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Abstract
This article offers a narrative analysis of the two CBC Fifth Estate investigative docu-
mentaries about Ashley Smith (“Behind the Wall,” 2010; “Out of Control,” 2010) and 
juxtaposes the documentary narratives against claims made by feminist criminolo-
gists with respect to women’s corrections. Examining the coherent ‘through narra-
tive’ that is constructed in each documentary, we claim that The Fifth Estate uses 
dominant medicalized conceptualizations of mental illness and mental health treat-
ment to frame the Smith case, leaving questions about the gendered nature of her 
criminalization, imprisonment and mistreatment unasked. Considering the socio-
political context of neoliberal and post-feminist individualism, we argue that The 
Fifth Estate presents the case in a way that maintains the status quo and may resonate 
with their national audience, but which also reinforces the pathologization of women 
prisoners and upholds gendered stereotypes.

Keywords: feminist criminology, Ashley Smith, narrative, investigative documentary, 
mental illness, women’s corrections

Résumé
Cet article comprend l’analyse de deux documentaires d’enquête portant sur Ashley 
Smith (“Behind the Wall,” 2010; et “Out of Control,” 2010) réalisés par l’émission de 
la CBC, The Fifth Estate. L’article juxtapose l’élaboration des documentaires aux 
prétentions de criminologues féministes à l’égard des établissements correctionnels 
pour femmes. Après avoir examiné le fil narratif de ces deux documentaires, nous 
posons que The Fifth Estate a eu recours à des conceptualisations dominantes de la 
maladie mentale et du traitement en santé mentale pour mettre en scène l’affaire 
Ashley Smith et a laissé de côté le caractère genré de sa criminalisation, de son 
emprisonnement et des mauvais traitements qu’elle a subis. Compte tenu du con-
texte socio-politique de l’individualisme néolibéral et post-féministe, nous posons 
que The Fifth Estate présente l’affaire Ashley Smith de façon à préserver le statu quo 
et à susciter davantage l’intérêt de son public, ce qui a pour conséquence de renforcer 
la pathologisation des femmes détenues et les stéréotypes genrés.

Mots clés : criminologie féministe, Ashley Smith, fil narratif, documentaire d’enquête, 
santé mentale, centres correctionels pour femmes
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Introduction
Ashley Smith’s mistreatment while incarcerated and her eventual death inside a 
segregation cell at the Grand Valley Institution for Women in Kitchener, Ontario 
demonstrate a number of the injustices that continue to plague Canadian women’s 
prisons. For decades several feminist criminologists have problematized the use of 
solitary confinement as a standard response to women who self-injure or who are 
deemed mentally ill (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 297; Kilty 2006, 167; Martel 
2006, 592). Smith engaged in chronic self-injurious behaviour and, as a result, was 
illegally held in permanent segregation throughout her time in federal custody. 
In order to contravene the correctional policy that limits the length of time a pris-
oner may be held in isolation, the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) trans-
ferred Smith seventeen times in eleven months, restarting the “segregation clock” 
each time she was transferred. While incarcerated, Smith was subject not only to 
extra-punitive forms of seclusion and restraint, but also to multiple instances of 
tasering, involuntary injections of psychotropic medications, gassing, and pepper 
spray. On October 19, 2007, Smith tied a ligature around her neck and laid face 
down on the floor between her bed and the wall. Under orders from management 
not to intervene until Smith had passed out from ligature use, correctional staff 
failed to respond to the medical emergency, resulting in her death.

In the months and years that followed, the case received a great deal of media 
attention, including the production of two hour-long investigative documentaries 
released by the CBC’s The Fifth Estate that show video evidence of Smith’s mistreat-
ment and feature interviews with key figures and witnesses. Together, these two 
episodes construct a particular narrative about Smith’s incarceration and death. 
The first episode, “Out of Control” (January 2010), describes Smith’s life prior to 
incarceration, her time spent inside both youth and adult correctional facilities 
and the incidents surrounding her death, advancing the argument that Smith’s life 
was “taken from her.” The second episode, “Behind the Wall” (November 2010), 
builds on the conclusions in “Out of Control” and uses the case as a springboard 
to engage in a broader discussion of how prisoners with mental illness are (mis)
treated in Canadian prisons.

In a behind-the-scenes episode entitled Secrets of the Fifth Estate (2015),  
a senior producer identified “the desire to expose injustice [and] expose abuse of 
power” (Harvey Cashore) as the driving force behind the show. The Fifth Estate’s 
commitment to exposing injustice is certainly evident in its coverage of the Smith 
case, which expressly condemns her (mis)treatment and identifies some of the 
very real problems with mental health care in the prison system (e.g., lack of staff 
training, the use of physical and chemical restraints, and inadequate resources). 
Contending with CSC’s efforts to keep video evidence from the public eye, The 
Fifth Estate exposed the mistreatment of mentally ill prisoners and the lack of 
accountability permeating Canadian prisons, earning them the Governor General’s 
Michener Award1 in 2010. Recognizing The Fifth Estate’s laudable work to bring 

	1	 The Michener Award celebrates journalism deemed unbiased, professional, impactful, and benefi-
cial to the public.
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attention to abuses and injustices in the prison system, we nonetheless think that 
it is useful to closely and critically examine how the documentarians narrativize 
Smith’s mistreatment and the discourses that they draw upon to do so. While The 
Fifth Estate decries CSC’s failure to provide Smith with appropriate care, they do 
so in a way that largely conceptualizes mental illness as an individual pathology, 
which obscures how structural barriers, conditions of confinement, and institu-
tional power relations create emotional distress (Kilty 2006, 167; 2012, 165–66; 
Pollack 2006, 240) and how punishment, notably the use of segregation, is gendered 
(Pollack and Kendall 2005, 85). We suggest that some of the ways that The Fifth 
Estate references Smith’s gender contribute to sensationalizing the case by uphold-
ing representations of hegemonic femininity and the notion that women who 
“misbehave” must be “fixed” (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 288). By offering a 
critical feminist critique of The Fifth Estate documentaries, this paper draws atten-
tion to how mainstream media coverage—even that which was directly critical of 
CSC’s practices—eclipsed considering structural factors in favour of discourses 
that individualize and pathologize Smith’s behaviour2. Especially in light of their 
failure to adequately recognize how carceral practices produce material experiences of 
emotional distress and suffering, we problematize, question the value of, and largely 
oppose dominant correctional and psychiatric pathologization discourses.

Some scholars suggest that media outlets can help to hold criminal justice 
institutions accountable by shining a spotlight on injustice (Cooke and Sturges 
2009, 421; Culhane 1991, 32; Geraghty and Velez 2011, 480, 484)—a “watchdog” 
role that The Fifth Estate certainly exudes. We contribute to this conversation by 
providing a specific example of how media representations may reveal and con-
demn particular institutional practices while simultaneously reproducing the dis-
courses upon which those practices rest. Our purpose is not simply to point out 
what The Fifth Estate documentaries leave out; like other stories and interpreta-
tions, including the one we provide, documentaries have angles that require high-
lighting and excluding various avenues of inquiry. Instead, we argue that the 
particular angle taken up in the documentaries and the specific discourses they 
marginalize align with pathologizing and individualizing discourses that under-
pin and legitimize the very correctional system that they critique. In this sense, it 
is not that The Fifth Estate prioritized a mental health angle in their storytelling 
that is problematic, but rather that they primarily frame the issue as an exposé of 
how carceral institutions that should provide psychiatric care fail to do so because 
of a lack of adequate resources and accountability. As a result, the documentaries 
do not question the practice of incarceration or the correctional representation of 
unruly women as psychologically maladjusted.

	2	 In critiquing the documentaries, we do not suggest that The Fifth Estate deliberately upheld indi-
vidualizing or pathologizing discourses. Instead, we agree with Jewkes (2015, 46) who eschews 
notions of journalistic conspiracy and points out that journalists may “shar[e] the same ideological 
values as the majority of their audiences” (emphasis in original). It is not our aim to speculate on 
what the documentarians’ intentions may or may not have been, but rather to trace the discourses 
they mobilize as they create narratives that they think will “matter to Canadians” (CBC’s The Fifth 
Estate website).
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Revealing the results of a detailed narrative analysis of “Out of Control” (OC) 
(2010) and “Behind the Wall” (BW) (2010), we juxtapose the narratives about the 
Smith case produced by The Fifth Estate against the claims made by feminist crimi-
nologists with respect to women’s corrections. In particular, we argue that The 
Fifth Estate documentaries align with neoliberal and post-feminist notions of indi-
vidualism and gender neutrality that obscure the structural context in which pris-
oner mistreatment takes place. To do so, we begin by outlining key feminist critiques 
of women’s corrections and discussing how these claims may be countered and 
undermined by neoliberal and post-feminist individualism. Introducing the con-
cept of “through narrative,” we then provide a methodological discussion of how 
each documentary uses monologues, interview clips, and video evidence to weave 
together a coherent narrative about the case. Next, we consider how these coherent  
narratives uphold dominant medicalized conceptualizations of mental illness and 
mental health treatment. Finally, we discuss The Fifth Estate’s reliance upon gendered 
stereotypes and its failure to consider how Smith’s status as a “misbehaving” woman 
prisoner contributed to her brutal treatment. While The Fifth Estate undoubtedly 
critiques CSC’s practices and the egregious mistreatment of prisoners, they do so 
in a way that fails to challenge the gendered nature of prison practices that rein-
force Smith’s pathologization.

Feminist Critique in the Age of “Equality”
Far from being a unitary body of scholarship, feminist criminologies engage a 
multitude of theoretical perspectives and substantive areas (Comack 2006, 32–44; 
Moore 2008, 48; Snider 2003, 361). For example, feminist criminologists have 
problematized male-centred correctional approaches and research, asserted the 
particularities of women’s experiences in prison, privileged women’s experiential 
knowledge, examined the diverse power relations in the criminal justice system, 
and interrogated dominant truth claims about women’s involvement in crime 
(Comack 2006, 32–44; Moore 2008, 50–55). Furthermore, ongoing disagreements 
permeate feminist scholarship, as exemplified by debates about whether poststruc-
turalism’s movement away from notions of patriarchy and centralized state power 
might undercut political action (Moore 2008, 55; Smart 1994, 21–25) and in the 
tensions between feminist efforts to reform women’s prisons and feminist critiques 
of reform (Snider 2003, 371–2).

We draw upon the work of feminist criminologists who critique issues relevant 
to the Smith case, namely the gendered nature of punitive carceral practices 
(e.g., segregation, strip-searching) and the mobilization of mental health dis-
courses that pathologize criminalized women. In particular, we consider the fol-
lowing problems: the use of psychiatry and psychology to “tame” and control 
women prisoners (Pollack and Kendall 2005, 83; Kilty 2012, 178); the gendered 
expectations that serve to justify the extra-punitive treatment of criminalized 
women (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 288; Hannah-Moffat 2001, 177); and the 
use of segregation for self-injuring women and those deemed mentally ill (Dell, 
Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 297; Kilty 2006, 167; Martel 2006, 592). These concerns 
feature as the primary focal points in our juxtaposition of The Fifth Estate narra-
tives against feminist critiques.

https://doi.org/10.1017/cls.2017.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/cls.2017.12


Mainstream Media and the F-Word   273

Within correctional discourse, women’s offending is often individualized3 
as either “the outcome of poor choices” (Hannah-Moffat 2005, 41) or the result 
of a psychologically damaged mind (Pollack 2006, 239; Rose 1996, 101–15), 
both of which obscure the social, cultural, political, and economic contexts of 
criminalization. Individual women prisoners are seen as in need of being “fixed,” 
often through therapeutic approaches that encourage them to internalize the 
notion that they have an inherently “criminal personality” (Pollack 2006, 243), 
“low self-esteem” (Cruikshank 1999, 58–66, 87–103) or “something wrong on 
the inside” (McCorkel 2003, 70). As a result, social factors such as gender and 
racial discrimination, poverty and other forms of marginalization are affixed 
to individual women as mental health needs that constitute them as “risky” 
subjects (Pollack and Kendall 2005, 83; Snider 2006, 330).

Criminalized women who, like Smith, engage in self-harming behaviour or are 
deemed violent are constituted as “unfeminine, ‘misbehaved’ women” who are 
especially deserving of punitive treatment because they break both the law and 
traditional gender roles (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 288). In order to be seen 
as “recovering,” women prisoners are expected to adhere to a gendered script 
of passivity, dependency, and non-violence (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 291). 
Those women who refuse or fail to comply with correctional interventions and 
gendered scripts of recovery are seen as “difficult to manage,” “dangerous,” and 
even “unempowerable” (Hannah-Moffat 2001, 177)—discursive framings that 
CSC embraces to justify the use of punitive restraints and practices in the name of 
maintaining institutional security. Chief among these practices is segregation, 
despite research that identifies its “emotionally devastating consequences” (Arrigo 
and Bullock 2008, 636). For instance, Martel (2006, 608) found that the loss of 
spatio-temporal referencing that is encountered in segregation causes women to 
have difficulty perceiving themselves as “being” in the world. Kilty (2006, 174) 
argues that segregating women who self-injure demonstrates how institutional 
security is valued above their personal safety and security.

Although these feminist critiques shed light on the gendered nature of incar-
ceration and help explain why Smith, as a “misbehaving” and “difficult” female 
prisoner, was subjected to punitive treatment, they must be considered within the 
context of a purportedly “post-feminist era” (Chunn 2007, 51), wherein the femi-
nist movement is often seen as no longer necessary, feminism is reduced to notions 
of individual choice and self-empowerment, and critiques of structural inequality 
gain less traction (Anderson 2014, 19–20). Emphasizing the “superficial empow-
erment of the individual and her choices” (Anderson 2014, 19), post-feminist 
rationality intertwines with neoliberalism4, which upholds ideals of free and fair 
competition, formal equality, individual responsibility, and self-determination 

	3	 Of course, the individualization of behaviour is not specific to women; neoliberal rationalities 
reduce social conditions to individual qualities and choices for men as well.

	4	 Although we focus our analysis on particular dimensions of neoliberal rationality, it is important to 
recognize that different political rationalities co-exist, as O’Malley (1999, 185–89) demonstrates in 
his discussion of how the “New Right” simultaneously relies on ideals from neoconservativism and 
neoliberalism. Amable (2011, 21–26) also explains that neoliberalism did not ‘replace’ or ‘debunk’ 
welfarism, and there are ways that these two rationalities converge.
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(Amable 2011, 15, 24–5). Within this context, efforts to “level the playing field” 
and notions of “equality of opportunity” act as substitutes for substantive equality 
(Amable 2011, 24–5), reframing and justifying social inequalities by attributing 
them to “irresponsible,” “failed” subjects. Neoliberal and post-feminist privileging 
of the (genderless) individual rational actor undermines the very grounds on 
which feminists and other equality-seeking groups stake their claims. In effect, 
neoliberalism limits the discursive space in which issues of substantive inequality 
between different social groups can legitimately be raised, replacing it with a dis-
course that erodes the relevance of gender by “constructing both men and women 
as genderless individuals and, optimally, as self-sufficient market actors in pursuit 
of self-interest, freedom, and choice” (Brodie 2008a, 170). In this context, formal 
equality is valued over substantive equality and women’s self-empowerment and 
freedom of choice is seen as synonymous with gender equality.

Despite feminist claims about the persistence of substantive gender inequality 
in Canadian society (Brodie 2008b, 147) and gendered oppression in Canadian 
prisons (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 290), notions of achieved formal equality 
that reduce equality to “gender neutrality” and “identical treatment” abound 
(Chunn 2007, 42). Moreover, the post-feminist idea that “we are all equal now” 
(Brodie 2008b, 160) portrays feminists and other equality seeking groups as “self-
interested lobby group[s]” (Brodie 1995, 69) that work against the needs of “ordi-
nary” Canadians (Chunn 2007, 52; Sawer 2006, 122). At the same time, there are 
anti-feminist sentiments that regard feminists as threats to men’s rights, health and 
safety (Menzies 2007, 83–85) such that, for some, feminism may constitute “the 
new ‘F’ word” (Brodie 1995, 67). As a comparative example of how social justice 
movements can be reframed as somehow working against “equal” treatment, the 
growing Black Lives Matter movement, which seeks to draw attention to the 
systemic devaluing of Black lives, has been perceived by some as an exclusionary 
affront to other racial and social groups, such as white citizens and police officers. 
Asserting that “all lives matter,” those challenging the Black Lives Matter move-
ment have mobilized the language of “sameness” and “identical treatment” to per-
petuate the problematic invisibility of white privilege. Discourses that reduce 
equality to superficial notions of “neutral treatment” obscure the reality of sys-
temic privilege, undermine calls for structural and substantive change to amelio-
rate the material experiences of disadvantaged groups, and reframe equality 
seeking groups as unfairly and selfishly privileging the needs of a special interest 
group over the interests of “all lives.”

While the substantial defunding of women’s organizations over the past decade 
(Johnson 2015, 405) makes anti-feminist sentiments seem particularly acute, it is 
important to keep in mind that these challenges are neither new, nor are they all-
encompassing and uniform (Chunn, Boyd and Lessard 2007, 10). In fact, recent 
political and cultural occurrences demonstrate the complexity of how feminism is 
at once applauded and contested. For example, in 2015, Canadian Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau introduced the first gender-balanced cabinet and along with notable 
celebrities like Beyoncé and Emma Watson, proudly declares himself a feminist.  
A resurgence of feminist organizing was also witnessed globally in early 2017 by 
protest demonstrations and marches in response to the inauguration of US President 
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Donald Trump. Despite recent public celebrations of feminism5, post-feminist 
sentiments that proclaim the feminist accomplishment of gender equality and 
question why women should receive “special treatment” persist. In the context of 
women’s experiences in the penal and correctional systems, where feminist efforts 
to highlight the particularities of women’s material needs are often reconstituted 
through the therapeutic language of self-transformation and self-esteem building 
(Cruikshank 1999, 58–66, 87–103) and are sometimes met with hostile claims that 
women are treated with leniency in comparison to men (Snider 2003, 363–64), 
it is particularly important to interrogate media constructions of criminalized 
women as emotionally or mentally unstable.

Despite critiquing CSC’s ability to provide adequate mental health treatment, 
The Fifth Estate relies upon correctional discourses that situate Smith’s continued self-
injurious behaviour as a key indicator of her mental illness, lack of self-esteem, and 
inability to self-govern (Cruikshank 1999, 58–66, 87–103), which systematically 
decontextualizes her resistant actions and by extension, those taken up by other 
women in prison. The Fifth Estate’s coverage of the Smith case thus offers a poignant 
opportunity to examine how mainstream media may perpetuate post-feminist and 
neoliberal notions of individual responsibility and achieved gender equality, obscuring 
the structural factors that underpin and reproduce gendered punishment. In the next 
section, we provide a methodological discussion of our approach to narrative analysis 
and describe how the two Fifth Estate episodes discursively constructed a coherent and 
relatable narrative about the Smith case that, while critical of correctional practices, 
effectively upholds gendered constructions of the pathological criminal woman.

Weaving a Coherent Narrative
Documentary films require an internal organizing logic that often takes a narrative 
form (Nichols 2010, 21). Not only does a narrative organize the documentary by 
providing a coherent storyline, it also advances and “supports an underlying pro-
posal, assertion, or claim about the historical world” (Nichols 2010, 23). Although 
narratives are often presented as though they are simply uncovered through investi-
gation, they are constructed or imposed because “real events do not offer themselves 
as stories” (White 1987, 4). Recounting events in narrative form necessarily involves 
a process of selection, whereby certain events, details, and pieces of information are 
included, organized, and interpreted in a particular way, while other events or details 
are excluded (Riessman and Quinney 2005, 394; White 1987, 10). Imposing a narra-
tive structure upon real events imbues them with significance, moral meaning, and 
a degree of closure (White 1987, 24).

In The Fifth Estate documentaries, the Smith case is organized, evaluated, and 
infused with particular meanings by what we term a “through narrative.” We conceptu-
alize the through narrative as a figurative thread and needle that punctures each inter-
view segment, narrator monologue, and video surveillance clip, drawing out and 
focusing on certain aspects or issues among many in order to connect each particular 
scene to the overall storyline and themes being explored. While each scene may include 

	5	 While there has been a recent resurgence in the women’s movement and feminist self-identification, 
the documentaries predate this renewal (both airing in 2010).
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different details or claims, documentarians edit, frame, and position it within the docu-
mentary to give it meaning that advances the through narrative. This necessarily leaves 
unexplored many comments, issues, or details that are mentioned but not drawn out as 
significant to the through narrative. For instance, The Fifth Estate host Hana Gartner 
mentions that Smith was initially sentenced to the New Brunswick Youth Centre, which 
was “a two-hour drive from home” (OC), but fails to provide any further commentary 
on the harms associated with geographic dislocation for prisoners. Instead, the through 
narrative in “Out of Control” focuses almost exclusively on whether the detention cen-
tre was safe and therapeutic. The way the through narrative threads across the scenes 
upholds particular conclusions and arguments about the case and creates a narrative 
coherence that gives The Fifth Estate’s account the appearance of fullness despite the 
issues, content, and interpretations that were excluded or marginalized.

In our analysis, we drew upon the work of socio-linguist William Labov, 
specifically his work on narrative structure. Defining narrative as “a particular way 
of retelling past events” (2013, 15), Labov (1972, 363–66; 2013, 27–32) suggests 
that many narratives contain some or all of the following elements: the abstract, 
which summarizes the story and indicates what it is about; the orientation, which 
describes the setting; the complicating action, which relates the temporally ordered 
chain of events (i.e. “what happened”); the result, which indicates the outcome of 
the action; the evaluation, which provides commentary and attributes meaning to 
aspects of the narrative; and the coda, which ends the narrative by commenting on 
how things are now. While the abstract is usually offered at the beginning of the narra-
tive and the coda at the end, these narrative elements can be dispersed at various points 
throughout a narrative. Using Labov’s model, our analysis involved: a detailed exami-
nation6 of each scene, including the arguments made, the scene’s setting, the way ques-
tions were posed/answered, language used, and visual content; consideration of each 
documentary’s overall narrative structure by analysing each scene’s narrative function 
(i.e. abstract, orientation, action, result, evaluation, or coda) relative to the rest of the 
documentary; and juxtaposition of the overall arguments made in the documentaries 
against the aforementioned feminist claims regarding women’s corrections.

With respect to narrative structure, we found that each documentary begins 
with a two- to three-minute abstract, followed by several scenes of orientation, and 
then is primarily organized around a back and forth sequence between the compli-
cating action and evaluation elements. In particular, the following pattern emerges 
in each “through narrative”: description of a complicating action (e.g., Smith being 
sent to the Regional Psychiatric Centre in Saskatoon) → several evaluation scenes7 
commenting on that action (e.g., an interview clip with Smith’s mother; a mono-
logue by the narrator, Hana Gartner) → a description of the next complicating action 
(which is framed within the previous actions and evaluations) → several evaluation 
scenes. Although they both follow this action/evaluation pattern, the documentaries 
are organized in slightly different ways. Notably, “Out of Control” often presents 
evaluative scenes that conflict with one another, whereas “Behind the Wall” primarily 
offers evaluative scenes that support and complement one another.

	6	 To facilitate analysis, both documentaries were transcribed verbatim.
	7	 Evaluations are typically provided through either interview clips or comments by the narrator.
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For instance, “Out of Control” recounts the complicating action of Smith being 
sent to the New Brunswick Youth Centre (NBYC), then offers the following evalua-
tions: the NBYC “describe[s] itself as a safe and secure environment for youth,” while 
an interview clip shows Bernard Richard8 describing it as “a very hard reality.” Since 
the documentarians cannot create a coherent “through narrative” while simultane-
ously advancing opposing arguments, the evaluation conflict must be resolved. This 
is done by presenting them in a way that undermines or discredits one evaluation 
and supports the other. In the previous example, the documentary resolves the con-
flicting evaluations by revealing that the NBYC’s description as a “safe and secure 
environment” is “double speak” (Richard) to try to soften the institution’s image. 
Supported evaluations frame and contextualize subsequent actions and connect 
with the key themes and arguments of the through narrative. Figure 1 provides a 
visual representation of this pattern.

	8	 Richard was the New Brunswick Ombudsman and investigated Smith’s treatment at the NBYC.
	9	 Kim Pate was the Executive Director of the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, a network 

advocating for women in prison.

Conflicting evaluations help create the impression that the conclusions 
drawn were “found” by weighing the evidence of competing interpretations. 
By including evaluations that conflict (often through interview clips with 
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different informants) and then framing one as more legitimate, the supported 
evaluation becomes part of the “through narrative” while conflicting evaluations 
are dismissed. Organizing the documentary around conflicting evaluations is 
thus a powerful technique for creating a credible and seemingly self-evident 
narrative argument.

Advancing its through narrative in a slightly different manner, “Behind the 
Wall” primarily presents complementary evaluations10 and constructs a sur-
rounding narrative that frames and corroborates the documentary’s main nar-
rative. Rather than offering conflicting evaluations, “Behind the Wall” primarily 
relies on evaluations that build upon one another to advance a key point about 
a particular action that supports the through narrative. For example, interview 
clips with Julian Falconer, the Smith family’s lawyer, and Howard Sapers cor-
roborate and complement one another to emphasize the illegality and inhu-
manity of CSC’s use of segregation. Furthermore, “Behind the Wall” contains 
two intertwined plotlines: the main narrative, which recounts what happened 
“behind the wall,” and the surrounding narrative, which tells a story about The 
Fifth Estate’s investigation. The main narrative describes CSC’s use and cover-
up of abusive prison practices; its complicating actions include events such as 
Smith’s overall mistreatment (e.g., illegal institutional transfers, permanent 
isolation, multiple uses of force against her), the comparative example of  
fellow prisoner Justine Winder’s11 restraint on a Pinel board, and the effects of 
an unwritten correctional code of silence. The surrounding narrative recounts 
the difficulty that the documentarians experienced when seeking answers 
about Canadian prisons; it consists of events such as The Fifth Estate investiga-
tors being prevented from accessing the Regional Psychiatric Centre and CSC 
Nurse Cindy stating over the phone that she is too afraid to do an on-camera 
interview.

While the main narrative is the focus of the documentary, the surrounding 
narrative corroborates and illustrates aspects of the main narrative. For exam-
ple, assertions that CSC’s lack of transparency facilitates the continuation of 
abusive practices are corroborated by an event in the surrounding narrative: 
after attempting to contact prison staff, Gartner receives a phone call from a 
CSC communications officer who indicates that she should speak to a CSC 
spokesperson. As in this example, most of the complicating actions in the sur-
rounding narrative are shown as they happen (e.g., footage of Gartner being 
denied entry to the Regional Psychiatric Centre), which emphasizes CSC’s 
cover-up efforts and the obstacles The Fifth Estate encountered while conduct-
ing their investigation. Figure 2 illustrates how complementary evaluations 
and these intertwining narratives are used to advance the “through narrative” 
in “Behind the Wall.”

	10	 We use the term ‘complementary evaluations’ to refer to evaluations that interpret the action from 
a similar angle and position.

	11	 Justine Winder is referred to as “another inmate in crisis” (Gartner). She was incarcerated after 
“a fight with her boyfriend turned ugly” (Gartner) and like Smith, she began to self-injure while 
in federal custody.
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The differences in how the two documentary narratives are constructed likely 
stems from the fact that “Behind the Wall,” the second documentary, is built on the 
conclusions drawn in “Out of Control.” Organized around complicating actions and 
conflicting evaluations, the “through narrative” in “Out of Control” constructs Smith 
as “a troubled young girl who cried out for help and never got it” (Gartner) and 
builds toward the following conclusions: “they [CSC] took her life” (Coralee Smith14); 
CSC poses a threat to youth with mental illness; and the public is largely unaware of 
this threat and should be informed. Since “Behind the Wall” is a follow-up episode on 
the case, there was no need to reiterate conflicting evaluations that were previously 
resolved, such as whether or not the treatment Smith received was punitive. 

	12	 John Torella was a CSC supervisor who was charged with assaulting Smith while she was choking 
herself.

	13	 Cindy was the nurse on duty when Smith was assaulted by Torella; she initially filed a false report 
and then three days later came forward to report Torella’s actions.

	14	 Coralee Smith is Ashley’s mother; she adopted Ashley when she was five days old.
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Instead, “Behind the Wall” begins from the position that it was and that Smith’s life 
was taken by asking “Who did that to Ashley?” (Coralee Smith). Through comple-
mentary evaluations and intertwined main/surrounding narratives, “Behind the 
Wall” expands on the pre-established argument that CSC poses a threat to prisoners 
suffering from mental illness. Building on the “through narrative” presented in “Out 
of Control,” it advances the following conclusions: CSC and the correctional workers 
involved “let her die” (Gartner); federal prisons are concealing the ways in which 
abusive practices are used against mentally ill prisoners like Smith; and what hap-
pened to Smith could happen to “anybody’s child” (Coralee Smith).

Although they do so in slightly different ways, both documentaries gradually walk 
viewers through Ashley Smith’s story, advancing arguments and producing an inter-
nally coherent “through narrative” via description and evaluation of certain incidents 
and practices. By drawing out and emphasizing certain issues at the expense of others, 
the documentaries also marginalize and exclude issues or points of discussion that 
could have been raised to interpret and attribute meaning to the story. As White (1987, 
24) argues, the coherence and clarity produced in a narrative “is and only can be imag-
inary.” Real events do not present themselves in the structured coherence of a narrative 
and consequently any attempt to present them as such involves a process of selecting, 
deleting, emphasizing, marginalizing, and tilting various details, events, and evalua-
tions (Riessman and Quinney 2005, 394; White 1987, 4). The “through narratives” in 
“Out of Control” and “Behind the Wall” represent many different decisions about how 
to frame and present the Smith case. In the next two sections, we argue that the through 
narratives draw upon psy discourses (Rose 1996, 101–15) that pathologize prisoner 
behaviour, obscure structural oppressions and institutional power relations, and fail to 
consider the gendered nature of carceral practices.

Framing the Smith Case: Mentally Ill Prisoners and the Lack of Care Inside
As stated on the CBC website, The Fifth Estate is concerned with providing  
“in-depth investigations that matter to Canadians.” In keeping with this focus, both 
documentaries feature interview clips emphasizing that “Canada should know” 
(Coralee Smith, OC) and that “every Canadian … has a vested interest in knowing 
what goes on inside a place like this [prison or psychiatric centre]” (Don Davies15, 
BW). The Smith case is used as a foundation for discussing broader issues, namely, 
“how kids with mental health and behavioural problems are treated behind bars in 
this country” (Gartner, OC) and “how Canadian prisons punish the mentally ill” 
(Gartner, BW). By making these claims, The Fifth Estate echoes the critiques 
offered by feminist criminologists and scholars in the “mad movement” who argue 
that correctional responses to those experiencing mental distress are often puni-
tive in nature (e.g., Arrigo and Bullock 2008, 632; Dej 2016, 125; Kilty 2012, 165; 
Menzies, LeFrançois, and Reaume 2013, 2, 10; Pollack 2006, 241). At the same 
time, however, the documentaries rely on a narrative of mental illness that aligns 
with neoliberal notions of individualism and the need to “fix” misbehaving indi-
viduals who transgress cultural (and gendered) behavioural expectations.

	15	 Don Davies is an NDP Member of Parliament and was “vice-chair of a Parliamentary Committee 
studying mental health care in [Canadian] penitentiaries” (Gartner, BW).
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Critiquing CSC’s treatment of Smith and prisoners “like her,” “Out of Control” 
highlights how “isolating inmates with mental disorders is unsafe and inhumane” 
(Gartner). The Smith case is described as “a classic model of the failure of our … 
corrections system to adequately care for the mentally ill in society” (Peter van 
Loan16) and it is revealed that there are “young people in jail for minor infractions, 
for mental … conditions not being treated” (Coralee Smith). Similarly, “Behind 
the Wall” focuses on “the shocking truth” that “Canadian prisons punish the men-
tally ill” (Gartner). Both documentaries emphasize how the abuse of mentally ill 
prisoners is not limited to the one case; Smith’s story of “cr[ying] out for help and 
never g[etting] it … is not unique” (Gartner, OC).

In “Behind the Wall,” interviewees discuss how there are “many cases of physical 
and more perhaps emotional, psychological abuses” (Atkinson17) in which patients 
“are being punished for being mentally ill” (Gartner). This point is corroborated by: 
CSC nurse Bonnie Bracken’s18 discussion of “a male patient that was a lot like Ashley” 
whom she witnessed being beaten; by the discussion of Justine Winder, who was 
physically restrained in the same manner as Smith; and by Davies’s reference to an 
incarcerated woman he saw who was restrained for three months. These testimonies 
highlight that CSC punished Smith “instead of treating her” (Gartner, BW) and that 
this is a common occurrence. Failure to provide mental health care is presented as a 
standard problem across prisons and existing punitive practices (e.g., the use of 
Taser guns, pepper spray, segregation, and restraints) are identified as harmful to an 
especially vulnerable population. Furthermore, The Fifth Estate identifies several 
systemic problems in CSC’s mental health care: CSC “ignores its own rules and 
breaks the law” (Gartner, BW), “spends less than two percent of its [operating budget] 
on mental health care for inmates” (Gartner, BW), and only provides correctional 
workers with a “two-hour online mental health course” (Gartner, BW).

As these quotes demonstrate, The Fifth Estate’s coverage of the Smith case 
offers a valuable critique of mental health care in Canadian prisons. Highlighting 
the lack of mental health care in both the community and the carceral setting, the 
documentaries show how the prison system has become “a de facto mental health 
facility” (Richard, OC)—one in which workers are “assessing, diagnosing, and 
prescribing medication [but] they’re not doing any counselling whatsoever” 
(Davies, BW). This reflects scholars’ efforts to critique the use of isolation in 
response to mental health distress and the prison’s failure to provide adequate care 
(Arrigo and Bullock 2008, 625–26, 632; Haney 2008, 964–65, 973; Kilty 2012, 168, 
172–77). Moreover, The Fifth Estate depicts Smith as “caught in the divide between 
security and treatment” (Gartner, BW). Kilty (2012, 174, 178) similarly critiques 
the correctional prioritization of institutional security, arguing that it undermines 
therapeutic practices and reduces psy treatment primarily to the administration of 
psychotropic medication. In this way, The Fifth Estate documentaries identify key 

	16	 Peter van Loan is a Conservative Member of Parliament and was the Minister for Public Safety,  
a position that includes the responsibility of overseeing Canada’s federal prison system.

	17	 Linda Atkinson is a social worker who previously worked as a guard.
	18	 Bracken was a nurse for twenty-five years at the Regional Psychiatric Centre and interacted with 

Smith on many occasions.
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problems in how prisons respond to mental health issues. Through interviews 
with key informants and surveillance video footage of Smith’s mistreatment, The 
Fifth Estate offers an emotional critique of abusive prison practices and demands 
“significant improvements” (Gartner, OC) in correctional mental health care.

That said, The Fifth Estate relies on a medical model interpretation of mental 
illness that pathologizes emotional distress and obscures the socio-economic and 
structural factors, such as sexism, racism, and poverty, that are linked to criminal-
ization and imprisonment (Pollack 2000, 81; 2006, 239; Pollack and Kendall 2005, 
73). Notable feminist criminologists and “mad” scholars contend that medicalized 
approaches to care are often degrading for those who are diagnosed or constructed 
as mentally ill and problematically reduce a host of multifarious historical, social, 
and institutional factors to questions of how individual inadequacies might be 
managed (Dej 2016, 125; Menzies, LeFrançois, and Reaume 2013, 2, 10; Pollack 
2006, 241). By presenting the Smith case primarily as an issue of inadequately 
treated mental illness, not only do the documentaries uphold the notion that “the 
problem and the solution to the problem, lie within the individual woman herself ” 
(Pollack 2000, 79), they also fail to problematize the incarceration of mentally ill 
people, instead suggesting that it is the lack of resources that is at issue.

Repeatedly emphasizing Smith’s need for psychiatric care, the documentaries 
advance the idea that prisoners “like Smith” are “transformative risk subject[s]” that 
are “amenable to targeted therapeutic interventions” (Hannah-Moffat 2005, 31). 
Smith is characterized as one of the “kids with mental health and behavioural prob-
lems … behind bars” (Gartner, OC) and her “out of control” behaviour is framed 
as stemming from CSC’s failure to provide psychiatric assessment and treatment. 
Gartner makes a series of statements to this effect: Smith “never had a comprehen-
sive mental health assessment” (OC); “no one knew how to handle Ashley because 
no one knew what was wrong with her” (OC); “she was never fully assessed or mean-
ingfully treated” (OC); “there was nothing in the guards’ two-hour online mental 
health course that prepared them for Ashley Smith” (BW); “instead of treating her, 
they punished Ashley’s behaviour with pepper spray and restraints” (BW).

As discussed above, these comments critique CSC’s failure to provide mental 
health care in a way that assumes Smith had something inherently “wrong” with 
her prior to incarceration. Indicating that Smith’s story begins “not as you might 
predict, but in a nice neat home with parents who really care” (Gartner, OC), 
The Fifth Estate reveals that “the trouble started” when “Ashley began to change” 
from “a sweet, playful girl” to a teenager demonstrating “defiant, disrespectful, and 
disruptive” (Gartner, OC) behaviour. Immediately after recounting this change, 
The Fifth Estate shows that Smith’s parents attempted to have her diagnosed but 
“there had been no real follow-up” (Gartner, OC). While we do not wish to dismiss 
the possibility that Smith may have benefited from psychological care or that she 
was experiencing emotional distress, The Fifth Estate’s presentation of “when the 
trouble started” presents psychological maladjustment as the only explanation for 
Smith’s initial (and continued) disruptive behaviour. The documentaries repeatedly 
show that, instead of treating her, “prison made Ashley worse” (Gartner, OC), which 
underscores that Smith had pre-existing mental and emotional problems that were 
aggravated by her experiences inside.
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In emphasizing the lack of mental health care, the documentaries leave 
unquestioned what constitutes helpful therapeutic treatment. In “Behind the 
Wall,” for example, Gartner describes the Regional Psychiatric Centre in Saskatoon 
as “the only psychiatric hospital in the country with a therapeutic healing program 
designed for women offenders” although it has “only twelve beds for women.” 
These comments suggest that the main problem is that prisons do not provide 
enough treatment to women, the solution to which is to provide more of the same 
therapeutic approaches that feminists have long identified as problematic. For 
example, correctional therapies for women have been found to be wrought with 
coercion (Kilty 2012, 168; Pollack 2006, 239, 244), to problematically encourage 
women to see themselves as having a “criminal personality” (Pollack 2006, 243), 
and to engage treatment techniques such as distress tolerance, which emphasizes 
skilfully coping with pain and “encourage[s] women to accept and internalize their 
oppression” (Pollack and Kendall 2005, 79). These approaches primarily serve the 
purpose of “‘taming’ women whose unruly emotions may interfere with the smooth 
operation of the prison” (Pollack 2006, 245) and have the potential to undermine 
women’s resistance to abusive prison practices, such as segregation, physical and 
psychotropic restraints, and strip-searching.

The notion of mental illness is used in The Fifth Estate documentaries much 
like a “public image,” which Hall et al. (1978, 118) describe as “a cluster of impres-
sions, themes and quasi-explanations gathered or fused together” that are drawn 
from dominant ideologies and “stop short of serious, searching analysis.” When 
used to explain an event or phenomenon, public images keep the discussion within 
“the boundaries of a dominant ideological field” and any analysis offered “seems to 
collapse into the image” (Hall et al. 1978, 118). Critiques of Smith’s mistreatment 
continually return to an image of mental illness that aligns with neoliberal indi-
vidualism and the pathologization of mental distress and resistant behaviour. 
Stopping short of questions about what constitutes mental illness, The Fifth Estate 
works from the presumption that Smith’s behaviour was indicative of a mental 
disorder. In this way, the critique offered in the documentaries collapses into an 
image of untreated mental illness: significant changes need to be made in prisons so 
that prisoners suffering from mental distress can be assessed and treated without 
excessive isolation and uses of force. Although the notions of vulnerability and a 
desperate need for help that are associated with this image of mental illness allow 
The Fifth Estate to create an emotionally charged discussion of Smith that con-
demns CSC’s actions, reliance on this public image also focuses on the individual 
as the site for therapeutic interventions and obscures some of the structural, and 
perhaps more controversial, problems revealed by this case. In the next section we 
examine this exclusion more closely by considering how the “through narratives” 
in the two Fifth Estate episodes fail to consider the way that Smith’s mistreatment 
was structured by gendered expectations and practices.

Avoiding the “F-word”: The Missed Opportunity to Provide a Gendered 
Analysis
As White (1987, 10) explains, “Every narrative, however seemingly ‘full,’ is con-
structed on the basis of a set of events that might have been included but were left 
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out.” Not only is content inevitably left out during the process of compiling, edit-
ing, and producing the documentaries, there are also issues raised and statements 
made within each documentary that could have been presented as significant but 
were instead left unexplored. The Fifth Estate uses the themes of mental illness and 
lack of mental health care to explain the events of the case and to draw connections 
across various scenes, thereby generating a coherent “through narrative” organized 
around a main issue. In so doing, however, they downplay the importance of other 
issues that are only briefly mentioned, such as the geographic dislocation Smith 
experienced during her incarceration or the repeated strip-searching to which she 
was subject. Like the documentarians, we also provide a particular “through nar-
rative” to highlight how The Fifth Estate reinforces pathologizing discourses and 
overlooks the gendered practices that contributed to Smith’s mistreatment; as such, 
ours is not the only story that could be told about the documentaries. For instance, 
the extensive media coverage surrounding the Smith case, juxtaposed against the 
negligent attention given to the death of Edward Snowshoe, an Indigenous man 
who similarly died in a segregation cell in 2010, demonstrates the white privilege 
that shapes whose experiences “matter to Canadians” (CBC’s The Fifth Estate 
website19). The Fifth Estate portrays Smith as representative of “what’s happening 
to our young people” (Coralee Smith, OC), “to kids with mental health and 
behavioural problems” (Gartner, OC) and to “the mentally ill” (Gartner, BW). 
In this way, the imprisonment and mistreatment of a young, white woman is pre-
sented as an issue that should matter to viewers because she could have been 
“anybody’s child” (Coralee Smith, OC). At the same time, the racialized experi-
ences of prisoners such as Edward Snowshoe remain unconsidered. While this 
paper focuses on gender and The Fifth Estate’s representation of femininity, the 
media attention following the Smith case also points to the ways that racializa-
tion shapes “newsworthiness” (Jewkes 2015, 45).

Although The Fifth Estate mentions Smith’s gender and shows interview clips 
with Kim Pate20, the Executive Director of “a national organization advocating for 
women in prison” (Gartner, OC), no critique is offered of the ways that gender 
shaped correctional interpretations of, and responses to, Smith’s behaviour. Instead, 
we found that the episodes draw upon certain essentialized stereotypes of femininity 
and girlhood that further sensationalize the case. For example, at the beginning of 
“Out of Control” Smith is described as “a troubled young girl who cried out for help 
and never got it” (Gartner) and an interview with Coralee Smith showing Ashley’s 
“girly” doll collection narrates her as having been a “sweet, playful girl” (Gartner). 
These references to gender present Smith as initially adhering to standard tropes of 
hegemonic femininity, which Schippers (2007, 94) describes as “the characteristics 
defined as womanly that … guarantee the dominant position of men and the 

	19	 http://www.cbc.ca/fifth/about/.
	20	 Although the inclusion of interview clips with Kim Pate might suggest the presence of a gendered 

analysis, The Fifth Estate uses the clips primarily to reveal the conditions of Smith’s confinement 
and to show CSC’s lack of mental health care. They are edited to highlight what Pate saw as “one 
of the few visitors Ashley was allowed” (Gartner) and to show that “when [she] last saw Ashley 
[she] asked a number of people to intervene right up to the regional and national level and … 
nobody did” (Pate).
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subordination of women,” including physical vulnerability, passivity, domesticity, 
and compliance. After presenting Smith as adhering to feminine stereotypes as a 
child (e.g., “sweet” and “girly”), Gartner states that there is “not one clue [in her 
home environment] as to how everything went so terribly wrong.” Inherent in these 
comments is the implication that if Smith had been violent or unfeminine as a child, 
rather than “sweet,” “playful,” and “girly,” it would have helped explain why things 
“went wrong”—and would have perhaps made the case less shocking.

Although introduced in “Out of Control” as a “young girl” and a “girly” 
child, Smith is primarily identified in both documentaries as one of the “kids 
with mental health and behavioural problems” (Gartner, OC) and an example of 
“how Canadian prisons punish the mentally ill” (Gartner, BW). In fact, as we 
mentioned in the previous section, mental illness is presented as the reason 
Smith changed from a “sweet, playful girl” to being “on the verge of being out 
of control” (Coralee Smith, OC). After describing Smith’s normative girlhood, 
The Fifth Estate suggests that “Ashley began to change” (Gartner, OC) when she was 
around thirteen or fourteen (e.g., breaking rules; getting expelled from school) 
and that the psychological help her parents sought was insufficient.

The documentaries overlook questions of gendered punishment and craft a 
“through narrative” around the public image of mental illness despite the fact that 
the policies and practices in women’s corrections are “inherently gendered and 
punitive in nature” and rely upon “traditional patriarchal conceptions of feminin-
ity” (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 286). Correctional discourse juxtaposes the 
“unfeminine misbehaved woman prisoner” (Dell, Fillmore, and Kilty 2009, 288) 
against stereotypes of hegemonic femininity in order to justify the use of force 
against women seen as “misbehaving.” Several feminist scholars identify segrega-
tion as a common correctional response to women who are deemed “difficult to 
manage”—often due to self-injurious behaviour or presumed mental illness (Kilty 
2006, 167; Martel 2006, 592). Although The Fifth Estate mentions Smith’s “reputa-
tion for being the most difficult female inmate in the system” (Gartner, BW), there 
is no consideration of how being seen as a “difficult” and “misbehaved” female 
prisoner may have impacted her behaviour and treatment. By constructing a 
through narrative that portrays CSC’s treatment of Smith as a series of inhumane 
responses to mental illness, the documentaries obscure the gendered aspects of 
carceral control practices, like the fact that women are more likely to be sentenced 
to time in segregation for less serious institutional infractions and self-injury than 
are men (Office of the Correctional Investigator 2015).

This failure to consider gender is somewhat surprising given that The Fifth 
Estate broke the 1994 story of women at the Prison for Women in Kingston (P4W) 
being forcibly removed from their segregation cells and illegally strip-searched by 
a male institutional emergency response team. The Fifth Estate’s coverage of this 
event garnered the attention of both the Canadian public and policy makers, trig-
gering a federally commissioned public inquiry (Arbour 1996) that condemned 
the conditions of women’s corrections. Despite the parallels between the correc-
tional responses to Smith and the women in P4W, The Fifth Estate does not mention 
its coverage of the 1994 cell extractions, missing the opportunity to demonstrate 
the historical continuity of women’s carceral mistreatment.
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In fact, women’s corrections is characterized as a place where Smith could and 
should have been treated. In “Out of Control,” the Grand Valley Institution for 
Women is described as having been “built with female inmates in mind, ha[ving] 
a more home-y look and offer[ing] a mental health program tailored especially 
to women” (Gartner). Gartner then states that Grand Valley provides “the kind of 
help Ashley could have used, but the warden locked her in segregation the minute 
she got [t]here.” As aforementioned, in “Behind the Wall,” the Regional Psychiatric 
Centre in Saskatoon is problematized for having “over 200 patients, but only 
12 beds for women offenders” (Gartner). Although Smith was sent to the Regional 
Psychiatric Centre to “get a diagnosis and a treatment plan” (Gartner), the docu-
mentary recounts how this did not occur because she was subject to constant iso-
lation. These comments characterize mental health programs “tailored especially 
to women” as inherently positive and suggest that the failure occurred in denying 
Smith access to them. In this way, prison is problematized only in so far as it does 
not provide enough treatment for mentally ill prisoners and “women-centred” cor-
rections is problematically presented as creating a “home-y” environment.

The discussion of Justine Winder in “Behind the Wall” further exemplifies The 
Fifth Estate’s problematic failure to consider feminist claims regarding women’s 
experiences of imprisonment. When it is revealed that Winder began self-injuring 
in prison, she is described as being “like so many women offenders [in that] [she] 
turned her anger inward [and] she started cutting her arms and choking herself ” 
(Gartner). While this discussion suggests that the prison was “transforming her” 
(Gartner), and by extension other women prisoners, there is no critical discussion 
of women’s self-injury in prison or penal responses to it. On the contrary, Winder’s 
inwardly turned anger is presented as the reason she self-injures “like so many 
women offenders” (Gartner), which attributes women’s self-injury in prison to an 
irrational misdirection of anger and reflects CSC reports that claim women self-
injure “as a means of coping with negative emotions” (Power and Usher 2010, 28). 
While these “negative emotions” may result from incarceration, CSC research and 
The Fifth Estate documentaries are both devoid of any discussion of women’s self-
injury as a meaningful response to isolation and mistreatment, relying instead on 
pathologizing discourses that attribute the behaviour to emotional and psycho-
logical maladjustment. This ignores feminist arguments that view self-injury as a 
response to the powerlessness created by oppressive prison environments and sug-
gest that self-injury “may represent an attempt to resist the power of the prison and 
to demonstrate personal agency” (Kilty 2006, 165; see also Pollack and Kendall 
2005, 76; Robert, Frigon, and Belzile 2007, 184).

The Fifth Estate uses Smith’s gender and youth to heighten the “newsworthiness” 
(Jewkes 2015, 45) of the case, suggesting that the story is particularly shocking 
because Smith was a “troubled young girl” (Gartner, OC) who was “sweet” and 
“playful” prior to her incarceration. At the same time, the documentaries do not 
question the gendered implications of the different carceral practices (e.g., strip-
searching, medicalization, and forced psychotropics) used to contain Smith, instead 
advancing “through narratives” organized around the theme of mental illness. In so 
doing, the documentaries uphold stereotypical images of femininity and reproduce 
correctional discourses that pathologize criminalized women. While The Fifth Estate 
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reveals serious problems in correctional mental health care, it also relies upon neo-
liberal and post-feminist notions of individualism that primarily root Smith’s self-
injurious and resistant behaviours in her flawed psyche rather than her conditions of 
confinement and the chronic abusive prison practices to which she was subject. In 
this way, the Smith case is not used to elucidate women’s mistreatment in the federal 
correctional system, but to discuss how “mentally ill inmates” (Gartner, BW) are 
mistreated and denied psychiatric care, which problematically reinforces a veneer of 
gender equality or neutrality regarding Canadian prison practices.

Conclusion
Using a novel approach to documentary analysis drawn from narrative inquiry and 
socio-linguistics that contributes to the methodological advancement of the disci-
plines of criminology and media studies, we hope this research will push criminolo-
gists to adopt more innovative analytic practices. By critically examining The Fifth 
Estate’s narration of the Ashley Smith case, we explored how mainstream media 
coverage that is expressly critical of CSC may nonetheless reproduce some of the 
assumptions and modes of thought upon which correctional practices rest. In par-
ticular, the documentaries uphold correctional discourses that locate criminality 
and resistant behaviour within the disordered minds and thinking patterns of indi-
vidual women. Both episodes construct “through narratives” that position Smith as 
mentally ill and the lack of therapeutic resources in prison as the underlying sys-
temic failure that led to her death. While The Fifth Estate condemns CSC’s treatment 
of Smith and prisoners like her, their adoption of the medical model interpretation 
of mental illness engages neoliberal notions of individualism, leaving intact and 
reproducing pathologizing discourses that continue to underpin women’s correc-
tions. Even as they reveal and critique the “shocking truth” (Gartner, BW) and indis-
putable mistreatment of mentally ill prisoners, The Fifth Estate draws upon some of 
the same discourses that sustain and justify the correctional system they critique.

Failing to consider Smith’s “out of control” behaviour as a rational or meaning-
ful response to her powerlessness and experiences of being segregated, strip-
searched, and restrained, The Fifth Estate highlights that “prison made Ashley 
worse” (Gartner, OC), thus presuming that she was inherently disordered to begin 
with. Moreover, the episodes do not question what constitutes treatment in women’s 
corrections and thus ignore feminist concerns about coercive therapeutic practices 
that can encourage women to accept oppressive conditions and internalize nega-
tive characterizations of the self (Pollack and Kendall 2005, 79). In fact, The Fifth 
Estate uncritically accepts women-centred mental health programming as “the 
kind of help Ashley could have used” (Gartner, OC), suggesting that more treat-
ment would improve corrections. This brings to mind Foucault’s (1981, 155) claim 
that “a transformation that remains within the same mode of thought … can 
merely be a superficial transformation.” By working from the presumption that 
prisoners like Smith have something wrong with them that can be fixed through 
better access to (augmented) mental health programming, The Fifth Estate sug-
gests improvements that would leave structural oppressions untouched, which 
ultimately legitimizes incarceration and some of the problematic carceral practices 
to which Smith was subjected.
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Eclipsed by the focus on mental illness are questions of how Smith’s sta-
tus as a difficult and misbehaving woman prisoner impacted her punishment. 
Interest-oriented media processes tend to go hand in hand with content and as The 
Fifth Estate aims to reach a broad national audience, taking up the critical language 
and vocabulary of feminism and a direct analysis of the gendered nature of punish-
ment might risk alienating potential viewers that either deny the continued need for 
feminism or who openly reject that identity. Instead, The Fifth Estate frames the case 
within the confines of individualism and thus in a way that maintains the status quo 
and may resonate with a wider audience. In so doing, however, they overlook the gen-
dered aspects of correctional punishment and instead reproduce post-feminist and 
neoliberal discourses that emphasize the need for “self-transformation rather than 
structural transformation” (Anderson 2014, 10, original emphasis).
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