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EVENT SCHEDULE 

           Location & Room 

13.30–14.00  Registration           New Academic Building 326 

14.00   Introduction          NAB 326 

14.00–15.30  Panel 1: Connecting Wor(l)ds 

Alena Šindelářová (SOAS, University of London) 

‘Bridging two cultures in two languages: The image of the West in  

the literary works of Ahdaf Soueif and Radwa Ashour’ 

Amy Rushton, Goldsmiths (University of London) 

‘Beyond skin, beyond borders: the romance narratives of Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun and Aminatta Forna’s The Memory of Love’ 

Shu-ming Hung (Durham University) 

‘The Relational Positionality of Bodies in Doris Lessing’s Ben, in the World’  

15.30–15.50  Refreshment Break         NAB 326 

15.50–17.20  Panel 2: A World of One’s Own       NAB 326 

Bonnie Craig (King’s College London) 

‘The “Feminine” and “Matriarchal” Citizenship in the Fiction and  

Memoirs of Isabel Allende’ 

Hilary Perkins (Southampton University) 

‘A ‘hodgepodge of Greek Myth, Hindu experience and Christian words’  

- towards an Atopian Global Poetics in Contemporary Postcolonial  

Women’s Writing’ 

Rehnuma Sazzad (Nottingham Trent University) 

‘Leila Ahmed’s Portrayal of Women and Islam from a Liminal Position’ 

17.20–18.00  Break & Room Change (RHB 256) 

18.00–19.00  Keynote Guest: Bernardine Evaristo   Richard Hoggart Building 256 

19.00–20.00  Wine Reception         RHB ___ 

  



KEYNOTE SPEAKER 

Bernardine Evaristo 

Bernardine Evaristo is the author of six 

books of fiction and verse fiction and the 

co-editor of two recent anthologies and a 

special issue of Wasafiri magazine. She is 

also a regular contributor to The 

Guardian, The Observer, The Independent, 

The Times, Wasafiri, Mslexia and BBC 

Radio. 

 

Bernardine was born in nearby 

Woolwich (south east London), the fourth 

of eight children, to an English mother and Nigerian father. She was educated at Eltham Hill Girls 

Grammar School and the Rose Bruford College of Speech & Drama, and spent her teenage years 

acting at Greenwich Young People’s Theatre. 

 

Bernardine’s books include Blonde Roots (Penguin, 2008), Lara (revised Bloodaxe, 2009; first version 

ARP, 1997), Soul Tourists (Penguin, 2005), The Emperor’s Babe (Penguin, 2001) and Island of Abraham 

(Peepal Tree, 1994). Her most recent Hello Mum (Penguin 2010) is a Quick Reads novella and 40,000 

copies of the text were distributed throughout Suffolk as part of its Big Read initiative. 

 

Her six books range in genre from poetry, verse-novels, a novel-with-verse, a novella and a fully 

prose novel. She also reviews books for the national newspapers, has written drama and fiction for 

BBC Radio 4, co-edited two anthologies, teaches creative writing at universities and for other 

organisations, judges literary awards and has undertaken over 75 international trips and tours as a 

writer giving readings, workshops, courses and on visiting professorships. She supports other 

writers through individual mentoring and initiated the Free Verse report (2005) and The Complete 

Works project (2008-2010), both with Spread the Word, to develop poets of colour in the UK. 

 

She has received several awards for her books, which have been a ‘Book of the Year’ in British 

newspapers and magazines 12 times, and The Emperor’s Babe was a Times ‘Book of the Decade’ in 

2009. She was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 2004, a Fellow of the Royal 

Society of Arts in 2006, and she was awarded an MBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List in 

2009. 

 

 For more details on Bernardine and her work, please visit the highly informative website 

http://bevaristo.wordpress.com/ 

 

  



PANEL 1: CONNECTING WOR(L)DS 

 

Alena Šindelářová (SOAS, University of London) 

 ‘Bridging two cultures in two languages: The image of the West in the literary works of Ahdaf 

Soueif and Radwa Ashour’ 
 

Ashour and Soueif represent strong contemporary female, even feminist, voices from Egypt in 

whose narratives global relations and transnational encounters play a crucial role in forming the 

lives of their protagonists, their search for identity and their own place in the world. I will explore 

the treatment of the West through national and international politics in Ashour’s autobiography 

Al-Rihla: ayyam taliba misriyya fi Amrika (The Journey: The Memoirs of an Egyptian Student in America), 

and through sexual politics in Soueif’s semi-autobiographical novel In the Eye of the Sun.  

The 1967 defeat of Arabs by Israel and the political atmosphere and burning events of the 1970s in 

the entire world serve both authors as the framing context of their writings which relate their 

experience with studying PhD in the US and England in those tumultuous years. Although they 

both studied English literature, they draw on different traditions of thought and their perception 

of the West is therefore very distinct. The comparison becomes all the more interesting as Ashour, 

professor of English in Cairo, writes in Arabic and Soueif, based in London, in English. 

While Ashour’s text projects her acute sense of justice and can be read as a humanistic manifesto 

fighting for the rights of marginalised, disempowered people from the Third World, Soueif’s 

stance is more nuanced as she negotiates her position between the East and West, arguing for 

universal solidarity and tolerance. 

 

Amy Rushton, Goldsmiths (University of London) 

‘Beyond skin, beyond borders: the romance narratives of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of 

a Yellow Sun and Aminatta Forna’s The Memory of Love’ 
 

Postcolonial thinking has a tendency to allegorise the subject of love and desire. This political 

emphasis has become the default reading of love and sexuality within ‘postcolonial’ literature; 

particularly so for the novel, with romance and sexual narratives usually being read as political 

allegories. At first glance, the recent novels of two female writers of West African connection 

appear to replicate this tendency: revolving around the civil wars of Nigeria and Sierra Leone 

respectively, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) and Aminatta Forna’s The 

Memory of Love (2010) both use romance narratives in order to engage with their difficult subject 

matter. Whilst both novels arguably use romance narratives as allegories of post-independence 

African nationalism, they also depict relationships between black African women and white 

British men as a means of exploring the possibilities of empathic connections that can transcend 

national, continental, racial and gender differences. In these novels, the transnational aspect of 

romances in post-colonial Africa is particularly poignant and fraught, with relationships burdened 

with the contexts of colonialisation and civil war. Despite their similarities, the conclusions of the 

novels offer different perspectives on the possibilities of empathic connection: one appears to 

conform to the pessimistic collapse of nationalism, whilst the other transcends sex and desire to 



emphasis the transnational – and possibly longer lasting – connections created by love in 

friendship. 

 

Shu-ming Hung (Durham University) 

‘The Relational Positionality of Bodies in Doris Lessing’s Ben, in the World’ 
 

In Ben, in the World (2000), the protagonist Ben is an outsider because of his distinctive physical 

figure.  In the paper, I would like to discuss how Ben’s grotesque body voices for those minorities 

and performs a kind of fluid situational identity that Susan Friedman proposes through his 

interaction with people around him.  The relational positionality represents a kind of permeable 

boundaries between races and ethnicities.  On the one hand, Ben forms a kind of caring positions 

that Carol Gilligan proposes with those people in the margin of the society, like the aged persons, 

prostitutes, and immigrants.   Only when he meets those who really care for him and accept his 

uniqueness, can Ben acquire a sense of “identity” and an ability to care for others.  However, Ben’s 

body is “normalized” as Michel Foucault mentions and intertwined with those social conventions 

through these people as well.   Firstly, Ben is not only expelled by his family but also his country 

because he does not have identification.  Then, Ben’s grotesque body is imaginatively consumed 

under the capitalism.  At last, Ben’s body becomes the scapegoat of the civilization since his 

difference is not accepted.  Even though, the binaries of culture and nature, body and civilization, 

are represented by Lessing in a mode that opens up the possibility of recognising their 

fundamental interrelationship. Ben’s transnational wondering from the UK, to France, then to 

Brazil, even his imaginative final destination, is a representation and meditation on being in the 

world: the perception of the body as object and the subjective constitution of identity and selfhood 

through that gaze and its power to shape the fundamental experience of be(i)n(g) a bodily self.  

 

 

PANEL 2: A WORLD OF ONE’S OWN 
 

Bonnie Craig (King’s College London) 

‘The “Feminine” and “Matriarchal” Citizenship in the Fiction and Memoirs of Isabel Allende’ 
 

Isabel Allende’s contemporary writing engages with American identity, the United States’ national 

narrative, and feminist spaces of citizenship. Since immigrating to California in 1988, Allende has 

written about the United States’ imperial relationship to the rest of the Americas, the gendered 

relationship to nationhood, and issues of muticulturalism, with special attention to the Hispanic 

community. In this paper, I focus on Allende’s fiction and memoirs written in California between 

1990-2010 and her demand for a radical transformation of societal and political frameworks 

through the incorporation of the “feminine” and what may be described as matriarchal citizenship. 

In doing so, I discuss how Allende fits into the field of American Literature as she gives voice to 

marginalized communities within the United States and creates alternative spaces of citizenship in 

the 21st century. 

 

 

 



Hilary Perkins (Southampton University) 

‘A ‘hodgepodge of Greek Myth, Hindu experience and Christian words’ - towards an Atopian 

Global Poetics in Contemporary Postcolonial Women’s Writing’1 
 

Suniti Namjoshi is a poet and fabulist of the Indian Diaspora, whose Hinduism lies at the basis of 

her assertion that identity is ‘just a matter of who you happen to be this time around,’ and who 

claims that her own identity is a conglomeration of disparate and ‘myriad manifestations and 

multiple histories.’  In this paper I will consider the ways in which Namjoshi’s work similarly 

evades classification, traversing boundaries of genre, gender, nation and culture.  In so doing, she 

creates the ‘transcultural sound’2 of Cosmopoetics; a global liminal ‘becoming’ rather than a 

deadening, homogenous universality. 

In Building Babel, (1996) Namjoshi subverts the Christian biblical tale of the destruction of 

Babylonian society through a confusion of multiple and disparate voices.  Indeed, Building Babel is 

peopled with a disorientating array of transforming human and animal characters, from both 

traditional Eastern and Western myth and fairytale who resurface throughout Namjoshi’s work 

and who have a variety of names assigned to each of them.  There is no definitive ending but 

instead an open invitation for readers to interact in a continuing construction through the World 

Wide Web, forming what Michael Davidson terms as ‘an atopian global poetics.’  As one character 

says in Building Babel: ‘It’s the building of the building that is the project,’ not the erection of a 

monumental edifice which, under the universal threat of time in the shape of Chrone Kronos, is 

destined to topple. 

 

Rehnuma Sazzad (Nottingham Trent University) 

‘Leila Ahmed’s Portrayal of Women and Islam from a Liminal Position’ 
 

The life that Leila Ahmed has known best is the one lived on the fringe. Her memoir A Border 

Passage intimates her journey from Cairo to America by revealing why border becomes a habitual 

position for her. The pathos of homelessness is, however, transformed into a positive mission of 

looking at the established discourse of women and Islam from a marginal position of a dissenter. 

This leads Ahmed to situate Prophet Muhammad’s marriages in the socio-cultural environment he 

lived in. Her secular humanist viewpoint finds an echo in the marginal schools of Islam that also 

argued that the Prophet’s exact practices ‘were merely the ephemeral aspects of the religion’ and 

therefore, never eternally binding. Ahmed’s liminal position thus allows her to form her 

independent judgment on the position of women in Islam. The independence does not only make 

her severely critique some of the abhorrent treatments meted out to women in the ‘Islamic’ Middle 

East but more importantly question some of the verses of the Quran. Even though I disagree with 

some of her analysis of the Quranic text, I find it significant the way she sheds a new light on the 

process through which the text came into being from its oral existence. Ultimately, she projects the 

kind of spiritual sharpness that poet Rumi spoke of. Her margin-derived questioning mind 

concludes that an ideal abode on earth has to remain out of reach of humans, for life itself is a form 

of exile from a cherished place the memory of which we have forgotten. 

                                                           
1 Suniti Namjoshi, Goja, An Autobiographical Myth, Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 2000) p.66 
2 Shaheem Black, ‘Cosmopoetics: Global Imagination in Contemporary Writing’, Dissertation, Stanford University, June 

2004, p. 6 


