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Introduction 

The body has always been a contested site. In the Christian and Humanist 
traditions, it has often been seen as a mere auxiliary to the self, a vehicle or 
object that houses the mind or the soul. In these views of embodiment, the 
self is seen as a transcendent entity whose existence depends only contin-
gently on the body, which the 'true' self will eventually shed like a defunct 
item of clothing. An alternative way of understanding the body, supported 
by more recent discoveries in science, medicine and philosophy, is that it 
participates in crucial ways in thinking, feeling and the shaping of our per-
sonalities and that precisely for this reason, the body is in fact constitutive 
of what we call the self. Yet these ways of understanding the body are never 
pure; there are always areas of openness to the contrary position. For the 
body is notoriously difficult to theorize or pin down, because it is mutable, 
in perpetual flux, different from day to day and resistant to conceptual def-
inition. Hence, although many recent philosophers, scientists and writers 
seem to suggest that the body is the self, it also poses a serious challenge to 
received notions of identity and subjectivity. 

In her well-known essay on illness, Virginia Woolf writes of the need 
in literature to represent such experiences as 'heat and cold, comfort and 
discomfort, hunger and satisfaction, health and illness', sensations and 
bodily expressions that are crucial to the everyday.' Writers from Chaucer, 
Montaigne and Shakespeare to Rimbaud, James Joyce, Kafka and Woolf 
herself have all written with profundity and compassion about the many 
varieties of embodied experience: sex and childbirth, eating and defecation, 
pleasure and pain, desire and repulsion. This volume has as its starting point 
the contention that literature - at least as much as philosophy or science -
can help us understand the complexities of embodied life. Literary texts, after 
all, tend to deal with the more ambivalent and amorphous areas of experi-
ence where simple definitions break down or prove inadequate. The greatest 
literary texts seldom propose straightforward answers, but instead provide 
us with nuanced representations that question the reductive categorizations 



that embodiment necessarily resists. This volume addresses the issue of how 
the immediate materiality of the body can be represented in literary texts, 
and how, conversely, the body can itself be 'written' - marked and changed 
by ideological and socio-historical forces. Responding to recent develop-
ments in the field, the volume investigates literature's ability to represent 
embodied experience and assesses the contribution literary texts make to 
our understanding of the body. It analyses the ways in which medical , scien-
tific and technological advances have shaped our understanding of ourselves 
and addresses the manner in which literature reflects this shift in our expe-
rience. It combines historical, thematic and theoretical perspectives on the 
body, from the middle ages to the twenty-first century. 

The current interest in literary representations of the body - and Body 
Studies more generally - was inaugurated in the 1970s by poststructuralist 
thinkers such as Michel Foucault (1926-1984), who foregrounded the cen-
trality of the body in his discussion of knowledge, power and the regulation 
of physical difference and desire. In these analyses, the body emerged as a 
discursively organized product of institutionalized knowledge and control. 
Post-Lacanian feminism , for instance, emphasized the discursively-produced 
nature of gender, exemplified in the work of theorists such as HClCne Cixous 
and Luce Irigaray. Another salient approach, one that stemmed from so-
called identity politics that saw the body as the visible carrier of self-iden-
tity, generated a proliferation of various carnal standpoints, determined by 
considerations such as gender, sexuality, ethnicity or social class. Cultural-
materialist approaches saw the body as a site of construction that responded 
to rapidly-changing cultural values and norms. For instance, theorists such as 
Frederic Jameson and Jean-Baudrillard (1929-2007) emphasized the shap-
ing force of culture on the body, but in these approaches, it was the image 
of the body, rather than the body itself that became the carrier of cultural 
signs. By contrast, Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) - following the ground-
breaking work of Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) - influentially analysed the 
shaping force of cultural practices on bodies themselves. He argued that the 
consumption habits of different social classes produced bodies that differed 
in shape, size, weight, posture and health, as well as in mannerisms and 
gestures. So-called phenomenological approaches, in turn, deriving from the 
writings of Edmund Husserl ( 1859-1938), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1907-
1961) and Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), privileged first-person experience 
and foregrounded the body's sensuous capacity. 

Contemporary approaches to the body, as this collection exemplifies, 
tend to display an eclectic theoretical pluralism. The overtly theoretical 
stances of the twentieth century have in this century been internalised, and 
they now - often more implicitly than explicitly - inform readings that are 
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broadly speaking historico•materialist in their approach. This theoretical 
pluralism is matched by a rich array of thematic approaches, in this book 
alone ranging from medieval ideas of embodiment (Bill Burgwinkle) to 
posthuman bodies (Paul Sheehan), from considerations of the body's own 
modalities such as language (Andrew Bennett), sensory perception (Steven 
Connor),childbirth (Clare Hanson) and eating (Maud Ellmann) to the ways 
in which culture marks bodies, for instance through the invention of race 
{David Marriott) or normative ideas of sexuality (Heike Bauer) or disabil· 
ity Uonathan Hsy) or body weight (Ellmann). The essays also focus on the 
literary representation of the varieties of bodily experience, including plea• 
sure, pain (Peter Fifield), ageing (Elizabeth Barry), the representation of 
death and dying (Sander Gilman), the place of affect (Jean-Michel Rabate) 
and the non•representability of the traumatised body Uosh Cohen). Our 
understanding of the body is also increasingly shaped by scientific and med• 
ical ideas, which have cast doubt over notions of free will and agency, and 
reconfigured agency and intentionality as modalities of the body rather than 
as exclusive properties of the mind (Ulrika Maude). And this may seem 
odd, since the shaping of conceptualisations of embodiment by early mod• 
em proto•scientific ideas appears to have worked largely in the opposite 
direction, generally diminishing the body's (so~alled pre•Cartesian) role in 
agential and consensual conditions (David Hillman). Finally, culture and 
science are also addressed in the question of technology - those prosthetic 
senses that are modelled on us and augment and reconfigure our sensory 
capacities (Connor). 

The fact is that there are no bodies in literature. Not only there is no obvi· 
ous way for the concrete materiality of the body to be fully present in or on 
the written page; even more profoundly, there would seem on the face of it 
to be an apparent mutual exclusivity of the body and language - the one 
all brute facticity, the other presupposing precisely the absence of matter. 
And yet, over the last three or four decades, critics and theorists have found 
myriad ways of addressing the representation of the body and embodied 
experience in literature. 

As the essays in this volume suggest, literature may after all be the body's 
closest companion. Threading through these essays we find a number of 
ways in which the body and literature appear to be intrinsic rather than 
extrinsic to one another. For the body is, for us, always already mediated 
through representation; in fact, as Bennett's essay suggests, it may be the ur· 
object that is given to discourse; and conversely, writing, as Jean•Luc Nancy 
puts it, 'in its essence touches upon the body'. 1 So that literature might in 
fact be understood as the place par excellence for the body to express itself, 
for an engagement with the problem of the relation between language and 
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the body and for interrogating the enigma of embodied consciousness. The 
body, from this perspective, is not simply as immediate a presence in litera-
ture as anywhere else: rather, here, precisely in its illusory absence (and, by 
the same token, its illusory presence), it is perhaps most intimately engaged 
with the endless aporia of corporeal presence and absence. 

If it can seem at times that writing is perforce ·an arr of discarnarion ' (in 
Ellmann's words),1 iris worth considering too (as Ellmann's essay among 
others in the volume shows) how writing can forcefully return us to the 
body, or, perhaps better, return the body to us; as Barry puts it, 'writing can 
be both an escape from and a reinstatement of the body's knowledge'. Like 
psychoanalysis, the literary field is preoccupied with the body's 'strange and 
insistent messages' (as Cohen expresses it). Ir produces 'a subjective affect' 
that, as RabatC's essay underlines, creates 'sensations as pure and separate 
beings'. 'If we know the senses as a kind of immediacy', suggests Connor, 
'it is largely due to the mediations of literature. Literature gives the nec-
essary supplement of sensory form to the senses themselves, allowing the 
senses to be perceived as well as conceived'. Moreover, there is in many 
forms of literature a kind of substitutability of words and flesh, a relation 
between bodily and rhetorical dilation, and a 'physiology of style' (in Walter 
Benjamin's expression)/ or 'a symbiotic relationship between disability and 
literary form' (as Hsy writes). Even silence comes across (in, for example, 
the writings of Teresa de Cartagena, beautifully analysed here by Hsy) as a 
fully enfleshed experience, 'a form of embodied spiritual discipline' - just as 
the silence of Thomas Mann's Leo Naphta is as 'sharp' as the features of his 
physiognomy (evoked in Gilman's essay). 

Reading these essays provokes the thought, then, that there are deep kin-
ships between literature and the body. Literary thinkers have always been 
particularly interested in concrete, non-conceptual aspects of knowing and 
feeling; often these emerge most potently through rhe sensuous immediacy 
of embodied cognition. And indeed the project of charting such epistemo-
logical realms is well underway in contemporary literary criticism, sparked 
in part by advances in the cognitive sciences. Again, in the body's innate 
propensity, through its autonomous forms of being, ro reinstate ways of 
knowing and to escape cognitive forms of control, ir is perhaps closer ro 
the literary than to most other disciplines. In confronting us with the legible 
materiality of the body, literature ohen provides powerful forms of resis-
tance to socially instituted perceptions and demands. In its very existence, 
the literary field constitutes a challenge to the disciplining of embodied dis-
course and affect: for, as several of the essays in this volume remind us, 
from the point of view of authority, literature is usually felt to be little more 
than an unruly waste product, a non-normative body, a leaky vessel or a 
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bloated, flabby thing. Literature can help us to move beyond such disciplin-
ary regimes and habits of thought; it can help us, for instance, to see that 
•our current mythology of fat is not eternal but historical' (Ellmann); that 
racial thinking is 'lodged in the body' through 'the dissemination of epider-
mal myths' (Marriott); and that similar structures can be seen to be at work 
in relation to ageing bodies, disabled bodies, gendered bodies, the 'troubling, 
disruptive' maternal and pregnant body (Hanson), the leaky or permeable 
humoral body and so on - all those forms of unruliness whose object (rather 
than subject) is the human body. As Connor reminds us, this confrontation 
•is presented in Christian terms as a moral struggle, between the soul and 
the body, the senses being routinely seen as corrupting and distracting'; or 
as Burgwinkle expresses it, for the medieval Christian community, the body 
was 'a sign and surface upon which were inscribed the eternal struggles 
between sensation and cognition, will and desire, the human and the divine'. 
But modernity has its own versions of this struggle - witness Benjamin's 
'exploration of the modem body as a traumatized body, its nervous sys-
tem brutally readapted to the conditions of urban life' (in Cohen's words). 
'It is' , writes Bauer, 'in the literary archives of sexuality where we find the 
most compelling representations of modern sexual discourses, subjectivities 
and social norms' - and by the same token, it is there that we find compel-
ling representations of the ways in which sexualities can unsettle normative 
discourses and identities. For what the literary body offers us is •a reprieve 
from identity and agency, a kind of negative capability' (Ellmann again). 
Literature's enmeshment with the body offers not a loss of control but an 
acknowledgement of the illusory nature of control over our bodies (and, 
concomitantly, of identity and agency). 

Authorities (medical and socio-economic and political) have powerfully 
vested interests in constructing bodies in particular ways; literature, through-
out the ages, works to remind us of this fact and thereby to deconstrnct 
these myths, often by reinstating the delirium and the scandalousness of the 
body. For the body is never simply a passive depository of cultural fantasy 
or the workings of power; it resists all reification and fixity. The authoritar-
ian construction instils ideas of normativity, health, discipline, •petrification' 
(to use Frantz Fanon 's term, ably explicated here by Marriott) - ideas that 
literature often challenges. The literary, like the somatic and through its rela-
tion to the somatic, opens the path to the unbinding of all forms of fixity -
those of individual identity as well as the stereotypes and hierarchies that 
accompany them (including relatively 'abstract' hierarchies such as those of 
the five senses, which, as Rimbaud wrote, are 'disordered' by the literary, or 
of the elements and the humours that are associated with them, with all that 
that implies for different genders and ethnicities).-5 
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It is for these reasons that the essays here frequently show us the places and 
ways in which the body in literature is the locus of socio-political resistance. 
We find, for example, the recurrent motif of the dysfunctional body politic 
in medieval (Hsy), early modem (Hillman) and modem (Ellmann) worlds. 
Similarly, the disabled body, the ageing body, the maternal body, the racialized 
body - all, in their acknowledgment of varying forms of difference or subjecti-
fication, pose challenges to established orders, showing the ways in which we 
see 'a failure of society to accommodate itself to the needs and changed abilities 
of the old' (as Barry writes); for 'old' , one can insert any number of ostensibly 
'non-standard' bodies. It is one of literature's roles to show these failures. 

Throughout these essays we also find various implicit and explicit reflec-
tions on the ways in which bodies (in literature, but not only there) always 
need other bodies. Bodily satisfaction (in pain or pleasure) is of the essence of 
human identity; but such satisfaction is never fully achieved by a body alone; 
as Burgwinkle puts it: 'one body is insufficient' - even if chat body belongs to 
an ascetic hermit. Literature, medieval or modem, offers 'an admission chat 
your body is never really yours exclusively, that it can change and evolve 
through ingestion or penetration, even while retaining its putative identity' 
(Burgwinkle again). Satisfaction is achieved somatically, through ecstatic iden-
tification or fusion with another (whether divine or human), or, often, through 
the corporeality of performative (and interactive) display, which is why drama 
and cinema figure frequently in these essays (e.g., Maude, Connor, Hillman). 
As Connor puts it: 'The theatre allows us to imagine the self as the frame or 
setting in which the images provided by the senses make their entrances and 
exits, but it also acts as an image of the unreality of that picture'. Corporeality 
animates the theatre while at the same time seeming to undo itself. 

The dramatis personae in this theatre have of course changed in many 
ways over the centuries, as addressed by the essays in this volume (and 
indeed, they vary enormously within each period). But what is perhaps sur-
prising to note are some of the apparent continuities between medieval, early 
modern, Enlightenment and modern conceptualisations of embodiment as 
they are reflected in the literary field. As the early essays in this volume 
show, the ostensibly quite different (sacramental, non-dualistic, environ-
mental) premodem ideas about the body reflect deep continuities between 
medieval and early modern thinking about embodiment and personhood. 
Similarly, any attempt to differentiate sharply between Renaissance (or'pre-
Cartesian' ) and Enlightenment (or 'Cartesian') somatic worlds comes up 
against formidable difficulties: indeed, Descartes's own writings about the 
body are everywhere marked by rhetoric that would not be out of place in 
earlier writing on the subject; nor is his dualism as absolute as some have 
described it, as his famous Sixth Meditation clearly exemplifies. 
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And yet, the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty•first centuries have wit-
nessed a more clear-cut move away from dualist conceptions of the self, 
supported by scientific and medical discoveries. Darwin's synthesis of evo-
lutionary theory in The Origin of Species ( 1859) was fundamental , but the 
ideas advanced in his work had already been inaugurated in the late eigh-
teenth century. Darwin and his predecessors postulated that the mind was 
a function of the body and its various organic processes. Twentieth-century 
anti-rationalist thinkers such as Merleau-Ponty, Gilles Deleuze ( 1925-199 5) 
and Paul Ricoeur have similarly refused to privilege the mind over the body. 
Instead, in their thinking, the mind is always already of the body and inher-
ently embodied in its workings. This stance can already be witnessed in 
the anti-rationalist philosophy of Henri Bergson ( 1859-1941 ), whose work 
profoundly influenced modernist writers such as Marcel Proust and Virginia 
Woolf. Even while Bergson articulates a Cartesian dualism of body and 
mind, central concepts in his thinking such as the ela11 11ital, the embodied 
experience of time found in his notion of duree (duration), and the empha-
sis on laughter in his theory of comedy ultimately privilege the body over 
the mind. The anti•rationalism prevalent in the modernist period can also 
be witnessed in authors such as D. H. Lawrence and Samuel Bccken, in 
whose writing embodied agency takes centre stage. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, Merleau-Ponty developed his influential philosophy of 
the embodied subject: 'The body is our general medium for having a world' 
he argued, the precondition of any experience at all." For these writers, the 
disembodied mind or consciousness was a metaphysical substitute for reli-
gious speculations of the soul. 

Neurological research since the late-eighteenth century has likewise 
tended to be profoundly anti-Cartesian by nature, pointing towards the 
centrality of physiological operations in our day-to-day actions, motiva-
tions and emotions. Neurologically•oriented cognitive philosophers such as 
Antonio Damasio have also persuasively argued that thinking and feeling 
are intrinsically embodied processes: 

[L]ove and hate and anguish, the qualities of kindness and cruelty, the planned 
solution of a scientific problem or the creation of a new artefact are all based 
on neural events within a brain, provided that brain has been and now is 
interacting with its body. The soul breathes through the body, and suffering, 
whether it starts in the skin or in a mental image, happens in the flesh .7 

The fact that literary examples figure prominently in the work of Merleau-
Ponty, Deleuze and Damasio is itself indicative of the power ~f liter~tu_re t~ 
capture and represent the full range of embodied experience m all its mtn-
cacy and complexity, its fragility and delight. 
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Yet it is important to stress that the body is subject to historical and cul-
tural change. It is open to 'atavistic reawakening', prosthetic enhancement, 
cloning and genetic re-coding. As Sheehan argues, DNA technology implies a 
new 'kind of "essence", like those metaphysical cognates of mind, soul, spirit, 
self, and so on, which confer uniqueness on a human being'. However, this 
technology can also be read differently, for 'the processes of coding also sug-
gest replicability, and hence loss of singularity; essence becomes non-essence, 
and uniqueness is converted into sameness' (Sheehan). Biomechanical tech-
nologies have other far-reaching consequences for our understanding of 
the embodied subject. Technologies of reproduction, including IVF, egg and 
sperm donation and surrogacy interrogate the essentialist notion of genetic 
inheritance as the only authentic form of family connection, as Hanson's 
essay shows. They therefore cast doubt over the most fundamental assump-
tions about origin, nature and nurture. As a number of the essays in this 
collection suggest, the conception of 'selfhood' is itself recast by the notion 
of the embodied subject. Even our most intense affective states, as RabatC 
argues, are not so much manifestations of a self, as a-subjective embodied 
sensations that, akin to nerve and reflex action (Maude), are governed by 
the exterior world rather than interiority. 

Sexuality, likewise, is another modality of the body that resists essential-
ist reduction. Following the sexologist Kraff-Ebbing, Bauer argues that 'a 
somatic understanding of human sexuality benefits from the insights of the 
poets'. The notion of transgender, for instance, figures prominently in Woolf's 
novel Orlando (1928), as well as in the 'Circe ' episode of Joyce's Ulysses 
( 1922) in which Bloom metamorphoses into Bella and then Bello and back 
again a number of times. But in the medieval period, too, as Burgwinkle 
writes, 'tales of losing, then gaining, and losing again bodily organs and 
bodily heft remind us that, for medieval people, bodily transplants and the 
re-assignation of sexual identity were already part of the cultural imagi-
nary and that they were already evoking identitarian concerns'. Premodern 
authors, like those of (post)modernity, are endlessly engaged in interrogat-
ing and reimagining the living body and its relation to its surroundings and 
to others. In the end, it is above all our perplexities regarding enfleshmcnt 
and its meanings that we share with earlier times. 

The essays in this collection address those perplexities and aim to give 
them shape. Each chapter focuses on its own theoretical and / or thematic 
approach to the body, with emphasis on a particular literary-historical 
period. Collectively, the essays provide an overview of the rich variety of 
ways in which literatu re has represented, analysed, explicated, understood 
and taken pleasure in the intricacies of embodied experience from the medi-
eval period to the present day. 
8 
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