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otic narrative than The Sea Wall does—one could argue, in terms
closer to the mother’s imaginary. The destination of the young
woman’s masquerade of femininity shifts from the French “lover”
M. Jo to the Chinese lover, and more significantly, from the ab-
sence of desire for the former to an erotics of forbidden games and
multiple transgressions with the latter. It is true that Duras’ inter-
vention with The Lover patently upsets the tradition of (mostly)
male fantasies of the Orient. First, the author interferes with the
conventional male/same-female/other colonial dynamic. Second,
love scenes between the young Duras and the lover deconstruct the
conventions of heterosexual relations by suggesting the reciprocity
of their relationship. Nonetheless, elements in the new scenario
comply with features of exotic literature as best exemplified by
Loti’s writings. Tzvetan Todorov among other critics points to
“Loti’s originality . . . in the way he makes exoticism coincide with
eroticism: the woman is exotic, the foreigner is erotic” (314)." In
The Lover, the formula becomes the following: the objects of erotic
desire are oriental or orientalized, and the Chinese lover is femi-
nized.

At one level, emphasizing the feminine qualities of his body—
its softness, its frailty, its absence of virility (38)—the narrative
brings into question the stability of traditional gender codings (by
Western standards). Leah Hewitt further notes that “Duras disturbs
inflexible definitions of gender through the ambivalences of tex-
tual identity” (121):

La peau est d’une somptueuse douceur. Le corps. Le corps est
maigre, sans force, sans muscles, il pourrait avoir été malade,
étre en convalescence, il est imberbe. . . . (L ’'amant 49)

The skin is sumptuously soft. The body. The body is thin, lack-
ing in strength, in muscle, he may have been ill, may be conva-
lescent, he’s hairless. . . . (The Lover 38)

In this passage, Hewitt observes that the first “he” discloses a
gendered identity in the English translation which the French text
does not reveal. “Il” (he or it) may refer to the body, and thus dif-
fers the identification of the body’s gender. At the same time how-
ever, the young Duras’ assertive construction of self, and the ulti-
mate subversion of the binarism male/female which Hewitt’s read-
ing underscores, function to reinforce the image of a feminized
Orient and the fixity of the axis East/West.















