
EVENT TITLE: WRITING THROUGH THE PAIN: THE FACES OF CHRONIC ILLNESS 
 
Type of Event: Multiple Literary Genres Craft & Criticism  
 
Event Description: Join these writers to explore different approaches to chronic illness across 
nonfiction, poetry, and fiction. Whether drawing from or challenging an extended metaphor, 
crafting a crucial detail that creates the larger reality, or mustering the clarity or energy the 
writing process demands, these writers talk honestly about the challenges and successes in 
finding form and language for the experience of chronic illness. In the process, the panel re-
envisions expectations and literary conventions.  
 
Event Agenda: The moderator will begin the panel by welcoming the audience and introducing 
the panelists and herself. Each panelist will give a brief (three to five minutes) introduction to 
their work and what genres they write in, and then the moderator will engage the panelists in a 
discussion with prepared questions for about 30-40 minutes. We'll end the event with 10-15 
minutes of questions from the audience.  
 
 
EVENT MODERATOR/PARTICIPANT:  
Sonya Huber is the author of seven books, including the new guide, Voice First: A Writer’s 
Manifesto, and the award-winning essay collection on chronic pain, Pain Woman Takes Your 
Keys and Other Essays from a Nervous System. Her other books include Supremely Tiny Acts: 
A Memoir in a Day, Opa Nobody, Cover Me: A Health Insurance Memoir, and The Backwards 
Research Guide for Writers. Her work has appeared in the New York Times, Brevity, Creative 
Nonfiction, and other outlets. She teaches at Fairfield University and in the Fairfield low-
residency MFA program. 
 
PANEL PARTICIPANTS: 
Emily Hockaday’s first full-length collection NAMING THE GHOST debuted with Cornerstone 
Press in September 2022. Her collection touches on chronic illness, mental health, grief, and 
parenthood. Her second collection IN A BODY will be out with Harbor Editions in 2023. She is 
the author of five chapbooks, most recently BEACH VOCABULARY, and can be found on the 
web at www.emilyhockaday.com 
 
Eshani Surya is the author of RAVISHING, forthcoming from Grove Atlantic in 2024. Her short 
stories and essays have appeared in The Rumpus, DIAGRAM, [PANK], Catapult, and Joyland, 
among others. Eshani is a 2022 Asian Women Writer’s Workshop mentee, a 2022 Kenyon 
Review Writer’s Workshop scholarship recipient, and a 2021 Mae Fellowship recipient. She also 
works as the Programs and Operations Coordinator at Blue Stoop, a literary non-profit in 
Philadelphia. Find her online at http://eshani-surya.com.   
 
Allison Blevins is a queer disabled writer and the author of Cataloguing Pain (YesYes Books, 
2023), Handbook for the Newly Disabled, A Lyric Memoir (BlazeVox, 2022) and 
Slowly/Suddenly (Vegetarian Alcoholic Press, 2021). She is also the author of four chapbooks. 



Allison is the Director of Small Harbor Publishing and the Executive Editor at the museum of 
americana. She lives in Minnesota with her partner and three children. For more information, 
visit allisonblevins.com. 
 
OPENING REMARKS: 
Sonya: Welcome to Writing through the pain: The faces of chronic illness. A few reminders 
before we begin: 
• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the moderator of 
the panel, myself, Sonya Huber, know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 
• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or other barriers. 
• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet them. 
• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented products. 
• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not question 
anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for chairs reserved for 
those with disabilities. 
• Because many of us on the panel live with chronic illness, we ask that those in the audience 
please use masks for the safety of all.  
With long COVID in the news and attracting research dollars, it’s vital to bring contemporary 
literature and chronic illness writers to the fore. But chronic illness is nothing new; according to 
the CDC, 6 in 10 adults in the U.S. have a chronic condition, and chronic diseases are the 
leading cause of disability. The panelists write chronic illness from different lenses, identities, 
and locations and in different genres and nuances.Today we will explore what writing chronic 
illness entails and how living with chronic illness affects what and how we write.  
To get us started, if you could each introduce yourselves and give a brief overview of your 
personal experience with chronic illness writing. 
 
PANELIST INITIAL REMARKS: 
EMILY HOCKADAY: I have been writing a lot about chronic illness since my diagnosis in 2018. 
I’ve also been writing about mental health, parenting, and grief, and how chronic illness has 
affected or is affected by these other facets of my life.  
About a year after my father died of ALS in 2017, I started experiencing symptoms of chronic 
illness—fatigue, widespread neurological pain—which soon was joined by acute, clinical anxiety 
as I found it impossible to get a diagnosis and became convinced I was dying. This search to 
understand what was happening in my body, while confronting grief and parenting a young 
child, became my first book: Naming the Ghost. I’ll discuss how writing this collection helped my 
mental health profoundly and how using the metaphor of the ghost allowed me to describe, in 
this poetic memoir, the chronic illness symptoms and mental health crisis I was experiencing. 
My second collection, In a Body, looks at chronic illness after the diagnosis. I’ll talk about how 
looking at my body as one small body in nature—among plant, animal, fungal, geological, and 
even celestial bodies—was very healing for me, and allowed me to write about chronic illness, 
and even see my own chronic illness, in a new light. 
 
SONYA HUBER: I was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis in 2010, and I started writing about 
pain to try to track and understand that experience, which resulted in the collection Pain Woman 



Takes Your Keys. In the collection I gave myself assignments to look at how pain impacted 
every element of my life, from work to parenting to intimacy and spirituality. I will talk about how 
I wrote my way into a new understanding of the writing process through writing about pain. The 
persona of “Pain Woman” was first a device I used to acknowledge how writing felt different on 
days when I was in greater pain, and how the sentences and subject matter changed. This, 
along with an understanding of myself as part of the greater disability community, helped me to 
think about the multiple options we have in terms of voice in writing, and how writing from the 
body can help us channel multiple perspectives, which I explore in my newest book, Voice First: 
A Writer’s Manifesto. I write on a wide range of subject matter, including landscape and 
economic and racial justice, but I aim to include the perspectives of disability and embodied 
writing in all of my work.  
 
ESHANI SURYA: I was diagnosed with ulcerative colitis in 2015, when I was a senior in college. 
The experience of being diagnosed in such a transitory period of my life ultimately defined 
adulthood for me. As a result of that much of my writing tended towards interrogating what a 
disabled and brown body is and how it defines our experience in the world.  
My first novel, RAVISHING, is staunchly fiction, and yet it draws heavily from my childhood as a 
brown girl in a white suburb, and my 2019 hospitalization. I will discuss how writing about these 
experiences from a fictional perspective—without delving into illness as metaphor—allowed me 
to regain power in a situation where I often felt like a spectator to myself. By manipulating my 
own experience to fit that of a character, I both understood my own experiences more deeply 
and felt less restricted by my earlier identification with them. As I am also an essay writer, I will 
discuss how I see a difference in writing about my experiences in each genre, and why I might  
choose one over the other.  
 
ALLISON BLEVINS:  I was diagnosed with MS in 2019.  My road to diagnosis began when I 
slowly lost feeling from the waist down.  I started writing about the experience immediately, and 
the first piece I wrote was from my hospital bed after a spinal tap.  Writing has become an 
essential part of my healthcare.  Putting pen to paper functions as therapy and helps me to work 
through the difficulties of navigating a medical industrial complex that doesn’t take women’s 
illness and pain seriously.  This challenge is a theme in my writing.  I also explore the ways 
motherhood and illness intersect and create mental health challenges.  The intersection of my 
queer identity with my chronic illness is also a major focus of my writing.  My most recent 
collection, Cataloguing Pain, juxtaposes my diagnosis with my spouse’s gender transition.  I will 
discuss intersectionality, working as a disabled writer, and hybridity as a way to explore 
disability. 
  
Moderator Questions: 

1) How does the content inform the form of what you write? 
2) Have you used a metaphor or technique to write about chronic illness? 
3) How has figurative language and/or the writing “container” allowed you to write about 

difficult subjects? 
4) How do you perceive your audience?  



5) What obligation do you feel—as a person with chronic illness—to write for and speak to 
those with chronic illness? 

6) Do you write both for an audience without no understanding of chronic illness and for 
those who live with it? 

7) Do you feel hesitant to write chronic illness, get pigeon-holed or passed over by 
publishers? 

8) What ways do you approach writing about chronic illness or health in general? What 
does it mean to write fiction about chronic illness? 

9) A lot of people are concerned about writing about chronic illness and the chronic illness 
of loved ones without exposing themselves or overexposing their personal lives & loved 
ones’ personal lives. How do you balance that? 

10) Has anyone ever been disgusted or disturbed by the way you write the body? How do 
you respond to that?  

11) How do you write when you are dealing with illness/your illness is flaring?  


