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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
In her seminal essay “Illness as Metaphor” (1978), Susan Sontag questions our tendency in 
popular culture and medical science alike to address disease metaphorically. Sontag suggests this 
means of representation is not just misleading. Rather, metaphorical representations of disease 
have a long history (from tuberculosis to cancer, in Sontag’s analysis) of being used to portray 
those suffering from disease as personally responsible for their condition. Sontag argues that we 
are able to deal with disease more honestly when we abandon metaphor and embrace the factual.  
 
In their 2000 book Narrative Prosthesis, disability theorists David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder 
argue, in a similar turn, that the use of disability as metaphor in literature has often resulted in 
dishonest and essentially neglectful portrayals of disability. To give an example, when a 
character like Tiny Tim and his crutch in Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol are used not to 
offer a sense of Tim’s experience, but rather to provide a symbol of the poverty and social 
disadvantages the Cratchit family faces, the consequence is that disability is treated as abstract, 
rather than a meaningful and material part of what it means to be human. 
 
Alongside these pivotal interventions in the history of medicine and disability studies, there has 
nevertheless been a simultaneous push within the medical humanities to emphasize the 
importance of literature and aesthetic representation in processing illness. In a recent article for 
The Guardian, titled “Literature about medicine may be all that can save us,” author Andrew 
Solomon notes, for instance, that physicians are continuing to learn more and more about the 
“vital intersection between science and art” and discovering that insofar as disease is “lived in 
narrative terms,” so must treatment and care take steps to incorporate literary modes—figurative 
language included.  
 
So which perspective is right? Are metaphors damaging in the context of disease and disability, 
or are they life-sustaining? This course explores these and other questions by exploring 
narratives of disease and disability across a range of primary and critical texts. Rather than 
providing a singular answer to the theoretical question posed, our goal will be to explore the 
nuances and complexity of what it means to translate the experience of disease and disability into 
narrative—including what is lost, but also what might be gained. We will explore historical 
representations of everything from smallpox, rabies, and phobias to phantom limb syndrome, 
depression, and syphilis. In the last half of the course, we’ll then shift to a more concentrated 
analysis of the way disability studies and the medical humanities have evolved across the last 
few decades, exploring works such as Leo Bersani’s essay on media representations of AIDS in 
the 1980s “Is the Rectum a Grave?”, Audre Lorde’s iconic refusal of a breast prosthesis post-
mastectomy in “The Cancer Journals,” and Georgina Kleege’s autobiographical Blind Rage: 
Letters to Helen Keller (2006). Across these and other texts, we’ll explore the importance of 
context in determining the relationship between disease, disability, metaphor, and art, while also 
actively familiarizing ourselves with debates and methods animating the medical humanities 
today. 


