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ABSTRACT

Laure E. Lafrance

Femicide and the Politics of Acknowledgement: A Feminist Analysis of News
Representations of Lethal Male Violence Against Women

February 14™ 2005

In analyzing four specific cases of femicide covered in Canadian national
newspapers through a feminist poststructuralist framework, this thesis demonstrates that
femicide cases are regularly explained as isolated acts of violence.

This thesis examines how specific language and discourses chosen by the news
media obscure the gendered and sexist meanings of the violence taken out on women’s
bodies. This project challenges the dominant patriarchal discourses implicit in newspaper
coverage and questions how false, problematic, representations of femicides perpetuate
ignorance of systemic gender inequalities in our society.

The argument presented throughout the thesis explains that if the media used the
gender-specific terminology of “femicide,” they would be directing attention to women’s
inequality in society and the politics underlying women’s deaths. Redefining language
and recreating language in feminist terms, therefore, is not only a form of resistance to
patriarchal power but it also allows for creating and taking part in new political spaces of
power.
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INTRODUCTION

Violent images regularly appear on our television screens and on the covers of our
national newspapers. Unfortunately, the violent images that enter our homes have not
been prepared for viewers/readers in a way that allows them to understand the
relationships within which the violence occurs, the discourses being used to describe the
violence, and the cause and/or effects of the violence. Violence is a regular focus of
national and local newspapers and the broadcast news. The news media’s representations
of violence, however, are not free from criticism. The violent images presented to us by
the news media, the language and the discourses included to describe instances of
violence are open to criticism and challenge. Amidst various forms of criticism and a
large amount of audience complacency violence remains a perpetual news story.

News coverage of cases of violence against women has slowly increased;
violence once thought of as private is now covered by the news media and plastered on
the front pages of daily newspapers. However, because of the way that the popular news
media report violence against women, we must understand that news reporting, and
popular conceptions of sexist violence, are processed and reported by the media in
particular ways that reveal problematic objectives rooted in sexist, patriarchal, social
values. Cases of violence against women have received a considerable amount of
coverage in the news, especially since the category “violence against women” was
included in the Canadian news index after the 1989 shootings of 14 women at the Ecole
Polytechnique in Montreal (Hui Kyong Chun 1999, 118). One could hope that this
coverage would help to highlight violence as a gendered social problem, challenging and

helping to end male violence against women. However, media coverage of violence



against women does not usually contribute to a better understanding of the sexist, violent
subordination of women. Instead it reinforces and perpetuates false (and problematic)
messages as well as patriarchal understandings of, this brutal form of female oppression
by men.

The majority of violent acts against women are not random, nor are they
committed by insane men who know no better. This runs counter to what many of us are
led to believe by the news media. Lethal forms of violence against women, the killing of
women, are most often the horrifying end of a continuous cycle of abuse, harassment, and
inequality. 1 have adopted the term “femicide” to demonstrate the severity and
prevalence of lethal forms of violence against women. Using the term femicide, “the
killing of females by males because they are female” (Russell 2001, 3), allows us to
acknowledge the gendered nature of relationships between men and women. Thus, this
terminology assumes and understands the social constructions of gender which place the
female, feminine subjectivities, as subordinate to the male, masculine subjectivities.
Male subjectivities are constructed as more powerful, as in control and also as the central
subject in society. This gendered relationship, in which the male is seen as powerful and
aggressive and the female as subordinate and passive perpetuates systemic inequality
between men and women in patriarchal societies. This unequal relationship is reinforced
by behaviours and actions in the specific occurrences of male violence committed against
females. I will explain this further in Chapter One under the heading, Gendered
Relations, Subjectivities and Social Constructions.

Femicide is not a widely used term; it is a feminist term, established by feminists

theorizing of violence against women. The concept and the phenomenon came to my



attention while reading “Femicide: Sexist Terrorism Against Women” by Jane Caputi and
Diana Russell, from Russell and Jill Radford’s Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing
(1992). Femicide was a new concept to a reader who had studied violence against
women but never lethal violence against women. Reading the chapter on the misogynist
killings of women changed how I read and understood gendered violence. What became
apparent to me was the need to acknowledge the politics that surround women’s deaths
(at the hands of men) and how the public understands the gendered nature of these deaths.
This thesis, which began in feminist research of violence, came about because I
felt it was necessary to acknowledge woman-killing, or femicides. The concept of
femicide is necessary to highlight the particular contexts in which women are often
killed. The use of the term “femicide” allows us to see that women are victims of
patriarchal power, and that this power can result in women’s deaths. Femicides provide
an example of the physical manifestation of male dominance, sexism', and misogyny>
that have and continue to be integral to the power structures that operate in North
American society. Diana Russell is a feminist-pioneer in research about lethal violence
against women. Russell initiated the discussion about lethal violence against women by
using the term femicide and by explaining how and why femicides take place within
patriarchal societies where violence against women continues, and is perpetuated through
patriarchal discourses. In her investigation of violence against women, Russell (1992,

2001) advocates the use of the term “femicide” by feminists, but also declares that

! Sexism is defined by Deborah Cameron (1998) in Jackson and Jones’s Contemporary Feminist Theories
(1998) as a “systemic structural relation in which women are subordinated” (153).

* Misogyny is defined in the Concise Glossary of Feminist Theory (1997) compiled by Sonya Andermahr,
Terry Lovell, and Carol Walkowitz, as the fear or hatred of women. In Joan Smith’s (1989) Misogynies, it
is argued that misogyny, woman-hating, is extraordinarily pervasive in contemporary Western culture,
locating it in biological determinist ideologies. Adrienne Rich (1986) characterizes misogyny as organized,
institutionalized, normalized hostility and violence against women.



“femicide” needs to be adopted by everyone concerned with violence against women in
order to clarify what sexist violence, anti-woman violence means: females killed by
males because they are females (Russell 2001, 3).

The term femicide allows us to understand and acknowledge that violence
perpetrated against women is gendered and steeped within a patriarchal culture that views
women as subordinate, and as less worthy of rights and freedoms than men. Femicide is
the lethal manifestation of sexist and misogynist social structures and social relations on
the bodies of women. The concept allows me to problematize the current legal
terminology adopted by the news media, such as “homicide” and “manslaughter,” while
also demonstrating that the central focus of research on women’s deaths must remain
with the female victim.

As a Women’s Studies undergraduate student I became painstakingly aware of the
disturbing phenomenon of femicide. Through feminist scholarship, and through taking
part in annual December 6™ commemorations of the 14 women who were killed by Marc
Lépine in the “Montreal Massacre”, I was reminded of the disturbing, and unfortunately
regular, nature of femicide. However, I found that this sexist violence was, and continues
to be, left unacknowledged, and swallowed by silence. I began to take issue with the way
violence against women was reported in the news. This began with questioning the
narratives that described Marc Lépine as a crazed maniac who knew no better and killed
with no plan of victim choice that were regularly circulated by the media. Having
acknowledged the gendered nature of violence myself, I began to criticize how
representations of violence against women were reported and put into discourse by the

news media. Femicides were reported by the media as if they were isolated cases, ones



not connected to any form of systemic inequality between women and men. Every
femicide that came to my attention inspired me to question how we understand and
acknowledge women’s deaths at the hands of their male partners and thus the politics of
woman killing.

I intend to analyze how the Canadian public is informed about violent acts
perpetrated against women, specifically in those instances when women are killed by
men. [ will be limiting my analysis to lethal forms of physical violence directed at
women because this will allow me to specifically focus on the occurrence of femicide
within a patriarchal society. I believe this to be important because lethal male violence
against women is rarely acknowledged as representative of a form of male oppression
and as a manifestation of sexism and misogyny in our culture. Therefore, I will examine
how the national, print, news media communicate the circumstances of women’s deaths
by analyzing specific cases from four newspapers between 1989 and 2002. By using
coverage from the national newspapers The Globe and Mail and The National Post, and
the applicable, local, daily newspapers The Montreal Gazette and The Toronto Star, 1 will
show that the news media often masks the gendered nature of women’s deaths and
perpetuates a discourse of gender neutrality that fails to acknowledge the misogynist
nature of woman killing. I argue that if the media used the gender-specific terminology
of “femicide”, they would be directing attention to women’s inequality in society and the
politics underlying women’s deaths. Women are the victims of murders perpetrated by
the men in their lives, as well as by male strangers, and these acts of violence are not
represented by the news media in a way that explains the frequent/regular occurrence of

oppressive and sexist violence.



One of the main objectives of this thesis is to inquire into what influences our
knowledge and understanding of femicides. Language and how it is used to describe
cases of femicide is central to this inquiry. The language chosen by the news media to
communicate issues surrounding male violence against women is located within larger
patriarchal understandings about women, men, violence and power. I will show that the
news media operate within, and disseminate, liberal-humanist and patriarchal discourses,
which perpetuate the subordination of women (and dominance of men) through the use of
essentialist understandings of male and female subjectivities. The use of such discourses,
communicate and reaffirm patriarchal definitions of “proper” gendered behaviour that
men and women should (must) fulfill. I believe that a feminist critical analysis is
necessary in order to be critical of patriarchal discourses disseminated by the news media
about male violence against women and to uncover the entrenched sexism and misogyny
and systemic inequality found within news representations of femicides.

The mechanisms I use to critically analyze news representations of femicide are
based in discourse analysis. Thus, I will critically analyze how cases of femicide are
discursively constructed and how these discourses are reiterated and maintained at a
éocial level. The social systems and relations that continue to reinforce patriarchal
constructions of gender and violence can not occur without being discursively
constructed and represented. My feminist critical analysis, therefore, works best within
the theoretical framework of feminist poststructuralism because it provides tools to
interrogate and problematize the news media’s representations, the discursive

constructions, of femicide.



A feminist poststructuralist framework enables me to problematize such concepts
as gender, experience, subjectivity, language, discourse, and power as they relate to one
another. These terms must be theorized together in order to explain how violence against
women is represented through the discourses circulated by the Canadian news media.
Using the tools of interrogation from the framework of feminist poststructuralism allows
me to critically analyze representations of femicide, and to theorize how violence against
women, specifically femicide, should be explained as a manifestation of women’s
subordinate status in a patriarchal society. A feminist poststructuralist perspective,
explained in greater detail in Chapter One, helps me challenge patriarchal and sexist
discourses found in news coverage of femicides; it enables me to contribute to the
possibility of finding new ways of understanding and communicating the many issues
surrounding male violence against women. This possible solution begins with the use of
the term femicide, which I believe will lead to and allow for new ways of understanding
lethal forms of male violence against women. These new ways of understanding lethal
male violence will hopefully begin circulating within our social discourses so as to
challenge the currently used sexist language which hold great, hegemonic, power in our
discursive constructs.

Critical analysts, especially feminist analysts like myself, aim to contribute to
criticizing and resisting hegemonic forms of power that oppress people who have been
marginalized within our patriarchal societies. My goal, therefore, is to examine how
Canadian newspapers represent femicide and hopefully create change by implementing

and defining language that understands women as central and including women’s



experiences as primary. I aim to follow the feminist and social activists who saw
resistance as possible and change as necessary.
Parameters of this Project

At this point I must clarify the parameters of this work and explain my thesis
project. As I have explained, I will be dealing with femicide, a lethal form of violence
against women. While many theories have contributed to explanations to our
understanding of violence against women in general, I will be dealing only with research
on femicide and news coverage about violence against women.

I will stipulate that this thesis is not based in the belief that men are motivated to
be violent or aggressive toward their female partners because of an irrepressible or
inherent male tendency toward violence. I maintain that gendered relationships and
behaviours are socially structured and constructed within patriarchal social discourses.
These social discourses define and delimit appropriate modes of subjectivity for men and
women based in patriarchal assumptions of biological differences which view men/males
as dominant, strong, protective and powerful and women/females as subordinate, passive,
vulnerable, and dependent. These gendered demarcations of appropriate behaviour are
constructed within social discourse and through social tradition as natural or normal.
Through the process of socialization girls/women and boys/men internalize and
materialize identities that have been defined as normal and appropriate forms of
masculine and feminine subjectivity/ties. [ must also explain, however, that gendered
subjectivities are frequently challenged; the people who step outside the regulated
boundaries of appropriate feminine or masculine behaviour are actively resisting

patriarchal definitions of “natural” or “normal” gender behaviours.



I recognize that “women” is understood as a sex category, however, I will
illustrate that women’s status in society is based on a gendered relationship which posits
the feminine, females, as subordinate, and thus women and females will be used
interchangeably. Throughout this thesis, therefore, the use of the label “women” and/or
“woman” should be understood as describing a gendered female subject.

This analysis will focus on male violence against females: the heterosexual dyad
of femicidal violences. While I am aware of the question of abuse/battery in, for
example, homosexual relationships, I am choosing to focus on heterosexual relationships
where men commit femicide. I proceed with the understanding that the devaluation of
women can happen in any relationship because the patriarchal social constructions that
devalue feminine subjectivities are at the root of all social relations and power struggles,
including those between intimates. An example of the devaluing of the feminine is
represented in the violence of (heterosexual) rape. Monique Plaza (1980) is quoted in
Teresa de Lauretis’s (1987) Technologies of Gender, explaining the devaluing of women,
the feminine and the power of masculine aggression. “Rape is sexual essentially because
it rests in the very social difference between the sexes... It is the social sexing (read
gendering) which is latent in rape. If men rape women it is precisely because they are
women in a social sense;” and when a male is raped, he too is raped “as a woman” (Plaza
1980; in de Lauretis 1987, 37).

In terms of my research data, I will be analyzing only newspaper articles
concerning the four cases of femicide I have chosen to study. I will be examining
newspapers because they are circulated daily, inform the public of important events and

are part of a greater media system that negotiates what is important for the public to
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know; newspapers function as a medium of knowledge production. Newspaper
headlines, pictures, and texts offer the reader a way understanding the violence within our
communities, the country, our world. Newspaper headlines are an especially prominent
indication of what the news media, and the particular newspaper, see as the most
important issue of the day, thus what is most newsworthy.

[ also chose to analyze newspapers because they provide a tangible form of data
that could be read, and re-read, and critically analyzed in their original form. I must
admit as well that newspapers are a form of data that are inexpensive in terms of access
and reproduction. Gaining access to television news programs through news station
archives would have been too costly and time consuming for this thesis project.
Newspapers are a prominent and pervasive type of “text” within society, they can be
found in almost every municipality, they are accessible to individuals across multiple
socio-economic positions, and generate comprehensible and accessible information of
social events and phenomena.

Conducting a critical analysis of newspaper coverage and representations of
femicide cases is part of a larger feminist project where multiple criticisms of the
patriarchal society in which we live exist and are circulated. I am in no way claiming that
my interpretation and analysis is the only possible one for the subject I have chosen to
analyze. The views, analyses, criticisms and suggestions expressed in this thesis are my
own and based in my position as a feminist researcher who has studied this topic at
length. Therefore, I can only represent my individualized reception as an audience
member of the information provided in the newspapers studied from this particular,

feminist, research position.
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CHAPTER ONE: TERMINOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I have already used many terms in the introduction that require explanation in
order to position my thesis epistemologically. Feminism, poststructuralism, women (as
an identifiable category), patriarchy, gender, subjectivity, social construction, discourses,
power, and violence are all concepts that carry significant intellectual and political
weight. Defining these concepts, how they relate to one another, and the subject of
femicide, is necessary to show how this work positions itself as a feminist theoretical
project.

This thesis is an example of feminist critical analysis, or practice, as described by
Chris Weedon (1987, first edition; 1997, second edition) in her work Feminist Practice
and Poststructuralist Theory. She explains feminist critical practice as a way of
understanding social and cultural practices to throw light on the constitution,
reproduction, and contestation of gendered power relations (Weedon 1987, vii). This
feminist approach allows me to investigate and interrogate how social context and
discourses affect the ways in which gender is constituted, understood and displayed.
Weedon’s feminist critical analysis moves beyond an essentialist explanation of women
and men that past feminists/feminisms have relied on and allows one to consider and
incorporate historical and discursive contexts that construct/contribute to, and challenge
the constitution of the gendered subject. Feminist critical analysis, or practice, allows me
to consider and prioritize women’s gendered experiences by bringing together the
personal and the political, by problematizing and challenging patriarchal power in our

current culture as well as the oppression of women in social and economic orders.
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In this chapter I will explain each of the concepts essential to the theoretical basis
of this thesis, showing how I understand and will use the concepts of women, patriarchy,
feminism and feminist theory/theorizing, and gendered relations, subjectivities and social
constructions, and lastly feminist poststructuralism. I will also show how I apply these
concepts to the critical feminist analysis taking place in this thesis. I will then explain in
the final section of this chapter how the news media acts as a generator of social
knowledge, knowledge rooted in discourses that must be questioned and problematized in
regard to representations of femicide. I will explain my use and understanding of the
concepts of hegemony, and discourse, and the inter-relations of news production,
discourses of gender, and the generation of social knowledge. I relate these general
concepts directly to my subject of media representations of femicide as discursive
constructions of gender, violence and power relate directly to our social and institutional
processes. These explanations will show how I position myself theoretically and will
contribute to my interrogation of problematic representations, language and discourses
found in the news media’s coverage of femicide.

Women, An Identifiable Category

The concept of “women” has been fraught with challenges in attempts made to
identify a universal group called “women.” Postmodernism, and some forms of
poststructuralism, have challenged and destabilized the category “women.” These
postmodern critiques began by questioning the assumption of the existence of a natural,
inherent category called “women.” Stevi Jackson (1998) explains that poststructuralism
and postmodernism “offered perspectives that were radically anti-essentialist — which

challenged the idea that “men” and “women” were given, natural, essential categories.
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Increasingly the category of “women” was called into question” (23). Feminist theorists,
especially, began (re)configuring the concept of “women” in terms of an analysis that
considered how “differing discourses construct varying definitions of women” (23) and
thus revealing that there could be no universalizing definition of “women.”

In an attempt to consider women’s differences and diversity, Jackson (1998)
explains that postmodern and poststructuralist feminists have emphasized cultural
explanations that see “men” and “women” as discursively constructed categories (135).
This explanation is useful for understanding how feminine and masculine subjectivities
are socially constructed and thus internalized.

According to Judith Butler (1993) “the category of women does not become
useless through deconstruction” (29). Butler maintains that “it must be possible both to
use the term, to use it tactically even as one is, as it were, used and positioned by it”(29).
Butler goes on to argue that the category of “women” must be subjected to a critique that
interrogates its “exclusionary operations and differential power-relations” (29).> I believe
subjecting the term “women” to a critical analysis is crucial to this thesis because such a
deconstruction enables me to question and challenge how patriarchal constructions of
“women” define the feminine subject in a range of specific, and ultimately, limited ways.
The institutional operations of patriarchy produce women’s subjectivities such that they
remain subordinate to those of men. In this context, the feminine subject should be
understood as passive, vulnerable, and dependent, and therefore, of less worth than the

masculine subject.

3 In their discussions of how the category of women intersects with questions of race and racism, Gayatri
Spivak (1996) and bell hooks (1984) posit the need for “strategic essentialism.” That is, a pliable and self-
conscious political strategy employed by a subordinate group as a grounds for organizing and resistance.
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Interrogating the category of “women” enables me to question how women
internalize particular feminine subjectivities that either support or contradict the dominant
institutionalized definitions of women’s social status/roles. Questioning the patriarchal
operations that exclude and limit definitions of femininity allows me to examine how
women are oppressed through the power-relations exhibited in femicide. In this thesis,
then, I will argue that the unequal power relations endemic to acts of femicide
demonstrate how women are perceived and treated as subordinate in patriarchal cultures.

“Women” cannot be considered a homogenous group. Contemporary feminisms
must consider women’s diversity; examining “the social significance of differences
among us,” including how women are differently located within global and local social
contexts, and differently represented in images, like those found in media, art, and
literature (Jackson 1998, 1). The importance of recognizing differences among women -
racial, ethnic, class, language, ability, age, sexual - is that these differences intersect with
gender differences and are hierarchical, producing inequalities among/between women
(2). These intersections of differences among women must be kept in mind as having
major influence when one is producing (feminist) analyses of women and women’s lives.

However, I believe and will argue in this thesis, that women can be considered an
identifiable group in terms of how one of the many forms of patriarchal control and
oppression, male violence against women, affects women all over the world. One must
not assume that all women share the same experiences; however, we can acknowledge
that male violence is committed against women in similar ways. Women, as Haideh
Moghissi (1999) characterizes it, share a lack of control over their bodies and the sexual

exploitation and abuse of women is an area of which women, North and South, have
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much common experience. This is a space where women from all over the world can
come together to develop a world-wide feminist coalitional politics against violence (95).
I take from Moghissi that the common experience of exploitation and victimization of
women by men can and does occur, that it is a present reality for women all over the
world, and thus, we can not do without the category of “women” when dealing with the
violence of femicide.

Feminist theorizing, Jackson (1998) maintains, must “continue to acknowledge
the specific localized actualities, [social discourses], and global contexts which shape
women’s lives” (10). Weedon (1997) argues that feminists who question the institutions
that define femininity and womanhood (the media, the structure of the family, the sexual
division of labour, access to work and politics, medicine, religion — to name but a few)
must question how “woman” has been defined within liberal-humanist, patriarchal
discourses. She states, “viewed from the perspective of women as a social group, they
[feminists] can produce new ways of seeing which [definitions] make sense to them
[women and feminists], enabling women to call them [these definitions] into question and
open the way for change” (5). I believe in Weedon’s (1997) statement that an adequate
feminist politics and theory, an adequate representation of women, must consider
difference of class, racism, and heterosexism, when accounting for forms of oppression
which divide women as well as those which women share (10, 11). It is not my intention
to produce a totalizing, definitive, explanation of women, patriarchy, or even feminism,
as I do not believe in one formulated truth. It is my goal to follow Weedon and

Moghissi’s example and “hold on to feminism as a politics which must have tangible
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results, and to mobilize theory in order to develop strategies for change on behalf of
feminist interests” (Weedon 1997, 11).

A feminist poststructuralist approach to “women” considers women’s oppression
as discursively constructed and constituted by and through social systems, relations and
representations; Weedon (1997) explains “women’s experiences are not innate but
determined by a range of forms of power relations” (78). A feminist poststructuralist
approach, one that I am taking in this thesis, questions how feminine subjectivities are
constructed and internalized, and how women’s experiences are reiterated by institutions
in problematic and unequal ways. Weedon (1997) reveals that the central concern of
feminist poststructuralism understands the position of individual women in society and
the ways in which they are both governed by and resist specific forms of power. We
must understand how women’s experiences are constituted in strategic ways within the
broad field of patriarchal power relations (71). Women as an identifiable category can be
thought of in this way, and feminist criticism can extend these explanations in order to
find solutions to women’s subordination and challenge patriarchal power over defining
women and women’s realities.

Feminist criticism, Weedon (1997) argues, seeks to privilege feminist interests in
the understanding and transformation of patriarchy (132). Feminists take the patriarchal
structures of society as a starting point. Criticizing and challenging patriarchal structures
is a feminist practice by way of challenging male oppression over women. Patriarchal
power and social relations within our society require further theorization to understand

how women are subordinated and remain unequal to men in society.
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Patriarchy

Patriarchy is defined in the Concise Glossary of Feminist Theory (1997) compiled
by Sonya Andermahr, Terry Lovell, and Carol Walkowitz, as the “over-arching system of
male dominance... a system of social structures, and practices in which men dominate,
oppress and exploit women” (159). Maggie Humm (1995) delineates, in her second
edition of The Dictionary of Feminist Theory, that patriarchy can be understood as
“men’s greater access to, and mediation of, the resources and rewards of authority
structures inside and outside the home” (200) giving them access to greater social power.
Humm (1995) extends the definition of patriarchy by explaining how the concept has
been crucial to contemporary feminism because feminism requires a term through which
the totality of oppressive and exploitive relations which affect women could be expressed
(200).

The power relations embedded in patriarchal societies take many forms. Weedon
(1997) illustrates that these forms of power range from the sexual division of labour to
the internalized norms of femininity by which women live (2). Patriarchal power rests on
the social meanings given to biological sexual difference which has transformed into
seeing the male, masculine, as powerful and the female, feminine, as subordinate.
Weedon (1997) explains: “In patriarchal discourse, the nature and social role of women
are defined in relation to a norm which is male” (2). An example of this is the generic
use of terms like “mankind” or even legal terminology such as “manslaughter” and
“homicide” as encompassing all women and men.

While I am analyzing one form of patriarchal oppression/power, femicide and

intimate femicide, I recognize and acknowledge that this violence is constituted,
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perpetuated and put into discourse through multiple structures of power relations and
negotiations. My understanding of patriarchy considers the multiple social structures and
discourses that govern our social institutions, our society, and the intersections of gender,
race, class, age, ability, and how this marginalizes people in patriarchal societies. My
understanding, thus, is not limited to one explanation of power. Violence against women
is but one of many forms of patriarchal oppression. Weedon (1997) explains that
feminism must understand power in all its forms, that feminists cannot deny the
multiplicities of power relations implicit within our patriarchal societies (120). Feminism
contributes to finding new ways of resisting patriarchal power, challenging oppressive
social operations and systems, and ending systemic inequalities between women and
men.
Feminism and Feminist Theory/Theorizing
Feminism, according to Weedon (1997) enables its proponents to generate and
utilize new theoretical perspectives that criticize the dominant ones, and create new
possibilities for change (5). Humm (1998) explains that feminism itself is “not simply an
additive explanatory model alongside other political theories,” rather it considers the
experiences of women historically left out and ignored in political/social theory (Humm
1998, 194). The fundamental importance of feminism is that it makes women’s
experience of sexuality, work and the family central which as Humm (1998) argues,
inevitably challenges traditional frameworks of knowledge. Feminism
incorporates diverse ideas which share three major perceptions: that gender is a
social construction which oppresses women more than men; that patriarchy

shapes this construction; and that women’s experiential knowledge is a basis for a
future non-sexist society (194).
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I take these ideas as essential to a feminism that is critical of patriarchal social
systems, including the media. Patriarchal control of the construction of gender, the
control over generic discourses that are continually disseminated, and over women’s lives
in general must be criticized/challenged in order to understand the status of women’s
lives who are confronted by and dealing with male violence in their everyday lives.
Humm (1998) asserts this when she states that “women often become feminist by
becoming conscious of, and criticizing, the power of symbolic misrepresentations of
women” (194). Jackson and Jones (1998) maintain that the majority of what has been
considered objective knowledge has been produced by men, usually who have been/are
white, middle-class, heterosexual men, framed by their social locations as men (1). A
feminist theoretical enterprise such as this one contests androcentric (or male-centered)
ways of knowing, and calls into question the gendered hierarchy of society and culture.
Jackson and Jones (1998) demonstrate that feminist theory is an approach which first
considers women, generating knowledge about women and gender for women (1).
Feminist theory must take into account not only of the ways women lives are shaped
materially but discursively as well (7).

As it has already been explained that the category of “women” is at the centre of
debate within feminist theory because of the (Western feminisms) tendency toward
totalizing women’s experience and identities; women’s experiences, therefore, must be
considered as diverse, and as Jackson and Jones (1998) explain, must understand women
as differently located within complex social relations (8). Feminism cannot be totalizing,
it is and must be considered a theoretical approach within society and social relations

which possesses room for debate and contestation (8). Feminist theorizing must be open
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to fluid thinking and modification in order to maintain its critical edge and explanatory
power (8), and in order to continue dealing with the many complexities of women’s
socio-economic and gendered status in society.

Feminist theorizing is crucial to an analysis of patriarchal discourses used and
disseminated in the news about violence against women. As Weedon (1997) explains,
feminist theorizing has meant questioning the nature of language, subjectivity and
representation and has involved a shift toward non-humanist forms of analysis and
knowledge creation (143). This questioning must occur because of the dominant
discursive tendency to use liberal-humanist explanations of existence and experience
(basing gender difference in biological sex) and to assume that universal truth claims are
possible, which can not be supported by a contemporary feminist theory. Feminist
theorizing challenges the patriarchal dualities (example, men/women, white/black,
nature/nurture, aggressive/passive, and supremacy/inferiority) of the liberal-humanist
Enlightenment project.* Feminism must continue to question and transform knowledge
production which constructs our understandings of self and others in oppositional and
patriarchal ways, as well as to continue to generate feminist theories of women and
women’s experiences.

In order to question and transform both the social relations of knowledge

production and the type of knowledge produced requires, as Weedon (1997) maintains,

* Feminism and feminist theory leading up to the 1970s, and forms of feminist theorizing still, tends to rely
on patriarchal hierarchies and privileges essentialist explanations of women, while also reinforcing
patriarchal dualities. However, my understanding of feminism and feminist theory goes beyond these
tendencies of first and some forms of second wave feminism and disrupts and/or challenges attempts of
universalizing (and essentializing) the category of women that excludes women’s differences like race,
ability, class, sexual orientation, etc, and how these differences intersect socially. My explanation of
feminism considers the intersections of women’s differences and relies on the tools of feminist
poststructuralism that question and challenge the way women, gender, subjectivity and power are
constituted discursively and in representations throughout patriarchal cultures, such as representations of
women in the media.
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that “we tackle the fundamental questions of how and where knowledge is produced and
by whom, and of what counts as knowledge. It also requires a transformation of the
structures which determine how knowledge is disseminated or otherwise” (7). Weedon
goes on to describe how feminists must question what texts are available to the public. I
argue for the necessity of challenging the discourses perpetuated in newspaper articles
about cases of femicide because the texts provided be news media cannot be considered
free of damaging stereotypes and myths about the female victims and male perpetrators,
nor can the texts be separated from the male dominated media institution in which the
violence was created and disseminated. It is possible to trace the formative power of
patriarchal, class and racial interests in what is available to be read.

Feminist theory allows one to uncover, challenge and question what is perceived
as neutral. It is through this process that accepted, formative, constructs such as gender
norms are questioned and new ways of understanding gender as historically produced and
changeable is possible. Humm (1998) states that “one way feminism Aas reconstituted
knowledge is precisely through changing aspects of language with the invention of new
terms such as sexism” (203, emphasis in original). Feminist theory is able to
communicate that criticism, critiquing language and representation, as “not simply
technologies of communication but intensely caught up in gender value judgments” with
the “key issues being: politics, pedagogy/performance, and positionality” (207, 208).
Humm (1998) posits that language and representations are what make the constructions
of knowledge and gender subjectivities possible. Representations, and the knowledge

produced from them, shape our identities and our worlds (194).
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Because a great deal of research about femicide has come from radical, or
contemporary radical, feminist theory, I feel it is important to explain how radical
feminism is necessary to conceptualizing violence against women cases. I understand
radical feminism as encompassing (but not limited to) the following three ideological
objectives explained by Andermabhr et al. (1997): first, that women are “oppressed as
women and that their oppressors are men,” second, that the “whole gender order in which
people, things, and behaviour are classified in terms of the distinction between masculine
and feminine is socially constructed” and third, that “male oppression has primacy over
all other oppressions” (182). Radical feminism poses questions about sexuality, personal
relations, marriage, the family and violence against women as these are “issues with
which all feminism must engage” (187). Humm (1995) suggests that no other mode of
feminist theory centralizes issues of rape, violence, and sexual difference to the extent
that radical feminism does (233). Radical feminism brought issues of violence against
women into the realm of public debate and aided in bringing about a dialogue between
women who had been victims of anti-woman violence. Russell and Radford (1992) use a
radical feminist analysis because it addresses male sexual violence as the form of
violence that secures patriarchal power relations, as “the presence of sexual violence is
one of the defining features of a patriarchal society” (353) that radical feminism works to
challenge and obliterate.

Russell and Radford’s (1992) theoretical framework focuses on the political
characteristics of male violence in relation to the gendered power relations of patriarchal

societies, because:
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Gender relations were [are] identified as power relations, which were [are]
defined structurally through the social or political construction of masculinity as
active and aggressive and the social construction of femininity as receptive and
passive (6).
One of the major tenets of their theoretical framework is that women’s oppression by
patriarchy, which may manifest itself in legal and economic discrimination, is rooted in
violence. Femicide must be understood as an inherently political act that controls women
as a sex class, and is thus central to the maintenance of the patriarchal status quo (6). The
goal of their work on femicide is to have more feminists embrace and use the term of
femicide, to act against the misogynist violence and challenge the structures that allow it
to take place every day. They explain the goal of their work is to go beyond an academic
discussion, “by making the fight against femicide a major theme of (their) anthology,”
Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing, and they hope it will “play a strategic role in
consolidating feminist resistance to femicide” (7). In short, they wish to “consolidate
feminist resistance to femicide” (7).

Russell and Radford (1992) acknowledge that the radical feminism of the 1970s
and 1980s lacked a holistic approach to the male domination of female lives. They make
it clear that an analysis of violence must consider the impact of competing patriarchal
power structures on women’s lives. Therefore, their feminist framework recognizes the
importance of acknowledging the intersections of women’s differences by responding to
the injustices of capitalism, the racism of postcolonialism, and the heterosexist nature of
studies of sexuality. The ways in which issues of gender, race, class, and sexual

orientation, and ability, intersect women’s everyday lives must be acknowledged to

create change that will improve the estate of women. Their radical feminism recognizes
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the “complexities of these interactive structures and their different impacts on women”
(355).
Gendered Relations, Subjectivities and Social Constructions
This thesis is a critical analysis of the newspaper media discourses on femicide,
an act that I understand as representative of socially constructed gendered subjectivities
and gendered relationships. I will explain how patriarchal social discourses construct
masculine and feminine subjectivities in limited and traditional ways, and thus, represent
men and women problematically in newspaper articles about cases of femicide.
Therefore, this thesis is, in part, an analysis of how gender is discursively constituted in
media, newspaper, representations and how boundaries of appropriate masculine and
feminine subjectivities are created and enforced. My aim is to question the patriarchal
constructions of gender through a feminist critical analysis. Teresa de Lauretis (1987)
explains that,
feminist theory goes further in defining the female-gendered subject as one that is
at once inside and outside the ideology of gender: the female subject of feminism
is one constructed across a multiplicity of discourses, positions, and meanings,
which are often in conflict with one another and inherently (historically)
contradictory. A feminist theory of gender, in other words, points to a conception
of the subject as multiple, rather than divided or unified, and as excessive and
heteronomous vis-a-vis the state ideological apparati and the sociocultural
technologies of gender (ix, x).
de Lauretis (1987) maintains that in becoming a feminist, one assumes a position/a
perspective that questions, analyzes, and explains social constructions of gender. I
maintain that the (female) sex/(feminine) gender relationship is such that gender is
neither biologically determined nor an imaginary construct that is purely arbitrary.

Gender is the “product and process of a number of social technologies” that “create a

matrix of differences and cross any number of languages” (x). Gender, in fact, points to a
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conception of women as neither already unified nor inseparably divided but as multiple
and therefore capable of unifying and dividing at will. de Lauretis (1987) insists that if
feminists wish to ground themselves in a politics, they must in some way privilege the
category of gender so that they have some ground to stand on when they come together to
improve their “estate,” and this political action requires a platform (48). Having gender
as a departure point for political action enables feminists to do this because then women,
the feminine, is central to any analysis, or challenge, or act of resistance to patriarchal
political/social theories.

A feminist theoretical perspective must consider and recognize, as Weedon
(1997) states, the “importance of the subjective in constituting the meaning of women’s
lived reality.” Personal subjectivity and gendered identifications allow a person to make
sense of their lives and are “a necessary starting point for understanding how power
relations structure society” (8), the individual and gendered relationships. Feminist
theory must account for competing subject realities and show which social interests
benefit from the promulgation of subjectivities that are communicated and acted upon as
acceptable (8).

Judith Butler (1993) has structured the majority of her academic writings around
the sex/gender/social construction of gender debate. In Bodies That Matter (1993) she
commits to an exhaustive explanation of how sex becomes materialized in/through the
body. She does this by explaining the gendered constructions of the human subject, the
male or female, and how these constructions of gender are performed. Butler explains
that the sex/gender distinction is presented, displayed, and organized through social

meaning of sex, and the gender sex assumes. Butler (1993) argues: “If gender consists of
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the social meanings that sex assumes, then sex does not accrue social meanings as
additive properties but, rather, is replaced by the social meanings it takes on” and gender
emerges “not in opposition to sex, but as the term which absorbs and displaces “sex™”
(5). Butler explains that gender precedes sex; that there is no access to this “sex” except
by mean of its construction (5), in other words by naming and enacting/behaving gender,
its femininity or masculinity. Gender is socially constructed through the language of sex
that directly relates to how one understands, and thus acts upon, gendered subjectivities.
We understand the gendered body, and gendered relations, through the language of
sexed/gendered social constructions. Using the language of “femicide,” is an example of
understanding the gendered relations demonstrated, acted out, in acts of lethal male
violence against women. The terminology of “femicide” assumes the patriarchal
constructions of the male subject as powerful, aggressive, and violent over the female,
who has been constructed as subordinate, passive and weak. The concept of femicide,
therefore, explains the physical manifestation of the patriarchal social constructions of
sex/gender displayed through gendered relations of the male subject over the female
subject.

Butler (1993) is critical of a feminism that takes the essentialized female body as
the point of departure for its theoretical framework. Butler, instead, claims that if
feminism is to remain a critical practice it must understand the body itself as materialized
through the gender it has taken on, whether the gendered materializations be chosen or
forced (28). The materialization of gender is produced through the sexed body and,
according to Butler (1993) “to materialize™ causes the body “to matter” (32). The power

dynamics played out through gendered materializations which operate within society



27

come from patriarchal constructions of which gendered acts and behaviours are
considered appropriate. The acts of gender deemed appropriate are those
constructed/made sense of through a “taken for granted” understanding by which
patriarchal society grounds its power (34, 35). For example, as I will demonstrate,
newspaper coverage of femicide routinely rely on the construction of the female as
subordinate, and routinely describe women as naive, passive and dependent, and the male
as naturally in control and his aggression as acceptable. Patriarchal constructions of
gender continue to hold power through how sex and gender is regulated in language in
one instance, but also the way gender, and sex, norms are reiterated. Sexed bodies, and
gender identifications, are established, according to Butler (1993), through regulated
norms that materialize sex and gender by constantly reinforcing and reiterating the
appropriate materialization of such norms (2). The act of femicide demonstrates how
masculine/male subjects enact patriarchal constructions of the male norm as aggressive,
and reaffirm patriarchal power by subordinating the female victim through femicide.
Femicide, I argue, must be understood as a concept that assumes an unequal gendered
relationship between the male over the female based in the patriarchal definitions
ascribed to femininity and masculinity.

Patriarchal constructions of gender and sex, formulated in liberal-humanist
theories, acquire influence through the ways women and men are posited against each
other, the ways in which women and men’s bodies, experiences, and abilities are seen as
different and how this difference is explained. Feminist theorizing must understand and

explain that women are socially constituted as different from men, but that women, and
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feminine subjectivities, are differently subjected to social relations and processes than
men/male subjectivities (Weedon 1997, 8).

Hierarchies of accepted gendered behaviours and actions within patriarchal
societies determine what is considered appropriate feminine and masculine behaviours.
The argument that sex and gender have no essential nature or meaning is central to this
thesis. Sex and gender, as described above, come into existence through the ways we
speak about, and internalize, our gendered identities and the ways in which they are
constructed through language and action (Weedon 1997, 119). Weedon (1997) contends
that women have options in the battle to define their gendered subjecthood, their
femininity, the social roles and meanings of women’s experiences and identification with
femininity however, this exists within a “hierarchical network of antagonistic relations in
which certain versions of femininity... have more social and institutional power than
others” (121).

Liberal-humanist discourses rooted in disciplines like sociobiology have provided
traditional explanations about gender/sex, the body and subjectivity, as have some forms
of feminism. The feminism I apply in this thesis, however, moves beyond the tradition to
rely on liberal humanist discourses. The traditional, and most often male centered,
explanations of gender and subjectivity have become entrenched in patriarchal societies.
The liberal humanist discourses, Weedon (1997) explains, determine what constitutes
“normal” femininity and masculinity and ascribe social definitions to the nature and
function of femininity and masculinity to a fixed and unchanging natural order,
guaranteed by the female or male body, independent of social and cultural factors and

constructions (123). These discursive constructs “fix subjectivity by insisting that certain
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meanings are the true ones because they are determined by natural forces beyond our
control” (126). “Natural” femininity and masculinity necessarily fit women and men into
certain positions, into different types of jobs, social and familial tasks, and through this
fixing of meaning the interests of men are prioritized (126). Women and feminine
subjectivities are seen as lacking or of less worth, for they have not been centralized in
discourse, they have not been prioritized; instead they are relegated to the subordinate
status within the patriarchal binary.

This thesis will show how the discourses disseminated in newspaper articles about
cases of femicide reiterate and rely on liberal-humanist explanations of “natural”
femininity and masculinity. The patriarchal discourses that attempt to “fix the truth of
women’s and men’s natures” in fact entrench assumptions about what is
natural/appropriate and “structure the social and institutional practices which constitute
subjectivity, bodies, minds and emotions of girls and boys and women and men, and
through this their power is realized and patriarchal relations reaffirmed” (125).
Patriarchal discourses which attempt to fix masculine and feminine subjectivities
according to traditional definitions of gendered roles encourage the preservation of
sexism. Acts of femicide are the extreme form of inequality and I will show how this
inequality is perpetuated in the newspaper articles’ discourses of cases of femicide.

I will show that while patriarchal definitions of gendered subjectivities are
constructed and then reaffirmed as fixed and all powerful, there is still room to contest
dominant meanings of gendered subjectivities. Women can “resist particular meanings
and power relations” by challenging and changing definitions of gendered subjecthood in

language, because within a poststructuralist feminism meanings and social relations are
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always changing (Weedon 1997, 131). Language enables us to do this because, as
Weedon (1997) argues, it offers a range of ways to interpret our lives that allow for
different versions of experience and subjectivities. Language constitutes these
differences (81, 82). Changing how we acknowledge instances of lethal male violence
against women through the use of feminist language like “femicide” will/could enable the
recognition of the gendered and power relations involved in the violence of the male
perpetrator over the female victim. The concept of femicide makes sexism and misogyny
central and helps us begin to acknowledge and then resist the power of patriarchal control
over female/feminine experience.

Gender(ed) Performativities

I feel it is necessary to briefly identify the importance and use of Butler’s theory
of gender performativity, because it is this theory that makes central the idea of
reiterating and reaffirming “accepted, acceptable” gendered behaviours. This is
important when focusing on femicide because femicide, as the killing of females by
males because they are female (Russell 2001, 3), is a violent manifestations of gendered
relations. Aggression, violence, control and (the need for) power are understood as
displays, or to use Butler’s terms, are performances of acceptable masculine behaviour
and appropriate forms of male identity/subjecthood. The violent (and sexist) man’s
performance of aggression against a woman reinforces male oppression and female
subordination, thus, it is a performative of male physical and social power. I understand
the physical act of femicide as a performative of established conventions of masculinity,
and that the representations of femicide in newspaper media reinforce these conventions.

The media’s representations perpetuate and are complicit in affirming the controlling and
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inherently patriarchal act. The inequality of femicide and the system/conventions that
perpetuate this violence are covered over and thus encouraged by problematic
representations of femicide in the news media. The physical act of femicide is a
repetition of already established rules and standard practices and the media
representations that attempt to explain the act reiterate the established, patriarchal, social
hierarchies of our culture.

Jackson (1998) examines Butler’s theory of gender performativity and explains
that the performance of gender is constructed through both discursive and non-discursive
practices. “Bodies become gendered through the continual performance of gender...
Hence gender is performative; to be feminine is to perform femininity” (137). Butler
(1993) argues that “performativity” is not a single or deliberate act but rather it is “the
reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names”
(2). Butler, thus, maintains that gender becomes affirmed through the repetition of
behaviours associated with either masculinity or femininity. Reiterating, reproducing,
and performing traits and actions associated with either the masculine or the feminine is,
Butler (1993) maintains, to “cite” gender, to become gendered. Citing the sex of a baby
at birth, for instance, reaffirms (already) established, powerful, norms in qualifying the
sexed body as boy or girl (2). Assuming the gender performances of the sex one has been
named to, materialized in the body, structures the subject/the self through regulative and
normative practices which are in turn coercive and constraining (2, 3). Reiterating the
assumed sex and its gendered acts/behaviours cited at birth (as materialized through the
body) causes the individual to invoke the power of patriarchal norms and discourses of

acceptable masculinity and femininity. Butler (1993) helps me to understand that the
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process of assuming a sex and the questions of gender identification reinforces the
discursive means by which the “heterosexual imperative enables certain sexed
identifications and forecloses and/or disavows other identifications” (3). Gender
performativity, assuming the sexed characteristics of “forced” norms, is not a singular
act. Butler contends that performativity “is always a reiteration of a norm or set of
norms, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition... a
performative is that discursive practice that enacts or produces that which it names” (12,
13).

I will demonstrate how the discourses put forth in the newspaper coverage of
femicide cases provide narratives of what is appropriate gender behaviour. I borrow from
Butler the thinking that the information omitted and that which is repeated in media
representations of femicide apply to social behaviours and the behaviours involved in
instances of male violence against women and femicides. This is illustrated through the
newspaper representations that continually represent the female victims exclusively as
passive or solely through their status of mother. The newspaper coverage reiterates and
reinforces patriarchal constructions of feminine subjectivity by continually repeating this
information, while omitting other information such as that which explains that the woman
attempted to protect herself from violence. Also, when newspaper articles’ include
gender neutral wording to describe acts of femicide they deny naming the violence in its
gendered construct/relationship, and deny the male’s reiterative performances of
patriarchal constructions of the masculine as aggressive and dominant. Ignorance and

omission of information about male violence against women, thus, reinforces viewing
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and understanding male oppression through femicide as normal performances of
masculinity.

Important to the concept of performativity is the disciplining of gendered
subjectivities by way of regulated norms. This is done through patriarchal discourses that
position what is acceptable for male/masculine and female/feminine behaviour within
social and discursive hierarchies. Because the male is positioned as central, dominant,
and powerful in patriarchal discourses the female/feminine identities are usually cast as
the other; that which is external, outside what is not male/masculine. Butler’s (1993)
feminism, her challenge to the oppression of a heterosexist patriarchy, can be found in the
statement: “the task is to refigure the necessary “outside” as a future horizon, one in
which the violence of exclusion is perpetually in the process of being overcome” (53).

Overcoming exclusions and critically refiguring what is understood as lethal male
violence against women is what this thesis is committed to doing. In analyzing sexist and
problematic representations of female and male gendered subjectivities in cases of
femicide professed by the news media, I am “refiguring” what is outside, hidden,
excluded, or assumed in the representations given to the public and instead of casting
them as true or objective, as the news would, I am placing them as problematic and
damaging to what we understand about male violence against women. The oppressive
gender perfomativities acted out by men within male violences against women are
validated by how the news represents cases of femicide. My task is then to account for
this oppressive manifestation of patriarchal power and find alternatives to how to explain
the sexist violence. This is possible through critically analyzing the patriarchal

discourses perpetuated through news representations of male violence against women and
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using instead terminology that explains the gendered nature of women’s deaths by using
the term femicide in news reports of woman-killing.
Feminist Poststructuralism

Feminist poststructuralism is a theoretical framework that can be applied to news
representations of lethal male violence against women because it addresses the
relationship between language, social institutions and individual consciousness, focusing
on how power is exercised (Weedon 1997, 19). Feminist poststructuralism theorizes the
relationship between subjectivity, meaning, and social value. It examines the range of
“possible normal subject positions open to women, and the power and powerlessness
invested in them” (18), offering explanations for how and why people (men) oppress
others (women). This framework challenges how one speaks, acts and internalizes, or
challenges, social discourses that are seen as natural, neutral and necessary to a “normal”
existence.

Origins of Poststructuralism and Feminist Poststructuralism

The origins of poststructuralism, according to Weedon (1997), are in the
structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, Marxist theory, especially Louis
Althusser’s’ theory of ideology and interpellation, the psychoanalysis of Sigmund Freud
and Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida’s theory of difference and deconstruction, and the
theories of discourse and power of Michel Foucault.

Jackson (1998) explains that feminists entered into the poststructuralist debate by
drawing on French structuralist work, relying on Althusser’s Marxism and Lacan’s

psychoanalysis but also by combining Marxist and psychoanalytic theories in different

3 I feel I must direct attention to Althusser because it is with difficulty that I quote his work. Althusser
killed his wife Héléne in 1980 (Finn 1989, 382). According to Geraldine Finn (1989) the news reports of
Héléne’s death were compassionate and sensitive toward Althusser, instead of vilifying him, the killer.
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ways to account for women’s subjectivities and women’s subordinate status. In drawing
on Althusserian theory, psychoanalysis, structural linguistics and semiology, new
combinations were created to consider women’s lives. The theory that ideology is
effective through the capacity of language to shape our thoughts and desires was brought
together with the Foucauldian concept of discourse as fluid, which reconceptualized
power as diffuse and dispersed rather than concentrated (22). New combinations of these
theories led to a new form of poststructuralism that considered feminism, considered how
women are affected by the power of patriarchal ideology and discourse. Weedon (1997)
explains the feminist appropriations of structuralist and psychoanalytic approaches began
with the works of French feminists Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray and Héléne Cixous.
Each of these theorists considered how subjectivity, and the meaning of gender and
power, relate to one another (13).

Contemporary Uses of Feminist Poststructuralism

Weedon (1997) advocates a specific version of poststructuralism that specifies
and “indicates the types of discourse from which particular feminist questions come, and
locates them both socially and institutionally” (20). The fundamental assumptions of this
approach surround the non-fixity, or inability to firmly entrench, one explanation of
language, meaning and subjectivity. A feminist poststructuralism, according to Weedon,
must account for multiple discursive frameworks within society, without overlooking
history and context (20). As de Saussure argues: “meaning is produced within language
rather than reflected by language” (de Saussure 1974; in Weedon 1997, 23).

Furthermore, Weedon (1997) suggests we need to assume that meaning is constituted
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within language and is not guaranteed by the subject which speaks it, hence moving
beyond de Saussure to a poststructuralism (22).

Issues of Power, Power of Language, and Truth

Because poststructuralism argues for the plurality of language and the
impossibility of fixed meaning, any interpretation is temporary. Interpretation is specific
to the discourse within which it is produced and is therefore open to criticism based on
the temporal context (82). Drawing from Foucault, Weedon (1997) asserts that: we need
to view language as a system always existing in historically specific discourses and
discursive relations within competing discourses, and how these processes give meaning
to the world, the time, in which we live (22, 23). “Once language is understood in terms
of competing discourses [they] imply differences in the organization of social power,
[and] then language becomes an important site of political struggle” (23).
Poststructuralist feminism regards the rejection of essential truths as fundamental,
questioning the supposed neutrality of language and social discourses is central to this
rejection, and thus allows its proponents to choose between different accounts of reality
on the basis of their social implications (Weedon 1997, 28).

Feminist poststructuralism allows its proponents to theorize the relation between
patriarchal discourses and the social reliance on liberal-humanist epistemologies in
analyzing language, discourse, subjectivity, social processes and the social institutions
which benefit from reaffirming essentialist understandings of being. Weedon (1997)
explains that in order to understand the power relations found and espoused in patriarchal
discourse, and therefore identify locations and methods for change; we must examine the

power of discourse:
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Through a concept of discourse, which is seen as a structuring principle of

society, in social institutions, modes of thought and individual subjectivity,

feminist poststructuralism is able, in detailed, historically specific analysis, to

explain the working of power on behalf of specific interests and to analyze the

opportunities for resistance to it (40).
Feminist poststructuralism is a valuable theoretical framework because it challenges the
humanist ideals found in patriarchal discourses that maintain there is one essential truth
about power, subjectivity/identity, and social processes. It is an effective critical tool to
use against the “truths” patriarchy has established as central to its power.

It is a theory which decentres the rational, self-present subject of humanism,

seeing subjectivity and consciousness as socially produced in language, as sites of

struggle and potential change. Language is not transparent as in humanist

discourse; it is not expressive and does not label a “real” world (40).
Analyzing the problematic and sexist representations used in newspaper discourses about
cases of femicide through a feminist poststructuralist framework is a process of
challenging the meanings of the language chosen by the newspaper and thus the news
media system.

Issues Concerning Gender and Subjectivity/ties

Feminist poststructuralist approaches deny the liberal-humanist assumptions that
women or men have essential natures found in patriarchal discourses. Gender is socially
constructed through discourses of power. Feminist poststructuralism thus refuses to give
authority to general theories of the feminine as biologically defined, which locates the
female in limited and subordinate roles, for example, the idea that women are only able to
fulfill the roles of motherhood. Women’s experiences are not constituted from a natural
essence, “experience is discursively produced by the constitution of women as subjects

within historically and socially specific discourses” (Weedon 1997, 162). Feminist

poststructuralism allows me to understand that under patriarchy, it must be acknowledged
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that women have different, often unequal, access to discourses which constitute gender,
gendered experience and gender relations of power in society (162). Therefore women’s
subjectivities must be understood as socially and discursively constructed by patriarchal
discourses which serve male interests over female interests. This inequality allocates
more power to men and governs women under patriarchal norms and values (Weedon
1997, 163). However women’s subjectivities, Weedon (1997) explains, must also be
understood as consisting of a plurality of meanings and “the possibilities available within
these meanings have different political implications” (162), as women too are governed
as subjects by patriarchal norms and values (163).

Feminist poststructuralism, Weedon (1997) maintains, offers an explanation of
individual subjectivity. It describes the origins of experience and how experience can be
contradictory to the discourses perpetuated in the news media, in the language we speak,
and why and how subjectivity/experience can change (40). The possibility of change is
one of the central tenets of a feminist poststructuralism; it offers a path to challenge
patriarchal ideologies and ways of understanding why it is, and how it is, that people
oppress one another. Resistance and change can occur because the language and
meanings which grounds our understandings of social power relations are never fixed.
Thus, it is “language in the form of conflicting discourses which constitute us as
conscious thinking subjects and enables us to give meaning to the world and to act to
transform it” (31). The discourses that propose ways of being, those that hold power in
our social/political institutions, however, represent specific political ideologies constantly
in battle for status and power. Meanings of gender, for examples, are “both socially

produced and variable between different forms of discourse” (22). Thus, gender is
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materialized differently. The battle to fix meanings according to a patriarchal
formulation for example, is found in the subjectivity of the individual and it is “a battle in
which the individual is an active but not sovereign protagonist” (40). Men and women,
therefore, have the ability to internalize and materialize different gender subjectivities.
The choices made by an individual to define their gendered subjecthood represent
negotiations with different discourses of power but are not independent/sovereign
choices. Usually men/women adhere to constructions of gender structures as “normal” or
“natural.” Thus, the individual internalizes the power of patriarchal discourses that
structure limited forms of masculine and feminine subjectivity.

The power of (patriarchal) ideologies is, according to Weedon’s (1997)
interpretations of Althusser, secured in our ideological state apparatuses, such as the
media and justice systems. The interpellation of individuals as subjects, constituted in
language, is a structural feature of all ideology (Althusser 1971; in Weedon 1997, 29, 30).
According to Weedon’s (1997) explanation, this “process of the interpellation of
individual subjectivity” relies on a structure of recognition by the individual as subject
and articulates how one becomes an agent of specific ideologies. This, however, is also a
process of misrecognition because the individual, “on assuming the position of subject in
ideology, assumes that she is the author (her emphasis) of the ideology which constructs
her subjectivity” (30). An example of this is how we continue to identify with patriarchal
ideologies of gendered subjectivities and consider them chosen through free will. This
sustains particular material social relations that rely on a theory of “ideology in general”
which, in poststructuralism, is a theory of “language in general” (30). “Language, in this

sense, consists of a range of discourses which offer different versions of the meaning of
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social relations and their effects on the individual... [and therefore] the way in which we
interpret these social relations have important political consequences” (Weedon 1997,
82).

The assumption made here is that ideologies of power are always present,
constituted through language, as a precondition of social existence that is itself dependent
on the historical context. The power of ideology is found, then, in the interpellation of
individuals as subjects within specific ideologies, which are materialized in ideological
apparatuses and practices. “The structure and function of the position of the subject
within discourse is the precondition for the individual to assume historically specific
forms of subjectivity within particular discourses... The material nature of ideology is
discourse” (30, 31).

By continually reiterating the “normal” definitions of masculine and feminine
subjectivity, the news media (among other institutions) maintain and reaffirm patriarchal
power and control over men’s and women’s behaviour, roles, and subjectivity.
Reaffirming patriarchal definitions of gendered subjectivity in news coverage of
femicides establishes what is acceptable, normal, gendered behaviour in our patriarchal
society. This reinforces the supposed, necessary, yet hidden, power of patriarchy over
female and male subjectivity. Weedon (1997) expresses this by:

stressing the importance of the material relations and practices [existing within

the organization of the news media] which constitute individuals as embodied

subjects with particular but not inevitable forms of conscious and unconscious

motivation and desires which are themselves the effect of the social institutions
and processes which structure society (40).
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The strength of a feminist poststructuralist approach is found in the way it enables us to
attend to the practical implications of particular ways of theorizing and representing
women’s experiences and feminine subjectivities, thus oppression within society (6).
Analyzing and challenging the discourses perpetuated and language used in the
news media, in newspaper articles particularly, can demonstrate how representations of
femicide constitute gender (and gendered relationships) for the reader in specific, often
problematic and sexist ways. These discourses position feminine and masculine
subjectivities against each other and situate them within patriarchal discourses that
legitimate male control of female subjects, and the female as subordinated to male power.
The analysis of patriarchal discourses in news media representations of male violence
against women is “a battle in which the legitimation of particular readings and the
exclusion of others represent quite specific patriarchal, class, and race interests, helping
to constitute our common-sense assumptions as reading and speaking subjects” (Weedon
1997, 163). Feminist poststructuralism must challenge, and allows me to question, what
is constituted as legitimate representations of male and female behaviour and the ways
they are described through language.
Discourse, Media Representations, and the News as a Social Knowledge Generator
The information provided by newspapers, news systems, and the language chosen
in media representations, communicate what we perceive to be objective knowledge. The
discourses used by newspapers, are in fact rooted in patriarchy and perpetuate essentialist
explanations of men and women which rely on explanations of men as dominant, in
control, and women as subordinate and passive. This enforces unequal power relations

and reaffirms oppressive and gendered understandings of feminine and masculine
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subjectivities. The news media continue to use essentialist representations of women and
men in the coverage of femicide cases, which greatly affect our knowledge of instances
of gendered violence.

This thesis assumes that the news acts as a generator of social knowledge. This is
possible because of the news media’s continual use and proliferation of discourses which
are understood and viewed as common-sense. The media’s use of dominant discourses,
the language chosen, and the messages perpetuated by the newspaper media generate
information about instances of femicide that can obscure women’s understanding of their
experience with violence, blame women for their victimization, and rely on essentialist
understandings of gendered behaviour. The news media’s representations, therefore,
generate and reflect information that explain men as “naturally” aggressive, jealous, or
having the right to control and hold power over all aspects of women’s lives.

Humm (1998) argues in her chapter “Feminist Literary Theory,” that “all
representations, literary or otherwise, are what make constructions of knowledge and
male/female subjectivity possible. Through representations we shape our identities and
our worlds” (194). As Weedon (1997) explains, “representations either confirm or
challenge the status quo through the ways they construct or fail to construct images of
femininity and masculinity” (97). The central concern of examining representations of
femicide is that “no representations in the written and visual media are gender-neutral”
(97). The particular discourses disseminated by newspapers determine appropriate
modes of constituting individual subjectivity by drawing on a range of ways of
addressing the reader as a gendered subject with particular assumptions about the nature

of gender, appropriate behaviour for men and women to exhibit, and acceptable roles for
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them to play. The news media as an institution rearticulates social values in its own
interests (97). Therefore, the news continues to reinforce sexist understandings of
women, feminine subjectivities, and violence because they have invested interest in
communicating representations of male violence against women in traditional ways. This
invested interest originates from the news not wanting to disrupt common-held,
hegemonic, beliefs about “proper” gendered behaviours.

Hegemony

Hegemony is the dominance of one social group over others, by ruling or
dominating in a political/social context. Hegemony, according to Andermahr et al.
(1997), functions through mobilizing consent of the dominated. To counter hegemonic
ideologies, one must refuse and challenge consensual dominance (93). The newspaper
representations of femicides do not disrupt the common held, hegemonic beliefs of
purported patriarchal, or liberal-humanist, discourses. In fact they give power to such
discourses by reaffirming and enforcing them through hegemonic means.

According to Stuart Hall (1977) in his work “Culture, the media and the
“ideological” effect,” hegemony is accomplished through the agency of social
superstructures — the family, education, the media and cultural institutions, as well as the
coercive side of the state, for example the police and the courts, which work through an
ideology of repression (333). Ideology is continually reaffirmed by social institutions
that work under the power of patriarchy, therefore the news media as a social institution
adopts and thus (re)produces the hegemonic discourses of the powerful (white, male)
elite. The hegemony of patriarchal power in news discourses exists best in a society

when “consent is obtained through the unquestioned, unconscious acceptance of
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ideology” (Althusser 1971; in Meyers 1997, 20). Hegemony thrives on “the appearance
of neutrality and common-sense - [what is also seen as the natural] — which allows those
in power to maintain their position within a hierarchy of competing social formations”
(Meyers 1997, 20).

Marian Meyers (1997) examines hegemony and the news in News Coverage of
Violence Against Women: Engendering Blame, and explains that news involves telling
life stories, and acts according to a process by which the newsmaker navigates traditions,
routines and organizations. The newsmaker maintains an “allegiance to shared values” in
their news writing that socializes its public to believe what they are being told (Gans
1980; in Meyers 1997, 19). According to Liesbet van Zoonen (1994), the newsmaker is
“limited by the social, economic and legal embedding of the media institution” (Meyers
1997, 19). This thesis will show that because the news media is upheld by and operates
through already established patriarchal discourses, it acts against women’s concerns and
instead communicates, for example, that blaming the female victim, denying or ignoring
the male’s actions as demonstrative of sexism, and constructing narratives that posit
women as subordinate to men are acceptable in cases of violence against women.

Meyers (1997) explains that the news media support certain status quo values,
norms, and conventions by representing the interests of dominant power structures, those
of the white, middle- and upper-class, male elite (19). Meyers explains:

The news contributes to the building and maintenance of popular consensus

through the use of language that reflects and perpetuates the values, beliefs, and

goals of the ruling elite. Consensus is thereby disguised so that it appears to be

not the product of ideology but the result of what is simply natural or part of
common sense — just the way things are and the way things are done (19).
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The news reiterates patriarchal ideologies and cannot remove itself from reflecting “the
social organization of reporting and the professional imperatives and commercial
interests that are a part of it” as a social institution within a capitalist society (Meyers
1997, 22). The news reports on cases of violence against women in an uncritical manner
and thus, women are victimized with no recognition of the sexist, misogynist culture that
perpetuates anti-woman violence. News coverage disseminates hegemonic information,
which posits women as expendable subordinates and thus effects what the public will
believe and understand about women in society.

According to Barbie Zelizer (1993) in “Journalists as Interpretive Communities,”
news editors and reporters are “members of an interpretive community” (219). They
decide what is newsworthy, negotiating and justifying what is worthy of coverage based
on already established criteria. This causes me to question the espoused “truth” of news
reporting and the criteria chosen to explain events deemed appropriate for news coverage.

The process of deciding which stories to run actually disseminates hegemonic,
patriarchal discourses of what is “normal,” or “natural,” or suitable behaviour. An
example of this, according to Meyers, is that patriarchy benefits from the notion that men
are “naturally and therefore rightfully more sexually aggressive than women, for it
justifies the use of aggression against those not similarly endowed — that is, women” (20).
The values and beliefs upheld within news production constitute a “framework that
supports the dominant ideology while marginalizing, trivializing, and constructing as
deviant or dangerous any challenge to it” (Meyers 1997, 22).

I do not assume, however, that there are no conflicts between the powerful elite

and those marginalized by these forces. To hold on to power, the (white, male) elite must



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































