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This paper reports on the early stages of a PhD research project on women’s journeys
in response to domestic violence, focusing on women’s use of space as a strategy for
safety. In this paper, aspects of conceptual thinking on space and place are outlined,
raising questions and developing tools for the analysis of the empirical data in the later
stages of the project. Using the work of various philosophers and writers from a range
of disciplines to rethink issues of location and relocation, of staying put and fleeing,
enables an engagement with theory within what is also an empiricallygrounded social
sciences research project with implications for social policy and practice. This paper
will particularly explore three examples of such thinking about women’s spatial
strategies: Foucault’s concepts of the spatiality of surveillance are used in
understanding space as a constraint and appreciating what women are overcoming
when they leave abusive relationships; Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of rhizomic
networks and lines of flight are used in understanding space as a resource on the
journeys themselves; and Augé’s concepts of nonplaces are used in understanding
space as place, and recognising what needs to be counteracted to create new homes
and a sense of belonging.

Within the research and practice literature on women’s experiences of domestic
violence, leaving the abusive relationship is frequently recognised as a strategy to
achieve safety (see for example, Dobash & Dobash 1980; Binney et al. 1981; Davies et
al. 1998; Humphreys & Thiara 2002; Stark 2007). However, notions of ‘moving on’ or
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‘journey’ tend to be used as metaphors, rather than as considerations of geographical
journeys; and ‘leaving’ is often conceptualised as an event, rather than as a complex
process over time and space. This research project focuses on women’s use of space as
a strategy for safety, analysing their literal journeys to leave violence and access
support services, and relates these journeys to demographic characteristics of women,
and to characteristics of the places of origin and destination. In this paper on the early
stages of the research, aspects of conceptual thinking on space and place are outlined,
raising questions and developing tools for the analysis of the empirical data in the later
stages of the project.

Using the work of various philosophers and writers from a range of disciplines to
rethink issues of location and relocation, of staying put and fleeing enables an
engagement with theory within what is also an empiricallygrounded social sciences
research project with implications for social policy and practice. Recognition of the
operation of power in space enables consideration of space as both a constraint and a
resource. As a constraint, space contributes to governing how individuals act, think and
feel, and how societies operate, and as a resource it can be experienced, understood
and used to facilitate or achieve specific social practices, including the processes of
placemaking in both the origins and the destinations of women’s journeys. Concepts
of space and place are therefore drawn on as tools, as recognised by Foucault: ‘All my
books are little tool boxes. If people want to open them, to use a particular sentence, a
particular idea, a particular analysis like a screwdriver or spanner ... so much the
better!’ (Foucault

Foucault used the ideas behind Jeremy Bentham’s late eighteenth century ‘Panoptican’
prison plan to highlight a structured system whereby ‘space becomes specified and
functional’ (Foucault 1980b, p.149), enabling the easy and effective exercise of
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disciplinary power. Each individual is isolated in a prison cell, unable to communicate,
an object of hierarchical observation from the centre  able to be seen but not to see.
Foucault argued that ‘surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous
in its action’ (Foucault 1991, p.201) because inmates internalise the gaze and regulate
their own conduct. He argued that panoptic techniques –‘a dominating, overseeing
gaze’– thereby become combined and generalised into a circular, reinforcing, and
highly efficient process (Foucault 1980b, p.155); describing it as ‘a superb formula:
power exercised continually and for what turns out to be minimal cost’. Whilst
recognising the value of Foucault’s argument that power can be nonviolent except
where it exceeds its legitimacy, MacCannell and MacCannell (1993) question his
distinction between power and force, arguing that the gaze itself does not have power,
but only to the extent that it is associated with actual violence, with the victim
knowing that force will be applied where there is resistance.
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Because of the risks of travelling to known places or to friends or family, many women
fleeing domestic violence journey to women’s refuges: supportive temporary
accommodation whilst they consider their longer term options. Though refuges are
conceived of as places of safety, they can also be explored using Augé’s concept of
‘nonplaces’ (Augé 2008, p.63) whereby he argues that, 'if a place can be defined as
relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined
as relational, historical, or concerned with identity will be a nonplace'. He associates
‘nonplaces’ with certain ends, such as transport, commerce and leisure, rather than a
concern with location. For example, holidaymakers may be largely indifferent as to
whether they travel from Gatwick, Heathrow or Stansted, and therefore airports
become nonplaces.
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The use of such conceptual ‘tool boxes’ from a range of disciplines can therefore
provide insights to analyse women’s spatial strategies in fleeing domestic violence,
and will be used as such within the larger research project. They can be sensitising
concepts to assist in identifying patterns and processes within the empirical data, and
contextualising concepts to assist in analysing these patterns and generalising from the
individual narratives of women’s journeys.
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