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• How is the problem of ‘gender’ constructed in criminal justice responses? 
• What issues and tensions emerge when ‘gender’ is recognised and 

responded to in these ways? 
• Why do these issues and tensions occur? 

Why are issues of gender recognised as a ‘problem’ deserving of criminal justice 
response? 

• Recap of week three content 
o While women typically make up less than 10% of the total prison 

population, they have experienced unparalleled growth in their 
imprisonment rate over the past two decades 

o Women’s imprisonment rates numbers have gone up 100%, while 
men’s have only gone up 20% 

o Reasons that sit behind these numbers 
o Criminal justice agencies have listened to two key issues brought to the 

attention by feminist criminologists: 
• 1. ‘Neutral’ policies embedded with ‘male-based’ assumptions 

o “Public policy has ignored the context of women’s lives and women 
offenders have disproportionately suffered from the impact of ill-
informed public policy…one of the gender dynamics found where 
sexism is prevalent is that programs or policies declared “genderless” 
or “gender neutral” are in fact male-based” 

o CJA what they provide are policies and frameworks that have been 
designed with men in mind, and the reasons why men commit crime 

• 2. Pathways to women’s imprisonment 
o “The narratives of women’s lives are affected by legacies of abuse, 

neglect, poverty and institutionalisation… 
 
Drug use from an early age in addition to familial breakdown, violence 
and dysfunction in childhood was a shared experience among many 
women… 
 
Trauma is not about isolated childhood experiences, but situations 
where abuse, death, criminalisation and imprisonment are constants 
from an early age” 

o How pathways may make gender a problem worth considering and 
doing something about  

How is the problem of gender constructed in criminal justice responses? 
Or in other words 

What exactly is recognised about gender? 
1. RECOGNISING AND RESPONDING TO DIFFERENT POWER RELATIONS IN 
SOCIETY  
(Or how to fix the problem of supposedly non-gender neural policies) 
CASE EXAMPLE: Canada 

• In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s the Canadian government came under 
significant pressure to address concerns about the inhumane treatment of 
women in Canadian prisons 

o Didn’t just respond because of the increasing rates, but also the 
experiences of these women while they were in prison 

o Women were being treated as if they were men 
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" Locked in solitary confinement with no sanitary products (i.e. 
periods) 

" Strip searched by male officers 
• Don’t take into account why this would be more 

problematic for a woman, compared to a man 
" Responded by setting up the task force… 

• The Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women 
o A unique Task Force: 

" It’s only focus was women’s imprisonment and the imprisoned 
women 

• Only women 
" It mainly comprised women – many of which had served a term 

of imprisonment 
" It primarily comprised women who worked in the non-

government and/or voluntary sector 
• Voices that are often downplayed 
• Can’t usually get themselves heard (because they have 

been to prison) 
• The Creating Choices Report (1990) 

o Proposed a ‘women-sensitive’ and ‘women-centered’ model of 
punishment inspired by feminist ideals and guided by five key 
principles: 

o Empowerment 
" Recognising that women are disempowered by both the 

structural arrangements of society and by their self-perceptions 
and self-esteem 

• Structural arrangements of society: Men centred policies, 
work forces (the way the world operates) 

• Self-perceptions and self-esteem: How women see who 
they are, what they’re worth, whether they live up to 
societies expectations 

o Meaningful and responsible choices 
" Recognising that women need to be provided with choices 

which relate to their needs and make sense in terms of their 
past experiences, their culture, their morality, their spirituality, 
their abilities or skills, and their future realities and possibilities 

• Providing women with choices that will have a meaningful 
effect in their life 

• Means something to them 
• May have an effect on their life 

• Respect and Dignity 
" Recognising that being treated with respect and dignity rather 

than being treated like a dependent child will foster positive 
self-perceptions, and empower women 

• If you treat someone with respect and dignity they will 
reflect that 

• If you treat them negatively, like they are naughty and 
unable to do anything, they will reflect that 

o Supportive environment 


