Gender and delinquency

· Official statistics tend to indicate that men are much more likely to commit crime than men.  For example, in 2004, over 80% of all known offenders were male.  In the past, sociologists paid little attention to these marked gender differences.  They tended to take them for granted.  Instead, they focused on why some men rather than other men were more likely to commit crime.

· In the 1970s, however, things began to change as feminists such as Carol Smart began to challenge what they saw as male dominance of the subject.  Today, there is widespread agreement that the sociology of deviance must take account of gender.

Frances Heidensohn: Conformity and control

· Heidensohn attempts to explain why the offending rate for women is well below that of men.  She argues that the main reason for this is women’s conformity to social norms.  She points out that women have more to lose than men if they deviate from norms, and in a male-dominated society it may be much more difficult for women to deviate.

· Women’s socialisation and domestic responsibilities plus the controls imposed on them by men discourage deviance form social norms.  Their lives are centred on the home and they have less freedom to go out.  As a result, they have less inclination, less time and fewer opportunities to commit crime.

· Outside the home, women’s opportunity to deviate from social norms is limited in various ways.  For example, women’s fear of attack from men  prevents them from going out at night, and they are less likely to deviate from respectability for fear of being labelled a slag or a bitch.

· At work, men are more likely than women to be in positions of control in managerial and supervisory roles.  Studies indicate that sexual harassment is common in the workplace.  This is a further indication of male control and power as it is often experienced as intimidating by women.

· As such, both inside and outside the home there is pressure for women to conform, and this is reinforced by male power.

· However critics have pointed out that Heidenshohn  presents women as passive and accepting of their situation.  She also makes sweeping generalisations about women and men.  In doing so, she fails to recognise the differences between women, and between men.

However, not all girls are conformists 

Pat Carlen: Crime as rational behaviour

· Carlen’s research tends to suggest that women’s conformity to social norms tends to break down when the rewards for conforming are largely absent.  Carlen’s research found that for many women in low-paid work or who are unemployed, crime appeared a rational choice.  Their experience of low-paid work and unemployment did not lead to the standard of living that that they hoped for.   Similarly, their experience of family life, both as children and adults, had been unhappy and unfulfilling.

· Crime was therefore a rational alternative given that the women were unrewarded in the workplace and the family and with little power to change their situation legitimately.  The types of crime chosen reflected this.  Property crime was chosen because certain other types of crime, such as shop-lifting or cheque fraud, were seen as too easy.

Campbell and Nicoll: the rise of girl gangs

· There is some concern that violent crimes committed by young working‑class women are rising.

· Studies of girl gangs in the USA by Campbell and Nicoll note that violence, drug dealing, robbery and possession of dangerous weapons are common activities carried out by young women.  Young women joined gangs to compensate for low status in their families and communities and as an alternative to taking on low‑skilled, tedious, lowpaid jobs.

· Campbell found that many of the girls had a difficult task in balancing a number of competing demands and cultural desires.  She suggests that they were torn between attempting to have a ‘cool’ streetwise image and retaining their Puerto-Rican values.

· Moreover, such gangs contain elements of traditional patriarchal culture because members of female gangs were girlfriends of male gang members and when they became pregnant they moved uncomplainingly into traditional mother roles.

· Nicoll suggests girl gangs are increasing in the UK, although she says they seem less organised and violent than those in the USA.

Laidler and Hunt

· More recently, Laidler and Hunt (2001) conducted in-depth interviews with 141 gang members.  Their research suggests that Campbell’s argument that gang members are seeking to reconcile conflicting demands is essentially correct.  

· Female gang members make choices about how they wish to be perceived by other people.  The key to this is finding the best way to win ‘respect’ from others.  They may adopt different strategies to gain this, for example by the use of violence, through sexual power over ‘homeboys’, or by asserting their independence.  They may even mix these strategies.  Laidler and Hunt use the term ‘accomplishing femininity’ to describe this process of taking strategies to gain respect.

