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Contemporary Women’s Writing and the Medical Humanities 
 

Project organised by Becky Rosenberg and Benjamin Dalton 
 
 
 
 
The medical humanities describes an increasingly prevalent and diverse field which seeks to 
explore interdisciplinary dialogues and crossovers between the health sciences and the 
humanities. This field, for instance, tests what disciplines such as the literary and film studies, 
philosophy, history of the medicine, ethics and many more can offer our understanding of 
medicine and health care, and vice versa. This PGR/ECR online seminar series seeks to explore 
how contemporary women’s writing in particular (be this fiction, poetry, autobiographical, or 
philosophical writing) is currently engaging with issues such as illness, disease, healthcare, 
medical practice, and clinical institutions.  
 The past few decades have seen an explosion of women writers turn to questions of 
healthcare and of the ill body, writing across a plurality of different genres and forms and often 
engaging with scientific research, medical discourse and practices. In the Francophone context, 
for instance, the French writer Maylis de Kerangal’s Réparer les vivants (2014), for instance, 
follows the body of a teenager rendered brain-dead in an accident as it arrives at a hospital and 
is prepared for organ donation. The novel asks complex questions about medical ethics and 
corporeal transformation whilst detailing the physical movements of a body between medical 
departments and hospitals. Meanwhile, French philosopher Catherine Malabou has taken 
inspiration from neuroscientific research into the plasticity of the human brain in works such 
as Les Nouveaux Blessés (2007); in particular, she focuses on how the damaged brain forces 
philosophy to think differently about subjectivity and identity. The Belgian philosopher Isabelle 
Stengers has also turned towards medicine, probing the relationship between modern 
medicine and alternative forms of healing. Elsewhere, the America writer and essayist Anne 
Boyer’s The Undying (2019) is an exploration of cancer treatment, detailing her own 
experience of cancer whilst revisiting diverse writing on illness, such as Susan Sontag’s Illness 
as Metaphor (1978). Maggie Nelson’s The Argonauts (2016) charts queer family in the 
contemporary moment, offering both personal and philosophical insights into her husband’s 
identity as a trans man, engaging with medical discourses of trans healthcare.  

This seminar series is organised around several broad philosophical goals. Firstly, the 
series seeks to establish and expand upon a reservoir of key figures in contemporary women’s 
writing whose work resonates with the medical humanities. This would include both well-
known writers who might not have been considered in relation to medical humanities before, 
and also, lesser known writers who demand more critical attention. In this way, the seminar 
series aims to showcase the diverse, interdisciplinary, and intersectional ways in which 
contemporary women’s writing engages with the medical humanities explore how engagement 
with the medical humanities might transform the critical legacies already surrounding the 
women writers studied here. Secondly, the series undertakes to underline and highlight the 
importance of the study of contemporary women’s writing in relation to medical humanities 
research, and in relation to medical research and practice more broadly. Finally, the series will 
showcase what healthcare and innovative medical thought can do for contemporary, 
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intersectional feminisms, and to highlight the role of contemporary women’s writing in 
challenging systemic misogyny and phallogocentrism in medical discourses and practices.  

Papers given at the conference might address, although need not be limited to, the 
following areas: 
 

 How do contemporary women writers and artists represent clinical spaces and 
architectures? 

 How do contemporary women writers represent psycho-medical personnel in 
their narratives? 

 How does contemporary women’s writing around health care affect 
contemporary feminisms?  

 Illness narratives and life-writing studies, including autofiction. 
 Illness metaphors and aesthetics. 
 Navigating illness representation on social media. 
 Female agency in illness, particularly in pregnancy and childbirth. 
 Anti-racism work and dismantling white supremacy in healthcare   
 Queerness and psycho-medical institutions 
 (A)sexuality and pleasure in healthcare 
 Trans women: health representation and rights. 
 Women and wellness: the lure of cures for patriarchy and capitalism. 
 Women and Madness: gendered experiences of mental illness. 

 
  

~~~ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3 

Seminar Schedule 
 
1.)   Seminar 1: Rewriting the Clinic in Contemporary French Women’s Writing. Tuesday 22 
September 2020, 5.30-7pm BST. 
  
·       Rebecca Rosenberg (King’s College London, UK) – ‘Writing the Psychiatric Hospital in Linda 
Lê’s Voix: Une Crise (1998) and Lettre Morte (1999)’ 
·       Benjamin Dalton (L’Université Paris Nanterre, France) – ‘Catherine Malabou’s clinic after 
Foucault’ 
 
 
2.)   Seminar 2: Feminising Illness and Medicine: Narrative Methods, Forms, and Aesthetics. 
Tuesday 6 October 2020, 5.30-7pm BST. 
  
·       Marie Allitt (University of Oxford, UK) – ‘Containers, Cuts, and Chronotopes: Writing Time 
and Space in Women’s Pathographies’ 
·       Diana-Andreea Novaceanu (University of Bucharest, Romania) – ‘A Word of One’s Own: 
Women’s Depictions of Clinical Spaces in Contemporary Visual Arts’. 
 
 
3.)   Seminar 3: Death and Mourning. Tuesday 20 October 2020, 5.30-7pm BST. 
  
·       Jordan McCullough (Queen’s University Belfast, UK) – ‘Parenting the Deceased Child in 
Sophie Daull’s Camille, mon envolée (2015)’. 
·       Tamarin Norwood (Loughborough University, UK) – ‘Something from Nothing? 
Constructing a narrative when a baby dies at birth’. 
·       Cristina Robu (Indiana University, USA) – ‘Mourning the Living’. 
  
  
4.)   Seminar 4: Sexuality, Sexual Pain, and Sexual Pleasure. Tuesday 3 November 2020, 5.30-7pm 
GMT. 
  
·       Hannah Loret (Nottingham Trent University, UK) – ‘Laughter in the face of devastation: a 
qualitative French-English study of women’s sexual pain, in dialogue with Marie-Dominique 
Arrighi and Hélène Cixous’ 
·       Jane Hartshorn (University of Kent, UK) – ‘Women’s contemporary illness poetry and the 
confessional: bow the lyric “I” can reinstate patient subjectivity’ 
·       Dr Jennifer Dhingra (GP trainee with an interest in sexual health, women’s health and sex 
education. Co-organiser of BASHH public panel and previous Externals and Press Director of 
Sexpression:UK) as discussant 
 
  
5.)   Seminar 5: Female Genital Mutilation. Tuesday 17 November 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
  
·       Maria Tomlinson (University of Sheffield, UK) – ‘Sexual Exploitation and Gendered Power 
Dynamics: Female Genital Mutilation in Adelle Barry’s En Attendant Minuit (2015)’ 
·       Chiedozie Michael Uhuegbu (Vanderbilt University, USA) – ‘Life Narrative and Migration 
Experience in Germany’ 
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6.)   Seminar 6: Disability Narratives.  1 December 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
Guest Chair: Hannah Thompson (Royal Holloway)  
  
·       Sarah Simpson (University of Edinburgh, Scotland) – ‘Intellectual Disability and 
Undertones of Eugenics in Amparo Dávila’s “Óscar”’ 
·       Katja Herges (University of Tuebingen, Germany) – ‘Affect, Politics and Gender in Women’s 
Writing about ALS and Dying’ 
·       Christina Lee (King’s College London, UK) – ‘Beautiful Lyme: Mindful Crip Aesthetics and 
the Art of Being Sick’. 
 
  
7.)   Seminar 7: Chronic Illness and Pain. Tuesday 15 December 2020, 5.30-7.30pm GMT. 
  
·       Lise Groenvold (Birkbeck University London, UK) – ‘Chronic Illness in American writing’. 
·       Hannah Clarkson (Royal Institute of Art Stockholm, Sweden) – ‘Where does it hurt? : 
Writing the Ailing Body’. 
·       Mariana Thomas (Independent Researcher, UK) – ‘The Affective Language of Pain and the 
Female Body: Illness in Contemporary Women’s Life-Writing.’ 
.     Anna Rasokat (University of Cologne, Germany) – ‘Bridging the Gap Between Medical Science 
Writing and Female Experience in Jessie Greengrass’ Sight (2016)’ 
 
 
8.)   Seminar 8:  End-of-Life Narratives, Resilience, and Care. Tuesday 12 January 2021, 5.30-7pm 
GMT 
Guest Chair: Steven Wilson (Queen’s University Belfast)  
  
·       Adina Stroia (Independent Scholar, UK): ‘The End of Care: Notes on “Assisted suicide” in 
Noëlle Châtelet’s La dernière leçon’ 
·       Lucía López Serrano (Universidad de Salamanca, Spain) – ‘Opting Out of Resilience in the 
Psychiatric Ward: The Dilemma of Assisted Suicide in Miriam Toew’s All My Puny Sorrows’ 
  ·      Marzia  Beltrami (University of Tartu, Estonia) - 'Lalla Romano’s Nei mari estremi as 
Illness Narrative' 
 
  
9.)   Seminar 9: Pregnancy and Childbirth. Tuesday 26 January 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT.  
Guest Chair: Amaleena Damlé (Durham University)  
  
·       Laura Lazzari (Catholic University of America; Franklin University Switzerland) – ‘How to 
Achieve a Positive Birth Experience? Female Agency and Childbirth in Swiss-Italian Literature’ 
·       Priyanka Tripathi and Soumya Kashyap (Indian Institute of Technology Patna, India) – 
‘Practising the Humanities: Female Fertility, Artificial Reproductive Technology and 
Contemporary Indian Women’s Writing.’ 
·       Kaliane Ng (University of Pittsburgh, USA) – ‘The First Days of Maternity in Contemporary 
French Literature’ 
  
10.)        Seminar 10: Wellbeing in Medical Care. Tuesday 9 February 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
  
·       Dr Maya Jane Bates (College of Medicine, Malawi) – ‘Exploration of wellbeing in the context 
of advanced cancer for households in Malawi’ 
·       Cecile LeBleu (Tulane University, USA) – ‘The feel-good novel and women’s wellness’ 
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11.)        Seminar 11: Breaking Bodily Taboos. Tuesday 23 February 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
 
·       Freya Verlander (University of Warwick, UK) – ‘Ecologies of Skin, Gender, and Landscape’ 
·       Kathryn Bryan (University of Cambridge, UK) – ‘Invisible Chain: The Female Experience of 
Abortion Across a Century from Jean Cauchet’s L’Ensemencée (1904) to Annie 
Ernaux’s L’événement (2000).’ 
·       Roxana Doncu (Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy Bucharest, Romania) – 
‘From Babe to ‘Baba’: Ageing Women in Dubravka Ugrešic’s Baba Yaga Laid An Egg’ 
  
  
12.)        Seminar 12: Women, Mental Health, and Identity. Tuesday 9 March 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
  
·       Anne Mutidjo (University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, USA) – ‘Madness and Identity in 
Two Novels from Martinican Women Writers: Fabienne Kanor and Nicole Cage Forentiny’ 
·       Berredai Wedjedane (Université d’Alger 2, Algeria) – ‘Between Patriarchy and Madness: 
Forging Female Identity in Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior’ 
 
  
13.)        Seminar 13: Neurology and Psychiatry: Female Experiences of Mind Doctors. Tuesday 23 
March 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT. 
 
Guest Chair: Siobhán McIlvanney (King’s College London) 
 
·       James Rakoczi (King’s College London, UK) – ‘Cahalan’s Double Binds: Reflex, Advocacy, 
and Self-Making in Memoirs of Brain Encephalitis’ 
·       Eliza Toledo (Casa de Oswaldo Cruz, Brazil) – ‘Gender Violence in Life and Hospitalization 
of Female Psychiatric Patients in Brazil (1930-1950)’ 
·       Louise Kari-Mereau (Trinity College Dublin, Ireland) – ‘The cynical vision of psychiatry in 
Despentes’ Bye Bye Blondie (2004)’ 
 

~~~ 
 

Abstracts and Bios 
 

~~~ 
 

Seminar 1 (Tuesday 22 September 2020, 5.30-7pm BST): 
‘Rewriting the Clinic in Contemporary French Women’s Writing: Linda Lê and Catherine 

Malabou’. 
  
Our two papers present two sides of the coin: Becky’s paper demonstrates ways in which the 
clinic functions as a site of surveillance, oppression and psychological suffering; my paper 
proposes a counterpoint, presenting Catherine Malabou’s writing on the clinic as a model for 
an emancipatory, transformative space.  
  
Becky Rosenberg (King’s College London): ‘Writing the Psychiatric Hospital in Linda Lê's Voix: 
Une Crise (1998) and Lettre Morte (1999)’ 
  
In this paper, I will explore the aesthetics and functions of the psychiatric hospitals as 
disorientating, claustrophobic, and even frightening spaces serving to exacerbate and reveal 
the psychological suffering of the autofictional narrators. They also, however, function as the 
instigators and backdrops to therapeutic challenges made to the narrators as they attempt to 
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evoke their psychological pain and despair. This paper will explore how and why Lê has used 
the psychiatric hospital space to represent female psychological suffering. On one level, these 
institutional spaces add "credibility" to the autobiographical and lived female experiences they 
represent, thus nuancing the fiction of the autofictional mode Lê uses. However, the 
autofictional mode also adds a layer of defence for Lê through claims to fictionality and to 
generic playfulness, which is perhaps necessary for her --and other female writers-- as she 
writes of potentially risky autobiographical experiences of psychological suffering that could 
be used to confine her as an author and woman. This paper will thus explore the textual and 
generic nuances of these texts, aiming to explore how themes from illness narrative theory and 
the medical humanities intersect with Lê and with autofiction. 
 
Bio: 
Rebecca Rosenberg is a doctoral candidate at King's College London in the French 
department. Her thesis examines the intersections of autofiction and autopathography to 
represent psychological suffering in the life writing of the Francophone writers Chloé 
Delaume, Nelly Arcan, Linda Le, and Chahdortt Djavann. She has had ongoing research 
published in the online journal of the Society for Francophone Postcolonial Studies, and 
recently had a chapter published in Narratives of the Therapeutic Encounter: Psychoanalysis, 
Talking Therapies and Creative Practice (2020). She worked for two years at the University of 
Nantes, France as a lectrice d'anglais and vacataire English instructor for two years prior to 
starting doctoral research. She works part-time as a tutor, and for The Brilliant Club as a 
tutor-mentor.  
 
 
Benjamin Dalton (L’Université Paris Nanterre): ‘Catherine Malabou’s Clinic’.  
  
In this paper, I will argue that the contemporary French philosopher Catherine Malabou’s 
interdisciplinary oeuvre (which spans continental philosophy, neuroscience, literary criticism, 
and at times auto-biography or auto-theory) paves the way for a radically new 
conceptualisation of the clinic in France which breaks away from Michel Foucault’s critique 
in The Birth of the Clinic (1963) ; if Foucault’s clinic is primary a site of surveillance and control 
which constructs and polices the normative body, I suggest that Malabou’s work on biological 
‘plasticity’ and bodies in transformation proposes an emancipated clinic which allows for the 
transformation and emancipation of bodies and new forms of being.  
 
Bio: 
Benjamin Dalton is a researcher in contemporary French thought and culture. He recently 
received his PhD in French from King’s College London with his thesis entitled: ‘Plasticity in 
Contemporary French Thought, Literature and Film: Witnessing Transformations with 
Catherine Malabou’. His recent publications include an article on plasticity in the writing of 
Marie Darrieussecq entitled ‘Forms of Freedoms: Marie Darrieussecq, Catherine Malabou, and 
the Plasticity of Science’ in Dalhousie French Studies; a book chapter on queerness and 
plasticity entitled ‘Cruising the Queer Forest with Alain Guiraudie: Woods, Plastics, 
Plasticities’, and an interview with Catherine Malabou in Paragraph. He also led the 
collaborative project ‘Narrating Plasticity: Stories of Transformations between the Plastic Arts 
and Neurosciences’, which was funded by the Culture team at King’s, and brought together 
researchers in clinical neuroscience with the ceramicist Amanda Doidge. He currently teaches 
English language and literature at Paris Nanterre University and the New Sorbonne University 
in Paris.  
 
  

~~~ 
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Seminar 2 (Tuesday 6 October 2020, 5.30-7pm BST): 
‘Feminising Illness and Medicine: Narrative Methods, Forms, and Aesthetics’ 

 
 
Marie Allitt (University of Oxford): ‘Containers, Cuts, and Chronotopes: Writing Time and Space 
in Women’s Pathographies’  
 
In this paper I examine innovative techniques to convey the temporality and spatiality of illness, 
trauma, and chronic pain, focusing primarily on two recently published pathographies, Notes 
Made While Falling (2019) by Jenn Ashworth and Sanitorium (2020) by Abi Palmer. 

Both of these memoirs offer significant commentaries on memoir writing, as well as the 
challenge of communicating pain and trauma, especially when the ‘story’ defies the traditional 
narrative arc. Life-writing requires the merging of the past and the present, so there are two 
selves telling the story, as well as a ‘reflective gap’ – the temporal lag where retrospection 
sneaks in.  

I explore how these writers use the page and manipulate their readers to move with, 
and within, the text, highlighting the significance of their respective chronotopes to move 
across time and space. Ashworth uses the image and action of the ‘cut’ to navigate the act of 
telling and what is being told, alongside such containing effects as virgules, split sentences, and 
a Russian doll technique. Palmer emphasises that chronicity is never linear. By switching 
locations and disrupting the chronology of events, she moves the reader across different time-
stamps of places, cities, and countries. 

Building on illness life writing theories, including Sara Wasson’s argument for the 
appreciation of the textual or episodic fragment in narratives of chronic pain and her suggestion 
of ‘reading differently’, I highlight further ways that contemporary pain narratives question, 
and embrace the challenge of, writing pain and trauma, with specific emphasis on 
communicating time, space, and place.  
 
Bio: 
Dr Marie Allitt is Humanities and Healthcare Fellow at the University of Oxford, on the project 
‘Advancing Medical Professionalism: Integrating Humanities Teaching in the University of 
Oxford’s Medical School’. She is also the Postdoctoral Research Assistant for the Northern 
Network for Medical Humanities Research, at the University of Leeds. 
Marie completed her PhD in English Literature at the University of York in 2018, focusing on 
experiences and representations of spaces and senses in First World War medical caregiving 
narratives. Her research focuses on medical life writing; practitioner health; senses; and 
medical spaces, architectures, and environments.  
 
 
Diana-Andreea Novaceanu (University of Bucharest, Romania): ‘A Word of One’s Own: Women’s 
Depictions of Clinical Spaces in Contemporary Visual Arts’. 
 
This paper addresses the ways in which clinical spaces are implied, explored, remade and 
reshaped in the visual works of contemporary women artists. It builds upon a growing body of 
interdisciplinary scholarship to argue that such productions challenge the biomedical view of 
the female body and the related aesthetical incarnations of illness and health. This approach 
provides both an avenue in which the ideological foundations of the medical humanities can be 
critically evaluated and alternate perspectives explored.  

Focusing on Western medicine, several particularly representative works will serve as 
loci of an interdisciplinary discussion, with visual references spanning from the emergence of 



 8 

the first recognizably “modern” clinic in the mid-eighteenth century to the present day. This 
framing will underline the integration of historical medical material, especially of that 
pertaining to women’s health history and its contemporary implications. A second research 
direction concerns collaborative practices involving women creators that take part in artist 
residencies situated in hospitals, laboratories and other related spaces. Such works bring into 
question the relations of power inside the clinical establishment and means of spatial 
translation. Finally, productions integrating such spaces from their double perspective as 
patient and artistic inquirer will offer additional insight into the female presence and absence 
as an inhabitant of said spaces.  

The discussion will conclude with an assessment of further research directions and will 
emphasize that women’s artistic discourse has the ability to work with and through challenging 
medical dichotomies and is a crucial element for achieving meaningful change to both the clinic 
and the medical humanities.  

 
Bio: 
Diana-Andreea Novaceanu is a Cultural Studies PhD student at the University of Bucharest 
(UB). Her doctoral dissertation “Clinical Encounters: the Medical Imaginary in Contemporary 
Visual Arts” examines how the Foucaultian medical gaze is reflected in present-day medical 
inspired imagery. Diana holds an MA in “Image Theory and Practice” from the Centre of 
Excellence in Image Studies (UB). Parallel to her academic career, she has been completing her 
residency in Epidemiology and Hygiene. Diana is a contributing writer for the US based 
Synapsis: A Health Humanities Journal as well as an independent curator. 
 
 
 

~~~ 
 

 
Seminar 3 (Tuesday 20 October 2020, 5.30-7pm BST): 

‘Death and Mourning’ 
 
 
Jordan McCullough (Queen’s University Belfast): ‘Parenting the Deceased Child in Sophie Daull’s 
Camille, mon envolée (2015)’ 
 
While the concept of continuing bonds in bereavement has, in recent years, gained considerable 
traction in the field of Psychology, its broader application has been limited. Taking the 
continuing bonds theory as a starting point, this paper will probe the extent to which an act of 
writing by a bereaved parent might constitute a means of continuing a bond with a deceased 
child. Drawing on contemporary psychological understandings of parental grief, the paper will 
examine the relational dynamics of the ongoing (textual) mother-daughter relationship, as it 
emerges in Sophie Daull’s debut novel Camille, mon envolée (2015). Daull’s narrative, which 
charts the final four days of her daughter, Camille’s, life and the author-narrator’s personal 
experience of grief, following her daughter’s death, calls into question many of the dominant 
hypotheses around grief writing. For Daull, writing is not cathartic, nor does it help her to ‘faire 
son deuil’; rather, as this paper argues, it creates a space wherein Camille can continue to exist. 
As Daull ‘fait de [s]a fille un être de papier’ (Forest, L’Enfant éternel, 1997, p. 399), she is 
afforded the necessary time to fulfil her parental responsibilities, giving her daughter the envol 
she needs to “fly the nest” and enter into a new phase of being. By making the case for parental 
grief writing as a form of continuing bond, this paper will call for a reconsideration of dominant 
– and often essentialist – understandings the (maternal) récit de deuil. 
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Tamarind Norwood (Loughborough University): ‘Something from Nothing? Constructing a 
narrative when a baby dies at birth’ 
 
When a baby dies at birth, nobody knows what to say. Acknowledgements both formal and 
informal tend to disenfranchise parents’ grief by minimizing the personhood of a baby who was 
unknown even to its parents, who in turn report confusion over who or what they have lost. 
Making an absent baby present through meaningful objects goes some way towards 
enfranchising bereaved parents, but without social scripts to accommodate such practices their 
benefit is limited: mothers often keep these objects and rituals secret, denigrating them as 
irrational and even shameful. The powerful taboo surrounding baby loss is one of the reasons 
perinatal grief is at high risk of becoming pathological over time. 

My paper addresses the underexplored potential of the maternal voice in releasing 
perinatal death from this powerful taboo. It argues—with evidence from my own maternal 
experience of neonatal loss, from narrative medicine, and from material culture in death 
studies—that strategies from life writing can be recruited to challenge the traditional womb-
to-tomb model of the life course. Specifically, it proposes that finely tuned metaphor can serve 
as an instrument for probing, capturing, magnifying and examining fragmentary experiences of 
pregnancy and childbirth invisible to medical science and concealed from wider social life. By 
recuperating these experiences—creating something where there seemed to be nothing—
mothers can find enfranchisement as agents of their own grief narratives, and in the process, 
can contribute social scripts towards the wider project of breaking the taboo against the 
recognition of perinatal loss.  
 
Bio: 
Dr Tamarin Norwood gained her doctorate in Fine Art as a clarendon scholar at the University 
of Oxford in 2018, and is now a postdoctoral research fellow at the Drawing Research Group, 
Loughborough University, writing a book on metaphor and neonatal loss. She is also a visiting 
early career research fellow at the Centre for Death and Society, University of Bath, and 
postdoctoral research assistant at the Oxford Centre for Life Writing, University of Oxford. 
Tamarin’s scholarly publications focus on representation and loss in drawing; her related prose 
fiction, poetry and artwork have been published and shown widely including with the BBC 
World Service, Art on the Underground, ICA Philadelphia, MOCCA Toronto and Tate Britain. 
Much of her work is interdisciplinary, most recently as part of Hubbub, the inaugural Hub 
residency at Wellcome Collection, London. 
 
 
Cristina Robu (Indiana University, USA): ‘Mourning the Living’ 
 
In her reflections on destructive plasticity, philosopher Catherine Malabou explores the 
monstrous personal disruption which makes someone become “an absolute other, someone 
who will never be reconciled with themselves again” (The Ontology of the Accident, p. 2). While 
the mechanisms of experiencing and narrating one’s illness or pain can be rooted directly in 
one’s physicality, mourning requires “the other” and represents the alienation of the “I” through 
their disappearance. In the case of an imminent but ongoing death in which mourning becomes 
the status quo, destructive plasticity can manifest itself in the rhizomatic intricacies which 
connect the mourner to the mourned in a form of demi-deuil (Jacques Derrida), a mourning in 
praesentia, a continuous, active state of grief. 

This paper analyzes the narrative forms of this particular type of mourning and 
illustrates it through the novel Il préférait les brûler (2020) by Québécois author Rose-Aimée 
Automne T. Morin. The narrator, Fauve, recounts her ongoing mourning following her father’s 
cancer diagnosis when she is two years old and resulting death when she is 15. While applying 
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the concepts of destructive plasticity and demi-deuil to the ongoing “mourning relationship,” 
this paper explores the narratological and symbolic mechanisms employed in the text in order 
to depict and perform the act of mourning through the female gaze as a bildungsroman. 
Presented as a constantly mutating and devouring process, active mourning is situated in a 
dialectical and dialogical space where creation and loss of the self/other are inseparable. 

 
 

~~~ 
 
 

Seminar 4 (Tuesday 3 November 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Sexuality, Sexual Pain, and Sexual Pleasure’ 

 
 
Hannah Loret (Nottingham Trent University): ‘Laughter in the face of devastation: a qualitative 
French-English study of women’s sexual pain, in dialogue with Marie-Dominque Arrighi and 
Hélène Cixous’ 
 
How are narratives of sexual pain and extreme distress created and expressed with laughter? 
How do women laugh in the face of devastating chronic pain? How can a reading of humour in 
Arrighi and Cixous lend itself to a cross-national, qualitative study of women’s genital pain? 

Sexual pain can cause ‘‘decreased quality of life, depression, and interpersonal conflicts’’ 
(Vegunta, Kling and Faubion, 2016, p. 952), and in complicated healthcare systems, highly 
individual experiences of pain and intimacy are often framed within narratives of access to 
healthcare services and recognition of named conditions. This piece draws from a cross-
national PhD study undertaken in England and France with self-identifying women 
experiencing sexual pain, which also included healthcare professionals involved in its 
treatment, and discusses how participants used humour in their responses to research 
questions.  

This presentation will explore the potentials of laughter in the face of distress, and how 
voice was conceptualised in the work, by both participants and researchers. Excerpts will show 
that humour was often used by participants to express profound feelings, or an experience that 
they were voicing for the first time. It will then consider these potentials in a frame of the 
writing of Marie-Dominque Arrighi, particularly ‘K, histoires de crabe’ and Hélène Cixous’s ‘Le 
Rire de la Méduse’. The laughter in both of these works will be brought to the fore and will be 
used to discuss the findings of the cross-national pain study. Particular attention will be paid to 
the non-monogamous and stigmatised voices in the study and how laughter formed part of 
these narratives. The piece will conclude with a discussion of the impact of the qualitative study 
outside of academia and how laughter can contribute to a re-appropriation of voice in the 
expression of women’s sexual pain.  
 
Bio:  
Hannah is a PhD researcher at Nottingham Trent University and is also employed as an NHS 
clinical support worker. Her research focuses on cross-national perceptions of vulvovaginal 
sexual pain. She is particularly interested in studying how women experience intimate life 
within complex systems of care, currently in England and France.    
 
Jane Hartshorn (University of Kent): ‘Women’s contemporary illness poetry and the 
confessional: how the lyric “I” can reinstate patient subjectivity’ 
 
When a person becomes sick, they are expected to give themselves over to the care of a health 
practitioner. Arthur Frank calls this a ‘narrative surrender’; the clinician becomes the medium 
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between the patient and their body. This loss of bodily autonomy is intensified by medical 
language. A specialised discourse of exclusivity and power, it is often inaccessible to the 
patient, and further alienates them from their body. 

In recent years, a number of poets have attempted to reinstate the patient voice, 
particularly through the confessional mode of poetry and use of the lyric ‘I’. Regarded by its 
critics as feminine, unfiltered, and akin to an emotional outpouring, the confessional is often 
deemed too messy, too sticky, too bodily, to be taken seriously as a poetic medium. 

I will argue that this criticism is the product of a misogynist society which seeks to 
oppress the voices of those who have been marginalised by patriarchal structures, including 
the medical establishment. I will draw upon the poetry of Alanna McArdle, Sheila Black, and 
Laurie Clements Lambeth, amongst others, to demonstrate how the confessional can 
challenge the authority of the medical voice, and reinstate patient agency. 

 
Dr Jennifer Dhingra (NHS Doctor and sexual health advocate) 
 
Dr Jennifer Dhingra is an NHS Doctor and sexual health advocate. Alongside her medical career, 
she has worked with organizations such as Sexpression: UK, BASHH, and the British Fertility 
Society, and has also contributed to academic journals. She has presented at national medical 
conferences, guest lectured at University College London (UCL), and has experience giving 
interviews for television, radio, podcasts and print media, speaking about important topics in 
sexual health and sex education. 
 
 

~~~ 
 

 
Seminar 5 (Tuesday 17 November 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT): 

‘Female Genital Mutilation’ 
 
 
 
Dr Maria Tomlinson (University of Sheffield): ‘Sexual Exploitation and Gendered Power 
Dynamics: Female Genital Mutilation in Adelle Barry’s En Attendant Minuit (2015)’  
 
Female genital mutilation (FGM) is an umbrella term that encompasses various methods of 
cutting women’s genitalia. FGM has remained a sustained area of interest in African literature 
since the publication of The River Between (1965) by Kenyan author Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Within 
this corpus are texts that are written with an intent to expose the harmful psychological and 
physical impact of FGM. One such example is ‘En attendant minuit’ (2015) by Adelle Barry who 
is a Nigerien author Laureate, doctor, and women’s rights advocate. Indeed, creative practice is 
a key method through which Nigerien activists and NGOs endeavour to eradicate FGM. 
Although illegal in Niger since 2003, FGM is still commonly practised in the west of the country, 
wherein 66% of women have undergone genital cutting. In these communities, genital cutting 
is considered a rite of passage that signals a girl’s readiness for marriage. ‘En attendant minuit’, 
is narrated by Kady who was infected by HIV as a five-year-old during a ceremony in which she, 
and other young girls in her village, underwent clitorectomies. The ‘exciseuse’ continues to 
haunt Kady’s dreams into adulthood. This chapter analyses Kady’s sense of powerlessness 
during, and subsequent to, her clitorectomy. Drawing on sociological studies and feminist 
postcolonial theory, I examine the sexual exploitation and gendered power dynamics at play in 
Barry’s story and situate them within a sub Saharan African context. Through analysing Barry’s 
text, we can observe that, by performing and allowing the practice of FGM, women are complicit 
in perpetuating patriarchal dominance. Even though Kady is unable to fulfil her desire to 
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campaign for women’s reproductive rights, she ultimately finds a sense of empowerment 
through her art. ‘En attendant minuit’ is a powerful metanarrative because, through Kady, Barry 
gives voice to women who have had their genitals cut and she draws the wider public’s 
attention to their experiences. 
 
Bio: 
Maria Tomlinson is a Leverhulme Early Career Fellow in the department of Journalism at the 
University of Sheffield. The title of her project is: “Menstruation and the Media: Reducing Stigma 
and Tackling Period Poverty”. She has published book chapters and articles in a variety of 
journals including Feminist Media Studies and L’Esprit Créateur. Her PhD was funded by the 
Arts and Humanities Research Council and was awarded by the University of Reading. Her 
research explored representations of menstruation, childbirth, and the menopause in women’s 
writing from France, Algeria, and Mauritius. Her related monograph, From Menstruation to the 
Menopause: The Female Fertility Cycle in Contemporary Women’s Writing in French, is 
forthcoming with Liverpool University Press (2021). Maria has edited a special issue of L’Esprit 
Créateur and is currently editing a volume entitled Queer(y)ing Bodily Norms in Francophone 
Culture to be published by Peter Lang. 
 
 
Chiedozie Michael Uhuegbu (Vanderbilt University): ‘Life narrative and Migration experience in 
Germany’ 
 
By writing about female circumcision and Abdi’s unplanned migration to Germany instead of 
the initial destination- America, Nura Abdi and Leo Linder break the cultural silence on female 
genital excision in their work. In this paper, I discuss what I see as a departure from 
autobiography, namely the mediation of a creative voice, which gives credence to a subgenre 
collaborative autofiction. Tränen im Sand (2013) documents the existence of a painful cultural 
practice in Somalia, thus recounting a personal experience growing up in Somalia. The 
narration protests against the harmful custom of excision. Despite the double authorship, the 
subtitle Erfahrungen bears testimony to one authorial documentation. Immersed in the 
visuality of memories, the authors recreate the specificity of female genital circumcision and 
migration as an “I” who has been an observer of life as it occurs. I argue that the text takes a 
stand against Female Genital Mutilation while creating a space for cross-cultural encounter. 
Analyzing the female protagonist from this standpoint, I show that her move from one 
continent to another changes her understanding of her femininity, which in turn defines her 
identity. The country of destination sheds light on the invisible. Although Nura’s life-narration 
remains in the broader concept of the text, the narrative, however, builds knowledge gathered 
from past events and reflection, which includes her feelings. I contend that the story suggests 
the spontaneity of narration and the immediacy of oral authenticity-striking the transmission 
of experience through aesthetic representation. 
 
Bio: 
Chiedozie Michael Uhuegbu is a Ph.D. candidate in German Studies and Second Language 
Studies at Vanderbilt University. He earned his B.A in French and German (2010), followed by 
an M.A in German literature from the University of Nigeria, Nsukka (2015). He is a graduate 
fellow at the Center for Second Language Studies (CSLS) at Vanderbilt University. In the 
summer of 2018, he was awarded an Africa at a Crossroads grant for his dissertation research 
at the University of Hamburg, Germany. In the following year, he won the Gisela Mosig 
Summer Travel Award Grant for dissertation research at the University of Freiburg. Michael’s 
research interest includes the genre of autobiography, the depiction of culture, and hybridity 
in African-German Migration literature. He recently earned a Certificates in College Teaching 



 13 

and Humanities Teaching from the Center for Teaching at Vanderbilt University. He is writing 
his dissertation: “Borders, Belonging and Otherness in African-German Literature.”  
 

~~~ 
 
 

Seminar 6 (1 December 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Disability Narratives’ 

 
Guest Chair: Hannah Thompson (Royal Holloway) 

 
 
Sarah Simpson (University of Edinburgh): ‘Intellectual Disability and Undertones of Eugenics in 
Amparo Dávila’s “Óscar”’  
 
In this paper, I will examine the short story ‘Óscar’ by Mexican writer Amparo Dávila (1928-
2020), from her 1977 collection Árboles petrificados. ‘Óscar’ sees an otherwise “model” 
Mexican family “burdened” by an ambiguous figure, probably a son and brother to the other 
characters, who appears to be intellectually disabled. When the family ultimately leaves Óscar 
to burn to death in a house fire, questions are raised about the elimination of “undesirable” 
individuals for the sake of “progress”. 

I propose a reading of this story as a metaphor for a Mexico still reeling in the aftermath 
of the Revolution. Twentieth-century Mexico was marked by a desperate search for a unified 
national identity. Coinciding with a global interest in eugenics, this struggle contributed to the 
widespread popularity of this ideology in Mexico. I will examine the effect of eugenics on the 
contemporary public perception of intellectual disability and how this is reflected in the text. 
Ultimately, I read the family unit portrayed in “Óscar” as a microcosm of a country seeking 
modernisation and progress through the expulsion of individuals deemed medically “unfit”.  
 
Bio: 
Sarah Simpson has recently completed a Masters by Research in Hispanic Studies at the 
University of Edinburgh. She graduated with a BA in Spanish from Oxford University in 2018. 
Her research focuses on Latin American short stories, especially by women authors, often 
touching on the fantastic and adjacent genres. This paper is adapted from her Masters 
dissertation, examining the portrayal of intellectual disability in three short stories.  
 
 
Katja Herges (Department of Psychosomatic Medicine, University of Tuebingen): ‘Affect, Politics 
and Gender in Women’s Life Writing about ALS and Dying’ 
 
In the last decades, illness narratives have been published in increasing numbers in Germany 
and other Western countries. Autothanatographies, memoirs about the narrator’s own looming 
death, have developed as a particular subgenre. In addition to traditional illness narratives, 
more recently, blogs, websites, Facebook posts, or Instagram images have emerged as new 
forms of writing about illness. While popular memoirs are often published by established 
authors, social media create spaces for a larger range of people to tell their stories of illness and 
makes them venues for the exchange of health-related information, advice and support. In 
addition, digital storytelling enables people with a need for assistive devices for writing to 
actually write and connect to the public.  

My presentation focuses on online and print narratives by two young German women 
with the neurological disease Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS). I explore the political and 
affective potential of these narratives in what Lauren Berlant calls “the intimate public sphere.” 
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For Berlant, the intimate public sphere is deeply political, foremost as an affective world of 
conventional social belonging but also as a space of cruel optimism and latent political change. 
Drawing on Berlant, I argue that despite the heteronormative and sentimental character of the 
narratives, the stories create an intimate and politicized network of caring connections 
consisting of co-writers, close and distant readers, reponders, carers and assistive devices. This 
type of illness narrative thus creates an understandings of illness as relational, affective and 
political and expands traditional individualized illness narratives into multi-voiced networks.  
 
Bio: 
Katja Herges is a physician and literary scholar in the Department of Psychosomatic Medicine 
and Psychotherapy at the University of Tuebingen, Germany. She has earned her MD from the 
University of Heidelberg and her PhD in German Studies from the University of California, 
Davis, with a designated emphasis in Feminist Theory and Research. Her academic interests 
include critical medical humanities, feminist theory, German and American cultural studies, 
migration studies, and mental health. Her current book project “Becoming-Ill: Chronic Illness 
and Materiality in Visual Life Narratives in Contemporary Germany” analyzes how life writing 
reconceptualizes medical and cultural understandings of chronic illness. Her work has been 
published in Humanities, Medical Humanities and Women, Gender and Research.  
 
 
Christina Lee (King’s College London, UK): ‘Beautiful Lyme: Mindful Crip Aesthetics and the Art 
of Being Sick’. 
 
Sister Dang Nghiem is a Vietnamese American author and former doctor who became a 
Buddhist nun following the sudden death of her partner. In her memoir Mindfulness as 
Medicine, she writes that after she became a monastic, she developed diabetes and neuro 
Lyme disease, which caused chronic joint pains and triggered traumatic memories of sexual 
abuse. Despite being a celibate nun, the loss of her physical health and her reproductive 
function generated feelings of shame as she now perceived her body as deviant and useless. In 
the Plum Village tradition, monastics practice mindful living by pausing regularly in everyday 
activities to observe their breath and to focus on ‘being’ rather than ‘doing’. Although she was 
trained in medicine, it was not her medical knowledge but the practice of mindfulness that 
taught her the ‘art of being sick’. With view of the lack of scholarship in the Medical 
Humanities on illness narratives by mixed-race women and non-Judeo-Christian religious 
practitioners, this paper adopts a cross-cultural interdisciplinary approach to examine how 
Nghiem’s medical and monastic training shape her experiences of chronic illness and explore 
what beauty means to her as an Amerasian Buddhist nun living with Lyme disease. Drawing 
on feminist crip theory and critical somaesthetics, it examines the ways in which cultural 
discourses of feminine beauty and utility construct the chronically ill female body as a subject 
of dis-ease and shows how Nghiem uses mindfulness a way of finding beauty in Lyme and in 
herself while being ‘sick’. 
 
Bio: 
Christina Lee is a fourth-year PhD student in the Department of English at King’s College 
London. Her research focuses on interdisciplinary, cross-cultural applications of the 
humanities in issues of health and illness. Her current research project, ‘From Self-cultivation 
to Self-care: Cross-Cultural Biopolitics in Body-mind Literature’, looks at mindfulness 
memoirs by Buddhist women with chronic illnesses and examines how meditative practices 
transform their experiences of illness and empower them in the process of active healing. She 
is the co-founder of the KCL Disability + Intersectionality reading group and recently co-
organised the Criposium, a two-day online conference on intersectional disability. 
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~~~ 

 
 

Seminar 7 (Tuesday 15 December 2020, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Chronic Illness and Pain’ 

 
 
Lise Groenvold (Birkbeck University London, UK): ‘Chronic Illness in American writing’ 
 
Lists of symptoms, lists of treatments, lists of what has been done and what hasn’t; illness 
memoirs about chronic illness abound with lists of all kinds. Many of these respond directly to 
medical list genres like medical histories, diagnostic criteria, or guidelines, while others enact 
forms of discipline or self-accountancy (Philippe Lejeune) or make particular claims for 
personal agency. Common to most of these lists is that they reflect and/or interrogate ideas of 
what the ‘right’ and ‘good’ patient looks like. Reading examples from writers Meghan O’Rourke, 
Abby Norman and Porochista Khakpour, I consider the issues opened up by the literary lists in 
their memoirs, including the burden of patient work, the contemporary ‘proactive’ patient role, 
and whether the illness memoir can contain some of the more mundane and quotidian aspects 
of living with chronic illness. 
 
Bio: 
Lise Grønvold is a CHASE-funded PhD student in the Department for English, Theatre and 
Creative Writing at Birkbeck, University of London. Her thesis focuses on the themes of work 
and productivity in contemporary American illness memoirs by writers including Meghan 
O’Rourke, Abby Norman, Porochista Khakpour, Sonya Huber, Anne Boyer, and Johanna Hedva.  
 
 
Hannah Clarkson (Royal Institute of Art Stockholm, Sweden): ‘Where does it hurt? : Writing the 
Ailing Body’. 
 
What knowledge is produced in one’s own ailing body? What language do we have 
surrounding sickness, and how can we create a new, less reproving vocabulary? This paper 
will advocate a reconsideration of the language surrounding sickness, focussing on writing as 
a tool for expressing and imagining bodily experience in relation to illness, artistic practice 
and autofictions. Grounded in my own art and writing practices, which foreground personal 
experience of illness, this paper will be both an experiment in autofiction and an intertextual 
reading of my own and others’ work. I will draw from: poetic explorations of the language(s) 
of pain in Sinead Gleeson’s recent memoir, Constellations (2019); Jenn Ashworth’s visceral 
perspective on trauma, fiction and sickened selves in Notes Made While Falling (2019); 
Johanna Hedva’s Sick Woman Theory (2016) on how a bedridden body can engage with 
society through words; and Chris Krauss’ notes on creativity and hunger in Aliens and 
Anorexia (2000). By exploring methods of writing illness narratives, sharing stories rooted in 
personal difficulties and experience of bodily estrangement, I aim to create spaces for 
empathetic exchange, with human experience seen as synonymous but not the same. Later, I 
posit how a creative, decolonial approach to stories of sickness might help in the construction 
of a new language surrounding illness: there must be new words to describe illness, this 
otherness which is not an otherness but an experience, an “onerous 
citizenship” (Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, 1978) many people, in different mappings and 
different bodies, have. 
  
Bio:  
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I am a British artist, writer and researcher based in Sweden, with a BFA in Fine Art from the 
Ruskin School of Art, Oxford University and an MFA in Fine Art Craft from Konstfack, 
Stockholm. I have worked and exhibited internationally, including on a variety of site-specific 
projects relating to particular stories and/or places. I work with both sculpture and spoken 
word performance, with an interest in narrativity and materiality as they relate to ideas of 
shelter and sickness. I am currently working on a practice-based research project at the Royal 
Institute of Art in Stockholm - where I also teach creative writing - investigating the synonym 
as a means to understand human needs. Recent publications include an anthology 
on Decolonizing Architecture (ed.); a short story and poetry collection on Shelter (ed.); The 
Green Room: Perspectives on Artistic Research (ed.); and the poem ‘Your Hair Will Grow Back 
a Poppyfield’ in the American Journal of Anaesthesiology. I am soon to take up a doctoral post 
at the RCA, London, in the department of Arts & Humanities. 
Website: www.hannahclarkson.co.uk 
 
 
Mariana Thomas (Independent Researcher, UK) – ‘The Affective Language of Pain and the 
Female Body: Illness in Contemporary Women’s Life-Writing.’ 
 
In her memoir, A Body, Undone, Christina Crosby asks, despairingly, ‘How was I to describe this 
pain, lost in a body so foreign to me I could translate it into speech only in the most primitive 
way?’ Following a bicycle accident, Crosby woke up in hospital paralysed from the neck down, 
and later developed severe neurological pain throughout her body. Her memoir deals with the 
sudden strangeness of her disabled body and the isolation of chronic pain. This seminar will 
investigate the female body in pain in contemporary women’s life-writing, exploring how the 
experience of chronic pain and illness alters perceptions of ourselves as bodies in the world. 
Firstly, it will explore what effect the descent into chronic pain has on our corporeal and 
ontological relations to others and to ourselves? And, secondly, if the onset of chronic pain and 
illness interrupts the narrative of our lives and identities, then, how is this explored in the 
linearity, form and language of the life-writing narrative itself? The research is 
methodologically grounded in feminist new materialism, phenomenology of illness and genre 
theory in order to interrogate the ontological, aesthetic and affective dislocations that are 
created through the experience of becoming unwell or disabled. 
 
 
Anna Rasokat (University of Cologne, Germany) – ‘Bridging the Gap Between Medical Science 
Writing and Female Experience in Jessie Greengrass’ Sight (2016)’ 
 
This paper explores literature's potential to bridge the gap between medical science 
writing and subjective experience of corporeal existence, of bodily transformations through 
pregnancy and ageing, as well as of illness and pain. Drawing on reception theory and 
approaches to narrative medicine, my paper focuses on the readings of historical medical 
writing by the protagonist of Jessie Greengrass's novel Sight (2018) and analyses how they 
shape her experience of her mother's illness and untimely death, her own psychosomatic 
symptoms as well as her attitude towards a (medicalized) pregnancy. Stretching the 
boundaries of the novelistic genre, Sight includes almost essayistic passages which trace the 
formation of prominent medico-scientific narratives (emerging from William Hunter's letters 
on 18th-century surgical anatomical findings, William Röntgen's writings about his first 
application of X-Rays and Sigmund Freud's case studies).  Rather than framing these historical 
plotlines as narratives of 'objective' scientific progress, Greengrass uses literature's 
imaginative potential to individualize and, arguably, feminize the medico-scientific history 
which forms the basis of her novel. This enables her to flesh out the "literary structure of 
scientific argument" (Dear 1991) and to dismantle the power relations inherent in the male-

http://www.hannahclarkson.co.uk/
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dominated history of 'authoritative' science. By considering the complex relationship of 
medical science writing and personal experience both with regard to the scientists' biographies 
and to the female protagonist, Sight invites us to reflect on the purpose and future of science 
(writing). The novel proposes a multi-layered, integrative approach that places female 
experience into the focus of analysis – beyond a binary conception of 'hard' science as male and 
subjective, emotional experience as female. 
 

~~~ 
 

Seminar 8 (Tuesday 12 January 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘End-of-Life Narratives, Resilience, and Care’ 

 
Guest Chair: Steven Wilson (Queen’s University Belfast) 

 
 

Adina Stroia (Independent Scholar, UK): ‘The End of Care: Notes on “Assisted Suicid” in Noëlle 
Châtelet’s La dernière leçon’ 
 
While psychoanalysis and the medical humanities have examined the subjects of mourning and 
of illness narratives at length, the ethically-challenging terrain of euthanasia and assisted 
suicide remains largely unexplored in a literary context. Focusing on Noëlle Châtelet’s writings 
on her 92-year old mother’s decision to end her own life with assistance from self-administered 
pharmaceutical drugs, La dernière leçon (2004) and Suite à La dernière leçon (2015), this 
paper asks to reassess end of life care as the very end of care. In the era of ‘self-care’, what does 
the practice imply for the senescent subject? In this paper, I will be examining the effects 
assisted suicide has on the temporal and relational aspects of the mother-daughter bond within 
the paradigm of care practices. I will posit that difficulties arise not solely from bereavement 
and its anticipation, but also from the rearrangement of the ‘order of the things’. Where once it 
was up to the adult child to act as caretaker for the ageing parent, it is now the mother who 
cares for the daughter by imparting a final lesson: letting go. Care, as durational practice, takes 
on new meaning when the recipient limits it. Drawing on Lisa Baraitser’s work and Sandra 
Laugier’s ethics of care which proposes as its main tenet that ‘the human is vulnerable’ (2015: 
219), this paper aims to open another complex question facing the subject in the final chapter 
of her life: who owns care? 
 
Bio: 
Adina Stroia is an early-career researcher in the field of women’s life-writing and visual culture. A former 
Visiting Fellow at the Centre for the Study of Contemporary Women’s Writing, IMLR, Adina’s research 
focuses on psychoanalysis, thanatography, ageing, ethics of care, and visual studies. Her most recent 
publications include ‘Camille Laurens: L’écriture depuis soi’ in Dalhousie French Studies and ‘The Traumatic 
Structure of the récit de mort: Camille Laurens’s Philippe’ in French and Francophone Studies. Her current 
project investigates the ways in which Agnès Varda mobilizes the tension between photography and 
moving image to represent her own aging process in her late documentaries.  
 
Lucía López Serrano (Universidad de Salamanca, Spain): ‘Opting Out of Resilience in the 
Psychiatric Ward: The Dilemma of Assisted Suicide in Miriam Toew’s All My Puny Sorrows’ 
 
In her 2016 essay “Bouncing Back,” Sarah Bracke notes how the rise in popularity of the term 
“resilience” has been inextricably linked to the hegemony of neo-liberalism, and now it “spans 
the macrolevel of ecological and economic systems to the micro level of selves,” (52) having 
permeated popular culture to such depth that cultivating individual resilience has become a 
“personal virtue,” (53) by which recovering from situations of precarity and trauma has 
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become part of the “moral code” (62) of the individual.  In All My Puny Sorrows (2014), 
Canadian author Miriam Toews contributes with a nuanced and complex perspective to the 
narratives of resilience by addressing suicide, subverting the neoliberal interpretation of 
resilience in her depiction of mental illness.  

In this paper, I aim to analyse the hegemonic discourse on neoliberal resilience by 
exposing the relational possibilities of vulnerability and its potential in recovering from trauma 
as depicted by Miriam Toews in the psychiatric ward at the centre of All My Puny Sorrows. 
Tackling mental health and addressing controversial topics such as the stigma of suicide, the 
dehumanization of psychiatric wards or the drawing of a fruitful comparison between the 
treatment of physical and mental illness, Toews explores the transgenerational transference of 
trauma through familial bonds (Hirsch) by constructing a fiction around her own sister’s 
violent suicide after a long coexistence with a diagnosis of chronic depression. Focusing on the 
psychiatric ward where Elf was detained, Toews exposes and subverts the mainstream 
discourse on vulnerability and resilience by depicting the inner conflict of the narrator, Yoli, 
who has been asked to facilitate her sister’s passing. 

 
Bio: 
Lucía López Serrano is a research fellow funded by the Spanish government and PhD student 
at the University of Salamanca, Spain. Her postgraduate studies focus on the analysis of the 
intersection between vulnerable bodies and the medical establishment in contemporary 
Canadian Literature, with a focus on the encounter of postcolonial thought and the field of the 
medical humanities.  
 
Marzia  Beltrami (University of Tartu, Estonia): 'Lalla Romano’s Nei mari estremi as Illness 
Narrative' 
 
Lalla Romano’s 1987 novel Nei mari estremi entwines two storylines: on the one hand, it 
recounts the last four months of life of Romano’s husband, Innocenzo Monti, passed away 
after a short illness in 1984; on the other, it narrates the story of the first four years of their 
relationship, from the first meeting until shortly after their wedding. While this has been 
rightly described as a story about love and death, I will suggest that to read Nei mari estremi 
as an illness narrative (Bolaki 2016) allows us to foreground the centrality – before mourning 
– of the illness experience itself, and particularly of the subjective experience of the illness as 
lived by Romano in her new role as carer of her husband. In particular, I will discuss how this 
perspective leads her to acknowledge and retrospectively reconstruct the role of her spouse’s 
body in her views of him as well as to work through the effects of witnessing its 
medicalization and decay, prior to its absence. This exploration of the importance of the body 
will also intersect and be used to illuminate the major tension running through the novel 
between the affectivities of pietà and spietatezza, which has been reported by critics and yet 
not satisfactorily enucleated so far. In the final part of my talk, I will briefly broaden the focus 
to show how insights from the medical humanities – and especially from the critical medical 
humanities, which advocate for an extended understanding of illness as not limited to the 
patient-doctor relationship (Whitehead and Woods 2016) – may be crucial to shed new light 
on Romano’s novel and to bring to the surface other previously unasked questions about 
identity and roles, ethical issues linked to storytelling, and social expectations around delicate 
situations such as caregiving and end-of-life scenarios. 
 
Bio: 
Dr Marzia Beltrami (BA, Università degli Studi di Milano; MPhil, University of Oxford) 
received her PhD in Italian literature at Durham University (2017), where she worked on a 
project exploring narratives that are designed to encourage their readers to navigate them as 
spaces (her monograph based on this research, Spatial Plots: Virtuality and the Embodied 
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Mind in Baricco, Camilleri, and Calvino is to be published by Legenda in January 2021). After 
being Visiting Research Fellow at the MHiC-Lab (Medical Humanities in Context), Paris 3 
Sorbonne Nouvelle in 2019-20, from September 2020 she is Postdoctoral Researcher at the 
University of Tartu. Her current project brings together cognitive narratology and narrative 
ethics to look at fantastic representations of bodies and minds in postwar Italian literature.  
 
 

~~~ 
 

 
Seminar 9 (Tuesday 12 January 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 

‘Pregnancy and Childbirth 
 

Guest Chair: Amaleena Damlé (Durham University) 
 

 
Laura Lazzari (Catholic University of America; Franklin University Switzerland): ‘How to Achieve 
a Positive Birth Experience? Female Agency and Childbirth in Swiss-Italian Literature’  
 
In Switzerland, like in many other European countries, one in three births is experienced in a 
traumatic way by mothers. The negative experience does not allow women to remember the 
birth of their children as empowering and beautiful. They feel they were not treated with 
respect by their health care providers, their options were not clearly explained to them, they 
felt forced into unnecessary procedures such as medical inductions and C- sections, and, 
overall, did not have the positive birth they wanted. Empowering and more positive 
experiences are generally achieved successfully by mothers who prepared for an easy and calm 
birth, were educated and informed about their rights and options, and gave birth in a birthing 
center.  

My paper compares two memoirs recently published in Italian-speaking Switzerland 
that tell two opposite stories of birth: Isabella Pelizzari’s I Wanted To Give Birth in Holland: 
Story of An Announced C-section (2017) and Angela Notari’s What Unites Us: From Midwife 
Lucia, To Ours and Yours Birth (2019). While the first text is a therapeutic memoir, compiled 
with the urgency of recovering from a traumatic delivery, the latter was written after an 
empowering birth, with the aim of celebrating the fundamental role played by midwives in 
reaching such positive experiences. Through the experiences narrated by Pelizzari and Notari, 
this paper sheds light on how an empowering birthing experience can be successfully achieved, 
and what are the key aspects for obtaining respect and justice during pregnancy and childbirth. 
 
Bio: 
Laura Lazzari is a researcher in the field of Motherhood Studies. She is currently a Scholar at 
the Catholic University of America – where she previously lectured and acted as Italian Program 
Coordinator – and an Affiliate Researcher at Franklin University Switzerland. She holds a PhD 
in Italian Literature from the University of Lausanne, a Master of Studies in Women’s Studies 
from the University of Oxford and an MA in Italian, French and History of Art from Lausanne 
University.  

She conducted research and taught courses at the Universities of Lausanne, Fribourg 
and Franklin in Switzerland; at George Washington University and the Catholic University of 
America in Washington DC. She is the 2015-2016 recipient of the AAUW International 
Postdoctoral Fellowship at the Department of Italian at Georgetown University.  

Dr. Lazzari is an Affiliate member of the CCWW and collaborate with the Fondazione 
Sasso Corbaro for the Medical Humanities (Università della Svizzera italiana) in Switzerland. 
Her current research revolves around the representation of pregnancy, birth and postpartum 
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in contemporary culture and society from an interdisciplinary perspective. In addition to her 
academic interests, Dr. Lazzari is also a fertility consultant, childbirth and postpartum educator. 
Detailed information is available on her website: https://sites.google.com/site/lazzarilaura. 

 
 
Priyanka Tripathi and Soumya Kashyap (Indian Institute of Technology Patna, India): ‘Practising 
the Humanities: Female Fertility, Artificial Reproductive Technology and Contemporary Indian 
Women’s Writing.’ 
 
Motherhood is divisive subject forming one of the central concerns of twentieth century feminist theory. 

From denunciation of slavery to exhilaration of fulfilment, motherhood has often been the most 

debatable topic among feminist critics. Medically, infertility is defined as the inability to conceive despite 

cohabitation without contraceptive.  Even though it is a gender-neutral health crisis but it is women who 

bear the brunt of not being ‘productive’ enough. Simon De Beauvoir particularly mentions ‘slavery to 

reproduction’ to draw attention upon social construction of motherhood in a patriarchal society. Indian 

women’s writing is replete with examples that foreground the trauma of infertility and discover the 

contours of changed feminine identity in the light of medical advancement or technologisation of 

biological phenomenon through ART (Assisted Reproductive Technology). Drawing theoretical 

insights from Janice G. Raymond, Louis Althusser, Michael Foucault, Germaine Greer, the paper 

posits the personal and political question of infertility vis-à-vis infertile women. The paper highlights, 

how society works through ‘ideological state apparatus’ interpellating women as a breeding machine 

and forcing them to become the perfect raw material in the industries of legalised medical reproduction. 

The paper also attempts to discuss in the context of Indian society, themes of being and becoming of a 

mother, social expectations and stigma around childlessness and double isolation of infertile and 

childless women after prolonged treatment through Manju Kapur’s Home (2006) and Anitha 

Jayadevan’s Malicious Medicine: My Experience with Fraud and Falsehood (2009). 

 

Bios: 

Soumya Kashyap is an Institute fellow (PhD) in the Department of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Patna (India). For her PhD dissertation, she is working broadly in the field of Medical Humanities. She 

intends to analyze issues of infertility, maternal health etc. with special reference to Indian Women’s 

writing.  

 

Priyanka Tripathi is an Associate Professor of English, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, 

Indian Institute of Technology Patna. She has published with Indian Literature (Sahitya Akademi), 

Literature & History (Sage), English: Journal of the English Association (Oxford Academic), JIWS 

(Bridgewater State University), Journal of Graphic Novel and Comics (Taylor & Francis) Contemporary 
Asia, Postcolonial Studies etc. She is also the Section Editor (Book Reviews) in Rupkatha Journal  on 
Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities. She works in the area of Indian Writing in English, Place and 

Literature, Gender and Sexuality Studies. Her ORCID is https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9522-3391.  

 

Kaliane Ng (University of Pittsburgh, USA): ‘The First Days of Maternity in Contemporary French 
Literature’ 
 
Dans l’anthologie Naissances (2005), plusieurs romancières (dont Camille Laurens, Marie 
Darrieussecq, Catherine Cusset) ont raconté la naissance du côté des femmes, alors même que 
l’expérience des premiers jours de la maternité est souvent passée sous silence en littérature, 
par discrétion ou par pudeur. En 2018, deux récits au bord de l’autofiction s’attachent à 
l’expérience délicate, voire paradoxale, de la jeune mère : La femme brouillon d’Amandine Dhée 
et Toutes les femmes sauf une de Maria Pourchet. Entre fatigue physique et hésitations morales, 
Dhée et Pourchet font part d’une remise en question des valeurs féministes lorsque la femme 
conçoit un enfant, en faisant chacune le deuil de la mère parfaite. Leurs convictions s’ébranlent 

https://sites.google.com/site/lazzarilaura
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Frupkatha.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFNDXaOzEg8NUbc59jfv5W4AgNkig
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Frupkatha.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFNDXaOzEg8NUbc59jfv5W4AgNkig
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9522-3391
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lorsque leur corps change en vue de donner la vie. La narratrice d’Amandine Dhée avoue 
« parler [d’elle] à la troisième personne » alors qu’elle cherche sa nouvelle place de mère. Celle 
de Maria Pourchet remonte le fil des généalogies pour dresser un portrait au vitriol de sa propre 
génitrice.  
 En devisant une stratégie de réplique (Catherine Malabou), les deux héroïnes dénoncent 
le traitement des jeunes mères par la société contemporaine, les violences médicales au sein 
des services de maternité, les attentes irréalistes des proches. Parler de leur ressenti en tant 
que jeunes mères finit par renforcer leur engagement féministe. Les questionnements soulevés 
par la maternité s’inscrivent dans une revalorisation contemporaine de la phénoménologie 
dans le féminisme (Manon Garcia, Camille Froidevaux-Metterie, Sara Ahmed). Dans le 
“tournant esthético-éthique” défini par Alexandre Gefen, l’expérience personnelle des violences 
médicales autour de l’accouchement provoque une réflexion plus profonde sur le corps féminin 
en transition, lorsque la maternité impose une mue éthique en vue d’un féminisme ancré dans 
le corps, qui se soucie des filles et des mères à venir.  
 
Bio: 
Kaliane Ng is a Visiting Assitant Professor at the University of Pittsburgh. Her book 
project Wounded Writings: Joë Bousquet, Hervé Guibert, Violette Leduc, Simone Weil analyzes 
how the text becomes a tool for survival when violence and suffering alter the body. It unfolds 
as four case studies of twentieth-century French authors who write about their wounds, be 
they literal (Bousquet’s war wound, Guibert’s AIDS), imaginary (Leduc’s paranoia about her 
illegitimacy as a bastard), or self-inflicted (Weil’s hunger strikes). It investigates writing as a 
performative and transformative act and offers a reassessment of agency, via self-invention, 
in the face of adversity. 
 

~~~ 
 

Seminar 10 (Tuesday 9 February 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Wellbeing in Medical Care’ 

 
 
Dr Maya Jane Bates (College of Medicine, Malawi): ‘Exploration of wellbeing in the context of 
advanced cancer for households in Malawi’ 
 
In this paper, I will outline a research study which was conducted with patients and families 
affected by advanced cancer who were receiving palliative care from a community based 
service in Blantyre, Malawi in 2016. Photovoice is a community based action research visual 
participatory methodology first described by Caroline Wang in the early 1990s. Photovoice was 
used in this study to engage co-researchers in an exploration of ‘what is a good day’. Concepts 
of wellbeing were explored through critical dialogue, finally engaging policy makers through a 
photographic exhibition and advocacy event.  Jane will provide an overview of the process and 
findings from this study.  
  
Bio: 
Jane is a UK trained medical doctor with a special interest in family medicine and palliative care. 
Clinical practice and research for over 20 years have been based in Southern Africa (firstly 
South Africa, then Blantyre, Malawi since 2002). Jane has a wide variety of research interests 
largely driven by questions and observations from clinical practice. Alongside her postgraduate 
teaching role in the Department of Family Medicine in Blantyre, Jane is currently in the closing 
stages of a part time PhD at the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine exploring the impact of 
palliative care on catastrophic household expenditure in the context of advanced cancer.  
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Cecile LeBleu (Tulane University, USA): ‘The feel-good novel and women’s wellness’ 
 
Over the last ten years, the French literary landscape has seen the emergence of a new genre: 
the feel-good novel. Although often despised and disparaged as middlebrow or feminine 
writing, the feel-good novel has much to offer, especially in its often-crude representation of 
French society and particularly of the contemporary French woman. 

Since de Beauvoir, the feminist discourse has lifted the veil on women's political, 
cultural and social oppression and has denounced inequalities, hitherto overlooked. With the 
feel-good novel, we see this awareness opening up to working class women who are neither 
academic nor intellectual, to women who have internalized inequity and patriarchy and who 
are unable to find the cause of their malaise. 
  In my presentation, however, I intend to show that the feel-good novel remains a 
double-edged sword. Since it must necessarily have a positive ending, the solutions it 
proposes are only temporary and palliative. They often fail when it comes to critically assess 
the roles expected of women and the standards by which we measure their success and their 
wellness. 

Although it highlights the dysfunctions of a patriarchal society that has become 
alienating and in which it is difficult to flourish as an individual, the feel-good novel 
contributes, through the happy ending of its protagonists, to the same dysfunctions that it 
identifies and denounces. The desire to have as perfect a life as possible, or at least to reflect 
it, stems from the idea that the recognition of others is one of the factors necessary for 
"happiness." This desire, which is often nourished and encouraged in the feel-good novel, is 
just as distressing and alienating. The "feel good" in this case is no longer a conduit to well-
being, but a reinforcement of social pressures. 

 
Bio: 
Cécile Lebleu is a PhD student at Tulane University. She earned a Master's in French from the 
University of Arkansas in 2017. Her dissertation explores how the contemporary feel good 
novel reflects a modern capitalist ethos that subsumes happiness to desiring and consuming a 
fabricated social ideal, exacerbated by Facebook, Instagram and other social media platforms. 

 
 

~~~ 
 

Seminar 11 (Tuesday 23 February 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Breaking Bodily Taboos’ 

 
 
Freya Verlander (University of Warwick): ‘Ecologies of Skin, Gender, and Landscape’ 
 
This paper takes you on a “Skin Safari,” inspired by dermatologist Monty Lyman’s The 
Remarkable Life of the Skin, to (re)present the skin and its microbiome. It considers 
microbiologist Mary J. Marples’ “The Normal Flora of the Human Skin” (1969), which explores 
the skin’s ecosystems and varying climates, with recourse to W.H. Auden’s poem “A New Year 
Greeting” which was inspired by Marples’ work. Auden’s poem imaginatively addresses the 
flora, fauna, and microclimates of the ectoderm and construes the skin as a microscopic-world 
with imagery of natural landscapes and disasters (including the “tropical forests of arm-pit” 
and the “deserts of fore-arm”). This is an inroad for the ways in which skin, landscape, and 
gender have been conflated in symbiotic imaginings of female skin. I consider this in relation to 
historical understandings of the female skin (and, indeed, “skinlessness”) and problematic 
conceptions of where “femaleness” is located (including notions/definitions of “woman” as 
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“surface” and/or “container” (Benthien 89)). Female performers who work with the skin, as 
Bouchard points out, often perform reclamations of ownership over their own bodies, and 
address issues of consent, property, and rights. I conclude with select medical humanities 
projects by female artists which enable us to see the skin (specifically its microbiome) and skin 
conditions by representing it and, indeed, writing on it, in creative new ways. Works considered 
include Joana Ricou’s ‘Naval Gazing’; Melissa Fisher’s ‘Microbial Me’ (funded by the Wellcome 
Trust); and Ariana Page Russell’s who uses her skin as a canvas to raise awareness of the skin 
condition dermatographia.  
 
Bio:  
My PhD thesis “(Skin)Aesthetics: A Study of Skin(s) in Spectatorship” combined conceptual 
modes in the analysis of skin in theatre and performance, from psychoanalytic theories, to 
philosophical ideas, to dermatological research, and contemporary neuroscience. Wider 
research interests beyond this project include related enquiries in the field of medical 
humanities, specifically the intersections between the humanities and dermatology, the 
olfactory senses (including taste) in relation to the skin in theatre, as well as how science fiction 
depicts the skin and skin conditions. 
 
 
Kathryn Bryan (University of Cambridge, UK): ‘Invisible Chain: The Female Experience of 
Abortion Across a Century from Jean Cauchet’s L’Ensemencée (1904) to Annie 
Ernaux’s L’événement (2000).’ 
 
Written in the final year of the twentieth century and published in the first year of the new 

millennium, Annie Ernaux’s L’évènement gives an atemporal account of the female experience 

of abortion. She demonstrates the lasting effect of the procedure she herself underwent in 

January 1964 and how the legalisation of abortion under the Loi Veil in 1979 has both freed her 

to write of her transgression but also nullified the past suffering of illicit avortées. Her intention 

in sharing her story is to write openly about a subject that still remains a taboo and to add to 

the history of a whole community of women, linked by ‘une chaîne invisible’ of shared female 

experience. I propose that Armande, fictional heroine of Jeanne Caruchet’s L’Ensemencée, be 

included in this community of women, as her encounters with self-abortion point to the 

timeless issues faced by all women who wish to terminate a pregnancy. Six decades apart, both 

women find themselves singled out from their female contemporaries due to their unwanted 

pregnancies. Each book explores the difficulty in finding the words to express the physical and 

psychological impact on a woman when she is pregnant against her will and the lengths she will 

go to regain control over her body and her narrative.  

 

Bio:  

Kathryn Bryan is in her third year of a part-time PhD in French at Lucy Cavendish College, the 

University of Cambridge. Her thesis examines literary depictions of abortion from Belle Époque 

France, providing feminist close literary readings of largely forgotten texts, such as Jeanne 

Caruchet’s L’Ensemencée (1904), Maurice Landay’s La Grappe (1904), Jean Darricarrère’s Le 

Droit à l’avortement (1906) and Camille Pert’s L’Autel (1907). 

 
 
Roxana Doncu (Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy Bucharest, Romania) – ‘From 
Babe to ‘Baba’: Ageing Women in Dubravka Ugrešic’s Baba Yaga Laid An Egg’ 
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Scientific progress and the development of new medical technologies have not only improved 
our health, but also changed the way we conceive the relation to our and others' bodies. Boosted 
by technological advance and encouraged by consumer culture and the new media, the 
cosmetic industry claims an ever increasing part of our time and money. Two thousand years 
ago, women were beautiful. Now they have to be beautiful. But what happens when we age ? 
What does growing old do to women ? Does the imperative of beauty still apply ? Or do we turn 
into monsters ? Dubravka Ugrešić's triptych-novel Baba Yaga Laid an Egg is both a journey into 
and a meditation on the labyrinth of ageing. It begins with the narrator's experience of her 
mother's ageing and illness, which, as Ugresic explains in an interview, is the image of every 
woman's future. The story then turns to narrate the experience of three old women, Kukla, Beba 
and Pupa (the three names meaning 'doll' in various languages) who go on a luxury holiday to 
a wellness centre and ends with a digression on the mythological character of Baba Yaga, the 
archetypal female monster in Russian stories. As a woman's body is predominantly the focus of 
her identity both during her youth and then motherhood, losing her beauty often precipitates 
a crisis. However, only by traversing this crisis – which is at the same time a liberation – and 
experiencing the loss associated with ageing, can women discover the existence of a different 
type of creativity. The monster - Baba Yaga – finally lays another egg.  
 
Bio:  
Roxana Elena Doncu graduated from the University of Bucharest with a degree in English and 
Russian studies. She completed her Ph.D. in cultural and literary studies at the same university, 
She is currently a lecturer in the Modern Languages Department at the“Carol Davila” University 
of Medicine and Pharmacy in Bucharest. Her research interests cover areas such as postcolonial 
and post-communist studies, world literature, translation and medical humanities. She is a 
member of the international research group on Literary Modeling at the University of Münster, 
where she has been invited to teach at the graduate school on British, American and 
Postcolonial Studies. She has translated over fifteen books from Russian, English and German.  
 

~~~ 
 

Seminar 12 (Tuesday 9 March 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Women, Mental Health, and Identity’ 

 
 
Anne Mutidjo (University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, USA): ‘Madness and Identity in Two 
Novels from Martinican Women Writers: Fabienne Kanor and Nicole Cage Forentiny’ 
 
This presentation sits in the broader context of the need to decolonize mental health 
discourses. I address the lingering implications of the imposition of an empirical, scientific form 
of knowledge and reason on the colonized, as was brought about by colonization. Specifically, I 
examine madness as it is depicted by two Caribbean women authors from Martinique. I look at 
how these authors use madness to challenge the established postcolonial discourses on 
Caribbean women's identities. To what extent is "the postcolonial" shaping Caribbean women's 
discourses on identity? How are these women using madness to challenge empirical forms of 
knowledge, and to reappropriate discourses on identity? My intervention considers primarily 
two texts from Nicole Cage-Florentiny and Fabienne Kanor, both contemporary women 
authors. These women inform on the limitations and bias inherent to the mediums through 
which they express themselves. Through madness, they denounce the constraints of having to 
produce texts that fit the stereotypes of both content, and production of the book as an object. In 
investigating these novels, I open the possibility of stepping beyond the postcolonial as a 
referent for Caribbean identities. I also highlight the urgency to reconsider how “objective 
truth” as become synonymous with “the only possible truth”.  
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Bio: 
Anne Mutidjo is a PhD candidate (ABD) at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. Her 
dissertation looks at how women Caribbean writersreappropriate madness to reconstruct the 
various discourses elaborated about their identities. Her work aims at challenging the notion 
of empirical, scientific observation as the primary source of valid knowledge. It inscribes itself 
within the larger context of health humanities, and through the lens of decolonialism.  
 
 
Berredai Wedjedane (Université d’Alger 2, Algeria): ‘Between Patriarchy and Madness: Forging 
Female Identity in Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior’ 
 
Throughout history, the various representations of female “madness” in literature have always 
implied that women are weak, fragile, irrational and dangerous creatures that need to be 
controlled, they use the charge of insanity as a way to silence and marginalize them. As a 
reaction to this distorted image, some contemporary female writers use the term “madness” as 
a strategy to challenge the real “mad” social and cultural norms of patriarchy that characterize 
men with reason, logic and  rationality  while accusing women of irrationality, impulsiveness 
and recklessness…Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior is the best example to 
illustrate this image. 

Through the lenses of feminism and psychoanalytic criticism, this paper explores the 
representation of madness in the afro-mentioned novel and how it was used as an instrument 
or a strategy of resistance/rebellion against the cultural and the social norms. This study is also 
going to offer a close look at madness as means of creating a new reality away from the 
patriarchal world. 
 

~~~ 
 
 

Seminar 13 (Tuesday 23 March 2021, 5.30-7pm GMT): 
‘Women, Mental Health, and Identity’ 

 
 

Guest Chair: Siobhán McIlvanney (King’s College London) 
 

 
James Rakoczi (King’s College London, UK): ‘Cahalan’s Double Binds: Reflex, Advocacy, and Self-
Making in Memoirs of Brain Encephalitis’ 
 
In this paper, I offer a close reading of journalist Susannah Cahalan’s 2012 memoir Brain on 
Fire, attending to how the text navigates between three intertwined contradictions that emerge 
from Cahalan’s brain illness: the gendered consequences of having to appeal to neurological 
discourse, her staging of clinical reflex exams which I examine in light of Maurice Merleau 
Ponty’s writings on reflexology in Structure of Behavior, and the interrelation between 
practices of making and memory reconsolidation. In highlighting the plight faced by women 
with anti NMDA receptor encephalitis (a frequently misdiagnosed neurological condition that 
is disproportionately identified as a psychiatric condition in women), I argue Cahalan’s text 
operates as a genealogical registration of the various associated concepts which govern 
autopoietics in contemporary brain science – plasticity, ecology, adaptivity. By attending to how 
the text “rides the wave” of its double binds, I suggest such memoirs can be used to reformulate 
along anti-ableist, anti-racist, and anti-sexist lines some of the key heuristics that lurk at the 
base of both phenomenological and “neuro-therapeutic” notions of self. Against various 
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readings in qualitative brain injury research which seek to emphasize illness life  writing’s 
desire for equilibrium, I argue instead that brain inflammation writing troubles equilibrium 
precisely through its concern in constructing it. 
 
Bio: 
James Rakoczi has (very nearly) completed a PhD in Literature and the Medical Humanities at 
King’s College London. His thesis focuses on the mixed media making and strategies of illness 
life writing in works constellated around neurological injury and disorder from 1990 to the 
present. He runs a research seminar working group entitled Configurations of Empire in 
conjunction with University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. His first publication, ‘Moving 
without Movement: Merleau-Ponty’s “I can” and Memoirs of Bodily Immobility’ is forthcoming 
with SUNY Press. 
 
 
Eliza Toledo (Casa de Oswaldo Cruz, Brazil): ‘Gender Violence in Life and Hospitalization of 
Female Psychiatric Patients in Brazil (1930-1950)’ 
 
The proposed paper aims to contribute to the theme Women and Madness: gendered 
experiences of mental illness. It analyses historically some forms of gender-based violence 
experienced by female psychiatric patients in Brazil and its impacts on their mental health. To 
this end, this communication resorts to medical records from one of the largest hospitals in 
Latin America in the context, the Psychiatric Hospital of Juquery, located in the state of São 
Paulo, Brazil, from the 1930s to 1950s. 

Although this is an official documentation, the medical records allow us to access part of 
these patients lives. These trajectories, partially recovered through anamnesis and psychiatric 
reports, indicate experiences marked by physical and psychological violence that contributed 
to their psychic suffering. They also allow us to find ways of resistance against mistreatment, 
hospitalization processes and treatments to which they were subjected - among them, 
psychosurgery. 

This presentation is an effort to understand the historical relations between psychiatric 
practice and gender violence, such an important topic for the fields of humanities and health 
today. It still has the relevance of social history, in terms of producing historical analyzes in the 
light of the context in Brazil. It is also important to highlight the relevance of these sources, 
possibly the only written records about this vulnerable population, largely illiterate and 
admitted to a public hospital in Brazil. 
 
Bio: 
License and MA in History at the Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG), the latter with the 
dissertation A Vida Sexual by Egas Moniz (1901-1933): a medical-scientific discourse about the 
sexed bodies. PhD at the Casa de Oswaldo Cruz (Fiocruz-RJ) / Cermes3 (Paris) resulting in the 
thesis The circulation and application of Psychosurgery at the Psychiatric Hospital of Juquery, 
São Paulo: a gender issue (1936-1956). Currently doing a postdoctoral research at the Casa de 
Oswaldo Cruz on gender violence and psychological suffering in historical perspective. 
Research emphasis in History and Gender, Women’s History, History of Science and Health, 
History of Psychiatry. 
 
 
Louise Kari-Mereau (Trinity College Dublin, Ireland): ‘The cynical vision of psychiatry in 
Despentes’ Bye Bye Blondie (2004)’ 
 
I would like to present my findings on Virginie Despentes’s cynical portrait of the field of 
psychiatry in her book Bye Bye Blondie. 
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Despentes narrates the story of Gloria, a young punk in the 80s in France. Misunderstood 
by her parents, not accepted by society, she uses anger and aggressive punk music to cope with 
the difficulties of being a teenager in the years of the recession.  

The psychiatric hospital to which she is sent without her consent seems to embody for 
Gloria heteronormativity and societal decorum. With cynical jokes she tries to denounce the 
gender normativity imposed on her using medical discourse. For instance, she is sectioned 
because she is not feminine enough: “Il n’aimait pas ses cheveux rouges. D’emblée, […] il avait 
décrété qu’elle s’enlaidissait et lui demandait pourquoi. Pourquoi elle faisait ça, est-ce qu’elle 
ignorait qu’elle pouvait être assez jolie?”1  

The book seems to imply that psychiatric diagnoses are based on what is defined as 
‘normal’ at the time. The narration, which explains that Gloria lost herself in this forced 
confinement and her hopes of being accepted, criticises the way psychiatric treatments and 
measures can go against the individual and marginalise them even further.  
 
Bio: 
Louise Kari Méreau is a final year PhD in the French department of the School of 
Languages, Literatures and Cultural Studies at Trinity College, Dublin. She is supervised by Dr. 
Sarah Alyn Stacey and sponsored by the Claude and Vincenette Pichois award.  

Louise has a double license of philosophy and literature (Panthéon Sorbonne, 2014), a 
master of French Renaissance Literature (Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2016), and a master of English 
Literature (National University of Ireland Galway, 2016). Her current research focuses on 
Cynicism in French contemporary novels, with the examples of Frederic Beigbeder and Virginie 
Despentes. 
 

                                                 
1 Translation: He didn’t like her red hair. Straightaway […] he had decided she was making herself ugly 
and was asking her why. Why would she do that to herself, didn’t she know she could be pretty? 


