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Joanna Bourke’s latest monograph The Story of Pain: From Prayer to Painkillers (2014) aims 

to rewrite the history of pain and suffering by redefining the concepts. The ambitious study, 

which is inspired and supported by the Birkbeck Pain Project, covers a range of historical and 

cultural variations of pain and suffering, depicting how relationships to pain have changed 

through the modern history. What allows Bourke’s work stand apart from many existing 

studies is her focus on the language of pain experience and the narrative representation. 

Writing as a historian, Bourke successfully communicates her interdisciplinary topic simply 

and clearly, without confusing the reader with medical jargon. 

 In The Story of Pain, Bourke maintains that the most appropriate and beneficial definition 

of pain for the purpose of her study is to believe that ‘anyone claiming to be “in pain” is in 

pain; if a person describes her experiences as “painful”, they are’.1 Bourke credits the 

inspiration for this definition to Dr Peter Mere Latham, a nineteenth century medical 

practitioner whose writings resurface in the book numerous times. According to Bourke, her 

all-embracing definition allows her to ‘explore how the label “pain” changes over time’ and 

include theological, clinical, and psychological narratives.2 To further establish her multi-

perspectival position, Bourke carefully disregards the definition of pain used by the 

International Association for the Studies of Pain (IASP) by noting that adopting it would have 

posited her within ‘that longstanding and thorny debate’ of two pains, emotional versus 

physical.3 

 Integral to Bourke’s position is her belief that pain is a shared experience, ‘always a public 

practice’.4 Bourke argues that her approach questions Elaine Scarry’s seminal work The Body 

in Pain: Making and Unmaking of the World (1985), in which Scarry notes that pain is a 

private experience that resists language, to the extent of being able to actively destroy it.5 

However, Bourke seems to misread Scarry like many other critics have; Scarry’s work stems 

from, and is based on, extreme pain experiences, such as torture. The case of torture is an 

exception for Bourke, and she names it as ‘the extreme example of incommunicability’, 

undermining her own critique of Scarry’s position.6 Despite not recognising Scarry’s 

perspective, Bourke rightly draws attention to Scarry’s use of language, which seems to 

consider pain as an actual entity instead of a metaphorical way to convey pain. Bourke avoids 

this ‘ontological fallacy’ by defining pain as a ‘type of event’ meaning she understands pain 

‘in adverbial terms’, signifying how something is felt.7 Bourke’s attention to grounding her 

work and explaining her definitions enables the monograph to stay coherent and easily 

accessible to a reader from any discipline. 

 Furthermore, undermining Scarry’s argument that pain is universal, Bourke maintains that 

pain is always contextual: ‘People do pain in different ways. Pain is practices within 

relational, environmental contexts’.8 Bourke carefully explains her line of thought: for her, 

neither language nor body can be removed from their cultural contexts. A person-in-pain 

always both registers the sensation and evaluates it, often seeking to conform to acceptable 

ways of expressing pain. Bourke’s exploration of how people perform pain in their social and 

cultural context and what has been deemed acceptable and appropriate in the modern history 

is the most fascinating part of this study. Moreover, Bourke highlights that children learn 

from adults how they ought to respond to different pain-events and communicate them 

through language and gestures. According to Bourke, the act of communication is a call for 

collaboration and sympathy. Bourke’s focus on communication of pain and human 
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relationships governed by pain-events roots her work within the field of medical humanities, 

differentiating it from many existing medical studies. 

 To enable the reader to better understand a range of pain narratives, Bourke discloses the 

politics of pain in her monograph, arguing that as ‘a consequence, the economy of sympathy 

is unequally distributed’.9 Hierarchies exist, for Bourke, as: ‘acute distress ranks higher than 

chronic misery; physical pains trump emotional ones’.10 This is manifested in the structure of 

language and the process of naming. Bourke implies that psychological pains are 

disadvantaged due to the established vocabulary that draws from physical sensations. She 

uses words ‘pain’ and ‘suffering’ interchangeably, which appears to resist the existing 

hierarchy. Despite being aware of this imbalance and committing to a specific naming 

practice, Bourke’s study does not aim to change the situation in which physical pains are 

dominant but conforms to it by mostly utilising examples of physical pains. In spite of 

drawing her material from the old writings of British upper class, such as Dr. Latham, Bourke 

is sensitive to class politics regarding the hierarchies of pain and points out that pain-event 

can be ‘the result of economic deprivation’ and ‘the cause of destitution’.11 

 The Story of Pain is divided into nine chapters, in which Bourke explores a range of 

perspectives to pain, including the ability of pain to create communities, the role of medical 

practitioners as sympathetic paternal figures or sadists enjoying patients’ pain; the extent to 

which the changes in the expressions of pain indicate changes in pain-experiences, the impact 

the religion has had on pain experiences, the development of diagnostic practices; children’s 

pain-experiences that can be dismissed by their parents, and the introduction of pain relief 

methods. This is by no means an exhaustive list of topics that Bourke covers in her study. The 

breadth of the study is remarkable, especially as Bourke’s trail of thought remains easily 

accessible throughout. It is an understandable decision considering her scope of study not to 

compare different cultural experiences of pain or address the pain of animals. However, the 

latter could have widened Bourke’s audience by engaging academics working within the fast-

growing field of human-animal studies. Despite leaving room for future studies, Bourke’s 

book is outstanding in its detailed analysis of a range of material, both theoretical and 

historical. In brief, The Story of Pain is rewarding and engaging read that has already gained 

an eminent position within medical humanities, triggering new discussions around our 

understanding of pain. 

 

Notes 

 
1 Joanna Bourke, The Story of Pain: From Prayer to Painkillers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p.3. 
2 Bourke, p.3. 
3 Bourke, p.12. 
4 Bourke, p.18. 
5 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1985), p.4. 
6 Bourke, p.30. 
7 Bourke, pp.5, 8. 
8 Bourke, p.8. 
9 Bourke, p.19. 
10 Bourke, p.19. 
11 Bourke, p.19 (original emphasis). 
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