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Greetings everyone. For those I have not been able to meet, I am Dr. Caren Beilin, a professor of creative 
writing (namely prose) here in the E & C department. My own prose experiments have traversed memoir, 
autofiction, the novel, and collaborative writing projects to touch upon largely feminist themes and I’ve been 
increasingly interested in disability poetics, in my teaching and writing.  

 

First things first, Black Lives Matter.  

 

My heart is with our Black-identifying students and with all of us who are focusing our attention on this very 
essential claim: Black Lives Matter. This summer, I am reading up on (and getting ready to further 
implement) anti-racist grading policies, and readjusting syllabi to reflect many of our deepest concerns. But 
more, as I read up more on White allyship, what I’m hearing is the need for allies to be humble and curious, 
and to ask: What do you need? This is my open question to our Black-identifying students. It is not necessary 
that you expend this labor, but if you would like to tell me more about your needs, I would like to hear. 
Please (and I will find other ways to ask, and ask again) let me know. Write me an email. Set up a digital visit 
with me over Skype. I am curious and interested in your needs, especially as they pertain to the space we hold 
in E & C.  

 

I’m thinking about writing as a place for tending to wounds, and I begin to wonder, Is writing a site through 
which we begin to make a scar, this embodied record?  

 

What is a scar?  

 

The literary critic Erich Auerbach was interested in Odysseus’ famous scar, on the inside of his thigh, the one 
that allows his old nurse Euryclea to recognize that it really is him (when he returns all those years later). The 
scar—seeing it—occasions this excursus to another luminous present (the past, it illuminates).  

 



I’d like to share with you a (on its face) historical short story by John Edgar Wideman, “Fever,” which centers 
Black people right at a moment when they—perilously—weren’t being considered. In “Fever,” Wideman 
writes about 1793 Philadelphia, when the Yellow Fever had killed 10% of the population; almost half of the 
population, within months, had fled the city. For those who remained, Black people—considered by a racist 
medical system to be more impervious to the virus, though this was absolutely incorrect and they were dying 
at the same rate as anyone else—served as what we might now call “essential workers”; they accompanied 
doctors into White people’s homes, nursed the elderly, and carried out bodies. They exposed themselves to 
enormous risk for barely any compensation.  

 

The fever receded in the winter. Nobody at the time knew it, but it had been carried by mosquitos brought 
into Philadelphia’s port by escaping colonialists from Saint Domingue (now Haiti). These colonialists were 
fleeing the successful slave rebellion there—a revolution that Haitian scholar Michel-Rolph Trouillot calls a 
“still largely unthinkable history.” So the mosquitos died, and when they did and the city recovered, the Black 
essential workers were blamed for pilphering items from White people’s homes.   

 

In Auerbach’s version, a scar—like the one on Odysseus’s thigh—brings back to mind the memory of the 
wound, the injury that happened in another time. A scar, for Auerbach, is privileged into image, a reference 
point. Perhaps in the world of systemic violent racism, we are only in a maze of wounds. 

 

The work of writers like John Edgar Wideman and Michel-Rolph Trouillot is that of unsilencing not so much 
history but this luminous wounding present. I invite you to read Wideman’s amazing story strangely. Try 
intentionally reading it not as a historical fiction. Try reading it as a story about right now.  

 

In thinking about your own writing, I might ask you to consider what moments of so-called history have their 
dopplegangers living among us? Which so-called historical moments might be mistaken at a [socially-
distanced] party for the present? How might you write inside that wounding interchange, illuminating 
something? 
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