
DISCOURSE AND POWER IN THE 

SELF-PERCEPTIONS OF 

INCARCERATED SOUTH AFRICAN 

FEMALE SEXUAL OFFENDERS

SHERIANNE KRAMER

University of South Africa Institute for Social and Health Sciences

UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF PROF BRETT BOWMAN

Psychology Department, School of Human and Community Development, Faculty of 

Humanities, University of the Witwatersrand



PRESENTATION OBJECTIVES

1) Gain an increased awareness of female sexual 
perpetration incidents and their variability

2) Recognise and challenge discourses and 
local/global political conditions that enable the 
invisibility of female sexual perpetration

3) Understand the usefulness of discourse 
analysis and Foucauldian approaches in 
investigating the intersecting nodes of female 
sexual perpetration (such as sexuality, gender, 
maternity, criminality and perversity)



HISTORY
Builds on previous research titled, Confronting the Ultimate Taboo: A 

Qualitative Analysis of Expert Perceptions of the Female Paedophile

Findings :

Å The current tendency to deny the existence of female paedophilia 
ensures that female paedophiles are óunableô to acknowledge their 
behaviour and seek help

Å The female paedophile is not necessarily less ódangerousô than the male 
paedophile  

Å Gendered constructions play into the way female sexual offenders are 
understood and treated by various social systems

Å There is a serious lack of professional skills in the area of female sexual 
perpetration with minimal rehabilitation offered in correctional services 
in South Africa

ĄHow do female paedophiles, and female sexual offenders more 

generally, perceive themselves as a result of these gendered 
constructions and how does this impact on the production of their 
subjectivities?



RESEARCH AIMS
Å To examine the intersections between female sexual 

subjectivity and sexual offending in terms of the 
discourses female sexual offenders draw on to construct 
their identities

Å Achieved by drawing on critical discourse analysis ( CDA ) 
to investigate how disciplinary power is enacted through 
the discursive practices of female sexual offenders and 
how this, in turn, produces the offendersô subject 
positions

Å To account for the continued denial of female sexual 
perpetration (at the level of society AND the perpetrators 
themselves) and consequently to open up new 
possibilities for the construction/production of female 
sexuality



RATIONALE
Å Previous studies focus on offence description rather than self -

perceptions and self - productions

Å Previous studies demonstrate differences between male and 
female sexual offenders rather than investigating why these 
differences are structured in particular ways and come into 
existence in the first place

Å Female sexual offenders are silenced by óexpertô discourse that 
relies on gendered and sexualised social constructions

Å Practical significance: Increase awareness of female sexual 
offenders 

Ąexpose academics and the public to different and novel 

understandings of female sexual offenders 

V opens up new possibilities for the production of counter - knowledge 
and discourse for the expression of female sexuality

Ąincrease possibilities in reporting systems

Ąassist policy makers in designing prevention programmes



DEFINITIONS
ÅDiscourse : historicised and institutionalised 

set of norms, rules and practices that locate 
subject positions for individuals by providing 
categories that produce and define self -
knowledge (Wilbraham, 2004)

ÅDisciplinary Power : the circulation of 
institutionalised discursive practices which 
results in modern power relaying normative 
discourses onto all sites of existence  
(Foucault, 1978)



FEMALE SEXUAL OFFENDERS: AN OVERVIEW

Å Discourses concerning sexual perpetration are rooted in 
constructions of the male sexual offender and the female 
victim

Å Female sexual offender prevalence rates: 

Ąscientific literature: 1 - 8%

Ąself - reports: 58%

Å 3 Groups: 

1) Lover/Teacher Type

2) Predisposed Type

3) Male - Coerced Type

BUT: STUDIES 
DEMONSTRATE THAT FEMALE 
SEXUAL OFFENDERS MAKE 
UP AN EXTREMELY 
HETEROGENEOUS GROUPé
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PRODUCING THE FEMALE SEXUAL OFFENDER



THE INVISIBLE PERPETRATOR

Å Gender constructions override prevailing ópanicô 
discourses concerning sexual offenders Ą Female sexual 
perpetration is ignored, denied or rationalised in 
academia, law and psychiatry

Å Entrenched and institutionalised discourses thus render 
female sexual perpetration unfathomable

Å Consequently female sexual offendersô narratives are 
silenced by óexpertô discourses UNLESS the offenderôs 
narrative is constructed according to óknown truthsô 
about women

Å This closes the space within which new knowledge and 
discourse can be produced about female sexual offenders

Å HOWEVER, instances of transgression, such as female 
sexual perpetration, most clearly demonstrate that an 
entrenched ontology of gender exists and that sexuality 
can and often does surpass naturalised norms and 
discursive practices



RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Å What accounts for the continued denial of female sexual 

perpetration?

Å How is disciplinary power enacted through sexual and 
gendered discursive practices?

Å How does discourse on sexuality, gender, maternity, 
criminality and perversity shape the self - knowledge of 
incarcerated female sexual offenders?

Å How do constructed beliefs about female sexuality, in turn, 
shape the self - knowledge of female sexual offenders? 

Å How is the ónaturalô and the ótruthô embodied by the female 
sexual transgressor?



METHOD



PARTICIPANTS AND DATA GATHERING PROCEDURE

ÅParticipants: 8 incarcerated female 
sexual offenders in Johannesburg and 
Pretoria Female Correction Centres

ÅParticipant criteria: incarceration for 
charges of sexual offence (Sexual 
Offences Act, 1957; Criminal Law 
Amendment Act, 2007)

ÅSemi - structured interview



INTERVIEW STRUCTURE

Unpacking 
different 

aspects of 
self-

productions
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sentence 
and life in 

female 
prison

How they think 
others perceive 
them (wardens, 
inmates, legal 

representatives, 
mental health 
professionals)

Media 
coverage 
on similar 

crimes

Perceptions 
of men and 

children



DATA ANALYSIS
Å Critical discourse analysis ( CDA )

Å Aim: to understand the relationship between text (micro 
level of language) and society (social discursive 
practices) and expose and interpret current prevailing 
discursive practices

Å Focus: the way female sexual offenders draw on 
discourses on sexuality, gender, maternity, criminality 
and perversity in producing themselves as subjects

Å Aims to challenge the prevailing discourses concerning 
gender and sexuality in order to shift understandings 
and articulate these constructs in new ways

Å Researcherôs ideological stance and value- systems form 
an integral part of the research process

Å Research based on social constructionist perspective: 
emerging narratives are co - constructed by the 
participants and the researcher



RESEARCH 

FINDINGS



FEMALE SEXUAL OFFENDER PROFILES

Range of different sexual offences including rape, 
grievous bodily harm, indecent assault, child 
pornography and child abuse

Criminal Offence Sentence

Participant 1 (P1) Rape Unknown

Participant 2 (P2) Rape Life

Participant 3 (P3) Rape Seven years

Participant 4 (P4) Grievous bodily harm (GBH), 

indecent assault

Eight years

Participant 5 (P5) Rape, sexual assault, indecent 

assault, crimen injuria

Fifteen years

Participant 6 (P6) Rape, assault, child abuse Thirty-nine years

Participant 7 (P7) Rape Fifteen years

Participant 8 (P8) Rape Seventeen years



FEMALE SEXUAL OFFENDER PROFILES

Å Although many were incarcerated for the same offence 
(rape), all of the offenders had different sentences 
ranging from eight years to life (why is the legal system 
so inconsistent?)

Å ALL of the offences involved children (usually their own):

ü Female child sexual perpetration is more ófathomableô than 
female sexual perpetration against an adult male

ü Maternal constructions allow women primary access to 
children 

Å Most of the offences involved a male accomplice/ male 
scapegoat who was treated more harshly by the legal 
system

ü Reinforces the gendered construction of the male aggressor

üWhen female sexual offenders act with a male accomplice, 
victims are more likely to report the abuse



RESULTS
Overarching Discursive Themes Subthemes

Rationalising Discursive Strategies Claims of Innocence

Blaming Discourse

Victim Discourse

Illness Discourse

Gendered Discourse Active Male versus Passive Female

Maternal Discourse

Masculinity Discourse

Morality Discourse Religious Discourse

Self-Integrity Declarations

Conservatism

Perceptions of the Legal and Correctional Systems Anger towards the System

Perceptions of State Lawyers

Descriptions of Life in the Correctional Centre

Docile Bodies

Institutionalised Discourse Legal and Correctional Discourse on Female Sexual

Offenders

Perceptions of Media Discourse on Female Sexual

Offenders

Discourse on Rehabilitation Perceptions of Rehabilitation

Psychology versus Social Work

Inversions of Femaleness



Rationalising Discourse: Preserving the Female Psyche

Claims of Innocence: 
Resistance to the 

Confessional

ñI donôt know 
why Iôm hereò 

(P1)

ñI am not 
guiltyò (P4)

Blaming 
Discourse

ñNo. I didnôt 
rape. Itôs my 
sonò (P2)

ñMy family, 
they didnôt 

want to help 
meò (P5)

Victim 
Discourse

ñMy father didnôt 
want meéI was 
the black sheep 

from the 
familyémy mom 
was very sickò 

(P3)

ñMy 
husbandéabused 

usò (P6)

Illness 
Discourse

ñI was on 
drugséI was 
very very sick 
that timeò (P3)

ñMy mindôs too 
busyéI get 
madéI think, 
kill myselfò 

(P2)

RESULTS



RESULTS
GENDERED DISCOURSE

Use of gendered discursive practices: insinuates impossibility of their 
statuses as sexual perpetrators 

Active Male vs. 
Passive Female

ñWe were scared for 
this man because he 
was abusing usò 

(P3)

ñThe reason I got 
married because I 

needed 
someéincomeò (P5)

Maternal 
Discourse

ñIf I can get a 
chance to be with my 
daughter againéI 
know Iôm the mother 

for herò (P5)

ñIôm a good mother 
for my childò (P4)

Masculinity 
Discourse

ñSometimes they go 
into temptationsò 

(P1)

ñThe father donôt 
think like the 
motherò (P1)



RESULTS
Morality 

Discourse 

Religious 
Discourse

ñI donôt 
believe that 

people do 
this.  Itôs the 

devil that 
makes us do 
that thingò 

(P1)

ñIôve got my God 
in hereéif youôve 
got God your life 
is okayò (P3)

Self - Integrity 
Declarations

ñSo she canôt 
tell my 

children the 
reason for me 

being in the 
prison.  So 
now I must 

tell them and 
they must 
know from 
right and 
wrongò (P8)

ñI know I did 
wrongò (P3)

Conservatism

�³It makes me feel 
sick in my heartéI 
donôt hate blacks 
but this black and 
white women and 
they kissing and 

they touching each 
other and itôs 

really, really so 
disgustingò (P8)

ñTwo 
womenédoing 
wrong stuffò (P3)


