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AbsTrACT
This essay argues that the emotional rhetoric of today’s 
breast cancer discourse—with its emphasis on stoicism 
and ’positive thinking’ in the cancer patient, and its use 
of sympathetic feeling to encourage charitable giving—
has its roots in the long 18th century. While cancer had 
long been connected with the emotions, 18th- century 
literature saw it associated with both ’positive’ and 
’negative’ feelings, and metaphors describing jealousy, 
love and other sentiments as ’like a cancer’ were 
used to highlight the danger of allowing feelings—
even benevolent or pleasurable feelings—to flourish 
unchecked. As the century wore on, breast cancer 
in particular became an important literary device for 
exploring the dangers of feeling in women, with writers 
of both moralising treatises and sentimental novels 
connecting the growth or development of cancer with 
the indulgence of feeling, and portraying emotional self- 
control as the only possible form of resistance against 
the disease. If, as Barbara Ehrenreich suggests, today’s 
discourse of ’positive thinking’ has been mobilised to 
make patients with breast cancer more accepting of their 
diagnosis and more cooperative with punitive treatment 
regimens, then 18th- century fictional exhortations to 
stay cheerful served similarly conservative political and 
economic purposes, encouraging continued female 
submission to male prerogatives inside and outside the 
household.

In her scathing attack on the cult of positive 
thinking in modern America, Smile or Die, Barbara 
Ehrenreich declaims against ‘the cheerfulness of 
breast cancer culture’, with its ‘ultrafeminine’ and 
‘infantilizing’ merchandise, its perverse insistence 
on the ‘redemptive powers of the disease’, and 
its medically questionable assertions that a posi-
tive outlook is ‘essential to recovery’.1 ‘Let me be 
hacked to death by a madman’, Ehrenreich recalls 
thinking in a mammography changing booth deco-
rated with pink ribbons, inspirational poetry and 
breast cancer teddy bears, ‘anything but suffocation 
by the pink sticky sentiment embodied in that bear 
and oozing from the walls of the changing room. 
I didn’t mind dying, but the idea that I should do 
so while clutching a teddy and with a sweet little 
smile on my face—well, no amount of philosophy 
had prepared me for that’.2

While Ehrenreich contrasts the burgeoning 
public discourse about breast cancer against the 
attitudes of 40 years ago, when ‘breast cancer was 
a dread secret, endured in silence and euphemized 
in obituaries as a ‘long illness’’, the discourse of 
sentimentality in relation to breast cancer actually 
has a surprisingly lengthy history.3 In the pages 
that follow, I want to suggest that the ‘pink sticky 

sentiment’ Ehrenreich identifies goes back at least 
as far as the 18th century. While cancer had long 
been associated with the emotions, the 1700s saw it 
connected with both positive and negative feelings: 
it infiltrated literary portraits of maternal kindness 
and romantic love, as well as warnings against grief, 
jealousy or pride. In both cases, responsibility for 
the ‘cancerous’ overgrowth of emotion was located 
with the victim, as the metaphor was used to warn 
of the danger of allowing feelings—even good or 
pleasant feelings—to flourish unchecked.

As the century wore on, breast cancer in 
particular became a popular plot device within 
literature designed to inculcate virtue or inspire 
sympathy, with moralising writers emphasising 
what Ehrenreich calls the ‘redemptive powers of 
the disease’, while sentimental writers exploited the 
piteous tableau of the breast cancer victim dying 
‘with a sweet little smile on her face’. Just as many 
of these texts associated the development or growth 
of cancer with the indulgence of intense emotion, 
so they portrayed emotional restraint—or rather, 
the reduction of women’s full emotional range to 
a one- note song of uncomplaining cheerfulness—as 
the only available form of resistance.4 Ehrenreich 
argues that in the modern world, this emphasis 
on ‘positive thinking’ has been mobilised to make 
patients with breast cancer more accepting of their 
diagnosis and more compliant with punitive treat-
ment regimens; in the 18th century, as we will see, 
it may also have encouraged female subservience 
within the household—even when that subservi-
ence was seen as contributing to women’s vulnera-
bility to the disease in the first place.

CAnCer And The emoTions in The long 
18Th CenTury
In her seminal work on cancer metaphors in Illness 
as Metaphor, Susan Sontag famously contended that 
cancer was associated with emotional repression. 
According to Sontag, ‘many people believe that 
cancer is a disease of insufficient passion, afflicting 
those who are sexually repressed, inhibited, 
unspontaneous, incapable of expressing anger’.5 
In 18th- century literature, however, cancer was 
typically associated not with emotional deficiency 
but with emotional excess. It was often used as a 
metaphor for the dangers of feeling—of feeling too 
intensely or for too long, even if the feeling in ques-
tion might otherwise be considered pleasurable, 
virtuous or just.

While cancer as discussed in 18th- century 
texts does not consistently map on to the distinct 
neoplastic condition we refer to as cancer today, 
the connection with emotion is integral to the 
disease’s medical history. From the 16th through 
to the 18th century, the terms ‘cancer’ and ‘canker’ 
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were used to refer to any kind of persistent, non- healing sore, 
and medical practitioners connected both ‘cancers’ and ‘cankers’ 
with emotional states of long duration. As Alanna Skuse and 
Marjo Kaartinen have noted, many early modern medical writ-
ings attributed the development of cancer to the indulgence of 
grief.6 Skuse observes that some 16th- century and 17th- cen-
tury medical practitioners also viewed ‘anger, brooding, and 
mourning’ as potentially ‘contributing to the development of 
cancers in both sexes’.7

Although medical writers differed somewhat in their views 
on the nature and causes of cancer, many 18th- century medical 
texts traced the development of the disease back to the continu-
ation of some sore, cyst or inflammation that had failed to heal.8 
In this context, violent, long- lasting emotions could be under-
stood not just as a potential metaphor for the intensity and dura-
tion of the cancer- causing injury, but also as a potential cause 
of the transition from sustained inflammation to life- threatening 
tumour: as Marjo Kaartinen observes, medical writers like Bryan 
Cornwell contended that ‘Sorrow, and other disturbance in the 
mind, easily converts a schirrhus [cyst] into a cancer’.9 Equally, 
those prone to fits of intense emotion were seen by some practi-
tioners as being at a higher risk of developing cancer, and more 
difficult to cure if they contracted it: as the surgeon Richard Guy 
explained of patients with breast cancer, ‘the Dull, Melancholy, 
Peevish, and Passionate, are more difficult to be relieved, than 
the Lively, Chearful, Easy and Placid’.10

Within 18th- century literary texts, cancer was often depicted 
not just as a potential consequence of emotions like grief and 
anger, but also as a metaphor for these feelings and their destruc-
tive effects on the self or on society. Particularly in the first half 
of the century, cancer was a commonplace comparative for 
strong, lasting feelings with the potential to intensify over time. 
In this context, the metaphoric link between cancer and emotion 
ran parallel to a 16th and 17th- century connection—docu-
mented at length in Skuse’s Constructions of Cancer in Early 
Modern England—between cancer and predatory or necrophagic 
animals.11 Just as tumours were described as ‘biting’ or ‘pinching’ 
their victims like a poisonous snake or crab, ‘devouring’ the flesh 
like a ravenous wolf, or ‘gnawing’ on the slowly decaying body 
like a worm, so literary texts described unregulated emotions as 
‘consuming’ those who felt them. The same language of inges-
tion ran through descriptions of both phenomena, with feelings 
‘eating’ the heart or ‘feeding’ on their victims. The concept of 
pain also, of course, linked certain emotions with cancer, as the 
same terms that were used to describe excruciating cancerous 
growths could also be applied to feelings that had been allowed 
to ‘rankle’ or ‘fester’ over time.12

Such language is readily apparent in 18th- century literary 
descriptions of jealousy, for example. In the 1707 drama An 
Evenings Intrigue, a Mr Love- good advises his less- virtuous peers 
Mr Pretense and Mr Rattle to cherish their wives, ‘and never 
to suffer that Monster, Jealousie, to approach your Thoughts 
lest, like a Cancer, it eat into your Hearts, and turn your dearest 
Pleasures into Pain and Sorrow’.13 Similarly, in the 1732 secret 
history The Fair Concubine, envy of a sexual rival is compared 
with cancer, as the protagonist—the ‘beautiful Vanella’—encour-
ages her peers to retire for the evening rather than see her singled 
out for attention by the desirable Prince Alexis: ‘Ladies, as such 
a Sight would put you into the most bitter Agonies, I advise 
you to retire in Time. Envy is a corroding Cancer in the Mind, 
and furrows many a handsome Face even before the Autumn of 
Life draws near’.14 In both of these examples, sexual jealousy 
has the power to consume the victim from within, and in both, 
the onus of responsibility is placed on the jealous party, with 

suspicious lovers urged to avoid situations that might provoke 
such ‘cancerous’ feelings in the first place.

Indeed, prevention is not merely preferable to cure, but 
appears to be the only possible form of treatment, as such 
‘malignant’ feelings are often portrayed as incurable. Thus 
Eliza Haywood’s The Perplex’d Dutchess (1727), for example, 
describes how the heroine’s envy of a prince named Theanor 
grows increasingly dangerous without an outlet for expression, 
and ‘like a Cancer eat[s] into her Heart, and prey[s] upon her 
very Vitals’.15 Similarly, in Joseph Addison’s 1717 translation of 
the story of Aglaurus from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, unchecked 
jealousy proves fatal to the eponymous heroine when she 
attempts to thwart a romantic rendezvous between her sister and 
the god Mercury.16 While the original myth dramatises Aglaurus’ 
punishment as a kind of petrification—a literal hardening of the 
heart—Addison’s translation locates the danger in the heroine’s 
unregulated passions by introducing the comparative of cancer:

As when a Cancer in the Body feeds,
And gradual Death from Limb to Limb proceeds;
So does the Chilness to each vital Part
Spread by degrees, and creeps into her Heart;
‘Till hard’ning ev’ry where, and speechless grown,
She sits unmov’d, and freezes to a Stone.
But still her envious Hue and sullen Mien
Are in the Sedentary Figure seen.17

Here, as in Haywood’s text, the zoomorphic image of cancer 
as ‘feeding’ on the body is used to emphasise the dangers of 
allowing ill feelings to flourish unchecked.

Vanity and pride are similarly portrayed as growing within 
the heart ‘like a cancer’. In Sir Roger L’Estrange’s 1667 English 
translation of the satiric ‘visions’ of Francisco de Quevedo, 
for example, the narrator warns that ambition can be its own 
form of punishment, as those who are ‘Cavaliers and Signeurs 
already…have an Itch upon them to be Princes: A vanity that 
gnaws them like a Cancer’.18 Many moralising texts from the 
period likewise condemn ‘the cancer of Self- love’ or the ‘foul 
cancer’ of pride.19 In all of these works, as in the accounts of 
envy and jealousy, the victim bears at least part of the blame 
for his or her own feelings, with the self- destructive effects of 
emotion meting out some (implicit or explicit) punishment for 
the deadly sins of envy and pride.

As Barbara Rosenwein has observed, many early modern 
‘emotional communities’ identified particular feelings with states 
of virtue or of vice, and 18th- century literary comparisons of 
cancer with all seven of the deadly sins—not just envy and pride, 
but also avarice, wrath and even sloth—emphasise this need for 
emotional regulation.20 Eighteenth- century religious texts use 
the metaphor to warn against the invasion of ‘bad thoughts’ 
of any kind, with the Welsh vicar and poet Rhys Pritchard, for 
example, advising readers to ‘Cut out the cancer, e’er it spread,/ 
Quash bad thoughts, e’er they run a- head’.21

CAnCer And posiTive feelings
While all of the comparisons between cancer and emotion that 
I have outlined thus far are broadly in keeping with today’s 
understanding of cancer—and of states like anger, avarice 
and jealousy—as undesirable and destructive, Restoration and 
18th- century texts also used the metaphor of cancer to represent 
feelings that might in other circumstances be regarded as bene-
ficial or—to use Ehrenreich’s term—‘positive’. These compari-
sons potentially complicate the distinction that can be identified 
in many 18th- century theoretical texts, according to Thomas 
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Dixon, between ‘troubling desires and passions on the one hand 
and milder affections and sentiments on the other’, as 18th- cen-
tury literary conceptions of cancer suggest that even morally 
virtuous feelings might have a potentially destructive side.22

Consider, for example, the 17th- century and 18th- century 
comparisons between cancer and love. In John Bengo’s dramatic 
poem ‘The Dream of St. Cloud’ (1797), for example, the hero 
describes a friend’s attempt to ridicule his lovelorn state as ‘like 
an operation on a cancer’: although the teasing is ‘kindly meant’, 
it cannot ‘cure’ him of his affliction. ‘Yes’, he laments, ‘I have 
been allur’d by love’.23 Similarly, in the popular ballad ‘William 
and Margaret’, the eponymous heroine sickens and dies from the 
‘cancer’ of her love for a man who betrays her:

But love had, like the cancer- wor[m],
Consum’d her early prime:
The rose grew pale, and left her cheek;
She dy’d before her time.24

Historical dramas and satires from the period make similar 
use of the comparative in depicting women blinded by affec-
tion: Queen Elizabeth’s love for her sister Mary Queen of 
Scots is described in John Banks’ 1704 play The Albion Queens 
as the ‘hugg’d cancer’ that must be ‘parted from her breast’, 
and Marvell’s Last Instructions to a Painter (1667) mockingly 
exposes ‘love’s hid cancer’ within the Duchess of York’s ‘soft 
breast’.25

While all of these examples use cancer as a metaphor for love 
that has been bestowed on someone unworthy, unwilling or 
inappropriate, other texts suggest that even righteous and recip-
rocated affection can turn carcinogenic if allowed to distract the 
lover from more important concerns: in John Savage’s 1697 
translation of Antonio de Guevara’s Spanish Letters, for example, 
love is described as ‘natural to both Sexes’ and the desire to be 
loved as ‘agreeable’—but Guevara also likens love to ‘a hidden 
Cancer’ that ‘fixes not on the Face where it may be seen, nor 
pulse where it may be felt; but on the poor Heart, where, tho 
it be very pungent, yet none dares discover it’. Advising no man 
to ‘trust another, or rely upon himself ’ where love is at stake, 
Guevara reiterates the prevention- better- than- cure wisdom, 
insisting: ‘After all, the best Remedy I can think of against Love 
is, that it be not permitted to take root in the Mind’.26 Similarly, 
a 1703 satire condemns love as an ‘o’re- spreading Cancer’ that 
‘knaws the Heart’, rendering the victim oblivious to everything 
but the ‘pleasure’ it brings.27 These texts warn that even the most 
seemingly benign of emotions can prove ruinous if allowed to 
‘overspread’ acceptable bounds.

breAsT CAnCer And femAle feeling
As the 18th century progressed, the commonplace literary 
descriptions of love, jealousy or guilt as ‘like a cancer’ began 
to appear less frequently—but the link between cancer and the 
emotions clearly persisted, as mid and late18th- century texts 
continued to connect the disease with intense emotional states, 
particularly in relation to cancer of the breast. This specific 
emphasis on breast cancer is unsurprising, given the prevailing 
medical thought at the time: as Skuse explains, cancer was 
known to afflict both men and women, but it was understood 
by medical practitioners throughout the early modern period as 
‘paradigmatically a disease of the female breasts’.28 This view 
may have developed in part because breast cancer was more easily 
detected and identified as cancer than tumours in other areas of 
the body would have been—but it may also have been a product 
(and, perhaps, a perpetuator) of the stereotypical conception 

of women as more emotionally labile than men.29 According to 
Heather Meek, ‘women were thought to be innately disorderly 
and excessively passionate, qualities that made them susceptible 
to all illnesses, including breast cancer’.30

Accordingly, just as 18th- century writers used the comparison 
of feeling with cancer to warn of the dangers of unregulated 
emotion, so they made breast cancer a vehicle for exploring the 
particular dangers of feeling for women. Within 18th- century 
fiction, the relationship between breast cancer and emotion was 
forged not just by descriptions of cancerous love, grief or jeal-
ousy within a woman’s breast, but also by the use of plotlines 
that portrayed the disease as a direct consequence of uncon-
trolled emotion. In these texts, breast cancer was not just a meta-
phor for feeling, but a real- life outgrowth of it—a physiological 
manifestation of psychological distress.

In Richard Gwinnett’s 1731 semifictionalised memoir Pylades 
and Corinna, for example, a woman’s development of breast 
cancer is attributed to her overindulgence of intense feelings 
of loss, as we are told that Corinna’s mother ‘abandoned her 
self to Grief, which soon occasioned a Cancer in her Breast’.31 
Guilt is portrayed as having similar carcinogenic potential: in 
the 1757 novel The History of Miss Sally Sable (1757), the hero-
ine’s would- be adoptive mother nurses long- standing feelings 
of remorse over having abandoned her young infant charge at 
the insistence of her ‘imperious Husband’. Years of concealment 
cause emotional distress that culminates in the development of a 
fatal breast tumour.32 In these and other texts, the link between 
cancer and feeling serves a clear cautionary purpose, with the 
breast cancer plotline used to condemn the angry, grieving or 
angst- ridden woman.

And just as 18th- century writers connected the development 
or growth of breast cancer with emotional turmoil, so they 
portrayed emotional restraint—not just stoicism, but a kind of 
determined, wilful cheerfulness akin to the ‘Smile or Die’ rhet-
oric condemned by Ehrenreich—as the best possible response to 
the illness. Here, once again, the distinction between dangerous 
‘passions’ and benevolent ‘affections’ seems to have played an 
important but ultimately inconsistent role, as fictional narratives 
depict violent feelings of sorrow or guilt as (literally and meta-
phorically) carcinogenic, while promoting carefully regulated 
happiness as the breast cancer sufferer’s sole means of resistance 
or redemption.33

Thus in the 1779 novel The Wedding Ring; Or, History of Miss 
Sidney, for example, the hero praises the ‘smiling composure’ 
with which his dying aunt endures the pain from ‘an inveterate 
putrid cancer in her breast’.34 The cheerfulness of this ‘dying 
saint’ (as he terms her) proves essential to ‘the uncommon forti-
tude with which she bears the most painful operation the art of 
surgery can inflict’—as well as the long, slow decline that follows 
her unsuccessful mastectomy.35 Similarly, in ‘The Pleasing Story 
of Master Want- thought’ (1795), the eponymous hero gets an 
unexpected lesson in stoicism when he and his friend, Master 
Nevill, meet a young girl whose grandmother has ‘a cancer in 
her breast, which was extremely painful, and it was thought 
would soon occasion her death’.36 Despite suffering from a 
tumour so ‘exceedingly offensive’ that her neighbours shun her, 
the grandmother maintains an attitude of cheerful compliance, 
calmly awaiting the moment when she will be able to ‘receive her 
reward’ for always being ‘so patient, and always [doing] her duty 
so well’.37 The ‘reward’ here, of course, is death.38

Crucially, in many such tales of suffering female virtue, 
‘doing one’s duty’ involves not just emotional self- reliance, 
but continued contribution to the household economy. Many 
18th- century portrayals of breast cancer emphasise financial 
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hardship: despite the lack of connection with hygiene, breast 
cancer is routinely portrayed in the mid to late century as a 
condition correlated with, or exacerbated by, poverty. Consid-
ered in this context, idealised portraits of cancer- stricken women 
may have served an economic as well as a social purpose: if, as 
Ehrenreich suggests, the emphasis on ‘positive thinking’ today 
has made women more accepting of the disease and its punitive 
treatment regimens, then 18th- century exhortations to ‘smile or 
die’ may have encouraged ailing wives and mothers to continue 
supporting the household while minimising their own demands 
on the family’s financial and emotional resources. (In this sense, 
the affective self- control demanded of breast cancer sufferers 
might even be considered a form of work in its own right—an 
‘emotional labour’ akin to the feigned happiness demanded of 
those who work in today’s service industry.)39

Perhaps the most influential example of this industrious virtue 
appears in Hester Chapone’s 1752 moral tale Fidelia. First 
published in John Hawkesworth’s mid- century periodical The 
Adventurer, Fidelia tells the story of an erring young woman 
who finds redemption through the moralising conversation of a 
grieving mother who is dying of breast cancer. The narrative of 
Fidelia’s early years follows the conventional storyline of what 
was to become known in the 19th century as the ‘fallen woman’: 
seduced and abandoned by an unscrupulous lover, Fidelia finds 
herself bereft of friends, reputation and financial support. 
Driven to despair, she is about to throw herself into a river 
when an elderly clergyman who hears her lamentations leads her 
back to his home to meet his wife, ‘a middle aged woman, pale 
and emaciated, but of a cheerful, placid countenance’.40 After 
relating Fidelia’s story to her, the clergyman tasks his wife with 
teaching their despondent guest something about the power of 
positive thinking:

‘This poor lady’, said he, ‘from the fault of her education and princi-
ples, sees every thing through a gloomy medium: she accuses Provi-
dence, and hates her existence for those evils, which are the common 
lot of mankind in this short state of trial. You, my dear, who are one 
of the greatest sufferers I have known, are best qualified to cure her 
of her faulty impatience, and to convince her, by your own example, 
that this world is not the place in which virtue is to find its reward. 
She thinks no one so unhappy as herself; but if she knew all that you 
have gone through, she would surely be sensible, that if you are hap-
pier than she, it is only because your principles are better’.41

These remarks identify women’s happiness as entirely a matter 
of ‘principle’, with the clergyman’s comparison between Fidelia 
and his wife implicitly assuming that emotions are always within 
the emoter’s control. By this measure, the chief danger to Fide-
lia’s well- being is not the very real threat of poverty or the social 
ostracism she faces, but rather, the ‘gloomy’ attitude that makes 
her assume ‘no one [is] so unhappy as herself ’.

Unsurprisingly, the clergyman’s wife agrees with this assess-
ment, issuing an endorsement of emotional regulation that 
champions wilful happiness as the source of her own continued 
strength in a life filled with pain and suffering:

‘Indeed, my dear madam’, said she, ‘that is the only advantage I have 
over you; but that, indeed, outweighs every thing else. It is now but 
ten days since I followed to the grave my only son, the survivor of 
eight children, who were all equally the objects of my fondest love. 
My heart is not less tender than your own, nor my affections less 
warm. For a whole year before the death of my last darling, I watched 
the fatal progress of disease, and saw him suffer the most amazing 
pains. Nor was poverty, that dreaded evil to which you could not 
submit, wanting to my trials. Though my husband is by his profession 
a gentleman, his income is so small, that I and my children have often 

wanted necessaries: and though I had always a weakly constitution, 
I have helped to support my family by the labour of my own hands. 
At this time I am consuming by daily tortures, with a cancer which 
must shortly be my death. My pains, perhaps, might be mitigated by 
proper assistance, though nothing could preserve my life; but I have 
not the means to obtain that assistance’.42

Here once again, breast cancer is connected with intense 
emotion, as the tumour develops in conjunction with—perhaps 
even as a consequence of—the mother’s ‘fondest love’ for her 
children and subsequent grief over their deaths. (The clergy-
man’s wife takes care to emphasise that her ‘heart is not less 
tender’ than Fidelia’s, ‘nor [her] affections less warm’; it is 
simply that she, unlike her self- pitying guest, has learnt how to 
control such feelings.)

If the emotional strains of motherhood and bereavement 
have contributed to the development of the wife’s illness, then 
emotional restraint now seems essential to resisting its spread: 
Fidelia expresses her astonishment at the ‘appearance of chear-
fulness and serene complacency which shines so remarkably in 
[the wife’s] countenance, and animates every look and motion’.43 
Once again, ‘chearfulness’ and ‘complacency’ are championed 
as essential female virtues, enabling the cancer- stricken mother 
not just to stave off death, but—perhaps more importantly—
to continue supporting her family ‘by the labour of [her] own 
hands’.

Some reworkings and imitations of Chapone’s Fidelia make 
even more of this central message ‘that sufferings and happiness 
are not incompatible’, with an adaptation for young ladies by 
Jeanne- Marie Le Prince de Beaumont, for example, playing up 
both the horror of the disease—in this version, the wife removes 
her clothing to show Fidelia the ‘cancer that eats [her] up 
alive, attended with pains beyond expression’—and the power 
of emotional self- mastery: declaring herself to be ‘by nature 
weak, impatient, and touchy’, the wife explains that she has 
managed to quash such passions, maintaining instead ‘a pure 
and unaltered chearfulness’ that ‘banishes all dread, vexation, 
and despair’.44

A 1788 verse adaptation goes further still, suggesting that 
breast cancer should be embraced as an act of divine will. In 
this retelling, the clergyman’s wife has not only learnt to bear 
her pain without complaint, but to love the source of that pain 
as a supreme being who ‘wounds’ her for her own good. The 
clergyman describes his wife’s condition to Fidelia:

A cancer now her feeble frame devours;
Too ill our scanty means her wants supply,
The nurse’s care, and physic’s aid deny.
Yet mark, her breast no fretful murmur moves;
The Pow’r that wounds her, she adores and loves.45

Here the rhetoric comes close to that of today’s self- help 
books encouraging cancer sufferers to see their condition as a 
gift. Such works encourage ‘positive thinking’ by contending 
that cancer can make patients more mindful of the advantages 
they ordinarily enjoy—but, as Ehrenreich observes, the discourse 
of cancer as gift also has the potentially pernicious effect of 
silencing expressions of anger and other ‘negative’ emotions 
when such outbursts might be therapeutically or politically 
useful.46 Certainly, in the 1788 poem, this repressive approach 
proves effective, as Fidelia begs the dying woman to teach her 
those principles that will help her ‘to control’ her own feelings 
of pride and doubt—even though those feelings seem entirely 
justified.47
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breAsT CAnCer, women’s roles And The senTimenTAl 
novel
While texts like Chapone’s potentially endorse the oppression of 
women by encouraging female submission to pain and suffering, 
they also draw attention to women’s vulnerability to illness and 
abuse in the first place, by connecting the development of breast 
cancer with women’s roles within the household. Even Fidelia, 
with its lengthy glorification of female emotional self- mastery, 
nonetheless acknowledges that the wife’s condition has been exac-
erbated (if not precipitated) by her duties as a wife and mother.

Other 18th- century literary texts make much more of this 
connection, complicating the basic plotline of the woman who 
perishes of cancer because she ‘succumbs’ to her feelings by identi-
fying and expanding on the larger social forces—often male- driven 
forces—that lead women to experience emotional distress in the 
first place.48 In some fictional works a female character’s develop-
ment of breast cancer is directly attributed to an act of male cruelty: 
the 1769 tale ‘The Lottery Ticket’, for example, describes how an 
‘old debauched lord’ gives his innocent young bride ‘a blow upon 
her breast, in a fit of jealousy, which brought on a cancer; and that 
cancer in less than a twelvemonth, during which her sufferings in 
body and mind are not to be described, brought her to the grave’.49 
Similarly, in the 1754 play The Female Parliament, a young woman 
contracts breast cancer after receiving ‘a Kick in the Breast’ from 
a misogynistic nobleman.50 Storylines of this sort present the 
disease as a direct consequence of male violence, locating women’s 
emotional fragility within the politically complicating context of 
spousal or other male abuse.51

On a similar principle, the links between breast cancer and 
motherhood—dramatised in many later 18th- century novels 
and poems, including Fidelia—once again undermine the divide 
between dangerous ‘passions’ and virtuous ‘affections’, reminding 
us that even that most benevolent of the domestic feelings, maternal 
love, can prove carcinogenic.52 Like the accounts of cancer arising 
from spousal abuse, these works connect the disease with women’s 
work, establishing an association between the demands placed on 
women by marriage or motherhood and their particular suscepti-
bility to cancer.

In Maria Smyth’s 1783 novel The Woman of Letters; or the 
History of Miss Fanny Belton, for example, the heroine is intro-
duced to a young mother whose fatal breast tumour develops 
because of, rather than in spite of, her virtuous behaviour within 
the household. In this sentimental narrative, the eponymous hero-
ine—a clergyman’s daughter left in impoverished circumstances 
and sent by her conniving aunt to find work in London—is saved 
from self- pity by a timely comparison between her ‘own most 
helpless situation’ (as she initially sees it) and the far more diffi-
cult circumstances of a local woman named Mrs Perry, who faces a 
painful, lingering death from breast cancer.53

As this summary suggests, many details in the episode are remi-
niscent of Chapone’s moral tale. Like the clergyman’s wife, Mrs 
Perry is an idealised figure, her suffering providing the novel’s 
heroine with ‘a lesson of industry [and] of patience’.54 And like 
the wife in Fidelia, Mrs Perry continues to labour despite her 
illness, ‘sit[ting] with such patient resignation at her work,—
earning bread for her little ones, day after day, and under the 
pressure of such a painful disorder, such a shocking, incurable 
malady’.55 Just as the clergyman’s wife is introduced as ‘a middle 
aged woman, pale and emaciated’, so Mrs Perry is introduced 
as ‘an amiable young woman—pale—and—emaciated.—“Want, 
staring in her haggard eye.”'56 And when Fanny and her landlady, 
Mrs Williams, visit the dying mother and enquire after her health, 
Mrs Perry’s reply reflects that same combination of superhuman 

stoicism and wilful cheerfulness endorsed throughout Chapone’s 
narrative:

‘I thank heaven’, answer’d the patient sufferer, ‘I have had a tolerable 
night for me, madam’—looking up with a sweet smile.57

Once again, the cancer- stricken mother is a model of emotional 
restraint, her ‘patient resignation’ bolstered by ‘hope’ and ‘faith’ 
(terms that remain watchwords in today’s ‘pink ribbon’ culture).58 
In fact, Mrs Perry seems to be preparing herself for that very fate 
most dreaded by Barbara Ehrenreich: to die ‘with a sweet [little] 
smile’ on her face. She even expresses gratitude for her illness, 
grasping her Bible and exclaiming: ‘It is good for me that I have 
been in trouble, that I may learn [God’s] statutes’.59

Yet while Fanny is initially sobered by the comparison, feeling 
ashamed that she herself should ‘dare to complain’ when Mrs Perry 
does not, Smyth’s novel ultimately presents a far less optimistic 
account of female agency—and thus a far more ambiguous account 
of the politics of breast cancer—than Fidelia. For one thing, we 
are directly informed that Mrs Perry’s situation is the result of her 
husband’s cruelty. Fanny’s landlady explains:

Her husband, I understand, is a most vile wretch, and has left her 
absolutely to starve with these poor children—the youngest not a 
year old.—The brutality of her husband has been the cause of this 
dreadful malady in her breast; a cruel blow occasioned it.60

Here the delinquent Mr Perry is implicated as both the cause 
of his wife’s illness and an intensifier of its evils, his abandonment 
dooming her to an impoverished life in which she cannot afford to 
stop working or to purchase pain relief.

Mrs Perry’s sufferings are also exacerbated by her duties as a 
mother: although there is no insinuation here that her illness might 
have been caused by childbearing, there seems little doubt that her 
children make her situation more difficult, not only by obliging her 
to continue working, but also by compelling her to put on a ‘brave 
face’ to spare them from pain and worry. And given that Fanny 
herself later falls victim to similar circumstances—she marries a 
man who runs off to France with another woman, leaving her 
and her daughter to languish in prison for his debts—it becomes 
increasingly difficult to see the novel’s portrait of Mrs Perry as an 
exhortation to female emotional self- mastery rather than as an 
indictment of male misbehaviour.

Indeed, Fanny Belton’s tragic conclusion highlights another 
crucial element in late- 18th- century fiction that potentially 
complexifies the exemplarity of the breast cancer narrative: the 
fashion for literature designed to invoke intense feeling—often, 
though not exclusively, in a female readership—by depicting scenes 
of virtue in distress.61 In Smyth’s story, as in other sentimental 
novels of the period, the mother with breast cancer is not just a 
model of goodness, but an object for reader sympathy: Mrs Perry’s 
circumstances are made more noble by the suppression of her 
emotions, but they are paradoxically designed to induce emotion 
in others. These intentions potentially destabilise the conservative 
social politics of the links between emotion and cancer, for while 
sentimental novels reiterate the need for wilful cheer in the cancer- 
stricken woman, they identify grief as an appropriate, even desir-
able, response on the part of the sympathetic female observer.62

This shift explains why Smyth’s text idealises Mrs Perry for 
her emotional restraint but champions the heroine for having a 
‘heart ever open to a tale of woe’—and indeed, both Fanny and 
Mrs Williams shed copious tears over Mrs Perry’s unhappy situa-
tion.63 The dying mother herself is allowed to succumb to tears on 
only one occasion, her momentary lapse into self- pity inviting the 
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reader to indulge in those same expressions of grief she denies to 
herself. Mrs Williams recalls:

I call’d into her room yesterday morning, and for the first time saw 
her weeping.—‘I am ashamed of these tears, Madam’ (said she forc-
ing a sweet languid smile) ‘but my little Billy, here, has been telling 
me I shall not die’.—‘No, my poor mamma shall not die—shall she, 
Mrs. Williams’, (said the pretty fellow) ‘for what shall such a little 
baby, as sister Sally do, and I do, without her?’
The wretched mother cast her eyes to heaven! and with a silent, earnest 
address, seem’d to implore its aid for her precious children.64

Here Mrs Perry’s tears establish her as a loving mother—but her 
attempts to suppress them ultimately work to encourage, rather 
than caution against, an emotional response from the reader, as 
she practises that ‘recollection and self- command’ identified in 
Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments as crucial to obtaining 
the sympathy of others.65

Perhaps most importantly of all, Smyth’s novel embeds the 
narrative of Mrs Perry’s suffering within the larger story of Fanny’s 
own unhappy marriage and untimely death. (As the novel’s ‘editor’ 
observes, it is just as well that the story of Mrs Perry should remain 
brief, for ‘Our poor heroine herself will, in due time, claim the 
tribute perhaps of a tear from the reader’.66) Confined within 
the Fleet Prison for her husband’s debts, Fanny is initially able to 
remain ‘calm’ and ‘compos’d’, taking ‘great comfort from [her] 
devotions;-- [her] bible, and [her] child’—yet this emulation of Mrs 
Perry’s example is soon defeated by the cruelty of Fanny’s circum-
stances. After her daughter sickens and dies, Fanny loses first her 
sanity and then her will to live, finally expiring in a filthy jail cell, 
‘emaciated’ and delirious from consumption.67

To emphasise that Fanny’s fate—much like Mrs Perry’s—results 
from unbridled male cruelty rather than unregulated female 
emotion, the ‘editor’ of Fanny’s letters warns female readers 
against ‘too precipitately enter[ing] the married state’, and her 
concluding reflections on ‘the fate of [an] unfortunate virtuous 
woman’ locate the blame for Fanny’s death squarely on the shoul-
ders of her husband—aided, perhaps, by the patriarchal institu-
tions that enable men to mistreat women with impunity.68 In a 
brief peroration, the editor invites female readers to combat such 
mistreatment—not by practising emotional restraint, but rather, by 
sympathising with the plights of other women:

Let your susceptible hearts be touch’d with compassion, at least for 
your own sex, who, many of them, from unavoidable misfortunes, 
are at once innocent yet wretched.69

These concluding lines urge readers to share and ameliorate 
the burden of female suffering, rather than stoically accepting or 
embracing it.

Similar motives also seem to underpin Anna Maria Bennett’s 
sentimental portrayal of a dying mother in her 1789 novel Agnes 
de- Courci. In this melodramatic tragedy, the hero’s adoptive 
mother, Ann Montford, faces a slow, lingering death from breast 
cancer despite a lifetime of exemplary behaviour, and her final 
‘confession’—outlined in a letter to her friend Mary Moncrass—
establishes her as a victim of male cruelty.70 Like Fanny Belton and 
Mrs Perry, Mrs Montford has bestowed her love on an unworthy 
object: in youth, she confesses, she had entertained an ill- judged, 
but entirely chaste, attraction to an unscrupulous young man named 
Mr Neville. Although she fled Neville’s company after learning of 
his seduction and abandonment of another young woman, Mont-
ford reveals that she has continued to love him from a distance, 
and has secretly raised his illegitimate son as her own, ‘cherishing 
[her] first passion for Neville, while [she] indulged [her] fondness 

for [his son] Edward’.71 Her letter is thus a revelation of love rather 
than an exposure of wrongdoing—‘an old maid’s confession’ for 
which, as she herself observes, her friend might accuse her of folly, 
but must ‘acquit her of guilt’.72

Montford’s revelations confirm that breast cancer can be a 
punishment visited on the undeserving, even those who quash 
inappropriate feelings. Like Mrs Perry, she recognises that her 
tumour will kill her—she remarks that ‘the formidable advances it 
now makes on my constitution, and the impossibility of repelling 
it, are omens of a speedy dissolution’—but she decorously resolves 
to accept her fate rather than pursuing the mastectomy that might 
save her life: ‘my surgeon talks of the knife, but I will not submit 
to the operation, and my complaint is mortal’, she declares.73 Like 
Mrs Perry, she bears her suffering with superhuman stoicism, not 
only remaining silent on the subject of her own physical pain, 
but apologising for the ‘trouble’ that her letter must cause her 
correspondent.74

Here once again the breast cancer sufferer displays a saintlike 
composure, accepting her death without objection or anger—but 
here, as in Fanny Belton, the story of female suffering is ultimately 
used to invoke, rather than repress, expressions of feeling. Because 
Montford’s confession letter reveals Edward’s true parentage, 
it provides the catalyst for the novel’s central tragedy, leading 
Edward to discover that the woman he has just married is his half 
sister. Horrified by this revelation, Edward tears out his own hair 
and then takes his own life, leaving his tormented wife, the epon-
ymous Agnes de- Courci, to follow him to the grave. Seen in this 
larger context, the story of Ann Montford’s cancer becomes some-
thing like an emotional hors d’oeuvre, effectually whetting the 
reader’s appetite for the still more melodramatic feast to follow. As 
with the account of Mrs Perry in Fanny Belton, we are invited not 
to learn from the breast cancer sufferer’s miseries, but to feel for 
them. It is a distinction with important potential consequences for 
the novel’s politics—but even here, such expressions of emotion 
are only allowed to go so far, with grief identified as an accept-
able response in the outside observer, but not in the cancer- stricken 
woman herself.

CodA: The 19Th CenTury And beyond
While sentimental novels like Fanny Belton and Agnes 
de- Courci opened up a space for the potential expression of 
women’s ‘negative’ feelings around breast cancer, that space 
was soon after closed off by what the historian William Reddy 
has described as a change in ‘emotional regime’: as Reddy’s 
work has demonstrated, the 19th century saw the radical 
sentimentalism of the 1780s and 1790s replaced by a far more 
circumspect and conservative political and literary culture.75 
This shift helps to account for the relative silence about breast 
cancer in 19th- century literature: where mid to late18th- 
century novels describe the condition openly and (sometimes 
horrifyingly) explicitly, Romantic and Victorian novels begin 
what Ehrenreich identifies as the euphemising of the disease 
as ‘a long illness’, with very few female characters dying of 
breast cancer per se, but several—like Mrs Hale in Gaskell’s 
North and South, for example—consigned to a slow decline 
from some mysterious, unspecified feminine complaint.

While the confessional mode of the 20th and the 21st centu-
ries has returned us to a more open discussion of breast cancer, 
it seems also to have returned us to the more repressive gender 
and social politics that originally accompanied that discussion. 
In the self- help texts of today, as in the literary texts of the 
1700s, responsibility for well- being is placed on the patient 
herself, with the demand for ‘positive thinking’ narrowing the 
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space for expressions of anger at the injustice of rising breast 
cancer rates. And ultimately, even in the 18th century, expres-
sions of sentimental distress over the breast cancer sufferer’s 
fate end up being channelled into charitable action: Fanny 
Belton’s ‘editor’ concludes the text by exhorting those ‘who 
are bless’d with riches’ to ‘make the compassionate trial’ of 
visiting and relieving those who are ‘pining in sickness,—and 
a prey to famine’.76

The same emotional asymmetry characterises breast cancer 
discourse today, as those with the disease are told to remain 
optimistic and cheerful, while those around them are encour-
aged to channel their feelings into supporting the business—
and, as sociologists like Samantha King have demonstrated, it 
is a very big, and often a male- dominated, business—of breast 
cancer fundraising.77 Now, as in the 18th century, there is an 
economics as well as a politics to this emotional regime—and 
although Sontag’s theory that cancer is a disease of ‘insufficient 
emotion’ suggests that we have lost the centuries- old belief 
in unregulated emotion as a cause of or contributor to breast 
cancer, we should continue to consider the extent to which 
emotional self- control still plays a powerful role, not only in 
the discourse of cancer, but in the effects of that discourse on 
the lives and experiences of patients.78
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