the abuser and enduring poverty ander the welfare system, or leaving the abuser and
entering wage work in a hostile gendered capitalist economy™ {p- 171). Such frameworks
are often, but not always, developed using qualitative methods. Thus, these theoretical
advancements respond to the third femsnist criticism of mainstream criminological theory
{the appropriate methodology issue) by relying upon methodological strategies that can

offer a detailed, nuanced, and contextualized picture of the reiationship between gender
and crime.

Empirical Evaluations

As described earfier, feminist criminology corsists of an array of theories and perspec-
tives that consider gender (as well as race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, and other systems of
power) in the study of crime, law, and deviance. However, the multifaceted nature of femi-
nigt oriminology does not mean that feminist theories are empirically untestable. In fact,
the opposite is true: the last decade in particular has seen a proliferation of empirical work
aimed at developing, advancing, and testing feminist criminclogical theorfes.

Some of these empirical evaluations address the first feminist criticism of traditional
criminological theories: the generalizability issue. Recall that some feminist scholarship
aimed at developing gender-specific theories of women's offending uses the concept of
“Blurred boundaries” to demonstrate how women’s prior victimization experiences are
inextricably linked with their later offending and-use of viclence {(Daly & Maher, 1998).
Recent feminist empirical investigations offer support for this ides, Fos example, Gaarder
and Belknap (2002) conducted in-depth interviews with 22 girls incareerated in an adult
women’s prison in order to identify their pathways to cripe. Their analysis reveals that
intersecting sources of oppression (e.g., racefethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality) are
salient in the lives of these young women, and that many of their lives are characterized
by a confluence of victimization and offending (Gaarder & Bellnap, 2002). Similarly,
Makarios (2007) uses prospective cohort data to examine the relationship between race,
abuse, and girls’ use of violence, and observes that abuse is a stronger predictor of female
violence than male violence (although this effect does not VATY across race).

Other empirical evaluations address the second ferninist criticism of waditional
criminological theories: the gender gap issue. One particularly good example of this type
of research is Bufkin's (1999) study of bias crimes, which uses the conecepts found in
Messerschmidt’s strucrared action theory to account for mén’s greater participation in bias
crimes. In her analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, Bufiin concludes that biag
crime is one means by which men “do gender.” In other words, men attempt to express their
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together, results of their analysis offer s

upport for & socialist feminist mode] of rape that
. integrates class- and gender-b.

ased explanations of women’s oppression.
Critiques

Previously I outlined three important feminist criticisms of traditional criminological theg.
res. Feminist criminotogy has, in tarn, received its own fair share of criticism, though
the most intense criticism of feminist criminology has come not from mainstream crimi-
nologists but from other feminists. OFf course, some mainstream criminologists have been
critical of ferninist scholarship, often on the grounds that it is enscientific, lacks objec-
tivity, has political underpinnings, or is otherwise a threat to “authentic” social science
(e.g.. seg Dutton, 2006). However, more pointed (and legitimate) criticisms have been Jey-
eled against feminist criminology from within feminist circjes.

For example, writing at the beginning of feminism’s third wave in the 1980s and

1990s,? feminist scholars Jamented advancement of the “liberation hypothesis” a decade
before to explain women's offending (e.g., Belknap. 2001; Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988:
Miller, 1986), In the mid-1970s, liberal feminists including Freda Adler (1975) and Rita
Simon (1975) hypothesized that the gender gap in offending could be explained by the
fact that women’s traditional societal roles Iimit their opportunities for commiting crime.
Accordingly, an important proposition of this hypothesis is that women s offending rates
evenrually will converge with those of men due to wonzen's “liberation™ through employ-
ment outside the home and/or entrance into the managerial and professional ranks—in
other words, as women become more Jike men. However, women's offending rates have
remained relatively stable over the last three decades, thereby discrediting this explanation
(Belknap, 2001; Kruttschnitt, 1996). For example, after analyzing FBI arrest statistics for
men and women at three points in time—1960, 1975, and 1990—-Steffensmeier and Allan
(1996) conclude:

Although some authors profess to see major changes over time in the female percentage of
arrests {e.g, Adler 1975, Simon 1975}, the numbers for 1560, 1875, and 1990 are perhaps more
remarkable for their sireilatity than for their differences. For all thres periods. the female share
of arrests for most categories was 15% or less and was typically smallest for the most serious
offenses.” (p. 463)

Steffensmeter and Allan further note that the FBI
victimization data and self-report survey data, both
pation in serious offending has remained consistently lower than men’s over thme,

Similarly, Messerschmidt (2002} recognized that, as in the case of the female gang
members he studied, women and girls who commit violent erime do not necessarily exhibit
masculine characteristics. Crirics argued that the liby

eration hypothesis was especially damag-
ing because it created a moral panic over a-new “female offender” that was “more myth than

arrest data are corroborated by official
of which suggest that women’s partici-

—

*Historically, the feminist movement is divided into three eras or
the United States with the birth of the abolitionist and women’s su
wamen's Tliberation and civil rights movements of the 1960s and
wave. Currendy, feminism is in the midst of its third wave, which

“waves.” The first wave of feminism began in
ffrage movements in the mid-to-late 1800s. The
1970s marked the onset of feminism’s second
began during the 1980s and 1990,
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it enables the development of theories that attend to the influence of social location—ithat
~ is, where one is situated in the societal power hierarchy-~-on motivations and opportunities
' for comumitting crime, as well as on the processing of offenders in the criminal justice sys-
tem. Addidonally, the focus of multiracial feminism on advancing social justice (Zinn &
Dill, 1996) allows criminologists to parlay theoretcal discoveries into real-world strategies
that benefit women, as well as men (Burgess-Proctor, 2006). For exampie, recent feminist
scholarship aimed at theorizing about marginalized women’s experiences with intimate
partner violence offers guidance for developing culturally sensitive, competent, relevant,
and, hopefully, more effective services for battered women, especially those from margin-
alized social groups (Burgess-Proctor, 2008; see also Sckoloff & Dupont, 2005).

The second essential feminist perspective is black feminist criminology (BFC). Devel-
oped by Potter (2006}, BFC draws upon feminist criminology, black feminist theory, and
critical race feminist theory to luminate structural, cultural, and familial forces thar shape
black women’s experiences with intimate partner abuse. Echoing the intersectional princi-
ples of MFC, Potter proposes 2 BFC model that “incorporates the tenets of interconnected
identities, interconnected social forces, and distinet circumnstances to better theorize, con-
duct research, and inform pelicy regarding criminal behavior and victimization among
African Americans” (p. 109). Potter notes that mraditional feminist criminology is rooted
in mainstream feminism, which historically has ignored issues of race/ethmicity i favor
of a focus on gender discrimination, as discussed pravicusly. As a corrective, then, BFC
“axtends beyond traditional feminist criminclogy to view African American women (and
conceivably, other wormen of cotor) from their multiple marginalized and dominated posi-
tions in society, culture, communities, and families” (p. 107).

Specifically, four themes are considersd within Potter’s (2006) BFC framework: social
structural oppression, black community and culture, intimate and familial relations, and the
black woman as an individual. To demonstrate the utility of BFC for feminist criminol-
ogy, Potter uses these four themes to lluminate black women’s experiences with IPVY, For
example, with respect to the third theme—intimate and familial refations—Potter explains
that copsideration of generational characteristics of black families, such 25 embeddedness in
“othermothers™ and extended family members, can help explain the preference of many black
battered women to avoid formal help resources in favor of familial sources of support.

Potter’s (2006) black feminist criminology framework is an extremely important—and
urgently needed-—refinement of feminist criminological theory. In addition, multiracial
feminist criminoclogy offers a sirzilarly integrated theoretical framework for understanding
the complex linkages between race/ethnicity, class, gender, and crime. However, these are
nascent perspectives that have yet to be fully developed by feminist criminologists; indeed,
this essay constitutes a first attempt to articulate a specific “multiracial feminist criminol-
ogy” framework. It is the task of contemporary feminist criminologists, then, to pursue the
development of these and other theoretical frameworks that move feminist ¢criminology

toward a more inclusive understanding of the complex power hierarchy within which the
relatjionship between gender and crime operates.

Polity Appiications

Feminist ¢criminological research has informed, and will continue to inform, crime and
justice policies because feminist scholars prioritize the translation of research into action
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'a measurable, negative impact on services and programs for battered women, Dragiewicz
asserts that IPV scholars and practitioners “need to understand the tactics of backlash and
how they work in order to advance efforts to protect victims of abuse and decrease the
oceurrence of violence” (p. 138).

In Asia, Haarr's (2007) investigation of Tajik women’s attitudes about wife abuse
also reveals important insights for the development of antiviolence strategies, this time in

nations adhering to strict, patriarchal value systems. For example, the 400 Tajik women

Haarr surveyed indicated widespread approval of and tolerance for abuse of women by

their husbands and/or mothers-in-law, even going so far as to suggest various circumstances
under which wife abuse would be justified. Not surprisingly, justifiable transgressions typ-
ically included violations of women’s gender-roje expectations in traditional Tajik-Islamic
culture, such as leaving the house without a husband’s permission or being suspected of
having extramarital relations. Thus, Haarr concludes that “the challenge facing interna-
tonal organizations and local nongovernmental organizations in Tajikistan is to confront
cultural norras and conceptualizations of gender identities, women’s roles, wife abuse, and
women's rights in awareness-raising events and educational programs” (p. 267).

As these examples reveal, contemporary ferninist criminologists frequently engage in
research that is aimed at informing and reforming criminal justice policy. Both inside and
outside the United States, feminist scholarship has wide-ranging implications for riminal
Justice poficy. Of course, these policy implications often have 2 particular goal of fmprov-

ing the lives of women and girls—especially those who come into contact with the crimi-
nal justice systern,

Conclusion

The goad of this essay is to provide readers with a clearer idea of where feminist criminol-
ogy is today, and aiso of where it is heading. Despite the major inroads made by feminist
scholars in the field of criminology, opportunities for growth remain:

Compared 1o thirty years zgo, more research and policymalking efforts consider feminist theo-
retical contributions, By and large, however, ferninist theories have not been fully integrated into
the study and practice of criminal justice and consequently have not received the same atten-

tion as varieties of strain theories, social control theories, or individualist theories. As a result,

the richness and insight of feminist Pperspectives have yet to be widely appreciated. (Flavin,
2001, p.277)

Hopefoily, this essay underscores the benefit of feminist theoretical developments in

criminology, and in ture encourages new scholars to appreciate the msights feminist theo-
ries can offer the discipline.

With continved appreciation of the many benefits of ferninist
scholarship, the goal many feminists share of witnessing complete integration of femi-

nist theories alongside strain, control, and other canomical criminolegical frameworks may
soon be realized.




