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Theories of female criminality emerged within this cultural context and the prevailing 
assumptions regarding women (e.g., the Madonna/whore duality, femininity, and the cult 
of true womanhood). When contextualized, the development of such theoretical constructs 
illustrates that “those women who do commit offenses are judged to be either criminal by 
nature or pathological because they deviate from the ‘true’ biologically determined nature 
of women which is to be law abiding.”67 Nicole Rafter Hahn argued that a woman was usu-
ally deemed “bad” if she had one of the following characteristics: (1) She was indecisive and 
lacked “moral fortitude,” (2) she was promiscuous, or (3) she was irresponsible, because she 
was loosening not only her morals and values but also those of her mate and descendants.68

The following sections briefly review some of the early theories of female crime that 
reflect and incorporate these negative perceptions. Specifically, we will discuss such theo-
rists as Cesare Lombroso, W. I. Thomas, Sigmund Freud, and Otto Pollak.

Cesare Lombroso: Physical Attributes 
of Female Offenders
One of the earliest theorists focusing on the female offender was Cesare Lombroso.69 In 
his book The Female Offender, Lombroso emphasized the physiological and psychologi-
cal determinants of female criminality rather than socializing factors or social–structural 
constraints.70 For instance, Lombroso summarized some of the anomalies associated with 
prostitutes and other female offenders. He noted that prostitutes essentially do not have 
any wrinkles but are more likely to have moles, hairiness, large jaws and cheekbones, 
and anomalous teeth (see Table 12.4). According to Lombroso, women who committed 
homicides often had cranial depressions as well as prominent cheekbones.
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Deep frontal, 
horizontal 
wrinkles

9.2 25 41.7 53.6 90.6 88.8

Deep 
frontovertical 
wrinkles

1.8 – 6.9 7.3 40.6 71

Crow’s-feet 5 12.5 20 33 78 88.8

Wrinkles under 
the eyelids

1.8 – 15 14.6 46.6 44.4

Nasolabial 
wrinkles

25.9 25 69.5 63.3 96.7 100

Zygomatic 
wrinkles

– – 5.5 12.2 28.1 22.2

Goniomental 
wrinkles

– 25 36.1 31.7 53.1 44

Labial wrinkles – – 6.9 12.2 28.1 44

An Example of Lombroso’s Summary Data Collected on Female 
Offenders—Wrinkles

TABLE 12.4

Source: Lombroso, C. (1898). The female offender. New York, NY: Appleton, p. 72.




