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Chapter One

Introduction

    The White Hotel,1 D. M. Thomas’s third novel, is often considered the best 

among his works. By juxtaposing the dominant discourse in the twentieth century and 

the most “unrepresentable” horrible event—the Holocaust—in his novel, Thomas 

intends to perform a radical critique of the unduly emphasis on instrumental reason as 

well as universality which contributes to the ideological and political violence in 

recent history embodied in Lisa’s life experiences in the novel. Defined as a 

transformation from the old to the new, the modern establishes the modern 

subjectivity and asserts the criterion of science, encouraging man to “dare to use 

reason.” The liberation of human thought from the restrictions of myth, religion, and 

tradition provides man with rules to create new ways to perceive the world. Yet when 

science and reason become another transcendental doctrine that dominates man’s 

thinking, man gradually loses the original connection with objects and is confined to 

the logical thinking that generates artificial denotations. The belief of human 

capability to “use reason” is distorted and deformed as instrumental reason that 

eliminates and excludes certain human elements. Through the delineation of Lisa’s 

story from various perspectives, the author discloses the absurdity of the twentieth-

century reliance on rationality and further interrogates the traditional western 

metaphysics with the accentuation on binary oppositions, resulting in the exclusion of 

the “Other.” In The White Hotel, the protagonist Lisa Erdman, an absolutely inferior 

other referred to as a mentally abnormal female patient as well as a Jewess suffering 

from the Holocaust, is liberated from modernity’s constraints by defining herself as a 

subject with continuous flows of desire. As she undergoes the fictional Freud’s 
1 All subsequent references to The White Hotel will be cited parenthetically by page number only.



Wang 2 

psychoanalysis, it is clear that Freudian psychoanalysis based on Oedipus Complex is 

insufficient to interpret the pains of Lisa. In addition, rationality and order held as the 

criterion for a “normal” being and the systematized scientific method used to solve 

the mysteries of Lisa’s physical pains are contradictory. Thus I will explore in this 

thesis that The White Hotel, despite the risk of losing its structural and thematic unity, 

investigates the limitations of modernity and attains an ultimate critique of the 

dominant conceptual mode in the twentieth century, in which the novel deals with 

issues concerning the inappropriately excessive emphasis on rationality and 

universality.

There are three common perspectives of reading The White Hotel: intellectually 

as psychoanalytic fiction, morally as holocaust fiction, and artistically as innovative 

fiction.2 In early reviews, most critics focus on the novel’s connection with the real 

Freud’s publications, including Dora: An Analysis of a Case of Hysteria and Beyond 

the Pleasure Principle. Lisa’s symptoms and the process of her medical treatment are 

similar to what is recorded in the former publication. Lisa is regarded as one 

portrayed in the image of the real Freud’s patient Dora because they both dare to 

oppose Freud’s patriarchal analysis. Second, the author suggests that the fictional 

Freud has turned his analysis of Lisa’s abnormalcy into his last essay Beyond 

Pleasure Principle: Eros and Thanatos. Mary Joe Hughes comments that “The 

struggle within Lisa between life-affirming impulses and a crippling hysteria portrays 

in microcosm the struggle between Eros and Death, which Freud saw as the decisive 

battle in the history of civilization” (39). Obviously, the psychoanalysis of Lisa is the 

main theme penetrating the whole novel, and Lisa’s personal struggle, for Hughes, is 

2  Hana Wirth-Nesher analyzes the structure of the novel and induces these three respects of reading 
it. She regards that “The book’s ambition lies in the manner in which Thomas has braided together 
the three elements— the artistic, intellectual, and moral— so that no one element can be discussed 
independently of the other two” (17).
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identical with the constant battle of mankind in that human beings, in the way to 

civilization, have to undergo many crises of self-destruction. Nevertheless, the 

scientific methods that the fictional Freud employs and idolizes make him depreciate 

Lisa’s ability of foresight and her self-discovery. The fictional Freud’s disdain of 

Lisa’s prescient self-analysis precisely reveals the arrogance of science and 

rationalism. David Cowart points out the flaws of the monopoly of science and 

instrumental reason: “Thomas adopts the onion-peeling technique of psychoanalysis 

because it demonstrates with great cogency the gulfs between appearance and reality, 

but as one sees in the fluid symbolism of the white hotel itself and the train journey to 

and from it, the author also reveals the fallibility of the system’s rational and 

empirical biases” (217). Psychoanalysis in the novel represents the rational and 

scientific mode of thinking which ought to be criticized. In contrast to the fictional 

Freud who employs scientific methods in an attempt to plumb the mysteries of human 

mind, Lisa, who is possessed with prescience, is more capable of discovering herself 

through “sensing” the pains forced on her: “Lisa’s growth toward self-knowledge, 

which culminates in psychic maturity and wholeness accompanied by the painful and 

violent release of repressed emotions, parallels that of Western civilization in the 

twentieth century” (Cowart 217). Besides criticizing the unitary principles of science 

that the fictional Freud believes in, critics also attempt to interpret the novel by 

focusing on another half-real and half-fictional figure—Carl Jung, whose theory is 

considered contradictory to that of Freud. Jung, unlike Freud, a resolute adherent of 

science, is more open to mysticism, which renders his attitude closer to the beliefs of 

Lisa. As Rowland Wymer puts it, “The idea that Lisa’s symptoms do not represent a 

personal neurosis of sexual origin but are a sensitive response to the violent spirit of 

the twentieth century is a very Jungian one” (62). Thomas’s juxtaposition of Freudian 
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and Jungian perspectives, for Wymer, is to distinguish between the two: “In a 

Freudian analysis the past is the problem and hence the chief topic of investigation. In 

a Jungian analysis it is the present maladjustment of the patient and the prospects for a 

better adaptation which are more strongly emphasized” (62). Both Cowart and Wymer 

indicate the significance of the fictional Freud’s psychoanalysis, yet the transparent 

binary oppositions between the fictional Freud and Lisa, and Freud and Jung, reveal 

that they are trapped into the western metaphysics of dichotomy. The White Hotel is 

perceived as a display of oppositions between the fictional Freud and Lisa, the 

fictional Freud and Jung, as well as rationality and intuition, which shows the essence 

of dichotomy within the western civilization. An other critic Richard Cross explicitly 

criticizes the novel as “dialectic”: “Freud. . . represents the hostility of the 

Enlightenment to all that it deems superstition, while over against Freud’s rationalism 

the novel sets in play the affinities of Jung, of Thomas’s heroine, and. . . of the author 

himself with a much older spiritual tradition” (24). In their views, the psychoanalysis 

of Lisa is an epitome of the western metaphysics of dualism. While the fictional Freud 

is the representative of instrumental reason and science, Lisa signifies prescience and 

mystery. But their criticisms emphasize too much on the clear-cut oppositions, 

ignoring the fluid boundaries within the novel.

To comprehend the novel from Lisa’s Jewish identity and the violence of 

exclusion in the novel, Magali Cornier Michael argues that the violence in the form of 

sexism and racism is inseparable from the “twentieth-century versions of instrumental 

reason and dominant discourses” (63). According to Michael, Lisa’s agony stands for 

the totality of human anguish which derives from the convention of mankind’s 

application of reason to the understanding of the world. Sexism and racism are 

outcomes of men’s subjective distinction of the world, and thus human beings are 
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discriminated as two kinds. Sexually, human beings are grouped as men and women; 

racially, mankind is sorted as Aryans and Jews. Men and Aryans oppress the other 

kinds of people because they consider themselves superior to these people. Linda 

Hutcheon pays particular attention to Lisa as a sexual and racial minority: “Lisa is 

both the subject of and subject to Freud’s male inscription of her as woman and as 

neurotic. Similarly, she is the subject of and subject to history— the victim, the 

perverted, parodic object of desire in her death” (87). Hutcheon focuses on the 

inscription of subjectivity, linking it to the gender issue in the text, and concludes that 

the male author’s delineation of Lisa stresses the stereotype of female being on the 

inferior side in psychoanalysis. However, it is through the protagonist’s absolute 

inferior status in the society that readers can discover the ridiculousness of the 

doctrines which are forced onto her. Ronald Granofsky further comments that The 

White Hotel expresses the hatred that combines “misogyny and racism” in which 

“Thomas endeavors to explore the factors lying behind the cultural confluence of 

Nazism and pornography in his portrayal of the life history of his female protagonist, 

Lisa Erdman” (44). The results of regular distinctions in modern society reach the 

apex in the penultimate chapter of the novel. The greatest horror in human history, the 

brutality of Nazism, is ingeniously presented through the detailed realistic description 

of Lisa’s being bayoneted to death in “The Sleeping Carriage”. However, it is 

Thomas’s inclusion of the Babi Yar massacre in the penultimate chapter without 

providing any transitional device that is criticized because Thomas does not 

demarcate validity and fictional content, which leads to the suspicion of plagiarism. 

Moreover, Thomas’s inclusion of the Babi Yar massacre is involved in serious 

morality issue: “the work subsumes the horrors of the Holocaust under psychological 

illness and thus reduces moral and metaphysical atrocity to comprehensible human 
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size” (Ozsvath and Satz 210). Conceived as a “Holocaust fiction,” The White Hotel 

faces the predicament of being regarded as making use of the sufferings of others for 

the sake of the author’s own aesthetic achievement. What is more, it is considered not 

“[providing] a solution to this predicament, though it inherently attempts one, nor 

does it provide much consolation” (Robertson 454). Sauerberg even contends that “[in 

contrast] with the intensity of the love-making and monstrous scenes of death in the 

book, however, Thomas’s moral is disappointingly anticlimatic in its modesty” 

(“When the Soul” 5). The fact that the climax of the novel— the Babi Yar massacre— 

is not Thomas’s own creation but a passage borrowed from Dina Pronicheva’s 

eyewitness testimony in Anatoli Kuznetzov’s documentary novel Babi Yar is an 

inexcusable flaw of the creation of the novel. The author does not create the climax by 

himself but “borrow”the plot from another author.  Moreover, Robertson argues that 

Thomas does not express his moral responsibilities in the novel: “ ‘The Camp’ does 

not convince us. . . that its sense of renewal is aesthetic rather than ethical” (472). 

However, it is unfair to charge Thomas of plagiarism and taking no responsibility for 

solution and consolation. For one thing, the historical event should be treated as raw 

material for fictional creation; for another, the novel might be, for some critics, 

deficient in coping with the issues concerning the Holocaust, but it is undeniable that 

the depiction of the Babi Yar massacre compel the reader to scrutinize the political 

cruelty which is the serious consequences of the unduly dependence on instrumental 

reason. As James Young puts it, a Holocaust fiction is a “mediating text” that 

provides opportunities to consider “the possible consequences of interpretation—for 

both the victims at the time and for the survivors in their understanding of a post-

Holocaust world” (4). Moreover, a literary interpretation of the racial genocide 

challenges the traditional understanding of the annihilation which tends to analyze it 
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instead of feeling the pains of the victims, which generates more diverse 

contemplations of the Holocaust. 

Artistically, critics agree that Thomas creates a postmodern text with the 

historical figures (Freud and Jung) intertwined with fantasy. Hutcheon argues that 

The White Hotel is a “historiographic metafiction” because of “[i]ts subversion of the 

stability of point of view” (80). The multiply of viewpoints shows not only in Lisa’s 

interrogations of the unitary science but also in various interpretations of the images 

in the novel. For instance, David Leo Higdon contends that “[e]arth, Air, Fire, and 

Water—the elements of nature according to the ancient humours schema—also 

expand from local catastrophes of landslides, falls, fires, and floods into archetypes” 

(332). The novel is abundant with images ready for interpretation, and the fictional 

Freud is certainly the principal figure in the novel that requires analysis. Laura E. 

Tanner also remarks that “the figure of Freud and the language of psychoanalysis” are 

considered “a means of exploring the manipulative power of the symbolic 

imagination” (131-32). Analyzing Lisa’s dreams and poems in the novel, Tanner 

regards them as metaphors which function as “a strategy that encourages the reader to 

see violence without registering its essential characteristics, to absorb its symbolic 

impact without, frequently, absorbing its horror” (140). Through probing into the 

metaphors and retracing her past trauma, the fictional Freud approaches Lisa’s 

situation but exposes his limitations and violence as well. Though many critics call 

our attention to the significance of images in the novel, they barely discuss the 

significance of the images in the last chapter and their connections with the previous 

chapters. Critics like Peggy Munoz Simonds consider the image of an elder man 

sucking a young woman’s milk “a symbol of the consolation and protection promised 

in Isaiah’s description of the New Jerusalem” (62). However, it is not just an image of 
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consolation; rather, the “unreal” world that Thomas endeavors to depict produces a 

sense of distance—defamiliarization—and an intense contrast, which allows the 

reader to re-examine the rules that are taken for granted in daily life.

Thomas describes how the fictional Freud analyzes Lisa with his scientific 

method in “Frau Anna G.” The fictional Freud’s analysis that her hysteria results from 

her childhood memories seems to be reasonable and logical; however, the fact that 

Lisa “continued to suffer from some mild recurrences of her symptoms from time to 

time” (130) shows that the fictional Freud’s interpretation does not disclose all 

mysteries of Lisa’s pains. The reader is thus aware that science is only one way to 

understand the human soul. The fictional Freud’s exclusion of the possibility that 

Lisa’s foresight is part of the cause for her pains demonstrates the limitations of 

rationality and science which should not be the only truth or reality.

Lisa’s narratives are of critical importance in The White Hotel. On the one hand, 

she deconstructs Freudian psychoanalysis, the myth of the sole standard of the 

scientific method, and logocentrism. On the other, Freudian psychoanalysis which 

tends to exclude and re-organize analysands’ narratives is strictly interrogated and 

challenged with Lisa’s interpretation of her own symptoms, providing the reader with 

multiple perspectives towards the relationships among Lisa’s symptoms, her familial 

background, her Jewish identity as well as the future Holocaust. In the doctor’s 

analysis, Lisa’s mental problems have been turned into a discourse full of abstractions 

and symbols, which cannot fully explain why Lisa suffers from the mysterious pains. 

The fictional Freud’s insistence that the symptoms originate unconsciously from the 

patient’s childhood memories connected with her mother’s affairs and her father’s 

ignorance of and isolation from her is, as the reader may find out later in the novel, an 

obsession with the Oedipus Complex in his theory as well as an addiction to the past. 
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The analyst endeavors to collect the forgotten fragments in Lisa’s life; however, he 

excludes certain parts in Lisa’s narratives that, in his opinion, contribute nothing to 

his objective medical judgment, which ultimately exposes the fatal weakness in 

Freudian psychoanalysis as Lisa proves in the end that her physical pains are the 

warning of the future Holocaust. There is more than one dimension that influences 

Lisa’s life; one’s multiple connections with society is more vital than one’s 

relationship with parents. 

The story of Lisa reveals the fact that universality, the basis in modernist thing, is 

impossible. The fictional Freud’s reliance on his theory as well as his insistence on 

the correctness of his analysis obscures his vision and distances him from the truth of 

Lisa’s illness. Lisa, nonetheless, subverts the authorities of Freudian psychoanalysis 

by implying in her narratives that the future rather than the past is the main factor for 

her physical symptoms. During the treatment, the fictional Freud establishes his 

diagnosis upon Lisa’s familial background and “[develops] [the] interpretations from 

the depth of the Oedipal triangle as [the] basic perspective” (Deleuze and Guattari 

14). The analyst’s theoretical narrowness and violence render him incapable of 

detecting the truth of the patent’s illness. ”The great discovery of psychoanalysis was 

that of the production of desire, of the production of the unconscious. But once 

Oedipus entered the picture . . . an unconscious that was capable of nothing but 

expressing itself . . . was substituted for the productive unconscious” (Deleuze and 

Ghattari 24). The originally unrestrained unconscious, once entering the field of 

Freudian psychoanalysis, is limited within a certain area in which artificial 

interpretations of the unconscious rule out certain possibilities. Under such 

circumstances, Lisa is not “cured” by the fictional Freud; rather, she is disciplined 

while the unfixed identities are repelled.
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The reflections on modernity are to investigate the occurrence of the Holocaust. 

The sanguinary depictions of the Holocaust and the fictive psychoanalysis mingle 

with each other without any literary gaps. The same story of Lisa’s psychoanalysis is 

retold in each chapter so that the reader would be able to observe the occurrence from 

multiple perspectives. In other words, Thomas implicitly “de-centers” and 

simultaneously exposes the blind point of the central discourses. Lisa’s narratives 

which subvert the ideologies of the privileged logocentrism creates a literary space 

that leads the reader to experience and then to reflect on the interior values in the 

dominant discourses. As Jean-Francois Lyotard argues, the ultimate goal is to “wage a 

war on totality,” to “be witness to the unpresentable” (81-82), and to create more 

possibilities of interpretations of the world. With the Holocaust as one of the novel’s 

themes, Thomas abandons the conventional literary technique of realism which can 

give a vivid delineation of the cruelty and horror of the most terrified historical event; 

rather, he employs a literary mode detour so that the reader, following multiple 

narratives in each chapter, is able to discover what dreadful consequences  the misuse 

of rationality will lead to.

The final chapter in The White Hotel arouses many problems among critics. 

Thomas employs metamorphosis, turning the hellish Babi Yar massacre into a 

delightful paradise in the final chapter. The presentation of an imaginative world after 

death in the final chapter is unconvincing and questionable because it does not seem 

to be a “proper” ending of a story of a Holocaust victim. The unreal but warm place 

depicted in the last chapter is to be viewed as a sharp contrast to the real world 

delineated realistically and brutally in the penultimate chapter. Furthermore, the fact 

that Lisa is a woman who can “feel” the future racial extinction violates the rule that 

the novel should be based on truthful experiences. However, the incredibility does not 
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make the novel powerless; instead, it is the fantastic part of the novel that exposes 

problems in reality. By means of a vivid comparison between the peaceful world of 

the dead in the last chapter and the horrible world of the living—including Lisa’s 

unsolvable pains and the racial extinction, the reader will further understand the 

ideological violence of modernity. The emphasis on instrumental reason that causes 

exclusiveness is what manipulates behind the happening of the Holocaust. The White  

Hotel, instead of centering on realistic descriptions of this single catastrophe and its 

effects on the mankind, presents a broader field of vision by providing a stark contrast 

between a real but painful world and an unreal but joyful world in order for the reader 

to excavate the limitations of modernity as well as the flaws caused by the excessive 

dependence on rationality disclosed in The White Hotel. His art of transformation 

makes the novel a political satire of the historical event as well as an accusation 

against the political oppression of the Nazi. The protagonist’s fear toward the 

genocide is not portrayed directly; rather, it is demonstrated as what John Foster calls 

“felt history,” in which Lisa endures the incarnation of the historical catastrophe 

physically. 

What Thomas attempts to achieve is to present a world view that is radically 

different from what we are familiar with in the contemporary world. The rational 

perspective represented by the fictional Freud is no longer valued exclusively as the 

truth and reality. The monopoly of the fictional Freud’s rational world view is 

queried, relegated, and superseded by the coexistence of the two mutually valid 

modes of thinking which constitutes no hierarchy. Incorporated in one text, realism 

and fantasy create a harmonious and coherent world in the novel. The concurrence of 

the rational and the irrational is not regarded as paradoxical; instead, the supernatural 

elements in the text are depicted as ordinary events happening in everyday life. The 
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rational and the irrational are both located on the level of fictional reality, which 

forces the reader to reflect on the concept of modernist rationality. The author 

highlights that both contemporary reality and fictional reality are constructed through 

language and subjective vision. They do not attempt to explain the irrational events in 

their texts for the craziness in the texts resist interpretation. Conceived as an 

intertexture of two different levels of fictional reality, the novel provides neither 

devices of transition nor narrators who believe in the exclusive validity of the real. 

Thus there are no narrators who attempt to explain how the real world in “The 

Sleeping Carriage” is transformed into the fantastic world of “The Camp.” Rejecting 

the fictional Freud’s conclusion that her pains are the consequence of her childhood 

family affair, Lisa considers that her pains are “physical” rather than psychological, 

which foretells the future event. The reader may hesitate about the understanding of 

the inexplicable events of the novel, but s/he would give up rational solutions for the 

irrational since the events are not perceived as contradictory within the framework of 

the narrative.

The rational and the irrational, the supernatural elements in the unrealistic part, in 

conjunction with the documentary events in the realistic descriptions, work together to 

lay bare the conflicts of the political and social systems in the seemingly harmonious 

real world, and further expose the fragility of dualism. In The White Hotel, the 

atmospheres and languages in the world of the living and that of the dead differ from 

each other greatly in that the former appearing in the first five chapters is filled with 

fear, cruelty, and prejudice while the latter is full of love and the spirit of selflessness. 

Through the comparison, the reader would detect that the real world, behind its 

surface harmonious atmosphere, is actually a world enclosed with oppositions and 

disputes. The price to pay for comforting univocality of illusion is terror in history,3 

3 Lyotard argues at the end of The Postmodern Condition that the wish for wholeness, unity, and 
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the Holocaust. The binary oppositions between the cruel real world and the peaceful 

fantastic world are the means that Thomas employs in order to expose the deficiencies 

in modernity: the reliance on instrumental reason, universality as well as 

exclusiveness.

In the thesis, the discussion will be divided into three parts. Chapter Two 

examines Lisa’s narratives “Don Giovanni” and “The Gastein Journal.” The excessive 

sex in her narratives lays bare the problems with psychoanalysis and its rational and 

scientific point of view.

    In Chapter Three, I will investigate the fictional Freud’s psychoanalysis of Lisa. 

“Frau Anna G.” is an obvious mimicry of the real Freud’s case history, fin which the 

nature and limitations of psychoanalysis will be explored.

    Chapter Four centers on the interpretation of the final chapter “The Camp” and 

the controversies derived from the employment of the Holocaust in literary creation. I 

will analyze the unusual tranquil atmosphere in the camp which is a sarcastic contrast 

to the concentration camp in history. This chapter serves as a biting satire of the real 

world which is systematized by means of the single faith in instrumental reason.

The final chapter is the conclusion in which I will affirm the author’s efforts to 

offer a different viewpoint of the imperfections of modernity by means of a literary 

creation. Furthermore, I will indicate the problems revealed through the discussion of 

The White Hotel. 

totality is “nostalgia,” and “we have paid enough price for the nostalgia of the whole and one” (81) 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


