


The double deviance concept suggests that women offenders are often confronted with added layers of stigma and judgment, which can influence their experiences within the criminal justice system, the media portrayal of their crimes, and societal reactions to their actions (Seaman et al., 2022). The way societies build and perceive crime, gender, and deviance is profoundly ingrained in the significance of gender norms and cultural expectations regarding female criminality. An example of this is the unexpectedness of a woman committing a crime. Society is frequently surprised by female criminality because it defies the prevalent perception of women as nurturing, carers, or passive people (O’Neill et al., 2012). When women commit crimes, particularly violent ones, people find it more startling than when men do the same crimes. Due to the gender norms in society and the perception of the typical “innocent” behaviour of females, it makes it harder for women to break this stereotype when they are treated much harsher in the criminal justice system. In spite of the evidence that double deviance manifests itself in media representations, sentencing inconsistencies, and society responses to female offenders, this essay will contend that the concept's completeness is called into question by a number of subtleties and complexities.

Historically, women were seen in a very black-and-white way: as either completely good and pure or as totally bad and immoral (Mills, 1994). These kinds of restrictions on women were common in ancient religious and legal writings. An example of this being when criminologist Cesare Lombroso (1895) regarded woman criminals as “unnatural” and unlike the “passive and virtuous” woman character. Over the ages, women's roles have changed dramatically. Women were traditionally viewed as homemakers or carers. It was considered doubly unorthodox to deviate from this duty, particularly in the form of criminal behaviour (Webster, 2019). Due to women assuming roles that had previously been held by men, attitudes of women's duties began to shift significantly after the two World Wars. The emergence of feminist movements after these wars further questioned established gender roles. Feminist criminology first appeared in the 1960s and 1970s, challenging conventional, frequently male-centric criminological views. The criminal justice system and society at large, according to feminist criminologists, are patriarchal, which causes special problems for female offenders (Chesney, 1986). The idea of double deviance emerged in this environment, emphasising the extra burden experienced by women who broke gender standards in addition to committing crimes. As societies have evolved, different gender roles are now more widely accepted. Still, some communities and subcultures hold onto outdated ideas, and female criminality is still seen through the perspective of double deviance (Belknap, 2010). Feminist criminologists of today are still researching the difficulties encountered by female offenders, as well as how society expectations and gender norms influence these difficulties. The modern day approach to woman offenders is at a more understanding and considerate state than in the past, however parts of society still look at woman as “innocent” and hold a more outdated view.



Gender norms are outlines made by society that gives specific behaviours, attitudes, and characteristics to each separate gender (Cislaghi et al., 2020). Women have always been associated with caring and taking care of the family. According to this perspective, women should be emotional, submissive, and empathetic. On the other hand, men have historically been seen as the providers of income, guardians, and sources of power. They are frequently expected to be domineering, emotionless, and authoritative. Individuals who don't follow these standards frequently experience prejudice, stigma, or harsh judgement. When women act outside of their "designated" roles, the consequences of their conduct are heightened by the social backlash they may face, particularly when it comes to criminal activity. Feminist movements started questioning established gender roles and promoting women's equality, autonomy, and rights in the late 19th century (Kittay, 2019). The dynamics of the workforce were changed by the two World Wars, industrialisation, and the emergence of service economies in many regions of the world. Social expectations changed when women started to assume roles outside the house. In many societies today, gender roles are understood more loosely and a range of identities and behaviours are accepted but there are still traces of traditional rules that hold sway in certain situations (Gupta et al., 2019). Gender norms in society present a distinct set of difficulties for female offenders. Not only do their illegal activities shape how people see them, but so does the degree to which their behaviours conform to or depart from conventional notions of femininity. For example, shock value and social reaction can be higher for a violent crime committed by a woman than for a similar crime committed by a male (Smart, 2013). This is due to the perception that violence violates not only the law but also the traditional expectation that women should be gentle and nurturing.

Vicky Pryce, a former MP, received media attention in 2013 when she claimed to have been subjected to "marital coercion" after receiving speeding points for her husband.  The court sentenced her to eight months in jail, despite her well-known and compassionate past (Walker, 2013). This decision provoked discussion regarding the justice of the punishment in comparison to male peers in comparable circumstances as well as the expectations of loyalty that are frequently placed on women. Another example of double deviance is the way Myra Hindley, who was responsible for the Moors murders in the 1960s, was portrayed in the media. The media frequently referred to Hindley as "the most evil woman in Britain," concentrating heavily on her gender and her violation of maternal femininity rather than just her criminal activities (Viki et al., 2005). The media narrative fixates not on the heinous murders committed by a woman but on the disbelief that a woman could perpetrate such acts. As a result, her image became one of the most notorious in British criminal history. The complex stigma that female prisoners faced was highlighted by a study on the treatment of women in HM Prison Holloway, which had been in operation for more than 150 years prior to its closure. Women in the prison reported feeling more judged, especially those who had children (Medlicott, 2012). This judgment was not limited to their criminal actions but extended to their failure to fulfil the socially sanctioned role of a mother. These women had committed two "crimes" in the eyes of society. That being the actual legal offence and the moral offence of abandoning their position as mothers.  Mothers' particular demands were not always met by the jail environment or the attitudes of the staff, which frequently reflected this perception. For instance, the insufficient facilities for preserving maternal relationships during jail and the restricted visitation rights increased the perception of being a "bad mother." Studies on women released from HMP Bronzefield, the biggest women's prison in Europe, have shed light on female reintegration in the UK and indicate that re-entering society can be difficult for ex-offenders who have experienced a "double stigma." In addition to the difficulties they experience as ex-offenders, they also have to contend with the weight of society's expectations of femininity and decorum when resuming their responsibilities as mothers, employees, and members of the community (Birkett, 2017). Drawing from the work of Lightowlers (2018), the Crown Court Sentencing Survey presents a complex picture of gender and sentencing within the UK justice system. Lightowlers' research found that when intoxication is a factor, female defendants' cases are twice as likely to be perceived more seriously than those of their male counterparts. This suggests that women are judged more harshly on several fronts: their history with alcohol, their family life, interactions with social services, and any previous cases. Such findings contribute to a critical debate on gender in criminal justice, with two polarised views emerging. On one side of the debate are those who advocate the ‘chivalry’ thesis, proposing that women are treated with greater leniency. On the other are proponents of the ‘double deviance’ concept, who argue that women receive more severe treatment due to the added layer of judgment cast upon them for violating both legal and gender norms. Lightowlers' findings add significant weight to the latter standpoint, challenging the notion that leniency is uniformly afforded to female offenders and underscoring the multifaceted nature of gender biases in the courtroom.

Carol Smith (2013) provides a critical perspective on the intensifying focus of women related crimes within the UK criminal justice system. She warns of a potential Pandora's Box effect, where the well-intentioned elevation of female criminality's profile could lead to severe repercussions. Echoing this apprehension, Snyder has noted a counterintuitive global trend. As criminal justice systems have become more attentive to women, partly due to feminist-driven degrees, the consequence unfortunately has been the meting out of harsher punishments for female offenders. This phenomenon is not unique to any one jurisdiction. Worrall has observed analogous patterns in the treatment of young female delinquents both in the UK and Australia (Carrington, 2013). Meanwhile, research by Steffensmeier and his associates in the US context has debated whether the uptick in recorded female violence is due to actual behavioural shifts or is a reflection of policy changes. Their findings lean towards the latter, attributing this trend to a broader societal movement towards gender equality and a heightened consciousness of gender issues (Heidensohn, 2012). This body of research collectively implies that as the pursuit of gender parity informs policy and practice, the UK's criminal justice system has significantly recalibrated its approach to women. However, these changes have not necessarily aligned with the initial aspirations of feminist researchers and advocates.

There are numerous different implications and consequences for women who face double deviance. Women facing double deviance may endure compounded psychological stress. Experiencing judgement and stigmatisation not only as offenders but also as transgressors of gender norms can exacerbate emotions of guilt, humiliation, and stigma (Gelsthorpe, 2010). Their sense of self-worth, identity, and mental health may all be significantly impacted by this. As well as this, one of the most common signs of double deviance is the unfair sentencing in the criminal justice system. The concept of double deviance can also tie into female interactions with police officers. An individual officer may hold conscious or unconscious biases, with female suspects potentially judged against societal expectations of female behaviour. Such biases could lead to differential treatment during arrest and interrogation, especially for women whose alleged offences challenge traditional gender roles.

The concept of double deviance has provided a critical lens through which to view the experiences of women within the UK's criminal justice system, offering insights into the pervasive nature of gender bias and its repercussions (Bontrager et al., 2013). This essay has addressed the various issues that female offenders face and shows that the criminal justice system that is not always equipped to address or even acknowledge the stigmatisation that accompanies violations of societal gender norms. The patriarchal foundations of legal and societal structures have long been emphasised by feminist criminologists, but the cases of Vicky Pryce and Myra Hindley highlight the ongoing shock and increased condemnation that women who commit crimes, especially violent ones, face, shattering the stereotype of feminine nurture and passivity. The research by Lightowlers (2018) underscores a stark reality. Women in the UK may confront harsher judicial outcomes, particularly when stereotypes about alcohol consumption and family responsibilities are at play, challenging the chivalry thesis and bolstering the double deviance discourse. As such, the legal system's interaction with female offenders remains a reflection of wider societal beliefs about gender that are slow to evolve, despite advances in gender equality. Acknowledging these biases is paramount, as is the need for continued scholarly examination and policy reform to ensure a just and equitable approach to female criminality, free from the constraints of historical gender constructs.
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