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‘Queer Sisterhood in Contemporary Women’s Writing’: 

Abstracts 
 

Giving the apparitional lesbian her body back: How authors of historical fiction are 

undermining the ghosting of the lesbian in literary history 

Katharine Harris (University of Sussex) 

Kh272@sussex.ac.uk  

 

Terry Castle’s The Apparitional Lesbian suggested that same-sex female desire was often 

represented in literary texts by the ghosting of sexually transgressive female presences. 

Lesbian literary figures, suggests Castle, did indeed ‘rampage across the boundaries of the 

acceptable’, not only socially, culturally, and politically, but also visually, metaphorically, 

and generically, bringing ghosts into texts of high Victorian realism.  

This paper will demonstrate that twentieth- and twenty-first- century historical fiction uses 

and undermines this ghost trope with political inflection, to re-embody the lesbian in fiction 

set in the past. This paper is therefore informed, to a certain extent, by the work of Marie-

Luise Kohlke, who suggests that, in writing explicit scenes of lesbian sex, authors such as 

Sarah Waters create a ‘quasi-genealogy’ for same-sex female desire.
1
 However, my argument 

fundamentally differs from Kohlke’s in seeing the ‘force’ of this desire as precisely its power 

and in arguing that authors of historical fiction play with narrative and postmodern 

conceptions of the multiplicity of historical truth, thus implying that ‘facts’ are a more fluid 

concept that Kohlke suggests.
2
 Referring also to relationships between women in texts by 

Emma Donoghue and A. S. Byatt, this paper will explore the different ways in which the 

trope of the apparitional lesbian is employed and destabilised in historical fiction, in order to 

reinsert the physicality of lesbianism into our literary understanding of female sexuality in the 

past.  

 

Constructions of Femininity in the Gothic Female’s Evolution 

Donna Mitchell (Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick) 

donnamitchell83@hotmail.com    

  

This paper will explore selected constructions of femininity as illustrated by the female figure 

in the Gothic literary genre. It will use the characters’ social definitions to illustrate how this 

genre challenges the collective paradigm of femininity. Both traditional and modern Gothic 

texts will be used to offer a broad critique of femininity as embodied in the figure of the 

young girl, through Claudia, in Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire; in the potential lover 

/ wife, through Mina, in Bram Stoker’s Dracula; the role of the mother, in Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein and in the portrayal of the lesbian through Carmilla and Millarca in Joseph 

Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla.  

Psychoanalytic, post-structuralist and feminist theories will be applied to these texts in order 

to exemplify various constructs of femininity. Feminist and Lacanian theories of social 

masquerade will examine how these characters protect themselves from the constraints of 

patriarchy. Freud’s Madonna-whore theory will illustrate how virtue in women is promoted 

through the image of the virgin, with any semblance of sexuality deemed a threat to men’s 

power. Men’s entrapment and control of women, as well as women’s submission to them will 

                                                           
1 Marie-Luise Kohlke, ‘Sexsation and the Neo-Victorian Novel: Orientalising the Nineteenth Century in Contemporary Fiction’ in 

Negotiating Sexual Idioms: Image, Text, Performance, eds, Marie-Luise Kohlke and Luisa Orza (New York, NY: Rodopi, 2008), pp.53-77, 

p.65. 
2 Ibid. 
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be studied through de Beauvoir’s feminist theory, so as to thoroughly assess the gender 

dynamics within the texts.  

The steady development of the Gothic female illustrates how this genre subverts the 

conventional image so as to give its readers alternative versions of femininity. In doing so, it 

challenges its audience to re-evaluate the traditionalist view of women that has been created 

by patriarchal society.  

 

 

Writing a New Body for Women: The Power of the Female Body in the Fiction of Clarissa 

Pinkola Estés 

Elissavet Velli   (University of Durham) 

elissavet.velli@durham.ac.uk 

 

C. P. Estés’ books Women Who Run with the Wolves (1992) and Untie the Strong Woman 

(2011) can be approached as self-help manuals with a poetic edge; I propose to treat them as 

works of fiction which are influenced by Estés’ training as a Jungian/feminist psychoanalyst 

who employs story as medicine for the reader. The use of myth, folklore and psychoanalysis 

creates a dynamic discourse in her work in which the body plays a central role. With a focus 

on the female body of all ages and colours and the archetypes it is associated with, Estés 

creates an interdisciplinary topos of feminist bodily diction within which her fiction is 

constructed.  

My paper will start by presenting the visions of the female body in selected pieces from her 

work. One of the most interesting aspects in the texts I will discuss is the unique blend of 

spirituality and physicality; Estés treats the feminine body as an ally in women’s quest for 

spiritualisation in today’s world. I will also address the way the female reader is asked to 

interact with Estés’ texts. My paper is inspired by the strand of gender studies which focuses 

on the importance of the body in contemporary women’s writing.  

 

 

‘Queer Sisters’: The Influence and Inheritance of Katherine Mansfield in the Work of Ali 

Smith.  

Emma Young (Leicester University) 

Ey22@leicester.ac.uk  

 

By analysing Ali Smith’s introduction to Katherine Mansfield’s Collected Stories (2007) this 

paper will examine the literary inheritance of Katherine Mansfield in the work of the 

contemporary British short story writer Ali Smith. The self-conscious relationship that Smith 

has with Mansfield’s work, her open discussion regarding her power and influence as a short 

story writer foregrounds a reading of this relationship as a ‘queer sisterhood’. I will focus on 

the themes of performance and double meaning as two key traits which define the short 

stories of both writers. This relationship is recognised in Lucy Le-Guilcher’s review of the 

collection as she argues ‘[w]hat Smith finds enticing about Mansfield’s stories is also 

applicable to Smith’s own fiction’.
3
 However, the rest of her review considers this in relation 

to Smith’s novels Hotel World (2001) and The Accidental (2003). This paper will analyse 

Smith’s latest collection of short stories The First Person and Other Stories (2008) and argue 

that it is in the genre of the short story that Mansfield’s inheritance lies and in which Smith 

most closely echoes her work. The reading of performance and double meaning will highlight 

how both women challenge social and narrative structures. I will argue that Mansfield’s 

                                                           
3 Le-Guilcher, Lucy, ‘Katherine Mansfield and Ali Smith’, Women: A Cultural Review 20:2, p. 209. 
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challenge to rigid identity boundaries and gender constraints is furthered by Smith who self-

consciously parodies and subverts gender and sexuality norms.  

 

 

 

And then I Thought of Mamma and then I Began: Socialization and Formation in As 

Music and Splendour 

Matthew Reznicek (Queen’s University Belfast) 

Mreznicek01@qub.ac.uk 

 

In his study of the European Bildungsroman, Franco Moretti recognises a fundamental 

contradiction between individuation, ‘the necessary fruit of a culture of self-determination’, 

and the opposing tendency of normality, ‘the offspring […] of the mechanism of 

socialization’ (Moretti, 16).  The novels of Goethe and Austen, the quintessential examples of 

the Bildungsroman tradition, solve this problem in a uniquely conservative fashion.  At their 

most essential, these novels, according to Moretti, depict the process of social integration 

becoming interiorized, which is to say the process of social integration becoming legitimized.  

In other words, the European Bildungsroman establishes a framework in which the 

individual’s desire to become a member of the whole, of Burke’s little platoon, not only 

trumps his or her desire for self-determination, but becomes synonymous with that desire so 

that the self cannot be achieved without integration into the family, the nation, the market.   

But for a writer like Kate O’Brien, whose novel As Music and Splendour should be classified 

as Irish and European Bildungsroman, this sacrifice of the individual for the social whole is 

problematic.  Analysing the ways in which the two protagonists, Rose Lenane and Clare 

Halvey, struggle with and respond to this dual tension of self-determination and socialisation 

reveals O’Brien’s larger criticism of this process.  Thus, the images that defined conservative 

Irish nationalism become, in the words of Anne Enright, ‘O’Brien, at her most haughty and 

subversive’ (Enright, viii). 

 
Queer Sisterhood in the novels of Jackie Kay and Jeanette Winterson 

Eileen Pollard (Manchester Met University) 

ejpollard@googlemail.com  

 

This paper argues that recent memoirs re-visiting earlier fiction constitutes an emerging 

‘Queer Sisterhood’ in contemporary women’s writing. I refer, in particular, to the memoirs of 

Jackie Kay, Red Dust Road (2010) and Jeanette Winterson, Why be happy when you could be 

normal? (2011). These books are re-presenting earlier fictional accounts of the adoption 

experience in Adoption Papers (1991) and Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) 

respectively. Although both women are ‘lesbian’, this paper explores the queer aspect of this 

sisterhood in terms of narrative ex-centricity rather than sexual identity. 

Firstly, these memoirs imply a decisive re-locating of ‘the truth’ through suggesting 

the possibility of a conceptually solid past: ‘There is a past after all, no matter how much I 

have written over it’ (2011: 160). However, such certainty is both new and rather queer, 

creating a sisterhood between the work of Kay and Winterson. Within a year of each other 

they published autobiographically on their fiction, produced at a time that ‘wasn’t the day of 

the memoir’ (2011: 3). I situate this trend in women’s writing as a cultural symptom of wider 

contemporary anxieties concerning ‘origins’.  

Secondly, these memoirs privilege a ‘missing piece’ experience of adoption by re-

presenting displacement as a unique lack that informs only the identity of an adopted child. 

This paper challenges such content as ex-centric using Jean-Luc Nancy’s argument in his 
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essay ‘Elliptical Sense’ (1998) that lack is only unique to language, thus enabling both the 

operation of narrative, and meaning, in any text. 

 
 

Transgressive Sisterhood in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty 

Jahnavi Misra (University of Durham) 

jahnavi.misra@durham.ac.uk  

 

I will examine Smith’s On Beauty (2005) through the feminine/masculine paradigm of Carol 

Gilligan’s ethics of care, proposed in In a Different Voice (1982). Gilligan’s theory provides 

an alternative to masculinist, neo-Kantian ethical thought, which marginalise feminine 

experiences. My attempt is to open up the idea of the ‘feminine’ and the ‘masculine’, and see 

them as markers of attitudes beyond sexual difference. Therefore, I will be referring to those 

at the centre as ‘masculine’ and those at the margins as ‘feminine’, to indicate the socio-

politically advantaged and the socio-politically disadvantaged respectively.  

In this paper, I will be exploring the relationship between two central women characters in 

the text- Kiki and Carlene. Both their husbands- Howard and Monty- are major players in the 

novel’s University environment. They are well respected academics who ostensibly stand in 

ideological opposition to each other. Despite this seeming opposition, the text makes clear 

that they have a lot in common, and the ‘masculine’ need to compete and subdue and be blind 

to the finer details, including the feelings of those around them, is one such trait they share. 

All through the text, their wives are seen to be wronged and repressed by these men in many 

different ways. However, I will demonstrate the ways in which the connection that Kiki and 

Carlene develop powerfully undermines the authority of their husbands. The two men will be 

identified as ‘masculine’ according to the thesis of this paper, whereas the women will be 

shown as embodying more ‘feminine’ principles. Furthermore, the paper will be productively 

complicated and elucidated by constant comparisons with Forster’s Howards End (1910), 

where again the shadowy connection between the two central women characters- Margaret 

Schlegel and Mrs. Wilcox-  puts in perspective the patriarch, Henry Wilcox’s influence. 

 

 

Keynote - Queer Sisterhoods in Irish Literature 

Dr Tina O’Toole (University of Limerick) 

tina.otoole@ul.ie  

 

In Irish culture, as in Irish society, the family has taken centre stage as an organising structure 

and web of affective relationships. However, for lesbians and bisexual women (as for gay 

men and trans people also), the coming out process involves a challenge to heteronormative 

codes within the family and, in the past in Ireland, this frequently led to the breaking of ties 

with family. In LGBTQ communities, lateral relationships and networks, rhizomatic links to 

queer kin both locally and transnationally, retool traditional family structures and 

relationships. Focusing on Irish literary culture, this paper will consider such links, or ‘queer 

sisterhoods’, exploring the mutual and individual effects of such connections on the work of 

women writers over the past century. By addressing collaborative cultural projects, the 

transmission of ideas, and the negotiation of shared meaning in fiction by Elizabeth Bowen, 

Kate O’Brien, Mary Dorcey and Emma Donoghue, the paper sets out to consider the effects 

of same-sex desire on identity formation in Irish women’s writing. 
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