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University of Cincinnati
The Female Offender, by Cesare Lombroso, was the first modern criminological text
to focus on the woman as a criminal. Lombroso, the Italian psychiatrist and physician,
is often cited as the father of criminology, for turning to the individual as the subject
of study in crime rather than the crime itself. This new approach to criminal studies is
cited by Nicole Hahn Rafter and Mary Gibson as criminal anthropology, the study of the
“human body” and the human mind/psychology. In taking this anthropological approach
to criminology Lombroso established his theory of the born criminal, a subspecies of the
human race. Today, criminology has moved away from such notions of crime as natural
or born into the person, and thus The Female Offender is widely discredited.

Lombroso's The Female Offender is the first and most widely cited English translation
of his Italian text, La Donna Delinquente, published in 1893. Note that a new and
extended translation is now available, translated by Rafter and Gibson, titled Criminal
Woman, the Prostitute, and the Normal Woman. The text is a companion piece to
Criminal Man. Both texts are seminal studies in criminal anthropology and are also often
categorized as part of phrenology, the determination of people's character, including
their criminality, through the study of skulls and cranial abnormalities. Lombroso uses
these criminological [p. 566 ↓ ] approaches in The Female Offender to conceptualize
the female born criminal.

In The Female Offender Lombroso sets out to profile the characteristics—the physical
and moral attributes—of the female born criminal that distinguish the depraved female
criminal type from the occasional criminal and normal woman. Lombroso also makes
comparisons between criminal women and criminal men, often using the terms
virile and virility to refer to the masculine qualities of female offenders. The female
born criminal is a composite of many physiological, psychological, and behavioral
characteristics that make her naturally crime prone. He categorizes some of these
attributes as degenerative, exhibiting devolution, or as atavistic, throwbacks with
primitive qualities. For both men and women, Lombroso argues, the criminal can be
born, rather than made.
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Lombroso's analysis of the female offender looks particularly at women who committed
the following offenses: homicide, murder, infanticide, arson, poisoning, theft, wounding,
rape, and prostitution. Throughout the text, he contrasts the characteristics of offenders
of the majority of these crimes from those of prostitutes; the prostitute is not only
treated as a sexual deviant by Lombroso but also is considered a serious criminal
type. Lombroso's analysis, however, relies on his argument that women are inherently
morally weaker, and inferior to men. The normal woman, who typically avoids crime and
partakes in normative female roles, still has the potential to commit crime due to the
inferior morality in all women. For this reason, although the born female criminal is rare,
when she is found she is worse than her male counterpart in depravity.

Physical Anomalies and Crime

In The Female Offender Lombroso begins his work by defending the use of
anthropometry, the measurement of the human body, and the study of anomalies,
those characteristics that differ from the norm or what distinguishes the criminal from
the normal woman. The analysis of the criminal woman starts with statistical measures
of cranial capacity and other head and skull measurements. Lombroso finds through
a comparison of his own work to that of other scientists that criminal women have a
smaller cranial capacity than normal women. The cranial capacity of female criminals
and prostitutes is more like that of lunatics than the normal woman. Additionally, he
also finds that the jaw of female offenders is heavier and more masculine than normal
women. Overall, criminal women's skulls are more like men's skulls than normal
women's skulls, but the criminal male cranium exhibits more anomalies than the female.
While the skull for both criminals and normal women tend toward short headedness,
the criminal group exhibits degeneration at a higher rate. Through cranial analysis,
Lombroso shows that while not all female criminals and prostitutes have the identified
characteristics, a higher percentage of criminals exhibit the anomalies than do normal
women. Rather than concluding that “all criminals have” cranial anomalies, he asserts
that a “higher proportion than” average have such anomalies.

Among the many physiological characteristics that Lombroso identified as indicative
of criminality in women, he included hair, skin, eyes, and hands. Criminal women,
particularly in murder, theft, and prostitution, are close to or above average female
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weight but are rarely of average height. For prostitutes, the proportion of arm
span to height is smaller than other women. Lombroso explains that good arm
span is developed in those women who labor. On the other hand, prostitutes had
disproportionately larger hands and shorter and narrower feet. Criminals and prostitutes
tend to have darker hair, although there are more light-haired women in prostitution
because of the demand for them, and criminal women turn grey faster than their male
counterparts and normal women. These women also go bald less frequently than
others. Prostitutes and thieves have darker eyes. Aged criminal women will exhibit more
prominent wrinkles, which Lombroso likens to a typical witch image. In terms of age,
criminality is more common among older women.

More facial anomalies found in the criminal type include a receding forehead, over-
jutting brows, projecting cheekbones, oversized lower jaw, abnormal or projecting
ears, unaligned eyes, and anomalous teeth. There is also a prevalence of masculine
characteristics among the criminal female kind. Traits that Lombroso categorized
as degenerative or atavistic, found particularly among the prostitute, included hairy
moles, general hairiness, enlarged jaw muscles, and manly larynx, [p. 567 ↓ ] which
produced a deep voice. Both female criminals and prostitutes can have degenerative
appearances, but the prostitute exhibits less unattractive and virile qualities. Part
of Lombroso's explanation for this difference is that prostitutes need to attract men.
He further argues that, while these women may bare a degenerative or masculine
appearance, sexual drive may cause a man to overlook these unattractive qualities and
attribute more sensitivity and passion to these women than they deserve.

Although he asserts that some of the aforementioned anomalies could be attributed
to regional, ethnic differences in physiological development (i.e., cephalic index),
Lombroso argues that the measurable anomalies are significantly consistent among
the criminal class to warrant the conclusion that there are distinct features to the skulls,
facial structures, and other attributes of criminal women. The criminal man, however,
has a higher number of notable anomalies when compared to his female counterpart.
Lombroso's findings were not statistically overwhelming, but he found them of enough
value to conclude that physiologically there are visible and measurable indicators to
criminality.

http://www.sagepub.com
http://knowledge.sagepub.com


SAGE

Copyright ©2013 SAGE knowledge

Page 5 of 8 Encyclopedia of Criminological Theory: Lombroso,
Cesare: The Female Offender

The Female Criminal Type

Lombroso contends that the female criminal type is a rare find, and more rare than her
male counterpart. The female offender is also less obvious than the male type because
the male exhibits more anomalies than the female, and so the female criminal type can
even look normal. Lombroso defines the female criminal type as one who has four or
more of the degenerative characteristics listed above (a half-type would have at least
three).

The criminal type's degenerative characteristics or anomalies in both male and females
are indicative of atavism, a primordial-like existence. Lombroso even argued that all
women are naturally more atavistic than men. He contended that this lack of evolution in
the female is the result of her conservatism and sedentary state as the care-taker, who
remains in the home while the male moves about the environment, adapting. This lack
of need for adaptation explains why the female criminal type exhibits fewer anomalies
than her male counterpart. Additionally, the female, according to Lombroso, is naturally
less inclined to offend. She may be found as an occasional offender, and when a born
criminal she may require some level of beauty or attractiveness to commit her crimes.
These are all reasons for the lesser prevalence of anomalies in female criminal types.

Female Born Criminal

Although the female criminal may be more rare than the rather prevalent male criminal,
according to Lombroso she is the more ferocious of criminal types. The female born
criminal's capacity for cruelty is also stronger than the male. She kills, but also makes
the victim suffer. In Lombroso's analysis, women in general are found to be immature,
sharing traits with children, including vengefulness, jealousy, and cruelty. Every woman
naturally has a moral deficiency; she is a semi-criminal. While in the normal woman
these characteristics can be subdued by religion, maternity, sexual frigidity, or lesser
intelligence, the drive for evil in the born criminal lacks in these controls. The female
born criminal is lacking in maternal drive and piety. Instead, she is driven by passions
—a highly erotic sensibility—that, when combined with her intelligence and physical
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strength, enables her to commit the greatest of offenses. The latent fund of wickedness
in all women comes to fruition in the born criminal.

The born criminal woman differs from the normal woman on multiple matters of sociality
and morality. Lombroso argues that because the female born criminal is more like a
male, she is wanting of maternal feeling. Not only does she not have maternal affection,
but also she would make a bad mother. He further cites her overt sexuality as cause
for bad motherhood. Religiosity is not wholly absent from the born criminal, for she
may pray for the souls of those she murders or pray for spiritual assistance in the
commission of the crime. For these women, however, religion does not serve to deter
them from offending. The born criminal woman expresses kindness as a means for
egoist motivations. Her kindness is not always authentic and is short in duration.

In terms of motivation for offending, the female born criminal can be motivated by
revenge. This is less often found in the male born criminal. However, the vengeance
of the female born criminal is not impulsive, but a process that engages her [p. 568

↓ ] intelligence and takes time. Premeditation is a common characteristic of the born
criminal's offense. The vengeance of the female born criminal can be complicated by
feelings of jealousy, which also implicate her exaggerated sexuality. Still, love is not
commonly the motivation behind her offenses. For the born criminal woman, love is
an egoistic experience, not an altruistic kind of love. It is closely related to her egoistic
hatred, which typically emerges with betrayal. The love of the female born criminal is
fleeting, short in duration, and volatile.

The born criminal woman can be motivated by greed. Similar to her male counterpart,
she may desire dress and accessories that represent a certain status. She is more
likely, however, to harm her own family in pursuit of money and other resources. When
she is not physically strong enough or needs the help of another, the born criminal will
implicate an accomplice into the offense. The commission of the female born criminal's
offense is often more complicated than that of the male's. These complex constructions
of crimes demonstrate her higher level of intelligence over her male counterpart. She
conceives intricate alibis for her crimes; when caught she will stand by her conviction of
innocence even when her story changes. The female born criminal, however, is a better
liar than the male born criminal.
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The occasional female offender is unlike the born criminal in that others often influence
her into offending. Although the occasional criminal is not as degenerative or as virile,
it is in moral constitution that the female born criminal and occasional criminal mostly
differ. She is not the mastermind behind the crime, but an accomplice or instrument.
Unlike a born criminal, the occasional criminal is not lacking in maternal love, is sexually
subdued, and can be moved to penitence.

Conclusion

According to Lombroso's work, The Female Offender, the female born criminal is rare
in comparison to the male born offender and is more vicious than her male counterpart.
There is no complete composite of the female born offender; rather, there is a synthesis
of physiological and moral characteristics that in combination distinguish the born
criminal woman from the normal woman. These consist of the many virile physical
qualities and immoral attitudes and behaviors, including deviant sexuality, of the female
offender. Not all offenders, however, are born criminals. The occasional criminal has a
stronger moral constitution than the born criminal that makes her more like the normal
woman. But Lombroso's theory of the born criminal cannot be understood without
accepting his ideas that women are naturally morally weaker than men, and thus
predisposed to criminal life. It is social controls through religion, regulated sexuality,
domesticity, and the like that help deter the majority of women from offending. The
female born criminal is the way that she is because she is much more like men, in
appearance and moral constitution.

For many decades, criminology, as well as other sciences, was influenced by
Lombroso's work. As noted, The Female Offender is widely discredited as criminology
has moved away from notions of crime as natural or born into the person. However,
there is a legacy of essentializing the nature of certain groups, whether criminals or
women or criminal women, that is revisited in the social sciences to try and explain
the condition of said groups. Lombroso's contribution to the sciences is significant to
tracing the history and shifts of scholarship, but also because he was a forerunner in
turning the scientific gaze to the individual, a tradition that has proven significant to our
understanding of human behaviors.
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