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Executive Summary 

The purpose of this study was to describe and analyze a largely un- ' 

derstudied area of criminality: that of female offenses. As both the 

theory and the limited empirical research in the field suggest~ compared 

to males~ female crime is relatively less frequent and serious~ and re­

mains to a large degree unnoticed and unreported. 

In addition to describing female crime, an enterprise justified in 

its own right, this research also tried to learn about patterns of crim­

inality in general. The data were organized in two ways: first, the 

distribution of male ard female offenses was analyzed in relation to 

offender characteristics, such as race and prior arrest record, enabling 

comparisons between male and female patterns of crime. Then, the of­

fenses categorized by type of crime, offender chal~acteristics, etc., were 

broken down by sex, to learn about the relative share of males and females 

in each of these categories. This comparative frame of reference used in 

the study made it possible to present the findings, both about male and 

female offenders, their offenses and dispositions, in a more relativistic 

fOI~m, allowing the reader to gain some possible insights into the co;nplex 

issues of criminal behavior. 

The present empirical analysis was based on known offenses resulting in 

an arrest in the District of Columbia in 1973, as recorded by the Prose­

cutor's Management Information System (PROMIS). PROMIS includes infor­

mation collected from forms filled 0ut by the police and the prosecutor 
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for adult criminal incidents occurring in Washington, D.C., with the ex­

ception of federal and traffic offenses, drunkenness, disorderly conduct, 

and municipal violations. Of the 15,460 recorded arrests, 16.4 percent 

(or 2,537) were of females. 

Who is the typical female offender in Washington, D.C.? Fifty per-

cent of the female arrests were of women aged 24 years or younger; and 

85 percent of the female arrests involved women aged 40 years and young­

er. Seventy-nine percent of the female arrests involved black women; but 

that figure was relatively lower than the proportion of male arrests 

(88 percent), involving blacks. One explanation of this statistic could 

be the finding that a relatively large number (27 percent) of the pros­

titutes arrested in Washington, D.C. were white. 

Only 31 percent of the \'IIomen charged were employed at the time of 

their arrest, a percentage much lower than the 54 percent for male ar-

restees. Over 40 percent of the females in the study had at least one 

previous arrest--again, a figure lower than the 59 percent for males, 

but still indicative of a high degree of recidivism. In terms of demo­

graphi c vati ab l,es, then, the profi 1 e, of the typi ca 1 fema 1 e offender 
i 

that emerged wa~ that of a young, unemployed black woman, having no 

known previous arrests. 
t 

Female crimes followed the expected pattern, supporting the hypo­

thesis about their lesser frequency and seriousness. OVer 40 percent 

were victimless, 23 percent violent and 32 percent property, and most of 

them caused only a minimal amount of social harm in terms of injury, 
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theft, or property destructi on. i<!omen were charged with on 1y 12 percent 

of a 11 the known vi 01 ent offenses and 15 percent of the pl'Opet'ty offenses 

for 1973, but were charged with 23 percent of all the so-called victim-

1 ess offenses for that year. They were charged with 10 percent of a 11 

the felonies and 21 percent of all the misdemeanors. 

The offense patterns of women seemed to change with age: victim­

less crimes (mainly prostitution) peaked at the younger age, between 

21-25; property crimes (mainly larceny) peaked at a later age, between 

31-35; and violent crimes (mainly assault) were highest at the older 

age group, between 41-45. These changing crime patterns might be related 

to variations in the social status and role of women throughout the life 

cycle. In particular the proportions of violent crimes among the older 

age group involved mainly intrafamily assaults. 

Women victimized their friends and families more often than men did, 

and the main targets of female violence were friends, acquaintances and 

family members . 

. A large proportion (74 percent) of the vlOmen charged with property­

motivated offenses 'were unemployed. For. males, the proportion unemployed 

for the offense types studied appeared to follow a more consistent arid 

strong pattern than for' fema 1 es. Those cha rged I'lith propert:y crimes tend 

to have a higher rate of unemployment than those charged with violent 

cl'imes. 

Of possible importance is the finding on race differences: black 

offenders of both sexes were more into violent and property crimes; whites 

into victimless crimes. But the most striking variation was found between 

black and white females: 26 percent of black female crime was violent and 
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32 percent was against property, compared to only 9 percent violent and 

24 percent property crime for white females. On the other hand, only 40 

percent of the black female offenses were victimless, compared to 64 per­

cent of the white female offenses. 

Several researchers (see for example Freda Adler or M. Wolfgang and 

F. Ferracuti) hypothesized) that the higher involvement of black females 

in violent and property crimes is related to their more independent socio­

economic status in the black family, as breadwinners. Using black female 

crime as an indicator, one could predict a possible future increase in 

the amount and seriousness of all female crime, as the ec:onoml'i3-,J)'d,rticipa­

tion and independent social status of women, in general, tends to increase. 

A relatively high percentage of all the offenders had at least one 

previous arrest, although blacks appeared to be more recidivistic than 

\vhites, and men more than VJOmen. Recidivism also vatied with offense type, 

and was highest among women for the group charged with victimless crimes. 

Victimless crime viaS the only category in which the propOl~tion of female 

redicivists was as much as that of the male recidivists: 52 percent. As­

suming that many of their previous arrests were also for victimless crimes, 

like prostitution, drug offenses or gambling, these recidivists seem to 

go thorugh the channels of the criminal justice system repeatedly, with­

out the apparent benefit of rehabilitation) or deterrence. 

An additional question raised by this study, following the description 

of female' offenders and offenses, was the issue of evenhandedness in the 

disposition of cases charged to women. In general terms, male~ and females 

had similar dispositions: most of the cases, (about 57 percent) were 

dropped either during or after papering (prosecutor review to determine 

whether a case should be filed with the court), and only a small proportion 
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of them (about 6 percent) ended in conviction by trial. vJhen consider­

ing race, black and white females again had similar dispositions, although 

white males seemed to enjoy more leniency than black males, a fact ex­

plained possibly by the different offense types and seriousness of these ' 

two groups. But most importantly, a differential pattern of disposition 

emerged When cons i de)"'i n9 offense types: in terms of cases droppi ng out, 

as compared to cases ending in conviction, women fared better than men in 

violent and property crimes s but were treated more harshly when charged 

with victimless crimes. For violent crimes, 66 percent of the cases 

charged to women, as compared to 58 percent of the cases charged to men, 

were dropped during or after papering; while 21 percent of the females 

and 26 percent of the males were found guilty. 

The findings on property crimes pointed in the same direction: more 

of the cases charged to women were dropped (66 percent of the female of­

fenses but only 53 percent of the male offenses), and less of the cases 

charged to women ended in conviction (22 percent for women, 32 percent 

for men). 

This picture was reversed when looking ~t victimless crimes: cases 

charged to female offenders were dropped at a lesser rate (46 percent, as 

compared to the 60 percent dropout rate for males); and ended in con­

viction at a higher rate (36 percent, as compared to 29 percent for males). 

One hypothesis that may explain this finding suggests that the criminal 

justice system, in its handling of women, reflects existing social values. 

Some of these values set differential standards for female behaVior, and 

sanction more sevel~ely transgressions of the socially accepted "feminine" 

code of morality. Another possible explanation of this findinf:/, suggested 
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by prosecutors, is that by their very nature, prostitution cases tend to 

have stronger evidence. 

As a general conclusion, the study supported the notion of female 

crime being much less frequent and serious than male crime, although the 

trend may be toward an increase in the future volume and gravity of fe­

male offenses. In light of the large percentage of victimless crimes 

causing very little hal~m, a possible solution for the overburdened law 

enforcement agencies could be the exclusion of these crimes from arrest 

and prosecution, preferably by their legal decriminalization, and the 

funneling of more of society's resources to deal with the serious and 

harmful crimes, whether committed by men or women. 
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Introduction 

"Female crime" is a largely understudied area of criminology, prin­

cipally because of the belief that it is less serious and less frequent. 

Although some classical theories address the problem of female criminal­

ity, l there are very few empirical studies to substanti2.te them, or even 

to describe in detail the phenomenon under study. 

The purpose of this paper is to utilize a large, available data 

base
2 

to describe known female offenses in relation to some specific hy­

potheses, and to try to gain useful insights 'into crim'inal behavior in 

Washington, D.C., and its handling by the criminal justice system. 

Theoretical Background 

Most studies of female crime compare it to male crime and point to 

its relatively less serious nature and low frequency. Two distinct lines 

of explanation can be distinguished: one accepts female crime as being 

truly less frequent' and serious,3 and explains it by saying that women 

1 For a discussion of some of the classical theories by Lombroso, Thomas, 
Freud, Davis, and othet's, see Dorie Klein's article, liThe Etiology of 
Female Crime: A Revie'.'J of the Literature," Issues in Cl~iminology, vol. . 
8(2), 1973, pp. 3-30. 

2 The Prosecutor's Management Information System (PROMIS), U.S. Attorney's 
Office, ~~ashington, D.C., as descY'ibed in liThe Prosecutor's Role in the 
Urban Court System: the Case for Management Consciousness II by W.A. 
Hamilton, and C.R. Work, Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, vol. 
64(2), 1973, pp. 183-189. 

3 A review of biological psychological, and sociological theories ex­
plaining the lower female crime rate is found in Otto Pollak's study, The 
Criminality of Homen, Ne\'/ York, A.S. Barnes and Company, Inc., 1961. -
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are basically different from men, biologically, psychologically and 

socially. The other explanation questions the validity of the known 

rat~ between male and female crime,4 and argues that female crime ap­

proximates its male counterpart at least in frequency, if not in fOfm. 

In the latter case, the emphasis is on cultural, social and psychologi­

cal variables characterizing female behavior and the male response to it 

as an explanation for the hidden nature of female crimes. 

Both approaches agree that female crimes are less serious, less 

violent, less professional, and that they involve mainly larceny, shop­

lifting, forgery, fraud, drug and alcohol-related offenses, prostitu-

tion and vice. 

In terms of its etiology, female crime is still viewed as partially 

determined by the feminine physique and personality, but increasing 

importance is assigned to social variables, reflecting the differential 

roles women have in our society.5 

4See Pollak, op.cil.:, p. 1, or Leon Radzinol'dcz in "Variability o'f the Sex 
Ratio of Crimina'lity," The Sociological Reviel'/, vol. 29,1937, pp. 76-102. 
In their questioning the knOl'/ll l~ati'os, they use al~guments about the "fic­
titious"nature of cl~imina1 statistics, 01' the "masked" behavior of \'lOl11en 
as explanation of a higher proportion of female crime remaining hidden, 
compared to male crime. 

5Gisela Konopka, The Adolesc~lt Girl in Conflict, Eng1cI'lOod Cliffs, ·N.J., 
Prentice Hall, 1966, Bel~tha J. Payak, "Understanding the Female Offender," 

.' Federal Probation, vol. 27(4), 1963, pp. 7-12; Judson Landis and Frank 
Scarpitti, "De'l i nquent and Nonde 1 i nquent Ori enta ti on and Opportunity 
A\'Jareness," Intel~d'isciplinal':y Problel11~--.:iJ.:LCr_imill()_l.Q.9.l, ASC, 1964; \'Ja~ter 
Reckl ess and Bal~bal"a Kay, The Female Offender, submitted to the PreSl­
dent's Comnission on Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice, 
\'lashington, D.C., 1967; I,jal'ie /\ndree Bel~trand, "Self-image and Delin­
quency: A Contribution to the Study of Female Cl'il11ina1ity and \~oma.n's 
Image," Acta Cl'iminologica, vol. 2, 1969, pp. 71-144. 
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Another major issue is the treatment of the female offender in the 

criminal justice system. A variety of studies 6 point to the differen­

tial treatment of the female offender all through the criminal justice 

system, starting from her chances of being discovered, reported, arrested; 

charged and prosecuted, to the probability of her being convicted and in­

carcerated. For example, Reckless and Kay conclude: A large part of the 

involvement of women in crime that is not officiany acted upon, "can 

be traced to the masking effect of women1s roles, effective practice on 

the part of women of deceit and indirection, the instigation of men to 

commit their crimes (the Lady Macbeth factor), the willingness of men to 

'cover up' for them and the unwillingness of the public and the law en­

forcement personnel to hold women accountable for their deeds (the 

chivall~y factor)."7 Yet, many studies argue that women, viewed as prop­

erty by men, and tied to them by obligations of personal morality, are 

more sevel~ely punished for violations regulating "proper" feminine be­

havior. 

Thomas, in a colorfully written and classical analysis, searches 

into the sociocultural reasons for this doubly differential treatment, 

and concludes that morality is an "adult and male system, and men are 

intelligent enough to realize that neither \'/Omen nor children have pa·ssed 

6 Rose G~allombbrdo, ~oci~JY of Homen, Ne\,1 York, John \~iley & Sons, Inc., 
1966; BrlS~t_gD_tJle-1~om~ Offender by the Canadian COl~rectional Association, 
Ottawa, 1968; Linda Singer, "1-lomen ancl the Cortectional Pl'ocess," Ametican 
~il11,~.D_~l~l~y")~~_~~}i, vo". 11 (2), 1973, pp. ~95-308~ tYleclc:~ ~hesney-L'i nd 

Jud1clal EnfOl cement o~,the Female Role," Iss_ue2-]n Cnm1no1ogy, vol. 
8(2), 1973, pp. 57-69; knk Schenerman and P. KI'atO\-/ski, "lncatcerated ~1ale 
and Female Offenders' Perceptions of Their Experiences in the Criminal Jus­
tice System," Journal gf Cl'iminal Justice, vol. 2(1), 1974, pp. 73-78. 

, ' 

7 Reckless and Kay, .op.cit., p. 13. 
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through this school. It is on this account that man is merciless to 

woman from the standpoint of personal behavior, yet he exempts her from 

anything in the way of contractual morality, or views her defections 

with allowance and even vlith amusement."8 

These assumptions seem to indicate, that "at each stage in the pro­

cedure women are treated either more harshly, or more leniently, depend­

ing on the special value threatened by the crime. 119 

In view of the literature, with its limited scope and little use of 

empirical findings, the main task this paper undertakes is a statistical 

description of female crime in a major urban area. An intriguing ques­

tion, especially in light of the tremendous increase in known serious 

f 1 . TO, h t th ,. f ema e crlme, 1S: w a are ' e proJect10ns or the future, given the 

social changes affecting women's status and functions in today's society? 

An interesting insight might be gained by viewing black women as 

a predictive group.ll Considering their relatively high and authorita­

tive position within the black subculture, as breadwinners and heads of 

8 yJilliam I. Thomas, Sex and Society, Chicago, Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1907) p. 234. 
9 .Freda S. Adler, The FC:f~llale Of tender in Phila~ia, d'issertat'ion, 
Umv. of Pennsylvania, Phi'iadelphia, 1971, p, 22. - . 

10 See for example, the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) for 1973. Based on 
2,378 agencies, with an estimated ~opulation of 94,251,000, the UCR lists 
the following percent increases between 1960-1973 for selected offenses, 
by sex: All crimes increased 27.8% for males, 95.3% for females; violent 
crimes, 131.5~~ fat males, 134.1% for females; propel'ty crimes, 77.1~; for 
males, 315.7% for females. The different pace of increase is even stronger 
when comparing male and female juvenile delinquents. 
11 See the hypothesis advanced. by Freda Adler, op.cit., on the crimina" "halo" 
effect accompanying the black female's masculine status as head of household. 
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family, they might resemble the future status of all women, who are be­

coming more independent. Thus, their present criminal behavior might 

serve as an indicator for the "future shape of things to come." Espe­

cially in regard to violent behavior, one might argue that it "depends 

more on cultural differences, than on sex differences. In a more matri­

archal role than that of her white counterpart, the Negro female both 

enjoys and suffers more of the male role [and] this imposed role makes 

her more aggressive, more male-like, more willing and more likely to 
. 12 . 

respond vlOlently." Based on available statistics,13 black women, 

with the assumption of male roles and responsibilities, seem to approxi­

mate the male crime pattern. 

The social changes in sex roles affect not only female behavior, 

but also male values, attitudes ·and behavior. Most likely, this will 

also change the handling of female offenders by a so far predominantly 

male system. In general terms, on~ would hypothesize an increase over 

time in ~he frequency and seriousness of known female offenses, and a 

trend toward their more equalized treatment in the criminal justice sys­

tem. 
I 
1 

The Washington, D.C. Study 

The source ~aterial for this empirical study is the Prosecutor's 

Management Infor~l1ation System (PRor~IS) of the U.S. Attorney's Office 

12 Marvi~ E: Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti, The Subculture of Violence 
London, lav·lstock PUb. Ltd., 1967, p. 154. ' 
13 

E.H: S~therlancl and D.R. Cressey, ~ri!l1i..n_~, 9th ed., NeVI York, 
J:~. Llp~~lnc~tt C? 1974, Chs: 6, 7, or ~arl R. ~10ses, "Negro and l~hite 
Cl line Ra tes, So_c19-'!Q9Lof C~lme and De l·IIl9.Uency, 1<1. l~o lfgan~, L. Savitz 
~~~.N. Johnston reds.), New York, John \~i~ey & Sons, Inc., 1970, pp. 430-

-5-
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in Washington, D.C. PROMIS records all known adult offenses resulting in 

an arres~ in Washington, D.C., except federal and traffic offenses, drunk­

enness, disorderly conduct, and municipal violations. Naturally, offenses 

not resulting in an arrest might reveal quite different characteristics 

of offenders. The information included is collected from forms filled O'lt 

by the police and the prosecutor for all the 1973 cases. Out of a total 

of 15,460 arrests, 16.4 percent (or 2~537) were of females. 

The study uses descriptive statistics to analyze female crime sepa­

rately, and in comparison vrith male cl"ime, controlling for a limited number 

of independent variables. Due to the size of the sample, all differences 

reported are statistically significant; ill interpreting the statistics one 

should ask whether the difference appears substantial enough to suggest 

the need for considering a policy change. Since the purpose of this pre­

liminary paper is descriptive rathel~ than analytical, no attempt is made 

to introduce extensive statistical controls in inferring causal relation­

ships. That task remains for subsequent papers under the PROMIS Re­

search grant referr.ed to on the cover page. 

, 
L A Profil e o'F; the Female Offender in l4as hi ngton, D. C. 

The background variables of age, race, e~ployment, and residence 

were studied to Idescribe District of Columbia offenders by sex. 

Age. ~lost .offenses were charged to young people, age 16 to 25. 

The median age for male offenders was 25, for females slightly over 24. 

Over 85 percent of all offenses were charged to persons aged 40 years 

and younger. Female crime peaked at 23 (9.3 percent of all female 

crimes), considerably later than the peak for males at 19 (8.2 percent 
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of all male crimes). The overall percentage of offenses charged to 

females was 16.4 percent. Only two age groups~ around 23 and 43, ex­

ceeded thi s mean. The two peaks were accounted for by diffel~ent of­

fenses: prostitution for the 21 to 25 group, and aggravated assault for 

the 41 to 45 group. These variations in crime patterns by age might be 

related to changes in the female 1"ole and identity throughout life. 

RacCi,. l~ost arrests in the District of Columbia we1"e accounted for 

by blacks--79 percent of the female offenses, and 88 percent of the male 

offenses. In comparing the sexes, 25 percent of all white offenses, but 

only 15 percent of all black offenses, involved females. This finding 

might be accounted for by the fact that a much higher percentage of pros­

titution cases were charged to white females than to black females. 

(Viewing these figures, one should keep in mind~ that approximately 75 

percent of the District of Columbia population is black.) 

Employment. For the PU1~pose of computing employment rates, only 

cases with a definite response (86.5 percent of the total) were included. 

Significantly more, (54 percent) male offenders were employed at the 

time of their arrest than female offenders (31 percent). Women consti-
, 

tuted only 10 p&rcent of the employed Offenders, but 33 percent of the 

unemployed ones. This finding is not surprising, however~ in light of 

the d1fferential distribution of employment in the general population 

byset~.14 

14 The Statistical Abstract of the United States 1974 . 't f' ' 
on Labor Force and Participation Rates, 1960 to i973 (fa~~e15:3 19Ur~~7) 
quotes the employment rates in 1973 as 78.7 percent for males a~dP~4 5 ' 
percent for females ~ out of the tota 1 1 abor force. . 
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Length of Residence in the District of Columbia. The female offen­

der seems to be slightly more mobile geographically than her male counter­

part: 44 percent of the females, as compared to 41 percent of the males, 

were nonresidents. Only 36 percent of the female offenders, compared to 

43 percent of the male offenders, have resided over five years in the 

District of Columbia. This fact might be related to race: with respect 

to the 1"acial mix of the residential population, propo1"tionately more 

female offenders arrested in the city were White, and these white fe-

male offenders V/el~e more likely to reside outside of th'e District of 

Columbia. 

Criminal History. Out of those v/ith previous arrests (56 peY'cent 

of the total), 88 percent were male, 12 percent female. 

Of all males, 58.7 percent had a record, compared to only 41.2 per­

cent for females. This gap is eVe!l larger if the category of victimless 

crimes (in which males and females had the same proportion of recidivists, 

52 percent) is not considered: the male recidivism rate is then 61 per­

cent; the female recidivism 1"ate, 33 percent. Male recidivists had more 

prior arrests than female recidivists. And of the most persistent re­

cidivists~ those;with four or more previous arrests, over 90 percent were 

male. 

II. Characteristics of Female Offenses 

The type and seriousness of the offense and the victim involved 

were used to describe the cases brought against females in 1973. 

Type of Offense. One of the questions this study aimed to answer 

was, what were the types of crimes charged to females? About 44 per­

cent of all the cases were felonies; but females were charged with only 
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10.2 percent of them (compared to their 16.4 percent share in all 

crimes), \'1hi 1 e they accounted for 21.2 percent of the mi sdemeanors. 

The male/female ratio for felonies was 8.8:1) for misdemeanors 3.7:1. 

Looking at it another way, of all female offenses, only 27 percent were 

felonies, compared to 47 percent for males. 

In viewing a detailed listing of the various crime categories (Ta-

ble 1), it appears that females are charged with only a small percentage of 

most of the crimes. Only in the categories of aggravated assault, per-

sona1 and business fraud and embezzlement, arson, business larceny, 

gambling, consensual sex offenses and unclassified offenses did the pro­

portion of crimes accounted for by women exceed their overall mean of 

16.4 percent. 

When grouping the various crime categories by felonies and 

misdemeanors, in most of the cases· relatively more of the female of-

fenses were charged as misdemeanors. This might indicate that female 

crime ·is not only less ft'equent, but within the same offense type, is 

also less serious. ·(One of the interesting exceptions is aggravated 

assault: 14.6 percent of the misdemeanor assaults, but 18.7 percent of 

the felonious assaults were charged to women.) 

A breakdown by different crime categories revealed that women were 

charged with a small percentage of violent crimes and a relatively greater 

proportion of property and victimless crimes. Of the 5,049 violent offenses, 

11.6 percent were charged to females. But if rape cases (448) were ex­

cluded, women accounted for 12.7 percent of violent crime. Of the 5,367 

property offenses~ 15.2 percent were charged to women, and they were 

responsible for 22.8 percent of the 4,756 victimless crimes. 
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Crimes involving 
a victim 

Personal victimi-
zation without 
violence 

Crimes against 
residences or 
households 

Crimes against 
business or 
institutions 

I 

i 

I 

I 

TABLE 1 

Pi~tribution of Offenses by Felony/i1isdemeanor, and the 

percent of the Total Charged ~o Females 

.- Percent of the Total Charged to Females 
Offense Type 

Misdemeanors Felonies Total 
. 

MUJ~der --- 15.5(200) 15.5(200) 

Manslaughter --- 10.2(49) 10.2(49) 

Negligent homicide 10.0(10) --- 10.0(10) 
", 

Aggravated assault 14.6(609) 18.7(1393) 17.5(2002) 

Simp 1 e assault 9.1(678) 0.0(6) 9.0(684) 

Assault on a police officer 9.7(31) 13.3(173) 12.7(204) 

Forcible sex - victim 16 and over 0.0(17) 0.0(340) 0.0(357) 

Forcible sex - victim under 16 0.0(3) 1.4(69) 1.4(72) 

Forcible sex - male victim 0.0(2) 0.0(19) 0.0(21) 

Armed robbery 9.0(11) . 5.0(714) 5.1(725) 

Robbery 15.4(26) 10.0(688) 10.2(714) 

Larceny 17.3(986) 8.0(350) 14.9(1336) 

Auto theft 0.0(41) 7.8(331) 7.0(372) 

Fraud 27.6(58) 20.8(130 ) 22.9(188 ) 

Burglary 12.3(495) 2.5(679) 6.6(1174) 

Property destruction 9.5(158) 33.3(6) 10.4(164) 
Al~son 16.7(6) 26.9(26) 25.0(32) 

Robbery 0.0(4) 2.3(213) 2.3(217) 
BUl~glary 17.0{199) 2.3(173) 10.2(372) 

Larceny. 31.9(913) 6.8(146) 28.4(1059) 

Embezzlement and fraud 31.0(129) 28.4(176) 29.5(305) 
\ ", 

Auto theft " ~3.3(3) 4.2(71 ) 5.4(74) 

Arson 100.0(1) 14.3(7) 25.0(8) 
I 

Property destruction 8.9(56) 0.0(8) 7.8(64) 

I Crimes without Weapons offenses - gun 8.9(664) 4.9(163) 8.1 (827) 

i 

identifiable Weapons offenses - other 9.0(177) 11 . 1 (36) 9.4(213) 
victims 

Gambling 15.8(215) 19.7(157) 17.5(372) 

Consensual sex offenses 80.7(795) 2.4{41 ) 76.9(836) 

Drug offenses 10.1 (1804) 4.4(68) 9.9(1872) 

Bail violations and prison breach 18.8(420) 11.2(215) 16.2(635) 

Crimes which could not be classified 19.5(179) 12.6 (103) 17.0(282) 

TOTAL 21.2(8690) 10.2(6750) 16.4(15440) 
-----

Note: The number of cases (nls) are shoVJn in parentheses for each category. N:= 15,440. 
The 20 cases that were not classified as either a misdemeanor or a felony, were excluded 
from the distribution. 
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The largest proportion, 43 percent of all female crimes, was vic­

timless (25 percent of all female offenses was prostitution); another 

23 percent \'las violent (17 percent assaults), 32 percent against proper­

ty (20 percent was larceny), and 2 percent all other offenses. This 

compares to a distribution of all male ctimes of 28 percent victim­

less, 35 percent violent crimes, 35 percent ctimes against property 

and 2 percent other offenses. 

One way of obtaining insights on the pattern of criminal behavior 

of males and females is to compare the relative fl"equency of different 

offense type~ within each age group. When looking at the relative fre­

quency of Violent, property and v'ictimless crimes within ag<.~ groups for 

women (Table 2), the age group with the highest relative frequency of 

TABLE 2 

The Relative Proportion of Various Offense Types 

Charged to Females, within Age Groups 

Offense Type 
Age Total 

Violent Pl~operty Victimless 

Under 16 0 66.6 33.3 100. (6) 
16-20 14.7 38. 47.3 100. (484) 
21-25 13.6 29.4 57. 100. (907) 
26-30 25.6 33.3 41. 100. (414) 
31-35 38.3 41. 7 19.9 100. (206) 
36-40 48.6 33.3 18. 1 100. ( 138) 
41-45 50.4 28.2 2l.4 100. (117) 

46 and ovet 38.4 26.8 34.7 100. (216 ) 
Tota 1 23.6 32.8 43.6 100. 

(588) (816 ) (1 08~.) (2488) 
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victimless crimes is 21-25. The highest relative frequency of propGl'ty 

crimes is in the 31-35 age group, ~'Jhi1e' victimless crim8s I'each theil' 

highest relative share at the 41-45 age group. 

As mentioned earlier, these different types of criminal behavior 

may be linked to women's changing roles and functions in their life 

cycle. For men, the order was somev/hat different (Table 3): property 

crimes teached their highest frequency l'elat;ve to the othel' crime 

types, in the age group 16-20, follO\ved by violent and victimless 

crimes, both teaching their highest relative fl'equency at the age of 

46 and over. In tenns of specifi c crime categori es: prostituti on was 

the most frequent crime charged agitinst v;omen betvleen tLG ages of 16 

TABLE 3 

The Re1 ati ve Proporti on of Vari GUS Offense Tyres. 

Charged to Males~ within Age Groups 

Offense Type 
Age Total 

Violent Property Victimless 

Undel" 16 44.4 27.8 27.8 1 00. (18 ) 

'16-20 31. 43.8 25.2 1 00. (2636) 

21,~25 31.6 38.4 30. 100. (3819) 

26-30 36.5 35.5 28. 100. (214-7) 

31-35, 40.5 30.1 29.4 100. (1301 ) 

36-40 38.2 32.5 29.3 100. (877 ) 

41-45 39.8 31.7 28.5 100. (578) 

46 and over 42.4 23.1 34.5 100. (1298) 

Total 35.2 35.9 28.9 100. 
(4460) (4551 ) (3672 ) (12683) 
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to 30, and aggravated assault for all women over 30. For males, the 

single h'jghest category was dtug offenses up to age 30, and aggravated 

assaul t over 30. 

A further inspection of Tables 2 and 3 shows that the relative 

frequency of different crime categories for men and women varied con­

siderab'ly with age. Between the ages of 36 and 45, the percent of 

female crime that was violent was higher than the percent of male 

crime that was violent (48 percent and 38 percent, respectively). 

Simil arly, property crime was relat i vely more prevalent among females 

than males between the ages of 31 to 40 (37 percent and 30 percent, re-

spectively. Victimless crimes were relatively more frequent for fe­

males compared to males in the younger age group of 16 to 30 (consti­

tuting 50 pe~cent of all female crime, but only 27 percent of all male 

crime for that age group). 

Although the District of Columbia is not typical in the race compo­

sition of its residents, offense types of the two sexes were further' 

analyzed by l"ace, .in order to obtain some insights on criminal behaviol" 

pattern~. 

In general, both for males and females, the white offender seemed 

mOl"e involved in victimless crimes, the black offender in violent and 

propetty crimes. When comparing the internGl distribution of offenses 

within each l"ace/sex group, black female offenses seemed to resemble 

that of the black male to a greater extent than that of the white fe­

male (Chart I). The most striking race diffel"ence fol" women was in 

the "violent cl"'ime" category: it constituted only 9 percent of white 

female offenses, but almost 26 percent of black female offenses. The 

-13-

; . 

H ' .. 

." 

Percent 
Offenses 

100 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 

40 -

30 

20 

10 

Chart I. Di stri buti on of Offenses \~ithi n the Four 

Race-Sex Groups of Defendants 

27. 

Black 
t~a 1 e s 

40. 

Black 
Females 

Violent crime 

Propey'ty crime 

. < ,. 

44.5 

-14-

l ," 

64.3 

\~hi te 
Females 

Vi ctiml ess c\~ime 

Other crime 

Race and Sex 



same gilp held true fol" property crimes. On the other hand, victimless 

crimes accounted for 64 percent of white female arrests, compared to 

only 40 percent for black females. 

The findings might support the hypothesis mentioned previously 

(by vJolfgang and Ferl"acuti, and by Adler)' and might serve as a possible 

prediction for future changes in female crime patterns. If black 

women can indeed be viewed as forerunners of a future increase in 

economic participation15 and social position for all wqmen, one can ex­

pect a relative increase in violent and property crimes and a corres­

ponding decrease in victimless crimes. This, in turn, might eventually 

change the prevailing social values and expectations concerning the per­

ception of cel"tain types of deviant behavior as being more "masculine" 

or "feminine," and point to social and economic factors, rather than 

sex, as determinants of crime patterns. 

There seems to be a positive relationship between unemployment and 

offense tlP.§,: Violent offenders had relatively lower rates of unemploy­

ment than property 'offenders, with vi ctiml ess crimes situated between 

,15 The Stat'istic(ll Abstl~act of the Un"ited States, 1974, in its analvsis 
of eiiil)fci.Yl1iellf"fi:;-·~·n-d$[labTG-5-4:r;·-p-. J37T:'poTnlsto sOllle i,ntetesting race' 
diffcl~cnccs. Seventy-ni ne pel~cent of the \"hite ma'i e 1 abOl~ force vms 
employed in 1973~ as conlpared to 72.3 pel"ccnt of the black male labot 
fOl'ce, \'Ihi 1 e only 43.6 percent of the. white female 1 abor force worked ~ , 
compared to 48.5 percent of the b 1 a'tk female 1 abor force .. \'Jl1en comparl ng 
19GO and '1973 figul'es, black female rates changed only sllghtly from 47.2 
percent to 48.5 percent, wllile the largest gain in employ~e~t \'I~s by 
wlrite fcma'ies from 36 per-cent to 4·3,6 pel"cent. 1·1ale partlc'Ipat'10n dropped 
for botll races: from 82.6 to 79 percent for white males, from 80.1 to 72~3 
percent for black males. This might indicate a trend toward clo~ing the 
gap in economic status between the sexes and might have an effect on future 
patterns of crime. 
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these two categories, although the relationship appears to hold stronger 

for males than for females. (In terms of motivation, prostitution is 

usually considered a property offense; and for that reason, it was added 

to property rather than vi ctiml ess cl~imes.) 

The same general picture ~merges when looking at specific offense 

categories with the highest and lowest pel"centages of unemployed offen­

ders. Males charged with assaults, forcible sex, and gun offenses had 

the lowest rates (between 29-33 percent) of unemploymant, compared to 

the property motivated offenses of robber'y, burglary, and auto theft 

charged to males with high unemployment rates (between 56-68 percent). 

Again, for \'Iomen the findings are less consistent and point to the 

possibility of employment being a less significant explanatory variable. 

While women with the highest rate of unemployment (80-89 pet'cent) con­

formed to the male pattern and were charged with crimes seemingly prop­

el'ty moti vated, 1 i ke robbel~y and prostituti on, the offenses chal'ged to 

women with low unemployment rates (between 40-57 percent) followed no 

specific pattern. 

As was pl'eviously shown, over half of the offenders handled by the 

criminal justice system had at least one previous arrest. Recidivism 

was evaluated based on reat'rest, not necessal~ily for the same crime. 

For both sex groups, black offenders were more recidivistic, although 

the gap was larger for males than females. Recidivists were also not 

equally distributed by type crime, among those charged with various 

offenses. FOl' males, robbery was the offense charged to the hi ghest 

proportion of recidivists (66.4 pel'cent), followed by homicide and prop­

erty cl~;mes against residence and business. For females, the pattern 
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was different: most of the recidivists were found in victimless crimes; 

followed by robbery and homicide. Victimless crime was the on'ly cate­

gory in which the percentage of female recidivists was as high as that 

of the male recidivists: 52 percent. Given the current concern with 

recidivism, a further look at this most recidivistic female group, 

the one comnritting victimless crimes, is of intel~est. /\I11on0 the fer.1ale 

recidivists chnrged with victimless crimes 65 percent had their current 

arrest for prostitution, another 11 percent for drug offenses, 5 percent 

for weapon offenses, 3 percent fol" gamb 1 i ng, and 16 percent for ba 11 vi 0-

lations. Eighteen percent of all the females arrested in the District 

of Columbia in 1973 were pl"ostitutes and addicts with previous arrest 

records. The literature indicates that, for a majority of these recidi­

vists, their prior arrests were also for victimless crimes. 16 Some 

indication to the same effect can be found from the PROMIS data based 

on offenders, rather than offenses. The 2,537 female offenses in 1973 

were accounted fol" by 2,031 female offenders. In other words, 402 or 

16 pel'cent of the female offenses were chal~ged to women who were arl'ested 

more than once within a year. Forty-one percent or 261 of the 643 

prostitution ca~es were charged to women recidivating within 1973, but 
1 

it may be that many of these were the same women going through the "l"e­

vo1ving" doors of justice, paying their dlAes, and retul"ning to tbe 

streets without ,any change or l"ehabilitation. 

16 ~1arshal1 B. Clinard, Sociology of Deviant Behavior, New York, Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, Inc., 1974, pp. 507 and 522. 
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Although prostitution and dl"ug addiction constitute illegal, and in 

the opinion of some, also immol"al behaviol", the women being al"restud 

~ime and again for these offenses pl'obably do not fit the intended defi­

nition of the "cal"eer cl"iminal,i1 causing serious harm to society and 

justifying concentrated efforts for punishment. By nature, Pl"ost'itu­

tion and addiction are status offenses, embl"acing not only the offendel"'s 

actions but his whole being. And indeed, if this status is viewed as 

undes i rab 1 e JnOl'a lly Ol" othel"wi se) a better and mOl"e effecti ve way to 

deal with it may be outside of the cl"iminal justice system so that the 

reSOUl"ces of the cl"iminal justice system could be more successfully 

focused on the serious offender, male or female. 

Seriousness of the Offense. The most fl"equent fOl"m of female crime 

. 1 I d 'lO" as measured by the l"evised Sellin-Wolfgang Sel"10USness sca C, 1a a 

score of seriousness compared to a 1 to 9 SCOl"e fol" male crime. 

Females also scored lower on the loss involved in propel"ty crimes: 

in only 30 pel"cent of the female crimes (compared to 38 percent fol" males) 

was thel"e any theft" damage Ol" destructi on of pl"operty. 

Victim-Offendel" Relationshi~. The original question concel"ning 

victim-offender l"elationships covel"ed the following alternatives: family~ 

fl"iend Ol" acquaintance, complete stNnger, and unknown. Howevel", th~ 

categol"Y "unknown" lacked consistency and l"eliability due to different 

intel"preta~ions on the part of the policemen-respondents filling it out. 

Fol" that l"eason, the following analysis, based only on the first thl"ee 

a lternati ves, dr'ops the Y'esponse category of II un knDl>.Jn ," and covers a 

total of 8,000 cases. 
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Females were charged with relatively more crimes against family, 

while males were charged with relatively more crimes against friends, 

acquaintances, or strangers. This finding is consistent with the dif­

ferent offense patterns of the two sexes, and with their respective 

social behavior. Women's activity tends to be concentrated around the 

home, while men generally spend more time on the street, with groups of 

friends, or at work. 

11hen subdividing victilll type by offense, further evidence of this 

differential pattern emerges. Female offenses against friends and fami­

ly tended to be more violent than male offenses (Chart II). Both in 

the violent and property crime category, women victimize family, friends 

and acquaintances more than men do. 

II 1. Handl i ng of Female Offens~ the Crimi na 1 Justi ce System, 

The final disposition of case~ brou£ht against females was studied 

as they passed through the "channels of justice," with special attention 

given to the question of evenhandedness. 

Final Disposition. In analyzing dispositions, the following cate­

gories were used: case still open, case not accepted at screening, case 
I 

dropped after sc~eening (including nolle prosequi, dismissal for want 

of prosecution, and grand jUI"y ignoramus), not guilty, plea, guilty other 
I 

than plea, and a residual category of other dispositions (mainly diver-

sion programs). 

Most cases, for both sexes, dropped out of the system either before 

or after screening rather than resulting in conviction. Offenses charged, 

to women were accepted at screening relatively more often, but they also 

had a higher rate of being dropped at some point later. 
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There were some differences on racial lines (Table 4). Females of 

both races had mostly similar dispositions) but white males seemed to 

fare better than their black counterparts: only 21 percent of the white 

males were founLi guilty, compared to 30 percent of the blacks. Sixty­

seven percent of the white males dropped out of the system before or after 

screening compared to 56 percent blacks. But this difference might be 

explained by the different type and seriousness of the offenses committed 

by black and white males) and does not necessarily imply lack of evenhand­

edness. 

... _-.... __ .-......---... -.. •. ...,... 

TABLE 4 

Pel~cent Distribution of Offense_b.,LType. of Disposition 
--------Ana-be{=endatit.ysl~.c(~ and Sex -----

Offender's Male Female Sex & 
Race 

Disp~sition White Black Total % \4hi te Black Total % 
--. _ ... 

Open 8. 9. 8.9 8.9 9.4 9.4 

No Paper 28.7 23.1 23.7 19.9 19.1 19.2 

Dropped after papering 38.7 32.6 33. 1 35. 37.5 37.1 

Not Guilty 2.4 4.4 4.2 6.5 4.7 5. 

Gui 1 ty (plea or other) 21. 30.1 29.3 28.3 28.9 28.8 

Other 1.2 .7 .8 1.5 .4 .6 
-"'- ~~",.--- . 

Total Pel~cent 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(No. cases) (1195 ) (11406) (12601 ) (403) (2011 ) (2414) 
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~~hen contro"lling for .Q.ffens~ type, the findings shO\'J interesting 

differences in disposition: for "male-type" violent and property cl"im2s) 

females had their cases dropped more frequently, and males were more 

often found gui lty. For "fema 1 e-type" vi ctiml ass crimes, the pi ctul'e 

'l'ms reversed. and males en.ioved more leniency relative to fc'lililles (Tt1ble 5). 

Tab 1 e 5 

Percent Cases Dropped 2!~.D.di nU.J.!LfgJlyj cti ~n_~ 
by Offense Type ane! Defendant ~5.-2CL~ 

--~-.--"-~---~-

Selected Forms 
Dropped before or of Disposition Gui lty and after Papering 

Offendet~' s 
Sex -

Offense ~1a 1 es Females Males Females 
Type 

Violent 58.4 66 26 21.3 

Property 53 65.7 32.3 22. 
..:I> 

Victimless 60 46 29.4 36.4 

Other 56 43 23.4 26.5 

--

This tends to support the hypothesis that females are viewed as marginal 

to the male \'Jorld. \~h~n they commit "masculine" crimes, they are judged 

with patronizing leniency. When they engaged in "feminine" offenses, they 

violate the values society assigns to female mora"lity and since they pose 

a threat to the existing order, they are punished more severely. In 
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light of the previous finding about the different offense patterns of 

white and black females, the question wo.s raised as to the effect of 

race on _disposition, controlling for offense type atlQ..-.?_ex. 

As an operational indicator of leniency (or the lack of it), rates 

of dropping out of the system as compared to rates of conviction were 

" 

used. The fol1O\·Jing inferences are suggested by 't.""his analysis (Chart III). 
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Chart III. Percent Cases Found Guilty by Offense Type and 

Defendant's Race and Sex 
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Victimless 
Offense 
Types 

For whites, fema~es fared better than males in property crimes, worse 

in violent and victimless cl'imes. Foy' blacks, females seemed to be dealt 

with more leniently than males in both violent and property crimes, more 

harshly in victimless crimes. Further, white females fared better than 

black females in the dispOSition of property and victimless crimes, but 

not in violent crimes. And finally, white males fared better than black 

males in all of the offense categories. 
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In view of these findin9s~ the d-iffm1 ential in disposit'ion beb'leen 

males and females as hypothesized by F. Adler, and reported earlier in 

this study, seems to be accounted for mainly by the difference between 

black male and female offenders; i.e., the hypothes'is that feme,les are 

tl"eated more har'shly in victimless cl1 imes and mot's leniently in violent 

and property crimes seems to be supported when considet'ing blacl~ male 

and black female offender's, but not \.,rhHes. In interpl'eting these find­

ings, one should be reminded of several other independent variables that 

mi ght affect di spos Hi ons, such as se\"i ousness of offen'se or offender I s 

previous criminal history, vlhich were not controlled for in the present 

analysis. Yet, at least in vievling victimless crimes that have equa.lly 

low scores of se\"iousness and equal \"ates of recidivists fo\" both sexes, 

a different criterion for disposition seems to be at work, i.e., one 

based on the sex of the offender. 

IV. Conclusions 

The data presented covel" all known female offenses of one year in 

Washington, D.C. A~though there are limitations to conclusions based 

only on knovin statistics from one city, the find'ings might suggest some 
i 
1 

answers about female cl"ime. 

In recent y~ars, public opinion, shared by laymen and professionals 

alike, predicted an increase in the amount and sel"iousness of female 

crime. This prediction was not tested directly by these findings, but 

it is important to note that female crime is still only a fraction of 

all crime and includes mainly nonserious, victimless offenses. 
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As this research continues into its second and third year, some 

further comparative analyses of female crime will be conducted to learn 

about trends and changes over time. 

To sum up the major findings, the female offender in the District 

of Columbia tended to be young, black, and un0mployed. Most frequently, 

shr was c!lilrged with victimless crim2s that had minimal ratings of seri­

ousness. About one-fifth of the female crimes was violent, and its main 

targets v/ere family and fd ends. Typi ca lly, younger VJQmen seemed to be 

involved in prostitution, middle-aged women in larceny, and older women 

in assault, which might suggest a relationship between women's offense 

patterns and their social roles at different points in their life cycle. 

Black female offenders were charged with a much larger proportion of vio­

lent and property crimes than their white counterparts, and this fact 

might be used as an indicator for the trend all female crime will fol­

low in the future. 

A relatively large proportion of the women had a previous arrest 

record, and about one in six female offenders had more than one arrest 

in the District of Columbia for 1973. 

Generally, women seemed to fare better in the criminal justice sys­

tem in terms of having their cases dropped and being convicted less. 

But this held tl"ue only for violent and ptopetty ctimes. In the victim­

less crime category, the picture \'Jas reversed, and females were treated 

more harshly than males. A large proportion of these offenses ate 

chatged against recidivists, mainly prostitutes. These offenses place a 

setious burden on the lal" enforcement agencies, and the ctiminal justice 

system apparently has little effect on these crimes, with repsect to 
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detertence or rehabilitation. It also appeats that the ideal of even­

handedness is not completely fulfilled in regard to these female offenders. 

One suggestion of this study for the legislator and the heavily 

ovetburdened criminal justice system would be to legalize some offenses 

(namely, the victimless ones) or stop prosecuting them. The first 

alternative is the more desirable because non~rosecution of le0al-
" 

ly forbidden behavior breeds contempt for the law, discrimination,'~nd 

other possible undesitable practices. 

If prostitution, gambling, and other "marginal" deviations were not 

considered illegal, the system could channel more of its time, manpower, 

and resources to deal with serious, violent crimes and guarantee a higher 

rate of arrest, prosecution, conviction, and some more innovative and 

effective correctional programs for those offenders, male and female, 

who cause the most harm to society. 
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