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Abstract  
This essay explores female self-expression of trauma in Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love. By 

using affect theory by Lauren Berlant and Kathryn Robson, it explores how female self-

expression of trauma in New age autobiographies is culturally influenceable and ultimately 

consist of specific testimonial rhetoric. This analysis explores different narration techniques and 

rhetoric common in testimonial literature, specifically, discussing how utopian conventions, self-

evidence, fictionalisation and healing through writing are present in Eat, Pray, Love  Moreover, 

the essay discusses how similar conventions and rhetoric are employed within New Age milieus 

and play a part in Liz's choice of self-expressivity.  Thus, the findings from the analysis are 

discussed in a broader context by showing how self-expression of trauma in New Age literature 

ultimately says something about creating female subjectivity.  The discussion suggests that New 

Age milieus contribute to reinforcing generic conventions and tropes of self-expression of trauma 

through literature. By suggesting that EPL is in fact, bound to cultural expectations of 

womanhood and authoring; this essay sheds light on how the female subject is created in 

literature.   
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1. Introduction  

Elizabeth Gilbert’s novel Eat, Pray, Love generated a social buzz stretching from the 

diligent book clubs to the idle bed-time skimmers, and into the academic eye. Research questions 

posed to the novel range from capitalising on female liberation and how to reassemble 

oneself. Upon Gilbert’s biographical release, critics were quick comment; writer for The 

Guardian wrote that the book reflects humanity by portraying the ambivalence of human identity; 

With Gilbert, we are given someone who is paddling her toe-ringed feet in both of these murky 

"feelings pools". She is neither hero nor villain, prophet nor demon. Some will be charmed by 

her militantly carpe diem attitude to life, while others might baulk at her blasé sense of white 

liberal entitlement (Jenkins n.p.). 

The book thus seems to have a “love it or hate it” reputation in which one is either charmed or 

repulsed by the soul searching 30-something globetrotter.  

The Daily Mail, on the other hand, has not had the same fondness of the book saying that 

it is in an insult to real women, “Her’s was no brave leap in the spiritual dark. It was an 

assignment with its own built-in safety barrier and publisher’s cheque already deposited in the 

bank” (Moir n.p.). Regardless of the daily newspapers’ reviews, it grossed more than 15 million 

US dollars, topping the book bestseller list over 199 weeks. As Gilbert became the subject of 

analysis for the newspapers, she drew the attention of scholars seeking different interpretations 

and outlets of the wandering woman’s significance in modern society. Previous research has 

explored how Gilbert’s book contributes to the enlightenment industry and privilege through 

furthering economic gaps by claiming that western women find happiness and peace if they have 

the economic stability to travel for a year. The enlightenment industry that is commonly spoken 

about is a way of describing the economic circulation of practices and artefacts that circulate in 

New Age milieus. In this way, researchers accuse Gilbert of portraying western spirituality and 

self-fulfilment as a purchasable journey.   

Gilbert’s book is an autobiographical piece which mainly retraces a year in her life where 

she went travelling and explored life independently. In the introductory pages of the book Gilbert 

explains that she is not a religious person, nor has she ever been, but today she would count 

herself a spiritual seeker. Gilbert finds herself increasingly more interested in Hindu spiritualism 

as she meets a love interest in New York, which is further developed throughout her travels in 

India. This in itself is a highly interesting aspect of the book as it serves to broaden the perspective 



      Wheeler 
 

 

 

5 

of westernised New Age religiosity. This essay defines Gilbert’s spiritualism as western New 

Age as it is ultimately a mixture of religious practices she has encountered in the United States, 

Italy, India and Bali and therefore becomes a spiritual seeker combing practices in a personalised 

fashion. This essay will further explore how Gilbert’s exploration of New Age religiosity is 

closely intertwined with contemporary testimonial culture. Testimonial cultures and literature are 

recurring concepts which refer to testimony given by the subject on the subject’s own 

experiencing and specifically traumatic experiences. The specific focus is on how this is 

expressed through autobiographies and is a current in contemporary culture that contributes to 

the formation of female subjectivity.  

By presenting prominent research on affect theory and testimonial literature, this essay 

explores how the self-expression of trauma ultimately employs generic rhetoric and narratives as 

a result of cultural expectation and have a typical dramaturgy and form.  Moreover, the essay 

explores how New Age milieus in Eat, pray, Love contribute to promoting self-expressivity and 

healing with concepts of writing and healing in testimonial literature. The analysis will draw out 

aspects that are telling of contemporary society, and arguably integral to constructing the 

contemporary female subject. Through the discussion of female subjectivity in relation trauma 

in New Age testimonial literature, this essay unveils how testimonial literature, through 

proximity to- and expression of trauma has become an essential aspect of female self-expressivity 

and self-fulfilment. This analysis utilizes affect theory by Berlant and Robson to analyse how 

specific narratives and rhetoric work with expectations of healing the self in New Age testimonial 

literature.  

2. Synopsis of the book 
Eat, Pray, Love: One Woman's Search for Everything Across Italy, India and Indonesia by 

Elizabeth Gilbert is an autobiography in which 'Liz' embarks on a year-long journey to Italy, 

India and Bali. After experiencing a few bad years at home in New York due to a horrible divorce 

and crippling anxiety, Liz decides to write a travel book in which she hopes to describe how she 

found pleasure in Italy, prayed in India and finally, balance in Bali. 

In Italy, Liz finds mouth-watering gelato, a passion for Italian and new friends that teach her 'the 

ways of Italy'. She spends four months in Italy after which she sets out for India, leaving 

significantly plumper and happier. In India, Liz stays at her Guru's ashram outside of Mumbai, 

keen to find God and practice yoga. During her younger years in New York Liz was not religious 

and not used to spiritual practices until she met David. A much younger, very spiritual man from 

New York, whom she falls madly in love with very shortly after her divorce. While at the ashram, 
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Liz has a spiritual awakening and has some transformative experiences which help her find 

‘herself’ once more. Liz then embarks on her journey to Bali. When she arrives in Bali, she is set 

on finding balance and spends a lot of her time with a medicine man called Ketut, whom she had 

met a few years prior. When she meets- and ultimately falls in love with a Brazilian man named 

Filipe, everything is turned upside down and Liz worries that her progress will go lost; leaving 

her stripped of independence and utterly reliant on the love of someone else. Her final realisation 

is that love is what brings balance to life, and she allows herself to commit to Filipe.   
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3. Previous research  
Previous research on Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love has explored different aspects of the 

book, mainly by analysing Gilbert’s depiction of herself in her autobiography. Regular trends of 

research are heavily skewed towards Gilbert’s spiritual journey, some of which are critical, while 

others explore the value of healing in contemporary society. The critical research exposes the 

ways the book contributes to spreading commercialised spirituality and reinforcing an idea of 

class orientated religiosity. According to such research, Gilbert is guilty of spreading a message 

of spiritual awakening and healing to those who can afford to go travelling for a year and indulge 

in yoga retreats. The other end of the spectrum explores how Gilbert finds herself through 

spirituality and personal quests — legitimising escapism as a means of self-healing. Previously, 

research has laid the foundation for further exploration of Gilbert’s autobiography by outlining 

the main areas of criticism, admiration or curiosity. During the process of scouring previous 

articles, it seems as though previous research on Eat, Pray, Love focuses on the social effects of 

the autobiography. As this section will show, researchers have explored the ways Gilbert either 

contributes to commercialism and furthering a tradition of female silencing by contributing to 

the concept that women should stay silent and look inward for happiness or reinforcing the 

concept of otherness in privileged travelling. The third train of research explores what effects 

divorce can have on the individual’s possibilities of reconciliation with the self. Most of the 

previous research highlights how Gilbert's Eat, Pray, Love plays a role in what is yet to exist but 

may come into life by the effects of the autobiography's confessions. I will conduct my analysis 

from the point of view that suggests that the testimonial autobiography is a product of a 

testimonial self-expressive culture which thereby stands to reproduce itself as it enters into a 

collective understanding of the testimonials and trauma through self-expression.   

Three articles have surfaces which are of particular interest to the upcoming study as they 

help lead the analysis forward. Ruth Williams argues that Eat, Pray, Love, constructs a false 

notion of liberation, by portraying female emancipation as obtainable through neoliberal spiritual 

consumerism. She claims that the book proposes a non-political trajectory to female revolution 

by feeding into the idea that the westernised concept of spiritual enlightenment is a battle that 

starts within, can be bought, and changes the course of our lives, as long as it stays within. 

Williams argues that rhetoric, in reality, leads women further away from cultural and political 

participation (623). Williams also claims that Gilbert contributes to the construction of the ideal 

consumer by supporting ideas commonly criticised about western society. A criticised western 

notion of self-fulfilment is that happiness and peace can be found with an entrepreneurial “can 
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do” attitude, achieved by buying a yoga mat and attending a mindfulness class, with little to no 

consideration of the means accessible to us (619). Williams argues that the Eat, Pray, Love craze 

helped travel and merchandise companies capitalise on the idea of empowered women, by 

feeding on “spiritually deprived” middle-aged women. In effect, turning the book into a 

marketing stunt profiting both the enlightenment industry and travel agencies (630).  

Joshunda Sanders article “Eat, Pray, Spend” criticises the glorification of the enlightenment 

industry, which is an industry that is commonly understood as the purchasable aspects of New 

Age religiosity, such as books on 'mixed religiosity', crystals, retreats and more. Sanders explains 

that the industry is aptly disguised as the self-help industry, further claiming that it feeds into the 

misogynist idea that women are inherently flawed and in constant need of improvement.  

Sanders writes that some of America’s main spokeswomen represent the very essence of 

this problem, tying in Oprah Winfrey as the embodiment of the consumerist driven female 

empowerment. Sanders states that Eat, Pray, Love’s only function is to feed into the idea of 

privileged white women willing to spend a minor fortune on lavish retreats and health 

supplements promising eternal enlightenment. She further argues that this idea gains cultural 

weight through the support of significant personalities such as Oprah, who plugged the book on 

multiple occasions on her show. Oprah is known for inviting big names in the self-help industry, 

such as Eckhart Tolle or Gary Zukav, who write books and offer accessible ways to 

enlightenment encompassing the very essence of modern New Age religiosity (n.p.).   

Both Williams and Sanders suggest that society becomes enamoured with a silent spending 

craze — arguing that spending on wellness functions as a trend. That piggybacks on feminist 

strides to empowerment, while simultaneously encouraging a culture that urges women to treat 

their healing as a silent and private ordeal. Williams argues that Gilbert is a prime example of 

the neoliberal female who gains autonomy through personal growth and spirituality that is made 

accessible through travel and the finances to fund it. Sanders, on the other hand, argues that rather 

than a political process, Gilbert is guilty of furthering priv-lit. Sanders explains that it is a specific 

genre of literature that teaches women that they can become better by spending money on 

gimmicks and holidays and a silent 'inner-journey' which is offered up as a package deal by the 

enlightenment industry. Sanders point of argumentation sees Gilbert's autobiography as a 

gateway drug to commercialised spirituality.  Although this is a fascinating aspect of the industry, 

it lacks adequate explanations for the reasons why women, mainly, turn to a personalised form 

of religion as a means of help.   
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Toni Mandelbaum approaches the field from another perspective, namely divorce and 

dependency, in her article “Psychological tasks associated with divorce: Eat, Pray, Love 

(2010), An unmarried woman (1978) and Kramer vs Kramer (1979)”. The article compares what 

effect divorce can have on people and further, how it shapes our perception of independence 

(121) — exploring the relationship between Gilbert and her self-exploration as a result of divorce 

as a traumatic experience which develops through different stages of grief. The other two texts 

she examines have different themes while still relating to the effects of divorce. Mandelbaum 

uses the dependency paradox to explain Gilbert’s path to personal growth and healing. The 

analysis reveals that Gilbert searches for another attachment as a result of her divorce. 

Mandelbaum further draws on the bereavement process in accordance with Sigmund Freud who 

argued that one must latch onto a new subject after dedicating oneself fully to another for some 

time (Qtd. In Shapiro. N.p.). In Gilbert’s case, this new attachment materialised in religiosity, 

resulting in her finding God and praying, only to find God within herself as an analogy for inner 

peace. Mandelbaum writes that in accordance with the dependency paradox it is Gilbert’s 

epiphany that allows her to recognise love into her life once again (125).  

Previous research by Williams and Sanders aimed at unravelling the mystery of Elizabeth 

Gilbert’s novel suggest that it feeds into the consumerist tradition that has grabbed hold of our 

modern society — highlighting the decline of institutionalised religion in western culture. Thus, 

paving the way for the personalised spirituality and the enlightenment industry to thrive and 

arguing that works of literature promoting travel and lavish retreats are ultimately deceiving, 

leading men and women alike to believe that inner peace and empowerment can be bought and 

captured. However, not all research has been as critical of the commercial aspects of the book, 

Mandelbaum has argued that travel and devotion following divorce was a necessary process 

towards feeling a sense of autonomy and loving once again. It should be noted that Mandelbaum 

does not directly address the effects Gilbert’s autobiography has on a larger scale; she only seeks 

to analyse Gilbert’s grieving process following divorce.  

Williams and Sanders’s articles are highly relevant as they highlight an essential aspect of 

Gilbert’s autobiography. They comment on a vital dimension of Gilbert’s expression of self, 

underlining that the opportunity to allow herself to take time out following trauma is a privilege 

only a few are capable of enjoying. Further, they expose an aspect of religious appropriation that 

is disputed in New Age research. They question the relationship between privilege and western 

appropriation of religion in relation to contemporary spirituality. This essay assumes that 

Elizabeth Gilbert is an active participant in New Age milieus and views her spirituality as a 

product of western culture. Mandelbaum’s article proposes that Gilbert’s journey has multiple 
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layers, unravelling the trauma and grief Gilbert expresses and how her spirituality finally helps 

her heal and find love again 

As a central point of background and understanding the previous research shows that there 

are relevant points to discuss and explore, but, as we have discovered, there is a need for more 

nuanced suggestions on how literature of this type exists and why women find themselves 

confessing in this form.  That is why the upcoming essay strives to fill in the gaps, looking to 

explore how affect theory by Lauren Berlant and Kathryn Robson can help unravel how Gilbert’s 

traumatic experiences are narrated and fictionalized as a product of testimonial culture and finally 

the idea that the trauma is overcome through her exploration of New Age religiosity and written 

testimony. Moreover, affect theory will act as the framework for investigating how utopian 

conventions and rhetoric lead Gilbert into the notion that confession equals self-healing. By 

combining affect theory by both Berlant and Robson, the analysis contributes to a deepened 

understanding of how Elizabeth Gilbert's Eat, Pray, Love can say something profound about 

female subjectivity in relation to self-expressive trauma in literature. 

4. Theoretical framework 
 

This study focuses on self-expression of trauma in New Age literature, using Lauren Berlant and 

Kathryn Robson’s articles on affect and trauma theory combined with Sointu and Woodhead’s 

research on New Age, gender and self-expression. As it is a large area of research and stretches 

beyond the reach of literary analysis, it is an interdisciplinary approach to understanding trauma. 

I will first provide a short outline on gender and self-expression in New Age milieus, and then 

zoom in on affect and trauma theory by Lauren Berlant and Kathryn Robson. The analysis lays 

specific focus on how testimonial literature is bound by culture and rhetoric, which becomes 

evident through techniques of narration and conventions employed in Eat, Pray, Love. 

Furthermore, it discusses how testimonials are inherently tied to fiction and fantasy, and how the 

idea that writing equals healing is prominent in both testimonial literature and New Age.  For the 

section on affect theory, Berlant and Robson have been chosen because they directly discuss 

essential aspects of testimonial literature and are therefore apt theoretical lenses to investigate 

Gilbert's Eat, Pray, Love.  

New Age spirituality is a relatively new area of research that surfaced in the 1970s and 

includes a multitude of cultures and traditions. When referring to New Age, this study draws on 
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research by Steven Sutcliffe; senior lecturer in the study of religion at the school of divinity in 

Edinburgh, who has published many well-acclaimed studies on New Age spirituality. Sutcliffe's 

research examines New Age religiosity by formulating the questions "what is a religion" and 

"what is 'proper' religion?". He poses these questions because previous research always placed 

New Age within a Christian framework, Sutcliffe, on the other hand, places New Age spirituality 

as its own entity. Moreover, Sutcliffe points out that although we often speak about the western 

New Age, it is a phenomenon that exists all over the world and that it varies in practices and 

beliefs (102). This analysis assumes Sutcliffe's position as he writes his definition of New Age, 

In most of the social-scientific literature, New Age, or ‘spirituality’, as increasingly seems the 

preferred term – is used to refer to an apparently incoherent collection of spiritual ideas and 

practices. Most participants in the spiritual milieu, it is generally argued, draw upon multiple 

traditions, styles and ideas simultaneously, combining them into idiosyncratic packages. New 

Age is thus referred to as “Do-it-yourself-religion (174). 

Eeva Sointu and Linda Woodhead have co-written the article “Spirituality, Gender, and 

Expressive Selfhood” which explores expressive selfhood in spirituality, further discussing why 

women are overrepresented within contemporary spiritual practices (259). They found a relation 

between self-expression and the concept of "mind, body and soul" which are commonly referred 

to as 'holistic practices' or 'New Age'. These milieus contribute to creating an ideal of self that is 

deserving of self-fulfilment, often regarded as the most authentic and genuine 'you', an 'inner 

you'. The idea of an 'inner self' that only 'I' can unlock through various spiritual and self-

expressive practices is a general idea in New Age milieus. Sointu and Woodhead suggest that 

concepts of self and identity spring from the fact that 80% of New Age participants are females 

searching for mental or physical health improvement. Which leads to the suggestion that self-

expressivity is a result of the processes surrounding breaking standardised norms of spirituality 

and female selfhood, therein breaking free from patriarchy and standardised religion. Their study 

further suggests that an aspect of female New Age spirituality emphasizes the expression of self 

as a means of working through or improving mental and physical health. As a result of this New 

Age is not merely a belief in mixed religious practices, but also a way of living in contemporary 

society.  

The theoretical framework thus works in combining different aspects and fields to explore 

Liz's self-expression of trauma. Using Berlant's theory on narrative and testimonials, specifically, 

'utopian conventions' and self-evidence explores similarities between testimonial literature and 

generic conventions within New Age as a means of expressing trauma. Further, Robson's theory 

of fictionalisation, truthfulness, and finally, how writing is perceived as equivalent to healing. In 
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sum, a combination of affect theory with Sointu and Woodhead's research on New Age to 

contribute to a more considerable discussion on female subjectivity in Eat, Pray, Love. 

Affect theory is an area of cultural studies in which Sara Ahmed explores how texts work 

to align individuals with a collective body in her book The Cultural Politics of Emotion. she 

describes how emotions work to form nations or other collectives. Ahmed uses different public 

texts to show how they convey emotional messages that can lead a whole nation to believe that 

they have a “soft touch” or an “us” in relation to “them” by targeting familiar narratives. The 

narratives invite "you" to be part of a larger collective that is the nation (10).  An interesting 

aspect of Ahmed’s work that applies to this study regards the emotion of shame, not how it is 

“felt” but the implications of shame as a collective narrative. Ahmed questions the relation 

between the desire to feel better and the recognition of shame or injustice and states that declaring 

the existence of ones’ shame is crucial to resolving, and effectively moving on from it (103). 

Ahmed’s specific take on shame is relevant to this essay’s theory because many techniques 

discussed below in dealing with and declaring trauma through literature are similar to those 

Ahmed discusses and gives a widened understanding of affect theory and its relevance to the 

study.  

Sara Ahmed and Jackie Stacey’s introductory chapter to Testimonial Cultures vol 5, a peer-

reviewed journal dedicated to research in cultural studies in particular relation to politics, 

describes how the autobiography has reformed modern society. Ahmed And Stacey point out that 

testimonial literature had increased in volume and now takes an important place in contemporary 

writing by explaining that the surge in testimonial literature occurred after the Holocaust when 

victims started publishing stories of their experiences. They bring attention to that with increasing 

popularity testimonial writings ask readers to become a new form of witnesses, who partake in 

testimonials of varying nature. After the Holocaust, witnessing through written testimony has 

taken the form of extreme violence and injustice, which has given testimonial literature new 

nuances and experiences. Moreover, Ahmed and Stacey explain that the increase in testimonial 

literature transcends its realm and enters the domains of politics and law, ultimately diluting our 

notions of justice and right. They claim that the genre has this effect because testimonial literature 

blurs the lines between law and written testimony because popular culture acknowledges self-

proclaimed truths, where written testimony becomes as valid as in a courtroom (2). In a 

courtroom wherein one is asked to go under sworn oath, the text, in this case, becomes a place 

where both the witness and the victim become aligned with one another, creating a space where 



      Wheeler 
 

 

 

13 

the event is presented and acknowledged as truth (3). Ahmed and Stacey point out that the genre 

has been particularly crucial within feminist cultures as testimonial traditions have evolved as a 

source of truth and unburdening. When feminism adopted testimonial genres, it also reclaimed 

authority. It gave trauma victims the voice to become subjects of their narrative rather than silent 

and passive to the currents of oppression and inequality (4).   

 The following section connects affect theory and New Age drawing on two main points 

from Berlant's theory, firstly, it will investigate the testimonial narrative within Eat, Pray, Love 

and its cultural influences. To further investigate this point; Berlant's theory of utopian 

conventions is applied to explore how Liz has incorporated these in her own narrative as a means 

of expressing transformative experiences throughout the book. Ahmed and Stacey provide a short 

overview of each essay submitted to the specific volume of Testimonial Cultures, two of which 

have profound relevance for the upcoming analysis.  

Lauren Berlant’s article, “Trauma and Ineloquence”, covers affect theory and trauma, more 

specifically how the ideal modern female subject is obtained through proximity to trauma. 

Berlant criticises the notion that self-expression of trauma can stand in for lack of political action 

or enhance a political message and urges her readers to steer clear of such cultures in the age of 

testimony (5). She theorises that there is a relation between written testimony and female 

subjectivity, further questioning what role testimonial literature plays in contemporary culture. 

Berlant argues that as a result of inequality and oppression, female testimonial literature became 

a space where females could form a subjectivity, allowing women to voice experiences and 

individuality. However, Berlant questions if the increase in testimonial literature fostered a 

culture that places female subjectivity in relation to the trauma. How female subjectivity is 

created and expressed through trauma in testimonial literature. This reflection on subjectivity is 

a crucial concept to understanding the analysis as it further builds on the idea and explores female 

self-expressivity concerning trauma in New Age literature. The most striking connection between 

specific contemporary traditions, such as New Age, modern spiritual or 'self-help' environments 

is that self-fulfilment is a reward one receives after experiencing and expressing something 

traumatising to which we evolve and transform from, thereby solidifying our human experience 

(Sointu and Woodhead 259). According to Berlant’s research, some recurring currents in post-

traumatic autobiographies are the relations between autobiography, law, religion, therapy and 

popular culture. Berlant claims that popular generic conventions of these domains contribute to 

popularising norms of self-expressivity and self-reflectiveness as a way of resolving traumatic 

consequences (41).  
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Berlant argues that testimonial literature has a rhetoric which partially consists of generic 

utopian conventions and specific narration techniques. Berlant states that by employing 

techniques that fictionalize the way they are told the process of experiencing and bearing witness 

to one’s trauma reinforces a culture that inevitably glorifies itself. The process of fictionalising 

in autobiographical literature is of immense importance as both Berlant and later on, Robson 

discuss that fictionizing occurs when a subject or author retells one’s story or life in a coherent 

linear progression of events. In this way, any story told about one’s life contains aspects that have 

been added and reflected upon after the event had occurred. This is integral to understanding the 

testimonial genre in itself.  Through viewing the testimonial as a story containing fictional 

elements is raises into awareness the concept of truthfulness in testimony but also, the very 

building block of testimonial literature; namely self-evidence. Considering that self-evidence is 

a substantial part of testimonial literature it should be taken into account that any testimony has 

fictional traits, some which may be influenced by culture or expectations the subject may be 

experiencing.  

 Berlant explains that the testimonial transgresses normative rules of conventional genres 

by twisting presumed conventions of authoring and publishing because the testimonial only 

adheres to self-evidence. Moreover, Berlant points out that although the autobiography's main 

point is that self-evidence as a literary culture is riddled with expectations and norms of how to 

form and express one’s story; it strengthens and revives cultural notions of utopia. By breaking 

normative standards of authoring and genre, the testimonial autobiography makes clear it does 

not conform to regularised standards of culture (42). It creates an idea of opposition to the literary 

and previous cultural norm, by creating a place where trauma is produced and narrated in a realm 

of possibility and produces larger than life subjects, capable of overcoming the past and 

embracing the future. Berlant explains this idea by writing “More like ‘empowering’: the logic 

of contemporary conventional testimony evokes a desire for bigger, insurgent selves in a world 

whose parameters and value hierarchies are taken for granted” (47).  

Berlant observes that one way of realising the desire for a bigger self is the usage of a 

rhetoric she calls ’utopian conventions’. She claims that utopian conventions build an idea whose 

foundation can be said to draw on the neoliberal individual emphasizing personal growth post-

trauma and transformative experiences. As Berlant uses the concept she describes it as ideas that 

refer to notions of ‘higher selves’ and ultimate satisfaction. Directly correlating to the term utopia 

which refers to ideas of paradise and bliss. In Berlant’s theory, utopian conventions are included 
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in a rhetoric that is utilized within testimonial cultures that indicate that the subject has- or will 

experience something utopian upon expressing an event or trauma. Berlant explains that typically 

testimonial literature contains utterances referring to the subject ‘finally finding the purpose of 

their life’. In this way, utopian convention is a concept Berlant uses to describe the recurrence of 

specific generic conventions which glorify the sensation of authoring and giving testimony to 

one’s life story. 

The testimonial has become, in culture, what politics and religion have previously claimed 

to offer, relief, trust and healing. In this way, the testimonial creates its own perception of 

confession and witnessing, which transcends authority and convention. Berlant explains by 

writing “This community of texted witnesses looking for each other to become a world of 

memory where nothing will be forgotten, shame will be obliterated, there will be no aloneness, 

and the words will count (this time) as knowledge” (51). As Berlant effectively states above; 

testimonial literature functions on multiple intricate levels which serve both the author, the 

consumers and the culture we live in. By discussing testimonials through the lens of affect theory, 

Berlant has unveiled how they are culturally bound phenomena which underscore a large part of 

modern life. This essay argues in concordance with Berlant's points but adding that the 

testimonial works together with religion in offering relief and healing but that it is religiosity in 

the form of New Age and that in Eat, Pray, Love they are wholly reliant on each other.  The point 

of this study is not to question the validity of the testimony itself, but rather, by using Berlant's 

theory, it will serve as a lens to investigate rhetoric and conventions in New Age literature, more 

specifically Eat, Pray, Love.  

The second article I have drawn on for my theoretical framework is Kathryn Robson’s 

“Curative fictions: The ‘narrative cure’ in Judith Herman’s trauma and recovery and Chantal 

Chawaf’s Le Manteau noir”, in which she discusses that is has become common to conflate 

writing with healing within testimonial literature. Robson suggests that contemporary testimonial 

cultures solidify the idea that authoring one’s trauma equals healing. She further states that in 

order to author trauma, one must place it within a narrative that inevitably involves 

fictionalization, and by doing so, one is convoluting the truthfulness of the testimony.  Robson 

writes; “the subject is asked not only to become the author of her/his own life story but is also 

constituted as the site of healing or of overcoming trauma” (5). Robson draws parallels between 

testimonial writing and modern therapeutic cultures which emphasise the self as the final and 

only place of healing. This aspect has particular relevance to the study because it directly 

addresses the angle that regards testimonial literature and New Age. As Robson solidifies the 
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notion that New Age cultures have a direct effect on female subjectivity and testimonial 

literature. 

While Berlant’s theory comments on the coming-into-life of the female subjectivity in 

testimonials, then Kathryn Robson’s approach aims to explore how the trauma is resolved within 

the testimonial genre. In her article, Robson explores the 'narrative cure'. The narrative cure is a 

concept to pinpoints as the idea that writing one’s story/trauma is synonymous with curing it, an 

approach which Robson refutes. Robson is opposed to the literary cure for trauma on the basis 

that narrating one's truth and trauma simultaneously fictionalise it and therefore blurs our notions 

of ‘truth’ (115). As a concept, the fairy-tale story plays well with Berlant’s theory of utopian 

conventions, as both adopt narratives to reconstruct or ‘cure’ trauma in literature. The article 

compares Judith Herman’s Trauma and recovery, a psychoanalytical text on the particularities 

of trauma and recovery with Chantal Chawaf’s Le Manteau Noir. She explains that while 

testimony is presumed to have an almost cathartic quality in modern literature, it creates a rhetoric 

with elements of fantasy. Robson finds that in order to create a healing space, Chawaf builds a 

fantasy ridden cure for her character Marie-Antoinette by incorporating fairy-tale narratives, 

thus, allowing her to ‘cure’ her trauma throughout the book.  

In Robson's research, trauma is inscribed in the body and the mind and cannot be recounted 

as a linear narrative. However, by creating a narrative, the victim becomes a subject and claims 

authority and control of their story (120). Robson observes that the testimonial culture also 

expects of authors that by the end, the victim has put the trauma ‘to rest’. She exemplifies this 

through Chawaf’s book where ghosts serve as a metaphor for unresolved trauma in Marie 

Antoinette's life “(…) in showing ghosts to be bound up in fantasy and fiction, reminds us that 

ghosts are themselves products of a cultural fantasy” (124). The act of remembering and 

forgetting, as the haunting accurately portrays, is a common trait of testimonial literature. These 

traits create the ambiguous nature of testimony and the unruly concept of truth. 

Moreover, Robson suggests that imagery such as the haunting in Chawaf's book is a 

common way of fictionalizing an otherwise impossible event to retell, more specifically how the 

reoccurrence and haunting of trauma can be experienced. In this way, the testimony is wholly 

constituted of examples that resemble the one above and exemplify the issue Robson wants to 

make clear; “any ‘truth’ told about trauma is always already rooted in fiction and fantasy” (126). 

It may be true that truth and trauma are synonymous with fiction and fantasy. However, Robson 

argues that a tradition within psychoanalytical theory suggests that remembering and recounting 
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a traumatic experience is essential to the healing process. Robson concludes that writing is 

wrongly conflated with healing as the event one is testifying to becomes contorted in the very 

process that seems integral to testimonial literature, namely, fictionalising.  

 Robson’s theory is utilised, as the notion of fiction and truth are essential to understanding 

Gilbert’s recounting of her experiences. Further, Robson's framework is applied to analyse self-

healing of trauma through writing to understand the contemporary ‘new-spiritual’ subject Gilbert 

alleges to be post-trauma. The analysis further employs Berlant’s theory of utopian conventions 

and narrative to Eat, Pray, Love to investigate how Gilbert applies utopian conventions of trauma 

and healing from New Age spirituality in her autobiography.  The following section will argue 

that through using aspects of Berlant and Robson’s framework to analyse Eat, Pray, Love it will 

show that testimonial writing is an inherently culturally influenceable literary genre which 

employs rhetorical techniques similar to those of modern spiritual beliefs.  
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5. Analysis 
Elisabeth Gilbert has travelled to Italy and finds herself on her knees on the floor praying. This 

brings her back to the worst time of her life, the reason why she is in Italy in the first place; 

I was sobbing. Sobbing so hard, in fact, that a great lake of tears and snot was spreading before 

me on the bathroom tiles, a veritable Lake Inferior (if you will) all of my shame and fear and 

confusion and grief. I don’t want to be married anymore. I was trying so hard not to know 

this, but the truth kept insisting itself to me (11).  

This exact moment is when Liz reaches rock bottom and realises, she has to do something about 

her situation. She is profoundly dissatisfied and has lost her sense of self. After a nasty divorce 

Gilbert lunges into a new relationship with a younger, very spiritual man named David. When 

her relationship with David comes to a miserable end Liz sets off on a year-long trip to write a 

travel book, where she has decided to go to Italy, India and Bali; Italy to experience pleasure, 

India for spirituality and Bali for balance.  

It is not an unusual concept that one goes travelling to fulfil personal goals or experience 

other parts of the world, neither is it uncommon that we travel to flee believing that we will 

become better versions of ourselves. In the book, we find a 30-something author who has 

experienced a personal trauma she is incapable of navigating in her current position. What is 

interesting are the methods employed to express her experience and her means of healing. Lauren 

Berlant writes that the surge of trauma centred autobiographies actually springs from a cultural 

phenomenon that is built upon the will to create a narrative for oneself that explains and gives 

meaning to the traumatic experiences one has undergone. The choices Liz makes regarding how 

she tackles her trauma shows that Berlant has a point. In the book, she chooses to go to three 

different countries in order to explore and find different aspects of human life with the hope that 

she will find happiness. She decides on Italy, India and Bali. What Liz wishes to draw out of 

each country is closely intertwined with western perceptions of what each country specialises in 

(in a sense). This implies that her perception of the journey springs from cultural notions of 

fulfilment from the beginning. Italy is commonly known to be a country of food and love, exactly 

what she sets out to find there, but her goal is to love herself. She then goes to India to explore 

spirituality, hoping to find answers to some of life's most taunting questions. Finally, she goes to 

Bali to fulfil a prophecy she heard many years ago and find balance. Liz expects that when she 
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has done all of this, she will emerge as a new woman, no longer riddled with sadness and trauma 

but peaceful and happy. Liz’s travel-plan is an interesting point of entry for analysis because Liz 

has made clear by this point that she is invested in her spiritual path and has after some trepidation 

allowed herself to 'believe'. 

By following both Sutcliffe and Sointu & Woodhead's definitions, Liz can be categorised 

as a part of the New Age milieu. Sointu & Woodhead explain that New Age participants are 

active in circulating generic conventions of self-fulfilment, 'inner selves' and 'personal 

transformation' in all areas 'mind, body and spirit' (260). Based on common conceptions in New 

Age atmospheres, Liz is visiting countries that promote and are well known for promoting self-

fulfilment and transformation. Berlant points out that testimonial autobiographies, although they 

are thought to be the deep and personal testimony of an individual, still adhere to a model of what 

is perceived to be compelling and convincing. Berlant points to Derrida for clarification and notes 

that; "Derrida's Ear of the Other points out that one gives oneself to oneself when one overhears 

one's autobiography and is seduced into identifying with it” (50). This does not strip the 

testimonial of a ‘value’ it merely points out that the testimony is a literary genre that has been 

shaped by the culture of its time. In order for a testimonial piece of literature to be validated as 

genuinely compelling, it has to create an audience that justifies it. That is why Berlant says that; 

testimony is shaped and comes into being through culture, the emotions of the time. In this way, 

Liz’s choices to write a book based on her trauma and travel to three different, popular countries 

can be an expression of Berlant's exact point. As we are the product of this autobiographical 

phenomenon, we are the only reenactors of it, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. For Liz, this 

would not imply that choosing countries that in western perception are considered to have 

pleasurable or spiritual value was intentional to write a better book or to gain 'the favour' of her 

readers; it shows how we are a part of the culture and continuously influenced by it. Thus, it can 

be said that Liz was used to being in spheres that promoted emotionally charged perceptions of 

travelling and exploring spirituality through literature which influenced her to believe this would 

help her heal. She probably believed that her choices were unique, but on the other hand she may 

rather be reproducing a cultural narrative which she is yet unaware that she is a part of. 

Liz also finds herself gravely underestimated by her surroundings and feels like her 

dissatisfaction in life is a lonely experience, and that when expressed nobody hears or 

understands her. She desperately wants to be acknowledged and heard but simultaneously feels 

that her divorce is petty in the grand scheme of the universe, although it is effectively ruining her 

life. Berlant writes that the testimonial carries with it its own justice system and rules. Within it, 

the only evidence is self-evidence. Within the autobiography, it is given a chance to be voiced 
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and gains legitimacy "in this community of texted witnesses looking for each other to become a 

world of memory where nothing will be forgotten, shame will be obliterated, there will be no 

aloneness, and the words will count (this time) as knowledge” (51). At one instance in the book, 

Liz exemplifies this idea when driving to go on a small book tour with her friend Iva. She speaks 

about petitioning God for help to get through her tough times but that she is afraid it is a sign of 

weakness to ask God for help. Finally, she is convinced by Iva to write her request on a piece of 

paper. When she reads the request aloud, it is revealed that Liz’s deepest desire and is to solve 

the horrific divorce situation, to at the very least, let the process be amicable. Liz explains that 

because she believes all of humanity belongs to all of the world, and that healing any piece of 

humanity also contributes to healing a small piece of the world. Iva replies by asking Liz whom 

she thinks would sign her plea. Liz starts with the most obvious, her mother, father, sister and so 

forth, eventually realising that anybody would stand behind such a plea if it meant that two people 

could find peace by it. Liz says that it was as if she was instantly surrounded by a collective 

goodwill that protected and sanctioned her plea “Iva kept confirming – yes, he signed it, yes she 

signed it – and I became filled with a grand sense of protection, surrounded by the collective 

goodwill of so many mighty souls” (44). In writing her request down Liz comes to realise that 

she has a legitimate claim, her intentions must be reasonable and worth working on, but this was 

not possible until she had put it in writing (41-44). Much like the nature of the testimony itself, 

Liz proves through her written request that there is a legitimising process that occurs when a wish 

or an experience is written down, it joins a collective.  

Berlant theorises that the genre of testimony works on multiple levels, creating and 

reinforcing both those who read and author it, legitimising each other in a world where no law or 

authority can judge your claim. The author does not dominate the testimonial autobiography, but 

rather, by the witnesses who partake in reading it, that is, the readers. In the same instance as the 

testimony begins to take form a narrative is created, one which follows a linear progression 

capable of awakening sentiment in its witnesses while unburdening the author. As the section 

above has shown; Liz herself is the realisation of a testimonial culture that is steered by a current 

of cultural emotion. The self-expression of her trauma as a female writer through an 

autobiography shows that her choices of countries to explore in order to find inner peace and 

healing may have been more culturally enforced and predestined than it appears. Boiled down, 

the testimonial genre navigates in a culture of its own where witnessing and authoring are in 

dialogue, each contributing to the narration of an individual’s traumatic experience. To clarify, 
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neither Berlant nor does this analysis argue that the testimonial loses any value because there are 

predictable or fictional aspects in it, on the contrary, the testimonial can be used as a tool in which 

we can view culture and the role of emotional language in the self-expression of trauma.  

Berlant argues that writings of trauma are fictionalized narrations of events in someone’s life. 

She argues that the testimonial culture creates a narrative which is capable of describing traumatic 

events in a linear, where the victim is capable of remembering every turning point, new 

acquaintance or mundane thought, which she argues is an impossibility in itself (53). Thus, Liz' 

retracing of every thought, step or conversation must be assumed to be partially fictionalised in 

order to create a coherent story.   

 What makes literature of this kind so appealing is that it employs a rhetoric riddled with 

utopian conventions that draw both readers and authors to join a collective narrative. Such 

conventions lead participants to believe that there is a more significant meaning to suffering and 

overcoming. This is a notion that most people are acquainted with; tales of enormous suffering, 

injustice and anguish that always end up having a moral reasoning and “greater than life” ending. 

Berlant describes this as a need to place larger insurgent selves by stating that “The logic of 

contemporary conventional testimony evokes a desire for bigger, insurgent selves in a world 

whose parameters and value hierarchies are taken for granted” (47). 

Since the 1970’s the New Age community have mastered the art of self-fulfilment and 

taking control of your destiny. Within New Age traditions, the idea that you can heal yourself by 

taking control of your ‘mind, body and spirit’ is a fundamental belief. Sointu & Woodhead claim 

that 80% of New Age participants are female and that this is a phenomenon that has developed 

alongside political and other cultural progressions that correlate with female empowerment 

movements. They describe female New Age spirituality as an answer to the patriarchy within 

religious spheres where women could develop ideas of an ‘inner self’ that needs to be set free 

through practices of the 'mind, body and spirit'. Through this belief, self-expressivity and 

transformational experiences have become an integral part of self-fulfilment, highlighting an 

aspect of genuine 'authenticity' that only 'I' can articulate and discover (259). Thus, both 

testimonial literature and New Age milieus emphasise 'coming through the other end better than 

before' and use compelling rhetoric that makes the life seem more meaningful and grander than 

before they explored and transformed their selves.    

Liz who is a western 30-something female author that desperately searches for a reason to 

life’s unruly nature finds herself spiritually reformed following the worst year of her life. Her 

new spirituality is what coaxes her to go to India as a part of her journey. When in India, Liz 

devotes herself entirely to the practices of her shrine. She is completely immersed in the Hindu 
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traditions and rituals which she believes are going to help her lead a spiritual life. Liz describes, 

many times again, her need to heal, let go and find a higher meaning to life, a way to understand 

joy, suffering, lust or anger.  During her stay in India, she finds that there is one ritual that proves 

itself particularly challenging to perform. The Gurugita, or The Geet as it is referred to in the 

book, requires that participants wake up at 3 A.M. and gather together and chant 182 verses 

together. The fact that she is not capable of performing the Geet without experiencing nothing 

short of a nervous breakdown, leads Liz to consult a monk on whether it is possible to skip the 

Geet or to meditate somewhere else. The monk replies that anything is possible but that her Guru 

explicitly says that the Geet is one of their most sacred rituals. Naturally, Liz realises she is going 

to have to find a way to get through the ritual. One morning she wakes slightly late for the Geet 

and realises she has been locked in by her roommate, reflecting on whether it was intentional or 

not, Liz climbs out of the window and scurries down to join in. During this session Liz’s previous 

sentiment towards the Geet is completely transformed and she has a profound spiritual experience 

leading her to let go of her troubles and worries. This experience leads Liz feel at ease and grow 

fond of the Geet. Liz describes many epiphanies through her travels, but this one stands out as 

one of the most powerful.  

The narrative which Liz makes use of in the descriptions of her epiphanies show the 

“coming through the other end” rhetoric common to testimonial literature. These transforming 

epiphanies come at a point in her life when she is on the verge of giving up and that ultimately 

help her move forward in a different direction. As Sointu & Woodhead show, the New Age 

female is commonly one who seeks empowerment in a culture and spirituality not readily laid 

out with rules and male dominance (263). Within New Age cultures, there grows a sense of a 

larger and ‘inner true self’ that can control destiny with the right mindset, yoga practices, diet or 

combination of all. Much like the testimonial, it exists in a culture widely controlled by the power 

of language and emotions, thriving on the wrongdoings of predecessors and steering participants 

to share their recent discoveries in order to have them come alive and legitimised by each other.   

Berlant explains a way of employing such utopian conventions evident in testimonials by 

reasoning that the rhetoric used within testimonial traditions creates a will to place ourselves in 

a grander scope, giving ourselves a purpose in the world to explain to ourselves and our witnesses 

why our story has happened. By turning to New Age spirituality and authoring her experience to 

happiness, Liz is fully devoted to two cultures simultaneously. Thus, it is evident that Liz’s 

journey to finding herself is in itself an expression of the culture she belongs to. Through applying 
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this rhetoric, the testimonial, much like New Age rhetoric, creates a narrative that allows for the 

author to speak without interruption or fear that a law or religious scripture will disregard them. 

As the final chapter, which is set in Bali comes along, she is trepidatious as her experiences 

in India have given her a sense of security, she is not sure she is ready to move on from. When 

she arrives in Bali, she has her heart set on finding a medicine man she had met years prior. The 

medicine man who told her a prophecy that she was destined to come back to Bali and live for 

four months and teach him English. He had told Liz she needs to find happiness in her life as he 

could tell she was not happy in her current situation. Since then, Liz has made sure the prophecy 

would be fulfilled.  

The idea that Liz herself was making an effort to fulfil a prophecy which is commonly 

understood as a part of one’s destiny which would, eventually, fulfil itself plays on the nature of 

the testimony as a whole. Berlant writes “cliché and other conventional modes mark a wish to 

simplify whatever feels overwhelming and non-negotiable about the world 'out there'. So it 

becomes the world 'in here' at the same time that its repetition is only consoling, is competent 

memory, is transparent and thrilling and not retraumatizing” (54). In this way, Liz's search to 

fulfil her own prophecy and carry out a journey around the world could seem superficial, but 

there is another way of seeing it. As Berlant theorises, clichés and other predictable tropes found 

within the testimony work together in creating a form within the genre. The witness expects a 

dramaturgical reference which we can recognise and therefore identify not only in the humanity 

of the story but in its form. 

Moreover, the author, or the victim, may use techniques of repetition to create a new way 

of viewing their trauma. Rather than retraumatizing, it is narrating something new and 

simultaneously personal (55). In this way, Eat, Pray, Love recreates a narrative for self-

expression of trauma, because, it works as a literary piece that is controlled by the consumers, 

legitimized by its witnesses, written by an author and ultimately lived by a victim. Moreover, 

because Liz was already writing her testimony as she set out to travel the world, it may be natural 

that she fulfils a prophecy of her life in order to fulfil the prophecy of testimony. Furthermore, 

Berlant’s thoughts on affect theory and testimonial literature have proven that female self-

expression of trauma is a large part of creating female subjectivity through literature. It appears 

that the process of expressing and effectively writing about trauma forms Liz's identity and gives 

her a 'legitimate claim to deserving happiness'. Her New Age religiosity further strengthens Liz's 

self-expressive journey and desire for self-fulfilment and happiness.   

In Eat, Pray, Love, Liz confesses to an experience that changed life as she knew it, she was 

forced to take action or risk wallowing away for the rest of her adult life. Towards the end, Liz 
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has travelled to Bali, where she devotes herself to the medicine man and the search of balance. 

At this point in her life, she describes being very content and finally beginning to let go of the 

heartache and sorrows she experienced in New York, “I’ve been here only a few weeks and I feel 

a rather mission-accomplished sensation already. The task in Indonesia was to search for balance, 

but I don’t feel like I’m searching for anything anymore because the balance has somehow 

naturally come into place” (344-345). While experiencing balance, Liz works incredibly hard at 

maintaining it and fends off any intruders that she fears may lead her astray. She seems to be 

under the notion that balance is only found in a strict path and repetition of daily activities, a 

mindset common for Hindu monks.  

When Liz travelled in Italy, she fended off any attempts of intimacy because she was afraid 

that she was not ready and would lose herself again, since then she has kept that mindset. In Bali, 

she is finally convinced to go out and meet new love interests, which she finds in the charming 

Brazilian man Filipe. They become completely infatuated with each other and rarely discuss life 

beyond. As Liz and Filipe begin to realise, they have to decide on whether to say goodbye to one 

another or try having a relationship, Liz dreads allowing Filipe into her life. She fears that by 

doing so, she would regress to her previous state of mind allowing yet another man to rescue her 

only to lose herself again. She rejects intimacy because she fears that it will break her narrative, 

where she, as an independent writer, travels the world to find herself; not a new man. Cathryn 

Robson writes, regarding the testimony and healing, that there are expectations in testimonial 

writing, of both the witnesses and the authors. Similar to Berlant, Robson argues that the 

testimony is bound by cultural emotion and works on multiple intricate levels to feed all desires. 

Robson claims that testimonial literature has become conflated with healing, and that placing 

these expectations on literature of this kind we are creating and reproducing the narrative of a 

genre. “I would suggest, testimony is generated by tension, by the conflict between the 

impossibility of definitive hearing and the concomitant need for healing” (128). When Liz 

experiences dread in committing to a new relationship it is based on a narrative that true healing 

after heartache comes from finding peace within herself and she fears that if she does not, she 

will be letting herself and her story down. This problematises the concept of truth and narration. 

Since Liz admits that she fears letting Filipe in because it would wound her idea that healing only 

comes from oneself and not at the hand of a prince  “ Yet what keeps me from dissolving into a 

complete fairy-tale shimmer is this solid truth, a truth which has veritably built my bones over 

the last few years – I was not rescued by a prince; I was the administrator of my own rescue” 
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(439). Here we find a piece of pure emotion and experience that goes missing from the story as 

we find out that she finally does commit to the charming Brazilian. Liz claims that her ultimate 

truth is that she has healed herself, but in saying this, she is reaffirming a cultural narrative and 

not necessarily the most appropriate cure of trauma. Liz is wearing the suit of the self-fulfilled 

woman who seeks only meaning and happiness within herself, a narrative employed in western 

New Age spirituality that coaxes spiritual seekers into leaving the confines of modern societal 

norms (264). 

Towards the end of Liz's journey, there is a switch between two narratives, both of which 

can be identified within Robson's idea of fantasy narratives (126). On the one hand, we follow 

Liz as she denies love because she wants to be a self-actualised empowered modern woman who 

returns to New York with a bestselling book and complete balance in her life. Through her 

travels, she has learnt of pleasure in Italy, spirituality in India and ultimately balance in Indonesia. 

Liz already decided the progression of events and personal growth before she set out on the 

journey, which begs the question of truthfulness concerning fictionalising her experiences as to 

fit her own desire but also those of her audience. On the other hand, Liz finds herself falling 

deeply in love with Filipe but denying herself happiness because she is worried it would harm 

her progression. Finally, she decides that allowing herself to be with Filipe is the perfect ending 

to her fairy-tale saga. Which again questions truthfulness within the genre. Liz describes her 

feelings and reflections as if they were exact memories and representations of a step-by-step 

remembrance of her most blissful moments. Robson, on the other hand, argues that trauma and 

life are not experienced coherently, and therefore we employ different techniques to repeat the 

story. Berlant claims that such techniques include a rhetoric of utopian conventions that lure both 

author and witness into it. At the same time, Robson observes that fantasy-based imagery is 

reoccurring in the stages of healing because it best describes a larger than life, magical ending 

(120).  

In the last section of the book, Liz writes "And yes, I cannot help but notice that I am sailing 

to this pretty little tropical island with my Brazilian lover. Which is – I admit it! – an almost 

ludicrously fairy-tale ending to this story, like the page out of some housewife dream (perhaps 

even a page out of my own dream, from years ago) (438-439). The point of such fairy-tale 

symbolism is closely tied to the idea of healing. A fairy-tale is not commonly understood to have 

a tragic ending. The testimony has taken to itself a similar tradition, one where we as readers are 

often privy to witnessing a person coming through the other end. The readers expect the author 

to say that they are glad the experience is in the past and that they are now capable of repeating 

it. However, it is in that specific writing tradition that Robson writes that the written testimony 
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itself has become synonymous with the act of healing the trauma. Victims of trauma lean towards 

the notion that when it is written down and one is capable of repeating the experience, you are 

also cured of it. This could be the reason why we see imagery of the fantasia, because the author 

itself is convincing not only their audience that they and contempt but also themselves. “any 

'truth' told about trauma is always already rooted in fiction and fantasy” (126). 

At the very ending of Liz's story and she is at the end of her journey, everything has fallen 

into place; she has let go of her divorce, the ex-boyfriend David, losing herself and believes she 

has effectively found herself again. As she had predicted, she writes that she is, after her travels, 

now happy again. Just as Liz and Filipe are about to dock at the small tropical island for their 

private holiday Liz reflects “I quite like the poetry of this idea, too, I must say, I mean that 

literally. After this whole year spent exploring the individual and intrepid I's, Felipe just 

suggested to me a whole new way of travelling: Australia, America, Bali, Brazil = A, A, B, B" 

(440-441). Liz decides to dedicate herself so fully to her new life and Felipe that they agree to 

travel between the four countries they each need to be in, a travelling relationship. This would 

have had Liz on her knees crying and sweating in fear of a commitment to anyone but herself 

half a year ago. The book ends with "I say "Attraversiamo.” Let’s cross over” (441). Finally, Liz 

believes she has fulfilled her prophecy by transforming into an independent woman who is 

spiritually enlightened and capable of loving. The final words in the book are final testament to 

the ‘coming through the other end’ rhetoric which further ties in the epitome of Berlant’s utopian 

conventions. Liz is telling the reader through her final words that her ‘mission’ is complete, and 

she is finally happy. This is a clear example of how utopian conventions and concepts of healing 

are recurring in Eat, Pray, Love. As the book ends a year after it has started the reader is led to 

believe that Liz is experiencing ultimate happiness, but in reality, an autobiography never ends 

at the end.  
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 Conclusion  
This essay has explored the self-expression of trauma in Elizbeth Gilbert’s autobiography 

- Eat, Pray, Love. The analysis has investigated how New Age testimonial literature functions in 

creating the female subject’s self-expression of trauma. In order to explore female subjectivity 

in Eat, Pray, Love, this analysis has used Lauren Berlant, and Kathryn Robson's takes on affect 

theory, more specifically, Berlant's theory of testimonial narratives and rhetoric and Robson's 

theory of fictionalisation and healing through literature. Furthermore, It has incorporated Eeva 

Sointu & Linda Woodhead's research on New Age spirituality in order to place Eat, Pray, Love 

in a broader cultural spectrum by creating a framework that helps place the narratives, rhetoric, 

fictive imagery and healing aspects into a cultural context. Throughout the analysis, it is 

suggested that by examining Elisabeth Gilbert's self-expression of trauma there is an evident 

relation between New Age female subjectivity and testimonial female subjectivity which adds to 

a discussion of the contemporary female subject within testimonial literature.  

Eat, Pray, Love exhibits different techniques of recreating narratives which are typical of 

testimonials according to Berlant. The main points of investigation for this section were the use 

of utopian conventions and self-evidence that combined, also constitute a large part of the New 

Age testimonial narrative. Further,  Robson's theory has contributed in discussing the issue of 

elements of fantasy and truthfulness in Eat, Pray, Love, by claiming that; in order to retell trauma, 

one must create a narrative to place oneself within and that by doing so it raises the question of 

the truthfulness of the testimonial - this is an crucial aspect to keep in mind. It does not only have 

implications for how we perceive testimonial literature but also for how we treat New Age 

testimonial literature. Seeing as Liz often claims that spirituality and transformative experiences 

are a large part of her finally finding happiness into her life again, it urges that readers bear in 

mind that narrative is an essential aspect in spiritual literature. The last point of analysis uses 

Robson to explore elements of healing by showing that Liz describes her process from trauma to 

healing as if it were a linear and coherent process that ends with her "leaving her past behind and 

finding happiness”. It suggests that this is closely intertwined with not only the form of 

testimonial literature but also, of New Age spirituality which ultimately says something about 

the broader scope of the book.  

Eat, Pray, Love contributes to a larger cultural conversation which discusses female 

subjectivity and self-expression of trauma. Gilbert employs techniques of narration and tropes 

that are common within testimonial literature and female New Age spirituality. This has more 



Nicole Wheeler     Wheeler 
Sheila Ghose 
C-essay 
5/1-20 

 28 

significant importance because it highlights an aspect of contemporary culture by showing that 

there are themes and norms within New Age testimonial literature that ultimately place the female 

subject in relation to self-expression of trauma and ultimately how one "heals oneself". However, 

the analysis does not point to any implications of this observation, but rather, makes visible that 

this is an aspect of contemporary culture to bear in mind. Suggestion for further exploration 

would include analysing multiple New Age testimonials in order to say something about the 

genre and female subjectivity in a broader scope.  
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