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Since the appearance of scholarship on women substance abuse in the last quarter of the 20th century, academics, policy-makers, and practitioners have been engaged in a vibrant and important discussion about how a historically-neglected population has altered our understanding of and response to one of the most important social problems of our time.  Gender-oriented substance abuse research in the 1970s and 1980s initiated this awakening with studies on women’s heroin, marijuana, and psychotropic drug use (Prather and Fidell 1978; Gomberg 1982; 1986; Rosenbaum 1981) and its impact on parenting, health and well-being.  This pioneering work documented the daily lives and experiences of a group of substance abusers—and offenders—that the fields of sociology and criminology knew little about.  From it, we learned not only about the unique drugs experiences of women, but also about the overall social organization of the illicit drug world.  

By the 1990s, inquiry on women and drugs expanded to other substances (e.g., crack and powder cocaine) and issues: pregnancy, HIV, violence victimization, mental illness and prostitution.  During this period, different perspectives emerged and began to outline a debate not only about them, but also about the role of gender in understanding the substance abuse experience in many social contexts.  The debate was and remains, however, focused on women’s plight (e.g., their victimization) and their failure to perform female roles (e.g., motherhood) due to their involvement with drugs.  Such thinking has led to what I (Anderson 2005) and others (e.g., Maher 1997; Moore and Devitt 1989) call the “pathology and powerlessness” perspective.  Like the old “good woman/bad woman” dichotomy from yesterday, discussion about women substance abusers today classifies them as either “villains” or “victims.” 

The “pathology and powerlessness” perspective, which has dominated research about women substance abusers, emphasizes themes of dysfunction, moral depravity, dependence, powerlessness, exploitation and vic​timization in women’s experiences in the illicit drug world.  It discusses women’s drug experiences as a set of female-specific problems and consequently denies women’s activities or agency in negotiating the world around them.  It also fails to recognize how women balance conventional pursuits along with illegal ones. Consequently, by studying women’s substance abuse as a set of problems among marginal women, the fields of sociology and criminology have not thoroughly considered how women’s experience and agency helps us understand the world and our society as it pertains to drugs, crime, and deviance.  Moreover, it neglects the fundamental ways in which gender shapes deviant and illicit social contexts.
Alternatively, a more feminist perspective on women drug users emerged in the 1990s.  For example, studies by Ettorre (1992), Maher (1997), and Miller (1995) challenged claims that women drug users’ lives could be solely understood from stories about pathology and powerlessness.  They found women often occupied the gray area between villains and victims, powerful or powerless, and good and bad.  For example, Maher’s (1996; 1997) work in Bushwick New York with heroin and crack-using women documented “novel” phenomena for the fields of criminology and substance abuse studies, such as most drug-using sex workers operated outside of pimping relationships and controlled their own clientele and money.  Of course, she also noted they experienced harm, did some fairly reprehensible things, and were not achieving equality with men as others contended (Bourgois 1995).  Maher’s (1996; 1997) work was significant in challenging many studies consistent with the pathology and powerless perspective.  However, she was unable to move the debate significantly past the victim-based approach she sought to challenge.  Fraser and Valentine (2005; 123) recently observed:

“These aspects of life in the streets—enjoying the sex work; wielding the power of the employer over some men—are fascinating in their departure from the main picture, and would add much to Maher’s formulation of agency, yet they remain unexamined.”  

The purpose of this volume is to carry on this more feminist tradition by exploring the connections between power, empowerment and agency among women in the illicit drug economy.  In doing so, we hope to shift discussion about women substance abusers to one centered on their agency (i.e., abilities, competencies, and actions that benefit the self and others) in shaping their lives and the world around them.  This perspective renders the villain/victim dichotomy short-sighted by revealing the complexities of women substance abusers’ lives.  Simply put, we contend that shifting to a more empowered approach better reflects women’s real world experience.  This change will require significant re-conceptualization of not only women’s experience and activities in the illicit drug economy, but also those of men, boys and girls as well.  Therefore, this book promises to stir intellectual curiosity and invite controversy because its central themes challenge our understanding about the illicit drug world.

Why Shift the Narrative?

To some, additional attention to women’s issues – the smaller portion of the drugs and crime population-- only diverts attention and precious resources away from the “real” problem: male substance abuse, crime and deviance.  Scholars, policy-makers and practitioners taking this position often fail to see the utility of gendered-oriented frameworks in understanding drugs and crime problems among both women and men.  The field’s relative isolation from its parent discipline—sociology—exacerbates this matter.

Others more sympathetic to women may argue that documenting women’s power and agency in illegal contexts and activities will only derail efforts to obtain resources for them.   In other words, showing women’s power and agency in illegal endeavors will diminish sympathy for assisting them in securing better lives.  To their credit, powerlessness and pathology frameworks have succeeded in elevating academic attention to women and raising support and resources for them.

Contrary to these concerns, we believe that shifting the narrative to power and agency is critically important for numerous reasons.  First, latter 20th century war on drugs policies have increased the proportion of women drug users under criminal justice jurisdiction to a size researchers and policy-makers cannot ignore.  Even a cursory look at official statistics (e.g., see Harrison and Beck 2005) shows a growing portion of female arrestees and inmates in the criminal justice system that disabuses claims about their insignificance.  While such policies have increasingly criminalized women, they have not necessarily reduced the drug problem or improved the lives of those involved.  Thus, an alternative approach is warranted.

Second, we also question the more conceptual and policy-oriented claim about the dangers in breaking from narratives about women’s plight to detail their power and agency.  After many years of research with women substance abusers, the authors in this book believe and demonstrate that a limited focus on themes of pathology and powerless among women substance abusers is detrimental to theory, research, and policy.  

To begin, persistent focus on women’s victimization and/or the consequences they encounter in criminal contexts denies not only an understanding of the benefits they obtain from illicit drug world interaction but also how they exercise agency and mobilize resources to achieve a sense of control in their lives.  Many of the essays in this book illustrate what many might think a contradiction; i.e., that costs and benefits simultaneously exist and that an important part of any story is how people adapt to dire situations to preserve themselves and those around them.  Understanding how women exercise agency and experience power can facilitate improved interventions with better results over the long term.  Thus, we contend here that the benefits and consequences all people experience from illegal activities must be addressed directly if we are to successfully combat crime and other social problems, a point Renzetti also made in the Foreword.  

More importantly, our knowledge about illicit drug world organization and experience might be flawed due to a misunderstanding about how gender shapes everyday life.  This shortcoming, we argue, begins with the narrow conception of power dominating the drugs and crime field.  Many studies located there use “power-over” or dominance types of definitions that highlight structural position and personal possession (e.g., Anderson 1999; Bourgois 1995; Jankowski, 1991).  Men emerge as the most important subjects of study because they enjoy this type of power more often and are socialized to pursue it and value it over other forms.  They are viewed as the most salient actors in the illicit drug economy, with women having far less impact and importance.  Empowerment and agency – the types women are more likely to possess—are undervalued or overlooked.  

The use of power-over and dominance definitions helps feed the pathology and powerless narrative, often constructing women as subordinates and/or exploited victims of more powerful males.  Whether it is in drug selling, drug-financing (e.g., sex-for-drugs exchanges), meeting or retaining basic sustenance needs (e.g., housing), securing treatment and/or succeeding in abstinence, the literature consistently tells stories about how men wield power over women and the opportunities they encounter.  Such “power-over” orientations obscure the reality of drug world organization and the experiences of all involved.  The essays included here illustrate an alternative reality.

Toward a More Empowered Perspective on Women, Drugs and Crime

Given this history and the book’s objectives, I now outline some basic ideas for a new perspective about women substance abusers.  This approach frames the scope of women’s illicit drug experiences in terms of five types of agency that return relational and structural (autonomous) power.  They include (1) survival/instrumental agency, (2) symbolic resistance, (3) leisure and recreational activities, (4) expressive and/or revenge-based agency, and (5) political activism and social change.  The chapters in this volume describe how women substance abusers use these types of agency in illegal and legal pursuits.  

Before describing them, it is essential to point out that women reap both benefits and consequences—often simultaneously-- from exercising these forms of agency, suggesting more complicated life situations than previously documented. Thus, the link between agency and power in people’s lives and its role in shaping criminal worlds must be understood at the outset.  The description of these types of agency throughout this book will likely enable researchers, policy-makers, and practitioners to better address the dynamics which shape individual lives as well as the contexts of crime and deviance.

First, survival or instrumental agency pertains to competencies, abilities and activities geared toward the provision of basic human needs or the adaptation to harsh circumstances or negative events.  When people talk about engaging in sex work to raise money for food, clothing and shelter, they are speaking of instrumental agency.  In this book’s Epilogue, Carol Tracy, for example, tells a compelling story about instrumental agency among a family she encountered early in her professional career.  The survival/instrumental form of agency is well-documented in the literature, yet its importance has been under-valued.  Few have viewed it as a positive or potentially empowering thing for women.

Each of the authors here—especially Anderson, Hartwell, Mullins, Kelley, Malloch, and Coontz and Griebel-- illustrate how women use survival or instrumental agency in different areas of their lives.  For example, Hartwell and Kelley show how some of the most troubled and highly stigmatized women substance abusers (e.g., the mentally ill and co-dependent) employ it in relationships, even when they are dysfunctional, in order to shore up support for themselves and those around them.  Moreover, Saum and Grey’s chapter illustrates how women offenders maximize community based interventions like drug courts, better than their male counterparts, for improved re-entry prospects.

Survival and instrumental forms of agency likely return relational power, rather than structural power.  Sex work, drug dealing, minor hustles, care-taking, and providing emotional support are examples of how women take care of themselves and others in the face of great obstacle.  They are capable actors who take charge of their lives while negotiating the illicit drug world.  Thus, they likely can continue doing so with the transition toward conventional lifestyles.

Second, when women actively reject stigma, derogatory images, and undesirable expectations by managing and creating alternative identities, they are engaging in a type of agency I call “symbolic resistance.”  Instead of conforming to subordinating or traditional identities, women substance abusers often construct new images or selves, or carefully manage existing ones, in an attempt to convey power and secure desired outcomes.  They do this with people in their families and neighborhoods as well as with criminal justice and social service professionals.  The chapters by Anderson, Mullins, Baskin and Sommers report instances of symbolic resistance.  

Adopting more intimidating and socially respected identities works for women in the illicit drug world in many of the same ways it works for men; it enables them to manage consequences and accrue structural power (i.e., larger and quicker incomes, advanced positions in drug markets, and valuable social capital) that can protect them from consequence.  To date, very little research and policy has acknowledged this form of women’s agency, although British scholars using critical cultural perspectives on crime and deviance have discussed it, albeit mostly with males (see Brake 1985; Willis 1977).  In addition, there have been many studies on stigmatizing offenders (the reverse of symbolic resistance) using labeling theory, which has had a stronghold in studies of drugs, crime and deviance.  

A third style of agency pertains to leisure and recreation.  It is a form of structural power since it is focused on independent and autonomous desire and pursuits.  Deviance yields reward and is, at times, pleasurable for men, adolescents, and women and mothers.  This lies at the core of Ettorre’s post-modern focus on women’s drug-using bodies and is what Mullins is referring to when he writes that women experience “life as party” on the streets.  

Too often, stigma and interventions are geared toward reinforcing women’s roles in the family, leaving nothing independently pleasurable or rewarding for them.  Both Anderson and Ettorre note that policy initiatives should acknowledge this when fashioning interventions for women substance abusers.  We must find ways to assist women in securing conventional forms of pleasure and leisure for themselves to offset the lure of drugs and crime.  Participation in pleasurable activities returns self-fulfillment, which is a basic human need for all people.

A fourth form of agency is expressive or revenge-based aggression.  It features violent competencies and activities for exploitation and intimidation.  This violence is motivated by hedonism, materialism, dominance and power.   It usually returns structural power or is performed in attempts to acquire it.  Expressive violence provides still another significant challenge to the pathology and powerlessness approach.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Consider Sonya, Stephanie, and Rhonda from the Baskin and Sommers chapter.  Sonya uses violence to intimidate and successfully market drugs, while Rhonda understands that it returns power.  Thus, women’s drug using violence is like men’s at times – expressive and about reputation and bravado—and different on other occasions.  

Expressive or revenge-based violence by anyone undermines public safety and creates serious problems for the criminal justice system.  While research has shown that males routinely engage in it (Bourgois 1995; Anderson 1999), little work acknowledges women’s use of it.  Instead, violent acts by women have been more often constructed as self-defense (consistent with the pathology and powerless perspective), not as expressive or as revenge-oriented.  Self-defense explanations deflect responsibility for women’s aggression and a narrow view of it as the only motivation for women’s violent crime may undermine public safety.  At least four chapters in this volume- Anderson, Katsulis and Blankenship, Mullins, and Baskin and Sommers— recommend criminal justice officials take greater measures to hold women responsible for expressive or revenge-like violent and criminal agency.    

A fifth and final type of agency documented here is political activism and advocacy.  Consider that women substance abusers may be motivated by their illegal experiences and run-ins with social control agents to change or alter social institutions to improve their lives and those of women like them.  Such agency likely returns both relational and structural power since it helps them mend ties to those around them and gain resources for their own and other’s well-being.  Berger’s chapter on HIV positive women substance abusers describes this form of agency brilliantly with a socially scorned group: HIV positive female substance abusers.  

While previous research may not have identified political activism and advocacy as an important type of agency among illicit drug users, it has documented the value of peers in helping others desist from drugs and crime.  For example, some HIV outreach models utilize former addicts and HIV positives to get others actively using drugs to test for the virus and use HIV risk reduction practices (Levy and Anderson 2005; Levy et al, 1995).  These non-using addict peers advocate harm reduction strategies to active addicts.  In addition, therapeutic community drug treatment programs use former addicts as peer counselors for those trying to get off drugs (see DeLeon 2000 for a complete description).  Both of these peer models advocate positive agency on an interpersonal level, which yields desirable outcomes among all parties.  In the process of empowering former addicts and HIV positives to educate and advocate for themselves and others, interventions are improved.  

Categorizing agency into these five forms and documenting examples of them among women substance abusers will better assist researchers in explaining crime and policy-makers and practitioners in combating it.  The book permits this objective by primarily focusing on agency and its relationship to power, rather than the havoc of criminal behaviors.  It emerges from the idea that when we study agency in its various forms, we learn more about a greater range of experience.  

Each of the five types of agency described here could help pinpoint improved explanations to assist theoretical development.  For example, deviance and crime resulting from survival or instrumental agency is likely understood with strain and opportunity theories that focus on criminal adaptations to economic stress or resource deprivation.  Symbolic resistance forms of agency can be addressed with cultural reproduction and labeling theories that articulate the identity stances (rejection or acceptance of deviant label) or consequences (e.g., stigma) resulting from illegal activities.  Lifestyle criminology or post-modern theory—much of which is based in the U.K.—can assist knowledge of leisure and recreational agency due to their focus on leisure and desire.  Models of personal risk are also helpful here.  Low self-control and social psychology theories of power and self esteem are adequately suited to understand expressive and violent agency, while political activism and advocacy might glean insights from Marxist or feminist theories.  Thus, by shifting our focus on women substance abuser to the types of agency they employ, we sharpen our ability to better theorize and combat crime and deviance.

In closing, these five forms of agency and their connection to relational and structural power attempt to outline a new perspective on women substance abusers that will hopefully shift the narrative away from the pathology and powerless perspective and reveal that they are not solely villains or victims.  The chapters in this volume are not, however, the only reports substantiating this more modern viewpoint.  Other studies also exist.  Notable examples include Valdez, Kaplan and Cepeda’s (2000) study of the heroin careers of Mexican-American women and Straus and Falkin’s (2001) study of women methamphetamine users and sellers.  This growing empowerment and agency literature will likely move us toward a new vision of women substance abusers well into the 21st century.

The book is divided into three parts.  Part 1 deals with the many ways women negotiate the illicit drug world, highlighting their modern day roles in drug marketing.  Part 2 focuses on how women substance abusers manage the more intimate aspects of their lives while they try to exit the drug world and achieve abstinence.  Part 3 focuses on understanding how extant policies and practices undermine women’s empowerment and agency and calls for a dramatically different approach.  
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