
Australian Anthropological Society

AAS Annual Conference 

University of Sydney, 12-15 December 2016

Embodying otherness:

The heterotopic body

in cancer experience

SARAH PINI



2

Embodying otherness:
The heterotopic body in cancer experience

Linfobad 05, Luca Guenzi, Bologna 2016 Work in progress, video-art, Tenerife, 2014
Photo Ruggero Pini



Reframing personal identity

“Narrative time differs from biomedical time because it is actor-centred rather

than disease centred. While from a purely physical or biomedical perspective,

the ‘main character’ in illness is the pathology, from a narrative perspective the

main character is the person with the pathology” (Mattingly, 1994 p. 817).
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NARRATIVES AND DISEASE
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NARRATIVES AND DISEASE

“Of the many stories we tell it is those which are ours, not only about us but by

us, that have the most meaning to who we are, where we have been and where

we intend to go. For cancer patients, these stories have a special meaning. In

negotiating their way through regimens of treatment, changing bodies and

disrupted lives, the telling of one's own story takes on a renewed urgency.

In the end, they are more than just 'stories' but the vehicle for making sense

of, not an illness, but a life” (Mathieson & Stam, 1995, p. 284).
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Reframing personal identity

According to the participants of my research

and several studies analysed:

Del Vecchio Good, Good, Schaffer and Lind

(1990); Gordon (1990); Pandolfi (1990);

Mathieson & Stam (1995); Hunt (1998);

Yaskowich & Stam (2003), undergoing

chemotherapy is believed to be one of the

most disruptive experiences of the illness

event.
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NARRATIVES AND DISEASE

Sarah Pini, Department of Visual Arts, 
University Pantheon Sorbonne, Paris, 2009



Reframing personal identity

“I was lying in bed all the time, because I did not have the strength to get up;

then I did not want to do the sixth (cycle of chemotherapy) anymore, but finally I

did it and it was really heavy. That’s it, I believe that chemotherapy is the

heaviest thing of the entire illness, I had radiation therapy afterwards, but

radiotherapy is just nothing compare to it, nothing at all in fact, chemotherapy is

the heaviest part […] you do not know who you are anymore, you lose your

hair, in the morning you see yourself in the mirror, bald, you know...”

(Raffaela, participant interview, Bologna, 2012).
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NARRATIVES AND DISEASE



Reframing personal identity

“The hair thing… would have marked me as a cancer patient, and there would

have been pity, sympathy, and all those emotions that are hard to deal with in

people” (Mathieson & Stam, 1995, p. 295).

“I don't want to wear a cancer identity… I think that your identity is something

that you're given by other people, and it affects your perception of yourself.

I suppose to my friends I'm Ruth with cancer, not just plain Ruth. So I think that

as a patient your identity does change…” (Mathieson & Stam, 1995, p. 294).
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Rites of passage
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FROM BEFORE TO AFTER

Avdat, Negev desert, Israel, 2009
Photo Sarah Pini

Positron Emission Tomography device
S.Orsola Hospital, Bologna, Italy, 2007
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Rites of separation

“To cut the hair is to separate oneself from the previous world” 

(Van Gennep, “Les rites de passage” [1909], 1960, p.166)

“When an individual is ‘made sacred’ he has to be separated from 

his former profane qualities”

(Leach, “Magical Hair”,1958, p.157)

“The cutting of hair symbolizes re-entering society, or living under a 

particular disciplinary regime within society”

(Hallpike, “Social Hair”, 1969, p. 260)
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THE SACRIFICE OF THE HAIR



Rites of separation
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THE SACRIFICE OF THE HAIR



Liminality and alterity
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NON-PLACE, DICHOTOMIES AND ILLNESS

S.Orsola Hospital, Bologna, Italy, 2007
Photo Ruggero Pini



Heterotopia

The word heterotopia is composed by two Ancient Greek words:

hetero ἕτερος, “other, another, different”

topos τόπος, “place” 

“The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 

several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (Foucault, 1986, p. 25).

“The heterotopia begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a sort of 

absolute break with their traditional time” (Foucault, 1986, p. 26). 
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HETEROCRONIES



Heterotopic body

15

EMBODYING OTHERNESS

Linfobad 03, Luca Guenzi, Bologna 2016

“Cancer exposes the dangers of converting 

the bad, the ugly, the painful to ‘other’. 

It calls for opening to and accepting the 

unwanted”

(Gordon, 1990, p. 293). 
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