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Friday 20 May 2016 

 

Panel 1 – Locating the Transgressive through Philosophy (9.30 – 11.00) 

Chair: Haythem Bastawy 

 

Kurt Borg (Staffordshire University)  

Vulnerability as Transgression: Judith Butler, Self-Narration and Trauma 

This paper considers the transgressive potential of vulnerability through Judith Butler’s work 

on self-narration. The first part of the paper shows how Butler uses the notion of vulnerability 

to theorise how a subject is constituted through social norms and relations to others. This calls 

for a closer look at the way that the notion of vulnerability is foregrounded, in Butler’s recent 

work, through an exposition of her use of the notions of corporeal vulnerability, precariousness, 

and ecstatic relationality in Precarious Life. The second part of the paper links the discussion of 

vulnerability with self-narration. By turning towards the questions Butler raises in Giving an 

Account of Oneself, this part of the paper will dwell on her reflections on how a vulnerable 

subject is not able to give a coherent account of itself due to the subject’s self-opacity and 

dependence on constitutive features that are beyond its grasp. This leads her to maintain that a 

coherent and complete narrative of one’s life is an impossibility, if not a fiction. Yet, the need to 

give an account of oneself persists as a painful necessity, in traumatic writing, for example. It is 

in this painful persistence that the transgressive potential of vulnerability – and of trauma – can 

be apprehended. The paper will conclude by considering the uneasy relationship between 

Butler’s account of the vulnerable subject, and the transgressive textualities of trauma. 

Biographical Note: 

Kurt Borg graduated with a BA (Hons.) in philosophy and an MA in philosophy, with a dissertation 

titled Exploring Michel Foucault’s Move from Power and Knowledge to Ethics and the Self. His main 

interests are the ethical and political ideas of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler. He is currently a PhD 

student at Staffordshire University, focusing on the relation between trauma theory and poststructuralist 

accounts of subjectivity and self-narration. 

 

James Farrugia (University of Malta) 

Children’s Corner: (Anti-) Natalist Transgressions 

This paper proposes that one can more aptly rephrase Albert Camus’s assertion that the only 

serious philosophical question is suicide by shifting the focus of the charge onto birth. Birth, 

much more so than suicide and its attendant horizon - death, is the ontological cul-de-sac from 
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which all such febrile (self-)reflection must depart. Indeed, while birth might be viewed as an 

ontological disaster, death can only ever be viewed as a “disaster” in the theoretical sense of 

non-being, which is the other side of the so-called non-identity problem. Arthur Schopenhauer 

sees life engendered through birth as ‘an episode unprofitably disturbing the blessed calm of 

nothingness’ (from On the Suffering of the World), i.e. a willfully transgressive ex nihilo act that 

merits only rational condemnation for the suffering it brings. Schopenhauer is not alone in 

promoting such an anti-natalist philosophy, with E.M. Cioran, Peter Zapffe and, more recently, 

David Benatar (whose text Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of Coming into Existence will 

be central to this paper) all promoting such views. There were, historically, even mass 

movements constructed around anti-natalist narratives, such as Catharism and Bogomolism. 

Even Buddhism, it has been argued, contains such premises. Yet the central idea of anti-

natalism—that birth is ultimately or even entirely a negative phenomenon—is one that most 

people will violently recoil from, or, even if with some sympathy for the concept, consider this 

as too transgressive to contemplate to its full-blown logical conclusion. Nevertheless, one 

should not think that anti-natalism is merely some distasteful cradle of misanthropy; it 

ultimately concerns what Zapffe called ‘the suffering […] human billions […] tossed into cosmic 

bruteness’. And is such suffering and bruteness worth the trouble of being born, the anti-

natalist asks? No. 

Biographical Note: 

James Farrugia graduated with a Masters in Modern and Contemporary Literature and Criticism from 

the University of Malta. Some of his research interests include poetry, quietism, nihilism and the 

anarchic. 

 

Megumi Chou (Durham University) 

‘Jesus Christ is Free Trade’: Irony, Anxiety, and Freedom in Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies 

The theme of freedom is central to Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies (2008), the first volume of his 

recently completed Ibis Trilogy. The trilogy, chronicles how a cohort of unlikely passengers 

aboard the Ibis navigate a world overrun by colonial greed during the First Opium War. This 

paper shall investigate the connection between the multiplicity of freedom, and how such 

freedom is then expressed in deeply ironic language, which in turn constructs and binds 

freedom’s many faces. As Francois Lyotard points out, to ‘speak is to fight’, and that any 

imbalance in the language game is clearly inscribed in the history of Western civilisation. As 

such, this ironic rhetoric becomes a powerful tool of awareness, inseparable from the instances 

in which freedom is meant to be portrayed positively. This inseparability is further complicated 

by the novel’s status as a piece of historiographic metafiction, as noted by Linda Hutcheon. 

Ghosh reveals a telling kaleidoscopic spectrum that expresses freedom from one’s ‘landed 

responsibilities’, to using the English language to maintain a sense of self and to exclusive 

economic freedoms that are made seemingly open to all by invoking the name of Christ.  
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In some ways, this thread of irony which anchors Sea of Poppies and much of Ghosh’s other 

works speaks directly to reclamation, as Ghosh seeks to privilege marginalised narratives and 

unsettle grand narratives of freedom. Anshuman A. Mondal argues that Ghosh’s intentions of 

writing irony into an imperialist narrative does highlight ‘loose threads’ within a grand 

tapestry, but at the same time, irony reveals an anxiety which seems almost out of place. 

However, if irony functions as an awareness in Sea of Poppies, then the presence of Ghosh’s 

anxiety emphasises to us the power of language in discourse and that he has set himself a most 

pressing task -- the task of answering an imminent question using familiar tools with a fresh, 

nuanced perspective. 

Biographical Note: 

Megumi Chou is a second-year PhD candidate in the Department of English Studies at Durham 

University. Her dissertation is focused on the language of lack and absence and its connection to interwar 

German critical thought in the novels of Jonathan Franzen and Amitav Ghosh. She is supervised by Dr 

Michael Mack. 

 

Panel 2 – Transgressive Exiles (9.30 – 11.00) 

Chair: Lydia Hope Ricards 

 

Francesco Frendo (University of Malta) 

Transgressing the Periphery: Rights, Refugees and the Limits of the Nation-state 

In this paper, I shall primarily engage with the political writings of H. Arendt and 

supplemented by G. Agamben to address how the transition from the State of Nature into the 

politico-legal Sovereign State constitutes the way in which life begins to be an effect of political 

strategies and State Power. This decisive event of modernity illustrates, therefore, how Nation-

States have established legitimate power to grant Legal Rights and privileges, but, I claim, it has 

concurrently exposed how the limits of the Nation-State strips away any fundamentality of, so 

called, Natural Rights and autonomous individuality into absolute disenfranchisement. The 

veracity of this argument will be assessed through Arendt’s texts We Refugees and The Origins 

of Totalitarianism in relation to the predicaments of stateless agents epitomised by the refugee. 

Thus, in contradistinction to the fundamentality and essential necessity of Natural Law and 

Natural Rights, Arendt explicates how Fundamental Rights are contingent upon institutional 

and statehood recognition. In effect, the refugee, who is by definition stateless, is 

simultaneously analogous to being rightless. With increasingly large masses of non-citizens, 

what needs to be imagined and transgressed are forms of extra-territoriality and 

transnationality which would thereby break the ties that bind birth and nation, hence liberating 

the people from citizenship and territorial boundaries. In this respect, I conclude this account by 
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shedding light on my interpretation of Arendt’s discussion of the “Vanguard” and her claim of 

the “Right to Have Rights” with its implications towards collective responsibility as the basis 

for such transgressive communities.   

Biographical Note: 

From 2010 till 2013, Francesco Frendo read Philosophy and Anthropological Sciences at the University 

of Malta with an interim spell at Durham University (UK) during his second year of studies. After 

successfully obtaining his B.A (Hons) in Philosophy, Francesco read for a Masters programme in 

Philosophy at the University of Sussex (UK) and graduated in early 2015 with a Dissertation entitled 

‘Hegel and Lacan’s Dialectics of the Self.’ His preferred line of philosophical interests deal with 

continental philosophy, specifically with the intersection between German Idealism, psychoanalysis and 

French Post-Structuralism. As of late, he has taken an interest in the discourse of ethics and politics in 

contemporary philosophy. 

 

Kayleigh Sacco (University of Malta) 

Textualities of Exile 

This paper puts forward the argument that in our time, even though narratives of lived 

transgression might have become too culturally familiar and culturally approved, the ability of 

violence to rupture through imposed boundaries and to shock the reader is being lost, there are 

still forms of criticism and literary texts which problematise exile.  

The first section of this paper will engage in a discussion of exile and how this notion has been 

figured positively throughout literature and criticism, despite the negative effects it has on its 

victims. Exile is transgressive, in that, it displaces people beyond geographical boundaries and 

cultural spaces, forcing the exiled into a condition of the in-between. Moreover, exile can never 

be favourable, as open wounds and injustices will always need to be lamented. However, this 

perpetual movement between belonging and non-belonging is constructed favourably as it is 

seen to propound plurality and hybridity. Indeed, in Reflections on Exile, Edward Said comments 

that, in adopting an exilic vision one becomes aware of multiple experiences thus corroborating 

his notion of the contrapuntal.  

In contrast, this paper’s second and final movement will engage with Jacques Derrida’s essay 

Autoimmunity to show how the exiled, rather than benefitting from the exilic vision, perpetually 

wait for a hospitality and tolerance that always promises to come, but never does. In placing 

boundaries on hospitality, and in the unwillingness to protest fully against the injustices being 

committed against the other, this empty discourse of tolerance allows for the terror principle to 

come full circle, as in their denial to rightful lamentation, the exiled themselves could become 

agents of the autoimmune. 
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Biographical Note: 

Kayleigh Sacco is a first year Masters student at the University of Malta, where she is enrolled in the 

Modern and Contemporary Literature and Criticism stream within the Department of English. She 

graduated with a B.A. (Hons.) in English from the same university last year. Her current academic 

interests include Postcolonial Studies and exile; literature emerging from around the Mediterranean; 

Posthumanism, autoimmunity and terrorism. 

 

Panel 3 – Gender Associations with Transgression (15.00 – 16.30) 

Chair: Geraldine Sammut 

 

Lara Cortis (University of Malta) 

“Mn”: Transgressive ‘Penelope’ 

This paper will explore notions of female agency and assertiveness in the final chapter 

(Penelope) of James Joyce’s 1922 modernist novel Ulysses. It will attempt to demonstrate how 

Molly Bloom transgresses traditional and expected norms of behaviour and thought for a 

woman living in the early 20th century. I will argue that Molly, is in some ways, an 

androgynous figure and that she approximates the male sensibility to a certain degree. 

Additionally, the study will illustrate in brief how she challenges women’s marginality in a 

male-dominated society and how unapologetic she is, whether this is related to her sexual 

agency or otherwise. I will also be making brief references to other chapters, in relation to 

Leopold Bloom and possibly Gerty McDowell, for comparative purposes. I also intend to 

explore ‘Penelope’ in relation to the obscenity trial of Ulysses and how this might have 

conditioned its reception by readers. Finally, I will also attempt to suggest that the closing 

chapter of Ulysses is far less transgressive than might have initially been inferred.       

Biographical Note:  

Lara Cortis graduated with a BA (HONS) degree in English in November 2015 and is currently reading 

for a Master degree in Modern and Contemporary Literature and Criticism. Her current academic 

interests include Modernism, Postmodernism, confessional poetry of the 1950s, and the relation between 

literature and politics. 

 

Maria Theuma/ Luke Azzopardi (University of Malta) 

‘If U Seek Amy’: Deciphering Britney Spears and Understanding the Virtual Consumption of 

Female Pop Stardom 
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This paper aims to read Britney Spears as a cultural palimpsest through an exploration of the 

ways in which her psychological, aesthetic, and personal dimensions are mediated through 

technology and the Internet. The paper departs from the claim that might seem counter-

intuitive and contentious at first glance. Simply put, the claim holds that Britney’s and, by 

extension, other young female pop stars’ acts of self-exhibitionism are not merely determined 

by consumerist demands and limited to the capitalistic fabrications of the music business 

industry. Such acts can also be considered as autonomous gestures of female resistance and 

liberation. The paper’s argument departs from Tiqqun’s Preliminary Materials For a Theory of the 

Young-Girl, in which feminine passivity is dismissed as a symptom of female victimhood and 

helplessness, and proposes the figure of Britney as a cultural and theoretical response. The 

paper argues that the often hysterical and excessive manifestation of emotion and heartbreak 

exhibited by Britney, in both her personal life and career, can be viewed as an articulated and 

informed act of subversion against patriarchal machinery. The paper reads Britney’s moments 

of sadness and self-destruction as weapons that disrupt systems of domination, and reframes 

the female pop star as a figure born out of a cult of tragic queens and sad girls that have 

populated history since the beginning of time. While categorizing her suffering as a political 

and liberatory (as well as devastating) the paper also focuses on how Britney radically 

complicates the limits between the artificial and the emotional, while seemingly conforming to 

stereotypical constructs of the female pop star. Britney emerges as both transgressed and 

transgressive, as she indulges in her own myth and her own immaterial nature as an icon, and 

continuously recreates her own identity and narrative in music videos and live performances. 

Biographical Notes: 

Maria Theuma is a PhD student within the Department of English, at the University of Malta. Her 

research explores the relationship between Beauty and posthuman aesthetics.  

Luke Azzopardi is reading for a M.A. in History of Art at the University of Malta. His research interests 

include latent postmodernism in Malta, fashion, and pop culture. 

 

Panel 4 – Form and Transgression (15.00 – 16.30) 

Chair: Lorraine Stagno  

 

Haythem Bastawy (Leeds Trinity University) 

Artistic Transgression as a Means for Breaking with Tradition: Reading Beardsley, Millais 

and Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

From their initiation as an art movement in the mid-1840s, the Pre-Raphaelites rooted 

themselves within the notion of rebelling against Victorian art traditions by drawing upon the 

stylistic tools of pre-Renaissance art. Similarly, Aubrey Beardsley’s short career in the ‘fin de 
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siècle’ was oriented within departure from the Victorian accepted artistic norms, framing his 

work within a Japanese and a Gothic-inspired style. This being an apparent similarity between 

rebellious art in mid-Victorian era and its counterpart in the Victorian fin de siècle, makes it the 

more surprising, that it has not been the subject of a thorough analysis, if discussed previously 

at all. This paper argues that in spite of their different styles, Aubrey Beardsley on one hand, 

and Pre-Raphaelite John Everett Millais and Dante Gabriel Rossetti on the other, were similar in 

their rebellious attempts to break away from Victorian art traditions. Furthermore, by drawing 

on Carol Jacobi’s Salt, Sugar and Curdled Milk, I argue that there is an added element to the 

comparison which goes beyond the apparent rebellious transgression and further assimilates 

two stylistically different but similarly rebellious modes of art. 

Biographical Note:  

Haythem Bastawy is an award-winning Victorianist researcher; his MA dissertation received the John 

Murray prize for its distinction in June 2015. He is currently conducting an interdisciplinary PhD in 

English and History at Leeds Trinity University (Leeds Centre for Victorian Studies, Leeds, United 

Kingdom) on the influence of literature and art on the course of the British Empire. Haythem Bastawy 

has read papers at several academic institutions, such as the University of Malta, the Royal Holloway 

University of London, Universidad de Minho (Portugal), Durham University and BAVS annual 

conference 2015 at Leeds Trinity University. His publications include a collaborative review of the 

Cartwright Hall Rossetti Exhibition, British Association for Victorian Studies Newsletter, July 2014; a 

short story in Kirkby & Annesley Newspaper called ‘Thirty’, October 2014; and ‘Oscar Wilde: a 

Victorian Sage in a Modern Age’, Antae Journal, June 2015; 'The Limitless polysemy of Christina 

Rossetti’s Goblin Market (1862)’, Leeds Working Papers, and ‘The Genie of the Golden River’ 

forthcoming 2016. 

 

Elizabeth Micallef (University of Malta) 

Transgressive Textualities in Seiobo There Below, the Mann Booker International Award 

Book 2015 

Lazlo Krasnahorkai, author of Seiobo There Below uses his particular form of rebellion in his style 

of writing to create an ideal emotion scenario for his narrative in order to play on his reader’s 

emotions. However, he is not alone in adopting a divergent style through form, since in recent 

years there has been a resurgent in divergent styles. Most noteworthy is the formal style used in 

contemporary poetry and electronic literature, such as the creative work by E.E. Cummings. 

Nevertheless, in his endeavour, Kranahorkai follows the great authors who used this genre of 

form, the most famous being James Joyce, Cormac McCarthy, Samuel Beckett and Gertrude 

Stein. However, after exploring the Transgressive Textualities of these authors, it becomes 

obvious that Krasnahorkai’s style is innovative when compared to his predecessors, the reason 

being that Krasnahorkai created a personal style and he concocted it precisely for this particular 

narrative.   
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This paper will investigate the success of Krasnahorkai’s creative effort in reaching his goal of 

conditioning the reader’s emotional capacity to empathize with the various characters in the 

seventeen fragments of the narrative. The reader’s emotional perception is, therefore, necessary 

to create the frame of mind to accept Krasnahorkai’s depiction of the most misunderstood 

phenomena in human understanding, and in which lies the reference to life and death.  

Although Krasnahorkai lives in the postmodern era, it seems that he still labours under the 

dilemma of primordial civilizations, who were governed by the futility of life and fear of death. 

Biographical Note: 

Elizabeth Micallef has worked as an educator and administrator in the educational field for forty one years. 

However, since 2011 she has changed her role and became a student at the UOM. During her studies as a 

student in the Faculty of Arts, she submitted a paper in each of the two previous Symposia, in 2014 and 

2015.  She graduated with a Masters Degree in English in 2015. Her main research interest is in 

ecocriticism and she plans to follow this discipline in her future academic research. 
 

Claudine Bollinger (University of Bern) 

Transgressing Ontologies: The Uncanny in the Storyworld of Welcome to Night Vale 

As podcasts have been gaining in popularity, scholarly attention to this new medium has also 

increased. Podcasts include an extraordinary variety of formats and contents that range from 

instructional or educational to fictional and have little in common with each other. As such, 

they are perhaps best defined as digitised acoustic recordings that are usually available through 

online means. Unsurprisingly, they are more often characterised in terms of more traditional 

genres from which they originate.  

One of the most famous podcasts of the last few years, Welcome to Night Vale, combines features 

from two such genres, radio broadcasting and radio plays, to create broadcast recordings from 

the eponymous fictional US-American desert town. This podcast not only transgresses 

boundaries between acoustic genres, but also between literary genres, as it includes; horror, 

fantasy, and science fiction elements (among others). The fundamentally hybrid nature of 

Welcome to Night Vale is key to how its story-world is built. Conceiving of the town of Night 

Vale as a textually and acoustically constructed fictional world separate from yet connected to 

our own “real” world helps demonstrate how this podcast also continually transgresses 

ontological boundaries. 

My research concerns exactly this intersection between the ontological transgressions and the 

podcast’s hybridity of genre. It is my contention that Welcome to Night Vale sets up a story-world 

that is a double of ours, only to then continually engage with and re-negotiate its own (fictional) 

elements, medial aspects, and non-fictional concepts and topics. Since the uncanny is frequently 

employed to achieve the latter, it will serve as a focus point for my analysis. Due to its inherent 

connection to and engagement with both the story-world and the so-called “real” world, the 
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uncanny overflows and crosses the border between the fictional textual realm and ours. The 

examination of its transgression of ontological boundaries thus promises to be an incredibly 

fruitful one both with regard to the podcast Welcome to Night Vale and fiction in general. 

Biographical Note: 

Having completed my M.A. in English literature and theatre studies, I will assume my position as a 

doctoral student at the University of Bern in August. My research interests include storyworlds and 

possible worlds theory, postmodernism, adaptation theory, and poetry. 

 

Panel 5 – Digital and Print Paradigms (17.00 – 18.30) 

Chair: Jonathan Harrington 

 

Francesca Borg Taylor-East (University of Malta) 

Subcultures in Second Life: From Transgression to the Norm 

This paper deals with the establishment of transgressive subcultures within the virtual 

environment of Second Life (Linden Labs, 2003), a 3D, multi-player, open-world. It offers an 

examination of how cultures are established within this virtual environment, taking moral and 

social norms into consideration. This is done through a close reading of Kathleen Gabriels' 

research of how norms are formed within this particular environment (Gabriels, 2014). 

After dealing with how cybercultures develop, this paper shall examine certain subcultures 

within Second Life that are transgressive to the actual world. This could be the case for a number 

of reasons, such as physical restrictions or general cultural differences. By viewing these 

subcultures, we can see why they are specifically unique to a virtual environment, such as 

frequent gender swapping (Rymaszewski, 2007, p. 76). We can also see a trend of transgressive 

traits in virtual subcultures becoming a norm within the virtual world. Certain cybercultures 

are not only distinct, but they have also accepted norms within a virtual world which are 

transgressive within and to the actual world. 

By viewing subcultures entertained in Second Life, we can see how certain cultures are only 

possible within a virtual environment due to physical restraints. It offers us the possibility to 

view transgressive traits become the norm within the virtual world and examine how these 

norms are still considered transgressive within the actual world. This paper allows us to 

understand transgression and the formation of cultures within the virtual environment of 

Second Life. This could further give us insight on how cybercultures are forming – how the 

actual influences the virtual world and vice versa, but also how there is in fact a rift between the 

two due to the differences in the cultures of the virtual and the actual. 
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Biographical Note: 

Francesca Borg Taylor-East is currently a first year Masters student at the Institute of Digital Games. 

Her interests are phenomenology, particularly in relation to space within digital games; avatar studies, 

especially in light of player experience; and the Sanskrit language. She is currently also making games for 

research as part of her Masters and is also working on her own side projects. 

 

John Ambrogio (University of Malta) 

Objectification or Signification: The Paradox of the Photographic Image 

The concept of text is not simply the written word but it also includes the generation of 

meaning through images and other methods of signification that can be considered as cultural 

texts having the same mechanisms as language (Barker). 

As a genre, the press photograph is a message in a document that can have both a denotive or 

connotative meaning or signifier (Barthes).  

However, in this digital media age how much of the ‘text’ within the still image can be 

considered as being a message that is being objectively conveyed to the viewer/reader?  

Hardy photojournalists operating in war zones or in areas afflicted by migrations or those 

covering famine or marginalised peoples, need to conform to established codes and conventions 

that ‘sanitise’ their propensity to produce objective images. 

Who determines these rules and conventions that underly the production of images that 

eventually are released for public viewing? Who decides what the world should see about the 

plight of refugees fleeing war and genocide, famine or economic hardship? How justifed is the 

criticism levied against certain controvesial images that shock public opinion in certain 

communities or cultures over the years?  When the visual text is a transgressive one, to what 

extent is culture, editorial sanction, political expedient or hegemonic rule conditioning the work 

of the photographer? To what extent is the profusion of digital images on social media 

disrupting the conventional photographic reportage paradigm? 

In this enquiry the author shall review controversial 20th and 21st century documentary 

photography to identify the instances when photographers were criticized for portraying an 

inconvenient truth, or, when on the other hand, they were accused of manipulating the image to 

show a ‘corrected’ truth. The treatment of gender and racial issues through photography will 

also be explored. 

Biographical Note: 

After retiring from an executive management career spanning 27 years in the IT sector and having 

previously worked as an accountant for the previous 22 years, John Ambrogio is seeking to upgrade his 
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expertise and abilities as a digital image-maker by reading for an MFA in Digital Arts at the Faculty of 

Media and Knowledge Sciences. As the main research theme of his project and dissertation in the final year 

of the MFA, John intends to create a blueprint for a digital archive. 

 

Clara Chetcuti (University of Malta) 

Enc0d1ng Poetry: On the Transgressive Materiality of Proto and Early Code Poetry 

 

Based on the premise that code poetry is part literary because of its coded materiality – and 

waiving off arguments against the literariness of such poetry – I will argue that reading it 

necessitates the close reading of code. Such a reading transgresses critical conventions and brings 

into question the notion of poetry’s traditional human-only addressivity: if code is addressed to 

the machine which runs it, can we speak of poetry written for the machine?  

N. Katherine Hayles’ highly suggestive analogy between Code and the Freudian Unconscious in 

Traumas of Code (2006) is a presentiment which I will argue that E.E. Cummings, writing in 1925, 

and Brian Kim Stefans, writing at the millennial dawn of e-lit., shared. While the performativity 

of code and the extent to which actual programming was involved in the creation of their poetic 

fabrics differs, the fact that both Cummings and Stefans choose to express liminal somatic states 

by way of code seems to recommend code as the only medium for overcoming human-only 

language to plumb the depths of the (human?) mind.   

 

Biographical Note: 

 

Ms. Chetcuti has studied at the University of Malta obtaining a Bachelor’s Degree in English and 

International Relations and a Master’s Degree in Contemporary English Literature and Criticism. She is 

currently reading for a Postgraduate Certificate in Education (English) and hopes to pursue a PhD soon 

afterwards. Her research interests centre around the Avant-Garde in literature and art, the Post-Literary 

and E-lit. 

 

 

Panel 6 – Transgressive Bodies and Representations (17.00 – 18.30) 

 

Chair: Pauline Fenech 

 

Maria Pantsidou (University of Malta) 

 

Pain Management and Palliative Care: A Study of Pain in Sophocles’ Philoctetes or How a 

Disabled Hero Saves the Day 

 

Philoctetes, Sophocles’ last play, takes place on the desolate island of Lemnos, where he is 

abandoned by his comrades who are unable to hear his constant groans of pain - a result of a 

horrible foot infection he contracted after being bitten by a snake that guarded the sanctuary of 
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Chyse. He is marooned on the island for ten years in agonizing pain, until a prophecy demands 

of him to be fetched to Troy for the Greeks to win the war. Philoctetes is a hero quest, not of action 

and bravery, but of emotions and feelings - a study in physical pain. Philoctete’s monologues 

articulate the inexpressibility of pain, which according to Elaine Scarry, ‘does not just resist 

language, it actively destroys it’. The play is the epitome of transgression, as it is one of the very 

few literary texts that actively talk about physical pain and its subjectivity; pain management, the 

doctor/patient relationship, the long term challenges of caring for the chronically ill and the social 

stigma attached to disability.  

 

This paper will consider how pain is represented in Sophocles’ Philoctetes and why these 

representations are transgressive. Furthermore, it will explore the language of pain in relation to 

the absence of such language in the canon, and the way that, whereas in the modern world there 

is a distinction of physical and mental pain, Philoctetes’ pain is not differentiated from his 

emotions as it seeps through his soul and is represented as one, in continuum.  Moreover, I will 

argue that Philoctetes transgresses the hero genre, as he is not only disabled - which could be 

argued for Daredevil for example- but he also suffers from chronic pain. These are the themes 

that will be explored in the paper, as I will try to show how the play is completely modern in 

approach, and presents pain as very few narratives have done. 

 

Biographical Note: 

 

Maria Pantsidou is an MA (by research) student at the University of Malta. She is currently researching 

and writing her dissertation with the tentative title, Representations of Pain and Suffering in Contagion 

Narratives within Literature, TV series and Reportage, in which she is exploring themes of how 

underrepresented physical pain is and where this absence happens. Maria Pantsidou obtained her 

Bachelor’s degree in English Literature from Staffordshire University. 

 

 

Ben Mifsud Joslin (University of Malta) 

 

‘I thought you was keeping it gangsta’: Transgressive Representations of the African-

American in Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly 

 

Released in 2015, Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly has received wide acclaim, not least for its 

complex portrayal of the African-American. Throughout, Lamar offers different constructions of 

what it means to be African-American, while battling with his own survivor’s guilt for having 

escaped the poverty of Compton, his home town. Lamar criticises the marginalisation of the black 

community by institutions while criticising to an equal degree the internal conflicts that 

overcomplicate and limit what it means to be a black individual in a Western society.  

This paper will analyse the lyrical content of To Pimp a Butterfly, as well as visual tropes from 

some of the music videos produced from the album, in order to analyse the notions of 
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transgression present in Lamar’s work. Essentially, the album considers what the implications of 

transgressing the African-American stereotype are, and the answer is not black and white.  

For Lamar, transgression becomes a delicate issue: how can the African-American community 

acknowledge and take advantage of the hybrid world it lives in without recentralising or 

succumbing to institutional dominance? 

On one hand, integrating further with the world beyond the ghetto offers new possibilities for 

the African-American way of life. On the other hand, there is an evident fear of, as Frantz Fanon 

states, becoming “whiter as [one] renounces his blackness, his jungle”, despite being several 

decades into the postcolonial age. 

 

Biographical Note: 

 

Ben Mifsud Joslin is currently studying at the University of Malta, where he is pursuing his Master’s 

degree in English, Culture, and the Media. His main areas of interest include digital rhetoric, the nature of 

digital copywriting, contemporary political discourses, and cultural analyses of music.    

 

 

Jessica Micallef (University of Malta) 
 

‘Better to Reign in Hell, than Serve in Heav’n’ – The Use and Abuse of Text in House of Cards 

It is conflicting to find oneself cheering for a man on a diabolical mission of revenge, ruthlessly 

cutting down anyone who stands in his way to power. At the same time, it is not hard to 

understand why or how a spectator might admire the genius ways in which Frank Underwood 

does this in Netflix’s House of Cards. We find ourselves admiring a transgressor and feel 

ourselves transgressors as we sympathise with his (un)worthy cause. In this way, Frank 

Underwood reminds us of great literary figures like Milton’s Satan and Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 

and we find ourselves again conflicted between supporting or despising this well-written 

character with his unflinching resolve and ruthless ambition.  

This paper analysis the way in which both sacred and secular texts are made transgressive by 

being used, abused and misused by Underwood in this series. This paper looks at the way 

Underwood exploits texts like the media, legal bills, speeches and even the Bible in order to 

manipulate those around him to clear his route to power and in turn to manipulate his fictional 

audiences, as well as us, into supporting him. Moreover, this paper will also look at the way 

Underwood manipulates the script itself by turning to us spectators at particular points during 

the series. Here, the paper will delve into how being made aware of Underwood’s plan, we are 

both witnesses and accomplices, unable – and perhaps unwilling – to act against his will. 

Transgression becomes subjective, and we find ourselves unsure of who is in fact transgressing. 

Is it Frank? Is it the rest of them? Whose side are we on? And what does that say about us? 

Again, we find ourselves facing the Satan problem – a great character hated by association but 

loved through identification.  
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The paper will analyse the series both on its own individual basis and by comparison with other 

texts such as those mentioned above. The paper will refer to critical texts written by Althusser 

and Foucault, but the focus will mainly be on analysis and comparison, through a reflection of 

how text can be used and abused; made transgressive to play on the subjectivity of audiences 

both fictional and real alike. 

Biographical Note: 

Jessica Micallef graduated with a B.A. (Hons) in English from the University of Malta in 2013 and with 

an M.A. in English with Modern and Contemporary Literature and Criticism from the same university 

in 2015. She is currently in the final stages of her PGCE. Her academic interests include epiphany, the 

value of literature, epic poetry and Shakespearean drama, among others. Her ambition is to become a 

published novelist and an academic. She doesn’t have a favourite novel because there are so many to 

choose from, but her favourite poems are Paradise Lost and The Waste Land. 
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Saturday 21 May 2016 

 

Panel  7- Laughing, Eating, Playing Transgression (11.00 – 13.00) 

Chair: Lorella Fava 

 

Christine Caruana (University of Malta) 

“What can’t be cured must be endured”: Transgressive humour in the world of Salman 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children 

Salman Rushdie’s unique brand of humour manifests itself in the style of his first major work – 

Midnight’s Children. In this epic novel, both a “child of midnight” and India itself come of age. 

Rushdie’s conceit or ‘trick’ characterises the autobiographical nature of the narrative he weaves 

– which he puts in the mouth (often quite literally) of one midnight child: Saleem Sinai. 

Through this move, Rushdie presents a story that straddles both the microcosmic (in its focus 

on Saleem’s family, relationships, and the minutiae of his life) as well as the macrocosmic (in its 

concern with the history of Indian subcontinent, its colonial roots, and future aspirations).  

Crucially, Saleem is a protagonist with a proclivity for the fantastical and the grotesque; he is 

amused by crassness and – being himself Shiva’s “double” – he relishes wordplay and double 

entendre. In short, Saleem is not cold. He radiates the hot glow of an ever-optimistic India: the 

hot glow, too, of unapologetic laughter. Whether through his physically large nose or his 

Shandy-esque stylistic digressions, Saleem uses laughter as a weapon of resistance and 

transgression – both against figures in authority and even death.  

This paper seeks to explore the effectiveness of Saleem’s method: whether it is one of several 

coping mechanisms (a fragment, perhaps, of post-modernism), or whether it is the mechanism 

itself that triggers the narrative in motion. In this way, some critical light may be shed on the 

role of that type of contemporary stand-up which engages with some of the same postcolonial 

preoccupations of Saleem’s world. 

Biographical Note: 

Christine Caruana graduated with an M.A. in English (Modern and Contemporary Literature and 

Criticism) from the University of Malta in 2015. She is an Editorial Board member of the postgraduate 

journal, antae. Her research interests include style, comedy, silliness, and the political dimension of all 

these. 
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Pauline Fenech (University of Malta) 

‘Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.’ Transgressive Eating – Eating the 

Inedible 

For the omnivorous being, there is nothing which is inedible, and the urge to taste new food 

which can be considered unorthodox by many is ineluctable for the person in search of 

something new. Unlike the hungry artist in Franz Kafka’s A Hunger Artist, who had no choice 

but to fast ‘because [he] couldn’t find a food which [he] enjoyed,’ the omnivorous being 

supposedly eats everything and enjoys trying new food. Most humans can be considered 

omnivorous (to a certain degree) because of their desires to have new food experiences. This 

paper will seek to explore the limits of appetite, how far the desire to expand food boundaries 

stretches, and whether moral, social or cultural restraints hinder the omnivorous eater. In the 

interview On the Limits of Digestion, Jacque Derrida suggests that what one considers edible or 

not is what society deems to be balanced and agreeable to one’s metabolism. One might assume 

that one first eats with one’s eyes and then through scent, so it is needless to say that balance 

and stability fall apart if one is presented with an object which conjures disgust and is 

considered as being an inedible food product.  

This begs the question whether there is a common food which is said to be inassimilable or 

inedible across countries and cultures or is this once again a matter of subjectivity? In ‘On the 

Limits of Digestion’, Derrida claims that: ‘Everything shall be incorporated into the great 

digestive system – nothing is inedible in Hegel’s infinite metabolism’. Consequently, if 

everything can be assimilated and nothing is inedible then would disgust be the opposite of 

assimilation, because disgust hinders the reception to any absorption and intake of experiences 

in the same way as desire facilitates all assimilations.  

For Derrida, the act of eating does not only mean the act of putting food in one’s mouth and 

ingesting it, but it also carries the metonymical act of embodying language, social codes and 

symbols. One must eat and assimilate good ‘food’ as much as possible, regardless of where the 

source of nutrition comes from. 

Biographical Note: 

Pauline Fenech is a Director of Studies in one of Malta’s ELT schools. Her teaching career began in 2000 

and she has been involved in teaching English and teacher training for the past sixteen years. After 

obtaining her TEFL, CELTA and Train the teacher  qualification , she  went back to the University of 

Malta  in 2008 as a mature student and read for a BA (Hons) in English, the dissertation she presented at 

the time was entitled;  'I don't see, but I understand' : Blindness and the blind in Literature. In 2015 she 

read for an MA in English (Modern and Contemporary Literature and Criticism); the title of her 

dissertation was, A Desire for Taste. A Taste for Desire. 'A study in food narratives'. A particular area of 

interest is that of food narratives throughout the ages and the study of literary theories linked to food, 

desire and memory. 
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Johnathan Harrington (University of Malta) 

Playing Bully: The Event of Art 

This paper shall aim to question what transgression is through play. By looking at 
digital games first specifically. The aim is to discover when a player can transgress and 
when the player does transgress.  

 
Bully: The Scholarship Edition is a game where the main playable character is a 
delinquent. He has been abandoned by his parents at a boarding school that rather than 
giving him an education, falls to his revelling in his auto-dereliction. There is no 
redemption for this character – he can only be a modern day Sisyphus, taking 
enjoyment in his systemically assigned transgression. He attends classes to learn how to 
make bombs, he uses women's affection as a way of regaining health – there is no way 
of breaking the cycle. The player can only play along in this event.  
The question becomes, ‘what is transgression?’ Playing along with the bully allows the 
bully to transgress. Not playing along with the bully, which is only achievable through 
prolonging the event, is systemic transgression. However, playing along with the bully 
is also a self-transgression, as I relinquish what makes me in order to realise the bully. 
Every act and no act is transgressive.  

 
With this in mind, we find ourselves asking what separates the transgression of play in 
Bully to what separates other transgressive play. As we leave ourselves into a play 
situation, are we also forgoing our right to transgress? If we take Gadamer's view of art 
as play, where he states that art is “the playing” and the players are merely “the way 
play comes into presentation”, can we state that we are always compliant to the 
condition of art? 
 

Biographical Note: 

 

Johnathan Harrington is a student studying for his MSc in Digital Games at the University of 
Malta. His interests are predominantly in digital game semiotics, playful design, and ontology as 
reiteration, the latter of which is his current dissertation topic. When he isn't being a student, he 
is making and playing games, with a large interest in restrictions, whether it is through themed 
game-jams or pacifist runs of first person shooters. 
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Panel 8 – Transgression in Medieval, Victorian and Modern Times (11.00 – 13.00) 

Chair: Kayleigh Sacco 

Alexander Abichou (Durham University)  

Mutilation, displacement and disarticulation: The function of Metatextuality and 

Compilation in John Gower’s Confessio Amantis (1390) and the works of Jorge Luis Borges 

(1899-1986) 

This paper will examine two main areas of metatextualiy (Medieval and Modern): firstly, the 

relation between intertextuality and subjectivity, and secondly, the transgressive nature of 

language.   

In Confessio Amantis, John Gower emphasises the blurring of boundaries between self-

knowledge and self-delusion by collating numerous, well-known tales designed to amend the 

penitent via images of countless other literary confessors. Gower, aware of the porous quality of 

life as he asks that love be conducted within certain ethical codes that are divine in origin, 

whilst appreciating the elusiveness of moral certainty in life. He employs the confession genre 

as a means of creating poetic personae (e.g. Amans, Genius, Mercury, Venus) to signify various 

outlooks from Christian to Pagan ethics. By not granting a single interpretation, Gower 

manipulates what he acquires from others in a way that neither constricts it to a contemporary 

moralitas, nor upholds a truth in the original. Likewise, the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges’s 

fashions a kaleidoscope of characters integrated into a sequence in which there is no beginning 

and no end, only the continuous prospect of multiple combinations. Both writers appreciate that 

human life is not an autonomous object, simply contained in the present, but belongs to an ever-

changing flow of time that exists ‘entirely’ in every moment and each place. The labyrinthine 

structure of One Thousand and One Nights epitomises Borges’ literary theory as constantly caught 

between exchange and dialogue whereby the fragmented characters splinter until the reader 

cannot distinguish the real person from their idols.  

The cathartic act of compiling old stories, simultaneously acknowledges and denounces the 

need for contingency because it generates a structure that rejects the process of aging and 

instead, prepares the reader for repeated conversions. Gower focuses on the need to 

appropriate a Divine vocabulary, in order to free oneself from the shackles of transgressive 

language since Medieval love poetry emphasises the violent tendency of speech via the Seven 

Deadly Sins: Pride, Envy, Wrath, Sloth, Avarice, Gluttony, and Lust. Similarly, Borges’s story, 

‘Utopia of a Tired Man’, presents an anonymous protagonist who inhabits a Utopia in which 

people live eternally which generates indifference towards personal history and leads to a 

redundancy of names (subjectivity). Literature as neither representative nor descriptive but 

rather an act of writing images, indicating that words are archetypes attempting to symbolise 

something they are not and which stress the deceitful nature of the simulacrum.  

Biographical Note 



20 
 

Alexander Abichou. I completed my undergraduate in English Literature at Anglia Ruskin University 

with a first class. I am currently reading for a Master of Arts degree in Romantic and Victorian Literary 

Studies at Durham University. My main research interest consists of analysing British Romantic poetry 

alongside Medieval Islamic theology. Other points of interests include: representations of self, 

hermeneutics, Arabic science fiction, French post-structuralist theory (e.g. Roland Barthes, Jacques 

Derrida) in conjunction with Victorian literature.  

 

Joseph St John (University of Malta) 

Perspectives in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: A Medieval Transgressive Text?  

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is a complex Arthurian alliterative verse romance that features a 
challenge to King Arthur’s court at Camelot, a beheading game, as well as parallel temptation 
and hunting scenes. All of these elements turn out to be interconnected, yet this is revealed to 
hero and reader only towards the end of the narrative. 
  
Sir Gawain’s quest is to find the Green Chapel, which is undertaken for the hero to fulfil his end 
of the bargain, in the beheading game that lies at the centre of the plot, is set within the 
framework of a set of values. These values, which simultaneously inform and represent what 
will be tested throughout the quest, are emblazoned on the hero’s shield in the form of a 
pentangle. 
 
The paper will consider different critical perspectives adopted in relation to the poem and its 
major characters within the framework of medieval conceptions of art and the values 
represented by the pentangle. Moreover, the paper will assess the reliability of Sir Gawain’s 
interpretation, moral and otherwise, of events unfolding around him, be it in relation to the 
temptation at Castle Hautdesert or the beheading game. The ambivalence of the hero’s rival, the 
Green Knight, will be examined with reference to the poem’s Middle Irish beheading game 
analogue in Bricriu’s Feast and the character of Morgana La Faye, who instigates the beheading 
game in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.  
 
The objective of the paper is to determine whether the narrative and its major characters, 
particularly given the ambivalent elements of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, make for a text 
that transgresses the bounds of medieval literature by offering relativism and freedom of choice 
to the reader.  
 

Biographical Note 

Joseph St John is an M.A. (by research) student at the University of Malta since February 2015. He is 

currently writing a dissertation titled The development of the heroic theme in medieval English 

traditional verse, which dissertation focuses on Anglo-Saxon poems such as Beowulf, The Battle of 

Maldon, Judith and The Dream of the Rood, as well as the Alliterative Revival poems Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight and the alliterative Morte Arthure. Joseph St John obtained his University of Malta B.A. 

(Hons) degree in English in 1999. 
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Hazel Monforton (University of Durham) 

Antigone’s Words: Feminist Resistance in The Years (1937) and Three Guineas (1938) 

Antigone has “staked her claim on the Western feminist imaginary” as Sam McBean has stated. 

Despite differing theoretical and philosophical approaches to her efficacy as a site of political 

and social resistance, she has come to embody the troubled attachment women have had to the 

state. Antigone also embodies the edicts of citizenship that both constrain and exclude men and 

women in disparate ways.  

Antigone’s transgressive natures—in birth, sex, and speech—have rendered her an attractive 

figure for feminist appropriation. Virginia Woolf, another such figure, is one of many female 

authors who has found useful symbolic currency in Sophocles’s text. The last works published 

in her lifetime, The Years (1937) and Three Guineas (1938), were envisioned together as a “novel-

essay”, and as such share political and social aims while implicitly recognizing the persuasive 

subversion of fiction. For the close of her oeuvre, Woolf uses Antigone as a model of both 

articulable feminist resistance against tyranny and as a critical tool to uncover the intersections 

between the public and private violence which endangers the humanity of men and women 

alike.  

Both victims of incest, both resisting encroaching tyranny, both deeply affected by brothers lost 

at war—Woolf uses Antigone as a catalyst for her characters’ self-actualization and as a 

paradigm of compassion across sex and class, and as a paradigm of interpersonal connection,  

in contrast to a sexual hierarchy founded on violence. This paper will examine feminism’s 

multifaceted fascination with Antigone as well as Woolf’s political use of the Sophocles text to 

crystallize her own politics of counter-violence, one which refutes a politics of interiorization 

present in her earlier work. 

Biographical Note: 

Hazel Monforton is a third-year PhD candidate at the University of Durham in England. Her research 

examines the works of Virginia Woolf and Angela Carter. Through this contrast, she investigates the 

demythologizing feminist aesthetics utilized by both authors across modernist and postmodernist literary 

topoi, and the development of women’s writing in the 20th century in response to the overwhelming 

violence and social change of this period. 

 

Geraldine Sammut (University of Malta) 

Transgression of Narrative Frameworks in the Fictions of John Banville 

The limits of the narrative framework have long been pushed taut and even broken throughout 

literary history; even as far back as Chaucerian times. It is hardly a novel concept, to say the 

least. However, never have questions surrounding the specifications of breaking and 
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transgressing frame been as prominent and at the forefront as in postmodernity and 

postmodern literature.  

 

This paper seeks to explore the works of Irish contemporary writer John Banville, specifically 

his texts Shroud and Ancient Light, and the way he deals with postmodern concepts of 

metafiction by conflating actual history and fictional history through modes of doubling. This 

he does by creating a doubled character modeled on Paul de Man, and by reproducing the 

events of the Paul de Man affair. Except, there is one crucial difference, Banville’s character is 

still alive when his own version of the affair threatens to damage his academic career. Thus the 

two histories diverge and inform one another. Aside from historical transgression, he also 

engages in transgression between his own texts due to the intertextual references they make to 

one another.  

 

Ultimately, the result of Banville’s work is that it becomes exceedingly difficult to identify 

exactly where the fictional world ends and the real one begins. This is largely attributed to the 

constant transgression of boundaries that the author manages to establish. This paper will 

unpack this argument further, and delineate the exact flow of transgression of narrative 

framework which occurs. 

 

Biographical note: 

Geraldine Sammut was born in Malta and is 21 years old. She is a student of the University of Malta 

Department of English, and she is currently pursuing a Masters in Modern and Contemporary 

Literature and Criticism. She is also the postgraduate representative of the student organisation DESA 

(Department of English Students’ Association). She graduated from her undergraduate B.A English 

(Honours) course in 2015 with a First Class degree. Her interests include postmodernity and 

contemporary fiction, posthumanism, and memory as represented in literature. 

 

Panel 9- Screening Transgression 

Chair: Ben Mifsud Joslin 

 

Lydia Hope Ricards (University of Malta) 

Norman Bates and His Persona: A Critical Analysis of Norman Bates from Alfred 

Hitchcock’s Psycho 

This paper explores the fictional character of Norman Bates from Alfred Hitchcock’s Pyscho 

(1960). Through Norman Bates, Hitchcock pioneered a new section of the horror genre – that of 

psychological horror. The paper distinguishes what made Norman Bates such a terrifying 

character and how the psychological horror works through him. The paper demonstrates a 
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‘Jekyll and Hyde’ phenomenon in Bates, which is coupled with Erving Goffman’s theory on 

theatrical performance and the principles of dramaturgical analysis. It attaches the notion of the 

performer being fully taken in by his own act to Norman Bates, and shows Bates’s loss and 

acceptance of face towards the end of the film. This is followed by Noel Carroll’s comment on 

Norman Bates in The Philosophy of Horror or Paradoxes of the Heart ‘He is two persons in one,’ and 

through this the horror genre is explored. The paper then examines the ‘Hyde’ aspect of 

Norman Bates further by evaluating whether the character is intrinsically evil or not. Paul 

Ricoeur’s notions of evil, of humans being estranged from themselves, as well as Richard 

Kearney’s notion of evil will be attributed to Norman Bates. It also takes into account Maurice 

Yacowar’s essay, Hitchcock’s Imagery and Art notion of Hitchcock’s use of the X-image to ‘express 

his sense of man as a complex of innocent and evil’. The paper ends with the question of what it 

entails to be a monster and whether Norman Bates is a monster or not and leaves the question 

open-ended for speculation. 

Biographical Note: 

Lydia Hope Ricards was born in Malta, is currently twenty-one years old, and is studying at the 

University of Malta. She is currently enrolled in the Masters of English in the Modern and 

Contemporary Literature and Criticism section. It is her fourth year at the university as she recently 

graduated from a Bachelors course in English and Communication Studies in November 2015. She enjoys 

reading and creative writing and would like to be a part of this year’s symposium to gain more experience 

writing academic papers and presenting them.  

 

Glen Bonnici (University of Malta) 

Film Adaptation as Transgression 

One of the main topics of academic interest in the novel-to-film-adaptation discourse is the 

notion of fidelity of the film adaptation towards its source novel. The very choice of the word 

"fidelity" immediately brings to mind the realm of sex and relationships, in which infidelity is 

the act of ultimate transgression. This is an association which has animated the film adaptation 

debate through the years. The sexual partners in romantic relationships are replaced by the 

original and the adaptation in textual relationships, making film adaptation a practice of fidelity 

and of transgression.  

The very notion of the original has itself been a topic of heated debate in literary and artistic 

studies, especially with the closer attention paid to the intertextual relationship of all literary 

and non-literary texts, initiated by works of authors like Mikhail Bakhtin and Julia Kristeva. 

When each and every single text is inevitably, in one way or another, influenced by some other 

text or by language itself, the notion of the original is problematised and with it, so is the notion 

of fidelity. If there is no clearly defined original, what should the film adaptation be faithful to? 

As a result, to discuss fidelity in the process of film adaptation unavoidably leads to its 

opposite; a discussion on unfaithfulness and transgression. I aim to show how film adaptation 
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is a transgressive operation by looking at Martin Scorsese's 1993 film adaptation of Edith 

Wharton's novel The Age of Innocence, published in 1920. This is a perfect example of how a film 

director can creatively transgress different boundaries when adapting a novel into film. Most 

notably those imposed by a well known and loved literary novel, such as Wharton's The Age of 

Innocence, without necessarily betraying the source novel's "spirit". Having said that, this needs 

to be considered in light of the discussions surrounding what exactly constitutes the spirit of 

any cultural text and whether artists adapting these texts have an obligation to remain faithful 

to or to transgress such spirit which are perennially ongoing and keep the practice of film 

adaptation such a vexed yet captivating topic of debate in film, literary, and cultural studies. 

Biographical Note: 

I graduated from the University of Malta in 2013 with a Bachelor of Arts (Honours). Although my first 

degree is in Italian, I was always attracted to the process through which literary and artistic texts go 

beyond the political, linguistic and geographical borders in which they originate. In fact, my 

undergraduate dissertation focused on comparative literature, an area of study which led me to my 

current course, the Master of Arts in Literary Tradition and Popular Culture course. My main academic 

interest is the different ways in which texts travel in time, mediums and cultures, be it through 

translation, film adaptations, rewritings, and all other modes of textual transformation.  

 

Anthea Formosa (University of Malta) 

Prostheses in Media: A Transgressive Representation 

A dictionary definition of prosthesis represents it as, an artificial device that replaces a missing 

body part - lost through trauma, disease, or congenital conditions. Its Greek derision implicates 

notions of addition, application and attachment. But is that always the way in which we portray 

it? With this definition it could be agreed that prosthesis is used in a manner that lengthens the 

victim’s life span or in the least, makes it easier for them to carry out daily activities.  

Think about a recent film you have seen where some prosthetic device was used. What was it 

and what was its purpose? Think about popular films or popular characters, superheroes and 

villains who indeed have some form of prosthetic. Is it used to prolong their lifespan? Do they 

need it? Or does it have some other use? Think of Edward Scissorhands and Wolverine – what do 

these have in common? They’re used as weapons. A device which is intended to prolong life or 

aid in activities which they would otherwise be unable to perform, is portrayed in above 

popular culture references, as a device which does the exact opposite. Why is that so?  

Through looking at different perspectives, this paper aims to further question and reach an 

understanding of representation of prosthesis as transgressing from its use in popular media 

references.  
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Biographical Note: 

Anthea Formosa is an English, Culture and the Media M.A student. Her academic interests revolve 

mostly around rhetorical devices found in Advertising and Branding campaigns, but she is also quite 

intrigued by the representation of prosthesis in media. Currently working as a content writer, she would 

like to combine her academic interests with marketing knowledge to eventually become a creative director.  

 

Panel 10- Participating in Transgression (15.30 – 17.00) 

Chair: Amy Webb 

 

José Blázquez (University of Nottingham) 

Participatory Storyworlds: Models of Collaborative Textual Production Beyond the 

Entertainment Industry 

The term 'participatory culture' gives consumers an active role in the production and design of 

a commodity. Companies embracing user co-creation practices enable consumers to become 

contributors and producers of the products and services they care about. However, the 

approach taken by entertainment industries, IP owners of the most popular and beloved 

fictional worlds, generally give little room for the user involvement in the development and 

production of their franchises. While user participation may be encouraged, this generally 

responds to a marketing strategy to strengthen the sales and the bonds between the company 

and the fan community. User narrative contributions to these imaginary worlds are merely 

treated as fan-fiction by their franchise owners. 

At the other end of the user-agency spectrum, we locate participatory story-worlds. Generally 

supported by independent ventures, projects based on participatory story-worlds allow and 

encourage audiences to contribute meaningfully to the development and expansion of the 

imaginary worlds. Commonly, the nature of this spaces goes beyond the ‘traditional’ notions of 

authorship, audience and participation advocated by the entertainment industries and the 

mainstream system of textual production. Similarly, participatory story-worlds often are spaces 

where audiences can challenge and divert the original authors' plans about the development of 

the storylines and, even, the whole imaginary world. In this paper, we will introduce the two 

models of textual production in participatory worlds and demonstrate how these innovative 

practices work similarly and differently from the textual production models used by the 

entertainment industry. 
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Bibliographical note: 

José M. Blázquez is a media practitioner and a PhD student in Film and TV Studies at the University of 

Nottingham. His research revolves around the analysis of participatory story-worlds and user co-creation 

practices in fictional and non-fictional narratives. 

 

Maria-Chiara Bartolo (University of Malta) 

Transgressive Accelerationism through Mechanic Totalitarianism 

‘Our relation to capitalism is a relation to time. The extraction of surplus value robs us of time 

and, as capitalism penetrates deeper into our lives, more of our time is spent generating value 

or recovering from that generation.’ -Benjamin Noys. 

Capitalism can be defined as the disease of excess - it cannot exist outside of excess. It has 

become perverted into ‘the production of production.’ Marx and Engels refer to it as ‘constant 

revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting 

uncertainty and agitation.’ Combined with the accelerationist revolution controlling the mind, 

the capitalist world has transformed into a world of totalitarian speed. This level of accelerated 

lived life is no accident. The ultimate goal is to reach the end of the capitalist age, to ‘generate its 

meltdown.’ 

As put by Joseph Conrad in Lord Jim, ‘the way is to the destructive element submit yourself, and 

with the exertions of your hands and feet in the water, make the deep, deep sea keep you up [...] 

in the destructive element, immerse.’ The belief is that through such a form of immersion, 

society would be able to ‘extract a power’ that will end capitalism, thus bringing in the new age. 

Apocalyptic accelerationism creates a process by which the rupture of capitalism is sped up 

through the fusion of forces that are uncontrollable. 

For this sense of urgency to emerge from the capitalist shadow, and the accelerationist 

production of technology, the machine is given the same status of existence as the human. Such 

a creation is seen to merge the two entities, forging machine-being. The ‘machinic unconscious’ 

is, thus developed. The alienation of the human allows for the ‘machinic unconscious’ to exist 

within the world of the ‘real’. 

Within the regime of capitalist production, each living being is transformed into capital stock or 

product which must, then, become profitably invested. The capitalist product falls into the 

labour process of automatic machinery - an automatic being that moves itself and reproduces 

itself. Noys points out Marxist writing explains ‘that the trend of capitalist production is to 

reduce [the human] to a “mere appendage” of the machine.’ Malign Velocities; Accelerationism 

and Capitalism, Benjamin Noys, p. 41. The influencing machine becomes a physical entity by 

which humanity is libidinally controlled by the machine.  This notion is connected to Marx’s 

idea of ‘dead labour.’ 
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