
 

 

 

 

 

‘A FIGHT ABOUT NOTHING’: 

CONSTRUCTIONS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

 

 

 

 

 

Michelle Jones 

 

 

 

 

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Gender Studies, School of Social Sciences 

University of Adelaide 

September 2004 



 

 

2

CONTENTS 

 
 
TITLE PAGE i
  
CONTENTS ii
  
LIST OF TABLES v
 
LIST OF FIGURES vi
 
ABSTRACT vii
 
DECLARATION viii
 
DEDICATION & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ix
  
INTRODUCTION 1
Section One: Thesis Locale 2
Section Two: Thesis Structure and Chapter Overview 9
  
CHAPTER ONE: Theoretical and Methodological Tools 13
Section One: Theoretical Tools 13
  The Subject 14
  Feminisms and the Subject 15
  Masculinities and Male Subjectivity  17
  Foucault and the Subject  19
  Poststructural Discourses and the Subject  22
  Power  25
  Foucault on Power  30
  Feminisms on Foucault and Power  34
Section Two: Methodological Tools 36
  The Research Methods 37
  Men’s Groups 38
  Interviews with Women and Men 40
  Content Analysis of Print Media Coverage of Domestic Violence 42
  Hypomnemata 44
  Rationale for Methods: The Research Methodology 44
  Challenges to Methods 52



 

 

3

 
  
CHAPTER TWO: A History of ‘The Problem’ 58
Section One: Explanations for Men’s Violence Against Women 58
  Individualist Theories of Domestic Violence 59
  Structuralist Theories of Domestic Violence 62
  Poststructuralist Theories of Domestic Violence 66
Section Two: Genealogy of Domestic Violence in The Advertiser 1975-1996 69
  The ‘Birth’ of Domestic Violence 71
  Language of Domestic Violence 84
  Causal Attribution of Domestic Violence 87
 
CHAPTER THREE: Professional Spaces (1)  90
Section One: Professional Definitions of Domestic Violence 96
  Feminist Definitions of Domestic Violence 101
  Medical Definitions of Domestic Violence 102
  Legal Definitions of Domestic Violence 105
  Human Services Policy Definition of Domestic Violence 110
Section Two: Signs and Symptoms 112
  Privileging of the Physical, Privileging of the Visible 112
  Sexual Harassment Legislation: Subjective Experience 115
  Broadening the Definition of Domestic Violence 118
Section Three: Negotiating the Subjectivity of the Perpetrator of Domestic Violence – 
  Men’s Experiences 

 
119

 
CHAPTER FOUR: Professional Spaces (2)  123
Section One: Medical Gaze on Women’s Body and Psyche 125
  Early Prevention and Detection Strategies 127
  Woman’s Body Surface as a Site of Surveillance 129
  Medication as a Means of Control 132
Section Two: Therapeutic Gaze on Men and Women: The Cycle of Violence or  
  Violences ReCycled?  

 
137

  The Generational Cycle of Abuse 137
  The Cycle of Violence 138
  Critiques of the Cycle of Violence 153
  Cycle of Violence within the Men’s Groups 159
Section Three: Therapeutic Gaze on Men 164
  The Men’s Group as Confessional 165
  Surveillance 168
  Resistance 169
  Struggle for Power/Knowledge  170
  



 

 

4

 
CHAPTER FIVE: Relationship Spaces  175
Section One: Domestic Space as a Site of Discipline 181
  Building a ‘Home’ and Building the Relationship and Family 184
  Property ‘Rights’ and Relationship ‘Rights’ 187
Section Two: Surveillance within the Domestic Space 193
  Gaze of Her Emotional Space 198
  Self Surveillance as Self Protection 201
Section Three: Normalisation – The Ideal of Romantic Love 204
  
CHAPTER SIX: Masculinities (1) – Popular Representations  212
Section One: Masculinities and Men’s Bodies 213
Section Two: Man and/or Monster? Mind and/or Body? Print Media Representations  
  of the Male Perpetrator over a 20-Year Period 

 
218

  Race, Ethnicity and Culture of the Perpetrator  223
  Celebrity Perpetrators  227
  Perpetrator’s Voice in The Advertiser 238
  Corporeal Domestic Violence – Illustrated Representations of Perpetrators  239
Section Three: Men and Women’s Representations of the Perpetrator 245
  Men’s Representations of ‘Perpetrators’ 246
  Women’s Use of Animal Metaphors 247
  Women’s Representations of the Everyday Man 251
  Men’s Understandings of the Perpetrator 253
  
CHAPTER SEVEN: Masculinities (2) – Self Constructions  260
Section One: Control, Individualism and Masculinity  261
Section Two: Men’s Perceived Levels of Self-Control  267
  ‘In-Control of the Self’  268
  ‘Out-of-Control of the Self’  277
  ‘Control-Over’ the Other  281
Section Three: Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom 285
  
CONCLUSION  291
  
APPENDICES  
  
 Appendix A: Men’s group criteria for inclusion in the research project  304
  
 Appendix B: Information Sheet  306
  
 Appendix C:  Men’s interview schedules and prompts  307
  
   Women’s interview schedules and prompts 309
  
 Appendix D: Sportsman Paul Gascoigne  311
  
BIBLIOGRAPHY  313
 



 

 

5

LIST OF TABLES 
 

 
 
Table 1.1: Total Number of Interviews Undertaken with Male and Female Participants 41     
 
Table 2.1: Number of Articles Reported in The Advertiser in 2-Year Blocks across 20 
Years           70                             
 
Table 2.2: Article Distribution by Genre of Article     73 
 
Table 2.3: Distribution of Subject Areas within News Genre    73 
 
Table 2.4: Summary of Attributes of Male Perpetrator of Domestic Violence 87 
 
Table 6.1: Gender and Age of Perpetrator of Domestic Violence   220 
 
Table 6.2: Attributes of the Perpetrator of Domestic Violence in The Advertiser 222 

 



 

 

6

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
Figure 1.1: Power Difference between a Domestic Argument and Domestic Abuse       26               
 
Figure 4.1: The Cycle of Violence       142                           
 
Figure 4.2: Five-Phase Cycle of Violence      147 
                                                                               
Figure 4.3: Ali Curung Women’s Cycle of Violence     152 
                                                              
Figure 4.4: The Cycle of Abuse       156 
                                                                                              
Figure 6.1: Desperate Women       241 
                                                                                                 
Figure 6.2: No Way Out        242 
 
Figure 6.3: A Pittance for a National Threat      244 
                                                                          
. 



 

 

7

 
ABSTRACT 

The ways in which men negotiate contradictory discourses to accommodate their domestic 
violence into their sense of self forms the focus of this thesis. The sixty-six men 
interviewed for this thesis had attended a twelve-week group in an attempt to stop their 
violence. Forty-two of their women partners also agreed to be interviewed. Overall two 
hundred and fifty-nine interviews were conducted with these men and their women 
partners.  The men were found to draw on various competing discourses in their 
constructions of themselves. One of the sources was the print media. A content analysis of 
newspaper articles over a period of twenty years revealed that popular representations of 
domestic violence have increased over time and have privileged physical forms of 
violence. Representations of the perpetrator of domestic violence featured hegemonic 
forms of masculinity, emphasising the physicality of men’s bodies. Although the men 
interviewed here had agreed to attend a professional course for violent perpetrators, they 
were selective in which professional discourses they used to explain their own violence.  
The thesis outlines legal, medical and human services discourses, focusing on selected 
interventions, and identifies weaknesses such as the use of prescriptive definitions of 
domestic violence and the reliance on women to report on their own and their partner’s 
feelings and behaviours.  Finally, women’s and men’s own representations of their 
experiences revealed that the domestic relationship is a complex entity – where 
contradictory scripts for masculinity and femininity are acted out.   

Feminist and masculinity theories of power and subjectivity are coupled with Foucauldian 
thought to provide a theoretical framework capable of untangling the contradictory issues 
expressed in these discursive spaces.  A key contradiction occurs between an aspect of the 
male gender role discourse in which men are expected to ‘look out for number one’, which 
requires enacting high levels of self-control and control-over others.  This is juxtaposed 
with the desire for men to exercise non-violent forms of control and an ethic of care for 
others as well as themselves. Even though women are often identified as the caregivers in 
the family, a significant finding of this thesis was that violent men work relentlessly to 
construct themselves as the ethical partner.   
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