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Chapter 1

a neW breeD of feMale offenDer

In the late 1990s almost everything your mother taught you about 
polite society has disappeared from popular culture and nowhere is 
this more apparent than in what is happening to our teenage girls. 
(cbc Nasty Girls March 5 1997)

The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s news documentary, Nasty Girls, 
provided the impetus for this study on female youth violence in Canada. 
Supported through expert discourse, the documentary confirms that 
“Canada’s teenage girls are committing more violent crimes than ever 
before and girl crime is growing at an even faster rate than boy crime.” 
With this awareness, the murder of  British Columbia youth Reena Virk in 
November 1997 became a pertinent case in understanding the response to 
girl violence. As Tafler (1998) points out, the details of  the crime made it 
a sensation. Fourteen-year-old Virk was “swarmed” and beaten by a group 
of  mostly females aged fourteen to seventeen. After the initial beating, Virk 
was followed by Warren Glowatski and Kelly Ellard, two youths involved 
in the first incident, who again beat and then drowned the young woman. 
The case garnered national attention, and the media often juxtaposed the 
brutality of  the attack with the belief  that “the motives were petty, related 
to boyfriends and gossip” (Tafler 1998: 15). The Virk case and other isolated 
cases of  girl violence in the country around the same time,1 not only led to 
public outrage, but also fuelled a pervasive belief  that something had gone 
terribly wrong with young women. Although there was a reported rise in 
cases of  young women charged with minor or moderate assault at the time, 
the increase was more a reflection of  the youth justice system’s change in 
policy and charging practices or of  accounts which cite relative rather than 
actual rates of  offending, than a “real” change in girls’ behaviour (Reitsma-
Street 1999, 2004; Doob and Sprott 1998; Sprott and Doob 2009). In fact, 
youth crime statistics indicate that in 1999 the violent crime rate dropped 
(-6.5 percent) for female youths (Statistics Canada 2000) and since 2001 
there has been a downward trend in the rate at which female youth are 
charged with violent crimes (Kong and AuCoin 2008: 7). Although there 
have been other high profile cases, such as the 2006 Medicine Hat murders, 
in which a twelve-year-old girl and her twenty-three-year-old boyfriend were 
convicted of  killing the young woman’s parents and brother, the number of  
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girls charged for violent offences, including murder and attempted murder, 
has been consistently low over the past twenty years. As Sprott and Doob 
(2009: 28) conclude: “There has never been any credible evidence that girls’ 
involvement in violence has substantially changed.” Nonetheless, the moral 
panic over young female aggression in the late 1990s was significant because 
it contributed to demands by the public and the government for harsher 
penalties for violent offenders (Barron and Lacombe 2005).

The public outcry is best understood in a late modern context, within 
which social, economic and cultural changes in the past forty years have 
altered key social structures and our understanding of  self  and the world 
around us. Although there are various terms to depict this new era, I use late 
modernity to describe the contemporary situation as a period where there 
is an acceleration and transformation of  trends seen in modern societies 
(Giddens 1991), such as changes in the logics of  capitalism, in the role of  
the state and its agencies, and in our sense of  identity and security. As Beck 
(1992) documents in Risk Society, the transition from modernity to late mo-
dernity fostered public anxiety, uncertainty and a concern over “risks.” The 
public’s decreasing sense of  security is especially evident in a generalized fear 
of  crime and the development of  a “crime consciousness” (Garland 1996, 
1997, 2001). The governmental response to limitations of  the modern crimi-
nal justice apparatus to control crime and to provide protection to citizens 
has taken various, and often contradictory, forms.

In conjunction with the current punitive modalities and mentalities 
that govern the youth justice system, the creation of  risk profiles on young 
offenders signalled the emergence of  actuarial technologies in correctional-
based programs. The shift from old penology to new penology, and the 
development of  “actuarial justice” (Feeley and Simon 1994) are central to 
understanding the impact of  risk governance. As Garland (2001) explains, 
the new “culture of  control” includes a scientific and economic style of  
intervention. The most “successful” crime control strategies are those that 
resonate with the political, popular and professional cultures developing in 
the shift towards late modernity. One such strategy, seen increasingly across 
Canada, is the implementation of  risk assessment tools for the prediction and 
management of  youth crime. In the authorities’ search for new and improved 
crime control technologies for youth, the Saskatchewan Department of  
Corrections and Public Safety (dcps) implemented the Level of  Service Inventory 
–Saskatchewan Youth Edition (lsi–sk), a tool used to identify the criminogenic 
risks/needs of  young offenders. Based on the results of  this risk assessment 
tool, youth authorities devise “an intervention strategy to effectively manage 
and reduce the risk to reoffend” (dcps 2002: 2). Despite the existence of  
such risk assessment tools, the youth justice system is only partially governed 
by risk rationalities. As this book reveals, the practice of  youth corrections 
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combines elements of  management, punishment, treatment and exclusion.
This book is based on research conducted for my PhD dissertation, which 

asked the following questions about the impact of  risk thinking on young 
female offenders in Saskatchewan. To what extent is the youth justice system 
governed by risk rationalities? What does treatment and “rehabilitation” 
mean in the age of  risk management? How are systems of  representations 
such as gender, sexuality and race influenced by risk logics?2 How do girls 
understand their “risk factors” as presented by expert knowledges? In order 
to address these questions, I deployed the method of  “grounded theory” to 
conduct in-depth interviews with forty-seven research participants involved 
in three youth detention centres in Saskatchewan: Paul Dojack Youth Centre 
in Regina, Kilburn Hall in Saskatoon and Orcadia Youth Centre in Yorkton. 
Twenty-three of  the respondents are young, mostly Aboriginal women incar-
cerated for a violent offence, and twenty-four are youth justice authorities, 
including frontline staff, community youth workers, directors, psychologists 
and government policy-makers. I also investigated data from the girls’ cus-
tody files as well as from program and policy manuals in all three facilities.

This introductory chapter provides the context and background research 
for studying a new breed of  female offender: the “risky girl.” The first section 
details the historical context and changing discourse in understanding female 
crime. It is apparent that the bewilderment over unruly girls is cyclical and 
that the conceptualization of  and response to female delinquents, female 
young offenders and, most recently, female youth criminals, reflect political 
and social context. This background provides the context for investigating 
the emergence of  a seemingly new rationality. The second section details 
how girl crime is currently framed for public consumption. I outline the 
fascination with girl culture and examine how this fixation is supported and 
addressed through expert discourse on aggressive girls. I examine the most 
recent focus by the experts on risk assessment techniques as an intervention 
strategy in youth justice. Lastly, I highlight the importance of  this study and 
outline the content of  the remaining chapters.

historical Context
The “risky girl” has a complex history; she did not emerge in a straight-
forward fashion. As Gusfield claims, “human problems do not spring up, 
full-blown and announced, into the consciousness of  bystanders” (1981: 3). 
The dynamics of  “making trouble” (Ferrell and Websdale 1999) exist before 
and beyond the issue of  concern. While social problems such as girl violence 
recur over time, the characteristics they acquire at a certain time and place 
are novel. The past becomes rewritten in memory with new discourse and 
description (Hacking 1995: 94). Tracing the social construction of  the girl 
problem demonstrates how public and legal perceptions reflect the social and 
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political climate. In particular for girls, the historical connections between 
law-breaking, morality and gender are significant to this study. Understanding 
the historical response to the young female offender is important to analyzing 
the current impact of  risk rationality.

In the latter part of  the nineteenth century, “child-saving movements” 
in Britain, the United States and Canada promoted better treatment of  
children. The child savers were mainly upper- and middle-class reformers 
whose motivation is a matter of  debate between altruistic intent to improve 
the lives of  children and self-interest fostered by capitalist forces to control 
young people in a rapidly changing urban society (Corrado and Markwart 
1992: 142). As the legitimate guardians of  the moral sphere, middle-class 
women, in particular, patrolled the normative boundaries of  the social order 
and contributed to the policing of  female behaviour. For example, the Toronto 
Women’s Court, organized on the model of  the family, was established in 1913 
as a feminist response to the androcentric criminal justice system. However, 
as Glasbeek (1998: 480) argues, “in place of  paternalist justice, white middle-
class feminists succeeded in legitimating maternalist family values within 
the criminal justice system, thus both increasing their class authority over 
wayward ‘girls’ and enveloping them within the coercive project of  the law.” 
The rhetoric of  “familialism” and the call for gender-specific sanctions for 
girls were expressions of  specific class interests.

The reform movements also led to the establishment of  child welfare 
agencies and the creation of  juvenile justice systems, which included facilities 
separate from adult systems. Specifically, the Juvenile Delinquents Act (jda) was 
passed in Canada in 1908 in response to the reformers’ objective of  “saving 
wayward children” from a life of  crime and destitution (Bala 1992: 21). The 
jda gave the state authority to bring young people to court and place them in 
reform schools, training schools and other institutions for violation of  federal 
statutes, including the Criminal Code, provincial statutes, municipal by-laws 
and “status offences” (Geller 1987: 113). It was girls in particular who were 
often arrested for non-criminal status offences, such activities as running 
away from home, being “incorrigible” or being beyond parental control, as 
well as “sexual immorality or any similar form of  vice,” which was added 
to the jda in 1924 (Sangster 2002). Although the early juvenile and family 
courts promised a kinder atmosphere with the intent to rehabilitate youth, 
they served, as Chunn (1992: 167) states, as “police courts in disguise” (cited 
in Myers and Sangster 2001: 672). The youth court evolved as a judicial 
parent or “parens patriae,” through its legal intervention in the relationship 
between children and families (Chesney-Lind and Shelden 1992: 102). As 
Geller (1987: 116) explains, officials of  the juvenile justice system believed 
they were acting in the best interest of  young people, which signalled the 
increasing involvement of  the state in regulating adolescent behaviour. Legal 
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and social work authorities were concerned over a new-found independence 
for young women with the onset of  World War II. The result of  the moral 
campaigns launched against these independent, or “loose women” as they 
were constructed (Freund 1995), resulted in increasing numbers of  girls being 
put on probation or incarcerated.

Not only were youth court officials instrumental in constructing the fe-
male delinquent, but also important were the parents and the girls themselves 
(Sangster 2001, 2002). In fact, the conceptualization of  girls’ delinquency 
included the parents’ response and their insistence on the state’s involvement 
in the discipline of  their child (Myers 1999). The girls sent to reform schools 
were rarely incarcerated for, or associated with, violent acts. Rather, they were 
characterized as incorrigible and sexually promiscuous and were later deemed 
sexual delinquents or the unfortunate products of  broken homes. Although 
described by one psychologist as “submissive rather than assertive, bashful 
rather than brazen” (cited in Myers and Sangster 2001: 669), some of  the 
girls were in fact defiant or ran away, and a few committed extreme acts of  
violence. As Myers and Sangster (2001) uncover in their study of  Canadian 
reform schools for girls from 1930 to 1960, there were various methods of  
girls’ resistance to incarceration and to their designation as “delinquent.” 
Similarly, my research reveals that girls employ resistance strategies against 
their designation as “high risk.” Moreover, as both studies confirm, locating 
girls’ resistance in a feminist framework allows for recognition of  systems 
of  power based on class, race and gender as well as the girls’ consciousness 
of  their oppression.

The young female delinquent was also constructed through expert dis-
course, which reflects the political and social climate. For example, Carolyn 
Strange’s (1995) seminal study on the rise of  the Toronto “working girl” 
illustrates how the various agencies and experts who “discovered” her were 
also part of  her regulation in an attempt to control the demoralizing effects 
of  capitalism. The experts pathologized girls’ resistance to their feminine 
role, which included obedience, modesty and dependence (Chesney-Lind 
and Shelden 1992: 109). In a similar vein, although the girls in the present 
research are not pathologized for resisting their feminine role, the experts fail 
to account for the rewards girls receive in late modernity for participating 
in culturally recognized masculine terrain such as violence. As Myers and 
Sangster (2001: 669) also recognize, the historical account of  girls’ reaction to 
their being criminalized is compromised by the perspective of  those recording 
the information. Although current risk assessment tools are designed to cur-
tail subjective evaluation of  girls’ behaviour, my research reveals otherwise.

Although the power of  the expert to define the girl problem continues 
to the present, the lack of  rights afforded young women was challenged by 
a new regard for civil rights. From the mid-1950s onwards, the control of  
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girls through the Juvenile Delinquent’s Act came under criticism for its unfair 
treatment of  youths in comparison to adults and for its lack of  due process 
and unfair sentencing rationale. The Young Offenders Act (yoa), passed in 1984, 
was intended to address criticisms over discretionary control under the jda. 
The transition from the jda to the yoa signalled a philosophical transforma-
tion from a treatment and welfare-oriented model to a more justice-oriented 
model. The yoa came under repeated attacks for being difficult to implement 
by practitioners and for being “too soft” on both male and female young 
offenders by the public. These complaints led to increases in the maximum 
length of  carceral sentences that could be imposed by youth courts and they 
are reflected in legislation which replaced the yoa.

On April 1, 2003, the new Youth Criminal Justice Act (ycja) came into force. 
The first section of  the Declaration of  Principle in the ycja states:

The youth criminal justice system is intended to: prevent crime by 
addressing the circumstances underlying a young person’s offending 
behaviour; rehabilitate young persons who commit offences and 
reintegrate them into society, and ensure that a young person is 
subject to meaningful consequences for his or her offence in order 
to promote the long-term protection of  the public. (Section 3)

To address the focus on “reintegration,” the ycja stipulates that in each 
custody disposition, two-thirds of  the youth’s sentence is served in custody 
and one-third is served under strict supervision in the community (Section 
42 (2)(n)). The mandatory community portion of  every youth sentence is 
important to this study because it has legitimized the “need” for techniques 
that are able to predict the likelihood that a young female offender will reof-
fend in the community.

Although the ycja is designed to address the contradictions in the 
yoa, its focus on offender accountability (and provisions which lower the 
age for which a youth can be sentenced as an adult) and on rehabilitation 
within a restorative justice framework, means that the ycja also represents 
a conflicting piece of  legislation (Green and Healy 2003: 233). The discrep-
ancy in intent is further complicated by the political and media rhetoric 
which identified the Act as the government’s commitment to being “tough 
on crime,” which, Doob and Sprott (2006: 230-231) argue, is not actually 
reflected in the legislation or in the available data on youths’ treatment in 
court. Although the Act is successfully reducing the number of  youths sent 
to prison (Sprott and Doob 2009), my research supports the argument that 
principles of  restorative justice operate on the margins of  criminal justice 
practice without changing the main philosophy of  a retributive, risk-adverse 
system (Garland 2001: 104).

The history of  the juvenile justice system is a chronicle of  the creation 
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of  organizations and policy to monitor the social and moral behaviour of  
youth, and this background is important to analyzing whether changes in 
how we deal with girls in the age of  risk are in fact “new.” The role of  the 
juvenile justice system with respect to girls has continued to be the enforce-
ment of  “girls’ obedience to a set of  expectations about their deportment, 
their sexuality, and their obedience to familial demands” (Chesney-Lind and 
Shelden 1992: 6). There is also a renewed emphasis on the role of  the family 
as the bastion of  conservative gender roles (Reitsma-Street 1991). As Madriz 
(1997) recognizes, the expectation is that crime control is the responsibility 
of  the family and especially of  mothers.

In the current period of  restructuring, deregulation, and privatiza-
tion, the historically contingent lines between public and private 
are being redrawn, with the private sphere being expected to 
assume greater responsibility for things that were once viewed as 
“public”(Brodie 1994; Kline 1997). (Boyd 1997: 19)

The result, as demonstrated in this book, is that ideologies related to 
families and the private sphere also inform public laws and policies. As with 
past youth justice policy shifts, issues of  social control are connected to the 
larger political and social climate. Although the term “social control” is often 
used to describe an organized reaction to deviant or socially problematic 
behaviour (Cohen 1985: 3), I expand the concept to better reflect how con-
temporary control strategies employed by both state and non-state mecha-
nisms target everyday behaviour. This is especially apparent in the age of  
risk. Innes (2003: 5) explains: “Controls have become embedded within our 
key institutional forms to such an extent that we are all subject to different 
types and combinations of  control as we go about our daily lives, whether 
our behaviour be considered deviant or not.”

from “bad” to “risky” Girls
The topic when I began the research was the construction of  the “nasty girl” 
phenomenon. The expression is not often used in journalistic or academic 
discourse on young female violence, but it was, as mentioned above, the 
title of  a 1997 cbc documentary which examined girls’ experience with 
and use of  violence (Barron 2000: 81–85). Although the term “bad girl” is 
more commonly used, the “nasty girl” image represents an elevated concern 
over violence. The commentary and images in the documentary illustrate 
the popular perception that “once the repository of  sugar and spice and 
everything nice, today’s young women celebrate materialism, aggressive 
sexuality and nasty behaviours” (cbc 1997). However, as I began conducting 
the interviews, I quickly became aware that use of  the nasty girl image as a 
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guide for my research agenda was problematic. The sexy, material, powerful 
nasty girl had little relevance to the young women who participated in the 
interviews. This disconnect speaks to how media images are often inconsistent 
with the reality of  those they portray. This is not to imply, however, that the 
media does not provide an influential avenue for sense-making. Several of  the 
adult participants indicated that girls’ behaviour has changed in a way that 
very much reflects the media images. This section highlights how girl crime 
is currently framed for public consumption and the role that experts play, 
first in defining the problem and second in providing intervening strategies. 
I argue that, based on the direction of  expert discourse on the violent female 
criminal, we are shifting away from a focus on the “bad” or more violent 
“nasty” girl, to an emphasis on the “risky” girl. This context is central to 
discussions on how risk rationality impacts the youth detention centre and 
girls’ sense of  self.

There is a paradoxical fear of  and fascination with bad girls in popular 
culture. As Barron and Lacombe (2005) document in their paper on the 
moral panic over girl violence, newspaper headlines indicate that, on the 
one hand, girls are the dangerous “other,” illustrated in the title “Bad girls: 
A brutal BC murder sounds an alarm about teenage violence” (Chisholm 
1997). On the other hand, girls are also a profitable commodity: “Bad girls 
= big bucks” claims the Vancouver Sun (Todd 2001: A17). Most contemporary 
accounts of  defiant girls are also connected to the mantra of  “girl power,” 
which is sexualized and mocked in backlash journalism (Faludi 1991). For 
example, a pullout section of  the Vancouver Province has a picture of  the petite 
head of  the popular 1990s sitcom heroine Ally McBeal superimposed on the 
body of  Rambo. While she smiles innocently to the camera, her muscular 
arms are holding a machine gun. The caption reads: “It’s a Girrrl’s World: 
Yikes! It’s only a matter of  time before women take over” (Bacchus, August 
2, 1998, cited in Barron and Lacombe 2005). News accounts of  girl crime 
often emphasize that not only are girls becoming more aggressive, but those 
involved are also younger. “Younger and much more brutal: crime trends 
point to an explosion in adolescent criminality,” reports the British Columbia 
Report (June 24, 1996). This attention to age is often discussed in a wider 
context of  a new generation of  girls who are maturing at a faster rate than 
in the past.

The term “tweenies” [or tweens] has been coined by various com-
mentators in the mass media to represent those children (aged 12 
and under) whose lifestyles appear very much like the teenagers of  
previous generations, particularly in relation to their forms of  dress 
and patterns of  consumption. (Cieslik and Pollock 2002: 16)

In late modernity, aggressive and violent girls are also understood as a 
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new breed of  female whom experts, parents, teachers and youth justice of-
ficials are attempting to comprehend and tame. Part of  the allure of  girls for 
both popular culture and academic study is the perception that girl culture is 
not well understood. “Why are girls so cruel? It’s a question that baffles even 
the experts who grapple with teen violence,” states the Province (Tanner and 
Colebourn 2000: A14). Girls are referred to as “elusive subjects” whose iden-
tity as a social group lacks any “fit” with established social science categories 
(Hudson 1990). Girl culture has been described as “well insulated” (McRobbie 
and Garber 1976), hard to understand (Wiseman 2002) and composed of  
threatening relationships that are difficult to detect (Pepler 1998). It is not 
surprising therefore that Rosalind Wiseman became an expert on girl rela-
tionships with the publication of  Queen Bees and Wannabes: Helping Your Daughter 
Survive Cliques, Gossip, Boyfriends & Other Realities of  Adolescence (2002). She earned 
international celebrity after the book inspired the big screen movie Mean Girls. 
The book is touted as a “guide for parents” because their daughters exist in 
a different world, speak a different language and live by different laws. In 
her review of  the book, Katherine Follet (2002: 1), a professor of  psychology, 
states: “Through reading this book we are taught to develop a ‘girl brain.’ 
Watching our little girls grow up and turn away from us toward friends who 
are often mean, spiteful, destructive, manipulative, and bullying can be very 
frustrating.” The attention to these mean, manipulative girls has also focused 
expert discussion on the non-physical forms of  aggression, or “relational 
aggression” (Crick et al. 1999; Chamberlain and Moore 2002; Moretti and 
Odgers 2002; Geiger et al. 2004). As Pepler (1998: 5) explains, the definition 
of  aggression has been expanded to include those behaviours that are typical 
of  girls’ attacks: indirect aggression, aggression directed at peers and aggres-
sion meant to damage reputation or social status. Teasing, gossiping and, in 
particular, bullying are now targeted for intervention because researchers have 
suggested that severe forms of  relational aggression may serve as predictors 
of  other types of  aggression (Moretti and Odgers 2002).

The current discourse on girl aggression raises concerns over the at-
tention, or lack thereof, to race. As Chesney-Lind (2003) explained at a 
conference, discovering aggression in girls has resulted in a media search for 
the latest type of  bad girl. The shift in discourse is race-based, but it does 
not include critical acknowledgement of  underlying race issues. In the early 
1990s there was attention on the “gangster girl,” who was always a young 
woman of  colour but “the last half  of  the 1990s continued this ‘bad girl’ 
discourse, with an added focus on white girls’ aggression as an undiscovered, 
concealed culture” (Chesney-Lind and Pasko 2004: 31). One expert who 
brought considerable attention to this issue is Sibylle Artz and her 1998 
book Sex, Power, and the Violent School Girl. She states in the introduction: “The 
violent, non-gang, white girl and the violent white school girl who is not in 
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juvenile detention have been virtually ignored. It is as if  such girls do not 
exist — but in fact they do; and they are very much in the forefront of  the 
rise in violence in schools, both as victims and perpetrators” (1998: vi). Artz’s 
book is based primarily on the experience of  six school girls who are not 
members of  a visible minority. The media picked up on Artz’s emphasis of  
a rising trend in girl violence but paid little or no attention to the issue of  
race (Faith and Jiwani 2002: 90).

Ironically, because the mean, aggressive bully now includes white girls, 
the issue of  race is conspicuously absent. It appears that the discourse on 
bullying has replaced a discourse on racism. Nowhere is this trend more 
evident than in the newspaper coverage on youth who have suffered at the 
hands of  bullies. For example, in an article series, “Bullies in our schools,” run 
in the Vancouver Sun, the photos of  four victims compose almost half  a page 
of  the newspaper (Culbert and Steffenhagen 2000: B4). Under each picture 
are the tragic details: Hamed Nastoh, age fourteen, jumped off  the Pattullo 
bridge on March 11, 2000, after persistent harassment by other students; 
Dawn-Marie Wesley, age fourteen, is the Mission girl who killed herself  on 
November 10, 2000, after being bullied at school; Reena Virk, age fourteen, 
was tormented and eventually murdered by fellow students; Azmi Jubran, 
now age twenty, was beaten by classmates from 1993 to 1998. Although the 
photos of  each victim make clear that they are all visible minorities (less so 
for Dawn-Marie, who is Aboriginal), there is, incredibly, no mention of  race 
in the two-page spread on the issue. This absence is especially troublesome 
considering that the article includes an insert from experts on the issue of  
bullying, notably Dr. Debra Pepler, who also fail to pay any attention to 
racialized youth or the issue of  racism. Instead, the expert advice for the 
readers indicates that “girls do the verbal and social bullying while boys are 
more likely to be physical.… ‘In our research we find that bullies are often 
perceived as powerful and popular and enjoy a fairly central position within 
the peer group’… Victims are younger, weaker and peers see them as crying 
easily and lacking humour” (cited in Culbert and Steffenhagen 2000: B4). 
In my research this lack of  attention to race is central to the analysis on the 
impact of  risk governance and to girls’ sense of  self.

The above discussion on how girl crime is framed for public consumption 
clearly illustrates the role experts play in constructing the problem. Although 
the violent or aggressive girl is identified as a new societal problem, there is 
some historical continuity in expert discourse, which provides explanations 
of, and also informs responses to, female offending. Since the nineteenth 
century, two themes are consistent on female crime: female aggression is 
understood from the perspective of  male behaviour, and it is decontextual-
ized and understood as an individual pathology. Historically, unruly girls 
were described by experts as “masculinized monsters (Lombroso 1920), 




