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of women’s lives, such as low economic status. This perspective critically explores the 
impact of development, patriarchal religions, international trafficking in women, and the 
Westernization of the Third World.53 While feminists from First World nations (i.e., those 
nations that are heavily industrialized, located primarily in the Northern Hemisphere) are 
essentially interested in issues revolving around sexuality and reproduction, a number of 
Third World feminists (i.e., those in economically developing nations, located primarily in 
the Southern Hemisphere) are concerned not only with gender issues but with political and 
economic issues as well.54

In the next section, we provide a brief overview of the traditional theories of female crimi-
nality. This context will provide readers with a better understanding of the development 
of feminist criminology.

Traditional Theories of Female Crime

From antiquity to the present, cultures have categorized women into “either/or” roles.55 
One such pervasive conceptualization is the Madonna/whore duality. This cultural ideology 
has been reflected and perpetuated by the criminal justice system. It is grounded in two con-
trasting perceptions of the female “nature” or sexuality. The Madonna image personifies 
women as faithful and submissive wives, as well as nurturing mothers. The whore image 
portrays women as temptresses who prey on a man’s sexuality and self-control. Inherent 
in this dichotomization are class and racial/ethnic assumptions. The Madonna image was 
primarily restricted to women from white, middle- to upper-class backgrounds.56

Young further argued that black women have not experienced this 
“good/bad” dichotomy.60 Rather, stereotypes of black women have 
essentially been “bad.” Young attempted to identify the gender role 
characterizations that have been attributed to black females. For 
instance, the characterization of the black female as a matriarch has 
revealed two negative images—the Amazon (domineering, strong, 
assertive, independent, and masculine) and the sinister Sapphire 
(dangerous, castrating, and treacherous toward black men). Another 
instance of contradictory images is founded on myths concerning a 
black woman’s sexuality—mammy (long-suffering, patient, nurturing, 
and asexual) and seductress (loose, immoral, and sexually depraved).61 
Young argues that black women in American society have been vic-
timized by their double status as blacks and as women. Specifically, 
discussions of blacks have focused on the black man and discussions 
of females have focused on the white woman. Rather than being con-
sidered as a primary focus, black women have been on the periphery of 
understanding in terms of their position relative either to black males 
or to white females. Thus, “these images have influenced the way in 
which black female victims and offenders have been treated by the 
criminal justice system.”62

Another pervasive cultural perception is “femininity.” The concept of 
femininity is made up of various traits such as gentleness, sensitivity, 
nurturance, and passivity. Comparatively, traits associated with mas-
culinity include intelligence, aggressiveness, independence, and com-
petitiveness.63 These conceptualizations become problematic when such 
traits are assumed to be inherent to an individual’s sex or are consid-
 submissiveness, and domesticity.66

This photo of a Victorian 
woman illustrates what is 
referred to as the cult of 
true womanhood.
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