
1

‘Identity Theft’:
Living With 

Domestic Abuse

ECDV 2019

Jo Neale
Institute of Applied Social Research

Aims

To better understand women’s experiences of 
entering, enduring and exiting abusive 
relationships by:

– examining the space between normalised behaviour 
within heterosexual relationships and abuse, and

– shining a spotlight on the full range of perpetrators’ 
behaviours that entrap and oppress their female 
partners

Methodology

• Feminist

• Poststructuralist

• Semi-structured narrative style interviews

• Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006)

Participants

• 14 women who have experienced (male) abuse in 
intimate relationships

• Recruited via:
– Specialist support agencies (Beds and Herts)

– Personal networks

• Socio-Economic Status (high, middle and low)

• Age range: mid-twenties to late-forties

• Ethnicity:
African Caribbean South Asian White European

Black African White British

‘Total Institutions’
Goffman (1968)

Established:
1. To care for people felt to be both harmless and incapable;

2. To care for people felt to be incapable of looking after themselves and a 
threat to the community;

3. To protect the community against intentional dangers;

4. To be retreats from the world

5. For solely instrumental purposes, to better pursue some work-like tasks.

Total Institutions
Goffman (1968)

For inmates:
• All three spheres of life (work, rest, 

leisure) occur

• Closed communities

• Confined to the institution

• Physical barriers between them and 
outside world

• Activities decided and controlled by a 
single authority Broadmoor

High-Security Psychiatric Hospital, UK
Image courtesy of Paul Townsend, flickr.com
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Territories of the Self

“On the outside (of a total institution) the 
individual can hold objects of self-feeling –
such as his (sic) body, his immediate 
actions, his thoughts, and some 
possessions – clear of contact with alien and 
contaminating things” (Goffman, 1972, p31-32).

Mortification of the Self

The inmate:
“…begins a series of 
debasements, degradations, 
humiliations and profanations 
of the self. His self is 
systematically, if often 
unintentionally, mortified” 
(Goffman, 1968, p24).

• Dispossession

• Lack of physical and 
psychological privacy

• Constant surveillance

• Humiliation

• Obedience tests

• Will-breaking contests

• Resistance met with 
punishment

• Permanent fear for 
personal safety

The Abusive Household
as a ‘Total Institution’

• Isolation

• Surveillance

• Denial of privacy

• Dispossession

• Endrudgement

• Withholding affection

• Discreditation

• Emotional abuse

• Psychological abuse

Isolation

“He would just um gradually friends that I had, you wouldn’t 
want them to come back home, or he wouldn’t want them 
to, you wouldn’t want to call them, so people get pretty 
pissed off when, you know, they might not say it to you but 
you know you’re going to get dropped by people because 
you can’t socialise with them” (Colette).

Surveillance

‘Microsurveillance’ (Stark 2009) and ‘Microregulation’ (Stark 2006)

“…and with him working nights he’d phone me all through the night 
and God help me if I didn’t answer, what are you doing, I’m asleep 
Simon, …and then he’d get in and he’s be tired and needing sleep 
and it was like well, put the babies down for a nap and you come 
to bed as well and I wasn’t allowed to leave the bedroom, while he 
was sleeping, in case I was off doing things with other people” 
(Kirsten)

Denial of Privacy

“…he was allowed to have secrecy with his phone, and I 
wasn’t, so I had to be an open book, but he didn’t have to 
be, …he looked at my phone to see whether I’d made 
phone calls on the way home, and if I was five minutes late 
I had to explain where I’d been and, you know all of that, I 
didn’t have any privacy, or any rights” (Ruth).
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Dispossession
“…you know even to go to the toilet, is he going to still be 
sitting here when I come down, have I got money in my 
purse have I got anything around, I wouldn’t have anything 
of any value, you know, even choosing stuff to buy my kids 
for Christmas and thinking if it’s any value I wouldn’t have 
bought it, you know” (Eve).

“…and we had a bit of a laugh because one of the stupid 
things that I’d brought was sanitary towels ((laughs)), from 
the bathroom, and you know why, because in my panicked 
thinking I thought oh well he doesn’t need that
I can take that with me, …that’s how conditioned
my thinking was, …I can’t take anything that he’s
going to need” (Freya).

Endrudgement

“…six o’clock got up, done my cleaning, got the breakfast 
together, and it went on from there, come home from work 
clean up clean the house, and I think it just (gradually) just 
got fell in to place he would always find faults, …if the place 
wasn’t done to his liking, he’d get, you’d expect that 
beating” (Kamala).

“…it is like the person doesn’t give a damn about you, well 
you are their servant, you are their slave” (Colette).

Conclusion

• Abusive household as ‘total institution’:

• Combined impact of behaviours can lead to:
o Permanent state of tension and hypervigilance

o Permanent and pervasive fear

o Dismantling of identity

o Disculturation (Goffman, 1968)

• Women deserve respect, and support
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