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Marguerite Duras can best be characterised as a writer exiled between two continents. 

Born as a descendant of French colonists in Cochinchina, she grew up in the 

multicultural, politically divided environment of Cambodia and Annam (currently 

Vietnam). Together with Tonkin, these countries formed the exotic construction of 

‘French Indochina’, which until 1954 was under the political dominance of the French 

Empire in an economic rivalry with British India. Having moved to France at the 

beginning of the thirties, Duras witnessed the rise of Nazism and World War II as well as 

experienced the shock of the Holocaust through the deportation of her husband Robert 

Antelme to Dachau and his later, painful return. After the war Duras developed the 

identity of a French border intellectual and made it known publicly that she never forgot 

her original homelands in Asia. These autobiographical details make it conceivable that 

Duras’s mission in life became one of opposing racism, a vocation she herself often 

emphasised. 

 

In the course of her career, Duras persistently walked a tightrope between the limits of 

reason and unreason. To fulfil her mission by writing, she drew on her individual 

experiential truth, which primarily refers to those affective traces in an implicit memory 

that preserve episodes of historical traumas in the body. In so doing, seeking boldness out 

of attacks of fear with her intentional affection, Duras developed a remarkable narcissism 

and megalomania alongside her alcoholism, so as to have the strength to give artistic 

form for her inner visions. This knowledge does not, however, obscure her position as 

one of the most sensitive interpreters of Western subjectivity of the last century.  

 

 

 



THE INDIA CYCLE AND HISTORICAL TRAUMA 

 

It is Duras’s life history that made a postcolonial viewpoint unavoidable for my 

dissertation Fictionalising Trauma. Here I explore the aesthetics of her transgeneric India 

series (1964−1976) from a cognitive viewpoint as an alternative to those universalising 

psychoanalytic interpretations which became canonical in Euro-American studies of the 

seventies and eighties. Choosing Dominick LaCapra’s concept of historical trauma as my 

theoretical lens, I examine how Duras’s fiction can serve as a collective working-through 

of man-made atrocities, mediated by a series of individual stories of rejection and loss. 

Currently, in a period of increasing collective catastrophes, the narrativisation of 

historical traumas has become more urgent than ever in human history. The importance 

of this rests in the fact that a traumatic experience must be expressed in a symbolic 

language in order to be integrated into the traumatised person’s autobiography. That is, 

since humans are genetically linguistic beings, an emotionally overwhelming event is not 

sufficiently experienced if it is not verbalised, whereupon a survivor needs recurrent 

affective symbolisations during grief work, which finally helps her or him to recover. 

However, an oral, individual narration in clinical practice cannot reorganise collective 

memory after major traumas, which is why we need a social sharing of them through arts, 

for example, literature and cinema. 

 

To demonstrate these ideas in Duras, my study brings together two issues. First, using 

Michael Rothberg’s (2000) and Anne Whitehead’s (2004) studies of narrativising trauma, 

I examine the aesthetic features on which the India Cycle can be defined as ‘trauma 

fiction’, a testimonial genre recently defined for the purpose of literary research which 

has to deal with an increasing number of various trauma narratives. My ultimate intent is 

to propose that Duras would be situated in postwar literary history as a representative of 

trauma fiction, and not merely that of l’écriture feminine, as all literary histories until 

recent years define. Second, in LaCapra’s vein, I treat Duras’s artistic symbolisation of 

trauma as an example of a critical memory-work that may allow the audience a healing, 

self-reflexive experience, yet, without a definitive closure offered by popular, sentimental 

or violent, stories. Thus my stylistic analysis strives to place the India Cycle among those 



postmodernist works which are understood as a European reaction to the crisis of 

representation, language and subjectivity produced by the Holocaust. 

 

The study begins with the idea of cognitive poetics that any meaning process is a function 

of both language and context, while interpretation is always local and historical. As with 

all trauma research, the most intriguing problem is how one can find a sufficient 

symbolic correlate for an overly painful experience which persistently and in a ghostly 

way haunts the memory. Going into this dilemma in detail, I start from the hypothesis of 

an embodied mind as a replacement for the dualist notion of rational subjectivity. The 

embodied mind has been developed in cognitive science from the seventies onwards by 

Francesco Varela and Humberto Maturana (Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1993). With 

current neuroimaging techniques, this concept has been furnished with a detailed 

knowledge of emotion, which is today understood as seamlessly interacting with all 

cognition. Essentially, the model of the embodied mind emphasises an implicit, wordless 

way of processing knowledge side by side with the explicit, linguistic one, including the 

idea of an interpersonal, empathic simulation of the ‘other’ (Hari and Kujala 2009; 

Knuuttila, in press). These aspects helped me to approach the non-verbal language used 

in Duras’s cyclic aesthetics, which particularly sheds light on our racist and sexist 

tendencies of seeing and stigmatising an ethnic or sexual ‘other’. 

 

Behind the India series is Duras’s first successful novel Un barrage contre le Pacifique 

(1950), which realistically treats the disillusionment in the French colonial project from 

the perspective of a poor white family in Cambodia. From the sixties onwards, at the 

beginning of worldwide decolonisation, Duras stylised the same theme into a new anti-

realistic form in the India Cycle, which in many ways criticises realistic representation as 

a testimonial genre. It is a composition of three novels, Le ravissement de Lol V. Stein 

(1964), Le Vice-consul (1966) and L’amour (1971), one play, India Song (1973), as well 

as three films including their scripts, La Femme du Gange (1972), India Song (1974) and 

Son nom de Venise dans Calcutta desért (1976), which progressively modify the stories 

of four traumatised characters on both sides of the colonial system in British India and 

French Cambodia. Called by Duras ‘théâtre-texte-film’, this aesthetic hybrid anticipates 



our multi-media culture as a palimpsestic phantasm, which once more speaks to the decay 

and implosion of colonialism. Using analogical reasoning, Duras builds a variety of 

parallel narrative structures which play widely with difference in similarity, thus 

dismantling traditional binary oppositions of European thinking. With this innovative 

form, Duras finally detached herself from the Asian misery which haunted her memory as 

frequent flashback-like episodes.  

 

FROM BLANKNESS TOWARDS A PLENITUDE OF SIGNS 

 

As all ‘Durasophiles’ know, Duras mostly operates with a skilful non-verbal interaction 

between characters ‒ movements, gestures, positions, looks, silences and voices, and 

particularly cries ‒ which so-called ‘Durasophobes’ perhaps are not willing or able to 

decipher (cf. Schuster 1993). This feature has greatly influenced the interpretations of her 

works. While she obviously fought from the fifties onwards for the liberation of female 

sexuality, many feminist scholars in the seventies and eighties welcomed her as a 

pioneering writer of the female body. Prompted by Jacques Lacan’s famous hommage to 

Duras (1975) following her novel Le ravissement de Lol V. Stein, the body language of 

her heroines was interpreted simply as signs of Freudian ‘hysteria’, separation anxiety 

and neurotic repression. This was made by using a vocabulary of Lacan’s essentialist 

‘Woman’ as ‘lack’, and a ubiquitous ‘desire’ regulating competitive oedipal triangles. 

Still, as late as 1987 in Julia Kristeva’s Soleil noir, Duras was seen as a writer of 

Freudian melancholy, whose empty language persistently skirted along the edge of death 

and madness, thus perpetuating clinical depression as a typical mode of modern life.  

 

However, psychoanalysis alone cannot do justice to the subtle and dynamic aesthetics of 

a postcolonial Duras. Most importantly for my stylistic analysis, current neuroscience has 

changed the picture of how traumatic memory works. But besides, the main principles of 

modern trauma theory, drawn by Pierre Janet and Sigmund Freud before and after World 

War I, still hold their validity (Caruth 1995; Brewin 2005). The symptoms of a psychic 

shock include: physical paralysis of the body, painfully recurring crystal-clear flashbacks, 

hallucinations, and dreams as well as a combination of emotional hyperarousal and 



numbness. Freud’s major contribution is the concept of Nachträglichkeit, the temporal 

delay of the experience, while Janet’s empirical studies verify that historical trauma 

cannot easily be converted into verbal language; rather, being stored in the procedural 

memory of the body, trauma is re-enacted through non-verbal, dramatic routes. Leaning 

on these ideas, the interdisciplinary trauma research of the past two decades has 

unanimously emphasised the inaccessibility and unaccountability of trauma.  

 

Nevertheless, as neuroimaging studies convincingly indicate, in most cases trauma is not 

inaccessible. Today we already know that a sudden mental shock produces a functional 

change in certain middle brain structures, whereby the perceptual image of the event is 

temporarily detached from the linguistic capability. As a consequence, historical trauma 

is separately processed on two levels, a narrative linguistic and an embodied implicit one, 

to be emotionally integrated later through grief work (Brewin 2005; Ogden, Minton & 

Pain 2006). This suggests new insights for a critical literary working-through. If we 

suppose that the multisensory image of trauma is stored in a preverbal adaptive 

unconscious ‒ the Freudian preconscious ‒ it is within the reach of conscious retrieval, 

and can be liberated for a creative metaphoricalisation by different kinds of sensorimotor 

and emotional techniques. In this perspective, we can understand posttraumatic reaction 

as an adaptive response which hides the mechanisms of healing in itself.  

 

This model makes Duras’s nonverbal dramas amenable to a renewed interpretation as 

forms of a vital testimony to history. As presented in my study, Duras unleashed her 

implicit memories from her ‘inner shadow’ by projecting them into the non-verbal 

interaction of her fictional characters with a stylised discourse that creatively replaced the 

ghosts of her mind. Yet, to be emotionally integrated, the stability of the traumatic image 

must be fractured by repetitive narratives where imagination plays a decisive role. 

Following such an intuitive procedure, Duras produced a series of phantasmatic 

variations of the memorised material, which step by step corrode the crystallised visual 

core of the original images. In the stratified constellation of the India Cycle, different 

kinds of discursive strategies encompass traumatic loss from several perspectives, 

thereby creating new, subversive meaning structures. What makes this method critical, 



however, is that the audience is regularly distanced from the face value of the 

melodramas by a variety of estranging metatechniques. As a most important result, these 

recurring self-reflexive devices prevent mimetic identification, and rather invite the 

audience to ponder over the form of Western narratives as truthful testimonies to any 

human experience.  

 

METHODS OF SYMBOLISING THE TRAUMATIC UNSAYABLE  

While the India Cycle exemplifies a critical working-through of trauma on the level of 

narration, it also models several types of trauma reactions on the level of emplotment. 

From among the four stories of rejection and loss, I have extracted three topics for a 

textual analysis. The first is the witnessing white male narrator (Jacques Hold and Peter 

Morgan), the second is the trope of madwoman (Lol V. Stein and the Cambodian beggar) 

and the third is the self-destructive colonial perpetrator (Anne-Marie Stretter and the 

French Vice-consul). This disposition reveals four modes of living through trauma: the 

social re-enactment of a post-Victorian middle class house-wife; the genuine grief work 

of a starving beggar; the social isolation of a violent criminal; and the hidden suffering of 

a white upper class woman at the top of political power.  

 

Furthermore, I show how a rich multitude of key metonymies provides coherence to the 

prismatic combination of this dual mapping of historical trauma. I develop the 

metonymies as correlates of trauma in terms of Rothberg’s concept of ‘traumatic index’, 

and see them as loaded by a double horror typical of trauma, the horror of life and the 

horror of death (Caruth 1996, 63−65). Displaced into new textual contexts by virtue of 

progressive repetition, such an indifferentiated horror is transformed into a spectrum of 

more complex emotions producing new cognition. Hence metonymies such as ‘leprosy’, 

‘India Song’, ‘Battambang’, ‘cry’, and the ‘dead dog’ residing in the core of the famous 

traumatic image of mot trou, go through an affective metaphoricalisation, which for me 

epitomises one of the most creative vehicles for a literary working-through of trauma.  

 



Finally, critical of Eurocentric practices, Duras’s slightly ironic repetition uses the motif 

of commercialised love as a tool which produces further unhappy Oedipal triangles in the 

course of her bourgeois melodramas. With the body language of the white colonialists, 

Duras manages to mediate some typical racist and sexist features of Western middle-class 

value system which we ourselves cannot easily notice. The most important of these is an 

objectifying gaze, which Duras sets in comparison with an empathic simulation of the 

other. In this process, the opposite roles of victim and perpetrator, narrator and narratee 

as well as subject and object tend to dissolve. Ultimately, three progressively produced 

results are discerned in the cyclic frame: while the white European middle-class women 

succumb to death and oblivion, the white European male figures go through a clone-like 

multiplication, and in contrast to these two, the Asian beggar woman goes on living in 

poverty but in harmony with Nature. These are the subversive metaphors with which the 

India Cycle comments on racial, sexual and social hierarchies, thereby contributing to a 

reformulation of a concept of postrational subjectivity. 

 

In conclusion, my study shows Duras as a creative writer of the unexpectable, who 

symbolises the unsayable by integrating embodied and narrative memory into an 

emotionally progressing fiction. Trauma is here not conceptualised as a semiotic failure 

but as an imaginative metaphorical process, where various metonymies function as 

emotion-provoking tools. Thus, incarnating the structural violence of colonialism, the 

India Cycle challenges ideological foundations that are rooted deep in European political 

and economic history in the form of the ideas of rational subjectivity and eternal 

progress. And finally, as part of the postmodern crisis of subjectivity, Duras’s aesthetics 

try to give expression to a two-way interpersonal flow as well as emotional permeability 

in human relationships. 
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