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Outline and Abstracts 

 
The preparation and eating of food are subjects of constant fascination in literature as in life and 
both are fundamental to our understanding of human society. Writings about food are often rich in 
information concerning social and cultural values and speak to us about a wide range of practical 
and ethical matters: bodies, rituals, norms, ecology, family, gender, power, language and, more 
broadly, order and disorder may all be at stake. Further, eating practices and rituals are closely 
connected to identity, both individual and collective, and are frequently laden with affect. Rituals 
of eating, which are in in general highly codified, are often understood metaphorically in literature 
and the codes that they embody are highlighted - sometimes precisely by disrupting them - in 
order to express disorder. This cross-cultural seminar will explore some of the increasingly 
disturbing ways in which contemporary women’s writing, both fictional and non-fictional, turns its 
attention to our relationship with food. In recent years an increasing numbers of fictional and 
autobiographical works by women have grappled with the difficult subject of eating disorders, 
especially anorexia nervosa, and there is a growing body of scholarship in this area. The purpose 
of the proposed cross-cultural seminar is rather different. We aim to expand our focus on 
disorderly eating, to look beyond clinically-diagnosable cases and to investigate the wider 
spectrum of other accounts of disorder that are elaborated in a range of contemporary women’s 
writing through a focus on food. 
 

 

‘Who’s Messed Up?: From Ernaux’s Disordered Eating to Feminist Approaches to Food in Late-

capitalist France’, Ruth Cruickshank (Royal Holloway University of London) 

This paper examines representations of disordered eating by Annie Ernaux, discussing what 

changes in thinking about (and challenges to) the relationship between women and food may be 

deliberately or unknowingly reflected by comparison between Les Armoires vides (1974), Les 

Années (2008) and Regarde les lumières mon amour (2014) as they intersect with approaches from 

feminist thought using or legible through food (Cixous, Delphy, Despentes and Giard). As well as 

an individual experience, disordered eating is considered in terms of gender, nationality and 

socio-economics (including the class of the consumer). The paper considers the ways in which 

Ernaux’s texts intersect with feminist celebration of female nurture and specificity and 

perceptions of cooking as singular, creative work that may counter dominant capitalist scripts as 

well as their intersections with thought challenging oppressive constructs of femininity, the 

double burden of female domestic work and imposed ideals of bodyweight and shape. These 

inform examination of Ernaux’s 1974 novel with its clandestine bingeing in a bar-épicerie and 

questioning of female nurture to her 2008 concern for ruptures of intergenerational transmission 

as expressed by ‘celebratory’ family meals and her 2014 hypermarket exploration of memories of 

teenage dietary restriction and the orthorexic potential of organic foods. The discussion will 

question the extent to which both Ernaux’s representations of disordered eating and the modes of 

feminist thinking deployed may effectively disorder the dominant patriarchal discourses of late 

capitalism, or whether they perpetuate (or raise but fail to answer the question of) their 

enduringly detrimental impact on the overdetermined relationship of women with food.  

 

 



‘Food and Societal (Dis)Order in Darrieussecq’s Works’, Sandra Daroczi (University of Bath) 

In a 2012 interview with Shirley Jordan, Marie Darrieussecq highlights the link between food, sex 

and women’s body, especially when looking at the protagonists of Clèves and Truismes.1 However, 

food crosses the boundaries of the body and of the self, shaping the ways in which we interact with 

the other and with the world around. This interaction is fraught with tensions, as food (and its 

corollaries, eating and cooking) carries both normative and subversive potentials. Food becomes a 

manner of both fitting in and standing out. As highlighted by Ruth Cruickshank, food is both 

necessary and dangerous.2 This paper explores the ways in which this tension is exemplified in 

Darrieussecq’s works, with a focus on Truismes (1996), Le Bébé (2002), Il faut beaucoup aimer les 

hommes (2013) and Être ici est une splendeur. La vie de Paula M. Becker (2016).  

The first part of the paper will analyse the links between humanity and food, taking as a starting 

point the New Year’s Eve party in Truismes and the Christmas party in Il faut…. These two 

mirroring scenes highlight the fact that what renders food alienating is not so much what is eaten, 

but rather how it is eaten (for example, uncooked, or while being on all fours, rather than seated at 

a table). Thus, food becomes disorderly, as it perverts eating and hospitality rites (rites theorised 

by Bakhtin, Kristeva, Derrida, and revisited by Judith Still).3 These two novels will also allow for an 

exploration of the integrative nature of food: culinary choices can emphasize belonging (for 

example, Solange’s sharing of the pangolin with the locals), or marginalisation (the two separate 

types of food supplies – one for the ‘Western’ film crew and one for the ‘African’ one). Therefore, 

food becomes a method of ordering societal hierarchies.  

 

‘Predatory Consumption in Gema del Prado Marugán, ‘Comer con los ojos’ (2016)’, Abigail Lee 

Six (Royal Holloway University of London) 

The title of this contemporary Spanish vampire story is a set expression in Spanish with no exact 

equivalent in English. Its literal meaning, ‘to eat with one’s eyes’, can be paralleled in part with the 

English expression ‘to feast one’s eyes on’ and, in some contexts, ‘to have eyes bigger than one’s 

belly’, but it has stronger connotations of covetousness, sexual desire, lust, and lechery, evoking a 

discomfiting way for a man to look at a woman. However, both the title and the opening of this 

story function by wrong-footing us: the title proves not to herald a story about ‘eating with one’s 

eyes’ in the lascivious sense and the opening, which is about two children’s late-night computer 

gaming, is not going to lead to a message primarily about youngsters being placed in danger 

through screen-based consumption either. I will argue that via metaphors of looking and eating, 

del Prado Marugán invites her readers to worry about what they are worrying about, implicitly 

asking whether the widespread, mass-media-fuelled concerns over children’s screen-addiction 

and what they consume online are distracting adults and this may be exposing children to greater 

dangers. I will posit that this twenty-first-century tale uses the ingestion of blood to emblematize 

an antique fear, albeit played out in a contemporary context: that our belief in children’s goodness 

                                                           
1 ‘La nourriture et le sexe […] sont des brèches, c'est-à-dire des voies par lesquelles son corps peut être envahi, menacé, dissocié, 

déchiré, séparé en morceaux. Des voies par lesquelles le désir passe et met son grand désordre. Il y a quelque chose de 

dionysiaque là-dedans.’ (Shirley Jordan and Marie Darrieussecq, ‘Entretien avec Marie Darrieussecq’, Dalhousie French 

Studies, Vol. 98, (Spring 2012), pp. 133-146 (p. 139)). 
2 Ruth Cruickshank, ‘Eating, Drinking and Re-Thinking: Marguerite Duras's Moderato cantabile (1958)’, Forum for Modern 

Language Studies, Advance Access published May 14, 2013, Oxford University Press, pp.1-13 (p. 2). 
3 Judith Still, ‘Language as Hospitality: Revisiting Intertextuality via Monolingualism of the Other’, Paragraph, Vol. 27, No. 

1 (March 2004), (pp. 113 – 127).  



and innocence may be illusory, that our wish – need? - to believe them to be little pre-lapsarian 

Adams happily living in their own Garden of Eden blinds us to the fact that their lives are as 

complicated, pressured, and unprotected as our own, their appetites as dangerous to themselves 

and others as ours are too, and that perhaps they are quietly devouring one another away from 

our distracted, wilfully deluded, and hence averted gaze. 

 

‘The Solitary Pleasure of a Mère de famille OR Disorderly Eating in Marie NDiaye’s ‘La 

Gourmandise’’, Judith Still (University of Nottingham) 

NDiaye’s typically subtle and polysemic short story ‘La Gourmandise’ (1996) could be interpreted 

as the cautionary tale of a housewife’s short-lived frenzy that could have ended with a descent into 

madness brought on by the escalation of a destructive secret passion. From another perspective, it 

represents, writ large, everywoman’s everyday battle with the economy of food. A third approach 

might see the protagonist, working-class drudge Antoinette who has little cultural capital, striking 

out for her own space, creativity and luxurious pleasure in a tragi-comic re-writing of Marie-

Antoinette with her dairy (well-known for peddling cake) or Virginia with her intellectual 

ambitions that necessitate a room of her own. The text makes the reader ask, with Antoinette, 

what is, and what is wrong with, gluttony? Why is it a deadly sin? ‘La Gourmandise’ moves craftily 

between the everyday human (woman), the animal and the sacred. An ‘idiot boy’, Edo, is the 

pendant to fleshy Antoinette, her grotesque shadow, and the threshold figure who acts to 

safeguard the moral community which in the end will keep her in her place, her crazy bid for 

freedom forgotten.  

 

‘Re-assessing Gender through Writing about Male Eating Disorders’, Heike Bartel (University 

of Nottingham) 

Eating disorders are widely perceived as female-only illnesses often reflecting stereotypical 

concepts of female and male roles and aspirations as well as assumptions about biological and 

psychological predispositions. However, clinical research has long recognized male eating 

disorders as a constantly growing yet neglected area and cultural history presents us with many 

examples of male ‘hunger artists’.   My paper will introduce select contemporary texts from 

German-language literature portraying men with eating disorders and will ask whether and how 

these texts challenge both types of socioculturally determined narratives, those about disorderly 

female and orderly male eating behaviour. 

The starting point will be Karen Duve’s 1999 novel Regenroman (Rain, transl. by Anthea Bell) but I 

will also analyse the 1995 novel Faserland (Land of Fibres) by Christian Kracht and the 2016 

autobiographical fiction Panikherz (Panic-Heart) by Benjamin von Stuckrad Barre. My questions 

about literary representations of gender and eating will be accompanied by thoughts on the genre 

of ‘New German Popliterature’ associated loosely with all three texts.  

 


