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Synopsis

This thesis is concerned with the multi-sited construction of meanings associated with the use of
Extended Cycle Oral Contraception (ECOC), a practice that results in the extended or continual
suppression of menstruation. In particular it centres on the public debates surrounding the United
States of America Food and Drug Administration approval of the first ECOC called Seasonale in
2003. Rather than framing ECOC as simply a forward trajectory of biomedical technologies, or as a
medical ‘take-over’ of another aspect of women's bodies, it examines the ways in which the
significances of ECOC are negotiated through discursive practices within and across fields. This
thesis is primarily concerned with reviewing the sociological concept of ‘medicalisation’ in such a
context.

This thesis examines the concept of medicalisation in the cultural moment of neo-liberalism. In
framing medicalisation as a contest | assert that dominant meanings of ECOC and menstrual
suppression are constructed across the fields of biomedicine, pharmaceuticals, the news-media,
and through the vast and continually shifting space of the Internet. The ‘common sense’ neo-liberal
discourses of ‘risk’ and ‘choice’ are invoked in order to shift understandings of ‘nature’ and provide
reasons for menstrual suppression to be seen as a rational choice for women. | argue that the
phenomenon of ECOC constitutes medicalisation and inseparably produces the possibility of
agency. | do this by exploring the experiences of a group of South Australian women who extended
or eliminated their menstrual cycles with hormonal contraception, and comments on an Internet
message board about menstrual suppression. Through these women’s narratives this thesis
explores the multiple ways in which women demonstrate forms of agency and simultaneously
contribute to the medicalisation contest.

Agency was demonstrated in the ways women transformed the publicly contested meanings of
ECOC and menstrual suppression through their everyday experience. The discourses that
laywomen brought to the debate both accommodated and contested the rhetoric of choice, risk,
and nature, and frequently challenged gendered norms of femininity. For interview participants,
deciding to suppress menstruation had occurred in Australia where ECOC is not available for
general use. The Internet message board comments were posted during 2003 when the first ECOC
was released in the United States of America. Consequently, this provides a unique case study of
the innovative ways in which agency operates in relation to medicalisation.

This thesis draws on feminist, poststructuralist and Bourdieurian theory to review the concept of
medicalisation in the context of debates about ECOC. In doing so it offers not only an extension to
the Sociological and Gender Studies fields but also puts forward a new way of understanding the
concept of medicalisation that may assist in establishing interdisciplinary discussion about the
complex ways in which biomedical knowledges are generated and contested across multiple fields.
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