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Abstract 

 
Il saggio prende avvio dalla riflessione di Christine Battersby sulla natura feno-

menale della relazione tra Sé nell’incontro con e in opposizione al corpo dell’Altro che 
ha tempo e luogo durante la gravidanza. Il saggio disegna un percorso che intreccia 
queste riflessioni teoriche con alcune forme letterarie che la relazione prenatale è an-
data prendendo nel mondo anglofono, in una linea che attraversa luoghi, tempi e generi 
diversi, passando dai mothers’ legacies della prima età moderna ad alcuni testi poetici a 
cavallo tra Settecento e Ottocento, per giungere alla scrittura poetica della scrittrice 
australiana Judith Wright e al romanzo contemporaneo, con Nutshell (2016) di Ian 
McEwan. Questi testi esemplificativi danno prova di un atteggiamento controverso 
rispetto alla gestazione e al venire-alla-luce, per cui il corpo ospitale è il campo di bat-
taglia su cui si sono giocate l’appropriazione ed espropriazione dei corpi delle donne e 
delle loro rappresentazioni. Nei testi poetici di Wright, invece, si articola una versione 
più complessa della gravidanza come fenomenalità duplice, che mette in atto l’ospita-
lità chiasmatica proposta da Maurice Merleau-Ponty e Rosalyn Diprose in connessione 
con l’esperienza incarnata del dare e venire alla vita.  
 

Parole chiave: corporeità fenomenale, gestazione, ospitalità chiasmatica, Ian 
McEwan, Judith Wright, mothers’ legacies 

 
Abstract 

 
This study takes its cue from Christine Battersby’s inquiry into the «phenome-

nality» of the self-and/but other-than-self body during gestation. Its contention is that 
a proprietorial, controversial attitude has often been taken in Anglophone literary texts 
as varied as early modern mothers’ legacies and eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
pregnancy poems written by women, and that even a recent novel by Ian McEwan, 
Nutshell (2016) portrays coming-to-life as an occasion for appropriating and disappro-
priating the bodies of women. The work on pregnancy and birth by the Australian 
poet Judith Wright, by contrast, provides a different and more nuanced version of 
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pregnancy as double phenomenality, most especially where she seems to enact the in-
tense chiasmatic hospitality that phenomenological thinkers such as Maurice Merleau-
Ponty and Rosalyn Diprose associate to the embodied experience of giving and com-
ing to life.  
 

Keywords: Phenomenal Embodiment, Pregnancy, Chiasmatic Hospitality, Ian 
McEwan, Judith Wright, Mothers’ Legacies 

 
 

§ 
 
 

1. The Matter of Bearing  

 

In 1998, British philosopher Christine Battersby published a book dedi-

cated to investigating «woman» as «phenomenal», in the doubly intricate 

sense of being «astonishing and peculiar» and also non-noumenal, and 

thus inherently a less real and objective form of being (Battersby 1998, 1). 

Battersby daringly argued that  

 
the dominant metaphysics of the West have been developed from the point 
of view of an identity which cannot give birth, so that birthing is a devia-
tion of the “normal” models of identity – not integral to thinking identity 
itself (Battersby 1998, 4, my italics). 
  

Potential pregnancy and natality are in her view an abstract category 

which is absolutely needed to rediscuss and refigure identity, but she often 

insists that in no way must giving birth be thought of as a natural condition 

or prescription for women or parents or as a necessary step in their for-

mation and self-realization. I wish to widen the scope of Battersby’s phil-

osophical argument to include a rhetoric and a possible aesthetics of 

phenomenality which may help at least partially in surveying some of the 

literary and cultural forms that “represented” pregnancy has taken in the 

Anglophone world from the seventeenth to the twenty-first centuries. In 

doing so, and well aware of the possible objections to connecting such 
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different times and locations, I will delve into a few twentieth-century crit-

ical and political debates on pregnancy, which has often been seen, I argue, 

as a powerful patriarchal means for depriving women of their bodies and 

time, at least by thinkers as pivotal to global feminism as Simone de Beau-

voir, Julia Kristeva and Iris Marion Young.1 I am certainly aware that many 

other critical thinkers (feminist and queer in particular) have worked to 

disambiguate and dismantle the traditional patriarchal, often binary, ex-

pectations related to pregnancy. Yet, it is beyond the scope of this short 

article to give a general overview of such disputed terrains: the voices I 

have chosen seem to me to offer fruitful reflections on pregnant phenom-

enality, namely in its specific connection with hospitality.  

Both the texts I briefly encounter and the theoretical framework 

which sustains my discourse seem to universalize “woman” as a concept 

and obliterate an innumerable array of other theoretical and political po-

sitions as well as embodied experiences of pregnancy. Battersby, for in-

stance, has the clear intent of refiguring the “metaphysics” of giving birth, 

with all the possible dangers this word and philosophical theorisation en-

tail. Even de Beauvoir and Kristeva, to mention two of the most relevant 

voices in the twentieth century, assume as pivotal embodied centre of their 

discussions a universalised female body, which was indeed already trans-

gressive enough and in sore need of coming to critical life at their time. 

While acknowledging a profound debt towards them, in this article I argue 

in favour of more recent phenomenological reflections on these contro-

versial issues: namely, reflections on the chiasmatic and reciprocal – truly 

intercorporeal – relation between the mother-to-be and the foetus, which 

have triggered fascinating debates on intercorporeal generosity (Diprose 

 

 

 
1 For other essential interventions on this debate, see Haraway 1997, Duden 1993.  
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2002) and immunity (Esposito 2011). I will use these key terms and reflec-

tions to read a recent novel by Ian McEwan, Nutshell (2016), before con-

cluding with one poem on pregnancy written by the Australian poet Judith 

Wright in the 1940s. In my view, while these last texts offer a textual per-

spective on the interrelational matter of bearing life (and being born to life), 

it is only in Wright’s work that one finds an instance of a truly and inti-

mately reciprocal gift/given of life. 

 

2. Entombed Life  

 

A few decades ago, Elaine Beilin helped focus scholarly attention on pre-

viously forgotten early-modern maternal advice books, which had been 

common and popular in Britain especially in the early seventeenth century 

(Beilin 1987). Among them, one finds epistles, meditations and spiritual 

legacies triggered by the dangerous state of pregnancy, at a time when dy-

ing in child-birth or due to puerperal fever was all but exceptional. Indeed, 

many of these texts seem to entitle otherwise unbearable entries of women 

into the public sphere; yet, these could only be allowed by paternal or oth-

erwise patriarchal “generosity” and often by the most austere authority 

offered by an impending and literal rigor mortis (see Leigh 1616; Parlati 

2001). In Wendy Wall’s words: 

 
These public/private declarations, eased into print through the authority of 
death implicit in the drafting of wills, made legacies an important means 
through which women could offer their words to the public (Wall 1991, 41). 
  
In the case of one of the most famous maternal advice books, Eliz-

abeth Jocelin’s The Mothers Legacie, to Her Unborne Childe (1624), the mother-

child relation is generally checked by the author herself, while her intimate 

relation with the unborn is translated into a universal lesson in the recog-

nisable form of a sermon, with the text devised as a «twinne-like sister, 

issuing from the same Parent, and seeing the light about the same time» 
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(Jocelin 1624, A10r-v). Yet, this text – like many others of the kind – can 

be no more than a metaphorical «looking-glasse» for a woman «heartily 

desiring to be religiously prepared to die» (Jocelin 1624, B8r-v). 

In the mid-eighteenth century pregnancy became growingly medical-

ised, and men accoucheurs began to substitute the traditional figure of the 

female midwife and took professional control over designing and patrol-

ling women’s perilous journeys towards delivery. Thus, an eminently male 

gaze started to intrude into an area of traditional female expertise and mil-

lennial practice, with scientifically-minded 
2 men purporting to be the only en-

lightened actors on the scene of gestation and birth (see Moscucci 1990, 

Hanson 2004 and Hanson 2015). Many texts – strictly medical as well as 

literary and autobiographical – register this cultural revolution, somehow 

re-mediating the already culturally-fraught connection between mother 

and foetus that maternal advice books had portrayed and made publicly 

possible. Like the women writers of conduct materials of the previous 

century, many eighteenth-century women recorded in writing the fears 

and hopes they connected to that exceptional state. Among them, as Eliza-

beth Raisanen makes clear, some mostly forgotten women poets stand out 

in their attempt at making physical, conceptual and affective space for the 

unborn while simultaneously finding space for themselves, albeit as 

(obliquely) active agents in the parturition itinerary (Raisanen 2016). 

Raisanen refers to Jane Cave, for instance, whose 1786 poem Written 

a Few Hours before the Birth of a Child is partly in tune with the funereal, 

meditative tone of seventeenth-century maternal advice books, as in the 

 

 

 
2 It is essential to remind readers that the word “scientist” was coined by William 
Whewell only in 1833, on the occasion of a meeting of the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science in Cambridge. Whewell was responding to Samuel T. Cole-
ridge’s uneasiness with the term “philosophers” attached to men he saw as empirically 
experimenting on matter. On this issue, see Ross 1962. 
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stanzas in which she prays God to «prepare me for that hour, / When 

most thy aid I want» (Cave 1789a, 153 and Cave 1789b, 153). Yet, while 

allegedly ceding to the will of the mighty power, Cave also humbly dares 

a surprising conclusion:  

 
One wish to name I’d humbly dare,   
If death thy pleasure be;   
O may the harmless babe I bear   
Haply expire with me (Cave 1789a, 154 and Cave 1789b, 153). 
 

In one of her six “birth poems”, this poet and/as mother fulfils her 

role of protective figure and wishes to be united with her baby, even (if) 

in death. As is well known, the law of coverture (or covert baron) would for 

a long time still make it impossible for married women to claim any legal 

right over their offspring, property or wages (their legal status being sub-

sumed within that of their husbands or male relatives). Therefore, this 

deathly wish bears all the resemblance of a transgressive appropriation on 

the part of a mother not keen on leaving her most priced value and care 

behind.  

Another poet worth mentioning is Anna Letitia Barbauld, who was 

a well-known and highly-esteemed early nineteenth-century woman of let-

ters whose name has recently been rediscovered. While never a biological 

mother herself, Barbauld also wrote a poem dedicated to «a little invisible 

being» (Barbauld 1825, 199). She imagines this «germ of new life» as en-

dowed with «powers» and with a potential to «reap» his/her «rich inher-

itance of love». The poet refers to the infant bud of being by imagining it 

will be «saluted» (Barbauld 1825, 200) like a winner intent on a triumphal 

and much-awaited march.  

As Raisanen clarifies in her analysis of works by Cave and Barbauld 

(among others), these poems are powerful, potentially transgressive tools 

which 
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altered the focus […] from a concern for male figures and the fetus to a 
focus on women’s agency in the processes of pregnancy, childbirth and 
child-rearing […] these Romantic poems […] drastically revised the 
“mother’s legacy” genre by emphasizing not the child’s future life and 
conduct, but rather the mother’s concern for the preservation of her own 
legacy in her poetry. Finally […] they viewed as compatible their roles as 
both mothers and authors (Raisanen 2016, 102-103). 

 
While I agree that these texts inaugurate a furtively innovative 

– though always fraught – relation between mothers-to-be and the not-

yet-born, in my view these early modern and modern texts still enact a 

version of controversial hospitality which posits the woman’s body as a 

«living tomb» – maybe also as a reminder of the many casualties of birth – 

and a «prison» from which «the stranger guest» who has «fed with her life» 

had better be «free» and in «haste», though at the cost of «nature’s sharpest 

pangs» for the woman who must «lay her burden down» (Barbauld 1825, 

200). In my view, these works give voice to a sense of pregnancy as im-

prisonment, a key term which has been the object of heated ideological 

controversy among twentieth-century thinkers such as Simone de Beau-

voir and Julia Kristeva, in particular. 

 

3. Possessions and Dispossessions  

 

In his essay on the Uncanny, Sigmund Freud highlighted that «the most 

uncanny thing of all» can be the «idea of being buried alive» (Freud 1966, 

14). More relevantly to my discourse, he also suggests that  

 
psychoanalysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is only a trans-
formation of another phantasy which had originally nothing terrifying 
about it at all, but was qualified by […] the phantasy, I mean, of intra-
uterine existence (Freud 1966, 15).  
 

Truly, conceived either as a reassuring vessel, a «living tomb» (Barbauld 

1825, 200) or a Freudian uncanny mixture of both, the uterus has often 
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synecdochically signified the entire woman’s body.3 Western medical theo-

ries on gestation have obviously varied over time, from prescribing 

women’s active participation in the sexual act to facilitate impregnation to 

eighteenth-century theories on the necessity for absolute passivity during 

delivery, to various nineteenth-century theories on the uterine dangers rep-

resented by women in practically every single phase of their sexual life, be 

it childhood, maturity, menopause and old age (see Mangham 2007). In 

most cases, as Shildrick suggests, the pregnant body has indeed been seen 

as «“leaky” and uncontainable, and it is for this very reason that it has been 

considered monstrous and threatening» (Shildrick 2002, 31). Shildrick also 

stresses the predicated nature of women’s bodies, in general, and of preg-

nant women’s bodies more in particular, and shows how they have often 

been perceived as both vulnerable and threatening, potentially contami-

nating and always to-be-contained vessels. In her words, the «pregnant 

body itself is always a trope of immense power in that it speaks to an in-

herent capacity to problematise the boundaries of self and other» (Shil-

drick 2002, 31).4 

The playing out of this ineradicable tension has been articulated with 

great vigour by Simone de Beauvoir, whose non-traditional views on preg-

nancy have also been intensely disputed over time. In a famous and con-

troversial passage of The Second Sex, published in 1949, she contends that 

«it no longer seems marvelous but rather horrible that a parasitic body 

 

 

 
3 It is far beyond the scope of this article to delve into the many complexities of a body 
which is, in the works mentioned here, conceived as normative, and whose colour line 
is obliterated by a generalising gesture.  
4 Shildrick has widely written on non-normative embodiment and vulnerability, claim-
ing for necessary revisions of simplified ideas of bodily ‘normality’ and bodily perfec-
tion. See Shildrick 2002 and Shildrick 2019. 
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should proliferate within her body; the very idea of this monstrous swell-

ing frightens her […] pictures of swelling, tearing, haemorrhage, will haunt 

her» (de Beauvoir 2009, 360). In this version, the boundary between the 

foetus and the mother’s body is insecure for both actors, and mostly det-

rimental to the second. She famously affirms that the «species takes resi-

dence» (de Beauvoir 2009, 41) in the woman’s body, and thus needs to 

take possession of her in a «drama playing itself out in the woman between 

her and herself» (de Beauvoir 2009, 612).  

Thirty years later, Julia Kristeva would take a very different position 

on this series of issues, and on the power hierarchies which have been and 

remain at stake when pregnancy is concerned. In maternity de Beauvoir 

saw exploitation and imprisonment and tried to take women to the polit-

ical task of refusing it. Kristeva instead wrote an indisputably lyrical cele-

bration of women’s gestational time:  

 
Cells fuse, split, and proliferate; volumes grow, tissues stretch, and body 
fluids change rhythm, speeding up or slowing down. Within the body, 
growing as a graft, indomitable, there is another. And no-one is present, 
within that simultaneously dual and alien space, to signify what is going 

on. «It happens, but I’m not there». «I cannot realize it, but it goes on». 
Motherhood’s impossible syllogism (Kristeva 1980, 237). 
 

Even in Kristeva’s view, though, the woman’s body remains predi-

cated, caught between the indomitable alien invader who occupies her and 

the physiological transformations which pertain to her own embodiment. 

In another well-known text, Iris Marion Young also investigates the po-

rous, allegedly generous, pregnant subject, who is  

 
decentered, split, or doubled in several ways. She experiences her body as 
herself and not herself. Its inner movements belong to another being, yet 
they are not other, because her body boundaries shift […] Pregnancy, I 
argue, reveals a paradigm of bodily experience in which the transparent 
unity of self dissolves (Young 1984, 46). 
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Notwithstanding their different standpoints, these thinkers all seem 

to support the view that pregnancy is a violent confrontation, in which the 

guest is naturally hostile when carving his/her space into a body which a 

century-old patriarchal framing has meant and made to be hospitable and 

ready to self-sacrifice.  

I wish now to turn to a few literary texts from the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries to investigate how their competing representations 

of pregnancy and of the phenomenal plural embodiment it inaugurates 

may be connected to this hostile/hospitable binarism. 

 

4. Contending Aesthetics of Pregnancy 

 

In a novel he published in 2016, Nutshell, Ian McEwan reinvents the Ham-

let plot by insinuating within the liquids and folds of Trudy’s amniotic sac 

to record the perceptions and deductions of her not-yet-born foetus. 

Trudy is a domestic version of Gertrude, plotting with Claude (Claudius) 

for the murder of John, who owns a derelict house – rotting like the play’s 

Denmark, indeed – yet worth £8million. In his attempt at addressing 

Shakespeare’s most famous triangular plot, McEwan invents a pugnacious 

pre-natal witness and first-person narrator who indeed appropriates his 

mother’s body as much as she wishes to appropriate John’s real estate, 

each of them utterly and violently hostile to the other: «My limbs are 

folded hard across my chest, my head is wedged into my only exit. I wear 

my mother like a tight-fitting cap» (McEwan 2016, 156). As Wolfgang G. 

Müller suggests, this is not the first time in which a fictional narrator has 

expanded on his own begetting and birth – as the example of Lawrence 

Sterne’s Tristram Shandy testifies to (Müller 2018, 374). Yet, McEwan 

proves his scientific expertise in endowing the foetus with a carefully-

wrought net of complex sensory-motor activities, and a sophisticated out-

look on both pregnant embodiment and foetal experience:  
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So here I am upside down in a woman. Arms patiently crossed waiting, 
waiting and wondering who I'm in, what I'm for. My eyes close nostalgi-
cally when I remember how I once drifted in my translucent body bag, 
floated dreamily in the bubble all my thoughts through my private ocean 
[…] colliding gently against the transparent bounds of my confinement, 
the confiding membrane that vibrated […] Long ago, many weeks ago, my 
neural groove closed upon itself to become my spine and my many million 
young neurons, busy as silkworms, spun and wove from their trailing ax-
ons the gorgeous golden fabric of my first idea […] my idea was To be 
(McEwan 2016, 1). 
 

The accent here falls on the foetus, who remains unnamed but whose 

stance towards a very ungenerous and uncaring mother-to-be is neverthe-

less proprietorial. Though Trudy drinks wine, eats junk food, and is never 

concerned with even basic hygiene, to him she ensures and represents a 

«body bag» in which he can bask as though in a warm «private ocean» 

(McEwan 2016, 1). Tragedy and comedy intertwine as in the Shakespear-

ean play, with the foetus intent on listening to voices and sounds, register-

ing sensations, impeding the crime, saving his father’s life (and property), 

and, shortly, beginning to be:  

 
I’ve come to a decision. Enough. My amniotic sac is the translucent silk 
purse, fine and strong that contains me. It also holds the fluid that protects 
me from the world and its bad dreams. No longer. Time to join in. To end 
the endings. Time to begin (McEwan 2016, 192). 
 

The confrontation with Claude is highly competitive, since the deci-

sion to be, eventually, born to life literally takes the foetus through a vagina 

transmuted into a colonised Panama Canal:  

 
What was in his day a vagina, is now proudly a birth canal, my Panama, 
and I’m greater than he was, a stately ship of genes, dignified by unhurried 
progress, freighted with my cargo of ancient information […] A slippering 
moment of waxy, creaking emergence, and here I am, set naked on the 
Kingdom.[…] now I have it at last, I own it, and it possesses me (McEwan 
2016, 197). 
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The metaphorical mercantile language is ironically adopted in reverso, 

with before and after typically represented as space (and time) which must 

be conquered inside out. And yet, the Kingdom also possesses the newly-

born creature, although it remains unclear whether the term actually im-

plies life, or more reductively, the outside of his mother’s body. In either 

case, though, a hostile dispute over property boundaries remains at stake.  

It is to a woman poet that I turn to find what I deem a more fertile 

mode of imagining and representing pregnancy, Judith Wright. She is one 

of the best-known twentieth-century Australian literary figures, a poet, 

novelist and Aboriginal rights activist who devoted a few texts to the phe-

nomenal state and relation I am concerned with.5 In her 1946 «Woman to 

Child», arguably the most pivotal among a series of short texts, she con-

nects gestation to Aboriginal cosmic dreaming, positing the speaking per-

sona as a pivotal centre of both the text and creation/gestation: 

 
You who were darkness warmed my flesh 
where out of darkness rose the seed. 
Then all a world you hear and see 
all the world you hear and see 
hung upon my dreaming blood. 

 
There moved the multitudinous stars, 
and coloured birds and fishes moved. 

 

 

 
5 The Unborn, Woman to Child, Woman to Man, The World and the Child were all published 
in 1946, and later collected in Woman to Man (Wright 1949). In this collection Wright 
published another beautiful poem on pregnancy and birth, Conch Shell. I owe my first 
discovery of Judith Wright’s poems to Anne Elvey’s essay on pregnant bodies and the 
«material given» in which she takes issue with Derrida’s work on the gift and hospitality 
and draws instead on the French phenomenologist Jean-Luc Marion. She thus man-
ages to disturb any logic of appropriation and commodification that she reads in Der-
rida and chooses interconnectedness and relationality as fundamental tools for 
rethinking planetary space and life (see Elvey 2003). 

https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/C12929
https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/C12880
https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/C12728
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There swam the sliding continents. 
All time lay rolled in me, and sense, 
And love that knew not its beloved (Wright 1946, 24). 

 
Even though the «I» addresses the titular child as «node and focus of 

the world», and the voice posits herself as a «well / you shall escape and 

not escape», this body is not a prison but a continuing source of nurture 

for «crescent cells» (Wright 1946, 24). The repetitive use of the pronoun 

reinstates her/self as a link, in a fundamental ethical move which resonates 

with more contemporary philosophical positions on impregnated identity: 

«I am the earth, I am the root, / I am the stem that fed the fruit, / the link 

that joins you to the night» (Wright 1946, 24, my italics). Indeed, I argue 

that Wright anticipates the phenomenological concept of pregnant inter-

connectedness: «To be pregnant in ontological terms is to be in an inter-

corporeal relation with another entity that is not you» (Cahill 2015, 47). 

  

5. Chiasmatic Hospitality 

 

Jacques Derrida’s prolonged reflections on the gift and its gratuitous na-

ture also touch the issue of hospitality. Etymologically speaking, the words 

hospitality and hostility share common roots, with “hospes” and “hostis” 

both including the sense of enemy and stranger. It is in the Old Testament 

that Derrida finds many examples of the violent hierarchical powers which 

are mobilised by the arrival of the stranger, with the host construing and 

enacting his power exactly on the stranger and being hostile against them 

(see Derrida 2000). In the view of the French philosopher, like/as a radical 

gift, hospitality is always à-venir /avenir, yet to come, never truly encoun-

tered. In her work on hospitality and the pregnant body, Frances Gray 

maintains that Derrida has forgotten to account for pregnancy, and for 

the fleshy embodiment it is grounded upon. In her view  
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the pregnant woman as host participates in a hospitality that potentially 
models a temporary abandonment of her self in pursuit of the interests of 
a dependent, immature being. Pregnancy can be seen as the original host-
guest relationship: it is ethically primitive. Its ethical primitiveness consists 
not in the fact that a host offers hospitality to a pre-existing guest. Rather, 
pregnancy is an actualizing of being, an enabling of life that has not previ-
ously existed. In that sense, pregnancy does not follow the Derridean 
model of hospitality as gift (Gray 2012, 72). 
 

That model pivots on a revision of Maussian theories on the gift as 

imbricated in an exchange systematic discourse: Derrida imagines the gift 

(and hospitality) instead as non-returning, as aneconomic in the sense of 

always foreign to that circular logic. Following Gray, I argue that a feminist 

and phenomenological perspective stretches Derrida’s fascinating theories 

to articulate pregnancy as other than a gratuitous offer of an already exist-

ing gift. In this context, it might be useful to remember Christine Bat-

tersby’s position on the necessity of «models to explain how identity might 

be retained whilst impregnated with otherness and whilst other selves are 

generated from within the embodied self» (Battersby 1998, 227).  

Contemporary discourse (and research) in the biosciences has ex-

panded our understanding of pregnant concorporeality, with its discover-

ies on the molecular revolutions that gestation brings about in the bodies 

it creates and recreates (see Shildrick 2019). Instead of imagining child-

birth (and the woman’s body) as an offer of life, in his outstanding work 

on immunity Roberto Esposito has tried to reinstate it as  

 
the effective site in which a life makes itself two, in which it opens itself 
to the difference with itself according to a movement that in essence con-
tradicts the immunitary logic of self-preservation. Against every presup-
posed interiorization, it exposes the body to the split that always traverses 
it as an outside of its inside, the exterior of the interior, the common of 
the immune (Esposito 2008, 108). 
 

In this intricate and different logic which not only intersects immun-

ity and community but entrains them in the very process of bodily making 
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lies, I contend, the new model Battersby was claiming for. In a chapter of 

The Visible and the Invisible, Maurice Merleau-Ponty exposes his views on 

«the idea of chiasm, that is: every relation is simultaneously a taking and a 

being held, [in which] the hold is held, it is inscribed in the same being 

that it takes hold of. The chiasm demands recognition of interdependence 

and mutual becoming» (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 266). In my reading, there-

fore, pregnancy might be one of the most intense chiasmatic relationships 

Merleau-Ponty has been thinking of.  

The dual-alien aporia of Kristeva’s no-one-but-two, a visible chiasm 

in its own terms, could be re-opened to accommodate three, if one in-

cludes an even more phenomenal matter, the placenta. Indeed, even 

though the relation between the pregnant body and the foetus that 

McEwan addresses is not disentangled in Nutshell, the novelist neverthe-

less dramatizes the presence of this third party in gestation, a living organ 

which makes tangible how pregnancy may and must be taken as a source 

of different reasonings on identity and otherness-in/as-sameness. JaneMa-

ree Maher dedicates a thoughtful study on placental being: 

 
The possibility of an organ that does not belong to one body, but rather 
is turned to multiple sites, reforms embodied subjectivity in terms that are 
much more fluid. Rather than seeking to reinstate the pregnant subject at 
the centre of the frame, the placenta allows for a new notion of subjectivity 
that does not depend on closed edges in order to construct itself. The 
identity of the pregnant subject, in this reading, is not threatened through 
the multiplication implicit in pregnancy, but is rather expanded and altered 
by the shifting corporeal terrain (Maher 2002, 97). 
 

Corporeality – or better, flesh, to use a term dear to many phenom-

enological theorists – can be thought of as enriched by these chiasmatic 

shifts, in a reciprocal adaptation whose material outcomes and temporary 

limits are vaster and more prolonged than the mere months of gestation. 

The foetus certainly intervenes in the maternal immune system, thus 
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rewriting a simple logic of self-preservation with one of reciprocal accom-

modation – a making space for the other.6 The mutual interchange may 

last for decades, according to the very different logic of microchimerism, 

due to which the other cells (the mother’s and those of the foetus) can be 

detected and can keep on functioning within the body of the other (see 

Nelson 2012). 

In this radical, molecular encounter with the other-in-you can be 

rooted a different and more malleable model of identity, as suggested also 

by Diprose when she argues for «intercorporeal generosity [which] main-

tains alterity and ambiguity in the possibilities it opens […] generosity is 

only possible if neither sameness nor unity is assumed as either the basis 

or the goal of an encounter with another» (Diprose 2002, 90-91). 

To conclude, some of the literary texts which have been devoted to 

pregnant time have often testified more to the fears and dangers gestation 

has entailed for both women and children-to-be, and to the power regimes 

all were subjected to. More recent works have given fictional voice to the 

foetus (or the newborn), but often with a comic intent, as in the case of 

McEwan’s Nutshell. I argue that in some poems by Judith Wright one en-

counters a different ethical approach, which makes space for the new, un-

known, other who also reshapes the body of woman. And in her work I 

do see a lyrical version of what many contemporary phenomenologist 

thinkers and scientists have suggested on the issue of reformulating ideas 

 

 

 
6 Esposito clarifies this when he states that «what allows the child to be preserved by 
the mother is not their “resemblance”, but rather their diversity transmitted hereditar-
ily from the father. Only as a stranger can the child become “proper”». It is in this 
sense that the mother’s immune response becomes «indistinguishable from its oppo-
site, “community”» (Esposito 2011, 171). It does not reject the strange/r body, but 
adapts to it, often for the benefit of the mother, who might even recover from self-
immune diseases either temporarily or on a steady base.  
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and practices of bodily integrity in non-belligerent, defensive ways. On the 

one hand, one might wish to welcome Luce Irigaray’s contentions on a 

renewed sense of hospitality founded on pregnancy as a trope of potential 

coexistence: 

 
If a woman can give birth to a child, and even to a child of another gender, 
this is possible because, thanks to the two, a place in her is produced […] 
that does not belong to the one or to the other, but permits their coexist-
ence: the placenta. Neither the woman nor the fetus could survive without 
this organ that secures both the existence of each and the relation between 
the two (Irigaray 2013, 44-45). 
 

On the other, even more radically, I support what Lisa Guenther 

suggests in her reading of Lévinas on giving as receiving, mutually:  

 
Giving and being given intermingle […] to the point where it is difficult 
to say who is more profoundly receptive, the parent or the child. The child 
makes the woman a mother, even as the woman ‘makes’ the child within 
her own body. I receive from the Other even my own capacity to give 
(Guenther 2006, 3). 

 
 
References 

 

Barbauld Anna Letitia 1825,  To a Little Invisible Being who Is Expected son to 
Become Visible, in The Works of Anna Lætitia Barbauld. Longman, Hurst, 
Rees, Orme, Browne, and Green, London, 199-201, 
https://www.proquest.com/books/little-invisible-being-who-is-ex-
pected-soon/docview/2147546615/se-2?accountid=13050 
[10/11/2022]. 

 
Battersby Christine 1998, The Phenomenal Woman. Feminist Metaphysics and 

the Patterns of Identity. Polity, Cambridge.  
 
Beilin Elaine V. 1987, Redeeming Eve: Women Writers of the English Renaissance. 

Princeton University Press, Princeton. 

https://www.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/author/Barbauld,+Anna+Letitia/$N?accountid=13050
https://www.proquest.com/pubidlinkhandler/sng/publication/The+Works+Of+Anna+L$e6titia+Barbauld/$N/2063193/DocViewToc/2147546615/fulltext/5EC9F7C7A26A467DPQ/3?accountid=13050
https://www.proquest.com/books/little-invisible-being-who-is-expected-soon/docview/2147546615/se-2?accountid=13050
https://www.proquest.com/books/little-invisible-being-who-is-expected-soon/docview/2147546615/se-2?accountid=13050


«NuBE», 3 (2022) - Monografica 

154 

 

Cahill Ann J. 2015, Miscarriage and Intercorporeality. «Journal of Social Phi-
losophy», 46, 1, 44-58, https://onlineli-
brary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/josp.12082 [07/09/2022]. 

 
Cave Jane 1789a, Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child, in Poems on 

Various Subjects, Entertaining, Elegiac, and Religious by Miss Cave, now Mrs 
W ---. 2nd ed. Thomas Wood, Shrewsbury, 153-154, 
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&sourc
e=gbs_navlinks_s [10/11/2022]. 

 
Cave Jane 1789b, To My Dear Child, in Poems on Various Subjects, Entertaining, 

Elegiac, and Religious by Miss Cave, now Mrs W ---. 2nd ed. Thomas 
Wood, Shrewsbury, 155-162, 
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&sourc
e=gbs_navlinks_s [10/11/2022]. 

 

de Beauvoir Simone 2009, The Second Sex, (Le deuxième sexe, 1949), Eng. 
transl. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier. Vintage, 
London. 

 
Derrida Jacques 2000, Of Hospitality; Anne Dufourmantelle Invites Jacques Der-

rida to Respond, Eng. transl. Rachel Bowlby. Stanford University Press, 
Stanford. 

 
Diprose Rosalyn 2002, Corporeal Generosity. On Giving with Nietzsche, Merleau-

Ponty, and Lévinas. SUNY Press, New York. 
 
Duden Barbara 1993, Disembodying Women. Perspectives on Pregnancy and the Un-

born, Eng. transl. Lee Hoinacki. Harvard University Press, Harvard. 
 
Elvey Anne 2003, The Material Given: Bodies, Pregnant Bodies and Earth. «Aus-

tralian Feminist Studies», 18, 41, 199-209, https://www.tandfon-
line.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08164640301727 [08/07/2022]. 

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/josp.12082
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/josp.12082
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://books.google.it/books?id=_7BYAAAAcAAJ&hl=it&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/results-list.php?author=2045
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08164640301727
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08164640301727


Marilena Parlati 

 

155 

 

Esposito Roberto 2008, Bios, Biopolitics and Philosophy, Eng. transl. Timothy 
C. Campbell. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 

 
Esposito Roberto 2011, Immunitas: The Protection and Negation of Life, Eng. 

transl. Zakiya Hanaf. Polity, Cambridge. 
 
Freud Sigmund 1966, The Uncanny, (Das Unheimliche, 1919), Eng. transl. 

Alix Strachey, in James Strachey (ed.), The Standard Edition of the Com-
plete Psychological Works by Sigmund Freud, vol. XVII. The Hogarth 
Press, London. 

 
Gray Frances 2012, Original Habitation: Pregnant Flesh as Absolute Hospitality, 

in Sarah LaChance Adams, Caroline R. Lundquist (eds.), Coming to 
Life: Philosophies of Pregnancy, Childbirth and Mothering. Fordham Univer-
sity Press, New York, 71-87.  

 
Guenther Lisa 2006, The Gift of the Other: Levinas and the Politics of Reproduc-

tion. SUNY Press, New York.  
 
Hanson Clare 2004, A Cultural History of Pregnancy. Pregnancy, Medicine and 

Culture, 1750-2000. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 
 
Hanson Clare 2015, The Maternal Body, in David Hillman, Ulrika Maude 

(eds.), The Cambridge Companion to the Body in Literature. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge-New York, 87-100. 

 
Haraway Donna J. 1997, The Virtual Speculum in the New World Order. «Fem-

inist Review», 55, 1, 22-72, https://doi.org/10.1057/fr.1997.3 
[25/06/2022]. 

 
Irigaray Luce 2013, Toward a Mutual Hospitality, in Thomas Claviez (ed.), 

Conditions of Hospitality: Ethics, Politics, and Aesthetics on the Threshold of 
the Possible. Fordham University Press, New York, 42-54. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1057/fr.1997.3


«NuBE», 3 (2022) - Monografica 

156 

 

Jocelin Elizabeth 1624, The Mothers Legacie to Her Unborne Childe. Printed by 
Iohn Hauiland, for William Barret, London.  

 
Kristeva Julia 1980, Motherhood according to Giovanni Bellini, (Maternité selon 

Giovanni Bellini, 1975), Eng. transl. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardin and 
Leon S. Roudiez, in Leon S. Roudiez (ed.), Desire in Language: A Se-
miotic Approach to Literature and Art. Columbia University Press, New 
York, 237-270. 
 

Leigh Dorothy 1616, The Mothers Blessing OR The godly counsaile of a Gentle-
woman, not long since deceased, left behinde her for her CHILDREN: Con-
taining many good exhortations, and godly admonitions, profitable for all Parents 
to leave as a Legacy to their Children but especially for those, who by reason of 
their young yeeres stand most in need of Instruction. Printed by Iohn Budge, 
London. 

 
McEwan Ian 2016, Nutshell. Vintage, London. 
 
Maher JaneMaree 2002, Visibly Pregnant: Toward a Placental Body. «Feminist 

Review», 72, 1, 95-107, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1395888 
[29/7/2022]. 

 
Mangham Andrew 2007, Violent Women and Sensation Fiction. Crime, Medicine 

and Victorian Popular Culture. Palgrave, London. 
 
Merleau-Ponty Maurice 1968, The Visible and the Invisible, (Le Visible et l’in-

visible, 1964), Eng. transl. Alphonso Lingis. Northwestern University 
Press, Evanston. 

 
Moscucci Ornella 1990, The Science of Woman: Gynaecology and Gender in Eng-

land, 1800-1929. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
 
Müller Wolfgang G. 2018, The Body within the Body: Ian McEwan’s Creation of 

a New World in Nutshell. «Frontiers of Narrative Studies», 4, 2, 374-
391. https://doi.org/10.1515/fns-2018-0029 [29/07/2022]. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1395888
https://doi.org/10.1515/fns-2018-0029


Marilena Parlati 

 

157 

 

Nelson J. Lee 2012, The Otherness of Self: Microchimerism in Health and Disease. 
«Trends in Immunology», 33, 8, 421-427, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3516290/ 
[29/07/2022]. 
 

Parlati Maria Maddalena 2001, L’eredità di una madre del Seicento, in Angiolina 
Arru, Laura Di Michele, Maria Stella (eds.), Proprietarie. Avere, non 
avere, ereditare, industriarsi. Liguori, Napoli, 161-172. 

 
Raisanen Elizabeth 2016, Pregnancy Poems in the Romantic Period: Re-Writing 

the Mother’s Legacy. «Women’s Studies», 45, 2, 101-121, 
https://www.tandfon-
line.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00497878.2015.1122503 [02/09/2022]. 

 
Ross Sydney 1962. Scientist: The Story of a Word. «Annals of Science», 18, 

2, 65-85, https://doi.org/10.1080/00033796200202722 

[14/11/2022]. 
 
Shildrick Margrit 2002, Embodying the Monster: Encounters with the Vulnerable 

Self. Sage, London. 
 
Shildrick Margrit 2019, Body Shock: Unsettling the Biosciences through Postcon-

ventional Materialities. «Somatechnics», 9, 2-3, 206-222,  
https://doi.org/10.3366/soma.2019.0280 [10/09/2022]. 

 
Wall Wendy 1991, Isabella Whitney and the Female Legacy. «English Literary 

History», 58, 1 (Spring), 35-62, https://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/2873393 [28/07/2022]. 

 
Wright Judith 1946, Woman to Child. «Meanjin Papers», 5, 1 (Autumn), 24. 
 
Wright Judith 1949, Woman to Man: Poems. Angus and Robertson, Sydney.  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3516290/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00497878.2015.1122503
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00497878.2015.1122503
https://doi.org/10.1080/00033796200202722
https://doi.org/10.3366/soma.2019.0280
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2873393
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2873393
https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/C278740


«NuBE», 3 (2022) - Monografica 

158 

 

Young Iris Marion 1984, Pregnant Embodiment: Subjectivity and Alienation. 
«Journal of Medicine and Philosophy», 9, 1, 45-62, https://aca-
demic.oup.com/jmp/article-abstract/9/1/45/903564 
[28/07/2022]. 

https://academic.oup.com/jmp/article-abstract/9/1/45/903564
https://academic.oup.com/jmp/article-abstract/9/1/45/903564

