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The Spaces and Times of Abortion Complexity. Embodiment and Interruption in
Contemporary Francophone Aborto-socio-biographies

Tamzin L. Elliott

This thesis proposes a new theoretical framework of “abortion complexity” for analysing
contemporary abortion narratives, considering the ways in which aborto-socio-biographical
narratives of the extréme contemporain reorient and refigure space(s) and time(s). This concept
encompasses a twofold objective: firstly, shifting, or widening legal-centric analyses of abortion
towards ones foregrounding the emotional and affective dimension of this reproductive act;
secondly, acknowledging the ambiguity within this affectivity to illustrate that abortion is a
spectrum of experiences, rather than a dichotomy. Contributing to a timely increase in the
awareness of abortion rights in the French social and cultural imaginary, this thesis examines ultra-
contemporary autobiographical works from the post-MeToo era by Désirée Frappier, Aude
Mermilliod, Sandra Vizzavona, and Pauline Harmange, in forms ranging from graphic narrative to
essay, engaging with the lived and embodied reality of abortion (hi)stories. Addressing the spatial
politics of graphic narrative, the first half explores the ways in which abortion’s spatialities are
reoriented to facilitate a sense of bodily grounding and ownership for avortées, emphasising the
ambiguous and complex representations of inside versus outside at the core of embodied
experiences of pregnancy and abortion, as well as the regulation of reproducing/reproductive
bodies. The second half turns to reorientations of pregnant temporalities, arguing that abortion
and its narratives interrupt a quintessentially futural pregnant time by transforming it into a
subjective progressive presentness of (self-)caring which entraps, empowers, extends, and
evacuates, and permits aborto-socio-biographical transmission. More broadly, this thesis invites
reflection on the possibilities encountered when using affectivity and emotion to inform our laws,
politics, spaces, and times. It therefore advocates for an abortion politics of love and goodness,
arguing for the emancipatory potential of reproductive justice as a tool for literary analysis, and
literary analysis as a tool for reproductive justice.
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Introduction

There was no grief. You are my silence.
Why do you choose to rise now like shifting sand

blown by a slight breeze?

You were my simple crime against humanity,
and, like a criminal, I claim no regrets.

I buried you too deep to call you a name;

you are my trail of invisible lines
like the stretch marks that did not have time to form.

No guilt resides in my house.

(Booker, 2013)

This thesis is an experiment in possibilities and conditionalities. It explores the could
be, should be, and the becoming of abortion representation across French visual and textual
culture of the extréme contemporain. In some ways, this thesis is a manifesto of hope for the
future of abortion representation. As reproductive dystopias rear their unjust heads across
the globe, both on our doorstep and far from home, let this work be a reminder that a
compassionate, love-filled perspective is possible. As Rebecca Solnit reminds us, “people
have always been good at imagining the end of the world, which is much easier to picture
than the strange sidelong paths of change in a world without end” (Solnit, 2016 [2004], p.27).

Hope, although not always easy to find, prevents us from falling into the despair which
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insists that advocating for change is pointless. Hope sustains activism and sustains us too,
reminding us that alternative futures are out there. Hope is a doing word, an action; feelings
of hope alone cannot facilitate change, but hope as an action allows us to traverse
unthinkable, untrodden paths. This thesis is part of that action. By travelling these “strange
sidelong paths of change”, we are reminded of the necessity of depicting this change in our
cultural and social imaginaries; we need both complex realities and representations to cement

progress.

The contemporary literary landscape in France boasts representations of abortion
demonstrating complexity, nuance, and compassion, illustrating some possible realities
(Collette, 2025). There is widespread support for abortion in France, with 94% of the
population in favour of abortion, whilst 81% supported its constitutionalisation which came
to fruition in March 2024. Yet a sense of illegitimacy still surrounds this reproductive act as
abortion care seekers continually feel a need to justify their decisions, whether to themselves,
possibly as a means of releasing and exonerating any guilt, or out of fear of refusal when they
ask for help (Harris, 2013; Planning familial, 2019; Fondation Jean Jaures, 2022). Whilst the
recent inclusion of the freedom to abort in the French Constitution would suggest that
France is ahead of the game with regards to abortion rights, the endurance of abortion
stigma speaks to the necessity of foregrounding stories from the literary margins which
counter stigmatising and dichotomic ideologies (Runde, 2018; De Meyer and Romainville,
2024; Nemtoi, 2024; Tongue, 2024). Contrary to the French exceptionalist rhetoric which
heralds this constitutionalisation as the end point of “un long combat pour la liberté” and
positions France as the global leader of this struggle, abortion care seekers in the metropole
still contend with numerous obstacles preventing meaningful access to terminations

(Lamothe, 2024; Tongue, 2024).* Notably, there remain stringent time limits — the legal limit

1 “a long struggle for freedom™ Unless otherwise stated, all translations are my own.
12



for accessing abortion upon request in France currently stands at fourteen weeks of
pregnancy — and the need to cross geographical borders to access care — in 2024, the
Abortion Support Network was contacted by one hundred and thirty seven French clients
who needed help accessing abortions in Spain, England, and the Netherlands.? The
temporalities and spatialities of abortion are inherently bound up with one another. This
body of work therefore explores, in a timely fashion, the spaces and times of “abortion
complexity” in contemporary French abortion narratives, a framework used to consider the
varying and nuanced ways in which the avortée, or aborting self, is embodied and interrupted
in aborto-socio-biographical narratives, with the hope that it will cement complex
representations as complex realities and vice-versa.® Recognising that our existing
frameworks are insufficient, | hope to offer new ways and words to talk about the spaces and
times of abortion, to give new meaning to abortion’s spatialities and temporalities which
mark a departure from existing reductive paradigms. The works featured in the corpus range
from graphic narrative — Le Choix by Désirée and Alain Frappier (2020 [2015]) and Il fallait
que je vous le dise by Aude Mermilliod (2019) — to personal essay — Avortée. Une histoire intime de
I'I'\VG by Pauline Harmange (2022) — and a collection of témoignages — Interruption. L’avortement
par celles qui I'ont vécu by Sandra Vizzavona (2021). They ask: what else could pregnancy and
abortion look like? How should we be conceiving and discussing abortion representation in
the 2020s, an era marked by both rollout and repeal of reproductive freedoms? In what ways

do our existing conversations fall short, and is there an alternative, or perhaps a remedy, to

2 Many thanks to Annie at the Abortion Support Network for providing these figures. In Belgium, where Aude
Mermilliod’s abortion in Il fallait que je vous le dise unfolds, abortion is available until twelve weeks of pregnancy.
3 A note on nomenclature; the term avortée has no exact equivalent in English, meaning “person who has had an
abortion”, or literally “person who has been aborted”, so the French term will be used throughout this thesis.
As a feminine substantive, avortée is a well-suited descriptor for the narrators whose work constitutes the corpus
of this thesis. It is nevertheless pertinent to acknowledge that women are not the only people who access
abortion care, and where appropriate this thesis will refer to “pregnant persons” and “abortion care seekers”.
Although Pauline Harmange, whose work is analysed in Chapter Two, is openly bisexual, this aspect is not
addressed in her narrative. At the time of writing this thesis, there exist no French-language abortion narratives
directly about queer experiences of abortion.
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the shame and stigma shrouding this reproductive act, shame and stigma which has often

been compounded by its representations?

Ambivalent abortions

French women’s writing of the 2000s and early 2010s was marked by its insistence on
a thorough scrutiny of the body (Jordan, 2006). It was in part due to the MeToo movement
in 2015 that this tendency shifted from observation to ownership, with women’s writing now
reclaiming the body as a site of autonomy. After this collective reckoning liberated the topic
of sexist and sexual violence on a global scale, it was “dans la logique féministe des choses
que les thématiques liées a la grossesse, a I'accouchement et a la maternité soient ensuite
saisies,” seeking to reappropriate these narratives too. (Zenetti, 2022; Froidevaux-Metterie,
2023, p.34; David, 2024).* The push to reclaim ownership of maternal narratives also
signified a need to do the same for narratives of the non-maternal body, as reflected in Maria
Kathryn Tomlinson’s work on the female fertility cycle in women’s writing in French
(2021).° However, as contemporary literature illustrates, abortion cannot be reduced to a

rejection of motherhood.

The processes of pregnancy have historically been inherently bound to motherhood,
insofar as pregnancy is interpreted as a linear, forward-facing trajectory inevitably resulting in
a live birth (Browne, 2013; 2017; 2022). This seemingly immutable pipeline of pregnancy to
motherhood is indicative of repronormativity, a regime under which cisgender female

sexuality is understood as “necessarily (re)productive” (Franke, 2001; Weissman, 2017, p.292;

4 “in the feminist logic of things that topics linked to pregnancy, childbirth, and motherhood were subsequently
taken up.”

5 For more on francophone representations of non-motherhood see: Edwards, Natalie. Voicing Voluntary
Childlessness: Narratives of Non-Mothering in French. Bern: Peter Lang, 2015; Cooper, Jasmine. An End in Herself:
Non-Motherhood in Contemporary French Women’s Writing. Apollo - University of Cambridge Repository, 2020,
doi:10.17863/CAM.70299; Bjorklund, Jenny et al.. Negotiating Non-Motherhood. Representations, Perceptions, and
Experiences. Cham: Springer Nature, 2025.
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Love, 2022). Not intended for pleasure, desire, self-care, or autonomy, repronormativity
dictates that these bodies are expected only to burden the physical and emotional labours of
gestating, birthing, and caregiving. In deviating from this model, abortion thus signifies non-
adherence to the ideals of womanhood (Kumar et al., 2009; Evans and O’Brien, 2015).
Writing on the embodied experience of pregnancy, Camille Froidevaux-Metterie (2023, p.45)
remarks that it is a lived bodily experience “parmi toutes celles qui caractérisent I'existence
féminine et qui ne sont ni obligatoires ni nécessaires, simplement possibles”.® Many abortion
complex narratives suggest that the same is true of abortion, reconciling experiences of
pregnancy, motherhood, and abortion, to position them as part and parcel of a holistic
reproductive trajectory; to abort is an eschewal of repronormativity, but not necessarily of
motherhood. Moreover, upon reading Illana Weizman’s Ceci est notre postpartum (2021) which
centres on women who had continued and completed their pregnancies, Harmange wonders
“quelle place on laissait au post-partum de I'avortement, Ia encore sans oser utiliser cette
expression parce que les corps ‘post-gestum’ n’ont rien produit et ce qu’ils ont expulsé, ils
I'ont fait par choix” (Harmange, 2022, p.50).” Recently there has been much work to
destigmatise the postpartum experience by being honest about the traces pregnancy leaves
on the body and positioning it as an extension of the pregnancy and childbirth experience
(Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023). Nevertheless, abortion remains largely absent from both
considerations of pregnancy and perinatal loss, as well as our language more broadly, thus

necessitating the theorisation of abortion within the context of pregnancy.

The corpus encompasses narratives which speak to the intertwined possibilities of

both abortion and motherhood. Le Choix (hereafter LC) embodies a narrative of undesired

6 “among the many which constitute the female experience, but which are neither obligations nor necessities,
simply possibilities.”
7*“What place there is for the postpartum experience of abortion, without daring to use this expression because
‘post-gestational’ bodies haven’t produced anything, and the thing they got rid of, they did so by choice.”
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motherhood and its lifelong psychological impact on the narrator, as well as the narrator’s
own navigation of what it means for her to exist and embark on parenthood. Il fallait que je
vous le dise (hereafter IFJ\D) and Avortée. Une histoire intime de I''\VG (hereafter Avortée) offer
accounts of deeply coveted motherhood which end in abortion, the latter ending as the
narrator tries to conceive, whilst Interruption. L’avortement par celles qui I'ont vécu (hereafter
Interruption) shares accounts encompassing a range of maternal desire, from rejection, to
embrace, to indifference. Notably, LC, Avortée and Interruption are all written or compiled by
mothers. As Shelby Swafford remarks, “My abortion teaches me what it means to be a
(m)other, to live in/as a body colliding with internal and external expectations, to inhabit a
cultural space between motherhood and not” (Swafford, 2020, p.96). However, whilst it is
important to acknowledge the stories of “des meres d’aujourd’hui qui ont avorté hier” and
the many reproductive events which may occupy one’s life, we must also pay heed to the
ways in which abortion may be coopted as a contribution to the founding of the nation-state
by facilitating future (re)productivity (Harmange, 2022, p.53; Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023).2 If
abortion is perceived as an act which can be represented and shared only in the event that it
enables motherhood or work at a later date, it ultimately serves as a reification of

repronormativity.

Alongside the inscription of abortion into narratives of pregnancy and motherhood,
there is also a need to consider termination from the perspective of perinatal loss.
Scholarship suggests that pregnancies which do not result in a live birth leave women in an
unresolved state of liminality, leaving motherhood, as a rite of passage under patriarchy, in an
unresolved state (Coté-Arsenault et al., 2009). Even though these reproductive acts share the
same clinical spaces, in the social sphere they are placed in opposition with the moralising

framework of veneration (pregnancy) and vilification (abortion) (Morrissey, 2003; Bolton,

8 “today’s mothers who aborted yesterday.”
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2005; Love, 2022). Whilst stating her intentions to be sensitive to the grief and emotional
intensity of involuntary pregnancy loss, Victoria Browne (2017) suggests that such feelings
are exacerbated by exclusion from the states of pregnancy and motherhood. In a similar vein,
scholarship typically interprets perinatal loss as encompassing miscarriage, stillbirth, and only
certain forms of abortion, specifically those resulting from life-threatening foetal diagnoses
(Berry, 2022). However, this thesis advocates for the inclusion of all abortions in the
umbrella term of perinatal loss, from early, voluntary terminations to late term, medically
necessary, perhaps involuntary abortions. This allows us to acknowledge that abortion may
be experienced just like other forms of perinatal loss, even when the procedure is wanted
(Zeh, 2022; Manninen, 2024). Embodying abortion as an experience inclusive of grief is a
common theme in the corpus, from Frappier, who grieved her own existence and her
mother’s lack of access to abortion care, to Mermilliod and Harmange, who grieved the
abortions they needed because of their personal circumstances, to Vizzavona, who has
guarded the memory and image of the child she did not have as an adolescent. Such an
inclusion does not necessarily translate to regret or represent a fear-inducing anti-abortion
argument, but rather “recognition that there is not one, correct emotional response to
undergoing a liminal event” (Runde, 2019, p.52). Positioning abortion within
phenomenologies of both perinatal loss and pregnancy and acknowledging their ambivalent
positionings within these spaces allows for solidary, empathetic, and compassionate
approaches to their complex narratives. Acknowledging the complexity of this act does not
tongue-tie us but rather provides a forum for authentic discursivity, allowing us to create new

language and discourses to frame these complex experiences.

Contemporary narratives frequently represent the liminal, grey areas of abortion,
often alluding to the undecidable element of this reproductive act (ibid.; Collette, 2025).

Looking once again to the corpus to illustrate this, LC foregrounds the account of the
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narrator's mother who desperately sought an abortion, but who could not have one due to
the inaccessibility of safe procedures. IFJVVD recounts an abortion which was not wanted but
which the narrator felt they had no other choice about. Avortée shares a narrative fraught with
complicated emotions, including rage, jealousy, and grief, despite the narrator’s relief,
determination, and pride, whilst Interruption intertwines multiple accounts spanning different
ages, generations, and motivations, whilst also addressing their experiences of infertility and
miscarriage. Much like the MeToo movement liberated discussions on sexuality and sexist
and sexual violence, which subsequently facilitated frank discussions about maternities and
pregnancies, these contemporary portrayals suggest that abortion representation has entered
an era of authenticity and audacity. These narratives convey authenticity through their
insistence on abortion complexity, and audacity in the sense that they are “a public challenge
to conventions, characterised by boldness and a disregard for decorum, protocol, or moral
restraints” (Cooke, 2020, pp.1-2). How does this commitment to authentic and audacious
depictions of abortion allow us to attain reproductive justice, ensuring that complexity is
acknowledged and accounted for beyond both academic scholarship and literary and visual

representations?

Abortion complexity as a tool for justice

Reproductive justice consists of three primary tenets: the right to have a child, the
right to not have a child, and the right to parent in safe and healthy environments (Ross and
Solinger, 2017). As such, reproductive justice focuses on the lived experiences of those
affected by reproductive decision making, who “require a safe and dignified context for these
most fundamental human experiences” (ibid., p.9). A key component of reproductive justice,
or critical reproduction studies, is the consideration of social justice issues such as poverty,

economic injustice, welfare reform, housing, and violence, to name just a few, into analyses
18



of the system(s) regulating reproductive care, particularly the medico-legal systems (Price,
2020). Recounting the struggle for abortion rights in France is typically achieved by listing
the legal advances of the 1970s: from the Manifeste des 343, a petition published by Le Nouvel
Observateur in 1971 and signed by 343 notable French figures who openly declared their illegal
abortions, to the Bobigny trial in 1972, whose verdict did not punish the young, working-
class Marie-Claire Chevalier for having an abortion, to the passing of the Veil law in 1975
which ultimately legalised abortion. Even though contemporary abortion discourse is
similarly “dominated by the abstract language of rights and obligations™, this reduces the
question of abortion provision and access to the single issue of its legal status (Koukal, 2019,
p.2). For example, it overlooks that the Bobigny trial’s focus was not the illegality of abortion
at the time, but rather that this illegality unfairly targeted working-class women who were
forced into undergoing unsafe procedures, or that the Veil law was in reality “un texte de
tolérance”, positing abortion as the lesser of two evils (Le Naour and Valentini, 2003, p.270;
Cordona, 2015).° Even feminist historians have tended to focus on abortion as a legal or
political, rather than social, issue (Gauthier, 2002; Pavard, 2012; Duchen, 2013). The notion
of abortion complexity central to this thesis seeks to shift, or widen, legal-centric analyses of
abortion towards ones which encompasses this aspect alongside the emotional, affective, and
often ambivalent dimension of abortion. Abortion complexity attempts to account for the
diverse emotional responses to this reproductive event encompassed in Frappier, Mermilliod,
Vizzavona, and Harmange’s works. Importantly, in its consideration of autobiography, this
thesis actively engages in examining lived reproductive experience, illustrating the potential
for reproductive justice as a tool for literary analysis, and literary analysis as a tool for

reproductive justice.

9 3 text of tolerance”
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Abortion complexity also acknowledges the ambiguity within this affectivity,
illustrating that we are dealing with a spectrum of experiences, not dichotomies. LC, IFJVD,
Interruption, and Avortée are the stories of humans who had abortions, of humans who felt
very human things in the wake of this experience. These are the stories of complicated
emotions, ones that take on a kaleidoscope of colours, moods, and tones, stories which
transgress the binary of experiences which has been set out for us (Runde, 2017). These are
stories of violence, pride, shame, grief, relief, trauma, and even joy. As an abortion activist
who works directly with abortion care seekers, there are difficult conversations, but also
joyful ones, filled with hope and relief. Every day that | continue this work and listen to their
experiences | find myself grateful, rather than pitiful, for their courage, kindness, and
resilience. There is joy in this work, and joy in these stories. These complex stories, these

body matters, remind us that these bodies matter too.

By focusing on the emotional dimension, and the myriad of forms this can take,
abortion complexity builds on Ludlow’s (2012) work on abortion politics, which highlights
that people are not seeking abortions out of a desire to exercise their legal rights, but rather
because their lives are complicated. Pro-choice discourse ignores the fact that the decision to
have an abortion is shaped by a multitude of social justice issues, structures, and systems
(Smith, 2005). Such discourse is often raised in opposition to a “pro-life”, anti-abortion
stance, wherein abortion is transformed into a necessarily violent, guilt-ridden, and traumatic
event to dissuade people from accessing this care, as well as reduce access — sometimes
completely — to abortion services (Collette, 2025). However, this pro-choice/pro-life
dichotomy is more applicable to discussing abortion rhetoric in the United States, where
abortion support is significantly more polarised. As stated at the start of this introduction,

support for abortion is widespread in France and those in favour of blanket bans on
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abortion access occupy extremely marginal positions in this context.'® Since scholarship on
reproductive justice originated in Black feminist thought from the United States, it is perhaps
no surprise that its theories are biased towards this geographical context. As such, the
relevance of such a lens for the French setting is perhaps tenuous and the complexity of the
narratives analysed in this thesis may therefore partly be attributed to their presence in a less
polarised political context. However, in her article on representations of abortion in graphic
narrative, Catriona Macleod’s (2024) analysis insists on employing this pro-life versus pro-
choice lens. Even though the article concludes by alluding to the problematic nature of such
rhetoric, her consideration of Il fallait que je vous le dise, Le Choix, and Des salopes et des anges
(2011) centres on categorising each of the three works into either camp. Furthermore, it is
interesting to note that the language of these stances has integrated itself into mainstream
abortion discourse, with a particular emphasis on the notion of choice. See for example the
ironic title Le Choix (Chapter One) as well as the many references to choice in Avortée
(Chapter Two). Whilst the concepts of pro-life versus pro-choice may not exist in France per
se, abortion discourse in France has nevertheless borrowed its terminology. This reflects a
form of iterative reification, in which the narrators of abortion narratives seek to “shape their
stories to the discursive mode of previously accepted abortion stories” (Allen, 2014, p.51).
There is a desire for transgression but not to the extent that it would create a fissure between
the aborting self and the other aborting selves with whom it seeks to connect.

Highlighting one of many fallacies in the pro-life argument, Browne explains that
social support for pregnancy is not always guaranteed, which is especially true in the case of

queer, racialised, and working-class pregnancies (Duden, 1993; Maher, 2002; Browne,

10 To date, little research has interrogated oppositional stances to abortion in France, perhaps because it
occupies such a marginal position. In 2025, sociologists Mireille Le Guen, Marie Mathieu, and Raphaél Perrin
announced a special issue of the Revue frangaise de sociologie which will focus on contemporary opposition to
abortion in France and beyond.
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2023).* Abortion is arguably normalised and incentivised in these communities, whereas in
white, heterosexual, middle-class communities, it is more likely to be discouraged and
stigmatised (Verges, 2017). A pertinent example of these stratified reproductive politics is
found in the colonialist, antinatalist campaign in the French territory of La Réunion, where
physicians carried out thousands of forced abortions and sterilisations during the 1960s and
1970s, whilst abortion and contraceptive care were criminalised in mainland France as part of
the postwar pronatalist repopulation campaign (ibid.). Whilst abortion was/is frowned upon,
certain pregnancies were/are also frowned upon. Clearly, the conversation has never truly
been about abortion; it has always been about controlling the marginalised body.
Understanding the decision to abort as contextual, acknowledging aspects such as those
integrated into reproductive justice, and moving beyond legal paradigms reorients abortion
discourse into one of complexity rather than dichotomies (Ross and Solinger, 2017; Price,
2020). It is for this reason, the simple fact that humans lead complicated lives which cannot
be reduced to a single-issue, that in Jeannie Ludlow’s viewpoint, abortion politics should be

based on love and goodness or understanding and compassion.

Practicing compassionate abortion politics necessitates empathy, even though this
may be understood as antithetical to law and politics (Ludlow, 2012; Grossi, 2014; Robson,
2019). Such an invitation requires “accepting as legitimate sources such as art, music, and
literature, and it means accepting knowledge which is neither objective nor measurable”

(Grossi, 2014, p.58). This thesis deals with subjective experiences and unquantifiable

11 The examples of abortion complexity in this thesis largely centre on the experiences of white, heterosexual,
middle-class cisgender women, meaning this thesis is limited in the conclusions it can draw. There is a distinct
lack of literature on queer abortion experiences, as mentioned in footnote 3. As for racialised experiences of
abortion, a single account can be found in Sandra Vizzavona’s collection, also analysed in Chapter Two, as well
as in Line Papin’s Une vie possible (2022). Ines Foueja’s podcast and social media platform Et si on parlait
avortement? (2021) seeks to create a non-judgmental, welcoming space for those who are having or have had any
kind of abortion experience. Foueja often platforms Black women'’s experiences of abortion, including her own.
All other representations of racialised avortées | could uncover were fictional, including Le Baobab fou (Bugul,
1984), A vol d'oiseau (Tadjo, 1986), and C'est le soleil qui m’a brilée (Beyala, 1987), all analysed side-by-side in a
single article (Hunt, 2007).
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emotions, focusing on the lived and embodied realities of Frappier, Mermilliod, Harmange,
and Vizzavona, who share their abortion experiences from an affective vantage point and
encourage the reader/viewer to consider abortion through this lens, focusing on love and
embodiment before law and politics. Literature, represented in this thesis via the wide-
ranging forms of graphic narrative, personal essay, and collection of témoignages, provides an
opportunity to engage with the personal, subjective dimension of abortion. This engagement
is especially possible via the lived, embodied first-person of autobiography, even if this
experiential knowledge has recently been harnessed as a form of unmediated truth (Budgeon,
2021). Autobiography is of course politically situated within wider sociolegal contexts which
serve as a backdrop for these experiences. However, it is important to foreground the
personal dimension as a reminder that abortion affects and touches real lives. It does not
exist solely in clinics, courts of law, or parliamentary debates, but also, and perhaps more
importantly, in the hearts, souls, and memories of those who have experienced it. Medical
humanities thus become a form of medical humanity, representing not just interdisciplinary
approaches to medicine but also humane and benevolent ones. To paraphrase bell hooks,
who emphasised the importance of justice for love; without reproductive justice there can be

no love, just as there can be no reproductive justice without love (hooks, 2018 [2000]).

The abortion complexity framework also takes inspiration from Ludlow’s later work
on abortion positivity, referring to abortion representations which are “[supportive of]
decisions and access without conforming to the narrow, politicized expectations of
prochoice discourse” (Ludlow, 2020, p.49). Whilst this definition somewhat aligns with the
objectives of the present work, I find the emphasis on positivity — denoting happiness,
enthusiasm, and joy — problematic if we are to stress a continuum of experience. Positive
emotions can certainly occupy the spaces and times of abortion, but such feelings may be
some occupants amongst many (Solnit, 2016 [2004]). One of this thesis’ significant
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contributions in its theorisation of the abortion complexity framework is recognising the
ambivalence and ambiguity in emotional responses to abortion, often capturing coexisting
positive and negative emotions. For example, as demonstrated in Chapter One, Le Choix
conveys the narrator’s traumatic and infantilising abortion procedure alongside her intense
determination and relief, whilst 1l fallait que je vous le dise addresses Mermilliod’s anger and
helplessness in the face of her non-choice, as well as the ways in which she finds peace with
this decision. Meanwhile, in Chapter Two, Vizzavona’s collection of témoignages and
Harmange’s essay bear witness to the emotional intricacies of abortion, and the ways in
which abortion, in taking something away not necessarily through choice, gives back in its
facilitating of other opportunities. Even though the corpus perhaps infers that abortion must
necessarily have a happy ending in which one finds peace with and gains worldly knowledge
from this experience, by applying and promoting the lens of abortion complexity, this thesis
contributes to the creation of “new scripts for iterating the complex nature of reproductive
care” (Browne, 2023; Grenouilleau-Loescher, 2023, p.129). We are therefore addressing
representation in the sense of presentations of abortion which reframe and reorient existing
narratives to create new presentations, instead of repeating and recycling harmful

presentations (Neuman, 1993; Baird and Millar, 2019).

In the fields of medical humanities and narrative medicine, literary studies allow for a
reconsideration of illness and medicine “puisqu’elles donnent a voir, a entendre des
expériences humaines, expressives et créatrices” (Galichon, 2023, p.41).? Brian Hurwitz and
Victoria Bates (2016) suggest that literature offers a complex perspective on medicine which
considers the subjective, lived experience central to reproductive justice. It is through this
engagement with narratives of lived experience that this thesis will fulfil its most important

contribution to scholarship on abortion, which is making sure avortée’s voices are heard.

12 “since they allow us to see and hear human, expressive, and creative experiences.”
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Academia is not necessarily about seeing what is missing or searching for a gap, but rather
about hearing what is already being said and making sure others are listening. Rather than
trying to fill the void, let us listen to and echo what is already being shouted into it. Such an
approach is also reminiscent of reproductive justice, as | seek to do justice to people’s
accounts of their lived reproductive experiences to facilitate a compassionate abortion
politics of love. If we can only recognise injustice when we acknowledge difference, then
only when we engage in and with different voices, practices, and perspectives can we seek to

rectify these injustices.

From autobiography to aborto-socio-biographies

The corpus of this thesis consists of works which fall into Holly Runde’s definition
of abortion narratives, referring to “a work of literature or film whose protagonist has an
abortion, and in which her abortion acts as a main plot device that is either itself the climax
of the narrative or is instrumental in bringing about the narrative climax” (Runde, 2018, p.7).
The processes of embodiment and interruption at the heart of abortion — and this thesis —
are in many ways at odds with the processes of narrativisation. How do we narrativise the
aborting self, an act which requires linearity and clarity, for this self that is whole but also
fragmented, that is now less but also more, that is both outwith and within the body? I
understand “narratives” in a broad sense, connoting in this thesis textual and visual-textual
experiments which “allow us to constitute experience and construct subjectivities”
(Morrissey, 2003, p.17). In recent years, an increasing number of French-language

autobiographical abortion narratives have appeared (Grenouilleau-Loescher, 2023).2 These

13 Despite this, most French-language literary representation of abortion has historically been fictional, even
though little scholarship has interacted with these (re)presentations (Détrez and Simon, 2006; Hunt, 2007;
Fréville, 2012; Runde, 2018, 2019). Nevertheless, fictional abortion narratives remain marginal, which can
perhaps be attributed to the increased privileging of lived experiences, which retain a certain untouchability and
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have taken on a variety of formats, from essay (Harmange, 2022) to collections of témoignages
(Vizzavona, 2021) and autofiction (Papin, 2022), to documentary film (Arbizu and Belin,
2018; Simon, 2023) and graphic narrative (Mermilliod, 2019; Castor 2022). This uptick can
partly be explained by the fact that abortion is increasingly present in the French social
imaginary following its 2024 constitutionalisation, and the fiftieth anniversary of the passing
of the Veil law in 2025 which paradoxically arrives at a time where abortion rights are being

repealed worldwide (Erdman and Bergallo, 2024; Querrien and Selim, 2024).

Little scholarship has interacted with depictions of abortion in francophone literary
and visual productions (Détrez and Simon, 2004; Carlini Versini and Verdier, 2024; Carlini
Versini, 2025). Of this scholarship, much has focused on autobiographical narratives, which
this thesis contributes to (Harmon, 2018; Runde, 2018; Thevenet, 2023), with a particular
emphasis on Annie Ernaux’s Les Armoires vides and L’Evénement (Nelson, 2004; Mihelakis,
2010; Runde, 2017; Hornsby and Riggle, 2022). The former was Ernaux’s literary debut, a
novel recounting protagonist Denise Lesur’s abortion during which she recalls her childhood
and adolescence. This book is largely recognised as a fictionalised retelling of the author’s
own clandestine abortion experience in 1964 and was published the year before the passing
of the Veil law (Ernaux, 1974). Meanwhile L’Evénement (2000) is the autobiographical reliving
of this clandestine abortion, whose publication symbolised an apparent end to the individual
and collective silence on abortion (Robison, 2024). This récit not only addressed a personal

experience of clandestine abortion but also targeted the political and cultural backlash which

trustworthiness and as such become perceived as immune to fictionalisation and criticism (Budgeon, 2021).
Some examples of abortion narratives in French-language fiction include: Ton corps est a toi (1927) by Victor
Margueritte; Le Sang des Autres (1945) by Simone de Beauvoir; Tourbillon (1961); Les armoires vides (1974) by Annie
Ernaux; La Vacation (1989) by Martin Winckler; Journal d’Hannah (1992) by Louise Lambrichs; L’enfant sacrificié
(2002) by Othilie Bailly; Qui touche a mon corps je le tue (2008) by Valentine Goby; Les suppliciées du Rhone (2018) by
Coline Gatel; Ta grossesse (2021) by Suzanne Duval; Le mouroir des anges (2022) by Genevieve Blouin, and
MURmur (2023) by Caroline Deyns. In the 2020s, particularly post-pandemic, francophone fiction has seen a
rise of abortion representation in the forms of reproductive dystopia and crime fiction.
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followed the legalisation of abortion in 1975. The appearance of Ernaux’s book in 2000 thus
sought to avoid this storm as well as the strict censorship that literary abortion representation
was subject to prior to its legalisation (ibid.) Furthermore, even though this was not the first
instance of an autobiographical abortion narrative, part of the importance of this text lies in
its emphasis on Ernaux’s pride at her abortion experience.* Whereas most representations
historically foregrounded only the most challenging aspects of abortion, Ernaux highlights
the positive aspects of her clandestine abortion alongside her trauma (Détrez and Simon,
2004). In many ways, L’Evénement was the original abortion complex representation,
destabilising the assumption that illegal abortions could only be experienced as traumatic.
The release of its film adaptation in 2021 testifies to the length of time it has taken for
French visual culture to become more at ease with complex portrayals of abortion.
Historically, as referenced in the introduction to Chapter One, French cinematographic
abortion representation tended to oscillate between the necessarily fatal and the euphemistic
(Hallet and Miller, 2025). This illustrates the persistence of abortion stigma, particularly in
relation to complex narratives which both defy and align with reproductive politics of
acceptability, reinforcing that this narrative “remain[s] agonizingly pertinent today” (Diwan,

2021; Pugh, 2022, n.p.).

This text has subsequently become a crucial and unavoidable reference for many
other avortées, including some featured in our corpus; Frappier and Frappier (2020 [2015]),
Vizzavona (2021), and Harmange (2022) all mention L’Evénement as being of either historical
and/or personal significance. This intertextuality testifies to a broader intersubjectivity

between and within abortion narratives, referring to a constitutive and symbiotic relationship

14 Earlier examples include Halimi, Gisele. Propos recueillis par Marie Cardinal. La cause des femmes.
Paris, Grasset, coll. « Enjeux » 1973 and Thibout, Lorette (pseudonym of Laurence Nobécourt). L’Avortement
vingt ans aprés — Des femmes témoignent, des hommes aussi. Editions Albin Michel, 1995.
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in which the singular voice of the avortée draws close to the collective voice of avortées. These
texts therefore align with Annie Ernaux’s “auto-socio-biographical” practice, reimagined in
this thesis as “aborto-socio-biographies”, a form of self-representation at the crossroads of
social analysis and political commentary (Ernaux, 2011; Elliott, 2023; Duikeren et al., 2025).
Autobiography authored by women has long been theorised as a plural, intersubjective
undertaking (Edwards and Hogarth, 2010; Edwards, 2011). There is a broader argument to
be made that all self-representation is auto-socio-biographical, in that it speaks from the
perspective of multiple selves, referring not just to a multiplicity of the individual self but
also one that speaks for an external collective. Abortion narratives for example occupy “a
liminal space between lived experience and social movement rhetoric”, straddling subjectivity
and sorority (Allen, 2014, p.60). Indeed, the Butlerian ethics of giving an account of oneself
argues that ‘I’ “can start with itself, but will find that this self is already implicated in a social
temporality that exceeds its own capacities for narration” (Butler, 2005, pp.7-8). It is
therefore never so much a question of writing the self in a singular sense, as it is writing
beyond the self, writing greater than the self, or writing multiple selves, overflowing the

restrictive container of the autobiographical “I” to situate itself within a collective history and
collective voice (Havercroft, 2004)."> What is the self and its representation(s), if not imbued
with the social and political influences of their surroundings? The coining of “aborto-socio-
biographies”, with its emphasis on the prefix “aborto”, seeks to reflect the authenticity and
audacity implicated in the auto-socio-biographical act of sharing one’s abortion story.
Frappier, Mermilliod, Vizzavona, and Harmange’s decision to dedicate entire works to this

topic which has historically remained on the literary margins, and to do so in a way which

illustrates the complex nature of this act, is worthy of acknowledgement as an “expansion of

15 This collective dimension is also reflected in Ernaux’s later publication, Les Années (2008), which features
numerous references to abortion with particular emphasis on the collective experience (Hechler, 2020).
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available narratives of intelligibility, fostering transnational and transgenerational dialogue”
(Grenouilleau-Loescher, 2023, p.128). It is important to highlight these narratives for what
they are, and normalise first-person abortion storytelling, in the hope that this frankness and

complexity will help combat abortion stigma.

Although abortion does not biologically contribute to either the reproduction of the
species or the genetic chain, the aborto-socio-biographical narratives born from this non-
reproductive event are reproductive in other ways (Kristeva, 1979). This writing is at the
same time a reproductive act of non-reproduction and a non-reproductive act of
reproduction. In a literal sense, abortion is non-reproductive, as it permanently halts the
processes of reproduction, but as a lived and embodied experience of termination, it is
simultaneously a reproductive act (Runde, 2018). The works conceived in the wake of this
event, specifically those analysed in this thesis, are non-reproductive, as they interrupt and
complexify the discourses on abortion we are so familiar with, refusing to perpetuate and

reproduce damaging representations.

Yet, aborto-socio-biographies are also a literal form of reproduction. As a form of
creativity and generation, such as intertextuality, they reproduce through their continuation
and extension of a feminist lineage. In L’Evénement, Ernaux writes that aborting represented
“suivre la voie dans laquelle une longue cohorte de femmes [I]'avait précédée” (Ernaux, 2000,
p.32).** Although a non-reproductive act, her abortion connected her to a sororal lineage of
avortées and their stories. Ernaux’s story exists because of theirs, just as later texts exist
because of hers; the conditions of emergence of these texts are each other. These works exist
because of and in relation to each other, making visible an invisible chain of avortées (Meunier,
2024; Bryan, 2025). This chain, or community, created by the existence of aborto-socio-

biographies, facilitates an abortion politics of love since the courageous and audacious

16 “following the path which a long cohort of women had travelled before [her]”.
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existence of one narrative naming and detailing abortion experiences makes others possible.
The experiential knowledge gained from abortion is therefore not as individualistic and
untouchable as we might initially imagine (Budgeon, 2021). The writing of this invisible chain
facilitates the transmission of these experiences through time, from one avortée to another,
meaning there is not just transpersonal and transgenerational transmission, but also
transtemporal transmission. Aborto-socio-biographies and their complex iterations from
Frappier, Mermilliod, Vizzavona, and Harmange thus span multiple spaces and times, which

constitutes the focus of this thesis.

The spaces and times of abortion complexity

As avortées are constrained by geographies and time limits, the spatialities and
temporalities of abortion are crucial to our understanding of their narratives. The aborting
bodies in Le Choix, 1l fallait que je vous le dise, Interruption. L’avortement par celles qui I'ont vécu, and
Avortée. Une histoire intime de I'I'VVG require space and time to express their liminality, firstly to
interrupt a discourse which does not grant them the nuance they have long been denied and
secondly, to embody one which grants them this complexity. The present work achieves this
not only in the space it grants to these avortées on its pages and the time dedicated to this
endeavour, but also through its exploration of spatialities, temporalities, interruption, and
embodiment in these avortée’s stories.

Chapter One, “Space Becomes Her: On Subversion, Embodiment, and Spatiality”
will examine the intermedial interactions between pictorial and textual modes of storytelling
in graphic abortion narratives and how this is utilised to communicate embodied abortion
experience in Le Choix (Frappier and Frappier, 2020 [2015]) and Il fallait que je vous le dise

(Mermilliod, 2019). Using Sara Ahmed’s theories of space and (re)orientations delineated in
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her work on queer phenomenology (2006), | interrogate the spatial politics of graphic
narrative and abortion, to highlight how aborto-socio-biographers represent the self/selves
as creators, occupiers, and transcenders of space. | argue that these representations of the
aborting body permit a reorientation of abortion’s spatialities as defined by Sydney Calkin et
al. (2022). The chapter subsequently moves to an exploration of the ambiguous and complex
representations of inside versus outside at the core of embodied experiences of pregnancy
and abortion, as well as the regulation of reproducing/reproductive bodies. The chapter also
draws attention to the subversion and reification of repronormative discourses and
iconographies of motherhood and/or mothering in LC and IFJVD, using Mary Jane Kehily
and Rachel Thomson’s concept of a “common culture of mothering” (2011). I focus on their
depictions of sexuality, foetal imagery, and bodily porosity, with a view to suggesting that
these graphic aborto-socio-biographies offer a complex, feminist, and embodied visual
aesthetics of abortion.

Chapter Two, “Writing an Abortion of Our Time: On Subjectivity, Interruption, and
Transmission” examines the reorientation of pregnant time in Interruption. L avortement par
celles qui P'ont vécu (Vizzavona, 2021) and Avortée. Une histoire intime de 'I'VG by (Harmange,
2022). Using notions of women'’s time and pregnant time founded by Julia Kristeva (1979)
and Browne (2023) respectively, it will analyse Harmange and Vizzavona’s depictions of
subjectivity in pregnancy and abortion experiences, and the ways in which these shift their
reproductive decisions into the time of the subjective progressive present. It thus equates
“abortion time” with the concept of care time, offering new modes of conceiving abortion’s
temporalities and situating the act as a collective form of (self-)care (Puig de la Bellacasa,
2017; Baraitser and Brook, 2021). The emphasis on collectivity is supported by the work of
Judith Butler, in particular the Butlerian ethics of giving an account of oneself (2005; 2024).

The chapter proceeds to consider the tension between the temporary connotations of
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interruptions, and the permanency of termination or interruption de grossesse, interrogating the
implications of this conflict for how the self and passage of time are perceived. I conclude by
addressing the significance of transmission, insofar as this binds these texts to each other and
the genre of aborto-socio-biographies.

The present-day global attack on reproductive freedoms is a pivotal moment for
aborting and birthing bodies everywhere. This is proven by the rising number of
investigations into pregnancy loss and prosecutions relating to suspected illegal abortions in
Britain (Tongue, 2025), increasing maternal and pregnancy-related mortality resulting from
abortion bans in the United States (Stevenson, 2021; McGovern, 2024), to the ongoing
violations of Palestinians’ reproductive rights caused by the Israeli occupation and genocide
(McGonigal, 2024). In France, the constitutionalisation of the freedom to abort has not been
met with an equalisation of access. Many avortées still find themselves up against intersecting
temporal and spatial obstacles, from legal time limits to reproductive care deserts and the
need to cross borders, an act fraught with increasing bureaucracy, hostility, and racism.
Reproductive care seekers remain at the mercy of the nation-state who determines to whom
such care is extended and to what extent (Potente, 2023; Erdman and Bergallo, 2024;
Querrien and Selim, 2024). In a presidential press conference held in January 2024,
Emmanuel Macron called for a “réarmement démographique” in response to France’s
apparently alarming decline in fertility (Conesa, 2024)."” When considered alongside France’s
hardening immigration reform, and their disparate criteria for accessing assistive reproductive
technologies for LGBTQ+ couples, to name just two examples, such rhetoric can only be
interpreted as a dystopic reminder that reproductive care will still be regulated, and that only

certain people will be considered legitimate (re)producers.

17 “demographic rearmament.”
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On the one hand, the crossroads we find ourselves at proposes a nosedive into
dystopia, also known as the far-right’s utopia. Yet, on the other hand, it also offers the
option to act on hope and take a sharp left turn towards abortion complexity. This thesis
hopes to contribute to the guiding light of grassroots abortion activism as part of the latter
endeavour, recognising that the only way to reproductive freedom is perhaps audacity,
ambiguity, and authenticity, as incarnated in the abortion complexity framework. As
collective emancipation depends on unity and solidarity, abortion complexity is my
contribution to this community. | therefore offer in the present work new perspectives on
spatialities and temporalities as well as additional time and space to enable this audacious and
authentic reproductive freedom, the advent of which will be obtained through an abortion

politics of love, compassion, and empathy.
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Chapter One

Space Becomes Her: On Subversion, Embodiment, and Spatiality

...n0o image dangles in a cultural void, just as no fetus floats in a space capsule...

(Petchesky, 1987, p.287)

What moves us, what makes us fegl, is also that which holds us in place,

or gives us a dwelling place.

(Ahmed, 2014 [2004], p.11)

1.1 Introduction

Women’s relationship to space, the ways they inhabit and survive in it, and their
sense of belonging or security “is profoundly shaped by our inability to secure an undisputed
right to occupy that space” (Hanmer and Saunders, 1984, p.39; Rose, 1993). For certain
bodies, space is an experience of non-belonging and insecurity, of being forced into an
unwelcoming place and forced to conform to its contours. This is a painful experience, for it
is a “painstaking labor for bodies to inhabit spaces that do not extend their shape” (Ahmed,
2006, p.62; Ansaloni and Tedeschi, 2016; Rodo-Zarate, 2023). In the context of abortion,
space extends to the reproductive body, with the spatialities of abortion commonly
understood as the socio-legal settings in which this reproductive act is regulated, such as
wombs, bodies, clinics, hospitals, states, and regions (Calkin et al., 2022). Yet, these spaces do
not occupy equal freedoms. The embodied spaces of abortive and reproductive happenings
are contained not just by the barrier of our skin, the thick lining of the womb, or the

amniotic sac, but also contained, monitored, and scrutinised within the four walls of the
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abortion clinic, the hospital chamber, and the parliamentary debating chamber. Only we can
live in our bodies, our bodies being the space and place of reproduction, yet the ways in
which we experience and occupy our bodily space are necessarily bound up with the politics
which police the body’s location in the outside world. As such, the owners, or inhabitants, of
reproductive and aborting bodies, including Désirée Frappier and Aude Mermilliod, the
protagonists of Le Choix (2020 [2015]) and Il fallait que je vous le dise (2019) respectively, have a
disputed right to occupy spaces, both bodily ones and those outwith, even though there is
not always a clear boundary separating the two (Ahmed, 2006). To experience and live in the
reproductive body, whether through birthing, gestating, lactating, labouring, menstruating,
aborting, or all, or none of the above, is therefore situated in a politics of location; to exist in
spaces, whether bodily or otherwise is to live in a place we do not belong, in a place which
does not extend to our shape, and so our bodies labour, in both the (re)productive sense and
the painful sense of non-belonging (ibid). Aborting bodies thus occupy space as space itself;
unable to own space, women are simultaneously understood to be space itself, since both are
perceived as static objects (L6w, 2006). In this context, | therefore understand the concept of
situated knowledges to be a physical, corporeal, objective standpoint, referring to knowledge
gained through bodily inhabitance of space, the literal location of the body, rather than our

subjective relation to this space (Haraway, 1988).

Literary analysis has long interpreted space as a passive background or container of
narrative, treated as the mere location of narrative development, whilst time is its driver
(Tally, 2017). In literature, women are passive space whereas men are active time, assertions
which will be refuted throughout Chapters One and Two (ibid.). However, in graphic
narrative, which this chapter is concerned with, spaces are translations of time. The braiding
together of these images or spaces, known as sequentiality, refers to the way in which

adjacent panels are braided into a coherent, logical sequence, and imbued with narrative
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meaning (Horskotte, 2015). By virtue of their creation of graphic space and positioning
within this space, Frappier and Mermilliod are elevated to time and thus active subjects. Ann
Miller insists on the “narrative legibility” of Franco-Belgian bande dessinée, suggesting that the
specificity of the Franco-Belgian tradition, in contrast to the American comic strip or
Japanese manga for example, can be attributed to the decomposition of movements and the
role of the reader in constructing this sequentiality (Miller, 2007, p.55; Groensteen, 2013)."
Space is transformed into a narrative moving through time, blurring spatial and temporal
boundaries and allowing the bodies contained within to transcend drawn lines (Chute, 2010).
Furthermore, the spaces of graphic narrative — extending to the diegetic spaces of action, the
representational spaces, meaning the material pages of these works which are commonly
divided into bordered panels, as well as the physical space these works take up — differ from
the traditionally interpreted spatialities of abortion because they are tailor-made for the
aborting body. If we define abortions’ spatialities as above (Calkin et al., 2022), referring to
the spaces which, in not extending to the shape of these bodies, constrain them, then graphic

narratives are a reorientation of these spaces.

The spaces of graphic narrative may perhaps be considered as unregulated, referring
to a space shirking laws and regulations, created instead by the hands whose story they tell.
For example, Aude Mermilliod acts as the scriptor and artist for the entirety of Il fallait que je

vous le dise — hereafter IFJVD — including the second half which centres on doctor and author

18 Throughout this chapter I will use the terms bande dessinée and graphic narrative interchangeably. Although
graphic novel is a more frequent term, this evokes the specific literary genre of the novel, which typically
designates a work of fiction written in prose. As a genre, graphic novels nevertheless encompass a variety of
literary formats, including non-fiction, documentary, and autobiography. This thesis thus favours graphic
narrative, understanding this as an umbrella term designating visual-textual experiments which “[encompass]
different forms, formats, genres and storytelling traditions across cultures and from around the world” (Stein
and Thon, 2015, p.15). Furthermore, the term “narrative” is privileged as a means of situating the chosen works
within the field of graphic medicine, recognising these works as medical narratives which bridge the gap between
medical knowledge and embodied patient experience (Williams, 2012). Bande dessinée is also used in lieu of
comics as the latter concept has culturally specific origins in the Anglo-American world, just as manga is
culturally specific to Japan, and the bande dessinée to Franco-Belgian societies.
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Martin Winckler. Le Choix — hereafter LC — is scripted and narrated by Désirée Frappier,
who is the primary protagonist and narrator — although this is not explicitly revealed until the
final pages (Macleod, 2024) — with images drawn by her professional and life partner Alain
Frappier.’® Even though in LC the spaces are not filled entirely with Frappier’s hand per sg, it
is nevertheless her existence and narrative which dictates the (re)orientation of space. In
aborto-socio-biographical graphic narrative, not only does the boundary between space and
time become unclear, so does the boundary between self and other, and the insides and
outsides of the self. This chapter is therefore interested in the creative and transcendent
reorientations of space in depictions of abortion and pregnancy in contemporary aborto-

socio-biographical bande dessinée.

Space has the potential to be transformative, if we (re)orient it in certain ways. In
Ahmed’s definition, space “becomes a question of ‘turning’, of directions taken, which not
only allow things to appear, but also enable us to find our way through the world by situating
ourselves in relation to such things” (Ahmed, 2006, p.6). Space provides direction, a way
forward, but also grounding, security, and safety. As alluded to in the epigraph, it is the very
things that move us which also hold us in place (Ahmed, 2014 [2004]). Indeed, the abortion
complex representations offered in LC and IFJVVD offer a way forward for complex realities
and further representation, as well as comfort and grounding for the avortée embodying this
complexity. This tension between grounding and moving is embodied in the objective of this

thesis, in that the potential of progressing and advancing with regards to abortion complex

19 Knowing this, there is an argument to be made that the art in LC is more like illustration, in the sense that
the images were created as a supplement to the text, after the events of the text took place; the manuscript and
the events it details act as preconditions for the accompanying images (Gratton, 2011). Indeed, Désirée writes
that “Alain dessine [ses] histoires” (p.69), implying that he illustrates them, rather than her verbalising the visual
elements he creates. The narrative relationship between discursive and pictorial elements in LC could therefore
be classified as a word-specific iteration, in which the images do not necessarily add additional meaning to the
words on the page (McCloud, 1993, p.153; Gratton, 2006; Hoppeler et al., 2009). LC arguably deviates from the
BD genre’s norm of meaning being derived from the tensions between the discursive and pictorial elements, the
latter existing merely to reiterate and buttress the former.
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representation provides comfort and solace, a moment of peace in which the action of hope
can manifest. IFJVD is a way forward for Mermilliod who deeply grieves her abortion, yet
felt she had no other choice, as LC is for Frappier, whose abortion procedure was violent
and traumatic, yet she harbours no regrets in its aftermath. The introduction to this thesis
stated a desire to explore representations of abortion which reframe and reorient existing
narratives, a potentiality offered by contemporary graphic abortion narratives. Specifically,
these narratives offer a reorientation of space, providing, in the most literal sense, “new
contours of what we could call livable or inhabitable space”, rather than a space of non-

belonging and insecurity (ibid., p.11; Hanmer and Saunders, 1984).

Beginning with embodiment, this chapter proposes to consider possible spatial
reorientations in graphic abortion narratives, in a world where it is a painful experience to
exist within the boundaries of an unwelcoming space, but perhaps equally painful to escape
its walls, as transcendence can be dangerous for those who decide not to conform to the
laws of a repronormative, male-dominated space (Mohanty, 1997; Rose, 1993). On the
surface, the inscription of abortion into the format of graphic narrative invites the
reader/viewer to reinforce the surveillance of aborting bodies. Just like in the beyond bodily
space, these bodies become static objects to be looked at, peered, surveilled, and governed.
Through their authentic portrayals of the abortion procedure in particular, LC and IFJVD
reorient spatiality in such a way that allows them to take control of space, rather than merely
entertain a painful existence within its confines. For example, Frappier’s experience is
portrayed in a traditional black and white comic style yet subverts the ways in which we have
come to conceive of abortion in contemporary France. She criticises the Veil law rather than
lauding it as a silver bullet for abortion access, depicts the lasting consequences of being an
unwanted child which was the result of the inaccessibility of abortion, and contributes to a

new visual aesthetic of abortion as one of many possible reproductive events in a woman’s
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life (Le Naour and Valentini, 2003; Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023; Macleod, 2024). Meanwhile,
Mermilliod employs a more contemporary style of art, rejecting the traditional borders and
panels of bande dessinée, and openly criticises the notion of choice by illustrating the abortion
she did not want to have but felt forced to because of her personal, emotional, and financial
circumstances. Both narratives employ space to destabilise assumptions about abortion,
including that the birth of a child means they are wanted, and that a termination is necessarily
the result of an unwanted pregnancy. Furthermore, both LC and IFJVVD offer the
reader/viewer haptic and tactile readings of these reoriented spaces, pushing their narratives
beyond the physical book, as well as inviting the reader/viewer into these spaces. This notion
of hapticity is central to my readings of the entire corpus. I argue that these aborto-socio-
biographies evoke a form of literary hapticity by transmitting tactile information via their
visual aesthetics and language (Paterson, 2017). By implicating the proximal senses as well as
the distal ones commonly associated with visual aesthetics and reading, the reader/viewer is
encouraged to physically engage with the material, to feel similar sensations to the

narrator/artist (Roberts, 2022).

By narrativising, spatialising, and pictorialising their complex experiences, Frappier
and Mermilliod transform the aborting body as well as all the regulated spaces it inhabits into
figures deliberately and actively taking up space on the page, translating their embodiment
into literary space (Ardener, 2021 [1993]; Bouamer and Stojanovic, 2022). In exploring
unregulated spaces, my analysis also ventures into considerations of the dysregulated, insofar
as abortion consists of an inherently corporeal experience sparking affective responses
considered as antithetical to law and politics (Grossi, 2014). This includes feelings such as
grief which are often not considered to exist within the palatable range of emotional reaction
(Runde, 2017). As a reader/viewer we are invited by the occupiers of these bodies to peer,

but not surveil or police, gazing upon a space tailor-made for the aborting body (Chute,
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2010). The space of the panels, the positionality of the body on the page, the physical space
taken up by the aborting body as subject are designed specifically for the purpose of

narrating Frappier and Mermilliod’s abortion experiences.

In working with unregulated and dysregulated spaces, the works in question are not
safe spaces, a descriptor we are accustomed to hearing in social justice activist contexts,
referring to spaces whose inhabitants avoid difficult topics to keep the peace. The danger,
difficulty, and taboo inherent in speaking up about one’s abortion, much less visualising it for
all to see, is entirely at odds with the concept of safety (Arao and Clemens, 2013). Rather, LC
and IFJVD are brave spaces whose inhabitants openly speak about and display that which
makes us uncomfortable and that which we would perhaps prefer remained unsaid (ibid.).
This chapter will consider how those who decide to not mould themselves and their bodies
into existing cartographies embody and create space. Indeed, how do people who have had
abortions create such spaces without roadmaps or landmarks, balancing the challenges of
occupying and transcending boundaries? How do aborting bodies occupy these spaces, and
how do these bodies reorient themselves towards spaces of abortion complexity? In this
perspective, | am interested in the politics of location, but particularly a locatedness of the self and
the embodied knowledge offered by this location and bodily physicality (Rich, 1985; Eagleton,

2010).

1.1.1 Bande dessinée and abortion

Although comics and film developed their narrative methodologies around the same
time (Horskotte, 2015), images of reproduction, pregnancy, and childbirth have not been
equally featured in both. These subjects have been present in cinema since the birth of the

medium, providing visual representations and referents for these events (Bliss, 2020). In the
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twentieth century, pregnancy gained a privileged status in artistic representations, particularly
by women artists (Berthiaud, 2013). However, reproductive experiences in cinema were not
necessarily represented in a positive light, particularly those falling beyond the realms of
repronormativity, such as abortion. Prior to the long 1960s, French cinema tended to depict
abortion as a nefarious and deadly event, and later representations merely alluded to the act
via euphemistic references to pregnant people travelling to popular abortion destinations
(Hallet and Miller, 2025). Admittedly, contemporary French television series have moved
towards more empathetic and positive abortion representations in shows such as Engrenages
(2014), Plus belle lIa vie (2020), Drole (2022), and Plan ceur (2022), and recent cinematic
depictions have suggested that abortion can become a site of patriarchal resistance and
sorority, such as in Portrait de la jeune fille en feu (2019), Lingui, les liens sacrés (2021) and Annie
colére (2023) (Hallet and Miller, 2025). Nevertheless, in cinema, it is a subject that remains
mostly shrouded in taboo, “un phénomeéne intéressant qui résulte a la fois de la frilosité des
médias francais et du statut de I'IVG dans la société, considérée comme déviance légale”

(Conte ¢t al., 2015, p.210; Ludlow, 2020; Carlini Versini, 2025; Hallet and Miller, 2025).%°

In contrast to this ever present, albeit not necessarily positive or complex,
representation in cinema, francophone graphic narrative has consistently reduced images of
reproduction, pregnancy, and childbirth to a secondary standing throughout its history.
Meanwhile, Anglo-American and Hispanophone comics have illustrated great openness to
(analyses of) graphic reproduction, referring to a subcategory of graphic medicine which uses
comics as a means of bridging reproductive medical knowledge with embodied patient
experience of reproduction (Williams, 2012; Squier, 2020; Freeman and Nandagiri, 2023).

Catriona Macleod’s work on the representation of women in French-language comics, the

20 “An interesting phenomenon stemming from both the reluctance of French media and the societal status of
abortion as a legal deviance.”
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only such comprehensive study to date, barely mentions pregnancy, reproduction, or
childbirth. One mention occurs in a chapter on secondary female characters drawn by men,
and another in a footnote (Macleod, 2022, p.135; p.214, note 17). Abortion is featured just
once in this volume (ibid., p.147), and constitutes the focus of a single further piece of
graphic narrative scholarship (Macleod, 2024). Yet, that is not to say that it is completely
unspoken about in francophone bande dessinée (BD), even if its accompanying scholarship has
historically excluded aborting bodies from its analyses.?* Historically, abortion has taken up
limited space on the pages of BD, meaning it appears to retain a certain unrepresentability. It
is in spite of the prominence of abortion in the contemporary cultural arena, particularly
following the constitutionalisation of the freedom to abort, that this chapter seeks to help

rectify this limited place in BD and accompanying scholarship.

Interestingly, perhaps even ironically, bande dessinée has long been associated with the
campaign for abortion rights in France. One week following the publication of the Manifeste
des 343, a satirical cartoon by Cabu appeared in Charlie Hebdo, entitled “Qui a engrossé les 343
salopes du manifeste pour I'avortement?” with a caricature of politician Michel Debré
responding “C’était pour la France!” (Macleod, 2024) (see Figure 1)* The satirical tagline
demonstrates that it was widespread knowledge that the state was actively implementing a

politics of stratified reproduction for the purpose of nation-state building. The state, rather

21 These include fictional depictions such as Des salopes et des anges (Benacquista and Cestac, 2011) — which,
together with Le Choix (Frappier and Frappier, 2020 [2015]) and Il fallait que je vous le dise (Mermilliod and
Winckler, 2019), the two works analysed in this thesis, form the focus of a single piece of scholarship (Macleod,
2024) — Clémentine ou la contraception (Crinon et al., 1978; Olsen, 2025), Libre de choisir (Wachs and Richelle, 2011),
and Des femmes guettant I'annonce (Massot and Misk, 2024). There are also non-fiction volumes, including a broad
overview of the history of abortion worldwide, Le mot en A (Casillas and Garay, 2023), biographical retellings of
Simone Veil’s life, Simone Veil, L'immortelle (Bresson and Duphot, 2018), and the Bobigny trial, Bobigny 1972
(Bardiaux-Vaiente and Maurel, 2024), and the story of the forced sterilisations and abortions in La Réunion during the
1970s, Outre-Méres (Andriansen and Anjale, 2024). Beyond the corpus of the present chapter, there currently
exists, to the knowledge of the author, just two other autobiographical retellings of abortion in graphic narrative
form: Cher Blopblop: Lettre a mon embryon (Castor, 2022) explores Violette's first pregnancy experience, which
ends in abortion, and her second which results in a child, and Je voulais parler de lui (Lili, 2024) explores the
emotional burden of a late-term abortion following a foetal anomaly diagnosis.

22 *“\Who knocked up the 343 sluts of the abortion manifesto?” “It was for France!”
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than pregnant people, were empowered to make decisions about conceiving, continuing, and
completing pregnancies (Wenham, 2021). Whilst pronatalist, anti-abortion politics were in
place for white women in 1970s France, Black women in La Réunion were undergoing
forced abortions and sterilisations which had been enabled by Debreé’s introduction of family
planning centres to the region (Verges, 2017). The abortion clinic is therefore also a colonial
space, which is a potential avenue for future research. These stratified — and racialised —
politics of reproduction were justified as necessary for the construction of a nation-state
constituted only of legitimate subjects, conceived by those perceived as legitimate
(re)producers. Simply put, the value accorded to some reproductive bodies is not identical to
the value imbued on others. This concretely illustrates the ways in which external spaces
dictate the happening and becoming of embodied patient experience and consequently

governs and surveils these bodies’ means of occupying and inhabiting these spaces.

The impact of this cartoon was such that the Manifeste des 343 was also
misogynistically referred to as “the Manifeste des 343 salopes”, amalgamating abortion and
sexual promiscuity in the French social imaginary and reinforcing a sexual comedy dependent
on promiscuous objectification (Stoneley, 2020). It reflects the beliefs that in Western
societies, the onus of sexual morality is typically placed on women who are expected to be
modest and passive in their sex life and perpetuates the widespread notion that if sexual
health and reproductive information are widely available, people are more likely to behave
promiscuously (Dreweke, 2019; Sevik and Konijnenberg, 2023). The original representation
of abortion in BD culture was therefore not an auspicious one, its spaces used to constrain
and stigmatise the marginalised aborting body and reinforce a repronormative rhetoric along
sexualised and racialised boundaries. Whilst some may view it as positive that abortion took
up space on the cover of a nationally adored comic, it served only to reinforce the

reproductive body as one subject to both politico-legal and sociomoral surveillance, seeking
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to contain and constrain its movement beyond regulatory and regulated space. Yet, it is also
important to note the stylistic parallels between Figure 1 and the art featured in LC. As
previously alluded to, Frappier relies on a more traditional style of comic art in comparison
with that found in IFJVD. The use of black and white and consistent — although not
exclusive — use of negative space mimics the Charlie Hebdo cartoon but does so in a narrative

context which reorients the space
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uﬂm:s HEBIC

QU A ENGROSSE

LES 343 SALOPES
DU MANIFESTE

SUR LAVORTEMENT’? '

Figure 1 - Front page of Charlie Hebdo on 12th April 1971 © Charlie Hebdo, 1971
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into a complex one no longer constrained by reproductive and repronormative stereotypes.
Part of the complexity of the reoriented space in LC, which encompasses the nuanced

realities of aborting, is due to its creation at the hands of an aborting body.

Since the publication of this caricature in 1971, graphic representation of abortion
has significantly shifted. The publication of the sexual health campaign posters designed by
bédéiste Laurier The Fox for Planning familial stating that abortion also affects transgender
people (Figure 2) and that men can access pregnancy support at Planning centres (Figure 3),
illustrates that the organisation, and abortion discourse more broadly, is perhaps evolving
away from perpetuating the compulsory heterosexuality of repronormativity, and the
stratified reproductive politics reinforced by the Charlie Hebdo caricature (Romerio, 2022;
Morel and Reignier, 2024). Women are invariably reified as the subject of pregnancy,
abortion, and miscarriage, which is partly illustrated and reinforced by the fact that
“reproductive health” is considered synonymous with “women’s health” (Love, 2022).
Furthermore, “women’s health” is assumed to refer uniquely to gynaecology and obstetrics,
and vice versa, when the reality of women'’s experiences of healthcare encompasses a variety
of clinical settings (Bolton, 2005; Moseson ¢t al., 2020; Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023). Such
repronormative discourse has also become ingrained in government policy. In June 2022, the
French Constitutional Council confirmed that transgender men would be unable to access
fertility treatment even if they had a uterus, thus delegitimising trans and queer parenting
whilst simultaneously venerating cisgender motherhood (Rozée et de La Rochebrochard,
2023). Once again, this illustrates that abortion’s spatialities are not on equal footing, as the
bodily spaces of reproduction are constrained by the sociolegal spaces of their governance,
and these bodies are themselves imbued with meaning and legitimacy depending on age,

race, gender, class, and disability etc.
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It is thought that one’s own body and the place in which one positions bodily
experiences have a shared identity, and that this identity “enables the spatial content of
bodily experiences to ground the sense of bodily ownership” (De Vignemont, 2023, p.275).
However, this assertion ignores that the spatial content of (reproductive) bodily experiences
is often grounded in a sense of bodily disenfranchisement. By alienating queer and racialised
reproductive bodies from the spatial content of bodily experiences, they are in turn situated
as disparate from a sense of bodily ownership. Of course, the concept of bodily ownership is
a slippery one as we cannot always exercise full control over the body’s thoughts and
movements. Nevertheless, this separateness between bodily experience and spatial ownership
defines the aborting body’s relationship to space; exempt from the norms of bodily
ownership enjoyed by non-reproductive bodies, Mermilliod and Frappier are simultaneously
alienated from space whilst simultaneously posited as space itself as the passive container of
narrative (Tally, 2017). Yet, through reorienting space, the reproductive bodily experience
becomes grounded in this space. Space thus becomes her through a conferral of bodily
ownership (De Vignemont, 2023). Figures 2 and 3 exemplify this reorientation of space
through their eschewal of repronormative ideals, grounding queer parenting and pregnancy
in a tailor-made spatiality, and conferring the non-repronormative reproductive body with
bodily ownership. It is this question of bodily ownership that is problematised in LC and
IFJVD and analysed in the present chapter. | argue that contemporary portrayals of abortion
in graphic narrative ground the non-repronormative reproductive body in a brave,
unregulated, and dysregulated spatiality, which is imbued with bodily ownership — to the
extent that this is possible — in gaining meaning and direction in this space. Furthermore, if
narrative becomes reality and vice-versa, complex depictions of non-repronormative
parenting and pregnancy hold potential to realise real-life non-repronormative trajectories

(Jacobs, 2008). The graphic examples in Figures 2 and 3 thus illustrate the potential of
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contemporary abortion narratives to provide new visual referents for reproductive

experiences and reorientations of space, just like LC and IFJVD.
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ns, ou des personnes non-binaires. .
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planning-familial.org finemilial

Figure 2 — “At Family Planning, we know abortion also affects trans people” © Laurier The Fox, 2024
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Figure 3 — “At Family Planning, we know men can be pregnant too” © Laurier The Fox, 2021
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1.1.2 Le Choix and // fallait que je vous le dise

I will now present the two works of bande dessinée which will be analysed in the
present chapter. Le Choix (Frappier and Frappier, 2020 [2015]) interweaves Frappier’s
account of her own reproductive trajectory which includes both abortion and motherhood.
She recounts the abortions of those around her but perhaps most significantly that of her
mother, whose trajectory to motherhood was determined by the inaccessibility of a
desperately sought abortion. Furthermore, not only do these multiple accounts attest to the
widespread practice of abortion in the pre-Veil era, but also the lifelong psychological and
developmental impacts of being a child whose parents did not want them (Macleod, 2024).
The narrative traces Frappier’s legitimisation of her sexual and reproductive trajectory at the
same time as her very existence, interrogating the affective aftermath of aborting and not. At
its core, | argue that LC seeks to institute a space for peace and joy in abortion amidst
trauma, pain, and a sense of illegitimacy, displaying abortion complexity in its affective
responses and through its portrayal of multiple, differing trajectories (Froidevaux-Metterie,
2023). Indeed, this question of legitimacy, which is very much tied to the concept of
repronormativity, is also prevalent in the choice of medium. LC’s utilises classical comic
techniques, specifically those relating to the management of space, including monochrome
panels and rigid borders and gutters, clearly defining the narrative and discursive boundaries.
Whilst this perhaps stems from a desire for this work to slot comfortably within the defined
parameters of bande dessinée, its portrayal of abortion complexity nevertheless reorients

abortion’s spatialities.

The question of legitimising experiences is also pertinent in 1l fallait que je vous le dise
(Mermilliod, 2019). Drawn entirely by Aude Mermilliod, who also scripts the first half of the
narrative detailing the abortion she had in Brussels in 2011, the second half introduces

doctor and author Winckler, who discusses his trajectory as a gynaecological healthcare
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provider offering abortion care. Mermilliod’s retelling of her unwanted abortion meets panels
depicting her sexual encounters, her friend’s pregnancy, and her sister’s postpartum
experience. Yet, just as in LC, the reader/viewer is not subject to a narrative of solely trauma
or regret, as Mermilliod emphasises that hope and peace are central to her reproductive
decision. I argue that both works therefore incarnate Ludlow’s (2012) aforementioned
abortion politics of love and goodness, in which abortion is practiced as an act of love rather
than as an exercise of legal rights, shifting the spatialities of abortion away from the regulated
and regulatory, towards the unregulated and dysregulated. Whilst the legal status of abortion
is prominently mentioned in both, the insistence of both narratives on emotional complexity
of their respective experiences reinforces the necessity of an embodied, rather than purely
legal — illegal versus legal — or polarising — pro-life versus pro-choice — approach to reading

and understanding abortion narratives.

This chapter has begun by exploring the intertwined existences of space(s), abortion
(narratives), and the Franco-Belgian tradition of bande dessinée. In the next section I will
consider the ways in which the embodied experience of abortion is conveyed across both
works, asking how affectivity, embodiment, and emotion both allow and are manifested
through spatial reorientations. By focusing on the bodily space, | seek to reorient
contemporary discourse in which there is “[infrequent reference] made to the obviously
central and concrete role the human body plays in this ethical drama” (Koukal, 2019, p.2).
The chapter will examine representations of the pregnant body in graphic narrative and their
portrayal of abortions as a haptic, sensual experience, moving beyond the bodily space, the
space of graphic narrative, and the locatedness of the body within these spaces, theorising
the becoming of the self as space. Subsequently, it will analyse the ways in which this
embodiment subverts discourses and iconographies of motherhood and/or mothering. By

interrogating depictions of sexuality, foetal imagery, and inside/outside, the chapter
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considers the ways in which Frappier and Mermilliod reify or subvert the “common culture
of mothering” (Kehily and Thomson, 2011), creating a new visual aesthetic for abortion as

an embodied experience.

1.2 Embodying abortion

How do we tell the embodied stories of “a body deemed unworthy of embodiment”?
(Swafford, 2020, p.95) What does embodiment look like for those who have been denied the
space for it? Frappier and Mermilliod portray their embodied abortion experiences in an era
where abortion misinformation is widespread, particularly with regards to the procedure
itself (Gyuras et al., 2022; John ¢t. al., 2024). Depicting this embodiment places the
reproductive space of the body at the centre of these narratives. For Frappier and
Mermilliod, the body gains meaning from its inhabitance of space, just as space gains
meaning and direction from this bodily inhabitance (Ahmed, 2006). As such, even though
the reproductive body is separated from its spatiality in abortion’s spatialities as they are
traditionally conceived, the spaces of graphic narrative offer new meaning to the body,

locating it in a position of importance.

In LC, a young Frappier is faced with “un jeune médecin, armé d’un spéculum, qui
ne prend méme pas la peine de dire bonjour a ma téte” (p.65) (Figure 4).2 The
medicalisation of abortion, and certainly its regulation and legislation, has arguably
infantilised abortion care seekers by placing them under the paternalistic control of (often
male) doctors (Amery, 2020). The inscription of abortion into law determined who could

perform abortions — doctors — and where they could do so — in designated medical

23 “3 young doctor armed with a speculum, who doesn’t even bother saying hello to me”
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institutions (Hennette-Vauchez and Marguet, 2025). As such, the medicalised domain
became the epicentre of abortion knowledge, delegitimising pregnant person’s embodied
experiences in favour of an institutionalised epistemic authority (Duden, 1994; Morgan and
Michaels, 2016; Popowicz, 2021; Millar, 2025). This question of authority is also pertinent when
interrogating the co-authorial relationship between Winckler and Mermilliod in IFJVD. As a
doctor and abortion provider, Winckler occupies a position of epistemic authority granted to
him by the legalisation and medicalisation of abortion. In this perspective, Winckler’s narrative is
(e facto authoritative due to his position. Mermilliod’s narrative is arguably legitimised by his presence,
buttressed by a trustworthy source; her narrative requires validation outwith her body to exist in this
literary space (Grossi, 2014). Yet, Mermilliod and Winckler are shown to actively engage in
dialogue with one another (Mermilliod, 2019, pp.9-13), illustrating the potentiality of patient-
doctor interaction as a source of empowerment rather than a disenfranchising site of

hierarchical power relations.
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Figure 4 - LC, p.65
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Returning to LC, the doctor does not directly address Frappier lying on the
examination table, instead treating her like “un vulgaire poulet roti embroché sur son
spéculum” (p.66) (Figure 5).** Her embodied experience of her own space is ignored in
favour of an unembodied epistemic authority; her experience of this space is dictated by a
body which is not her own. For example, the setup of the gynaecological chair, which
determines the position in which the patient’s exam or procedure takes place, is created with
the needs and comfort of the gynaecologist in mind (Gleisner and Johnson, 2019). The way
in which each person experiences this space is determined by their physical bodily position
within it. Whereas the doctor is fully clothed and able to physically move around the hospital
room, Frappier is half-naked and exposed, confined to the chair in such a way that the
doctor can easily navigate her space, and therefore cannot freely occupy the space and claim
it as her own (ibid.). Frappier’s confinement to passivity within the four walls of the hospital
is reflected by the rigidity of the four borders surrounding the panels in Figures 4 and 5.
Furthermore, as a context in which the doctor exercises the rule of law and epistemic
authority, he perceives the space of this clinical setting as belonging to him, reflecting the
delegation of abortion governance from lawmakers to abortion practitioners and
transforming the clinical space into a site of surveillance (Calkin et al., 2022). Although his
purpose in this space is to care for Frappier, and she has been granted access to this space
under such a guise, she does not exercise freedom or agency within it. Her body does not
extend to the shape of this space, making her body’s inhabitance of it a painful experience,

and it is for this reason that she creates a new space in graphic narrative (Ahmed, 2006).

24 “3 common chicken skewered on his speculum”
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Her unwanted presence is reinforced by an animalistic and food metaphor, indicating
the impact of the doctor’s infantilising treatment. The description of “un vulgaire poulet
roti” in Figure 5 subjugates her; reducing Frappier to a tame, often domesticated creature,
this metaphor encourages sexist beliefs and a culture of sexual violence towards her as the
animalised subject (Haslam et al., 2011; Lopez-Rodriguez, 2023). Moreover, Frappier is not
granted the status of a live animal, but one which has been killed and skewered for the
purposes of male consumption and violation. As abortion is considered a rejection of
motherhood — to the extent that it does not subsequently reify nationalistic ideals — and of
the rituals of gestating, birthing, and caregiving perceived as a woman'’s biological and social
destiny, this reproductive act symbolises a refusal of the archetypal model of womanhood.
Her body is perceived as abject in both its unclean womanliness — the ability to reproduce,
birth, and menstruate, and the inevitable presence of blood outside the body has historically
led to associations between women and animals — and its refusal of womanhood (Kumar,
2018). One of patriarchy’s many absurdities is that performing maternal perfection
necessarily requires this abject porosity between inside and outside, but the body may not
exhibit or bear traces of this abjection (Kristeva, 1980). As a woman Frappier would be
confined to domestication, but her refusal of these ideals makes her doubly, perhaps too
abject, and she is unbefitting of such a cage (Kumar et al., 2009; O’Brien, 2015). She thus
imagines herself as a dead animal, unworthy of belonging even in a constricting space. Whilst
it is painful to conform to spaces that were not made for us and in which we are not
welcome, it is perhaps even more painful, to the point of violence, to transcend these spaces

(Mohanty, 1997; Rose, 1993).

This clinical setting serves as the backdrop for controlling the space of Frappier’s
womb and body, reinforcing the clinic as a site of surveillance of the reproductive body

(Powis and Strong, 2025). This surveillance can be thought of in legal terms, in which the
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clinic acts as a proxy for the nation-state for monitoring and managing pregnancies. Yet,
there is also literal surveillance of the body via the peering, touching, and feeling inherent in
medical exams. By inscribing the procedure to graphic narrative, Frappier’s abortion is
subject to the unwanted surveillance of the doctor, whose peering is a violation, and the
reader/viewer, whose gaze is instead invited to transform the avortée into an active subject. In
Figure 4 and the first two panels in Figure 5, the narrow panels centre the doctor from
Frappier’s horizontal perspective whilst the surrounding space of the hospital room is not
featured. The focus is on the doctor peering into her vagina, with no sheet placed over her
legs so from the reader/viewer’s perspective — which is also Frappier’s perspective — her
pubic hair is fully visible. The panel borders are rigid, caging the protagonist and
reader/viewer into this space with the doctor, offering no escape. Frappier’s bodily space is
violated as she experiences both verbal abuse and “speculum violence” at the hands of the
doctor charged with her care (Sherafat, 2024). He yells at the nurses “ELLE A UN
STERILET! ON NE POSE PAS DE STERILET A UNE FEMME NULLIPARE !” (p.66)
(Figure 5).% The doctor’s shouting, illustrated by the uppercase text, fills the space with the
sound of his voice, rather than his patient’s which should be centred. He is angered that
Frappier has had an IUD inserted and perceives this contraceptive decision as improper.
Since he is the epistemic authority in the doctor-patient relationship, he governs her body as
a space of reproduction, and as Frappier has no children, she has not yet fulfilled the rite of
passage of motherhood. The doctor thus reads/views her body as an empty space for
reproduction which he governs. Yet the uterus is both culturally and biologically dense,
rather than a hollow organ (Nicolas et al., 2022). By exercising agency and authority over her
reproductive capacities, Frappier refutes the notion that non-pregnant bodies are empty

spaces waiting to be filled. However, in reclaiming agency over her intimate spaces of

% *SHE HAS AN IUD! YOU DON'T GIVE IUDS TO CHILDLESS WOMEN!”
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reproduction in a clinical setting where she is not entitled to the same ownership, she
experiences this transgression as painful by refusing to conform to the laws of a
repronormative, male-dominated space (Mohanty, 1997; Rose, 1993). Frappier is an exposed
and vulnerable static object, forced to exist in a setting and context which does not welcome
her presence, as illustrated by the doctor’s demeaning bedside manner. Yet she chooses to
allow the reader/viewer access to this space, and thus our peering is perhaps not violent to
the same degree. Indeed, the reader/viewer’s experience of this space is much like Frappier’s,
as we bear witness to medical violence but are not able to alter an event which has already
happened, nor edit the elements portrayed on the page. In relation to the reader/viewer,
Frappier thus occupies a position of power as creator of this space, which we may only
experience as she dictates. This passage also draws our attention to the fact that many
abortions are the result of contraceptive failure rather than unsafe sex, dismantling the
amalgamation of promiscuity and abortion promulgated by the 341 salopes caricature in

1971.%

Not only is Frappier physically and violently excluded from conversations about her
care by the doctor’s use of the third person “elle” to talk about her rather than to her, he also
uses medical terminology that she does not understand, rendering her even more
vulnerable.? Frappier finds herself in a hostile space where she is unable to advocate for
herself, as she does not speak their language. Similarly to Figure 4, Frappier is confined
within the four rigid walls of the panel. She is caught in a paradox of being unwelcome —a

sentiment undergirded by the moral disgust expressed in the adjective “vulgaire” (p.66)

26 Around a quarter of unintended pregnancies are the result of a contraceptive failure, rather than its non-use,
just as in IFJVD, illustrated by Mermilliod’s IUD on her ultrasound (Figure 19) (Cleland, 2020; Macleod, 2024).
27 Interestingly, LC originally appeared in 2015 at a moment where an increasing number of women in France
began denouncing their experiences of gynaecological and obstetrical violence using the hashtag
#PayeTonUtérus and advocating for their right to feel safe in these gynaecological and obstetric settings (Veto
et al., 2024). Frappier therefore uses LC as a means of contributing to a cultural moment of reckoning for the
gynaecological profession in France, as well as audaciously and authentically sharing the reality of her abortion.
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(Figure 5) — and unwanted in this space, yet simultaneously unable to break free. In many
ways, this depiction helpfully illustrates the major shortfalls of liberal feminism and the Veil
law. Based on the concept that equal rights for women will achieve their welfare by initiating
them into the democratic processes of the nation-state, liberal feminism is often concerned
with surface-level improvements to political representation (Ansari, 2023). However, it is
insufficient to merely occupy space. There is no equality or justice if one is not truly welcome
or wanted in it, just as it was insufficient to legalise access to abortion or constitutionalise it
as a freedom, with no action in place to facilitate its provision (Tongue, 2024; Hennette-
Vauchez and Marguet, 2025). What is the difference between standing outside the door,
waiting to be let in, and being pushed towards the door the minute you arrive? As illustrated
above, being unwelcome in a space can have more violent consequences than not being

invited into this space at all.

Despite the violence of Frappier’s abortion procedure, the nurses succeed in
reorienting this unwelcoming clinical space into a space of care in Figure 6. Reorientations of
space thus constitute the ways in which we physically inhabit space, but also the ways in
which we might transform this space after the fact. A wealth of literature has theorised
nursing as a gendered occupation, which is evident in this sequence (Davies, 1995; Speedy,
2009; Prosen, 2022). In this medical setting the female nurses, who are traditionally perceived
as inherently more caring, are under the orders of the male doctors, themselves perceived as
more qualified and knowledgeable. As such, the nurses are also victims of the doctor’s
governance of this clinical space, who directs his anger about Frappier’s IUD towards them.
They are subjugated by the gendered burden of care yet are not quite as vulnerable as
Frappier because they can physically move around and occupy the space, even if they do not
own it. However, much like Frappier’s use of contraception calls into question the doctor’s

epistemic authority, the nurses also challenge this authority by banishing him from this space,
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as illustrated in the top panel in Figure 6: “Une infirmiere me prend la main. Jentends sa
voiX : « Tu es malade ! Pourquoi tu as fait ¢a ? Sors! Laisse-nous avec elle! »” (p.67)%® Having
abused his perceived ownership of this space, he is no longer welcome, offering hope that

even those who govern space face consequences when abusing its boundaries.

The perspective in this panel is considerably wider than those analysed in Figures 4
and 5, and shows the hospital room to be a large, open space, rather than the claustrophobic,
constricting space the reader/viewer has imagined based on previous panels. (Re)orientations
offer a specific “take” on the world, a set of views and viewing points, as well as a route
through the contours of the world, which gives our world its own contours” (Ahmed, 2006,
p.17). By turning our gaze and Frappier’s view of the clinic, she situates herself differently in
the space, as her perception is determined by her locatedness (ibid.). The now-expanded
room is still shown from Frappier’s perspective, except her vagina and pubic hair are no
longer visible to the reader/viewer in the panel, covered by a hospital gown. This
reorientation of space grants Frappier privacy and dignity, which she has previously been
denied in her status as an animalised object for male medical consumption. By diverting the
reader/viewer’s gaze, and translating the doctor’s incomprehensible medical speak, the
nurses present in the room offer “a route through the contours of the world, which gives our
world its own contours” (Ahmed, 2006, p.17) This reorientation of space posits the abortion
clinic as quintessential example of power relations in which clinicians can stigmatise and
harm abortion care seekers or create and uphold a safe environment for the provision and

receipt of this care (Calkin et al., 2022).

The increased size of the panel and the space within reflects that the doctor was

withholding this space from her, whereas she is now the owner of this space, free from the

28 “A nurse takes my hand. I hear her say: “You're sick! Why did you do that? Get out! Leave her with us!”
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claustrophobia of the narrow panels. This reorientation is facilitated by the shift in care
relations; as the nurse orders the doctor’s departure, she is shown to be holding Frappier’s
hand in support, offering physical touch as a source of comfort. This is similar to the ways in
which LC’s haptic portrayal of abortion provides other avortées with comfort, which will be
addressed presently. A common trope in autobiographical bande dessinée is the metonymic
image of the artist’s hand which acts as a proxy for their body (Miller, 2011). However, the
hand depicted in this panel belongs to the figure recontouring the space for the artist, as this
gesture transforms the clinic into a space of care rather than violence. The nurses create a
space for Frappier which moves beyond technical caring — administering tests and offering
medical advice — towards models which combine this with affective caring (Powis and
Strong, 2025). It is this affective (after)care which reorients the space of this hospital room
into a space in which Frappier is an active aborting subject. Trauma-informed (reproductive)
care shaped by love, compassion, and goodness as per Ludlow’s model of abortion politics,

therefore allows for a reorientation of the spatialities of abortion.

Despite the obvious power imbalance between doctor and patient and the former’s
abuse of this relationship, the claustrophobic framing of the doctor between Frappier’s
spread legs on the examining table (Figures 4 and 5) and the open framing of her holding the
nurse’s hand (Figure 6) emphasise that this is an embodied, first-person account of abortion.
The invisibility of Frappier’s face in these panels is also perhaps reminiscent of the guilt she
feels at being able to access the abortion her mother so desperately wanted. As her face is
not visible, this body could belong to someone else. In this moment as she aborts, she
becomes her mother giving birth, in the same position, experiencing the same verbal abuse:

“Le médécin se contente de faire pleurer ma mere” (p.60) (Figure 10).” It has been suggested

29 “The doctor settles for making my mother cry.”
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that part of the disgust and disturbance elicited by birth imagery is caused by its emphasis of
the birthing process as one which involves a particular mother, “who is fully present in her
ecstasy, and in her specificity” (Tyler and Baraitser, 2013, p.14). By removing specificity from
this image — which can also be found in Figure 6, in which distinguishing features are hidden
by covering eyes, utilising negative space, and showing the back of the body — Frappier’s
experience mirrors the objectification and dehumanisation which permeated her mother’s
birth experience and her own abortion. Moreover, this removes experiential knowledge from
a necessarily untouchable first-personness, transforming embodiment into a shared
experience (Budgeon, 2021). Through this “shared” experience she legitimises her own
reproductive trajectory as well as her own existence. Frappier has long felt guilty about her
existence, believing it was her fault that her father was abusive and her mother depressed: “Si
longtemps j'ai cru que c’était de la faute a mon corps, a mon odeur, a mon visage, a ces mots
toujours idiots qui sortaient de ma bouche, a ces gestes minables, rien que pour attirer
I'attention” (p.62).** Once forced to take up as little space as possible, Frappier was
continually forced out of the family home, unable to call a space her own. Yet, able to
occupy space in this way that her mother could not, she finds a sense of legitimacy in taking
up space: “Ne plus se sentir coupable est une chose, se sentir Iégitime en est une autre”
(p.65).* This sense of legitimacy importantly does not derive from inhabiting space as a

mother, but as an aborting body; she is an end in herself (Cooper, 2020).

Furthermore, rather than observing her body as an erotic and animalised object
through the male medical gaze, the reader/viewer is forced to see and live the abortion from
Frappier’s point of view (Mulvey, 1975; Couégnas and Périneau-Lorenzo, 2024). As such, the

reader/viewer is transformed into an aborting subject, coming to understand firsthand what

30 “For such a long time | believed it was the fault of my body, my smell, my face, of the stupid words always
coming out of my mouth, of these pathetic gestures, all just to get attention.”
31 “No longer feeling guilty is one thing, feeling legitimate is another.”
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it means to experience, rather than observe, vulnerability in an unwelcoming and violent
space. The invitation of the reader/viewer into the narrative is a similar visual trope
employed in Audrey Diwan’s film adaptation of Annie Ernaux’s L’Evénement.
Cinematographer Laurent Tangy carefully tracks Anne’s gaze throughout the film, often
showing the back of her head, and the abortion scene is viewed from over her shoulder, with
the abortionist visible between Anne’s bent legs (Pugh, 2022). The viewer thus experiences
time and space just as Anne does. Tangy’s handheld camera shots offer a similar materiality
to the hand-drawn-ness of graphic narrative. The framing of the doctor between Frappier’s
legs and the close-up of her face provides a similarly claustrophobic perspective, and the use
of plewds convey “un geste qui me condamne aux flammes de I'enfer”, allowing the
reader/viewer to simultaneously feel these hot flashes (p.66) (Figure 5).% Abortion is not
merely represented as an embodied experience, it is also felt and lived as one, implicating the
reader/viewer in this sensual intensity and reflecting once again that this a shared embodied
experience and that the first-person is not untouchable. LC and graphic narrative more
broadly offer a tangible, haptic, material experience in which the reader/viewer is physically
interacting with the artist/narrator on every page (Miller, 2011). LC thus demands a
multileveled reading strategy to account for this four-dimensional narrative event,
complexifying not just discourses on abortion, but the way in which reader/viewers engage

with them (Horskotte, 2015).

The reader/viewer occupies the space on the page at the same time as the narrator,
meaning that graphic narrative is not just a tailor-made space for the narrator, but also for
the reader/viewer. The collective and intersubjective experience of aborto-socio-biographies

is felt in graphic narrative not just through the co-authorial relationships between scriptor

32 “3 gesture which condemns me to the fires of hell.” This is also an ironic comment on her time spent at
Catholic school, where getting an abortion was believed to send you straight to hell.
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and artist, but also through a shared experience of abortion’s spatiality for protagonist and
reader/viewer. The spatiality of abortion is thus reoriented away from a solitary, paternalistic,
and infantilising procedure in a clinic or hospital, towards a solidary, collective experience in
a space tailor-made for this experience to be lived and shared. As a result, there is an element
of rewriting as well as reorientation in graphic narrative. Frappier’s lived experience of
abortion occurs in a constrained and claustrophobic space where she does not belong,
whereas the abortion as experienced by the reader/viewer via its graphic depiction takes
place in a space owned, occupied, and managed by the protagonist. Between lived reality and
the aborto-socio-biographical retelling of this event, there is a reorientation of space via its
inscription into graphic narrative, which grounds and acts as a source of comfort for
Frappier, holding her and moving her forward, a transformation which fully embraces the

marginalised contours of her othered, reproductive, and gendered body.
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A similar engagement with hapticity is present in Mermilliod’s portrayal of her
abortion procedure in IFJVVD, depicted on the splash pages in Figures 7, 8, and 9. The
reader/viewer observes Mermilliod as the abortion takes place, rather than viewing and
experiencing it from her perspective. Nevertheless, the reader/viewer continues to feel
similar sensations to the protagonist, evoking this literary hapticity which transmits tactile
information from marks on the page and translates them into physical, embodied feelings
(Paterson, 2017; Roberts, 2022). The space of the clinic where Mermilliod’s body is located
dissolves, beginning by zooming in on clinical objects (Figure 7). Ultimately, the clinic is
represented only by the blue-grey splotches, allowing the reader/viewer to focus uniquely on
the sensual dimensions of the procedure (Figures 8 and 9). The splash pages of Figures 8 and
9 are dominated by overlapping short, vertical lines, appearing as if they have been scratched
away from the surface of the page. Upon viewing these, the reader/viewer feels the
convulsions and contractions flooding Mermilliod’s body, on top of each other like the
intersecting lines: “Tout se crispait... mes mains... mes cuisses... mon ventre...” (p.53).%
These convulsions occur as Mermilliod expels aborted blood and tissue, represented by
reddish-brown splotches. Whilst the haptic portrayal feels as if it is happening in real time,
the colour choice is reminiscent of dried blood, reminding the reader/viewer that this is a
past experience. The materiality of graphic narrative also allows the reader to touch this
blood, adding a further haptic dimension outwith the physical pages of the book. Her bodily
matter is externalised, invading both the space of the clinic, the space on the page, and the
space beyond. This visual representation thus encompasses the porosity of the unruly
maternal body, with its “dubious, hard to fix, permeable boundaries” (Kukla, 2005, p.3).
Whilst abortion may legally belong to the regulated space of the clinic, the regulation of this

spatiality cannot escape the space of the body, which spills out into the clinic. Mermilliod’s

33 “Everything was convulsing... my hands... my thighs... my stomach...”
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body acts as an unregulated, dysregulated, and permeable border between inside and outside,
blending organic bodily matter with inorganic clinical materials, just as the diegetic spaces

pervade the representational spaces on this splash page.

Meanwhile, in LC, nothing is visibly expelled from Frappier’s body, as if her bodily
space is markedly separate from the clinical space. The two do not leak into each other,
positing her aborted material as untouchable and unrepresentable and her body as
impermeable. Yet her body is also penetrable and accessible for the doctor who seemingly
owns this outside space as the nation-state’s designated surveillor of reproductive bodies.
Frappier’s body is permeable, but only to the extent that it is heavily regulated. Meanwhile
the reader/viewer is not granted access to her bodily spaces and matter, bearing witness to a
body in and of itself, rather than a necessarily reproductive one. The absence of foetal matter
— although we could argue that such material is also absent from IFJVD, whose artistic
rendering devoids it of materiality — conveys an unwillingness to engage with the materiality
of the foetal body, the avoidance of which can be interpreted as disgust towards rotting,
bleeding, and amorality, and consequently a disgust towards death (Cahill, 2013; Kumar,
2018; Hann and Ludlow, 2020). Avoiding the expelled blood and tissue from her abortion
allows Frappier to deny the death she has voluntarily caused. Indeed, pro-choice discourse
typically refuses to engage with death and grief, as this potentially problematises the foetus as
a legal human being, and abortion as a necessarily regrettable procedure (ibid.). Frappier’s
refusal to engage with death has both positive and negative outcomes: on the one hand, it
draws the attention back to her as the aborting subject and calls the reader/viewer back to an
affective abortion politics based on the embodied realities of pregnant persons rather than
the tenuous life and death of the foetus. However, on the other hand, it perpetuates the
denial of death within the scope of abortion rhetoric, rather than accepting it as a fact of this

reproductive act and denies the reader/viewer of engagement with death in an abortion
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narrative. Although Frappier complexifies the meaning of porosity in relation to the body,
highlighting that this is not a fait établi of the liminal space between maternity and non-
maternity, she does not allow this body to appear as abject, even though as Other, the
reproductive body is already abject in and of itself. Her body thus remains a transgressive
one, but one that does not take this transgression too far. Frappier adheres to the sociomoral
norms of her surroundings which imbue her body with meaning and direction; space and
bodies enjoy a symbiotic relationship in which bodily inhabitance gives meaning to space,
“just as bodies acquire direction in this inhabitance” (Ahmed, 2006, p.12). At the moment of

her abortion, her body has meaning only insofar as the space around her creates it.

Mermilliod’s porous body can also be considered from a similar point of view, in
which external space comes to invade the bodily experience. The splash pages are not whole
without the abstract renderings of both the abortion clinic and Mermilliod’s body, just as the
narrative would not be complete without either. First and foremost an experience lived and
felt in the body, abortion has become overrun with regulations of its spatialities and
temporalities, with “[infrequent reference] made to the obviously central and concrete role
the human body plays in this ethical drama” (Koukal, 2019, p.2). Regardless of how much
Mermilliod tries to avoid the reality of regulation by embodying an unregulated, dysregulated
abortion free from spatial constraints, reflected in the absence of traditional panels and
borders and the claustrophobic framing of her face in Figure 8 which removes the space of
the clinic, the regulated space of the abortion clinic catches up with her. Her embodied
experience is defined and ultimately confined by the necessity of it taking place within this
particular spatiality. It is this rigidity of regulated abortion spaces which equally defines and

confines Frappier’s abortion procedure.
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IFJVD additionally represents the sonic dimension of abortion as part of this haptic
experience, expressed onomatopoeically by repeating the letter “R” in varying sizes and
thickness. The reader/viewer summons the sound of the abortion clinic for themselves, once
again demanding a multileveled reading which engages all the senses, as the onomatopoeia
functions as a spatial marker linking narrative space, characters, and reader/viewer
(Horskotte, 2015; Dey and Bokil, 2020). In contrast, LC’s abortion sequence is defined by its
absence of abortive sound, dominated instead by the doctor’s verbal abuse. There are no
diegetic, clinical sounds, no moving of instruments, whirring of an aspirator, or utterances
from Frappier. Just as bodies gain direction from inhabiting space, sound gains meaning
from its spatial and bodily interactions (Ahmed, 2006). The relationship between medical
sounds and patient experience is ambivalent, as these acoustemologies represent both
discomfort and disruption of recovery and rest, in addition to empowerment of the
individual to understand their care environment (Lipscombe, 2025). The space of the
abortion clinic is unnaturally silent, the absence of sound offering neither comfort nor
distraction and disturbance; in medical settings, silence is often interpreted as the sign of
something amiss, the absence of sound implying the absence of life (ibid.). In this sense,
Frappier perhaps implicitly engages with the death discourse eschewed by pro-choice

activists, complexifying contemporary abortion rhetoric (Kumar, 2018).

It is only after her abortion procedure that extradiegetic sounds appear in the form of
I Don’t Like Mondays by The Boomtown Rats (Figure 6). This cultural reference is perhaps an
ironic commentary inspired by the song’s origins and directed at healthcare providers and
policymakers. Just as abortion is rarely — if ever — sought out of a desire to exercise one’s
bodily autonomy or legal rights, no one gets an abortion simply because they don’t like
Mondays (Ludlow, 2012). The introduction of sonority removes Frappier from her body,

coinciding with her awakening from the general anaesthetic which would normally be a
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coming-back-into-body experience. By controlling the sonority of the clinical space, Frappier
illustrates ownership of (sonic) space not usually afforded to patients in medical settings,
allowing her to dissociate — “space out” — and consequently offering her greater control over
her body by distracting her from the traumatic abortion procedure. She is both in and out of
her body, in and out of the clinical space, occupying a liminal locatedness of self. Once again,
the knowledge of her abortion procedure conveyed to the reader/viewer is situated in a
physical, objective sense, rather than a subjective, contextual one; Frappier’s relationship to
her abortion is determined by her actual location, by her relationship to the space in which it
took place. Whilst her body is not depicted as literally porous like Mermilliod’s which expels
bodily matter, Frappier metaphorically inhabits a state of presence and absence which leak
into one another. Meanwhile, in IFJVVD, the sound of the vacuum fills the clinical space,
allowing the reader/viewer to hear the abortion taking place. The sonority of these latter
panels encompasses the ambiguity of medical acoustemologies (Lipscombe, 2025). The
sound of her abortion is a source of discomfort, invading the tranquillity of the space and
reflecting Mermilliod’s own physical discomfort, as well as a discomforting unfamiliarity for
the reader, but also a sonic representation of her empowered decision and courage to go

ahead with an abortion procedure about which she is uncertain (ibid.).

In Figure 9, the sketches of Mermilliod’s body which are so prominent in the
previous panel have also dissolved, absorbed by the sonority of the aspirator, speaking to the
importance of onomatopoeia as a spatial marker on these splash pages (Dey and Bokil,
2020). Just as she is removed from the space of the clinic, which nevertheless returns to her,
she is now removed from the space of her body. Phenomenologically speaking, just as the
subjective lived experience of pregnancy may be experienced as unheimlich, abortion can
“fai[re] éprouver une condition corporelle tellement nouvelle que celle-ci peut étre vécue

dans une forme de distance, avec le sentiment de ne plus étre en possession d’un corps que
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I'on n’identifie plus comme le sien” (Zavislan, 2021; Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023, p.62).** As
outlined in the thesis introduction, this speaks to the importance of incorporating abortion
into phenomenologies of pregnancy and perinatal loss since there are many parallels to be
drawn between the experiences, which Harmange suggests in the following chapter.
Mermilliod’s experience of being out of her body mirrors Frappier’s experience of returning
to her bodily space as the soporific effect of the anaesthesia wears off, at the same time as
sonority removes her from her surroundings, which consequently takes her out of her body
again. Like the reader/viewer retains a third-person perspective of Mermilliod’s abortion
procedure, experiencing only the haptic dimension, the absence of the actual body from
Figure 9 suggests that Mermilliod similarly experiences her abortion outside of her body,
attending to this experience as the reader/viewer does in the third person. The abortion
process is unfamiliar to the extent that it has taken over her body, taking her out of it,
making her a stranger in her own body. Her abortion does not only expel her foetus, but also
her self. Yet, although abortion is an unsettling out-of-bodily experience, to be on the
outside is a familiar one for avortées who are so often vilified for their decisions, a
marginalising process which “operates to displace the offender from her society, to insist on
her otherness, thereby avoiding the knowledge that she is produced by that society”
(Morrissey, 2003, p.34, emphasis in original). Mermilliod thus experiences her bodily space as
a painful one of non-belonging, finding that she no longer extends to its shape (Ahmed,

2006, p.62; Ansaloni and Tedeschi, 2016; Rodd-Zarate, 2023).

This abortion lived out of the body and out of space may also represent a form of
dissociation. Space is no longer a physical place, a noun, but a continuous, verbal state of

“spacing out”. Mermilliod harbours complex feelings towards her termination which she

34 “triggers a bodily condition so new that it can be lived as if from a distance, with the feeling of no longer
being in possession of a body which no longer feels like your own.”
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feels she does not choose for herself; a decision beyond herself, just as her abortion is
experienced outside herself. She is angry that her material circumstances have decided for
her, whilst accepting of the fact that this is the best outcome for her and her would-be-child,
displaying both a peaceful and rageful demeanour. Whereas Catriona Macleod (2024)
classifies IFJVVD as a pro-choice text, this neglects that Mermilliod’s perceived lack of choice
is a source of immense frustration for the narrator: “On va pas faire comme si j’hésitais...
J'ai 'impression que les circonstances choisissent pour moi, voila...” (p.27) (Figure 11).%
Similarly, Macleod categorises LC as a definitively pro-choice text, which is problematic
because Frappier’s narrative(s) are also defined by a lack of choice. Certainly, LC engages in
the discursivity of choice from the start as illustrated by the title Le Choix. Reminiscent of
Ernaux’s L’Evénement and once again aligning with a form of iterative reification specific to
abortion narratives, this title evokes a sense of universality around this reproductive event,
which reflects the universality of abortion which is far from a marginal occurrence. This
peritextual feature also points to the ubiquitous lack of choice endemic in the inaccessibility
of abortion care which Frappier’s mother experienced (Figure 10) (Allen, 2014). Constrained
by both the illegality of contraceptive and abortion care, Frappier’s mother is denied bodily
ownership. Yet, as previously illustrated, Frappier's mother’s abortion was no more or less
violent than her own. The limited and carefully monitored ways in which the (non-
repronormative) body takes up space across time is depicted as stagnant, immutable,

regardless of legal status.

35 “Let's not pretend I'm uncertain... my circumstances have decided for me, that's all...”
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IFJVVD emphasises the necessity of portraying complex abortions by similarly
reinforcing the notion that it is not simply a choice of whether to continue and complete a
pregnancy, but rather whether one can (Smith, 2005). Mermilliod’s conflicted feelings about
her pregnancy — not knowing whether she wishes to continue the pregnancy and become a
parent, whilst knowing she cannot — are reflected in her behaviours which illustrate this
possible desire as well as the acceptance that this desire cannot and will not come to fruition,
which | will expand upon later in this chapter. These complexities and contradictions are
common for people who abort but are rarely represented. This failure to represent
unplanned or unwanted pregnancies means that pregnant persons may struggle to articulate
their narratives, as they have no referent for the narrative they wish to live out (Kehily and
Thomson, 2011). As previously asserted, narrative becomes reality, becomes narrative;
narratives shape our lived experiences, which we then recall via narrative, which speaks to
the necessity of abortion-complex representations as a means of cementing complex realities
(Jacobs, 2008). The irony of Mermilliod lamenting her abortion as she is pictured with her
pregnant friend Vic also reflects that when it comes to pregnancy and parenting, choice
comes in many forms, especially when we consider Frappier’s mother’s unchosen yet

completed pregnancy.

The fact that Mermilliod does not wholeheartedly want an abortion may explain her
bodily “absence” during the procedure. She has always been distant from this reproductive
decision, and as such feels that she does not own or identify with this body having an
abortion (Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023, p.62). By occupying a space outside of her body,
Mermilliod abandons the well-trodden definition of abortion’s spatialities in favour of
generating so-called “desire lines”, “those marks left on the ground that show everyday
comings and goings, where people deviate from the paths they are supposed to follow”

(Ahmed, 2006, pp.19-20). She will never again know this body she was before her abortion,
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nor the body of the moment of her abortion, and thus demands a new space which does
extend to her new shape, (literally) leaving her own marks and an alternative space in the
wake of this experience. Her abortion is her way of searching for and creating a space which
she can safely live and inhabit, free of this foetus and the grief it has caused her. As we will
see later, just as this grief defined her abortion experience, so it will come to define its

aftermath.

At the same time as being taken out of her body, Mermilliod also becomes the space
of her body, and in doing so becomes her abortion. The reddish-brown splotches
representing the expelled blood and tissue from her procedure also represent Mermilliod’s
body, matching the colour of her shirt in the previous panels. Women are often understood
to be space, an empty container for reproduction and narrative to unfold without input from
the bodily subject (L6w, 2006). Yet, Mermilliod’s becoming of space is not a static act as she
has made this space, physically redrawing and delineating its boundaries, those “desire lines”
(Ahmed, 2006). Through the act of becoming, occupying, and creating space, she drives the
narrative forward, reclaiming ownership of her body’s reproductive spatialities. She thus
experiences “une forme de dédoublement, quand le corps objectif cesse, assez soudainement,
de coincider avec I'étre subjectif” (Froidevaux-Metterie, 2023, p.63).*° Her body is neither
fully objective, as it is the location of her subjective interaction with the outside world, nor is
it fully subjective, as it is always in part lived in according to the rules of prevailing systems
and accepted knowledge (McNay, 1999; Fox and Neiterman, 2015). By externalising her
internal bodily matter in the space of the clinic and on the space of the page, she recontours
the boundary of the self, occupying a liminal space between object and subject. However, the

external space of the clinic also exerts control over her body, pushing her out of both the

3 “when the objective body suddenly ends to coincide with the subjective being”
81



bodily and clinical space. Like Frappier, she is simultaneously in and out of these spaces,
dissolving into space and doubling outside of it, occupying the same liminal space of her
abortion; space becomes her as she becomes space, made possible as the body and its
location are placed both figuratively and literally in the centre, contrary to much

contemporary representation (Koukal, 2019).

1.2.1 Against embodiment

Whilst the above analysed depictions of embodiment offer reorientations of space by
centring the bodily spaces of abortion, both LC and IFJVVD simultaneously place significant
emphasis on the legal dimension of abortion, even though these narratives illustrate that
abortions have and always will be sought regardless of legal context (Runde, 2018). As shown
in Figures 12 and 14, both narratives dedicate full-page sequences to Simone Veil and her
address to the Assemblée nationale preceding the vote which legalised abortion. Consequently,
at the same time as Frappier and Mermilliod ground this bodily experience in spatiality by
offering visceral, haptic depictions of this foremostly embodied experience, thus offering
these non-repronormative reproductive bodies a form of bodily ownership they are often
denied, they reify the spatialities of abortion as the sociolegal settings of the regulation of this
reproductive act (Calkin et al., 2022). The embodiment of bodily spaces and the beyond
bodily spaces captured in the panels analysed in the previous section is diametrically opposed
to the space contained within the four walls of the Assemblée nationale. The latter space
disenfranchises the avortée, making ownership of bodily space impossible. The emphasis on
the Veil law and positioning of Simone Veil as a figurehead of the struggle to legalise
abortion posits this legal advancement “as the result of Veil's sole effort and her as a solitary,
selfless hero” (Macleod, 2024, p.169). Not only does this neglect the sororal and collective
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activism which was instrumental to this vote, Veil has also become immortalised as
representing the end of the abortion struggle — similar to the rhetoric surrounding the
constitutionalisation of abortion — even though her advocacy centred on establishing this
reproductive act as the lesser of two evils. The legalisation of abortion merely sought to
reduce deaths by transferring it from unsafe, often unhygienic, spaces to medicalised spaces,
rather than destigmatising and actively supporting it (Le Naour and Valentini, 2003). By
dedicating prominent space to this legal event, both LC and IFJVD illustrate a reluctance to
move beyond and reorient the liberal, pro-choice paradigm which promotes legalisation as
the end goal. In this perspective, the traditional definition of abortion’s spatialities as the
spaces of its regulation and surveillance is the ultimate objective. Indeed, this speaks to a
form iterative reification, through which Frappier and Mermilliod seek to share a discursively
relatable and understandable narrative (Allen, 2014). Debates over the legal status of abortion
are perhaps familiar to the point of relief, and moving beyond this paradigm requires
uncomfortable confrontation with the trifecta of self, affect, and the body. In these graphic
narratives this iterative reification is literal, as attested to by a footnote on page 41 of IFJVD
referencing LC: “Désiree et Alain Frappier sont les auteurs de la bd Le Choix qui traite avec
brio du sujet de I'avortement”.3” Mermilliod’s abortion experience and the subsequent
conception of IFJVD are therefore in part directly owed to the existence of LC, constituting

a literal incarnation of the reproductivity of aborto-socio-biographies.

Yet, Frappier is extremely critical of the Veil law, writing: “La loi Veil entre en
vigueur le 17 janvier 1975, mais Mathilde a raison de s'inquiéter. Le combat n’est toujours

pas fini. Le mois de mars suivant a Paris, I'h6pital Cochin refuse toujours d’appliquer la loi.”

37 “Desirée and Alain Frappier are the authors of the Le Choix, a BD which treats the subject of abortion with
verve.”
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(p.48) (Figure 13)* By directly acknowledging the shortfalls of the legalisation of abortion,
combined with the visceral embodiment of her violent abortion care, Frappier illustrates
Ludlow’s abortion politics of love and goodness, by privileging affectivity over legality.
Interestingly, Figure 12 reorients Frappier’s typical organisation of space away from uniform
panels contained by rigid borders as seen in Figures 4, 5, 6, and 10. Rather than confining the
space which deprives the avortée of bodily ownership to the traditional four walls of the panel,
she confines the dysregulated embodied experience to this restrictive container. This perhaps
represents Frappier’s perception of her spatial control. Even though her relationship to the
space of the abortion clinic was restricted by the violence of her procedure, she is closer to
owning and inhabiting the space of her body comfortably than she is the space of its
regulation. By containing the bodily experience, she protects it; these are the literal
boundaries — “desire lines” — she has implemented to safeguard her experience, just like the
physical beginnings and ends of the book contain her narrative (Ahmed, 2006). Meanwhile,
whilst the regulatory spaces of abortion view her body as an unruly one, a perspective the
reader/viewer is denied, Frappier perceives these beyond bodily spaces as unruly, as they do
not extend to her shape (ibid.). Space thus overflows its traditional container, beyond
Frappier’s control. This is also reflected in the departure from the classic comic style of art
used in the remainder of the narrative. Like a newspaper, Figure 12 depicts a grainy image
emerging against the negative space, marking it as distinct from Frappier’s embodied

narrative(s).

In IFJVD, Mermilliod organises space differently to Frappier; whilst her body spills
out onto and beyond the page during her abortion, the sequence depicting Veil’s address is

carefully contained (Figure 14). Whereas her abject and unruly body becomes the space of

38 “The Veil law came into force on the 17t of January 1975, but Mathilde was right to be concerned. The fight
wasn’t over. In Paris the following March the Hopital Cochin still refused to practice abortions.”
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the clinic, the same is not possible in this space. In regulatory spaces, it is perhaps not so
much the reproductive body than the reproducing body which poses problem. The
reproductive body holds the potential to transgress space, whilst the reproducing body
actively transgresses. In this case, Mermilliod reproduces a scene in which her body is only
implicitly implicated. Yet, by rendering this space in her own style by her own hand, the
scriptor nevertheless manages to illustrate some form of ownership over this space,
reorienting into her own to make it a part of her narrative and positioning her physical body
in the space. Is this sense, it could be argued that even though the depicted space is one of
disembodiment, its inscription into graphic narrative reorients it into an embodied one as its
rendering came to be through the body. Reorientations or new iconographies of pregnancy
and the reproductive/reproducing body are made possible through the depiction of
embodiment in the panels, but also the embodiment inherent to the genre of graphic

narrative.
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Figure 12 - LC, p.39
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