
10/4/2017 Hysteria, Witches, and The Wandering Uterus: A Brief History | Literary Hub

http://lithub.com/hysteria-witches-and-the-wandering-uterus-a-brief-history/ 1/22

HY4T&RIA, WITCH&4, AND TH& WAND&RING
UT&RU4: A #RI&F HI4TORY

OR, WHY I T&ACH "TH& Y&LLOW WALLPAP&R"

« (http://twitter.com/lithub)  ¬ (http://facebook.com/lithub)  ū (http://lithub.tumblr.com)

Ŧ (http://instagram.com/thelithub)

 �

L I T & R A R Y   H U #

( H T T P : / / L I T H U # . C O M ) SEARCH

(http://lithub.com)

#OOK  MARK4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/#OOKMARK4/ )  

F &ATUR&4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/F&ATUR&4/ )  

&XC&RP T4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/&XC&RP T4/ )  

#OOK4H&L F   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/#OOK4H&L F/ )  

L I T  HU#  DA I L Y   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/L I THU#_DA I LY/ )  

A#OUT   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/A#OUT - L I T &RARY -HU#/ )



10/4/2017 Hysteria, Witches, and The Wandering Uterus: A Brief History | Literary Hub

http://lithub.com/hysteria-witches-and-the-wandering-uterus-a-brief-history/ 2/22

OR, WHY I T&ACH "TH& Y&LLOW WALLPAP&R"

April 5, 2017  #Z Terri KapTaliT (http://lithuC.com/author/terri-kapTaliT/)

I teach “�e Yellow Wallpaper” �ecau/e I �elieve it can /ave people. �at i/ one rea/on.

�ere are more. I have taught Charlotte Perkin/ Gilman’/ 1891 /tor5 for nearl5 two

decade/ and thi/ pa/t fall wa/ no different. �en again, thi/ pa/t fall wa/ entirel5 different.

In our undergraduate /eminar at the �chool of the Art In/titute of Chicago, we di/cu//ed

“�e Yellow Wallpaper” in the context of the nearl5 4,000-5ear hi/tor5 of the medical

diagno/i/ of h5/teria. H5/teria, from the Greek h5/tera or wom�. We explored thi/

wa/te�a/ket diagno/i/ that ha/ �een a dump-/ite for all that could �e imagined to �e

wrong with women from around 1900 �C� until the 1950/. �e diagno/i/ wa/ not onl5

prevalent in the We/t among mainl5 white women �ut had it/ pre-hi/tor5 in Ancient

�g5pt, and wa/ found in the Far �a/t and Middle �a/t too.

�e cour/e i/ titled “�e Wandering Uteru/: Journe5/ through Gender, Race, and

Medicine” and get/ it/ name from one of the ancient “cau/e/” of h5/teria. �e uteru/ wa/

�elieved to wander around the �od5 like an animal, hungr5 for /emen. If it wandered the

wrong direction and made it/ wa5 to the throat there would �e choking, coughing or lo//

of voice, if it got /tuck in the the ri� cage, there would �e che/t pain or /hortne// of

�reath, and /o on. Mo/t an5 /5mptom that �elonged to a female �od5 could �e attri�uted

to that wandering uteru/. “Treatment/,” including vaginal fumigation/, �itter potion/,

�alm/, and pe//arie/ made of wool, were u/ed to �ring that uteru/ �ack to it/ proper place.

“Genital ma//age,” performed �5 a /killed ph5/ician or midwife, wa/ often mentioned in
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

“Genital ma//age,” performed �5 a /killed ph5/ician or midwife, wa/ often mentioned in
medical writing/. �e triad of marriage, intercour/e, and pregnanc5 wa/ the ultimate
treatment for the /emen-hungr5 wom�. �e uteru/ wa/ a trou�lemaker and wa/ �e/t /ated
when pregnant.

“�e Yellow Wallpaper” wa/ conceived thou/and/ of 5ear/ later, in the Victorian era,
when the diagno/i/ of h5/teria hit it/ he5da5. Medical attention veered from the hungr5
uteru/ and wa/ placed on a woman’/ /o-called weaker nervou/ /5/tem. Nineteenth-
centur5 ph5/ician Ru//ell �acher Trail approximated that three-quarter/ of all medical
practice wa/ devoted to the “di/ea/e/ of women,” and therefore ph5/ician/ mu/t �e
grateful to “frail women” (read frail white women of certain mean/) for �eing an
economic god/end to the medical profe//ion.

It wa/ �elieved that h5/teria, al/o known a/ neura/thenia, could �e /et off �5 a plethora of
�ad ha�it/ including reading novel/ (which cau/ed erotic fanta/ie/), ma/tur�ation, and
homo/exual or �i/exual tendencie/ re/ulting in an5 num�er of /5mptom/ /uch a/ /eductive
�ehavior/, contracture/, functional paral5/i/, irrationalit5, and general trou�lemaking of
variou/ kind/. �ere are page/ and page/ of medical writing/ outing h5/teric/ a/ great liar/
who willingl5 deceive. �e /ame old “treatment/” were enli/ted—genital ma//age �5 an
approved provider, marriage and intercour/e—�ut /ome new one/ included ovariectomie/
and cauterization of the clitori/.

It i/ no accident that /uch a diagno/i/ took off ju/t a/ /ome of the/e /ame women were
�ghting to gain acce// to univer/itie/ and variou/ profe//ion/ in the U� and �urope. A
decrea/e in marriage/ and falling �irth rate/ coincided with thi/ medical diagno/i/

criticizing the New Woman and her focu/ on intellectual, arti/tic, or activi/t pur/uit/
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criticizing the New Woman and her focu/ on intellectual, arti/tic, or activi/t pur/uit/

in/tead of motherhood. �uch wa/ the downfall of Gilman’/ narrator in “�e Yellow

Wallpaper.”

 

“�e uteru/ wa/ �elieved to wander around the �od5

like an animal, hungr5 for /emen.”

 

Good chance 5ou read the /tor5 in /chool, �ut in ca/e 5ou didn’t or have forgotten, here i/

a /5nop/i/. Following the �irth of her �r/t child, the narrator /a5/ /he feel/ /ick, �ut her

ph5/ician hu/�and ha/ di/mi//ed her complaint/ a/ a “temporar5 nervou/ condition—a

/light h5/terical tendenc5.” He ha/ rented a countr5 hou/e and ha/ put her to re/t in the

former nur/er5. �he explain/,

�o I take pho/phate/ or pho/phite/—whichever it i/, and tonic/, and journe5/,

and air, and exerci/e, and am a�/olutel5 for�idden to “work” until I am well again.

Per/onall5, I di/agree with their idea/.

Per/onall5, I �elieve that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do

me good.

�ut what i/ one to do?

�e narrator’/ work i/ that of a writer. �he /neak/ paragraph/ here and there when /he i/

not �eing o�/erved �5 her hu/�and or hi/ /i/ter who i/ “a perfect and enthu/ia/tic

hou/ekeeper, and hope/ for no �etter profe//ion.” �e /tor5 document/ the narrator’/

fru/tration/ with her /o-called treatment and her hu/�and’/ re/olve that /he onl5 need/ to

exerci/e more will and /elf-control in order to get �etter. “‘�le// her little heart!’ /aid he

with a �ig hug, ‘/he /hall �e a/ /ick a/ /he plea/e/.'”
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We witne// the narrator’/ /tead5 decline a/ /he �ecome/ increa/ingl5 o�/e//ed with the
room’/ gha/tl5 wallpaper: “the �loated curve/ and �ouri/he/—a kind of ‘de�a/ed
Romane/que’ with delirium tremen/—go waddling up and down in i/olated column/ of
fatuit5.” Gilman—a proli�c writer of �ction, poetr5 and profound and progre//ive �ook/,
including Women and �conomic/, a woman who drew large crowd/ a/ /he made the
national lecture circuit in her da5—i/ ma/terful at /howing u/ how thing/ fall apart for
her protagoni/t. In the �nal /cene of the /tor5, the narrator creep/ along the edge/ of the
former nur/er5 amid/t /hred/ of wallpaper, /tepping over her crumpled hu/�and who ha/
fainted upon di/covering hi/ wife in /uch a /tate.

*

A num�er of 19th-centur5 practitioner/ gained fame a/ h5/teria doctor/. �. Weir
Mitchell, a prominent Philadelphia ph5/ician, wa/ one of them. He championed what he
called “the re/t cure.” �ick women were put to �ed, ordered not to move a mu/cle and
in/tructed to e/chew intellectual or creative work of an5 kind, fed four ounce/ of milk
ever5 two hour/, and oftentime/ required to defecate and urinate into a �ed-pan while
prone. Mitchell wa/ /o renowned he had hi/ own Chri/tma/ calendar.

Mitchell wa/ Charlotte Perkin/ Gilman’/ ph5/ician. Hi/ re/t cure wa/ pre/cri�ed to /ome
of the great mind/ of the time, including �dith Wharton and Virginia Woolf. �core/ of
white women arti/t/ and writer/ were diagno/ed a/ h5/teric/ in a period when
re�elliou/ne//, /hamele//ne//, am�ition, and “over education” were con/idered to �e likel5
cau/e/. Too much energ5 going up to the �rain in/tead of /ta5ing in the reproductive
organ/ and helping the female �od5 do what it wa/ /uppo/ed to do. A/ Mitchell wrote,
“�e woman’/ de/ire to �e on a level of competition with man and to a//ume hi/ dutie/ i/,
I am /ure, making mi/chief, for it i/ m5 �elief that no length of generation/ of change in
her education and mode/ of activit5 will ever reall5 alter her characteri/tic/.”

Tran/gre//ing pre/cri�ed role/ would make women /ick. �riti/h /uffragette/, for in/tance,
were “treated” a/ h5/teric/ in pri/on. Out/poken proponent/ for women’/ right/ were
often characterized a/ the “/hrieking /i/terhood.” In our /eminar di/cu//ion, we made the

compari/on to the num�er/ of African American men diagno/ed a/ /chizophrenic/ at a
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compari/on to the num�er/ of African American men diagno/ed a/ /chizophrenic/ at a
�tate Ho/pital for the Criminall5 In/ane in Ionia, Michigan in the 1960/ and 70/ a/
documented in p/5chiatri/t Jonathan Metzl’/ powerful �ook �e Prote/t P/5cho/i/: How

�chizophrenia �ecame a �lack Di/ea/e. A diagno/i/ can �e a weapon u/ed a/ a wa5 to
control and di/cipline the re�ellion of an entire demographic.

A/ we di/cu//ed “�e Yellow Wallpaper” and it/ hi/torical context, I could /ee that Allie
wa/ �ecoming more and more outraged. �he looked a/ if /he might �olt from her
cla//room /eat. Her hand /hot up, “Would 5ou �elieve that m5 high /chool �ngli/h
teacher told u/, ‘If thi/ woman had followed her hu/�and’/ in/truction/, /he wouldn’t have
gone craz5?!'”

If I’d had a mouth full of /omething, I would have done a /pit take. In all m5 5ear/ of
teaching the /tor5, I cannot remem�er ever hearing thi/ jaw-dropping explanation. �ut
Allie opened the �ood gate/. �ec rai/ed her hand, “We read it in eighth grade. We were
all concerned and confu/ed, e/peciall5 the girl/. And di/tur�ed �5 the ending. No one
under/tood what wa/ wrong with the woman. �e /tor5 didn’t /eem to make an5 /en/e.”

Max added, “In m5 A.P. P/5cholog5 cla//, our teacher a/ked u/ to u/e the D�M 4 to
diagno/e the woman in “�e Yellow Wallpaper.” I remem�er a num�er of /tudent
gue//e/, like Major Depre//ive Di/order, General Anxiet5 Di/order, a/ well a/ OCD,
�chizophrenia, and �ipolar with �chizot5pal tendencie/.”

Noëlle /aid /he remem�ered a fellow high /chool /tudent de/cri�ing the narrator a/
“animali/tic” and the teacher writing it on the �oard. �ere wa/ no di/cu//ion of what
“h5/teria” actuall5 meant.

Keeta encountered the /tor5 in a college literature /eminar titled “Going Mad.” Cla//
di/cu//ion focu/ed on the in/ane and unrelia�le narrator. “A mi//ed opportunit5 for me to
learn a�out /omething ver5 real and current, and in /ome wa5/ I feel wronged �5 that,”
Keeta /aid. �e5 explained that the5 had a /imilar feeling when watching the �lm �eloved
in middle /chool. “Here’/ 5our heritage, and it’/ dumped in 5our lap, and 5ou have no idea

wh5 thi/ en/laved woman killed her child. If 5ou had more information a�out the hi/tor5
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wh5 thi/ en/laved woman killed her child. If 5ou had more information a�out the hi/tor5

of /laver5 and reproductive re/i/tance, then 5ou would �e a�le to make �etter /en/e of

what 5ou were /eeing.”

 

“�o-called witche/ were accu/ed of making men

impotent; their peni/e/ would “di/appear” and it wa/

claimed that witche/ would keep /aid peni/e/ in a

ne/t in a tree.”

 

Cri/tina hadn’t read “�e Yellow Wallpaper” �efore �ut /aid, “In the fourth grade in m5

all-girl/ Catholic /chool in �ogotá, m5 religion teacher told the cla// that we /hould onl5

/how our �odie/ to our hu/�and/ and doctor/. Meaning the5 are the onl5 one/ that can

touch our �odie/. I think there i/ /ome connection here, no?”

I am alwa5/ moved �5 the a//ociation/ /tudent/ make �etween the hi/tor5 of h5/teria and

their own live/ and circum/tance/. We di/cu//ed how it i/ /tartling to learn a�out nearl5

four millennia of thi/ female dou�le �ind, of medical writing/ opining cold, deprived,

frail, wanting, evil, /exuall5 exce//ive, irrational, and deceptive women while a//erting the

nece//it5 of di/ciplining their mi/�ehavior/ with variou/ “treatment/.”

“What a�out Hillar5?” �ec chimed in.

�i/ wa/n’t ju/t an5 fall /eme/ter. �ere couldn’t have �een a more appropriate time to

con/ider the hi/tor5 of h5/teria than �eptem�er 2016, the week following Hillar5

Clinton’/ collap/e from pneumonia at the 9/11 ceremonie/, an event that tipped

#Hillar5/Health into a national o�/e//ion. Rudolph Giuliani /aid that /he looked /ick

and encouraged people to google “Hillar5 Clinton illne//.” Trump focu/ed on her
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and encouraged people to google “Hillar5 Clinton illne//.” Trump focu/ed on her
coughing or “hacking” a/ if the uteru/ were /till making it/ peram�ulation/ up to the
throat.

For man5 month/, Hillar5 had �een pathologized a/ the /hrill /hrew who wa/ too loud
and out/poken, on the one hand, and the weak /ick one who didn’t have the /trength or
/tamina to �e pre/ident on the other. We di/cu//ed journali/t Gail Collin/’ a//e//ment of
the variou/ level/ of /exi/m afoot in the campaign. On the topic of Hillar5’/ health,
Collin/ wrote, “thi/ i/ nut/, �ut not nece//aril5 /exi/t.” We, in the Wandering Uteru/,
wholeheartedl5 di/agreed. �ut, �ack in �eptem�er, we did not under/tand how deepl5
entrenched the/e /ini/ter m5thologie/ had alread5 �ecome.

*

We returned to the Middle Age/ to help u/ under/tand what we were witne//ing unfold
during the campaign. �5 wa5 of the church, the m5th �ouri/hed that women were evil.
Lu/t and carnal plea/ure/ were the pro�lem with women who were, �5 nature, la/civiou/
and deceptive. Female /exualit5, once again, wa/ the pro�lem. �o-called witche/ were
accu/ed of making men impotent; their peni/e/ would “di/appear” and it wa/ claimed that
witche/ would keep /aid peni/e/ in a ne/t in a tree. Unhol5 /pirit/ were the cau/e of
�ewitchment, a condition that /ounded a lot like earlier de/cription/ of h5/teria. It/
“treatment” led to the death of thou/and/ of women. In their 1973 ground�reaking
treati/e, Witche/, Midwive/, and Nur/e/, �ar�ara �hrenreich and Deirdre �ngli/h argue
that the �r/t accu/ation/ of witchcraft in �urope grew out of church-affiliated male
doctor/’ anxietie/ a�out competition from female healer/. �e violence promoted �5 the
church allowed for the ri/e of the �uropean medical profe//ion.

In cla//, we continued to di/cu// the con/truction of /he-devil, foul-mouthed Crooked
Hillar5 who extremi/t/ �erated with ha/htag/ like #Hilla�ea/t and #Godhilla and #Witch
Hillar5. How could we not compare the campaign /ea/on to the witch-hunt/ when folk/
at rallie/ /tarted chanting “hang her in the /treet/” in addition to the �5-then familiar
“lock her up.” In /hort order, we witne//ed a /hift from the maligned diagno/i/ of a /ingle

individual to an all-out ma// h5/terical witch-hunt again/t a woman who dared to run for
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individual to an all-out ma// h5/terical witch-hunt again/t a woman who dared to run for

pre/idential office. We di/cu//ed the �rilliant literar5 critic �laine �howalter who/e �ook

H5/torie/, written in the 1990/, focu/e/ on end-of-the-millennium ma// h5/teria/. Prior to

the exi/tence of /ocial media, �howalter pre/cientl5 wrote, “h5/terical epidemic/. . .

continue to do damage: in di/tracting u/ from the real pro�lem/ and cri/e/ of modern

/ociet5, in undermining a re/pect for evidence and truth, and in helping /upport an

atmo/phere of con/pirac5 and /u/picion.”

We di/cu//ed the fact that /ocial media had allowed for thi/ rapid circulation of Hillar5

m5thologie/. I explained that the witch-hunt/ in �arl5 Modern �urope happened to

corre/pond to the invention of the /ocial media of their da5. Fir/t pu�li/hed in 1486,

Malleu/ Male�carum or �e Hammer of Witche/ �5 Reverend/ Heinrich Kramer and Jame/

�prenger �ecame the u�iquitou/ manual that /pread the church’/ method/ of identif5ing

witche/ through que/tioning and torture in large part �5 mean/ of the contemporaneou/

invention of the printing pre//. For nearl5 two centurie/, thi/ witch hand�ook wa/

reprinted again and again, di//eminating /entence/ that would later in/pire the anti-

Hillar5 pla5�ook, “�he i/ an imperfect animal who alwa5/ deceive/.” “When a woman

think/ alone, /he think/ evil.”

�5 midterm pre/entation/, we talked a�out the wa5/ in which h5/teria had gone viral

with other women candidate/, like Zeph5r Teachout, a law profe//or and activi/t running

for Congre//, who found her/elf on the receiving end of attack ad/ that featured a clo/e-

up of her face with a red-lettered CRAZY /tamped on it.

Upon clo/er inve/tigation, thi/ form of political /lander wa/ not limited to the current

election /ea/on or the U�. In Poland, women who marched again/t a recent a�ortion �an

were called feminazi/, pro/titute/, whore/, witche/, and craz5 women. While in 2013,

Ru//ian new/ report/ /ugge/ted that mem�er/ of the �and Pu//5 Riot were “witche/ in a

glo�al /atanic con/pirac5 in cahoot/ with the �ecretar5 of �tate Hillar5 Clinton.” �at

/hould have �een a clue to what would follow.

*
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During the week/ running up to the election we veered from the topic of h5/teria and

di/cu//ed the hi/tor5 of g5necolog5 and en/laved women a/ experimental /u�ject/, /exual

anatom5 and di/order/ of /exual development, and queer and tran/ health care, �ut we

/till �egan each cla// �5 /haring recent development/ from the campaign trail: Mu/lim

regi/trie/, pu//5 gra��ing//exual a//ault, and �ull5ing. We di/cu//ed Trump’/ remark/ that

/oldier/ living with PT�D are not “/trong enough,” echoing medical and militar5

attitude/ from the previou/ centur5 that a//ociated male h5/teria with WWI and “/hell

/hock.”

�e �unda5 �efore the election, I wa/ invited �5 /tudent/ �elonging to the /chool

femini/t group, Maverick, to meet at the Hull-Hou/e Mu/eum. We /at on the �oor of

Jane Addam/’ �edroom which hou/e/ her 1931 No�el Peace Prize a/ well a/ her thick

F�I �le, evidence of the one-time moniker “mo/t dangerou/ woman in America.” We

talked a�out the founding of the �ettlement Hou/e, that Addam/ knew that “meaningful

work” wa/ important for thi/ �r/t generation of white women that had received a college

education. At the Hull-Hou/e, Addam/ and other 5oung women re/ident/ worked

together with /ome of the poore/t immigrant/ to improve living condition/, to promote

child la�or law/, to �uild pla5ground/. �e5 cele�rated variou/ immigrant tradition/ over

large /hared meal/ and Italian opera and Greek traged5.

I told the group that Charlotte Perkin/ Gilman vi/ited the Hull-Hou/e on a num�er of

occa/ion/. It wa/ at the Hull-Hou/e that /he developed /ome of her idea/ a�out women

and economic/, a�out group kitchen/ and /hared dome/tic re/pon/i�ilitie/. I told them

how amazed I wa/ to learn that, a/ a 5oung woman, Addam/, a/ well a/ a num�er of

Hull-Hou/e re/ident/, had al/o �een under the care of the famed Dr. Mitchell.

I read them excerpt/ of Addam/’ writing/ during WWI when /he wa/ �lackli/ted for her

promotion of peace; her health failed, and /he hit the depth/ of depre//ion. Remarking

on her colleague/’ /uffering, /he wrote: “�e large num�er of death/ among the older

paci�/t/ in all the warring nation/ can pro�a�l5 �e traced in /ome mea/ure to the peculiar

/train which /uch maladju/tment implie/. More than the normal amount of nervou/

energ5 mu/t �e con/umed in holding one’/ own in a ho/tile world.”
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*

When our cla// met two da5/ following the election, we talked a�out deportation/, anti-

Mu/lim hate crime/, LG�TQ vulnera�ilitie/, and climate change. A num�er of u/

confe//ed that we were ph5/icall5 ill a/ we watched the return/ come in. I mentioned one

friend who wrote me that he felt a/ though he were drinking poi/on. Two other friend/

were /truck down �5 �out/ of diarrhea and dr5 heave/ on election night. When the5 went

to their doctor, /he /aid that /he had /een an inordinate num�er of /ick people.

�omething wa/ going around.

For man5 of the/e /tudent/, the election re/ult/ were ju/t an added /tre// to that of a long-

time civil war �ack home, to having undocumented famil5, to lo//e/ from gun violence, or

to �eing targeted when walking down the /treet �ecau/e of race and/or gender

pre/entation and/or /exualit5 and age. For /ome of u/, thi/ next admini/tration would �e

5et another thing to get through. For more of u/, we were onl5 �eginning to under/tand

that our democrac5 and our right/ were fragile thing/.

I didn’t tell them that I wa/ waking up each morning feeling nau/eated, m5 �ell5

di/tended. I knew I wa/ clenching m5 gut a/ if I had �een /ucker-punched. �i/

clenching plu/ man5 /urge/ of adrenaline had /et off an old familiar pain in m5

gall�ladder area. A friend told me a�out hi/ neck pain. Another /aid her hip pain had

returned. I wa/ reminded of �howalter again: “We mu/t accept the interdependence

�etween mind and �od5 and recognize h5/terical /5ndrome/ a/ a p/5chopatholog5 of

ever5da5 life �efore we can di/mantle their /tigmatizing m5thologie/.” Who could ever

claim that mind-derived illne// i/ not true illne//? Pain i/ not �ction.

�e reading/ for the cla// immediatel5 following the election included �ill5e Aver5 on

her creation of the National �lack Women’/ Health Project. �he wrote a�out the

importance of reall5 li/tening to each other, that i//ue/ like infant mortalit5 are not

medical pro�lem/, the5 are /ocial pro�lem/. We al/o di/cu//ed an excerpt from Audre

Lorde’/ Cancer Journal/, word/ that were remarka�l5 fre/h /ome 30 5ear/ later: “I’ve got to

look at all m5 option/ carefull5, even the one/ I �nd di/ta/teful. I know I can �roaden the

de�nition of winning to the point where I can’t lo/e. . . We all have to die at lea/t once.
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de�nition of winning to the point where I can’t lo/e. . . We all have to die at lea/t once.
Making that death u/eful would �e winning for me. I wa/n’t /uppo/ed to exi/t an5wa5,
not in an5 meaningful wa5 in thi/ fucked-up white�o5/’ world. . . �attling raci/m and
�attling hetero/exi/m and �attling apartheid /hare the /ame urgenc5 in/ide me a/ �attling
cancer.” We took heart in Lorde’/ reference to, “�e African wa5 of perceiving life, a/
experience to �e lived rather than a/ a pro�lem to �e /olved.”

Our /5lla�u/ continued to portend current event/ even though it had �een compo/ed �ack
in Augu/t �efore the /tart of the /eme/ter. At the e/calation of the �tanding Rock water
protector/’ prote/t/, we di/cu//ed Andrea �mith’/ “�etter Dead than Pregnant,” in her
�ook Conque/t: �exual Violence and American Indian Genocide, a�out how the violation of
indigenou/ women’/ reproductive right/ i/ intimatel5 connected to “government and
corporate takeover/ of Indian land.” We di/cu//ed Kat/i Cook’/ “�e Mother’/ Milk
Project” and the notion of the mother’/ �od5 a/ “�r/t environment” in Fir/t Nation/
culture/, which led environmental health activi/t/ to the under/tanding that “the right to
a non-toxic environment i/ al/o a �a/ic reproductive right.”

 

“For /ome of u/, thi/ next admini/tration would �e
5et another thing to get through. For more of u/, we
were onl5 �eginning to under/tand that our
democrac5 and our right/ were fragile thing/.”

 

�e week the /tudent/ were to �egin their �nal pre/entation/, we di/cu//ed the Comet
Ping Pong Pizza con/pirac5, that a man actuall5 /tormed a DC pizza parlor with an
a//ault weapon �ecau/e of fake new/ claiming that thi/ e/ta�li/hment wa/ the locu/ of

Hillar5’/ child /ex /lave ring. I would not have �een /urpri/ed if the fake new/ writer/ had
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Hillar5’/ child /ex /lave ring. I would not have �een /urpri/ed if the fake new/ writer/ had
taken in/piration from the Malleu/ Male�carum and reported that the parlor al/o /erved
Hillar5 the �lood of un�aptized children.

�mma /aid /he wa/ tired of Face�ook and where wa/ the �e/t place to get new/?

A good deal of the election’/ fake new/ had �een dependent on the power of a nearl5
4,000-5ear-old �ctional diagno/i/. �oth new/ and medical diagno/i/ ma/queraded a/
truth, �ut the5 were far from it. How to make /en/e of thi/ fake diagno/i/ in relation to
the idea that illne// can �e �orn from our gut/ and heart/ and mind/? I/ there an5thing
truer? And 5et, p/5cho/omatic illne// continue/ to �e deemed an illegitimate �ction.

We know that the /ocial toxin/ of living in a raci/t, mi/og5ni/t, homopho�ic, and
otherwi/e economicall5 unju/t /ociet5 can literall5 make u/ /ick, and that /ickne// i/ no
le// real than one �rought on �5 polluted air or water. In actualit5, �oth /ocial and
environmental toxin/ are inextrica�l5 intertwined a/ the ver5 people /u�ject to
/5/temic /ocial toxin/ (oppre//ion, povert5) are u/uall5 the /ame folk/ impacted �5 the
mo/t extreme environmental toxin/. And the people who point �nger/ and la�el other/
“h5/terical” are the one/ lea/t directl5 impacted �5 /aid toxin/.

�en there are the lie/ leveled at �ction. What of the fake critici/m /tudent/ had
encountered during their former /tudie/ of “�e Yellow Wallpaper”? Our hi/torie/
provide u/ with /cant acce// to the /o-called h5/teric’/ word/ or thought/. �ut Gilman
wa/ out/poken a�out her experience. �he wrote a�out it in letter/, in diarie/, in the
u�iquitou/ “�e Yellow Wallpaper” and in a gem of a 1913 e//a5 titled “Wh5 I Wrote
‘�e Yellow Wallpaper.'” In thi/ 500-word piece, required reading for an5�od5
a//igning”�e Yellow Wallpaper,” Gilman de/cri�e/ her experience with a “noted
/peciali/t in nervou/ di/ea/e/,” who, following her re/t cure, /ent her home with the
advice to “‘live a/ dome/tic a life a/ far a/ po//i�le,’ to ‘have �ut two hour/ intellectual life
a da5,’ and ‘never to touch pen, �ru/h, or pencil again’ a/ long a/ I lived.” �he o�e5ed hi/
direction/ for /ome month/, “and came /o near the �orderline of utter mental ruin that I
could /ee over.” �en /he went �ack to work—”work, the normal life of ever5 human

�eing; in which i/ jo5 and growth and /ervice”—and /he ultimatel5 recovered “/ome

(http://lithub.com)

#OOK  MARK4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/#OOKMARK4/ )  

F &ATUR&4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/F&ATUR&4/ )  

&XC&RP T4   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/&XC&RP T4/ )  

#OOK4H&L F   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/#OOK4H&L F/ )  

L I T  HU#  DA I L Y   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/CAT&GORY/L I THU#_DA I LY/ )  

A#OUT   (H T T P ://L I THU# .COM/A#OUT - L I T &RARY -HU#/ )



10/4/2017 Hysteria, Witches, and The Wandering Uterus: A Brief History | Literary Hub

http://lithub.com/hysteria-witches-and-the-wandering-uterus-a-brief-history/ 14/22

�eing; in which i/ jo5 and growth and /ervice”—and /he ultimatel5 recovered “/ome

mea/ure of power” leading to decade/ of proli�c writing and lecturing. �he explain/ that

/he /ent her /tor5 to the noted /peciali/t and heard nothing �ack. �e e//a5 end/,

�ut the �e/t re/ult i/ thi/. Man5 5ear/ later I wa/ told that the great /peciali/t had

admitted to friend/ of hi/ that he had altered hi/ treatment of neura/thenia /ince

reading”�e Yellow Wallpaper.”

It wa/ not intended to drive people craz5, �ut to /ave people from �eing driven

craz5, and it worked.

I teach “�e Yellow Wallpaper” �ecau/e it i/ nece//ar5 to know and to revi/it. I teach “�e

Yellow Wallpaper” �ecau/e a deep con/ideration of thi/ /tor5 in relation to it/ hi/torical

and medical context teache/ u/ how much more we can learn a�out ever5 other narrative

we think we alread5 know, �e it fact or �ction. I teach thi/ /tor5 �ecau/e I �elieve it can

/ave people.

*

�e /eme/ter i/ over and New Year’/ Da5 2017 ha/ pa//ed. I am /truck with a na/t5 �u

that linger/ for week/. �ere i/ a pulling pre//ure in m5 head, a /tuck feeling in m5 ear/,

unpredicta�le �u/he/. I can’t focu/. I can �arel5 write the /entence/ required to �ni/h the

letter/ of recommendation/ that are due.

�ur�ng online /cratche/ /ome productivit5 itch. Like an o�/e//ed /urvivali/t chipmunk, I

/tock up on nut/ and canned good/ and vitamin/ that will line �a/ement /helve/. I donate

to a hodgepodge of organization/ and cau/e/. . . NRDC, �tanding Rock, IRC, African

Wildlife Foundation, and more. I /ign online petition/ a/ quickl5 a/ the5 enter m5 in�ox.

I cough m5 wa5 through call/ to m5 mem�er/ of Congre//, imploring them to reject

variou/ ca�inet pick/. I come acro// an article a�out the /urge of vi/it/ to therapi/t/ for

“po/t-election /tre// di/order” and “po/t-election depre//ion /5ndrome.” �e fever

continue/ and /till there i/ that lo// of appetite, all laced with a deep /en/e of fore�oding.

I /leep through Pre/ident O�ama’/ farewell /peech.
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I wake up the next morning from a fever-induced delirium and am convinced that it i/ of
the utmo/t importance to locate PVC-free window �lm. Once the right product i/
identi�ed, I will affix the/e decorative wallpaper-like opaque /heet/ to the �ottom /a/he/
in the kitchen /o that pede/trian/ on the near�5 /idewalk cannot /ee in. �uddenl5, I mu/t
have more privac5. �ut I want privac5 and light. I look at variou/ pattern/. One pattern i/
called “atomic energ5.” It i/ lovel5 �ut would pro�a�l5 prove monotonou/. I �nall5 land
on “rh5thm” for it/ non-de/cript pattern. In the end, I decide that the wood �lind/ that
are alread5 there work ju/t �ne.

I �low m5 no/e and /team m5 head through more new/ of Ru//ian election intervention
and continued na/t5 tweet/, thi/ time aimed at civil right/ legend John Lewi/. A/
Inauguration Da5 inche/ clo/er, I lie on the couch under a �lanket, looking out m5
Chicago window at the rain that /hould �e /now.

A friend on the phone tell/ me that a fever i/ the relea/ing of anger. I feel /emi-human. I
am haunting m5 own couch. I leave the hou/e onl5 twice in 17 da5/ to /ee Frank, the
acupuncturi/t, who tell/ me that he i/ treating /core/ of people with the /ame upper
re/pirator5 thing. He ha/ /een an uptick in ailment/ /ince the election. Ma5�e thing/ will
�e �etter after the inauguration, he /a5/ hopefull5, ma5�e the anticipation i/ wor/e.

I hear m5/elf /a5 aloud to m5 �od5, “Plea/e work with me here.”

I read a�out Jan Cham�erlin, a mem�er of the Mormon Ta�ernacle Choir who refu/e/ to
/ing at the inauguration. A CNN anchor /a5/ that her compari/on of Trump to Hitler
/ound/ “kind of h5/terical. . . ”

I recall one /tudent from a few 5ear/ ago. �he rai/ed her hand and /aid that the diagno/i/
of h5/teria wa/ like �eing called a “craz5 girl.” “I am called that all the time,” /he /aid. I
wa/ confu/ed. Craz5 girl? �ut a/ /he continued on a�out that la�el, man5 of her
cla//mate/ nodded emphaticall5. “If I get up/et a�out /omething /aid in conver/ation or
on /ocial media,” /he /aid, “I’m di/mi//ed a/ ‘craz5 girl.'”
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Cla// project/ are piled on the �oor of m5 office. �ere i/ Max’/ poem a�out the
horrif5ing �eating he experienced a/ a teenager, a hate crime at a mall witne//ed �5 hi/
�o5friend and di/mi//ed �5 the police. �ere i/ Virginia’/ /mall �ook that /he made for
her teenage niece/, advice for �eing a 5oung Latinx per/on in thi/ countr5. �ere i/
�5lvie’/ project, an arti/t’/ �ook colla�oration with her dead mother’/ journal writing.
Noëlle’/ educational coloring �ook for kid/ with dia�ete/ that /he made with her eight-
5ear-old �rother a/ advi/er. I imagine that mo/t, if not all, of the/e amazing 5oung people
would have quali�ed at one time or another a/ h5/teric/ �ecau/e of gender pre/entation
and/or /exualit5, and their arti/tic, /cholarl5, or activi/t pur/uit/. Me too. We are all part
of a long hi/tor5, mem�er/ of tri�e/ that have �een, at time/, mi/interpreted,
mi/under/tood, or wor/e.

�e mi/under/tanding/ have not /topped. �ach /eme/ter that I teach thi/ cla//, a few
/tudent/ /hare /torie/ of �odil5 /5mptom/, their own or a famil5 mem�er’/, that could not
�e explained �5 organic cau/e/ according to conventional We/tern medicine. Inevita�l5
the5 were told �5 a healthcare provider that the pro�lem i/ all in their head/. �e/e /torie/
contri�ute to conver/ation/ a�out the power of the mind and how man5 great idea/ and
po//i�ilitie/ ari/e from the ver5 “irrational” place that ha/ �een and continue/ to �e /o
often undervalued.

�at i/ another rea/on I teach “�e Yellow Wallpaper.” Gilman’/ text remind/ u/ that we
mu/t def5 Mitchell’/ treatment; we mu/t u/e our mind/, our critical facultie/, and our
imagination/ more than ever to que/tion and to act.

�e fever ha/ lifted, �ut I /till cancel m5 trip to DC. �tanding in the cold for hour/ would
�e a �ad idea given what m5 �od5 ha/ �een through. I know I mu/t re/t. �ut I can �nall5
focu/ again. And write. I am /o grateful. A/ Gilman /a5/, “work, the normal life of ever5
human �eing; in which i/ jo5 and growth and /ervice.”

I refu/e to tune in for the inauguration. I cannot �ear to watch it �5 m5/elf. After it i/
over, I read the tran/cript of the apocal5ptic “carnage” /peech and witne// compari/on
photo/ �etween the la/t inauguration and thi/ one, proving the /mall num�er of people in

attendance, a fact that will �ecome the focu/ of more lie/. �e/e “alternative fact/” are
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attendance, a fact that will �ecome the focu/ of more lie/. �e/e “alternative fact/” are

aided and a�etted �5 Trump’/ advi/er Kell5anne Conwa5 who will �e increa/ingl5 /u�ject

to /trikingl5 familiar mi/og5ni/t �itch and witch-�a/ed attack/ of her own. H5/teria i/ a

�iparti/an weapon.

�e following da5, I watch video/ and live/tream of million/ of participant/ a//em�led for

Women’/ Marche/ all over the world. A proliferation of photo/ collect online in a �link.

M5 /tomach relea/e/ a �it.

From m5 couch, I work on m5 /5lla�i for /pring /eme/ter while reading Hannah Arendt

on t5rann5, Michel Foucault on defending /ociet5, and �ell hook/ on love. I am not

teaching “�e Yellow Wallpaper” thi/ /eme/ter. �ut it will �e on m5 /5lla�u/ next fall.

And the following fall. And again. And again.
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Terri KapTaliT (http://lithuC.com/author/terri-kapTaliT/)

Terri Kap/ali/ i/ the author of Jane Addam/' Travel Medicine Kit, �e H5/terical Alpha�et,
and Pu�lic Private/: Performing G5necolog5 from �oth �nd/ of the �peculum. A co-founder
of �eater Oo�leck and a collective mem�er at Chicago Women'/ Health Center, /he
teache/ at the �chool of the Art In/titute of Chicago.

15 Comments Literary Hub Login�1

 Share⤤ Sort by Best

Join the discussion…

 • Reply •

Torsornin • 4 days ago

I wish i could read this essay from the top of mountains to the world

 4△ ▽

Angel Z Avery • 4 days ago

Thank you. Great piece of writing and I loved the comparison to modern day events. As an

Eco~Feminist, I do wish you had also mentioned the Moon/Lunacy connection as well. I would

have liked to hear your thoughts on nature & women.  

I facilitate a women's group and we discuss the bane of being women/ called crazy all the time and

your article gives me more fuel.  

You mention reading 'Hannah Arendt on tyranny, Michel Foucault on defending society, and bell
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 • Reply •

You mention reading 'Hannah Arendt on tyranny, Michel Foucault on defending society, and bell
hooks on love'... can you tell us which books? As an avid reader, I would love to hear any of your
suggestions & I am esp interested in bell hooks!
 3△ ▽

 • Reply •

mapelba • 4 days ago

I taught "The Yellow Wallpaper" this semester, and I wish I'd read this first. But I too have had
those symptoms since the election and I've been considered "hysterical" plenty of times. In any
event, thank you for this.
 3△ ▽

 • Reply •

ellid • 3 days ago

I literally had flashbacks to being raped by my then-husband, alternating between chills and fever
that *we elected a rapist as our President.* I've had awful sleep ever since, including dreams of
buying a house that looked absolutely perfect but was possessed by demons. I also had a cold that
lasted nearly two months and is only now letting up.

We cannot give up. We cannot. Even if we're ill. We CANNOT.
 4△ ▽

 • Reply •

TextualDeviance • 3 days ago

So many familiar things here. I've been physically miserable for much of the past two years from a
combo of dread, fear, rage, etc. over the avalanche of hatred, plus the struggles of managing my four
year old's autism. My migraines are more frequent, my fibromyalgia flares are more severe and
frequent, my anxiety-induced insomnia is raging. It hasn't helped that the area I live in has had only
three sunny days since October. I'm treading water, but it's hard. And none of this is because I'm an
inherently weak person. I have crappy health in general, but I've always been a fighter, and I've
actually been stronger in the past several years than I was in my 20s. The state I'm in now is
because I'm under siege.

There's a strong link between childhood stress/trauma and lifelong health issues. Our bodies,
including our brains, don't deal well with the constant flood of cortisol and adrenaline that happen
when you're perpetually terrified, and that can alter neural and endocrine development. The same
is certainly true for marginalized groups. And the more things one adds to that list, the more likely
the person is to suffer from some major health issues. Bigotry is a public health crisis, but it's not
like the people currently running the country care about public health anyway. As far as they're
concerned, this is a necessary thinning of the herd. Kill off anyone who isn't the right kind of person
or in a pliant state of near-catatonic learned helplessness and they can be kings again. They know
bigotry is killing us. That's the point.
 2△ ▽

Chris Collier • 3 days ago

Thank you for such an insightful article. I wrote my dissertation thesis on the hegemonic crisis of
masculinity in WWI due to shell shock. It looks like men can have a "wandering uterus" in trying
circimstances. I am familiar with the work of Elaine Showalter and the Yellow Wallpaper is one of
my favorite texts. i believe we are living strange times. And unfortunately the idea of a woman's
place is still indirectly confined to specific areas wallpapered by the patriarchy. Any displacement is
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 • Reply •

place is still indirectly confined to specific areas wallpapered by the patriarchy. Any displacement is
at the owner s own risk! You are absolutely right... social media has become an easy tool of
oppression and stereotyping. Thank you for all the work you do shaping young minds.
 1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ann Stevenson • 4 days ago

I've enjoyed every moment of this "wandering uterus", hysteria, etc.,etc. writing. Thank you for
sharing all of this w/your readers. It would be delightful to be one of your (thinking) students! I say
this as a 76 yr. old feline who went to Catholic schools from first grade through Nursing School.
Talk about guilt handed out w/o measure! I recall one cardiologist whole always included in his
patient admission summary: anxiety! I began reading Dr. Joan Borysenko's books on the mind
/body connection years ago which reaffirmed what I knew yet needed to comprehend the
physiology of it. We've come a long way. There may always be a struggle. We're up to it. Gratefully,
Ann Stevenson
 1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Kelly Williams • 3 days ago

You lost me when you went off on Hillary and the Russians. Not everyone had sexist sentiments
about her who opposed her. I wish we would stop harping that same old string theory. She wasn't
wanted by dems in 2008, because she was caught lying about simple things. There is evidence of
laundering money through the clinton foundation...these are not about gender or Russia and
shouldn't be ignored. Dems will continue to fail because they continue to ignore what is
inconvenient, such as being no better than the republicans. We are allowed to criticize bad
candidates on their record, and we should not be labeled sexist for doing so, simply because said
candidate is a woman. She had my vote in 2008, and also back when she ran for senate, but she lost
it because of her record from NY State Senator forward. I believe a lot of people are choosing to
ignore the facts there, and try to pin the loss on angry white men, and errant millennials alone,
instead. Foolish. Foolish. Foolish.
 1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Amanda  • 6 hours ago> Kelly Williams

Let's not debate what Hillary did or didn't do. Let's debate how she was punished. Bush has
a private e-mail server. So did Pence. When elected Trump set one up. Where is the outcry?
Trump's foundation has also done terrible things. Where is the outcry? Trump arguably did
worse things. Where is the outcry? Things just don't seem to stick to the men who have been
at the forefront of our recent political conversations. But Hillary? She's like velcro. Every
thing she does is debated endlessly. And did you miss the author's comments about the
nature of the attacks on her. They are about gender. They called her a witch and many other
things. That does not mean that everyone who opposed her is sexist. Of course not. But
you're being intellectually dishonest if you won't own that many people were.
 1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Naomi Allen • 6 hours ago

I'm having trouble sharing this article. Please re-post a link that is easier to share.
△ ▽

Kristin Maksymiw • 18 hours ago
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 • Reply •

Kristin Maksymiw • 18 hours ago

thank you. for some of us, our greatest achievements will include persevering and perpetuating for
a future where because of the strength and genius of these ideas, peace is realized
△ ▽

 • Reply •

S.G. Rosen • 2 days ago

I'm reminded of that oh-so-famous quote in Harry Potter, from Dumbledore to Harry: “Of course it
is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that mean that it is not real?”
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Leigh W. Stuart • 2 days ago

I will be rereading The Yellow Wallpaper with new eyes to go along with the 24 extra years since the
last time I read it. Thank you for this wonderful article. Keep teaching, keep speaking out.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Frances Ann LeClere • 3 days ago

You don't hear about people getting sick when Obama was elected. I think you are putting too much
trust in the political system.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Sharon Chambers  • a day ago> Frances Ann LeClere

Frances Ann LeClere, we had no need to fear for our lives and civil rights in our country and
wwiii when Obama was elected.
 4△ ▽
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