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The third edition of the postgraduate forum “Postcolonial Narrations” addresses the 
interconnections between imperial practices and neurosis. The forum theme proposes to 
investigate the range of ‘neuroses’ that are generated by or connected to colonial or imperial 
experiences, but transcends any strictly clinical meaning of ‘neurosis’ and expands into 
philosophical, literary, and metaphorical implications of the term. 

The postgraduate forum welcomes contributions by PhD students and postdocs who work in 
the field of Anglophone literature and cultures, Postcolonial Studies, Linguistics, Pedagogy, 
Media and Film Studies. Contributors are invited to engage with the theme of “Empire & 
Neurosis.” As the postgraduate forum aspires to facilitate dialogue, exchange, and 
collaboration among junior scholars, participants will be given the opportunity to present their 
projects to an audience of early-career researchers. The conference will take place at the 
University of Duisburg-Essen, October 8-10, 2015. 

In his seminal Black Skin, White Masks (1952) Frantz Fanon explores the psychological 
consequences of imperialism by analyzing the phobic or “neurotic reactions” of the Antillean 
people to French colonialism and demands to “investigate the extent to which the conclusions 
of Freud or of Adler can be applied to the effort to understand the man of color’s view of the 
world“ (Fanon 109). 

Fanon, thus, adapts Freud’s clinical notion of neurosis as “a conflict between the ego and its 
id” (Freud, “Neurosis and Psychosis” 4065) to an imperial context and appropriates its implied 
normative understanding of a detrimental state of the self. For Jacques Lacan, however, 
neurosis is not a particular condition but takes the form of a “legible” delusion that is 
“structured like a language“ (Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book III 167). The 
Lacanian understanding of neurosis thereby seems to epitomize the postcolonial condition in 
so far as it stages the reappearance of the repressed “in loco where it was repressed” (Lacan, 
The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book III 104-105). This process is rarely straightforward as 
the repressed surfaces “in the midst of symbols” and “beneath a mask” (ibid.). Although the 
analysis of the damaging consequences of imperialism continues to be of importance for 
understanding any form of empire, in conceptualizing neurosis as a structure of 
communication and existence the Lacanian perspective asks us to consider imperialism not 
so much as a (curable) disease but as an intricate (social) system. 

Whether as an individual or as a social phenomenon, neuroses suppress a particular 
experience and thus represent an “incapacity to confront this secretly preserved part of 
reality“ (Lacan 45). Particularly the repression of memory and amnesia manage the rupture of 
any undesirable experience in a neurotic state. In the case of Britain, for example, Paul Gilroy 



diagnosed a pathological neurosis “that seeks first to minimize the extent of the Empire, then 
to deny or justify its brutal character, and finally, to present the British themselves as the 
ultimate tragic victims of their extraordinary imperial successes” (Gilroy 103). This 
“postimperial melancholia” – and Gayatri Spivak’s “retrospective hallucination” (Spivak 275) – 
may produce various neurotic states. 

In this wider sense, then, neurosis functions as a tool to describe the individual experiences of 
colonized and colonizer while the concept also invites questions about the political, social, 
economic, and cultural practices of establishing, maintaining, or rationalizing empires past 
and present. As the writings of Lacan, Fanon, Gilroy, and Spivak also demonstrate, memory 
constitutes one essential element to challenge symbolic and experienced pathologies of 
empire and neurosis. 

The Postcolonial Narrations Conference 2015 will explore value and challenges of bringing 
together empire and neurosis for the study of contemporary literature, culture and politics. The 
forum invites papers from different disciplines and reflections on different types of texts, 
including poetry, prose, film, photography, art, dance, and others. We also welcome 
comparative approaches that put Anglophone postcolonial literature and culture into dialogue 
with cultural production in other languages. The debate on imperial neurosis should by no 
means be limited to former territories of the British Empire. We encourage applicants to 
venture into comparative analyses that may bring in different imperial formations. Some of the 
key issues guiding our discussion might be: 

• Reading empire through neurotic experiences 
• Understanding neurosis as imperial practice and as a consequence empire 
• Narrating neurosis in the postcolonial world 
• The impact of neurosis on conceptualizations of empire 
• Literature and culture in the context of empire & neurosis 
• Neurosis as a (dis)rupture of imperial practices 
• Postcolonial memorials and memory 
• Urban experiences of empire & neurosis 
• Psychoanalysis as Postcolonial Theory 
• The postcolonial psyche in media, literature, and popular culture 
• Problematizing the concept of neurosis, nervous states, or postcolonial melancholia 
• Teaching the postcolonial condition in the EFL classroom 
• Local and historical specificities in comparison 

Of course, this list is not exhaustive, and contributions do not have to be limited to these 
topics. We welcome contributions from graduate students and Postdocs interested in 
approaches to “Empire & Neurosis” in the following fields: 

• Anglophone Literatures and Cultures 
• Comparative Literature and Theories of World Literature 
• Postcolonial Studies 
• Indigenous Studies 
• Visual and Material Cultures and Cultural Practices 
• Memory Studies 
• Diaspora Studies 
• Translation and Publishing 



• Linguistics 
• Urban Studies 
• EFL 

If you are interested in contributing, please send an abstract (300 words) for a 20 minute 
presentation to postcolonial.narrations[at]gmail.com no later than June 15, 2015. We’d be 
happy if you could include a short biographical note and the topic of your current project. 
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