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Republican Universalism and the Intersectional Othering and Oppression of Ethnic 

Minority Women in the Novels of Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê 

by 

Alison Marmont 

This thesis offers the first comparison of Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂŶĚ͕�ŝŶ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕�

their portrayals of ethnic minority women in France in relation to republican universalism. It 

examines how ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĨĂĐĞ�racist and sexist discrimination 

and oppression in French society even though it prides itself upon being the home of universal 

human rights. By applying an original intersectional framework based on the works of Sara Ahmed 

ƚŽ�Ă�ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ works, this research demonstrates, firstly, that such divisions and 

inequalities are linked to the way the characters are reductively racialised and gendered, and, 

secondly, how this is a legacy of French colonialism. Additionally, it illuminates how this 

intersectional othering and oppression do not occur just in spite of republican universalism and its 

promises of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, but are often channelled and concealed through its 

discourses, especially those of abstraction and integration. It exposes the complex and self-

perpetuating nature of the power relations depicted as the protagonists internalise, and 

consequently become complicit with, unequal social hierarchies. In light of how NDiaye and Lê 

elucidate this process, employing literary tools such as imagery, allegory, intertextuality and the 

fantastic, this thesis argues that their novels stimulate an intersectional feminist consciousness. 

This is a consciousness of not only the experiences of ethnic minority women in France but also 

how these are imbricated in broader power structures and is therefore central to our ability to 

seek out new avenues and futures in which Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité can be universally enacted.  

This thesis thus contributes to the fields of feminist and postcolonial studies as well as to 

ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͛�ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ�ďǇ�ƐŚĞĚĚŝŶŐ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽŶ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�

discourses can conceal and perpetuate discrimination and inequality in French society and how 

literature can explore and challenge this issue. 
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/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ 

Republican Universalism and Intersectional Discrimination and Inequality 

in the novels of Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê  

Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê, two critically acclaimed authors, first entered the French literary 

scene with their debut publications in 1985 and 1986, respectively. Since then, they have 

published more than forty novels and short stories between them and NDiaye has been awarded 

the Prix Marguerite-Yourcenar 2020 and Lê the Prix littéraire Prince Pierre de Monaco 2019 for 

their overall ƈƵǀƌĞƐ. The authors repeatedly return to issues of discrimination and inequality and 

the impact that ƚŚĞƐĞ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ůŝǀĞƐ͕�ŵĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŽŵ�ĂƌĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞn 

ĞŝƚŚĞƌ�ďŽƌŶ�ŝŶ�Žƌ�ŚĂǀŝŶŐ�ŵŝŐƌĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂƌĞ�

often financially and sexually exploited, socially marginalised, and discriminated against because 

of their gender and origins, regardless of nationality. The authors also explore these themes in 

relation to the ideas of the universal and the particular. On the one hand, NDiaye and Lê͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�

reveal how such inequalities are often perpetuated by those who employ, implicitly or explicitly, 

the discourses of republican universalism central to the French motto and principles of Liberté, 

Égalité, Fraternité. On the other hand, whilst depicting this process and the experiences of ethnic 

minority female characters, the narratives, in Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�͚Ɛ͛efforcent d͛ĂƚƚĞŝŶĚƌĞ�ă�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞů͛͘1 

Their works therefore encourage reflection on both an ideology that has shaped French society 

since the Revolution and the gap that exists between the ideals of republican universalism and its 

enactment in the lives of ethnic minority women in France.2   

 The ongoing significance of republican universalism in French society is evident in Prime 

Minister Jean Castex͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĂŶƐŝŽŶ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�historical ͚ĚĞǀŝƐĞ�ƌĠƉƵďůŝĐĂŝŶe͛ in his announcement of 

Ă�͚projet de loi confortant lĞƐ�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĞƐ�ƌĠƉƵďůŝĐĂŝŶƐ͛�ŝŶ�ϮϬϮϬ: 

�ĞƐ�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĞƐ͕�Đ͛ĞƐƚ�ŶŽƚĂŵŵĞŶƚ�ůĞ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ĚŝŐŶŝƚĠ�ŚƵŵĂŝŶĞ͕�ĐĞůƵŝ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ůŝďĞƌƚĠ�
Ě͛ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͕�ĚĞ�ƉĞŶƐĞƌ͕�ĚĞ�ƉƌŝĞƌ͕�ů͛ĠŐĂůŝƚĠ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ƚŽƵƐ�Ğƚ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝğƌĞŵĞŶƚ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ůĞƐ�

 
1 Sabine Loucif, 'Entretien avec Linda Lê ', The French Review, 80 (2007) 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/25480807> [accessed 30/03/2020] (p.883). Although Marie NDiaye does not 
make a similar explicit statement, this thesis and previous research demonstrate how the author and her 
works challenge the failures of republican universalism but uphold the idea of universalist abstraction. See 
Laura Bea Jensen, 'Writing Race and Universalism in Contemporary France: Marie NDiaye and Bessora', 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, Yale University, 2017). 
2 This thesis explores how republican universalism is often integrated into a nationalist framework in France 
and the negative implications of this process. In order to distinguish between this kind of discourse and a 
non-exclusionary understanding of universalism, the former is ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĂƐ�͞ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ͟�Žƌ�
͞;ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶͿ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ͟�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƚƚĞƌ�ŝƐ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ĂƐ�͞ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů͘͟�� 



0 

2 

ĨĞŵŵĞƐ�Ğƚ�ůĞƐ�ŚŽŵŵĞƐ͕�ůĞƐ�ĚƌŽŝƚƐ͕�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞŶĨĂŶƚ�ŶŽƚĂŵŵĞŶƚ͕�ă�ů͛ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕�Ğƚ�ƉůƵƐ�
généralement le refus des comportements dégradants.3  

The introduction of this bill attests to the fact that republican universalism continues to be seen 

by many as integral to the French nation and French identity as it is ͚ƚĂŬĞŶ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚƌĂŝƚ�

ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐ͕�ŝƚƐ�ŵŽƐƚ�ĞŶĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ǀĂůƵĞ͕�ŝƚƐ�ŵŽƐƚ�ƉƌĞĐŝŽƵƐ�ĂƐƐĞƚ͛͘4 Then again, the fact that 

it requires ͚ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞŵĞŶƚ͛�Žƌ�͚ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚĞŶŝŶŐ͛ conveys that these ideals are not always adhered to 

in France; as such, it is important to examine how and why this is the case. As the failure of many 

of the ideals mentioned by Castex is cĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�

female characters, their novels can shed light on issues such as human dignity, gender equality 

and freedom of expression. As the first analysis to bring together E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�

thesis will illuminate their explorations ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�

how these are shaped by republican universalism. This is achieved through the application of a 

theoretical framework based on intersectionality; which emerged as an approach from the 1980s 

onwards in the works of Black and Latina American feminists such as Angela Davis, Gloria 

Anzaldúa and Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coined the term.5 This project, therefore, adopts a non-

essentialist understanding of categories such as ƐĞǆ͕�ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĐůĂƐƐ�ĂƐ�͚interlocking, mutually 

ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ�Žƌ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŶŐ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ͛�ƚŽ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂů�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�social 

ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů�ŝŵƉĂĐƚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ůŝǀĞƐ.6 In particular, 

ĞŵƉůŽǇŝŶŐ�^ĂƌĂ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�

expose and subvert not only the existence and repercussions of gendered and racialised social 

hierarchies in French society but also how they can be reproduced through republican universalist 

discourses.7 

To demonstrate the relevance, originality and timeliness of this thesis, the introduction 

ƐĞƚƐ�ŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚǁŽ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƌƉƵƐ�ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚ͘�/ƚ�

subsequently oƵƚůŝŶĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ�ŵĂŝŶ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚŽǁ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞ�

an intersectional feminist consciousness of the ways in which republican universalist discourses 

 
3 Jean Castex, 'Présentation du projet de loi confortant les principes républicains', Gouvernement, 
(09/12/2020) <https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/11944-presentation-du-projet-de-loi-confortant-les-
principes-republicains> [accessed 06/01/2021]. 
4 Joan W. Scott, 'French Universalism in the Nineties', in Women and Citizenship, ed. by Marilyn Friedman 
(Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 35-51 (p.35). 
5 See Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 'Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist 
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics', University of Chicago Legal 
Forum, 1989:1 (1989); Angela Davis, Women, Race and Class,  (London: Women's Press, 1982); Gloria 
Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera,  (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987/1999). For an in-depth account 
of the development of intersectionality see Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge, Intersectionality,  
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016).  
6 Collins and Bilge (2016), p.27. 
7 See Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness,  (Durham/London: Duke University Press, 2010), p.86. 
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can perpetuate gender and race-based discrimination and inequality.8 This highlights how 

concepts ostensibly meant to safeguard and promote equality, especially abstraction and 

integration, are portrayed as contributing to intersectional social hierarchies in French society. 

The literature review then considers previous research into these issues and their lacunae, along 

with the most relevant aspects of republican universalism and intersectionality theory to establish 

the contribution this work makes to existing research on ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝĞůĚƐ�ŽĨ�

postcolonial and feminist studies more generally. Finally, I summarise how the thesis arguments 

are developed through the intersectional theoretical frameworks applied in the three literary 

analysis chapters.  

dŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�tƌŝƚŝŶŐ 

Although the works of these two contemporary authors have not yet been analysed together, 

there are various synergies between their novels that can make such a comparison fruitful. Firstly, 

as noted above, they were first published in the mid-80s when prominent and often contentious 

debates about republican universalist ideals and their enactment were taking place in France.9 

Secondly, there are multiple themes relevant to republican universalism that are pivotal to both 

ŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚƐ͛�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ; namely the violence and injustices involved in social division, their impact and 

how they are negotiated. NDiaye explains her own desire to explore violence and social suffering, 

which ƐŚĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚la matière lourde, engluante, prosaïque de la vie ordinaire et tout ce que 

celle-Đŝ�ƌĞĐğůĞ�ĚĞ�ĨƵƌĞƵƌ�Ğƚ�ĚĞ�ĚĠŵĞŶĐĞ͛, throƵŐŚ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ�ďǇ�͚étrangeté͕͛�

͚inquiétude͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĂŵĂďŝůŝƚĠ͛͘10 Meanwhile, Lê embraces Ingeborg �ĂĐŚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚Les 

ǇĞƵǆ�ĚŽŝǀĞŶƚ�ġƚƌĞ�ĚĞƐƐŝůůĠƐ͛͗�ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ǁĞ�ŵƵƐƚ�not remain indifferent to the injustices of the 

ǁŽƌůĚ͛͘11 Accordingly, she seeks to unmask ůŝĞƐ͕�ĚĞƉƌĂǀŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƐǇ�͚so as not to get stuck in 

ƚŚĞ�ůŝĞ͕�Žƌ�ŝŶ�ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ�ǁĂǇƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͕�ƐŽ�ĂƐ�ŶŽƚ�ƚŽ�ĨůĞĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐƌƵĞůƚŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͛͘12  

 
8 The concepts of abstraction and integration within republican universalist discourses are set out in the 
ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ�ƌĞǀŝĞǁ. Further, although Ahmed does not employ the 
ƚĞƌŵ�͚ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů͛�ǁŚĞŶ�ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�͚ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͕͛�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ƌĞĨĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ŝƚ�ĂƐ�͚ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�
ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐŵ�ŝƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͘ 
9 dŚĞƐĞ�ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘�Linda Lê, Cronos,  (Paris: 
�ŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ��ŽƵƌŐŽŝƐ��ĚŝƚĞƵƌ͕�ϮϬϭϬͿ͖�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͕�Ζ>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌΖ͕�ŝŶ�Autres jeux avec le feu, (Paris: Christian Bourgois 
Éditeur, 2002). 
10 DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͕�Ζ,ĂŶƚĞƌ�ƉĂƌ�ůĞƐ�ŵŽƚƐ�ůĂ�ƌĠĂůŝƚĠ�ůĂ�ƉůƵƐ�ƉĂůƉĂďůĞ�͗�ĞǆƚƌĂŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ�ĚĞ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�
aux Assises internationales du roman', Libération, (03/11/2009) 
<https://next.liberation.fr/livres/2009/11/03/hanter-par-les-mots-la-realite-la-plus-palpable_591535> 
[accessed 20/08/2020]. 
11 Quoted in Argand (01/04/1999); An analysis of the intertextuality of her works with those of Ingeborg 
Bachmann is offered in Alexandra Kurmann, Intertextual Weaving in the Work of Linda Lê: Imagining the 
Ideal Reader,  (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2016); Leslie Barnes, 'Literature and the Outsider: An Interview 
with Linda Lê', World Literature Today, 82:3 (2008).  
12 Quoted in Argand (01/04/1999);  Barnes (2008). 
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The evidence of this outlook in Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�such as Cronos (2010), 

which depicts the violence, hatred and misogyny given full expression through political tyranny in 

a dystopian Asian country. Meanwhile, ͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�in Autres jeux avec le feu (2002) portrays the 

virulent racism and sexism that fuel the murder of an immigrant woman in France.13 Lettre morte 

(1999) and Les aubes (2000) expose the abuse pervading intimate relationships in which partners 

attempt to control, exploit and manipulate their lovers.14 For example, whilst the wife in Les 

aubes tries to use her superior socio-economic position to control her impoverished husband, his 

sexism reveals itself in his desire to humiliate and subordinate her. Even relationships which 

appear more caring are unmasked as being shaped by divisive beliefs and attitudes. In Lame de 

fond (2012), the love between Lou and Van, from France and Vietnam respectively, is undermined 

ďǇ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�>ŽƵ͛Ɛ�ŵƵƌĚĞƌ�ŽĨ�sĂŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ĂĚƵůƚĞƌǇ�but also the revelation that she may have 

married him because of her unconscious desire to challenge her racist mother.15 In Lê͛Ɛ�most 

recent novel, Je ne répondrai plus jamais de rien (2020), the French husband͛Ɛ�ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�

controlling behaviour belie his supposed respect for and idolatry of his Vietnamese wife.16 This, 

along with his sense of entitlement expressed in his long-term affair with another woman, are 

seen by his daughter as evidence of the hypocrisy of the republican universalist values of Liberté, 

Égalité, Fraternité that he regularly professes. Division as a result of othering is also explored in 

relation to exiled writers. In Calomnies (1993) and Voix (1998), the exiled Vietnamese authors 

portrayed are pressed into writing on certain subjects because of their origins and belittled for 

having alternative aspirations.17 In the case of Voix, this oppressive atmosphere compounds the 

ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ƐĞŶƐĞ of guilt at having left her recently deceased father in Vietnam and 

reaches its paroxysm in extreme paranoia and her voluntary internment in a psychiatric hospital. 

dŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ŝƐ�ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�La naufragée (1999).18 

tŚĞŶ�Ă�͚ĨĞŵŵĞ-ƉŽŝƐƐŽŶ͛�ǁĂƐŚĞƐ�ƵƉ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂŶŬƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�^ĞŝŶĞ�ŝŶ�ǁŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĞĂƌůǇ�

1800s, she is either exploited as an exotic commodity or threatened with violence by the French 

population who conceive her hybrid body and entrancing song as a danger to them.19 In modern-

day France, Fanny in En famille (1990) is never explicitly racialised but is marginalised, raped and 

 
13 This short story is analysed in Chapter One. 
14 Linda Lê, Lettre morte,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois Éditeur, 1999); Linda Lê, Les aubes,  (Paris: Christian 
Bourgois Éditeur, 2000). 
15 Linda Lê, Lame de fond,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois éditeur, 2012). 
16 Linda Lê, Je ne répondrai plus jamais de rien,  (Paris: Stock, 2020). 
17 Linda Lê, Calomnies,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois Éditeur, 1993); Linda Lê, Voix,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois 
Éditeur, 1998). 
18 Marie NDiaye, La naufragée,  (Charenton: Éditions Flohic, 1999). 
19 The femme-poisson͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ƚŽ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�ĂŶ�ĂůůĞŐŽƌŝĐĂů�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽŶ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�^ĂƌĂ�
Baartman, who was also exposed as an exotic commodity at around the same time in France.  
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excluded by her French family, and financially and sexually exploited.20 In DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ 

(2007), Nadia is associated with an unnamed difference and faces discrimination, verbal abuse 

and assault which lead her to flee the country whilst the murder of Malinka in Ladivine (2013) 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ͘21 Integration, a process often 

presented as key to maintaining republican universalist ideals, is also portrayed as violent for 

those produced as outsiders. In Un temps de saison (1994), the Parisian Herman is told to 

assimilate into the rural community in which his family have disappeared in order to find them, 

only to dissolve as a result of this process.22 ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞ�ŝŶƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�

ultimately leads to her disintegration. The othering and oppression of marginalised characters 

also leads to further division thƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͘�dŚĞ�ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĂďƵƐĞ�ZŽƐŝĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ�

in Rosie Carpe (2001) at the hands of her parents, brother and lover are triggers for her attempted 

abandonment and murder of her own son.23 >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͕�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�DĂůŝŶŬĂ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�

personally avoid racism incompatible with universalist abstraction from group affiliations leads to 

them abusing other minorities, in the case of Fanny and Nadia, or abandoning their ethnic 

minority families, in the case of Nadia and Malinka. 

 /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ͕�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ�reflect on the violence involved in marginalisation and 

inequality and how this may not be incompatible with republican universalist discourses and 

practices; even if it is contrary to universalist ideals. Located within this broader exploration of 

othering, injustice and republican universalism, they often portray how ethnic minority women in 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ�ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͘��ǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŝŶ�ƚĂŶĚĞŵ�ĐĂŶ�ƚŚƵƐ�ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞ�

the similarities and differences betǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�

and, simultaneously, of discrimination, inequality and republican universalism more generally. 

This is especially relevant given the different origins of their ethnic minority female characters 

wŚŝĐŚ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ͛�ŽǁŶ�ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ͘� 

Marie NDiaye was born in 1967 to a French mother and Senegalese father who, after their 

divorce, returned to Senegal when she was one. Her mother brought her up in Bourg-la-Reine 

along with her brother, Pap, a prominent anti-racist historian who was recently appointed as the 

director of the DƵƐĠĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŝƐƚŽŝƌĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ. NDiaye began writing at a young age 

and had Quant au riche avenir (1984) published with Les Éditions de Minuit whilst she was still at 

 
20 Marie NDiaye, En famille,  (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1990/2007). 
21 Marie NDiaye, DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ,  (Paris: Gallimard, 2007); Marie NDiaye, Ladivine,  (Paris: Gallimard, 
2013). 
22 Marie NDiaye, Un temps de saison,  (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1994/2004). 
23 Marie NDiaye, Rosie Carpe,  (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2001/2009). 
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school to great acclaim.24 Throughout her writing career she has been granted, among other 

awards, the Prix Femina for Rosie Carpe and the Prix Goncourt for Trois femmes puissantes 

(2009).25 She has also written ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽŽŬƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉůĂǇƐ�and is the only living female playwright 

to have a work included in the Comédie-Française with Papa doit manger (2003).26  

Linda Lê was born in 1963 in Da Lat, Vietnam, and her childhood was shaped by both the 

ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�sŝĞƚŶĂŵ�tĂƌ and Communism. As the daughter of a naturalised 

French and Francophile mother, she and her sisters attended French schools in Da Lat and then 

Saigon. She gained a passion for French literature and language which continued after she and her 

family, with the exception of her father, fled to Le Havre to escape the communist regime in 

Vietnam in 1977. After moving to Paris, she began writing works of fiction and published her first 

novel, Un si tendre vampire, in 1986.27 She has received various literary prizes throughout her 

career including the Prix Fénéon for Les trois parques (1997) and the Prix Wepler for Cronos 

(2010).28 She has published various non-fiction works including literary essays and reflections on 

her own experiences such as Le complexe de Caliban (2005) and ��ů͛ĞŶĨĂŶƚ�ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�Ŷ͛ĂƵƌĂŝ�ƉĂƐ 

(2011), which received the Prix Renaudot poche.29 

Although their novels are not autobiographiĐĂů͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�

most commonly Asian migrants, whilst those of NDiaye tend to have African origins and are often 

ďŽƌŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘�/Ŷ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͕�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĐĂŶ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞ͕�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�

than level, the convergences and divergences in the experiences of women with differing ethnic 

origins.SuĐŚ�ĂŶ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ǁŝůů�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ�ŚŽǁ͕�ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ǀĂƌǇŝŶŐ�

backgrounds, the novels paint a similar picture of French society as divided and inegalitarian as a 

result of pervasive and intersectional racism and sexism. Additionally, a ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�

experiences can be used to draw attention to potential synergies with their literary depictions. By 

relating how the texts reflect the kinds of power relations involved in, for example, the way that 

Lê and NDiaye are treated during or after interviews, this thesis illustrates the relevance of 

analysing these literary works to gain insights into the functioning of such power relations in 

French society and the experiences of ethnic minority women. 

 
24 Alexandre Fillon, 'Les généalogies de Marie NDiaye ', L'Express, (02/03/2013) 
<https://www.lexpress.fr/culture/livre/les-genealogies-de-marie-ndiaye_1221965.html> [accessed 
22/01/2021]. 
25 Marie NDiaye, Trois femmes puissantes,  (Paris: Gallimard, 2009). 
26 Marie NDiaye, Papa doit manger,  (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2003). 
27 Linda Lê, Un si tendre vampire,  (Paris: Éditions de la Table Ronde, 1987). 
28 Linda Lê, Les trois parques,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois éditeur, 1997). 
29 Linda Lê, Le complexe de Caliban,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois Éditeur, 2005); Linda Lê, A l'enfant que je 
n'aurai pas, (Kindle ebook: Nil, 2011) [accessed 21/09/2021]. 
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Another reason for selecting these two authors, and for focusing on their portrayal of 

ethnic minority women, is linked to one of the main aims of intersectionality and, consequently, 

this thesis: demarginalisation. Intersectional research has often identified not only the complex 

and multifaceted nature of oppression but also the implications of this in feminist and anti-racist 

activism. Crenshaw outlines how typical analyses of racist or sexist oppƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�͚ŵƵƚƵĂůůǇ�

ĞǆĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ in these movements mean the voices, experiences and needs of ethnic minority women 

are often neglected within both.30 In this vein, single-axis approaches overlooking the 

intersectional nature of systems of domination may plĂĐĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶƚŽ�Ă�͚ĚŽƵďůĞ�

ďŝŶĚ͛�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚĞǇ�experience both sexism and racism and this is unlikely to be recognised and 

challenged. As my analysis of the socio-political context will demonstrate, including in relation to 

republican universalism, this is an issue also affecting ethnic minority women in France. By 

illuminating the depiction of intersectional discrimination and the silencing involved in En famille 

and DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ďǇ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�Calomnies and Les dits Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ (1995) by Lê, 

my own research reveals how the authors centralise the experiences and voices of peripheralised 

characters. This thesis adopts a similar demarginalising approach through its comparison of the 

works of two ethnic minority female writers and its engagement with theories and concepts 

developed by ethnic minority women, such as Ahmed and Crenshaw.31 In order to subvert as well 

as unmask the complex and intersectional power relations examined it thus centralises the 

experiences, literature, thinking and research of those more likely to be overlooked or silenced.  

Creating an Intersectional Feminist Consciousness: The Literary Exposure 

and Subversion of Discriminatory and Oppressive Mechanisms 

within Republican Universalism 

Applying an intersectional and demarginalising theoretical framework to analyse Marie NDiaye 

ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŵĂŬĞƐ�ŝƚ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ƚŽ�ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ�ƐĞǀĞƌĂů�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�

portrayals of ethnic minority women and republican universalism. On the one hand, it 

demonstrates that the ideals of republican universalism, such as those outlined by Castex, are not 

systematically adhered to in France.32 /Ŷ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�͚ĚŝŐŶŝƚĠ�ŚƵŵĂŝŶĞ͛�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�

female characters is undermined by racist and sexist discourseƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�͚ĚĞƐ�

ĐŽŵƉŽƌƚĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĚĠŐƌĂĚĂŶƚƐ͛�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�ƌĞŐƵůĂƌůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐ͘33 This reveals that the 

 
30 Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 'Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence 
Against Women of Color', Stanford Law Review, 43:6 (1991), p.1241. 
31 This is particularly important given my own relatively privileged position as a white, middle-class woman.   
32 See Castex (09/12/2020). 
33 Ibid. 
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practice of abstraction ʹ presented as a central aspect of republican universalism that prevents 

ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ďǇ�͚abstracting͛ individuals from identity-based categorisations such as sex or 

ethnicity ʹ is not enacted in French society. In turn, this intersectional discrimination is 

accompanied by attempts to control these women which deny them their right to equality, 

fraternity and freedom, including of expression and even thought. Integration, which is intended 

to promote equality and fraternity among all citizens by forging a national identity based on 

shared values rather than exclusionary communities, is also not achieved as those who are 

racialised and gendered are treated as inferior.34 �Ɛ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚ�ŚŽǁ�

specific concepts and practices within republican universalist discourses, namely abstraction and 

integration, fail to ensure that universalist ideals are upheld in France. 

dŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƚŽŽůƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�imagery, intertextuality, allegory and 

mirroring also connects the everyday experiences of violence, discrimination and oppression that 

the ethnic minority female characters face to larger intersecting structures of subordination in 

France. As a result, these novels share the rejection within intersectional approaches of 

͚ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂů�pressures to focus on individual and personal causes of social inequality͛�ƚŽ�ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ�

elucidate the intĞƌĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů�ĂŶĚ�͚interlocking 

ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ͛͘35 The works considered adopt similar techniques to signal that such inegalitarian 

systems are the legacy of ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů�ĂŶĚ�ƐůĂǀĞ-trading past. Thus, this thesis 

exposes how the ŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚƐ͛�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ�shed light on not only the specific experiences of ethnic 

minority women but also the power relations which shape postcolonial French society as a whole. 

/ƚ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�

gendered and racialised social hierarchies in French society incompatible with universalist ideals 

and the negative impact these have upon ethnic minority women in particular.  

 Furthermore, this research problematises the idea that inegalitarian social hierarchies occur 

ƐŝŵƉůǇ�͚ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ͛�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ͘�/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕�it argues that NDiaye and Lê depict how 

republican universalist discourses such as abstraction and integration can be employed to conceal 

and perpetuate discrimination and inequality in the Hexagon. The novels convey how the 

superficial respect of abstraction, evident in the way that ethnic majority characters avoid 

assigning explicitly race or ethnic-based labels to those who are minoritised, facilitates 

 
34 The concepts and practices of abstraction and integration and their relevance to the novels are explored 
further in the section ͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ 
35 Collins and Bilge (2016), pp.76-77, 189. A good example of this kind of intersectional approach can be 
ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ��ƌĞŶƐŚĂǁ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŽŶ�ƌĂƉĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ůĞŐĂů�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͘�^ŚĞ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ĂŶ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů�ďůĂĐŬ�
ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĂƵŵĂƚŝĐ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƌĂƉĞ�ďǇ�Ă�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵĂŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚe U.S. is linked to power relations, social 
discourses and judicial systems produced through patriarchal and white supremacist structures. See 
Crenshaw (1989), p.158. 
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discrimination by masking it and subsequently making it hard for those affected to resist it. Lê and 

NDiaye also explore how the idea of integration - as an allegedly demarginalising process offering 

access to the universalist rights of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité - allows ethnic majority characters to 

surreptitiously and oppressively direct the thoughts, attitudes and behaviour of ethnic minority 

women.  By illustrating the deceptive nature of republican universalist discourses and promises, 

the authors underline the challenges of resistance as their protagonists can easily become 

complicit in the inferiorisation and oppression they face. 

 Finally, this thesis proposes that E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�

experiences can facilitate an intersectional feminist consciousness. Ahmed describes her 

conception of a feminist consciousness as follows: ͚Feminist consciousness can be thought of as 

consciousness of the violence and power concealed under the languages of civility, happiness, and 

love, rather than simply or only consciousness of gender as a sŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛͘36 In 

other words, an intersectional feminist consciousness involves an awareness of how violent 

power relations are reproduced through discourses that may appear harmless, liberating, 

egalitarian or even in the best interests of those who are minoritised. NDiaye and Lê employ a 

variety of narrative tools to foster awareness of how the languages of republican universalism, 

including abstraction and integration, can camouflage and contribute to restrictive gendered and 

racialised power relations. As this consciousness illuminates the violence involved in everyday 

interactions and language, it also makes it possible to envisage more effective means of resistance 

to such violence. The novels illustrate how gaining an intersectional consciousness of republican 

ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ�ŝƐ�ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚ�

ŝŶĞŐĂůŝƚĂƌŝĂŶ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ͘�hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ͛�

success or failure in challenging unequal power relations, the novels themselves expose and 

subvert the potentially discriminatory and oppressive mechanisms of republican universalist 

discourses in French society.  

Connecting Republican Universalism, Intersectionality and the Novels of 

Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê 

In order to demonstrate how the arguments above constitute a significant and timely contribution 

to knowledge about Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê works, this section reviews previous research on 

the main issues examined within this thesis, namely discrimination, inequality and intersectional 

feminist consciousness. It considers these themes in relation to republican universalist discourses 

 
36 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life,  (Durham/London: Duke University Press, 2017), p.61. 



0 

10 

around abstraction and integration to explore their relevance to the novels and their depictions of 

French society. This analysis sets out how intersectionality and republican universalism, in spite of 

arguments about their supposed incompatibility in France, share the same overarching goals. As a 

result, it delineates how an intersectional theoretical framework can be fruitfully applied to the 

texts to elucidate not only the failures of universalist ideals within the novels but how universalist 

discourses are implicated in the othering and oppression the ethnic minority female characters 

face. In turn, this reveals how such an intersectional framework can be applied more broadly 

within French and Francophone studies to offer insights into the role that republican universalism 

can play in perpetuating structural inequalities.  

The Failure of Republican Universalist Ideals 

Critical Approaches to Discrimination and Inequality in the works of Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê 

Although Lê and NDiaye depict multiple ethnic minority female characters facing discrimination 

and inequality in French society, these issues have rarely been scrutinised specifically in relation 

to these characters. Prejudice and abusive ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�

has, to a great extent, been overlooked as most research on her novels is dedicated to the 

experience of exile from the homeland, mother-tongue and father and its impact on the 

ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�Žƌ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ǁƌiting.37 For instance, Lily Chiu argues that the morbid behaviour and 

missing hand of la Manchote from Les trois parques symbolise how she constructs her own 

identity based on postcolonial trauma; namely her separation from her family and Vietnam as a 

result of colonialism and communism.38  

tŚŝůƐƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂů�ŽĨ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ŚĂƐ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů�

attention, analyses of ƚŚĞƐĞ�ŝƐƐƵĞƐ�ŝŶ�ďŽƚŚ�ŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚƐ͛�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ tend to consider the broader failure 

of the characters to maintain positive relationships with others. For example, the research of 

�ŶĚƌĞǁ��ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�^ŚŝƌůĞǇ�:ŽƌĚĂŶ�ŚĂƐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ŚŽǁ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�

affected in some way by the traumatic experience of blankness or the inhospitality that pervades 

 
37 See, for example, Michèle Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ͕�ΖdŚĞ��ǆŝůĞĚ�tŽŵĂŶΖƐ��ƵƌĚĞŶ͗�&ĂƚŚĞƌ�&ŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ŝŶ�>ĂŶ��ĂŽΖƐ�
and Linda Lê's Works', The Journal of Twentieth Century Contemporary French Studies, 6:2 (2002); Thi Thu 
dŚƵǇ��Ƶŝ͕�Ζ>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�͗�ĚĞ�ů͛Ğǆŝů�ĚƵ�ůĂŶŐĂŐĞ�ĂƵ�ůĂŶŐĂŐĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞǆŝůΖ͕�ŝŶ�sŝĞƚŶĂŵ�>ŝƚƚĠƌĂŝƌĞ͙�dƌĂǀĞƌƐĠĞƐ͕�ed. by Julie 
Assier and Christiane Chaulet (Amiens: Encrage Université et CRTF-UCP, 2012); Sara Elizabeth Leek, 
Ζ͚>͛ĠĐƌŝƚƵƌĞ�ƋƵŝ�ƐĂŝŐŶĞ͛�͗��ǆŝůĞ�ĂŶĚ�tŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�EĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ�ŽĨ�EŝŶĂ��ŽƵƌĂŽƵŝ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġΖ͕�International 
Journal of Francophone Studies, 15:2 (2012); Dawn Ng, 'Writing Exile Against the Grain: The Displaced 
'Exiliterature' of Linda Lê', Bulletin of Francophone Postcolonial Studies, 7:2 (2016). 
38 See Lily Chiu, ''An Open Wound on a Smooth Skin': (Post)colonialism and the Melancholic Performance of 
Trauma in the Works of Linda Lê', Intersections: Gender & Sexuality in Asia & the Pacific, 21 (2009). 
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ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞ͘39 �ƐŝďŽŶŐ͛Ɛ�ƉƐǇĐŚŽĂŶĂůǇƚŝĐĂů�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ reveals how 

widespread social exclusion or abandonment results in characters experiencing a state of 

blankness, typified by emotional deadness, zombification, memory blanks, and being haunted by 

non-things/memories. AƉƉůǇŝŶŐ�>ƵĐĞ�/ƌŝŐĂƌĂǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�͚ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͕͛�ƉƌĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ�ŽŶ�

the self-affection of host and guest, Jordan exposes how inhospitality characterises most 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƐ�ƐĞůĨ-perpetuating as characters treated as outsiders often 

become filled with self-loathing and are, consequently, unable to show hospitality to others. 

Similarly, as part of her ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�͚ĠĐƌŝƚƵƌĞ�ĚƵ�ŵĂŶƋƵĞ͕͛�Michèle Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ 

explores how love is lacking in the romantic relationships portrayed in Lê͛Ɛ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͘�Instead, 

the prevalence of toxic power relations means ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŚŽƉĞƐ�ƉůĂĐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ůŽǀĞ�͚laissent place à la 

ĚĠĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ͙ ƉƵŝƐ�ă�ůĂ�ĨĠƌŽĐĞ�ǀŽůŽŶƚĠ�Ě͛ĂƐƐƵũĞƚŝƌ�ƉƵŝƐ�ĚĞ�ĚĠƚƌƵŝƌĞ�ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ͙�ů͛ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�ĚĞ�ďĂƐĞ͗�

manger ou êƚƌĞ�ŵĂŶŐĠ͛͘40 All three of these monographs explore one of the most significant 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ůŝǀĞƐ�that is often assumed to be positive: the relationship 

between mother and child. The regular failure of mothers to show their children nurturing love 

indicates the challenges of hospitality and the self-perpetuating nature of inhospitality as its 

failure has a negative impact ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ future relationships.41 These critical approaches highlight 

Ăůů�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛ difficulties in ŚĂǀŝŶŐ�ĞƚŚŝĐĂů�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ�ŝŶ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͘ 

The authors also expose how their ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�

othering and violence can differ. /Ŷ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂƐĞ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ͕��ŚŝŶŐ�^ĞůĂŽ͛Ɛ�ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ�ŽŶ�Calomnies and 

Lame de fond ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ�ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ�ŽŶ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĂĐŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƐŚĂƉĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ͛�

experiences of exile.42 Although previous research suggests otherwise, Selao demonstrates how 

ĞǆŝůĞ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ�ůŝďĞƌĂƚŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ�͚ůĂ�ŶŝğĐĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�sĂŶ͕�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ͕�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�

the racism, paternalism and sense of perpetual otherness they face as immigrants in France.43 Her 

chronological analysis brings to light the evolution in Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƐƵďƚůĞƌ�ĞǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�

 
39 See Andrew Asibong, Marie NDiaye: Blankness and Recognition,  (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2013); Shirley Jordan, Marie NDiaye: Inhospitable Fictions,  (Cambridge: Legenda, 2017). 
40 Michèle Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ͕�Linda Lê, l'écriture du manque,  (Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2006), 
p.81. 
41 Asibong examines the failure of maternal figures to love and effectively care for their children in relation 
ƚŽ��ŶĚƌĠ�'ƌĞĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĚĞĂĚ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ͛�ĂƐ�ŽŶĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�Ănd source of trauma within families. 
Jordan explores this failure in relation to the concept of inhospitality between guest and host and Bacholle-
�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ examines the recurring figure of the authoritarian mother and her negative impact on her 
children. Foƌ�ĂŶ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐŚĂƉĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌŚŽŽĚ�ďǇ�ŵĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�
characters, see Lê (2011); and Natalie Edwards, 'Deliberately Barren? The Rejection of Motherhood in 
�ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�tŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�>ŝĨĞ�tƌŝƚŝŶŐΖ͕�Australian Journal of French Studies, 52:1 (2015). 
42 ^ĞĞ��ŚŝŶŐ�^ĞůĂŽ͕�ΖKŝƐĞĂƵǆ�ŵŝŐƌĂƚĞƵƌƐ�͗�ů͛ĞǆƉĠƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ĞǆŝůŝƋƵĞ�ĐŚĞǌ�<im Thúy et Linda Lê', Voix et Images 
40:1 (2014). 
43 ^ĞĞ�<ĂƚĞ��ǀĞƌŝƐ͕�ΖEĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŶŐ�EŽŵĂĚŝĐ�/ĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͗�dŚĞ�dĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ��ǆŝůĞ�ŝŶ��ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�tŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�tƌŝƚŝŶŐ�
in French and Spanish', (unpublished doctoral thesis, King's College London, 2011); Srilata Ravi, 'Towards a 
Progressive Sense of Spatial Issues: Linda >ġ͛Ɛ�Calomnies', in Géopolitique et mondialisation : la relation Asie 
du sud-est/Europe, ĞĚ͘�ďǇ�WŝĞƌƌĞ�>ĂŐĂǇĞƚƚĞ�;WĂƌŝƐ͗�WƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĠ�ĚĞ�WĂƌŝƐ-Sorbonne, 2003). 
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immigrants deal with discrimination, loss and traumatism to more evident depictions of the 

racism they face, fuelled by nationalŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�Ă�ĨĞĂƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝĐ�͚ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌ͛. In relation to gender-

based discrimination ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ�ǁŽƌŬƐ, Nancy Huston investigates how male nihilist characters 

try to impose their beliefs on women, including the hatred of the maternal life-giving body 

integral to this philosophy. Huston explains that, for Lê͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�͚ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�Ě͛ġƚƌĞ�

ŶŝŚŝůŝƐƚĞ�Ğƚ�ĨĞŵŵĞ�ƐĂŶƐ�ĞǆĞƌĐĞƌ�ƵŶĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ƐŽŶ�ƉƌŽƉƌĞ�ĐŽƌƉƐ͛ because the traumatic 

attempt to reject the feminine leads to a sense of being split in two which is potentially 

accompanied by suicidal and schizoid tendencies.44 In her thesis, Kate Averis focuses specifically 

ŽŶ�ĞǆŝůĞĚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘45 She argues that their experience of 

patriarchal systems in their homeland aids them in more successfully identifying and resisting the 

sexism that they then face in France. Such research offers valuable insights into the racism and 

ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĨĂĐĞ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͘�

However, single-axis approaches, focusing either on sexism or racism but not their potential 

intersections, cannot offer a full picture of the various facets of this discrimination and the 

experiences of those who face both. In light of this, this thesis explores the dynamics and 

implications of othering and inequality when the racism identified by Selao and the sexism 

outlined by Huston and Averis come together to shape how ethnic majority (male) characters 

treat ethnic minority women in the novels. 

�ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ŽĨ�ďůĂŶŬŶĞƐƐ�ŐĂŝŶ�Ă�͚ƐƵƉƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ͛�ůĞǀĞů�ĨŽƌ�

characters whose exclusion is linked to the way they are racialised.46 He proposes the concept of 

͚ďůĂŶĐŶĞƐƐ͛�ƚŽ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ erasure of this racialised difference achieved in fantasy by the 

characters and the numb condition which accompanies it. He notes that this distinct form of 

blankness does not last long because the characters are repeatedly confronted with the racializing 

discourses they wish to evade. Similarly, Jordan demonstrates how the gender-specific maternal 

inhospitality in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�͚Ă�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�widespread structural 

ŝŶŚŽƐƉŝƚĂůŝƚǇ͛ in society but also intersects with specific forms of racism and classism: Nadia is 

ƵŶĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ŵĞĞƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ůŽǀŝŶŐ�ŽƉĞŶŶĞƐƐ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ǁishes to escape 

͚ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚƐ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ĐůĂƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͛͘47 Jordan and Asibong offer a complex 

analysis of the power relations resulting in blancness and inhospitality as they explore how they 

are linked to various and interwoven forms of discrimination. Their identification of these 

ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐƐ�ĂƚƚĞƐƚƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�

indicates that an extended analysis focusing upon them and their impact could offer valuable 

 
44 Nancy Huston, Professeurs de désespoir,  (Paris: Actes Sud, 2004), p.305. 
45 See Averis, (2011). 
46 Asibong (2013), p.22. 
47 Jordan (2017), p.122. 
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further insights. This thesis examines the intersecting gender and race-based power relations 

ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶŚŽƐƉŝƚĂďůĞ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

minority female characters and how their internalisation of the inferiorising discourses involved, 

and the blancness to which this leads, reinforces the oppression they face. 

In her thesis ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚĞŵĞ�ŽĨ�͚ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛�ŝŶ�ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�French literature, Flavia 

�ƵũŽƌ�ĞŵƉůŽǇƐ�ĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ůĞŶƐ�ƚŽ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ŚŽǁ�Ă�ǀĂƌŝĞƚǇ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�

ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝƐĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞĂƌĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�Ă�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�͚ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛�because of their race, gender or class. She 

argues that such intersectional discrimination involves systems of domination particularly evident 

ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚ�ƚŽ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ĨŽrms of ͚exploitation fondées sur la 

ĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ƐĞǆƵĞůůĞ�Ğƚ�ƌĂĐŝĂůĞ�ĚƵ�ƚƌĂǀĂŝů͛.48 She ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉůĂƐƚŝĐŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ͕�

expressed through fantastic metamorphoses and monstrous figures, conveys an intrinsic 

͚ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛ that, in contrast to the stigma they face, exceeds essentialised categories such as race, 

ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƚǇ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�͚ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚƵƌĂů�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ�ŽĨ�

ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ďŽĚǇ͕�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĂŶ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƚ�ƌĞductive 

categorisations and discourses.49 Indeed, Bujor states that literature should be neither 

understood as a form of resistance nor interpreted as something that can play a role in 

overcoming real-life issues because the impact cannot be measured.50 ThŝƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�

ŽǁŶ�ďĞůŝĞĨ͕�ĂŶĚ�ĂůƐŽ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŚŽƉĞ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĐĂŶ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘51 

As a result of this, this thesis explores how novels like En famille and DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ actively 

stimulate an intersectional feminist consciousness through techniques such as imagery, mirroring, 

the fantastic and intertextuality to elucidate and undermine the relations of domination at work 

in French society.52 /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�ŝƚ�ďƵŝůĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ��ƵũŽƌ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ďǇ�ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ on the 

experiences of the ethnic minority female characters specifically and problematising her broader 

arguments about the potential for resistance through literature. 

 
48 &ůĂǀŝĂ��ƵũŽƌ͕�ΖhŶĞ�ƉŽĠƚŝƋƵĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ�͗�ƉůĂƐƚŝĐŝƚĠ�ĚĞƐ�ĐŽƌƉƐ�Ğƚ�ŵĂƚĠƌŝĂůŝƚĠ�ĚƵ�ƉŽƵǀŽŝƌΖ͕�;ƵŶƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ�
doctoral thesis, Université de Rennes 2, 2018), p.33. 
49 Ibid. p.551. 
50 Ibid. p.559. 
51 Christine Rousseau, 'Marie NDiaye : « Je ne suis pas la porte-parole de quoi que ce soit »', Le Monde, 
(04/11/2009) <https://www.lemonde.fr/livres/article/2009/11/04/marie-ndiaye-je-ne-suis-pas-le-porte-
parole-de-quoi-que-ce-soit_1262847_3260.html> [accessed 04/09/2020]; Gillian Ni Cheallaigh, 'La 'lectrice' 
douce, écrivaine mortifière : rencontre avec Linda Lê', (2013) 
<https://modernlanguages.sas.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/Centres/Nicheallaigh%20-
%20Le%20interview.pdf> [accessed 22/01/2021]. 
52 I set out my argument about an intersectional feminist consciousness and how this builds on previous 
ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŝŶ�ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ�ĚĞƚĂŝů�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�͚hŶǀĞŝůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�sŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ��ŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͛͘� 
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Gloria Kwok offers the first in-depth examination of the intersectional sexism and racism 

that >ġ͛Ɛ ethnic minority female characters face in France.53 EŵƉůŽǇŝŶŐ��ĚǁĂƌĚ�^ĂŝĚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�

KƌŝĞŶƚĂůŝƐŵ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�the victims of Orientalist stereotypes as 

they are racistly exotified and sexualised by French characters. She notes that Lê uses various 

techniques, such as not naming characters or countries and linking her stories to myths and 

dreams, to refuse an exotified portrayal of female migrants͛ experiences and thus undermine 

Orientalising stereotypes about women with Vietnamese origins. My research expands upon this 

by elucidating the oppressive social hierarchies with which this intersectional othering is 

imbricated as exotified and sexualised stereotypes are accompanied by restrictive expectations 

that ethnic minority female characters should be silent and socially and economically immobile in 

France. Additionally, it explores how Lê depicts the difficulty of unmasking and resisting such 

power relations. 

�ǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŝŶƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�

inequality and its lacunae illustrates both the pertinence of intersectional approaches to their 

works and the need for further scrutiny to demarginalise the experiences of their ethnic minority 

ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ĨŽƌ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�oppression 

that such characters face is overlooked through approaches focusing exclusively upon the 

challenges of exile in relation to the loss of the father, homeland and Vietnamese language. This 

thesis elaborates upon and sometimes problematises current findings about the experience of 

exile by demonstrating how it is shaped by the intersectional hierarchies which the characters 

ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘��Ɛ�ŵǇ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ďŽƌŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞǆŝůĞĚ�

characters offers a broader picture of how different ethnic minoriƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�

overarching structures of domination are portrayed in literature.  

A central element of intersectional approaches and this thesis is contextualisation. This is 

the case for literary analysis as much as feminist scholarship or activism as literature is also 

shaped by the socio-political context in which authors write. Examining the dialogue between 

literature and its context can thus elucidate both without assuming either can be fully grasped. 

The next section explores the links between discrimination and inequality as portrayed in the 

novels and the discourses of republican universalism which shape French society, especially 

abstraction and integration. It considers the controversies around intersectionality within these 

universalist discourses and outlines how my own intersectional approach is not incompatible with 

 
53 Gloria Kwok, 'Reversing the French Gaze: Four Vietnamese Francophone Women from 1910s to 2000s ʹ 
Marguerite Triaire, Trinh Thuc Oanh, Ly Thu Ho, and Linda Lê', (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
Illinois, 2016). 
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or a threat to the universalist ideals of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, as is often suggested in France. 

This reveals how my contextual as well as theoretical framework can shed further light on the 

ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�>ġ�

ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͘� 

Abstraction and Integration: Safeguarding Universalist Ideals? 

�ĂƐĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ĨŽƌ�Ăůů͕�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ�ĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƚĞƐ�͚alternatively 

or simultaneously a political doctrine, a political culture or a conception of nationhood and 

citizenship͛͘54 Enshrined in the 1789 DéclaraƚŝŽŶ�ĚĞƐ��ƌŽŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛Homme et du Citoyen, it is often 

framed as a positive legacy of the Revolution and Enlightenment philosophy and has been 

conceived as integral to the enactment of the principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité first 

expressed during the Revolution. As a result, republican universalism has played a pivotal role in 

framing and shaping attitudes, research, policies, and behaviour relating to the issues of 

discrimination and inequality. In recent decades, emphasis has been placed upon how, through 

universalist discourses and practices, the Republic sets out to uphold principles including freedom 

of expression, equality for all, and respect for human dignity regardless of sex, ethnicity or 

religion, for example.55  

Republican universalism therefore forms part of the contextual backdrop to Marie NDiaye 

ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ, published from the mid-1980s, and informs their explorations of the 

discrimination and inequality faced by their ethnic minority female characters. Notably, this thesis 

demonstrates ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�rights to equality, fraternity, and freedom, including of 

expression and even thought, are systematically denied through racialised and gendered systems 

of oppression. In order to understand these failures of universalist ideals in French society, it is 

worth considering them in relation to concepts deemed central to their enactment: abstraction 

and integration. Over the last few decades each has been included in highly contentious debates 

not reducible to a Left/Right divide that have both direct and indirect implications for migrant and 

ethnic minority women in France. To demonstrate the relevance of this contextualisation to the 

arguments of this thesis and its contribution to feminist, postcolonial and literary research, I 

ďƌŝĞĨůǇ�ŽƵƚůŝŶĞ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƉĞƌƚŝŶĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͛�ƚŚĞŵĞƐ�ŽĨ�

othering and oppression. This takes into consideratioŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ͕�ĂƐ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�

 
54 Eléonore Lépinard and Amy G. Mazur, 'Republican Universalism Faces the Feminist Challenge: The 
Continuing Struggle for Gender Equality', in The French Fifth Republic at Fifty, ed. by Sylvain Brouard, 
Andrew M. Appleton, and Amy G. Mazur (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), p.248. 
55 Castex (09/12/2020). 
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paratexts and interviews, and previous research into abstraction and integration in NDiaye and 

>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘ 

Republican universalism proposes a citizenship model based less on a shared culture and 

identity than on a voluntary commitment to universalist values and the French state as their 

principle upholder. The theoretical abstraction of the individual French citizen is meant to ensure 

that any group affiliations, such as those of gender, culture or religion, become neither a barrier 

to gaining French citizenship and the universalist rights it grants nor an impediment to free 

participation in political life. It has therefore been conceived as key to guaranteeing freedom, 

equality and fraternity in an inclusive French society where citizenship is based on residency as 

well as family connections through jus soli and jus sanguinis policies.56 As a result of this, the use 

ŽĨ�ƚĞƌŵƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ŐĞŶĚĞƌ͕�͚ƌĂĐĞ͛�Žƌ�͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͛�ƚŽ�ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�Ă�

negative trait of Anglo-Saxon multiculturalism, is seen as contrary to republican universalist 

ideals.57 Indeed, official sources argue that their employment in political movements or academic 

research, even to analyse and tackle discrimination, ͚contribue à faire exister socialement des 

ĐĂƚĠŐŽƌŝĞƐ�ĚĞ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ�ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞs ͚ůe sentiment 

ĐŽŵŵƵŶĂƵƚĂŝƌĞ�ĂƵ�ƐĞŝŶ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ƐŽĐŝĠƚĠ͛͘58 ͚�ŽŵŵƵŶĂƵƚĂƌŝƐŵĞ͕͛�Ă�ƐƉĞĐƚƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚůǇ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�

as a threat to universalist abstraction and integration in France, conveys ͚Ă�ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ�ĨƌĂĐƚƵƌŝŶŐ�

ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂůŽŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŶĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƐƚ�ĂĨĨŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘59 This statement reveals that the failure to 

respect abstraction in both word and deed is presented as a cause of social fragmentation 

contrary to republican universalism. Further, through the association of social categories, or even 

the terms to describe them, with a multiculturalism opposed to republicanism, such division is 

portrayed as an exception in French society that arises from foreign Anglo-Saxon imports. 

Like abstraction, integration is often depicted as a lynchpin of the republican universalist 

ideals inherited from the Enlightenment. It became institutionalised through a report by the 

Commission de la Nationalité (CN) in 1988, set up by President Jacques Chirac to investigate public 

 
56 Marceau Long, �ƚƌĞ�ĨƌĂŶĕĂŝƐ�ĂƵũŽƵƌĚ͛ŚƵŝ�Ğƚ�ĚĞŵĂŝŶ, (La Commission de la nationalité, 1988) 
<https://www.vie-publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/124000530.pdf> [accessed 15/12/2020] 
p.651. See Maxim Silverman, Deconstructing the Nation: Immigration, Racism and Citizenship in Modern 
France,  (London: Routledge, 1992). And Louis Dumont, German Ideology: From France to Germany and 
Back,  (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1994). Referenced in Jeremy Jennings, 'Citizenship, Republicanism 
and Multiculturalism in Contemporary France', Cambridge University Press, 30 (2000).  
57 See Alec Hargreaves, Multi-Ethnic France: Immigration, Politics, Culture and Society,  (London: Routledge, 
2007), p.10. 
58 République française, 'Faut-il élaborer des statistiques ethniques ?', Vie Publique, (25/06/2019) 
<https://www.vie-publique.fr/eclairage/19354-faut-il-elaborer-des-statistiques-ethniques> [accessed 
13/01/2021]. 
59 Jennifer Fredette, 'Difference-Conscious Critical Media Engagement and the Communitarian Question', in 
Post-Migratory Cultures in Postcolonial France, ed. by Kathryn Kleppinger and Laura Reeck (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2018), pp.23-24. 
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attitudes towards the French nationality code, and by the subsequent creation of the Haut Conseil 

ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�(HCI) in 1989. The CN identifies integration as a legacy of French assimilation policy 

which aimed to avoid social fragmentation by inculcating French values, along with a shared 

language and history, in naturalised citizens and the children of foreigners. However, the 

ĐŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�͚integration͛, rather than assimilation, as a better term to describe this 

process because the goal was supposedly to allow these new citizens to participate actively in 

national life without erasing cultural or religious differences.60 Similarly, the HCI suggests that 

modern-day integration focuses on demarginalising all those ͚laissés-pour-compte͛ by creating 

ƐŽůŝĚĂƌŝƚǇ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�͚les différentes composantes ethniques et culturelles͛�ŽĨ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘61 

Some of the main policy principles designed to achieve this over the last few decades include that 

integration promotes both universalist rights and the reciprocal duties which safeguard them; 

integrates abstract individuals rather than groups or communities; and leads to no positive 

discrimination in favour of minorities.62 In this vein, integration is conceived as a means to protect 

republican universalism through an emphasis on individuals both benefiting from and upholding 

the principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité and, consequently, cultivating social unity whilst 

protecting cultural, religious and other differences.  

Although the CN and HCI offer a broad definition of the marginalised who will benefit 

from integration in France, the HCI annual reports pinpoint the different demographic of 

immigrants coming from postcolonial rather than European countries as a particular challenge for 

integration.63 There is a concern throughout the reports about dealing with differences in cultural 

values so all may feel a sense of belonging in the nation, including many in the late 80s and 90s 

who fear that French culture is ͚ŵĞŶĂĐĠĞ�Ɖar une ƋƵĂŶƚŝƚĠ�ĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ�Ě͛ĂůƚĠƌŝƚĠ͛͘64 They therefore 

 
60 Long (1988), p.24. 
61 Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI), 'Pour un modèle franĕĂŝƐ�Ě͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶΖ, (1991) <https://www.vie-
publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/124000544.pdf> [accessed 21/01/2020] (p.18). 
62 These four principles are identified as relevant in the 90s and 2000s in Jennings (2000), pp.583-84; Ariane 
Chebel d'Appolonia, 'Race, Racism and Anti-Discrimination', in The French Fifth Republic at Fifty, ed. by 
Sylvain Brouard, Andrew M. Appleton, and Amy G. Mazur (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), p.269. 
63 This can be seen in the focus on isssues such as immigrant housing and Islam in annual reports: Haut 
conseil à l'intégration (HCI), 'L'Islam dans la République', (2000) <https://www.vie-
publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/014000017.pdf> [accessed 21/01/2020]; Haut Conseil à 
l'intégration (HCI), 'Etudes et intégration : avis sur le logement des personnes immigrées. Rapport 
statistique annuel. Présentation de l'Institut d'études', (2008) <https://www.vie-
publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/084000269.pdf> [accessed 21/01/2020]. Jennings (2000), p.579. 
Referencing Long (1988), p.28. 
64 Long (1988), p.86. dŚŝƐ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐ�Ă�ĐŚĂŶŐĞ�ŽĨ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŝŶƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ͛�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�
ethnic minorities adopted in the early years of the Mitterand presidency (1981-1995) linked to the idea of 
͚ůĞ�ĚƌŽŝƚ�ă�ůĂ�ĚŝĨĨĠƌĞŶĐĞ͛͗�ŝƚ�ǁĂƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŵƵůƚŝĐƵůturalist idea, in nature if not in name, that ethnic 
ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�͚͞ŝŶƐĞƌƚĞĚ͟�ŝŶƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ĨĂďƌŝĐ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ǁŚŝůĞ�Ɛƚŝůů�ƌĞƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ�Ă�ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝǀĞ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�
ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͛͘�dŚĞ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚le ĚƌŽŝƚ�ă�ůĂ�ĚŝĨĨĠƌĞŶĐĞ͛�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂƌ�ƌŝŐŚƚ͕�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�to an essentialised 
and ethnocentric understanding of French national identity and the idea that minority cultural differences 
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propose that the successful diminution of socio-economic marginalisation through integration 

requires a strong national identity based upon shared universalist principles and abstraction. They 

argue that this would, firstly, make the rights and obligations accompanying citizenship, and 

consequently active participation in French society, more appealing to foreigners.65 Secondly, they 

suggest it would help assuage French fears about the erosion of national or cultural identity; fears 

that were growing in line with the increasing popularity of far right politics.66 Integration and a 

national identity tied to universalist ideals are thus depicted as two correlated elements of an 

overall demarginalising process that ensures that everyone feels a sense of belonging within the 

nation and benefits from the promises of republican universalism. 

This summary highlights how the goals of abstraction and integration in French society 

are broadly aligned and that these processes are interdependent as neither can be achieved 

without the other. Likewise, this thesis demonstrates how abstraction and integration, although 

studied in different chapters, ĂƌĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚǁŝŶĞĚ�ŝŶ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ way as the 

issues of othering and oppression.67 Before looking to the novels, however, it is worth reflecting 

ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŽǁŶ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

themselves as writers and, in particular, their rejection of the kinds of sex or race-based 

categorisations often portrayed as a threat to republican universalism. NDiaye has stated on 

multiple occasions that her writing is not shaped by her gender, origins, skin colour, or age but 

ƚŚĂƚ�͚:͛ĠĐƌŝƐ�ĞŶ�ƚĂŶƚ�ƋƵ͛ġƚƌĞ�ŚƵŵĂŝŶ͛͘68 In a similar vein, Lê refuses labels such as francophone, 

sŝĞƚŶĂŵĞƐĞ�Žƌ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͗�͚ũĞ�ŶΖĂŝŵĞ�ƉĂƐ�ůĞƐ�ĠƚŝƋƵĞƚƚĞƐ͘�Je préfère qu͛on me considère 

 

ǁĞƌĞ�Ă�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ͕�ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞ�ŝŶ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�͚ŝŶƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ͛�ƚŽ�͚ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ϭϵϴϬƐ͘�
Hargreaves (2007), p.183. See also Valérie Amiraux and Patrick Simon, 'There are no Minorities Here: 
Cultures of Scholarship and Public Debate on Immigrants and Integration in France', International Journal of 
Comparative Sociology, 47(3-4) (2006), p.200; Adrian Favell, Philosophies of Integration: Immigration and 
the Idea of Citizenship in France and Britain,  (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1998), p.54. 
65 This is reinforced through the �ŽŶƚƌĂƚ�Ě͛ĂĐĐƵĞŝů�Ğƚ�Ě͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ (CAI) introduced in 2002 and the Contrat 
Ě͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƌĠƉƵďůŝĐĂŝŶĞ�(CIR) which replaces it in 2016. These pacts are intended to encourage the 
integration of foreigners living in France by educating them about republican universalist rights and values, 
with particular emphasis on secularism and equality between men and women, and potentially French 
language and culture. Haut conseil à l'intégration (HCI), 'Charte de la laïcité dans les services publics et 
autres avis', (2007) <https://www.vie-publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/074000341.pdf > 
[accessed 08/04/2020] pp.179, 84). 
66 Amiraux and Simon (2006), p.200. 
67 As a result of this, the literary analysis chapters consider the interdependence of abstraction and 
integration as well as discrimination and inequality.  
68 Tirthankar Chanda, 'Marie NDiaye : « Je cherche la musique des phrases »', (2013) 
<https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20130212-Ladivine-marie-diaye-cherche-musique-phrases-faulkner-proust> 
[accessed 26/08/2020]; Andrew Asibong and Shirley Jordan, 'Rencontre avec Marie NDiaye', in Marie 
NDiaye : l'ĠtrangetĠ ă ůΖƈƵǀƌĞ͕�ed. by Andrew Asibong and Shirley Jordan (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Presses 
Universitaire de Septentrion, 2009). 
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comme un écrivain. WŽŝŶƚ�ĨŝŶĂů͛͘69 Such statements underline their belief that categories can 

create restrictive borders. For NDiaye, to define oneself using such categories is not only to ͚ƐĞ�

ƌĠĚƵŝƌĞ͕�ƐĞ�ƌĠƐƵŵĞƌ�ă�ĚĞƐ�ĐƌŝƚğƌĞƐ͛�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ to reductively stipulate who others are at the same 

time.70 DĞĂŶǁŚŝůĞ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ĨƌĂŶĐŽƉŚŽŶĞ͛�ĞŶĐĂƉƐƵůĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ůĂďĞůƐ�ƌƵŶ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇ�

to her interpretation ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƌŽůĞ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁƌŝƚĞƌ͗�͚ŽŶ�Ŷ͛écrit pas pour être un poète allemand, russe, 

français, francophone, mais ƉŽƵƌ�ġƚƌĞ�dKhd�Ğƚ�ĂďŽůŝƌ�ůĞƐ�ĨƌŽŶƚŝğƌĞƐ͛͘71 Writing, for Lê, is a means 

to challenge the social structures linked to categories ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŽǁ�ĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ůŝŵŝƚ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ŚŽƌŝǌŽŶƐ͕�

whether national, gendered or other. Lydie Moudileno͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�

her repudiation of gender and race-ďĂƐĞĚ�ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ�ŝƐ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ďŽƚŚ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ�ĂƐ�ŝƚ�ŚĂƐ�͚ƈƵǀƌĠ�

ă�ů͛ŝŵĂŐĞ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ĂƵƚĞƵƌ�ŝƌƌĠǀĞƌƐŝďůĞŵĞŶƚ�ŝŶƐĐƌŝƚ�ĚĂŶƐ�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞů͛.72 NDiaye and Lê͛Ɛ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�

identity-related labels thus respect the republican concept of abstraction that is meant to ensure 

that people are not reduced to their gender or ethnicity, for example.  

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�exemplify how the desire to overcome socially constructed 

frontiers through writing involves illuminating rather than ignoring such barriers. By portraying 

the divisive and widespread discrimination and inequality experienced by their ethnic minority 

female characters, this thesis argues that the novelists reveal how abstraction and integration, 

when understood as egalitarian and demarginalising universalist measures, are not enacted in the 

Republic. This builds on previous analyses of integration ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ and abstraction ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�

which focus predominantly on racism. In her thesis, Chloé Brendlé demonstrates how the social 

production of a French national community or identity, namely what is seen as the norm within 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕�ŝƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂƐ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

the marginal: characters create an ethnocentric vision of French identity through the symbolic 

exclusion of ethnic minorities. As a result of this, Brendlé notes the contrast between the ideal of 

ƚŚĞ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͗�͚Censé être libéré des appartenances pré-politiques, il est en effet 

sans cesse réassigné à celles-Đŝ͕�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ɛ͛ĂŐŝƐƐĞ�Ě͛ŽƌŝŐŝŶĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂůĞ�ŽƵ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞ͕�ĚĞ�ĐŚŽŝǆ�ƌĞůŝŐŝĞƵǆ͕�

ĐƵůƚƵƌĞůƐ�ŽƵ�ĂƵƚƌĞƐ͕�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ů͛ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĞ�ƐƵƌ�ůĂ�ƉƌŽǀĞŶĂŶĐĞ�ĚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ŶŽŵ�ŽƵ�ƐƵƌ�ƐĞƐ�ĐƌŽǇĂŶĐĞƐ͛͘73 The 

racism experienced by ethnic minority characters conveys the failure of French society in the 

 
69 Loucif (2007), p.891; Ook Chung, 'Linda Lê, « tueuse en dentelles »', Liberté, 36:2 (1994); Ni Cheallaigh 
(2013). 
70 Gilles Anquetil and François Armanet, 'Marie NDiaye: « Se définir, c'est se réduire »', Le Nouvel 
Observateur, (2009) <https://bibliobs.nouvelobs.com/romans/20091103.BIB4345/marie-ndiaye-se-definir-
c-039-est-se-reduire.html > [accessed 02/09/2020]. 
71 Ni Cheallaigh (2013). 
72 Lydie Moudileno, 'Marie NDiaye : entre visibilité et reserve', in Une femme puissante, ed. by Daniel 
Bengsch and Cornelia Ruhe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013), p.166. 
73 Chloé Brendlé, 'Seuls, ensemble : fabrique des appartenances et imaginaires de la communauté dans des 
ƌĠĐŝƚƐ�ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂŝŶƐ�ĨƌĂŶĕĂŝƐΖ͕�;ƵŶƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ�ĚŽĐƚŽƌĂů�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ͕�ů͛hniversité Sorbonne Paris Cité, 2017), pp.44-
45. 
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novels to correctly implement the universalist principle of abstraction. Similarly, in their 

ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŐƵŝůƚ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞƚƌĂǇĂů�ŝŶ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�Kathryn Lay-Chenchabi and Tess Do expose 

how the ethnic minority characters are perpetually marginalised in France.74 This leads to the 

ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞĞŶ�ďĞƚƌĂǇĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕�ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�

behaviour, they are seen and treated as outsiders. This thesis establishes how, through her 

portrayal of racialisation, Lê reveals abstraction is lacking because of the existence of exclusionary 

ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵƐ�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ďǇ��ƌĞŶĚůĠ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘� 

In addition, this thesis explores sexism as another example of the failure of abstraction, 

along with the impact it has on ethnic minority female characters when it intersects with the 

racism they also experience. This makes it possible to shed greater light on the experiences of the 

protagonists and the complex power relations that shape their experiences. This is particularly 

ǀĂůƵĂďůĞ�ĂƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŝŶƚŽ�

discrimination at the time in which they are writing and also offer insight into its intersectional 

nature, often overlooked in such research. This is exemplified in the European Commission͛Ɛ�ϭϵϵϴ�

comparative study of racism throughout Europe and the Enquête Nationale sur les violences 

envers les femmes en France (ENVEFF), published in 2000. The former reveals that 18% of French 

people admitted to being ͚plutôt racistes͖͛�ϰϬй�ǁĞƌĞ�͚ƚĞŶƚĠƐ�ƉĂƌ�ĚĞƐ�ŝĚĠĞƐ�ƌĂĐŝƐƚĞƐ͛; and concludes 

ƚŚĂƚ�͚ůĂ�ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�Ğƚ�ů͛hostilité envers les non-Européens sont particulièrement fortes en France, en 

particuliĞƌ�ă�ů͛ĠŐĂƌĚ�ĚĞƐ��ƌĂďĞƐ͕�ĚĞƐ��ĨƌŝĐĂŝŶƐ�Ğƚ�ĚĞƐ��ƐŝĂƚŝƋƵĞƐ͛͘75 The ENVEFF, the first large scale 

systematic investigation of violence against women, uncovered the wide-spread rather than 

exceptional nature of violence against women across all social spheres in France and that it was 

most often perpetrated in private homes rather than in public.76 Both studies played an important 

role in exposing the pervasive nature of sex and race-based discrimination against women and 

ethnic minorities, especially those with postcolonial origins, in French society.77 My literary 

analysis identifies how, years before such sociological research was conducted, >ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�

 
74 Kathryn Lay-Chenchabi and Tess Do, 'Guilt and Betrayal in the Works of Azouz Begag and Linda Lê', French 
Cultural Studies, 19:1 (2008). 
75 Sophie Body-Gendrot, 'L'universalisme français à l'épreuve des discriminations', Hommes et Migrations, 
1245 (2003) <https://www.persee.fr/doc/homig_1142-852x_2003_num_1245_1_4060>  (p.19); referencing 
Commission nationale des droits de l'homme (CNCDH), La lutte contre le racisme et la xénophobie,  (Paris: 
La Documentation française, 1998). 
76 See Maryse Jaspard, 'Proposition de loi renforçant la prévention et la répression des violences au sein du 
couple : Lutte contre les violences au sein du couple', (2000) <http://www.reseau-
ƚĞƌƌĂ͘ĞƵͬ/D'ͬƉĚĨͬ:�^W�Z�͘ƉĚĨх�ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ�ϭϭͬϬϭͬϮϬϮϭ͖�DĂƌǇƐĞ�:ĂƐƉĂƌĚ͕�Ζ>͛�ŶƋƵġƚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞ�ƐƵƌ�ůĞƐ�
violences envers les femmes en France (Enveff) : historique et contextes', Reseau Terra, (2000) 
<http://www.reseau-terra.eu/IMG/pdf/JASPARD.pdf> [accessed 11/01/2021]. 
77 See Body-Gendrot (2003); Gill Allwood, 'Gender-based Violence Against Women in Contemporary France: 
Domestic Violence and Forced Marriage Policy since the Istanbul Convention', Modern & Contemporary 
France, 24:4 (2016). 
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novels illustrate the structural nature of racism and sexism and how they silence and immobilise 

ethnic minority female characters.  

Laura Bea Jensen also considers how E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ�͚ƌĂĐĞ-ďůŝŶĚŶĞƐƐ͛�

of republican universalism in French society and politics by portraying how some bodies are 

racialised and therefore made particular. She interprets the femme-poisson͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�La 

naufragée allegorically and suggests that E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ choice of a creature that is half-human and 

half-fish reflects the marginalisation experienced by French people who are mixed-race because 

ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵƉĞƌŵĞĂďůĞ�ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ĐŽůŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�full, unqualified belonging 

ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ͛͘78 Further, she argues that the setting of the novel in the 18th century means that 

it simultaneously evokes the experience of being mixed-race in contemporary France and the 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŽĨ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ͕�ƌĂĐism and chattel slavery. Yet the bi-partite nature of the femme-

poisson also mirrors how both racism and sexism intersect to shape her life in France and thus 

invites ĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�works͘�dŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ĞǆƉĂŶĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�:ĞŶƐĞŶ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŽ�

expose how NDiaye employs imagery and other tools to link modern-day experiences of 

intersectional discrimination to historical failures of republican universalist ideals. For example, it 

demonstrates that imagery related to slavery and sexual exploitation in En famille conveys how 

the experiences of ethnic minority women in France are shaped by modern manifestations of the 

intersecting racism and ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ĞŶĂĐƚĞĚ�ŽŶ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐůĂǀĞ�ƚƌĂĚĞ. 

^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ŵǇ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ďƵŝůĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ƚŽ�ƵŶĐŽǀĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�

intersectional power relations between colonial and postcolonial times. Jane Bradley Winston and 

Tess Do both explore how >ġ͛Ɛ�Les trois parques employs intertextuality and metaphors, 

respectively, to convey how the violence of colonialism has reverberations in the discourses and 

practices of modern French society.79 Meanwhile, Leslie Barnes has examined how Lê depicts the 

postcolonial literary market as imposing a racially stereotyped identity upon ethnic minorities and 

their writing and thereby reproducing the relationship between the coloniser and colonised.80 In a 

ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�Calomnies and Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ, both published in 

the early 1990s, employ imagery, mirroring and intertextuality to expose how ethnic minority 

women are subjected to a racist and sexist modern-day mission civilisatrice on French soil.81 This 

concept is interwoven with republican universalism as it was as a result of its universalist 

 
78 Jensen, (2017) p.133. 
79 Jane Bradley Winston, 'Playing Hardball: Linda Lê's Les trois parques', in France and "Indochina": Cultural 
Representations ed. by Kathryn Robson and Jennifer Yee (Lanham, Md.; Oxford: Lexington Books, 2005); 
Tess Do, 'Entre salut et damnation : métaphores chez Linda Lê', French Cultural Studies, 15:2 (2015). 
80 Leslie Barnes, 'Linda Lê's Voix and the Crisis of Representation: Alterity and the Vietnamese Immigrant 
Writer in France', French Forum, 32:3 (2007). 
81 Lê (1993); Linda Lê, Les dits d'un idiot,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois Éditeur, 1995). 
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principles regarding human rights that the French Republic conceived itself ĂƐ�͚uniquely suited 

and morally obligated to expand its empire and ͚civilize͛ ŝƚƐ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͛ in the past.82 Lê depicts how 

ethnic majority (maleͿ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƐĞƚ�ŽƵƚ�ƚŽ�͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ͛ the female protagonists or ĞǀĞŶ�ƚŽ�͚save͛ 

them from their supposedly inferior and oppressive cultures and men. Her works therefore 

ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ�WĂƐĐĂů��ůĂŶĐŚĂƌĚ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�banlieues as 

͚ƵŶĐŝǀŝůŝƐĞĚ͛ and solely responsible for their failed integration into French society reveals how 

integration can function as a contemporary mission civilisatrice.83 Further, Lê portrays how this 

inegalitarian mission is founded upon a racist and sexist inferiorisation of ethnic minority women 

incompatible with abstraction. 

Such contradictions between the promise of difference-blindness through abstraction and the 

reality of racism and sexism can be traced back, ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ͕�

to the inception of republican universalism. In spite of the universalist claims of the 1789 

�ĠĐůĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚĞƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ�͚>ĞƐ�ŚŽŵŵĞƐ�ŶĂŝƐƐĞŶƚ�Ğƚ�ĚĞŵĞƵƌĞŶƚ�ůŝďƌĞƐ�Ğƚ�ĠŐĂƵǆ�ĞŶ�

ĚƌŽŝƚƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚory social distinctions are forbidden, various groups were denied equal 

rights.84 Firstly, the universal subject was immediately incorporated into the particular framework 

of French citizenship, denying non-citizens access to a supposedly universal set of rights. 

Secondly, equality was denied to various groups of French nationals; namely, women, the working 

classes, Jews and colonial subjects. /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�

marginalisation and inequality illustrate not only how republican universalist ideals are not upheld 

ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ďƵƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�Ă�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƐƚ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞƐ͕�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ŝŶ�ŝƚƐ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐƚ�

ventures. Through this idea of continuity and a portrayal of the widespread nature of racism and 

sexism, the novels therefore challenge discourses that define such problems as exceptional or 

external to French society.  

>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ�ƐŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�

discourses about universalist integration. As noted above, this thesis exposes how integration 

appears as a mission civilisatrice ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ�

demarginalising nor egalitarian, as the CN and HCI propose. Additionally, research into both 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĐƵltural differences are often not respected in the integration 

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͘�/Ŷ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞǆŝůĞĚ�Vietnamese characters re-define themselves on French 

soil, Sarah Cuvelier maintains that one of the main challenges that they face is that their ͚ƚĞƌƌe 

 
82 Jensen, (2017) p.14. 
83 See Pascal Blanchard, 'Les non-dits de l'antiracisme français : la « République coloniale »', Cahiers de la 
Méditerranée, 61:1 (2000), p.5. 
84 République française, 'Déclaration des Droits de l'Homme et du Citoyen de 1789', Constitution du 4 
octobre 1958, (1789) <https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/contenu/menu/droit-national-en-
vigueur/constitution/declaration-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-du-citoyen-de-1789> [accessed 15/01/2021]. 
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Ě͛ĂĐĐƵĞŝů�͙ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ�ƉůƵƐ�ƋƵĞ�ĚĞ�ƌĂŝƐŽŶ�ů͛ĂŵŶĠƐŝĞ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞůůĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƵŶĞ�ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ�

ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚƌŝĐĞ͛.85 In other words, acceptance in or integration into French society is presented to 

the exiled characters as dependent upon the erasure of their origins rather than the respect of 

them by others. Likewise, Selao notes how novels such as Calomnies portray the integration 

process required to gain citizenship as involving conformity to French social norms and resulting, 

ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆŝůĞ͕�ŝŶ�͚ƵŶĞ�ŵŝƐĞ�ă�ŵŽƌƚ�ĚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚĠ͛͘86 >ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ thus challenge the idea that 

integration is based solely upon the internalisation of universalist principles and reflect Valérie 

�ŵŝƌĂƵǆ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�it is commonly interpreted ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŽƌǇ�͚process of 

reduction, through acculturation, of the cultural distance of an individual from the French 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛͘87 

dŚĞ�ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŽƌǇ�ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƌĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͘�

Camelia Manolescu proposes that Un temps de saison, in which Herman is compelled to 

ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐƵƐƚŽŵƐ�ŝŶ�ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĨŝŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ŵŝƐƐŝŶŐ�ǁŝĨĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŚŝůĚ͕�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐ�͚une 

ŵĠƚĂƉŚŽƌĞ�ƐƵƌ�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƐƵƌ�ůĞ�ĐŚŽĐ�ĚĞƐ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞƐ͛͘88 She notes that this process 

negates its own goal, as Herman forgets his wife and child, and leads to the dissolution of his 

identity as symbolised through his physical disintegration. In a similar vein, Bujor suggests that 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�literary depictions of food represent the assimilation, internalisation and rejection of 

norms and people.89 Whilst the regional recipes known and cooked by Fanny in En famille 

symbolise her attempts to conform to French social and cultural norms, those served to Nadia in 

DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ convey how she is encouraged to assimilate French norms.90 These studies 

reveal how E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͕�ůŝŬĞ�>ġ͛Ɛ͕�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚ the discourses of official bodies like the HCI that 

republican integration respects cultural differences by portraying how it is often inseparable from 

assimilation.  

As well as highlighting this gap between universalist discourses and the reality of integration 

practices, this thesis builds upon previous research in several ways. Firstly, it explores how the 

ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ďŽƚŚ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛ works is shaped by 

the sexism as well as racism they face. This elucidates how the expectations of conformity placed 

 
85 Sarah Cuvelier, 'Linda Lê et le Viêt-Nam : péril, voix, anamorphose', Indomemoires, (31/10/2012) 
<https://indomemoires.hypotheses.org/2279> [accessed 17/02/2021]. 
86 �ŚŝŶŐ�^ĞůĂŽ͕�Ζ�Ğ�ů͛Ğǆŝů�ă�ůĂ�ƉĂƌŽůĞ�ĞǆŝůĠĞ�͗�ů͛ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ůŝďĠƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚĂŶƐ�ů͛ƈƵǀƌĞ�ĚĞ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġΖ͕�ŝŶ�La 
francophonie: esthétique et dynamique de libération, ed. by Ibrahim H. Badr (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 
p.140. 
87 Valérie Amiraux, 'Crisis and New Challenges? French Republicanism Featuring Multiculturalism', in 
European Multiculturalism Revisited, ed. by Alessandro Silj (London: Zed Books, 2010), p.76. 
88 �ĂŵĞůŝĂ�DĂŶŽůĞƐĐƵ͕�Ζ>͛�ƐƉĂĐĞ�ĐůŽƐ�ŽƵ�ůĞ�ƚŚğŵĞ�ĚƵ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĞ�ƌŽŵĂŶ�ͨ�hŶ�ƚĞŵƉƐ�ĚĞ�ƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ͩ�ĚĞ�DĂƌŝĞ�
NDiaye', Literature: European Landmarks of Identity 7(2010), p.197. 
89 Bujor, (2018) p.230. 
90 Ibid. p.218. 
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upon them are linked to restrictive gendered as well as racialised stereotypes and that these 

shape ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ͛�ĚĂŝůǇ�ůŝǀĞƐ�ďĞǇŽŶĚ�Ɛpecific processes such as gaining citizenship. Secondly, 

ŝƚ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚƐ͛�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�

interpreted differently by various ethnic majority French characters. Whilst some encourage 

ethnic minority women to erase their cultural differences, others wish them to retain or even 

promote them, for example, through their writing or sex work. My analysis establishes how this 

attitude involves an exploitative commodification of exotic differences, and consequently the 

women associated with them, that benefits the ethnic majority (men). As a result, even though 

integration and assimilation are not aligned in such examples, the integration process is linked to 

the intersectional inferiorisation of ethnic minority women because of their ethnicity and gender.  

This thesis also indicates how >ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ continue to 

be seen as outsiders in France, regardless of whether they conform to the intersectional 

conditions for integration placed upon them. This reveals that intersectional discrimination, 

rather than cultural difference, is portrayed as the main barrier they face to being accepted and 

fully participating in French society as equals. The focus upon cultural differences and economic 

factors in republican universalist discourses meant that it was not until the late 1990s that 

researching and combating racism were prioritised in integration-related policymaking.91 The HCI 

made discrimination the main theme of its 1998 report and examined how it functioned as a 

barrier to integration for immigrants and ethnic minorities. This paved the way for more targeted 

anti-discrimination policies than the banning of racial discrimination in the 1958 Constitution and 

the law of 1972 which had been mostly ineffectual.92 NDiaye and Lê therefore explore an issue 

that would not be raised seriously at a national level for between several years after their literary 

works were published.  

 The negative impact of overlooking discrimination because of a narrow focus upon cultural 

difference can be seen not only in policymaking but also in research on E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͘�

The ůĂƌŐĞ�ďŽĚǇ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ĞǆŝůĞ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŽ�ĚĂƚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ůŽƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�

homeland and has sometimes neglected how discrimination shapes this experience. Similarly, 

ƐŽŵĞ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŚĂƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�En famille is related to the challenges posed 

by the increasingly multicultural nature of French society.93 As Fanny is brought up solely by her 

ethnic majority French mother rather than in a multicultural household, this kind of argument is 

erroneous and disguises the role played by intersectional discrimination in her marginalisation. 

 
91 Hargreaves (2007), p.188. 
92 Ibid. p.185. 
93 See K. Ambroise Teko-Agbo, 'En famille or the Problematic of Alterity', Research in African Literatures, 
26:2 (1995). 
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Such oversights evidence ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƐĞĚ�ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ�ƚŽ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

critique the (universalist) discourses with which their writing is in dialogue. An important element 

of creating such frameworks involves examining them in relation to the context to which they will 

be applied. This is particularly vital when applying intersectionality to consider universalist 

discourses because the former has often been vilified as anathema to republican universalism. 

The next section outlines and problematises these debates to demonstrate that, as its main goals 

are aligned with those of republican universalism, intersectionality can be effectively employed to 

analyse republican universalism and the failure of its ideals within and beyond the novels. 

Intersectionality and Republican Universalism: Incompatible or Reconcilable? 

Intersectionality is a polemic topic in French academia and society. It is associated with Anglo-

Saxon multiculturalism and identity politics and consequently deemed contrary to republican 

universalist ideals. In particular, issue is taken with its use of ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ŐĞŶĚĞƌ͛�Žƌ�

͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͛�ĂƐ�ƚŽŽůƐ�ŽĨ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ͘�Although they have become more commonly adopted in French 

academic research and the media since the early 2000s, the gulf between those supporting and 

opposing these terms and the theories which employ them, particularly postcolonialism and 

intersectionality, has widened.94 The historian Gérard Noiriel recently reiterated common 

assumptions that their application in intersectional analyses essentialises differences and 

ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐ�Ă�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂůŝƐƚ�͚rupture avec la tradition républicaine͛͘95 He also argues that 

ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ĐĂŶŶŽƚ�ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞ�͚la complexité des réalités sociales͛�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŝƚ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ�

a class-centred analysis.96 The influence and prevalence of such beliefs is evidenced in the way 

ƚŚĂƚ�ĂŶ�ŽŶůŝŶĞ�ĚŽƐƐŝĞƌ�ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚŝŶŐ�EŽŝƌŝĞů͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ǁĂƐ�ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌŝůǇ�

censored because of large numbers of adverse reactions sent to the publisher.97  

dŚĞ�ŵŽƌĞ�ƌĞĐĞŶƚ�͚DĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĞ�ĚĞƐ�ϭϬϬ͛, signed by academics, decries decolonial and 

intersectional approaches in academia and political movements such as Les Indigènes de la 

République as responsible for fomenting communitarianism and ͚ƵŶĞ�ŚĂŝŶĞ�ĚĞƐ�͞blancs͟ et de la 

&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛͘98 In a subsequent article, they claim that those who defend such approaches in relation 

 
94 See Allwood (2016), p.381; Chloé Leprince, 'Race, islamophobie, intersectionnalité : ces mots qui restent 
tabous en France', FranceCulture, (2019) <https://www.franceculture.fr/sociologie/race-islamophobie-
intersectionnalite-ces-mots-qui-restent-tabous-en-france> [accessed 14/06/2019]. 
95 Gérard Noiriel, 'Réflexions sur « la gauche identitaire »', (28/10/2019) 
<https://noiriel.wordpress.com/2018/10/29/reflexions-sur-la-gauche-identitaire/> [accessed 15/07/2021]. 
96 Ibid. 
97 See Leprince (2019). 
98 ^ĞĞ�>Ğ�ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĞ�ĚĞƐ�ϭϬϬ͕�ΖhŶĞ�ĐĞŶƚĂŝŶĞ�Ě͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĂŝƌĞƐ�ĂůĞƌƚĞŶƚ�͗�ͨ�^Ƶƌ�ů͛ŝƐůĂŵŝƐŵĞ͕�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ŶŽƵƐ�ŵĞŶĂĐĞ͕�
Đ͛ĞƐƚ la persistance du déni »', Le Monde, (31/10/2020) 
<https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/10/31/une-centaine-d-universitaires-alertent-sur-l-islamisme-
ce-qui-nous-menace-c-est-la-persistance-du-deni_6057989_3232.html> [accessed 18/12/2020]. The 
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ƚŽ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ǀĂůƵĞƐ�ĚŽ�ƐŽ�͚ă�ƌĞďŽƵƌƐ�ĚĞ�ůĞƵƌƐ�ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛.99 Similarly, President 

Emmanuel Macron and Education Minister Jean-Michel Blanquer have stated that ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂ�͚has 

encouraged the ethnicization of social issues͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝƐŵ and that intersectionality, 

by essentialising communities and identities͕�ŝƐ�͚at the antipodes of the Republican model͛�ĂŶĚ�

universalist equality, respectively.100 The Higher Education Minister Frédérique Vidal consequently 

ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ĐĞŶƐŽƌŝŶŐ�ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŽ�ĞŶƐƵƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚>ĞƐ�ůŝďĞƌƚĠƐ�ĂĐĂĚĠŵŝƋƵĞƐ�Ɛ͛ĞǆĞƌĐĞŶƚ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĞ�

respect des valeurs de la République͛͘101 Whilst this proposal was rejected, it highlights that many 

believe symbolic abstraction remains at the heart of republican universalist discourses and that 

this should be reflected in or imposed on academia, the media and society as a whole as well as in 

law.  

The debates and controversies above convey how intersectional and postcolonial 

research and movements, along with their analytical tools, are often deemed one of the main 

ƉĞƌŝůƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ͛Ɛ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�values and identity. However, this assumption is problematic 

for several reasons. Firstly, it often misrepresents how intersectionality is employed. On the one 

hand, intersectionality adopts a non-essentialist understanding of social categories to explore 

how they are socially constructed ďƵƚ�ŚĂǀĞ�Ă�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů�ŝŵƉĂĐƚ�ŽŶ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝǀĞƐ͘�Concepts such as 

͚gender͛, ͚ethnicity͛ and ͚minorities͛ are not treated, as Pap Ndiaye notes, as pre-existing objects 

with meaning in and of themselves but as tools to analyse ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ�͚historiquement et 

politiquement construites et sous-tendues par des relations de pouvoir qui ont changés dans le 

temps͛͘102 In this way, intersectionality does not produce such categories and is interested less in 

 

manifesto argues that decoloniality and intersectionality fomented the Islamic fundamentalism which 
motivated the murder of teacher Samuel Paty and the Nice attack in 2020. The explicit denunciation of Les 
Indigènes de la République is in keeping with a widespread rejection of the movement since its inception in 
2005 that involves claims that it is, among others, separatist, racist, anti-Semitic, anti-feminist and 
homophobic, see Leprince (2019). 
99 Le manifeste des 100 (31/10/2020). 
100 WĂŽůĂ�WŝĞƚƌĂŶĚƌĞĂ͕�Ζ�ĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ�&ƌĞĞĚŽŵ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŶƚĞǆƚ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�EĞǁ��ƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ�ƚŽ�Ζ^ĞƉĂƌĂƚŝƐŵΖΖ͕�Open 
Democracy, (2 November 2020) <https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/academic-
freedom-in-the-context-of-frances-new-approach-to-
separatism/?utm_source=fb&fbclid=IwAR1BlgCH_2wGDTCNa6fcHrHok2GD-
rfYGyqBNDO8_maK9f9M7x5YCPdfvjo> [accessed 18/12/2020]. Quoting from Françoise  Fressoz and Cédric 
WŝĞƚƌĂůƵŶŐĂ͕�Ζ�ƉƌğƐ�ůĞ�ĚĠĐŽŶĨŝŶĞŵĞŶƚ͕�ů͛�ůǇƐĠĞ�ĐƌĂŝŶƚ�ƵŶ�ǀĞŶƚ�ĚĞ�ƌĠǀŽůƚĞ�͗�ͨ�/ů�ŶĞ�ĨĂƵƚ�ƉĂƐ�ƉĞƌĚƌĞ�ůĂ�ũĞƵŶĞƐƐĞ�
»', Le Monde, (10/06/2020) <https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/06/10/il-ne-faut-pas-perdre-
la-jeunesse-l-elysee-craint-un-vent-de-revolte_6042430_823448.html> [accessed 15/07/2021]. Pietrandrea 
(2 November 2020). Quoting from Marianne Enault, 'Hommage à Samuel Paty, lutte contre l'islamisme : 
Blanquer précise au JDD ses mesures pour la rentrée scolaire', Le Journal du dimanche, (24/10/2020) 
<https://www.lejdd.fr/Politique/hommage-a-samuel-paty-lutte-contre-lislamisme-blanquer-precise-au-jdd-
ses-mesures-pour-la-rentree-scolaire-4000971> [accessed 18/12/2020]. 
101 Olivier Bénis, 'La future loi « programmation de la recherche » va-t-elle rendre illégales les occupations 
d'universités ?', France Inter, (12/11/2020) <https://www.franceinter.fr/societe/la-future-loi-
programmation-de-la-recherche-va-t-elle-rendre-illegales-les-occupations-d-universites > [accessed 
18/11/2020]. 
102 Pap Ndiaye, La condition noire. Essai sur une minorité française,  (Paris: Gallimard, 2008), p.39. 
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ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ƉĞƌ�ƐĞ�ƚŚĂŶ�ŝŶ�͚the particular values attached to them, and the way those values 

foster and cƌĞĂƚĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ͛͘103 On the other hand, intersectional theorists have contested 

the argument that power relations can only be fully illuminated through class-centred 

approaches. Intersectionality rejects a hierarchal conceptualisation of these categories and the 

ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĨĂǀŽƵƌ�ŽĨ�Ă�͚ůĞŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŵƵƚƵĂů�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ͕͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�

͚ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝǀĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ŵĂŶǇ�ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ�ŝŶ�ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŵƵƚƵĂůůǇ�

ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ǁĂǇƐ͛͘104 This promotes a relational focus on interconnections across social divisions in 

order to offer a more complex anĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ�

experiences, are affected by multiple and imbricated factors in society.105 The arguments made 

against intersectionality above therefore misrepresent how this critical methodology is employed 

or do not consider how it can contribute greater knowledge about power relations in a way that 

seeks to undermine the divisions they foster. 

Secondly, the assumption that intersectionality and republican universalism are 

irreconcilable can lead to the real issues of discrimination and inequality being disregarded. The 

focus on methodology means that those who speak out about marginalisation or injustice in 

French society with reference to intersectionality or postcolonialism are often portrayed as 

threatening, rather than trying to uphold or create, a society that enacts universalist ideals. As 

such, the insights they have to offer, whether based on personal experience or academic 

research, may be ignored by contesting the method of critical inquiry. As intersectionality and 

postcolonialism are often applied by those who are minoritised, such arguments risk further 

silencing and marginalising those most negatively affected by intersectional power relations. 

Thirdly, the fixation on methodology overlooks the fact that intersectionality and 

republican universalism share the same goals. One of the main principles shaping intersectionality 

is that all forms of domination are interlinked. For this reason, bell hooks states that the 

overarching objective of intersectional feminism is not just to end violence against women but to 

end all forms of violence, social domination and exploitation, whether perpetrated by men or 

women.106 Tied into this is the ambition to demarginalise those who are minoritised and 

prevented from participating fully and equally in social and political life. The aims of 

intersectionality are therefore in line with the desire through republican universalism to create a 

society embodying the ideals of freedom, equality and fraternity for all. 

 
103 Crenshaw (1991), p.1297. 
104 Collins and Bilge (2016), p.26. 
105 Ibid. p.28. 
106 bell hooks, Feminist Theory from Margin to Center,  (Boston: South End Press, 1984), p.118. 
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An awareness of the shared goal of republican universalism and intersectionality to create 

an egalitarian society places the polemic around invalid Žƌ�͚ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ͛�methodologies into 

perspective. Various French theorists who believe in republican universalism and its ideals, such 

as Christine Delphy and Mame-Fatou Niang, have demonstrated the need to employ social 

ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŐĞŶĚĞƌ͛͗ ͚�Ğ�ƋƵŝ�ƉĞƵƚ�ƉĂƌĂîƚƌĞ�ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆĂů͕�Đ͛ĞƐƚ�ƋƵĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĂďŽůŝƌ�

les divisions sexuées ou ͞genrées͟ ĚĞ�ů͛ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚĠ͕�ŝů�ĨĂƵƚ�Ě͛ĂďŽƌĚ�ĂƉƉƌŽĨŽŶĚŝƌ�ĐĞƚƚĞ�ĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶ͕�ůĂ�

reconnaîƚƌĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĞƐƚ͛͘107 In other words, rather than ignoring social divisions, an 

attitude that sometimes accompanies the desire to avoid naming them, it is necessary to first 

elucidate the power relations at work in French society. This requires the employment of 

analytical tools that facilitate a more complex understanding of these issues. This thesis therefore 

adopts a non-essentialist understanding of concepts such as ͚ŐĞŶĚĞƌ͕͛�͚ƌĂĐĞ͕͛�͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĐůĂƐƐ͛ 

in the hope of contributing to intersectional research and movements that aim to dismantle the 

power relations and social divisions which they denote. As Crenshaw suggests, it is by examining 

and demarginalising the individual experiences of those who are often negatively affected by 

intersecting social hierarchies, such as ethnic minority women, that the greatest light can be shed 

on unequal power relations in order to challenge and transform them.108  

Moreover, the shared goals of intersectionality and republican universalism make the 

former a useful approach to examine how and why universalist ideals are not enacted in French 

society. EŝĂŶŐ͛Ɛ�ŵŽŶŽŐƌĂƉŚ demonstrates the relevance of this approach as it applies an 

intersectional lens to French literature and film to understand the experiences of black women in 

the banlieues in relation to republican universalism.109 In light of the lack of research focusing on 

ethnic minority women and republican universalism generally and in E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ 

specifically, this thesis contributes to filling this gap in our knowledge within French and 

francophone, postcolonial and feminist studies. Examining the experiences of ethnic minority 

female characters with differing ethnicities and socio-economic backgrounds in Lê aŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�

novels will build ŽŶ�EŝĂŶŐ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ďǇ�ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�function in 

alternative contexts as well as in the works of different authors. Considering the portrayals of 

sŝĞƚŶĂŵĞƐĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ�ŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ǀĂůƵĂďůĞ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ůĞƐƐ�

 
107 Christine Delphy, 'Rapports de sexe et universalisme', in Un universalisme si particulier: féminisme et 
exception française (1980-2010), (Paris: Éditions Syllepse, 1995 (2010)), p.298; See also  Mame-Fatou Niang, 
'Fighting Racism Is What Makes Us Universalists', Jacobin, (2020) <https://jacobinmag.com/2020/10/france-
racism-universalism-george-floyd-protests-afro-french?s=04> [accessed 05/10/2020]. 
108 See Crenshaw (1989). 
109 See Mame-Fatou Niang, Identités françaises : banlieues, féminités et universalisme, (Brill-Rodopi, 2019) 
<file:///C:/Users/A/AppData/Local/Temp/[9789004407220%20-
%20Identit%C3%A9s%20fran%C3%A7aises]%20Identit%C3%A9s%20fran%C3%A7aises.pdf> [accessed 
14/10/1992]. 
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critical attention than other minoritised groups. Although a greater awareness of the racism 

experienced by postcolonial minorities has meant that they have increasingly been the subject of 

research since the 2000s, Vietnamese minorities have often been overlooked because they are 

ďĞůŝĞǀĞĚ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�͚ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ�more as victims of communism than &ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͛.110 

Examining NDiaye and Lġ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ, and the relatively overlooked 

experiences of Vietnamese women in particular, can therefore provide a valuable contribution to 

knowledge about the subjective experience of intersectional discrimination as well as republican 

universalism in France. 

Ultimately, the intersectional approach adopted in this thesis elucidates not only the gaps 

between universalist ideals and French society mentioned earlier but also the ways in which 

universalist discourses are depicted as channelling violence. TŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�

ĂŶĚ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶŽŶ, and the intersectional power relations it facilitates, 

allows them to challenge this process within or through the novels. The next section sets out how 

the concept of intersectional feminist consciousness can be used to further our understanding of 

the novels and their portrayals of ethnic minority women and republican universalism.  

Unveiling the Violence of Republican Universalist Discourses: Literature, Resistance and 

Promoting an Intersectional Feminist Consciousness 

As part of their attempts to shed light on violence through their ƈƵǀƌĞƐ, Marie NDiaye and Linda 

Lê depict how it can be masked and perpetuated through ostensibly positive discourses. NDiaye 

states that ͚[t]out lecteur doit apprendre à se méfier de la douceur en littérature. �͛ĞƐƚ�ƐŽƵǀĞŶƚ�

ŐƌąĐĞ�ă�ĞůůĞ�ƋƵĞ�ůĂ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐĂĐŚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ũĞƵ͛͘111 In other words, discourses or behaviour that appear 

gentle, positive or caring within literature, as in life, can camouflage discrimination or inequality. 

In an essay on how anger can be used creatively in writing, Lê argues that authors play an 

iŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞǀŽůƚ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝŵďƵĞƐ�ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚǇ͗�͚�ĞƵǆ-là ont pour rôle 

Ě͛ĞŵƉġĐŚĞƌ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ�ĚĞ�Ɛ͛ĂƐƐŽƵƉŝƌ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƐĂ�ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚĠ͘�Leur colère, leur rage, leur furie, quel que 

soit le nom que nous donnons à leur révolte, est ce qui nous porte en avant, fait de nous des 

irréconciliés, des irrésignés, si les berceuses consolantes ne nous ont pas définitivement 

 
110 Kathryn Kleppinger and Laura Reeck, 'Introduction: The Post-migratory Postcolonial', in Post-migratory 
Cultures in Postcolonial France, ed. by Kathryn Kleppinger and Laura Reeck (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
press, 2018), p.5. A notable exception is the recent publication: Ya-Han Chuang, Une minorité modèle ? : 
face au racisme antiasiatique en France,  (Paris: La Découverte, 2021). See also Inès  Belgacem and Pierre 
'ĂƵƚŚĞƌŽŶ͕�Ζͨ�WŽƵƌƋƵŽŝ�ůĞ�ƚĞƌŵĞ�ĂƐŝŽƉŚŽďŝĞ�Ŷ͛ĞǆŝƐƚĞ�ƉĂƐ�͍�ͩΖ, (09/10/2017) 
<https://www.streetpress.com/sujet/1507539159-communaute-asiatique-marre-fermer-sa-gueule> 
[accessed 18/01/2021]. 
111 NDiaye (03/11/2009). 



0 

30 

ĞŶĚŽƌŵŝƐ͛͘112 Writers can use their anger at injustice to enlighten us about the real nature of 

normality and combat the lethargy established through deceptive but comforting narratives 

which mask its violence. In turn, this can help readers to rebel against the everyday forms of 

violence which have been normalised and internalised, thereby opening up new potential futures.  

dŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�ƚŽ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

intersectional feminist consciousness that emphasises the need to understand how violent power 

relations can be reproduced through the notions of civility, love or happiness. As this awareness 

is, as Ahmed demonstrates, necessary to resist these power relations, developing an 

intersectional feminist consciousness and helping others in this endeavour is an integral aspect of 

intersectionality if it is to achieve its goals of illuminating and dismantling intersecting systems of 

ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŚĞůƉƐ�ƚŽ�ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�

intersectional feminist consciousness and can thus be located within this general movement. It 

argues that they employ techniques such as imagery, irony, intertextuality and the fantastic to 

expose how republican universalist discourses can conceal and perpetuate structural racism and 

sexism in French society.  

Discrimination and inequality in contemporary French society can be linked to historical 

contradictions within republican universalism. The denial of equality to women after the 

Revolution, for example, was rationalised through the argument that they were dependents who 

lacked the ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ƉƌĞƌĞƋƵŝƐŝƚĞ�ĨŽƌ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƚǇ͛ and that, as a result of their 

particularities, they were not susceptible to abstraction.113 In this way, republican universalism 

was used to designate women as irreducibly particular to symbolically exclude them from the 

universal and deny them equal rights. Beyond the metropole, colonial subjects who were 

racialised as inferior and less civilised were given French nationality but generally refused 

citizenship and the equality and freedom it supposedly conferred.114 This creation of ͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͛�

ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�͚ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů͛�second-class citizens and colonial subjects reveals the divisions present 

within the Republic from its inception and the fact that these were not the result of external 

threats but of discrimination perpetuated through a supposedly liberating and egalitarian 

ideology. Similarly, NDiaye and Lê͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ convey not only the gap that exists between republican 

universalist ideals and the reality in French society but how universalist discourses are employed 

to obscure and hinder resistance to intersectional social hierarchies nowadays. To set out the 

 
112 Linda Lê, Toutes les colères du monde,  (Kindle ebook: Les Éditions du Cerf 2021), p.80. 
113 Scott (2005), p.37. 
114 Didier Fassin, 'Introduction', in Les nouvelles frontières de la société française, (Paris: La Découverte, 
2010), p.7. 
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relevance and originality of this argument and approach, this section reviews previous research 

into the masking of violence and the concept of consciousness upon which this project builds.  

 �ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƐǇ�ŝƐ�Ă�ƌĞĐƵƌƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞŵĞ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ and the author signals this 

ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ͕�/ƐĂďĞůůĞ͛Ɛ�&ĂǀƌĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ�ŽŶ�ƐĐŚŝǌŽƉŚƌĞŶŝĂ�ŝŶ Calomnies is the only research to date to 

consider it in any depth. Favre maintains ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ŵĂĚŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶƚŝĂů�ĐƌŝƐŝƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĐĂƵƐĞĚ�

by the monstrous duplicity of his Vietnamese family and French society, made evident through 

the ironic tone of the narration. She ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ unveil the hypocrisy 

prevalent within the French literary and publishing sphere specifically. In particular, she suggests 

that they denounce how power relations are maintained through the infantilisation of the author-

ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞƌƐ�͚Ɛ͛ĂƵƚŽ-assigne[nt] ůĞƐ�ďĠŶĠĨŝĐĞƐ�ŵŽƌĂƵǆ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂůĞ�

ďŝĞŶǀĞŝůůĂŶƚĞ�Ğƚ�ƐĂůǀĂƚƌŝĐĞ͕�ƌĞůĠŐƵĂŶƚ�ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĞ�ƌôle du protégé͛͘115 By conceiving the niece as 

their protégé and employing narratives about saving or guiding her, these men rationalise their 

control and influence over her in a way that masks the inequalities this creates. My analysis of this 

and other novels by Lê establishes how this example forms part of a broader critique of hypocrisy 

as thŝƐ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŵ�ŝƐ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ŝŶ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�

relationships, both personal and professional, with the ethnic majority. Further, although it takes 

multiple forms, this paternalism is shaped by the intersections of the ethnic majority French 

ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ͘� 

Considering the discourses used by the characters to justify their condescending attitude 

and behaviour towards ethnic minority women in relation to the socio-political context also 

makes it possible to outline how they form part of the modern mission civilisatrice described 

earlier. The colonial mission civilisatrice was characterised by duplicity because, whilst 

represented as paving the way to citizenship and equality for colonised subjects, the vast majority 

were not given the education necessary for assimilation and were then denied citizenship because 

ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�͚ŝŶƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚůǇ�ĂĐĐƵůƚƵƌĂƚĞĚ͛͘116 In reality, the promise of political equality through 

ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁĂƐ�ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ŚŽůůŽǁ�ĂƐ�ŝƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ŚĂǀĞ�͚ĚĞƐƚroyed the very foundations of the colonial 

ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ǀĂůƵĞ�ƚŽ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘117 Likewise, Lê exposes how ethnic majority characters 

use the promise of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité to direct the niece and other ethnic minority female 

characters on a ƉĂƚŚ�ŽĨ�͚integration͛ which subjugates these women. The hypocrisy involved is 

twofold as this is not only an oppressive rather than liberating process but the persistence of 

racism and sexism in French society means that, regardless of whether they submit to their 

 
115 Isabelle Favre, Guerre et paix. Figures du conflit dans les littératures et films francophones,  (Limoges: 
Presses universitaires de Limoges, 2018), p.128. 
116 Hargreaves (2007), p.150. 
117 Ibid. 
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French ͚teachers͛, these women will never be integrated as equals. In this vein, Lê highlights how 

deceptive universalist discourses and arguments, that bear various similarities with the imperialist 

mission civilisatrice, can be mobilised to mask and reproduce intersectional discrimination and 

inequality in modern-day France.  

An elĞŵĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ�ƚŽ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐĂŶ�

ďĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞĂůĞĚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŶŽŶ-Ěŝƚ͛�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘�In her analysis of En famille, 

Clarisse Behar argues that ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�euphemistic phrases such as 

͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�indicates their racialisation of ethnic minority characters like Fanny and their 

conceptualisation of the nation as white.118 As the use of such circumlocutory expressions 

camouflages this exclusionary racialisation, Behar notes that the ethnic majority are able to 

construct the nation as white whilst also denying that this is the case through language that 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ďƵŝůĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ��ĞŚĂƌ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ďǇ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�

universalist concepts ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ�ŝŶ�ǁĂǇƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞ�Ă�͚ŶŽŶ�Ěŝƚ͛�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĂďŽƵƚ�

racism but also about sexism and their intersections in French society. This exposes ŚŽǁ͕�ĂƐ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�

works, the promise or hope of freedom, equality and fraternity through integration leads to 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚŝŶŐ�and perpetuating sex and race-based 

oppression. The duplicitous suggestion that the deferral of these universalist promises is the 

result of the ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛ failures to fulfil the supposedly universal duties 

that accompany citizenship also makes it harder for them to perceive and resist the power 

relations functioning through republican universalist discourses.  

This thesis proposes that, by illuminating how republican universalism can channel 

intersectional violence, the authors are expressing and encouraging an intersectional feminist 

ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͘�dŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�Žƌ�ƉĂrticular elements 

of them, depict or constitute a critical consciousness has been explored elsewhere. Applying Ana 

sĄƐƋƵĞǌ�ĂŶĚ��ŶĂ�DĂƌŝĂ��ƌĂƵũŽ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�͚ĚŽƵďůĞ�ĞǆŝůĞ͛�ƚŽ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͕��ǀĞƌŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�

ethnic minority female characters have a greater awareness of the alienating sex-based power 

structures of the host nation because of their experience of patriarchy in their homeland. She 

states that this consciousness and doubled distance from the power structures in the new host 

country enables women to seek out a more productive, in-between space which eschews these 

structures͗�͚dŚŝƐ�͚ĚŽƵďůĞ�ĞǆŝůĞ͛�ƉůĂĐĞƐ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�Ăƚ�Ă�ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ�ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ͕�ŝŶ�

an autonomous site of alterity in which historical schemas and conventions can be bypassed or 

 
118 See Clarissa Behar, 'Écrire en pays à majorité blanche : En famille de Marie NDiaye', in Une femme 
puissante, ed. by Daniel Bengsch and Cornelia Ruhe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013). 
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ĚŝƐŵĂŶƚůĞĚ͛͘119 In the case of Sola from In memoriam, Averis suggests that this allows her to 

renegotiate her identity through writing in a way which refuses fixed sites based on nation, 

gender or sexuality.120  

 In another article, Anh Thang Dao proposes that the ethnic minority protagonists of 

Calomnies ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ�ĂŶ�͚ĞǆŝůŝĐ�ƐĞŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛͘�She ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶ�

conception of exile as an in-between or Third space of freedom by portraying how her exiled 

characters are constrained by the normative influences of both the home and host-lands.121 

Further, Dao underlines how >ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�͚freedom͛ in this 

process as it is depicted as dependent upon the full assimilation of French norms and 

abandonment of the homeland and culture. It is through gaining awareness of this form of 

͚unfreedom͛, Dao notes, that the characters gain an exilic sensibility which refuses to ͚remember 

the homeland as a place to return, or to regard the new country as a place of safety͛͘122 This 

sensibility subsequently enables them to reject conformity to the constraints of both nations to 

ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ�ĞŶŐĂŐĞ�ŝŶ�͚a practice of freedom that lies outside the framework of the nation-ƐƚĂƚĞ͛͘123  

 This project builds upon both AveriƐ�ĂŶĚ��ĂŽ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƐĞǀĞƌĂů�ǁĂǇƐ͘�It establishes 

how multiple concepts relating to integration and republican universalism, as well as the promise 

of freedom, are imbricated in the reproduction of patriarchal and ethnocentric power relations in 

>ġ͛Ɛ�Ŷovels. For example, it illustrates how the idea that ethnic minorities need to display their 

deservingness of perpetually deferred universalist rights and belonging is employed to encourage 

conformity with gendered and racialised social norms. This problematises �ĂŽ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�

integration necessarily involves assimilation in novels like Calomnies by identifying how the 

conditions of worthiness can vary as some characters, fetishising the niece as exotic, expect her to 

retain her cultural differences. Consciousness of the role of republican universalist discourses in 

ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ĐĂůůƐ�ŝŶƚŽ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ��ǀĞƌŝƐ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚǇ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

homeland facilitates resistance to it in exile. Indeed, I expose how the desire to flee the influence 

of her Vietnamese family and culture makes the niece more vulnerable to racist and sexist 

 
119 Averis, (2011) p.33. 
120 Linda Lê, In memoriam,  (Paris: Christian Bourgois Éditeur, 2007). 
121 KƚŚĞƌ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�͚dŚŝƌĚ�ƐƉĂĐĞ͛�ĐŽŶĐeived by Homi Bhabha 
include Ravi (2003); Emily Vaughan Roberts, 'A Vietnamese Voice in the Dark: Three stages in the Corpus of 
Linda Lê', in Francophone Post-Colonial Cultures, ed. by Kamal Salhi (Oxford: Lexington Books, 2003). For an 
analysis of thĞ�ůŝŵŝƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�͚dŚŝƌĚ�^ƉĂĐĞ͛�ƚŽ�ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�
France see Alison Marmont, 'French or Francophone: Postcolonial Immigrant Identities and Literature in 
Contemporary France', Xanthos: A Journal of Foreign Literatures and Languages, 1 (2019) 
<http://xanthosjournal.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/03-marmont.pdf>. 
122 Anh Thang Dao, 'Exile of Freedom: The Nation-State and Exile in Linda Lê's Slander', Positions: East Asia 
Cultures Critique, 20:3 (2012), pp.714-15. 
123 Ibid. p.725. 
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exploitation in France because of her eagerness to believe the false promises of Liberté, Égalité, 

Fraternité promoted by the ethnic majority men in her life.124 As a result, this thesis demonstrates 

how Lê portrays resistance to unequal power relations as reliant upon the ability to understand 

how republican universalist ideals facilitate inequality, rather than just an awareness of how 

patriarchy functions in the homeland. Finally, it reveals how Lê, by stimulating an intersectional 

feminist consciousness through her works, challenges these kinds of patriarchal and ethnocentric 

power relations and the hypocritical discourses employed to reproduce them. 

 WƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŝŶƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŐĞŶƌĞ͕�ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�

or magic realism, as a means to create awareness of the violence explored in the novel and its 

impact. In her analysis of En famille, Deborah Gaensbauer ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ǁŝƚŚĚƌĂǁĂů͕�

self-destructive behaviour, and sensations of shame, among others, manifest how she is 

traumatised by the exclusion and sexual violence she experiences. As this is often conveyed 

through the ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƵŶĐĂŶŶǇ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�the confusion between 

fiction and reality, Gaensbauer concludes that ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚͞voix de femme͟, 

making explicit and contesting the kinds of biases affectinŐ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƚƌĂƵŵĂ͛͘125 

Similarly, Katherine Roussos proposes that NDiaye employs magic realism in novels such as La 

Sorcière as an alternative mode of writing and perceiving the world that challenges patriarchal 

discourses by illuminating the subjective, invisible and silenced experiences of the imaginary and 

of emotions. She demonstrates how magic realism highlights the discrimination that the female 

protagonists face and how their relegation to the domestic sphere within nuclear families restricts 

their social mobility. However, Roussos notes that magic realism does not offer solutions to these 

issues as the ethnic minority feŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛ submission, magical rebellion or adoption of 

masculine behaviours do not free them from restrictive patriarchal systems. Magic realism 

ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂůůǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ůĂŶŐĂŐĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ǀĠŚŝĐƵůĞƌ�ů͛ŝŶĚŝĐŝďůĞ͛�ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�

structures and their impact.126  

DǇ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůs that the fantastic is just one of various 

literary tools that express and can therefore stimulate an intersectional feminist consciousness of 

how the ethnic minority female characters are traumatised and also trapped and silenced by 

mutually imbricated gender and race-based power relations. For example, intertextuality with 

 
124 <ĂƚĞ��ǀĞƌŝƐ͕�ΖdƌĂŶƐƉŽƐŝŶŐ�'ĞŶĚĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ��ŝĂƐƉŽƌĂ͗�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�Les aubes (2000) and In memoriam (2007)', 
PORTAL Journal of Multidisciplinary International Studies, (2018) 
<https://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.php/portal/article/view/5735> [accessed 03/06/2020]. 
125 Deborah Gaensbauer, 'Further Outside the Bounds: Mobilization of the Fantastic as Trauma Narrative in 
DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�En Famille', in ZĞĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞĂů͗�dŚĞ�&ĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŝŶ��ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�tŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�tƌŝƚŝŶŐ͕�ed. by 
Margaret-Anne Hutton (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2009), p.221. 
126 Katherine Roussos, Décoloniser l'imaginaire : du réalisme magique chez Maryse Condé, Sylvie Germain et 
Marie NDiaye,  (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2007), p.225. 
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Don Quijote de la Mancha in En famille illustrates how the universalist quest for justice by 

minorities can be manipulated to ensure their socio-economic immobility in French society. 

Meanwhile, the italicised passages in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ͕�ĂŶĚ�

subsequent complicity with, racist and sexist attitudes often imbricated in universalist discourses. 

The novels thus encourage consciousness of how, even as ethnic minority female characters 

attempt to resist unequal power structures, discourses intended to create equality can lead to 

their complicity in perpetuating inegalitarian social systems. 

This thesis therefore builds upon previous research considering isolated concepts such as 

abstraction, integration and freedom in Lê ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ works to expose how these universalist 

notions are portrayed as forming part of a larger discursive structure through which intersectional 

social hierarchies can be maintained. As such, the novelists contradict arguments that the failure 

of French society to fully uphold its universalist ideals can only be the result of external threats, 

such as Anglo-Saxon multiculturalism and ͚communautarisme͛. Indeed, they reveal how 

republican universalism has been employed in divisive and exploitative ways from the Revolution 

ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ĚĂǇ͕�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞǇŽŶĚ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ. In this vein, Lê and NDiaye apply an 

intersectional feminist consciousness within their ƈƵǀƌĞƐ�to simultaneously illuminate and defy 

the hypocritical discourses and inegalitarian processes shaping French society. In order to 

illustrate how such conclusions can be drawn from the novels, the following section summarises 

the approach taken within each of the literary analysis chapters. 

Chapter Summaries 

The main arguments of this thesis are developed through three chapters analysing a selection of 

ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŚŽƌƚ�ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�En famille and DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�

Calomnies and Les dits d͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ. These have been selected because of the insights they offer into 

the experiences of the ethnic minority female characters in France; the attitudes and behaviours 

of the ethnic majority characters towards them; and the functioning of republican universalist 

ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ďŽƚŚ͘��ŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ĨĂĐƚŽƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚŽŝĐĞ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ůĂƐƚ�ƚǁŽ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŝƐ�ŚĞƌ 

portrayal of Vietnamese exiles, whose experiences, as noted earlier, have often received little 

critical attention. By focusing on female characters with Asian origins, this project makes a 

valuable contribution to research on the specific experiences of these ethnic minority women as 

ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ͘�dŚĞ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�

and universalist abstraction within the novels whilst the second and third chapters, dedicated to 

>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ͕�ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ�ŚŽǁ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƌĞ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ͘�Firstly, 

ƚŚĞ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚǁŽ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŝŶ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ�ƚǁŽ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚƌĞĞ�ŵĂŬĞƐ�ŝƚ�Ɖossible to explore 

these concepts and the novels in greater detail. Secondly, the adoption of a similar theoretical 
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framework highlights the similarities as well as the divergences between the works examined. 

Further, although the three chapters focus upon the concepts of abstraction and discrimination 

together before moving onto integration and inequality, these four issues are all interwoven in 

republican universalist discourses and in the novels themselves. As such, the analyses themselves 

explore the intersections of all of these themes within the texts and their context. Finally, the 

various theoretical concepts applied in each chapter contribute to the overarching intersectional 

framework that focuses upon demarginalisation, contextualisation and elucidating the 

relationship between individualƐ͛ experiences and structural power relations.  

The first chapter analyses the experiences of Nadia in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽƌƚ�ƐƚŽƌǇ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ in relation to discrimination and abstraction. The theoretical 

framework is based on the concepts of marking and stranger fetishism proposed by Colette 

Guillaumin and Sara �ŚŵĞĚ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ͕�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�:ƵůŝĂ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘�tŚŝůĞ�

the first two account for how socially constructed identities are imposed upon women and ethnic 

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ǁĂǇƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ�

are often implicated in nation-building as some people associate themselves with the nation by 

fetishising others aƐ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ͘�dŚĞƐĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ�ŵĂŬĞ�ŝƚ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ƚŽ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͛�

female protagonists are gendered and fetishised as strangers in French society. Although 

incompatible with universalist abstraction, characters who implicitly or explicitly espouse 

republican universalism are often engaged in this process. Furthermore, by depicting ethnic 

minority women as a tolerable commodity or an object of abjection, marking and stranger 

fetishism produce images of the national and universal body as white, and white and male, 

respectively. Employing this intersectional feminist lens reveals how the discourses of difference-

blindness and republican universalism are mobilised to facilitate this process and mask French 

sociĞƚǇ͛Ɛ failure to enact its universalist principles. Finally, the chapter exposes how the authors 

ĞŵƉůŽǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞũĞĐƚ�Ă�ƌĞĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ�ǀŝĐƚŝŵ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ�ďǇ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ�

in or resistance to the marking and fetishising process. This highlights how, through blurring the 

boundaries of realism by integrating fantastic elements into their works, the authors challenge 

the reductive categorisations imposed upon their ethnic minority female characters in French 

society. 

The second chapteƌ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�Calomnies (1993) and Les dits 

Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ (1995) with the Greek mythological figures of Pygmalion and Galatea is used to explore 

the restrictive directionality of the integration process and, therefore, develop a feminist 

ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͘�/ƚ�ĂƉƉůŝĞƐ�DĂƌŝůǇŶ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ, whereby 

gendered and racialised norms are masked and reproduced by deceptive promises, threats and 
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ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�

actions are restrictively moulded: Pygmalion figures and discourses attempt to transform the 

female characters into silent and immobile ƐƚĂƚƵĞƐ�ǁŚŽ�ŵĞĞƚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂůƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ�

ethnic minority woman. Moreover, it demonstrates how these Pygmalion figures conceal and 

channel this violence through universalist promises of equality, freedom and fraternity through 

integration into FreŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĂůƐŽ�ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͕�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ͕�

impedes their ability to resist oppressive power relations. Ultimately, it reveals how an 

ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƚĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�

ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵŝŶŐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ-

integration is dependent on their ability to develop such consciousness.  

 dŚĞ�ƚŚŝƌĚ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĂůƐŽ�ĚĞƉůŽǇƐ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

oppression to gain insights into ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�En famille. 

It draws out the metaphors of prisons, paths and walls that NDiaye creates in the novel to explore 

the ways in which Fanny is oppressed and how this relates to the way she is gendered and 

racialised by her own white family and French society generally. In particular, I expose how the 

republican universalist concepts of integration, worthiness and reciprocal rights and duties 

function to justify, conceal and perpetuate her oppression. The chapter then examines how 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ďĞŚĂviour 

and attitudes and mistreating other ethnic minority characters. This reveals not only the 

disjuncture between the experiences of the ethnic minority women portrayed in the novels and 

the promises of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité but also how republican universalist discourses are 

mobilised to deny and reproduce unequal power relations in modern French society. Whilst Fanny 

ĨĂŝůƐ�ƚŽ�ŐƌĂƐƉ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ƐŚĞ�ƚƌŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĐĂŶ�

generate an awareness of the restrictive nature of intersectional social hierarchies and the 

duplicity present in the universalist discourses employed to perpetuate them. In this way, it 

elucidates the challenges faced by minorities and the French nation as a whole as it grapples with 

its ideals and how to create a more egalitarian and cohesive society. 

Literature, Intersectionality and the Construction of New Narratives 

In adopting an intersectional theoretical framework this thesis sets out not to create categories or 

sow division but rather to expose their production and consequences in French society. My 

ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ǀĞƌǇ�

different origins, they paint a similar picture of the intersecting racialised and gendered social 

hierarchies they face. They thus elucidate not only the experiences of ethnic minority women as 
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socially-constructed categories are imposed upon them but also how this violent intersectional 

process is implicated in the power relations shaping French society as a whole. Furthermore, they 

depict this not as a mere failure of republican universalism but as a product of universalist 

discourses when they are made to channel such violence. The novels therefore challenge the 

prevailing doxa about the inclusive and egalitarian function of republican universalism in France 

by shedding light on the violence and unjust social hierarchies it helps to perpetuate when 

associated with exclusionary conceptualisations of both the national and the universal.  

 Ultimately, one of the main issues raised through this intersectional reading of NDiaye and 

>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŽůĞ�ŽĨ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͘�dŚĞŝƌ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ŚŽǁ�Ă�misleading 

narrative about republican universalism, particularly the idea that universalist ideals and rights 

are upheld in France, not only fails to tackle but actually contributes to discrimination and 

inequality. In light of this, the creation of new narratives through a variety of mediums, including 

literature, can play a fundamental role not only in unveiling but also resisting such violence. This 

thesis is based on the idea that literature should not be divorced from the context in which it is 

written but, instead, that understanding the dialogue between the two can illuminate both. In the 

ĐĂƐĞ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͕�ŝƚ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĐĞƉƚŝǀĞ�

nature of the promises Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité in French society and convey the possibility of 

constructing new narratives and, consequently, futures. 
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�ŚĂƉƚĞƌ�KŶĞ�ʹ�/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�DĂƌŬŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�

ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�^ƵďǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�

�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�DǇƚŚ 

More than two centuries since it was first enshrined in the foundational text the Déclaration des 

�ƌŽŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛,ŽŵŵĞ�Ğƚ�ĚƵ��ŝƚŽǇĞŶ, universalism remains an integral part of republican discourse 

from the late 1980s to the present day and is considered fundamental to the values of Liberté, 

Égalité, Fraternité.1 In particular, the vision of the citizen as a universal and abstract subject, 

whose identitarian affiliations can be respected but also surpassed, is depicted as key to the 

upholding of these human rights.2 Although certain members of French society, including women, 

Jews and slaves, have been denied full access to these rights in the past, proposed amendments 

to the French Constitution of 1958 that were unanimously passed by the Assemblée nationale in 

2018 explicitly promise equality under the law, ͚ƐĂŶƐ�ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ�ĚĞ�ƐĞǆĞ͕�Ě͛ŽƌŝŐŝŶĞ�ŽƵ�ĚĞ�ƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ͛, 

to those implicitly excluded from the realm of the universal in previous constitutions.3 The 

attribution of any threat to abstraction to external sources, particularly Anglo-Saxon 

multiculturalism, conveys the faith in both republican universalist ideals and their enactment in 

French society.4 However, as equality was withheld in the past because of the supposed 

incompatibility of certain differences with abstraction, it is important to gauge the extent to 

which the theoretical universality of all citizens is a reality in French society and, if not, why this is 

the case.5  

This chapter demonstratĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�

DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�short story ͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�ŝŶ�Autres jeux avec le feu, are denied 

 
1An official 2018 report describes France as being ͚ĂƚƚĂĐŚĠĞ�ĂƵ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�Ğƚ�ă�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƚĠ�ĚĞƐ�ĚƌŽŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�
ů͛,ŽŵŵĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƚŽƵƐ�ůĞƐ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵƐ͛͘�^ĞĞ�L'Observatoire de la laïcité, 'Rapport annuel 2017-2018', (2018) 
<https://www.gouvernement.fr/sites/default/files/contenu/piece-
jointe/2018/05/laicite_rapport_annuel_2017-2018_v9-web_0.pdf> [accessed 04/12/2019] (p.275). 
2 For example͕�͚le prinĐŝƉĞ�Ě͛ĠŐĂůŝƚĠ�ƌĠƉƵďůŝĐĂŝŶĞ�ĚĞ�ƚŽƵƐ�ůĞƐ�ĐŝƚŽǇĞŶƐ�͙ invite justement à dépasser le 
ĐĂĚƌĞ�ĚĞ�ŶŽƐ�ĂĨĨŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝğƌĞƐ͛�in Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI), 'Une culture ouverte dans une 
République indivisible : les choix de l'intégration culturelle', (2012) 
<http://archives.hci.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/Une_culture_ouverte_29112012.pdf> [accessed 04/12/2019] (p.105). 
3 See >Ğ�DŽŶĚĞ�ĂǀĞĐ��&W͕�Ζ>͛�ƐƐĞŵďůĠĞ�ƐƵƉƉƌŝŵĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ��ŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ�ůĞ�ŵŽƚ�ͨ�ƌĂĐĞ�ͩ�Ğƚ�ŝŶƚĞƌĚŝƚ�ůĂ�ͨ�
distinction de sexe »', Le Monde, (12/07/2018) <https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2018/07/12/l-
assemblee-supprime-dans-la-constitution-le-mot-race-et-interdit-la-distinction-de-
sexe_5330615_823448.html> [accessed 04/12/2019].  
4 For more information on this argumeŶƚ͕�ƐĞĞ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ͘ 
5 See the ͚hŶǀĞŝůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�sŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ��ŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ntroduction and Scott's 
analysis of how women were denied equal rights after the Revolution in Scott (2005). 
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symbolic universality in French society.6 It exposes how the intersectional racism and sexism faced 

by Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, respectively, produces them as particular and inferior rather than 

abstract. It is therefore focused on, in the same way as <ŝŵďĞƌůĠ��ƌĞŶƐŚĂǁ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�of 

͚representational intersectionality͛, scrutinising how ethnic minority women are culturally 

constructed ͚ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�Ă�ĐŽŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉƌĞǀĂůĞŶƚ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĂĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ͛͘7 In order to 

achieve this, this chapter adopts an intersectional analytical framework based upon Colette 

'ƵŝůůĂƵŵŝŶ͛Ɛ�concept of marking and ^ĂƌĂ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�notion of stranger fetishism. Whilst the former 

ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌƐ�ŚŽǁ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ďůĂĐŬ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐůĂǀĞ�ƚƌĂĚĞ�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞĞŶ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚ�ƚŽ�Ă�͚socio-

ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ�ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŬƐ�ƉƵƚ�ŽŶ�ƐƉĞĐŝĂů�ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͕͛�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƚƚĞƌ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƐƐentialist and 

homogenising construction of ethnic minorities as foreigners to be either welcomed into or 

excluded from the nation produces them as perpetual strangers.8 These concepts account for the 

ways in which marking and stranger fetishism are both the product of, and a means of 

reproducing, intersectional social hierarchies.  

The intersectional theoretical lens adopted in this chapter makes it possible to offer various 

new insights into the novels, including in relation to previous research that signals the importance 

ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ͘9 The first section examines two contrasting examples of how Nadia 

and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�are treated as a pariah or an exotic commodity, respectively, and how both are 

the result of an inferiorising stranger fetishism that marks these women as particular. The 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ�ŵĞĂŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ďŽƚŚ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽŶ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ŚŽǁ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�is 

ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĞĚ͕�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŶŶĞƌ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ŝŶĨůĞĐƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�

she is also gendered is considered in the second section of this thesis. Examining how abstraction 

is superficially respected underscores how the novels convey not only the disjuncture between 

republican universalist ideals and the cultural construction of ethnic minority women in France 

but also how universalist discourses can facilitate widespread intersectional discrimination.  

The second section expands on the analysis of the marking process to argue that marking 

these women because of their gender and ethnicity creates symbolic borders between the 

universal and the particular, the nation and the stranger. tŝƚŚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�:ƵůŝĂ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�

concept, it demonstrates how producing these women as threatening or barbarous ͚ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ŽĨ�

ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ͛ reinforces these symbolic borders and the intersectional social hierarchies in which 

 
6 The analysis of DŽŶ��ƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ�builds upon some elements from my previous publication: Alison 
DĂƌŵŽŶƚ͕�ΖDĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�My Heart Hemmed In: A Call for the Reappraisal of the Frontiers of Difference', 
Question: Essays and Art from the Humanities, 3 (2019) <https://www.questionjournal.com/issue-3> 
[accessed 24/05/2021]. 
7 Crenshaw (1991), pp.1245, 83. 
8 Colette Guillaumin, Racism, Sexism, Power and Ideology,  (London/New York: Routledge, 1995), p.138; 
Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality,  (London: Routledge, 2000). 
9 See Asibong (2013); Bujor, (2018). 
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they are imbricated.10 This demonstrates how the authors portray the increasing xenophobia and 

violence which Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�negotiate in French society as emerging from the latent 

fetishisation of ethnic minorities. Whilst this analysis considers how the authors challenge the 

marking process by illuminating how it is socially constructed but not determinative, it also 

explores how the texts and characters further undermine its exclusionary mechanisms by refusing 

the hatred and abjection involved or by breaking down symbolic borders such as those of life and 

death.  

The third and final section demonstrates how adopting an intersectional analysis of 

discrimination makes it possible to differentiate between the different kinds of symbolic borders 

shaping French society; namely, those of the national and universal. A comparison of Nadia and 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ  experiences with ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�ZŽƐŝĞ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�Rosie Carpe ;ϮϬϬϭͿ�ĂŶĚ�sĞŐĂ�ĨƌŽŵ�>ġ͛Ɛ�

Les aubes (2000) reveals that the marking process excludes Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�not only from a 

racialised universal body but also from gendered as well as racialised national body. On the one 

hand, this reveals the importance of understanding the different cultural construction of the 

national and the universal in an ethnocentric and patriarchal French society to comprehend the 

experiences of those marginalised in this process, such as ethnic minority women. On the other 

hand, it indicates how intersectional analyses can offer valuable insights more generally into 

republican universalism, systems of domination and the ways they might be interwoven.  

DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ is written from EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ perspective as she and others are suddenly 

and unexpectedly treated like pariahs in her hometown of Bordeaux. Whilst she is repeatedly 

mistreated, her husband Ange, a primary teacher like Nadia, is seemingly stabbed by his own 

ƉƵƉŝůƐ͘�:ƵƐƚ�ĂƐ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƵŶĚ�ĨĞƐƚĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŝůů�ŶŽƚ�ŚĞĂů͕�ŚŽƐƚŝůŝƚǇ�ƚowards Nadia continues to the 

extent that she flees the country to join her estranged son in a country named only as C. By 

confronting repressed memories of her childhood, including her abandonment of her ethnic 

minority family, Nadia becomes aware of the violence faced by ethnic minorities and her 

complicity in this through her own attempt to be included and respected in French society. Unlike 

ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕�ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƵŶŝƚĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕�ďƵƚ�ůŽƐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�

husband, her job and her French middle-class lifestyle in the process. One particular encounter in 

which Nadia is fetishised and spat upon by a stranger in the street will be used as a pivot from 

ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�Ğǆperiences throughout the novel. The first section 

examines how she is among many who are racialised whilst the second reveals how she is 

produced as an object of abjection in France and the ways in which this is also shaped by the way 

she is gendered. 

 
10 Julia Kristeva, Pouvoirs de l'horreur. Essai sur l'abjection,  (Paris: Éditions de Seuil, 1980). 



0 

42 

 Lê͛Ɛ�as yet unexamined ƐŚŽƌƚ�ƐƚŽƌǇ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�depicts how the unnamed male narrator 

falls in love with a foreign girl, whom he refers to as ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, and then becomes involved in 

her brutal murder. Disillusioned because she elopes with his best friend and because he feels 

unvalued in his role as a teacher in the banlieues, he finds a sense of belonging and purpose when 

he becomes a speech-writer for an extreme-right political party headed by the Chef. As his hatred 

and jealousy fester he becomes increasingly radicalised and employs his influence within the party 

to have his former beloved abducted by a group of fanatical men who, ultimately, get carried 

away and murder her by stabbing her thirteen times. The narrator is eventually driven mad by 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ghostly voice emanating from the ink well she had given him and he ends up killing 

the leader of the party. This chapter first exposes ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ůŽǀĞ�ĨŽƌ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�displays 

the welcoming stranger fetishism outlined by Ahmed and how this is also present in other works 

such as Je ne répondrai plus jamais de rien.11 The second section then analyses how this facilitates 

ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�and other ethnic minority women into objects of 

abjection by associating them with barbarism in the Chef͛Ɛ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ�ĞŵƉůŽǇƐ�

the fantastic to subvert such discourses.  

The Indelible Marking of Ethnic Minority Women  

dŚĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�͚ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ͛�ŝƐ�ŽŶĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�explicitly ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�ďŽƚŚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ and 

shapes the experiences of Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�in DŽŶ��ƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ�ĂŶĚ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛. This 

section elucidates how the authors use simple examples, such as reactions to how their ethnic 

minority female characters smile, to illustrate how these women are marked with ethnic and, in 

the case of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, sex-based difference.12 This reveals the inferiorising and dehumanising 

nature of this process as it assigns them to a supposedly homogenous and irreconcilable 

difference that is commodified, tolerated or, failing this, violently rejected. Further, it highlights 

how the physical and symbolic violence these women experience occurs not just in spite of 

republican universalism but is often justified through it as this racism, and sexism, mark them out 

as particular rather than universal subjects.    

�ƚŚŶŽĐĞŶƚƌŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�^ƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�&ĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ  

One of the earliest scenes in DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, in which Nadia is assaulted by a 

stranger oŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĞĞƚƐ�ŽĨ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ͕�ĞŶĐĂƉƐƵůĂƚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĐĂŶ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞ�ƐŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�

 
11 Lê (2020). 
12 dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�EĂĚŝĂ�ŝƐ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ŝƐ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�͚�ǆƉĞůůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ��ďũĞĐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ZĞƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ�
/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�^ŽĐŝĂů�,ŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ͘ 
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main themes. Whilst Nadia and Ange are walking home from the school at which they both teach, 

Nadia receives a hostile and aggressive response from a young man at whom she smiles: 

- dƵ�ŵ͛ĂƐ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚĠ͍�dƵ�ŵ͛ĂƐ�ƐŽƵƌŝ͍��Ğ�ƋƵĞů�ĚƌŽŝƚ�ƚƵ�ŵĞ�ƐŽƵƌŝƐ͕�ƐĂůĞƚĠ͍ 

Je peux lire dans ses jolis yeux allongés une appréhension qui me surprend. Elle ne me 
ƌĂƐƐƵƌĞ�ƉĂƐ͘��Ƶ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂŝƌĞ͕�ŵĂ�ƉƌŽƉƌĞ�ƉĞƵƌ�Ɛ͛en trouve accrue.  

- Je ne sais pas, dis-je. Pardon, pardon. Vraiment, dis-je, je ne sais pas. 

- Ah oui, bon sang, tu ne sais pas, dit-il. 

/ů�ĨĂŝƚ�ǀĞƌƐ�ŵŽŝ�ůĂ�ŵŽŝƚŝĠ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƉĂƐ͘�^ĞƐ�ůğǀƌĞƐ�ƐŽŶƚ�ďůĞƵĞƐ�ĚĞ�ĨƌŽŝĚ�Ğƚ�ĚĞ�ĐŽůğƌĞ͘�hŶĞ�ĨŽƌƚĞ�
ǀĂƉĞƵƌ�Ɛ͛ĞŶ�ĠĐŚĂƉƉĞ�ĚŽŶƚ�ũĞ�peux maintenant sentir la tiédeur sur mon visage. Il penche 
la tête en arrière puis la ramène brusquement et crache sur mon front.13 

This short passage distils the atmosphere in Bordeaux during the novel as various other 

encounters reveal that the stranger͛Ɛ�ŚŽƐƚŝůĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǀĞŶ�ĨĞĂƌĨƵů�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ŝƐ�

common.14 Similarly, Nadia repeatedly experiences the same sense of both fear and confusion 

because she does not know, or refuses to consciously acknowledge, why she is being treated in 

this way. ViolenĐĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĂƐ��ŶŐĞ�ŝƐ�ƐƚĂďďĞĚ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�Ğǆ-husband is 

ŵƵƌĚĞƌĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ-in-law might also have been killed by her 

ƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�ůŽǀĞƌ͘�zĞƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐĂƵůƚ�ŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ƐŚŽĐŬŝŶŐ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƚŚĞ reason for the 

ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŝƐ�ƵŶĐůĞĂƌ�Ăƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉŽŝŶƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ͘�,ŝƐ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ�ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞůǇ�

ŵŽƌĞ�ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ŽŶĞ�ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐŚĞĚƐ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�

ƐĐĞŶĞ͘�&ŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƉƌĞĐĞĚĞĚ�ďǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨlections on how she and Ange have been receiving 

hostile looks, ͚ŽŶ�ŵĞ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞ�ĚĞ�ƚƌĂǀĞƌƐ͕͛ from people at the school where they work and even 

strangers in the street.15 This sudden change in attitudes leads her to think that she or her 

husband must have dŽŶĞ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŚŽƐƚŝůŝƚǇ͗�͚YƵ͛Ăŝ�ũĞ�ĚŽŶĐ�ĨĂŝƚ͕�Ğƚ�ă�ƋƵŝ͍͛.16 This 

ĐŽŶũĞĐƚƵƌĞ�ŝƐ�ůĂƚĞƌ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ĞƵƉŚĞŵŝƐƚŝĐ�ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ƉƵŶŝƐŚĞĚ�

for a mistake that they have made.17  

Another scene that frames the assault is the subsequent discovery that Ange was stabbed 

Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�ĂŶĚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ƉŚĂƌŵĂĐŝƐƚ�ŝŶ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ�ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ƚƌŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ďƵǇ�Śŝŵ�

ĐŽŵƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ͘�dŚĞ�ƉŚĂƌŵĂĐŝƐƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ŽĨ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƉƵƉŝůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĚŝƐĂƉƉƌŽǀĂů�

that Ange has been attacked. In a long and extended example of periphrasis she explains to Nadia 

ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚƵƌĂů�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�͚ůĂ�ƌĠƉƵůƐŝŽŶ�ƉůĞŝŶĞ�ĚĞ�ƌĞƐƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ�ƋƵĞ�ƚŽƵƚ�ƵŶ�ĐŚĂĐƵŶ�Ɛ͛ĞƐƚ�ŵŝƐ�ă�

 
13 NDiaye (2007), pp.15-16. 
14 dŚĞ�ƌĞĂƐŽŶ�ďĞŚŝŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌŽůĞ�ƉůĂǇĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�
examining abjection. 
15 NDiaye (2007), p.9. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. p.102. 
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éprouver envers des gens tels que vous et votre mari͛͘18 The increasingly widespread nature of 

this hostility in Bordeaux is highlighted by NDiaye in the way that various different sectors and 

institutions are portrayed as sharing this view and playing a role in the violent marginalisation 

linked to it. For example, other characters repeatedly warn Nadia against taking Ange to their 

doctor because he ŚĂƚĞƐ�͚ůĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͛�ĂŶĚ implicitly suggest would be murdered if he 

went to hospital.19 Similarly, Nadia witnesses the police ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ�>ĂŶƚŽŶ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�ůŽǀĞƌ͕�

show disdain ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚les gens comme vous ne sont pas 

ĞŶ�ŽĚĞƵƌ�ĚĞ�ƐĂŝŶƚĞƚĠ͙͛͘20 When the train which Nadia takes to flee the country is inexplicably 

halted, a woman called Nathalie, who helps her to continue her journey, adopts the same phrase 

ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĨĂĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘�WŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ůĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ƚĞůs ƋƵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͛�ĐŽŶǀĞǇ�

ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƐƐŝŐŶ�EĂĚŝĂ�ƚŽ�Ă group with 

which they do not identify, although Nadia herself denies and rejects this imposed identity.21 

&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐŝŐŶŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĂŶŐĞ�ŽĨ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�

attitude has become institutionalised as it permeates public life in schools, law enforcement, 

public transport and the health system throughout France as well as in Bordeaux. 

zĞƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƌĐƵŵůŽĐƵƚŽƌǇ�ƐƚǇůĞ�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ�

leaves the nature of this collective identity open to interpretation, making it unclear whether it 

refers to an identity based on actions or a social category. Chloé Brendlé identifies the 

ƉŚĂƌŵĂĐŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞ�ĂƐ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�͚ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐ-en-ĐƌĞƵǆ͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƉĞƌǀĂĚĞƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�reflects 

how stereotyping functions through ͚ů͛ŽĐĐƵůƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆĂůĞ͛͗ ͚Désigner tout en ne désignant 

pas, dire sans maudire: tourner autour du pot ĞƐƚ�ƵŶĞ�ĨĂĕŽŶ�ĂƵƐƐŝ�ďŝĞŶ�Ě͛ĠǀŝƚĞƌ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ĚĠƌĂŶŐĞ�ƋƵĞ�

Ě͛ĞŶƚĠƌŝŶĞƌ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ŶĞ�ƐĞƌĂŝƚ�ƉĂƐ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƵŶĞ�ĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚĞ͛͘22 Such phrases 

ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ�Ă�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ�͚ŶŽŶ-Ěŝƚ͛�ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ�Ă�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ�ŝŶĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ�ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 

and, as such, a paradoxical concealment of this very stigmatisation.23 This indicates that the 

general alteration in attitudes ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ��ŶŐĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŽĨ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�

ƉƵƉŝůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĞĞƚ͕�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉŝŶŐ͘�tŚŝůƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŶŽŶ-Ěŝƚ͛�

surrounding this process makes it harder for Nadia to comprehend, the aggression of strangers 

towards EĂĚŝĂ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞ�ŝŶ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĐĂŶŶŽƚ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵƉůĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ or 

 
18 Ibid. p.34. 
19 Ibid. pp.235, 25. 
20 Ibid. pp.135, 39. 
21 DǇ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĞƵƉŚĞŵŝƐŵƐ�ĂƐ�͚ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ůŝŬĞ�ǇŽƵ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ďƵŝůĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ŵǇ�ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ�Marmont 
(2019), p.51. 
22 Chloé Brendlé, 'Lieux communs en héritage : de Flaubert à Marie NDiaye, de quoi sont-ils le nom ?', in 
Flaubert, Beckett, NDiaye: The Aesthetics, Emotions and Politics of Failure, ed. by Andrew Asibong and Aude 
Campmas (Leiden: Brill, 2017), p.54. Original emphasis. 
23 Ibid. 
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͚ŵŝƐƚĂŬĞ͛�ĂůŽŶĞ͕�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ŶŽƚ�ďĞ�ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĨĂĐƚ͕�ĂůŽŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ�

ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇĞĚ�ďǇ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ĚĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ƚĞůƐ�ƋƵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͕͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚs that the assault occurs 

because the stranger first imposes a group belonging on Nadia because of her appearance.  

Initially, Nadia cannot understand who it is she is supposed to be like or to which group 

ƐŚĞ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇ�ďĞůŽŶŐƐ͗�͚ũĞ�Ŷ͛Ăŝ�ĂƵĐƵŶĞ�ŝĚĠĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞ ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�ƐƵŝƐ�Ŷŝ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƋƵĞůĐŽŶƋƵĞ�ĐŽƌƉƐ�

Ě͛ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵƐ�ĂƵƋƵĞů�ũ͛ĂƉƉĂƌƚŝĞŶĚƌĂŝƐ͛͘24 However, her own attempts to verbalise her experience 

illuminate the relationship between the difference which seems visible to the stranger and the 

collective identity with which she is associated. She explains to her ex-husband that he, along with 

ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ��ŶŐĞ͕�ŝƐ�͚ŵĂƌƋƵĠ͛͘25 This idea appears multiple times in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ and across 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌĞ�ĂŶĚ��ŶĚƌĞǁ��ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ�ĨĞĞů�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�Ăre the 

ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ�ŝŶĞƐĐĂƉĂďůĞ�ĂŶĚ�͚ŚĂƚĞĨƵů�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŵĂƌŬ͛͘26 �ǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚĞƌŵ�ŝŶ�

relation to its conceptualisation in postcolonial and feminist theory can elucidate her portrayal of 

EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�ĚĂǇ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ�ĂŶĚ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘ In Le Portrait du colonisé (1985), Albert 

Memmi ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�͚ƵŶĞ�Ěéfinition du 

racisme ĞŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂǀĞĐ�ůĂ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŐƌŽƵƉĞ�ƉĂƌ�ƵŶ�ĂƵƚƌĞ͛͘27 He argues that the coloniser 

imposes a racist and ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƐŝŶŐ�͚ŵĂƌƋƵĞ�ĚƵ�ƉůƵƌŝĞů͛�ƵƉŽŶ�ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞĚ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĚĞŶŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�

individuality through ͚ůĂ�ŶŽǇĂĚĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĞ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝĨ�ĂŶŽŶǇŵĞ͛͘28 Although Memmi applies this term 

ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĞĚ�ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞĚ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ŝŶ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕�͚ůĂ�ŵĂƌƋƵĞ�ĚƵ�ƉůƵƌŝĞů͛�expresses 

how the individuality of any person is denied through being associated with and limited to a group 

identity. For example, Colette Guillaumin argues that women have also been marked as different 

and limited to their sex or gender in France.29 WŚŝůƐƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

novel is shaped by her gender, her inclusion of her ex-ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ůĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�

ƚĞůƐ�ƋƵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƐƚƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐĂƵůƚ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�

another kind of mark of collective identity.30  

�ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƐŚƌŽƵĚĞĚ�ďǇ�Ă�͚ŶŽŶ-Ěŝƚ͕͛�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶŽƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵĂƌŬ�

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͕�ƚƌŝŐŐĞƌĞĚ�ďǇ�ŚĞƌ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘�This is evident in the 

phrases or passages in italics that interrupt the main narrative and constitute, as Dominique 

Rabaté suggests͕�͚ůĂ�ƉĞƌƚĞ�ĚĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌôle du personnage qui paraît céder sous la pression du 

 
24 NDiaye (2007), p.139. 
25 Ibid. p.215. 
26 Asibong (2013), p.19. 
27 Albert Memmi, Portrait du colonisé, précedé de Portrait du colonisateur,  (Paris: Gallimard, 1985), p.14. 
28 Ibid. p.115. 
29 Guillaumin (1995). 
30 dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�is explored in the second section. 
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ƐƵƌŐŝƐƐĞŵĞŶƚ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƌĞĨŽƵůĠ�ƚƌŽƉ�ůŽŶŐƚĞŵƉƐ�ĐŽŶƚĞŶƵ͛͘31 Through these uncontrolled mental 

slippages we learn that, in contrast to her middle-class lifestyle with Ange in the centre of 

Bordeaux, Nadia was brought up by working-class parents in Aubiers, a poor outer suburb of 

Bordeaux.32 ZĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĨƌĂŐƌĂŶƚ spices used in 

ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�ĐŽǀĞƌƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŚĂŝƌ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŽůĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĞǁ�ůŝĨĞ͘33 dĂŬĞŶ�ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�

parents come from Africa and perhaps, like many immigrants in France, from former French 

colonies in the Maghreb.34 dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ�ďǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ZĂůƉŚ�ƚŽ�ŶĂŵĞ�

his daughter Souhar, a name with North African origins.35 The link between these foreign origins 

and marking is hinted at ǁŚĞŶ�EĂĚŝĂ�ǁŽŶĚĞƌƐ�ŝĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ�ŝƐ�͚marquée de trop de signes 

gênants?͛͘36 Her application of this term to her granddaughter long after she first uses it to 

understand the marginalisation she faces conveys her realisation that, as relatives, they have both 

ďĞĞŶ�ŵĂƌŬĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ƐŝŐŶƐ͛ that are produced as negative. Moreover, through this NDiaye reveals 

that this marking is associated with their appearance, as young Souhar could not be accused in 

the same way as Nadia of being responsible for the stigmatisation she faces.37 

Another way in which NDiaye reinforces the idea that those who are seen as ethnic 

minorities in France are marked as strangers in the nation is through the attitudes of those 

implicitly depicted as ethnic majority characters likĞ��ŶŐĞ͘�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ�ŐƌĞǁ�ƵƉ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

centre of Bordeaux and ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ǀƌĂŝ�BŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ͛�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ĐŽŶĚĞƐĐĞŶĚŝŶŐůǇ�ŝŵƉůǇŝŶŐ�

ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ŵĞĂŶ�ƐŚĞ�ĐĂŶ�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ŵĂŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵe claim.38 In a similar vein, there is a strong 

emphasis placed upon the idea of authentic or real French food. After Ange is attacked, a 

neighbour whom Nadia and Ange view with contempt imposes his unwelcome hospitality upon 

the couple, as Shirley Jordan has demonstrated, and feeds Nadia with gelatinous foods that 

appear to impregnate her with a monstrous creature.39 When serving these dishes, Noget proudly 

states their provenance in French regions, such as Bayonne, Auvergne and Landes. For Brendlé, 

 
31 �ŽŵŝŶŝƋƵĞ�ZĂďĂƚĠ͕�ΖDĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�Ğƚ�ů͛Ăƌƚ�ĚĞƐ dérapages contrôlés', in hŶĞ�ĨĞŵŵĞ�ƉƵŝƐƐĂŶƚĞ�͗�ůΖƈƵǀƌĞ�ĚĞ�
Marie NDiaye, ed. by Daniel Bengsch and Cornelia Ruhe (Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2013), p.77. 
32 NDiaye (2007), pp.222, 338. 
33 See ibid. pp.251, 338, 41, 43. 
34 See Jordan (2017), p.93; Michael Sheringham, 'DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ�: espace et éthique', in Marie NDiaye : 
ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ�ă�ů͛ƈƵǀƌĞ�ed. by Andrew Asibong and Shirley Jordan (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Presses Universitaires 
du Septentrion, 2009), p.174. 
35 See Victoria Baena, 'My Heart Hemmed In by Marie NDiaye', Book Forum, (2017) 
<https://www.bookforum.com/culture/-18572> [accessed 12/04/2021]. 
36 NDiaye (2007), p.302. 
37 Multiple characters blame Nadia for the discrimination she faces, including Ange, their neighbour Noget, 
and her son Ralph. See, for example, ibid. p.321. 
38 Ibid. p.224. 
39 This pregnancy is considered further in the following section. Jordan (2017), p.66. 
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thŝƐ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ŽŶ�ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞ�͚ĚĞ�ƚĞƌƌŽŝƌ͛�ŝƐ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ideas of authentic Bordelais and 

French identity.40 Likewise, in their analysis of postcolonial myth-making in modern France, 

Étienne Achille and Lydie Moudileno argue that an obsessive nostalgia surrounding rural France 

ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŚĂƐ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�Ă�͚ůŝĞƵ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĠŐŝĠ�Ě͛ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĚƵ�ƉĂƚƌŝŵŽŝŶĞ�ĨƌĂŶĕĂŝƐ�Ğƚ�ƐĞƐ�ƐǇŵďŽůĞƐ͕�

ƐĞƐ�ǀĂůĞƵƌƐ�Ğƚ�ƐŽŶ�Ăƌƚ�ĚĞ�ǀŝǀƌĞ͛͘41 dŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ŽĨ�ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů�ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚŝĐŝƚǇ͕�ůŝŬĞ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�͚ǀƌĂŝ�

BŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ͕͛�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĂŶ�ĂůůĞŐŽƌǇ�ĨŽƌ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ďƵƚ�ĂŶ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝƚ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů͘42 Yet, by 

ƉůĂĐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞ�͚ǀƌĂŝ��ŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƋƵŽƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŵĂƌŬƐ͕�EĂĚŝĂ�highlights how such regional or 

national identities are socially constructed rather than natural categories.  

Marie NDiaye reveals how this production of an interwoven regional and national identity 

and culture functions in an exclusionary way. EĂĚŝĂ�ŶŽƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ��ŶŐĞ�ŝƐ�͚ataviquement épris de 

ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ůĞƐ�ǀĠƌŝƚĂďůĞƐ��ŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ�Ğƚ�ůĞƐ�ĂƵƚƌĞƐ͛͘43 Accordingly, he believes there is a 

difference between him and ethnic minorities like Nadia, her ex-husband and Corinna, who all 

ŐƌĞǁ�ƵƉ�ŝŶ��ƵďŝĞƌƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŚĂƐ�Ă�ůĂƌŐĞ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ƐĞƌĂŝƚ�ĚĞ�ĐĞůůĞƐ�ƋƵŝ�ƐĠƉĂƌĞŶƚ�

ŝƌƌĠŵĠĚŝĂďůĞŵĞŶƚ�ĚĞƵǆ�ĞƐƉğĐĞƐ�ǀŝǀĂŶƚĞƐ͛͘44 Sara Ahmed argues that marking serves to 

differentiate the unmarked self from the other by aligning both with particular kinds of bodies. 

She thus proposes a metonymy of alignment whereby individual identity becomes linked to 

collective identity through the process of aligning oneself with some people and against some 

others.45 In this case, Ange aligns himself with a group which he assumes inhabits the ideal of 

Bordelais and, by extension, French identity, and which is delineated through fetishising some 

people as strangers. In particular, by aligning himself against those with ethnic minority origins he 

constructs an exclusionary understanding of Bordelais identity. Meanwhile, whilst imposing his 

French cuisine on Nadia, Noget forces her to remember her ethnic origins and encourages her to 

leave the country. ThrouŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�EŽŐĞƚ͛Ɛ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĨŽŽĚ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĐŽǀĞƌǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�

ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞǆŝůĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

minority woman is linked to the construction of an ethnicised French identity. Similarly, NogĞƚ͛Ɛ�

greater concern ĨŽƌ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ�ƚŚĂŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐ how his attitude and behaviour are 

shaped by his alignment with Ange through a shared ethnocentric understanding of French 

identity, and against Nadia and other ethnic minorities.  

 
40 Brendlé, (2017) p.301. 
41 Etienne Achille and Lydie Moudileno, Mythologies postcoloniales : pour une décolonisation du quotidien,  
(Paris: Honoré Champion Éditeur, 2018), p.38. 
42 NDiaye (2007), p.224. 
43 Ibid. 
44 ^ĞĞ��ŽƌŶĞůŝĂ�ZƵŚĞ͕�Ζ>Ğ�ĐŽƌƉƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ǀŝůůĞ�͗�ů͛ĞƐƉĂĐĞ�ƵƌďĂŝŶ�ĐŚĞǌ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞΖ͕�ŝŶ�Scénarios d'espace : 
littérature, cinéma et parcours urbains, ed. by Jörg Dünne and Wolfram Nitsch (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses 
universitaires Blaises Pascal, 2013), p.240; NDiaye (2007), p.224. 
45 Ahmed (2000), p.49. My emphasis. 
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,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ��ŶŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�EŽŐĞƚ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ǁŽƌƚŚ�

ĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ�&ůĂǀŝĂ��ƵũŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ͘�^ŚĞ�argues that 

the marking process is more complex than racism and should instead be compared to a form of 

contagious anathema. As Ange, in spite of his ethnic majority origins, is violently stabbed and 

marginalised in French society, Bujor states that he is also marked and that the mark therefore 

ƚĂŬĞƐ�ŽŶ�͚ƵŶĞ�ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ�ŵŽƌĂůĞ͛�ĂƐ�͚ů͛ĂŶĂƚhème marque les corps dans DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, non 

pas d͛une beauté singulière, mais de stigmates qui signalent ƵŶĞ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶĂƵƚĠ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛͘46 

dŚĞ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŚĂƌŵĂĐŝƐƚ�ƚŽ�distance her from the school and the 

pharmacy respectively could also be read as arising from a fear of this marking contagion. 

EĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂƐƐĂƵůƚƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵƉŽƐĞƐ�Ă�͚ŵĂƌƋƵĞ�ĚƵ�ƉůƵƌŝĞů͛�ƵƉŽŶ�ŚĞƌ�

ƐŝŵƉůǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ďƵƚ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶ��ŶŐĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ͘�dŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�lack 

ŽĨ�ĂŐŐƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�Žƌ�ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ��ŶŐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�

ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ͕��ŶŐĞ�ŚĂĚ�ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ�ƚŽ�͚ƐĞ�ƚĞŶŝƌ�ă�ů͛ĠĐĂƌƚ͛͘47 Ignorant of their connection, the stranger is 

not hostile to Ange but implicitly aligns himself with this white male character through his 

marking of Nadia. The distance that NDiaye creates between husband and wife thus clarifies the 

marking process and suggests that, whilst potentially punished for being associated with Nadia, 

Ange is not marked like her and others because of his origins.48 The same can be said of the 

distance that the head teacher and pharmacist wish to create from Nadia: rather than fearing 

they or their institutions will become contagiously marked through their connection to Nadia, it is 

ŵŽƌĞ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĨĞĂƌ�ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ�ǁŝůů�ĂŶŐĞƌ�ƉƵƉŝůƐ͕�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ�Žƌ�ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌƐ͘� 

Through DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, Marie NDiaye therefore highlights how, because of their 

different cultural origins or upbringing, some people are marked as different in France. By 

fetishising Nadia as a stranger, ethnic majority characters simultaneously erase her individuality 

and produce her as a graspable and knowable figure by assigning her to a homogenised group. 

The way this reduces her to her ethnicity is incompatible with the ideal of universalist abstraction 

and resembles discourses through which, in the past, minorities were denied equality because 

they allegedly embodied a difference unsusceptible to abstraction. Yet, by portraying it as 

widespread in French society and its institutions, she suggests that this is the norm rather than an 

exception to the rule. E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ƉĞƌŝƉŚƌĂƐƚŝĐ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ůĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͛�

ĂƌĞ�ƵƐĞĚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŽĐĐƵƌƐ͕�ŝŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�͚Ƌuand bien mêŵĞ�ĞůůĞ�Ŷ͛Ă�ƉĂƐ�ĚĞ�

nom͕͛�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚĞƌŵƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ƌĂĐĞ͛�Žƌ�͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͛�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�

 
46 Bujor, (2018) p.37. 
47 NDiaye (2007), p.16. 
48 See ibid. p.267. 
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republican universalism does not prevent essentialist categorisations.49 In fact, as this paradoxical 

concealment means Nadia struggles to understand and therefore resist the racism she faces, 

NDiaye exposes how language superficially compatible with universalist abstraction can protect 

and perpetuate ethnocentric and exclusionary discourses and practices.  

Nonetheless, the way Nadia is fetishised as a stranger due to her appearance alone 

creates an implicit link betǁĞĞŶ�ŚĞƌ�ƉŚĞŶŽƚǇƉŝĐĂů�ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�

ĂƚĂǀŝƐƚŝĐ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ǀƌĂŝ�BŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŝƐ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ�ŝƐ�͚ŚĞƌĞĚŝƚĂƌǇ͛͗�ƉĂƐƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŽŶĞ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǆƚ�ƌĞgardless of 

cultural upbringing.50 This has, according to Alec Hargreaves, become common in France as 

͚ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ�ƌĞĨůĞǆĞƐ�ĂŵŽŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞĞŶ�ƚĞŶĚŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞ�ŝŶ�Ăůů�ďƵƚ�ŶĂŵĞ�

ƌĂĐŝĂůůǇ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͛͘51 Similarly, Christine Delphy states that the phenotypes of 

ƉŽƐƚĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ŝŶƚŽ�Ă�͚ŵĂƌƋƵĞƵƌ͛�Žƌ�͚ƐŝŐŶĞ�

ĚĞ�ƌĞƉĠƌĂŐĞ͛�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�͚censé être la marque de leur altérité irréductible͛͘52 Guillaumin 

sheds light on this process through her analysis of the evolution of the marking process: she posits 

that pre-Enlightenment marking, through clothing for example, was understood as a construction 

ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŶŐ�ĞǀĞƌǇ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů͛Ɛ�ƉůĂĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘53 In contrast, Enlightenment classification practices 

have led to constructed marks, such as blackness and femaleness, being naturalised and 

interpreted as justifying rather than reflecting social relations.54 E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ůŝŶŬƐ�

between marking and phenotypical features demonstrates how a process of racialisation is taking 

ƉůĂĐĞ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͖�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŵ�ƐĞƌǀĞƐ͕�ĂƐ��ŚŵĞĚ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�

ĚĞŵĂƌĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ďŽĚǇ�ĂƐ�ǁŚŝƚĞ͛͘55 Regardless of nationality or cultural 

upbringing, postcolonial ethnic minorities are produced as perpetual strangers embodying an 

unsurpassable difference and who can hence never be authentically French. Yet, the very fact that 

this marking means the ethnic majority appears unmarked makes it possible to deny this 

racialisation of national identity. This results in the kind of neo-racial nationalism Clarisse Behar 

identifies in En famille as it constitutes ͚ƵŶ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵĞ�ƋƵŝ�ƐŽŝƚ͕�ƐĂŶƐ�ƐĞŵďůĞƌ�ů͛ġƚƌĞ�ĨŽŶĚĠ�ƐƵƌ�ƵŶĞ�

ƌĂĐĞ�ƐĂŶƐ�ƌĂĐĞ͕�Ğƚ�ƐƵƌ�ƵŶĞ�ďůĂŶĐŚĞƵƌ�ƐĂŶƐ�ďůĂŶĐŚĞƵƌ͛͘56 Taboos around the idea of whiteness and 

 
49 Ibid. p.334. 
50 Ibid. p.223. 
51 Hargreaves (2007), p.35. 
52 �ŚƌŝƐƚŝŶĞ��ĞůƉŚǇ͕�Ζ�Ğ�ůĂ�ͨ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ�ͩ�Ğƚ�ĚĞ�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵĞ�ă�ůĂ�ĨƌĂŶĕĂŝƐĞ�͗�ă�ƉƌŽƉŽƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�
parité hommes-femmes', in Un universalisme si particulier: féminisme et exception française (1980-2010), 
ed. by Christine Delphy (Paris: Éditions Syllepse, 1996 (2010)), pp.201, 312. 
53 Guillaumin (1995), p.140. 
54 Ibid. p.144. 
55 Ahmed (2000), p.101. I first apply the concept of stranger fetishism to analyse this novel in Marmont 
(2019). 
56 Behar (2013), p.127. 
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race that Behar argues exist in E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ŝŶ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ as well and 

allow the ethnic majority to portray universalist ideals as being upheld in spite of the exclusionary 

racism shaping natŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͘� 

Marie NDiaye also signals the complex nature of the marking process as the emotions or 

ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚĞƌĞ�ŝƚ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�ĨůƵĐƚƵĂƚĞ͘�dŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ďĞŐŝŶƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�suddenly the 

subject of great hostilŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƐ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�͚ĐĞƵǆ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ŶĞ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞ�ƉůƵƐ�ĚĞ�ǀŽŝƌ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ǀŝůůĞ͛.57 NDiaye 

ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵŽŽĚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĚĞƐĐĞŶĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ͛Ɛ�ŝŶŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ�ůŝŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŵǇƐƚĞƌŝŽƵƐ�ĂŶĚ�

never-ending fog which simultaneously envelops the city itself. Even those, like the pharmacist, 

who profess to ĚŝƐĂŐƌĞĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ͕�ĨĞĞů�ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌǀĂƐŝǀĞ ͚influence de 

ů͛ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚğƌĞ͛.58 This sudden transformation might suggest that this attitude towards Nadia, along 

with the marking involved, is an entirely new threat originating beyond the borders of the city or 

nation. However, another transformation that occurs bĞĨŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ͛Ɛ�ƚŝŵĞůŝŶĞ sheds light 

ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐƐƵĞ͘��Ɛ�ŶŽƚĞĚ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ͕�ďǇ�ƵƐŝŶŐ�ŝƚĂůŝĐƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�

childhood and heƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ďĞĞŶ�ƌĞƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ͘�dŚŝƐ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�͚ďůĂŶŬŝŶŐ͛�ŝƐ�Ă�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ƚŚĞŵĞ�ŝŶ�

DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ which often arises from, as Andrew Asibong has demonstrated, traumatic 

childhood experiences, particularly the lack of emotional presence of the parents in the ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ�

life.59 zĞƚ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ƌĞŵŝŶĚĞĚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŵĞůů�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ďƌŝŶŐƐ�ďĂĐŬ�happy memories for 

EĂĚŝĂ͗�͚Avec quelle hâte, quel bonheur, quelle joyeuse tranquillité de ma conscience ces effluves-là 

ŵĞ�ĨĂŝƐĂŝĞŶƚ�ŵŽŶƚĞƌ�ů͛ĞƐĐĂůŝĞƌ�ƋƵĂŶĚ͕�ĞŶĨĂŶƚ͕�ũĞ�ƌĞŶƚƌĂŝƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĠĐŽůĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĚĠũĞƵŶĞƌ͕�Ğƚ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ũĞ�ůĞƐ�

ai fuis après͛.60 This descrŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ ůŽǀĞ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ also 

that it symbolises a joyful childhood and a positive relationship with her family. This is reinforced 

by EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ�ƵƉ�͚ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ŐĞŶƚŝůůĞƐƐĞ͕�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ďŝĞŶǀĞŝůůĂŶĐĞ͛ and when, 

ƌĞƵŶŝƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ�ŝŶ��͕͘�ƐŚĞ�ĨŝŶĚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨŽŽĚ wholesome and comforting, just like 

ŚĞƌ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛�ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ͘61 Indeed, she even believes that this food has a magical quality that expels 

an abject creature with which she became pregnant in France, which will be discussed further in 

ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǆƚ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞ�͚je les ai fuis après͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ͕�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

leads to Nadia fleeing and feeling ashamed of her family, to the extent that she actively tries to 

disguise any signs of her origins, including by lying to Ange that her parents are dead.62  

 
57 NDiaye (2007), p.215. 
58 Ibid. p.34. 
59 See Andrew Asibong, 'Autour de la mère morte', in hŶĞ�ĨĞŵŵĞ�ƉƵŝƐƐĂŶƚĞ�͗�ů͛ƈƵǀƌĞ�ĚĞ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͕�ed. 
by Daniel Bengsch and Cornelia Ruhe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013); Asibong (2013). 
60 NDiaye (2007), p.341. Original emphasis. 
61 Ibid. p.202. 
62 Ibid. p.251. Original emphasis. 
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/Ŷ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƉƉǇ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƚƌĂƵŵĂƚŝƐŵ�ŝƚ�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�ŝƐ�

ƵŶůŝŬĞůǇ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ĐĂƵƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŽůĞƐŽŵĞ�ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�

all this represents can be linked to the fatty French food which replaces it. Just as Nadia has 

supposedly authentic French food imposed upon her, she metaphorically ingests the 

accompanying discourses that produce an ethnocentric vision of Frenchness that fetishises her 

and others with ethnic minority origins as strangers. In other words, as Shirley Jordan notes, she 

has internalised the racism in French society.63 On the one hand, NDiaye reveals that the marking 

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ŶĂƚƵƌĂů�ĂƐ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�

is learned rather than automatic. On the other hand, she illuminates how Nadia rejects her own 

family and origins, and unconsciously represses how she is affected by the same marking process, 

in the hope of finding the sense of belonging that she is denied in the nation. This internalisation 

and the subsequent metamorphosis which Nadia undergoes in her childhood thus reveal that the 

exclusion and hostility she faces later are influenced by a pre-existing process of racialisation. In 

ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŚŝůĚŚŽŽĚ�elucidate how stranger fetishism can sow the 

seeds of the virulent xenophobia and exclusionary violence that Nadia faces later on. Accordingly, 

ƚŚĞ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ�Žƌ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�͚atmosphere͛ at the beginning of the 

ŶŽǀĞů�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ĞǆƚĞƌŶĂů�ďƵƚ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů͘�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ 

therefore undermines the common French narrative examined in the introduction that racism and 

communitarianism are fundamentally foreign to republican universalism as they are an import 

from other societies and ideologies, particularly Anglo-Saxon multiculturalism.  

NDiaye also stresses the implications of the marking process, and the way it differs from 

the temporary marginalisation that ethnic majority characters like Ange face. At the end of the 

ŶŽǀĞů͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝĐĂů�ǁŽƵŶĚƐ�ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ�ƐĞĞŵ�ƚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŚĞĂůĞĚ�ůŝŬĞ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƐ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ƌĞƵŶŝƚĞĚ�

with her parents and granddaughter. However, the disparity in their situations is evident as Nadia 

discovers that Ange, since her flight, has not been the victim of the same social stigma and so has 

been able to return to work, start a new relationship with Corinna, and lead a normal life in 

Bordeaux. Meanwhile Nadia has been unable to salvage her relationship with her son or find work 

as a teacher because she cannot (admit that she can) speak the local language. Further, the fact 

ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ǁĂƌŶĞĚ�ƚŽ�ůĞĂǀĞ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ��ŽƌŝŶŶĂ�ƌĞƉůĂĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝĨĞ�

highlights that there is no place for Nadia in the city and country she calls home, the school where 

she taught or her own marriage.  

�ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƵŶĚ�ŵĂǇ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƐĐĂƌƌĞĚ�ŽǀĞƌ͕�EĂĚŝĂ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�ŵĂƌŬĞĚ�ďǇ�ŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

origins and experiences the negative implications of this in her daily life. She is denied the 

 
63 Jordan (2017), p.93. This issue is explored further in the next section. 
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ƌĞĚĞŵƉƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ĂĨĨŽƌĚĞĚ�ƚŽ��ŶŐĞ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵĂŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�͚ǀƌĂŝ�ďŽƌĚĞůĂŝƐ͛�ƐƚĂƚƵƐ�ĞŶĂďůŝŶŐ�Śŝŵ�ƚŽ�

return to a privileged lifestyle having almost forgotten about his wound.64 �ƵũŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�

the marking depicted in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ is a form of contagious anathema therefore overlooks 

how the cultural production of Nadia as an ethnic minority woman in France has a serious and 

ĞŶĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ�ŝŵƉĂĐƚ�ŽŶ�ŚĞƌ�ůŝĨĞ�ďǇ�ůĞǀĞůůŝŶŐ�ŝƚ�ǁŝƚŚ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�

marginalŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͘�DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŶŽ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ�ŝŵƉĂĐƚ�ŽŶ�

the marking process in France or the lives of others who are minoritised there. Indeed, it is in a 

ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƉƌĞĚŝĐƚ��ŶŐĞ�ĂŶĚ��ŽƌŝŶŶĂ͛Ɛ�ĨƵƚƵƌĞ�ƌĞůationship that she reflects 

on how, whilst he might be attracted to Corinna, he would always remember her origins as 

ƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚǁŽ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�͚ĞƐƉğĐĞƐ͛͘65 /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�

ƐƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĂŶĚ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĚŽ�ŶŽƚ�ĂůƚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�

ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ƚŽ�ĞŶĂĐƚ�ŝƚƐ�ŽǁŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ŝĚĞĂůƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƚĂǀŝƐƚŝĐ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�

population. 

dŚĞ�dƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ�ŝŶƚŽ�&ŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ŝŶ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ 

͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ recounts the events of one evening which begins with the narrator desperately trying 

to write a history-changing speech for the Chef of an extreme-right party and culminates in him 

killing his employer. This is related to his memories, triggered during the writing process, of his 

friendship with Lynx and love for ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ whilst at school and of his complicity in the 

abduction and brutal torture and murder of the latter. His reflections reveal that he has not 

always aligned himself with the extreme or even centre-Right for, as a teenager, he was relatively 

ƵŶŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ�ďƵƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ�>ǇŶǆ͛Ɛ�>ĞĨƚ-wing anarchism, even if only to gain a sense 

of belonging.66 Although he later goes on to write speeches inciting xenophobia, he initially 

ǁĞůĐŽŵĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽŽŶ�ĨĂůůƐ�ŝŶ�ůŽǀĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�Őŝƌů�ǁŚŽŵ�ŚĞ�ŶĂŵĞƐ�͚ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛ when she joins 

their school.  

Beyond explaining that she comes from a distant country, ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ only description 

of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ� ŝƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚Elle appŽƌƚĂŝƚ�ĂǀĞĐ�ĞůůĞ�ůĂ�ĐŚĂůĞƵƌ�Ğƚ�ƵŶ�Ăŝƌ�ĚĞ�ŐƌĂǀŝƚĠ�ƋƵŝ�Ɛ͛ĠĐůĂŝƌĂŝƚ͕�ĂƵ�

ŵŽŵĞŶƚ�Žƶ�ů͛ŽŶ�Ɛ͛Ǉ�ĂƚƚĞŶĚĂŝƚ�ůĞ�ŵŽŝŶƐ͕�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƐŽƵƌŝƌĞ�ƌĂĚŝĞƵǆ͛͘67 This statement and his initial 

attitude towards her ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ�ŝŶ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�

fetishism as ďĞŝŶŐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĨŽƵŶĚ�

 
64 See NDiaye (2007), p.377. 
65 Ibid. p.224. 
66 Lê (2002), p.20. 
67 Ibid. 
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somewhere on (or in) the bodies of strangerƐ͛͘68 Firstly, the way in which he labels her ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, 

even after she has lived in France for many years, conveys not only how he associates her with a 

foreign ethnic difference but also how he conceives it as immutable. This implies that he 

essentialises her identity as unchanged by her interaction with other people and cultures that 

differ from those of her childhood and so reveals how he perpetually reduces her to those foreign 

ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶŽŶ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌĞ�ĂƐ�ŵĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂƌacters are unable to 

surpass their origins, or those of their parents, in the eyes of the ethnic majority. In Lettre morte 

(1999), for example, the female Vietnamese narrator states that her white French lover has 

ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ�ŚŝƐ�͚ŵĂƌƋƵĞ͛�ŽŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ĞǇĞƐ͕�͚ũĞ�ƌĞƐƚĂŝƐ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛͘69 Like NDiaye, 

Lê thus explicitly refers to the concept of marking in order to understand how ethnic minorities 

are permanently fetishised as strangers in France. By having the Chef nickname the narrator of 

͚>͛�Ŷcrier͛�͚ĨƌĂŶĐŽ͕͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐŚĂƌĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ�ƐƚĞŵ�ĂƐ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�

attitude makes it possible for the narrator to associate himself with a particular and exclusionary 

image of the French nation and French identity.70 The fact that this constructs an ethnocentric 

vision of Frenchness is particularly clear in the speeches the narrator writes for the Chef, which 

will be considered later in my analysis of barbarism and abjection. 

dŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ůĂďĞůůŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�and omission of any real details about her 

character, experiences or homeland demonstrate how this essentialisation also levels her with 

other foreign women. This is underlined when he states that Lynx no longer belongs in his 

ŚŽŵĞƚŽǁŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŚĞ�ůĞĨƚ�ĨŽƌ�WĂƌŝƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ƵŶĞ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͕͛�ĂƐ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚ͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ƐŚĞ�ǁĞƌĞ�ĂŶǇ�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�

woman and, secondly, Lynx becomes a foreigner to the region through his association with her. By 

marking her, the narrator thus denies ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�any individuality and excludes her from the 

same kind of ethnocentric understanding of regional and national identity depicted in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�

ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ. 

/Ŷ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�ŝƚƐ�ďƌĞǀŝƚǇ͕�Ă�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�with Mai 

Lam Nguyen-Conan͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƌĞŐĂƌĚ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ͛ can elucidate the particular nature of 

the difference with which he marks her and other foreign women.71 In her autobiography, 

Nguyen-Conan considers how she is viewed in French society as an Indochinese refugee who fled 

communism in the former French protectorate of Laos. Whilst her experiences bear various 

similarities to those of Linda Lê, of interest here is her exploration of the relationship between the 

 
68 Ahmed (2000), p.126. 
69 See Lê (1999), pp.60, 76. 
70 Lê (2002), p.17. 
71 Mai Lam Nguyen-Conan, &ƌĂŶĕĂŝƐ�ũĞ�ǀŽƵƐ�Ăŝ�ƚĂŶƚ�ĂŝŵĠƐ�͗�ů͛ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͍,  (Paris: Éditions 
Michalon, 2012), pp.88-89. 
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gaze of others, commodification of her foeign origins, and acceptance in French society, because 

they can shed light on Lê͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚŚĞŵĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ŝŶ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�ďƵƚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�

ŽĞƵǀƌĞ͗�͚DĂŝƐ�ũĞ�ĐƌŽŝƐ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ�ƐƵƌ�ŵŽŝ�͙�ƌĞƉŽƐĞ�ŶĠĂŶŵŽŝŶƐ�ƐƵƌ�ƵŶ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐŵĞ͘ 

͞On͟ aurait accepté certains aspects de la culture vietnamienne en moi, mais des aspects plutôt 

ǀĂůŽƌŝƐĂŶƚƐ�ƉŽƵƌ�ůĂ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĞ�ƋƵŝ�ůĞƐ�ƌĞĐŚĞƌĐŚĂŝƚ͕�ŽƵ�ă�ůĂ�ƌŝŐƵĞƵƌ�ĞǆŽƚŝƋƵĞƐ͛͘72 Nguyen-�ŽŶĂŶ͛Ɛ�

statement reveals that the image the ethnic majority have of this ethnic minority woman is based 

upon reductive and exotic stereotypes which deny her individuality. ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�

statement that ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�͚ĂƉƉŽƌƚĂŝƚ�ĂǀĞĐ�ĞůůĞ�ůĂ�ĐŚĂůĞƵƌ͛ associates her with the supposed heat 

or warmth of her homeland and highlights his vision of both its exotic nature and the fact that it 

resides within ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ.73 Further, he portrays her smile merely as an extension of this 

embodiment as if it, like the warmth of her country of birth, radiated from her body.74 By seeing 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ as the embodiment of stereotyped geographical and cultural origins, the narrator 

ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ͕�ĂƐ��ŚŵĞĚ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂƐĞ�ŝŶ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŵ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ĨŝŐƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͛�ǁŚŽ�Ğŵbodies his own fantasies about difference, whether positive or negative.75 In 

other words, his gaze upon her, as Nguyen-Conan suggests from her own experience, reveals 

more about his fantasies than her identity and origins.76 In this case, his depiction of her smile and 

how he falls in love with her highlights that his cultural production of her is based on his fantasies 

about a difference that is both exotic and, simultaneously, feminised and sexualised.  

The way in which this means the narrator constructs ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ to meet his own ideals is 

explored further by Lê in other works, including Je ne répondrai plus jamais de rien (2020). Here, 

the Vietnamese lover and then wife of a French lawyer, who secures her naturalisation in France, 

is conceived as embodying an almost angelic, selfless and submissive difference. Yet, by 

ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�͚ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƌĞ�ă�ƵŶ�ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ�ŝĚĠĂů�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ɛ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ĨŽƌŐĠ͕͛�ŚĞ�ĚĞƚƌĂĐƚƐ�ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�

his own failure to meet these ideals and the republican universalist principles he espouses by, 

firstly, leading a double life with a second family and, secondly, reducing her to this difference.77 

Instead, he places a burden upon her shoulders that he does not impose on himself through the 

creation of this gendered and ethnicised fantasy. Similarly͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ŝŶ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ 

creates an exotic image of difference and, consequently, the expectation that ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�should 

meet this.   

 
72 Ibid. p.89; Lê (2002), p.22. 
73 Lê (2002), p.20. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ahmed (2000), p.5. 
76 Nguyen-Conan (2012), p.88. 
77 Lê (2020), p.17. 
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Although this kind of marking of women and ethnic minorities in French society has been 

identified as an issue by French scholars and activists, this process is often denied within the 

Hexagon. For example, the politician Djordje Kuzmanovic, formerly part of the radical left party La 

France insoumise and founder of the party République souveraine in 2019, argues that republican 

universalism means that people are not essentialised in France: ͚depuis les Lumières, la spécificité 

Ğƚ� ů͛ŽƌŐƵĞŝů� ĚĞ� ůĂ� &ƌĂŶĐĞ� Ă� ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ� ĠƚĠ� ŶĞ� ƉĂƐ� ŵĞƚƚƌĞ� ůĞƐ� ŐĞŶƐ� ĚĂŶƐ� ĚĞƐ� ĐĂƐĞƐ͕� ĚĞ� ŶĞ� ƉĂƐ� ůĞƐ�

assigner à une identité limitante en fonction de leur religion, de leur genre ou de leur orientation 

ƐĞǆƵĞůůĞ͛͘78 >ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ challenge such ahistorical claims by revealing how these 

characters are marked with a particular gender and ethnicity even though terms such as race, or 

even specific ethnicities, are never used. Her portrayal of how the narrator reductively marks 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�even before his engagement with far-right political discourses also exposes how such 

essentialising discourses are at work across the political spectrum. Furthermore, by exploring how 

a left-wing lawyer promoting republican universalism is equally guilty of marking in Je ne 

répondrai plus jamais de rien, Lê underlines how republican universalist discourses can in fact 

conceal and consequently facilitate this essentialisation.  

Kuzmanovic locates his statement within the argument that minorities mobilising to 

tackle inequalities ŝŶ� &ƌĂŶĐĞ͕� ĨŽƌ� ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ� ƚŚĞ� ͚ŝŶĚŝŐĠŶŝƐƚĞƐ� ƋƵŝ� ƌĞŵĞƚƚĞŶƚ� ƐƵƌ� ůĞ� ĚĞǀĂŶƚ� ĚĞ� ůĂ�

scène le cŽŶĐĞƉƚ� ĚĞ� ƌĂĐĞ͕͛� ĞŶŐĂŐĞ� ŝŶ� ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚĂƌŝĂŶŝƐŵ� ĂŶĚ� ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂůŝƐŵ� ŝŶĐŽŵƉĂƚŝďůĞ� ǁŝƚŚ�

universalist abstraction.79 /Ŷ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƚĞǆƚ͕�ůŝŬĞ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, exposes how social marks 

are imposed by the ethnic majority, regardless of how ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�conceives her own identity. As 

this marking process allows the narrator and other characters like Lynx and the Chef to appear 

unmarked, this suggests that these men produce themselves as universal whilst ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ and 

other minoritised characters are relegated to the particular. Ultimately, the process depicted here 

is consistent with historic discourses in which women or slaves were deemed unsusceptible to 

abstraction and, by extension, particular rather than universal.80 The cultural construction of 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ is therefore incompatible with the ideals of universalism and reveals how the 

republican promise of abstraction is denied through the masquerading of a form of particularism 

as universalism. 

Lê also explores how the narrator produces ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ and her difference as something 

ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞŽƵƐ͕�Žƌ�͚ǀĂůŽƌŝƐĂŶƚ͕͛�ĨŽƌ�Śŝŵ͗�͚ũĞ�ŵ͛ĞŶŝǀƌĂŝƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞƐƉŽŝƌ�ĚĞ�ĚĞǀĞŶŝƌ�ĞŶĨŝŶ�ƋƵĞůƋƵ͛ƵŶ�Őƌâce à 

 
78 Djordje Kuzmanovic, 'Cessons de caricaturer l'universalisme républicain', Marianne, (2019) 
<https://www.marianne.net/debattons/tribunes/cessons-de-caricaturer-l-universalisme-republicain> 
[accessed 14/08/2019]. 
79 Ibid. 
80 For greater detail see the ͚hŶǀĞŝůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�sŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ��ŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�
Introduction and Scott (2005).  
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ĞůůĞ͕�ă�ƚƌĂǀĞƌƐ�ĞůůĞ͛͘81 His fantasies about ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ and her exotic and sexualised difference 

become fantasies about using or incorporating this difference in order to transform himself, to 

compensate for what he lacks. On the one hand, as Ahmed argues that the act of welcoming or 

incorporating the stranger͛Ɛ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ĞƌŽĚĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂŐĞŶĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐĞĚ͕�ƚŚĞ�

ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚŝŶŐ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ŽǁŶ�ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ�ŽĨ�ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ�

reinforces his own agency through the erosion of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ͘82 On the other hand, it can be 

related to Nguyen-�ŽŶĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�͚ƉŽƵƌ�être acceptée par les accueillants, ma culture 

Ě͛ŽƌŝŐŝŶĞ�ĚĞǀĂŝƚ�êƚƌĞ�ƵŶĞ�ƉƌŽŵĞƐƐĞ�ĚĞ�ƋƵĞůƋƵĞ�ĐŚŽƐĞ͕�ƵŶĞ�ŵŽŶŶĂŝĞ�Ě͛ĠĐŚĂŶŐĞ͛͘83 The notion of 

incorporating ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ĂůůĞŐĞĚ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĚĞŚƵmanises but also 

commodifies this woman because of her gender and origins.  

Whilst the enactment of a transformative commodification is prevented by ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�

relationship with Lynx, Lê explores its potential implications elsewhere. The daughter in Je ne 

répondrai plus jamais de rien notes that, from his relationship with a Vietnamese refugee and his 

ǁŽƌŬ�ĂƐ�Ă�ůĂǁǇĞƌ�ŚĞůƉŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ͕�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�͚ĞŶ�ƚŝƌĂŝƚ�ƵŶ�ŐƌĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽĨŝƚ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĞů͛͘84 

^ƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ͕�ŚĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵƐ�ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ�ŝŶƚŽ�Ă�ŐĂůůĂŶƚ�͚ĐŚĞǀĂůŝĞƌ͛�ǁŚŽ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ�ĂŶĚ�

ƐĞƌǀĞƐ�ĂƐ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĚĠĨĞŶƐĞƵƌƐ�ĚĞƐ�ǀĂůĞƵƌƐ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞůůĞƐ͛, an image which he exploits to launch 

his political career later on in life.85 Lê also implicitly links this behaviour to French colonialism by 

describing his clients as ͚ůĞƐ�ĚĂŵŶĠƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƚĞƌƌĞ͛͘86 dŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�&ƌĂŶƚǌ�&ĂŶŽŶ͛Ɛ�

ƐĞŵŝŶĂů�ƚĞǆƚ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂǁǇĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƐĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�

can be seen as a legacy of colonialism because of the way in which they continue to dehumanise 

postcolonial immigrants. The novelist thus highlights the potentially exploitative as well as 

exclusionary nature of discourses and practices which appear to value the difference with which 

minorities are marked.  

dŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵŵŽdification of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�is also evident in his ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ŵŽŶ�

ƐĞƵů�Ăŵŝ�ŵ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ǀŽůĠ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛.87 This reveals a sense of male entitlement to the objectified 

female body as his friend is depicted as stealing and, therefore, possessing ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ in the way 

he desires. dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�Ă�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ƚŚĞŵĞ�ŝŶ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂƐ�ŵĂŶǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͕�ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ͕�

are treated as sexualised commodities by men or as objects that they can mould to fit their own 

 
81 Nguyen-Conan (2012), p.89; Lê (2002), p.22. 
82 &Žƌ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĚĞƚĂŝů�ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ƐĞĞ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�Dancing with Wolves in Ahmed (2000), pp.121-24. 
83 Nguyen-Conan (2012), p.89. 
84 Lê (2020), p.44. 
85 Ibid. pp.100-01. 
86 Ibid. p.45; See Frantz Fanon, Les damnés de la terre,  (Kindle ebook: A verba futuroruM, 2016). 
87 Lê (2002), p.22. 
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fantasies.88 The former is manifested in the behaviour of Morgue, the selfish and abusive white 

lover of the narrator in Lettre morte, who is described as taking possession of her body.89 

Similarly, the Pygmalion-like editor in Calomnies decides to transform his plain secretary into the 

living image of a woman in an advert in his office and thereby ͚imprimer sur sa peau la marque de 

ĨĂďƌŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘90 In a similar vein, my second chapter demonstrates how the editor attempts to 

ŵŽƵůĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŚĞ�ŵĂƌŬƐ�ŚĞr with 

intersecting gender and ethnic difference. In other words, the marking of these women as figures 

of gender and sometimes ethnic difference is accompanied by a commodification that reveals the 

subordinate and dehumanising position given to them in these relationships and, in light of the 

prevalence of these attitudes, in French society.  

Ultimately, this commodification also manifests itself in the abduction of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ. As the 

narrator depicts it as a means to attack Lynx and his left-wing party, rather than revealing that it is 

to satiate a personal vendetta, the extremists involved are motivated not just by xenophobia but 

by the racist and sexist assumption that ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�can be employed as a pawn to challenge Lynx 

ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ�ƚŽůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ ethnic minorities. As such, Lê reveals how the dehumanising 

commodification of ethnic minority women can also be involved in the forms of extreme gender-

based violence that ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�faces as she is sequestered, tortured and stabbed to death.  

͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ�that there has been a ͚ƌĠƐƵƌŐĞŶĐĞ�Ě͛un nationalisme 

ĞǆĂĐĞƌďĠ�ĞŶ��ƵƌŽƉĞ͛�ĨŽŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚŽůĞƌĂŶĐĞ�ŽǀĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƐƚ�ĐŽƵƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘�

In a 2010 interview, she explains the imminent danger posed by such attitudes: ͚WĞƵƚ-être que 

nous sommes dans une époque de paix apparente, mais il y a des conflits sous-jacents près 

Ě͛explosĞƌ͕�Ğƚ�ũĞ�ǀŝƐ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ĐƌĂŝŶƚĞ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ĐŽŶĨůĂŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘91 Similarly, although the extreme 

xenophobic and gender-based violence against ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶgère ĚŝĨĨĞƌƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨĂƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ�

with her as a teenager, Lê highlights the link between the two. For it is when the narrator is 

unable to commodify ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�to boost his sense of self-worth that he turns to the enigmatic 

Chef and the extreme-right politics of his party to gain a similar sense of self-esteem and power at 

the expense of ethnic minority women in particular. Lê portrays marking, even when it seems 

relatively harmless, tolerant or enveloped in republican universalism, as reinforcing an 

exclusionary image of the French nation. In turn, it is this marking which sows divisions and is 

 
88 For an analysis of how the male characters attempt to mould ethnic minority women, see Chapter Two. 
89 Lê (1999), p.60. 
90 Lê (1993), p.124. The second chapter will explore further how Linda Lê employs the Pygmalion myth to 
explore the exploitation of ethnic minority women. 
91 Marine Landrot, 'J'aime que les livres soient des brasiers', Télérama, (2010) 
<https://www.telerama.fr/livre/linda-le-j-aime-que-les-livres-soient-des-brasiers,59204.php> [accessed 
19/05/2020]. 
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therefore the pre-ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�͚ĚĞƐ�ĐŽŶĨůŝƚƐ�ƐŽƵƐ-ũĂĐĞŶƚƐ͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĐĂŶ�ĞƌƵƉƚ�ŝŶƚŽ�ǀŝƌƵůĞŶƚ�

xenophobia and gender-based violence.92 Through her portrayal oĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĞǀŽůǀŝŶŐ�

attitude and behaviour towards ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, Lê, like NDiaye in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, sheds light on 

the context and processes leading to more conspicuous forms of racism and sexism. It is only an 

awareness of marking as their pre-condition, and how this is a legacy of French imperialism, which 

makes it possible to comprehend how the narrator can wish to, in relation to his former friend 

ĂŶĚ�ůŽǀĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͕�͚les exterminer, eux et leurs semblables͛͘93 It is with this in mind that the next 

section examines the discourses and practices at work in the most violent manifestations of 

marking and stranger fetishism. 

Marking the Borders of the Nation and the Abject 

Building upon the analysis of marking and stranger fetishism in the novels, this section explores 

ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ĐĂŶ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƐ�͚ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ŽĨ�

ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ͛͘�This elucidates the most violent and xenophobic facet of stranger fetishism as the 

intersectional construction of ethnic minority women as a threat to the nation justifies their 

exclusion and violence against them. It also demonstrates how this violence is the visible 

manifestation of the symbolic process that constructs an ethnocentric vision of the French nation 

as superior through portraying other cultures as inferior, or civilised and barbarous respectively in 

͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛. In turn, it reveals how the authors challenge this process by undermining self/other or 

civilised/barbarous dichotomies and exposing the intersectional social hierarchy they reinforce in 

French society.   

Expelling the Abject and Reproducing Intersectional Hierarchies in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ 

The stranger fetishism that Nadia faces in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ�involves, according to Ahmed, the 

production of symbolic borders between the self and the stranger and is both a manifestation of 

and means of reproducing unequal hierarchies.94 Similarly, Guillaumin reveals how the marking of 

black people as inferior during the trans-Atlantic slave trade was the effect rather than the source 

of this ͚ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚƵŵĂŶ�ďĞŝŶŐƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ǁĂƐ�ŵŽďŝůŝƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽŶŐŽŝŶŐ�

enslavement.95 Ahmed also exposes how these symbolic borders and asymmetrical power 

relations are reinforced through the idea that the stranger can be incorporated into or expelled 

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘�/ŶĚĞĞĚ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƐŽ�ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ƚŚĞ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�

 
92 Ibid. 
93 Lê (2002), p.22. 
94 Ahmed (2000), pp.52, 124. 
95 Guillaumin (1995), p.151. 
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the stranger is an effect of the processes thaƚ�ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞ�͚ŝƚ͛�ĐĂŶ�ĞŝƚŚĞƌ�ďĞ�ƚĂŬĞŶ�ŝŶ͕�ǁĞůĐŽŵĞĚ�Žƌ�

ĞǆƉĞůůĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ƉůĂĐĞ͛͘96 This section uses EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĨƵůĐƌƵŵ�ƚŽ�

ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�;ƌĞͿĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ͕�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ůŝƚĞƌĂů�

expulsion, upholds an inegalitarian social hierarchy. I employ <ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�

demonstrate how Nadia is not only produced as inferior but also, when she fails to meet the 

intersecting racist and sexist expectations placed upon her, as a threatening figure of difference 

requiring expulsion.97 This analysis reveals, firstly, how such encounters produce and reproduce 

the borders of the ideal French body and, secondly, how Marie NDiaye subverts this very process 

and the related concept of discrete identities and spaces.  

During their encounter, Nadia notices that the stranger seems to experience three distinct 

emotions during their confrontation: disgust, fear and anger. The first is made evident as he labels 

ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�͚ƐĂůĞƚĠ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƐƉŝƚƐ�ŽŶ�ŚĞƌ͕�ǁŚŝůĞ�ŚŝƐ�ĨĞĂƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŶŐĞƌ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƌĞĂĚ�ŽŶ�ŚŝƐ�ďŽĚǇ�ĂƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĐĂŶ�see 

͚ƵŶĞ�ĂƉƉƌĠŚĞŶƐŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ĞǇĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ůŝƉƐ�ĂƐ�͚bleues de froid et de colère͛͘98 The 

ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂƐ�͚ĨŝůƚŚ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�͚ƚƵ͛�ƚŽ�ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ�ĂŶ�ŽůĚĞƌ�ůĂĚǇ�ǁŚŽŵ�ŚĞ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�

know reveals that the stranger not only fetishises her as a stranger but sees her as inferior as a 

ƌĞƐƵůƚ͘��Ɛ�&ƌĂŶƚǌ�&ĂŶŽŶ�ŚĂƐ�ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ƐĂůĞƚĠ͛�ǁĂƐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƵƐĞĚ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ďůĂĐŬ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�

from French colonies in phrases such as ͚Sale nègre!͛ and signified not merely a physical but more 

especially a moral filthiness.99 /Ŷ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕�ƚĞƌŵƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ƐĂůĞƚĠ͛�ďĞĐĂŵĞ�ŝŵďƌŝĐĂƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�Ă�

dichotomy justifying colonialism by depicting blackness as physically, morally and culturally 

inferior to whiteness.100 Through her inclusion of a term with such imperialist overtones, NDiaye 

highlights the racist social hierarchy within which Nadia is trapped in modern-day France and how 

ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�Ă�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ĂŶĚ�ƐůĂǀĞ-trading history.  

NDiaye further emphasises this connection by setting the novel in Bordeaux, as this was 

one of the main slave-ƚƌĂĚŝŶŐ�ƉŽƌƚƐ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘��ĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ͕��ŽƌŶĞůŝĂ�ZƵŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞƐ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�

journey as she flees the country from Bordeaux, to Toulon and then to C., to the triangular 

movement of the Atlantic slave trade. She argues that, just as many Africans lost their lives and 

ŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƐƚ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ĚĞĂƚŚ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘101 The 

ŝĚĞĂ�ƚŚĂƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĐĂŶ͕�ŝŶ�ƐŽŵĞ�ǁĂǇƐ͕�ďĞ�ƚƌĂĐĞĚ�

ďĂĐŬ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƐƚ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŝŶƚĞĚ�Ăƚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ĂŶĚ�EĂĚŝĂ�Žƌ��ŽƌŝŶŶĂ�ĂƌĞ�

 
96 Ahmed (2000), p.141. 
97 See Kristeva (1980). 
98 NDiaye (2007), p.15. 
99 See Frantz Fanon, Peau noire, masques blancs,  (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1952), pp.88, 152. 
100 Shehla Burney, Pedagogy of the Other: Edward Said, Postcolonial theory, and strategies for Critique (New 
York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc, 2012), p.51. 
101 Ruhe (2013), p.251. 
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ĨƌŽŵ�ƚǁŽ�ĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ�͚ĞƐƉğĐĞƐ͛͘102 This phraseology is reminiscent of, firstly, nineteenth 

century polygenist theories that there were distinct human species descended from different 

ancestors and, secondly, discourses that dehumanise and inferiorise people by associating them 

with animals.103 Both discourses contributed to the dichotomy outlined by Fanon and were often 

employed to justify European colonialism as well as the slave trade. By creating such links in her 

work, NDiaye conveys how, in spite of the universalist rejection of the concept of race, racism and 

stranger fetishism are a legacy of imperialism that continues to sow division and create inequality 

in French society.  

dŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ĨŝůƚŚ͛�ĂůƐŽ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ďĞůŝĞǀĞƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ƉŽƐĞƐ�Ă�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ƚŽ�Śŝŵ͕�ĂƐ�

something which might contaminate him. Yet, as demonstrated by Ahmed in The Cultural Politics 

of Emotions͕�͚emotions are not simply ͞ŝŶ͟�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚ�Žƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŽďũĞĐƚ�ďĞcause emotions are shaped 

by contact with objects, ratŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ĐĂƵƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ĂŶ�ŽďũĞĐƚ͛͘104 The question raised by the 

ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐŐƵƐƚ͕�ĨĞĂƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŶŐĞƌ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ǁŚǇ�EĂĚŝĂ�ŝƐ�ŝŶƚƌŝŶƐŝĐĂůůǇ�ĚŝƐŐƵƐƚŝŶŐ�Žƌ�

threatening but, instead, what is achieved by producing her in this way. Indeed, NDiaye stresses 

the socially constructed nature of this image of Nadia through her somewhat parodic portrayal of 

a young man towering over a small, middle-aged woman and yet apparently frightened and 

threatened by her. To understand similar racist responses, Ahmed engages with the notion of 

ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚ƵŶĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞƐ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚĞƐ�Ğƚ�ŽďƐĐƵƌĞƐ�ƌĠǀŽůƚĞƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ġƚƌĞ�

ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ůĞ�ŵĞŶĂĐĞ�Ğƚ�ƋƵŝ�ůƵŝ�ƉĂƌĂŠƚ�ǀĞŶŝƌ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ĚĞŚŽƌƐ�ŽƵ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ĚĞĚĂŶƐ�ĞǆŽƌďŝƚĂŶƚ͕ jeté à côté 

ĚƵ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͕�ĚƵ�ƚŽůĠƌĂďůĞ͕�ĚƵ�ƉĞŶƐĂďůĞ͛͘105 As such, the object of abjection is not inherently 

unpleasant but deemed so because it is produced as a threat to thĞ�ƐĞůĨ͘�dŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�

production of Nadia as disgusting and potentially contaminating thus reveals that he is also 

constructing her as a dangerous object of abjection.  

^ŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚůǇ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŵĞƌĞůǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ�ĂƐ�ŝƚ�ƐĞĞŵƐ�

to be the fact that she smiles at him that he finds so intolerable. Smiling is often a subject of 

feminist scholarship because of the way women are compelled to smile to please others in 

society, leading Ahmed to describe it as a form of emotional labour.106 However, she also notes 

that in some cases, particularly for ethnic minority women, smiling is interpreted as overly 

 
102 NDiaye (2007), p.224. 
103 See Bronwen Douglas, 'Climate to Crania: science and the racialization of human difference', in Foreign 
Bodies: Oceania and the Science of Race 1750-1940, ed. by Bronwen Douglas and Chris Ballard (Canberra: 
ANU Press, 2008). 
104 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotions,  (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), p.6. 
105 Kristeva (1980), p.9. 
106 See Ahmed (2017), p.58. 
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assertive.107 Similarly, the stranger interprets an act which normally brings people together as too 

assertive and as forcing proximity between them. Marking Nadia as an ethnic minority woman in 

a context of increasing national xenophobia therefore creates the idea that she can be treated 

differently to others, including white women who are not ostracised in the same way in the 

novel.108 dŚĞ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ that the 

way men like the stranger mark women like Nadia, and therefore appear unmarked themselves, is 

evidence of their privilege in society. 109 Likewise, the stranger is marked by privilege that allows 

him to not only appear unmarked and universal but reinforce the exclusionary and unequal social 

system that sustains his privilege. 

dŚĞ�ƌĞĂƐŽŶ�ǁŚǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐŵŝůĞ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŶĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�Ɛtranger can be 

ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�Ă�ůĂĐŬ�ŽĨ�ĐůĞĂŶůŝŶĞƐƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�

abjection but something that blurs the borders between a supposedly opposed self and other. 

The abject is, therefore, ͚ce qui perturbe une identité, un système, un ordre, ce qui ne respecte 

ƉĂƐ�ůĞƐ�ůŝŵŝƚĞƐ͕�ůĞƐ�ƉůĂĐĞƐ͕�ůĞƐ�ƌğŐůĞƐ͛͘110 /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐŵŝůĞ�ŝƐ�ƐĞĞŶ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂĐƚ�

that violates the social order and so destabilises the symbolic border he has constructed between 

them by fetishising her. His fear and disgust is linked to the challenge he believes her behaviour 

ƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ŚŝƐ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ�ĂƐ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂůĞ�ĂŶĚ͕�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕�ƚŽ�ŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ�ŽĨ�ůŝĨĞ͗�͚fear works by 

establishing others as fearsome insofar as they threaten to take the self in͘�͙�^ƵĐŚ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�

the other hence work to justify violence against others, whose very existence comes to be felt as a 

ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝĨĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ďŽĚǇ͛͘111 As an ethnic minority woman marked as out of place in 

France, by acting as though she were in place, Nadia is judged not only to be challenging the right 

of others to be in place but also to be taking their place. In other words, her smile is interpreted 

as her refusal of the way she is marked as inferior and the related unuttered rules of conduct she 

is supposed to follow at that time and in that particular context. Similarly, the way Ange is 

punished for his association with Nadia but not Corinna suggests that this is because he is seen as 

ďĞŝŶŐ�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚ�ŝŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŵĂƌŬs.112 As a result of this apparent refusal of her 

marking in French society, and the inferior social position associated with it, other characters 

transform this ethnic minority woman into an object of abjection.  

By the end of their confrontation, the straŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ĐŽŵĞ�ĨƵůů�ĐŝƌĐůĞ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�

he spits on Nadia and walks away conveys his continued sense of disgust: ͚Il penche la tête en 

 
107 Ibid. 
108 This point builds upon my analysis of how Nadia is not allowed to smile in Marmont (2019), p.51. 
109 Ahmed (2000), p.46. 
110 Kristeva (1980), p.12. 
111 Ahmed (2004), p.64. 
112 See NDiaye (2007), p.267. 
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arrière puis la ramène brusquement et crache sur mon front͛͘113 Kristeva argues that the abject 

not only disturbs an identity or system but, as a result of this, must be rejected or expelled from 

the self. 114 This symbolic expulsion serves as a means to mentally reform the borders of the self, 

related to individual and collective identity, as though it were whole and apart. The abrupt and 

visceral way in which the stranger spits on Nadia mimics the sense of expelling the foreign agent 

that threatens to penetrate or take over the body of the nation from within. Thus, this act 

ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐĂůůǇ�ƌĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ďŽƌĚĞƌ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞůĨ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂůŽŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚Ă�ŶĞǁ͕�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ�

ďŽĚŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƐƉĂĐĞ͛͘115 This reasserts the privilege of the white man as in place in France by 

(re)constructing the ethnic minority woman as different, inferior and out of place. 

Marie NDiaye explores this idea of the expulsion of the abject throughout the narrative, 

ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ�ĂƐ�ǁŝůĨƵůůǇ�ďĞǁŝůĚĞƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆĐůƵĚŝŶŐ her͗�͚^Žŝƚ�͙�

elle se contracte pour nous expulser, soit elle se dilate monstrueusement pour nous perdre, soit, 

ũĞ�ů͛Ăŝ�ǀƵ�ĚĞ�ŵĞƐ�ǇĞƵǆ͕�ĞůůĞ�ƐĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ŶĞ�ůĂ�ƌĞĐŽŶŶĂŝƐƐĞ�ƉĂƐ͛͘116 This depiction 

ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŶŬ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů�ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

she is produced as abject and symbolically expelled by the ethnic majority and by extension the 

ĐŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁŚŽůĞ͘�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ĐƈƵƌ�ĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶ͛�

highlights, as Sara Bonomo notes, the themes of centre and periphery as Nadia is marginalised.117 

This statement can also be linked to the marking process and EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ production as abject. 

EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇ�ŚŽǁ�ƐŚĞ�ŐƌĂĚƵĂůůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ�ŵŽǀĞĚ͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ĨƌŽŵ�

Aubiers in the banlieues towards the city through her first marriage and abandonment of her 

family and, subsequently, into its very heart through her marriage with Ange. Nadia is motivated 

by the association of this central space with authentic Bordelais and French identity but her 

fetishisation means that the ethnic majority will always deny her this belonging. Furthermore, 

EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�is excluded and the marks imposed upon her means that this 

space, like its inhabitants, attempts to violently expel her from its borders. Through the notion of 

ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�͚ĐƈƵƌ�ĂƐƐĂƐƐŝŶ͛�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐess 

and the expulsion of the stranger when symbolic borders are supposedly penetrated.   

�ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƵƉƉƵƌĂƚŝŶŐ�ǁŽƵŶĚ͕�ŝŶĨůŝĐƚĞĚ�ŽŶ�Śŝŵ�ĂƐ�ƉƵŶŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ�ĨŽƌ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͕�

also symbolises this process. Just as Nadia is portrayed as transgressing the imagined boundaries 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐĞůĨ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ďǇ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ͕��ŶŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƵƉŝůƐ�

 
113 Ibid. pp.15-16. 
114 Kristeva (1980), p.9. 
115 Ahmed (2000), p.38. 
116 NDiaye (2007), p.216.  
117 Ibid. p.236. Sara Bonomo, 'Chemins différents. Marie NDiaye et Régis Jauffret', in Papier-villes, ed. by M. 
T. Jacquet (Bari: Éditions B. A. Graphis, collection Marges critiques, 2008), p.30. 
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break through his skin and create a wound which remains open and vulnerable, producing foul 

smelling pus, as long as Nadia remains in the country. Whilst Ange appears to be on his deathbed 

when Nadia flees Bordeaux, he later appears in C. having undergone a fantastic recovery so a 

small scar is all that remains of his wound.118 As a result, Michael Sheringham proposes that the 

wound can be seen as a metaphor for the social body of Bordeaux, which rejects Nadia and can 

only be healed through her expulsion.119 /Ŷ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĂĚĚ�

that this healing involves the country reproducing symbolic borders which allow it to create an 

image of the French nation as discrete as well as superior.  

Kristeva reveals the falsity of this notion of the separate and whole self because of the 

ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ�ĨĂƐĐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ƌĞƉƵůƐŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŽďũĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚĞ�ĂďũĞĐƚ�ŝƐ�Ɖƌoduced 

ĂƐ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�͚ƐŽůůŝĐŝƚĞ͕�ŝŶƋƵŝğƚĞ͕�ĨĂƐĐŝŶĞ�ůĞ�ĚĠƐŝƌ͛�ƐƵĐŚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚ�ŝƐ�͚ĂƚƚŝƌĠ�ǀĞƌƐ�ƵŶ�

ĂŝůůĞƵƌƐ�ĂƵƐƐŝ�ƚĞŶƚĂŶƚ�ƋƵĞ�ĐŽŶĚĂŵŶĠ͛͘120 Similarly, NDiaye conveys how the stranger is drawn 

towards Nadia in their encounter as he comes so close that she can feel his breath on her skin. 

This ambivalent reaction is particularly clear when Nadia catches a glimpse of her boss with a 

horrified expression on her face ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ƐĞĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĨƌŽŵ�Ă�ƚƌĂŵ͗�͚�ƚ�Đ͛ĞƐƚ�ƵŶĞ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĚĞ�

ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐĞ�ŚŽƌƌŝĨŝĠĞ͕�Ě͛ĂǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ�Ğƚ�ĚĞ�ƚĞƌƌĞƵƌ�ƋƵŝ�ĚĠŶŽƵĞ�ƐŽƵĚĂŝŶ�ůĞƐ�ƚƌĂŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�ĐĞ�ǀŝƐĂŐĞ�͙�Mme la 

ĚŝƌĞĐƚƌŝĐĞ�ŵĞ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞ�ũƵƐƋƵ͛ă�ĐĞ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞ�ƚƌĂŵ�Ăŝƚ�ƚŽƵƌŶĠ�ĂƵ�ĐŽŝŶ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĂǀĞŶƵĞ͕�sans effacer de son 

ǀŝƐĂŐĞ�ĐĞƚ�Ăŝƌ�Ě͛ĠƉŽƵǀĂŶƚĞ͙͛͘121 As with the stranger, the Directrice appears entranced as well as 

disgusted by Nadia as she cannot take her eyes off of her. The Directrice and the stranger 

therefore ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉƵůƐŝon and feel captivated by her as an object of 

abjection. Such fascination signals a proximity and interdependency that blurs the supposed 

boundaries between the self and the other, and so undermines the notion of borders that the 

symbolic act of expulsion ƐĞĞŬƐ�ƚŽ�ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĐĂŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�

ŐƌĂŶĚĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŶĂŵĞ�^ŽƵŚĂƌ͗�ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ĚŝƐŐƵƐƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂŵĞ͛Ɛ�ŽďǀŝŽƵƐ�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĞĂƌĨƵů�

ŝƚ�ǁŝůů�ĞǆƉŽƐĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ�ĂƐ�ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌƐ͕�ŝƚ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŝƉ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƚŽŶŐƵe 

throughout the novel because her self-construction as a bourgeois, French woman is dependent 

upon this constant contact and then expulsion. By exploring this fascination and inter-

dependency, DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ reveals the ambivalence present in the construction of the 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ĂďũĞĐƚ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ�ĨŽƌ͕�ĂƐ��ŚŵĞĚ�ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�͚ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ĞǆŝƐƚ�

ŝƚƐĞůĨ͛͘122 Nevertheless, whilst challenging the idea of discrete homogenous identities, NDiaye also 

 
118 NDiaye (2007), p.377. 
119 Sheringham (2009), p.173. 
120 Kristeva (1980), p.9. 
121 NDiaye (2007), p.27. 
122 Ahmed (2000), p.100. 
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exposes how such discourses have a material impact on characters like Nadia as they are linked to 

the marginalisation, violence and exclusion she experiences. 

NDiaye employs the theme of penetration to simultaneously underline the violence her 

ethnic minority female protagonist faces and undermine the idea of borders between the self and 

the other. The way in which the stranger steps in towards Nadia and invades her personal space 

conveys the power relations involved in this encounter and how they reduce her mobility.123 

Indeed, in contrast to the image created through the expulsion of the abject that Nadia is the one 

who has infiltrated the nation, NDiaye depicts how it is often Nadia who suffers this as, for 

ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�EŽŐĞƚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŝŵƉƌĞŐŶĂƚĞĚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚŝƐ�ĨŽŽĚ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͘�dŚŝƐ�

idea of sexual penetration by the exclusionary French discourses that EŽŐĞƚ͛Ɛ food symbolises 

ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ͘�dŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚ�

that this penetration enacts unequal power relations is evident in the way that Nadia is only able 

to watch as her body expands in a process that is, for the meantime, beyond her understanding 

ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů͘�>ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŝŶǀĂƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƉĂĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĞĞƚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐŝŶŐ�

͚ƵŶĞ ƐŽƵĚĂŝŶĞ�ĞŶǀŝĞ�Ě͛ƵƌŝŶĞƌ͛.124 In her analysis of Trois femmes puissantes, Anne-Martine Parent 

ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĞĚ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ďůƵƐŚ͕�ƐǁĞĂƚ͕�ĐƌǇ�Žƌ�ƵƌŝŶĂƚĞ�͚ă�ůĞƵƌ�ĐŽƌƉƐ�

ĚĠĨĞŶĚĂŶƚ͛�ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ůŽƐƐ�ŽĨ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ŽǀĞƌ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͘ Similarly, the power relations 

involved in marking Nadia make her own identity construction more vulnerable than that of the 

ǁŚŝƚĞ͕�ŵĂůĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�Žƌ�EŽŐĞƚ͘�/Ŷ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƐĞůĨ-construction is 

threatened as Noget and the strangeƌ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĐĂŶ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�

superiority through their production of her as an object of abjection.  

NDiaye explores this further through the notion of the penetrative gaze of others as they 

judge her and then punitively expel her. The production of Nadia as a racialised and gendered 

object of abjection is therefore a means to protect, police and reassert the socially-constructed 

borders between the nation and its strangers.125 The policing and judgement this defensive 

mechanism ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ŝƐ�ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŚŽƐƚŝůĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŵŽŶƐƚƌŽƵƐ�͚ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚğƌĞ͛�ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ�ŝŶ��ŽƌĚĞĂƵǆ�ĂŶĚ�

is an issue that NDiaye identifies as present in France around the time that she wrote this novel.126 

Discussing anti-ďůĂĐŬ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�La Condition noire in an interview in 

ϮϬϬϵ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ƵŶĚĞƌ�WƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚ�EŝĐŽůĂƐ�^ĂƌŬŽǌǇ�ĂƐ�͚ŵŽŶƐƚƌƵĞƵƐĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�

 
123 The theme of mobility and its relation to unequal gendered and racialised hierarchies is explored further 
in Chapter Three. 
124 NDiaye (2007), p.15. 
125 See Kristeva (1980), p.9. 
126 NDiaye (2007), pp.34, 216. 
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ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŵŽǀĞ�ƚŽ��ĞƌůŝŶ�ǁĂƐ�ƉĂƌƚŝĂůůǇ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚŝƐ͘127 In particular, she states that it is 

ƚŚĞ�͚atmosphère de flicage, ĚĞ�ǀƵůŐĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ĨŝŶĚƐ�ƐŽ�ŝŶƚŽůĞƌĂďůĞ.128 This statement can be 

ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶĂŵŝŶŐ�ŽĨ��ƌŝĐĞ�,ŽƌƚĞĨĞƵǆ�ĂŶĚ��ƌŝĐ��ĞƐƐŽŶ�ĂƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŽƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ͕�ďŽƚŚ�

of whom took on the new ministerial post for immigration, integration and national identity 

between 2007 and 2010. Indeed, this post and a focus on migration control rather than 

integration and inclusion arose from and perpetuated a narrative stigmatising postcolonial 

immigrants and ethnic minorities, particularly those from Africa, as a potential threat to national 

security and identity.129 As republican universalist discourse was employed by Sarkozy and others 

to justify such narratives, it therefore facilitated the treatment of postcolonial immigrants and 

minorities as second-class citizens.130 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƌĞĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�͚ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚğƌĞ�ĚĞ�ĨůŝĐĂŐĞ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ũƵƌŝĚŝĐĂů�

vocabulary in the novel as Nadia is treated and policed as a second-class citizen. The way the 

ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂƐŬƐ�EĂĚŝĂ�͚ĚƵ�ƋƵĞů�ĚƌŽŝƚ�ƚƵ�ŵĞ�ƐŽƵƌŝƐ͛�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƐǇŵŵĞƚƌŝĐĂl power relations 

involved in their encounter as, regardless of her constitutional rights, she is not allowed to behave 

in the same way as others.131 Instead, it is likely that he expects her to behave as her parents have 

in the past by, firstly, never leaving the confines of Aubiers and, secondly, ďǇ�͚ƌĂƐĂŶƚ�ůĞƐ�ŵƵƌƐ�

ĐŽŵŵĞ�Ɛ͛ŝůƐ�ĠƚĂŝĞŶƚ�ƌĞĐŚĞƌĐŚĠƐ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƵŶ�ĐƌŝŵĞ�ƚĞƌƌŝďůĞ͕�ƐĞ�ĐŽŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ĞŶ�ƚŽƵƚĞ�ĐŚŽƐĞ�ĞŶ�

ĐŽƵƉĂďůĞƐ͙͛͘132 Nadia is expected to know her inferior place in society, physically and symbolically 

peripheralised in the banlieues, and to accept the way she is judged, for, as Nathalie explains, 

͚sŽƵƐ�Ŷ͛êtes peut-êƚƌĞ�ƉĂƐ�ĞŶ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�Ě͛ĞǆƉƌŝŵĞƌ�ĚĞƐ�ƌĞƉƌŽĐŚĞƐ͘�Ce sera votre faute, de toute 

façŽŶ͛͘133 Whilst Nathalie refers specifically to the way the train to Toulon stops or is stopped 

because Nadia is on board, this sentence could be applied to the way she is judged and blamed 

for what befalls her throughout the novel. Through further references to rights throughout the 

novel, NDiaye underlines the fact that Nadia and other minorities are not protected by laws or 

 
127 Kaprièlian, 'L'Écrivain Marie NDiaye aux prises avec le monde', Les Inrockuptibles, (2009) 
<https://www.lesinrocks.com/2009/08/30/actualite/actualite/lecrivain-marie-ndiaye-aux-prises-avec-le-
monde/> [accessed 28/08/2020]; Ndiaye (2008). 
128 Kaprièlian (2009); Ndiaye (2008). 
129 Ndiaye (2008), p.220; Catherine Raissiguier, Reinventing the Republic: Gender, Migration, and Citizenship 
in France, (ProQuest Ebook Central: Stanford University Press, 2010) 
<https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/soton-ebooks/detail.action?docID=544003.> [accessed 
23/11/2020] p.89. 
130 Niang (2019), p.278. 
131 See also NDiaye (2007), pp.31, 169. Other characters are described as not having the right to attack 
Ange, Nadia or her ex-ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĞatment of Nadia; the fact that Ange is stabbed; 
ĂŶĚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�Ğǆ-husband is murdered by a police officer reveal that these laws do not protect ethnic 
minorities or those associated with them. 
132 Ibid. p.339. 
133 Ibid. p.256. 
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abstraction policies ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĚĞŶǇ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ�͚ůĞ�ĚƌŽŝƚ͛�ƚŽ�ĂƚƚĂĐŬ�Žƌ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ƚŚĞŵ͘134  Instead, 

Nadia is marginalised and driven from her homeland without recourse to justice and the police 

officer Lanton murders her ex-husband with seeming impunity. The novel thereby conveys the 

potential disjuncture between symbolic universalist laws and a reality in which the rights of those 

who are marked are easily transgressed, an issue that has been central to French feminist and 

anti-racist campaigns in recent decades.135 

NDiaye also explores how the judgement Nadia faces on a daily basis in French society, 

even before the wave of xenophobia hits Bordeaux, is related to the way she is gendered as an 

ethnic minority woman. For example, her unbridled thoughts reveal the pressure placed on her by 

society to be a good mother to Ralph as well as the fact that her internalised racism means she 

becomes, as �ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĚĞĂĚ͛�ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ�ǁŚŽ�ŝƐ�ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ�ƵŶĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�

son.136 NDiaye also portrays how it is not just the ethnic majority that judge her as her ex-husband 

ǁŚŽ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞůĞĐƚƌŝĐŝĂŶ�ǀŝĞǁƐ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ͕�ŽĨƚĞŶ�Ă�female-dominated 

ƌŽůĞ͕�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ĐŽŶĚĞƐĐĞŶĚĂŶĐĞ͛͘137 One of the main examples of such judgements in the novel is 

ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ�ƐŝǌĞ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ǁĞŝŐŚƚ�ƐƉŝƌĂůs out of control because of her monstrous 

pregnancy and the fatty foods that seem to have caused it. Brendlé notes how the derisory 

ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ�ŵĂĚĞ�ďǇ�EŽŐĞƚ͕�>ĂŶƚŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ-in-law reveal how she is penetrated by 

ƚŚĞ�ũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚĂů�ŐĂǌĞ�͚ĚĞ�ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ͛͘138 It is also worth noting that her ethnic minority ex-husband is 

complicit in this penetratŝǀĞ�ŐĂǌĞ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĞǆĐůĂŝŵƐ�͚ƚƵ�ĞƐ�ĚĞǀĞŶƵĞ�ĠŶŽƌŵĞ͊͛�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ũƵĚŐĞƐ�

this as an example of her privilege and selfishness.139 NDiaye thus shows how ethnic minority 

ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚŝĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ŝŶƚŽ�ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ŐĂǌĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ũƵĚŐĞĚ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂƐ�

Nadia is body-shamed by members of various different groups and institutions. These examples 

ĂůƐŽ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚ�EĂƚŚĂůŝĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞnt that people will always see Nadia as responsible for the 

judgements placed upon her and how NDiaye undermines this idea.140 Although others blame her 

entirely for both her weight and her failures as a mother, NDiaye exposes how these are products 

of the exclusionary discourses fed to her and, as a result, that French society shares the blame. 

&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞŶĞƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů�ƐƉĂĐĞ͕�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�

even body, NDiaye undermines the process that produces her as an abject threat to the nation by 

highlighting how she is made vulnerable through the unequal power relations this process 

reproduces.  

 
134 Ibid. pp.31, 169. 
135 Lépinard and Mazur (2009). 
136 NDiaye (2007), p.160; See Asibong (2013). 
137 NDiaye (2007), p.202. 
138 Brendlé, (2017) p.388. 
139 NDiaye (2007), p.146. 
140 Ibid. p.256. 
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Nonetheless, in spite of her desire not to be judged, Nadia herself is guilty of 

discriminatory attitudes and behaviour. Just as she looks down on her parents, she judges her ex-

ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽůĞƚĂƌŝĂŶ�ƚĂƐƚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĂďŝƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ǀŝĞǁƐ��ŽƌŝŶŶĂ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚŽƌƌŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶĚescension 

because of her sex work. Her attitude towards her young ethnic minority female pupils illustrates 

how she has internalised the racist and sexist attitudes of the ethnic majority:  

En vérité, je ne me suis montrée ni juste, ni hospitalière, ni correcte avec ces enfants-là, 
je me suis montrée dure et distante, voire ricaneuse, souhaitant au fond de moi leur 
ĠůŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ůĞƵƌ�ĞŶǀŽů�ůŽŝŶ�ĚĞ�ŵĂ�ĐŚğƌĞ�ĠĐŽůĞ͕�Ğƚ�ŶĞ�ŵ͛ĂƌƌŝǀĂŝƚ-il pas de les imaginer 
comme des pigeons sur lesquels on peut tirer impunément tant ils sont nombreux et 
sales et superflus?141 

,ĞƌĞ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŐŝƌůƐ�ƚŽ�ƉŝŐĞŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�͚sales et 

ƐƵƉĞƌĨůƵƐ͛ re-enacts the dehumanisation, inferiorisation and levelling of which she has been the 

victim. She employs the same racist discourses that were once used to justify violence against the 

colonised. This can also be linked to abjection as she produces them in this way to make it 

possible to imagine that they are wholly separate, such that they can be denied belonging in the 

school whilst she is not.  

The passage above is one of the repressed memories which Nadia is forced to confront as 

she grapples with her exclusion and how her self-construction differs from how others produce 

her and her own behaviour. In an eĂƌůŝĞƌ�ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ĂƐŬƐ͗�͚Suis-je donc une femme si corrompue? 

Croyant être exemplaire, respectueuse et bonne, je me serais trompée à ce point?͛͘142 Her own 

questions reveal that, as someone who had been policing symbolic borders and judging others in 

FrencŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ǁĂƐ�ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ�ůĂĐŬŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ŵŽƌĂůƐ͕�ũƵƐƚ�ĂƐ�^ĂƌŬŽǌǇ͛Ɛ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŝƚƐ�

͚ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚğƌĞ�ĚĞ�ĨůŝĐĂŐĞ͛�ǁĂƐ�ŝŵŵŽƌĂů�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ͘143 Nadia comes to realise that her view of 

�ŶŐĞ�ǁĂƐ�ĞƋƵĂůůǇ�ĨĂůƐĞ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�͚ů͛ĞǆĂĐƚ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂŝƌĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ďŽŶƚĠ͛�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ racism, sexism and 

violence towards his pupils.144 NDiaye thus reveals how those who police symbolic borders 

through discriminatory behaviour not only perpetuate violence but can also simultaneously 

conceive and present themselves as exemplars of universalist ideals, thereby masking both the 

violence and power relations involved. 

 EĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽwards her pupils is also a 

source of hope in the novel. As the final passage in italics linked to her repressed memories it 

signals not only her newfound awareness of the violence in which she had become complicit but 

also a change in attitude as she then ĞǆĐůĂŝŵƐ͗�͚À présent, me dis-ũĞ͕�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ũĞ�ŵ͛ŽĐĐƵƉĞƌĂŝƐ�ďŝĞŶ�

 
141 Ibid. p.361. Original emphasis. Originally quoted in Marmont (2019), p.52.  
142 NDiaye (2007), pp.163-64. Original emphasis. 
143 Kaprièlian (2009). 
144 NDiaye (2007), p.225. 
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ĚĞ�ĐĞƐ�ĞŶĨĂŶƚƐ͊͛.145 Although she remains excluded from France and has been replaced by 

Corinna, she has reconnected with her parents and, whilst still unable to heal her relationship 

with her son, at least recognises her role in him becoming ͚ŶŽŶ�ƉĂƐ�ƵŶ�ŚŽŵŵĞ�ŵĂŝƐ�ƵŶ�ŐĂƌçon 

ĠŐĂƌĠ�ƚąĐŚĂŶƚ�ĚĞ�ĨĂŝƌĞ�ďŽŶŶĞ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞ͛.146 NDiaye uses the symbolism of her heart to express this as 

ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�Ă�͚ǀŝĞƵǆ�ĐƈƵƌ�ŐƌĂƐ�Ğƚ�ƉĞƐĂŶƚ͛, when she is in France and gaining weight 

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĨŽŽĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĞŐŶĂŶĐǇ͕�ƚŽ�ŽŶĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�͚ĂĨĨĂďůĞ�Ğƚ�ĚŽƵǆ͕�͙�ĂƉĂŝƐĠ͛͘147 From being 

trapped or hemmed in by the fat surrounding her heart, the result of the exclusionary 

ethnocentric and sexist discourses she has internalised, she is then freed from their immoral 

constraints and able to relate to others hospitably, as Jordan has demonstrated.148   

This transformation is also highlighted through her pregnancy as, shortly after her change 

in attitude when she re-joins her parents, Nadia recounts how an indescribable, black creature 

escapes from her body and out of the house. The connection to her accepting her past leads 

�ƌĞŶĚůĠ�ĂŶĚ��ƵũŽƌ�ƚŽ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŶŝĂů͘149 As 

Noget and his food can, as demonstrated earlier, be seen as allegories of an ethnocentric and 

sexist French nationalism, I would go further to argue that this creature symbolises the marking 

process generally, the cause of her denial of her origins. The fact that this birth appears triggered 

ďǇ�ĞŝƚŚĞƌ͕�Žƌ�ďŽƚŚ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛�ǁŚŽůĞƐŽŵĞ�ĨŽŽĚ�Žƌ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞ�ŝŶ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ�

now rejects such discourses and the fantastic figures they create through stranger fetishism and 

the production of minorities as objects of abjection. Whilst NDiaye underlines how stranger 

fetishism remains an issue in French society, she therefore illustrates how Nadia personally 

overcomes such discourses and practices. She is able to deconstruct the symbolic and intersecting 

barriers through which French society essentialises ethnic minority women and which are 

incompatible with republican ideals and yet often masked and reproduced through universalist 

discourses. 

dŚĞ��ǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ�DĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ĂƌďĂƌŝƐŵͬ�ŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ��ŝĐŚŽƚŽŵǇ�ŝŶ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ 

As demonstrated in the ĨŝƌƐƚ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ marks ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�in relation to her 

gender and ethnicity in order to produce her as a stranger within the nation. This is the case even 

when he believes that he can incorporate her and her difference for his benefit, as this is based on 

the notion that they are discrete entities separated by symbolic borders. Further, as this process 

 
145 Ibid. p.361. 
146 Ibid. p.371. 
147 Ibid. pp.159, 372. 
148 Jordan (2017), p.90. 
149 Brendlé, (2017) p.261; Bujor, (2018) p.477. 



0 

69 

would have reinforced his agency and privilege to the detriment of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�

arise from and perpetuate unequal power relations. These power relations are also at work when, 

after he believes that she has betrayed him through her relationship with Lynx, he produces her 

and other ethnic minority women as barbaric figures. As in Mon cƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, it is the seeming 

rejection of the unuttered behavioural rules that accompany this marking that blurs the 

boundaries between self and other in the eyes of the narrator and therefore leads him to 

transform ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ into an object of abjection. This figure of the barbarian can be related to 

ďŽƚŚ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐĞĚ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�<ƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͛Ɛ�ŽďũĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�as it is imbricated in the 

production of two opposing identities, the barbaric outsider and the civilised self and nation, 

whilst the symbolic expulsion of the barbarian serves to reinforce the symbolic borders between 

ƚŚĞ�ƚǁŽ͘�tŝƚŚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�DĂƌŝĂ��ŽůĞƚƐŝ�ĂŶĚ�dǌǀĞƚĂŶ�dŽĚŽƌŽǀ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŽŶ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝƐŵ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�

explores how the narrator produces ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�as a threatening outsider and the violent power 

relations involved.150 It also examines how Lê depicts this as intersecting with gender and class-

based discrimination and how she undermines this process through her use of the fantastic.  

 The desire for power and prestige is an important motivating factor for the narrator 

throughout ͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛͘�,ŝƐ�ĨƌƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŝƐ�ǁŝƐŚ�ƚŽ�͚ĚĞǀĞŶŝƌ�ĞŶĨŝŶ�ƋƵĞůƋƵ͛ƵŶ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ is thwarted is replicated when he does not receive the respect he believes he is owed 

as a teacher in the banlieues.151 ,ŝƐ�ĚĞƌŽŐĂƚŽƌǇ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƉƵƉŝůƐ�ĂƐ�͚ŐŝďŝĞƌ�Ě͛ĠĐŚĂĨĂƵĚ͛�

suggests that this sense of entitlement is linked less to the idea of equal dignity than, as in the 

first example, a sense of superiority based on his class origins.152 This attitude is also accompanied 

by the assumption that the success or happiness of those whom he sees as inferior, like Lynx and 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, poses a threat to him͗�͚/ů�ŵĞ�ƐĞŵďůĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�Ɛ͛ŝůƐ�ĠƚĂŝĞŶƚ�ŚĞƵƌĞƵǆ͕�Đ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ă�ŵĞƐ�

ĚĠƉĞŶƐ͛͘153 His own hatred for this couple grows in accordance with their success. The sense of 

belonging that the narrator seeks is therefore shaped by this sense of superiority as a white, 

middle-class man and accompanying yearning to dominate others, and it is of this which the 

extreme-right party and the Chef take advantage. He explains how the Chef gave him a sense of 

purpose and belonging within the party: 

�ĞƉƵŝƐ�ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�ůĞ�ĐŽŶŶĂŝƐ͕�ũ͛Ăŝ�ĂƉƉƌŝƐ�ă�ŶĞ�ƉůƵƐ�ŵ͛ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĞƌ�ƐƵƌ�ŵŽŝ�Ğƚ�ă�ĐŽŵƉƌĞŶĚƌĞ�ƋƵĞ�
ƉŽƵƌ�ŵĞ�ƐĞŶƚŝƌ�ƵƚŝůĞ�ũĞ�ĚĞǀĂŝƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵĞƌ�ă�ů͛ĠĚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŶŽƵǀĞĂƵ�ƉĂǇƐ͕�ŶĞƚƚŽǇĠ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�
crasse morale et des impuretés que des cohortes barbares ont introduites sur notre sol. 

 
150 Tzvetan Todorov, La peur des barbares : au-delà du choc des civilisations (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 
2008); Maria Boletsi, Barbarism and Its Discontents (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013). 
151 Lê (2002), p.22. 
152 Ibid. p.21. 
153 Ibid. p.22. 



0 

70 

>Ă�ĚĠĐĂĚĞŶĐĞ�ĚĞƐ�ŵƈƵƌƐ�Ă�ƚŽƵƚ�ĞŶǀĂŚŝ͕�ƉůƵƐ�ŶƵŝƐŝďůĞ�ă�ŶŽƚƌĞ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞ�
chiendent aux cultures.154  

Discouraging any form of self-reflexivity which might alert the narrator to his own prejudices, the 

Chef instead channels them towards the construction of a new collective identity and nation 

which will afford the narrator a sense of belonging and empowerment through the exclusion of 

others. Lê highlights his ability to contribute to this cause as the Chef͛Ɛ�speech-writer: ͚>Ğ��ŚĞĨ�ůƵŝ-

même avait conscience que son personnage était façŽŶŶĠ�ƉĂƌ�ŵĞƐ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ͛͘155 Through his 

speech-ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŐĂŝŶƐ�Ă�͚ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ�ĚĞ�ƉƵŝƐƐĂŶĐĞ͛ because he has the 

potential to shape the image of the Chef and to influence others through him as a result.156 By 

extension, he has the power to produce the figure of the barbarian in the minds of the public and 

shape attitudes and behaviour towards those who are constructed in this way. Indeed, the 

narrator states that he will use his inkwell, a gift from ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͕�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�>ǇŶǆ�ƚŽ�͚les 

exterminer, eux et leurs semblables͛͘157 Ultimately, he is partially successful in this goal and it is 

worthwhile examining the discourses through which he achieves this. 

 In the excerpt above and the speeches described by the narrator, the identity of the 

͚ĐŽŚŽƌƚĞƐ�ďĂƌďĂƌĞƐ͛�ŝƐ�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�Žƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�

ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�͚ĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚŝƐŵĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŵĂƌŝĂŐĞƐ�ŵŝǆƚĞƐ͛�ĂƐ�Ă�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ƚŽ�&ƌench values in 

a later speech makes it clear that it is ethnic minorities like ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ who are produced as 

barbarous.158 dŚĞ�ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�͚ďĂƌďĂƌĞƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŶŽƚƌĞ�ƐŽů�͙�ŶŽƚƌĞ�

ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵƉƵƌities they have supposedly introduced, as foreign in 

France. The fact that this opposition is involved in the construction of French national identity is 

highlighted through implicit links with the Marseillaise͘�WŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ĐŽŚŽƌƚĞƐ�ďĂƌďĂƌĞƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�

͚ŝŵƉƵƌĞƚĠƐ͛�ŵŝƌƌŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĂŶƚŚĞŵ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĐŽŚŽƌƚĞƐ�ĞƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞƐ͛�ŝŶǀĂĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�

ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ�ƚǇƌĂŶŶǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŚŽƐĞ�͚ƐĂŶŐ�ŝŵƉƵƌ͛�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ŵĂĚĞ�ƚŽ�ŝƌƌŝŐĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐŽŝů͘159 

Through such intertextuality, Lê underlines how French national identity is produced through its 

supposed opposition to immigrants or ethnic minorities conceived as threatening and barbaric 

foreigners in the nation. 

 
154 Ibid. pp.18-19. 
155 Ibid. p.23. 
156 Ibid. p.28. 
157 Ibid. p.22. 
158 Ibid. p.23. 
159 Claude Joseph Rouget de Lisle, 'La Marseillaise de Rouget de Lisle', Élysée, (2021) 
<https://www.elysee.fr/la-presidence/la-marseillaise-de-rouget-de-lisle> [accessed 26/05/2021]. 
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In his analysis of the civilisation/barbarism binary, Tzvetan Todorov argues that barbarians 

are conceived as beŝŶŐ�͚ĚƵ�ĐƀƚĠ�ĚƵ�ĐŚĂŽƐ͕�ĚĞ�ů͛ĂƌďŝƚƌĂŝƌĞ͕�ŝůƐ�ŶĞ�ĐŽŶŶĂŝƐƐĞŶƚ�ƉĂƐ�ů͛ŽƌĚƌĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů͛͘160 In 

this sense, the barbarian is produced as a figure lacking positive qualities. This is clear in the 

ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝĂŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŚĂƐ�ůĞĚ�ƚŽ�͚ůĂ�ĚĠĐĂĚĞŶĐĞ�ĚĞƐ�

ŵƈƵƌƐ͕͛�ĂƐ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ�ĚĞƚĞƌŝŽrating or disappearing altogether. The 

ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝĂŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ŽďũĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�

expelled because it supposedly disrupts social order and civilised society by replacing them with 

chaos, immorality and impurity.161 He emphasises this idea of barbarians as a threat to the nation 

through imagery suggesting foreigners and ethnic minorities are taking over French soil. Similarly, 

ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌĚƐ�͚ĐŽŚŽƌƚĞƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĞŶǀĂŚŝƌ͛�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ůĂƌŐĞ�ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ�ĞŶƚĞƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶtry but also 

their hostile and destructive nature. This construction of ethnic minorities as barbaric figures who 

pose a threat to the nation, as in the Marseillaise, justifies their symbolic or even physical 

expulsion from their homeland or adopted country. Yet the narrator masks the violence involved 

in this process through hiƐ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ŶĞƚƚŽǇĞƌ͛ in relation to this immorality and the people 

who supposedly embody it. This can also be linked to the way that ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ŵƵƌĚĞƌĞƌƐ�ĚƵŵƉ�

her body in a rubbish tip, conveying their disdain for her and reinforcing the image that they are 

͚ĐůĞĂŶŝŶŐ�ƵƉ͛�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞůŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘162 

dŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ĂƐ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝĂŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŬŝĚŶĂƉƉŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, like the production of Nadia as an object of abjection, are intended to rebuild the 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĞŐŽ�ǁŚŝĐŚ͕�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ�ŽĨ�

chaos and deterioration, are depicted as breached. In particular, the recurring references to 

͚ŵŽƌĂůĞƐ͕͛�͚ŝŵƉƵƌĞƚĠƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŵƈƵƌƐ͕͛�ĐŽŶǀĞǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ďƌĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ĚŽǁŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ�

endangers values and traditions that are interpreted as fixed and central to French national 

identity and social order.163 In other words, the loss of these values is portrayed as leading to the 

descent of the French nation into chaos and barbarism. This emphasis on values is unsurprising in 

a country which prides itself on being the home of human rights. However, the narrator at no 

point identifies these values or morals as French. Instead, his opposition and hierarchisation of 

civilisation and barbarism assigns a positive value to French moral standards through the 

ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�͚ďĂƌďĂƌŽƵƐ͛�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ�ĂƐ�ĚĞǀŽŝĚ�ŽĨ�ŵŽƌĂůƐ͘�dŚĞ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�

dichotomized concepts ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ�DĂƌŝĂ��ŽůĞƚƐŝ͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝƐŵ�͚ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞƐ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ�

ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ͕�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĐŝǀŝůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ�ŝƚƐ�ǀŝƌƚƵĞ͕�ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ͕�Žƌ�ůĞǀĞů�ŽĨ�ƐŽƉŚŝƐƚŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛.164 Lê 

 
160 Todorov (2008), p.35. 
161 Kristeva (1980), p.12. 
162 Lê (2002), p.28. 
163 Ibid. pp.23-24. 
164 Boletsi (2013), p.4. 
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therefore reveals how French civilisation can be depicted as (having been) pure, moral and 

civilised because barbarous cultures are seen as impure and immoral. Further, by refusing to see 

the values of other cultures as moral(s), such rhetoric creates a hierarchical universalism assuming 

that the particular beliefs associated with French civilisation are ideal and therefore universal 

principles.  

>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ƌĞĨůĞct how extreme-Right parties such as the 

Rassemblement national, called the Front national until 2018, have often portrayed ethnic 

minorities, particularly those with postcolonial origins, as a threat within the French nation. 

Adrien Favell explains how, for example, the Front national capitalised on the fears driven by the 

economic crisis in the 1980s to argue that ethnic minorities and immigrants posed a threat to 

French culture and citizenship as well jobs and social welfare.165 Further, research has shown how 

such tactics based on an ethnocentric understanding of national identity have been employed to 

create a sense of national belonging that could be manipulated to gain support from voters.166 In 

͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛ this influence functions on two levels as the Chef uses such discourses to gain the votes 

of people like the narrator with no historic ties to extreme-right politics and the narrator himself 

employs them to manipulate party members to kidnap ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ. The narrator selects 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĚŝĐĂů�ŵĞŶ�ǁŚŽŵ�ŚĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚ĐĞƐ�fauves assoiffées de sang 

ŵĠƚğƋƵĞ͛͘167 dŚŝƐ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞũƵĚŝĐĞ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ĚĞŚƵŵĂnises these men and, 

secondly, how discourses about ethnic minorities as a threat to the nation can lead directly to 

violence. The narrator illustrates how violence against ethnic minorities reproduces a social 

ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚŝƐ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ŝůƐ�ǀŽƵlaient la terreur tout de suite pour affirmer, ne fût-ce 

ƋƵ͛ƵŶ�ƐŽŝƌ͕�ůĞƵƌ�ƐƵƉĠƌŝŽƌŝƚĠ͛͘168  Likewise, although the narrator is not directly involved in 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ŵƵƌĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ůŽŽŬƐ�ĚŽǁŶ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŶ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͕�>ġ�ĞǆƉŽƐĞƐ�

how this middle-ĐůĂƐƐ�ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂƌĞ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�

sense of superiority.  

However, the idea that these men represent a minority in the party, as the Chef states 

when their involvement in ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ŵƵƌĚĞƌ�ŝƐ�ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ͕ is ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�

remark that they actually form the silent majority in the party.169 Indeed, this kind of vitriolic 

ǆĞŶŽƉŚŽďŝĐ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ�ŝƐ�ĞƐƉŽƵƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ŵĂŶǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͕�ŽĨƚĞŶ�

intersecting with ŚŝŐŚůǇ�ŵŝƐŽŐǇŶŝƐƚ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͘�&Žƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�>ŽƵ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ŝŶ�

 
165 Favell (1998), p.54. 
166 Gérard Noiriel, Le creuset français,  (Paris: Éditions de Seuil, 1988), p.283. 
167 Lê (2002), p.24. 
168 Ibid. p.26. 
169 Ibid. p.27. 
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Lame de fond renounces her daughter because she marries a man originally from Vietnam whilst, 

in VƵǀƌĞƐ�sŝǀĞƐ, the son of a Vietnamese immigrant refuses any contact with his father and tries 

repeatedly to change his name because it reveals his foreign ancestry. In both cases, the same 

kind of dichotomous civilisation/barbarism discourse is used in relation to immigrants from 

former French colonies to justify these attitudes and the symbolic or physical violence to which 

they lead. Lê thus demonstrates how such beliefs are more common in France than the rhetoric 

about universalist values and ideals suggests. Furthermore, she explores how the narrator, in 

spite of his greater exposure to left-wing than right-wing politics, can be easily drawn into the 

party and ďĞĐŽŵĞ�͚ƉůƵƐ�ĨĂŶĂƚŝƋƵĞ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞƐ�ƉůƵƐ�ũƵƐƋƵ͛ĂƵ-boutistes du parti͛͘170 In this way, Lê, like 

NDiaye, highlights the facility with which extremist exclusionary discourses can be spread and 

internalised in a society in which ethnic minorities are fetishised as strangers. 

Nonetheless, it is not just among the ranks of the far-Right that the idea of ethnic 

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ƉŽƐŝŶŐ�Ă�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ŚŽůĚƐ�ƐǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�Žƌ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ. In her study of immigration and 

insecurity in France, Jane Freedman highlights that anti-immigrant sentiment has been present in 

parties and policymaking across the political spectrum.171 In particular, she notes how polls 

carried out in 2002 indicate that the majority of those surveyed believed that French values and 

their lives were endangered by high levels of immigration.172 Whilst acknowledging that this can, 

ŝŶ�ƉĂƌƚ͕�ďĞ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�͚ďĂŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŽĨ�ĞǆƚƌĞŵĞ-Right ideas because of the success of the Front 

national in the previous election, Freedman argues that the prevalence of anti-immigrant policies 

͚could not have been achieved if some of the ideas espoused by the Front were not already 

ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ͛͘173 As well as depicting how the most virulent forms of racism 

are less marginal than might be expected, Lê also elucidates how the notion of ethnic minorities 

as threatening, barbaric figures is adopted by those on the Left. In Je ne répondrai plus jamais de 

rien, the father who essentialises his Vietnamese wife as an idealised figure also produces their 

young daughter as uncivilised, uncontrollable and therefore a threat. He describes her as a 

͚sauvage͛�ǁŚĞŶĞǀĞƌ�ƐŚĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐĐƵƐĞƐ�Śŝŵ�ŽĨ�ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƐǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŚĞ 

inferiorises and mistreats her mother whilst also purporting to defend republican universalist 

values.174 The term ͚savage͛ ŝƐ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝƐŵ͛Ɛ�ŵĂŝŶ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŽƌƐ�ĂŶĚ͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͕�ĞůŝĐŝƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�

same kind of abject reaction: ͚ũĞ�ůƵƐ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƐĞƐ�ǇĞƵǆ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ƵŶ�Ěégoût pour ma personne, pour ma 

conduite de sauvage͛͘175 dŚĞ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ�ĂƐ�ĂďũĞĐƚ�ǁŚĞŶ�

 
170 Ibid. p.24. 
171 Jane Freedman, Immigration and Insecurity in France,  (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004). 
172 Ibid. p.41. 
173 Ibid. p.42. 
174 Lê (2020), p.48. 
175 Ibid. p.121; See Boletsi (2013), p.4. 
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she exposes his failure to uphold his own ideals makes her and her behaviour the issue and 

detracts attention from his own. By conceiving her as a savage threat and symbolically expelling 

her from his ego as a white man he is therefore able to reproduce the social hierarchy which 

privileges him and his self-construction as a civilised man embodying French universalist values. In 

this vein, Lê elucidates how the barbarism and civilisation dichotomy is employed by those on the 

Left with reference to universalist values to maintain a racialised and gendered hierarchy and an 

anti-ethnic minority sentiment already embedded in French society.  

>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂƌďĂƌŝƐŵͬĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ďŝŶĂƌǇ�ĞǆƉŽƐĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�

exclusionary attitudes and behaviour towards ethnic minorities in modern-day France but also 

ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�Ă�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐƚ�ƉĂƐƚ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ƚƌŽƉĞ�ŝŶ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ�

presented the colonised as inferior, uncivilised and a potential threat to civilisation and the 

French as the personification of its universalist values and, consequently, of civilised society.176 

This hierarchical universalism reproduced inequalities since, as Todorov points out, it was used, in 

ƚŚĞ�ŐƵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚƌŝĐĞ͕͛�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ƚŚĞ invasion, colonisation and subjugation of 

people implicitly or explicitly labelled as barbaric around the world.177 Todorov notes that 

continuity with colonialist discourses can be seen in French foreign policy and humanitarianism as 

they are shaped by a belief in the superiority and universality of French values. He describes this 

as Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�͚ĞƚŚŶŽĐĞŶƚƌŝƐŵĞ�ŶĂŢĨ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚>͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵĞ�ĚĞƐ�ǀĂůĞƵƌƐ�menace alors 

ů͛ŝĚĠĞ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞƐ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŚƵŵĂŝŶĞƐ�ƐŽŶƚ�ĠŐĂůĞƐ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ĞůůĞƐ͕�Ğƚ�ĚŽŶĐ�ĂƵƐƐŝ�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂlité de 

ů͛ĞƐƉğĐĞ͛͘178 Through her writing, Lê demonstrates that both this kind of naïve ethnocentrism and 

more aggressive xenophobia are at work within as well as beyond French borders. Further, the 

ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ�͚ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƚĠ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞƐƉğĐĞ͛�ďǇ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝorising and dehumanising ethnic 

minorities is revealed to be inherited from both French imperialism and the republican 

universalist discourses mobilised to uphold it.  

Lê also explores the links between ethnocentrism, sexism and class issues as the explicit 

ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŵŽƌĂů�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐ�ŝƐ�ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞĚ�ďǇ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ�

ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ŽŶĞƐ͘�&ŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ƌĂƐƚĂƋƵŽƵğƌĞ͛�

suggests that that wealthy and flashy foreigners are becoming rich at the expense of the white 

working class majority.179 This reflects political discourses, adopted particularly but not exclusively 

by far-Right parties, that link the presence of immigrants in France to unemployment or present 

 
176 Boletsi (2013), p.82. 
177 Todorov (2008), p.31. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Lê (2002), pp.24, 27. 
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them as taking advantage of social welfare.180 ^ĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ă�͚DĂƚĂ-,Ăƌŝ͛�ŚĂƐ�

been placed in every household suggests that ͚exotic͛ women are particularly dangerous because 

they tempt men to then infiltrate and contaminate not just the nation but also individual families 

and, therefore, all levels of society.181 >ŝŶŬƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ŝŶǀĂƐŝŽŶ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

class issues, sexism and racism therefore imply that foreigners, particularly women, are morally 

and financially impoverishing the nation.182  

hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚŝƐ�

speeches not only facilitates his plan to have ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�kidnapped but incites the men involved 

to torture and kill her. His gendered and racialised depiction of her as a barbaric threat allows him 

and the men involved to conceive themselves as the victims of such women and the defenders of 

the nation and French masculinity. They therefore assign themselves the right to judge and 

condemn ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ�ƵŶĞƋƵĂů�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�

as it masks the violence of their discourses and criminal behaviour and how it goes against the 

republican universalist values they claimas their heritage. The judgement of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ can be 

ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ŝƚƐ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�&ƌĂŶǌ�<ĂĨŬĂ͛Ɛ�ƐŚŽƌƚ�ƐƚŽƌǇ�In The Penal Colony. 

As with the condemned man, ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğre is judged by an unofficial body, the narrator and his 

ƚŚƵŐƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ĂƵƚŽŵĂƚŝĐĂůůǇ�ĐŽŶĚĞŵŶĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�͚ĚŝƐŽďĞǇŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƐƵůƚŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌƐ͛͘183 A specially 

ĚĞǀŝƐĞĚ�ŚĂƌƌŽǁ�ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ�ŝŶƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ�͚,ŽŶŽƵƌ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌƐ͛�ƐŽ�ĚĞĞƉůǇ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�

condemned ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ĚŝĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ďůŽŽĚ�ƐƚƌĞĂŵŝŶŐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŚŝƐ�ďŽĚǇ͘�dŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ƐĞŶƚĞŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�

symbolically carved into ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ũƵĚŐĞƐ�ƐƚĂď�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĚĞĂƚŚ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ďůŽŽĚ�ŝƐ�ůĂƚĞƌ�

ƐŚŽǁŶ�ƚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�ĨůŽǁĞĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŚĞƌ�ďŽĚǇ�ƚŽ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ŝŶŬ�ǁĞůů�ƐŽŵĞ time later. Yet, 

unlike the condemned man, ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�has her judgement inscribed upon her body through the 

marking process before her later condemnation. It is because she and her body have been 

gendered and racialised, and assigned a related social position, that the command and 

ĐŽŶĚĞŵŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�͚,ŽŶŽƵƌ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌƐ͛�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐĂůůǇ�ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�ŚĞƌ͘184 

Consequently, the horrific torture inflicted on the condemned man is depicted by Lê as a more 

systematic process because it is applied to someone, and therefore potentially anyone, who is 

marked as an ethnic minority woman.  

 
180 Freedman (2004), p.41. 
181 Mata Hari was a Dutch woman and exotic dancer who was executed in France after the First World War 
on the charge of having spied for the German forces. See Lê (2002), p.24. 
182 Ibid. pp.23-24. 
183 Franz Kafka, In The Penal Colony, (2020) <https://www.kafka-online.info/in-the-penal-colony.html> 
[accessed 10/02/2020] p.1. https://www.kafka-online.info/in-the-penal-colony.html Accessed 10/02/2020 
184 Ibid. p.4. 
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The unequal power relations involved in this process are also evident in the way the 

narrator denies ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�a voice as he constructs her first as an exotic commodity and then as a 

barbarian. The narrative reflects this as his voice as a white French man is the one that dominates 

the pages of the story as well as the Chef͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

minority women have often been silenced in both political and society generally, an issue 

highlighted by Kimberlé Crenshaw and Claire Hancock in relation to the US and French contexts 

respectively.185 �Ɛ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ͕�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�can be overlooked, 

including in anti-racist or feminist movements, because of the intersecting nature of the 

discrimination they face. Yet, whilst Lê portrays this silencing and how it facilitates the 

ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�

her use of the fantastic. >͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�commands the agency that the narrator wishes to deny her 

through the way haunst him after her death. First, the narrator states that, because of various 

ƐĞƚďĂĐŬƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚǇ�ĨĂĐĞƐ͕�͚ŝů�ŵĞ�ƐĞŵďůĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�ůĞ�ĨĂŶƚƀŵĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐère nous poursuivait de sa 

ǀŝŶĚŝĐƚĞ͛.186 Later, as he tries to write a speech for the Chef͕�ŚĞ�ŚĞĂƌƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞ�͚Treize coups de 

couteau!͛�emanating from the inkwell he received from ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ: within it the ink has turned 

into her blood and her fear-filled eyes stare out at him.187 Finally, he continues to hear the same 

voice and phrase resonating in his head and, when he hands his speech to the Chef who visits him 

to give him some of his birthday cake, he discovers that he has written the same phrase 

repeatedly. Driven mad by these visions, whether truly fantastic or hallucinated, he grabs hold of 

the knife used for the cake and stabs his own boss thirteen times.  

In her analysis of Calomnies, in which a woman is driven to suicide by her family because 

of her unrequited incestuous love for her brother, Dao argues that the depiction of the ghost 

haunting the family resists a victim-based narrative.188 Similarly, by portraying ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�as 

haunting the man responsible for her kidnapping and then death through his failure to intervene, 

Lê defies narratives which present ethnic minority women as victims lacking agency. Through 

driving the remorseless narrator mad, ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ sets in motion events that avenge her own 

ĚĞĂƚŚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŶ�ĨŽŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐĞǆŝƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐƚ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�

faces the same violent death as ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ. Moreover, the narrator is haunted by the result of his 

ethnocentric patriarchal attitude and it is likely that the punishment he escaped for ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�

murder will be imposed on him for killing the Chef. Through her reincarnation in the inkwell, 

crossing the border between life and death, ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�escapes the grasp of the narrator who, 

 
185 Crenshaw (1989); Claire Hancock, 'Feminism from the Margin: Challenging the Paris/Banlieues divide', 
Antipode, 49:3 (2016). 
186 Lê (2002), p.29. 
187 Ibid. p.30. 
188 Dao (2012). 
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priding himself that the Chef ŝƐ�͚façonné par mĞƐ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ͛, has tried to confine her to his gendered 

and racialised construction of her through his speeches.189 Whilst conveying the power relations 

involved and their material impact, Linda Lê nevertheless refuses to essentialise ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�

further by producing her as a victim figure and gives her a unique literary means to regain her 

ĂŐĞŶĐǇ͘�/Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶŐƌĂƐƉĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ 

challenges the discourses, including those of republican universalism, employed to deny 

͚ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƚĠ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞƐƉğĐĞ͛͘190 dŚŝƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƐŝǀĞ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞ�

as someone who, throughout the ages, ͚ƐĞ�ůğǀĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ŽƉƉŽƐĞƌ�ă�ů͛ĂŶƚi-langage de la barbarie une 

ƌĠƉŽŶƐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŶĞ�ů͛ŚƵŵĂŝŶ�Ğƚ�ƉƌĠƐĞƌǀĞ�ůĞ�ŵǇƐƚğƌĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ǀŝĞ͛͘191 Similarly, Lê both exposes 

how discourses of barbarism function as dehumanising exclusionary mechanisms in French 

society and subverts this by illustrating the mysterious and impenetrable individuality of her 

ethnic minority female character and, by extension, humanity generally.   

The Intersections of the Universal and the National 

The portrayal of the inequalities Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ face because they are marked as particular 

in French society, eventually culminating in one of them fleeing the country and the other being 

murdered, suggests that the universalist principle of difference-blindness is more often invoked 

than enacted in French society. In both cases, various characters produce these women and other 

ethnic minority characters ĂƐ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�ƉůĂĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�Žƌ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛�

supposed foreign origins, regardless of their citizenship or nationality. This creates, as Laura 

Jensen notes in her analysis of Rosie Carpe and Trois femmes puissantes͕�͚ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ�ĂŶĚ�

ŝŵƉĞƌŵĞĂďůĞ�ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ĐŽůŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĨƵůů͕�ƵŶƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ͛͘192 

Accordingly͕�ƚŚĞ�͚ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů͛�ŝƐ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ�ĂƐ�ŚĂǀŝŶŐ�ďĞĞŶ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞĚ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�

but by a particular ethnic group within the nation. Thus the ideals identified as integral to French 

identity not only pass as universal but they are only inhabitable by certain kinds of bodies, namely 

white bodies. As a result of this, the very presence of people who look different to the national 

ŝĚĞĂů�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƵƐĞĚ͕�ĂƐ�ŝŶ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�ĂƐ�͚ƉƌŽŽĨ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůist ideals and French 

civilisation are being eroded. It is this alignment of whiteness with the nation and the universal 

through the fetishisation of others that means that the universality of all humans can be denied 

within the borders of the country in which universal human rights originated.193  

 
189 Lê (2002), p.23. 
190 Todorov (2008), p.31. 
191 Lê (2005), p.159. 
192 Jensen, (2017) p.133. 
193 Todorov (2008), p.31. 
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 Nevertheless, the particular development of the universal body in France and its 

relationship to the national body also need to be problematised. Christine Delphy argues that 

republican universalism is based on the exclusion of both women and (postcolonial) ethnic 

minorities: ͚ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞů�ƚĞů�ƋƵĞ�ŶŽƵƐ�ůĞ�ĐŽŶŶĂŝƐƐŽŶƐ͕�ŶŽŶ�ƐĞƵůĞŵĞŶƚ�ĞǆĐůƵƚ�ůĞƐ�ĨĞŵŵĞƐ͕�ůĞƐ�ƉĞƵƉůĞƐ�

du Tiers-Monde, les Noirs, les Arabes et autres ͞étrangers͟, mais [il] est fondé sur cette exclusion 

et sur la solidarité entre hommes blancs. Les deux termes ʹ homme et blanc ʹ ayant la même 

ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ͛͘194 The alignment between white male characters in DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ and 

͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�through their fetishisation of the ethnic minority female protagonists does, indeed, 

suggest that the universal body is gendered and racialised. Further, this chapter has 

demonstrated how such an exclusionary image of the universal is dependent upon the 

intersectional marking of Nadia and >͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ. Yet, as mentioned earlier, there are multiple 

ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�

characters as different. As such, it is unclear from these passages whether the nation and the 

universal ĂƌĞ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƐŚĂƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ�ŝŶ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�

oeuvres. In order to examine this, this section will compare the experiences of Nadia and 

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�to those of Rosie and Vega, two white female characters from MaƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�Rosie 

Carpe ;ϮϬϬϭͿ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�Les aubes (2000).  

Throughout Rosie Carpe͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ĞƉŽŶǇŵŽƵƐ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ�ŝƐ�ƌĞŐƵůĂƌůǇ�ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�

marginalised in French society.195 One example of this occurs when she is hired to work in a hotel 

and her new employer, Max, sexually exploits her. This older, married man takes advantage of 

ZŽƐŝĞ͛Ɛ�ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǇŽƵŶŐ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ǁŚŽ�has been abandoned by her parents and brother and 

is starting her first job after dropping out of university. As well as sleeping with her, he invites a 

friend to film them without seeking her consent or sharing the profits with her. This unequal 

power dynamic is reinforced throughout their relationship as Max controls not only her body but 

ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ�ŽĨ�ZŽƐŝĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝĨĞ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƐŚĞ�ůŝǀĞƐ͘�DĂǆ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�Ă�

ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĞŶƚŝƚůĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚŝĞƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĐŽŵŵŽĚŝƚǇ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĨŽƌ�ŚŝƐ�ŽǁŶ�ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�

profit but also for others. Like the ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�ŚĞ�ŽďũĞĐƚŝĨŝĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�

woman and so produces her as particular and inferior. This perpetuates unequal power relations 

and reinforces his own privilege as a white man to the detriment of Rosie who is marked as out of 

place because of her gender.  

In Les aubes, Vega is raped by her father when she is just a child. Her vulnerability is 

highlighted in the narrative as her drunken father rapes her whilst she holds on to her doll. Vega 

 
194 Delphy (1995 (2010)), p.307. 
195 NDiaye (2001/2009). 
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never reports his actions to the police and her lover, the narrator, explains the power relations in 

place that would have protected her rapist had she done so:  

dƵ�ĂƵƌĂŝƐ�ǀƵ�ƐĞ�ůĞǀĞƌ�ƚŽƵƐ�ůĞƐ�ŶŽƚĂďůĞƐ͕�ƚŽƵƐ�ůĞƐ�ƉğƌĞƐ�ƐĐĠůĠƌĂƚƐ͕�ƉŽƵƌ�ĚĠĨĞŶĚƌĞ�ů͛ŚŽŶŶĞƵƌ�
du boucher, leur pair débonnaire à la face ĠĐĂƌůĂƚĞ͕�ƋƵ͛ŝůƐ�ũƵƌĞƌĂŝĞŶƚ�ŝŶĐĂƉĂďůĞ�ĚĞ�ĨĂŝƌĞ�
ĚƵ�ŵĂů�ă�ƵŶĞ�ŵŽƵĐŚĞ͘��͛ĞƐƚ�ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ƚŽŝ�ƋƵĞ�ƐĞ�ƐĞƌĂŝƚ�ƌĞƚŽƵƌŶĠĞ�ů͛ĂƌŵĠĞ�ĚĞƐ�ŚŽŵŵĞƐ�ĚĞ�
bonne volonté toujours prêƚƐ�ă�ĚĠďƵƐƋƵĞƌ�ůĂ�ĨĞŵĞůůĞ�ĂŐƵŝĐŚĞƵƐĞ͕�ƉĞƌƚĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŽŶŶête 
citoyen.196  

Once again the fact that women, or even girls, are marked out as particular is highlighted in the 

description of a gŝƌů�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ĨĞŵĞůůĞ͛�ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ƐĞǆ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŝŶŐ�

treated as an object to be used, violated and controlled by men. dŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ƚŽƵƐ�les 

ŶŽƚĂďůĞƐ͕�ƚŽƵƐ�ůĞƐ�ƉğƌĞƐ�ƐĐĠůĠƌĂƚƐ͛�ǁŽƵůĚ�ĚĞĨĞŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĂĚ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�

facilitated by the power and influence of these men in society. Gendering Vega therefore creates 

a form of solidarity between these men which, in turn, they use to protect their own privilege. 

Further, by making the socially constructed mark of female gender appear as a naturalised 

category, this group is able to deny the violence of rape by blaming the victim(s): the discourse 

through which the marking takes place means Vega can be plausibly depicted as a flirt who has 

ĐĂƵƐĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŽǁŶĨĂůů�ŽĨ�͚ů͛ŚŽŶŶête citoyen͛͘�dŚĞ fact that a young girl who is raped by her dad can 

be portrayed in this way reveals how a white man is more readily seen as the ideal embodiment 

of the universal citizen and, consequently, that his privilege is (re)produced and protected not just 

in spite of but through his violation of the rights of those excluded from the universal. Likewise, 

the army that would threaten the white girl and transgress the values of equality, freedom and 

fraternity to protect her father is not a cohort of foreigners but the white men of her town. In 

ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�sĞŐĂ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͕�

suggesting that her mother has internalised this gendered and inegalitarian conceptualisation of 

universalism.197   

 In these four texts, Nadia, ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͕�Rosie and Vega are all the victims of hierarchical 

social relations that are (re)produced and masked through the white mĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ�

of themselves with the universal through their marking of these women as particular. However, 

whilst all of these women are excluded from the image of the universal, there is an important 

difference between them. Although Rosie and Vega are inferiorised by these men and denied 

equal treatment because they are seen as divergent from the image of the ideal citizen, their right 

to be in and belong to the nation is never questioned. By contrast, Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�are 

perpetually produced as incapable of embodying the cultural norms and ideals of the ethnic 

 
196 Lê (2000), p.115. 
197 Ibid. 
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majority population that are conceived as universal. This remains the case regardless of their 

nationality or whether they were brought up in a foreign country or in France.   

 In this way, Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�are always fetishised as strangers in France and this 

makes their situation even more precarious than that of the white female characters. This is 

evident in the way that attitudes towards them/the difference they supposedly embody can 

suddenly transform from being welcoming or tolerant to hostile. This pattern occurs across Marie 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�oeuvres͗�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�Calomnies (1993) and Lettre morte (1999) the ethnic 

minority female protagonists are first treated like commodities to be controlled and exploited by 

their white lovers and, when they dare to leave them, as objects of abjection. Likewise, in Les dits 

Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ (1995) Ragot treats Mortesaison, recently arrived in France, with condescending 

paternalism as a foƌĞŝŐŶĞƌ�ǁŚŽ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�͚ƐĂƵǀĠĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŶ͕�ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ĂďĂŶĚŽŶƐ�Śŝŵ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ŚĂƚĞĨƵů�

and dangerous ingrate.198 En famille portrays how Fanny, who was previously marginalised but 

tolerated within her ethnic majority family, is formally excluded. Although the family blame her 

for this metamorphosis in their attitude towards her, by suggesting it is related to her behaviour, 

my third chapter demonstrates how it is only possible because of their pre-existing intersectional 

prejudices against her. In other words, as the analysis of DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ĂŶĚ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͛�

revealed, such transformations only occur because the ethnic minority female characters have 

already been fetishised as strangers. Fetishising Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�as strangers, even when 

they are tolerated, thĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƉĂǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉƵůƐŝŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�

kidnapping, torture and murder of the latter. This social exclusion and even violence as a result of 

their ethnicity is compounded by the inequalities they face because they are also gendered. This is 

exemplified in the commodification of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ as an exotic, ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƐĞĚ�ŽďũĞĐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ďǇ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�

belief that Ange would not have married her had he not already had children with a white wife.199 

The ethnic majority characters in Marie NDiĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�therefore have a 

different attitude towards female characters from ethnic minority backgrounds. This could 

perhaps be explained by the fact that, as Maxim Silverman notes, the universality of the human 

subject as set out during the Enlightenment was immediately incorporated within a national 

ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ�Ă�͚ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐ�;ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐͿ�ĂŶĚ�ŶŽŶ-nationals (non-

ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐͿ͛͘200 In other words, universalism immediately became a form of national particularism. 

However, the universal subject was not, as mentioned earlier, only limited to a national 

framework as many French nationals, including women and the working classes, were deemed 

inassimilable to the universal. The fact that white women continue to be marked as particular in 

 
198 Lê (1995), p.134. 
199 See NDiaye (2007), p.224. 
200 Silverman (1992), p.27. 
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these novels set in contemporary France suggests that the borders of the universal body are still 

not based on citizenship alone. Describing universalism merely as a form of national particularism 

therefore ignores how the universal body is marked by the privilege of masculinity as well as 

whiteness. Joan Scott provides a more nuanced argument when she explains that women are 

ŵĂĚĞ�ƚŽ�ƐŝŐŶŝĨǇ�͚ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƌƌĞƉĂƌĂďůĞ�ĂŶƚĂŐŽŶŝƐŵ͛�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͕�

particularly of North African ĚĞƐĐĞŶƚ͕�ĂƌĞ�͚ďǇ�ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ�͙�ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͖�

ĞǀĞŶ�ŝĨ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�ďŽƌŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛͘201 However, she then compares the desire to keep women out 

ŽĨ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ƌŽůĞƐ�ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�Ă�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ĞǆĐůƵĚĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�͚ďŽĚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�

nĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘202 The suggestion that white women are excluded from the image of the nation is highly 

problematic because it conflates their experiences with those of ethnic minorities. The fact that 

^ĐŽƚƚ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƌŝƚǇ�ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�

overlooks the implications for ethnic minority women reveals how this conflation can result in an 

incomplete understanding of the power relations leading to the marginalisation of ethnic minority 

women.  In contrast, NDiaye and Lġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ�

experiences shed light on the intersectional nature of the social hierarchies which shape their 

lives as well as the images of the national and the universal. 

Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛Ɛ�experiences of intersecting racism and sexism therefore call for a 

new way of conceiving how ethnic minority women are fetishised as strangers in France. The way 

in which their bodies, along with those of all women, are constructed by the male characters as 

incapable of embodying the universal conveys how, as Delphy has argued, the universal body is 

ďŽƚŚ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĞĚ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ZŽƐŝĞ�ĂŶĚ�sĞŐĂ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�

nation suggests that the borders of the national body and the universal body are not fully 

coterminous. Instead, NDiaye and Lê͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞ�ŚŽǁ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�are 

excluded not only from a racialised and gendered universalism but also from a racialised 

nationalism. The conflation of French identity with the universal body through republican 

discourse therefore creates blind spots which make it difficult to discern how intersecting forms 

of privilege and power are (re)produced through the disempowerment, marginalisation and 

exclusion of ethnic minority women.  

 
201 Scott (2005), p.40. 
202 Ibid. p.38. 
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Exposing the Imbrication of Republican Universalism with Intersectional 

Power Relations 

Adopting an intersectional analytical lens has made it possible to illuminate how, through Mon 

ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ ĂŶĚ�͚>͛�ŶĐƌŝĞƌ͕͛�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ complex and problematic 

nature of the marking process and the power relations involved. In spite of the ethnic minority 

ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ǀĞƌǇ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͕�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚĂůĞƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�ďŽƚŚ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�

strangers within the French nation. They highlight how this cultural construction dehumanises, 

inferiorises, and excludes Nadia and ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ from the idea of both the universal and the 

nation. Further, this racialisation is shaped by and intersects with the way they are also marked 

with gender difference. Whilst the treatment of ethnic minority women in the novels contradicts 

the ideals of republican universalism, particularly abstraction, the authors also demonstrate how 

ƚŚŝƐ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ĂŶĚ�ƐůĂǀĞ-trading past. Furthermore, they reveal 

how the essentialisation of these women and the unequal power relations involved are often 

masked by and consequently reproduced through universalist discourses, including the idea of 

French civilisation or a merely superficial adherence to abstraction. In other words, they expose 

how republican universalist discourses can be imbricated in the reproduction of intersectional 

power relations incompatible with the principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité. 

 In addition, NDiaye and Lê͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂůƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵ�EĂĚŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�

ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ into objects of abjection reveal the ambiguity of the marking process as the ethnic 

majority characters require the presence of strangers and barbarians in order to mentally reform 

the self and the nation as chimerically homogeneous, apart and civilised. They also convey the 

material impact of these discourses as the marking process is involved in the creation of 

unuttered social norms and rules with which their characters are meant to comply. In particular, 

this involves accepting their inferiorisation and, in the case of ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ, their exotic 

commodification. The transformation in attitudes towards these women illustrates how the 

failure to follow these rules leads to their construction as objects of abjection, a process which 

justifies extreme violence in both cases. In other words, they expose how widespread marking, 

including stranger fetishism, is a pre-condition for extremist views and xenophobia. Lê and NDiaye 

thus shed new light on the hostile atmosphere for ethnic minorities which both identify as 

characterising French society in the early 2000s and by which they are seriously concerned. Yet 

they also reject reductive victim narratives about their characters as NDiaye depicts EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�

complicity in the racism and sexism of French society but also her ability to overcome such 

ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͘�DĞĂŶǁŚŝůĞ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ�

and reassigns her agency through her haunting of her murderer. As such, these two very different 
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works nonetheless converge in their elucidation and subversion of the intersecting racism and 

sexism faced by ethnic minority women and the way such discrimination can be facilitated rather 

than overcome through republican universalist discourses. 

 The next two chapters aim to build upon these conclusions by examining in greater detail 

the unuttered gender and race-ďĂƐĞĚ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŶŽƌŵƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

minority female characters are expected to comply in French society. In particular, this will reveal 

how integration, and the promise of attaining Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité through this process, 

facilitates the oppression of ethnic minority women by silencing them and immobilising them 

socially and economically. This approach will shed new light both on the experiences and agency 

of these women as they negotiate how they are directed in French society and also the potentially 

treacherous nature of republican universalist discourse when its enactment diverges from its 

ideals.  
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�ŚĂƉƚĞƌ�dǁŽ�ʹ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕�/ŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�

WĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ͗�dŚĞ�KƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�DŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ��ƚŚŶŝĐ�DŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�

tŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ Ɛ͛��ĂůŽŵŶŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�>ĞƐ�ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ 

The promise of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité is the cornerstone of French republican discourse and is 

commonly conceived as dependent upon the abstraction of citizens as universal, rather than as 

subjects tied to shared affiliations and identities. In other words, the individual, and by extension 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁŚŽůĞ͕�ĐĂŶ�ĂƚƚĂŝŶ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�͚ĂŶǇ�ĨŽƌŵƐ�

of collective-ĐŽĞƌĐŝǀĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͛, such as ethnic groupings, and their commitment to 

respect and promote republican ideals.1 This idea is central to the republican integration model 

set out by and institutionalised through the establishment of the ,ĂƵƚ��ŽŶƐĞŝů�ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ (HCI) 

in 1989 which aimed to tackle socio-economic inequalities and foster national unity around 

republican universalist values.2 Although the HCI definition of integration applied to anyone 

marginalised in French society, integration discourse and research within and beyond the HCI has 

often concentrated on immigrants and French nationals of foreign origin and issues specific to 

them.3 Consequently, the integration policy of different governments in the last thirty years, even 

ĂĨƚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�,�/͛Ɛ dissolutioŶ͕�ƐŚĂƌĞƐ�Ă�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŽŶ�ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ͕�

firstly, inculcating republican values and, secondly, encouraging the integration of individuals as 

universal subjects rather than of communities into French society.4 Integration is portrayed as a 

means to protect universalist principles and as a promise to immigrants and ethnic minorities that 

they will also benefit from freedom, equality and fraternity.  

Nevertheless, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, Linda Lê depicts how her ethnic 

minority female characters are marked by others as the embodiment of ethnic and gender 

differences and excluded from conceptions of both the universal and national body, regardless of 

nationality. This process is irreconcilable with an egalitarian integration process as it arises from 

and reproduces oppressive power relations.5 Through its analysis of the experiences of the niece 

 
1 Amiraux (2010), p.69. 
2 Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991), p.14. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Amiraux discusses the importance of education and individual emancipation in integration: Amiraux 
(2010). See Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI), 'Le Contrat et l'intégration', (2003) <https://www.vie-
publique.fr/sites/default/files/rapport/pdf/044000033.pdf> [accessed 31/03/2020]; République française, 
'Qu'est-ce que le contrat d'intégration républicaine (CIR) ?', Service Public, (25/06/2021) 
<https://www.service-public.fr/particuliers/vosdroits/F17048> [accessed 28/02/2020]. The CAI (2003) and 
CIR (2016) present upholding republican values as integral to naturalisation. 
5 ^ĞĞ��ŚĂƉƚĞƌ�KŶĞ�ĂŶĚ�'ƵŝůůĂƵŵŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ƉƌĞĐĞĚĞƐ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ͗�Guillaumin (1995).  
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and Mortesaison in Calomnies (1993) and Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ (1995), respectively, this chapter 

ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽn of intersectional power relations illustrates the failure to enact 

an integration process that demarginalises characters ͚laissés-pour-compte͛ and safeguards an 

egalitarian French society.6 It also argues that integration discourses are implicated in the 

perpetuation of social hierarchies in the novel as the promise of attaining Liberté, Égalité, 

Fraternité through integration is used by French characters to control, exploit and marginalise the 

ethnic minority female characters. Indeed, it explores ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�

process encouraged by some ethnic majority characters as a modern-day mission civilisatrice 

through which the inferiorisation and subjugation of (post)colonial ethnic minorities is re-enacted 

on French soil.  

In order to achieve this, this chapter adopts an intersectional framework based on 

DĂƌŝůǇŶ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝŵŵŽďŝůŝƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŝůĞŶĐĞƐ�

minorities ĂŶĚ�^ĂƌĂ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵŽĚĞ�ŽĨ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ďƵŝůĚƐ�ŽŶ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�

work and examines the role of deceptive discourses in restrictively directing minorities. Both 

concepts lend themselves to an intersectional analysis as they account for the way in which 

multiple inter-related barriers, including intersecting forms of discrimination and socio-economic 

issues, serve to direct minorities and reproduce structural inequalities.7 This analytical lens is 

applied to the intertextuality that Lê ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ experiences, 

and the myth of Pygmalion and his sculpture Galatea. This elucidates how French men and society 

generally, like Pygmalion sculpting the ideal woman out of ivory, employ integration discourses 

and practices in attempts to restrictively mould tŚĞƐĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨƐ͕�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�

and writing. Consequently, this chapter argues that Lġ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ helps 

develop an intersectional feminist consciousness of the ways in which allegedly universalist and 

liberating integration discourses and practices can reproduce inegalitarian social hierarchies in 

French society.  

>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƌĞƉůĞƚĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƚĂůĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�

classical Greek and Roman mythology, as evidenced in the titles of her novels Les trois parques 

(1997) and Cronos (2010). This intertextuality has been explored in several articles, particularly in 

relation to the figures of Antigone and also Medea, Electra, Cronos and Oedipus.8 Pygmalion and 

 
6 Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991), p.18. 
7 Marilyn Frye, The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory,  (New York: Crossing Press, 1983). 
8 Sabine Loucif, 'Le fantastique dans Les trois parques de Linda Lê', in Redefining the Real: The Fantastic in 
Contemporary French and Francophone Women's Writing, ed. by Margaret-Anne Hutton (Oxford: Peter 
Lang, 2009); Ching Selao, 'Les figures mythiques de Linda Lê', in Les réécrivains : enjeux transtextuels dans la 
ůŝƚƚĠƌĂƚƵƌĞ�ŵŽĚĞƌŶĞ�Ě͛ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĨƌĂŶĕĂŝƐĞ͕�ed. by Patrick Bergerson and Marie Carrière (Bern: Peter Lang, 
2011); Gillian Ni Cheallaigh, 'Voyelles mutilées, consonnes aux jambages arrachés: Linda Lê's Compulsive 
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his construction of the perfect woman, in the shape of the statue Galatea, can be described as 

ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ŵǇƚŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂů�ŵŽƚŝĨƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�͚ĚĞ�ĨĂĕŽŶ�ŽďƐĞƐƐŝŽŶŶĞůůĞ͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�

fictional works, appearing explicitly in Calomnies (1993) and implicitly in Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�idiot (1995), 

Voix (1998), Lettre morte ;ϭϵϵϵͿ͕�͚sŽŝǆ�KĨĨ͛�ŝŶ�Autres jeux avec le feu (2002), and In memoriam 

(2007).9 Pygmalion is a classical myth which first appears in KǀŝĚ͛Ɛ�Metamorphoses. It depicts how 

the eponymous Cypriot protagonist, unable to find love, chooses to create a sculpture of the ideal 

woman. By moulding ivory, he creates a statue so beautiful and life-like that he falls in love with 

it. Sacrificing and praying to Venus to find a woman of her likeness, the goddess rewards 

WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�Ɛkill and faith by transforming Galatea into flesh.10 In a brief analysis of this myth in 

͚sŽŝǆ�KĨĨ͛�ĂŶĚ�Solo (1988), a novel Lê removed from her bibliography, Michèle Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ 

argues that Lê employs such intertextuality in order to explore how men fashion women to meet 

their own tastes, dreams and requirements.11 Similarly, dƌĂĐǇ�,ĂůůƐƚĞĂĚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞƐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�

sculpting of Galatea as the perfect woman as a useful metaphor for understanding how the 

production of women as inherently flawed in Western paƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ƐŽĐŝĞƚŝĞƐ�ŝƐ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�͚chisel͛ 

ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ůŝǀĞƐ�ĚŽǁŶ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƐŝůĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ�ŝŵŵŽďŝůĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ͕�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇ�

and politically in comparison to men.12 �Ɛ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵĞŶ�

who try to ͚mould͛ ethnic minority women, a term Frye employs to understand oppressive power 

relations, this thesis exposes how Lê portrays the Pygmalion paradigm as involved in the 

oppression of ethnic minority women because of the way they are racialised as well as gendered 

in France.13 

tŝƚŚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞůǇ�ƚŽ�

oppressively direct those who are marked, this chapter explores how Pygmalion figures in the 

novels employ universalist discourses as chisels to mould these women by promising happiness in 

the shape of equality, freedom or acceptance through integration into French society.14 Examining 

the intertextuality Lê creates with the Pygmalion myth therefore makes it possible to build upon 

 

Tracing, Erasing, and Re-Tracing Fragments of the Self in Writing', Contemporary French and Francophone 
Studies, 18:4 (2014); Crystel Pinçonnat, 'Le complexe d'Antigone. Relectures féministes et postcoloniales du 
scénario Oedipien', Revue de Littérature Comparée, 4:344 (2012) <https://www.cairn.info/revue-de-
litterature-comparee-2012-4-page-495.htm> [accessed 06/04/2020]. 
9 Pinçonnat (2012), p.501.  
10 tŚŝůƐƚ�KǀŝĚ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚƵĞ is unnamed, this work will use the name Galatea, associated with the statue since 
the European Renaissance, for simplicity and to avoid re-enacting her objectification. See Kathleen 
McConnell, 'Creating People for Popular �ŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ͗��ĐŚŽĞƐ�ŽĨ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�͚dŚĞ�ZĂƉĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�>ŽĐŬ͛�ŝŶ�
Artificial Intelligence', The Journal of Popular Culture 40:4 (2007), p.687. 
11 See Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ�;ϮϬϬϲͿ͕�ƉƉ͘ϳϭ-72. 
12 Tracy Hallstead, Pygmalion's Chisel: For Women Who Are "Never Good Enough", ProQuest Ebook Central 
edn, (Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2013) <https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/soton-
ebooks/detail.action?docID=1220963.> [accessed 10/03/2020] pp.xiii-xiv. 
13 See Frye (1983), pp.4-5; Ahmed (2017), p.30. 
14 See Ahmed (2010). 
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previous research which has considered how the integration process for her exiled characters is 

complicated by discrimination or paternalism to reveal how integration discourses become one of 

the barriers to an egalitarian French society.15 Additionally, it indicates how this intertextuality, 

along with other literary tools such as imagery, allegory, symbolic naming and open-endings, is 

used by Lê to both stimulate an intersectional feminist consciousness of the violence present 

within republican universalism and resist the inferiorising and essentialising power relations 

ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ͘�/Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƌĞ-writing of a classical Western myth is 

ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͛�ĞǆƉŽƐƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ŵǇƚŚŽůŽŐǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�

society as the upholder and guarantor of universalist ideals.  

Whilst it is not within the scope of this thesis to examine Pygmalion intertextuality across 

Ăůů�ŽĨ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŝƚƐ�ĨƵůůĞƐƚ͕�

namely Calomnies and Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ, to offer a model of the way in which this approach 

ŵŝŐŚƚ�ďĞ�ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌĞ͘�dŚĞ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞĚ�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�

niece and Mortesaison have with the individual ethnic majority men and employers in their lives. 

Examining these relationships separately draws out the differences between individual ethnic 

majority characters, whilst comparing and gaining an overview of them illuminates how they are 

all portrayed as Pygmalion figures who try to mould the ethnic minority female characters in 

order to perpetuate sex and race-based social hierarchies in France.  

The niece is one of two Vietnamese protagonists exiled in France, along with her uncle, 

through whose perspective Calomnies is written. It begins with thĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ�

reveal the identity of her real father after an encounter with another immigrant makes her think 

ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƚƌŝŐŐĞƌƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽůůŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚŝǀĞ�

Vietnamese family who excluded him; his realisation that, in spite of his supposed integration in 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕�ŚĞ�ǁŝůů�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ďĞ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĞĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ͖�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ�ƐƵŝĐŝĚĞ͘�dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ narrative 

focuses on her life in France rather than Vietnam and reveals how her interest in her father forms 

ŽŶůǇ�ŽŶĞ�ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǇŽƵŶŐ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�

identity in relation to her origins, writing and French culture. She explores the many pressures and 

limiting conditions placed on her and her writing by the French men in her life and, by extension, 

French society generally because of her gender and origins. In particular, Lê depicts how these 

men use promises of equality, freedom or acceptance to justify and mask their controlling, 

paternalist, and often abusive and exploitative behaviour towards the niece to influence her path 

of integration. Through reflections on her previous romantic relationships and her current 

decisions about her origins and writing, the niece gains a greater awareness of the violence 

 
15 Dao (2012); Lay-Chenchabi and Do (2008); Selao (2014). 
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involved in this integration process and eventually tries to take her identity and direction into her 

own hands.16 My analysis of Calomnies ǁŝůů�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƵƌ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�

men in order to highlight how they are all portrayed as Pygmalion-like figures and explore how 

the niece negotiates and resists their attempted moulding of her as an ethnic minority woman. 

Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ is narrated in an unpunctuated stream of consciousness by an unnamed 

French character who reflects on his dysfunctional relationship with his mother; specifically, how 

this arises from her disillusionment with life as an unappreciated housewife and may have 

triggered the paralysis that confines him to a wheelchair. The narrator also relates the 

experiences of his friend, a young Vietnamese immigrant whom he nicknames ͚Mortesaison͛. He 

gradually builds up a picture of her life and work in France, firstly, as a carer for the elderly Ragot 

and, secondly, as a writer for a charity satisfying the egos of former French celebrities. In both 

cases, the narrator illustrates how Ragot strictly controls her behaviour by insisting that she 

assimilate his cultural values, knowledge and practices and how her Maya Agency clients attempt 

to direct her writing. Like the niece, Mortesaison tries to negotiate her independence in relation 

to how others mould and direct her in French society. The second section on Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ 

will consider Mortesaison͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ǁŝƚŚ�ZĂŐŽƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

reproduce unequal power relations between them and then turn to the challenges she faces as a 

ǁƌŝƚĞƌ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�DĂǇĂ��ŐĞŶĐǇ͘�hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ�ĂŝŵƐ�ƚŽ�ƵŶƌĂǀĞů�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͛�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�

discrimination and inequality in French society and how they are perpetuated through republican 

universalism because of blind-spots, or even active rewritings, present in integration discourse 

and practices.   

Pygmalion Figures and the Restrictive Directionality of Integration in 

Calomnies 

Calomnies is narrated by the unnamed protagonists la nièce and ů͛ŽŶĐůĞ who, exiled from Vietnam, 

reflect on their experiences in French society. A simple encounter triggers the narrative: when a 

stranger from her homeland approaches and speaks to the niece in her mother-tongue she 

responds brusquely. ,Ğƌ�ůĂƚĞƌ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƚĞƐ�ŝƚ�ǁŚĞŶ�͚compatriotes͛�ĂƐƐƵŵĞ�Ă�

connection with her explains this hostility and indicates that she dissociates herself from her 

origins.17 This corresponds with her behaviour throughout the novel which suggests that she sees 

 
16 Lê explains that sŝĞƚŶĂŵ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĞĚ�͚WĂǇƐ͛�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƉƌĞĐĞĚŝŶŐ�Les Trois Parques 
(1997): Alexandra Kurmann, 'An Interview with Linda Lê', (2010) 
<https://modernlanguages.sas.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/Centres/Linda_Le_Interview.pdf> [accessed 
07/04/2020] (p.1). 
17 Lê (1993), p.20. Original emphasis. 



0 

90 

herself as French rather than Vietnamese: she writes in French, voluntarily exiles herself from 

Vietnam and her Vietnamese family, and associates predominantly with members of the French 

ethnic majority.18 However, her irritation with the stranger and fear that he and his large black 

dog are stalking her soon turns to fascination and she begins to spy on him, discovering he is a 

local shoemaker.19 This infatuation engenders a renewed interest in her own origins and she 

writes to her estranged uncle to discover whether her real father is, as her mother alleges, an 

American officer who fought in the Vietnam War rather than her Vietnamese husband.20 The 

ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƵĚĚĞŶ�ŽďƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚŽǁ͕�ĂƐ�dĞƐƐ��Ž�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ŚĂƐ�

͚ƐŚĂƚƚĞƌĞĚ�ŚĞƌ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ŽŶ�Ă�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�͞ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͟�ďƵƚ�

ĂůƐŽ�ƚŚĞ�͞ĨĂƚŚĞƌůĂŶĚ͟�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�ƐƵĐŚ͕�Ă�ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ďelonging.21  

 dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ŝƐ�ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŝƐŚ�ĨŽƌ�

direction, as evidenced in her request to her uncle that he would ͚ůƵŝ�ŝŶĚŝƋƵĞƌ�ůĞ�ĐŚĞŵŝŶ͛.22 At the 

start of the novel, identity therefore appears to be caught up with influence and power relations. 

Indeed, if the shoemaker and her family are allegories for the Vietnamese nation-ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ�

beyond its borders ĂƐ��ŶŚ�dŚĂŶŐ��ĂŽ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŝŐŚƚŵĂƌĞƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽĞŵĂŬĞƌ�

stalking her reveal how her Vietnamese origins haunt and influence her in France.23 Although the 

niece had managed, at least partially, to escape her family and its oppressive gender and social 

norms through her supposed integration in France and her pursuit of a writing career they 

ĚŝƐĚĂŝŶ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ƌŝƐŬƐ�ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ͕�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ͕�͚une poupée de chiffon 

ĞŶƚƌĞ�ůĞƵƌƐ�ŵĂŝŶƐ͛͘24 dŚĞ�ĚĂŶŐĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ�ĂƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�

letter leads to his reflections on their domineering Vietnamese family and how it attempts to 

control its members or, failing this, exclude them.   

EĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ůŝĨĞ͕�ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�Ăůů�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ǁŝƚŚ�

the exception of the shoemaker, and conveys, through imagery and allegory, how they direct her 

in the same way as Pygmalion moulds Galatea. Through intertextuality with the Pygmalion myth 

>ġ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�

exploited by the ethnic majority characters. Although these men do not use the kinds of racial 

 
18 Ibid. p.12. 
19 Ibid. pp.14, 15. 
20 His identity is revealed through references to his role during the war, including shouting orders to kill, and 
how he abandoned his Vietnamese lover when the war ended:  ibid. p.55. 
21 Tess Do, 'From Incest to Exile: Linda Lê and the Incestuous Vietnamese Immigrants', in France and 
"Indochina": Cultural Representations, ed. by Kathryn Robson and Jennifer Yee (Lanham, Md.; Oxford: 
Lexington Books, 2005), p.188. 
22 Lê (1993), pp.12, 104. 
23 Dao (2012), p.731. 
24 Lê (1993), p.10; Dao (2012), p.727. The doll/puppet is a recurring motif throughout >ġ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌe which 
highlights how (ethnic minority) women are manipulated by others. 
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ƐůƵƌƐ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚĞĚ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚&ĂĐĞ-de-^ŝŶŐĞ͛�Žƌ�͚ůĞ��ŚŝŶĞƚŽƋƵĠ͕͛�ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƚŚ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�

on which they guide her is shaped by their intersecting racism and sexism.25 The following 

sections reveal how, on her quest, the niece negotiates the immobilising and silencing Pygmalion-

like discourses each of these men employs and, in the end, gains an intersectional feminist 

consciousness of this process which allows her to seek out a sense of identity that resists French 

and Vietnamese racialised and gendered social norms. As such, they highlight how Lê exposes and 

challenges the inequalities linked to racism and sexism in French society, and the sexism present 

in the original Pygmalion tale, by re-writing this myth from the perspective of an ethnic minority 

female Galatea in contemporary France.  

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�KƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�WĂƚŚ�ƚŽ�&ƌĞĞĚŽŵ� 

The earliest relationship upon which the niece reflects is with an older man, whom she nicknames 

Bellemort and Ricin dĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͕͛�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŐŝŶƐ�ƐŚŽƌƚůǇ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ǁŚĞŶ�

she is only eighteen.26 Knowing that the niece wishes to escape her origins and her controlling 

family, this misanthropist author promises to teach her how to become independent and free her 

from societal norms, including those in France.27 This creates a teacher/pupil dynamic similar to 

the one present in BĞƌŶĂƌĚ�^ŚĂǁ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ĞƉŽŶǇŵŽƵƐ�ƉůĂǇ͘�dŚĞ�

protagonist Henry Higgins, a phonetician, sets himself the challenge of transforming what he 

perceives as the vulgar accent, conversation and appearance of Eliza Doolittle, a cockney flower-

girl, to make her pass as an upper-class English lady. Likewise, Bellemort positions himself as the 

WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�͚ŵĂîƚƌĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂƐ�ŚŝƐ�͚ĚŝƐĐŝƉůĞ͛ and proposes an ͚ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶƚŝƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůĞ͛�ƚŽ�

chisel away at her feminine sentimentality.28  

Bellemort argues that this is necessary because sentimentality, including the belief in 

ůŽǀĞ͕�ůĞĂĚƐ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶƚŽ�Ă�͚ƉůĂĐĂƌĚ�ĐŽŶũƵŐĂů͛�ĂŶĚ�ůĞĂǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞŵ�͚ĂƵ�ǀĞŶƚƌĞ�ůŽƵƌĚ�Ě͛ĂŵĞƌƚƵŵĞ͛͘29 This 

comparison of marriage to a prison-ůŝŬĞ�ĐƵƉďŽĂƌĚ�ƌĞƐĞŵďůĞƐ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�

she ƌĞƚƵƌŶƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŽŽƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ͕�ƉƌĞƐƐ͕�ƚŽ�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ͗�͚Something pressed is 

something caught between or among forces and barriers which are so related to each other that 

ũŽŝŶƚůǇ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƌĞƐƚƌĂŝŶ͕�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚ�Žƌ�ƉƌĞǀĞŶƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚŝŶŐ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƚŝŽŶ�Žƌ�ŵŽďŝůŝƚǇ͘�DŽůĚ͘�/ŵŵŽďŝůŝǌĞ͘�

 
25 Lê (1993), p.17. By merging the racist phrĂƐĞ�͚ĐŚŝŶĞƚŽƋƵĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ƚŽƋƵĠ͕͛�ƐůĂŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ŵĂĚ͕�>ġ�
highlights how the uncle is othered for his supposed madness as well as his ethnic origins.  
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. pp.61-62. 
28 /ďŝĚ͘�Ɖ͘ϲϭ͖�dŚŝƐ�͚ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶƚŝƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůĞ͛�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ŝƌŽŶŝĐ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�'ƵƐƚĂǀĞ�&ůĂƵďĞƌƚΖƐ�
novel 'L'Éducation sentimentale', which Linda Lê identifies as one of her favourite works in Loucif (2007). 
29 Lê (1993), p.62. 
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Reduce͛.30 Through this imagery, Bellemort therefore represents the heteropatriarchal institution 

of marriage and the female domesticity it encourages as constituting an immobilising set of 

barriers for women in French society.31 Sara Ahmed argues that the heterosexual ͚fairy-tale͛ of 

love, marriage and reproduction ĚŝƌĞĐƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚƐ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ůŝǀĞƐ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŝƚ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�

narrative for female happiness.32 Likewise, Bellemort denounces this narrative by suggesting that 

it fills ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ wombs with resentment rather than joy.  

Bellemort therefore proposes his ͚ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶƚŝƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůĞ͕͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐƚ�ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ�

upon which this is based, as a form of nonconformism. The critical consciousness it supposedly 

affords should illuminate the functioning and impact of such norms and, subsequently, 

emancipate and reorient the niece away from the oppressive path set for her as an ethnic 

minority woman.33 Through his moulding education he therefore appears to promise both 

freedom and equality to the niece. Indeed, Bellemort depicts himself as the saviour rescuing the 

ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚĂů�ŶŽƌŵƐ�ĂƐ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƐŚĞ�ǁĞƌĞ͕�ĂƐ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ͕�͚une sirène déchiquetée qui 

nage à contre-courant͛͘34 Ahmed uses the similar image of the flow of a crowd to symbolise how 

norms create momĞŶƚƵŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚƐ�ŽƵƌ�ůŝǀĞƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĨůŽǁ�ĂŶĚ�ŵŽŵĞŶƚƵŵ�ŵĞĂŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ƚŚĞ�ĐƌŽǁĚ�

ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝǀĞ͛�ĂŶĚ͕�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŚĂŶĚ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽŶĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĐĂƌƌŝĞĚ�ĂůŽŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐƌŽǁĚ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�

noticing these norms and how they function.35 On the other hand, one will feel resistance against 

ĂŶǇ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ĞƐĐĂƉĞ�Žƌ�ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĨůŽǁ͗�͚ǇŽƵ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ƚŚĞŶ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĨůŽǁ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƚĂŶŐŝďůĞ�

ƚŚŝŶŐ͗�ǁŚĂƚ�ƐƚŽƉƐ�ǇŽƵ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƐƚŽƉƉŝŶŐ͖�ǁŚĂƚ�ƐůŽǁƐ�ǇŽƵ�ĚŽǁŶ͛͘36 In this vein, the siren metaphor 

characterises French heteropatriarchal norms as a strong tide that batters the siren against 

dangerous rocks when she comes too close to land, the domain of man, and acts as a force that 

impedes her escape. Bellemort thus presents the practices and discourses of love, marriage and 

reproduction as driving the niece into harmful situations and as a relentless pressure that will 

wear down her resistance until she accepts and is directed by these norms. The fact that this siren 

ŝƐ�ĚƌĂǁŶ�ĂǁĂǇ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĂ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ůĂŶĚ�ƉĂŝŶƚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�ƵŶŶĂƚƵƌĂů�ĂŶĚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�

education of her as succour to resist the tide of sentimentality and reach freedom in open water 

where she belongs.  

 
30 Frye (1983), p.2. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ahmed (2017), p.49. 
33 See ibid. p.43. 
34 Lê (1993), p.62. The siren is another mythological figure that appears in relation to (ethnic minority) 
women throughoƵƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĚĞƐĞƌǀĞƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŝŶ-depth analysis than this exploration of the 
Pygmalion myth allows. 
35 Ahmed (2017), pp.43, 45. 
36 Ibid. p.45. 
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 EŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕�ĂƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ŶĂŵĞ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ͕��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�

ambivalent than his ostensibly progressive or even feminist promises to emancipate her suggest. 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�reveal his misogyny as he paints women as ͚un animal tour à tour docile et 

ĐĂƉƌŝĐŝĞƵǆ͛ who seduce men and then unscrupulously abandon them.37 This comparison of 

women to animals illustrates how Bellemort dehumanises and inferiorises them, regardless of 

whether they are ͚tameable͛ or not. Further, the way he levels women and denies their 

individuality signifies that he marks them with gender difference and identifies sentimentality, 

supposedly manifested in both docility and capriciousness, as its defining negative characteristic.  

zĞƚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂůŝƐĞĚ�͚ĂŵŽƵƌ�ĚĞ�ũĞƵŶĞƐƐĞ͛ who left him belie his 

supposed immunity to such emotions.38 Instead, his monomania appears to be an attempt to 

deny his own emotional vulnerability by typifying love as a feminine trait. Frye identifies such 

discourse as common in gender oppression and states that, although it requires emotional 

restraint from men͕�ŝƚ�ĨŽƌŵƐ�͚ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ�ŵĞŶ�ŽǀĞƌĂůů͛�ďǇ�ĂůůŽǁŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞŵ�ƚŽ�

conceive themselves as superior to women.39 �ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŝƐ�

lover broke his heart and suggest that, to simultaneously account for this and mask his 

vulnerability, he conceives himself as superior by depicting all women as inherently 

temperamental and, therefore, inferior and abhorrent. As his desire to educate the niece arises 

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ͕�ŚĞ�ƌĞƐĞŵďůĞƐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�KǀŝĚ͛Ɛ�ŵǇƚŚ�ǁŚŽ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚed by his hatred of 

women to create the ideal woman in sculpture form.40 In the case of this modern Pygmalion, this 

ŵŝƐŽŐǇŶǇ�ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚƐ�ŝƚƐĞůĨ�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ĐŚŝƐĞů�ĂǁĂǇ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�ƐƵĐŚ͕�

her gender difference. The fact that BeůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĚŽĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŵĂŶǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƐ�͚ĚĞƐ�

'ĂůĂƚĠĞ�ĞŶ�ƐĠƌŝĞ͛�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ƚŚĞŵ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂů�ǁŽŵĂŶ�

is based on his erasure of their individuality.41 dŚŝƐ�ŝĚĞĂ�ĂůƐŽ�ůŽĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�

a lĂƌŐĞƌ�ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ�ŝŶ�Ă�ǁĂǇ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝǀĞ�ŽĨ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƚŚ�ĂƐ�͚Ă�ƚƌĂĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƐƚ�

ũŽƵƌŶĞǇƐ͛͘42 Furthering her reflections on how a crowd acquires momentum and becomes 

ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚Ă�ƉĂƚŚ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ŵĂĚĞ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͞ďĞŝŶŐ�ƚƌŽĚĚĞŶ͟�ƵƉŽŶ͛�ĂŶĚ͕�

subsequently, becomes easier to follow and harder to leave by being well-trodden.43 Similarly, it is 

ĞĂƐŝĞƌ�ĨŽƌ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĂƌĚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�

already done so with other women.  

 
37 Lê (1993), pp.60, 61. 
38 Ibid. p.61. 
39 Frye (1983), p.15. 
40 See Paula James, Ovid's Myth of Pygmalion on Screen: In Pursuit of the Perfect Woman,  (London: 
Continuum, 2011), p.13. 
41 Lê (1993), p.62. 
42 Ahmed (2017), p.46. 
43 Ibid. p.45. 
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Whilst Ricin highlights this misogyny, an intersectional reading of the novel unveils how 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ�ƚŽ�ŚŽǁ�ŚĞ�ŵĂƌŬƐ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͘�dŚĞ�

ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝƌĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƐĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŝƐ�ĞĐŚŽĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ƐĐĞŶĞ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�French rescue 

ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ�ǁŚŽ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ŽĨĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽĂƐƚ�ŽŶ�ĨƌĂŐŝůĞ�ďŽĂƚƐ�ƚŽ�ĞƐĐĂƉĞ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƐŵ͘44 The impetus of 

French aid to the refugees is to furnish them with a positive image of themselves as charitable 

saviours, a point evidenced by their loss of interesƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ͛�ƐƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ�ŽŶĐĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ŚĂƐ�

been satiated. Lê͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐĐĞŶĞ�ĂŶĚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐĐƵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƐŝƌğŶĞ�

ĚĠĐŚŝƋƵĞƚĠĞ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚŝƐ�͚éĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶƚŝƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůĞ͛�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ƚŚĂƚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞƐ�

the niece to boost his own ego and sense of superiority.45 Secondly, it exposes how this 

Pygmalion-like moulding is linked to the dual difference with which Bellemort marks the niece, 

ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝƌĞŶ͛Ɛ�ďŝ-partite body, because of her origins as well as her sex. This is 

ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞĚ�ŝŶ�Ă�ůŝƐƚ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂĚŽƉƚƐ͗�͚ƚƵ�ůŝƐ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ă�ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�ůƵ͕�ƚƵ�

ŵĂŶŐĞƐ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ă�ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�ŵĂŶŐĠ͛͘46 As the niece has only recently arrived in France at this point, 

this appears like an example of the cultural assimilation by which Dao argues the niece is 

influenced.47 In this vein, Bellemort promotes her adoption of not only his philosophical values 

but also his cultural practices, presented as longstanding and consequently legitimate through the 

repetition ŽĨ�͚ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ͕͛�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŽ�ŽďƚĂŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ŚĞ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ͘�dŚŝƐ�

process therefore resonates with republican universalist promises to immigrants and ethnic 

minorities that they can attain freedom and equality in French society through integration, often 

construed as cultural assimilation.48 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚŝƐ moulding-

integration process are ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŵ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ĐŽŶĚĞƐĐĞŶĚŝŶŐůǇ�ƚƌĞĂƚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ũĞƵŶĞ�

ĨŝůůĞ͛�ǁŚŽ�ŶĞĞĚƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�Ğducated and, like an animal, ͚tamed͛.49 The way he employs this 

dehumanising argument to justify her assimilation of his philosophy and culture is reminiscent of 

how, as Ahmed notes, Western patriarchal empires like France inferiorised not only women but 

also the colonised as children or even subhuman creatures who needed to be civilised through 

education, disciplining or both.50 dŚĞ�͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚƌŝĐĞ͛�ǁĂƐ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŽ�ĞŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶ�

the infantilised subjects of the French empire by inculcating in them the allegedly superior 

 
44 Lê (1993), p.43. 
45 Ibid. p.62. 
46 Ibid. p.71. 
47 Dao (2012), p.732. 
48 For an analysis of how integration is often interpreted as a form of assimilation, in spite of statements to 
the contrary, see d'Appolonia (2009); Jennings (2000). 
49 Lê (1993), pp.60, 71. 
50 Ahmed (2017), p.80. 
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universal values and cultural norms of the Republic.51 Pascal Blanchard argues that modern-day 

integration discourses about educating or even civilising ethnic minorities, particularly in the 

banlieues, re-enact this imperialiƐƚ�͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚƌŝĐĞ͛�ŽŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽŝů͘52 He demonstrates how 

assumptions about the superiority of French norms and universalist values have led to 

assimilationist policies that not only inferiorise other cultures and ethnic minorities but also 

reinforcĞ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�

restraining her sentimentality but also assimilating his cultural practices and beliefs, inferiorises 

both her and her culture and reinforces a power dynamic similar to that of the coloniser and 

ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞĚ͘��Ɛ�ƐƵĐŚ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŚŝŶƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�

ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ�Ă�ƚƌĂĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ͕�

intersecting journeys from the countrǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ƉĂƐƚ͘53 >ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�

challenges the narrative promoted by institutions such as the ,ĂƵƚ��ŽŶƐĞŝů�ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ that 

denies the assimilationist tendencies of many integration discourses and practices and, 

consequently, any continuities with colonialism.54 Furthermore, by exploring how this is justified 

through universalist discourses on integration, based on ethnocentric assumptions about the 

superiority of French values and traditions, it highlights how discrimination can be reproduced 

through republican universalism. 

dŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ-like moulding of the niece and an 

ŝŶĞŐĂůŝƚĂƌŝĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŝŶ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͗�͚�Ŷ�

ĂŵŽƵƌ͕�ƚƵ�ƚ͛ĞƐ�toujours portée comme une exilée qui espère remplir toutes les conditions 

ŶĠĐĞƐƐĂŝƌĞƐ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƉŽƐƚƵůĞƌ�ă�ů͛ĞŵƉůŽŝ�Ě͛ŝŵŵŝŐƌĠĞ�ŵŽĚğůĞ͛.55 TŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉs thus become 

box-ticking integration exercises in which she allows her partners to mould her towards their rigid 

images of the perfect ethnic minority Galatea to please and therefore be accepted by them. 

Although it is based on his nihilism, �ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĞŵĂŶĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌƐ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�

integration discourses in various ways and facilitates a moulding process which erodes the gender 

and ethnic differences for which he inferiorises the niece. This erasure reveals the complex and 

potentially ambiguous nature of this integration process because it does not always involve, as 

Julie Assier suggests, ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵŵŽĚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�͚ƵŶ�ŽďũĞƚ�ĞǆŽƚŝƋƵĞ͛͘56 Furthermore, just as 

�ĂŽ�ŚĂƐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ�ŽǀĞƌ�

 
51 ^ĞĞ�͚hŶǀĞŝůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�sŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ��ŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�Hargreaves 
(2007). 
52 Blanchard (2000), p.5. 
53 Lê (1993), pp.60, 71. 
54 In relation to the denial of the historical links between republican universalism and colonial assimilation 
policy see Blanchard (2000); Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991). 
55 Lê (1993), p.71. 
56 Julie Assier, 'Les Migrances du moi « Calomnies »', Francofonia, 58 (2010), p.37. 
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immigrants in the novel, Bellemort gains greater control of the niece as he moulds her to his own 

design.57 Indeed, his success in ͚taming͛ rather than liberating her through an intersectional 

Pygmalion integration process, evidenced by her desire to please him, exposes how his 

universalist promises facilitate his domination of her, as was previously the case through the 

mission civilisatrice in the colonies from which her family originates. Through intertextuality with 

ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ͕�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ƉĂƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�

assimilatory mission civilisatrice in modern-day universalist integration processes that perpetuate 

the oppression rather than emancipation of postcolonial immigrants in the former metropole. 

The oppressive rather than liberating nature of WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ intersectional integration and 

moulding process for the niece is emphasised in the statement that Bellemort ͚ů͛ĞŶĨĞƌŵĞ͛, like the 

restrictive marriages and motherhood from which his tutelage is supposed to free her.58 Rather 

than physical, this imprisonment is social, mental and emotional as, by making her assimilate his 

ideas, he aims to make her into one of his 'ĂůĂƚĞĂƐ�͚ƋƵŝ�ŶĞ�ƉĂƌůĞŶƚ�Ŷŝ�ŶĞ�ƉĞŶƐĞŶƚ�Ŷŝ�ŶĞ�ƐŽƵƌŝĞŶƚ͛͘59 

/Ŷ�Ă�ƌĞǀĞƌƐĂů�ŽĨ�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐŝƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ͕��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ǁĂŶƚƐ�ƚŽ�ƉĞƚƌŝĨǇ�ƚŚĞ�

niece into silence and immobility. This can be linked to the original figure called Galatea in 

ĐůĂƐƐŝĐĂů�ŵǇƚŚŽůŽŐǇ͗�Ă�ŶǇŵƉŚ�ŐŽĚĚĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ĐĂůŵ�ƐĞĂƐ�ǁŚŽƐĞ�ŶĂŵĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚ĐĂůŵ-ŐŽĚĚĞƐƐ͛͘60 

Like calm water that remains still and silent unless someone or something touches or moves it, 

Bellemort discourages the niece from thinking, speaking or feeling independently. Tracy Hallstead 

ŶŽƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ĞǀĞŶ�ŝŶ�ŚƵŵĂŶ�ĨŽƌŵ͕�KǀŝĚ͛Ɛ�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ�͚ŚĂƐ�ŶŽ�ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ�Žƌ�ƐƉŝƌŝƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ďƵƚ�ŝƐ�ŵĞƌĞůǇ�

a reflection of [Pygmalion], an object created by him and for his glory, not a subject with an 

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů�ǁŝůů͛.61 ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕��ŚŵĞĚ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ��ƵƌŽƉĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�

colonies continue to be depicted as children to not only to justify directing them according to 

Western patriarchal norms ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŝŵƉůǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�͚not supposed to have a will of their own͛�

ĂŶĚ͕�ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕�͚ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�ǁŝůůŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ŽďĞǇ͛͘62 The perfect ethnic minority Galatea is therefore one who 

ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ǁŝůů�ƚŽ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ͘�dŚƵƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵĂŶ�ƵƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ�ƚŽ�ůŝďĞƌĂƚĞ�

the niece from gender norms and her origins as a disciplinary moulding tool to restrict her every 

thought, act and emotion. Through her reversal of the metamorphosis in the Pygmalion myth and 

ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ŶĂŵŝŶŐ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͕�>ġ�ĞǆƉŽƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝŶƚŽ�

 
57 See Dao (2012). 
58 See Lê (1993), p.62. 
59 Ibid. p.61. 
60 'Galatea', Theoi Greek Mythology (2017) <https://www.theoi.com/Pontios/NereisGalateia.html> 
[accessed 13/05/2020]; McConnell (2007), p.687.  
61 Hallstead (2013), pp.2-3. 
62 Ahmed (2017), p.80. 
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his gendered and racialised ideal of an ethnic minority Galatea simultaneously, and intentionally, 

drains her of her vitality.63 

Moreover, deterring the niece from thinking independently or critically reinforces 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ŽǀĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�ďǇ�ĨŽƐƚĞƌŝŶŐ�Ă�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ƚŽŽů͗�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘�&ƌǇĞ�

describes how restrŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�͚ƐĞůĨ-ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌĞĚ͛�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ�͚adaptations 

ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚĂƐƚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚǇƌĂŶŶŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛.64 

This conveys how the oppressed can become complicit in the reproduction of social inequalities 

through self-ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌŝŶŐ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�>ġ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ŚŽǁ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�

her self-monitoring: ͚�ůůĞ�ĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞ�ƐĂ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ͕�ŐĂƌƌŽƚƚĞ�ƐĞƐ�ĠůĂŶƐ͛͘65 The violence of disciplining and 

garrotting evokes how the niece has interŶĂůŝƐĞĚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƚƌĞĚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝŶŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�

and accordingly attempts to restrain the behaviours which he deems inferior. Further, this 

vocabulary stresses the oppressive nature of this process as, like a press that reduces something 

by squeezing out any gases or liquids within it, it is meant to force any sentimentality out of her.66 

>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚƵƐ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�Ă�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ�ŽĨ͕�ŝŶ�<ĂƌĞŶ�WǇŬĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�

͚ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞĐƵƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞůf-monitoring to which it leads 

means that the niece becomes complicit in her own oppression.67  

This internalisation continues to affect the niece even after her relationship with 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ŚĂƐ�ĞŶĚĞĚ�ĂƐ͕�ĨƌŽŵ�ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ůĞƚƚĞƌ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ�Ğǆplains thĂƚ�͚ĞůůĞ�Ă�

discipliné sa mémoire͛ in relation to her family.68 The repeated phraseology of disciplining her 

ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĞŵŽƌǇ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŶŬ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚǁŽ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ĂƐ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�

inferiorisation of her origins as well as gender leads her to repress not only any ethnic differences 

through cultural assimilation but also memories of her family. The negative impact of this 

internalised oppression and integration process is visible firstly in her hostility towards the 

shoemaker, as he reminds her of the ethnic difference she loathes in herself and, secondly, in how 

she is subsequently overwhelmed by this difference, evidenced in her obsession with the 

shoemaker. These forms of repression do not free the niece from her origins and femininity as 

Bellemort promises but create a schism within her, a point illustrated by the statement that the 

ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŚĂƐ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝŶƚŽ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�͚ƉŽƵƉĠĞ�ƐĐŚŝǌŽƉŚƌğŶĞ͛.69 Firstly, the 

͚ƉŽƵƉĠĞ͛�ŝƐ�Ă�ƌĞĐƵƌƌŝŶŐ�ŵŽƚŝĨ�ŝŶ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝses how women in particular are 

 
63 Lê (1993), p.62. 
64 Frye (1983), p.14. 
65 Lê (1993), p.62. 
66 Frye (1983), p.2. 
67 Karen Pyke, 'What is Internalized Racial Oppression and Why Don't We Study It?', Sociological 
Perspectives, 53:4 (2010), p.561. 
68 Lê (1993), p.105. 
69 Ibid. pp.61, 71. 
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manipulated or abused by others.70 Secondly, the reference to schizophrenia conveys how the 

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐŵ�ŚĂƐ�ĞŝƚŚĞƌ�ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚͬŽƌ�

created a damaging disjuncture between her attitudes and emotions. Nancy Huston argues that 

ƚŚĞ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐƚ�ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ůĂ�ĐŚĂŝƌ�ŵğƌĞ͛�leads Lê͛Ɛ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĂƚĞ their own bodies and, 

consequently, to the sensation that they are split in two.71 ,Ğƌ�ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�

niŚŝůŝƐƚ�ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ�ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ďĞŐĂŶ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͗�͚Si elle opte en 

ĨĂǀĞƵƌ�ĚƵ�ŶĠĂŶƚ͕�ĞůůĞ�ĞƐƚ�ŵĞŶĂĐĠĞ�ĚĞ�ĨŽůŝĞ͛.72 In light of the intersectional power relations already 

ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ͕�ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĞǆƉĂŶĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�,ƵƐƚŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ƚŚĂƚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽƐĞůǇƚŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

the niece to his hatred of her racialised and gendered body drives her to madness. Moreover, the 

ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉŽƵƉĠĞ͛�ŵŽƚŝĨ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝƚĞƌĂů�Žƌ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝĐĂů�ƐĐŚŝǌŽƉŚƌĞŶŝĂ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ�

how this madness that ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ŽǀĞƌ�ŚĞƌ͘�

Indeed, misleading her into thinking that she must overcome essentialised and inferiorised gender 

and ethnic differences to attain liberty and equality in French society allows Bellemort to sculpt 

her into a submissive Galatea who, in spite of its negative consequences for her mental health, 

reproduces this social hierarchy. Lê further underlines the exploitative and toxic nature of this 

process as Ricin states that Bellemort has ŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ�͚ŵĂƌƚǇƌŝƐĠ͛�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŽ�ƵƐĞ�ŚĞƌ�

suffering as  inspiration for his own writing.73 

dŚĞ�ĞǆƚĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�

over her is evident in her attempt to rebel against his abusive and exploitative behaviour by 

becoming an author herself.74 Whilst this may appear to break the silence he has imposed on her, 

it is not entirely subversive͗�͚>Ğ�ĚƵƉůŝĐĂƚĂ�ƉĂƌůĞ͕�ŵĂŝƐ�ŝů�ŶĞ�ĨĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵŝƌĞ�ůĞƐ�ƉĞŶƐĠĞƐ�ĚƵ�

maîƚƌĞ͛͘75 As a Galatea doll who cannot think or speak independently, she remains silenced in her 

writing because she regurgitates his ideas and remains on the path on which he has set her. 

Similarly, Huston argues that Lê, as an author, fails to overcome nihilism and the self-rejection this 

leads to for women in her first three novels.76 Lê removed these works from her bibliography 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�͚ĚĞƐ�ĞƐƐĂŝƐ�ĚĞ�ǀŽŝǆ͛�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐŚĞ�ƚƌŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞƌ�

ǁŽƌŬ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ĂƌĞ�͚à la ŚĂƵƚĞƵƌ�ĚĞƐ�ŝŶĚŝŐğŶĞƐ͛͘77 The overlap between 

,ƵƐƚŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĞĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�

 
70 For example, it appears explicitly in Les dŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ, Les aubes ĂŶĚ�͚sŽŝǆ�oĨĨ͛͘ 
71 Huston (2004), p.326. 
72 Ibid. pp.327-28. 
73 Lê (1993), p.61. 
74 Ibid. p.71. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Huston (2004), p.303. These are: Un si tendre vampire (1986), Fuir (1987) and Solo (1988). 
77 Catherine Argand, 'Linda Lê', L'Express, (1999) <https://www.lexpress.fr/culture/livre/linda-
le_803102.html> [accessed 09/05/2020]. 
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sexism coalesce to restrict Lê ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘�dŚĞƐĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ�

struggle to find their own voices because they measure themselves against the hierarchised 

standards set by ethnic majority French men or society. Their wish to prove themselves as an 

͚exception to the rule͛ as the model female immigrant means that they write like, as Lê states 

about ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ͕�͚ƵŶ�ĂƉƉƌĞŶƚŝ�ĠĐƌŝǀĂŝŶ�ĞŶĐŽƌĞ�ƚƌŽƉ�ƚŝŵŽƌĠ͛.78 In turn, this reinforces the ͚rule͛ 

constructed through unequal power relations and therefore cannot subvert such discourses.  

Furthermore, Lê reveals that this approach dooms the niece to failure because the way 

Bellemort marks her as intrinsically flawed because of her gender and origins means that she will 

ŶĞǀĞƌ�ƌĞĂĐŚ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚŝŽŶ�Žƌ�ĞǀĞŶ�ĞƋƵĂů�ƐƚĂƚƵƐ�ŝŶ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ͘�/ŶĚĞĞĚ͕��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ moulds 

women ͚pour mieux les haïƌ͛͗�ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƐƵďŵŝƚ�ƚŽ�Śŝŵ�Žƌ�ůĞĂǀĞ�Śŝŵ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĞǀĞŶƚƵĂůůǇ�

does, he can accuse them of the supposedly feminine and negative traits of docility or 

capriciousness to reinforce his sense of superiority.79 >ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚus reflects Hallstead 

argument that this is an essential element of patriarchal oppression because, to maintain his 

ƉŽǁĞƌ�ŽǀĞƌ�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ͕�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�͚ŵƵƐƚ�ĨŽƌĞǀĞƌ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĐƌŝƚŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĐƵůƉƚŽƌ͛͘80 In Calomnies, this 

is facilitated through the way in which the promise of freedom through integration which justifies 

the moulding process is constantly deferred: the hope that she will gain freedom and equality 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ůŽŶŐ�ƚŝŵĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�

accepts an oppressive teacher/pupil dynamic incompatible with these ideals. Ahmed explains that 

ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ŝŶ�ŝƚƐ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�Žƌ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ͕�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝǀĞ�͚through its 

failure to be actualised in the present͛͘81 �ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŶĞǀĞƌ-ending moulding-integration of the 

niece elucidates how an unattainable racialised ideal image of women and a yet-to-be-realised 

freedom become disciplinary mechanisms to maintain his power over the niece.  

By illuminating how this Pygmalion figure takes advantage of a young ethnic minority 

woman whose desire to escape her origins makes her particularly vulnerable, Lê finds the voice 

that eluded her in earlier novels. Through intertextuality, imagery, mirroring and symbolic 

naming, she highlights the hypocrisy, vioůĞŶĐĞ͕�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ǀĞŝůĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐƚ�

ideas and the republican integration discourses they often resemble. In turn, Lê demonstrates 

how these discourses and the power relations involved are employed in a modern-day mission 

civilisatrice to direct the niece on oppressive paths by moulding her into a silent and immobilised 

Galatea whose will is subjugated to that of others. Finally, her depiction of the negative impact of 

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐe as a result of internalisation 

 
78 Loucif (2007). 
79 Lê (1993), p.61. 
80 Hallstead (2013), pp.3-4. 
81 Ahmed (2004), p.197. Original emphasis. 
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reject a reductive resistance/complicity binary to convey their simultaneity.82 However, the 

narrative also offers hope as the niece has left Bellemort by the time it begins and her reflections 

upon his behaviour help her to make sense of subsequent relationships. 

Weidman, Le Conseiller and Treacherous Promises of Happiness 

Although Bellemort alone is labelled Pygmalion in the novel, Linda Lê portrays how other white 

ŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�ůŽǀĞƌ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞƌ͕�ƚƌǇ�ƚŽ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ƚŚĞ�

protagonist in relation to their racist and sexist attitudes towards ethnic minority women. This 

section demonstrates how, whilst they do not engage in the same assimilatory mission civilisatrice 

as Bellemort, Weidman and Le Conseiller mobilise the concept of integration alongside promises 

of happiness and acceptance as intersectional moulding tools to inferiorise and oppressively 

direct this Galatea and her writing in French society.  

Having realised the manipulative and abusive nature ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�

leaves him for a head-hunter named Weidman. As he does not dismiss the idea of love or try to 

ŝŶĚŽĐƚƌŝŶĂƚĞ�ŚĞƌ͕�ƐŚĞ�ďĞůŝĞǀĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�͚ƵŶ�ŚŽŵŵĞ�ƋƵŝ�ƐĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƌĂ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĂŝŵĞƌ�ƐĂŶƐ�ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶŶĞƌ�

ĚĞ�ĚĞǀĞŶŝƌ�ƐŽŶ�ĠĚƵĐĂƚĞƵƌ͕͛�ĂŶd that͕�ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕�ŚĞ�ĐĂŶ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�͚ƐĂ�ƉĂƌƚ�ĚĞ�ďŽŶŚĞƵƌ͛͘83 

Whereas Bellemort had ͚tamed͛ ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�͚une terre 

ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛ to her as she tries to be a model immigrant suggests that integration in his eyes is not 

dependent upon the erasure of ethnic differences through cultural assimilation.84 zĞƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�

ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ŚŝƐ�͚ƉŽƵƉĠĞ�ĠƉŽƵƐĞ͛�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ŝƐ�

supposed to make the niece happy, his image of the ideal ethnic minority woman aligns with 

oppressive gender norms.85 In The Promise of Happiness, Ahmed outlines the restrictive 

directionality and conditionality of happiness when ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŵŽƐƚ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�͚ĚĞĨŝŶĞ�ƚŚĞ�

conditions of ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ͛�ĨŽƌ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ŽƌĚer to mould their behaviour.86 She argues that 

marriage and integration are constructed by white men as conditions of happiness for ethnic 

minority women which encourage the latter to align their happiness and, therefore, behaviour 

with practices that reproduce the privilege and happiness of the former.87 &ƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕�ĂƐ�͚Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�

ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ĨĞĞů�ŚĂƌƐŚ͕͛�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�Ă�ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ�ŝŶĐŽŶƐƉŝĐƵŽƵƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝŐŚůǇ�

 
82 Pyke warns against perpetuating this false dichotomy in research into internalisation as it can itself 
function as one of the reproductive tendencies of unequal power relations. See Pyke (2010), p.564. 
83 Lê (1993), p.62. 
84 Ibid. p.71. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ahmed (2010), p.133. 
87 Ibid. See Chapters 2 & 4. 
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effective directing tool.88 The directionality of the happiness promised by Weidman is reflected in 

ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�͚ĚŽĐŝůĞƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ůŽǀĞƌ͗�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�

she wishes to listen to music exactly when he does and wears bright skirts reflecting his optimism 

and emphasising her exotic femininity.89 The niĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĂůŝŐŶŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�

white French man makes his happiness the main condition for her own as an ethnic minority 

woman. It therefore becomes part of the box-ticking exercise by which she tries to become the 

model female migrant who achieves fulfilment through his love and acceptance of her. This 

suggests she has internalised the normative discourses her partner espouses around marriage and 

integration without him having to overtly ͚educate͛ her. Thus, like the siren caught in the flow of 

the tide, the niece does not recognise how behaviour is being directed by gendered and racialised 

discourses. In fact, the constantly deferred promise of happiness means she does not resist the 

flow in a way that would make these norms tangible as a persistent oppressive force in French 

society.90 

,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�͚jouai[t] la poupée optimiste͛�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ her 

happiness is performative and that she believes, like Weidman, that she ought to be made happy 

by pleasing this white man. This is redolent of the ͚happiness duty͛ that Ahmed argues is imposed 

on the oppressed. She explains that the directionality of the happiness promise is reinforced 

through the expectation that the oppressed will only speak about what is good and neǀĞƌ�͚speak 

from or out of unhappiŶĞƐƐ͛.91 tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐĞĚ�ůŽǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�

translate to the duty not only to please him but to do so cheerfully. By discouraging the niece 

from expressing or exploring the reasons for her failure to be made happy, this duty mystifies and 

so facilitates the perpetuation of an oppressive system which immobilises and silences her. 

&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕�ĂƐ�ǁŝƚŚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ůĞĂƌŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�

expressions of love and promises of acceptance and happiness through non-assimilatory 

integration mask a violent attitude towards her. /Ŷ�Ă�ƌŽŽŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ�ŶĂŵĞƐ�͚ůĂ�ĐŚĂŵďƌĞ�ĚĞ�

Barbe-�ůĞƵĞ͕͛�ƐŚĞ�ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌƐ�ŚĞƌ�ůŽǀĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ͗ ͚�Ğ�ƋƵĞ�ĐŽŶƚŝĞŶƚ�ůĞ�ĐĂŚŝĞƌ͕�ũĞ�ƐƵŝƐ�ŝŶĐĂƉĂďůĞ�ĚĞ�

le restituer de manière cohérente à Ricin. Je ne cesse de lui répéter, Dans ce journal, Weidman me 

fait la peau͛͘92 dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚůǇ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐ�ǁŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ�ŚĂƐ�ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�

conveys both the violence of his words and their negative and traumatic impact on the niece 

ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĞƐ�ŚĞ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ůŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌ͘�dŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ��ůƵĞďĞĂƌĚ͛Ɛ�ƌŽŽŵ�ůŝŶks this to the 

 
88 Ahmed (2017), p.49. 
89 See Ahmed (2010), p.43; Lê (1993), pp.71, 91. 
90 Ahmed (2017), p.45. 
91 Ahmed (2010), p.158. 
92 Lê (1993), p.74. Original emphasis. 
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ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ�ďǇ��ůƵĞďĞĂƌĚ͛Ɛ�ŶĞǁ�ǇŽƵŶŐ�ďƌŝĚĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ďůŽŽĚŝĞĚ�ďŽĚŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ǁŝǀĞƐ�ǁŚŽŵ�ŚĞ�

ŚĂƐ�ŵƵƌĚĞƌĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŬĞƉƚ�ŝŶ�Ă�ĨŽƌďŝĚĚĞŶ�ƌŽŽŵ͘�dŚŝƐ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƚƌĞĚ�ŝƐ�

directed, like Bluebeard, against women generally and that the niece is following in the footsteps 

of other women who were oppressed and abused by Weidman before her. The imagery of him 

flaying her alive in his notebook also unveils the symbolic violence present in his attitude and 

behaviour towards her. Jusƚ�ĂƐ�ĨůĂǇŝŶŐ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂĚƵĂů�ƌĞŵŽǀĂů�ŽĨ�Ă�ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐŬŝŶ͕�ƐŽ�

Weidman keeps finding flaws in the niece to relentlessly chisel away at. In this way, the promise 

of love is deferred and the integration process is never-ending because this misogynist white 

Pygmalion figure will constantly find fault in this ethnic minority woman.  

As Weidman views the niece with the same contempt and sense of superiority as 

Bellemort, his concerns for her happiness are also revealed as deceptive. Instead, his role as a 

head-ŚƵŶƚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ�ĐĂŶ�ŵĞĂŶ�͚ŚƵŶƚŝŶŐ͛�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ƉůĞĂƐƵƌĞ�ŝŶ�

capturing this ethnic minority woman, with her ethnic and gender differences intact, as a trophy 

of his superiority.93 tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĂĐŝƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐƚ�ŶŽƌŵĂtive discourses he 

espouses thus conform to an oppressive Pygmalion paradigm: although he offers the niece the 

hope of being loved and accepted as an equal in France in spite of her gender and origins, he uses 

this promise to make the niece surrender her will to his moulding. In turn, encouraging her to 

submit to an oppressive integration process reinforces both his sense of superiority as a white 

French man and the power relations that privilege him in French society. Further, although the 

niece gains awarĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�ƉůĂǇŝŶŐ�͚ĚŽƵďůĞ�ũĞƵ͕͛�>ġ�ůĂǇƐ�ďĂƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĞƐĐĂƉŝŶŐ�ŚŝƐ�

ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ-ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ďƌŽŽĚŝŶŐ�

privately and neglecting her writing.94 This resistance is entangled with complicity because, by 

neither confronting nor leaving him, she mimics the happiness duty and so reinforces her silence 

and immobility. In this vein, Lê portrays how the ability to subvert unequal power relations 

ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ�ĂŶ�ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ŽĨ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�͚ƚƌĂŚŝƐŽŶ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚŽůůŽǁ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�

oppressed are made to reproduce such power relations.95  

�ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�

�ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ͕�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�>ġ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇth reveals the 

superficiality of these divergences. They both attempt to appropriate her for the benefit not only 

of their writing, as Warren Motte argues, but also for their own egos as their inferiorisation and 

attempted subjugation of the niece because of her gender and ethnicity feeds their sense of 

 
93 House of Names, 'Weidman History, Family Crest & Coats of Arms', House of Names, (23/09/2010) 
<https://www.houseofnames.com/weidman-family-crest> [accessed 18/05/2020]. 
94 Lê (1993), pp.72, 75. 
95 Ibid. p.72. 
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superiority.96 Through this mirroring, Lê highlights how ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�

and Weidman form part of a larger picture: an ethnocentric patriarchal society that oppresses 

ethnic minority women. Whether these men encourage the niece to promote the differences she 

supposedly embodies or erase them through her assimilation of French normative practices, they 

use this process to mould her towards silence and immobility within their relationship and 

thereby deny her the rights of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité integral to republican universalism. This 

occurs not just in spite of but through discourses and promises of equality, freedom and 

happiness which simultaneously encourage the niece to seek the approval of these white men to 

integrate into French society and mask the oppression this facilitates.97 The challenges of evading 

ƚŚŝƐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂƌĞ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇĞĚ�ďǇ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�

swapping Bellemort for Weidman: ͚�Ƶ�ůŝĞƵ�ĚĞ�ĐŚĞƌĐŚĞƌ�ƚŽŶ�ƉƌŽƉƌĞ�ĐŚĞŵŝŶ͕�ƚƵ�ƉƌĞŶĚƐ�ƵŶĞ�

ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĂŶĐĞ͕�ƚƵ�ŵŽŶƚĞƐ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƵŶ�ĂƵƚƌĞ�ƚƌĂŝŶ�ĞŶ�ŵĂƌĐŚĞ͛͘98 In leaving Bellemort for Weidman 

the niece is caught on the same kind of path because she is still being directed and subjugated.99 

The prevalence of racism and sexism within French society and its discourses of integration and 

ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ĂƉƉƌŽǀĂů�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĨŽƐƚĞƌ͕�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�

even her attempts at resistance and moving on can form part of her immobility in France.  

/Ŷ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƚǁŽ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞƌ͕�

whom she nicknames Le Conseiller, progresses with the narrative rather than as reflections on the 

past. The narration focuses on his influence over her writing as he proposes that, for her next 

ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ǁƌŝƚĞ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĂƐ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƐĞƌŝĞƐ�ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ�͚>͛�ŵŽƵƌ�ĚĞ�ůĞƵƌ�

vie͛͘100 He therefore, like Weidman, does not call for the niece to erase and deny her foreign 

origins. Le Conseiller ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ĨƌĞĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ƉĞƌŶŝĐŝŽƵƐ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐƚ�

ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�͚ƐĂůƵƚĂŝƌĞ͛�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŽŶ�ƐŽmething joyful in her 

writing and return to Vietnam with the profits.101 Although the niece begins to believe in Le 

Conseiller͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ͕�ŚŝƐ�ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ�advice reveals that this is not his only concern: 

͚sŽƵƐ�ĂǀĞǌ�ĂƐƐĞǌ�ĂďƵƐĠ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƚƌŝƐƚĞƐƐĞ͘�[͙��ĐƌŝǀĞǌ�ĚĞƐ�ĞǆĞƌĐŝĐĞƐ�ĚĞ�ũƵďŝůĂƚŝŽŶ͘�Cessez de vous 

calomnier, de nous ĐĂůŽŵŶŝĞƌ͛͘102 As Frye notes, the requirement for the oppressed to be 

ĐŚĞĞƌĨƵů͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚ĚŽĐŝůŝƚǇ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĂĐƋƵŝĞƐĐĞŶĐĞ͛�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĨĂĐĞ�ĂŶĚ͕�

 
96 Warren Motte, '>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�>ĂŶŐƵĂŐĞΖ͕�ŝŶ�Fables of the Novel: French Fiction since 1990, ed. by Warren 
Motte (Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press, 2003), p.69. 
97 Ahmed (2017), p.43. 
98 Lê (1993), p.71. 
99 See Ahmed (2017). 
100 Lê (1993), pp.134, 31. 
101 Ibid. p.31. 
102 Ibid. Original emphasis. 
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secondly, erases the traces of their oppression.103 Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�

happiness duty because his insistence that the niece be happy portrays her sorrow as unjustified. 

As the niece takes pride in her voluntary exile from her family and homeland in her letters to her 

uncle, the sadness of which her publisher speaks likely arises from her experiences in France, 

ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂďƵƐŝǀĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ǁŝƚŚ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĂŶĚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͘�dŚĞ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�

sadness as gratuitous therefore denies the challenges of exile and the oppression she faces in 

France.104  

Furthermore, Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ͕�͚�ĞƐƐĞǌ�ĚĞ�ǀŽƵƐ�ĐĂůŽŵŶŝĞƌ͕�ĚĞ�nous ĐĂůŽŵŶŝĞƌ͕͛�

ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐŽƌƌŽǁ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĂƐ�ƐůĂŶĚĞƌŽƵƐ�ƚŽ�Śŝŵ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵĞŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�

an unspecified group from which ŚĞ�ĞǆĐůƵĚĞƐ�ŚĞƌ͕�ĂƐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ŚŝƐ�ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ǀŽƵƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�

͚ŶŽƵƐ͛͘�dŚĞƌĞ�ĂƌĞ�ƚǁŽ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǁŚŽŵ�

Le Conseiller ĂůŝŐŶƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ͘105 Ricin͛Ɛ comparison of Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�

behaviour to the French preying on refugee victims suggests that the latter identifies with the 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�͚ƐĂƵǀĞƵƌƐ͛�ŽĨ�ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ�ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ͕�ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůŝƐĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆĐůƵĚĞĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�

ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů�͚ǁĞ͛͘106 Earlier in the novel, Ricin also outlines Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ŵĂŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�

͚ƉĂƐƐĞƌ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƐĂ�protégée - ů͛ĠĐƌŝǀĂŝŶ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂŝƌĞ�ĚĞƐ�ĂŶĐŝĞŶŶĞƐ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ͕�ůĞ�ƉĞƚŝƚ�ŽŝƐĞĂƵ�ĂĨĨĂŵĠ͕�ůĂ�

ũĞƵŶĞ�ĨĞŵŵĞ�ĨƌĂŐŝůĞ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�ƉĂƌƌĂŝŶĞ͛.107 This description and the previous analogy reveal how Le 

Conseiller evidences the kind of racist paternalism that inferiorises postcolonial immigrants which 

Lê, in later works, explicitly associates with those who espouse a hypocritical and exclusionary 

republican universalism.108  

dŚĞ�ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�

the Pygmalion moulding process in French society as she highlights how her publisher makes his 

secretary, Mademoiselle Monnier, into his Galatea-like protégée. She notes how he tries to 

͚ĚĠŐƵŝƐĞƌ�ůĂ�ƌĠĂůŝƚĠ͕͛�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŝƐ�ĨĂŝůĞĚ�ůŽǀĞ�ůŝĨĞ͕�ďǇ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶg her into 

his idealised image of blond-haired, blue-eyed femininity by telling her how to dress, dye her hair, 

do her make-up and talk.109 In spite of the success of this transformation, however, Le Conseiller 

continues to view Mlle Monnier with a mixture ŽĨ�ĐŽŶĚĞƐĐĞŶƐŝŽŶ͕�ĞŶƚŝƚůĞŵĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�͚ĚƵ�ŵĠƉƌŝƐ�

ƉŽƵƌ�ĐĞůůĞ�ƋƵŝ�Ɛ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ĂŝŶƐŝ�ůĂŝƐƐĞƌ�ĨĂçŽŶŶĞƌ͛͘110 His disdain towards his secretary, reinforced 

through her internalisation of the sexist discourses that facilitate his moulding of her, is fatally 

 
103 Frye (1983), p.2. 
104 Ahmed (2010), p.158. 
105 Lê (1993), p.37. 
106 Ibid. p.176. 
107 Ibid. p.37. 
108 Ibid. See analysis of Je ne répondrai plus jamais de rien in Chapter One. 
109 Ibid. pp.123, 24. 
110 Ibid. p.125. 
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enacted in his murder of her before his suicide after his publishing company goes bankrupt.111 

This link to the �ĞƌŶĂƌĚ�^ŚĂǁ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�Pygmalion myth and �ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�

indicates, firstly, how Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ŵĂŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŚŝƐ�͚ƉƌŽƚĞŐĠĞ͛�ŝƐ�ĂŶother 

manifestation of Pygmalion moulding in French society. Secondly, it conveys how this moulding 

involves an intersecting inferiorisation of her gender and origins which allows him to align himself 

with a supposedly superior white French masculinity.  

Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ-ůŝŬĞ�͚ƉĂƌƌĂŝŶĂŐĞ͛�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝƐ�͚ĞŶƌŝĐŚŝƐƐĂŶƚĞ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�

bolsters his sense of superiority not only as French and white, as Isabelle Favre notes, but also as 

male.112 Additionally, Warren Motte notes that such targeted pƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉŽǁĞƌůĞƐƐ͛�ĂƐ�

͚Francophone writers͛ or ͚women writers͛ ŝƐ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ�ůĞƐƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŚĂŶ�ƉƵƚƚŝŶŐ�͚the full 

ƉĂŐĞĂŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ŽŶ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ͛͘113 In other words, by moulding and promoting the niece as 

the model female immigrant author, Le Conseiller reinforces rather than challenges intersecting 

social hierarchies in French society. Le Conseiller͛Ɛ ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ƐůĂŶĚĞƌ�

against him exemplifies this intersectional power dynamic: as her sorrow rather than joy-filled 

writing does not reflect the positive image of white French men he wishes to create, he calls on 

her to docilely accept and be content with how he and French patriarchal society treat her as an 

ethnic minority woman. His influence is evident as the niece writes a first draft of the piece he 

demands and considers following his advice: ͚:Ğ�ĚĞǀƌĂŝƐ�ƉĞƵƚ-être le remettre au Conseiller et 

ƌĞŶƚƌĞƌ�ĂƵ�WĂǇƐ͛͘114 In this vein, Le Conseiller ƵƐĞƐ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�͚Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ͛�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞůǇ�

ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ŵĂƐŬŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵŵŽďŝůŝƐŝŶŐ�

restrictions arise from and perpetuate intersectional discrimination and inequality.115 

The Conseiller͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ǁŝůů�ǁƌŝƚĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉŝĞĐĞ�͚[s]ous ma dictée, si 

ŶĠĐĞƐƐĂŝƌĞ͛ draws attention to the silencing involved: just as Bellemort speaks through the niece 

because she has internalised his ideas, Le Conseiller expects her to express his thoughts.116 Echoes 

ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ��ĞƌŶĂƌĚ�ZĂƉƉ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�Ă�ƚĞůĞǀŝƐĞĚ�ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ�ǁŝƚŚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�ŽŶ�ŚŝƐ�

ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ�͚Caractères͕͛�ƚŚĂƚ�͚one should not rely on her apparent innocence, she has ideas of 

ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ͛͘117 The paternalism towards Lê as the oriental ͚other͛ which Leakthina Ollier identifies 

here and throughout the interview depicts the originality of Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬ�ĂŶĚ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ĂƐ�ĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂů�ŝŶ�

 
111 See ibid. pp.125; 45-6. 
112 Favre (2018), p.128. 
113 Motte (2003), p.60. 
114 Lê (1993), p.32. 
115 Ahmed (2017), p.49. 
116 Lê (1993), p.134. 
117 Quoted Leakthina Chau-Pech Ollier, 'Consuming culture: Linda Lê's autofiction', in Of Vietnam: Identities 
in Dialogue, ed. by Jane Bradley Winston and Leakthina Chau-Pech Ollier (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2001), p.242. 
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ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘118 This upholds the racist and misogynist image of ethnic 

minority women in French society as silent and immobile Galatea figures who neither have nor 

need ideas of their own because white men speak for or through them. Indeed, Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�

demand of jubilation relays his belief that the niece should submit not just her writing to his 

ĞǆƉĞƌƚ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŝůů�ŵŽƌĞ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ͘�dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ƐŚĞ�ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚůǇ�ƐĂǇƐ�ǇĞƐ�

to Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŽƵƚůŝŶĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŶĞǁ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƐŚĞ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƐƵďŵŝƚƐ�ƚŽ�

his moulding.119 MeaŶǁŚŝůĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌƐ�ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ͕�͚:͛ĞǆƚŝƌƉĞƌĂŝ�ĚĞ�ǀŽƚƌĞ�

tête toutes ces idées noires. ͙�:Ğ�ǀŽƵƐ�ŐĂǀĞƌĂŝ�ĚĞ�ũŽŝĞ͕͛�ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĞƌďƐ�ƚŽ�͚ĚƌĂŐ�ŽƵƚ͛�ĂŶĚ�

͚ĨŽƌĐĞ-ĨĞĞĚ͕͛�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ�the violence of the moulding process as he mobilises the notion of happiness 

and acceptance through integration to subjugate her will to his.120  

 The image of the publisher force-ĨĞĞĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ĞǀŽŬĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ŽĨ�͚foie gras͛͘�KŶ�

ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŚĂŶĚ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĨŽƌŵƐ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚le petit oiseau affamé͕͛�

which illustrate how Le Conseiller inferiorises and dehumanises the niece.121 On the other hand, 

ƚŚŝƐ�ŶŽƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ĨŽŝĞ�ŐƌĂƐ͛�ĂůƐŽ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ũŽǇ�ǁŝůů�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͕�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͕�ŝŶƚŽ�

a product to be consumed. In her ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ĨŽŽĚ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌƐ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�dĞƐƐ��Ž�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�

the neighbours of Vinh L., another refugee in the eponymous short story in Les Evangiles du crime 

;ϭϵϵϮͿ͕�ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞ�Śŝŵ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ǀŝĂŶĚĞ�ĞǆŽƚŝƋƵĞ͛�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚curiosité quasi cannibale͛.122 

In Calomnies, Le Conseiller ǁĂŶƚƐ�ƚŽ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�ƵƉ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�ĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐĂů�

romance, depicting her as the embodiment of exotic femininity, to the rapacious appetites of 

French readers. This resonates with Mame-&ĂƚŽƵ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶt that ethnic minority female writers 

ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂƌĞ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ŵĂƌŬĞƚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�͚ĐŽŶĚĂŵŶĠƐ�ă�ũŽƵĞƌ�

ĚĞ�ůĞƵƌ�ĚŝĨĨĠƌĞŶĐĞ�ĂĨŝŶ�Ě͛ġƚƌĞ�ĂĚŽƵďĠƐ�ƉĂƌ�ůĞ�ĐĞŶƚƌĞ͛͘123 >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�͚ĨŽŝĞ�ŐƌĂƐ͕͛�ĂƐ�Ă�

French delicacy in particular, suggests that this essentialising and exploitative process is not 

unique to Le Conseiller and the niece but prevalent across the French nation. In light of this and 

the way Le Conseiller is depicted as always having an ear to the literary market, ͚ă�ů͛ĂĨĨût de ce qui 

doit être pensé, dit, lu, écrit, réalisé, lancé͕͛ ŚŝƐ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�

wellbeing appears driven by the self-seeking desire not only to be seen as her ͚saviour͛ but also to 

increase the success of his precarious publishing business.124    

 
118 Ibid. 
119 Lê (1993), p.31. 
120 Ibid. p.134. 
121 Ibid. p.37. 
122 Do (2015), p.145. 
123 Niang (2019), p.140. 
124 Lê (1993), p.121. 
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Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂůƐŽ�

reveals that it is through the depiction of herself as a happy ethnic minority woman, whose 

contentment with life in France and ŚĞƌ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ŚŝƐ�͚ƉƌŽƚĠŐĠĞ͛�ƉĂŝŶƚƐ�Ă�ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�

French masculinity and society, that she will best satiate the rigid and cannibalistic appetites of 

the French literary market.125 This illuminates how the happiness duty is often, as Ahmed notes, 

the duty to appear, rather than be, happy: as long as the niece writes as though she were happy 

she will be successful.126 The hope of fame or just acceptance means the niece is tempted to 

follow Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ĂĚǀŝĐĞ͗�͚/ů�Ǉ�Ă�ůĂ�ŵĂƌŝŽŶŶĞƚƚĞ�ĂǀŝĚĞ�ĚĞ�Ɛuccès, le morceau de chiffon qui 

ǀŽƵĚƌĂŝƚ�ġƚƌĞ�ƵŶ�ŽŝƐĞĂƵ�ďĂƌŝŽůĠ�ůŝƐƐĂŶƚ�ƐĞƐ�ƉůƵŵĞƐ�ĚĞǀĂŶƚ�ƵŶ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ŶŽŵďƌĞƵǆ�͙�ůĂ�ƉŽƵƉĠĞ�

ǀĂŶŝƚĞƵƐĞ�ǀĞƵƚ�Ɛ͛ĠĐŚĂƉƉĞƌ͛͘127 Lê͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵƉƉĞƚͬĚŽůů�ŵŽƚŝĨ�ĞǀŽŬĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�

writing is influenced by the aspiration to please others whilst her reference to a colourful bird 

suggests that she envisages this as linked to her exotic status as a foreign woman in France. Lê 

explores this issue further ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽƌƚ�ƐƚŽƌǇ�͚>Ă�'ƌĞŶŽƵŝůůĞ͛�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĂƵƚŽ-biographical 

essays Le complexe de Caliban (2005). She explains how an immigrant girl, who is compared to a 

frog by her mother, dreams of being transformed into an exotic princess in the eyes of onlookers 

in France͗�͚ĞůůĞ�ŐƵĞƚƚĂŝƚ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĞƐ�ǇĞƵǆ�ĚĞƐ�ƉĂƐƐĂŶƚƐ ĐĞƚƚĞ�ůƵĞƵƌ�Ě͛ŝŶĚƵůŐĞŶĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ĨĂŝƐĂŝƚ�Ě͛ĞůůĞ�ŶŽŶ�

une grenouille mais une créature à part, auréolée de ůĂ�ĐŽƵƌŽŶŶĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞ͛͘128 This reveals 

ƚŚĂƚ͕�ĂƐ�'ůŽƌŝĂ�<ǁŽŬ�ŚĂƐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ͕�>ġ�ǁĂƐ�͚led to believe that performing the ethnic 

stereotype made her more attractive͛͘129 However, after ƐŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ĚĂǇ�ĞƐƉŝĞƐ�͚ůĂ�ŚĂŝŶĞ�Ğƚ�ůĞ�ŵĠƉƌŝƐ�

ƋƵ͛ŝŶƐƉŝƌĂŝƚ�ƐŽŶ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶĞ͛�ŝŶ Ă�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŐĂǌĞ͕�the mirrors she looks into adopt the same 

ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƐŝŶŐ�ŐĂǌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚĞůůƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�͚ƉĂƌŝĂ͕�ĐŚŝĞŶŶĞ͕�ƌĂƚĞ͛͘130 dŚĞ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌ͛Ɛ�

anthrŽƉŽŵŽƌƉŚŝĐ�ŝŶƐƵůƚƐ�ƐŝŐŶĂů�ƚŚĞ�ǇŽƵŶŐ�ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƚĞ-filled 

gaze and convey the vulnerability to which a dependency on others for self-worth necessarily 

leads for ethnic minority women who are fetishised as inferior and threatening strangers.  

Lê further underlines how problematic internalising racialised and gendered discourses is 

for ethnic minority women through the Pygmalion myth. Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ�ĚŝƐĚĂŝŶ�ĨŽƌ�

those he moulds means that, even if the niece submits her will to his and commodifies her exotic 

ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͕�ŚĞ�ǁŝůů�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĨƵůůǇ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ�ĞƋƵĂů͘�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂĚŵŽŶŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�

contemplating ƵƐŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�͚publicité personnelle͛�ŝŶ�>͛�ŵŽƵƌ�ĚĞ�ůĞƵƌ�ǀŝĞ 

communicates another double bind ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐŚĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�&ƌǇĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚situations in which 

 
125 Ibid. p.37. 
126 Ahmed (2017), p.53. 
127 Lê (1993), p.33. 
128 Lê (2005). 
129 Kwok, (2016) p.113. 
130 Lê (2005), p.31. 
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options are reduced to a very few and all of them expose one to penalty, censure or 

ĚĞƉƌŝǀĂƚŝŽŶ͛.131 The niece is caught between two men and readerships in France: she could either 

gain fame in the postcolonial literary market as Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ŵŽĚĞů�ĞǆŽƚŝĐ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͕�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�

cost of commodifying her gender and origins, or jeopardise her literary success. The desire to 

please others, including Ricin and Le Conseiller, is a significant double bind for the niece and other 

ethnic minority women because, regardless of whether they try to erase or maintain their 

supposed ethnic or gender difference, the hierarchical power relations and inequalities at work in 

the marking process remain in place. Accordingly, even seemingly benevolent figures who profess 

ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĐĂŶ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ�ƚŽ her 

inferiorisation and oppression. Similarly, the following section outlines how the niece gains an 

intersectional feminist consciousness of how her friend Ricin, who criticises the Pygmalion-like 

behaviour of other men, is also guilty of this.    

ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�DŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�EĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ 

As with Le Conseiller, Ricin is present as the narrative unfolds and plays an important role in the 

ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ͘��Ɛ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ǁŚŽ�

compares Bellemort to Pygmalion, Ricin helps alert the niece to the existence of, as Favre notes 

ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĂĐŝƐƚ�ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͕�͚une hiérarchie cachée, une prise de pouvoir par 

condescendance͛͘132 Examining the intertextuality Lê creates with the Pygmalion myth has 

unveiled how this helps her to identify a moulding process shaped by the intersection of sexism as 

well as racism and that this is not just limited to the literary sphere, as Favre suggests, but is 

society-wide.133 Furthermore, the ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�reflections on their friendship as well as her relationship 

with Le Conseiller illuminate how she is applying this newfound intersectional feminist 

consciousness to identify the Pygmalion-like nature of ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ nihilist philosophy and his behaviour 

towards her.  

/ŶĚĞĞĚ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ͕�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�Ă�ƐƵĐĐĠĚĠ�ă��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�Ğƚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͕͛�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚĞƌ�

realisation that his behaviour and attitudes differ little from the racist and sexist lovers he 

criticised and that, through her friendship with Ricin, she has exchanged these abusive 

relationships for another one.134 She explains how he treated her during their first meeting when 

ƐŚĞ�ƚŽŽŬ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞƌ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŵĂŶƵƐĐƌŝƉƚƐ͗�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�ŵ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚĠ�ĚĞ�ŚĂƵƚ͘�͙�Il ŵ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ũƵŐĠ�

 
131 Lê (1993), p.32; Frye (1983), p.2. 
132 Favre (2018), p.37. 
133 Ibid. 
134 Lê (1993), p.49. 
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ĂƵ�ƉƌĞŵŝĞƌ�ĐŽƵƉ�Ě͛ƈŝů͛͘135 Although Ricin criticises others for similar behaviour, his judgement 

based on ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ appearance reveals how, from the beginning, he treats her with paternalism 

linked to the way he ties her reductively to not only her origins, as Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ�

demonstrates, but also her gender.136 �Ɛ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ŚĞ�ďĞŚĂǀĞƐ�ůŝŬĞ�ŚĞƌ�͚ĚŽŶŶĞƵƌ�ĚĞ�ůĞĕŽŶƐ͕�

ů͛ŝŶƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĂďůĞ�ĨƌğƌĞ�ƋƵŝ�Ă�ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�ƵŶĞ�ŝŶƐƵůƚĞ�ĞŶ�ƌĠƐĞƌǀĞ͛͘137 In this way, he creates the same 

Pygmalion teacher/pupil dynamic as Bellemort, also encouraging her to isolate herself from 

others and reject societal norms, in order to oppressively mould her and her writing. Lê highlights 

the silencing involved in this process, firstly, through the way Ricin often monopolises their 

dŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�

ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐĞƐ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͗�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�͙�ŶĞ�ǀĞƵƚ�ƉĂƐ�ĞŶƚĞŶĚƌĞ�ĐĞ�ƋƵĞ�ũ͛Ăŝ͕�ŵŽŝ͕�ă�ĚŝƌĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ à 

ĂďĂƚƚƌĞ͛͘138 Secondly, she conveys this stylistically as chapters begin with the actions and speech 

of Ricin and other Pygmalion figures, rather than the niece.139 The way he immobilises her is also 

ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ďŽƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ůĞ�ǀŝĞƵǆ�ĨƌğƌĞ me tient ĞŶ�ůĂŝƐƐĞ͛ and her 

willingness to be at his beck and call, even after he ignores her for weeks.140 dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�

to herself as a dog signals, as with other references to animals, how Ricin dehumanises her. The 

metaphor of the dog on a lead also functions similarly to the crowd metaphor employed by 

Ahmed as it simultaneously conveys how Ricin directs the niece and that she may not experience 

this pressure as oppressive when she does not try to resist it.141  

ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽĞŵĂŬĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�his reaction to advice from the niece 

exemplify the compatibility between his conception of universalist integration and how his racism 

and sexism intersect to oppressively direct and mould the niece. Throughout the novel, Ricin tries 

to distance the niece from the shoemaker, including by confronting him to scare him off without 

consulting the niece.142 He tries to convince her that the cobbler will ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶƚŽ�͚ƵŶĞ�

ƉŽƵƉĠĞ�ĐŽƵƉĂďůĞ͛ who will make her feel guilty about abandoning her origins and subsequently 

force her to return to Vietnam and relearn and write in her native tongue.143 This can be linked to 

the promises of freedom and happiness as, by persuading the niece that the shoemaker will 

transform her into his guilty and submissive doll, Ricin indicates that he will remove the liberty 

and happiness to which she has access in France through integration. Ricin emphasises the risk 

 
135 Ibid. p.21. 
136 Bacholle-�ŽƒŬŽǀŝđ�;ϮϬϬϲͿ͕�Ɖ͘ϰϮ͘ 
137 Lê (1993), p.21. 
138 Ibid. p.62. 
139 &Žƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ�ďĞŐŝŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�Ěŝƚ͙͛�Ɖp.21, 109; ͚ZŝĐŝŶ�ŶĞ�ĐĞƐƐĞ�ĚĞ�ŵĞ�ƌĠƉĠƚĞƌ͙͛�
p.37͖�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�ĨƌĂƉƉĞ�ă�ůĂ�ƉŽƌƚĞ͛�Ɖ͘ϭϴϬ͘ 
140 Lê (1993), pp.33, 108. 
141 Ahmed (2017), p.50. 
142 Lê (1993), p.70. 
143 Ibid. pp.70, 152. 
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that the Vietnamese shoemaker will oppress her through the argument that, just as the niece says 

about him, he will want hĞƌ�ƚŽ�͚ůĞ�ƐƵŝǀƌĞ�ƉĂƌƚŽƵƚ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ƵŶ�ĐŚŝĞŶ͛ and goes further by assuming 

ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�͚ƵŶ�ƉĞƌǀĞƌƐ͕�ƵŶ�ƚƵĞƵƌ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĂůƐŽ�͚ƵŶ�ĞǆƚƌĠŵŝƐƚĞ͛.144 This vitriolic attack against the 

shoemaker far exceeds that used against the ethnic majority male characters as Ricin accuses him 

of physical violence and sexual predation as well as manipulation and exploitation. The way he 

links this to his argument that the shoemaker will force the niece to abandon France and French 

culture suggests that he believes he is prone to violence and sexism because of his Vietnamese 

ethnic origins. He thus presents the issue as one of cultural difference and depicts the niece as in 

need of protection from this threat to her universalist rights.  

Hourria Bouteldja argues that the idea of protecting ethnic minority women from their 

inherently violent and patriarchal cultures and men was adopted in the French colonies, and in 

ƚŚĞ�͚ƐƚĂƚĞ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐŵ͛�ŽĨ�ƉŽƐƚĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽĚĂǇ͕�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐĞŵƉŽǁĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶority men. 145 She 

explains that accusations that ethnic minority men and cultures oppress ethnic minority women 

are used to encourage these women to assimilate ostensibly egalitarian French cultural beliefs 

and practices to diminish any influence these men may have over them. Likewise, Ricin tries to 

persuade the niece that Vietnamese men like the shoemaker are extremists who will subjugate 

her and that, in contrast, assimilating French universalist values will offer her freedom from sex-

based oppression. On the one hand, the depiction of French culture as enlightened and 

egalitarian through the demonization of ethnic minority men and cultures diminishes the sexism 

prevalent among the ethnic majority which has such a negative impact on the niece. On the other 

hand, this kind of enlightening and liberating assimilatory feminism is identified by Nacira Guénif-

^ŽƵŝůĂŵĂƐ͕�ĂůŵŽƐƚ�ƚǁŽ�ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁƌŽƚĞ�Calomnies, ĂƐ�Ă�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚƌŝĐĞ͛�ŝŶ�

France.146 Bouteldja adds that white French feminism not only disempowers ethnic minority men 

but also appropriates and controls ethnic minority women.147 In this way, trying to separate the 

niece from the shoemaker is, as Tess Do suggests, a means for Ricin to disempower this 

Vietnamese man and accordingly maintain his own influence over the niece.148 ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�

͚save͛ the niece from the shoemaker and Vietnamese culture by making her assimilate French 

ǀĂůƵĞƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ�ƚŽ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ-ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�

 
144 Ibid. p.152. 
145 HourŝĂ��ŽƵƚĞůĚũĂ͕�ΖZĂĐĞ͕�ĐůĂƐƐĞ�Ğƚ�ŐĞŶƌĞ�͗�ů͛ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶŶĂůŝƚĠ͕�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ƌĠĂůŝƚĠ�ƐŽĐŝĂůĞ�Ğƚ�ůŝŵŝƚĞƐ�ƉŽůŝƚŝƋƵĞƐΖ͕�
Parti des Indigènes de la République, (24/06/2013) <http://indigenes-republique.fr/race-classe-et-genre-
lintersectionalite-entre-realite-sociale-et-limites-politiques/> [accessed 29/04/2020]. 
146 See Nacira Guénif-^ŽƵŝůĂŵĂƐ͕�Ζ�ŽŶƚƌĞ�ů͛ĂŶƚŝĨĠŵŝŶŝƐŵĞ͕�ůĞ�ĨĠŵŝŶŝƐŵĞ�ƉƌĞŶĚ�ĚĞƐ�ĐŽƵůĞƵƌƐΖ͕�Travail, Genre 
et Sociétés, 2:32 (2014) <https://www.cairn.info/revue-travail-genre-et-societes-2014-2-page-157.htm> 
[accessed 08/02/2021]. 
147 Bouteldja (24/06/2013). 
148 Do (2005), p.188. 
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civilisatrice͛͘�>ġ�ƚŚƵƐ�ĞǆƉŽƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ZŝĐŝŶ͕�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ƉƌŽĐůĂŝŵŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ǁĞůůďĞŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŵĂŝŶ�

concern, uses universalist discourse to reproduce a social hierarchy that contradicts the ideals 

allegedly upheld through the integration process. 

ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌ�ďŽƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƌĞĂů�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�

shaped by his conception of integration and his desire to control the niece. Although he suggests 

ƐŚĞ�ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ�ƚŽ�ŚĞĂƌ�ǁŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ƚŽ�ƐĂǇ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ǁŝƚŚ the hope 

ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ�ǁŝůů�ŽĨĨĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�͚une panacée à tes envies de père͛͘149 In other words, he is interested 

in helping her forget about her origins rather than reconnecting with her family or exploring her 

identity. His interest in her origins, as with the shoemaker, can be traced not to a concern with an 

egalitarian integration process and cultural differences incompatible with freedom but with his 

desire to have exclusive influence over her. This unveils the incongruous nature of his nihilist 

ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ�͚ƌĞƐƚĞ�ƐĞƵůĞ�͙�ĐƵůƚŝǀĞ�ůĞƐ�ŵĂƌŐĞƐ͛�ƚŽ�ĂǀŽŝĚ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ�Ănd social 

norms, as he expects to be the exception to this rule.150 This reveals, along with his racism 

towards the shoemaker and refusal to listen to what the niece has to say about her experiences of 

ƐĞǆŝƐŵ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĂŶǆŝĞƚǇ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ŝƐ�ŚŽůůŽǁ and opportunistic. Yet, by implicitly linking it 

to the equally treacherous universalist promise of gaining freedom and equality through 

integration he is able, with Pygmalion-like mastery, to simultaneously mould this ethnic minority 

woman and mask the violence involved.  

>ġ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ŽǀĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͕�ŝƐ�ƚŝĞĚ�

closely to the way Ricin constructs and controls the narrative around the nation and his identity as 

a white man. Like Bellemort, he wishes the niece to uncritically accept his ideas and feels 

threatened by any attempt to undermine them. This is exemplified on the one occasion in which 

the niece openly challenges Ricin in the novel, namely for persuading himself that a scandal 

involving his grandmother was the fault of the ͚ruthless͛ female journalist whom she allowed to 

ƉƵďůŝƐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů�ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ͘��ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞ�ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŽ�͚tenir le monde par les couilles 

et ne plus le lâcher͕͛�ŚĞ�ŽďǀŝŽƵƐůǇ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĂƉƉůǇ�ŝƚ�ƚŽ�Śŝŵ͘151 Instead, when she 

ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŝƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǀŝĐƚŝŵ�ŝƐ�ĂŶ�͚ŝŵƉŽƐƚƵƌĞ͕͛�ŚĞ�ŵĂŬĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞǆŝƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�

condescending accusation that she is nothing but ͚ƵŶĞ�ƚƵĞƵƐĞ�ĞŶ�ĚĞŶƚĞůůĞƐ͛.152 When he then 

ǁĂůŬƐ�ĂǁĂǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ZŝĐŝŶ�Ɛ͛ĞƐƚ�enfui pour sauvegarder son histoire͛.153 Just as 

Le Conseiller wants to silence the niece by directing her writing, Ricin wants to have complete 

 
149 Lê (1993), p.180. 
150 Ibid. p.33. 
151 Ibid. p.32. 
152 Ibid. pp.39, 40. Original emphasis. 
153 Ibid. p.40. 



0 

112 

control over the narrative and, by extension, reality. This story is particularly significant because 

he employs this image of the journalist to justify his hatred of all young women.154 By disputing his 

interpretation of this situation, the niece therefore undermines the pretext for his misogyny. As 

this is the basis for his abusive romantic relationships with women ǁŚĞƌĞ�ŚŝƐ�ƐŽůĞ�Ăŝŵ�ŝƐ�͚de les 

humilier, de les blesser, de les marquer͕͛�ƚŚŝƐ�ƵŶŵĂƐŬƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�

behaviour towards them because the niece reveals it to be unjustified.155 ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�

to separate the niece from the shoemaker is motivated by his fear that she might deconstruct the 

narrative, particularly of freedom through integration, which has thus far allowed him, as a white 

ŵĂŶ͕�ƚŽ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�ŚĞƌ͘�KŶĐĞ�ŵŽƌĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŝĐŬŶĂŵĞ�ĨŽƌ�Śŝŵ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŽǆŝc 

nature of this Pygmalion-ĨŝŐƵƌĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�ůŝŬĞ�Ă�ƚŝĐŬ�ĚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ǀŝƚĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�

independence and growing fat on the power and inflated sense of self this gives him. 

dŚĞ�EŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ZĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͗��ƌĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�DŽƵůĚ�ĂŶĚ�&ŽƌŐŝŶŐ�a New Path 

Through her re-writing of the Pygmalion myth from the perspective of an ethnic minority Galatea 

in Calomnies, Linda Lê sheds light on the experience of integration in French society. In particular, 

she reveals how multiple racist and sexist Pygmalion figures mould the niece towards silence and 

immobility in order to control and exploit her. Narrative techniques such as the imagery of 

imprisonment or the flow of a tide convey how the niece is immobilised whilst the way in which 

the French male chaƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ�Žƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�

underline how she is silenced. The mirroring of her experiences with those of, for example, Mlle 

Monnier and refugees emphasises the intersectional nature of the discrimination and oppression 

ƐŚĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĂŶŝŵĂů�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌƐ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�

and dehumanisation. Moreover, the symbolic names Lê gives to the white male characters 

ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŵĂĐĂďƌĞ͛�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĂŶĚ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ŶŝŚŝůŝƐŵ͕�ĂƐ�,ƵƐƚŽŶ�ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�ďƵƚ�

also their hypocritical use of universalist promises of emancipation, equality or acceptance 

through integration to control her.156  

Through her portrayal of multiple Pygmalion figures and the difficulty the niece has in 

escaping them, Lê conveys how the desire to control and exploit the niece is the norm rather than 

the exception in French society. This reveals that, in spite of ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚/ů�Ă�ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�

ĨĂůůƵ�ƋƵĞ�ƚƵ�ƐŽŝƐ�ůĂ�ƉŽƵƉĠĞ�ĚĞ�ƋƵĞůƋƵ͛ƵŶ͕͛�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĂďƵƐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƌĞ�

caused primarily by structural inequalities oppressing postcolonial immigrant women rather than 

 
154 Ibid. p.42.  
155 Ibid. p.109. 
156 Huston (2004), p.328. 
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a desire to please others, which is merely a symptom of the former.157 dŚŝƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚƐ�&ĂƵǀĞů͛Ɛ�

argument that the niece is unconsciously responsible for such abusive relationships because she 

seeks to ͚self-harm͛ through them to replace the paternal authority figure she has abandoned 

through exile.158 dŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŝƐ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚĞĚ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�

structural nature of the power relations involved: ͚ũ͛ŽďƐĞƌǀĞ�ƚŽƵƐ�ĐĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ĚŽŶƚ�ůĞƐ�ǇĞƵǆ�ĞǆƚĂƐŝĠƐ�

ĨŝǆĞŶƚ�ƵŶ�ďƵƚ�͙�Elle aussi, elle court sur cette route, mais ellĞ�ŵ͛Ă�ƌĞĐŽŶŶƵ͙͛.159 This can be 

elucidaƚĞĚ�ďǇ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƉŽǁĞƌ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵŽĚĞ�ŽĨ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͕�ĂƐ�͚Ă�ǁĂǇ�ŽĨ�ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŶŐ�

bodies in particular ways, so they are facing a certain way, heading toward a future that is given a 

ĨĂĐĞ͛͘160 Here, the niece is caught up in the directive flow of power relations that restrict not only 

her behaviour and attitude but also those of others. The shared goal, the face of the future which 

entrances the niece, can be seen as the republican universalist promise of happiness, acceptance 

or freedom which she is told she can obtain through integration.  

However, as this chapter demonstrates, Lê portrays how this universalist discourse can be 

a deceptive moulding tool whose power lies in the constant deferral of the reality it paints as 

possible. The differing stances of the Pygmalion figures in relation to cultural difference and 

integration can also be understood in this light. Although they each portray the overcoming or 

emphasising of her gender and ethnic difference as central to her freedom or acceptance in 

French society, Lê focuses not on the challenges of integration or assimilation, for example, but 

on the inequalities and discrimination facilitated through manipulative integration discourses and 

practices. She stresses the hypocritical use of republican universalist promises through the never-

ĞŶĚŝŶŐ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌŝŶŐ�

of the niece means they will never see or treat her as their equal. This contradicts the argument, 

common in debates about integration between the late 80s and 90s, that cultural differences 

constitute the main barrier to integration.161 Instead, tŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�

Pygmalion myth exposes, firstly, how discrimination and inequality hinder the demarginalisation 

of ethnic minority women and, secondly, how the limited focus on cultural differences masks and 

reproduces this reality in French society.  

 
157 Lê (1993), p.70. 
158 ^ĞĞ�DĂƌǇƐĞ�&ĂƵǀĞů͕�Ζ�ĠƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚĠ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ůĂŶŐƵĞ�ĚĞƐ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĂŐĞƐ�ĚĞ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġΖ͕�Romance 
Notes, 42:3 (2002). 
159 Lê (1993), p.104. 
160 Ahmed (2017), p.43. 
161 Previous research has highlighted how the main focus of research during this period by the Haut Conseil 
ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ďŽƚŚ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ͕�ǁĂƐ�ŽŶ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�
differences, whilst the impact of discrimination was only seriously taken into account from the late 1990s. 
^ĞĞ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�Hargreaves (2007), p.188. 
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 In her analysis of Les aubes and In memoriam, Kate Averis argues that the ethnic minority 

ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŚŽŵĞůĂŶĚ�ŐŝǀĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�Ă�ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ�

awareness of how to resist systemic power relations during their exile in France.162 However, the 

ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ŝŶ�Calomnies to escape the controlling and manipulative grasp of her own 

Vietnamese family is portrayed as making her more vulnerable in France. Indeed, the discourses 

of republican universalism and integration, that depict French values as key to emancipation, 

equality and fraternity, appeal to this young woman in her quest for freedom in exile and thus 

make her easy prey for men like Bellemort. The images Lê creates of the niece moulding herself 

and wishing to please the men in her life underline the challenges of resistance because of her 

internalisation of these promises and the inferiorising discourses they are made to mask. In this 

ǀĞŝŶ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƌĞ-writing of the Pygmalion myth enables her to expose the mythologisation of 

republican universalism as equality, freedom and fraternity through integration are not only not 

enacted but these ideas perpetuate discrimination and inequality, including through a modern-

day mission civilisatrice.163 

Nevertheless, the novel also reveals how the niece begins to develop an intersectional 

feminist consciousness of the power relations that shape her writing, relationships and French 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ͘�^ŚĞ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ�ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ŵŝƐŽŐǇny; how he tries to 

direct her behaviour; and the way he attempts to produce the narrative of her life without her 

input. She also connects Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�DůůĞ�DŽŶŶŝĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ŚĞƌ�

ŝŶƚŽ�ŚŝƐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�͚ƉƌŽƚĠŐĠĞ͛͘��Ɛ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ƚŝƚůĞ�Calomnies suggests, her ability to 

reveal and thereby challenge the violence of their behaviour, which they would deny and falsely 

class as slander, demonstrates how she has relinquished the internalised need to please others in 

order to gain a more positive and independent sense of self. Indeed, she is now able to identify 

how the racism and sexism of ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�

ĂŶĚ�tĞŝĚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ͕�ƐůĂŶĚĞƌƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ͘�dŚere is therefore hope 

that her new intersectional feminist consciousness will help her to overcome the oppression she 

faces. 

Ultimately, the niece decides to abandon her apartment and the area and so chooses to 

escape the way others, including her Vietnamese family and French colleague and friend, mould 

 
162 Averis, (2011). 
163 dŚŝƐ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĞƐƐĂǇ�͚>Ă�ĨŝŶ�ĚƵ�ŵǇƚŚĞ͛�ŝŶ�Le complexe de Caliban in which, as Leslie Barnes 
ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�͚the mythical ideal of the French civilizing misƐŝŽŶ͛͘�Leslie Barnes, 'Toward a 
͞>ŝƚƚĠƌĂƚƵƌĞ�ĚĠƉůĂĐĠĞ͗͟�dŚĞ��ĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐƐ�ŽĨ��ǆŝůĞ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�EŽŶĨŝĐƚŝŽŶΖ͕�ŝŶ�Vietnam and the Colonial Condition of 
French Literature, ed. by Leslie Barnes (Lincoln and London: Nebraska University Press, 2014), p.218; Lê 
(2005). 
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and direct her through integration because of her gender and origins.164  When she receives her 

ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶƋƵŝƌǇ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƌĞĂů�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�

decides not open it and takes it on a final walk with Ricin. During this walk, the niece senses a 

ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ�ďĞƐŝĚĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ͕�ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽĞŵĂŬĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŐ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƐĞĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŐŽĞƐ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�

ũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ�ǁŚĞŶ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ŐŽĞƐ�ůĞĨƚ͘�dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ƚŚĞŶ�ŚĂŶĚƐ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬ͕�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�͚:Ğ�ŵ͛ĞŶ�ǀĂŝƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�

pursues the dog.165 Having been metaphorically kept on a lead by Ricin for a long time, Linda Lê 

gives the niece the final word and choice of direction. Dao interprets the niece leaving for an 

unknown destination as a form of voluntary exile from the constraints of both the home and host 

nations while Do argues that͕�ůŝŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŽŐ�ƐŚĞ�ĨŽůůŽǁƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ŶŽǁ�ƐƵďŵŝƚƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĞůůŽǁ�ĞǆŝůĞ͛Ɛ�

authority.166 dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĂďĂŶĚŽŶŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ďŽƚŚ�ZŝĐŝŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĂƐ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂŶĚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�

notebook anĚ�ũŽŝŶƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽĞŵĂŬĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŐ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŝƚƐ�ŽǁŶĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶ�ŝƚƐ�

ůĞĂĚ͕�ƌĞǀĞĂů�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŶŽ�ůŽŶŐĞƌ�ůŽŽŬƐ�ƚŽ�ĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŵ�ƚŽ�͚ůƵŝ�ŝŶĚŝƋƵĞƌ�ůĞ�ĐŚĞŵŝŶ͛͘167 Likewise, the 

ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�͚:Ğ�ŵ͛ĞŶ�ǀĂŝƐ͛�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�Ăŝŵ�ƚŽ�ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝon-like attempts to 

immobilise and silence her as an ethnic minority woman and, instead, find her own, less 

oppressive path. 

The fact that the niece no longer has to write for Le Conseiller͕�ĂůŽŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�

realisation from her letter that writing is key to her identity, suggests that this will be central to 

her resistance. Indeed, the uncle paints a very different picture of the niece than the French men 

who conceive her as a victim or a threat as he identifies her writing as a ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚ͗�͚En 

ĐŚŽŝƐƐŝƐƐĂŶƚ�Ě͛ĠĐƌŝƌĞ͕�ĞůůĞ�ĞƐƚ�ĚĠũă�ƐĂƵǀĠĞ͕�ĞůůĞ�Ɛ͛ĞƐƚ�ƐĂƵǀĠĞ�ĞůůĞ-ŵġŵĞ͛͘168 Rather than depending 

on those who falsely present themselves as saviour figures in order to subjugate her, the niece 

uses her own writing to swim against the tide of societal pressures encouraging ethnic minority 

women to submit their wills and sense of self to others. However, in light of the simultaneity of 

ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ĞƐĐĂƉĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�

ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ŽƉĞŶ-ending also expresses the risk that she will never entirely escape the 

WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞůǇ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŝůů͘�dŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�

for identity in Calomnies therefore leads to a constant struggle for a will and sense of self that 

escape reductive social categories and break the exploitative, immobilising and silencing mould of 

Pygmalion-like republican universalist discourses and practices. 

 
164 Lê (1993), p.181. 
165 Ibid. Original emphasis. 
166 Dao (2012), p.715; Do (2005), p.190. 
167 Lê (1993), pp.12, 104. 
168 Ibid. p.176. 



0 

116 

Integration, Oppression and Narrative-Moulding in Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ 

Linda Lê expůŽƌĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�

working for Ragot and the Maya agency in Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ. Although she is not given a direct 

ǀŽŝĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ǁĂǇ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĐĂƵƐƚŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƉĂƌŽĚŝĐ portrayals of 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŽƌĚĞĂůƐ highlight the violent and oppressive moulding this postcolonial migrant 

woman faces. This section demonstrates how this novel sheds greater light on integration as an 

intersectional mission civilisatrice in France; the socio-economic inequalities that facilitate and are 

reproduced through this moulding process; and how this is a legacy of a colonial history which is 

actively denied and rewritten. Lê achieves this through intertextuality with the Pygmalion myth, 

allegorical imagery, mirroring, and symbolic naming. Whilst it is not clear whether Mortesaison 

develops an intersectional feminist consciousness to the same extent as the niece in Calomnies, 

ƚŚŝƐ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ�ŝŶ�Les diƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ facilitates 

such consciousness by elucidating the moulding mechanisms of an oppressive integration process. 

Further, it explores how the novel subverts this Pygmalion-like process as it rejects reductive and 

essentialising identity categories and, by taking the experiences of an ethnic minority woman into 

account, rewrites the narrative about French society and republican universalism.  

Ragot and DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ͚Liberating͛ Cage 

When Mortesaison, a newly arrived Vietnamese immigrant, appears on ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŽƌƐƚĞƉ�ŝŶ�

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽŶĂŐĞŶĂƌŝĂŶ͛Ɛ�ĂĚǀĞƌƚ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶ͕�ŚĞ�ŝŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇ�ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚƐ�

ĂŶĚ�ĚĞƐĞƌǀĞƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�͚ƐĂƵǀĠĞ͛͘169 During the five years in which he employs her, he makes himself 

ŚĞƌ�͚maîƚƌĞ�ă�ƉĂŶƐĞƌ͛�ƚŽ�ŚĞĂů�͚ůĂ�ƉůĂŝĞ�ďĠĂŶƚĞ�ĂƵ�ĐƈƵƌ�ĚĞ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�en lui mettant des livres et 

ĞŶĐŽƌĞ�ĚĞƐ�ůŝǀƌĞƐ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ůĞƐ�ŵĂŝŶƐ͛͘170 In this vein, he believes he can ͚save͛ Mortesaison by forcing 

her to study his vast book collection and testing her knowledge to ensure that ͚la leçŽŶ�Ŷ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ƉĂƐ�

ĠƚĠ�ƚƌŽƉ�ŵĂů�ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĠĞ͛ or, in other words, that she has assimilated his particular ideas.171 

Although no specific details are given about what Ragot teaches Mortesaison, the texts he uses or 

what he believes she needs saving from, his actions are based on his immediate impression of her 

and, as a result, her appearance. This, along with his attempts to separate her from her origins, 

especially a man from her homeland she calls the Jumeau͕�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂůůĞŐĞĚ�͚ǁŽƵŶĚ͛�ŝŶ�

her heart is linked to her Vietnamese origins and culture and that it is from this that Ragot wishes 

to save and thus emancipate her. Further, the teacher/pupil dynamic Ragot creates and his 

 
169 Lê (1995), pp.57, 134. Lê identifies the unnamed country as Vietnam in Kurmann (2010). Lê (1995), 
pp.56, 59, 131-33. 
170 Lê (1995), pp.58, 59.  
171 Ibid. p.59. 
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scoůĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�͚sentimentalité criminelle͛�ŵŝƌƌŽƌƐ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ͛Ɛ�͚ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ�

ĂŶƚŝƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůĞ͛�ŝŶ�Calomnies and highlights that his moulding of his employee is shaped by the 

intersection of his sexist as well as racist ideal for ethnic minority women.172 Similarly, his self-

ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�͚ŵĂîƚƌĞ�ă�ƉĂŶƐĞƌ͛�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ͕�ĨŝƌƐƚůǇ͕�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚŝƐ�

ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂƐ�͚ƉĂŶƐĞƌ͛�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŽ�ŚĞĂů�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ƚŽ�ĐůĞĂŶ�ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ͘�

Secondly, this phrase signals his related assumption that his beliefs and practices are superior to 

hers because of her gender and origins and, consequently, that he has the right to impose them 

ŽŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ŐŽŽĚ͘�DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐůŽŐĂŶƐ�ZĂŐŽƚ�ĚƌŝůůƐ�ŝŶƚŽ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŚĞĂĚ͕ such as 

͚pars avanƚ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ƚ͛ĂƉƉƌŽĐŚĞ͊ ŵŽƌĚƐ�ĂǀĂŶƚ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ƚ͛ĂƉƉƌŝǀŽŝƐĞ!͛, reveal that he professes to 

enlighten her about how others wish to control or ͚tame͛ her and teach her to be free and 

emotionally independent.173 However, as with Bellemort and Ricin, Ragot behaves like a maître 

penseur rather than maître à penser because his approval is based not on Mortesaison thinking 

independently or critically but on assimilating his ideas and adopting or adapting to his particular 

habits, such as admiring his collection of tsantsas, or shrunken heads.174  

The Pygmalion moulding-integration Ragot imposes on Mortesaison, facilitated through 

the promise it will enlighten and emancipate her, resembles the present-day universalist mission 

civilisatrice that Lê depicts as taking place on French soil in Calomnies. Ragot, like Bellemort and 

Ricin, employs an assimilationist education process to restrictively mould and direct 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞďǇ�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽǀĞƌ�ŚĞƌ͗�͚elle ne 

devait faire aucun ƉĂƐ�ƐĂŶƐ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�ů͛Ğût dirigé elle ŶĞ�ĚĞǀĂŝƚ�ĂǀŽŝƌ�ĂƵĐƵŶĞ�ƉĞŶƐĠĞ�ƐĂŶƐ�ƋƵ͛ŝů��ĞŶ�Ĩût 

alerté͛͘175 His ultimate goal for this moulding process is to subjugate her will to his own, as 

demonstrated in his delight that Mortesaison ͚ƉĂƌůĂŝƚ�ƉĞƵ�ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚĂŝƚ�ũĂŵĂŝƐ�ƐĞ tenait toujours près 

de lui devançĂŶƚ�ĐŚĂĐƵŶ�ĚĞ�ƐĞƐ�ĚĠƐŝƌƐ͛͘176 She not only submits to his will by accepting the 

oppression she faces without complaint, but appears directed by it before Ragot expresses it. 

Once again, the treacherous promise of emancipation through assimilatory integration is 

mobilised by a supposedly benevolent French Pygmalion to sculpt this Galatea into his own ideal 

dimensions for ethnic minority women: silent, immobile and submissive.177 The negative impact 

this has on Mortesaison is visible, as will be examined later, even after she has left his 

employment and underscores how the healing and freedom he promises are incompatible with 

his behaviour. 

 
172 Ibid. p.68. Original emphasis. 
173 Ibid. pp.58, 59. Original emphasis. 
174 Ibid. pp.59-60, 158. 
175 Ibid. p.118. 
176 Ibid. p.135. 
177 See Ahmed on the promise of happiness in Ahmed (2017). 



0 

118 

>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�ƵƐĞƐ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƚǁŽ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕�ŽĨ�ƚƐĂŶƚƐĂƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆŽƚŝĐ�ŐŝƌůƐ͕�ƚŽ�ƵŶveil the 

appropriation involved in his hunger for power and how this is a legacy of racialised and 

sexualised colonial discourses. The tsantsas were created by the Jivaroan peoples of South 

America by shrinking the heads of their enemies slain in battle and sewing their mouths shut to 

ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽǁŶ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽǁĞƐƐ͘��Ɛ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ƐŝŐŶĂůůŝŶŐ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƚŚŝƌƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ĚŽŵŝŶŝŽŶ�ŽǀĞƌ�

ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͕�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞŵ�ŝŶƚŽ�͚ĚĞƐ�ƉƌĠƐĞŶĐĞƐ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝĞƵƐĞƐ�Ğƚ�ĚŽĐŝůĞƐ͕͛�ŚŝƐ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�

cultural artefacts as a white French man raises questions about how the postcolonial 

commodification of other cultures as exotic also constitutes a dehumanising appropriation.178 This 

issue is explored further by Lê ŝŶ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�͚collection͛ of exotic girls: an album filled with the photos 

he had taken years earlier of young women whom he had paid to adopt erotic positions with his 

menagerie of toy animals.179 The fact that his advertisement called for dark haired, amber-skinned 

ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�͚ůĞƐ�ƋƵĂƚƌĞ�ĐŽŝŶƐ�ĚƵ�ŵŽŶĚĞ͛�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƐĞĚ�ĞǆŽƚŝĨication of these women, 

probably from formerly colonised countries, as objects for his pleasure.180 /ŶĚĞĞĚ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�

statement that these women cannot be distinguished from the toy animals, ͚ça se confondait avec 

la ménagerie͕͛�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŚĞ�ŽďũĞĐƚŝĨŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͘181 His 

collection of photos he creates is therefore redolent of colonial postcards with photos of ͚exotic͛ 

women which, as Malek Alloula and Jennifer Yee argue, were often little more than a form of 

ƉŽƌŶŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�Ă�͚ĚĞŐƌĂĚŝŶŐ�ƐĞǆƵĂů�ĨĂŶƚĂƐǇ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĂs both racist and sexist in nature.182 

�Ɛ�ĂŶ�ĂůůĞŐŽƌǇ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�͚ŚôƚĞů�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͛�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�Ă�ƐŝƚĞ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚĞ�

colonial practice of collecting and appropriating the bodies as well as artefacts of the colonised 

finds traces in the present as Ragot wishes to collect and mould postcolonial female immigrants 

like Mortesaison.  

The imagery employed by Lê conveys the oppressive and dehumanising nature of the 

Pygmalion moulding and integration process. tŚŝůƐƚ�ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚŝŶŐ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƵďmission to him, 

ZĂŐŽƚ�ĞǆĐůĂŝŵƐ�͚quelle splendide capture!͕͛�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ�ŚŝƐ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�͚collect͛ Mortesaison, and 

ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ŚŽǁ͕�ŝŶ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ŚŝƐ�͚ŚôƚĞů�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͕͛�͚ƚŽƵƚ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ĠƚĠ�ĚŝƐƉŽƐĠ�ĚĞ�ƚĞůůĞ�ƐŽƌƚĞ�

ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ŶĞ�Ɖûƚ�Ɛ͛ĠĐŚĂƉƉĞƌ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ĐĂŐĞ�ƐĂŶs être foudroyée sur-le-ĐŚĂŵƉ͛͘183 Examining the 

symbolism of the cage from an intersectional perspective can illuminate how Lê uses this motif to 

 
178 Lê (1995), p.60. 
179 Ibid. p.176. 
180 Ibid. p.174. 
181 Ibid. 
182 :ĞŶŶŝĨĞƌ�zĞĞ͕�ΖZĞĐǇĐůŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�͞�ŽůŽŶŝĂů�,ĂƌĞŵ͍͟�tŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�WŽƐƚĐĂƌĚƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�/ŶĚŽĐŚŝna', French 
Cultural Studies, 15:1 (2004) <https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0957155804040405> 
[accessed 08/07/2021]; Referencing M. Alloula, >Ğ�ŚĂƌĞŵ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�͗�ŝŵĂŐĞƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƐŽƵƐ-érotisme,  (Anglet: 
Atlantica-Séguier, 1981). 
183 Lê (1995), p.135. 
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explore the complex nature of oppression. Frye also employs the image of a bird cage to 

understand oppression: ͚the bird is surrounded by a network of systematically related barriers, no 

one of which would be the least hindrance to its flight, but which, by their relations to each other, 

are as confining as the solid walls of a dungeon͛.184 Through reference to the multiple wires 

forming a birdcage, Frye relates how various systematically related factors, such as economic 

position, sex-based discrimination or gender norms, come together to immobilise an individual or 

group. In order to gain this macroscopic perspective of the cage and oppression, it is important to 

consider the various means by which Ragot immobilises the niece and the reasons why she is 

unable or unwilling to escape this situation.  

Irrational and vitriolic tirades are one of the ways in which Ragot punishes Mortesaison for 

behaving in ways that do not please him and thereby discourages her from doing so in the future. 

Whenever her interpretation of his books differs from his own, the narrator illustrates how Ragot 

ŵĂŬĞƐ�͚ĚĞƐ�ƌƵŐŝƐƐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĚĞ�ĐŽůğƌĞ͛ ĂŶĚ�ƵƐĞƐ�ŝŶƐƵůƚƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ŐĂǌĞůůĞ�ĠĐĞƌǀĞůĠĞ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƐĞ�

the niece.185 On the few occasions he believes she has sufficiently assimilated his ideas, he gives 

her a tour of his tsantsas ĂŶĚ�ƌĞŵĂƌŬƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŶŽ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶ�ŚĂĚ�ďĞĞŶ�͚jugée digne 

Ě͛ĂĚŵŝƌĞƌ�ůĂ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ͛.186  

Through a reward/punishment disciplinary system, Ragot promotes the idea that 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ŚĂƐ�ƚŽ�ƉƌŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ�͚ĚŝŐŶĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƚŽůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘�,ĂůůƐƚĞĂĚ�

argues that the Pygmalion paradigm involves moulding Galatea into the perfect women in order 

ƚŽ�ŵĂŬĞ�ŚĞƌ�͚ǁŽƌƚŚǇ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ůŽǀĞ͛͘187 �Ǉ�ĚĞůŝŶĞĂƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�

ŚŝƐ�ĂƉƉƌŽǀĂů͕�ZĂŐŽƚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŵŽƵůĚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŝĚĞĂů�

image of an ethnic minority woman. In her ethnographic study of linguistic assimilation interviews 

in France, Sara Mazouz identifies a similar discourse as French naturalisation is painted as a favour 

ŐƌĂŶƚĞĚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ǁŚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐŶĞƐƐ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŝŶtegration.188 Whilst 

her study is carried out two decades after Les ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ is written, this rhetoric is adopted by 

ƚŚĞ��ŽŶƐĞŝů�Ě͛�ƚĂƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ϭϵϴϬƐ�ĂƐ�ŝƚ�ƐĞƚƐ�ŽƵƚ�ŚŽǁ͕�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�Ă�ƌŝŐŚƚ͕�͚ůĂ�ŶĂƚƵƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�͙�

constitue une faveur accordée ƉĂƌ�ů͛Ġtat françĂŝƐ�ă�ƵŶ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ͛͘189 Mazouz argues that this 

attitude arises from the assumption that French values and cultural practices are superior to 

 
184 Frye (1983), pp.4-5. 
185 Lê (1995), p.59. 
186 See ibid. pp.59, 177. 
187 Hallstead (2013), p.3. 
188 Sarah Mazouz, 'The Value of Nation: Bureaucratic Practices and the Lived Experience in the French 
Naturalization Process', French Politics, Culture & Society, 37:1 (2019), p.142. 
189 Gazier, Bonichot, and Denoix de Saint-Marc, 'Conseil d'Etat statuant au contentieux N° 40735', 
(30/03/1984) <https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichJuriAdmin.do?idTexte=CETATEXT000007707598> 
[accessed 15/04/2020]. 
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those of other countries, particularly non-European, and leads to an evaluation of the 

͚ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ͛�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�candidates.190 DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ƌĞƐŽŶĂƚĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�ZĂŐŽƚ�

ŝŶƐŝƐƚƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ŽǁŶ�ŵŝƐĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŝĐ�ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƐĞĞƐ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĂƐ�͚ĚŝŐŶĞ͛�

to be tolerated and participate in his activities when she assimilates his values and practices.191 

Additionally, the conception of acquiring citizenship through integration as an honour makes it, as 

Ahmed notes, a condition of happiness for immigrants.192 Indeed, related to its proposal that 

integration should be based on a strong sense of national unity, the 1988 Commission de la 

nationalité report notes that the unwavering belief in the superiority of French universal values 

under the Third Republic facilitated assimilation as ͚ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĞ�ŶĞ�ĚŽƵƚĂŝƚ�͙�du bonheur que ne 

manqueraient pas de connaitre ceux qui allaient devenir français et participer à un destin national 

glorieux͛͘193 ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ďĞůŝĞĨƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕�

evidenced in his assumption that he can ͚save͛�her by forcing her to assimilate them, and the 

freedom and happiness they supposedly offer is meant to instil in Mortesaison the desire to gain 

access to them. In turn, this encourages her to meet the conditions of deservingness and 

integration, and consequently freedom and happiness, defined by Ragot.  

ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĞŵƉŚĂƚŝĐ�ƌĞŵŝŶĚĞƌƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŶŽƚ�ďĞĞŶ�ŐƌĂŶƚĞĚ�ƐƵĐŚ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞƐ�ƌemind 

Mortesaison of the fate for those whom he judges ͚unworthy͛. For example, when previous 

companions suggest opening up the abandoned rooms ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�͚ŚôƚĞů�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͕͛�ZĂŐŽƚ�ĨůŝĞƐ�ŝŶƚŽ�Ă�

ƌĂŐĞ͗�ŵĂŬŝŶŐ�͚ĚĞƐ�ƌƵŐŝƐƐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĚĞ�ĨƵƌĞƵƌ͛�ĂŶĚ describing these woŵĞŶ�ĂƐ�͚caqueteuses et 

astiqueuses͛, he fires them and chases them from the house.194 This kind of irrationality is 

ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ďǇ�:ĂŶĞ�K͛^ƵůůŝǀĂŶ�ĂƐ�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ŝŶ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ĐŝŶĞŵĂƚŝĐ�

adaptations of the Ovidian myth. She argues that it is evidence of male frustration arising from an 

obsession with power and, in particular, the fear that it might be undermined.195 >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�

ŽǀĞƌƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƉƌĞŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ƐĞĞƐ�

something innocent as a threat to his authority. Blaming them also serves to justify their violent 

expulsion from his home as dehumanised objects of abjection and restore his sense of power and 

superiority.  

ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƵŶŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ of his former employees is reminiscent of the treatment of the 

WƌŽƉŽĞƚŝĚĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĂůĞ�ƉƌĞĐĞĚŝŶŐ�KǀŝĚ͛Ɛ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ͘�dŚĞƐĞ��ǇƉƌŝŽƚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ĂƌĞ�ƉƵŶŝƐŚĞĚ�ďǇ�

 
190 Mazouz (2019), p.144. 
191 Lê (1995), p.177. 
192 See Ahmed (2010), p.133. 
193 Long (1988), p.24. 
194 Lê (1995), p.60. 
195 :ĂŶĞ�KΖ^ƵůůŝǀĂŶ͕�ΖsŝƌƚƵĂů�DĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ͗��ŽƐŵĞƚŝĐ�ĂŶĚ��ǇďĞƌŶĞƚŝĐ�ZĞǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�͞>ŝǀŝŶŐ�
�Žůů͟Ζ͕�Arethusa, 41:1 (2008) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44578499> [accessed 16/03/2020] (p.147). 
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the Goddess Venus for denying her divinity: she makes them the first women to prostitute 

themselves and then, as they lose any sense of shame, transforms them into stone.196 Also from 

Cyprus, Pygmalion develops repulsion for women because, as Paula James notes, he interprets 

the defects imposed upon the Propoetides by Venus as innate.197 The Propoetides therefore play 

ĂŶ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝŶ�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ͛Ɛ�ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŵ�ůĞĂĚƐ�Śŝŵ�ƚŽ�

ƐĐƵůƉƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŝǀŽƌǇ͘�/Ŷ�Ă�ƌĞǀĞƌƐĂů�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�WƌŽƉŽĞƚŝĚĞƐ͛�ƉĞƚƌŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�

ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĚĞĨŝĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͕�'ĂůĂƚĞĂ͛Ɛ�ƐƵďŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐĐƵůƉƚŝŶŐ͕�ĂůůŽǁŝŶŐ�Śŝŵ�ƚŽ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ�

hĞƌ�ĨŽƌŵ͕�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ůĂƚĞƌ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ŝŶƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĨůĞƐŚ�ďǇ�sĞŶƵƐ�ĂƐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƌĞǁĂƌĚ͘�/Ŷ�

Lê͛Ɛ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�WƌŽƉŽĞƚŝĚĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶƐ�ĚĞĨǇ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�sĞŶƵƐ�

ďǇ�ŶŽƚ�ĨƵůůǇ�ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐŝŶŐ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�;ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚͿ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ�ŽǀĞƌ�ƚŚĞŵ�as a semi-divine figure who can 

͚save͛ Žƌ�ƉƵŶŝƐŚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͘�DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�ŚŝƐ�ŝŶƐƵůƚƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵƐ�͚ĐĂƋƵĞƚĞƌ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĂƐƚŝƋƵĞƌ͕͛�ƐůĂŶŐ�

for to gossip and masturbate respectively, resemble the charge of ͚willfulness͛ that Ahmed argues 

is often directed at women who fail to embody the idealised image of femininity whereby women 

renounce their individual will to please others.198 �Ǉ�ůĂďĞůůŝŶŐ�ŚŝƐ�ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶƐ�͚ĐĂƋƵĞƚĞƵƐĞƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�

͚ĂƐƚŝƋƵĞƵƐĞƐ͕͛�ZĂŐŽƚ�ŵĂƌŬƐ�ƚŚĞŵ�ĂƐ�ǁŝůůĨƵů�Žƌ�ĚĞǀŝĂŶƚ�WƌŽƉŽĞƚŝĚĞƐ�ǁŚŽ�ƉƌĞĨĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�

themseůǀĞƐ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�Śŝŵ͘�,Ğ�ƚŚƵƐ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ�ƐƵďŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�Śŝŵ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ�ĂƐ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ŽŶůǇ�

purpose and depicts his violent, irrational behaviour towards them as a legitimate response to 

their behaviour.199  

ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ŽƵƚďƵƌƐƚƐ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�WƌŽƉŽĞƚŝĚĞƐ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ŚĞ�expels them, especially the image of him 

ƌŽĂƌŝŶŐ͕�ĂƌĞ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�͚ƉŽƵƐƐĂŝƚ�ĚĞƐ�ƌƵŐŝƐƐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĚĞ�ĐŽůğƌĞ͛ 

when he is unhappy with her interpretation of the texts he makes her read.200 This signals the 

latent but pervasive threat that Mortesaison may also face expulsion. Although Ragot treats her 

as an exception because of her origins and imposes his assimilationist education that his other 

companions do not receive, Ragot subjects Mortesaison to the same despotic behaviour through 

this process. Yet Mortesaison submits to his tyrannies where previous companions abandoned 

him or tried to change his behaviour.201 Jane Freedman notes that ethnic minority women in 

France are commonly caught in badly paid gendered roles, particularly domestic, care and 

hospitality work, and more likely to be further exploited in these roles than white, French women 

as employers take advantage of their potentially precarious socio-economic situations.202 

 
196 See translation of the Pygmalion myth in James (2011), pp.10-11. 
197 Ibid. p.13. 
198 Ahmed (2017), p.68. �Ɛ�͚ĐĂƋƵĞƚĞƌ͛�ĂůƐŽ�ƌĞĨĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽŝƐĞ�ŵĂĚĞ�ďǇ�ŚĞŶƐ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚĞƌŵ�ŝƐ�ǇĞƚ�ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�
example of how Ragot dehumanises women through a comparison with animals. 
199 Ibid. p.73. 
200 Lê (1995), p.59. 
201 Ibid. p.60.  
202 Freedman (2004), p.121. 
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Similarly, there are intersecting socio-economic factors that Ragot manipulates to trap and exploit 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͘�dŚĞƐĞ�ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů�ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨĨĞƌs her 

which, even if conditional, is important for a newly arrived immigrant in France who is less likely 

than French women to have access to the knowledge and socio-economic resources to find 

another post. Cognisant of this, Ragot isolates Mortesaison from the outside world by refusing to 

ůĞƚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͗�͚ŝŶƚĞƌĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ĠƚĂŝƚ�ĨĂŝƚ�ă�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĚĞ�ǀŽŝƌ�ůĂ�ůƵŵŝğƌĞ�ĚƵ�ũŽƵƌ�ĂǀĂŶƚ�ĚĞ�Ɛ͛être 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌŝƐĠĞ�ĂǀĞĐ�ůĞƐ�ŵŝůůŝĞƌƐ�ĚĞ�ůŝǀƌĞƐ�ĂĐĐƵŵƵůĠƐ�ƐƵƌ�ůĞƐ�ƌĂǇŽŶŶĂŐĞƐ�Đ͛ĞƐƚ�ĚŽŶĐ�ĂŝŶƐŝ�ƋƵĞ�

Mortesaison échoua dans la nassĞ�ĚƵ�ĐĞŶƚĞŶĂŝƌĞ͛͘203 This reveals not only how he immobilises 

Mortesaison but also how he achieves this through republican universalist discourses as he 

justifies it through the argument that she cannot leave before she has assimilated his cultural 

beliefs. Furthermore, the reference to the thousands of books she must read highlights how this 

goal is intentionally made unattainable and how she is permanently caught in his grasp.  

Ragot also tries to make Mortesaison halt all contact with a man from her homeland she 

nicknames le Jumeau, the only other person to whom she has ties.204 >ŝŬĞ��ĞůůĞŵŽƌƚ�ĂŶĚ�ZŝĐŝŶ͛Ɛ�

allegedly liberating mission civilisatrice, Ragot frames this as a means to eradicate her 

͚ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůŝƚĠ�ĐƌŝŵŝŶĞůůĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ŽĨ ethnic minority men to control 

her.205 Nonetheless, the self-ƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ�

ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƉƌĞƚĞǆƚ�ĂŶĚ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚƌŝƵŵƉŚ�ǁŚĞŶ͕�ďĞůŝĞǀŝŶŐ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ŚĂƐ�

halted all contact with le Jumeau, ͚ĞůůĞ�Ŷ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�ůƵŝ�ĂƵ�ŵŽŶĚĞ͛͘206 Thus Ragot mobilises the 

promise of individual emancipation to limit the influence of others on her and so gain greater 

control over Mortesaison.207 /Ŷ�ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ůŝŵŝƚƐ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ĂďŽƵƚ�

French ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ďǇ�ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƌĞĂĚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĨĂŝƚ�ĚŝǀĞƌƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ǁĂƚĐŚĞƐ�

ǁŝƚŚ�͚ů͛ŽŝĞů�ǀŝŐŝůĂŶƚ͛�ƚŽ�ĞŶƐƵƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ďƵƌŶƐ�ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ�ĞůƐĞ͘208 In this vein, Ragot makes it harder 

for Mortesaison to make connections or see advertisements to access better employment 

opportunities.  

Each of these elements constitutes a barrier of which this French man, whose privilege is 

ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŚŝƐ�͚ŚôƚĞů�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͕͛�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ�ƚŽ�ŝŵƉƌŝƐŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ͘�/Ŷ�

turn, he uses the threat of expulsion and her precariousness, as well as elusory promises of 

emancipation and acceptance through integration, to subjugate and restrictively mould 

Mortesaison in ways that less vulnerable French women could more easily resist. This is evident in 

 
203 Lê (1995), p.58. 
204 Ibid. pp.58, 68. 
205 Ibid. p.68. 
206 Ibid. p.118. 
207 Ibid. p.58. 
208 Ibid. p.146. 
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the way tŚĂƚ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�͚Ŷ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�ƚƌŽƉ�ƉƌĞƐƐĠ͛�ƚŽ�ƚĂŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ�ƐŚĞ�ĐĂŶ�ƚŽ�ĞƐĐĂƉĞ�

ĂŶĚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŽǁ͕�ƵŶƚŝů�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉŽŝŶƚ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƐƵďŵŝƚƐ�ƚŽ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ͗�͚ƚŽƵƚ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ůƵ�ĞůůĞ�ů͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�

ůƵ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĂǀŽŝƌ�ůĂ�ƉĂŝǆ�ƚŽƵƚ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ĂƉƉƌŝƐ�ĞůůĞ�ů͛ĂǀĂŝƚ ĂƉƉƌŝƐ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĂǀŽŝƌ�ůĂ�ƉĂŝǆ�ĞůůĞ�Ɛ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�

ĂƉƉůŝƋƵĠ�ƉŽƵƌ�ĂǀŽŝƌ�ůĂ�ƉĂŝǆ͛͘209 Comparing power and oppression to the flow of the tide, Ahmed 

ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐƵďŵŝƚƚŝŶŐ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŝůů�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŝĚĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ƌĞůŝĞĨ�

ŽĨ�ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞ͛͘210 dŚŝƐ�ƌĞůŝĞĨ�Žƌ�ƉĞĂĐĞ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�͚ďĞŝŶŐ�ǁŝůůŝŶŐ�ĐĂŶ�

ďĞ�Ă�ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ĨŽƌĐĞ͛�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�ƐƵĐŚ͕�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�

emancipation.211 Her silent submission to the flow of the tide illustrates the self-perpetuating 

nature of domination as it is easier for her to accept and become complicit in her own oppressive 

moulding than to struggle against it.212 Ahmed argues that such silence in the face of injustice is 

common when socio-economic inequalities woulĚ�ŵĞĂŶ�ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ŽƵƚ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ�ƌŝƐŬŝŶŐ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ũŽď�Žƌ�

ǁŽƌƐĞŶŝŶŐ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͘213 >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĚĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ƌŝƐŬ�ŚĞƌ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌ͛Ɛ�ǁƌĂƚŚ�ĨŽƌ�ĨĞĂƌ�ŽĨ�

losing the stable employment and home that, as an isolated ethnic minority woman in France, she 

might struggle to find elsewhere. In light of this, her silent submission is evidence less of her 

desire to replace a paternal authority figure from her homeland because of a sense of guilt at 

having abandoned them, as Fauvel argues, than of the smooth functioning of unequal structural 

power relations in France.214  

hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĂů�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�

inversion of the original myth, they be permanently united in death by having Mortesaison buried 

ǁŝƚŚ�Śŝŵ�͚tête-bêche dans la même tombe͛�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞƌ�ůŝƉƐ�ĂƌĞ�͚ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ůĞƐ�ƉŝĞĚƐ�ĚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ƚƵƚĞƵƌ͛͘215 

Although this union might initially suggest that Mortesaison has successfully and permanently 

integrated into life ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŚôƚĞů�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͛�Žƌ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ�ƐƵƌƌŽƵnds it in a vocabulary of 

ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ͗�͚ĂƵĐƵŶĞ�ĚĞŵŽŝƐĞůůĞ�ĚĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂŐŶŝĞ�Ŷ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ũƵƐƋƵ͛ĂůŽƌƐ�ĠƚĠ�ũƵŐĠĞ�ĚŝŐŶĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞƚ�

honneur͛͘216 The condition of worthiness is highlighted in the position Ragot gives Mortesaison 

ǁŚŝĐŚ͕�ůŝŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƉĞŶƚĂŶƚ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ŬŝƐƐŝŶŐ�:ĞƐƵƐ͛�Ĩeet, implies that this ͚integration͛ is not as an 

equal but as someone who must eternally express gratitude for the moulding process by which 

Ragot supposedly saves her.217 Mazouz notes that new French citizens do not escape the rhetoric 

of naturalisation as a favour dependent on worthiness because they are still expected to 

 
209 Ibid. pp.105, 46. 
210 Ahmed (2017), p.50. 
211 Ibid. 
212 See Pyke (2010), p.561; Ahmed (2017), p.141. 
213 Ahmed (2017), p.260. 
214 Fauvel (2002), p.331. 
215 Lê (1995), p.103. Original emphasis. 
216 Ibid. Original emphasis. 
217 Luke 7:36-38, New International Version: 
<https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+7&version=NIV> [accessed 14/04/2020]. 
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demonstrate that they ĂƌĞ�͚ŽďůŝŐĞĚ ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘218 Similarly, Ragot expects Mortesaison to be 

perpetually obliged to him for saving her, firstly, from Vietnamese patriarchal culture and, 

secondly, from abjection and expulsion like the Propoetides.  

Another scene about ingratitude in the novel conveys how racism and sexism intersect in 

such discourses. When a woman denounces her abusive lover for stealing from his employer, he 

ůŝŬĞŶƐ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ŐŽŶǌĞƐƐĞ͛�ƚŽ�͚ůĞƐ�ƉĂǇƐ�ƐŽƵƐ-ĚĠǀĞůŽƉƉĠƐ͛�ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�ƵŶŐƌĂƚĞĨƵů�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ aid 

they receive from France͗�͚ŝů�ŶĞ�ĨĂƵƚ�ƉĂƐ�ĂƌŵĞƌ�ůĞƐ�ĨĂŝďůĞƐ�ĐĂƌ�ůĞƵƌ�ĠŶĞƌŐŝĞ�ǀĞŶŐĞƌĞƐƐĞ�Ŷ͛ĂƚƚĞŶĚ�ƋƵĞ�

la première occasion pour se déchaîŶĞƌ�ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ůĞ�ďŝĞŶĨĂŝƚĞƵƌ͙͛͘219 The abusive lover, like Ragot, 

depicts white men and the French nation as the generous and superior benefactor of women and 

developing countries and masks the violence of their mission civilisatrice and the inequalities it 

reproduces. The mirroring Lê creates between these two scenes highlights how Ragot inferiorises 

Mortesaison because of her gender and origins and then uses this supposed inferiority to blame 

her for wanting to escape an oppressive job and relationship. As this gratitude also demonstrates 

ŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂůůǇ�ƉƌŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐŶĞƐƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƚŽůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

her remains conditional and her integratioŶ�ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂůůǇ�ŝŶĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ͘�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ�

employment of worthiness and integration is therefore meant to permanently maintain her in an 

inferior position and subjugate her to his will. As such, the Pygmalion-like nature of integration 

discourse, including notions of deservingness and gratitude, facilitates the oppression of ethnic 

minority women as it coalesces with and reinforces pre-existing socio-economic inequalities and 

intersecting power relations in French society. 

Nevertheless, Mortesaison overcomes multiple oppressive barriers to gain employment as a 

writer for the Maya Agency and thus ĞƐĐĂƉĞ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĐĂŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽĨĨŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƉůĂĐĞ�ŝƚ͘ 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�love for the Jumeau aids her escape because, as Do notes, it gives her the courage 

to defy ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵŵĂŶĚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŶ�ůĞĂǀĞ�Śŝŵ.220 ^ŚĞ�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�Ă�ůĂƉƐĞ�ŝŶ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�

surveillance to read the advertisements section in the newspaper and, like Eliza Doolittle in 

^ŚĂǁ͛Ɛ�Pygmalion, utilize the education gained from Ragot to escape him and obtain her new 

employment.221 As such, knowledge becomes a way for Mortesaison to escape this oppressive 

ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͘�DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽǀĞƌƚ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͕�ĂƐ�͚elle prépara en silence sa fuite͕͛�

transforms her silence into a form of resistance because it means that, believing she remains 

submissive, Ragot does not expel her and potentially place her in a more vulnerable position.222  

 
218 Mazouz (2019), p.145. 
219 Lê (1995), pp.168-69. 
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zĞƚ͕�ďǇ�ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ�ZĂŐŽƚ�ƐŝůĞŶƚůǇ͕�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ůŽƐĞƐ�ĂŶǇ�ĐŚĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ͘�>ġ͛Ɛ�

symbolic naming of Ragot, meaning malicious gossip, underlines how he employs the discourses 

ŽĨ�ƐĂůǀĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŐƌĂƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽ�ƐůĂŶĚĞƌ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚chienne 

relapse! poussière félone! bâtarde de vipérine!͛ ŐƵŝůƚǇ�ŽĨ�͚ƚƌĂŚŝƐŽŶ͛.223 This reflects the way in 

which ethnic minority women, as Guénif-Souilamas notes, are treated as ignorant and ungrateful 

traitors if they reject the integration conditions of the mission civilisatrice enacted through 

traditional or state feminist movements in France.224 >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞůǇ�

dehumanises Mortesaison as an object of abjection like the Propoetides and consequently 

protects his sense of superiority as a white, French man and masks the racist and sexist discourses 

through which he justifies an oppressive integration process.  

Furthermore, although Do argues that le Jumeau, by helping Mortesaison leave Ragot, 

͚ƌĞŵŽǀĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƐŝƐƚĞƌ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂů�ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ĨƵůů�ƉŽƐƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƐŝƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ͕͛�this 

overlooks the continued influence Ragot has over her, even after his suicide.225 The narrator 

states that Mortesaison ƐƉĞĂŬƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ůĂ�ǀŽŝǆ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ŝŶĨĂŶƚĞ�ƉŽƐƐĠĚĠĞ�ƉĂƌ�ƵŶ�ǀŝĞŝůůĂƌd qui lui avait 

déchiré les entrailles ͙ pour venir se loger en elle pour que chaque jour la marionnette aille sur 

ůĂ�ƚŽŵďĞ�ĚƵ�ǀĞŶƚƌŝůŽƋƵĞ͛.226 Like the niece in Calomnies͕�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝĐĂů haunting of 

Mortesaison illustrates how her internalisation of his ideas means that he continues to influence 

her even after she leaves him and he commits suicide. This ͚possession͛, emphasised stylistically 

as Mortesaison ƌĞƉĞĂƚƐ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĐĂƚĐŚ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ, conveys how she remains 

a puppet to his Pygmalion-like universalist discourses whilst the image of him disembowelling her 

underlines the violence involved. Moreover, the afterlife of such moulding discourses, as they 

ŚĂƵŶƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĚĞĂƚŚ͕�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŚĂƌŵ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĐĂƵƐĞ͕�ĂƌĞ�ǀĞƌǇ�ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ�ƚŽ�

escape. Lê explores this further through her depiction of how tŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ͛Ɛ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ-like clients at 

ƚŚĞ�DĂǇĂ�ĂŐĞŶĐǇ�ƚƌǇ�ƚŽ�ŵŽƵůĚ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ͕�ĂůůĞŐŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ͕�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƐƚ͘� 

The Agence Maya ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�WĂƐƚ 

The clients of the Agence Maya ĂƌĞ͕�ůŝŬĞ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĚŝůĂƉŝĚĂƚĞĚ�͚Śôtel pĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ͕͛�ĨŽƌŵĞƌůǇ�ƐƵĐcessful 

celebrities whose days of glory have since passed. However, they refuse to accept this and, 

ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂŐĞŶĐǇ�͚ă�ďƵƚ�ƉŚŝůĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŝƋƵĞ͕͛�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ŝŶǀĞŶƚƐ�ƉƌĞƐƐ�ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂŶ�ŵĂŝů�ƚŽ�

͚ƌĞĐŽƵǀƌĞ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ǀŽŝůĞ�Ě͛ŝůůƵƐŝŽŶ ĠĐŚĞĐƐ�ĚĠǀĞŝŶĞƐ�ĐŚƵƚĞƐ�ĚĠŐƌŝŶŐŽůĂĚĞƐ�ƉĞƌƚĞƐ�Ě͛ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ�ĨĂŝůůŝƚĞƐ�ĚĞ�

 
223 Ibid. pp.117, 36. 
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renommée͛͘227 The way in which Mortesaison rewrites both the past and, as a result, the present 

ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂůůĞŐŽƌǇ�ĨŽƌ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ůĞƐƐ�ƐĂǀŽƵƌǇ�ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�Śŝstory are 

often denied and rewritten. The link between these personal stories and those of the nation is 

illustrated by Lê through her description of the writers at the ĂŐĞŶĐǇ�ĂƐ�͚ƐĐƌŝďĞƐ͛, as though they 

were writing official historical documents.228 The irony in this comparison is highlighted through 

the emphasis on the fictitious and creatŝǀĞ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͕�ĂƐ�͚Mortesaison invente la vie 

comme un conte de fées͕͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƵůĚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚĞĚ͘229 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ�ƚŚreaten her when she reminds them of memories they would rather 

remained forgotten, such as when a professional knife-ƚŚƌŽǁĞƌ�ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚĂůůǇ�ĐƵƚ�ŽĨĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌ͛Ɛ�

ear͗�͚DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ŽƵƚƌĞƉĂƐƐĠ�ƐĞƐ�ĚƌŽŝƚƐ�Ğƚ�ůĞƐ�ǀŝĞƵǆ�ƚŝŐƌĞƐ�Ŷ͛ŽďƚĞŶĂŶƚ�ƉĂƐ�ůĞ�ƌĞŵďŽƵƌƐĞŵĞŶt 

ĠĐƌŝǀŝƌĞŶƚ�ă�ů͛ĂŐĞŶĐĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƌĠĐůĂŵĞƌ�ůĞ�ƌĞŶǀŽŝ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƉĞƚŝƚĞ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĠĞ͛͘230 The fact that these clients 

refer to Mortesaison with same kind of condescending paternalism as Ragot, or Le Conseiller in 

Calomnies͕�ĂƐ�͚la petite employée͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂůƐŽ�mark her with gender and ethnic 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͘�dŚĞŝƌ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ƚŽ�͚ƌĂƉƉĞůĞƌ͛�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�

compared with Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŶŽƚ�͚slander͛ the French because of her origins. 

Further, they use the same kind of threat as Ragot by demanding that she write in a way that 

pleases them or face dismissal which, because she remains in precarious socio-economic position 

in France, leaves her little room for manoeuvre or resistance. Instead, she must submit to the will 

of her clients and allow them, as is Le Conseiller͛Ɛ�ǁŝƐŚ in Calomnies͕�ƚŽ�͚ĚŝĐƚĞƌ�ă�ůĂ�petite 

employée ƋƵĞůƋƵĞƐ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ĠůĞĐƚƌŝƋƵĞƐ�ĚƵ�ŵŽŝŶƐ�ă�ůƵŝ�ŝŶƐƵĨĨůĞƌ�ů͛ĞƐƉƌŝƚ͛͘231 The writing of the 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĚĞĐĞƉƚŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂŶĐŝĨƵů�ďƵƚ�ŝƐ�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞůǇ�ŵŽƵůĚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�

directed by those who still have greater influence in the country because of the self-perpetuating 

nature of unequal power relations.  

Lê reinforces the idea that French history is being chiselled away at and moulded by 

WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ĂďĂŶĚŽŶĞĚ�ƌŽŽŵƐ͘�dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�

which he ferociously guards the abandoned rooms of his house and punishes anyone who tries to 

enter theŵ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶƐĂǀŽƵƌǇ�ŵŽŵĞŶƚƐ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƐƚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�

actively denied. As one of these rooms was the site in which he photographed and ͚collected͛ 

ĞǆŽƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƐĞĚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ƉĂƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚs violent appropriation 

of colonised women in particular is one element that must remain forgotten. In this way, one of 

the conditions for integration for postcolonial immigrants like Mortesaison is that they become 

 
227 Ibid. p.28. Original emphasis. 
228 Ibid. 
229 Ibid. p.93. 
230 Ibid. p.132. 
231 Ibid. p.131. Original emphasis. 
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complicit in this erasure of the violent, discriminatory and exploitative elements of French 

ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂŶĐĞƐƚŽƌƐ͛�ůŝǀĞƐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽǁŶ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘� 

Similarly, Blanchard argues that the continuity between the assimilationist mission 

civilisatrice and modern intĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉŽůŝĐǇ�ĂƌŝƐĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĂĐƚŝǀĞ�ĚĞŶŝĂů�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�

colonial past but also of how it was facilitated through its discourses of republican universalism.232 

In particular, the refusal to reflect on the potential compatibility of the discourses and policies of 

republican universalism with the inferiorisation and oppression of others in the past and present 

allows the reproduction of inequalities. Likewise, the denial of past failures and inequalities in Les 

ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ makes it possible to present the French nation and republican universalism as 

ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ͘��ĞǇŽŶĚ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ŽďƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŝƐ�

philosophy and culture are key to universal emancipation, Lê also highlights this in a scene in 

which the narrator visits a museum with his mother. In his typical caustic tone, the narrator 

conveys how the visitors are more interested in the symbolic rather than aesthetic value of the art 

works as a form of patrimoine to which they can lay claim as a nation.233 Portrayed as having the 

ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ�ĨĞƌǀŽƵƌ�ŽĨ�͚ĨŝĚğůĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĂƌƚĞĨĂĐƚƐ͕�ƚŚĞǇ�ĐŽŶĐĞŝǀĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�

ŽĨ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ƉƌŝĚĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƵŶŝƚĞƐ�ƚŚĞŵ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂƐ�͚le patrimoine du genre humain! le summum du 

raffinement!͛͘234 >ŝŬĞ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇ�universalist beliefs and practices, these particular works 

ĂƌĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŝŶŶĂĐůĞ�ŽĨ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ�ƉŽǁĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�

universally valued. Yet the museum visitors are also ŬĞĞŶ�ƚŽ�͚ĨĂŝƌĞ�ǀĂůŽŝƌ�ůĞƵƌƐ�ĚƌŽŝƚƐ�ĚĞ�

propriétaiƌĞƐ͛, thereby claiming these works as evidence of their superiority as a nation and their 

right to enlighten others as a result.235 However, the fact that the only other artefacts present in 

ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͕�ŶĂŵĞůǇ�ZĂŐŽƚ͛Ɛ�ƚƐĂŶƚƐĂƐ͕�ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝation of the colonised 

underlines how such discourses linking universalism and national pre-eminence have justified and 

masked socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞŵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ĞŵƉŝƌĞ͘���� 

Whilst Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽgated the pressures placed upon postcolonial female 

ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕�ŚĞƌ�ĂůůĞŐŽƌŝĐĂů�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�DĂǇĂ�ĂŐĞŶĐǇ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ�ŽŶ�ŚŽǁ�

history itself is a work of fiction that can be moulded by Pygmalion-like figures and discourses. 

The author reveals how this process of re-writing and erasure, particularly the mythologisation of 

republican universalism as enacted in French society, reproduces multiple and intersecting power 

relations. In particular, she exposes how the depiction of integration as a necessarily 

emancipatory process facilitates the oppressive moulding of ethnic minority women like 

 
232 Blanchard (2000). 
233 Lê (1995), p.70. 
234 Ibid. p.72. 
235 Ibid. p.70. 



0 

128 

Mortesaison. Additionally, Lê refuses to offer a reductive portrayal of resistance as she explores 

ŚŽǁ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic vulnerability and the denial of inequalities in the past are used 

to mould her into complicity with this national postcolonial project. Yet, ultimately, Mortesaison 

chooses to leave this role and thus refuses the Pygmalion-like forces moulding both her and 

history through it. Yet the open-ending of the novel, as Mortesaison waits to be physically or 

fantastically reunited with le Jumeau, offers no certainty about whether she will achieve her 

desired communion with le Jumeau or escape from her Pygmalion-like tormentors.236 

tŚŝůƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ͕�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�

Pygmalion paradigm and the intersecting power relations involved in France through the 

narrative. As well as revealing the mechanisms involved in an inegalitarian and exploitative 

moulding-integration process, including the re-ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�

postcolonial present, Lê͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ�ĚĞĨŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ŵĂĚĞ�ƚŽ�͚collect͛ this 

ethnic minority woman through this moulding process. Although she is often trapped in her 

employment, the character herself cannot be pinned down or grasped, even by the narrator who 

names her. Averis argues that the symbolic naming of women by an anonymous male narrator in 

Les aubes ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�Ěefined in relation to the male narrator in an 

ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝƐŝŶŐ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ůĂǁ͛͘237 For Do, the reference to 

ƚŚĞ�͚ĚĞĂĚ�ƐĞĂƐŽŶ͛�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ĐŚŽƐĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĂďĂŶĚŽŶĞĚ�Jumeau over that 

of the people around her.238 zĞƚ�͚DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛�ĚŝĨĨĞƌƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�Ăůů�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ�ŶĂŵĞƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ŝŶ�

this novel and in Calomnies as it includes within it the possibility for transformation. Whilst her 

first encounter with the narrator occurs during the off-season and when she is working for and 

still haunted by Pygmalion figures who drain her vitality, there is hope for a change in season and 

ŶĞǁ�ůŝĨĞ͘�dŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂůůƵƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐŝƐ�>ġ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵƵƚĂďůĞ�

and unstable nature of subjectivity and thus undermines the racist and sexist fetishisation of this 

ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ďǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ůŝŬĞ�ZĂŐŽƚ�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�͚ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝƐŝŶŐ�

ƉŽǁĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ůĂǁ͛͘239 

DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ŵǇƐƚĞƌŝŽƵƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶŐƌĂƐƉĂďůĞ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ǀŝƐŝďůĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�way she disappears 

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ĂƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�Śŝŵ�ŶŽƚŝĐŝŶŐ�Žƌ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ŝŶ�ƉŚŽƚŽƐ͘240 This 

feminine incorporeality, which Averis argues forms part of Lê͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ŶŽƌŵƐ�ŝŶ�Les 

aubes and In memoriam, is also emphasised in the waǇ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ŝƐ�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ�ŝŶ�

 
236 Ibid. p.193. 
237 Averis (2018), p.34. 
238 Do (2005), p.187. 
239 Averis (2018), p.34. 
240 Lê (1995), pp.56, 57. 
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the novel and remains indiscernible in her large black coat, scarf and hat.241 Here, Lê rejects the 

ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐŝŶŐ�ĞǆŽƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ZĂŐŽƚ�ŝƐ�ŐƵŝůƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�

ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ĂŶ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͘�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ďŽĚǇ�

is portrayed as elusive through the implicit but unconfirmed suggestion that she intentionally 

drives the Maya agency clients who try to control her writing mad: leading them to kill one 

another or commit suicide.242 Likewise, reference to her black hat as she waits for le Jumeau 

implies that she may be the mysterious ͚ƚƵĞƵƌ�ĂƵ�ĐŚĂƉĞĂƵ�ŶŽŝƌ͕͛�ǁŚŽƐĞ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĨĂŝƚ�

ĚŝǀĞƌƐ͛�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ďĞĞŶ�ĂǀŝĚůǇ�ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ͕�ǁŚŽ�ƐŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ�ĞůĚĞƌůǇ�DĂǇĂ��ŐĞŶĐǇ�ĐůŝĞŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƐůĞĞƉ͘243 

On the one hand, this insinuation in the novel challenges any reductive production of Mortesaison 

as a victim lacking any agency by suggesting she might be wreaking her revenge on those who 

mobilise unequal power relations to mould and direct her behaviour. On the other hand, by only 

hinting at this as a possibility the narrative subverts the idea that Mortesaison, her identity and 

behaviour, can be fully known. 

Stylistically, the novel also mirrors the mystery surrounding Mortesaison as the 

combination of a lack of punctuation and the way the narrator switches from the voice of one 

character to another often obscures the meaning of the text and its source. Likewise, as Roberts 

notes, the use of ellipses at the start of the novel challenges the idea of narratorial control and, as 

such, of fixed meaning.244 Through these stylistic techniqueƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�DŽƌƚĞƐĂŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�

body and behaviour as elusive, the narrative resists re-enacting the Pygmalion-like fetishisation 

and intersectional moulding that Mortesaison faces at the hands of the ethnic majority French 

characters. As a result, this work elucidates and subverts attempts to rewrite French history to 

deny the inferiorisation and subjugation of ethnic minority women in the past and present 

through the depiction of integration as an egalitarian process that upholds universalist ideals such 

as Liberté, Égalité et Fraternité. 

Re-Writing Classical Mythology to Challenge the Myths of Republican 

Universalism 

KŶĞ�ŽĨ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŝƐ�ƚŽ�shed light on the world, especially its lies, depravity 

and hypocrisy.245 The intertextuality that Lê creates with the Pygmalion myth in Calomnies and Les 

ĚŝƚƐ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ reflects this desire as she employs it as a tool to develop an intersectional feminist 

 
241 Ibid. pp.56, 59, 131-33; Averis (2018), p.33. 
242 See, for example, Lê (1995), p.115. 
243 Ibid. pp.183, 93. 
244 Roberts (2003), p.336. 
245 Landrot (2010); Barnes (2008), p.54. 



0 

130 

consciousness of the violence, marginalisation and inequality experienced by ethnic minority 

women in France. In particular, it illuminates the treacherous nature of republican universalism 

when the notion of integration is employed to oppressively mould ethnic minority women 

towards silence and immobility in French society through duplicitous promises of universal 

freedom, equality or fraternity. In this way, she reveals how the discourses and practices of 

republican universalism and integration are implicated in the inegalitarian disciplinary 

mechanisms of intersectional power relations and thus function as oppressive Pygmalion-like 

ŵŽƵůĚŝŶŐ�ƚŽŽůƐ͘�dŚŝƐ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂƐĞ�ĞǀĞŶ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�

integration differ as, whether they desire its erasure or commodifying promotion, they mark her 

indelibly with essentialised gender and ethnic differences. As such, the novels demonstrate that 

discrimination against minorities and unequal power relations are the main source of division in 

French society, rather than cultural differences. Through her use of imagery, allegory and 

mirroring, Linda Lê also conveys the historical links between the appropriation and exploitation of 

colonised women through the assimilationist mission civilisatrice and the modern-day 

inferiorisation and moulding of ethnic minority women in France through republican universalist 

integration discourses and practices.  

The proliferation of relationships, both personal and professional, in which white French 

men, and sometimes women, attempt to direct the niece and Mortesaison towards the ideal 

Galatea as submissive, silent and immobile exposes ƚŚĞ�͚ƵŶŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�

ethnic minority women.246 Thus these relationships can be seen as microcosms of social power in 

a patriarchal, ethnocentric French society which reveal how racism and sexism intersect to 

present white masculinity as inherently superior and deny ethnic minority women freedom and 

independence from exploitation and marginalisation.247 Further, by focusing on the experiences of 

female Vietnamese immigrants and depicting their agency, Lê gives a voice to women whose 

experiences remain marginalised and whose agency is often denied through portrayals that focus 

on victimhood.248 Indeed, even within intersectional postcolonial research the experiences of 

Vietnamese women are often overlooked because the discrimination and inequalities faced by 

immigrants with Asian origins are assumed to be less significant than those faced by women with 

North or sub-Saharan African origins.249  

 
246 Frye (1983), p.8. 
247 Hallstead states that ͚ŽƵƌ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŝŶƚŝŵĂƚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ŵŝĐƌŽĐŽƐŵƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƌ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƉŽǁĞƌ͛ Hallstead 
(2013), p.76. 
248 See Nouria Oualia, 'Les télévisions francophones et l'image des femmes immigrées', Annuaire de l'Afrique 
du nord, 34 (1995); Referenced in Raissiguier (2010), p.77. 
249 See Kleppinger and Reeck (2018). 
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By returning to the Pygmalion myth in Les dits d͛ƵŶ�ŝĚŝŽƚ, Lê also reveals how the 

integration process can allow those most privileged in society to take advantage of ethnic 

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞĐĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic position to reinforce their power over them and to 

produce them as willful objects of abjection when they actively or unconsciously defy them. The 

complex picture of the Pygmalion paradigm that Lê offers is extended in her portrayal of how the 

niece and Mortesaison internalise inferiorising discourses and the negative mental as well as 

socio-economic impact this has on them. These women become complicit in unequal power 

relations and, therefore, their own oppression, including in some of their attempts at resistance. 

Lê thus rejects a reductive victim narrative or resistance/complicity binary to underline their 

ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŚĞĚ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽŶ�Ă�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ�ĂƐƉĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ�ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ͘250 Yet 

ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�ŐĂŝŶĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŝĞĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͛�ŽƉĞŶ-endings 

convey the hope that she and Mortesaison will be able to forge new paths that resist oppressive 

moulding. Hope is also to be found in the way the narratives themselves refuse to collect and 

mould the protagonists in the same way as the French characters as a result of their racism and 

sexism.   

Just as Lê creates intertextuality with classical mythology in her novel Les trois parques in 

ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƚŽ�͚ĂƚƚĞŝŶĚƌĞ�ƵŶĞ�ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ�ƉƌĞƐƋƵĞ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĞůůĞ͕͛�ƐŽ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŶŬƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�ŵǇƚŚ�ŝŶ�

these two novels highlight the universal nature of these ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�

experiences.251 In this vein, Lê simultaneously undermines the marginalisation of these women or 

their experiences and reveals how we can learn about the functioning of power relations and 

ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ͘�&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ�

of a canonical Western text to achieve this can be seen as part of the overall subversive nature of 

her writing. In the same way that Lê sees herself as a Pygmalion figure in relation to the French 

language, which she reinvents and moulds in each of her works, she moulds this myth for her own 

purposes.252 Rather than focusinŐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŐůŽƌŝĨǇŝŶŐ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ�ƐŬŝůů�ĂŶĚ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ͕�

she highlights, often through hyperbolic imagery and a caustic tone, the violence and vulnerability 

of these men because of their thirst for power and a sense of superiority, and the continuity with 

ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ƉĂƐƚ͘�DŽƌĞ�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚůǇ͕�>ġ�ŐŝǀĞƐ�Ă�ǀŽŝĐĞ�ƚŽ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�

modern-day Galateas when this character was silenced and objectified in the original myth. Lê 

thus re-writes classical mythology, often claimed as the heritage of Western civilisations, to 

undermine both the narrative that French society enacts republican universalist values and the 

related civilisation/barbarism dichotomy that justifies the subjugation of others. Ultimately, 

 
250 Pyke (2010), p.564. 
251 Catherine Argand, 'Linda Lê', (L'express: 1999) <http://www.lexpress.fr/culture/livre/linda-
le_803102.html >. 
252 Ibid. 
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adopting an intersectional lens to analyse the intertextuality of Lê͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�WǇŐŵĂůŝŽŶ�

myth reveals the oppressive moulding discourses meant to immobilise and silence ethnic minority 

women in French society and how they, and the intersecting power relations they perpetuate, can 

exist through, rather than in spite of, republican universalist integration discourses. In other 

words, the real mythology which Lê explores in these novels is not that of Pygmalion and Galatea 

but of republican universalism and integration. Having challenged the myth of the abstract citizen 

when republican universalism is conceived as a gendered and racialised particularism, she 

exposes, firstly, the related myth-making involved in portraying French society as egalitarian and, 

secondly, how this mythologisation means that universalist ideals, including integration, can be 

employed to erode, rather than enact, the promises of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité in modern 

French society. 
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�ŚĂƉƚĞƌ�dŚƌĞĞ�ʹ���YƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ��ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͗�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ��Ŷ�

ĨĂŵŝůůĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�KƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ��ŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�

ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ� 

The (In)Compatibility between Republican Universalism and Intersectional 

Oppression 

/Ŷ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌŝŽĚ�ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ�ƵƉ�ƚŽ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƵďůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�En famille in 1990, integration was 

considered fundamental to republican universalism and the promotion and protection of its core 

values of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité.1 In particular, it was meant to facilitate the active and equal 

participation of all French citizens in society, including French nationals with one or more foreign 

parents, like the female protagonist of En famille. Beyond equality before the law for individuals 

abstracted from identitarian affiliations, elements deemed key to this process included a strong 

sense of national identity, founded upon republican universalist values, and reciprocal rights and 

duties shared equally by all citizens.2 Furthermore, as explored in the introduction and previous 

chapter, many believed that the assimilation of French cultural practices as well as republican 

values was a necessary part of the integration process for foreigners or their children.3 In En 

famille͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ�ŵĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚŚĞŵĞƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ƚĂĐŬůĞ�

the marginalisation that she faces within her own ethnic majority family. This chapter 

demonstrates how the novel portrays the laws, reciprocal rights and duties, and strong sense of 

national identity outlined above as a potential barrier to Fanny being treated equally and with 

dignity in French society. Indeed, it explores how they form part of a range of intersectional 

mechanisms through which a racialised and gendered socio-economic hierarchy is maintained. By 

ĂƉƉůǇŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů�ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�^ĂƌĂ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�

directiŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�DĂƌŝůǇŶ�&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ͕�ŝƚ�

therefore exposes how republican universalist practices and discourses related to integration are 

employed to restrictively direct this ethnic minority female character.4 Additionally, this 

elucidates how the literary tools that Marie NDiaye employs in this text stimulate an 

 
1 See Long (1988); Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991). 
2 Long (1988); Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991). This is analysed by Amiraux (2010); Jennings (2000). 
3 See also d'Appolonia (2009). 
4 For a more in-depth outline of these concepts and framework please see Chapter Two. 
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intersectional feminist consciousness of not only the racism and sexism which Fanny faces but 

how these can be channelled through universalist discourses.  

En famille͕�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ƚŽůĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕�ĚĞƉŝĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ƋƵŝǆŽƚŝĐ�

quest to ͚Ɛ]e ƌĠŝŶƚĠŐƌĞƌ�ă�ůĂ�ĨĂŵŝůůĞ͛�which marginalises her as an outsider.5 Naively believing that 

this is the result of a lapse in family tradition, ŶĂŵĞůǇ�ŚĞƌ��ƵŶƚ�>ĠĚĂ͛Ɛ�ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�

celebration of her birth, she sets out to find and reunite Léda with the family. However, the family 

blame Fanny for her own exclusion with reference to not only her alleged failure to fulfil her 

familial duties but also ŚĞƌ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛͘��ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ƐƵƉĞƌĨŝĐŝĂůůǇ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƐ�

ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ŝƐ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂƌĞ�

evidenced through references to geographical and cultural differences.6 Yet Fanny continues to 

seek out Léda and repeatedly experiences exploitation and marginalisation as she advances this 

quest, including in her work as an unpaid cook and a prostitute, and when she is denied 

ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͘�,Ğƌ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂtion also makes her more vulnerable to 

violence as she is raped by multiple men from whom she seeks information about Léda, including 

her uncle, and leads to her complicity in this as she herself abuses other minorities who she 

believes threaten her integration. Yet, in spite of these efforts and two fantastic metamorphoses 

which are meant to make her more like her white family, her quest fails because the integration 

as an equal which she seeks is made impossible by intersectional discrimination and power 

relations. 

Previous research on En famille has demonstrated how Fanny is excluded by her family 

and, by extension, French society and how this is imbricated in the identity construction of the 

French nation.7 Analyses of the language used in this exclusionary process, particularly the 

ƉĞƌŝƉŚƌĂƐŝƐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͕͛�ŚĂǀĞ�ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ�ŚŽǁ�ĐŽůŽƵƌ-blindness is superficially 

respected but not enacted by the French ethnic majority characters.8 Furthermore, scholars have 

identified the link between &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͕�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐŝƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�

process of assimilation or integration in France.9 This chapter builds on this body of research by 

 
5 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.153. 
6 Ibid. p.151.  The fĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�hot, arid village is contrasted with that of thĞ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ, identical to many 
others: ibid. pp.39-40, 49. 
7 See, for example, Alexander Hertich, 'The Search for Place and Identity in Marie NDiaye's En famille', 
French Review, 78:4 (2005); Lydie Moudileno, 'Délits, détours et affabulation : l'écriture de l'anathème dans 
En famille de Marie NDiaye', The French Review, 71:3 (1998); Dominique Rabaté, '« Où est ma famille ? » : la 
violente étrangeté de Marie NDiaye', in Le roman français au tournant du XXIe siècle, ed. by B. Blanckman, 
A. Mura-Brunel, and M. Dambre (Paris: Presses Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2004). 
8 ^ĞĞ��ĞŚĂƌ�;ϮϬϭϯͿ͖��ƌĞŶĚůĠ�;ϮϬϭϳͿ͖�^ĂƌĂŚ��ƵƌŶĂƵƚǌŬŝ͕�Ζ:ĞƵǆ�ĚĞ�ǀŝƐŝďŝůŝƚĠ�Ğƚ�Ě͛ŝŶǀŝƐŝďŝůŝƚĠ�͗�ůĂ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�
romanesque de Marie NDiaye à la lumière de la crise du républicanisme français', in Une femme puissante, 
ed. by Daniel Bengsch and Cornelia Ruhe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013). 
9 See Asibong (2013); Bujor, (2018); Hertich (2005). 
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exploring how a variety of discourses and practices associated with republican universalism and 

integration, such as reciprocal rights and duties, worthiness or the promises of freedom, equality 

and fraternity, function within the narrative. This illuminates not only how universalist ideals are 

obstructed by intersectional discrimination and inequality but also how the ethnic majority 

characters employ these universalist discourses to mask and perpetuate this oppression and 

marginalisation, rather than liberation, of the ethnic minority female protagonist.  

The first section, with reference to FƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͕�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƐ�ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ�ŽĨ�

imprisonment and dirtiness. This highlights how marking Fanny with gender and ethnic difference 

is accompanied by attempts to immobilise and silence her in French society and that this process 

is a legacy ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů�ƉĂƐƚ͘10 �ŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞů�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�

concept of directionality illuminates how this is achieved through the creation of expectations, 

shaped by the intersections of racism, sexism and classism, about how Fanny ought to think and 

behave.11 Further, this reveals how the promise or hope of equality and acceptance through 

integration perpetuates and masks the oppressive directionality of these discourses and their 

negative impact on ethnic minority women. The seconĚ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚƵƌŶƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

the fiction/reality dichotomy in relation to republican universalism. Through intertextuality with 

DŝŐƵĞů�ĚĞ��ĞƌǀĂŶƚĞƐ͛�Don Quijote de la Mancha, NDiaye depicts how concepts integral to 

contemporary integration discourse, such as worthiness and reciprocal rights and duties, are 

employed deceptively to suggest that universalist ideals are upheld. In turn, the novel exposes 

how they are in fact mobilised to simultaneously reproduce unjust socio-economic hierarchies 

and deny their existence. The analysis then considers the self-perpetuating nature of this process, 

ĂƐ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�

challenges this creates for undermining or escaping this process. In this way, this chapter argues 

ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞů�ďƌŝŶŐƐ�ƚŽ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŚŽǁ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞĂůĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂƚĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�

universalist integration discourses and the implications for ethnic minority women in French 

society. 

The Intersectional and Imprisoning Mechanisms of Ethnicity and Gender 

En famille begins with the eighteen year-ŽůĚ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�Ăƚ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�French 

village and the inexplicable failure of her family and their dogs to recognise her. When her uncle 

ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŝŶǀŝƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŽ�ũŽŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ďŝƌƚŚĚĂǇ͕�ƐŚĞ�

remains stuck outside behind forbidding metal railings guarded by the dogs. She is only admitted 

 
10 See Frye (1983). 
11 See Ahmed (2010). 
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into the house after she accepts the first name occurring to her Aunt Colette, Fanny. Fanny then 

ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ĞŶůŝƐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŚĞůƉ�ƚŽ�ůŽĐĂƚĞ�ŚĞƌ��ƵŶƚ�>ĠĚĂ�ǁŚŽ͕�ĞƐƚƌĂŶŐĞĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕�ǁĂƐ�

ĂďƐĞŶƚ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ďŝƌƚŚ͘�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�>ĠĚĂ͛Ɛ�ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ�ĞŝŐŚƚĞĞŶ�ǇĞĂƌƐ�

earlier constitutes a failure in family tradition which accounts for their general treatment of her as 

͚ĂƵ�ŵŝĞƵǆ�ƵŶ�ĠůĠŵĞŶƚ�ƚŽůĠƌĠ͛ ǁŚŽƐĞ�͚droits étaient limités͛͘12 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

family and the inequality she faces are thus brought to the fore right at the start of the novel. The 

resulting quest upon which Fanny embarks can be seen to resemble the republican universalist 

process of integration outlined by the ,ĂƵƚ��ŽŶƐĞŝů�ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘�>ŝŬĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

her quest, the HCI conceived integration practice and policy as a means to demarginalise those 

ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�͚laissés-pour-ĐŽŵƉƚĞ͛ in France, including ethnic minority French nationals, and thereby 

promote an egalitarian society.13 This overlap is evident throughout the novel as notions of 

reciprocal rights and duties and deservingness, prominent in integration discourses and policies, 

ƐŚĂƉĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘� 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞĚŝƚŝon also bears similarities with the adventures portrayed in Miguel de 

�ĞƌǀĂŶƚĞƐ͛�Don Quijote de la Mancha, as Andrew Asibong and Alexander Hertich have noted.14 

Just as Don Quijote seeks renown as a knight-errant, Fanny sets out in the hope of improving her 

reputation in her family such that she is acknowledged and accepted by them and does so with 

ƚŚĞ�ĂŝĚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�^ĂŶĐŚŽ�WĂŶǌĂ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƐŽŶ��ƵŐğŶĞ͘��ĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ͕�ďŽƚŚ��ŽŶ�YƵŝũŽƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�

take on new names, although NDiaye highlights the difference in their social positions through the 

way that Fanny does not choose but instead has her new name imposed upon her by her family. 

Fanny is never given a surname that would afford her the same explicit geographical rootedness 

ĐŽŶǀĞǇĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�YƵŝũŽƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ĚĞ�ůĂ�DĂŶĐŚĂ͛�ƚŽ�ŚŝƐ�ŶĂŵĞ͘�dŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂů�ůŝŶŬƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�

NDiaye creates with Don Quijote ƚŚƵƐ�ĨŽƌĞƐŚĂĚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĂƐ�

she never gains the acceptance and grounded sense of identity she desires in either her family or 

France.  

Another similarity worthy of further analysis is the emphasis placed upon justice in both 

ƚĂůĞƐ͘�KŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŶŐ�ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ�ĨŽƌ��ĞƌǀĂŶƚĞƐ͛�ĂƐƉŝƌŝŶŐ�ĐŚŝǀĂůƌŝĐ�ŬŶŝŐŚƚ�ŝƐ�͚ĚĞƐŚĂĐŝĞŶĚŽ�

ƚŽĚŽ�ŐĠŶĞƌŽ�ĚĞ�ĂŐƌĂǀŝŽ͛�;ƌŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ�ĞǀĞƌǇ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ǁƌŽŶŐͿ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŶŐ�͚ĞŶ�ƉƌŽ�ĚĞ�ůŽƐ�ŵĞŶĞƐƚĞƌŽƐŽƐ͛�

(in favour of the needy).15 Furthermore, these actionƐ�ĂƌĞ�Ăůů�͚para el servicio de su républica͛�;ŝŶ�

 
12 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.15. 
13 See Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991), p.14. 
14 See Andrew Asibong, 'Marie NDiaye et le rire blanc', Rires en francophonie,  (2013); Andrew Asibong, 
'Moja Sestra', in Transmissions: Essays in French Thought, Literature and Cinema, ed. by Isabelle McNeill 
and Bradley Stephens (Bern: Peter Lang, 2007); Hertich (2005); Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Don Quijote 
de la Mancha,  (Kindle ebook: Librodot, 2012). Herein referred to as Don Quijote. 
15 Cervantes Saavedra (2012), pp.606, 842. Subsequently referred to as Don Quijote. My translation.  



0 

137 

the service of his republic).16 Likewise, Fanny wishes to right the wrongs of her family, although it 

is she who has been wronged. She hopes that her efforts to integrate will end the marginalisation 

she facĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵ�ŚĞƌ�ůŝĨĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�͚ƵŶĞ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ĚŽŶƚ�ůĂ�ůŝŐŶĞ͕�ĚğƐ�ůĞ�ĚĠďƵƚ͕�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ĠƚĠ�

ĚĠĨŽƌŵĠĞ͕�ƚŽƌĚƵĞ�ƉĂƌ�ůĂ�ƉĂƌĞƐƐĞ�Ğƚ�ů͛ŽƵďůŝ͛͘17 She paints the unequal treatment she receives as a 

form of restrictive directionality as her path has been warped, and made more difficult, in 

comparison to those of the rest of the family. As such, she faces the kinds of barriers or walls that 

Ahmed argues are created to oppressively (re)direct certain people in society.18 Fanny also signals 

ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ůĂǌŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ forgetfulness have played an important role in directing her along 

this twisted path. Calling for the enactment of the universalist egalitarian values of the Republic 

for all citizens, as well as for all members of the family, is therefore central to FannǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŽ�

overcome the ways in which her French family direct as well as exclude her.  

The implicit intertextuality that NDiaye creates with Don Quijote also locates her 

exploration of the theme of justice within a universal framework. Hertich notes thaƚ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƚŚĞŵĞ�ŽĨ�

the quest, because of its overuse, has passed from a simple trope to what one could classify as a 

ΗŵǇƚŚŽůŽŐǇΗ�ŽĨ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ͛͘19 �Ɛ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƚĞĞŶĂŐĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�

Ă�͚ĚǇƐĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ĂŵĂůŐĂŵĂƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƋƵĞƐƚĞƌƐ�ǁŚŽ�ĨŽƌŵ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�

literary heritage.20 Similarly, Sarah Burnautzki exposes how En famille mimics the fairy-tale 

Sleeping Beauty and notes that the engagement with fairy-tales which have a universal tenor 

ŵĞĂŶƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞĚŝƚŝŽŶ�ĞǆĐĞĞĚƐ�͚ů͛ĞǆƉĠƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĞůůĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚĞ�Ğƚ�ĠůĂƌŐŝ[t] la 

ƉŽƌƚĠĞ�ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ�ĚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ĂǀĞŶƚƵƌĞ�ă�ů͛ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚĠ�ĞŶƚŝğƌĞ͛.21 As the ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�

Don Quijote underlines equality as well as identity as a central theme, this mythologisation locates 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�Ă�ŵŽƌĞ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů�ĨŝŐŚƚ�ĨŽƌ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ǁŚŽ�

are marginalised. Analysing ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĐĂŶ�ƚŚĞƌĞďǇ�ƐŚĞĚ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ŽŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ďƵƚ�

also on the general power relations against which she struggles for the freedom to take her own 

path, be treated equally, and accepted with fraternity within her own family and nation.  

Although Fanny believes, or tries to believe, that unfulfilled family traditions at her birth 

ĂƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŚŽƐƚŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ŚĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ƉƌŽǀĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ĨĂůƐĞ͘�/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�

implicitly linked throughout the narrative with, firstly, her ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĂŶĚ͕�ƐĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕�

 
16 Ibid.  
17 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.19. 
18 Ahmed (2017), p.136. 
19 Hertich (2005), p.723. 
20 Ibid. pp.722-23. 
21 Burnautzki (2013), p.147. 
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her gender.22 WƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŚĂƐ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŚŽƚ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌŝĚ�ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�

ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ŵŽƐƚ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�ĨƌŽŵ��ĨƌŝĐĂ�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ�

references to his foreign origins upholds universalist abstraction by not reductively stereotyping 

her protagonist.23 Examining the power relations at work in the novel reveals how, even as 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƐ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ŶŽƚ to her 

Aunt Léda but to the way an ethnocentric patriarchal society genders and racialises her. In 

particular, analysing the imagery of imprisonment and walls that NDiaye creates highlights how 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂƌĞ�interwoven and, consequently, the 

ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ�ƐŚĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ͘�/Ŷ�ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ�ƚŚŝƐ͕�/�ǁŝůů�ŶŽǁ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

experiences as cook in a village café which often directly or inversely mirror, and can therefore 

elucidate, her relationship with her family.  

 After making several stops on her journey and encountering a couple who claim to have 

known Léda, Fanny follows their directions to an unnamed village in which they believe Léda now 

resides. However, she is now on her own and desperately short of money because her cousin 

Eugène has abandoned her and taken the remainder of the cash they had both contributed 

towards the quest. When the waitress at the local café, the Coq Hardi, complains about also 

having to cook, Fanny offers to take on this role in exchange for food and lodging.24 She hopes 

that, by volunteering and gaining favour with her new colleague Lucette and other villagers, they 

may lead her to Léda and so aid her integration as an equal member of her white French family.25 

However, this role symbolically imprisons Fanny as she descends, guided from above by Lucette, 

into a dark, filthy kitchen with a suffocating smell. There is only one small basement window 

͚protégé de barreaux͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŐůŝŵƉƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĞĞƚ�ŽĨ�ƉĂƐƐĞrs-by and a dog that, as 

though guarding her prison, growls at her as she works.26 Her terms of work are equally 

ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞ͗�ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ϳĂŵ�ƚŽ�ϭϭƉŵ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŽŶůǇ�ŽŶĞ�ďƌĞĂŬ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵĞĚ�ďǇ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�

tyrannical demands and struggles to leave the kitchen or even eat.27  

Similar prison-like imagery is repeated in a later scene after Fanny has been formally 

expelled from the family and also excluded from the local hotel because its staff members are 

ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐƚƌƵƐƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ͘��ĞƐƉĞƌĂƚĞ�ƚŽ�ƐƚĂǇ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ƚŽ�ĨŝŶĚ�>ĠĚĂ�ĂŶĚ�Ă�ǁĂǇ�ƚŽ�

 
22 ^ĞĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐ�ŝŵĂŐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͗�
NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.39-40, 49, 153. Previous research revealing this racialisation: Asibong (2013). Behar 
(2013). 
23 See Nora Cotille-Foley, 'Les mots pour ne pas le dire', in Marie NDiaye : l'ĠtrangetĠ ă ůΖƈƵǀƌĞ͕�ed. by 
Andrew Asibong and Shirley Jordan (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2009). 
24 The implications of Fanny being employed illegally are discussed later in this section. 
25 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.71. 
26 Ibid. pp.75-76, 82-83. 
27 Ibid. pp.74, 86. 
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be accepted, Fanny sneaks ŝŶƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞĐĞĂƐĞĚ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŚŽƵƐĞ͕�ŝŶŚĞƌŝƚĞĚ�ďǇ��ƵŐğŶe, and 

hides in a space under the stairs ŽĐĐƵƉŝĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŽŐƐ�ŝŶ�ǁŝŶƚĞƌ͗�͚il lui était impossible de déplier 

ses bras, ses jambes, ou de relever la têƚĞ͖�ĞůůĞ�ĠĐƌĂƐĂ�ƋƵĞůƋƵĞƐ�ƉƵĐĞƐ�ƋƵŝ�ů͛ĂǀĂŝĞŶƚ�ŵŽƌĚƵ�

pendanƚ�ůĂ�ŶƵŝƚ͛͘28 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic immobility as a penniless unpaid cook becomes a 

physical confinement as an excluded family member in another filthy space with a nauseating 

smell. This cage is also guarded as, when she dares to emerge after overhearing someone call 

>ĠĚĂ͛Ɛ�ŶĂŵĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŵĂƵůĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĚĞĂƚŚ ďǇ��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ŶĂŵĞĚ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ŚŝƐ�ĞƐƚƌĂŶŐĞĚ�ĂƵŶƚ͘�

The overlap in these two images conveys the similarities between how Fanny is treated by her 

family and at the café. The name Coq Hardi, common for cafés, pubs and restaurants throughout 

France, also indicates that these experiences form part of a larger picture. Since the Revolution, 

the cockerel has often been seen to represent the French people whilst its association with 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�tŽƌůĚ�tĂƌ�/�ůĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŝƚ�ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ�͚ƚŚĞ�ƐǇŵďŽů�ŽĨ�a France sprung from 

ƉĞĂƐĂŶƚ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͕�ƉƌŽƵĚ͕�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶĂƚĞĚ͕�ĐŽƵƌĂŐĞŽƵƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽůŝĨŝĐ͛͘29 E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚŽŝĐĞ�ŽĨ�Ă�ŶĂŵĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�

evokes the Republic and rural French identity suggests that the Coq Hardi, and the family to which 

she implicitly links it through mirroring, can be seen as microcosms of the French nation. In other 

words, as Chloé Brendlé notes, ͚histoires de famille et récit national se conjuguent dans une 

même ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƐƵƌ�ůĂ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶĂƵƚĠ͛.30 AƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĂů�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�

at the café and also in her family can elucidate nation-wide issues and how they are imbricated in 

daily life. 

/Ŷ�ƚƵƌŶ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŝŶĐŝĚĞŶƚĂů�ďƵƚ�ĂƌŝƐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�

systemic power structures which Frye argues intersect to imprison and oppress women: ͚dŚĞ�

ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝǀŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝĨĞ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŶĨŝŶĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ĨŽƌĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�

barriers which are not accidental or occasional and hence avoidable, but are systematically 

related to each other in such a way as to catch one between and among them and restrict or 

penalize motion in any direction͛.31 Throughout En famille, NDiaye offers clues to how various 

discourses and socio-economic barriers coalesce to immobilise Fanny in this way, including in her 

work as a cook at the Coq Hardi. One of the reasons why ethnic minority female characters like 

Fanny and the woman who laƚĞƌ�ƌĞƉůĂĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ͕�ǁŚŽ�ĐŽŵĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͕�ĞŶĚ�ƵƉ�ĂŶĚ�

ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƚƌĂƉƉĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŽůĞ�ĂƐ�ĐŽŽŬ�ŝƐ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐƵĐŚ�ǁŽƌŬ�ŝƐ�ďĞŶĞĂƚŚ�ŚĞƌ͘�,Ğƌ�ƉƌŝĚĞ�

means that she feels a sense of shame at carrying out this role, particularly in relation to the 

 
28 Ibid. p.179. 
29 DŝŶŝƐƚğƌĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛�ƵƌŽƉĞ�Ğƚ�ĚĞƐ�ĂĨĨĂŝƌĞƐ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐğƌĞƐ͕�Ζ^ǇŵďŽůƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ͗�dŚĞ�'ĂůůŝĐ�ZŽŽƐƚĞƌΖ͕�France 
Diplomacy, (11/02/2016) <https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/france-facts/symbols-of-
the-republic/article/the-gallic-rooster> [accessed 04/09/2020]. 
30 Brendlé, (2017) p.237. 
31 Frye (1983), p.4. 
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grease making her clothes smell, and describes it as ͚Ɛŝ�ƉĞƵ�ĞŶ�ƌĂƉƉŽƌƚ�ĂǀĞĐ�ĐĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƋƵŽŝ�ũĞ�ƐƵŝƐ�

ĨĂŝƚĞ͛͘32 Consequently, she not only passes on her undesired duties to Fanny but also refuses to go 

anywhere near the kitchen. When Fanny cannot, as a result, hear the orders and serves the wrong 

meal, Lucette then contemptuously kicks the dishes back down the stairs. Similarly, when Fanny 

dares to leave the kitchen to watch Lucette and the customers, it is Fanny herself who Lucette 

shoves back down towards the kitchen.  Fanny believes that the disdain for her that this and other 

behaviour demonstrates arises from the fact that she takes on ͚une tâche qui la dégoûƚĞ͕͛�ĂƐ 

though she could be contaminated by association with a role deemed inferior.33  

However, >ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƌŝƐŽƌǇ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ďĞŐŝŶƐ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ƐŚĞ�ǀŽůƵŶƚĞĞƌƐ͕�

evidenced in the way she ignores her as a client and kicks the leg of her chair to wake her, and 

therefore appears linked to her first impressions of Fanny and, most likely, her appearance. 34 This 

hostility can be related to the way Lucette and the patronne treat Fanny as an outsider and how 

they laugh at Fanny for stating that she has family in the region because ŽĨ�͚ĚĞƐ�ŶŽŵďƌĞƵƐĞƐ�

particularités inhérentes à la silhouette, au langage͕�ă�ůĂ�ĨŽƌŵĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ĞƐƉƌŝƚ�ĚĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛͘35 While 

>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ǀŽĐĂďƵůĂƌǇ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ŶĞƵƚƌĂů͕�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐƚǇůĞ�ŽĨ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ�ĂŶĚ�ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�

her contemptuous behaviour towards Fanny exposes the violence concealed within it. Clarisse 

Behar demonstrates thaƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ĞƵƉŚĞŵŝƐƚŝĐ�ƚĞƌŵƐ͕�ůŝŬĞ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ĂŶĚ�

͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͕͛�ŝƐ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŶĞŽ-racial 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ͛�ĞƐƉŽƵƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ͘36 Similarly, Brendlé argues that this is one of the 

ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ�ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ�ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ�Ă�͚ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐ�ĞŶ�ĐƌĞƵǆ͛�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͕�ĂƐ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ�ŝŶ�Chapter 

OŶĞ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ůĞƐ�ŐĞŶƐ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ǀŽƵƐ͛�ŝŶ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, conveys the 

existence of stigmatisation and how it is masked through politically correct discourse.37 In other 

ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƉĞƌŝƉŚƌĂƐŝƐƚŝĐ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠƐ�ŝŶŚĠƌĞŶƚĞƐ͛�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĞŚŝĐůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ�

expressing and concealing her racism in a way that appears to respect the difference-blind policy 

of republican universalism. NDiaye therefore reveals that it is through supposedly universalist 

discourses that Lucette constructs Fanny as embodying an ethnic difference that excludes her 

from the nation and conceives herself as inherently superior as a white French woman.  

The inferiorisation and exclusion of Fanny occurs in spite of the fact that she is a French 

national brought up with French customs. Fanny is raised by her French mother in France and, 

when undertaking the role as cook, she demonstrates perfect knowledge of the local recipes that 

 
32 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.71. 
33 Ibid. p.74. 
34 Ibid. pp.67-68. 
35 Ibid. pp.76-77, 87. 
36 Behar (2013), p.127. 
37 Brendlé (2017), p.54. 
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have been passed down to her through her grandmother. The fact that Lucette and the patronne 

continue to treat Fanny as a stranger in spite of her in-depth knowledge of regional recipes 

highlights that cultural customs or their assimilation are not the main source of division, as often 

contended in integration discourses and policies at the time the novel was written and even in 

recent times.38 Instead, the problems Fanny faces arise from her racialisation by the white ethnic 

ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂƐ͕�ŝŶ��ƐŝďŽŶŐ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�͚ŝƌƌĞĚƵĐŝďůǇ͕�ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ͕�ďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͛͘39  

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŶŬ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂƐ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�

ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŽŬ͛Ɛ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝƐ�ďĞŶĞĂƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ƚĂŬŝŶŐ�ŽŶ�

undervalued positions whilst Lucette adopts the waitressing role she finds more glamorous. This 

reflects research findings that ethnic minority women in France are ͚ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐ�ŽĨ�ďŽƚŚ�ƌĂĐŝĂů�ĂŶĚ�

ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂĐĐĞƐƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂďŽƵƌ�ŵĂƌŬĞƚ͛ as they are relegated to more 

undervalued, exploitative and precarious positions than white French women.40 The way Fanny 

repeatedly ends up in undervalued posts more often carried out by women, including another 

ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂůŝƚǇ�ƌŽůĞ͕�ĂŶ�ĂƵŶƚ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ�ǁŽƌŬ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ͕�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�

shaped by sexism as well as racism. In the case of the Coq Hardi, the patronne and Lucette take 

ĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞĐĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů�ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ƐŚĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ�

from her family, to employ her illegally and not remunerate her for her work. As a result, Fanny 

ends up not only taking on but also being caught in an unvalued and highly exploitative role. 

Lucette͛Ɛ adoption of ͚ƵŶ�Ăŝƌ�Ě͛ĂŝŵĂďůĞ�ƐƵƉĠƌŝŽƌŝƚĠ�ƋƵŝ�ů͛ĠůŽŝŐŶĂŝƚ�ĞŶĐŽƌĞ�ĚĂǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ�ĚĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛ 

once Fanny becomes cook also conveys how this reinforces her sense of superiority within a 

racialised and gendered socio-economic hierarchy.41 This reassurance in the superiority of her 

ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͕�ĂƐ�ƐŚĞ�ƐŝƚƐ�ŽŶ�͚ƐĂ�ĐŚĂŝƐĞ�ĚĞ�ƉƌĞĚŝůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�Ě͛Žƶ�ĞůůĞ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂŝƚ�ůĂ�ƐĂůůĞ͕͛�

leads Lucette to treat Fanny with condescension as well as hostility.42 /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�

cockerel-like pride as a white French woman, and by extension the pride of an ethnocentric 

nation, is bolstered through her inferiorisation of others. 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝƌƚŝŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŚŝĚŝŶŐ-place, and 

>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĨĞĂƌ�ŽĨ�ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ�ĚŝƌƚǇ͕�ĂůƐŽ�ƐƚƌĞƐƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞůĨ-perpetuating nature of inferiorising 

discourses and the inequalities related to them. This theme and the discourses related to it are 

reminiscent of the racist trope associating blackness with dirtiness and inferiority that, in the past, 

depicted black slaves as naturally ͚fit͛ for an inferior place in society and specific socio-economic 

 
38 Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991); Long (1988). 
39 Asibong (2007), p.103. 
40 Freedman (2004), p.121. 
41 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.73. 
42 Ibid. 
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roles.43 The patronne͛Ɛ treatment of Fanny before she accepts her as cook illuminates the 

intersection of racism, sexism and exploitation and how it is a postcolonial legacy of such 

stigmatising discourses. dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ͕�ĞǀĞŶ�ƉƌŽĚĚŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ůŽǁĞƌ�ďĂĐŬ͕�

evokes images of African women sold into slavery, often by French traders and owners, and also 

ŽĨ�ŵĂƐƐ�ƌĞĐƌƵŝƚŵĞŶƚ�ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�EŽƌƚŚ��ĨƌŝĐĂŶ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�

the Trentes glorieuses.44 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�patronne͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�ĐŽŽŬ�ǁŝƚŚ�

ďĞŝŶŐ�͚ƉŽƐƐĠĚĠĞ͛�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƐůĂǀĞƌǇ�ŝŶ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͘45 This scene is also 

mirrored when Fanny unknowingly enters a brothel and her exotic appearance is judged 

advantageous for prostitution. The idea that Fanny is ͚possessed͛ by the patronne, is given more 

explicitly exploitative and abusive connotations in this second scene and also as Fanny is raped on 

multiple occasions, including by her Uncle Georges. In her intersectional analysis of black 

ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�h͘^͕͘��ŶŐĞůĂ��Ăǀŝs argues that the rape of black female slaves was 

institutionalised not simply because of white male desire but because it was an expression and 

technique of racial domination.46 ^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĐŽŽŬ͕�ƉƌŽƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂƉĞ�

victim who is ͚possessed͛ by her employers and abusers suggest that sexual exploitation and 

ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĂƌŝƐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic inferiorisation in French society. The 

scene with the patronne thus highlights the persistence of unequal power relations as the social 

group that enslaved and economically and sexually exploited African women and other colonised 

populations in the past depicts this postcolonial ethnic minority female character as fit for an 

inferior socio-economic position.47 As a result of this continuity, Fanny is oppressed in relation to 

how she is marked with gender and racial difference and this makes her vulnerable to abuse and 

exploitation in modern France.  

NDiaye also draws attention to the directionality of these power relations through the 

theme of filth. Although dirtiness is seen as a sign of inferiority, it is as a result of her 

marginalisation that Fanny ends up in positions in which she becomes physically dirty: she begins 

to smell like the kitchen in which Lucette believes she belongs; she is bitten by the dogƐ͛�fleas 

because she is in the only place she can occupy in the family house after her exclusion; and her 

ĨĂĐĞ�ŝƐ�ůĞĨƚ�͚ĚĠŐŽƵƚƚĂŶƚ�ĚĞ�ũƵƐ�ĚŽƵĐĞâƚƌĞ͛�ǁŚĞŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ƉĞůƚ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƌŽƚƚĞŶ�ƉůƵŵƐ�ƚŽ�ĚƌŝǀĞ�ŚĞƌ�

out of the village.48 DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŵĞůů�ďƵƚ�ŚŝĚĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƵŝƚĐĂƐĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

would allow Fanny to change and clean her clothes and remove the greasy smell from the kitchen. 

 
43 See Fanon (1952), pp.88, 152; Guillaumin (1995), p.141. 
44 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.77; See Yamina Benguigui, 'Mémoires d'immigrés : l'héritage maghrébin', (TFI 
Video, 2011). 
45 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.77. 
46 Davis (1982), p.19. 
47 Ahmed (2017), p.46. 
48 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.162. 
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�Ɛ�ǁŝƚŚ�EĂĚŝĂ͛Ɛ�ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ŝŶ�DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛Ġƚroit, the metaphorical filthiness he 

speaks of is imposed upon her when he spits on her. NDiaye therefore challenges the idea that 

ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů�ĨŝůƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ďǇ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�Žƌ�ƉĂƌƚ�

of this process. Moreover, the author exposes how this process is self-perpetuating as this 

argument is used to justify the discrimination Fanny faces and the precarious socio-economic 

position it entrenches: firstly directing her onto and then keeping her on an inferior path.  

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŝƌĐƵůĂƌŝƚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�

journey. As Fanny travels between different villages in France to find Léda, any normal sense of 

topography seems to dissolve. Firstly, the villages appear identical͗�͚>Ğ�village de Tante Colette 

ƌĞƐƐĞŵďůĂŝƚ�ƚĂŶƚ�ĂƵǆ�ĂŐŐůŽŵĠƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ǀŽŝƐŝŶĞƐ�ƋƵĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĐƌƵƚ�Ŷ͛ĂǀŽŝƌ͕�ĞŶ�ƌĠĂůŝƚĠ͕�ũĂŵĂŝƐ�ďŽƵŐĠ͛͘49 

^ĞĐŽŶĚůǇ͕�ďŽƚŚ�ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŝŵĞ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ƵŶƐƚĂďůĞ͗�͚�ůůĞ�ŶĞ�ƚƌŽƵǀĂŝƚ�ƉůƵƐ�ĂŶŽƌŵĂů�ƋƵĞ�ů͛ĂƵƚŽĐĂƌ 

traversâƚ�ƉƌĠĐŝƐĠŵĞŶƚ�ůĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛aïĞƵůĞ�ĂůŽƌƐ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ƉĞŶƐĠ�Ɛ͛ĠůŽŝŐŶĞƌ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ�

ŽƉƉŽƐĠĞ͛͘50 These examples reinforce, as has been noted by Flavia Bujor and Pierre Richard, the 

fact that Fanny͛Ɛ quest to find her Aunt Léda and be accepted by the family is a failure.51 Each 

time she thinks she is closer to finding Léda she ends up back at the same starting position with 

no clue where to begin. Further, her progression is often hampered by her family as they deny 

knowledge of >ĠĚĂ͛Ɛ�ǁŚĞƌĞĂďŽƵƚƐ�Žƌ�ĞǀĞŶ�ůŝĞ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞŵ͘52 For this reason,  any sense of 

ĂĚǀĂŶĐŝŶŐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�͚ŶĞ�ƐĞƌĂŝƚ�ĚŽŶĐ�ƋƵ͛ƵŶ�ůĞƵƌƌĞ͕�ŝů�ŶĞ�ĨĞƌĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞ�ƌĞĐŽƵǀƌŝƌ�ůĂ�ůŽŝ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�

ŝŵŵŽďŝůŝƚĠ͛͘53 In light of the various techniques, including intertextuality and imagery of 

imprisonment, that NDiaye uses to identify &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�quest as seeking equality as well as belonging, 

this circular (im)mobility also illustrates how the justice she seeks remains out of grasp. This 

fantastic topography thus highlights the restrictive directionality which immobilises her as an 

ethnic minority woman in French society and the self-perpetuating nature of this oppression. 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂůƐŽ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽŶƚŽ�ĂŶ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ƉĂƚŚ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ�

gender and origins. This is particularly evident when, because Fanny is still determined to be 

reintegrated into the family and even to marry Eugène to achieve this, Colette formally expels 

Fanny from the family and lectures her on the justification for this. One of the statements that she 

makes is that the family expects Fanny to be less intelligent than her male cousin Eugène and less 

beautiful than her female cousins.54 The important role played by women in En famille in 

 
49 Ibid. p.121. 
50 Ibid. p.47. 
51 See Bujor, (2018); Jean-Pierre Richard, 'Le trouble et le partage', in Terrains de lecture, ed. by Jean-Pierre 
Richard (Paris: Gallimard, 1996). 
52 See NDiaye (1990/2007), p.249. 
53 Richard (1996), p.171. 
54 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.154. 
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managing their families has been cited as evidence that traditional patriarchal laws have been 

overcome in the novel.55 ,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƉůĂǇ�ĂŶ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝŶ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

behaviour, the emphasis on male intelligence and female beauty within the family reflects their 

espousal of traditional gender norms that oppress women. In her analysis of the construction of 

the nation and its image, Nira Yuval-�ĂǀŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ĞŶŐĂŐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŽůĞ�ŽĨ�͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�

ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛�ƉŽůŝĐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ŽĨ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͕�because it ŝƐ�͚ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�

ŽĨ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ĂůůŽǁĞĚ�ƚŽ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛͘56 En famille͛s seemingly powerful female figures accept and 

reinforce the subordinate role of women and the privilege of men in the family, for example, the 

grandmother leaves her house to Eugène rather than her daughters or granddaughters. This is 

also evident in EugèŶĞ͛Ɛ�ĚƌĞĂŵ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ĂŶ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ�ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌ͗�͚�ƵŐğŶĞ�ƌêǀĂŝƚ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ƉŽƐƚĞ�

ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͕�Ě͛ƵŶ�ǀĂƐƚĞ�ďƵƌĞĂƵ�ƉŽƵƌ�ůƵŝ�ƐĞƵů�Ě͛Žƶ�ŝů�ĚŝƌŝŐĞƌĂŝƚ�ƋƵĞůƋƵĞƐ�ĚŝǌĂŝŶĞƐ�ĚĞ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĞƐ͛͘57 

Even though Eugène is depicted as lazy and less intelligent than Fanny, his right to such a role in 

which he can direct others is never challenged and his sense of entitlement is underlined by his 

refusal to carry out the work necessary to obtain it.58 &ƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŐŽ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǁĂǇ�

to help him reach his goal whereas Fanny, who excelled at school, is relegated to undervalued 

ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ͘�/ŶĚĞĞĚ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĞŶĚƐ�ŶŽƚ�ǁŝƚŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŵŝƐĞ�ďƵƚ�ǁŝƚŚ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŝŶĂů�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ŐĂŝŶ�

her undeserving son such a position. In this way, NDiaye conveys, firstly, the centrality of gender-

ďĂƐĞĚ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�

minority woman and, secondly, how the privileges men gain through this are perpetuated by 

society as a whole.  

Fanny notices such inequalities when caring for an uncle in exchange for lodgings: ͚YƵĂŶƚ�

ă�ƐŽŶ�ŽŶĐůĞ͕�ŝů�ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĂ�ǀĞƌƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ůĞ�ƐŽƵƉĞ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ƉƌĠƉĂƌĠĞ�ƉŽƵƌ�ůĞ�Ěîner. Ainsi avait-il dû se 

ĐŽŵƉŽƌƚĞƌ�ĂǀĞĐ�dĂŶƚĞ��ůĠŵĞŶĐĞ͛͘59 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ�ĨŽƌŵƐ�

a pattern indicates that the gendered role of housewife occupied by many women in the family is, 

like that of a cook in a dingy café, unvalued. /Ŷ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ, Katherine Roussos 

demonstrates how the author employs magic realism to depict ĂŶĚ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ�͚ůe chômage des 

ŵğƌĞƐ͕�ƋƵŝ�ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ�ă�ůĞƐ�ĞŶĨĞƌŵĞƌ�ĚĂŶƐ�ůĂ�ƐƉŚğƌĞ�ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝƋƵĞ͛͘60 Although NDiaye does not make 

use of magic realism in this particular example, she nevertheless reveals how women are not only 

 
55 See Colette Sarrey-Strack, Fictions contemporaines au féminin : Marie Darrieussecq, Marie Ndiaye, Marie 
Nimier, Marie Redonnet,  (Paris: l'Harmattan, 2002); Michael Sheringham, 'The Law of Sacrifice: Race and 
&ĂŵŝůǇ�ŝŶ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ��Ŷ�&ĂŵŝůůĞ�ĂŶĚ�WĂƉĂ�ĚŽŝƚ�ŵĂŶŐĞƌΖ͕�ŝŶ�Affaires de famille: The Family in 
Contemporary French Culture and Theory, ed. by Marie-Claire Barnet and Edward Welch (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2007), p.28. 
56 Nira Yuval-Davis, Gender and Nation,  (London: Sage Publications, 1997), p.37. 
57 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.23-24. 
58 Ibid. pp.23, 311. 
59 Ibid. p.271. 
60 Roussos (2007), p.111. 
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relegated to the domestic sphere but also confined within it because of their resulting financial 

dependence on their husbands. For example, when Georges elopes with another woman during 

one of his many extramarital affairs, Colette is forced to live with and rely upon her son Eugène, 

who sees and treats her as a burden. NDiaye further signals how women are assigned to and 

trapped within ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

beauty, rather than intelligence, to that of her female cousins. As with relegation to precarious 

ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ�ǁŽƌŬ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ĞǆƉŽƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ǀĂůƵĞ�ŝƐ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�ŵĞŶ�

and (so) support male domination, rather than having successful or fulfilling careers that might 

challenŐĞ�ƚŚĞ��ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚǇ͘��Ɛ�ďĞĂƵƚǇ�ŝƐ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂů�ƚŽ�Ă�ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic success, the 

ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĂŶŐĞƌ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŝƐ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵů�ƚŚĂŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶƐ�ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ŚŽǁ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�

gendered but how, as a result of her origins, they assign her an even more inferior position than 

ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ũƵƐƚ�ƚŽ�ŵĂƌƌǇ�ďƵƚ�ƚŽ�Ζdevenir Eugène lui-

même͕͛�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶƐ͕�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ƵŶƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�

barriers she faces to equality are intersectional and based on both her sex and ethnicity.61  

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ƐĞĚƵĐĞ��ƵŐğŶĞ�ŝƐ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŽƉŝĐƐ�ƚŚĂƚ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ƌĂŝƐĞƐ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�

formal castigation and expulsion. Colette chastises her niece for seeking to marry Eugène and 

abandoning her fiancé Georges, a young man from WĂƌŝƐ�ǁŚŽ�ƐŚĂƌĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͕͛�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�

͚Žƶ�ƐĞ�ƚƌŽƵǀĂŝƚ�tĂ�ƉůĂĐĞ͛.62 dŚŝƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�could make 

ƵƉ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�͚ĚĠĨĂƵƚƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ�͚ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚŝŽŶ͛ in the famiůǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�͚ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ�ĞĨĨĂĐĞŵĞŶƚ͕�

certaine discrétion ʹ oserais-je dire: une parfaite insignifiance, que nous puissions, au moins, 

ƚ͛ŽƵďůŝĞƌ�ƚĂŶƚ�ƐŽŝƚ�ƉĞƵ͛͘63 dŚŝƐ�ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�͚place͛ according to her family, 

where she is deemed to ͚fit͛ and can be tolerated, is one of permanent inferiority. Accepting her 

ŽǁŶ�͚ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĂŶĐĞ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞŶƚĂŝůƐ�ďǇ�ŵĂƌƌǇŝŶŐ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ĂůůŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�

family to forget her and her husband and the fact that they should be treated as equal members 

ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�&ƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĐĂůů�ĨŽƌ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�͚ĞĨĨĂĐĞŵĞŶƚ͛�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ��ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�

ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞŶƵŶĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ�Žƌ�͚ƌĞĐĞĚŝŶŐ�ŝŶƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚ͛�ĚĞŵĂŶĚĞĚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ�͚ƌequires 

giving up a will other than the will of others, or learning to will what is willed by others͛͘64 Thus 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĐŽŶĐĞŝǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂů�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ĂƐ�ŽŶĞ�ǁŚŽ͕�ĂƐ�ŝŶ�>ê͛Ɛ�

works, accepts her supposedly inherent inferiority because of her gender and ethnicity and 

subordinates her will to theirs. For this reason, they expect her to silently and unobtrusively 

ĂĐƋƵŝĞƐĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞůǇ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ͕�ďǇ�ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ͕�͚ŝŶ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ŵĂĚĞ�ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ͛͘65 

 
61 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.65. 
62 Ibid. p.155. 
63 Ibid. p.154. 
64 Ahmed (2017), p.69. 
65 Frye (1983), p.2. 
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dŚŝƐ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĨŽƌŵƐ�Ă�ƉĞƌŵĂŶĞŶt barrier, 

rather than her behaviour or any cultural difference, to her acceptance as an equal and fully 

ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŵĞŵďĞƌ͘��Ɛ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƐĞĞ��ƵŐğŶĞ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŵĂŶ͕�ĂƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌ͕�ŚĞƌ�

desire to marry him is interpreted as a rejection of her inferior social place and hence a 

pretentious abomination requiring her expulsion as abject.66 Setting out a path of socio-economic 

silence, immobility and invisibility for Fanny as an ethnic minority woman is therefore used to 

justify violence against her; either in coercing her compliance with her subordination or through 

her exclusion. Through illuminating how intersectional discrimination and inequality are the 

ŐƌĞĂƚĞƐƚ�ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�the 

prevalent depiction of cultural difference as the main barrier to safeguarding or creating an 

inclusive and egalitarian society within republican integration discourses of the early 1990s.67   

zĞƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚǇůĞ�ŽĨ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�contrast with her violent treatment of Fanny. 

,Ğƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĞůĂďŽƌĂƚĞ�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�͚ŽƐĞƌĂŝƐ-ũĞ�ĚŝƌĞ͕͛�ƵŶĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ŝŶ�ĚĂǇ-to-day language within 

families, suggests a politeness usually associated with respect, whilst her behaviour, buying Fanny 

ice-cream and cake after she has informed her of her exclusion, seems kind and gentle. 

Nonetheless, just as Ahmed demonstrates that civility can mask violence, NDiaye reflects on the 

various ways in which violence conceals itself in literature during Ă�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�͚�ƐƐisses 

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞƐ�ĚƵ�ƌŽŵĂŶ͛�ŝŶ�>ǇŽŶ�ŝŶ�ϮϬϬϵ͘�^ŚĞ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐ�ŝƚƐĞůĨ�ŝŶ�͚un 

ĞǆĐğƐ�ĚĞ�ĚĠůŝĐĂƚĞƐƐĞ͛�Žƌ�͚ƵŶ�ĐĂůŵĞ�ŝŶĐŽŶŐƌƵ͛ and she ǁĂƌŶƐ�ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�͚se méfier de la douceur en 

ůŝƚƚĠƌĂƚƵƌĞ�͙��͛ĞƐƚ�ƐŽƵǀĞŶƚ�ŐƌąĐĞ�ă�Ğůůe que la violenĐĞ�ĐĂĐŚĞ�ƐŽŶ�ũĞƵ͛͘68 Similarly, Brendlé 

suggests that the apparent neutrality of ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂů�ƉŚƌĂƐĞƐ�ůŝŬĞ�͚ƵŶĞ�ƉĂƌĨĂŝƚe ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĂŶĐĞ͛�is 

ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐ�ĞŶ�ĐƌĞƵǆ͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂĚŽƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ƵŶǀĞŝů�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵƐ�ŽĨ�

stereotyping.69 �ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�Ɖoliteness and her elaborate, well thought-out phrases and arguments 

can thus be identified as a tactic to mask and perpetuate the violent race and sex-based 

stereotypes and power relations at the heart of her discourse and behaviour. Further, as the 

family ŚĂǀĞ�ŶŽ�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�ĨŽƌ�&ĂŶŶǇ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŵŝĚĚůĞ-class politeness is a way for her to distance 

ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ĐůĂƐƐ͕�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶǀŝƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͘ 

Likewise, as a cook at the Coq Hardi, Fanny descends the stairs to the squalid kitchen 

where she is expected to remain invisible. When Fanny dares to emerge from the kitchen during 

 
66 For an analysis of this process ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞů�DŽŶ��ƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ, see Chapter One. 
67 See ͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ntroduction for analysis of this discourse. Similar assumptions 
about integration have also meant that previous research on En famille has erroneously focused on cultural 
difference as the main challenge Fanny faces in her quest for integration and so overlooked the role of 
discrimination and inequality. See Teko-Agbo (1995). 
68 NDiaye (03/11/2009); Ahmed (2017), p.62. 
69 Brendlé (2017), p.54. 
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ŽƉĞŶŝŶŐ�ŚŽƵƌƐ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ƚŚƌŽǁƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĚŽǁŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂŝƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐĐƵƐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽĨ�ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ�͚ůĞ�ĚĠƐŽƌĚƌĞ͛͘70 As 

ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝŽ-economic ŝŵŵŽďŝůŝƚǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƋƵĂůŝĚ�ŬŝƚĐŚĞŶ�

allows the white clients, Lucette and the patronne to ignore her existence and the way she is 

overworked. Confining her downstairs and blaming her for the violence inflicted upon her when 

she steps out of line therefore serves both to redirect her onto the correct path and conceal the 

ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͘��Ɛ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂĨĠ�ĐĂŶ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�be seen as microcosms 

ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�

French society but also the way they are reproduced through the erasure of the violence and 

exploitation on which they are based.  

In coŶƚƌĂƐƚ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶǀŝƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĞŵŝŶŝŶŝƚǇ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƐŚĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�

the ͚face͛ of the café as she greets and serves the clients. This is also the case for Eugène when he 

ŝƐ�ƉĂŝĚ�ƚŽ�ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�͚vantait par sa seule image͛�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵan, a DIY shop popular with 

ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĞǆĐĞƉƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͘71 The latter suggests that white masculinity is linked 

ƚŽ�ĂŶ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ�ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌŝƐŵ͕�ĂƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ĂƌĞ�ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ�

the customers nor the representatives of this DIY shop. Although white women in the family 

become caught in consumerism when a supermarket opens near the village, the men are 

ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ�ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƐ͘��Ɛ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ĐŽŶƐƵŵŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨƌƵŝƚƐ�ŽĨ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ�ůĂďŽƵƌ�ĂƐ�

the main customers at the Coq hardi and the DIY shop, ƚŚĞǇ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďŽĚǇ�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�

rapists and clients when she becomes a sex-worker.72 And whilst the services which Fanny offers 

as a cook, domestic worker or prostitute are unvalued and the exploitation involved is masked, 

ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĚĞůŝŐŚƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ��/z�ƐŚŽƉ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĂůƵĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĐŽŶĨĞƌƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�

productive capabilities through their consumption of DIY goods. In other words, the work of white 

French men is vaunted whereas the labour of ethnic minority women like Fanny which makes this 

possible is overlooked. Consequently, NDiaye portrays the consumption and appropriation of the 

oppressed and their labour in French society as a mechanism for the (re)production and 

concealment of a social hierarchy based on multiple and intersecting forms of exploitation and 

discrimination.73 

>ŝŬĞ�ŚĞƌ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�>ĠĚĂ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƚǁŽ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ĂŶ�

attempt to escape, and the product of, this oppressive system. As her quest fails to free her from 

 
70 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.85. 
71 Ibid. pp.70, 88. 
72 Ibid. p.202. 
73 In her analysis of the industrialisation of French society after WWII, Kristin Ross demonstrates how the 
development of a consumerist society reduced differences between the bourgeoisie and working-classes 
and fostered an exclusionary understanding of national identity. See Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: 
Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture,  (London: The MIT Press, 1998). 
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metaphorical imprisonment within a racialised body and, as Maïté Snauwaert notes, the hostile 

social environment she faces, a fantastic transformation is her last hope.74 The first of these 

ŽĐĐƵƌƐ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŵĂƵůĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĚĞĂƚŚ�ďǇ��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŐ͗��olette discovers her in a woodland clearing 

and notes her new ͚perfect͛ ĨŽƌŵ�ĂƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŶŽǁ�ƐŚĂƌĞƐ�͚les traits typiques des visages de notre 

famille͛ and has the ƐĂŵĞ�͚ƚĞŝŶƚĞ�ďůĂŶĐŚâƚƌĞ͛�ĂƐ the crocuses on which she is lying.75 This 

transformation is filled ǁŝƚŚ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐŵ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ǁŽƌĚ�ĨŽƌ�ĐůĞĂƌŝŶŐ͕�͚ĐůĂŝƌŝğƌĞ͕͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�

ĐƌŽĐƵƐĞƐ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐĐŽƌĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŬŝŶ�ĐŽůŽƵƌ�ŚĂƐ�ůŽƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĂƌŬĞƌ�ŚƵĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĞƚŝƐŚŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�

Ă�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘��Ɛ�Ă�ƐǇŵďŽů�ŽĨ�ƌĞƐƵƌƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŽƉĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚŽŝce of the crocus 

also illustrates how this fantastic metamorphosis might offer Fanny the integration as an equal 

she so desires.76 /Ŷ�ŚŝƐ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŽĞƵǀƌĞ͕��ŶĚƌĞǁ��ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�

metamorphoses constitute what he describes as blancness. He demonstrates that the traumatic 

ĐŚŝůĚŚŽŽĚƐ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ�ŵŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ�ůĞĂĚ�ƚŽ�Ă�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ŽĨ�ďůĂŶŬŶĞƐƐ͕�ƚǇƉŝĨŝĞĚ�ďǇ�

emotional deadness, zombification, and memory blanks, and he proposes the concept of 

blancness to account for how those who are racialised go through a similar process as they 

attempƚ�ƚŽ�͚ĞǀĂĚĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƵŶǁĞůĐŽŵĞ�;ŵŝƐͿƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ͛͘77 �ĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŝteness after her 

transformation symbolises how, by blanking out her traumatic memories of racism, she manages 

to erase her racialised difference in fantasy whilst her unconscious need to do so conveys the 

violence characterising her treatment in French society.  

However, this change does not seem to last or is brought into question entirely by other 

ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ��ƵŶƚ��ůĠŵĞŶĐĞ͘78 As Asibong notes, her psychological blancness, like 

ŚĞƌ�ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů�ǁŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ͕�ŝƐ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ĐĂƵŐŚƚ�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�͚ŽďƐĞƐƐŝǀĞůǇ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝǌŝŶŐ 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛͘79 The process of stranger fetishism is so relentless that Fanny can never fully deny the 

way she is marked, even when the story enters the realm of the fantastic. As the fantastic 

ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�͚ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚĞ͛�ŝŶƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŚŝƚĞ family and French society, her 

transformation indicates the impossibility of achieving freedom, equality or fraternity through 

integration for those who are racialised and gendered.80 As a result of this, Fanny finds herself 

excluded once more and ends up becoming a prostitute in another village.81 Her second 

 
74 Maïté Snauwaert, 'Sous la peau : les mutations subjectives des personnages de Marie NDiaye', Revue 
Analyses, 11:1 (2016), pp.15-16. 
75 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.211-12. 
76 See Riklef Kandeler and Wolfram Ullrich, 'Symbolism of Plants: Examples of European-Mediterranean 
Culture presented with Biology and History of art: Crocus', Journal of Experimental Botany, (2009) 
<https://academic.oup.com/jxb/article/60/1/6/573757>. 
77 Asibong (2013), p.19. 
78 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.254. 
79 Asibong (2013), p.20. 
80 Hertich (2005), p.725. 
81 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.254. 
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ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĐĐƵƌƐ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĞŶĚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�ǁŚĞŶ��ƵŐğŶĞ͕�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ŚŝƐ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�

wishes, offers to marry Fanny if she will adopt her whitened form again. Although she initially 

declines, Fanny is too tempted by the thought of being fully integrated into the family. However, 

in a cruel twist on the ͚clarity͛ ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĐůĂŝƌŝğƌĞ͛�ŝn which she is first found, she transforms into a 

transparent, disintegrated mass.82 Her fate this time is to be placed in the garden shed by Colette 

and soon forgotten, with the family continuing on as normal as though she had never existed. In 

this vein, E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�

ethnic difference imprisons her within a body and life that is constantly immobilised, silenced and 

erased in an inegalitarian and exclusionary French society. 

dŚĞ�ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�wish to please her, ͚&ĂŶŶǇ͕�dans son empressement docile, fûƚ�ƐŽŶ�ƈƵǀƌĞ͛͘83 The 

way in which Lucette and the family oppressively direct Fanny can also be understood as a 

process in which they mould her, like a sculpture, into the shape that they choose. When this is 

ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞ�ŝƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƵŶƐƚĂďůĞ�ŶĞǁ�

form after her first mutation and her complete disintegration after the second. &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

transformations in the face of an unyielding social system convey how she continues to be 

motivated by a promise of integration and equality that is constantly deferred. The next section 

explores how this promise and the discourses around integration and republican universalism 

facilitate her exploitation and marginalisation in French society. In particular, it expands upon 

�ŚŵĞĚ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�Žf how the notions of love, politeness and happiness can conceal violence and 

power to consider how republican universalist discourses contribute to the immobilisation, 

silencing and marginalisation of this ethnic minority female character.84  

Universalist Discourses and the Blurring of Reality and Fiction 

dŚĞ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ƐĞƚ�ŽƵƚ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�Ă�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�En famille, 

underlined through the intertextuality Marie NDiaye creates with Don Quijote, is impeded by the 

intersectional discrimination she faces. Another element NDiaye highlights through this 

intertextuality is the tenuous relationship between reality and fiction: this section demonstrates 

how this disparity, especially between the reality of inequality in France and the narratives around 

ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ŝĚĞĂůƐ͕�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŚĂŵƉĞƌƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ͘�Don Quijote 

begins his risible quest because he has confused reality with the fiction of the chivalric tales in 

 
82 Ibid. p.306. 
83 Ibid. p.73. 
84 Ahmed (2017), p.62. 
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which he has fully immersed himself but which are centuries out of date. Furthermore, the 

ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ƐĞůĨ-ĂǁĂƌĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌũĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶƚŽ��ĞƌǀĂŶƚĞƐ͛�ƐƚŽƌǇ�ƌĂŝƐĞ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ Don 

YƵŝũŽƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĚǀĞŶƚƵƌĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇ�ĨĂďƌŝĐĂƚĞĚ�Žƌ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ƚƌƵĞ�ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͘85 Likewise, Marie NDiaye 

rejects any clear demarcations between reality and fiction throughout the novel. Firstly, she 

ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŽƉĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ�>ĠĚĂ�ǁŝůů�ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĞƋƵĂů�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ĨĂŶĐŝĨƵů�ŝĨ�

not deluded: she faces constant setbacks and deceptions and, ultimately, the very existence of 

ŚĞƌ�ĂƵŶƚ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů�͚ĂĨĨĂďƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘86 NDiaye develops this theme through the 

ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ŵĂǇ�ŚĂǀĞ�ĂƌŝƐĞŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŽďƐĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĨŝĐƚŝƚŝŽƵƐ�

depictions of exotified men.87 &ƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐƵƌƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ�

and metamorphoses, and the circular immobility of her quest, blurs the boundaries between the 

real and the imaginary. 

NDiaye also portrays how the characters themselves blur the boundaries between fiction 

and reality by creating narratives that often contradict reality to suit their own purposes. This is 

exemplified in the motif of photos that recurs throughout the novel. Photographs play an 

important role in both &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ for inclusion and equality and her ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�

attempts to marginalise and exclude her. At the beginning of the novel, Fanny presents her family 

with a photo of herself with her mother to prove she is one of them as though it were, as Shirley 

Jordan notes, a passport.88 Similarly, she relies on a blurred photo of Léda to locate her. Jordan 

ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ďůƵƌƌĞĚ�ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ�Žƌ�>ĠĚĂ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�

signals tŚĞ�ďůƵƌƌŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚƵƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ�͚ĞƐƋƵŝǀĞ�ůĂ�ĨŝǆŝƚĠ�Ğƚ�

ƌĞƐƚĞ�ŝŵƉĠŶĠƚƌĂďůĞ͛͘89 zĞƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƵƐĞ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƉŚŽƚŽƐ�ƚŽ�

prop up their essentialised production of identity and the social hierarchies in which this is 

imbricated. As blurred photos are open to interpretation, Nora Cotille-Foley argues that NDiaye 

uses them to reveal how those with authority, like Colette, give meaning to the photos and 

become the guarantors of identity.90 dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ĞǀŝĚĞŶƚ�ŝŶ�dĂŶƚĞ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�Ă�ďůƵƌƌĞĚ�ƉŚŽƚŽ͕�

supposedly of Fanny as a child identical to her white cousins, and another where she is older and 

 
85 For example, in the introduction the narrator speaks of Don Quijote as a real man and suggests he is 
referring to real places but not mentioning them explicitly because he does not wish to remember them. 
^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͕�ŚĞ�ƐƉĞĂŬƐ�ŽĨ��ŽŶ�YƵŝũŽƚĞ͛Ɛ�ďŽŶĞƐ�ĂƐ�ŝĨ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁĞƌĞ�ƌĞĂů͘�See Cervantes Saavedra 
(2012), pp.560, 27042. 
86 Moudileno (1998), p.447. 
87 For a greater analysis of several of these themes in relation to the fiction-reality dichotomy see Hertich 
(2005). 
88 See Shirley Jordan, 'Enigmes photographiques, albums éclatés', in Marie NDiaye : l'ĠtrangetĠ ă >ΖƈƵǀƌĞ͕�
ed. by Andrew Asibong and Shirley Jordan (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2009). 
89 Ibid. p.67. 
90 Nora Cotille-Foley, 'Optique fantastique, traitement de la photographie et transgression des limites du 
visible chez Marie NDiaye', Contemporary French and Francophone Studies, 13:5 (2009), p.548. 
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ŚĞƌ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ƐƚĂŶĚƐ�ŽƵƚ͘�&ƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞƐĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŝƐ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŵĂƌŬĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ďůĂŵĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�

her exclusion.91 In this way, Colette uses photos to uphold her perverse version of reality and, in 

ĂŶ�ŝŶǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ƉƌŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŽ�ĚĞŶǇ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ƚŽ�ďĞůŽŶŐ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�

ĞƋƵĂů�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘��Ɛ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŝŵƐ�ƚŽ�ƉƌŽǀĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�

ƚŚĞ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ĂƐƐŝŐŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ�

about, and therefore shape, reality more generally. In particular, it will expose how they use 

discourses around universalist rights and obligations to blur the distinction between fiction and 

reality in relation to the injustices Fanny faces in order to restrictively direct her.  

Multiple texts and discourses throughout the novel, some intended to protect ethnic 

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ�Žƌ�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͕�ĂƌĞ�͚blurred͛ by the privileged to align them with their own 

construction of reality and to exploit, disempower or exclude Fanny. One sƵĐŚ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŝƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ƚĂŬĞŶ�ŽŶ�dĂŶƚĞ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇ�

perfect form.92 She is informed that the new laws that simplify this process are only applied 

͚lorsque nous sommes sûrs de la fiabilité de la personne à qui nous avons affaire͛͘93 However, 

rumours are circulating in the village about the extent of her transformation and, consequently, 

her reliability, including among her own family.94 For this reason, the council decides to 

͚soumettre sa demande à la rigueur des vieilles lois͛�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�ƌĞĨƵƐĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ͘95 Here, 

judging someone as unreliable justifies the modification of rules or laws applied to them so that 

the applicant must meet certain obligations to be granted citizenship, rather than receiving it as a 

result of jus solis or jus sanguinis policies alone. Fanny herself recognises this as she realises that 

ƚŚĞǇ�ǀŝĞǁ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ĚĞƐ�ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂŝŐŶĂŶƚĞƐ͕͛�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�

ƐĞĞŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�͚ŚŽŶŶĞƵƌ͛�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞŵ͘96  

dŚĞ�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽƵŶĐŝů�ƉůĂĐĞƐ�ŽŶ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͛�ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�

about integration present in the first Haut CoŶƐĞŝů�ă�ů͛ŝŶƚĠŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ report in 1991 and Le contrat 

Ě͛ŝntégration républicaine introduced in 2016, which is still in force today. Republican definitions 

of integration emphasise that citizenship entails duties as well as rights, including the need to 

espouse and act on the universalist principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité.97 As a result, the 

granting of French citizenship, as Sara Mazouz argues in her ethnographic study of citizenship 

 
91 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.150-52. 
92 Ibid. p.212. 
93 Ibid. p.226. 
94 See ibid. p.254. 
95 Ibid. p.226. 
96 Ibid. p.228. 
97 See Haut Conseil à l'intégration (HCI) (1991), p.18; République française (25/06/2021). 
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ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ͕�ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�Ă�ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�͚ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ͛�ŽĨ�ĂŶĚ�

ůŽǇĂůƚǇ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�͚ĚĞ�ďŽŶŶĞ�ǀŝĞ�Ğƚ�ŵŽĞƵƌƐ͛.98 Mazouz 

demonstrates how the injunction to respect French values and be of ͚good moral conduct and 

character͛ as part of the acceptance criteria for citizenship depicts French values as superior and, 

consequently, the French as capable of, and justified in, judging the morality and worthiness of 

others. By labelling Fanny dishonest, the villagers present her as being of questionable and 

inferior morals and as undeserving of citizenship: untrustworthiness is translated to 

unworthiness.    

,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�ĐŽŶũĞĐƚƵƌĂů�ůŝŶŬƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�͚ŐŽŽĚ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛�ĂƌĞ, as 

Ahmed notes, highly problematic: 

:ƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�͚ŐŽŽĚ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛͘�EŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ĚŽĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵŽĚĞů�ǁŽƌŬ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŶĐĞĂů�ƚŚĞ�
power relations at stake in defining what is good-in-itself, but it also works to 
individuate, personalise and privatise the social relation of (in)justice. Character is, after 
all, an effect rather than a ground of social life.99 

/Ŷ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ůĂďĞů�ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞ�ĂƐ�ďĞŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�͚ŐŽŽĚ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ͛�ĂƌŝƐĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�

relations and social structures and can therefore be mobilised for their reproduction. In particular, 

it masks the link between this process and such structural inequalities by depicting individuals as 

entirely responsible for what happens to them or how others see them. In her analysis of 

�ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͕�>ǇĚŝĞ�DŽƵĚŝůĞŶŽ�argues that ͚ůĂ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĂďŝůŝƚĠ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀŝƚĠ�ĞƐƚ�ŵŝŶŝŵŝƐĠĞ au 

ƉƌŽĨŝƚ�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ŵŝƐĞ�ĞŶ�ĐĂƵƐĞ�ĚƵ�ĐŽŵƉŽƌƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĞů�ĚĞ�ů͛ŝŶƚĠƌĞƐƐĠĞ͛͘100 NDiaye highlights this 

issue multiple times throughout the novel, including ǁŚĞŶ͕�ŝŶ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�

the family does not treat her equally, Colette says that ͚ĐŚĂĐƵŶ�ĠƚĂŝƚ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĂďůĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ůƵŝ�

ĂƌƌŝǀĞ͛͘101 Through a neoliberal focus on individual responsibility, Colette deflects attention from 

ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�Ƶnjust treatment of Fanny and portrays her niece as entirely responsible for her own 

ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ĨůƵŝĚŝƚǇ�ĂƐ�ŝƚ�ƐĞĞŵƐ�ƚŽ�ĨĂĚĞ͕�ŝƐ�ĚĞĞŵĞĚ�

proof of her untrustworthiness although, as a form of blancness, it is tŚĞ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ�ŽĨ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�

racism and its traumatic impact on her.  

Additionally, the distrust Fanny faces begins well before her metamorphoses and is linked 

to the way others mark her because of her origins and gender. For example, strangers such as 

Lucette refuse to believe &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ connection to her family; Isabelle, a childhood friend, more 

 
98 Mazouz (2019), p.144. Although its inclusion within a discursive framework of integration is new, this is 
not a recent development as nationality applications during the Fourth Republic contained discussions 
ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂŶƚ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƌĂů�ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ͘� 
99 Ahmed (2004), p.195. 
100 Moudileno (1998), p.152; Gaensbauer also argues that the family blames the victim, see Gaensbauer 
(2009). 
101 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.17. 



0 

153 

readily believes that Fanny has always lied about her identity than that her family has treated her 

ƵŶĨĂŝƌůǇ͖�ĂŶĚ��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶǀŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ�ŚĞƌ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ�ŚŽǁ͕�͚Disant ce 

ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ƉĞŶƐĂŝƚ͕�ĐĞůĂ�ƐĞ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂŝƚ�ĞŶ�ŵĞŶƐŽŶŐĞ͊͛͘102 Meanwhile, when Colette throws rotten 

ĨƌƵŝƚ�Ăƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ƚŽ�ĐŚĂƐĞ�ŚĞƌ�ĂǁĂǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞƌƐ�ůĂƵŐŚ�Ăƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�͚KŶ�ĨĂŝƐĂŝƚ�ĐŽŶĨŝĂŶĐĞ�ă�dĂŶƚĞ�

Colette pour ne pas se divertir au ĚĠƉĞŶƐ�ĚĞ�ƋƵĞůƋƵ͛ƵŶ�ƋƵŝ�ŶĞ�ů͛Ğût pas mérité͛.103 Whiteness 

confers authority and trustworthiness on Colette that means her violence towards this ethnic 

minority woman is automatically judged to be justified and so overlooked. On the other hand, 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ͕�ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂƐƐƵŵĞ�ƐŚĞ�ůŝĞƐ�ǁŚĞŶĞǀĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�

thoughts do not align with their prejudiced assumptions about the correlations between 

Frenchness, whiteness and the superiority of republican values. In this vein, NDiaye reveals how 

the idea that an integration process based upon the supposed worthiness of ethnic minorities 

promotes equality and demarginalisation is false because it reinforces structural inequalities in 

France. Yet the blurring of reality and fiction through this narrative makes it possible to blame 

ethnic minority women like Fanny for the effects of this inegalitarian social system.  

^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ�ƐŚĂƉĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

citizenship application and become a metaphorical wall excluding her, like a barbed wire wall at 

the border. Ahmed uses the ͚wall͛ ĂƐ�Ă�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ƚŽ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�͚a materialism 

that shows how history becomes concrete. Walls allow us to think about how obstacles can be 

phyƐŝĐĂů͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌůĚ͕�ĂŶĚ�ǇĞƚ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŽŶůǇ�ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƐŽŵĞ�ďŽĚŝĞƐ͛͘104 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

systematic racialisation in French society which, as demonstrated earlier, cannot be disentangled 

from a history of race and sex-based discrimination and exploitation traceable to French 

involvement in the slave trade and colonialism, means that she faces obstacles to her full 

integration in society. The association of whiteness, Frenchness and moral superiority means that 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĚŽ�ŶŽƚ�ŶĞĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŵĞĞƚ the same conditions and, for this reason, do not 

experience this obstacle at all. Indeed, Ahmed goes further to argue that those who are privileged 

ĂƌĞ�͚ŝŶǀĞƐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŶŽƚ�ƐĞĞŝŶŐ͛�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁĂůůƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŽďƐĐƵƌĞ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞǇ�ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŶ�

inegalitarian ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ�ďǇ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽďƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ǁĂůůƐ�ĂƐ�͚ǁĂůů�ŵĂŬĞƌƐ͛͘105 Labelling 

Fanny as unworthy can be seen in this light as this accusation portrays Fanny, rather than her 

discriminatory family or village, as creating barriers to her own integration. Thus, when the 

promise of abstraction is not met in France, the discourses of republican universalism and 

integration can blur reality by concealing, firstly, how the conditions of worthiness are shaped by 

racism and sexism and, secondly, the inegalitarian social system perpetuated through this 

 
102 Ibid. p.23. 
103 Ibid. pp.160-61. 
104 Ahmed (2017), pp.135-36. 
105 Ibid. pp.138, 41. 
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process. /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂǇ͕�ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďƵŝůĚ�ƵƉŽŶ��ƵƌŶĂƵƚǌŬŝ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�abstraction 

ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�͚ů͛ĂƉŽƌŝĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵĞ�ƌĠƉƵďůŝĐĂŝŶ͛�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�͚ů͛ĠĐĂƌƚ�ĞŶƚƌĞ�ůĂ�ĚĠĐůĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌŵĞůůĞ�

ĚĞ�ů͛ĠŐĂůŝƚĠ�ĞŶ�Ěƌoit de tous les citoyens français sans égard à leur origine et une réalité sociale 

ŵĂƌƋƵĠĞ�ƉĂƌ�ůĞƐ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶƐ�Ğƚ�ůĞƐ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶƐ�ďŝĞŶ�ƌĠĞůůĞƐ͛͘106 Instead, E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

the blurring of reality involved in this process exposes how republican universalism, through a 

discourse of integration through rights and duties, can be a vehicle for inequality rather than 

merely an ideology emptied of its principles. 

A duplicitous discŽƵƌƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚƵƚŝĞƐ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ�ďǇ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�

/Ŷ�Ă�ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƌĞĚŽůĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ�ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚ͕�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞĐĞĂƐĞĚ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�

spirit confronts her as she drinks at a water fountain in the village where she has become a sex-

ǁŽƌŬĞƌ͘�^ŚĞ�ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ�ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŚĂƐ�͚ĂĐƋƵŝƌĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŝŐŚƚ͛�ƚŽ�ĚƌŝŶŬ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĂƚĞƌ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ͕�ƐŚĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐ�ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ�Ă�ǀŝƐŝƚŽƌ�ŶŽƌ�Ă�͚véritable habitante͛͘107 This 

ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝalisation of her places her, as Hertich 

ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚǁŽ�ĂŶƚŝƚŚĞƚŝĐĂů�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ͗�͚ŚĞƌĞ�Žƌ�ƚŚĞƌĞ͛͘108 This exclusionary mechanism has an 

impact not just on whether she is seen to belong to the villages she inhabits but also, as the 

grandmother suggests, on her access to the same rights and equality as the ethnic majority.  

dŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�Ă�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƐĐĞŶĞ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

she reprimands Fanny for self-obsession in her quest for integration. She explains to Fanny that: 

͚ůĞ�ĚĞǀŽŝƌ�Ě͛ĂƐƐƵƌĞƌ�ƐŽŶ�ĚĞǀĞŶŝƌ�ŶĞ�ƚ͛ĞƐƚ�ƉĂƐ�ŵŽŝŶƐ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƌ�ƋƵĞ�͙�ĐĞƐ�ĚƌŽŝƚƐ�ƋƵĞ�ƚƵ�ĐƌŽŝƐ�ĂǀŽŝƌ͘�

Cependant, tu ne blâŵĞƐ�ƋƵĞ�ĐĞƚƚĞ�ĚĞƌŶŝğƌĞ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ͛͘109 Here, the aïeule transplants discourses 

about rights and duties in relation to the nation within the French family. She argues that Fanny 

only focuses on her familial rights and neglects the duties fulfilled by other family members. In 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ƌĞĨĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶƐ͛�ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞƐ͕�ŚŽƵƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ�ƚŚĞǇ�ǁŝůů�

ŚĂǀĞ�͚ĞŶ�ƚĞŵƉƐ�ǀŽƵůƵ͛�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĨƵƚƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�

ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂďĂŶĚŽŶŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ĨŽƌ��ƵŐğŶĞ�ƌƵŶ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͘110 

Her argument that Eugène ͚ŶĞ�ƚ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ƉĂƐ�ĚĞƐƚŝŶĠ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ďĞŚĂve like 

her cousins suggests that the same rules apply universally to everyone and Fanny alone is 

responsible for failing her family. The grandmother therefore, with reference to the idea of 

ƌĞĐŝƉƌŽĐĂů�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚƵƚŝĞƐ͕�ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�Fanny is undeserving of the rights 

that accompany membership.  

 
106 Burnautzki (2013), p.143. 
107 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.291. 
108 Hertich (2005), p.720. 
109 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.289. 
110 Ibid. 
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Yet͕�ĂƐ�DŝĐŚĂĞů�^ŚĞƌŝŶŐŚĂŵ�ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ�ŝƐ�ĨŝůůĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ŬŝŶĚƐ�

ŽĨ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂƐ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǁĂǇ�ŽĨ�ďůĂŵŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŝƐ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂĚŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ�

that she ĐĂŶŶŽƚ�ĚŽ�ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�Žƌ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞƌƐ͛�ĞǇĞƐ͘111 This kind of discrepancy is also 

ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚƵƚŝĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƚǇ�

for all family members when she attempts to persuade Fanny to stop working as a prostitute. 

When Fanny suggests that her new situation is an improvement on how she was treated by the 

family, the spirit of the aïeule ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ŚĞƌ�͚ĚĞǀŽŝƌ͛�ƚŽ�ŝŶĨŽƌŵ�&ĂŶŶǇ ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ŝŶ�Ă�͚situation 

dépravée͛�ĂƌŝƐŝŶŐ�ĨƌŽŵ�͚ĐĞ�que les villages savent créer à tes dépens, dans leur exécration de toute 

ĨŽƌŵĞ�Ě͛ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛͘112 This explanation, which points to the intersection between the sexual 

exploitation Fanny faces as a sex worker and the xenophobia prevalent in rural France, appears 

insightful and compassionate from a woman who often denied her ties to her ethnic minority 

granddaughter.113 However, the aïeule ƚŚĞŶ�ĂĚĚƐ͗�͚/ů�ǀĂůĂŝƚ�ŵŝĞƵǆ͕�ǀŽŝƐ-ƚƵ͕�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ŵƵƌŵƵƌĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�

ƚŽŶ�ĚŽƐ�ƉĂƌ�ĐŚĞǌ�ŶŽƵƐ͛͘114 The contrast made by the aïeule, particularly through phrases like 

͚ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚĠƉƌĂǀĠ͕͚͛ĞǆĠĐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŵƵƌŵƵƌĞ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƚŽŶ�ĚŽƐ͕͛�ŵŝŶŝŵŝƐĞƐ�Žƌ�ĚĞŶŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�

violence towards Fanny and, as a result, suggests that she is better off accepting an inferior and 

marginalised position within the family than prostituting herself. Her choice of neutral phrases 

ůŝŬĞ�͚ĚĞǀŽŝƌ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ŝů�ǀĂůĂŝƚ�ŵŝĞƵǆ͛�ƌĂŝƐĞƐ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŽ�ǁŚŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ŝƐ�

fulfilling her duty by advising Fanny not to continue her sex work. This is elucidated in the 

statement ďǇ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶ�ǁŚĞŶ͕�ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽƵƚ�ĨŽƌ��ƵŐğŶĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�discovers Fanny is a sex 

ǁŽƌŬĞƌ͗�͚�ŝŶƐŝ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂǀĂŝƚ�ŝĐŝ�ƐĂ�ĨŽŶĐƚŝŽŶ͕�Ăŝ-je ressenti bien vite, ce qui, lorsque je songeais à 

ů͛ŚŽŶŶêƚĞƚĠ�ĚĞ�ŶŽƚƌĞ�ĨĂŵŝůůĞ�ĚĞƉƵŝƐ�ĚĞƐ�ŐĠŶĠƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕�ŵ͛ĂĨĨůŝŐĞĂŝƚ�ďŝĞŶ�ĚĂǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ�ƋƵĞ�Ɛ͛ŝů�ĠƚĂŝƚ�

ĂƉƉĂƌƵ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�ůĂ�ƌĞũĞƚâƚ�ĚĞ�ƚŽƵƚĞƐ�ƉĂƌƚƐ͛͘115 In her analysis of this quotation, Jean Duffy notes that 

Fanny gains purpose and, as a result, is tolerated in this role because, through accepting the 

stigma associated with both her ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŽƌŬ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�͚affirming the normality of the other 

ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛͘116 dŚĞ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�͚ŝŶƚĞŐƌŝƚǇ͛�ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�

she is concerned less about the abuse Fanny faces than the possibility that, through their 

conneĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚŝŐŵĂ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ƌŽůĞ�ǁŝůů�ƚĂƌŶŝƐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�͚normality͛ 

among the ethnic majority. 

^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĂŶĚ�ĚƵƚŝĨƵů�ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�

ƚŽ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶterests, rather than those of its most vulnerable 

 
111 Sheringham (2007), p.35. 
112 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.293. 
113 Ibid. p.153. 
114 Ibid. p.293. 
115 Ibid. p.297. 
116 Jean Duffy, 'Liminality and Fantasy in Marie Darrieussecq, Marie NDiaye and Marie Redonnet', French 
Issue, 124:4 (2009), p.928. 
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ŵĞŵďĞƌ͘�/Ŷ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ƚĞŶƐĞ�ǁŚĞŶ�ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚƵƚŝĞƐ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�

the family conveys how the family, and by extension the Republic, can still mobilise the discourse 

of rights aŶĚ�ĚƵƚŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƚƌǇ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽǁŶ�ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ͕�ĞǀĞŶ�

though she has been socially marginalised and excluded. Additionally, the violent racism and 

sexism of French society, of which the family otherwise feigns ignorance, can be acknowledged 

ĂŶĚ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŝŶ�Ă�ďĞƚƚĞƌ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ�ƚŽ�ƌĞŬŝŶĚůĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�

for integration. As Ahmed notes, it is through the constant deferral of promises, such as those of 

happiness or integration, that these notions become directive.117 In this way, the grandmother 

and rest of the family continue to use the idea of integration through marriage to Eugène as a 

means to subjugate her to its will, making her abandon the stigmatised sex work and transform 

herself once more. NDiaye thus depicts the discourses of integration and reciprocal rights and 

duties as, like the grandmother, having an uncanny afterlife as they are employed from beyond 

ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂǀĞ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶƚƌŽů�ŚĞƌ͘��ƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĂŵĞ�ƚŝŵĞ͕�E�ŝaye signals the 

relevance of universalist integration discourses not just in the naturalisation process for non-

nationals, but also in the (non)integration of ethnic minorities in France. Through blurring the 

ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂďƵƐĞ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŚĂŶĚƐ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂmily and the perpetuity of her marginalisation, the 

white family ensnare this young woman in a vicious cycle. They exclude Fanny as unworthy and 

yet repeatedly recall her to her ͚duty͛ towards the family and the nation through the promise of 

integration; a process that re-enacts her inferiorisation and incentivises her to fit an oppressive 

racialised and gendered mould in French society.  

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƵŶĐůĞ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ĂůƐŽ uses the rhetoric of duties towards the family to justify 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͗�͚dƵ�ƚĞ�ŵŽƋƵĞƐ�ĚĞs règles et des coutumes, et des nécessaires sacrifices 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƵǆ͕�Ğƚ�ĚĞƐ�ĚĞǀŽŝƌƐ�Ě͛ĂďŶĠŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘118 One of the disparities in such statements about sacrifice 

ŝƐ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ�ďǇ�^ŚĞƌŝŶŐŚĂŵ�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐŝĂů�ůĂŵď�ĂƐ�ŽŶĞ�Žf 

ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ŵĂŝŶ�ƚŚĞŵĞƐ͘�KƵƚůŝŶŝŶŐ�ǁŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�͚ůĂǁ�ŽĨ�ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ͕͛�Sheringham 

ŶŽƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂďũĞĐƚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ͕�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͕�͚ŝƚ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐĂůůǇ�

ĞǆƉƵŶŐĞƐ�ŝƚƐ�ŽǁŶ�ĚĂƌŬŶĞƐƐ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂůůĞŐĞĚ�͚ŚŽŵŽŐĞŶĞŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ďŽĚǇ͛͘119 In 

ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�'ĞŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ�

ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͕�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ǁŽƌƚŚ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͛�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘� 

As with ů͛Ăïeule͛s statements, 'ĞŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚ�ŵĂŬĞƐ�ŝƚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌ�ĂƐ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚ�the 

duties apply equally to everyone in the family, such that they all follow the same path. Both 

'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƌĞƐĞŵďůĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

 
117 See Ahmed (2004), p.197. 
118 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.168. 
119 Sheringham (2007), p.33. 
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willfulness, whicŚ��ŚŵĞĚ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚Ă�ǁĂǇ�ŽĨ�ĚŝĂŐŶŽƐŝŶŐ�ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƐĞůĨ-

ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͛.120 Whilst the rest of the family are depicted as subsuming and sacrificing their own will 

ƚŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ƐĞĞŶ�ĂƐ�͚a problem of will͛�ŝŶ�

ǁŚŝĐŚ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŐŽĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ǁĂǇ�ĂŶĚ͕�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕�ŐŽĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�͚ǁƌŽŶŐ�ǁĂǇ͛͘121 Her belief in, and desire 

for, the republican universalist promise of equality is conceived as a form of self-interest 

incompatible with loyalty to the family which makes her unworthy of membership. This 

paradoxical argument also occurs at a national level because, as Mazouz demonstrates, applicants 

and naturalised citizens are expected to view French universalist principles as superior and yet 

compelled to mask their desire to benefit from them: to manifest their worthiness they must 

appear devoid of self-interest and concerned only with loyalty to the nation.122 As such, a 

different attitude towards republican universalist rights is expected of those fetishised as 

outsiders whilst the ethnic majority can take them for granted. The existence of differing 

expeĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌƵůĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕�ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͛�ŝŶƐŝŶƵĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌŝŐŚƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞůĨ-

sacrifice are applied universally, is highlighted throughout En famille. For example, Fanny is aware 

that Eugène and her mother go unpunished for the disloyalty they show to the family through 

regular insults whilst she is not allowed to question the behaviour of its members without 

censure.123 'ĞŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂ�ŽĨ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů�ƐĞůĨ-sacrifice is further undermined by his rape of Fanny 

before her exclusion and his serial adultery and abandonment of Colette despite her financial 

dependence on him.124 'ĞŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƐŝůĞŶƚ�ƌĞĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚŽǁ�ŚŝƐ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ is 

accepted in spite of its negative socio-economic implications for the family.125 This non-response 

to GeorŐĞƐ͛�ŽǁŶ�ǁŝůůĨƵůŶĞƐƐ͕�ĂƐ�ŚĞ�ŝŐŶŽƌĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŐŽĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ŽǁŶ�ǁĂǇ͕�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�

that he is not expected follow the same rules and to sacrifice his will to the family.  

Willfulness, as Ahmed notes, is an accusation only levelled at the victims of oppressive 

systems such as women and ethnic minorities to present them as the problem and justify violence 

against them.126 By labelling Fanny as unworthy because she does not sacrifice her will to them, 

the family create a wall to immobilise and re-direct Fanny which does not exist for her white 

(male) family members. This masks the violence and oppression she faces before and through this 

process and justifies the application of different rules to her because͕�ŝŶ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�

͚ƉĂƐƐŝďůĞ�ĚƵ�ũƵŐĞŵĞŶƚ�ůĞ�ƉůƵƐ�ƐĠǀğƌĞ͛.127 So the employment of a deceptive republican universalist 

 
120 Ahmed (2017), p.71. 
121 Ibid. p.65. 
122 Mazouz (2019), p.155. 
123 See NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.20, 61, 134, 288. 
124 Ibid. p.218. 
125 Ibid. p.302. 
126 Ahmed (2017), p.74. 
127 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.156. 
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discourse of reciprocal and universal rights and duties conceals and facilitates the perpetuation of 

gendered and racialised social hierarchies which require ethnic minority women like Fanny to 

ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͘�&Žƌ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞĂƐŽŶ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚƐ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ͕�ĂƐ�

^ŚĞƌŝŶŐŚĂŵ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�;ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛ƐͿ�ŵǇƚŚ�ŽĨ�ŝƚƐ�ŽǁŶ�ŚŽŵŽŐĞŶĞŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƵƌŝƚǇ�ďƵƚ�

also a systematically inegalitarian society.128  

The ĐŽŝŶĐŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�'ĞŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƵŶƌĞŵĂƌŬĞĚ�ƌĞĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�

ĚŝƐŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ǁŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ƚƌŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞŵŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ĂŐĂŝŶ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŵƉůǇ�ǁŝƚŚ��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ͕�

further underlines how different rules are applied to them. Whereas as Georges is silently 

restored to his position of privilege within the family, toleration of Fanny could only be considered 

if she fantastically erases the ethnic difference with which she is marked. Yet the family denies its 

responsibility for the violence involved in making this transformation an obligation as Eugène, 

ƵƉŽŶ�ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ĐŽƵƐŝŶ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĚǇŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌŵ͕�ĞǆĐůĂŵĞƐ�͚ũĞ�ŶĞ�ůƵŝ�ĞŶ�ĂǀĂŝƐ�ƉĂƐ�ĚĞŵĂŶĚĠ�

ĂƵƚĂŶƚ͊͛.129 Just as Ahmed notes that those who are privileged are invested in not seeing the walls 

and obstacles created for the oppressed in society, Eugène refuses to acknowledge his role in 

perpetuating both discrimination and inequality through discourses of worthiness and its terrible 

consequences for Fanny.130 In this way, Marie NDiaye highlights not only the violence facilitated 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐŝƐ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŽǁ�

those who perpetrate and benefit from it deny this and blame the oppressed for their own 

sufferiŶŐ͘�/Ŷ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ǁŽƌĚƐ͕�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

disintegration and death, from its true cause, the racism and sexism prevalent in the family and 

French society generally, in order for the ethnic majority to eschew its responsibility towards 

those whom they minoritise. This reveals that the laws and norms expressed by ů͛ĂŝĞƺůĞ�and 

'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�

lacking in moral content, as Brendlé argues, but that this moral content is lacking for some people 

only, namely those who are unmarked in French society.131  

Although the discourse of rights and duties might suggest that Fanny could earn 

ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ�Žƌ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ�ŽĨ�DĂǌŽƵǌ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�suggest that demarginalisation is 

made impossible because of the conception of citizenship as a ͚favour͛ rather than a right.132 

Mazouz notes how this leads to expectations that, even after naturalisation, new citizens must 

continue to demonstrate their worƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƚŽůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�

 
128 Sheringham (2007), p.33. 
129 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.310. 
130 Ahmed (2017), p.138. 
131 Brendlé, (2017) p.551. 
132 Mazouz (2019), p.144. 
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&ĂŶŶǇ�ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐ�Ă�͚ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƌĞĐŽŵƉĞŶƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƐƵďŵŝƚƚŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ͕�

including marrying Georges and not outperforming Eugène at school.133 When toleration, like 

citizenship, is conceived as a favour, submission to oppression can be portrayed as a duty. In turn, 

ĐŽŶĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ�ƐƵďŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŝůů�ƚŽ�ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĚƵƚǇ�ŵĂƐŬƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�

process and this is particularly true when the failure to act in this way is depicted as oppressive. 

Colette͛Ɛ accusation that Fanny has ͚ĠĐƌĂƐĠ͛�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽƵƐŝn Eugène by excelling at school can be seen 

in this light.134 The image Colette creates of Fanny pressing or crushing her son resonates with 

&ƌǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ oppression to its etymological root ͚to press͛͗�͚Presses are used to mold things or 

flatten them or reduce them in bulk, sometimes to reduce them by squeezing out the gases or liq-

ƵŝĚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŵ͛͘135 Pressing, like crushing, serves to reduce something or someone in size or stature 

ĂŶĚ�ƚŽ�ŝŵŵŽďŝůŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�ďǇ�ƌĞƐƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͘�^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŚĞƌ�

ĨĞĂƌƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶƐ��ƵŐğŶĞ͛Ɛ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŵŽďŝůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨƵƚƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂůƐŽ�

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨůĂƚĞĚ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ŵĂƐĐƵůŝŶŝƚǇ͘�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĚƵƚǇ�ƚŽ�͚humbly͛ let her white, 

male cousin be academically superior to her is therefore, like her quest for equality, conceived by 

ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ǁŝůů�ƚŽ�ƉŽǁĞƌ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ŚŝƐ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞreby 

oppresses him.136 Presenting the victim as an oppressor unworthy of integration justifies, and so 

diverts attention away from, the race and sex-based inequalities Fanny faces and thus constitutes 

one of the many intersecting wires of the cage which reiŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͘137  

Another way in which Colette tries to direct Fanny towards carrying out her ͚duty͛ to the 

ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŝƐ�ďǇ�ůŝŶŬŝŶŐ�ŝƚ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů�ĨƵůĨŝůŵĞŶƚ͘�tŚĞŶ�ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŽǆǇŵŽƌŽŶŝĐ�͚ƉĂƌĨĂŝƚĞ�

ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĂŶĐĞ͛�ƚŚĞǇ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ĂƐŬƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�͚WŽƵǀĂŝƐ-ƚƵ�ĂǀŽŝƌ�Ě͛ĂƵƚƌĞ�ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶ͍͛͘138 

^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĂůƵĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ�performance Ăƚ�ƐĐŚŽŽů͗�͚��ƋƵŽŝ�ĐĞůĂ�ƚĞ�

servait-il? ��ƚĞ�ƌĞŶĚƌĞ�ů͛ĞƐƚŝŵĞ�ĚĞ�ƚĂ�ĨĂŵŝůůĞ͍͛͘139 These questions suggest to Fanny that pleasing 

and gaining the respect of the family by carrying out her duty towards them should be her aim in 

life and, at the same time, a source of fulfilment or happiness for her. Ahmed explains how the 

notions of fulfilment and happiness become directive: ͚ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ĂŶ�ĞŶĚ�

point: as what we want to reach, as the point of life, the aim of life. The path we should follow is 

ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƚŚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ůĞĂĚ�ƵƐ�ƚŽ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ͛͘140 By telling Fanny that pleasing her family would offer 

her fulfilment, �ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ŝƐ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŚĂƉƉŝŶĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�

 
133 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.154. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Frye (1983), p.2. 
136 Ahmed (2017), p.71. 
137 Frye (1983), p.8. 
138 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.154. 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ahmed (2010), p.48. 
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integration. Or, more precisely, she presents happiness as the destination which Fanny could 

reach through a process of integration that, as already demonstrated, is based upon pleasing 

others through submitting her own will to theirs. Colette thus also implies that ͚wilfully͛ going her 

own way, consciously or unconsciously opposing the oppressive path set for her by the family, will 

make Fanny not just unworthy but also unhappy.141 The directionality of this discourse is evoked 

ďǇ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚŽŐŐĞĚ�ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ƐŚĞ�

continues to face. As the inversion of the threat of being expelled as abject, the family integrates 

the promise of happiness into the discourses around universalist rights and duties towards the 

family, and by extension the nation, to direct Fanny towards the socially inferior and financially 

dependent position expected of her because of both her gender and origins.  

dŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉƵůƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĂƐ�ĂďũĞĐƚ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�ĚŝǀĞƌŐĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�

path they have set her, is also related to her denunciation of their behaviour. Although she 

ďůĂŵĞƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŽŶ�>ĠĚĂ͛Ɛ�ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŶĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ�criticises their marginalisation of her and denial 

of her equal rights. This exposes their failure to uphold republican universalist principles and 

challenges their contradictory and socially constructed narrative that French society is egalitarian 

but the ethnic majority is also morally superior. As a result, the ethnic majority repeatedly 

attempts to silence Fanny and, therefore, blur the gap that exists between universalist promises 

and reality. This is exemplified in the assumption that she is untrustworthy which means that no 

ŽŶĞ�ůŝƐƚĞŶƐ�ƚŽ�Žƌ�ďĞůŝĞǀĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŝĚĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚŽƌǇ͘�/ƚ�ĐĂŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ŵŽƚŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƵŶƚ͛Ɛ�

announcements that they are excluding her as a result of her first metamorphosis and her quest 

for integration, respectively. They deny Fanny the right to contest their decisions when the 

mother ends her rejection letter by telling her not to see or write to her and Colette tells her she 

ŝƐ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ǁŚǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĞǆĐůƵĚĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�͚ƚĞ�ĐůŽƵĞƌ�ůĞ�ďĞĐ͛͘142 &ƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�

Fanny should have deŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�͚ĞĨĨĂĐĞŵĞŶƚ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ĚŝƐĐƌĠƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƌĞƚƵƌŶ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƚŽůĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ 

depicts her silence as a duty and, consequently, a condition of worthiness.143 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ�

ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƉŝƌŝƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ƌĂŝƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝƐƐƵĞ�ŽĨ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǀĞŶ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ĞǆƚĞŶĚƐ�

ďĞǇŽŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ�ŽĨ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͗�͚Mais, pensait Fanny outrée͕�ŶĞ�ƉŽƵǀĂŶƚ�ƉĂƌůĞƌ�ă�ů͛ĞƐƉƌŝƚ͕�ĞƐƚ-il 

ũƵƐƚĞ�ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�ĚŽŝǀĞ͕�ŵŽŝ͕�ĨĂŝƌĞ�ƚĂŶƚ�Ě͛ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ͕�ĂůŽƌƐ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ă�ƐƵĨĨŝ�ă��ƵŐğŶĞ�ĚĞ�ǀĞŶŝƌ�ĂƵ�ŵŽŶĚĞ͍�

Eugène, un jour, te traita ĚĞ͙�ƵŶ�ƐŝĨĨůĞŵĞŶƚ�ĨƵƌŝĞƵǆ�ĂŐŝƚĂ�ůĞƐ�ďƌĂŶĐŚĞƐ͕�ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŵƉŝƚ�ďƌƵƐƋƵĞŵĞŶƚ�

ůĂ�ƉĞŶƐĠĞ�ĚĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͙͛͘144 dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ŝŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƉŝƌŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ�Ăs emanating 

from the tree, on this occasion, suggests that this abrupt movement and noise is her way of 

interrupting and silencing her niece as she considers the unequal treatment she faces. As Fanny 

 
141 Ahmed (2017), p.53. 
142 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.150, 225. 
143 Ibid. p.154. 
144 Ibid. pp.287-88. 
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does not express this out loud, this fantastic encounter unveils how silencing is intended to 

ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͛�ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͘ 

dŚĞ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ƌĞƐŽŶĂƚĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ƐŚĞ�

ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�'ŽŶĐŽƵƌƚ͕�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŵŽƐƚ�ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚĞĚ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƉƌŝǌĞ͕�ĨŽƌ�Trois femmes puissantes in 

2009. Eric Raoult, the UMP MP of Seine-Saint-Denis, subsequently criticised NDiaye for describing 

^ĂƌŬŽǌǇ͛Ɛ�France as ͚monstrueux͕͛�ǁŝƚŚ�ĂŶ�͚atmosphère de flicage, ĚĞ�ǀƵůŐĂƌŝƚĠ͛, in an interview 

earlier that year.145 He implied this was slanderous and argued that Goncourt winners should have 

Ă�͚devoir de réserve͛ and ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ�͚ůĂ�ĐŽŚĠƐŝŽŶ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞ�Ğƚ�ů͛ŝŵĂŐĞ�ĚĞ�ŶŽƚƌĞ�ƉĂǇƐ͛.146 As Moudileno 

indicates, ZĂŽƵůƚ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ�arises from his racialisation of her: ͚ũĂŵĂŝƐ�ůĞ�

député français ne se serait permis une telle leçŽŶ�ĚĞ�ĐŝǀŝƐŵĞ�͙�Ɛ͛ŝů�Ɛ͛ĠƚĂŝƚ�ĂŐŝ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ĠĐƌŝǀĂŝŶ�ĚĞ�

͞souche française͛͟.147  

 Whilst E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌ�ŐƌĞĂƚůǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉůĂƚĨŽƌŵ�ƚŚĂƚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�

has gained as a distinguished author, the responses of Raoult and the ethnic majority characters 

of En famille ƌĞǀĞĂů�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĨŽƌŵ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ�ŽǀĞƌĂůů�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ�

ĚŝƐĞŵƉŽǁĞƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŝůĞŶĐŝŶŐ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͘�&Žƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�ZĂŽƵůƚ͛Ɛ�association 

ŽĨ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�about the nation with calumny mirrors the assumption by the ethnic 

majority that Fanny lies about her identity or facing discrimination because these narratives do 

not match their ethnocentric conception of republican universalism. Additionally, the way he 

ŝŶǀĂůŝĚĂƚĞƐ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�^ĂƌŬŽǌǇ͛Ɛ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�ŝŵŵŽƌĂů�ďǇ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ�ŝƚ�ĂƐ�ĐĂůƵŵŶŝŽƵƐ�ƉŽƐĞƐ�

NDiaye as the problem in the same way that �ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŵĂƐŬƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ďǇ�

characterising her as the oppressor. Both examples divert attention away from the issues being 

raised in the first place and therefore serve to conceal racial injustices in France.  

Further, ZĂŽƵůƚ͛Ɛ reference to her duty to respect national cohesion suggests that her 

behaviour poses a threat to an otherwise harmonious French society; an argument that masks the 

racist nature of his attitude and behaviour, along with the social division this creates. In other 

words, he fails or refuses to recognise how republican universalism can function as a racialised 

particularism and blames ethnic minorities for criticising its consequences. dŚŝƐ�͚ĚƵƚǇ͛ of silence 

also reproduces inequalities as it treats ethnic minorities, regardless of nationality, as second-

class citizens who must perpetually demonstrate their worthiness of and indebtedness to the 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘�:ƵƐƚ�ĂƐ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ƚƌǇ�ƚŽ�ƐŝůĞŶĐĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

 
145 Laure Equy, 'Raoult (UMP) invente un « devoir de réserve » pour les Prix Goncourt', Libération, 
(10/11/2009) <https://www.liberation.fr/france/2009/11/10/raoult-ump-invente-un-devoir-de-reserve-
pour-les-prix-goncourt_592880> [accessed 31/07/2020]. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Moudileno (2013), p.169. 
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denunciations of her oppression and exclusion, Raoult blurs the reality of structural racism and 

ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚƐ�ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŐƵĂƌĂŶƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐŝŶŐĞŶƵŽƵƐ�

universalist image and identity. Although E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌ�ĂůůŽǁƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�

last word as she explains ƚŚĂƚ�ZĂŽƵůƚ͛Ɛ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚƐ�͚ĚĠƉĂƐƐĞŶƚ�ĞŶ�ƌŝĚŝĐƵůĞ�ƚŽƵƚ�ĐĞ�ƋƵ͛on peut 

imaginer͕͛�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŝƐ�often successfully silenced by the family and villagers.148 In spite of the almost 

ƚǁŽ�ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ, both author and protagonist 

face systemic inequalities, including attempted silencing, imbricated in gendered and racialised 

social hierarchies. Furthermore, as the novel demonstrates, these occur not just in spite of the 

discourse of republican universalist integration but through it as discourses of universalist rights, 

duties, and worthiness are adopted to blur the reality of and, consequently, reproduce social 

systems privileging the white (male) ethnic majority.  

Another example of silencing portrayeĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĞƌĂƐƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ŝŶ�

ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĞŵŽƌǇ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�ĚĞĂƚŚ͘�dŚĞ�ĐŽŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ƉĂŐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů�ĂƌĞ�ĚĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ�ŶŽƚ�ƚŽ�

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ĚŝƐŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ďƵƚ�ƚŽ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŽ�

find Eugène a successful position. Once Colette has abandoned what remains of Fanny in a shed, 

ƐŚĞ�ƚĂŬĞƐ��ƵŐğŶĞ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͕�Ă�ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů�ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐŵĂŶ͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŚŽƉĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ǁŝůů�ŽĨĨĞƌ�

Eugène the kind of post of which they have both dreamed but his laziness has thus far made 

ƵŶĂƚƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ͘�tŚŝůƐƚ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ�ŽƵƚ�ƚŽ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ�ŝƐ�

evidence of increasing openness to others, this does not extend to Fanny.149 Just as the family 

ĐŚŽŽƐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĨŽƌŐĞƚ�ĂďŽƵƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ�ĚƵƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶ absence in her teenage years and after her 

ĨŝƌƐƚ�ĚĞĂƚŚ͕�͚ƉŽƵƌ�ŶĞ�ů͛ĂǀŽŝƌ�ũĂŵĂŝƐ�ĐŽŵƉƚĠĞ�ƉĂƌŵŝ�ůĞƐ�ŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ�ĚƵ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͕͛�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�

ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͛Ɛ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ĂĨƚĞƌ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŝŶĂů�ĚĞĂƚŚ͘150 The family carry on as normal to pursue the 

ideals for white French men which played an important role in creating the inequalities 

experienced by Fanny. In turn, denying and subsequently forgetting about the injustices Fanny 

faced after her death allows this causal link to also be erased.  

In light of the implicit connections between the family, the village and the nation 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞƌĂƐƵƌĞ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ZĞŶĂŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ-building. 

,Ğ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ă�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�͚ůĞƐ�ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵƐ�ĂŝĞŶt 

ďĞĂƵĐŽƵƉ�ĚĞ�ĐŚŽƐĞƐ�ĞŶ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶ͕�Ğƚ�ĂƵƐƐŝ�ƋƵĞ�ƚŽƵƐ�ĂŝĞŶƚ�ŽƵďůŝĠ�ďŝĞŶ�ĚĞƐ�ĐŚŽƐĞƐ͛͘151 Various 

scholars, including Mame-Fatou Niang in her analysis of republican universalism, have 

 
148 Didier Jacob and Grégoire Leménager, 'Marie NDiaye persiste et signe', Le Nouvel Observateur, (2009) 
<https://bibliobs.nouvelobs.com/romans/20091123.BIB4469/marie-ndiaye-persiste-et-signe.html> 
[accessed 01/09/2020]. 
149 See Cotille-Foley (2009); Hertich (2005). 
150 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.7, 223. 
151 Ernest Renan, Qu'est-ce qu'une nation?,  (Paris: Pierre Bordas et fils, 1991 (1882)), p.34. 
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demonstrated that cultural amnesia in relation to colonialism has been central to the 

ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͗�͚&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ĚĞĂů�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ůĞŐĂĐǇ�ŽĨ�ŝƚƐ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů�ƉĂƐƚ�

ďŽƚŚ�ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶƐ�ŝƚƐ�ƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞ�ĂŵŶĞƐŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ�Ă�ƐŽůŝĚ�ĨŽƵŶĚĂƚŝŽŶ�ĨŽƌ�ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂů�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ͛͘152 

As demonstrated earlier, NDiaye uses imagery to convey the continuities between the racism 

ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐůĂǀĞƌǇ͘�dŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĂŵŶĞƐŝĂ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�

Fanny, NDiaye communicates how the injustices that her protagonist wishes to tackle continue 

after her death in the same way that inferiorising discourses survived the end of colonialism. By 

erasing her from its memory, including her denunciations, the family can reproduce its narrative 

simultaneously associating the nation with a naturally superior whiteness yet claiming that the 

nation enacts its superior universalist principles. This process thereby blurs the reality of the past 

and present forms of violence and inequality upon which such a narrative is founded. Just as 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƋƵĂƐŝ-mythologised tale of Don Quijote highlights the fiction/reality 

themes in the novel, she portrays the construction of French national identity and republican 

ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂů�ƐŝƚĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŵǇƚŚ-making that impede the quest for 

ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͘�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌk therefore helps develop an intersectional feminist consciousness by 

drawing attention to the gender and race-based violence involved in this mythologisation and 

how this is masked by universalist conceptions of integration, worthiness and reciprocal rights 

and duties. 

Internalised Inferiority and the Challenges of Resistance 

In addition to illuminating how republican universalist discourses are mobilised to perpetuate 

intersectional discrimination and inequality in French society, NDiaye explores the role that 

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƉůĂǇƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͘��Ɛ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŵǇ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�

internalisation contributes significantly to how ethnic minority women can be moulded towards 

silence and immobility. Imposing and normalising beliefs that justify oppression upon racialised 

and gendered minorities constitutes a significant reproductive tendency of domination as it can 

lead to their complicity in this process.153 This section examines how Fanny internalises the kinds 

of inferiorising and deceptive republican universalist discourses identified above and is thereby 

trapped by their directionality. In particular, it exposes how the need to display her worthiness by 

pleasing others, even as she seeks equality through integration, means she contributes to the 

continuation of intersectional social hierarchies, including in her relationships with other ethnic 

minorities. This section then considers how NDiaye, firstly, employs the fantastic to highlight the 

 
152 Niang (2020); See also Blanchard (2000). 
153 See Pyke (2010). 
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challenges of resistance as a result of internalisation within the narrative. Secondly, it outlines 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĂŵŽŶŐ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƚŽŽůƐ�ĂůůŽǁƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ�

intersectional power relations and the discourses which sustain them through the narrative.  

 A significant example of internalisation in the novel is related to the shame that Colette 

argues that &ĂŶŶǇ�ďĞŐŝŶƐ�ƚŽ�ĨĞĞů�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛͗�͚DĂŝƐ͕�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ĞƐƚ�ĐƵƌŝĞƵǆ͕�Đ͛ĞƐƚ�ƋƵĞ�ůĂ�

singularité que nous ne voyions en toi, tu en as pris apparemment une conscience de plus en plus 

vive en grandissant, nous forçant à la découvrir, bien malgré nous. ͙�:Ğ�ŶĞ�ƐĂŝƐ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ͕�ƚŽƵƚ�

Ě͛ĂďŽƌĚ͕�ƚ͛Ă�ƌĞŶĚƵĞ�ŚŽŶƚĞƵƐĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞ�ƋƵĞ�ƚƵ�ĠƚĂŝƐ͙͛͘154 �ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�accusation portrays Fanny as 

responsible, through an awareness of her difference that is experienced as shame, for making an 

ŝŶŚĞƌĞŶƚ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�visible to the family when it would otherwise have remain unremarked. This 

shame meant Fanny wished to be served last, hid behind others for photos and, while fearing 

exclusion, would have thought it justified.155 Nathalie Duclot-�ůĠŵĞŶƚ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

͚ŵĂůĂŝƐĞ͛�ŝƐ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ�͚ĂůƚĠƌŝƚĠ�ĞŶĚŽŐğŶĞ͕͛�ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ�ƐŚĞ�͚ƌĞƐƐĞŶƚ�ƐĂ�ĚŝĨĨĠƌĞŶĐĞ�ƉĂƌ�ƌĂƉƉŽƌƚ�ĂƵ�

ŐƌŽƵƉĞ͛͘156 Further, she notes that &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ĞƌĂƐĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ is a natural response 

ƚŚĂƚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�͚ĐŽŶƚĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŽĨ�͚les relations au groupe͛.157 Likewise, Colette suggests that it 

ǁĂƐ�ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŚĂŵĞ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ƉĞƌƐƵĂĚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�ďůĂŵĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�

niece for the way in which the family looks down on and mistreats her. Like Colette and Duclot-

Clément, Colette Sarrey-^ƚƌĂĐŬ�ĂƌŐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�

provokes the change in behaviour of the family.158  

,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕�&ůĂǀŝĂ��ƵũŽƌ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŚĂŵĞ�ŵƵƐƚ have an external source and that 

it is evidence of ͚ů͛ŝŶƚĠƌŝŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĚƵ�ƉŽŝŶƚ�ĚĞ�ǀƵĞ�ĚƵ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͛͘159 NDiaye offers a clue to this issue 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ǁŝƚŚ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͘�The 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚƐ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝĞǁ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ�ŝƐ�ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ Lucette͛Ɛ inferiorising attitude 

towards her, as exemplified when the Lucette introduces Fanny to her new ƌŽůĞ͗�͚:Ğ�ǀŽƵƐ�ŵŽŶƚƌĞ�

ůĂ�ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞ͕�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ǀŽŝǆ�ĂůƚĠƌĠĞ�Ɛŝ�ĠŐŽïstement par le plaisir et par le dégoûƚ�ƋƵĞ�&ĂŶŶǇ�Ɛ͛ĞŵƉŽƵƌƉƌĂ�

ĚĞ�ŚŽŶƚĞ�Ğƚ�ƐĞ�ƐĞŶƚŝƚ�ĨĂŝƚĞ͕�ƐŽƵĚĂŝŶ͕�Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ĐŚĂŝƌ�ďŝĞŶ�ŝŶĨĠƌŝĞƵƌĞ�ă�ĐĞůůĞ�ĚĞ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛͘160 Whilst 

>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ũŽǇ�ĂƌŝƐĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŬŶŽǁing she no longer has to work in a position she finds degrading as a 

white woman, her disgust can be linked to how her belief that Fanny is inferior because of her 

 
154 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.151. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Nathalie Duclot-Clément, 'Encres et ancrages : marquages du corps et dérives métaphoriques, Maryse 
Condé, Tony Morrison, Marie NDiaye', in Libres horizons : pour une approche comparatiste, lettres 
francophones imaginaires, ed. by Micéala Symington (Paris: Harmattan, 2008), pp.409, 13. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Sarrey-Strack (2002), p.112. 
159 Bujor, (2018) p.345. 
160 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.75. 
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origins is now reinforced by her undertaking this supposedly inferior role. Significantly, this 

ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐŚĂŵĞ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�

inferiorising attitudes and emotions that allow Lucette to uphold her belief in her own superiority.  

The mirroring betǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ĂŶĚ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

shame during her childhood and the way she consequently expected to be treated as a second-

ĐůĂƐƐ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂƌŽƐĞ�ĨƌŽŵ͕�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ĐĂƵƐĞĚ͕�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ďůŝŶĚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͘�/n 

ƚƵƌŶ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŝĚĞƌ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĐŚŝůĚ�

reinforced the oppressive moulding process as she accepted the inferior identity and position 

which they imposed upon her. In a similar vein, Christine Delphy argues that the French 

integration process reproduces relations of domination because it is based on toleration, the 

opposite of acceptance, and dependent upon minorities admitting their alleged inferiority.161 As 

shame and the desire to make oneself invisiblĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨǇ�ƚŚŝƐ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�

and her family reflects how she internalises this marking. Yet, by referring to this shame to accuse 

Fanny of ignoring her duty of difference-blindness, and so being the cause of her alleged 

unworthiness, the family deny that this is in their interests and that it arises from their failure to 

uphold republican universalist principles. This  concealment is reinforced through, on the one 

ŚĂŶĚ͕��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉŽůŝƚĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĞŵďĞůůŝƐŚĞĚ�ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶt ͚ŶŽƵƐ�ĨŽƌçant à la 

ĚĠĐŽƵǀƌŝƌ͕�ďŝĞŶ�ŵĂůŐƌĠ�ŶŽƵƐ͛ that, as demonstrated earlier, belies the violence which it 

ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ�ĞŶĂĐƚƐ͘�KŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ŚĂŶĚ͕�ŚĞƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͚ĨŽƌĐĞƌ͛�ĂŐĂŝŶ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŶŽƚ�

just as responsible for her suffering but also as oƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƐŚĞ�͚ŝŵƉŽƐĞƐ͛�ŚĞƌ�

͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ yet another manifestation of her 

neoliberal ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�͚ĐŚĂĐƵŶ�ĠƚĂŝƚ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĂďůĞ�ĚĞ�ĐĞ�ƋƵŝ�ůƵŝ�ĂƌƌŝǀĞ͛ and how the smooth 

functioning of unequal power relations allows her to blame oppressed individuals for the 

consequences of the marginalisation and inequality they face.162  

�ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐĐƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĐĂŶ�ĂůƐŽ�ďĞ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂŶǇ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�

universalism and its principles, such as abstraction and integration, are external. In particular, it 

resembles the suggestion that minorities import multiculturalist notions about identity and 

difference that are incompatible with abstraction and hence are the ones responsible for sowing 

division within French society.163 In other words, any reductive differentiations based on ethnicity 

or gender, for example, are assumed to be the fault of those who most suffer their consequences, 

 
161 See Christine Delphy, 'The French 'Integration' Model is a Tragedy: Christine Delphy on Race, Caste, and 
Gender in France', Verso, (2015) <https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/2024-the-french-integration-model-
is-a-tragedy-christine-delphy-on-race-caste-and-gender-in-france> [04/03/2020]. 
162 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.17. 
163 See Le manifeste des 100 (31/10/2020). 
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often when they are trying to shed light on such unjust consequences. Similarly, Colette implies 

ƚŚĂƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐŚĂŵĞ�ĂƌŝƐĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ĂŶ�ĞǆƚĞƌŶĂů�ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�

ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�zĞƚ͕�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�ƉƌĞ-existing racialisation of Fanny masked 

through universalist discourses that leads to her internalised sense of shame, NDiaye undermines 

this narrative about republican universalism and encourages the reader to look closer to home to 

understand the kind of division and inequality that plagues her ethnic minority female character.  

 Moving on from her discussion of shame, �ŽůĞƚƚĞ�ŶŽƚĞƐ�ĂŶ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƐŚŝĨƚ�ŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

behaviour which is evidenced in ŚĞƌ�ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�>ĠĚĂ͗�͚ǀŽŝůă�ƋƵĞ�ů͛ŽƌŐƵĞŝů�ƚ͛Ă�

saisi, voilà que tu ne tolérais plus la condescendance défiante avec laquelle ŶŽƵƐ�ƚĞ�ƉĂƌůŝŽŶƐ͛͘164 

Although admitting the condescension with which the family treats Fanny, �ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ�ŽŶĐĞ�

again depicts Fanny as responsible for the discrimination she faces before and after this very 

normal rather than fantastic transformation. The way she characterises Fanny as proud and, later, 

ǁŝůůĨƵů�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĞǆƉƵůƐŝŽŶ�ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ͕�ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĐůĂŝŵƐ�ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�

ĚĞƐŝƌĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĐŽŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͘ 

DŽƵĚŝůĞŶŽ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƐĐŝůůĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƉƌŽƵĚŶĞƐƐ�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ă�

former inferiority complex is replaced with one of superiority.165 Yet the situation is far more 

ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ĂƌĞ�ŵĂŶǇ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚe and behaviour which, I will 

argue, are linked to discrepancies within republican universalist discourse. As a result, the new 

path Fanny tries to take often converges with the oppressive one she wishes to escape.  

 By blaming her marginalisation on an act, namely the failure to ensure Léda welcomed her 

into the family, Fanny appears to reject the essentialising and inferiorising discourses espoused by 

ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�/Ŷ�ƚƵƌŶ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ�ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ�

that she is taking a new path in which she has overcome her sense of shame and refuses an 

ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͘�,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕��ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͕�ĂůŽŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�

racialised characters like Nadia from DŽŶ�ĐƈƵƌ�ă�ů͛ĠƚƌŽŝƚ and Clarisse in Ladivine, merely represses 

her shame through the process of blancness.166 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�blancness is evident in, as well as her 

ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞĂĚĞƌ�ŽŶůǇ�ůĞĂƌŶƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƐŚĂŵĞ�

and marginalisation before her quest through Colette and Fanny herself seems to have forgotten 

ƚŚĞŵ͘��ůĂŶŬŝŶŐ�ŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ƚƌĂƵŵĂƚŝĐ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ǁŚĂƚ��ƐŝďŽŶŐ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚faux-ŶĂŝǀĞ�ƉĂĐƚ͛�

allows Fanny to forget, if only briefly, how she is irrevocably marked with racial and gender 

difference.167 As this makes the promise of integration as an equal plausible once more, this 

 
164 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.152. 
165 Moudileno (1998), p.450. 
166 Asibong (2013), p.21. 
167 Ibid. p.22. 
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allows Fanny to convince herself that that she can be fully accepted and treated equally by the 

family. It is therefore not a superiority complex which motivates &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ quest for integration but 

her newfound and problematic belief in the promises of republican universalism as a result of her 

repression of any evidence to the contrary.  

 Yet Fanny has also not fully freed herself from the beliefs, ideas and practices that 

contribute to race and gender-based oppression in French society. Although her quest goes 

ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǁŝƐŚĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ŚĞƌ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ�

overwhelmed by the desire to please them and other white characters. One of the ways in which 

NDiaye illustrates this is through the way Fanny is constantly and even excessively smiling at 

others who do not reciprocate, including amongst her family when she announces her quest.168 It 

can also be seen in her behaviour towards Lucette when they first meet in the café as the latter 

ƐĞƌǀĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŽŽĚ͗��͚Fanny remercia excessivement, elle tendait les mains pour aider, se reculait, 

rentrait le cou dans la crainte de gêner͛͘169 This depiction verges on the parodic as it underlines 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞĂgerness to please the ethnic majority character, including by not displeasing Lucette 

through such efforts. Ahmed argues that the oppressed are encouraged to align their happiness, 

ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǁŝůů͕�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŽƌƐ͛�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂƚĞs the social hierarchies 

benefiting the privileged.170 /Ŷ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ�ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚƐ�ŝƚƐĞůĨ�ŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ƐƉĂƌĞ�

Lucette any additional effort and then, in fear of irritating her in the process, of making herself as 

small and invisible as possible, like a hen ducking its head in the face of the proud French cockerel 

of the Coq Hardi. N�ŝĂǇĞ�ĞǆƉĂŶĚƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŐĂǌĞ͗�͚Sous le regard 

un peu stupide de Lucette, Fanny se sentit écrasée, réduite, et rien ne lui sembla aussi important 

ƋƵĞ�ĚĞ�ƉůĂŝƌĞ�ă�ĐĞƚƚĞ�ĨŝůůĞ�ƉƵŝƐƐĂŶƚĞ�Ğƚ�ĚŝĨĨŝĐŝůĞ͛͘171 Here, NDiaye creates an implicit link between 

>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͕�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚĞƌŵƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�ĐƌƵƐŚŝŶŐ�Žƌ�ƌĞĚucing, and 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ǁŝƐŚ�ƚŽ�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�ŚĞƌ͘�dŚŝƐ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ǀĂůƵĞƐ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƉƉƌŽǀĂů�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĞĚ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŽǁŶ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ͘�dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ�ĂŐĂŝŶ�ǁŚĞŶ͕�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐ�

ƚŚĂƚ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ŝƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ͕�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ǀŝĞǁƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ŵĠĨŝĂŶĐĞ͛�ĂŶĚ͕�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�͚ƐĞ�ƚƵt, et 

ďĂŝƐƐĂ�ůĞƐ�ǇĞƵǆ͖͛�ĂŶ�ĂĐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ͘172 Thus it is not 

ũƵƐƚ�ŝŶ�ƐƉŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ďƵƚ�because of the power relations 

from which these arise that Fanny desperately wishes to please Lucette and therefore accepts the 

way she is restrictively immobilised and silenced at the Coq Hardi.   

 
168 See NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.11-13. 
169 Ibid. p.68. 
170 See Ahmed (2010). 
171 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.72. 
172 Ibid. p.86. 
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Likewise, even though the family mistreats Fanny she still values their approval more than 

that of her fiancé Georges and his family who genuinely care for her. This exemplifies her 

identification with the oppressor, a form of internalisation that Karen Pyke argues perpetuates 

domination: ͚dŚĞ�ŵŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚĞĚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽǁĞƌĨƵů͕�ƚŚĞ�ŵŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌƵůŝŶŐ�

values and structƵƌĂů�ĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŬĞĞƉ�ƚŚĞŵ�ĚŽǁŶ͛͘173 �ŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

change in attitude to her role as the Coq Hardi cook. Although she first imagines that other girls 

ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�͚ĐŽŶǀŽŝƚĂŝĞŶƚ�ƐĂ�ƉůĂĐĞ͕͛�ƐŚĞ�later ůŽŽŬƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĐĂĨĞ�ĂƐ ͚ƵŶ�ůŝĞƵ�ĚĞ�

convoitise͛�ĂŶĚ�͚se prenait à haïƌ�ƐĂ�ƉĞƚŝƚĞ�ĐƵŝƐŝŶĞ͛͘174 The ƌĞƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ŽĨ�͚ĐŽǀĞƚŝŶŐ͛�Ă�ƌŽůĞ�

or place conveys how Fanny begins ƚŽ�ƐĞĞ�ŚĞƌ�ƌŽůĞ�ĂƐ�ĐŽŽŬ�ĂƐ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ�ƚŽ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ǁaitressing role. 

This is problematic because it, firstůǇ͕�ŵŝƌƌŽƌƐ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ͕�ĐůŽƐĞůǇ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚĞƌ�

inferiorisation of Fanny as fit for this role as an ethnic minority woman, and, secondly, diverts 

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů�ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŵĂŬĞ�ƐƵĐŚ�ũƵĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͘�dŚĞ�

potential implications of this are explored by NDiaye when Lucette suffers a suspicious death in 

which Fanny is potentially implicated, as though her desire for a better position and all that 

accompanies it may have driven her to murder. Bujor and Gaensbauer have demonstrated how 

Fanny, on becoming the Coq Hardi ǁĂŝƚƌĞƐƐ͕�ƵŶĐĂŶŶŝůǇ�͚ĚŽƵďůĞƐ͛�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ĐŽƉǇŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͘175 

As a result, she has internalised how such a role should be carried out and faithfully re-enacts 

ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ŶŽƌŵƐ�ĂƐ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�ĐĂƌĞĨƵů�ƚŽ�ƌĞŵĂŝŶ�͚ĚŽĐŝůĞ�Ğƚ�ƉŽŶĚĠƌĠĞ͛�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌƐ͘176  

Moreover, as a waitress Fanny now mistreats another ethnic minority woman, from the 

same village as her father, who has been hired as the new cook. In her fear that this woman might 

ƌĞǀĞĂů�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�traps her in the kitchen and, when she is leaving the café at the 

end of the working day, glares aƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞƐ�͚ƋƵĞůƋƵĞƐ�ƉĂƌŽůĞƐ�ŵĠƉƌŝƐĂŶƚĞƐ͛�ŝŶ�ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƚŽ�

silence her.177 In this vein, Fanny immobilises and silences this young woman by using the same 

techniques that Lucette had adopted with her. Further, just as none of the customers batted an 

eyĞůŝĚ�ǁŚĞŶ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ƚŚƌĞǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĚŽǁŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂŝƌƐ͕�ŶŽ�ŽŶĞ�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ�ŝŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂďƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�

ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�͚tant on se souciait peu de la cuisinière du Coq Hardi͛.178 Although 

&ĂŶŶǇ�ŶŽǁ�ŽĐĐƵƉŝĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŽǀĞƚĞĚ�ƌŽůĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞŚaviour indicates her 

complicity in the maintenance of the social hierarchies which devalue and exploit ethnic minority 

ǁŽŵĞŶ͘�^ƵĐŚ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ĂƐ�ĚĞĨĞŶƐŝǀĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�WǇŬĞ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ�ĂƐ�͚ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ�

work engaged by the subordinated in an attempt to become part of the dominant group or to 

 
173 Pyke (2010), p.557. 
174 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.81, 84. 
175 Bujor, (2018) p.77; See Gaensbauer (2009), p.2016. 
176 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.107. 
177 Ibid. 
178 Ibid. 
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ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ�ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉĞƐ�ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞ�ŐƌŽƵƉ͛͘179 By treating 

her new colleague as an outsider, Fanny therefore hopes to distance herself from her ethnic 

ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚ�͚ƚŚĞ�ŝŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͛͘180  

dŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ĨŽƌŐĞƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ĨŝĂŶĐĠ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�

blancness and defensive othering: she abandons Georges at the beginning of the novel and 

mistreats him when he seeks her out at the Coq Hardi. Her fear that being seen with him 

ŚĞŝŐŚƚĞŶƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�͚ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƐŚĞ�ǁŝƐŚĞƐ�ƚŽ distance herself 

from others who are also produced as inferior.181 Accordingly, she misguidedly looks to her ethnic 

majority family for the love and sense of belonging that her fiancé and his family offer her 

freely.182 NDiaye again challenges the notion that minorities are responsible for the social division 

ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ďǇ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�

ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƐ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͗�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�ƵŶĂƐŚĂŵĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĂůŵŽƐƚ�ƵŶĂǁĂƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ǁŝƚŚ�

which FĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ�ŵĂƌŬ�Śŝŵ͘183  

After &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƌĞŵŽǀĞ�ŚĞƌ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͕͛�ƐŚĞ�ƐĞĞŬƐ�

out her spurned fiancé and brings him back to the familǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͕�ƐƚĂƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ ͚très attaché 

ă�ůƵŝ͛.184 However, her motives for reuniting with Georges are undermined by her desire to obey 

�ŽůĞƚƚĞ�͚ĞŶ�ƚŽƵƐ�ƉŽŝŶƚƐ͕͛�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ďǇ�ŵĂƌƌǇŝŶŐ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ��ƵŐğŶĞ͘185 Although she now 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĂƵŶƚ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�ŝƐ�Ɛƚŝůů�ĚŝƌĞĐƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�ĨŽƌ approval that imprisons 

her in the first half of the novel. Her metamorphosis can be seen as the embodied manifestation 

of her internalisation of inferiorising racist discourses and the resulting need to seek approval 

from the ethnic majority in ways that often denigrate or ignore the experiences of ethnic 

minorities. Indeed, &ĂŶŶǇ�ƉůĂĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ŽǁŶ�ƋƵĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ĂďŽǀĞ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͛�

ǁĞůůďĞŝŶŐ�ĂƐ͕�ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ǁŝůů�ĨĂĐĞ�͚ƚŽƵƌŵĞŶƚƐ͛�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͕�ƐŚĞ�ŶŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ�

insists on having Śŝŵ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŚĞƌ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŚŝƐ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�ĐĂŶ�ŶŽǁ�͚mettre en valeur ma très 

satisfaisante nouvelle personne͛͘186 As such, just as she abused her colleague at the Coq Hardi, 

Fanny willingly turns a blind eye to the discrimination that Georges faces. &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�transformation 

and internalised desire to please the white ethnic majority are thus in-keeping and complicit with 

the gendered and racialised social hierarchy that oppresses her and other minorities.  

 
179 Pyke (2010), p.557. 
180 Ibid. 
181 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.214. 
182 See ibid. pp.220, 33. 
183 Ibid. p.220. 
184 Ibid. p.214. 
185 Ibid. 
186 Ibid. 
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&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ discourses of worthiness and 

gratitude also reinforces her subjugation. tŚĞŶ�ƐŚĞ�ŚĂƐ�͚ĚĞƐ�ƉĞŶƐĠĞƐ�ŵĠĨŝĂŶƚĞƐ͛�ĂďŽƵƚ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�

abusive behaviour, Fanny is immediately filled with shame ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ďĞůŝĞǀĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŝƐ�͚ƉůƵƐ�

Ě͛ƵŶĞ�ĨŽŝƐ�ƌĞĚĞǀĂďůĞ͛�ƚŽ Lucette for not excluding her.187 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�ŐƌĂƚĞĨƵů�

that she is tolerated, just as ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĞǁ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�͚ŝŶĚĞďƚĞĚ͛�ƚŽ�

the nation because naturalisation is conceived as a favour, prevents her from questioning or 

challenging the oppression she faces.188 Likewise, she believes, in spite of her quest for Léda, that 

she must demonstrate herself to be worthy of integration into the family by being 'paisible, 

ŚƵŵďůĞ͕�ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƵĞƵƐĞ͛; the opposite of willful.189 Incapable or unwilling to see that this 

ǁŽƌƚŚŝŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ŝŶĐŽŵƉĂƚŝďůĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕�ŝŶ�ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǇĞƐ͕�ŝƚ�ǁŝůů�ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ďĞ�ƌĞůŝĂŶƚ�ŽŶ�

her accepting her inferiority, she wonders what elƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�ŵƵƐƚ�ĚŽ͗�͚à quoi me fallait-il encore 

ĂĐĐĠĚĞƌ�ƉŽƵƌ�ŵĠƌŝƚĞƌ�Ě͛être possédée par le village et la famille, irrévocablement͙͍͛͘190 Along 

with her blancness͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ďŽƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ�ŽĨ�Ă�ĚĞŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐŝŶŐ�

integration and the ambiguous notions of worthiness and gratitude blurs the reality that she will 

never be treated equally by her family or, by extension, the French nation because of how she is 

both gendered and racialised. Instead, these republican universalist discourses and a constantly 

deferred promise of equality through integration ensnare her in a double bind: directing her 

towards socio-economic immobility and silence whilst concealing the violence this involves.  

 :ƵƐƚ�ĂƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚĞ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�ŐƌĂƚĞĨƵů�ƚŽ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ƐŝůĞŶĐĞƐ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�

exploitation she faces, it also prevents her from grasping the true nature of the physical and often 

sexual violence she experiences. Lucette is often depicted as physically crushing Fanny, reducing 

her mobility as though trapping her in a cage, and NDiaye replicates this imagery in the portrayals 

of other characters, including when Uncle Georges and a truck driver rape Fanny and Colette 

leaves her little space in the boat in which she announces her exclusion.191 When Lucette crushes 

ŚĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƐŚĂƌĞĚ�ďĞĚ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�͚ĠƚĂŝƚ�ƉŽƵƌƚĂŶƚ�ƌĞĐŽŶŶĂŝƐƐĂŶƚĞ�ǀĂŐƵĞŵĞŶƚ�ă�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ĚĞ�Ŷ͛ġƚƌĞ�ƉŽŝŶƚ�

dégoƸƚĠĞ�͙�ũĂŵĂŝƐ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�Ŷ͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�Ě͛ŚĠƐitation au moment de rouler sur Fanny, ce pour quoi 

ƐĞƵůĞŵĞŶƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ�ů͛ĂŝŵĂŝƚ�ŵĂůŐƌĠ�ůĞƐ�ƉĞŝŶĞƐ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ƐƵďŝƐƐĂŝƚ͛͘192 Comparing >ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�

ŚĞƌ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĚŝƐĚĂŝŶ�ĨŽƌ�ŚĞƌ, Fanny believes that, as Bujor explains, ͚cet écrasement témoigne de 

 
187 Ibid. p.79. 
188 See Mazouz (2019), p.144. 
189 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.61. 
190 Ibid. pp.61, 228. 
191 Ibid. p.149; Frye (1983), pp.4-5. 
192 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.103. 
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ů͛indifĨĠƌĞŶĐĞ�ĨĂĐĞ�ă�ƐŽŶ�ĠƚƌĂŶŐĞƚĠ͛͘193 This results, as before, in a misplaced sense of gratitude 

that means she accepts the oppression she suffers.  

Nevertheless, such an interpretation is controverted by the author as this passage is 

followed shortly with FannǇ͛Ɛ�ƌĂƉĞ�ďǇ�ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ǁŚŽ�͚ůĂ�ƉƌĞƐƐĂŝƚ�Ɛŝ�ĨŽƌƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ƋƵ͛ĞůůĞ�ĞŶ�

ĨƵƚ�ŝŶĐŽŵŵŽĚĠĞ͛, and by a truck driver she believes knows Léda ǁŚŽ�͚ů͛ĂƚƚƌĂƉĂ͛�ĂŶĚ�͚ů͛ĠĐƌĂƐĂŝƚ�

ĐŽŶƚƌĞ�ůĂ�ǀŝƚƌĞ͛͘194 The mirrored imagery of Fanny being repeatedly crushed stresses not just the 

violence but also the oppressive power relations at work behind each attack. Furthermore, the 

ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŵĂĚĞ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͕�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĚƌŝǀĞƌ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ�ĂƐ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŶŐ�͚ĐŽŵŵĞ�

ů͛ĂǀĂŝƚ�ĨĂŝƚ ů͛ŽŶĐůĞ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͕�ŽƵ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͕͛�ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�͚ƵŶƌĞůĂƚĞĚ�

phenomena, tŚŝŶŐƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐĞĞŵ�͞ũƵƐƚ�ƚŽ�ŚĂƉƉĞŶ͟�ďƵƚ�ĂƌĞ�ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƚŚĞ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐ�ŶĂƚƵƌĞ�ŽĨ�

ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ͛͘195 Fanny is thus socially as well as physically immobilised by the crushing 

weight of tŚĞ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝĂůŝƐĞĚ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ�ĞŶĂĐƚĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŐŐƌĞƐƐŽƌƐ͛�

behaviour.196  

Fanny is also immobilised and silenced by shock during these sexual assaults as she notes 

ŚĞƌ�ƵŶĐůĞ͛Ɛ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�͚ƐƚƵƉĠĨĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛͘197 KŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŚĂŶĚ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƐƵďŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ or freezing here is 

ƚǇƉŝĐĂů͕�ĂƐ�'ĂĞŶƐďĂƵĞƌ�ŶŽƚĞƐ͕�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐ�ŽĨƚĞŶ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�͚ĚŽĐŝůĞ͛�in the face of traumatic 

events.198 On the other hand, it can also be linked to &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĞĚ�ŶĞĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ďĞ�

approved by the ethnic majority. Speaking ĂďŽƵƚ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ�͚ůĞ�ůĂŝƐƐĞ�ĨĂŝƌĞ͛�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ǁŽƵůĚ�

not ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ��ŽůĞƚƚĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƐŚĞ�͚ƐĞ�ŐĂƌĚĂŝƚ�ĚĞ�ĨƌĞŝŶĞƌ͛�ƚŚĞ�ĚƌŝǀĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ƐŚĞ�

ƚŚŝŶŬƐ͗�͚ďŝĞŶ�ƋƵ͛ĠƚĂŶƚ�ĐŚĞǌ�ŵŽŝ�ŝů�ŶĞ�ĐŽŶǀŝĞŶƚ�ƉĂƐ�ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�ĚŝƐĞ�ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ�ƐĞ�ĐŽŵƉŽƌƚĞƌ͕�ŵĂŝƐ�ƋƵĞ�ũĞ�

fasƐĞ�ůĂ�ƐŽƵŵŝƐĞ�Ğƚ�ůĂ�ŵŽĚĞƐƚĞ͕�ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ�ĚĠũă�ĚĞ�ŶĞ�ƉĂƐ�ĚĠƉůĂŝƌĞ͛͘199 This reveals how FĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

internalisation of intersecting gendered and racialised norms, through discourses of worthiness 

and pleasing others, make her more vulnerable to abuse, including sexual assault, and make it 

harder for her to interpret and speak out about it as violence.  

Noteworthy in the examples above is also how the detached narration passes over and so 

minimises these events as though they were micro-aggressions. Replicating ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĂůŝĞŶĂƚŝŽŶ�

of Fanny according to Gaensbauer, this narration underlines ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�blancness is linked to a 

more widespread will-to-blindness in French society of the violence inflicted on ethnic minority 

 
193 Bujor, (2018) p.53. 
194 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.109, 20. 
195 Ahmed (2017), p.157. 
196 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.109. 
197 Ibid. 
198 See Gaensbauer (2009), p.219. 
199 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.109, 20. 
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women.200 Yet, whilst the narrator seems complicit in overlooking the structural oppression faced 

by ethnic minority women in French society, the imagery of imprisonment and mirroring across 

several scĞŶĞƐ�ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ�ďǇ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ�ďǇ��ŚŵĞĚ͗�͚We have 

learned to sever the connection between this event, and that, between this experience and that. 

To make a connection is thus to restore what has been lost (where loss should be understood as 

ĂŶ�ĂĐƚŝǀĞ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐͿ͖�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŽ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞ�Ă�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ͛͘201 �Ɛ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƚŽŽůƐ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�

connections between violence that might otherwise be interpreted as unrelated or blamed upon 

the victim herself, they help foster an intersectional feminist consciousness of the structural 

ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ�Ăƚ�ǁŽƌŬ͘�/Ŷ�ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ͕�ƚŚĞǇ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ�ŚŽǁ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ�ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�

shaped by the concept of worthiness through pleasing others and is therefore the result of such 

power relations. NDiaye thus paints a picture which unveils and undermines an inegalitarian 

process and the deceptive republican universalist discourses employed to facilitate it. 

DŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ͛Ɛ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ͕͛�who had previously 

manifested his contempt for Fanny by tearing the photo of her as a child, suggests that the 

͚physical contact͛ from Lucette that Fanny appreciates is not incompatible with disgust for this 

ethnic minority woman. Indeed, this is evidenced in the attitudes of the male villagers towards 

ŚĞƌ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƉƌŽƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ͗�͚un des hommes avait émis un ricanement grivois, sans que, pour autant, le 

mépris quittâƚ�ƐŽŶ�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͛͘202 &ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�͚success͛ in her sex-work, as the embodiment of exotic 

femininity, functions through, rather than in spite of, the social hierarchy which makes her an 

ŽďũĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ĚĞƌŝƐŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĂďũĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚĞƌ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ͘�hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƐŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�

be ͚possessed͛ by the village and her family arises from their value systems and numbs her to the 

true extent of the violence enacted upon her as she is socially, economically and physically 

exploited and abused, silenced and immobilised. In this way, NDiaye exposes how her 

ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĞƚŚŶŽĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ�ƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚĂů�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶg those related to 

republican universalism, also serves to blur the inequality she faces and its sources and thereby 

facilitates her complicity with them.  

&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞĞŵŝŶĞŶƚ�ƐǇŵďŽů�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ƚƌĂƵŵĂƚŝĐ�

impact. Their fantastic nature foregrounds how the simultaneous desire to escape inequality in 

&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƐŝŶŐ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ĂƌĞ�

fundamentally incompatible and cannot find a natural or realist solution. Instead, it is only in the 

realms of fantasy that the reality of the dissimulated and inescapable marking process can be 

(temporarily) overcome. Yet, as it is only Fanny rather than society as a whole who changes, the 

 
200 Gaensbauer (2009), p.212. 
201 Ahmed (2017), p.157. 
202 NDiaye (1990/2007), p.296. 
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inegalitarian social system and discourses in which this marking is imbricated remain in place. The 

dissipation of her newfound form after her first metamorphosis therefore suggests that the hope 

of equality and acceptance through integration is optimistic even within fiction. This is reinforced 

through her disintegration after her second transformative experience, which also highlights the 

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů�ĚĂŵĂŐĞ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ͘�&ĂĐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�ĂďƵƐŝǀĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ�ĂŶĚ�

internalising their exclusionary and treacherous discourses, including those of republican 

universalism, means that existence itself requires so much effort that it becomes destructive for 

ethnic minority women like Fanny.  

EĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĂŵŽŶŐ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ�ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ�ƐƵďǀĞƌƚƐ�ƚŚŝƐ�

process which her protagonist is unable to overcome. Gaensbauer argues that the fantastic, 

ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƌ�ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚĞĚ�ǀŝƐŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƐĞĞ�'ĞŽƌŐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�>ƵĐĞƚƚĞ�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�ƐŚĞ�

ŝƐ�ƌĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƚƌƵĐŬ�ĚƌŝǀĞƌ͕�ĂĐƚƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�͚ǀŽŝǆ�ĚĞ�ĨĞŵŵĞ͛�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŐĞnder-based violence 

Fanny faces and its traumatic impact.203 dŚŝƐ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ͕�ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�

intertextuality as well as the fantastic makes it possible to bƵŝůĚ�ƵƉŽŶ�'ĂĞŶƐďĂƵĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͗�Ăll 

of these elements are mechanisms through which NDiaye explores not only gender but also race-

based violence and the way it can be concealed through republican universalist discourses such as 

integration, worthiness and reciprocal rights and duties. By exposing intersecting power relations 

as well as their negative impact upon Fanny, NDiaye thereby develops the intersectional feminist 

consciousness which Fanny was unable to achieve and that might give others the tools to more 

successfully resist the kinds of power relations Fanny negotiates. 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ĂƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�

fantastic metamorphoses transgress the symbolic borders created by racialised categorisations 

ĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇ͘�/Ŷ�ŚĞƌ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�DĂƌŝĞ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�Snauwaert demonstrates that the variable 

colours and transformations of her characters depict their subjectivity as unstable and therefore 

not fitting within socially constructed boundaries such as race or gender.204 Accordingly, the way 

in which Fanny is able to temporarily transform her apƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞŵŽǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŝƚĠ͛�

with which she is marked highlights the constructed nature of both this marking and the symbolic 

ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƐĞůĨ�ĂŶĚ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͘�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŝŶǀĂůŝĚĂƚĞƐ�

reductive categories by blurring genre boundaries in the novel: through introducing fantastic 

elements into a predominantly realist text she rejects the limitations of either realism or the 

fantastic. This is in-keeping with the themes of fiction, reality and myth-making that are signalled 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞů͛Ɛ�ŝŶƚĞƌƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�Don Quijote. By exploring 

 
203 Gaensbauer (2009), p.221. 
204 See Snauwaert (2016). 
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how an inegalitarian, ethnocentric and patriarchal French society is mythologised as enacting 

republican universalist principles, NDiaye unmasks how the ethnic majority characters blur the 

boundaries of fiction and reality in order to construct and police a racialised and gendered 

universal. As such, NDiaye reveals how symbolic borders are both erected and transgressed to 

maintain unequal power relations and thereby disproves the supposedly intrinsic nature of such 

borders in the first place. Ultimately, En famille sheds light upon and challenges the discourses 

and social practices, including those of republican universalism, that create limiting and 

exclusionary boundaries in order to mask, justify and reproduce the oppressive directionality 

negotiated by ethnic minority women in France.  

The Exposure and Subversion of Intersecting Inequalities and Deceptive 

Republican Universalist Discourses in French society 

Although Fanny is ultimately unsuccessful in her quest for not just equality but also freedom and 

fraternity through integration, En famille illuminates and subverts the unequal power relations 

which are both its source and end point. Whilst implicit intertextuality with Don Quijote de la 

Mancha foregrounds the theme of tackling injustice, the mythologised nature of this tale also 

ůŽĐĂƚĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĂŶ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�Ă�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů�

framework. In this vein, Marie NDiaye centralises the story of someone who is marginalised and 

dismantles the process through which she is marked as particular and fetishised as a stranger in 

France. Through vivid imagery of imprisonment, En famille highlights how Fanny is caught 

between a network of interrelated barriers that produce her as inferior because of both her 

origins and gender, and facilitate her marginalisation, exploitation and exclusion.205 NDiaye also 

employs imagery evocative of the slave trade to hint at continuity betǁĞĞŶ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ŝŶ�

modern France and the colonised under the French Empire, including those who were enslaved. 

Meanwhile, the repeated mirroring of scenes in which the family and villagers oppress Fanny 

underlines the structural nature of the intersectional power relations involved. In this way, 

NDiaye portrays how Fanny is systematically directed towards immobility and silence in France as 

an ethnic minority woman, as emphasised through a fantastic topography which unravels any 

sense of progress.  

Furthermore, the novel illustrates how unequal power relations are often enacted 

through, not just in spite of, republican universalism. When universalist notions, such as 

integration, worthiness and reciprocal rights and duties, are interwoven with inferiorising and 

 
205 See Frye (1983), pp.4-5. 
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exclusionary discourses, the deceptive promise or hope of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité actually 

ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞƐ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘ Exploring this in relation to the intertextuality 

with Don Quijote has elucidated how this process, and the constant deferral of universalist 

promises, blurs reality to conceal the violence minorities face and the social hierarchies this 

upholds. Fanny has moments of perspicacity when she realises that she is in a double bind 

because she will neither be integrated nor tolerated unless she accepts the gendered and 

racialised identity and inferior socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�ŚĞƌ͗�͚est-il juste que je doive, 

ŵŽŝ͕�ĨĂŝƌĞ�ƚĂŶƚ�Ě͛ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ͕�ĂůŽƌƐ�ƋƵ͛ŝů�Ă�Ɛuffi à Eugène de venir au monde?͛͘206 The narrative thus 

highlights how the challenges of integration that Fanny faces are not those of assimilation but of 

sex and race-based discrimination transcending formal citizenship status or nationality. Yet the 

misleading nature of republican universalist discourses means that Fanny more easily internalises 

them and becomes driven by the need to please those most privileged and valued in French 

society. This leads to her complicity in this self-perpetuating process both in immobilising and 

silencing herself and other ethnic minorities. When Fanny seeks out a new path at the start of her 

quest for equality she is thus waylaid from the beginning by the contradictions between the 

promises of republican universalism and the reality of how they and other universalist concepts 

are employed to restrictively direct ethnic minority women in France.  

Ultimately, unless the racist and sexist attitudes which pervade French society in the 

novel are dismantled, even a fantastic transformation will slowly be undone as Fanny doubts her 

own self-worth, integrity and rights. As she attempts one final metamorphosis, the unrelenting 

nature of the directing process appears to physically crush and press her, causing her identity and 

the hope of integration to ooze out of her, such that she is left an inert, disintegrated mass that 

ĐĂŶ�ĨŝŶĂůůǇ�ďĞ�ĚŝƐƉŽƐĞĚ�ŽĨ�ĂŶĚ�ĨŽƌŐŽƚƚĞŶ�ďǇ�ŚĞƌ�ǁŚŝƚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘�zĞƚ͕�ǁŚŝůƐƚ�&ĂŶŶǇ͛Ɛ�family erase her 

existence and the way they deny her the republican universalist promises of Liberté, Égalité, 

Fraternité from their memories, En famille powerfully and evocatively illuminates the violence 

and traumatism this involves. By encouraging an intersectional feminist awareness of this process, 

NDiaye thereby subverts the exclusionary and inferiorising discourses involved in her 

ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ͛Ɛ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞŐƵŝůŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ�ƚƌĞĂĐŚĞƌŽƵƐ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�

discourses through which this is achieved. Furthermore, through fantastic transformations which 

transgress the borders produced between different groups of people and literary genres, this 

work exposes the constructed nature of such borders and undermines this notion which is central 

to justifying and reproducing inegalitarian power relations in modern-day France.  

 

 
206 NDiaye (1990/2007), pp.287-88. 
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>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ͕�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ĂŶĚ�EĞǁ�WŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ͗��ůƵĐŝĚĂƚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�

�ŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ�Ă�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�&ĂůƐĞ��ŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ 

Critically acclaimed authors Marie NDiaye and Linda Lê both express how their desire to elucidate 

and challenge violence and social injustice motivates and shapes their writing.1 By applying an 

original intersectional framework to analyse their works, this thesis offers new insights into some 

of the ways in which the novelists achieve this goal. In particular, it has focused upon how they 

give a voice to ethnic minority women who are likely to face multiple forms of discrimination and 

inequality. Indeed, Lê and NDiaye depict how their ethnic minority female characters, whether 

ĞǆŝůĞƐ�ŝŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�Žƌ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ͕ are routinely the victims of marginalisation, 

paternalism, exploitation, oppression and physical violence in French society. This research 

expands on single-ĂǆŝƐ�ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ�ƚŽ�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞƐ by demonstrating how such 

violence is portrayed as arising from intersecting and widespread sex and race-based power 

relations.2 BƌŝŶŐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ƚŝŵĞ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�the similarities in this 

picture of French society, and the reality of intersectional systems of domination, whilst also 

ƵŶĐŽǀĞƌŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĐĂŶ�ĞǆŝƐƚ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͘�&Žƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�>ġ͛Ɛ�

Vietnamese exiles are more likely to be treated with paternalism and (sexually) commodified as 

exotic than E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ who, often appearing to have African origins, face more open 

hostility as they are rarely tolerated or welcomed into the Hexagon. On the one hand, this may 

reflect the argument that Vietnamese exiles have been treated as the victims of communism 

rather than as unwanted migrants, as is often the case for thosĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ĨŽƌŵĞƌ�ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ.3 

On the other hand, it reveals that the dearth of research into the experiences of women with 

Vietnamese origins in French society, whether in sociological studies or in relation to literary or 

cinematic depictions, is highly problematic as these women are negatively affected by the same 

intersectional power structures. In shedding ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽŶ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�this issue, this thesis 

therefore aims to provide evidence of how adopting a similar intersectional lens in further 

research in feminist and postcolonial francophone studies would be both fruitful and necessary to 

understand and tackle discrimination and inequality in French society.   

This project has also demonstrated how the novels explore violence and systems of 

oppression with regard to various concepts and discourses central to republican universalism, 

ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚĞ�ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͛�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞ�ŚŽǁ�discourses and practices 

 
1 See Argand (1999); Chanda (2013); NDiaye (03/11/2009). 
2 See, for example, Huston (2004); Sarrey-Strack (2002). 
3 Kleppinger and Reeck (2018), p.5. 
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relating to republican universalism are inextricably intertwined with the everyday lives and social 

interactions of their ethnic minority female characters. Building upon existing scholarship on 

ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�first chapter revealed how portrayals of the 

widespread marking and fetishism of these women indicate the failure of the universalist principle 

of abstraction as a result of both sexism and racism.4 This intersectional approach made it 

possible to expose how, whilst the national body is associated with whiteness, the universal body 

is also associated with masculinity. Understanding how these entities are not coterminous reveals 

how ethnic minority women͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƐŚĂƉĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�Ğxclusion from both symbolic 

bodies. /ƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ƵŶĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�͚ŶŽŶ-Ěŝƚ͛�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƉƌĞǀŝous analyses of 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞs discrimination and inequality as, by superficially respecting abstraction, 

ethnic majority characters conceal the racist nature of their attitudes and behaviour.5    

The second and third chapters extended the analysis of the intersectional power relations 

shaping the lives of the ethnic minority female characters. They set out how these women are 

never integrated as equals in France because they are expected to submit their will to others, 

thereby adapting to restrictive and exploitative gendered and racialised norms, or face exclusion. 

Consequently, they argue that the characters͛ ĨĂŝůĞĚ�͚ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ǁĂƐ�ŶŽƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�

supposed cultural differences but, instead, the product of sex and race-based discrimination and 

inequalities. dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƚƌƵĞ�ĨŽƌ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ǁŚŽ�ĂƌĞ�ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ�ƵƉ�ŝŶ�Ă�ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĂƐ�

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĐŚaracters who have no multicultural upbringing. Adopting a contextualised approach 

underlines the significance of these depictions in the early 1990s when it was only towards the 

early 2000s that integration discourse and policy began to account for discrimination as a 

potential barrier to integration.6 The fact that >ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌĞǀĂŝůŝŶŐ�

doxa about integration at the time conveys the value of their contribution to knowledge on such 

issues and signals the continued need for research into literature and various mediums to gain a 

fuller understanding of French society and the experiences of those marginalised within it. These 

chapters also demonstrate how the oppression of ethnic minority female characters occurs 

through allegedly egalitarian universalist discourses, spanning from integration, worthiness, 

indebtedness and reciprocal rights and duties to deceptive promises of freedom, equality and 

fraternity. Building upon the foundation created in previous but isolated and single-axis analyses 

ŽĨ�ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�Žƌ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�thus makes it possible to draw important 

 
4 Jensen, (2017); Bujor, (2018). 
5 Behar (2013); Cotille-Foley (2009). 
6 See ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŝŶ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŽǁ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ĂƌŽƵŶĚ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ, 
even today, focus on cultural differencesand only begin to consider the role of discrimination in the late 
1990s. 



0 

179 

conclusions about their works and what they suggest about French society.7 By exposing the 

oppressive directionality of a wide range of republican universalist concepts and discourses across 

various novels, these authors reveal the considerable extent to which these discourses are 

implicated in intersectional systems of domination. In turn, this indicates that such systems 

cannot be dismantled without a greater understanding of this imbrication.  

/Ŷ�Ă�ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ�ǀĞŝŶ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ƐŚŽǁƐ�ŚŽǁ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƵŶǀĞŝů�ƚŚĞ�connections 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ŵŽĚĞƌŶ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͛Ɛ�ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů�Ɖast. 

ZĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�WĂƐĐĂů��ůĂŶĐŚĂƌĚ͛Ɛ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�

the historical mission civilisatrice and modern-day integration policies elucidates how Lê portrays 

the power relations shaping the lives of her characters as a legacy of racist and sexist imperial 

discourses. She conveys how, through promises of freedom, equality, or fraternity, the 

ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ�ĂƌĞ�ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĞŵďĂƌŬ�ŽŶ�ĂŶ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶĂƚƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ�͚ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͕�Ă�

mission civilisatrice on French soil, long after the official end of the French Empire. Meanwhile 

NDiaye employs imagery that allegorically links the experiences of her female characters to those 

of African women caught up in the Atlantic slave trade. Considering the novels in relation to Sara 

DĂǌŽƵǌ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ŝŶƚŽ�ŵŽƌĞ�ƌĞĐĞŶƚ�ŶĂƚƵƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚŝƌĚ�

chapters also draw attention to how the characters are judged against pre-existing criteria that 

reinforces intersectional social hierarchies. Yet my research also applied the findings of such 

policy-related studies to a new area by examining ŚŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ͛�ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�republican 

universalism conveys its relevance to everyday situations and relationships beyond specific 

processes such as that of naturalisation. This has further underlined the need to examine how 

republican universalism functions to understand the experiences of ethnic minority women and 

French society as a whole. 

 As NDiaye and Lê employ multiple literary tools, such as imagery, allegory, intertextuality 

and the fantastic, to illuminate the potentially deceptive and oppressive mobilisation of 

republican universalist concepts, this thesis has proposed that their novels express and foster the 

kind of intersectional feminist consciousness outlined by Sara Ahmed. She argues that it is 

necessary not just to understand the violence and oppression enacted through the intersections 

ŽĨ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞǆŝƐŵ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ŚŽǁ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ĐŽŶĐĞĂůĞĚ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�͚ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĐŝǀŝůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ůŽǀĞ͛.8 

Applying this to the novels and their particular French context has demonstrated how republican 

universalism can function in the same way as these deceptive languages: discourses and practices 

meant to safeguard Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité make these ideals unattainable for certain 

 
7 Bujor, (2018); Jensen, (2017); Selao (2007). 
8 See Ahmed (2010), p.86. 
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minorities within French society. In turn, pinpointing the variety of ways in which the authors 

convey this reality highlights how they actively encourage an intersectional feminist 

consciousness of these issues and their impact on ethnic minority women and other minorities in 

the nation home to universal human rights.  

Awareness of how republican universalism is employed as an oppressive directing tool 

makes it possible to elaborate on the conclusions of previous research, in relation to both the 

French socio-ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�works, that this ideology constitutes a society-wide 

͚ĨĂƵǆ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵĞ͛͘9 As the novels go bĞǇŽŶĚ�ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŶŐ�͚the gap between the ideology of 

ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞĂůŝƚŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ�ůŝĨĞ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ƌĞveals it to be false, republican universalism 

can be considered as Ă�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�͚ĨĂůƐĞ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͛͘10 Ahmed builds upon the work of feminist 

and Marxist thinkers to propose this concept as a means to understand how purportedly positive 

discourses, such as happiness, are used to restrictively direct ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ�interpretation of the world: 

͚there is something false about our consciousness of the world; we learn not to be conscious, not 

to see what happens right in front of us. Happiness provides as it were a cover, a way of covering 

over what resists or is resistant to a view of the world, or a worldview, as harmonious͛.11 Likewise, 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ŚŽǁ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�

society as harmonious and offering Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, ŝŵƉĞĚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�

see and comprehend what is happening in front of them: entrenched social division caused by the 

widespread discrimination and inequalities faced by gendered and racialised minorities. This 

contradicts arguments, which remain influential, that any divisions within French society are the 

result of external threats to republican universalism such as cultural differences or, specifically, 

Anglo-Saxon multiculturalism in the form of postcolonialism or intersectionality.12 Considering the 

dialogue between the novels and their context therefore unveils the originality and pertinence of 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ as they undermine and shed light on issues which continue to be masked 

and perpetuated through reference to republican universalism nowadays. 

Significantly, Ahmed notes that false consciousness facilitates the reproduction of unequal 

social ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ͗�͚dŚĞ�ŬĞǇ�ŵŝŐŚƚ�ŶŽƚ�ďĞ�ƐŽ�ŵƵĐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚƌƵƚŚ�ĂŶĚ�ĨĂůƐŝƚǇ�ďƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�

role of falsity in the reproduction of the truth. In other words, consciousness is false because it 

fails to coincide with itself, which is what allows a certain order to be reproduced, defining the 

 
9 See Delphy (1996 (2010)), p.319; Bujor, (2018); Jensen, (2017). 
10 Jensen, (2017) p.229. 
11 Ahmed (2010), pp.83-84. 
12 For more ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ͕�ƐĞĞ�͚/ŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ͗�/ŶĐŽŵƉĂƚŝďůĞ�
Žƌ�ZĞĐŽŶĐŝůŝĂďůĞ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ͘� 
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ŚŽƌŝǌŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐŝďŝůŝƚǇ�Žƌ�ƚƌƵƚŚ͛͘13 As a false consciousness imbricated in discourses of happiness 

blinds us to the reality of injustice, it facilitates the reproduction of this reality. Similarly, Lê and 

E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�explorations of republican universalism through various themes, such as the blurring of 

fiction and reality or the mythologised rewriting of both the past and present, establish how a 

false social narrative reproduces social hierarchies. Indeed, this thesis has argued that universalist 

promises of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité that are never fulfilled are one of many tools through 

which ethnic minority female characters are restrictively directed towards silence and socio-

economic immobility in French society. It has contended that the internalisation of this false 

consciousness by these women leads to their complicity in the exclusionary and inferiorising 

discourses of which they are the victims. Lê͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ͕�ĂƐ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐĂůůǇ�

ĂŶĚ�ǀŝƐĐĞƌĂůůǇ�ƚŽƌŶ�ĂƉĂƌƚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐĞĚ͕�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŶƚĂƐƚŝĐ͕�ĂƐ�

characters are disorientated and even disintegrate, highlight the traumatic impact of this 

internalisation. In portraying this issue, the authors expose the complex and self-perpetuating 

nature of the ethnocentric and patriarchal social systems facilitated through a republican 

universalist false consciousness. This conveys the authors͛�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ with elucidating not only the 

falsity or denial linked to republican universalism, themes already examined in research on 

NDiaye in particular, but also how this functions as an oppressive mechanism in French society.14 

Indeed, they unravel myths about the allegedly demarginalising, liberating and egalitarian nature 

of republican universalism to unveil how the discrimination and oppression experienced by ethnic 

ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ǁŽŵĞŶ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĐŽŶƚƌĂǀĞŶĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƵďůŝĐ͛Ɛ�ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐĞĚ�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐ�and is often justified 

through them.15 

 Whilst NDiaye and >ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ŽĨĨĞƌ�Ă�ƐƚĂƌŬ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�

universalism as a false consciousness on their ethnic minority female characters, the 

intersectional feminist consciousness developed within and/or through the narratives is also a 

ƐŽƵƌĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŽƉĞ͘��ŚŵĞĚ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ă�ĨĂůƐĞ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ�͚ďůŽĐŬƐ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ǁŽƌůĚƐ�͘͘�ƐƵĐŚ�

ƚŚĂƚ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�ůŽƐƚ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ůŝǀĞĚ͕�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ͕�Žƌ�ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ͛͘16 Similarly, the inability 

to understand how current discourses around republican universalism restrict our thinking as well 

as our behaviour limits our ability to imagine alternative worlds. An intersectional feminist 

consciousness of this process, although not subversive in and of itself, can therefore be applied to 

 
13 Ahmed (2010), p.166. 
14 See, for example, Asibong (2013); Bujor, (2018); Brendlé, (2017). 
15 dŚĞ�ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽŶ�͚�ďƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌƐ�ŚŽǁ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂŶ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�
republican universalism is present in discourses of the 1980s and exemplified in Long (1988); Haut Conseil à 
l'intégration (HCI) (1991). 
16 Ahmed (2010), p.165. 
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seek alternatives to, and undermine the restrictive power relations protected through, a 

republican universalist false consciousness.  

>ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕�E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�ƌĞƐŝƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐƚ�ĨĂůƐĞ�

consciousness they illuminate and look to alternative paths. Lê admits that, for her, literature 

͚ĚŽŝƚ�ŶĂîƚƌĞ�Ě͛ƵŶ�ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ�ĚĞ�ƌĠďĞůůŝŽŶ ͙�contre ce qui a déterminé votre vie, contre ce qui 

ǀŽƵƐ�ĞƐƚ�ŝŵƉŽƐĠ͘�/ů�ĨĂƵƚ�ƌŽŵƉƌĞ�ůĞƐ�ĂŵĂƌƌĞƐ͕�ďƌŝƐĞƌ�ůĞƐ�ĐĂƌĐĂŶƐ͕�ƋƵ͛ŝůƐ�ƐŽŝĞŶƚ�ceux qui, de 

ů͛ĞǆƚĠƌŝĞƵƌ͕�ƉğƐĞŶƚ�ƐƵƌ�ǀŽƵƐ�Ğƚ�ĐĞƵǆ�ƋƵ͛ŽŶ�Ɛ͛ĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌŐĠƐ�ƐŽŝ-mêŵĞ͛͘17 Such rebellion involves not 

only exposing violence but also imagining the possible futures previously veiled by the false 

consciousness imposed upon society. This thesis has identified various ways in which the divisive, 

ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶĨŝŶŝŶŐ�ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂĨĨĞĐƚ�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ĞƚŚŶŝĐ�ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ�ĨĞŵĂůĞ�

characters are subverted. Just as the characters attempt to resist the injustices they face and the 

ways in which they are reductively marked and fetishised as outsiders, the novels blur the 

boundaries between reality and fiction and also between genres through use of the fantastic. 

Through intertextuality with mythologised tales, the authors also insert their ethnic minority 

female characters within a universal framework and so undermine attempts to confine their 

experiences and identities to the margins as particular. Their employment of the fantastic and 

open-ĞŶĚŝŶŐƐ�ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ�Ă�ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ�͚ŝŶĐŽŵƉƌĠŚĞŶƐŝŽŶ͛�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĂŐĂŝŶ�ƌĞĨƵƐĞs the desire to ͚grasp͛ others 

and their narratives that is intrinsic to the process of stranger fetishism.18 Moreover, it creates an 

ŽƉĞŶŶĞƐƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂƐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƐ͛�ƚŚĂƚ�ĐĂŶ�ĞǆŝƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ŝŶ�

the future and what kind of (new) path they might take.19  

In relation to resistance, Lê explains that her female characters ͚sont des femmes qui ont du 

ŵĂů�ă�ĨĂŝƌĞ�ĞŶƚĞŶĚƌĞ�ůĞƵƌ�ǀŽŝǆ͕�ĚĞƐ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĂŐĞƐ�ƋƵŝ�ƐŽŶƚ�ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�ĞŶ�ůƵƚƚĞ͛͘20 This highlights the 

challenges these women face in making their experiences of othering and oppression in French 

society heard. Research, as with literature, has an important role to play in tackling this product of 

inequality. This thesis has sought, like the authors, to demarginalise the voices of ethnic minority 

women through its theoretical framework, citational practice, and its attention to the authors͛ 

voices as well as those of the ethnic minority female characters. This has contributed new insights 

into the characters, texts and their context in relation to the role of republican universalism in 

oppressive social systems and, as a result, the experiences of ethnic minority women in French 

society. Such research also points to the lacunae that remain in our understanding of something 

 
17 Angela Krieger, 'Correspondence with Linda Lê', in L'Être des lettres : Linda Lê's compositions of form, ed. 
by Angela Krieger (Paris: University of Londin Institute in Paris, 2010), p.236. 
18 Kaprièlian (2009). 
19 Ahmed (2010), p.165. 
20 Ni Cheallaigh (2013). 
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which has such a significant impact on these women and French society as a whole. In the case of 

E�ŝĂǇĞ�ĂŶĚ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ǁŽƌŬƐ͕�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ŝƐ�ƐĐŽƉĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆƉĂŶĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů�ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ�ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ�ŚĞƌĞ�ƚŽ�Ă�

larger range of their works or how other sites of intersecƚŝŽŶ�ƐŚĂƉĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ͕�

such as disability or sexuality. Considering the development of the Pygmalion paradigm as a 

ŵĞĂŶƐ�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶĂů�ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�>ġ͛Ɛ�ƈƵǀƌĞ�could prove an especially fruitful 

way to shed further light on these issues. Meanwhile, cross-cultural comparisons with other 

ethnic minority female ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ĂĚĚ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ŶƵĂŶĐĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ŵĂĚĞ�

in this thesis. Whilst Mame-Fatou EŝĂŶŐ͛Ɛ�analysis of depictions of black women from the 

banlieues explores how republican universalism shapes their daily lives, there is still very little 

research on this issue.21 The voices of Vietnamese women in particular, as noted earlier, also 

remain predominantly unstudied and unheard in sociological research generally as well as in 

relation to republican universalism. There is therefore great scope for carrying out intersectional 

research across multiple disciplines to demarginalise, and differentiate between, the experiences 

of ethnic minority women and, simultaneously, contribute to knowledge of republican 

universalism and how it functions in everyday contexts.  

Yet the emphasis that Lê places on giving a voice to those who are silenced is also 

accompanied by a reference to resistance. �Ǉ�ŶŽƚŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ŚĞƌ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�͚ƚŽƵũŽƵƌƐ�ĞŶ�ůƵƚƚĞ͛, 

she signals their refusal of any reductive victim narrative and conveys their hope of forging less 

oppressive paths. In a work on the use of anger in literature, Lê argues that writers have an 

important role to play in the rebellion against violence and injustice:  

Ceux-ůă�ŽŶƚ�ƉŽƵƌ�ƌƀůĞ�Ě͛ĞŵƉġĐŚĞƌ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ�ĚĞ�Ɛ͛ĂƐƐŽƵƉŝƌ�ĚĂŶƐ�ƐĂ�ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚĠ͘�>ĞƵƌ�ĐŽůğƌĞ͕�
leur rage, leur furie, quel que soit le nom que nous donnons à leur révolte, est ce qui 
nous porte en avant, fait de nous des irréconciliés, des irrésignés, si les berceuses 
consolantes ne nous ont pas définitivement endormis.22 

^ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕�>ġ�ĂŶĚ�E�ŝĂǇĞ͛Ɛ�ŶŽǀĞůƐ�Ăƚƚempt to awaken their readers from normality and to counter 

the ͚ďĞƌĐĞƵƐĞƐ�ĐŽŶƐŽůĂŶƚĞƐ͛�ŽĨ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐĂŶ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂůŝƐŵ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŵĂƐŬ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌƉĞƚƵĂƚĞ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�

race-based discrimination and inequality in France. Their anger at, and exposure of, violence and 

ŝŶũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ�ďǇ�ŵĂŬŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ�͚des irréconciliés, des 

irrésignés͛�ǁŚŽ�ƌĞũĞĐƚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ͘23 Regardless of the success of their characters, Marie NDiaye 

ĂŶĚ�>ŝŶĚĂ�>ġ͛Ɛ writing encourages us not only to see but also to challenge the reality of violence 

and its reproduction through republican universalism within and beyond literature. By stimulating 

an intersectional feminist consciousness through their works, they thus invite us to imagine new 

 
21 Niang (2019). 
22 Lê (2021), p.80. 
23 Ibid. 
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ways of conceiving and enacting the universalist principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité such that 

they pass from a treacherous myth into an inclusive and egalitarian reality. 
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