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Politics of Vulnerability in Contemporary Women’s Writing and Creative Practices  
Online Conference, 19-20 May 2022) 

 
Organisers: Dr Sandra Daroczi (Bath) and Dr Adina Stroia (Newcastle) 

 
 

Keynote address 1: The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing: writing and translating an extreme human 

experience 

Dr Helen Vassallo and Darina Al Joundi 

 

In the first part of this session, Helen will give a short talk on her translation of Darina Al Joundi’s plays 

The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing and Marseillaise My Way (Naked Eye Publishing, 2022). 

 

Darina Al Joundi’s The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing (Le Jour où Nina Simone a cessé de chanter) was 

an instant sensation when Darina – a Lebanese-Syrian actress – first performed it at the Avignon Festival 

in 2007. By turns harrowing and comical, the play recounts the coming-of-age of its protagonist, Noun, 

during the Lebanese civil war. Noun’s life is based on Darina’s own: in the preface to the published 

manuscript Darina describes Noun as “a part of me” (Al Joundi 2022, 9-10), and through Noun Darina tells 

her own story on stage. Standing in a hand-drawn square of black chalk, Noun cries out her past: her 

childhood, marked by political exile and religious intransigence. Her adolescence, unfolding as F-16s flew 

over Beirut. Her first sexual experiences, as violent as the destruction going on around her. Her losses and 

near misses as her beloved home city tore itself apart in civil war. Her father’s death, and with it the loss 

of his protection. The price she paid for being a woman who did not obey the rules. This is a painful story 

that publicly exposes Darina’s traumatic experiences, and yet she insists that it is not a therapy through 

performance. Rather, Noun becomes a mouthpiece through whom Darina both shares her vulnerability 

and fights back against it, writer and protagonist standing together against the damaging individuals and 

groups who have attempted to silence this story. 

 

Yet how should we approach the translation of such an intensely personal text? Helen will discuss the 

challenges of writing another’s vulnerability, of re-creating the rapport between actor and audience, and 

of maintaining the “shock factor” in a time when public sharing of personal trauma has become 

commonplace. 

Darina and Helen will then read from the play and its translation before moving into the second half of 

the session, a dialogue between Darina and Helen about the challenges and importance of writing and 

translating the plays.  
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Helen Vassallo is an academic and translator based in the Department of Modern Languages and Cultures 

at the University of Exeter (UK). Her primary research interests are in translated literature and feminism, 

with a focus on contemporary women’s writing and theory. She translates Francophone women’s writing 

with particular focus on North Africa and the Middle East: most recently, she has translated Darina Al 

Joundi’s The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing and its sequel Marseillaise My Way (Naked Eye Publishing, 

2021). Helen is currently working on a translation of selected non-fiction by Prix Goncourt-winning author 

Leïla Slimani, The Devil is in the Detail and other stories, to be published by Liverpool University Press in 

2023. 

Helen is the founder of Translating Women, an industry-facing research project that engages with 

publishers, translators and other stakeholders to work against intersectional gender bias in the translated 

literature sector of the UK publishing industry. She writes regular reviews and opinion pieces for the 

Translating Women blog, as well as freelance pieces elsewhere, and she tweets about the project at 

@translatewomen. 

Darina Al Joundi is a critically acclaimed actor, director and writer. She was born and raised in Lebanon 

and has been acting since the age of eight. The daughter of notorious Syrian journalist, freedom fighter, 

political activist and exile Assim Al Joundi, Darina Al Joundi is known throughout the Arab world for her 

television and film roles, and has also played occasional roles in popular English-language series such as 

Homeland and Tyrants. 

In 2001, after the death of her father, writing became a new form of expression for Darina. Le Jour où 

Nina Simone a cessé de chanter (The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing) was an instant sensation when 

Darina first performed it as a one-woman play at the Avignon festival in July 2007: it sold out at every 

performance and resulted in multiple runs in Paris and throughout France. Darina followed this up with 

the successful sequel Ma Marseillaise (Marseillaise My Way), which premiered at the Avignon festival in 

2012. 

Available in the UK: 

• The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing: https://www.foyles.co.uk/witem/fiction-poetry/the-day-

nina-simone-stopped-singing,darina-al-joundi-helen-vassallo-9781910981177 

• Marseillaise My Way: https://www.foyles.co.uk/witem/film-tv-drama/marseillaise-my-

way,darina-al-joundi-helen-vassallo-9781910981184 

Available in the USA: 

• The Day Nina Simone Stopped Singing: https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/day-nina-simone-

stopped-singing-darina-al-

joundi/1100043542;jsessionid=6E55E66B4084C011D968537B1778C03C.prodny_store02-

atgap04?ean=9781910981177 

• Marseillaise My Way: https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/marseillaise-my-way-darina-al-

joundi/1140350288;jsessionid=6E55E66B4084C011D968537B1778C03C.prodny_store02-

atgap04?ean=9781910981184 
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Keynote address 2: Faces of Vulnerability, Masking and (Mis)recognition in Contemporary French 

Women’s Writing 

Dr Kathryn Robson (Newcastle University) 

 

According to Lauren Berlant, recognition is more accurately a bearable form of misrecognition 

(‘recognition is the misrecognition you can bear’). This paper explores Berlant’s notion of misrecognition 

in relation to intimacy and the faces of vulnerability in contemporary French women’s writing, thinking 

through what is at stake in establishing intimate connections with others in and through inevitable 

misrecognition and masking. I look masking, misrecognition and vulnerability in three novels: Yasmina 

Réza’s Heureux sont les heureux (Happy are the Happy) (2013), in which vulnerability is expressed through 

masking, rather than unmasking; Camille Laurens’s novel Celle que vous croyez (Who you Think I Am) 

(2016), which recounts catfishing on social media, and Delphine de Vigan’s Les Enfants sont rois (The 

Children are Kings) (2021), about a YouTube influencer exploiting her children online. Social media on the 

one hand productively enables anonymised confessions and connections that would be deemed too risky 

face-to-face and on the other promotes social alienation as well as facilitating concealment of identity; it 

constitutes a privileged and contradictory site from which vulnerability is both articulated and 

dissimulated and its faces concealed and exposed. I argue that bearable misrecognition is a fantasized 

projection of intelligibility and affirmation that is both vital to the constitution of the subject and a marker 

of the subject’s necessary vulnerability in relation to the other. The question of what sorts of 

misrecognition might be deemed bearable is played out, I argue, though the masking and exposure of 

faces of vulnerability, highlighted through social media narratives but equally in evidence in relationships 

played out off-line. This paper unpicks fantasies of recognition and moves beyond the pervasive binary 

oppositions between so-called ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ (non-virtual) and ‘online’ ‘virtual’ or ‘fake’ interactions. 

I explore what is at stake in the perpetual misrecognition of vulnerable subjects who invest in fantasies of 

intimate recognition and look at how narratives of masked intimacy position and compromise the reader. 

Kathryn Robson is Senior Lecturer in French at Newcastle University and author of I Suffer Therefore I am: 

Engaging with Empathy in Contemporary French Women’s Life-Writing (Legenda, 2019) and Writing 

Wounds: The Inscription of Trauma in post-1968 French Women's Life-Writing (Rodopi 2004) as well as 

articles and book chapters on trauma, sexual abuse, loss, and empathy. She is currently working on a book 

about cultural representations of happiness in contemporary French women’s writing and film. 

 

Panel 1: ‘Tell me what you want’: On Vulnerability and Agency  

 

Douglas Morrey (Warwick University): Du consentement et de la cavalière: Exploring consent in the era 

of sexual “liberation” with Vanessa Springora and Nathalie Quintane 

One of the most significant literary phenomena of recent years in France was the publication of Vanessa 

Springora’s Le Consentement (Consent) in January 2020. Detailing the author’s seduction at the age of 

fourteen by the (then) well-known libertine writer Gabriel Matzneff and the subsequent psychic fallout 

that left Springora traumatised for decades, the book led to the cultural ‘cancelling’ of Matzneff and to 

widespread accusations of the literary establishment’s complicity with predatory male sexuality and 

paedophilia.  
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Much of the press and media coverage of what became known as the ‘Affaire Matzneff’ focused on the 

excesses of the libertarian ideology of the 1968 generation, seen as having produced, if not the paedophile 

author himself, at least the permissive cultural establishment that tolerated him. Unlike other 

commentators, however, Springora stops short of condemning outright the union between the middle-

aged man and the pubescent girl, reminding readers that she was, after all, a consenting partner in the 

relationship. Le Consentement is thus not so much an angry call for the consent of women and girls to be 

respected as it is a subtle interrogation of the utility of the very notion of consent in establishing sexual 

equality or justice.  

In a curious counterpoint to Le Consentement, Nathalie Quintane’s new book, La Cavalière (2021), 

investigates the case of a schoolteacher who, in the 1970s, was publicly shamed for her sexual relations 

with pupils in the small provincial town where she worked. Both books by feminist authors evoke the 

difficult question of how we might seek to preserve some of the utopian political and sexual optimism of 

the 1970s while at the same time protecting the vulnerable from sexual exploitation. Reading the two 

works alongside Manon Garcia’s major new study of the philosophy of consent (La Conversation des sexes, 

2021), this paper seeks to establish the parameters of that tricky balancing act. 

 

Dominique Carlini-Versini (Durham University): Reading Marie Darrieussecq’s Clèves with Vanessa 

Springora’s Le Consentement  

When it was first published in 2011, Marie Darrieussecq’s Clèves (2011) received some critical attention 

for its graphic treatment of sex and the body. However, most of the novel’s mixed reviews seemed to 

focus on the explicit references to sexual organs or bodily fluids disseminated in the text, and little 

attention was given to the romantic and sexual relationship between the teen protagonist Solange and 

her adult neighbour and occasional babysitter Monsieur Bihotz. Reading the novel again in the post-

#MeToo era sheds a new light on the question of consent in the text. In addition, France has faced a 

particular reckoning with the notion, in the wake of the publication of Vanessa Springora’s Le 

Consentement (2019), in which the writer-narrator tells the story of her romantic and sexual relationship 

with the then 50-year-old Gabriel Matzneff when she was only 14. The book publication led to a 

widespread outcry and condemnation of Matzneff in the French and the international media alike, as well 

as to some legislative change in France. Thus, this paper offers to (re)read Darrieussecq’s Clèves with 

Springora’s text. It will specifically reflect on the depiction of the adolescent girl’s body as a vulnerable 

body, shaped by paradoxical norms and expectations, and traversed by desire. It will also discuss sexual 

violence in the texts and the difficulty to manoeuvre the young female characters’ relation to the (male) 

other. It will show that images of predators and preys are mobilised and blurred in both texts, to 

problematize vulnerability and agency.  

 

Marni Appleton (University of East Anglia): Empty empowerment: girlhood, girlfriendships and 

postfeminist sex in short stories by Jenny Zhang and Abigail Ulman   

By engaging with affect studies, contemporary feminist discourse and literary analysis, this paper explores 

the intersection between the affective promises of neoliberal postfeminism and the sexualisation of girls. 

I read two short stories – “The Empty the Empty the Empty” by Jenny Zhang and “Head to Toe” by Abigail 

Ulman – to explore the affective texture of girls’ negotiations of sex in these stories. While discourses 

around neoliberal Anglophone girlhood are typically shaped by “grander passions” such as panic and 
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celebration, I argue that the contradictory imperatives of postfeminist girl culture create flatter kinds of 

feeling – for example, the feeling that I conceptualise in this paper as emptiness.    

 

A girl must be sexually knowing and attractive, but she must not be a slut. She must belong to a group of 

girlfriends but must also shine as an individual. These entangled imperatives, among others, alienate 

girlfriends from one another and prevent them from forming solidarities. Though girlfriends in these 

stories are dependent on each other as signifiers of normative femininity and social status, they are also 

positioned in competition with each other – something that affects their ability to communicate about 

certain experiences, including difficult or disappointing experiences of sex. These feelings are inarticulable 

in the context of postfeminist affective regulation, which requires its subjects to be “relentlessly upbeat” 

and “bounce back” from negative experiences, while expressions of vulnerability are repudiated. It is 

precisely this inability to communicate about certain feelings and experiences that creates feelings of 

emptiness, which in turn prevents the formation of meaningful affective bonds with other girls.   

   

Douglas Morrey is Reader in French Studies at the University of Warwick. He is the author of Michel 

Houellebecq: Humanity and its Aftermath (Liverpool University Press, 2013) and of several works on 

French cinema. His current research is focusing on toxic masculinity in French literature of the 1968 

generation (Philippe Sollers, Serge Doubrovsky, Gabriel Matzneff). 

Dominique Carlini Versini is Assistant Professor in French at Durham University in the UK and a specialist 

of contemporary French women’s writing and filmmaking. Her first monograph Le corps-frontière: figures 

de l’excès chez Marie Darrieussecq, Virginie Despentes and Marina de Van, in which she examines figures 

of excess in women’s writing and filmmaking as a way to question bodily borders, will be published by 

Brill, in the “Faux Titre” series in 2023. Her research appeared in journals such as Women in French 

Studies, Dalhousie French Studies, L’Esprit Créateur or Revue critique de fixxion française contemporaine, 

and her most recent article “Corps spectral, corps précaire: Vernon Subutex de Virginie Despentes” will 

feature in the forthcoming issue of French Studies (2022) 

Marni Appleton is a postgraduate researcher in Creative-Critical Writing at the University of East Anglia, 

where she also teaches. Her PhD project comprises a collection of short stories exploring contemporary 

girlhood and a critical component that explores (post)feminist feeling in contemporary short stories about 

young women and girls. Her short stories have been published in journals such 

as Banshee and The Tangerine, among others.  

 

Panel 2: On female being:  Ambiguous Selfhood and Vulnerability  

 

Emanuela Buscemi (University of Monterrey): The Antimonumenta “Vivas Nos Queremos”: Artistic 

interventions, the politics of vulnerability  and activism against feminicides in Mexico  

On 25 September 2021 in Mexico City feminist activists occupied the roundabout previously dedicated to 

Cristopher Columbus, and installed an antimonument (antimonumenta-declined in its feminine version) 

dedicated to the victims of gender-based violence. The antistatue represents a silhouetted woman with 

her fist raised, and the word justicia (justice) engraved in it, and it is painted in purple, the colour that has 

been the symbol of activism against gender violence all over Latin America. Artistic interventions at the 

base of the monument consist in writing the names of desaparecidas (disappeared women) and victims 
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of gender-based violence and feminicides. Moreover, in an attempt to correct the institutional violence 

perpetrated against indigenous and afroamerican women, the feminist collectives raise awareness on 

multiple gender-based forms of oppression and violence beyond the family, including the institutions, the 

police and, more in general, a political and social system based on the “coloniality of power and race”.  

Even though the monument has been reclaimed multiple times by the Municipality, ironically led by a 

woman affiliated with the populist President López Obrador, every time the feminist collectives reoccupy 

it with more vigour and more support from part of the vibrant local civil society, and with a stronger 

campaign on social media.  

Through artistic and memory activism, feminist militants appropriate the vulnerability of the victims 

through artistic practices and interventions that aim, among other things, at renaming the roundabout on 

the map of Mexico City “Glorieta de las mujeres que luchan” (Roundabout of the women fighters). The 

paper intends to explore this politics of vulnerability that reclaims the voice and corporality of the victims 

of gender-based violence and feminicides to enact political and cultural resistance by appropriating 

personal memories, thus bridging the gap between personal histories, on the one hand, and official history 

and collective memory on the other. 

 

Aleix Tura Vecino (University of Glasgow): Culture of Disclosure: “Cat Person,” Women’s Writing Online 

and the Ambivalence of Vulnerability  

Last year, Kirsten Roupenian’s “Cat Person” stirred the Internet (for the second time) after Alexis Nowicki 

claimed in a Slate article that the story drew specific details from her life. The content and nature of the 

discussions this claim generated recalled that of the ones which originally fuelled the viral spread of “Cat 

Person” in 2017, when many readers confused the piece with a personal essay about a common yet hard 

to name form of sexual aggression. This paper uses the “Cat Person” phenomena to illustrate how social 

media promotes what I call a “culture of disclosure” which is changing both what gets read and how we 

read. Platforms like Facebook or Twitter both encourage and prize exposing and sharing individual 

histories and vulnerabilities, and literary (non-)fiction which takes the form or is liable of being read in 

that key has indisputably more chances of performing well in the digital sphere. I argue that this shift has 

benefited women, who have found in the “culture of disclosure” spaces to share their experiences of 

oppression —through fiction, nonfiction or other literary modes— and construct collective social 

movements such as #MeToo in doing so. Yet, I also propose that in the age of Cambridge Analytica and 

surveillance capitalism we need to be aware of the way in which our vulnerabilities are precious 

commodities coveted by increasingly powerful corporations eager to know and control our innermost 

desires.  

 

Jutta Fortin (Universität Wien): Vulnerability, suicide and the internet: the double presentation of the 

female self in Camille Laurens's novels 

With the proposed paper, I wish to examine the double presentation of the female self in Camille 

Laurens’s novels, notably in Celle que vous croyez (2016), Romance nerveuse (2010) and Ni toi ni moi 

(2005); these are the three main texts in which the author uses the internet (Facebook, email, chat, 

meeting sites) as a means of communication, but also as narrative dispositifs. With reference to the notion 

of the Facebook self (Gil-Or, Levi-Belz and Turel 2015), derived from the notion of the false self (Winnicott 

1960), I would like to explore the diverging development of two selves in these texts, one corresponding 
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to something like a true self, the other one corresponding to Winnicott’s false self. While the protective 

function of the false self originally is to “mask” the true self, here both selves become visible. Thus, the 

vulnerability of the subject is revealed and played out, while at the same time an effort is apparently made 

to “conceal” it precisely by presenting and developing a false Facebook self or false internet self. I am 

especially interested in looking at the treatment of suicide, which is present as an underlying theme in Ni 

toi ni moi and Romance nerveuse. In Celle que vous croyez, the theme of suicide, linked to that of aging, 

becomes central. I would be keen to show how the ironisation of this serious theme relates to the 

“carnivalisation” (Bakhtin 1929) of the male lover, probably a degradation of the figure of the courtly 

lover, in the novels studied here. 

 

Emanuela Buscemi holds a Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Aberdeen (Scotland) and teaches at 

the University of Monterrey (Mexico). She previously taught at the American University of Kuwait. Her 

research interests include alternative social movements, feminist activisms, informal activism and 

resistance, identity and gender politics, performance, agency and belonging in the Arabian Gulf and Latin 

America. Her work has been featured in the Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, Contemporary Social 

Science, About Gender-International Journal of Gender Studies, Democratization, as well as in edited 

volumes published by New York University Press, Routledge, Peter Lang and Palgrave MacMillan. She is 

the co-author, with Ildikó Kaposi, of the edited volume Everyday Youth Practices in the Gulf Peninsula: 

Changes and Challenges (Routledge, 2021). 

Dr Aleix Tura Vecino is an early-career researcher teaching at the University of Glasgow. He researches 

women’s writing, short story anthologies and digital literature, topics on which he has published several 

articles. He is a member of the European Network for Short Fiction Research and associate editor of 

Short Fiction in Theory and Practice. 

Jutta Fortin teaches French and Italian literatures at the University of Vienna and the University of 

Klagenfurt. Her PhD-thesis, submitted to Cambridge University, studied the significance of defence 

mechanisms in nineteenth-century French literature of the fantastic. Her habilitation-thesis, submitted to 

the University of Vienna, examined the preoccupation of contemporary French and Italian writers with 

spectral figures, referring it to traumatic historical events or individual life situations. Her research, 

financed by the Austrian Science Fund (Erwin Schrödinger, Elise Richter), centres upon contemporary and 

medieval literature, notably intertextual and intersemiotic relations, intergeneric dialogue, and 

psychoanalytic readings.  She has publised the monographs Camille Laurens, le kaléidoscope d’une écriture 

hantée (Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2017) and Method in Madness. Control Mechanisms in the 

French Fantastic (Rodopi, 2005); and she has coedited, with Wolfgang Asholt and Jean-Bernard Vray, Yves 

Ravey. Une écriture de l’exigence (Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2017); with Jean-Bernard Vray, 

Alain Fleischer écrivain (Le Seuil, 2013), and, with Jean-Bernard Vray, L’Imaginaire spectral de la littérature 

contemporaine (Publications Universitaires de Saint-Étienne, 2012) 
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Panel 3: Who is listening?: On the Vulnerability of Connection 

 

Elly Walters (University of Oxford): ‘From your pen to God’s ear’: Prayer-Writing and Precarity in Fatima 

Daas’ La Petite Dernière (2020) and Yaa Gyasi’s Transcendent Kingdom (2020) 

This paper proposes a reading of Fatima Daas’ La Petite Dernière (2020) and Yaa Gyasi’s Transcendent 

Kingdom (2020), two feminist works of autofiction that study Afrodiasporic daughterhood in the twenty-

first century. Daas and Gyasi channel their experiences as the youngest daughter of a religious 

Afrodiasporic family into their novels’ narrator-protagonists. Daas’ autofictional Fatima unpacks her 

identity and situation as a French-born Muslim lesbian from an Algerian family; Gyasi's protagonist Gifty 

is a US-born doctoral student who negotiates her dwindling relationships with Ghana and with God. 

Speaking in the first-person, these daughter-protagonists scrutinise their encounters with racism and loss, 

in addition to their relationships with the beliefs, values, and diasporic cultures that they inherited. 

 Both La Petite Dernière and Transcendent Kingdom place the uncertainty, shame, and solitude felt 

by Fatima and Gifty – as women of colour emerging from emotional as well as socio-economic precarity 

– in friction with their experiences of religious and secular faith. In La Petite Dernière, Fatima negotiates 

the conflict she believes herself to embody between Islam and queerness; in Transcendent Kingdom, Gifty 

loses faith in Christianity in favour of science following the fatal overdose of her adolescent brother. These 

conflicts manifest, and attempt to be reconciled, through (creative) reading and writing practices. In La 

Petite Dernière, the asyndetic and anaphoric form of Fatima’s narration has been likened to prayer or 

incantation, echoing the dhikr (the reciting of God’s name), but holds within its lines references to 

queerfeminist scholars like Virginie Despentes and Monique Wittig, as Fatima contemplates her gender 

and sexual identity. In Transcendent Kingdom, the adult Gifty engages critically with the predicaments 

penned in her childhood journal, the writing of which helped her younger self to feel as though God ‘was 

there, reading, listening’ throughout her brother’s illness. 

In the way of Judith Butler’s ‘Survivability, Vulnerability, Affect’ from their Frames of War (2009), 

these novels exemplify the politico-personal necessity of writing in situations of precarity, as ‘[t]he body 

breathes, breathes itself into words, and finds some provisional survival there’. 

Keywords: shame, faith, prayer, life writing, affect, precarity, identity 

 

Anoosheh Ghaderi (Louisiana State University): Vulnerability of Iranian women exiles’ narratives of 

trauma  

Muslim women form one of the most vulnerable groups in the present global atmosphere. A considerable 

community of scholars is contributing to the changing discourse on Islam and Muslim women’s lives 

through narrating their stories and trying to understand them in their own contexts. According to Asma 

Lamrabet1, the “status of Muslim women has been taken hostage between two extreme interpretations: 

rigid conservative Islamic approach and western Islamophobic and ethnocentric approach”. Iranian 

women literati of exile stand at the limit of such categorizations. This includes writers such as Chahdortt 

Djavann, Ladane Azernour, and Abnousse Shalmani, among others.  

Coming from a Muslim-majority country with a complex relationship with Islam and in the aftermath of 

the 1979 revolution, these women’s negative portrayals fit Iran’s post-Revolution conditions. Their 

antagonistic views have been subject to scholarly criticism; Laetitia Nanquette, for instance, accuses these 

narratives of “self-Orientalization” because they tend to tailor a self-portrayal that is in line with the 



 9 

mediatic stereotypical depictions of Oriental subjects. However, Iranians have a convoluted relationship 

with Islam—a relationship that has even more strained under the current Islamic regime.  

This paper aims to shed light on the significant difference that exists between Iranians and the rest of the 

Muslim world, and, therefore, an exception to the rule in anti-colonial debates. I will highlight the 

vulnerability of Iranian writings of exile, which carry testimonies of their authors’ past trauma, diasporic 

present, and alienating future. While these emerging voices can victimize Muslim communities, criticism 

and pushback can also develop into “epistemic violence” (Spivak) imposed by academics who wish to 

collect revisionist narratives from the Middle East.  

Key words: Vulnerability, Iran, women’s writings of exile, feminism and Islam, and postcolonial criticism  

 

Pooja Sancheti (The Indian Institute of Science Education and Research): “All of our ghosts behind us, 

and before us the terrible, dark world”: A close reading of Tahmima Anam’s The Bones of Grace 

If subjectivity is always intersubjective, constantly being reshaped by private and public discourses, so is 

vulnerability, in its causes, affects, and expression. In this paper, I discuss Bangladeshi Anglophone novelist 

Tahmima Anam’s The Bones of Grace (2016). The novel, in a distinct departure from the previous two 

novels in the trilogy, focuses on the complications of the subjectivity of the female protagonist, Zubaida, 

rather than the complications of nation-building politics and religious fundamentalism. While the many 

vulnerabilities of a nation do find space through the narratives of the economically downtrodden bonded 

labourers, the physical, economic, and social vulnerabilities of the subaltern play against the emotional 

vulnerabilities of one who, by all accounts of belonging to the elite class in a Third World country, must 

have no weak spots. The narrative’s self-conscious choice to be a confession to an estranged lover enables 

deep-seated fears that lurk in the protagonist’s mind to be expressed. These fears are fuelled by the 

lacunae in her “true” lineage, her failure as a researcher, a disintegrating marriage, class-guilt, a 

dissociation from nation and social causes, and a feeling of displacement rather than cosmopolitanism 

that her class affords her.  

Through the novel, I discuss the intertwined causes and affects of vulnerability, expressed through the 

imagination of the listener-lover, the obvious fictionalization of the past where records fail, the oscillating 

desire to create an identity sans history and then grabbing onto an ersatz family, and, finally, the sustained 

vulnerability of the self because Zubaida cannot define herself solely unto herself.  

 

Elly Walters is a first-year PhD candidate in French at Wadham College, University of Oxford. In July 2021, 

she completed an MSt in Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies, also at Oxford, and graduated the year 

before with a BA in Modern and Medieval Languages from the University of Cambridge. 

Anoosheh Ghaderi, PhD Candidate, Louisiana State University . Native of Iran, Anoosheh Ghaderi is 

interested in the Francophone immigrant literature and cinema, post-colonial studies as well as gender 

and feminist studies. Her secondary interests consist of autofiction and memoir, memory and Trauma 

studies, religious and queer studies, and graphic novels. Anoosheh completed her first MA in French 

studies at the University of Tehran in 2014. For her master dissertation, she focused on the cinema of 

French feminist director Agnes Varda and studied her influence on Iranian director Tahmineh Milani. She 

sought a second MA majoring in French Studies and minoring in Cinema Studies at University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign. At present, she is pursuing her PhD in French with a minor in Gender and Women 
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Studies at Louisiana State University. She published a chapter entitled “The Notion of Comics in Iran” 

within a contribution with University of Giessen in 2014.   

Dr Pooja Sancheti is an Assistant Professor of English Literature at The Indian Institute of Science 

Education and Research (IISER) Pune, India. Her research interests include magical realism, postcolonial 

and postmodern studies, and contemporary South Asian Anglophone fiction. She also teaches English 

language and researches the interdisciplinary domain of language and science. A list of her publications 

(academic and pedagogic) can be found here: 

https://www.iiserpune.ac.in/research/department/humanities-and-social-

sciences/people/faculty/regular-faculty/pooja-sancheti/328 

 

 

Panel 4: Writing from the Margins: On Vulnerability and Self-Expression  

 

Aleksandra Kamińska (University of Warsaw): Millennial Memoir: Reaching Relatability through 

Vulnerability  

This paper examines four memoirs written by women from Millennial generation, using the framework of 

relatability in women’s self-expressions: Chloe Caldwell’s I’ll Tell You in Person (2013), Alida Nugent’s Don’t 

Worry, It Gets Worse: One Twentysomething’s (Mostly Failed) Attempts at Adulthood (2013), Lena 

Dunham’s Not That Kind of Girl (2014), and Issa Rae’s The Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl (2016). In 

their memoirs, relatability is built through exposing one’s vulnerabilities and failures, which, as I argue, 

reflects a central characteristic of autobiographical narratives created by Millennial women in the 2010s, 

functioning as a way of validating extended girlhood and creating a sense of belonging.  

In Dunham’s Not That Kind of Girl (2014), sharing one’s failures functions both as building relatability and 

pushing boundaries of what’s acceptable for young women. By analyzing Rae’s The Misadventures of 

Awkward Black Girl (2016), I claim that the vulnerable persona she creates – Awkward Black Girl – is a 

form of freeing oneself from expectations set for Black girls. However, at the same time, it creates a new 

and potentially limiting persona to conform and to market as relatable. This paper also examines 

Caldwell’s I’ll Tell You in Person (2013) to create a broader image of the role of vulnerability and “hyper-

personal” stories in creating relatability. In connection to Dunham’s, Rae’s, and Caldwell’s narratives, 

Nugent’s Don’t Worry, It Gets Worse: One Twentysomething’s (Mostly Failed) Attempts at Adulthood 

(2013) helps to create a thorough image of the role of vulnerability, insecurity and precarity in defining 

what can be narrated as a relatable failure. By outlining how vulnerability functions in all four memoirs, 

this paper points also to the generationality of building relatability through sharing one’s failures.  

 

Roberta Garrett (University East London) : Fail again, fail better: the politics of female failure in the 

work of Megan Nolan and Naoise Dolan 

The paper will consider the foregrounding of ‘failure’ - understood as the exploration of demeaning and 

abusive heterosexual relationships and limited career options -in the semi-autobiographical work of 

young female novelists. It will focus specifically on Megan Nolan’s Acts of Desperation and Naoise Dolan’s 

Exciting Times, as novels that offer an intimate and apparently solipsistic view of female vulnerability that 

nonetheless contributes to a longstanding ‘confessional’ tradition of the strategic privileging of feminine 

suffering (exemplified by the work of writers such as Jean Rhys, Sylvia Plath and Audre Lorde and artists 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.iiserpune.ac.in%2Fresearch%2Fdepartment%2Fhumanities-and-social-sciences%2Fpeople%2Ffaculty%2Fregular-faculty%2Fpooja-sancheti%2F328&data=04%7C01%7CAdina.Stroia%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C8a699e52c9284862f69608d9da4d3757%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C637780847443881938%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=TZXClhV0mkgZUT5aJXmIZ%2BJCwci1RpMsKpY1tEOFDj8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.iiserpune.ac.in%2Fresearch%2Fdepartment%2Fhumanities-and-social-sciences%2Fpeople%2Ffaculty%2Fregular-faculty%2Fpooja-sancheti%2F328&data=04%7C01%7CAdina.Stroia%40newcastle.ac.uk%7C8a699e52c9284862f69608d9da4d3757%7C9c5012c9b61644c2a91766814fbe3e87%7C1%7C0%7C637780847443881938%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=TZXClhV0mkgZUT5aJXmIZ%2BJCwci1RpMsKpY1tEOFDj8%3D&reserved=0
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such as Frieda Kahlo and, more recently Tracey Emin). The paper will argue that tragic/tragi-comic mode 

chosen to narrate these contemporary stories of individual female ‘failure’ and vulnerability acts as an 

important corrective to the Pollyanna (ish) tendencies of neoliberal, post-feminist media culture and its 

premature celebration of female ‘empowerment’.  

As young Irish writers emerging from a recent history of particularly overt socio-cultural and religious 

gender restrictions, Nolan and Dolan may be particularly sensitised to the failed promise of sexual 

freedom and economic equality perpetuated in mainstream political culture, but their work also chimes 

with a wider post #Metoo literary refusal to comply with the neoliberal ‘can do’ narrative of female 

empowerment and self-determination that is also seen in the work of US writers such as Lisa Taddeo, 

Ottesa Moshfegh and Kate Elizabeth Russell. Drawing on Jack Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure (2011) 

the paper will argue that, ironically, the popularity of these novels also reverses the mainstream 

assumptions of feminine success and failure by transforming the protagonist’s apparent passivity and 

victimhood into a powerful and commercially successful form that challenges mainstream notions of 

female achievement.  

 

Clare Fisher (Writer): Visibility, Vulnerability and Power: Notes from the Margins of Writerly 

Womanhood 

This paper argues that the hyper-visibility engendered by ‘the woman writer’s’ success, whilst often read 

as synonymous with vulnerability, actually makes it harder to access the vulnerability that is central to the 

creative process. Drawing on texts by Olivia Sudjic, Anne Boyer,  Meena Kandasamy, Preti Taneja, Natasha 

Brown, Kate Zambreno, and on my own experiences as a (somewhat precariously) published author and 

academic, it suggests that contemporary women writers are developing an aesthetics of failure which, by 

deliberately blurring generic boundaries, illuminates the limitations of what Lauren Berlant calls a 

sentimental political culture, that is to say, the capacity of the exposure of painful feelings to productively 

change power structures. Through exploring, in creative-critical fashion, how my various identities as a 

white, middle class, queer, nonbinary Millenial, and writer who has both been published and failed to be 

published, place me both inside and outside the category of ‘woman writer’ , I investigate the extent to 

which ‘feeling rules’ around vulnerability and visibility can act to police the boundaries of such a category 

as well as to trouble them. I finish by suggesting how my contemporaries are pointing towards other and 

more imaginative political uses of the vulnerable. Of course, this is far too much to cover in twenty 

minutes, so I will structure this more as a series of potential interpretative openings, rather than a set of 

conclusions.  

Aleksandra Kamińska is a Ph.D. candidate at the Faculty of Artes Liberales, University of Warsaw, working 

on her dissertation titled “Archiving Girlhood: Self-Representation of Girls in Literature and Visual 

Culture.” She is a Fulbright grantee and was advancing her research at Columbia University (2018-2019).  

Dr Roberta Garrett is a senior lecturer on the Creative Writing programme and the Media Foundation 

programme in the Department of Arts and Cultural Industries at the University of East London. She has 

published widely on representations of gender, class and race in popular literature and film. She is the 

author of Postmodern Chick-Flicks: the Return of the Woman’s Film (Palgrave, 2008) co-editor of We Need 

to Talk About Family: Essays on Neoliberalism, the Family and Popular Culture (Cambridge Scholars, 2016) 

and author of Writing the Modern Family: Contemporary Literature, Motherhood and Neoliberal Culture 

(Rowman and Littlefield, 2021). She has published numerous book chapters and articles in journals such 
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as Clues, Studies in the Maternal and The Journal of Screenwriting. These include pieces on Nora Ephron, 

Game of Thrones, Julie and Julia: My Year of Cooking Dangerously, maternal memoirs, the figure of the 

‘mumpreneur’ in popular culture and, more recently, domestic noir novels and screen adaptations. She 

has a forthcoming article on recent novel and screen representations of domestic abuse in Feminist Media 

Studies and is currently co-editing a Bloomsbury Critical Perspectives anthology on the work of author 

Rachel Cusk. Roberta also writes fiction, is a member of the Eltham Writing Group and worked with 

Bernadine Evaristo on the Eltham Read project on’ secret lives,’ in 2018. She has had stories published in 

The Casket of Fictional Delights website and has performed her stories at the Greenwich Literary Festival 

(2019). Roberta has also published journalistic pieces in The Conversation and The Independent and was 

interviewed by the French film magazine, So Film. She is an experienced PhD supervisor and is currently 

supervising PhDs on class in children’s fantasy fiction and on stories of women’s lives during the pandemic.  

Clare Fisher is the author of All the Good Things (Viking, 2017) and How the Light Gets In (Influx Press, 

2018). They live in Leeds, where they teach creative writing and study for a phd which looks at queer 

theory, experimental writing and failure. Their work has been published in The London Magazine, Lithub, 

Short Fiction, ClavMag and Gertrude Press. Twitter: @claresitafisher Insta: @clarefisherwriter  

 

https://www.anothergaze.com/making-millennial-woman-feminist-capitalist-fleabag-girls-sally-rooney-

lena-dunham-unlikeable-female-character-relatable/  

 

Panel 5: Remapping the Self: On Vulnerable Bodies 

 

Regina Mosch (filmmaker & researcher, Queen Margaret University Edinburgh): The Artist/Researcher 

as Vulnerable Object: Trauma & Agency in Experimental Documentary 

This paper discusses my work as a practice researcher in experimental documentary film, which traces the 

boundaries of co-creation and the sensory expression of traumatic memory.  

Practice research, in recent years, has been concerned with the tensions of revealing ‘often unrecognised 

ways of knowing that emerge in practice’ embracing sensory, embodied, tacit and affective expressions 

of knowledge (Bulley & Özden, 2021: 1-5). This includes the vulnerable sensation of traumatic memory, 

which ‘tears on the existential ground of existence in one’s own body’ (Rutherford, 2013: 81). But what 

does it mean when this body belongs simultaneously to the artist and the researcher?  

Following the journey of the experimental documentary short what it felt like to dream fire, which I co-

created with musician and sound design researcher Bryant Bayhan, I present a set of reflections on the 

creative process of exploring the vulnerable body of the artist/researcher. Drawing on theorists Jill 

Bennett (2005) and Laura U. Marks (2000), I will discuss the film as an affective encounter of my identities 

as filmmaker, researcher and spectator as well as the problem this poses for understandings of agency. I 

argue that an experimental documentary practice that employs haptic visuality as a creative device can 

construct a communicable language for these identities to meet. Importantly, and borrowing from 

Bennett, I propose a way of thinking about this encounter that works with the vulnerable and uncertain 

fluidity inherent to trauma, rather than looking for fixed and cognitive representation. I, then, argue that 

this creative process reveals the tensions of dealing with vulnerability from different identities as a 

practice researcher, but it also becomes the place to develop a new epistemology of communicating 

political agency.  

https://www.anothergaze.com/making-millennial-woman-feminist-capitalist-fleabag-girls-sally-rooney-lena-dunham-unlikeable-female-character-relatable/
https://www.anothergaze.com/making-millennial-woman-feminist-capitalist-fleabag-girls-sally-rooney-lena-dunham-unlikeable-female-character-relatable/
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Catherine Gough-Brady (documentary producer and director, JMC Academy):  Creating 70+: Film 

production process as relational acts  

Catherine Gough-Brady collaborated with her mother and writer, Tess Brady, to create a short film about 

aging and facing mortality, 70+ (2020). The collaboration began in December 2019 as COVID-19 was 

beginning to concern doctors in Wuhan. As they started to film the work, the pandemic began to interfere 

with their ability to film, until they had to stop altogether, isolated from each other by lockdowns. This 

paper is in the form of a audio-visual diary, that explores the connections between the pandemic and the 

film production. Underlying this connection is the way in which films are affected by the places in which 

they are made, and the experiences of the people who make them. In his article ‘The Temporality of the 

Landscape’ Tim Ingold claims ‘Telling a story is not like weaving a tapestry to cover up the world, it is 

rather a way of guiding the attention of listeners or readers into it’ (1993). COVID-19 had changed the 

lives of the filmmakers and the lives of the audience, so the film 70+ needed to adapt to this new situation. 

Analysing a film as being a relational form that emerges from those relationships is a tool that can be used 

to understand creative production processes.  

The resulting film can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/snodgermedia/70plus  

 
Caroline Verdier (University of Strathclyde) & Beth Kearney (University of New England): Taming, 
Remapping, and the Vulnerability of the Cancerous Body 
The proposed paper examines contemporary life narratives by Lydia Flem and Anne Wolfers and their use 

of text and image to represent the vulnerabilities of the cancerous body.   

 

Flem’s autofictional novel, La Reine Alice (2011) and certain photographs in her catalogue Journal implicite 

(2013), portray the author’s experience of breast cancer treatment through the metaphor of Alice in 

Wonderland. The protagonist “Alice”, like Flem herself, takes photographs to “apprivoiser la malchance” 

(2011, 40), that is, to use creativity as a regenerative and cathartic tool when faced with corporeal 

suffering. In Le Doute (2020), Wolfers includes a series of autobiographical drawings to express her holistic 

suffering during treatment, including poems and short titles that in part elucidate the meaning behind the 

images. Like Flem, Wolfers creates images to “apprivoiser ce que l’on redoute tous et toutes” (2020, n. 

p.). The female body at the heart of these narratives is weakened by cancer surgery and treatment, 

exposed to invasive medical imaging procedures, and examined from all angles by medical professionals. 

Both authors thus focus heavily on the vulnerabilities of the cancerous body, while striving to achieve a 

degree of autonomy by creating autobiographical images.  

 

Our paper will foreground the specific role that the visual image plays for each author, arguing that the 

visual aspects of their autopathographies work to remap the body and thus achieve a degree of agency in 

self-representation despite the vulnerable condition of their corporeal experience. Both Flem and Wolfers 

explore moments and states of extreme corporeal vulnerability and attempt to transform their experience 

by remapping the body, each using a visual language (photography and drawing) to work through their 

bodily experience. In doing so, the female subject relocates a sense of selfhood and, despite her 

disorientated relationship with her body and the medical space, manages to “find herself” again.  
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Regina Mosch is a filmmaker and PhD researcher at Queen Margaret University in Edinburgh, Scotland. 

She investigates the sensory expressions of traumatic memory in relation to co-creative, experimental 

documentary. As part of her study, she works on a series of experimental documentary pieces, of which 

what it felt like to dream fire is the first one. 

Catherine Gough-Brady is an award-winning documentary producer and director who publishes on the 

emergent use of video as a method of academic discourse, and the relational nature of documentary 

production processes in journals including Media Practice and Education, Screenworks, [In}transition, The 

International Journal of Creative Media Research, and Cultural Geographies. She is currently co-editing an 

edited book of essays on the intersection between creative practice and theory. Catherine produced and 

directed six ABC TV documentary series, including Legal Briefs (2016) and Ethics Matters (2017). Catherine 

created 11 radio features for ABC Radio National. Catherine is currently in post-production on a TV half-

hour for ABC TV called The Communicator. Catherine is Head of Postgraduate Studies at JMC Academy in 

Australia, and is an associate editor of Screenworks.  

Caroline Verdier is Lecturer in French at the University of Strathclyde (Glasgow). Her research interests 

include contemporary French and Francophone literature, in particular Belgian women writers. She is also 

interested in issues surrounding cultural identities in Francophone countries and currently works on 

contemporary Francophone illness narratives.  

 

Beth Kearney is a PhD candidate in French Studies at the University of Queensland, where she is working 

on a thesis on the role of photography in contemporary women’s life writing in French. Her research 

interests include modern and contemporary women’s writing and visual art, with an emphasis on 

interactions between text and image. She serves as Postgraduate Representative and Communications 

Officer for Women in French: Australia, and teaches French and Francophone language and culture at the 

University of Queensland.  

 

 

Panel 6:  Choices and the In-Betweenness of Vulnerability 

  

Laura-Jane Devanny (University of Northampton): Radical and regressive: artificial intelligence 

according to Jeanette Winterson 

Arguably, recent and prospective developments within artificial intelligence are a fascination within 

contemporary technoculture. The dawning of a new era that is characterised by the various impact of 

these technological and scientific advances leads to questions about the type of subject that will inherit 

and inhabit the consequences of these developments. This paper will examine the role that speculative 

fiction by contemporary women writers plays as a site of critical engagement in investigating some of the 

more urgent questions posed by the intersection between humans and technology, such as the social 

consequences of projected technologies and the possibilities of changing embodiment, and particularly 

how these issues prove to be of immense importance for the gendered subject. Drawing upon Jeanette 

Winderson’s recent non-fictional publication 12 Bytes: How We Got Here. Where We Might Go Next 

(2021), the essays contained within ‘How Love, Sex, and Attachment is Likely to Change As We Share Our 

lives with AI’ provide a perceptive insight into both the promises and the pitfalls of AI technology for the 

future female and embodied experience. Winterson’s thought-provoking musings will be read alongside 
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her fictional novels The Stone Gods (2007) and Frankissstein (2019) to consider how she utilises the genre 

of speculative fiction to explore existing representations of gender whilst working to define new 

transhuman subjects. A recurring theme throughout these novels is the way in which AI, despite its 

liberating and transcendent potential, is imagined as the inevitable perpetuation of female subjugation.  

 

Sonja Stojanovic (Notre-Dame): Choosing Vulnerability, Choosing Motherhood: Sophie Mackintosh’s 

Blue Ticket 

In Sophie Mackintosh’s Blue Ticket (2020), women are separated into two categories: women with white 

tickets are assigned motherhood, women with blue tickets are put on forced birth control by the State, 

provided with a carefree life, and given the possibility to choose a career for themselves. The novel follows 

Calla, a blue-ticket woman, who, having made the forbidden decision to get pregnant and having 

succeeded, has to flee for her life and struggles to make it across an elusive border. After a short-lived 

respite in a cabin in the woods with Marisol, a pregnant woman also on the run with whom she begins a 

relationship, Calla is forced once again to make a choice: entrust her daughter to Marisol who can make 

it across the border (with the hope of reuniting with them) or see her taken away and given to a white-

ticket family. 

If novels written by authors of the Millennial generation (like Mackintosh) express “a longing for 

refuge” that is partly “a response to the death throes of a ruthless economic system that makes us feel 

like outsiders to ourselves, a system propped up by ecocide, racism, sexism, the class system and 

heteronormativity” (Olivia Sudjic, “Darkly funny, desperate and full of rage: what makes a millennial 

novel?”), in this paper I want to ask what exactly can seeking refuge mean in a society that also constantly 

tells you that you are lacking, that you are not fit – in this case, for motherhood. Through Calla’s journey 

of self-discovery and of becoming vulnerable (both physically and emotionally), we are invited to question 

what it means both to long for something and to belong, to choose a life for oneself and to follow one’s 

convictions. 

 

Maite Usoz de la Fuente (Leicester): Lorazepam Users of the World, Unite!, or, On the Disruptive 

Potential of Two Contemporary Spanish Narratives of Vulnerability 

This paper analyses two recent texts by Spanish women writers, Elvira Navarro’s La trabajadora (2014) [A 

Working Woman, trans. Christina MacSweeney, 2017)] and Marta Sanz’s Clavícula (2017). Both novels 

feature female narrator-protagonists who find themselves in precarious predicaments (financially, 

physically, and existentially), and who strive, through(out) the texts, to gain a better understanding of 

their own vulnerability. In both narratives, writing and other creative practices emerge as means that can 

help protagonists to, if not overcome their vulnerability, then at least to make sense of it.  

Drawing on the work of Judith Butler (2004/2010), Byung-Chul Han (2010) and Remedios Zafra (2017), I 

will illustrate how the narrator-protagonists’ gradual realisation that their pain has a collective dimension 

– as it results, at least in part, from a shared and inhospitable socio-historical context – is reflected in some 

authorial choices. The very decision to focus the narrative on physical pain or psychic disintegration points 

to the authors’ awareness that such experiences are not merely individual, private matters, but rather an 

increasingly common way of being-in-the-world (to borrow Heidegger’s term), and thus worthy of literary 

and critical enquiry. Moreover, certain formal features shared by both texts (fragmentation, disruption of 

readerly expectations, and lack of closure) place the reader in a state of uncertainty and disquiet that 
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mirrors that of the narratives’ protagonists. While these two novels might not perform as explicit a call to 

arms as the title of this paper may suggest, I will argue that their creative engagement with vulnerability 

explores its disruptive potential, not only on an individual, but also on a collective level.  

Laura-Jane Devanny (University of Northampton). I currently hold a position as a Senior Lecturer with 

the University of Northampton (Education Department). I earned my PhD through a fully-funded AHRC 

award at De Montfort University (UK) in 2017, with a thesis entitled Speculative Fiction by Twenty-First 

Century Women Writers. Following this, I returned to a previous successful career in international 

secondary English teaching (Thailand and Bali) before coming back to the UK. My research interest lies 

within contemporary feminisms and literary representations of the future female, with a particular focus 

on the female body as the locus of choice. I have recently published a review of Jeanette Winterson and 

Religion for the CWWA journal, and currently I have two book chapters awaiting publication this year: The 

Possibilities and Pitfalls of the Literal Posthuman: Atwood’s Paradice Project, and (Re)Visioning Gendered 

Futures in Rivers Solomon’s An Unkindness of Ghosts (2017). 

Sonja Stojanovic is Assistant Professor of French and Francophone Studies at the University of Notre 

Dame. She is the author of Mind the Ghost: Thinking Memory and the Untimely through Contemporary 

Fiction in French (forthcoming with Liverpool University Press) and the co-editor with Siham Bouamer of 

‘Taking Up Space’: Women at Work in Contemporary France (forthcoming with University of Wales Press). 

Maite Usoz de la Fuente is a lecturer in Spanish at the University of Leicester. She specialises in cultural 

production in Spain post-Franco (i.e. post 1975), and she has published a monograph on the 1980s 

urban youth movement known as la movida, as well as articles on the work of women writers such as 

Elvira Lindo and Belén Gopegui. At the moment, she is working on a monograph on cultural responses to 

the global 2007-2008 recession and its aftermath in Spain. 

 

Panel 7: The Undoing of Bodies and Selves: On the Vulnerability of Change 

 

Elena Rubini (Università del Piemonte Orientale): On Vulnerability, Victims and Convictions: a 

Comparison Between Emerald Fennell’s Promising Young Woman and Alice Sebold’s Lucky  

While vulnerability is usually dismissed in our society as a state to avoid at all costs, it is also a conditio 

sine qua non for victims’ credibility, as current debates on sex crimes emphasise. In contemporary visual 

and literary representations of rape, vulnerability stands out as a key concept: for example, in the final 

sequence of the movie Promising Young Woman (2020), directed by Emerald Fennell, it becomes the 

vehicle for main protagonist Cassandra Thomas' revenge, diverging from traditional rape and revenge 

movies' narrative patterns. Vulnerability is also at stake in Alice Sebold’s memoir Lucky (1999) and in the 

recent developments in the court case regarding the exoneration of Anthony Broadwater, wrongly 

accused by Sebold of being the man who raped her in 1981. Trauma made the author’s memory 

vulnerable, since Sebold misidentified him as her assailant, then failed to recognize him during a police 

line up; as a result Broadwater, a fragile subject himself, was convicted due to racial bias even though the 

evidence against him was inconsistent. In this paper I will analyse from both a narratological and linguistic 

perspective those sequences of Promising Young Woman where Cassandra’s vulnerability is 

foregrounded. I will argue that, while at the end of the movie her being defenceless may seem like the 

reason for her defeat, in reality this constitutes the only means to succeed in having her voice heard and 

obtaining justice. I will then compare this dynamics with Sebold's memoir, describing how the author had 
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to show herself in her most vulnerable state in order to win her case, directly affecting Broadwater's 

sentence and disclosing an overt fallacy, namely our expectation for people who have been victims of 

crime to embody all the features of the ideal victim in order for us to believe them. 

 

Andreea Moise (University of Bucharest): “Women’s Stories Are Often Sad Stories”: Anticipating Grief 

in Sigrid Nuñez’s What Are You Going Through 

Sigrid Nunez’s novel published in 2020, What Are You Going Through, writes the anticipated unfolding of 

grief ahead of its ontological trigger. The prospects of the death of the narrator’s unnamed female friend 

create a metafictional horizon of expectations which complicates the act of mourning by turning it into an 

individual and – by means of the kaleidoscope of female and male story-telling voices in the novel – 

collective undertaking. My paper ties in with Amy-Katerini Prodromou’s theorization of female “memoirs 

of textured recovery” which refuse to abide by prescriptive handbooks of recovery that understand grief 

as either a conquerable psychological event or as a sorrowful life-companion, and which narrativize the 

very complicated and ambiguous fabric of coping with death. The narrator of Nunez’s autofiction further 

enriches this category by antedating mourning to death as well as creating a gendered memoir of grief in 

which women grapple with death-in-the-making in unexpected ways. Sexist articulations formulated by 

women against other women are common components of the process of their accommodation with the 

prospects of finality in the novel. Humour is expressed under the form of a sardonic entertaining of the 

same devastating exposure. Queer feelings, too, emerge in Nunez’s work as one boundary of female 

vulnerability in the face of tragedy. As the two women spend more and more time together, they build an 

external attachment that delves into the internal due to the overwhelming ‘withness’ of (female) intimacy. 

Bearing witness acquires the dimension of a ‘going through’ which by the end of the novel results in “the 

making of likeness” in Sarah Ahmed’s conceptualization. The narrative dimension of grief, disembodied 

from its logical source – the death-event – creates new potentialities for the genre of the female memoir 

and its interrelations within the web of traumatic, queer, and gendered vulnerabilities. 

Elena Rubini is a PhD student in the interdisciplinary doctoral program in Global Health, Humanitarian Aid 

and Disaster Medicine at CRIMEDIM (Centre for Research and Training in Disaster Medicine, Humanitarian 

Aid and Global Health) based at Università del Piemonte Orientale in Novara, Northern Italy. She is 

currently working on her doctoral project in Comparative Literature establishing the differences and 

similarities between memoirs depicting sexual violence in conflicts and in other contexts. Her research 

interests include medical humanities, women and gender studies, nonfiction and autobiographical 

writings and literary trauma studies. 

Andreea Moise is a Master’s student in the British Cultural Studies programme at the University of 

Bucharest, Romania. Her BA thesis analysed the experience of depersonalization in Virginia Woolf’s To 

the Lighthouse from a perspective blending phenomenology within psychiatry. She has presented at a 

number of graduate conferences in Romania and abroad. Her interests are Modernist and contemporary 

female literature, Queer Studies, Trauma Studies, Mad Studies, and Phenomenology.  
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Panel 8: ‘Who is looking?’: Vulnerability, the Gaze, and the Text 

 

Francesca Passaseo (University of Texas at Austin): Franca Rame’s Lo stupro and narrative testimony as 

a political act in the Italian sexual violence debate 

Sexual violence testimony constitutes vulnerability, in the process of bearing witness and the (often) 

problematic encounters with institutional apparatuses in reporting violent acts. The relationship between 

sexual violence and testimony is explored by Italian playwright and actress Franca Rame in her one-

woman monologue Lo stupro (The Rape), written in 1975, and is the focus of this paper. Lo stupro 

interrogates various notions of vulnerability, from the act of creation and acknowledgment to the 

performance of rape on stage. Between 1975 and 1988, when Rame performed the piece on RAI 1, she 

referred to a newspaper clipping as the inspiration for the monologue; however, by the RAI performance, 

Rame acknowledged the monologue was autobiographic. The public acknowledgment of her experience 

was in response to the sexual violence debate that was on-going throughout Italy at the time, with calls 

for changes to various legislation regarding the classification of rape and sexual assault.  

From this act of acknowledgment, various sites of enquiry are established regarding the competing values 

of vulnerability in the testimony and performance of sexual violence. This paper will consider Rame’s 

decision to narrativize and anonymise her experience in comparison to more traditional acts of testimony 

as an act of self-preservation. It will contrast the fallibility of traditional testimonial acts with the creative 

authority over a narrative, utilising the theories of Michel Foucault and bell hooks to argue that Rame’s 

monologue is exemplary of political discourse transcending the individual and establishing a collective 

experience of sexual violence on stage. In addition, this paper will consider the content and staging of the 

monologue, contending that Rame’s choices accentuate the performance of vulnerability whilst delivering 

a stark political message, assisted by Brechtian staging. Finally, this paper will discuss the public response 

following the moment of acknowledgment in 1988 and consider whether this public display of 

vulnerability had a greater political impact on the sexual violence debate than when her account was 

anonymised. 

 

Janice Howard (artist, Oxford Brookes University): Uncertain Surfaces: running, writing, experimental 

filmmaking and Parkinson’s 

This paper will address a paradoxical and shifting site of resilience/vulnerability and forms of unmooring 

linked to my experience of illness and aging as explored through my creative practice as an experimental 

filmmaker. My films employ strategies of running, writing and filmmaking and in turn are characterised 

by doubt, uncertainty and vulnerability in relation to witnessing my mother’s slow decline as she ages 

with Parkinson’s disease. I will focus on themes of ‘out running’ and ‘interrupted narratives’ in three of 

my recent short films comparing the work to that of contemporary artists such as Sam Taylor Wood, Laure 

Prouvost and Oreet Ashery. I will highlight ‘the fear of the other within’ through reference to Havi Carel’s 

concept of bodily doubt as it relates to an experience of illness and subsequently ‘disrupts the normal 

sense of being in the world’. I will discuss how I have developed ‘interrupted narratives’ to highlight the 

limitations of language in describing an experience of vulnerability through my experimental filmmaking 

practice. I will demonstrate how the work draws on autoethnographic research methods to move ‘beyond 

narrative’ and as Stella Bolaki observes ‘ to draw attention to the contingent nature and inadequacy of 

verbal forms of communication, and the affective excess that cannot be contained by them’.   
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Emma Flynn (University of Stratchclyde): Politics of Vulnerability in Contemporary Women’s Writing in 

English and French: #MeToo, Text, and the Tribune 

This paper will undertake a comparative examination of the representation of sexual violence in English 

and French women-authored fiction: Boy Parts (2021) by Eliza Clark, This is Pleasure (2020) by Mary 

Gaitksill, Les choses humaines (2019) by Karine Tuil and Dans le jardin de l'ogre (2015) by Leïla Slimani. 

The '100 women Tribune', a letter published in Le Monde signed by 100 women in French public life 

criticising the Anglo-American sexual 'puritanism' of #MeToo, will be taken as the rationale for this cultural 

comparison; to what extent are these apparently different sexual cultures observable within fictional 

works? Taking Katherine Angel's assertion that ‘desire isn’t always there to be known. Vulnerability is the 

state that makes its discovery possible’ as a prompt, the paper will explore how issues of gender, consent 

and desire are mediated with in these texts. The chosen texts illustrate two distinct, but intersecting, 

forms of writing: what I term '#MeToo-adjacent literature', those works that explicitly situate themselves 

in the #MeToo context (Gaitskill and Tuil), and texts that circulate around the pre- and post-#MeToo 

moments in their dealings with sexual violence (Slimani and Clark). Reading the #MeToo moment through 

these narratives will be a key focus of this paper, exploring the extent to which its 'concerns' and discursive 

qualities are present throughout the texts, and interrogating how the differing cultural contexts proposed 

in the Tribune underscore these readings. Of particular interest will be the presence of ambiguity in the 

texts, this quality frequently viewed as oppositional to #MeToo from 'both sides' of the cultural 

conversation, as well as the construction of vulnerability and violability in women characters. 

 

Janice Howard is interested in finding ways to engage with embodied subjectivity through her art practice. 

Recently she has been exploring the image of the ‘other’ we recognise as growing within us as we age and 

reimagining vulnerable bodies that are slowed, disintegrating and dying. She works mainly with the 

moving image, drawing on her lived experience to explore and imagine that which is not seen. Themes 

have focused on women, health and representation and she has shared her work internationally in 

galleries, festivals and conferences such as The Serpentine Gallery London, Women at the Centre Film 

Festival Barcelona and the Public Engagement and Performance conference at the Hepworth Gallery. She 

was shortlisted for the Birth Rites Collection, The School of Midwifery, Kings College, London and the 

Whitworth Gallery and her work has been published as part of a Live Art Development Agency Guide, The 

Displaced and Privilege: live art in the age of hostility. She is a Senior Lecturer in Fine Art at Oxford Brookes 

University and studied undergraduate Fine Art at the Ruskin School of Drawing, Oxford University and 

postgraduate Fine Art at the Slade School of Fine Art, University College London. She is currently 

undertaking a PhD by Publication. 

Francesca Passaseo is a first-year Ph.D student in Italian Studies at the University of Texas at Austin. She 

graduated from the University of Reading (UK) with a BA in English Literature and Italian in 2015, and a 

MRes in Italian Studies in 2019. Her academic research is concentrated within the Italian contemporary 

era, with interests in the sessantotto, Marxist literary criticism, and the works of Franca Rame. 

Emma Flynn is a second year PhD student at the University of Strathclyde. Her thesis examines 

representations of sexual violence in contemporary English and French literature and film, exploring how 

the #MeToo moment offers both contextualising and obscuring potentials in these texts. 

 


