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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

論文名稱：渥坦貝克《解剖新義》中異鄉人與待客之道的變異 

指導教授：楊麗敏 教授 

研究生：黃新雅 

論文提要內容： 

渥坦貝克的劇作《解剖新義》聚焦於法國殖民北非時期，伊莎貝拉(Isabelle 

Eberhardt)的旅行經驗。伊莎貝拉女扮男裝以歐洲冒險家身份旅行，設法爭取個人

自由，致力於破除父權社會加諸於女性身上的性別刻板印象。本劇涵蓋了空間位

移、遊牧旅行以及與他者相遇的概念。大多數的批評家對於此劇的討論，多著眼於

角色如何跨越性別、地理疆界，而鮮少碰觸旅行議題本身。本論文試圖細讀《解剖

新義》，進而探討其中的旅行議題，以及旅行伴隨而來的外來者問題。 

 本論文的第一章涵蓋《解剖新義》的相關評論，以及論文的主題。第二章說明

旅行必要的條件，進而帶出本論文關切的旅行要素。第三章引用茱莉亞·克莉斯蒂

娃 (Julia Kristeva)對外來者的見解，點出外來者的問題。本劇呈現旅行者與當地居

民彼此間心理的矛盾衝突；同時，也提供不同例子說明個人如何能夠緩和自我與他

者間的不合。第四章將以雅克·德希達(Jacques Derrida)的「待客之道」(hospitality)

理論延續討論個人將如何面對與他者相遇的問題。第五章為本論文的總結，提供新
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的解讀《解剖新義》方法。即便「待客之道」的概念在《解剖新義》中的某些場合

被曲解誤用，卻也隱含「待客之道」在不同論述中，可能以不同概念呈現。 
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Abstract 

Timberlake Wertenbaker’s New Anatomies (1981) is a play that centers on Isabelle 

Eberhardt’s traveling experience during French colonialism in North Africa. Isabelle, 

who endeavors to break the gender stereotype that is imposed on women in the 

patriarchal society, manages to strive for her own freedom by setting out for a journey as 

a European cross-dressed adventurer. The play deals with the ideas of displacement, 

nomadic traveling, and the encounter with the other. Critics’ responses to the play often 

focus on how the characters cross the gender and spatial boundaries; however, few of 

them seem to touch upon the issue on traveling itself. I intend to grapple with the issue on 

traveling by having a close reading on New Anatomies, and to deal with the 

accompanying foreigner question in a voyage.  

Chapter One of the thesis contains the literature reviews of New Anatomies, and 

carries out the concern of the thesis. Chapter Two presents the essential element in 

traveling and further maps out my concern about traveling. Chapter Three brings out the 

foreigner question by elucidating Julia Kristeva’s notion on strangers. The play reveals 

the psychological conflicts between a traveler and the locals; meanwhile, it also presents 

diverse examples on how one is able to reduce the estrangement between one and the 

other. To proceed with the discussion on how one shall react in response to the encounter 

with the other, I employ Jacques Derrida’s concept of hospitality in Chapter Four. 

Chapter Five is the conclusion of the thesis that points out how the thesis can be treated
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as a new way of study on New Anatomies. Though the meanings of hospitality are in 

some occasions being deformed in New Anatomies, they imply that there are different 

concepts of hospitality that is authorized in different discourses including traveling.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Timberlake Wertenbaker is a prolific playwright in the twentieth century. 

Wertenbaker was born in New York in the mid-1940s but was raised in the Basque 

country of France and further went to America for university education.1 Later on, she 

taught in Greece for a short period of time, and is now settled in London with her family. 

Moving from one region to another, Wertenbaker is able to indulge herself in diverse 

cultures and to have complex relationships with multiple geographic regions. Some 

critics consider that Wertenbaker’s multicultural experience nourishes her and becomes 

her source of inspiration in producing works. Such a comment finds proof in Women 

Writing Plays, in which Wertenbaker states that “life feeds plays” in her published letter 

titled as “Prescriptions for a Playwriting Life. Dear Emily: On Being a Playwright” (243). 

In the letter, Wertenbaker also claims that one “can write one or two plays on an empty 

life, no more” (243). Truly, being a prolific dramatist, adaptor, and translator, 

Wertenbaker proves that she lives an abundant life. In 1978, Wertenbaker composed her 

first play, This Is No Place for Tallulah Bankhead. Later on, The Third, Second Sentence, 

Case to Answer, and Breaking Through were completed in 1980. In 1981, New Anatomies 

was produced. In the following years, Wertenbaker wrote plays including Inside Out 

                                                        
1 Please see Sophie Bush. The Theatre of Timberlake Wertenbaker (London: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 

2013), p. 7. 
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(1982), Home Leave (1982), Abel’s Sister (1984), The Grace of Mary Traverse (1985), 

Our Country’s Good (1988), The Love of the Nightingale (1989), Three Birds Alighting 

on a Field (1992), The Break of Day (1995), After Darwin (1998), The Ash Girl (2000), 

Credible Witness (2001), Galileo's Daughter (2004), Divine Intervention (2006), The 

Line (2009), Our Ajax (2013), Jefferson’s Garden (2015), and so on. Her translations 

include False Admissions, Successful Strategies, La Dispute by Pierre de Marivaux, 

Hippolytus by Euripides, and Antigone by Sophocles, just to name a few. With 

multicultural experience, profound knowledge in language translation and historical 

background, Wertenbaker imbues vitality into her plays.  

Having the opportunities to move from one country to another, Wertenbaker 

confronts herself the question of cultural and national identities shift. Nursen Gömceli 

comments that: 

  So, it can be seen that as a dramatist who at once belongs to several nations and  

cultures, Wertenbaker cannot remain detached from discussing issues of  

geographic and cultural dislocation that lead to questions of identity and  

nationality. (70) 

Such concerns as traveling, identity shifts as well as identities search become the 

recurring themes in many of Wertenbaker’s plays. The protagonists in much of 

Wertenbaker’s plays including New Anatomies, Our Country’s Good, The Love of the 

Nightingale, The Break of Day, After Darwin, Credible Witness, and so forth, are all on 

their constant move from one country to another. Consequently, in “Credible Witness: 

Identity, Refuge and Hospitality,” Julie Matthews and Kwangsook Chung categorize 

Wertenbaker’s works as centering on “international people and transnational situations” 
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and feature “transnational characters in the process of relocation” (4). Though 

Wertenbaker herself objects to the idea that textual analysis shall put the author’s 

personal background into consideration, some critics still consider Wertenbaker’s 

transnational experience a source of nourishment for her works. An issue on identity 

search is the derivative of border-crossing themes, which also constitutes a great deal of 

discussion. 

 Traveling is carried out with border crossing approach. In Wertenbaker’s plays, 

border crossing is a recurring theme; therefore, I intend to grapple with the issue on 

traveling by having a close reading of New Anatomies, which features transnational 

traveling experience of a European female protagonist, Isabelle Eberhardt. To Isabelle, 

traveling is not only an approach for her to pursue her dream but also a chance for her to 

encounter others from foreign countries. Having mobility through diverse geographical 

terrains, the travelers are allowed to interact with the locals and to encounter cultural 

diversity. The incident of encountering the other, however, often accompanies the sense 

of unfamiliarity and causes psychological conflicts that one has to deal with afterwards. 

Therefore, discussion on how one reacts when facing strangers will be strengthened in 

this thesis. This thesis aims to examine Wertenbaker’s New Anatomies by exploring how 

Isabelle’s traveling experience reflects the foreigner question in terms of Jacques 

Derrida’s concept of hospitality. Discussion on hospitality reveals ethical implication 

between the host and the guest relationship. As a traveler, one may encounter the locals 

for certain. In such a matter, what manners shall the locals behave as the hosts? Is it 

necessary that the locals offer cordial reception to the visitors? What response shall the 

visitors react in return when being treated as welcomed/unwelcomed guests? New 
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Anatomies portrays the time when North Africa is colonized by the French government. 

Is the host-guest relationship within the framework of hospitality applicable to the 

colonizer-colonized relationship? Within the colonist context, the host-guest relationship 

becomes a complicated issue worthy of discussion.  

The central theme of New Anatomies is traveling, which is detectable from the 

beginning of the play. In the first scene of New Anatomies, Isabelle Eberhardt, who is at 

the age of 27, shows up as a woman who is dressed as an Arab male in Ain-Sefra. In this 

opening scene, the audience of the play is informed that Isabelle has traveled to the 

desert, and that Isabelle’s chronicler Séverine is recording Isabelle’s life story. In scene 

two, the play goes back to Isabelle’s youth. During the time, Isabelle and her feminine 

brother Antoine daydream about embarking on a voyage. In the end of the scene, Antoine 

leaves home and joins the army. In the next scene, Isabelle and her sister Natalie plan to 

visit their brother Antoine and sister-in-law Jenny in Algiers. Scene four takes place in 

Algiers, and opens up Isabelle’s journey in North Africa. Scene five is the transitional 

scene, which consists of Isabelle’s monologue. In this scene, Isabelle announces that she 

will travel in North Africa in disguise as an Arab man with her new identity, Si 

Mahmoud. In the sequential scenes, Isabelle makes friends with the locals and travels 

with her local friends Saleh, Bou Saadi, and Si Lachmi. In her voyage, Isabelle is once 

being expelled by the French Captain; in order to ask for permission to stay in the desert, 

Isabelle travels to Paris. Act two takes place in a salon in Paris, where Isabelle meets 

various women who cross-dressed as men for different purposes. Isabelle only stays 

temporarily in Paris, and she returns to North Africa. In her second visit in Algiers, 

Isabelle is struck by a Muslim. The Murderer claims that it is God’s order to kill Isabelle 
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who offends their customs. Later on, Isabelle goes to the court. However, it turns out that 

it is Isabelle’s trial rather than the Murderer’s. Instead of questioning the Murderer, the 

Judge blames Isabelle for cross-dressing as a man, and breaking the locals’ law. In the 

later scene, Isabelle meets Colonel Lyautey, who offers her a chance to visit Morocco. 

The final scene is the succeeding scene of the first scene in Ain-Sefra. Séverine and 

Colonel Lyautey report Isabelle’s death to the Judge. According to Colonel Lyautey, no 

one finds Isabelle’s body except for her journals.  

The complexity of Wertenbaker’s New Anatomies lies in the fact that the host-guest 

relationship is no longer an absolute one and is posited in an unstable position within the 

colonist context. On the one hand, the French are originally the visitors in Africa, and 

shall be treated as the guests by the locals in Algiers. However, the French seize the 

locals’ host position by force and further place the locals in inferior positions. On the 

other hand, as far as the locals are concerned, they still own the possibility of being the 

hosts in one remaining comfort area, which is the monastery. According to the locals, the 

monastery is the place where they are able to welcome their guests out of their own will. 

Therefore, in this thesis, I will dissect the host-guest relationship among different 

characters and discover the unstable interrelationship within the colonist context. In New 

Anatomies, the idea of hospitality is being raised several times by the characters; 

however, the meanings of hospitality are often distorted, and can possibly possess 

negative ways of interpretation. The unstable interrelationship of the host and the guest 

actually questions the practicability of hospitality in its social context. 

1.1 Critical Background 

In a general view on Timberlake Wertenbaker’s works, some critics have pointed out 
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that most of the subject matters have much to do with history and myth of the past. 

Wertenbaker makes use of the historical materials to highlight her concerned issues 

regarding the oppression that the minority groups face. The most favorable issues that 

have been widely discussed are feminist and ethnic concerns. The Love of the 

Nightingale, for example, centers on the issue of women being silenced by the dominated 

male society. D. Keith Peacock claims that New Anatomies “explores the pressures and 

effects upon women of having to adopt male behaviour if they are to survive in areas 

normally dominated by men” (164). As far as Peacock is concerned, Isabelle is the victim 

of the male dominated society, and a woman who manages to “find personal freedom” by 

leaving her homeland (165). In “Dancing with History,” Wertenbaker herself admits that 

she “always liked historical plays” (20). In this essay, Wertenbaker observes that the 

plays from the past seldom deal with the topics that relate to the domain of women. 

Therefore, when she decides to write plays about women, Wertenbaker notices that there 

are only a few female historical figures for her to refer to. “I had slightly better luck with 

Isabelle Eberhardt, an actual and remarkable historical figure—nonetheless, a minor one” 

(“Dancing with History” 20). Isabelle Eberhardt thus becomes a protagonist of New 

Anatomies.  

When it comes to New Anatomies, critics focus on gender issue, colonialism conflict, 

the dramaturgy in different historical period, and boundary crossing topic. Discussion on 

gender issue is most commonly touched upon. Verna A. Foster states that Isabelle 

Eberhardt’s “cross-dressing and its relation to the formation of sexual, gendered, and also 

religious and national identity” is Wertenbaker’s chief concern (109). According to 

Foster: 
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Focusing on the fluidity of gender represented by cross-dressing and the  

fluidity of national boundaries represented by Eberhardt’s (re)invention of her  

own identity, Wertenbaker’s play remakes the historical fin de siècle Isabelle  

Eberhardt as a feminist icon for the early 1980s. (Foster 109; emphasis in the  

original) 

Isabelle Eberhardt (1877-1904) was indeed a real historical figure, who was born in 

Geneva. Wertenbaker rewrites the life story of Isabelle Eberhardt and especially depicts 

her journey in North Africa. In the play, we learn that Isabelle endeavors to break the 

gender stereotype that is imposed on women in the era. According to Sophie Bush, 

Isabelle is presented as a “strong-willed female” protagonist (63). Bush observes that 

New Anatomies “explore[s] women’s potential to redefine themselves” (267). In the play, 

Isabelle manages to seek for knowledge and to explore the world herself. 

In Timberlake Wertenbaker and Contemporary British Feminist Drama, Nursen 

Gömceli categorizes New Anatomies as an “explicitly feminist” play, and discusses it 

with socialist feminist stance (78). According to Gömceli, New Anatomies is 

Wertenbaker’s “first important feminist play,” in which she “presents the biography of 

Isabella Eberhardt, who lived in the nineteenth century as a European woman under the 

disguise of a male Arab, Si Mahmoud, to find freedom and acceptance among the 

Muslims” (78). Gömceli observes that in “the late nineteenth century France,” “women’s 

place in the society was still limited to the domestic sphere and their primary roles were 

still wifehood and motherhood”; therefore, Isabelle Eberhardt is definitely a “marginal” 

woman “who subvert[s] the conventions of patriarchal society” during the time period 

(91). However, between 1880 and 1914, French women began to strive for their legal 
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rights against patriarchy. Isabelle Eberhardt lives within the period of high tension 

between men and women. Wertenbaker actually presents Isabelle as a masculine woman, 

who is willing to walk into the public sphere in search of self-knowledge and self-

fulfillment. In New Anatomies, Isabelle tries to get rid of the bondage imposed on women 

in the patriarchal society. Wertenbaker offers Isabelle an opportunity to become an 

unconventional woman, who lives an adventurous life. Isabelle is able to carry out her 

dream, to strive for her own freedom and to set out for a journey in search of knowledge. 

In Rage and Reason, Wertenbaker herself considers that “Isabelle Eberhardt was one 

of the first women who de-objectified herself, became what she was and went on a 

quest . . . and she certainly found something” (Stephenson and Langridge 140). 

Wertenbaker thinks that a woman’s intellect, which is the “mental make-up,” is more 

important than her appearance (Stephenson and Langridge 139). Consequently, in New 

Anatomies, Isabelle is indeed portrayed as a well-educated and courageous woman who is 

brave enough to seek for a position that is not subordinated to men.  

“[T]he best scenes in New Anatomies,” according to Foster, “are those dealing with 

gender and cross-dressing,” which reflects “Wertenbaker’s original interests” (119). 

Foster especially points out that Wertenbaker invents the Parisian salon scene in the play 

so as to “reflect on cross-dressing, gender roles, Orientalism (with which the women are 

fashionably obsessed), representation, and identity” (117). In the Parisian salon scene, 

women cross-dress as men for different purposes. Verda Miles, for example, dresses as a 

man when she performs on stage. Lydia claims that she gets inspiration to write seriously 

when she dresses as a man. Besides the contents of New Anatomies, the performance of 

the play itself highlights the issues on gender politics. New Anatomies is made to perform 
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entirely by five female actresses. Each woman plays both female/male character, and 

European/African roles. Maya E. Roth writes that: 

This staging requires performers to translate across cultures of difference—of  

gender, ethnicity and language communities—foregrounding the embodied  

process of stage translation even while modeling that people and our bodies,  

like places, navigate complex cross-cultural encounters and hybrid  

transformations. (159) 

According to Roth, both the dramaturgy and the contents of New Anatomies direct to the 

idea of traversing gender boundaries. In Roth’s words, “New Anatomies transforms 

gendered boundaries in the space of performance itself, by featuring women performers 

in rigorously layered diversity” (159). Regarding the cross-dressing issue, Peacock notes 

that: 

Although there are a number of male characters, Wertenbaker intended the play  

to be performed by a cast of five women, a circumstance that, in consequence  

of cross-dressing both by the actresses and the characters whom they portray,  

makes the audience constantly aware of the play’s central concern, that of  

sexual stereotyping. (164) 

New Anatomies is a play that demonstrates the fluidity of gender, and breaks conventional 

gender stereotype.  

Another issue being discussed in New Anatomies is the link between “colonialism 

and gender tropes” (Roth157). Isabelle Eberhardt, the protagonist, travels to Africa as a 

European cross-dressed adventurer. The time period of New Anatomies is set during 

French colonialism in Africa; therefore, Roth states that the play “excavate[s] Western 
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European colonialism, . . . layering complicated cross-cultural histories with diverse local 

and global circuits of exchange” (Roth 156). Foster mentions that the play “depict[s] the 

conservative, racist French colonial community in Algeria” (Foster 117). Foster observes 

that: 

Wertenbaker protects Isabelle from appearing complicit with the French but  

makes Séverine comment on the colonial aggression implicit in Lyautey’s  

proceedings, as she refers to the ‘conquest’ or at least the ‘digestion’ of  

Morocco. (118) 

Wertenbaker depicts the French colonial experience in North Africa, and shows how the 

Europeans devour the land. In the play, Wertenbaker also maps out the contours of the 

cross-cultural society in the colony.  

New Anatomies is a drama based on the life story of Isabelle Eberhardt; therefore, 

critics are concerned about how the playwright deals with the historical facts. Foster takes 

a great interest in inspecting how Wertenbaker selects the documentary sources and 

portrays/reinvents the life of Isabelle Eberhardt. The selected and invented materials in a 

play reveal a playwright’s concern. Foster contends that in New Anatomies, Wertenbaker 

“selects, condenses, and imaginatively reinvents significant experiences from Eberhardt’s 

life to construct an intensely individualistic protagonist through whom she can explore 

the fluidities of gender and cultural/national identity” (120). To Foster, Wertenbaker 

obtains materials from the past, and communicates them with the concerns of the 

contemporary society. A play might receive different audience’s receptions for the time 

being. For example, in the twenty-first century (a post-9/11 world), “negotiating 

historical changes in the circumstances of reception” becomes an unavoidable concern in 
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presenting New Anatomies within “discourse on Western attitudes to Muslim people and 

societies and on relations between East and West” (113). When appreciating New 

Anatomies, contemporary audience may be amazed at Isabelle’s relationship with the 

Arabs. As time passes by, a play indeed gains vitality with different interpretations 

through new anatomy of its contents and its ways of performance.  

Finally, boundary-crossing theme is also an issue that critics would touch upon. In 

New Anatomies, though females are portrayed as those being oppressed, Isabelle 

Eberhardt struggles to break through traditional confinement on women by means of 

conducting a journey of her own. In the literary work, Isabelle visits North Africa in male 

outfits and disguises herself as a male Arab, Si Mahmoud. On the one hand, traveling 

themes carry out the political issues between one nation and the other. In the play, such 

political issues are especially related to colonial conflict between the westerners and the 

Africans. On the other hand, traveling offers Isabelle an opportunity to escape from 

conventional restriction imposed on her in the patriarchal society. In the voyage, Isabelle 

forms a new identity of her own, and leaves behind her fixed gender/identity; therefore, 

to Isabelle, traversing national boundary is an emblem of breaking with the past.  

1.2 New Approach to New Anatomies 

Most of the critical reviews focus on issues regarding border and gender crossing. 

How Isabelle traverses threshold of boundary that is embedded in her life is a topic being 

widely discussed. Such a portrayal of the play presents the fluidity, multiplicity and 

complexity on national/cultural/gender identity formation, and offers the oppressed a 

possibility to escape. New Anatomies overturns the position of supposed-to-be-victimized 
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women in the patriarchal society and equips women with the ability to encounter and to 

negotiate with the others. Critics’ responses to New Anatomies center on political and 

gender anarchy in the play. Most responses to the play focus on how the characters cross 

the gender and spatial boundary; however, few of them seem to focus on the issue of 

traveling itself. I perceive that ethical problem is the underlying theme, which may be 

rather problematic in traveling. In this thesis, I seek to examine the idea of the encounter 

with the other in the process of traveling, and to penetrate the practice of hospitality and 

hostility within the host-guest relationship. New Anatomies is posited within the colonist 

context, and this social background further complicates the discussion because the host-

guest relationship is inversed in the play. 

By examining the interrelationship between the adventurers and those people they 

encounter, I will direct the problem to psychological confrontation between the host and 

the guest. When the host comes across the strangers, he/she needs to resolve the dilemma 

of accepting the other or rejecting the other; likewise, the strangers shall deal with the 

psychological conflicts as well. In New Anatomies, the French are the adventurers who 

pay a visit to North Africa. In fact, it is more accurate to consider the French the intruders 

rather than simply the visitors. Throughout the play, the colonized are silenced and placed 

in an inferior position but their psychological conflicts still exist; therefore, I consider the 

issue on psychological conflicts worthy of discussion. The first part of my discussion 

centers on psychological conflicts one may have when encountering the other. In the 

second part of the thesis, I try to extend my discussion from psychological aspect to 

behavioral perspective with the concern of the host-guest relationship.  

In New Anatomies, the complexity of the host-guest relationship lies in the fact that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

13 

 

it is no longer a fixed one. Theoretically, the westerners enter Africa as guests but they 

stay in the country as host. The westerners are those who take over Africa and set law for 

the locals to obey. On the contrary, the Africans have to accept the condition passively. 

By examining how hospitality exercises within the play, we are able to see the fragility of 

absoluteness of the host-guest relationship between the colonizers and the colonized. 

When visiting North Africa, Isabelle shall be welcomed by the Africans who are the hosts 

of the country. However, Isabelle actually encounters two hosts in North Africa. One is 

the French government, and the other is the locals. Coming from the foreign country, the 

French government is supposed to be the guest of the Africans. Nevertheless, the French 

make themselves the hosts and welcome Isabelle instead. In the play, Isabelle rejects the 

French government’s courtesy, and accepts the reception of the locals. Isabelle is brave 

enough to take her stance though she is turned into an outcast as punishment for 

betraying and discarding her identity as a westerner/colonizer.  

In the play, the oppressed Africans do not revolt against the intruders but they know 

well how to get along with the westerners so as to struggle for existence. The conflict 

between different characters exists in different layers and becomes intricate undercurrent 

within the play. Notwithstanding the confronting positions between the westerners and 

the Africans remain irreconcilable, I argue that the act of hospitality creates the 

possibility for the colonized to have both resistance against and power over the colonizers 

by regaining control as the hosts.  

1.3 Encountering the Otherness-foreignness 

In Strangers to Ourselves, Julia Kristeva probes into psychological conflicts one may 

have when encountering a foreigner. According to Kristeva, when facing the other, one 
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may easily sense the differences and thereby experience inner struggle. Kristeva goes on 

to illustrate the thought with the use of Freud’s idea of uncanny strangeness, and states 

that strangeness actually lies within ourselves. It is by means of recognizing the stranger 

“within ourselves” that “we are spared detesting him in himself” (1). Kristeva contends 

that a person’s reconciling process of his/her self “otherness-foreignness” enables him/her 

to cope with the otherness that disturbs him/her (182). In New Anatomies, both the 

westerners and the Africans are plagued with their own inner conflicts when facing one 

another. By applying Kristeva’s theory to Wertenbaker’s New Anatomies, I aim to explore 

the psychological conflicts between the westerners and the Africans.  

In the second part of my thesis, I will bring in Jacques Derrida’s theory on conditional 

hospitality and unconditional hospitality to see how the foreigners and the locals interact 

with each other on the basis of the inversed host-guest relationship. Derrida is concerned 

about the foreigner question, and probes into the question from the perspective of 

hospitality. Regarding the concept of hospitality, Derrida traces the original meaning of 

the term from an etymological perspective, and points out that the word hospitality in 

reality possesses implicit meanings of both hospitality and hostility. Hospitality and 

hostility are the practices that are contradictory to but dependent on each other; the two 

terms also lead to the ethical question that deals with the relation between the host and 

the guest. To deal with the host-guest relationship, Derrida introduces two practices of 

hospitality, which are the conditional and unconditional one. According to Derrida, the 

unconditional hospitality is practiced without any presupposed conditions. On the 

contrary, when one manages to practice the conditional hospitality, he/she sets conditions 

in the first place and carries out hospitality, which excludes any possible loss or threat. 
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Judith Still discusses hospitality in terms of structure, and points out that hospitality “is a 

structure that regulates relations between inside and outside, . . . between private and 

public” (Still 11; emphasis in the original). Hospitality brings in the distinction between 

inside and outside. For Kristeva, such a distinction reminds a person of the presence of 

the other, and brings about detestation. Kristeva’s aim is to penetrate the cause and the 

effect of the psychological conflicts and to cope with them.  

The idea of hospitality is being raised in different scenes in New Anatomies. The 

inversed host-guest relationship within the colonist context, however, complicates the 

discussion on hospitality, and even questions its practicability in the social/political 

background. In some circumstances, characters intentionally misemploy the concept of 

hospitality.2 In other situations, characters are able to apply appropriately the idea of 

hospitality. I suggest that the plot arrangements highlight the central concern of the play: 

hospitality is subject to variation within the colonist context so much so that different 

concepts of hospitality are rendered possible to juxtapose with or even challenge each 

other.  

By approaching the play with the notion on traveling and its major theme of the 

encounter with the other, I seek to focus on the foreigner question that is based on the 

discussion of hospitality. According to Derrida, conditional hospitality and unconditional 

hospitality are two seemingly contradictory concepts, but are actually inseparable from 

each other; the two practices of hospitality are never posited in two opposite poles. Many 

critics already point out that New Anatomies presents the fluidity of gender and national 

boundaries. I contend that the play plays with the terms of hospitality to imply the fluidity 

                                                        
2 Further discussion can be found in Chapter Four. 
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of hospitality as well.  

My major concern is to discuss the interrelationship among different characters in 

the process of traveling; therefore, I intend to read New Anatomies as the genre of travel 

literature by means of examining its traveling features in advance. Since the encounter 

with the other is the most obvious feature in the play, it will be my central concern. Julia 

Kristeva’s notion of strangers to ourselves reveals psychological confrontation between 

the westerners and the colonized in New Anatomies while Derrida goes further to 

manifest ethical concern in the diverse condition of human interrelationship by showing 

that there shall be struggle between hostility and hospitality.  

1.4 Chapter Organization 

 Chapter One serves as an introductory chapter that carries out the concern of the 

thesis. The thesis is composed of four other chapters.  

Chapter Two, “The Stranger on the Move,” situates New Anatomies within traveling 

context by observing its traveling features. It is the leading chapter that facilitates the 

study of the problems of traveling, which will be further explored in the sequential 

chapters. Traveling in its most common definition regards the act of traversing spaces. 

Syed Manzural Islam introduces the concept of sedentary travel and nomadic travel to 

explain that traveling between fixed points is only an act of traversing threshold. In order 

to carry out a voyage, one needs to go further to transcend boundaries between oneself 

and the other. Consequently, the ideas that a traveler has to face the unfamiliar and to 

confront the difference in a voyage are the essential elements in a voyage. New 

Anatomies is a play that depicts Isabelle Eberhardt’s traveling experience. The play deals 
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with the ideas of displacement, nomadic traveling, and the encounter with the other. In 

the play, most Europeans draw out the difference between Europe and Africa by means 

of degrading Algerians. Unlike the other Europeans, Isabelle manages to learn about the 

new culture and to make friends with the locals in Algiers without prejudice. Isabelle’s 

sincere desire to break the boundary between self and the other has successfully turned 

her into a traveler, who truly encounters the other.  

Chapter Three, “Encountering the Other,” focuses on the foreigner question by 

elucidating Julia Kristeva’s idea of strangers to ourselves. Traveling is one of the 

approaches that connects people from different parts of the world, and further leads to the 

issues on foreigners and strangers. Kristeva employs Sigmund Freud’s theory on the 

uncanny to point out the psychological conflicts that are aroused when a person 

encounters the strangers. Later on, Kristeva suggests that we should comprehend that 

foreignness is actually within us. By means of negotiating with the strangeness within us, 

we are able to extricate ourselves from psychological conflicts when we encounter the 

other. In this chapter, I attempt to have a close reading of New Anatomies and to explore 

the interrelationship between different characters. The inner struggle and conflicts within 

each individual, the social status and even gender difference all become possible factors 

that affect how one interacts with the other. The play points out the psychological 

conflicts between foreigners and the locals, and shows that such conflicts may lead to 

brutal confrontation if they are not properly coped with. How a person is able to cope 

with the psychological conflicts affects the way he/she treats the strangers. From the 

perspective of the locals, the attitude they adopt determines their decision on the practice 

of hostility or hospitality to the strangers that they face. 
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Chapter Four, “Hospitality, Hostility, Hospitality,” proceeds with the discussion on 

the foreigner question along with the idea of hostility, and relates them with Jacques 

Derrida’s concept of hospitality. On the basis of the host-guest relationship, Derrida 

introduces two seemingly incompatible but dependent operations of hospitality, which are 

conditional hospitality and unconditional hospitality. In New Anatomies, the locals are 

theoretically the hosts in North Africa; however, the French government that invades 

North Africa has deprived the locals of their host position. In her voyage to North Africa, 

Isabelle witnesses both hospitality and hostility in the host-guest relationship, and the 

inversion of the relation as well. The relationship between the locals and Isabelle shows 

how the original host-guest relationship appears to be, and becomes a contrastive 

example when being compared with the inversed host-guest relationship between the 

locals and the colonizers. This chapter manifests how the host-guest relationship is 

inversed, and how the meanings of hospitality are deformed in the colonist context.  

In Chapter Five, “Conclusion,” I endeavor to point out my central argument that 

New Anatomies actually presents different concepts of hospitality that is generated in 

certain intricate context. 
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Chapter Two 

The Stranger on the Move 

New Anatomies is a play concerning Isabelle Eberhardt’s traveling experience 

written by Séverine the chronicler. Traveling is the central theme of the play, and it is the 

theme that leads to the problematic issue of the thesis, which is the concept of foreigners. 

In order to bring forth the concept of foreigners and to observe further question on 

hospitality, it is imperative to situate New Anatomies within a traveling context by 

examining its traveling features.  

What is the concept of travel? Carmen Andraş traces the English word travel to its 

origin, which is French word “travail” and claims that the word is later on used to 

indicate “a tiresome journey-travel” (Andraş 161).3 In OED, one of the definitions on 

travail is “[b]odily or mental labour or toil, especially of a painful or oppressive nature; 

exertion; trouble; hardship; suffering” ("travail, n.1."). Eric Leed agrees with the notion 

that traveling is originally associated with the idea of sufferings, but he goes on pointing 

out how the meanings of travel vary from the ancient time to the modern time. In Leed’s 

opinion, though traveling qualifies the travelers as “skilled” and “wise” people, it is 

                                                        
3 “In the past, travel was extremely painful and often unsafe. Indeed, the last source of the word ‘travel’ is 

a medieval instrument of torture – the trepalium – a mechanism would perforate its victim’s flesh with 

three pointed stakes (tres ‘three’ and palus ‘stake’). The trepalium became a verb, trepaliare, which meant 

any form of torture, from torture to the Old French concept of travailler – or ‘putting oneself to pain or 

trouble’. Travailler came to mean ‘work hard’ in French. English borrowed the word as ‘travail’ and this, in 

turn, was used to describe a tiresome journey-travel” (Andraş 161; emphasis in the original). 
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definitely not a pleasurable experience in ancient time (Leed 7). Traveling, in modern 

sense, becomes “a pleasure” itself and “a means to pleasure” (5). Leed interprets that “the 

ancients most valued the journey as an explication of fate or necessity” while “for 

moderns, it is an expression of freedom and an escape from necessity and purpose” (5). 

Traveling suggests different meanings from time to time, and it is a recurrent theme that 

is being widely raised. Andraş views that “histories of civilizations are also histories of 

travels, mobilities, migrations, and their integration in new topographies” (159). It 

explains why theories on a relevant theme generate a wide range of discussion. 

2.1 Traveling and Displacement 

Traveling in its most common definition regards the act of traversing spaces. In 

“Notes on Travel and Theory,” James Clifford defines travel as “a figure for different 

modes of dwelling and displacement, for trajectories and identities, for storytelling and 

theorizing in a postcolonial world of global contacts.” Georges Van Den Abbeele also 

raises the idea of displacement in traveling, and determines that it is an essential 

condition for one to evaluate the loss and gain of a voyage. In “The Economy of Travel,” 

Abbeele manages to observe the act of traveling with economical perspective by 

introducing three categories of traveling analysis, which are in grammatical, commercial, 

and educational senses.4 By listing the three definitions of travel, Abbeele concludes that 

travel in general, benefits both the body and the mind. It is said that travel “posits the risk 

                                                        
4 According to Abbeele, in “grammatical terms,” travel “refers to the movement of human beings, of ‘a 

person’, from one place to another” (xv). In commercial term, travel indicates “the going and coming of 

movable objects” (xvi; ; emphasis in the original). To quote Abbeele’s words, “it is not so much the person 

that is moved, but things that are moved back and forth, the latter being shunted about by a particular type 

of person, a ‘mercenary’,” whose “‘mercenary’ activity or revenue thus depends upon his return, upon the 

successful completion of his circular movement” (xvi; ; emphasis in the original). Finally, “the educational 

value of travel” implies that voyage “brings one to read the grandest textbook” of the world (xvi).  
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and anxiety of death,” but “it also signals the way to health, wealth, and wisdom” (xvi). 

To Abbeele, a voyage is a matter of evaluation conduct because it contains both the 

possibility of loss and gain (“whether this gain be in the form of greater riches, power, 

experience, wisdom, or whatever”); “[o]therwise, there would be no incentive to travel” 

(xvii).  

In order to proceed with the evaluation process, Abbeele suggests that there should 

be an unchangeable factor for one to measure the advantages and disadvantages of a 

voyage. The unchangeable factor indicates a posited point that enables one to depart from 

and to return to: 

[I]n order to be able to have an economy of travel, some fixed point of  

reference must be posited. The economy of travel requires an oikos (the Greek  

for ‘home’ from which is derived ‘economy’) in relation to which any  

wandering can be comprehended (enclosed as well as understood). In other  

words, a home(land) must be posited from which one leaves on the journey and  

to which one hopes to return—whether one actually makes it back home  

changes nothing, from this perspective. . . . Indeed, travel can only be  

conceptualized in terms of the points of departure and destination and of the  

(spatial and temporal) distance between them. A traveler thinks of his or her  

journey in terms either of the destination or of the point of departure. (Abbeele  

xvii-xviii; emphasis in the original) 

Abbeele claims that to go on a voyage is to complete a circular act. A complete voyage 

thus contains the departure point (home) and the returning point that are connected by the 

spatial and temporal distance. Abbeele’s notion of travel is that it “presupposes a 
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movement away from some place, a displacement of whatever it is one understands by 

‘place’” (xiv). This condition leads to the concept of traveling, which is the idea of 

moving and displacement.  

Regarding the concept of circular voyage, Catherine Malabou shares the similar 

definition with Abbeele in Counterpath: Travelling with Jacques Derrida, on travel: 

A voyage ordinarily implies that one leaves a familiar shore to confront the  

unknown. The traveler derives or even drifts from a fixed and assignable origin  

in order to arrive somewhere, always maintaining the possibility of returning  

home, of again reaching the shore of departure. Travelers drift as far as their  

arrival, thus completing the circle of destination. (2; emphasis in the original) 

How are we supposed to know whether a traveler has completed a voyage or not? The 

ideas that a traveler has to face the unfamiliar and to confront with the difference in a 

voyage thus become the core of the matter. However, how can a traveler be aware of the 

difference he/she is confronting? Both Abbeele and Malabou contend that there shall be 

“the possibility of returning” after a traveler leaves the departure point (Malabou 2). In 

such a case, returning to the familiar home becomes an approach for a traveler to witness 

the difference. The concept of difference will be elaborated in the latter section. 

2.2 Crossing Boundaries and Experiencing Difference 

Many critics consider that crossing boundaries is an essential element in a voyage. 

According to Abbeele, since “[a] voyage that stays in the same place is not a voyage,” 

setting out for a voyage requires the act of crossing boundaries or “a change of places” 

(xiv). In The Ethics of Travel: From Marco Polo to Kafka, Syed Manzural Islam 
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mentions that generally speaking, “it is the movement between points in space that is 

taken as the essential trait of travel as a genre,” but he goes on differentiating two types 

of travel, which are the sedentary travel and the nomadic travel (61). Islam explains that: 

Nomadic travel is to do with encounters with otherness that fracture both a  

boundary and an apparatus of representation: it is a performative enactment of  

becoming-other. In the ethical sense, only nomadic travel deserves the name  

‘travel’. . . . From an ethical perspective, sedentary travel hardly deserves to be  

called ‘travel’ at all. Of course, it involves a movement across geographical and  

textual space, but it settles for a representational practice that scarcely registers  

an encounter with the other. (vii-viii) 

Sedentary travel refers to the rigid route and marks the boundaries between the one and 

the other, while the nomadic travel implies the supple path and boundaries crossing.5 To 

travel between fixed points is only an act of traversing threshold. In order to carry out a 

voyage, one needs to go further to transcend boundaries between oneself and the other. It 

is “the very process of negotiating ‘the between’, traversing threshold and crossing 

boundary” that one becomes “a traveller” (Islam 5). As far as Islam is concerned, though 

the sedentary travel “constitute[s] travel as a particular genre of literature,” it can hardly 

be thought of as travel (61). On the contrary, instead of staying in a fixed region, nomadic 

travelers, who move pliantly in smooth and boundless spaces, are the real travelers. The 

classification of travel shows that it is the fluidity of routes that determines traveling 

rather than a mere geographic shifting between fixed points. 

                                                        
5 The supple line “is a line of direction that ultimately takes one beyond the threshold, to the line of flight, 

towards becoming other. It has no beginning nor any end—only the circulation in the middle, dwelling in 

the multiplicity of the in-between, given to the event, chance and encounter” (Islam 60). From this 

perspective, for a nomadic traveler, home is everywhere. 
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Crossing boundary is what enables one to become a traveler. What forms the 

boundaries? In a geographic perspective, crossing boundary means crossing the border of 

a city, nation, or continent. Spatial boundary is the most commonplace definition of 

boundary. Yet, Islam addresses the complexity of the idea of boundary by extending 

geographic explanation to an insubstantial sense: 

It is not geographical lines that decide boundaries. Rather, geographical lines  

are assigned to space on the basis of complex discourses of difference. For  

instance, the simple evaluation of familiarity/unfamiliarity might serve as the  

practical logic of difference, in this case, the borderline will be inscribed at the  

limit of one’s own horizon of familiarity. (62) 

Geographical lines are no longer the decisive factor of boundaries. It is the sense of 

difference that forms the concept of boundary. Thus, boundary contains different 

possibilities of interpretation. Islam goes on developing the concept: 

There are as many boundaries as there are travellers. Each traveller, depending  

on the kind of difference, or the point of arrival, s/he sets as the telos of her/his  

undertaking, will construct her/his own border in the process of movement. The  

marking of spatial boundaries is secondary to the discourse of difference that a  

traveller wants to enact. (62) 

Travelers experience the difference, construct, and cross the border eventually. This 

process constitutes a voyage. The difference indicates the act of crossing boundary and 

thus completes the travel. 

In order to exemplify the concept of experiencing difference, Islam raises a question 

concerning how one knows that a person surely crosses boundary via departing from a 
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place and arriving in/at the other. The answer to the question is that the traveler may 

declare “her/his arrival in another place” (67) by means of articulating the “difference in 

discourse that s/he could signal her/his crossing of the boundary” (68). Though Islam 

mentions that “the present cannot be made into a presence in the space of representation,” 

it can nevertheless, “be sensed” (66). Therefore, a traveler is able to show that he/she 

arrives at the destination by means of articulating the difference he/she experiences in the 

voyage.6 The difference in discourse articulated by a traveler differentiates the point of 

departure and the point of destination, and thus, signals the act of traveling.  

2.3 The Encounter with the Other 

 In a voyage, the encounter with the other is an essential element. Malabou agrees 

with the concept of circular voyage, but she adds on saying that: 

In fact, the very thing one always expects of a voyage is that it will deliver ‘the  

other’—the unexpected, a type of defamiliarization if not adventure or  

exoticism. One can always travel afar, but if there is not this sudden emergence  

of otherness, whatever form it may take, the voyage isn’t accomplished, it  

doesn’t really take place, it doesn’t happen or arrive. (2; emphasis in the  

original) 

The concept of travel is that one leaves his/her familiar homeland and reaches 

unexpected, and unknown places, where one is able to encounter the other. The other is 

                                                        
6 In order to explain such an idea of difference of discourse, Islam takes Lévi-Strauss’s voyage to Calcutta 

as an example. “By placing Calcutta in his discourse as a place of filth and chaos, Lévi-Strauss articulates 

his passage into another place. . . . In the process of articulating his passage to Calcutta, Lévi-Strauss 

explicitly invokes his point of departure, or his point of origin, and the boundary that divides him from 

Calcutta (Islam 68). Hygienic aspect is the boundary that separates Calcutta from Lévi-Strauss’s departure 

point.  
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often related to a sense of novelty, strangeness, and foreignness, which often bring about 

cultural and emotional confrontation. However, it is at the moment of the encounter with 

the other that one is able to gain the experience that is different from the past. 

2.4 Isabelle/the Stranger, on the Move 

New Anatomies is a play that centers on Isabelle Eberhardt’s traveling experience. 

The play involves the ideas of displacement, nomadic traveling, and the encounter with 

the other; besides these typical features in traveling experience, New Anatomies also 

involves the gender issue. In the play, Isabelle is a female, who disguises herself as a man 

in a male outfit during her voyage. Karen R. Lawrence in the introduction of Penelope 

Voyages: Women and Travel in the British Literary Tradition points out that “[i]n the 

multiple paradigms of the journey plot—adventure, pilgrimage, exile . . . women are 

generally excluded” (1). Lawrence gives a brief survey on travel literature and notices 

that the “dominance of man as subject and woman as object is manifested in the 

theoretical and critical discourse about travel and the plot of the journey as well as in the 

stories and myths themselves” (1). Traditionally, men are those who leave home and face 

challenges, while women are those who stay within domestic spheres and do house 

chores. Intellectually, men are the ones who own knowledge, while women are often 

illiterate. Physically, men are tough and strong, while women are weak and vulnerable. 

The division explains why in traditional literary work, it is often men that embark on 

voyages, leave home, face challenges, and return home afterwards.  

In New Anatomies, however, Isabelle subverts all the stereotypes in appearance, 

manners, and intellect. Firstly, in appearance, Isabelle is not an ideal woman with a 
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decent look. In the first scene, as a twenty-seven-year-old lady, Isabelle shows up as a 

person, who has “no teeth and almost no hair” (New Anatomies 5). Secondly, in manners, 

Isabelle keeps telling her friend Séverine that she needs “a fuck” in the opening scene 

(New Anatomies 6). Furthermore, Isabelle’s habit of smoking is said to be a “vulgar” 

conduct (New Anatomies 20). Finally, in intellect, unlike Natalie, who is always looking 

forward to marriage, and excels at doing house chores, Isabelle drives men away because 

she is incapable of doing housework; what’s worse, she is an intellectual. Natalie tells 

Isabelle that she has been “reading too much,” (New Anatomies 17) and should have been 

“taught” to “sweep” instead (New Anatomies 16). To Natalie, it is useless that their father 

treats Isabelle as “an exception” (New Anatomies 18). Women are conventionally 

restricted within domestic sphere. Natalie represents a prototype of a traditional woman, 

who takes care of family. Natalie is a contrast to Isabelle. Due to this contrastive 

character, we are able to see how Isabelle, who is being raised as “an exception,” is able 

to earn a living by selling articles and to have a positive mind to embrace the world with 

all kinds of possibility (New Anatomies 18). 

Gender/sex issue is not posited in an arbitrary condition in the play. The fixed 

gender norms in patriarchal society are challenged. Women are not necessarily feminine, 

and men are not always masculine. Furthermore, women manage to challenge gender 

norms through cross-dressing process. For example, in opposition to her brother Antoine, 

who is said to be “frail and feminine” (New Anatomies 8), Isabelle calls herself a “strong” 

person (New Anatomies 9). The following conversation is provided as an evidence: 

ANTOINE. I have no choice. I’ll have to run away and join the army. 

ISABELLE. I’ll come with you, we can take Mama. 
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ANTOINE. The army’s only for boys. 

ISABELLE. We can’t leave Mama. 

(New Anatomies 9) 

The dialogue appears as Antoine tells Isabelle that he cannot stand their father anymore, 

and desires to leave home. When Antoine mentions that “[t]he army’s only for boys,” he 

is trying to remind Isabelle that he is the only person that can join the army (New 

Anatomies 9). Nevertheless, in the play, Antoine is depicted as an unmanly male, and 

Isabelle is presented as a manly female. At times Isabelle actually identifies herself as a 

male. Isabelle once tells Séverine that she is “not a woman” and that she “like[s] men” 

(New Anatomies 40).  

Wertenbaker plays with the stereotypical notion on gender expression of men and 

women; in addition, she arranges cross-dressing scenes in the play to show how gender 

identity and gender expression may or may not be corresponded to biological sex. When 

Antoine sees Isabelle in Arab jellaba, he proclaims that: 

Isabelle looks like all our recruits. No one would know you [Isabelle] were a girl. 

Is this male or female? (New Anatomies 25) 

It appears that there is not always a positive correlation between a person’s external 

appearances and behaviors, and his/her biological sex. The notions of masculinity and 

femininity are constructed by social and cultural norms. Isabelle challenges the restricted 

gender role in the society by means of setting forth on a voyage with her new male 

identity and in a male outfit; furthermore, she also joins a battle in Africa. Isabelle’s 

behaviors enable her to play with the symbolic meaning of the code, either the dress code 

or the traditional norms. As far as Isabelle is concerned, “clothes” do not “make the 
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monk” (New Anatomies 25). By presenting herself as a male figure with a brand new 

identity, she is actually dominating her life out of her free will. In the Parisian salon, 

several women cross-dress as men as well; however, all of them still follow patriarchal 

ideology and consolidate male dominance.7 In contrast to those women who cross-dress 

in the Parisian salon, Isabelle wears a male outfit simply because she feels more 

comfortable in it. In Isabelle’s opinion, the male outfit is “not a costume” but “clothes” 

(New Anatomies 37). Wertenbaker intentionally creates the Parisian salon scene to place 

Isabelle and the rest of the European women at the same spot so as to form a contrastive 

example. Isabelle never intends to live an ordinary life as a traditional woman; thus, she 

manages to transgress gender boundaries by means of crossdressing. In addition, she 

leaves home to pursue freedom and knowledge. Is it possible for women to travel? The 

answer is positive. To quote from Isabelle’s Arabian friend Bou Saadi’s remark, “[w]hat 

difference does it make . . . if she was wise?” (New Anatomies 28).  

According to Abbeele, to complete a voyage requires travelers to leave their posited 

home, and to expect to return home. In Act One, Scene One, the conversation between 

Isabelle and Séverine reveals that Isabelle does have a posited home but the exact posited 

point is unclear to the readers: 

ISABELLE. When I was growing up in the Tsar’s villa in St Petersburg . . . 

SÉVERINE. Geneva. 

ISABELLE. What? 

SÉVERINE. You said Geneva earlier. 

                                                        
7 In the Paris salon, Lydia claims that she can only compose works and generate ideas when she dresses as 

a man. According to Lydia, women outfit distracted her from her work. Séverine mentions that she has to 

wear male outfit so that she can take her girlfriend to bars without being bothered by the other men. (New 

Anatomies 38) 
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ISABELLE. Did I? 

(New Anatomies 7) 

The dialogue does reveal that there is a point of departure. In the subsequent scene, 

readers also notice that Geneva is the place where Isabelle has grown up. Nevertheless, 

the dialogue seems awkward and ridiculous in the way that Isabelle is confused about her 

own homeland. On the surface, Isabelle is playing a joke on Séverine; she is in fact 

questioning the very definition of home. Isabelle grows up in Geneva, but she obviously 

does not recognize it as her home. The dialogue shows that the very definition of home 

can be problematic.  

If there is a point of departure, there shall be a point of arrival. To Isabelle, the 

arriving point is the desert. It can be easily detected from the conversation between 

Isabelle and Natalie. Isabelle mentions that she will travel from “Geneva to Marseilles by 

train, Marseilles to Algiers by boat and then a camel for the desert” (New Anatomies 18). 

On the one hand, the plan points out the arriving point. On the other hand, it expresses the 

idea of constant moving in a voyage. Isabelle, who owns the “nomadic spirit,” constantly 

expresses her desire to travel and she does put it into practice (New Anatomies 36). When 

Isabelle arrives in Algiers, she brings up the idea of movement again when she reminds 

Antoine of their youth dream of “moving, always moving” (New Anatomies 22). 

According to OED, the word “nomad” can be referred to “an itinerant person; a 

wanderer” ("nomad, n. and adj."). Throughout the play, Isabelle is for certain the 

wanderer who is on the constant move. In fact, Isabelle’s name also implies the nomadic 

spirit. In a salon in Paris, when Séverine mentions that Isabelle Eberhardt’s last name 

“Eberhardt” is a “Jewish name,” her friend Lydia immediately comments that Jewish are 
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“all nomads” (New Anatomies 35). Theoretically, Isabelle is not homeless because her 

homeland Geneva possesses the meaning of home right after Isabelle leaves the place.8 

However, practically, instead of considering Geneva her homeland, Isabelle prefers to 

create one. Isabelle is convinced that the desert is her home. In the first scene of the play, 

Isabelle has confirmed the very thought: 

SÉVERINE. What brought you to the desert? . . . 

ISABELLE. The Mektoub: it was written. Here. That means, no choice. 

Mektoub.  

(New Anatomies 8) 

As far as Isabelle is concerned, there is no need to explain the reason why she heads for 

the desert since it is her destiny. Isabelle begins her journey from Geneva, which is the 

departure point; nevertheless, it is not the returning point that Isabelle intends to return to.  

There is a scene when a Judge blames Isabelle for causing trouble to Arabian 

religion by wearing a masculine outfit. The Judge also questions Isabelle why she has no 

intention of returning home. 

JUDGE. What are you doing here, Miss Eberhardt? 

ISABELLE. I belong here. 

JUDGE. You are a European. 

ISABELLE. No, I am not – 

JUDGE. Were you lying when you told us you were born in Switzerland? 

ISABELLE. No. 

JUDGE. You are a European, Miss Eberhardt. You are also a young woman. 

                                                        
8 Abbeele mentions that “[t]he concept of a home is needed (and in fact it can only be thought) only after 

the home has already been left behind” (Abbeele xviii; emphasis in the original).  
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ISABELLE. No I am not. 

JUDGE. You are not a young woman? Twenty-six is not old, Miss Eberhardt. 

ISABELLE. I belong in the desert. 

JUDGE. You belong at home, Miss Eberhardt, in Europe. We consider  

ourselves responsible for your safety. 

(New Anatomies 47-48) 

In the courtroom, the concept of home is argued via the incongruity of dialogue between 

the Judge and Isabelle. On the one hand, the Judge, who is authorized to make a decision 

in the court, constantly reminds Isabelle of her origin. On the other hand, Isabelle refutes 

such a claim by reiterating that she belongs in the desert. In the beginning of the play, 

Isabelle confuses Séverine by making incoherent statement regarding her homeland; this 

time, Isabelle offers a resolute determination that she is not a European. Isabelle always 

wants to visit the desert and she considers it a place she belongs to. Such an intention is 

in fact previously revealed in a monologue scene when Isabelle admits to the audience 

that she is “seeking peace and a home in the desert” (New Anatomies 26). The vast desert 

is both the destination and home to Isabelle. When the Judge mentions that Isabelle 

belongs “at home,” the Judge is not only implying that Isabelle shall return to Europe but 

also suggesting that she should stay in the domestic field (New Anatomies 48). Isabelle 

disregards the Judge’s advice and insists on traveling in the desert. As soon as Isabelle 

arrives in Algiers, she is well prepared to indulge herself in the Arabic culture.  

In the end of the play, Isabelle does not return to Europe. Such a plot arrangement 

challenges the conventional notion on traveling proposed by Abbeele. I propose that New 

Anatomies is characterized by a post-modernist sense of traveling. Firstly, the concept of 
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home is no longer a fixed home base from which one departs and to which one returns. 

Instead, the play is filled with a sense of traveling-in-dwelling, dwelling-in-traveling 

(Clifford). In the play, Isabelle makes pilgrimages to her ideal home, which possesses 

floating characteristics. From this perspective, Isabelle is a wanderer, who makes her 

voyage an ongoing process. Secondly, New Anatomies possesses an open ending. I 

suggest that this plot arrangement leaves Isabelle in openness with all kinds of 

possibilities regardless of social and cultural restraint and confinement. The play ends 

with the declaration of Isabelle’s death by Séverine and Lyautey to the Judge. Though the 

readers are told that Isabelle is drowned, we are well aware that no one truly finds her 

body. A possible explanation is that Isabelle is still alive and her friends are trying to 

protect her from being bothered; Isabelle dies literally but lives with another identity she 

has formed, which is Si Mahmoud. At the moment Isabelle determines to travel as Si 

Mahmoud, she makes clear declaration that she intends to search for a home in the desert. 

The open ending can be thought of as a ticket for Isabelle to continue her journey. With 

such interpretations, Isabelle is still on her way of traveling.  

Isabelle’s voyage can be regarded as an approach to wish fulfillment. To be more 

specific, the journey represents Isabelle’s constant search for freedom and knowledge. 

Isabelle has long been trapped in the miserable family and socially constructed norms 

imposed on women; thus, she is always looking forward to escaping from home(land). 

New Anatomies reveals Isabelle’s frustration of her unchangeable life condition; 

however, traveling, which is considered to be the process of border crossing, opens up a 

possibility for her to leave behind her miserable past and to transgress the existed sexual 

and political boundaries. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

34 

 

Since Isabelle was young, she has possessed the idea of traveling to foreign 

countries. In youth, Isabelle and her elder brother Antoine can barely bear their father, 

who ill-treats them. In order to escape from reality, Isabelle daydreams of leaving home 

and traveling, and so does Antoine: 

ISABELLE. Let’s dream. 

ANTOINE. He [Father] threatened to hit me. Brute. I have to go away, now. 

ANNA. (paying no attention to any of this) First, Nicholas, not a word . . . He  

must have come to a bad . . . Too many anarchists in the house. It’s a bad  

influence on children. 

ISABELLE. Oh yes, let’s go away. We’re in Siberia. The snow is up to our   

knees, so hard to move. Suddenly, look, shining in the dark, a pair of yellow  

eyes. 

ANTOINE. I have no choice. I’ll have to run away and join the army. 

(New Anatomies 9) 

The conversation is made up of daydreaming, but it reveals that in their teens, Isabelle 

and Antoine already dream of leaving home. To both Isabelle and Antoine, traveling is an 

approach to leave behind the past and to greet new lives. The imaginary voyage to Siberia 

brings Isabelle and Antoine a sense of freedom. In the end of the scene, Antoine leaves 

home decisively and joins the army so as to escape from his father. Though Isabelle does 

not leave home immediately, she sets out a voyage later on with her sister, Natalie. Both 

Isabelle and Antoine leave home, but they have different intentions. On the surface, 

Antoine “[a]bandoned” home and family in the first place, but he actually leaves one 

home for another (New Anatomies 15). Few years after Antoine leaves home, he creates 
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his home and family in Algeria where he has a wife and a child. In fact, Antoine never 

intends to abandon his homeland, either. Antoine’s wife once declares that she and 

Antoine intend to “go back” to their homeland, Switzerland in the future (New Anatomies 

21). It appears that the concept of home(land) still exists in Antoine’s mind. The idea of 

leaving home/original family is just a temporary escape to Antoine. On the contrary, at 

least in New Anatomies, Isabelle leaves home and never intends to return home. If there is 

a home that Isabelle is in search of, it is the desert that she longs for. To Antoine, he is in 

quest of an ideal family of his own; where there is family, there is home. Evidence is that 

when Isabelle asks Antoine to wander with her at night, Antoine chooses to stay with his 

wife out of her quest.  

As far as Isabelle is concerned, where there is freedom, there is home; nothing can 

stop her from traveling. Throughout her life, Isabelle is always in search of freedom. 

Therefore, “the desert” where there is no rain and requires no “roof” becomes the ideal 

place for her to visit (New Anatomies 17). To Isabelle, the roof may imply order and 

constraint, which reminds her of the negative force: home. What Isabelle plans to do is to 

“gallop over the desert”; this is the freedom she wants to embrace (New Anatomies 18). 

Besides freedom, voyage provides Isabelle an opportunity to acquire knowledge. In 

North Africa, Isabelle’s local friend Saleh knows that Isabelle is in thirst for knowledge 

and therefore, suggests that she should seek “wisdom” by paying a visit to the local 

monasteries (New Anatomies 28). A more direct example appears in the first conversation 

between Isabelle and Colonel Lyautey, who later on supports her to embark on another 

voyage to Morocco.  

LYAUTEY. They say, Si Mahmoud, you’re a young man in search of  
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knowledge. 

ISABELLE. Was. 

(New Anatomies 53) 

If it is not for the political force, Isabelle will have the chance to continue her voyage, 

and to absorb knowledge from diverse cultures apart from her own. To be optimistic, the 

knowledge that Isabelle gains will always be her own treasure that can never be deprived 

of. Isabelle manages to realize her dream through lifelong pursuit of ceaseless journey; 

though Isabelle confronts difficulties and her wish of gaining freedom is never really 

fulfilled, she still gains optimistic hope through traveling. Traveling becomes her 

supportive belief that offers her a way out of the life struggle. Isabelle would rather go on 

a voyage and meet the possible loss of life and property than stay at home. 

2.5 Traveling without Moving 

 In addition to grammatical and educational senses, commercial aspect of travel can 

be perceived in New Anatomies. When Natalie gains “materials and clothes” from the 

locals in Algiers, she makes up her mind to open “the first shop in Switzerland” and sell 

the products (New Anatomies 23). By means of transporting those goods back to her 

homeland, Natalie expects to “make a fortune” (New Anatomies 23). To Natalie, traveling 

to Geneva is only an approach to compromise with Isabelle because she thinks that 

Isabelle will reconsider getting married as time passes by. Natalie leaves Geneva for 

Algiers and expects to return to Geneva. In reality, with Islam’s ethical division on 

traveling, Natalie does not even travel at all. Before Natalie embarks on a voyage, she 

already has the impression that “Arabs are very stupid” and will give people “valuable 
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jewels and clothes for trinkets” (New Anatomies 18). The stereotype remains unchanged 

when Natalie is in Algiers. She is even more delighted to find that the locals actually give 

things “for nothing”: “It’s wonderful how stupid these people [the Arabs] are,” says 

Natalie (New Anatomies 23). In her eyes, the locals’ good deeds become foolish acts. By 

means of degrading the locals, Natalie manages to exclude the locals from the Europeans; 

the distinction between the former and the latter thus becomes a rigid boundary. The fact 

that Natalie never intends to encounter the other indicates that she actually fails to 

complete a voyage. From this perspective, she is merely crossing the threshold rather 

than crossing the boundary that sets between Europe and Africa. To be more specific, 

Natalie can barely be called a traveler.  

Jenny’s attitude toward the locals and her depiction of Algiers shows that Natalie is 

not the only European who can hardly be treated as a traveler. Jenny constantly attempts 

to make a division between the Europeans and the locals by expressing her detestation to 

the locals. When Isabelle mentions that she hears the sound of Arabian flute at night, 

Jenny shows no interest at all and rejects the idea that there is any possibility of 

appreciating the beauty of music: 

ISABELLE. [. . . ] Listen. I hear him [an Arab] every evening, but I’ve never  

seen him come or go. He’s just there, suddenly, calling.  

JENNY. It’s probably a beggar and he’ll come asking for money. Chase him    

away, Antoine. They carry diseases these people. It’s bad for the baby.  

They ignore her. She shouts.  

Go away, you savage, go away, go away!  

Silence. (embarrassed)  
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I’m so tired and nervous. This isn’t a friendly country. It’s not easy to have a  

baby. It doesn’t happen all by itself. 

(New Anatomies 22-23) 

Jenny chooses not to confirm who the flutist is and directly identifies the person as a 

beggar. When Jenny learns that Antoine does not respond to her order, she tries to drive 

the flutist away by herself.  

The truth is, Jenny does not care if the flutist is really a beggar. Jenny despises the 

locals in the first place, and they are all the same to her. This incident also corresponds to 

the previous scene when she tries to wipe out her maid’s identity by consciously calling 

her “Fatma” rather than “Yasmina,” which is actually the real name of the maid. What 

Jenny is trying to do is homogenizing the locals: 

JENNY. Please remember that Fatma is a native and a servant. They don’t 

respect you if you treat them . . .  

ISABELLE. Her name isn’t Fatma. 

JENNY. Their names are unpronounceable. We call them all Fatma. 

ISABELLE. Her name is beautiful: Yasmina. 

(New Anatomies 19) 

Calling the maid Fatma, Jenny wipes out Yasmina’s identity and forces Yasmina to 

accept a new given one, Fatma. Jenny flattens Yasmina’s identity because Fatma refers 

not just to a specific person but it is a name that categorizes all maids. Similarly, when 

Jenny calls the flutist the beggar, she is abruptly casting away the flutist’s identity. Jenny 

drives the flutist away and deprives him of the chance to introduce his name to the 

readers/audience. The flutist’s case is not in the least better than Yasmina’s. Jenny 
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depicts Algiers as an unfriendly country, and even calls the street performer a filthy 

person that carries diseases. All the accusations make Algeria a barbaric country. 

Through degrading the Algerians, Jenny is trying to elevate the status of the Europeans. 

This process of degradation lightens up the difference between Europe and Africa 

through the discourse of hierarchy and hygiene. 

In New Anatomies, most Europeans draw out the difference between Europe and 

Africa by means of degrading the Algerians. It is through comparison from one locale to 

the other that brings about the break between places. When pointing out the difference 

between the arriving point and the departure point (home), the protagonists are 

simultaneously distinguishing home from destination. It is essential to notice that the 

sense of difference is what draws the boundary rather than the exact geographical 

demarcation. The travelers are those who cross the boundary and encounter the other; 

they become the mediators that connect the two separable places. Unlike the other 

Europeans, Isabelle manages to learn about the new culture and gets to know the locals in 

Algiers without prejudice. Isabelle’s sincere desire to break the boundary between self 

and the other has successfully turned her into a traveler, who truly encounters the other. 

The voyage to Africa further enables Isabelle to experience and to observe the foreigner’s 

problems within the colonist context in a voyage.  

New Anatomies depicts the society in the nineteenth century. It is the time when the 

Europeans possess ethnocentric prejudice against the Africans, and regard the Africans as 

savages.9 Debbie Lisle in The Global Politics of Contemporary Travel Writing states that 

“travelogues can help us understand the discursive terrain of global politics because they 

                                                        
9 Please see Catherine Barnes Stevenson. Victorian Women Travel Writers in Africa (Boston: Twayne, 

1982), p. 1-12. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

40 

 

are an important part of the cultural struggle over how we describe and represent the 

‘realities’ of global life” (277). Besides the foreigner’s problem, Isabelle’s traveling 

experience happens to record the struggles and inequality that arise in the colonial period 

and also slightly touches upon the conflict between western and Muslim societies.  
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Chapter Three 

Encountering the Other10 

3.1 The Foreigner 

Traveling abroad, we meet foreigners from the other countries. The foreigners, who 

are those we do not know, are also strangers to us. Traveling is perhaps the most common 

approach that connects people from different parts of the world, and further leads to the 

issues on foreigners and strangers. From a positive perspective, traveling triggers 

interaction between one and the other by bridging people from diverse countries and 

cultures together; however, the physical and the psychological conflicts turn out to be the 

undercurrent as a result of the elimination of distance. According to Julia Kristeva, when 

one senses the differences of the confronted others, one may feel emotionally disturbed 

either in a positive or a negative way. To the locals, the confronted others refer to 

foreigners, who come from another countries. In fact, the psychological conflict does not 

work in a one-way direction from the locals to the foreigners, or from the foreigners to 

the locals; it functions with both directions instead. The locals suffer from psychological 

disturbance; meanwhile, the foreigners are able to detect detestation from the locals. The 

                                                        
10 Bernhard Waldenfels in “Response to the Other” manages to deal with the issues on the other. 

Waldenfels introduces a German word fremdheit and talks of its ambiguous meanings. To translate the word 

into English, Waldenfels states that “[t]here is the ‘alien’ that belongs to the other; there is the ‘foreign’ that 

comes from the outside; and there is the ‘strange’, which looks or sounds curious” and it can “simply speak 

of the ‘other’” (Waldenfels 36). According to Waldenfels, there is no specific English word that can present 

the exact meaning of fremdheit.  
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inner struggle of both the locals and the foreigners will only be intensified through 

continuous interaction if not being properly coped with.  

In New Anatomies, the word foreign is first mentioned as Natalie announces her 

forthcoming marriage with Stéphane. In response to Natalie, Isabelle questions 

immediately the color and the race of Natalie’s fiancé, and later on, she fantasizes 

romantically that their romance is perhaps the happy union of Eros and Psyche:  

ISABELLE. A husband, Natalie. That’s different. Is he dark? Is he foreign?  

Does he visit you only at night and wrap you in a blinding veil of torrid  

passion? A secret husband, how wonderful, like Eros and Psyche. Does he let  

you look at him? 

NATALIE. What are you talking about? I’m marrying Stéphane. 

(New Anatomies 13) 

Isabelle is not interested in getting married, but the idea of meeting a foreigner excites 

her. Isabelle imagines that Natalie and Stéphane’s union can be the acquaintance of two 

foreigners. The association of Greek mythology with marriage romanticizes the possible 

conflict of the encounter with the foreigners and endows the foreigners with the mystic 

image. Furthermore, the love story of Eros and Psyche itself slips in the issue about the 

mistrust of the other, which often occurs when one encounters the foreigners.11 In a 

romantic way of thinking, the lovers are able to surmount whatever obstacle sets between 

                                                        
11 Eros’s name in Roman translation is Cupid. Eros and Psyche own a happy marriage but Eros tells Psyche 

that their marriage can carry on only if she promises that she shall meet him in the dark and never see his 

actual appearance. Being jealous of Psyche’s happy marriage, Psyche’s sisters persuade Psyche that Eros 

must be tremendous monster who will kill her eventually. Psyche is told that she must kill Eros in advance 

so she peeks at Eros one night but only to find that he is an attractive man. Psyche mistrusts Eros and 

breaks the promise; thus, Eros leaves Psyche out of disappointment. Psyche makes a great effort trying to 

be reunited with Eros. Please see Thomas Bulfinch. Myths of Greece and Rome (NY:Penguin, 1981), 

pp.106-113. 
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them because love surpasses all. Romance and marriage eliminate and veil the conflict 

that might arise between one and a foreigner and make the conflict a trivial issue. The 

conflict is, nevertheless, eliminated rather than eradicated; it is veiled but not wiped out. 

In the following sequence, Natalie’s confession to her mother Anna draws the readers 

back to reality. In reality, Stéphane’s parents do not think of Natalie and Stéphane as a 

perfect match due to her “foreign” identity (New Anatomies 14). Stéphane’s family is 

actually “upset” about Natalie’s foreignness (New Anatomies 14). It is easy to perceive 

the contrast between Stéphane’s family and Isabelle’s attitude toward foreigners. The 

previous is distraught with foreigners, while the latter welcomes them. The different 

attitudes already hint that conflict between one and the other, especially strangers, does 

exist. The sense of otherness still hinders people from embracing one and the other. 

Natalie’s marriage is a trifled incident that brings about the issue of foreigners. The 

question of otherness is further manifested as Isabelle begins her voyage to North Africa. 

The interaction among all characters within New Anatomies exemplifies the 

complexity of human interrelation. Originally, the characters in New Anatomies can be 

roughly divided into two groups, which are the Europeans and the Africans. The former 

represent the foreigners, while the latter appear as the locals. However, when observing 

the conflict that arises between the two groups, we may notice that the classification lacks 

its fidelity. As a matter of fact, unlike most of the Europeans who merely want to take 

advantage of the locals, Isabelle is willing to get acquainted with the locals.12 Human 

beings possess diverse nature and distinguishing characteristics; therefore, interaction 

between one and the other leads to multiple communication circumstances that can never 

                                                        
12 Séverine claims that Colonel Lyautey is also “an exception” among the Europeans because the “Arabs 

like him” (New Anatomies 51). 
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be generalized. The brief categorization of the characters provides only a glimpse of 

immeasurable samples that are presented in the play. 

3.2 Reconciliation with the Self-Otherness 

As Kristeva has mentioned, it is the sense of otherness that alerts one to the presence 

of the other. In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva has directly associated the otherness 

with the foreigner who comes from a different region and who embraces a different 

culture other than the locals. The sense of otherness highlights the difference of a peculiar 

being and differentiates him/her from us; furthermore, it is the difference that outstands 

him/her as a foreigner and makes him/her “[t]he image of hatred and of the other” 

(Kristeva 1).  

The most obvious and detectable feature that distinguishes one from a foreigner is 

his/her physical appearance, which “reminds one that there is someone there” (Kristeva 3; 

emphasis in the original). The conspicuous existence of a foreigner signals an intrusion 

on one’s familiar sphere and stirs one’s feelings and emotions. Kristeva writes that: 

[T]he face that is so other bears the mark of a crossed threshold that 

irremediably imprints itself as peacefulness or anxiety. Whether perturbed or 

joyful, the foreigner’s appearance signals that he is ‘in addition’. The presence 

of such a border, internal to all that is displayed, awakens our most archaic 

senses through a burning sensation. (4; emphasis in the original) 

When coming across a foreigner, one will immediately sense the difference in appearance 

between self and the other; the appearance marks an invisible line that separates the two, 

and pushes the question of self and the other to extremes. According to Kristeva, “this 
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grasping the foreigner’s features, one that captivates us, beckons and rejects at the same 

time” (3). The “remarkable” appearance of the foreigner appeals to us at the first sight, 

but on the second thought, we tend to prefer our self “peculiarity” (3); the idea that we 

have to get rid of the foreigner occurs to us with such shifting of mental states.  

Kristeva notes that the constant feeling of “[e]xperiencing hatred” results largely 

from the existence of border between the foreigner and the other (13). Kristeva explains 

that: 

Detestation tells you that you are an intruder, that you are irritating, and that  

this will be shown to you frankly and without caution. No one in this country  

can either defend or avenge you. You do not count for anyone, you should be  

grateful for being tolerated among us. (14) 

To the locals, the foreigner is the intruder, who shares no similarity with them; thus, there 

is no reason that the locals shall treat the foreigner with kindness. The intruder is just like 

a horrific shriek that breaks the serenity of night, and a coarse sound to the symphony. 

The presence of the foreigner is a state of chaos and discordance that discomfort the 

locals. Kristeva notices the tension between the locals and the foreigner, but she takes it 

positively: 

Living with the other, with the foreigner, confronts us with the possibility or  

not of being an other. It is not simply—humanistically—a matter of our being  

able to accept the other, but of being in his place, and this means to imagine  

and make oneself other for oneself. (13; emphasis in the original)  

As far as Kristeva is concerned, facing the other enables one to experience the alienated 

self. Kristeva applies Freud’s theory on the uncanny to deal with the psychological 
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disturbance that occurs when one faces the other.13 Kristeva firstly introduces the idea of 

the uncanny and then comes to a conclusion that the “foreigner is within us” (191). 

Kristeva states that “when we flee from or struggle against the foreigner, we are fighting 

our unconscious—that ‘improper’ facet of our impossible ‘own and proper’” (191). 

3.3 The Uncanny Strangeness 

In “The ‘Uncanny’,” Freud states that the uncanny “is not always used in a clearly 

definable sense” but is in general, “related to what is frightening—to what arouses dread 

and horror” (Freud 219). By presenting a lengthy research on the German words heimlich 

and unheimlich, Freud manages to lead out the idea of the uncanny. In a rough way of 

distinction, heimlich is related to the meaning of familiarity, while unheimlich is 

associated with the concept of unfamiliarity. After penetrating the meanings of heimlich 

and unheimlich, Freud organizes that heimlich means not only “what is familiar and 

agreeable” but also “what is concealed and kept out of sight” (224-25). In such aspect, 

umheimlich is “the contrary . . . of the first signification of ‘heimlich’” (225). In addition 

to this explanation, Freud goes on defining that unheimlich can be referred to everything 

“that ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light” (225). Viewing that 

heimlich owns both the positive meaning of familiarity and the negative meaning of the 

                                                        
13 Though Kristeva admits that “a foreigner seldom arouses the terrifying anguish provoked by death, the 

female sex, or the ‘baleful’ unbridled drive” but, still, she considers that “there is a share of uncanny 

strangeness in the sense of the depersonalization that Freud discovered in it, and which takes up again our 

infantile desires and fears of the other—the other of death, the other of woman, the other of uncontrollable 

drive” (Kristeva 191). “Delicately, analytically, Freud does not speak of foreigners: he teaches us how to 

detect foreignness in ourselves. [. . .] Freud brings us the courage to call ourselves disintegrated in order not 

to integrate foreigners and even less so to hunt them down, but rather to welcome them to that uncanny 

strangeness, which is as much theirs as it is ours” (191-92). By relating the theory of the uncanny to the 

problem of encountering foreigners, Kristeva tries to point out that we should all recognize our own 

uncanny strangeness. “If I am a foreigner, there are no foreigners. Therefore, Freud does not talk about 

them,” says Kristeva (192). 
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“obscure,” (226) Freud concludes that “heimlich is a word the meaning of which 

develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, 

unheimlich” (226). The uncanny is the confrontation of the unfamiliar, which is once 

familiar to us. It possesses this ambivalent idea since it “is in reality nothing new or alien, 

but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become 

alienated from it only through the process of repression” (241). The reason that the 

uncanny is frightening is that all at once the buried memories are exposed to us without 

concealment, and we are forced to confront with the return of the repressed without 

preparation.  

Kristeva extends the meaning of the uncanny strangeness to the situation when one 

encounters a foreigner. As we contact with a foreigner, we realize the gap between us. 

The sense of awkwardness accompanied with the feeling of the uncanny strangeness 

overwhelms us at the sight of a foreigner. According to Kristeva,  

Strange indeed is the encounter with the other—whom we perceive by means  

of sight, hearing, smell, but do not ‘frame’ within our consciousness. The other  

leaves us separate, incoherent; even more so, he can make us feel that we are  

not in touch with our own feelings . . .. Also strange is the experience of the  

abyss separating me from the other who shocks me—I do not even perceive  

him, perhaps he crushes me because I negate him. (Kristeva 187) 

We can easily detect the difference of the foreigner. From the unlikeness of physical 

appearance to the awkwardness of accent, and even the particular scent show that the 

foreigner does not belong to our group, our community, and our race.  

Due to the fact that the gap between the foreigner and us is perceivable, everything 
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about the foreigner leaves the impression of strangeness on us. We are forced to deal with 

the uprising tension and the incoherent psychical struggle ourselves when facing the 

detectable sense of the uncanny. On the one hand, this kind of the uncanny strangeness 

keeps one and the other apart because it reveals as one detects the difference of the other. 

On the other hand, the uncanny strangeness connects one and the other since it provides 

an opportunity for one to learn that one is the foreigner himself/herself. Kristeva 

mentions that: 

Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I  

identify, I lose my boundaries, I no longer have a container, the memory of  

experiences when I had been abandoned overwhelm me, I lose my composure.  

I feel ‘lost’, ‘indistinct’, ‘hazy’. The uncanny strangeness allows for many  

variations: they all repeat the difficulty I have in situating myself with respect  

to the other and keep going over the course of identification-projection that lies  

at the foundation of my reaching autonomy. (187) 

When we face a foreigner, the first stage we are most likely to experience is the process 

of negation. In the beginning, we tend to negate those who are not in the same group with 

us, but we move on to identify with the foreigner. The process of identification enables us 

to turn ourselves other to ourselves. Eventually, we recognize the alienated selves that are 

concealed in us. It is a striking experience to learn that we are ourselves the incoherent 

existence. The ugly truth is that we are no longer the homogenous unity but the 

heterogeneous composition instead.  

“Being alienated from” ourselves, according to Kristeva, may be “painful” but it 

provides us with the “exquisite distance within which perverse pleasure begins” and “the 
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possibility of” our “imagining and thinking” (13-14). We try to consider the possibility of 

reconciling with and to identify with the other. By rejecting the foreigner, we are 

separating ourselves from the other; however, by identifying with the foreigner, we are 

making connection with the other. All of a sudden, the wall that separates the foreigner 

and us collapses, and we thus encounter the alienated self. It is at this stage that we 

finally realize that “[u]ncanny, foreignness is within us: we are our own foreigners, we 

are divided” (Kristeva 181). 

The sense of anxiety arises as we question ourselves how it is possible that we 

define ourselves if there is no longer the distinctive boundary that distinguishes us from 

the other. “The clash with the other, the identification of the self with that good or bad 

other that transgresses the fragile boundaries of the uncertain self, would thus be at the 

source of an uncanny strangeness” (Kristeva 188). The feeling of the uncanny occurs as 

the boundary between what we have imagined and what is in reality is blurred. After 

noticing that we are not as familiar with ourselves as we thought to be, we experience the 

feeling of the uncanny strangeness. However, the sense of strangeness will be obliterated 

when we finally realize that we are in reality foreigners to ourselves.  

“To worry or to smile, such is the choice when we are assailed by the strange; our 

decision depends on how familiar we are with our own ghosts” (Kristeva 191). Kristeva 

contends that we are ourselves the factor of our own psychological disturbance and the 

foreigners are just the media and the accelerators that manifest the conflict: 

It is through unraveling transference—the major dynamics of otherness, of  

love/hatred for the other, of the foreign component of our psyche—that, on the  

basis of the other, I become reconciled with my own otherness-foreignness, that  
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I play on it and live by it. Psychoanalysis is then experienced as a journey into  

the strangeness of the other and of oneself, toward an ethics of respect for the  

irreconcilable. How could one tolerate a foreigner if one did not know one was  

a stranger to oneself? (182) 

The process of transference is an approach that enables us to reconcile with our own 

foreignness and such reconciliation can only be carried out by the existence of the other. 

Psychoanalysis is an instrument that helps us to comprehend our inner contradiction, and 

“it is with the help of that sole support that we can attempt to live with others” (Kristeva 

170). Psychoanalysis traces how a person experiences the process of distancing oneself. 

By means of negotiating with the strangeness of such a distanced self, one is able to 

extricate himself/herself from emotional entanglements when he/she confronts strangers. 

3.4 Isabelle, the Other, and the Otherness 

In New Anatomies, Isabelle’s case is a rather complicated one because of her 

distinctive life experience, personality, and identity. Theoretically speaking, Isabelle 

represents the European female intellect in her voyage to North Africa; however, 

throughout the play, it is hard for her to find her sense of belonging. It appears that 

Isabelle is the otherness in many perspectives. Firstly, though being born a European, 

Isabelle never intends to identify herself as a part of the group. Secondly, unlike the other 

women who devote themselves to family and try to behave well, Isabelle is not a 

conventional woman who, for example, is obedient and longs for a marriage. Thirdly, on 

the intellectual standpoint, Isabelle fails to find the counterpart who is able to 

communicate with her. Finally, even at home, Isabelle’s siblings do not accept her as a 
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normal woman either. The entire suggested group of her kind is treating Isabelle like an 

alienated person, and such sense of otherness does not result from Isabelle’s physical 

appearance but arises from her conduct and behavior instead. Isabelle’s frustration can be 

detected in the beginning of the play when she questions Séverine “[w]hy do they hate 

me so?” (New Anatomies 6). As far as Isabelle is concerned, she simply wants to live a 

carefree life without social constraint but there are always obstacles that block her way. 

Isabelle has made herself the foreigner and even the outcast of her kind for not fitting 

herself into the social norms.  

Isabelle is considered to be an unbridled girl in the eyes of other people. Isabelle’s 

sister Natalie complains about their father Trofimovitch for treating Isabelle as “an 

exception” and leading her to an unusual and unwomanly female (New Anatomies 18). 

The condemnation implies that there is a standardized model set for ideal women in the 

society but Isabelle fails to achieve it. What Natalie is trying to do is to draw a clear 

boundary that differentiates herself from Isabelle. In fact, Natalie still makes effort in 

trying to turn Isabelle into an ideal woman. In Natalie’s opinion, marriage can convert 

Isabelle to a docile lady but marriage seems to be incompatible with intellectual women. 

“If only we could get her married, she’d forget all those books, but it’s the quotes that 

drive men away,” says Natalie to Jenny (New Anatomies 24-25). Natalie is an advocator 

of conventional value but Isabelle would rather be a pioneer who challenges the value. 

The invisible borderline that separates Natalie and Isabelle is the fixed wall representing 

the ineradicable social value and doctrine imposed upon women. Both Isabelle and 

Natalie are frustrated about each other and they will never make confidants. In Natalie’s 

opinion, Isabelle can only remain an exception, and the other.  
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Instead of compromising with the social norms, Isabelle prefers to embark on 

voyages and to stick to her dream on pursuing knowledge. Though Isabelle is a European, 

she has determined to find a sense of belonging in a place other than Europe. North 

Africa is eventually a place that she prefers to settle in. It is possible that Isabelle’s father 

Trofimovitch has influenced her to some extent by introducing Arab culture such as 

“Arabic poem” to her when young (New Anatomies 16). Unlike the other Europeans who 

ill-treat and despise the locals, Isabelle is willing to get accustomed to Arab culture and to 

indulge herself in it. Isabelle claims that the country “has possessed” her, and she desires 

“to possess” it as well (New Anatomies 42). In order to put her words into practice, the 

first thing Isabelle does is to communicate with the locals in native language. Sharing the 

same language is perhaps the most instant approach for one to get a closer relationship 

with the other.  

According to Kristeva, learning a foreign language is like having a new “instrument” 

and “a new body”; it is a “resurrection,” a “new skin,” and “new sex” that makes one 

believe that he/she is leaving behind the past and heading for a brand new life (15). By 

means of temporarily discarding the mother tongue, one is symbolically drawing a clear 

cut between the past and the present.14 The separation with the past is a symbolic ritual 

because our peculiar sound always betrays us and reminds us that we are and will always 

be the foreigners. Isabelle’s preference for the native language shows her desire of 

turning away from the past and her eagerness to fit into the Arab way of life. To the 

                                                        
14 Kristeva states that mother tongue, which is “the language of the past,” actually “withers without ever 

leaving” an individual (Kristeva 15). Mother tongue cannot be discarded. In a seminar, which entitled 

“Foreigner Question: Coming from Abroad/ from the Foreigner,” Jacques Derrida also associates mother 

tongue with the idea of “second skin” (89) one wears; according to Derrida, language is the “ultimate 

homeland” (89) that “resists all mobilities because it moves about with” an individual (91; emphasis in the 

original). 
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Europeans, Isabelle is just like a betrayer to her own race and culture. Speaking the native 

language to the locals is a serious matter because it may cause suspicion in the 

community and “ruin” Antoine’s chance of promotion (New Anatomies 21). In addition 

to Isabelle’s preference of language use, the scene that Isabelle hums “Arabic 

modulations” spontaneously also shows Isabelle’s sincere attitude toward the foreign 

culture (New Anatomies 5). Finally, in religious preference, Isabelle becomes the faithful 

believer of Islam and claims that “[t]here is no god but Allah, Allah is the only God and 

Muhammed is his prophet” (New Anatomies 7-8). Being in North Africa, Isabelle 

embraces the new culture and has adapted herself to it. Isabelle’s behaviours have shown 

that she is different from the rest of the Europeans. The distinguishing characteristic of 

Isabelle is what makes her incompatible with the Europeans.  

3.5 Isabelle, the Europeans, and the Local Arabian Friends 

The conflict between Isabelle and the Europeans is intense. As a visitor of North 

Africa, Isabelle intends to acquire knowledge and to explore the place by having direct 

interaction with the locals. Isabelle treats the locals with sincerity, and the locals leave a 

good impression on her. The first native Isabelle encounters is Yasmina, who is forced to 

become a servant for resisting to marry her cousin. Yasmina’s rebellious experience 

moves Isabelle and Isabelle even decides to write down Yasmina’s life story. It is the 

rebellious spirit that ties Yasmina and Isabelle together. Besides Yasmina, Isabelle also 

makes friends with her local friends Saleh and Bou Saadi, who also greet her with respect 

and kindness.  

In the play, Isabelle’s psychological conflicts are not obviously manifested. It turns 
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out that Isabelle rarely senses the difference out of the foreigners but is apt to identify 

herself with the locals. Isabelle is willing to take a stand on supporting the locals. 

Evidence is that Isabelle would rather wander the country with the company of her two 

Arabian friends than accept French Captain’s invitation. The preference is considered “a 

taste for cockroaches” in the eyes of Captain (New Anatomies 30). 

CAPTAIN. But mademoiselle, if you wished to see the country, you should 

have come to us. We would be only too pleased to escort you and you would   

find our company much more entertaining than that of those sandfleas. 

ISABELLE. You shouldn’t speak of the Arabs in that manner, Captain. They 

resent it. 

CAPTAIN. You must tell me how to run the country, mademoiselle. It’ll pass 

the time as we travel. Dunes get monotonous. 

ISABELLE. I am travelling with my friends, Captain. 

CAPTAIN. What? Are there more of you? Do we have a whole boarding school  

of romantic young girls? 

ISABELLE. My friends Saleh and Bou Saadi. 

CAPTAIN. She calls these dregs of humanity friends. Ah, youth, the female  

heart. I admire your spirit, mademoiselle, but it is the duty of the French  

Army to rescue damsels in distress. 

(New Anatomies 30-31) 

Captain invites Isabelle to travel with French colonizers, but is turned down by her and 

being advised that his words and contemptuous attitude may offend the Arabs. Upon 

hearing Isabelle’s rejection and advice, Captain comprehends her preference as decision 
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made by an unsophisticated and naïve young girl who is unable to make appropriate 

judgment. Isabelle, however, further refuses Captain with a bitterer way by saying that he 

reminds her of “a heavy cascade of camel piss” (New Anatomies 31). “I’d rather kiss the 

open mouth of a Maccabean corpse dead of the Asiatic cholera than ‘travel’ with you, 

Captain,” responds Isabelle (New Anatomies 31). By rejecting Captain’s offer of 

protection, Isabelle already strikes Captain’s male dignity in the first place and her harsh 

humiliation infuriates Captain even more. Therefore, in order to consolidate his male 

dignity and to regain his authorized power, Captain starts to find fault with Isabelle. 

Eventually, Isabelle is forced to leave the desert within a time limit for not having the 

French permission to travel. As far as Captain is concerned, Isabelle is permitted to travel 

in North Africa, which is French territory, simply because she is a European; 

nevertheless, Isabelle’s rebellious spirit alerts him to the danger of possible threat to both 

the male and the national authority. Isabelle is expelled from French territory due to the 

fact that she takes sides with the locals. Isabelle’s behavior alienates her from the 

Europeans and turns her into a foreigner to the Europeans.  

It is not the physical appearance of Isabelle that invokes the sense of otherness to the 

other Europeans but her distinctive behaviors. The fact that Isabelle is aware of a possible 

threat she may posit to the patriarchal society explains why she constantly emphasizes 

that she does not intend to do harm to anyone. Isabelle notices her peculiarity but tries to 

get along with the sense of otherness within her. Being treated as an “agitator,” Isabelle 

understands that the conflict between her and the French will never diminish (New 

Anatomies 33). The French detest the Arabs; therefore, as soon as the French realize that 

Isabelle stands for the Arabs, they try to get rid of Isabelle. Isabelle and the Arabs are 
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those who may cause possible threat to the French colonizer, and this similarity binds 

Isabelle and the Arabs together. 

3.6 The One to be Expelled 

As a foreigner to the Africans, Isabelle does make friends with some of the Arabs, 

but she is not fully welcomed by the locals. The first time Isabelle visits North Africa, the 

locals greet her with cordial manners, but the French drive her away from the country. 

Isabelle returns to the desert afterwards, but she is not as lucky as her first visit. In the 

second visit, a murderer attacks Isabelle when she is visiting a monastery with her 

friends. The two incidents present two contrastive samples of how one responds to a 

situation when he/she encounters foreigners.  

Isabelle and her Arab friends Bou Saadi and Saleh get along well with each other; 

her friends even claim that she can become one of them. As the locals, Bou Saadi and 

Saleh are open-minded hosts who are willing to accept the visitor. On the contrary, the 

murderer detests the visitor and even tries to murder Isabelle in the name of Allah. The 

following scene shows how Isabelle’s local friends defend her against the unfriendly 

locals. 

  BOU SAADI. That’s a Muslim brother. Do you know what you’ve done? 

SI LACHMI. What’s your name? 

  SALEH. Who ordered you to do this? 

MURDERER. Allah. 

SI LACHMI. God told you to kill a brother? 

MURDERER. That’s a woman. 
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SI LACHMI. It’s no business of yours who this person is if we accept him as  

our brother. You question a sheikh? 

MURDERER. Allah ordered me to kill that person who offends our law. 

SI LACHMI. What law, fool? My sisters dressed as young men when they  

travelled. Who are you to judge? Who told you to do this? 

MURDERER. Allah. 

(New Anatomies 44) 

When the murderer attacks Isabelle, all Isabelle’s friends guard her from injuries. Bou 

Saadi tells the Murderer in the first place that Isabelle is one of the Muslim brothers and 

should not be harmed. Si Lachmi ignores the Murderer’s accusation that Isabelle is a 

woman in disguise, but simply emphasizes that no one is supposed to harm the Muslim 

brother. Bou Saadi, Si Lachmi and Saleh disregard Isabelle’s foreign identity and treat her 

with respect. The Murderer, however, is opposed to the idea of accepting a woman to be a 

Muslim brother and justifies his brutal assassination deeds in the name of religious belief. 

According to the Murderer, it is Allah who makes him kill Isabelle because she offends 

the law.  

As a matter of fact, Isabelle’s local friends and the Murderer are all the believers of 

Allah, but only the latter thinks that Isabelle is the offender of their customs. For this 

reason, Si Lachmi immediately interrogates the Murderer what law does he refer to. 

Isabelle considers the Murderer merely “an instrument” of someone else and goes on 

questioning the Murderer who the instigator is (New Anatomies 45). The most 

controversial scene is followed by Isabelle’s interrogation. In the next scene, Isabelle and 

the Murderer appear in the courtroom in Constantine. The scene is a controversial one 
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because the Murderer and the Judge are actually performed by the same person. To some 

extent, the identity of the Murderer and the Judge is blurred due to the plot arrangement. 

It appears that the Judge, who has the authorized power, speaks on behalf of the 

Murderer; meanwhile, the Judge justifies the Murderer’s criminal acts. In the courtroom, 

Isabelle is firstly being accused of wearing “masculine dress,” which causes “trouble” in 

the local “religion” and Arabic customs (New Anatomies 45). The accusation is a rather 

weak statement because the Judge can only conclude that it is “un-Christian” for women 

to wear men’s outfits (New Anatomies 46). Originally, the Judge accuses Isabelle of 

offending Arabic customs; however, the accusation becomes illogical when the Judge 

applies Christian law to deal with the case.  

At court, Isabelle is just like a victim who lacks ability to defend herself but can only 

accept whatever accusation that is placed on her. The Judge even deprives Isabelle’s of 

her new identity, which is Si Mahmoud. It is evident that the Judge has made any 

possible means to expel Isabelle from the country. Such an idea can be seen in the 

following dialogue between the Judge and Isabelle: 

JUDGE. We know it was a poor Muslim you drove to madness with your  

behaviour. And in order to protect you from further attacks – 

ISABELLE. If he is punished – not too severely, please – I will be safe. 

JUDGE. We must ask you to cease your wanderings. 

ISABELLE. I have to travel. 

JUDGE. We do not consider that safe, Miss Eberhardt. 

ISABELLE. My friends and brothers will protect me. I wish to go further  

south. 
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JUDGE. I’m afraid we must ask you to refrain from visiting places where your  

presence might cause an unpleasant incident, Miss Eberhardt. 

(New Anatomies 48) 

According to the Judge, Isabelle turns Muslims into madness. Having a foreign identity, 

Isabelle irritates the locals in the first place. Furthermore, Isabelle’s female identity even 

makes her the target of surveillance. Isabelle is being accused of wearing a man’s outfit 

while traveling. Nevertheless, in the previous scene, the local representative Si Lachmi 

mentions that his sisters do the same thing. It turns out that Isabelle’s behavior is an 

“offensive masquerade” but Si Lachmi’s sisters’ case is a less serious problem. (New 

Anatomies 49). The contrastive example shows that being dressed as men does not 

necessarily make a woman guilty.  

In the conservative male-dominated society, Isabelle “belong[s] at home” (New 

Anatomies 48). Nevertheless, Isabelle is an intellective woman, who is willing to revolt 

against the arbitrary authority and to speak for the minority. For this reason, Isabelle’s 

presence is considered to be a danger in the desert. To be more precisely, Isabelle is the 

danger existence in the eyes of the French. The following dialogue serves as an example: 

ISABELLE. It’s you. Pause. It’s not the Tidjanis. It’s you. You’re afraid of me. 

JUDGE. Your activities are obscure, Miss Eberhardt to say the least, but the  

French government is not afraid of women. 

ISABELLE. You’ve been trying to get rid of me all along. 

(New Anatomies 49)  

Isabelle soon realizes that it is the Judge who is afraid of her presence in the desert. It is 

at this moment that Isabelle finally learns that the Judge, who represents the French 
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government, might be the chief instigator of the assailant. “How much did you pay him 

[the Murderer],” Isabelle questions the Judge sharply (New Anatomies 49). The Judge 

refutes Isabelle’s accusation but there is a great chance that Isabelle may be right. 

Eventually, the Judge claims that Isabelle should “stay out of the desert” forever (New 

Anatomies 50).  

Kristeva points out the psychological conflicts one may have when encountering the 

other, and she urges that one shall deal with self-strangeness so as to overcome the 

conflicts. In New Anatomies, Isabelle is fully aware of her own strangeness because she 

constantly experiences the sense of otherness. Isabelle is an exceptional woman traveler 

who has made herself the otherness of the Europeans, and longs for finding her sense of 

belonging from the Arabs. Some of the Arabs do identify her as their brother; 

nevertheless, there is still some hostile local who treats her as an intruder. On the surface, 

Isabelle gets along well with the locals, but she knows well that her inner struggle cannot 

be fully removed. Evidence is that none of her local friends show up in court when she is 

brought to trial and cries out helplessly “My friends, my brothers, where are you? Help 

me” (New Anatomies 50). Apparently, when one encounters the stranger, he/she may 

experience psychological conflicts. In Isabelle’s case, the psychological conflicts may be 

reduced because Isabelle already senses her own strangeness before she comes across the 

strangers. With her own negotiation process, it is easier for Isabelle to get along with the 

strangers than the other Europeans. 
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Chapter Four 

Hospitality, Hostility, Hospitality15 

4.1 The Questions of Foreigners 

Traveling enables one to encounter the strangers. Julia Kristeva points out that we 

may sense the foreignness of the strangers through their appearance and accents. The 

strangers, who own the quality of foreignness, remind us of the fact that we are not at 

home. The sense of unfamiliarity makes us anxious. It is at this anxious moment that 

brings about the uncanny feeling. The strange feeling, according to Kristeva, enables us 

to confront with our concealed self, and eventually, we all learn that we are in fact 

strangers to ourselves. Jacques Derrida is also concerned with the foreigner question. In 

Derrida’s seminar entitled “Foreigner Question: Coming from Abroad/ from the 

Foreigner,” which is collected in Of Hospitality, the foreigner question brings forth the 

discussion on hospitality. According to Derrida, “[t]he Foreigner carries and puts the 

fearful question, he sees or foresees himself, he knows he is already put into question by 

the paternal and reasonable authority of the logos,” which “gets ready to disarm him, to 

treat him as mad” (11; emphasis in the original). Julia Kristeva manages to cope with the 

                                                        
15 In Of Hospitality, Jacques Derrida introduces the term hospitality from etymological perspective by 

pointing out that in Latin hostis, which originally means “the foreigner,” “guest,” and “enemy” (45; 

emphasis in the original). Hospitality carries within it the kind gesture of welcoming the guests by the 

hosts; however, it also implies the possible danger of hostility that the hosts may face. Hospitality thus 

becomes the aggregation of both hospitality and hostility: “Hospitality, hostility, hospitality” (45; emphasis 

in the original). 
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psychological conflicts that occur when we confront the strangers, while Derrida points 

out the foreigner question, and leads to the discussion on hospitality. When we meet the 

strangers at the first sight, we firstly deal with our own psychological conflicts, and then 

we think of what attitude we should show the other.  

In New Anatomies, there is a tension between the foreigners and the locals within 

colonist context. However, discussion on hospitality presents another notion on the 

question of the foreigner. Isabelle’s voyage to North Africa witnesses both hospitality 

and hostility in the host-guest relationship, and the inversion of the relation as well.  

4.2 Unconditional Hospitality and Conditional Hospitality 

Traveling refers to the practice of boundary crossing, which is carried out by a 

person’s movement between different spaces. The movement allows a traveler to 

encounter the other; furthermore, it also leads to the issue on the host-guest relationship. 

The host-guest relationship later on contributes to the discussion on hospitality. It is for 

this reason that boundary crossing becomes an essential idea that is being repeatedly 

highlighted.  

The threshold is the spot that draws the distinction between the stranger and the host. 

Before analyzing the issues on hospitality in his work, Taking on the Tradition: Jacques 

Derrida and the Legacies of Deconstruction, Michael Naas especially marks the 

importance of the threshold since “it is always on or from a threshold, from a limit 

between inside and out, that hospitality is offered or given” (154). The threshold is the 

place where the host faces the strangers. It marks “what is our own—or what we take to 

be our own—from what is not” (154); it is the unit of time and space that offers the host a 
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distance to speculate on the next move. The limit space becomes the spot where the host 

decides if he/she should welcome the strangers, let the strangers in, and determine to 

what extent of cordial manner he/she should greet the strangers. Thus, Naas states that if 

there were no threshold, “there would be no hospitality” (154). The threshold itself 

implies the energetic potential for cutting off the other or intending to be crossed by the 

other. Speaking of crossing the threshold, Edward S. Casey explains that the word 

“room” in English “is a linguistic cousin of German Raum, ‘space’,” which is the reason 

why “the threshold always has to have “a certain breadth” that allows people “to step 

over and pass through” (44; emphasis in the original).  

What is hospitality? In New Anatomies, the word first appears in Isabelle and 

Séverine’s conversation to express an altruistic idea. When Isabelle meets two guards that 

she is fond of, she tells Séverine that she will practice the “rules of hospitality” and let 

Séverine to date with the younger one (New Anatomies 6). Though the dialogue seems to 

be an indecent one, Isabelle still raises one of the core concepts in practicing hospitality.16 

Hospitality, in OED, is defined as “the reception and entertainment of guests, visitors, or 

strangers, with liberality and goodwill” (“hospitality, n.”). In addition to the altruistic idea 

that hospitality contains, the practice of reception also implies that hospitality inevitably 

deals with the idea of one encountering the other. As was previously mentioned, the 

threshold contains both temporal and spatial implications. It can now be thought of as a 

                                                        
16 The essential meanings of hospitality will be further discussed in the following paragraphs. Isabelle does 

raise the issue on hospitality but in a sarcastic way. It is likely that Séverine is a lesbian because in a salon 

in Paris, Séverine tells her friends that she prefers to wear “male clothes” so that she can take her 

“girlfriends” to coffee bars without being bothered by the other men (New Anatomies 38). Maya E. Roth 

actually calls Séverine a “lesbian journalist” (Roth 158). Apparently, Isabelle totally neglects Séverine’s 

sexual preference and insists that Séverine should date with a man. Perhaps Isabelle is insinuating to the 

audience that hospitality loses its essential meaning in a colonist context because of the inversion of the 

host-guest relationship.  
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demarcation line that enables us to distance ourselves from the stranger in a 

psychological way. If the encounter with the stranger will cause emotional conflicts, why 

should one take the risk at letting the stranger intrude in our private sphere? By blocking 

the strangers at the other side of the threshold, we are likely to be free of worrying about 

the accompanied uncanny feeling. The threshold becomes a site that makes the 

forthcoming hospitality possible.17 

In “Putting Hospitality in Its Place,” Brian Treanor goes on to relate space with 

hospitality: 

Hospitality always happens in a place; it consists in giving place to another and,  

as such, occurs as part of a relationship between an implaced person and a  

displaced person. Only an implaced person can be hospitable. A displaced  

person, qua displaced person, can be generous, can be the giver of gifts, can be  

forgiving, and can be responsible, but she cannot be hospitable because she  

cannot give place to an other. A host is precisely a person who receives people  

into a given space or place as guests. (50; emphasis in the original)  

Hospitality can only be achieved when the host owns a space where he/she is able to 

invite the coming guest. The host thereby becomes the host because of this possession of 

a space. In colonialism, in order to become the hosts of the colony, the colonizers have to 

claim mastery of the land. This is the reason why colonialism often associates with 

                                                        
17 Jacques Derrida mentions in Of Hospitality that in the practice of hospitality, “[c]rossing the threshold is 

entering and not only approaching or coming” (123). Hospitality requires host-guest relationship to carry 

out. Therefore, the master of the house waits at the threshold for the arrival of the stranger, who is able to 

“liberate the power” of himself by coming in from the opposite side (123). The threshold is the medium 

that bridges the host and the guest. Furthermore, the host and the guest generate meanings with 

interdependent existence. From this perspective, the threshold can also result in subjectivity inversion by 

turning the awaiting host the hostage. “[T]he guest, the invited hostage, becomes the one who invites the 

one who invites, the master of the host. . . . These substitutions make everyone into everyone else’s hostage. 

Such are the laws of hospitality” (125). 
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territorial invasion. By means of depriving the locals of their right to the living land, the 

colonizers take away the locals’ right as the host to invite the other and to expect for the 

unexpected other. This is the violence that the colonizers impose on the locals. In New 

Anatomies, Bou Saadi tells Isabelle that the locals were originally “born crossing the 

desert,” but they “have to ask permission to go to certain places” after being colonized by 

the French government (New Anatomies 28). Owning a space of one’s own thus becomes 

a luxury for those who are being colonized, not to mention having the chance to offer 

hospitality to visitors.  

Having a space qualifies the host as the host, and grants the host the right to receive 

the guest. The host-guest relation, however, features not only the grace of hospitality but 

also the potential emergence of hostility. Judith Still defines hospitality in Derrida and 

Hospitality as following: 

Hospitality implies letting the other in to oneself, to one’s own space –it is  

invasive of the integrity of the self, or the domain of the self. This is why it may  

be seen as both foundational . . . and dangerous. (13) 

By allowing the guest to cross the threshold and to come into the house or land, the host 

is sharing his/her space with the guest. The danger of practicing hospitality lies in the fact 

that the strangers may have malicious intention that will do harm to the host. The 

colonization of North Africa by the French in New Anatomies exemplifies the threat that 

the guest imposes on the host when the former decides to stay in the visiting place for 

good.18 The threat of colonization consists in the fact that the guest possesses malicious 

                                                        
18 Judith Still argues that “[h]ospitality is a particular form of the gift that involves temporary sharing of 

space, and sometimes also time, bodies, food and other consumables. The issue of temporarily is critical. It 

may be possible to imagine a permanent guest, but it is also a kind of contradiction in terms, as Kant points 

out. Of course Kant is writing in the eighteenth century when one of the obvious cases of guests outstaying 
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intention to take advantage of the host and even tries to deprive the host of the host’s 

position.  

Judith Still goes on to explain that the threat may also appear in economic aspects: 

It [Hospitality] is also perceived as potentially dangerous in economic terms  

because it implies sharing scarce resources, although in fact guests may be  

productive and may bring their gifts to the economy. . . . [T]he focus on the  

generosity of the host becomes a focus on the duties of the guest, and notably  

the construction of the figure of the guest who not only fails to fulfill his duties  

(the parasite) but even betrays the host (the terrorist). (13) 

The potential threat that accompanies the practice of hospitality is that the guest may 

deprive the host of his/her property. Hospitality is an act of goodwill by the host; 

however, when it is based on calculation of gain and loss, it demands the guest to respond 

to the favor in return. Such an example can be seen when Antoine’s wife complains to 

Antoine of his sister’s sharing their property: 

JENNY. . . . Some people have to pay for everything and soon we’ll have 

another mouth to feed. 

ANTOINE. Isabelle’ll help us when she sells some articles. 

(New Anatomies 20) 

Jenny finds Isabelle an unwelcome guest because Isabelle comes to Algiers and shares 

the property without bringing in any benefit.  

If there is the potential risk of carrying out hospitality, should we take the chance of 

welcoming the strangers? Jacques Derrida is concerned with the question of hospitality 

                                                        
their welcome was what we now recognise as colonialism” (Still 14).  
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and discusses the concept in depth. In “Hospitality, Justice and Responsibility: A 

Dialogue with Jacques Derrida” collected in Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates 

in Philosophy, we learn that Derrida employs Immanuel Kant’s concept of universal 

hospitality to further discuss the differences between conditional hospitality and 

unconditional hospitality. Derrida mentions that Kant’s idea of universal hospitality in his 

essay “Perpetual Peace” is conducted “under certain conditions” (Questioning Ethics 

70).19 Conditional hospitality is practiced only after calculation and speculation of the 

host; on the contrary, unconditional hospitality means leaving the door open to whomever 

will come to the host. According to Derrida, the ideal hospitality is the unconditional one: 

So unconditional hospitality implies that you don’t ask the other, the 

newcomer, the guest, to give anything back, or even to identify himself or 

herself. Even if the other deprives you of your mastery or your home, you have 

to accept this. It is terrible to accept this, but that is the condition of 

unconditional hospitality: that you give up the mastery of your space, your 

home, your nation. It is unbearable. If, however, there is pure hospitality it 

should be pushed to this extreme. (Questioning Ethics 70) 

The concept of unconditional hospitality indicates that we have to welcome the strangers 

without hesitation. It is a pure hospitality that requires no enquiries and doubts to the 

strangers. Derrida goes on to interpret unconditional hospitality by saying that it shall 

occur out of one’s expectation. Pure hospitality should be accomplished by “absolute 

surprise” (Questioning Ethics 70). If one is “unconditionally hospitable,” one “must be 

                                                        
19 According to Kant, perpetual peace can be carried out under two conditions. First, “being a citizen of 

another nation-state or country, he [the foreigner] must behave peaceably” in the foreign country (70). 

Secondly, “he [the foreigner] is not granted the right to stay, but only the right to visit” (70). See 

Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1999). 
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unprepared, or prepared to be unprepared, for the unexpected arrival of any other” 

(Questioning Ethics 70; emphasis in the original). Regarding unconditional hospitality, 

Michael Naas observes that both the host and the guest take the risk of experiencing 

possible loss: 

This means, it would seem, that the host must be open to welcoming the very 

worst, a guest who may actually expel him from his own home, and the guest, 

who would not recognize his host either, open to receiving the very worst, like 

being consumed rather than being given to consume by his host. Neither hosts 

nor guests can know with any assurance what awaits them. (164)20 

The two-way interrelationship between the host and the guest shows that both the host 

and the guest take equal risk from the practice of unconditional hospitality. 

To return to the question about whether we shall take the risk of showing hospitality 

to the stranger, we notice that unconditional hospitality requires one not to question the 

risk at all. Derrida notes that pure hospitality disposes of all doubts concerning the risk 

that may occur in practicing hospitality: 

[I]f you exclude the possibility that the newcomer is coming to destroy your  

house –if you want to control this and exclude in advance this possibility –there  

is no hospitality. In this case, you control the borders, you have customs  

officers, and you have a door, a gate, a key and so on. For unconditional  

hospitality to take place you have to accept the risk of the other coming and  

destroying the place, initiating a revolution, stealing everything, or killing  

                                                        
20 Naas takes Homer’s Odyssey as an example to show how the host may consume the guest. Being the 

host, Cyclops Polyphemus invites the strangers only for the purpose of consuming them rather than offering 

hospitality. See Michael Naas, Taking on the Tradition: Jacques Derrida and the Legacies of 

Deconstruction (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 156. 
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everyone. (Questioning Ethics 70-71) 

Absolute hospitality exceeds any forms of consideration and calculation. If we try to 

interrogate the guest that shows up at the door, we are merely offering conditional 

hospitality. Unconditional hospitality is carried out without any conditions, regulations, 

and restrictions.  

It seems that conditional hospitality and unconditional hospitality are two diverse 

practices, but they are inseparable from each other. According to Derrida, “[t]he law of 

unlimited hospitality” (77; emphasis in the original) is actually “above the laws” (79) of 

conditional hospitality, “[b]ut even while keeping itself above the laws of hospitality, the 

unconditional law of hospitality needs the laws, it requires them” (Of Hospitality 79; 

emphasis in the original). As Derrida comments: 

It wouldn’t be effectively unconditional, the law, if it didn’t have to become  

effective, concrete, determined, if that were not its being as having-to-be. . . . In 

order to be what it is, the law thus needs the laws, which, however, deny it, or 

at any rate threaten it, sometimes corrupt or pervert it. . . . conditional laws 

would cease to be laws of hospitality if they were not guided, given inspiration, 

given aspiration, required, even, by the law of unconditional hospitality. (Of 

Hospitality 79; emphasis in the original) 

Unconditional hospitality follows the singular absolute law, while conditional hospitality 

follows the plural laws, which is the assembly of laws in differentiation. The singular law 

contradicts the plural laws, but they are in reality compatible with each other. To clarify 

on this issue, Derrida further explicates that The law and the laws: 

. . . are thus both contradictory, antinomic, and inseparable. They both imply  
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and exclude each other, simultaneously. They incorporate one another at the 

moment of excluding one another, they are dissociated at the moment of 

enveloping one another . . . (Of Hospitality 81; emphasis in the original) 

If one decides to practice unconditional hospitality, one must take the risk of facing the 

possible danger. Though Derrida claims that Kant’s idea of hospitality is conditional and 

impure hospitality, he thinks Kant’s preference comprehensible.21 Derrida acknowledges 

that unconditional hospitality may pose danger to the host, and seems to be an impossible 

practice; nevertheless, the impossibility of hospitality is exactly the factor that makes 

possible the possibility of hospitality.  

To Derrida, hospitality is a practice without the concern of reciprocity. Derrida 

relates the function of gift to that of hospitality. Derrida suggests that both gift and 

hospitality should not be considered under the thought of reciprocity or they are based on 

condition. Derrida notes that “if I inscribe the gesture of hospitality within a circle in 

which the guest should give back to the host, then it is not hospitality but conditional 

hospitality” (Questioning Ethics 69). Pure hospitality can only be achieved without any 

form of economic exchange. The same idea can also be seen in Derrida’s seminar on 

January 10, 1996 when he tries to discuss the foreigner question: 

For to be what it ‘must’ be, hospitality must not pay a debt, or be governed by a  

duty: it is gracious, and ‘must’ not open itself to the guest [invited or visitor],  

either ‘conforming to duty’ or even, . . . ‘out of duty’. This unconditional law of  

hospitality, if such a thing is thinkable, would then be a law without imperative,  

without order and without duty. (Of Hospitality 83) 

                                                        
21 Unconditional hospitality “could turn into wild war, terrible aggression” (Questioning Ethics 71).  
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The absolute hospitality requires one to unconditionally accept and welcome the 

foreigner. There should not be expectation of reciprocity, and such an idea of hospitality 

indicates that this is a complete altruistic act that has nothing to do with duty and 

obligation to give and to return. In New Anatomies, when Isabelle and Natalie visit 

Algiers for the first time, Natalie is incomprehensible to the locals’ generosity: 

NATALIE. It’s wonderful how stupid these people are. They give you things  

for nothing. 

ISABELLE. The word is generosity, gifts of hospitality. 

(New Anatomies 23) 

The locals’ generosity is beyond Natalie’s understanding. Nevertheless, Isabelle notices 

well that the locals, who are the hosts of the country, are simply practicing hospitality.  

4.3 The Host-guest Relationship 

In New Anatomies, the French government is originally the guest that visits North 

Africa, and is supposed to be welcomed by the host/Africans. However, the host-guest 

relation inverses within the colonist contexts. Therefore, when Isabelle visits North 

Africa, she actually meets two hosts. One are the locals, and the others are the French. 

The French Captain’s first invitation to Isabelle implies that he already treats the country 

as the property of the French government, and he is authorized to act as the host: 

CAPTAIN. . . . if you wished to see the country, you should have come to us. We  

would be only too pleased to escort you and you would find our company much  

more entertaining than that of those sandfleas. 

ISABELLE. You shouldn’t speak of the Arabs in that manner, Captain. They resent  
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it. 

CAPTAIN. You must tell me how to run the country, mademoiselle. 

(New Anatomies 30-31) 

The Captain invites Isabelle not only to the country but also to the colonizer’s social 

stratum. If it were unconditional hospitality, there should not be any form of invitation. 

Unconditional hospitality only happens with the unexpected arrival of the guest; 

therefore, the Captain’s direct invitation is merely conditional hospitality. In this case, the 

hospitality is, nevertheless, unfulfilled because Isabelle declines the Captain’s invitation 

afterwards. In response to Isabelle’s offensive words, the Captain manages to regain his 

authorized power by threatening her that she needs to have “government permission to 

travel through French territory” (New Anatomies 32). The Captain tries to remind Isabelle 

that he, who owns the place, is the host and the master.  

The host who possesses a place of his/her own is the one that is able to welcome the 

guest; meanwhile, the guest is the receiver of the hospitality. From this perspective, the 

host-guest relationship is another factor that constitutes hospitality. As Brian Treanor 

says: 

Hospitality exists, if it does exist, in the relationship between host and guest.  

Hence the Latin hospes, which can mean both ‘host’ and ‘guest’. When the host  

ceases to be a host (as when she herself is displaced) or when the guest ceases  

to be a guest (as when she becomes a naturalized citizen or member of the  

family), we can no longer speak of hospitality. These conditions, as well as  

many others, indicate just how place-saturated hospitality is. (50; emphasis in  

the original)  
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To have a space of our own prepares us the condition to invite the visitor; nevertheless, 

without the guest, we are still unable to carry out hospitality as the host. In other words, 

the host needs the presence of the guest so as to become the host; meanwhile, the guest 

becomes the guest by the presence of the host. Derrida explains that “the master of the 

house is at home, but nonetheless he comes to enter his home through the guest—who 

comes from outside. The master thus enters from the inside as if he came from the 

outside” (Of Hospitality 125; emphasis in the original). The explication implies that the 

presence of the guest is what makes the master of the house the master. “It is as if the 

stranger or foreigner held the keys” to liberate the “impatient master” (Of Hospitality 

123; emphasis in the original). The host and the guest possess inseparable coexistent 

relationship. 

Theoretically, there is only one host-guest relationship within the colonist context in 

New Anatomies because the French government has already turned the locals into the 

inferior. Nevertheless, soon after Isabelle shows up, two other possible relationships 

occur. One is the relationship between Isabelle (guest) and the French government (host). 

The other is the relationship between Isabelle (guest) and the locals (host). Traveling to 

North Africa, Isabelle is the only character that remains the guest position throughout the 

play. Isabelle’s posited guest position is essential because her presence allows both the 

French government and the locals to have the chance to become the hosts. The French 

government begins to establish colony in Africa by taking the land under French 

sovereignty. With the conquest of Algiers, the French violently take away the host 

position from the locals. As the representative of the French government, the Captain 

considers himself the host of the country. The presence of Isabelle enables the Captain to 
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practice hospitality/hostility as the host. On the other side, though the locals think of 

themselves the masters of the monasteries, they can never realize their host position 

without the presence of Isabelle. Isabelle’s visitation is especially important to the 

Africans because it offers the inferior a chance to regain power of being the host and the 

ability to practice hospitality. From this perspective, the foreigner provokes positive 

stimulation to those who are already settled in the land. It can be said that Isabelle’s 

visitation to North Africa complicates the host-guest relationship because she questions 

the ethics of hospitality.  

4.4 The Host-guest Relationship22 

 How we shall greet the foreigner is the problem that remains unsolved. Pure 

hospitality implies an unconditional welcome to the foreigner. It implies no interrogations 

to the foreigner. However, when it comes to politics of hospitality, Michael Naas states 

that: 

There on the border, names are asked, identities verified, origins checked, and  

intentions cleared. For when it comes to politics, to hospitality in or of the state,  

conditions are always stipulated. (157; emphasis in the original) 

In politics, name and borders function as the threshold that parts the host and the guest. 

By identifying with the guest, one is able to reduce the sense of foreignness when facing 

the guest at the first sight. Naas observes the dilemma of hospitality and states that “[t]he 

essence of hospitality surely involves welcoming a stranger or foreigner and not someone 

                                                        
22 In this thesis, I mention that the French government deprives the locals of their host position, and turns 

the locals into the inferiors. Based on the theory of hospitality, the host-guest relationship is inversed. 

However, in reality, the locals are far from being treated as “guests.” Thus, the word “guest” is italicized 

here to distinguish the meaning from Derrida’s original meaning of the guest.  
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with whom we are already fairly familiar” but still, “to have a genuine effect, to be a real 

welcome, the guest must be identified” (159). The “identification” process, however, 

“risks negating the hospitality that is extended” because “the stranger always risks 

becoming a relative nonstranger” (159). The Captain, who first meets Isabelle on her way 

to a monastery, starts the conversation with enquiry: 

CAPTAIN. . . . What’s your name? 

ISABELLE. Si Mahmoud. 

(New Anatomies 30) 

In fact, the enquiry takes the risk of becoming an interrogation. With a brief enquiry, the 

Captain is able to identify Isabelle’s origins. However, the hospitality that the Captain 

offers might be considered as conditional hospitality, which is practiced as a result of 

speculation and evaluation. If the host only invites those who have good intention, it is 

the hospitality that is based on certain conditions.  

From another perspective, the Captain’s enquiry does not necessarily direct to bad 

intention. Brian Treanor in “Putting Hospitality in Its Place” emphasizes the importance 

for one to own a place because owning a place is for the purpose of giving place to the 

visitor; Treanor argues that “[h]ospitality is more than just admitting the other; it requires 

a genuine attempt to welcome the other and to make the other feel ‘as if’ she is at home” 

(62). To elaborate on his idea, Treanor goes on saying that: 

We are not hospitable if we simply throw open our doors, even if we ask no  

questions and allow unconditioned and unchallenged entry, simply because  

there is no one at the gate to question the stranger. . . . Hospitality requires  

someone implaced, someone who will greet, and question, the stranger. (63) 
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Hospitality requires genuine and graceful intention to present a cordial atmosphere, and 

to allow the foreigner to have a sense of being at home. Thus, the Captain’s enquiry can 

be considered an act of reception though it is also the starting point of evaluation. When 

the Captain learns that Isabelle does not take her side with the French government, he 

immediately turns his back on Isabelle: 

CAPTAIN. This Si Mahmoud is a woman.  

Silence. Bou Saadi laughs stupidly. Saleh doesn’t react at all. 

Look under her clothes if you don’t believe me. 

SALEH. (slowly) Si Mahmoud has a very good knowledge of medicine. He’s  

helped people with their eyes and cured children. 

CAPTAIN. Probably told them to wash. It’s a woman I tell you. You must be   

stupider than I thought not to have noticed or at least asked a few questions. 

SALEH. It is a courtesy in our country not to be curious about the stranger. We   

accept whatever name Si Mahmoud wishes to give us. 

ISABELLE. You knew. 

SALEH. We heard. We chose not to believe it. (to the Captain) Si Mahmoud  

knows the Koran better than we do. He’s in search of wisdom. We wish to  

help him. 

(New Anatomies 32-33) 

The Captain thinks that it is necessary to have enquiries on the foreigner. On the contrary, 

Bou Saadi and Saleh show no interest in questioning Isabelle’s identity, and are willing to 

offer Isabelle unconditional hospitality. In Saleh and Bou Saadi’s opinion, it is 

unnecessary and even impolite to interrogate a foreigner. It is previously mentioned that 
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the French government takes away the host position from the African, and reverses the 

host-guest relation; however, the dialogue hints that the inversed host-guest relation still 

possesses the capacity to overturn again. When Saleh states that “[i]t is a courtesy in our 

country not to be curious about the stranger,” he uses possessive case “our” [Saleh and 

Bou Saadi’s] to imply that the noun following up, which is “country”; in the line, 

“country” is the possession of “our” (New Anatomies 32). Saleh tries to slip the concept 

that the Africans are the true possessor of the place into the dialogue without the 

Captain’s notice. Being the true host of the country, Saleh and Bou Saadi are willing to 

welcome Isabelle, the unexpected visitor, into their place with unconditional hospitality. 

As a foreigner, Isabelle is the person who enables the locals to practice unconditional 

hospitality with courtesy.  

In the play, monasteries preserve Arabic cultures. The locals are confident that 

monasteries are the places where the French government cannot take over. The places 

thus become ideal sites for the locals to greet their visitors: 

SI LACHMI. You’ll be safe in our territories. 

ISABELLE. Take off at last the grimacing, degraded mask. 

SI LACHMI. All our monasteries are open to you. 

(New Anatomies 42) 

Si Lachmi gives explicit declaration that monasteries are their territories, and Isabelle is 

completely welcomed. As the host of the place, Si Lachmi finally has the opportunities to 

welcome his guest in. The hospitality that Si Lachmi offers are unconditional hospitality 

because all places are “open to” the guest (New Anatomies 42). The French government 

takes over the territory of North Africa; nevertheless, Isabelle’s visitation has allowed the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

78 

 

locals to become the host again. This is the positive influence of the foreigner’s visitation. 

Si Lachmi, Bou Saadi and Saleh do not simply welcome Isabelle, but actually find a 

sense of intimacy with Isabelle. The intimacy comes not from language, nation or race 

but from the similar cultural knowledge Isabelle shares with them. One of the possible 

means for one to communicate with each other is language. Language thus becomes an 

approach for one to get connected with the other, and to know the other’s culture. Both 

Kristeva and Derrida speak of the problem of language that the foreigner may encounter. 

In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva addresses that manipulating a foreign language 

endows the foreigner with a “new skin” that positively symbolizes the act of leaving the 

past behind and an approach to fit in the foreign country (15). In order to get accustomed 

to the new culture, the foreigner manages to use the foreign language to communicate 

with the locals. In Derrida’s opinion, such an approach makes language “the first act of 

violence” acted upon the foreigner “by the master of the house, the host, . . . the 

authorities” (Of Hospitality 15). It is said that “the foreigner is first of all foreign to the 

legal language in which the duty of hospitality is formulated . . . He has to ask for 

hospitality in a language which by definition is not his own” (Of Hospitality 15). At some 

places such as Athens, the foreigner has the right of hospitality. Derrida mentions that 

Socrates once asks for tolerance for his foreign “accent,” “voice, “elocution,” and 

“spontaneous, original, idiomatic rhetoric” in court (Of Hospitality 19). The problem of 

language thus implies that unless the guest is able to utilize language spontaneously, 

he/she can never sense the hospitality. For this reason, language can either become 

assistance or remain obstruction to the foreigner in foreign countries. The language 

problem is, nevertheless, no longer an obstacle to the Europeans in New Anatomies. 
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Within the colonist context, the violence of language is not against the French who come 

to North Africa as the foreigners, but is against the locals instead. In North Africa, the 

locals are asked to speak French to the French. It is not the Europeans that need to 

communicate with the locals in their native language. When Isabelle visits Antoine’s 

family in Algiers for the first time, she is actually being accused of talking to the natives 

in the native’s language but not in French. In the eyes of the French, the natives, who are 

no longer the hosts of the place, are those who have to speak in French.  

Derrida goes on discussing language in a broader sense by saying that it is not only 

“a linguistic operation” but also “a matter of ethos” (Of Hospitality 133; emphasis in the 

original). “[T]he language in which the foreigner is addressed or in which he is heard . . . 

is the ensemble of culture”; thus, “it is the values, the norms, the meanings that inhabit 

the language” (Of Hospitality 133). Therefore, what makes the foreigner foreign depends 

on the extent of culture similarity he/she shares with the other. From the locals’ 

perspective, as a foreigner, Isabelle seems less foreign than the rest of the Europeans 

because she is acquainted with the local culture. Saleh even praises Isabelle for knowing 

the Koran better than the locals. Unlike Isabelle who tends to remain the guest of the 

foreign land, the European colonizers take over North Africa and consider themselves to 

be the hosts of the place; instead of accommodating themselves to the foreign land, they 

force the locals to follow their rules, to accept their culture and even to learn their 

language. It turns out that it is the locals that require intercultural competence in response 

to the European intrusion.  

In New Anatomies, both Isabelle and the European colonizers come to North Africa 

as visitors in the first place, and are supposed to be treated as the guests. However, 
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Isabelle is the only person who sticks to her role as a guest, and accepts the hospitality 

from the locals. Being a foreigner, Isabelle makes effort to learn the new culture, and 

even communicates with the locals with their language. Unlike Isabelle, the European 

colonizers claim to be the hosts of the country by depriving the locals of the host role. 

Instead of appreciating the new culture, the Europeans only manage to bring in their own 

culture and force the locals to learn from them. The relationship between the locals and 

Isabelle shows how the original host-guest relationship appears to be, and becomes a 

contrastive example when comparing to the inversed host-guest relationship between the 

locals and the colonizers. Perhaps it is more precise to say that the colonizers actually 

think of themselves as the masters of the place because they never intend to treat the 

locals as their guests. The inversed host-guest relationship between the locals and the 

European colonizers can only be carried out with the presence of Isabelle. Being the one 

who remains the visitor in North Africa throughout the time, Isabelle is able to 

experience the hospitality that is offered by the locals; furthermore, she can observe the 

distorted host-guest relationship in the colonial society. To the locals, Isabelle offers them 

a chance to become the hosts again and to have the ability to greet their guests. To the 

colonizers, Isabelle is just a mediator for them to manifest their power over the locals. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

This thesis seeks to make use of the traveling theme in New Anatomies to bring forth 

the foreigners’ questions by associating Freud’s theory on uncanniness and Kristeva’s 

concept of foreigners with Derrida’s notion on hospitality. In addition, I also try to figure 

out whether these theories can be realized within the colonist context.  

New Anatomies portrays Isabelle’s traveling experience to North Africa, and it is 

originally a story of a female who is in the pursuit of ideal home and knowledge. To 

complete a voyage, one has to leave home and to return home so as to complete a circular 

act. Isabelle does leave her homeland and head for North Africa; however, instead of 

returning to her homeland, Isabelle prefers to keep on her journey. The play ends with the 

announcement of Isabelle’s death in the desert, yet the fact that nobody ever finds her 

body offers the readers a reasonable doubt that Isabelle simply intends to leave the 

chaotic place without trace; it is an unrestricted path that Isabelle is heading for. In the 

end of the play, Isabelle’s friends Lyautey and Séverine tell the Judge that Isabelle is 

drowned in the desert but they can only find Isabelle’s journals on the scene. The journals 

thus become the records that show the epitome of her life struggle. In addition to the 

journals, Séverine’s records of Isabelle’s voyage also become the trace of Isabelle’s 

existence.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

82 

 

As a matter of fact, the chronicle that contains Isabelle’s traveling experience 

becomes an essential part of the play because it reflects on different purposes for writing. 

On the one hand, the recounting of Isabelle’s traveling experience becomes the mirror of 

cultural and social background of the time. On the other hand, it is a model for those 

successors who are eager to travel. Isabelle once tells Séverine that she must write down 

all her traveling experience without editing because people in Europe “want to know 

that” (New Anatomies 7). What Isabelle is concerned with is the presentation of her travel 

experience. Isabelle’s journey to North Africa is the process of attaining freedom and 

knowledge, and the approach to obtain her ultimate ideal home. It only happens by 

chance that Isabelle’s visitation to North Africa makes her a witness of the exploitation 

by the French in North Africa, and such an exploitation is sensed through her encounter 

with the local. Unlike the other Europeans who are in the opposing stance to the locals, 

Isabelle remains a contrasting figure who is close to the locals. By having an intimate 

friendship with the locals, “Isabelle can go places where no other European would be 

safe” (New Anatomies 52). Due to the fact that the locals’ modes of lifestyle gradually 

changed under such a social background, Isabelle can hardly meet her expectation to fully 

possess the country. Regardless of the obstacles, Isabelle still endeavors to involve 

herself in the foreign country. By recording Isabelle’s voyage, Séverine is able to capture 

the unique moment of confrontation between the locals and the foreigners in its colonist 

contexts. Thus, to narrate the travel experience is to reconstruct the social and cultural 

background of the time. When Isabelle decides to travel again to Morocco, Captain 

Lyautey also tells her that they shall chat about the country after she returns. The voyage 
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is either transformed into written language or verbal words and being passed on to those 

who also long for embarking on voyages.  

To Isabelle, the main purpose of narrating her travel experience is to inspire and to 

encourage the other females to pursue their dream in spite of the social restraint imposed 

on them. Isabelle never intends to become an ideal woman that conforms to the social 

norms. When she is still young, Isabelle dreams of traveling; she admits that her “love of 

the desert is an unhealthy appetite,” but she is willing to set forth on her voyage 

regardless of the other’s judgment and the upcoming danger (New Anatomies 54). “Will 

you write my story? Practical guide for girls with unhealthy desires. With diagrams for 

the Europeans, the Cartesians. They couldn’t fence in my tongue,” says Isabelle to 

Séverine (New Anatomies 56). Isabelle knows that she is not the only and the last female 

that possesses dreams; therefore, she is willing to record her personal experience and to 

make it a guidance for those who share the same dream with her. Through the chronicle, 

readers learn to reconcile the disparity between personal dream and reality. Isabelle 

intends to realize her dream through traveling, and traveling further results in the issues 

on the foreigner’s questions. I employ Kristeva’s theory on the foreigner’s issues and see 

how it helps to cope with the psychological conflicts of the traveler. Kristeva notices that 

the encounter of a person with the other often produces a sense of rupture in one’s mind; 

therefore, she claims that instead of being enmeshed in this chaotic psychological 

condition, one shall realize that we are all foreigners to ourselves and try to cope with the 

foreignness within us.  

I continue the issues on foreigners and bring in the concepts of hospitality, which 

covers the host-guest relationship. The guest and the host appear as supplementary ideas. 
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A host can only become the host when a guest shows up in front of his/her house, and a 

guest can only be the guest when the host greets him/her. The practice of hospitality is 

practicable by the assertion of the host-guest relationship. As a foreigner to Algeria, 

Isabelle is the guest who expects to be welcomed by the locals; meanwhile, the locals are 

the hosts that are supposed to greet the unexpected visitor. However, such a relationship 

is subverted. Upon seeing the locals and Isabelle, the French Captain immediately 

intercepts Isabelle and invites her to travel with him so as to lay emphasis on his host 

position on the spot. In the colony, two hosts in the foreign country receive Isabelle at the 

same time. One are the locals, and the others are the French. Isabelle eventually refuses 

the French Captain’s invitation; furthermore, she insults the French Captain to his face. In 

the French Captain’s opinion, Isabelle becomes a potential threat to the French territory 

and shall be expelled. Therefore, in the name of national security, the French Captain 

draws back his act of hospitality from Isabelle, and demands her to leave the country for 

good. To practice pure hospitality, the host has to unconditionally invite the guest and 

endure the encroachment on his/her property. The French Captain’s attitude obviously 

fails to meet the definition of hospitality. 

Being the guest to the foreign country, Isabelle seems to have the rights to decide 

who the host is. Isabelle’s preference to the locals justifies the locals’ host position, and 

authorizes the locals to practice hospitality to her. Therefore, the locals are able to invite 

Isabelle to their country, and to introduce her local culture and religion. Unlike the 

French who visit the country and deprive the locals of their host role, Isabelle maintains 

her guest position so that she can enjoy the host’s hospitality. In her voyage, Isabelle 

seeks to possess the country by absorbing knowledge and appreciating the culture from 
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her friends, and she has successfully won the trust of the locals with her sincere attitude 

and humble manners. On the contrary, the French possess the country by obtaining the 

actual territory.  

The host and the guest require mutual existence to generate meanings respectively. 

The interdependent relationship between the host and the guest also implies that there 

shall be an interaction between each other. However, in the colonist context, the host-

guest relationship is not only inverted but also deformed. Being the foreigners, the French 

become the hosts who manage to take control over the country, but they tend to be 

indifferent to the locals. In fact, not only the French government but also the rest of the 

Europeans see only economic benefit in Algiers, and devote themselves to economic 

activity in the foreign land. Jenny looks forward to moving back to Switzerland when 

Antoine earns enough money from Algiers. In Jenny’s opinion, “money” is “freedom” 

(New Anatomies 22). Natalie even dreams about making a fortune by selling the oriental 

goods when she goes back to Switzerland. To the Europeans, Algeria is only a place that 

they can take advantage of, and this is the only reason that they declare themselves as the 

hosts of the country. The Europeans lack emotional attachment to the foreign land. 

Consequently, the French Captain’s invitation to Isabelle is merely an approach to 

emphasize his host position. Isabelle’s presence happens to be the mediator that offers the 

French Captain a chance to realize his role. As a matter of fact, the Europeans are 

indifferent to accommodate themselves to the foreign country because they already 

consider themselves to be the hosts of the country. From this perspective, the French 

Captain does not care whether Isabelle accepts his invitation or not. If Isabelle accepts to 

travel with the French Captain, the Captain is able to manipulate his beneficence and 
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generosity or even take advantage of her; on the contrary, if Isabelle rejects him, the 

Captain can simply expel her just as he does in the play. Apparently, Isabelle’s refusal 

does challenge the French’s host position, but what the French Captain really concerns 

about is her abrupt manner of embarrassing him in front of the locals, of objecting to his 

authority, or perhaps of insulting his masculinity.  

“Questions of hospitality and how we ought to be with the other are sparked 

wherever host and guest converge” (Hogeveen and Freistadt 44). The issue on the host-

guest relationship is often associated with theme on hospitality. The host and the guest 

are said to be dependent on each other, but they are seldom placed in hierarchical 

classification. The host and the guest operate the law of giving and receiving though their 

relationship is not fixed but rather fluid. The host-guest relationship is, nevertheless, 

deformed into an imbalanced relation when it comes to the colonist context. The 

colonizers impose direct threat on the indigenous populations through exploitation of 

natural resources, labours, and even cultures; meanwhile, the indigenous populations 

passively endure such violence. The relationship between the colonizers and the 

colonized is the relationship between the oppressors and the oppressed. The idea of 

master-slave relationship therefore insinuates into the host-guest relationship. The 

insinuation implies that the colonizers are not intrinsically interacting with the colonized 

groups.  

It is likely that the French Captain thinks of his invitation to Isabelle merely as 

hospitality to a visitor, because the French are more like masters than hosts in Algiers. As 

a matter of fact, the Europeans own complex emotion to the colony because they are 

living in a place where they can hardly identified it with home. On the one hand, the 
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Europeans try to maintain their higher status by suppressing the locals with political 

power; on the other hand, they fear the locals. As colonial authorities, the Europeans 

bring “European influence” (New Anatomies 6) to the colony, but know only a little about 

the local society and culture. Most of the Europeans share the same cognitive 

misconception with Antoine that the Arabs are “dangerous” and “have no respect for 

human life” (New Anatomies 24). The other scene for the misconception of the locals can 

be seen in the following incident. When Antoine mentions that the Arabs always do 

“useless gestures” in their daily lives, he is corrected by Isabelle that those gestures are 

not useless but being practiced out of “courtesy” instead (New Anatomies 24). Both 

examples show that even the Europeans live in the same territory as the locals, the former 

do not make effort in getting acquaintance with the latter. The colonizers’ supremacy in 

the colony prevents the colonizers from fitting themselves into the colony, and from 

interacting with the locals. Though the Europeans claim themselves to be the master/host 

to the country, they will always be trapped with the sense of alienation, and remain 

eternal foreigners in the territory due to this lack of interaction. There is a deeply 

entrenched racial and cultural hierarchical atmosphere lingering in the colony, and such a 

hierarchical classification is what complicates the host-guest relationship in New 

Anatomies. The Europeans and the locals are just like two different souls being placed 

within the same body. The two diverse components become repulsive forces that are 

being forced to function together.  

In New Anatomies, I manage to see how Derrida’s notion on hospitality is able to 

function within the colonist context. Isabelle’s voyage to North Africa not only shows the 

questions of hospitality but also presents the problems of hostility that may occur when 
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the host and the guest meet each other. As previously mentioned, the guest position and 

the host position are inversed in New Anatomies; moreover, the host-guest relationship is 

turned into a complicated status because it is often mingled with the master-slave 

relationship, which implicates hierarchical problem. The hierarchical classification of 

race complicates the host-guest relationship and further challenges the practicality of 

hospitality in colonization. Whether hospitality is applicable to colonialism turns out to 

be an inevitable question in New Anatomies. In the beginning of the play, Isabelle seems 

to ridicule the idea of hospitality by purposely applying the word “hospitality” to the 

moment when she tells Séverine that she can date with the young guard (New Anatomies 

6). In fact, the dialogue between Isabelle and Séverine does not make sense at all. On the 

one hand, such circumstance does not conform to the definition of hospitality, which 

should have been the hosts offering cordial reception to the guests. The fundamental 

question is that being a foreigner, Isabelle cannot be the host to this foreign country. On 

the other hand, Isabelle completely neglects Séverine sexual preference, and insists on 

offering Séverine a male date. Readers only realize this strange moment when being told 

afterwards that Séverine dates with females rather than males. Isabelle apparently knows 

what does it mean by practicing hospitality to the other, but she prefers to mock the usage 

of hospitality. When the locals give Natalie things for free, Isabelle explicitly tells her 

sister that it is the practice of “hospitality” (New Anatomies 23). This incident proves that 

Isabelle does not misuse the word hospitality out of ignorance. From this perspective, the 

issue on hospitality is intentionally brought out by Isabelle in the former example; 

perhaps the obscure and frivolous incident is a layout to lead to the central concern, 

which is to question indistinctly the applicability of hospitality within colonialism. In 
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order to discuss comprehensively the issue on hospitality, Isabelle’s correct usage of 

hospitality in the second example becomes a contrastive and necessary incident to show 

the standard practice of hospitality and its salient characteristic.  

Discussion on hospitality often opens up with the threshold problems. The threshold 

is the border where the host meets the guest and the place where hospitality takes place. It 

is said that “[h]ospitality, whether conditional or absolute, originates in encounters with 

an Other who appears at our threshold” (Hogeveen and Freistadt 43). Derrida manages to 

distinguish conditional hospitality from unconditional hospitality. Unconditional 

hospitality indicates unrestricted qualifications and generous reception to the guest, while 

conditional hospitality refers to the hospitality that is based on certain condition. Brian 

Treanor induces that: 

Hospitality, then exists in the tension between the unconditional law of  

hospitality and the conditioned laws of hospitality; the former demands open  

doors and borders, unconditional welcome, and radical egalitarianism, while  

the latter insists on some criteria for entry, rules of behavior pertaining to  

guests, and distinguishing between welcome and unwelcome guests. (57) 

The practice of hospitality leads to the options of conditional or unconditional hospitality. 

Conditional hospitality requires the host’s evaluation and approval process, but 

unconditional hospitality skips any verification procedures of the host. According to 

Naas, conditional hospitality and unconditional hospitality are “two related but seemingly 

incompatible forms or variations of hospitality” (158). Hospitality actually exists in the 

negotiation of the tension between the two practices. When the guest appears at the 

threshold, the host is forced to give immediate response to the unexpected visitor. It is at 
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the moment of the encounter that the host determines to practice conditional hospitality 

or unconditional hospitality. As the host practices unconditional hospitality to the guest, 

he/she pushes the good intention of hospitality to its extreme, but bears the risk as well. 

Derrida traces the Latin origin of the term hospitality and indicates that its root hostis 

refers to a stranger, a foreigner, guest and enemy. With this origin, hospitality carries the 

meaning of cordial greeting from the host to the guest, and also implies the accompanied 

potential danger.  

Unconditional hospitality is the ideal mode of hospitality that requires unquestioning 

welcome, but it opens up the possibility of unknown dangers. Derrida points out the 

danger of unconditional hospitality by telling the biblical story of Lot, who is willing to 

sacrifice his two virgin daughters for in exchange for protecting his guests from being 

abused by the rapists. To quote from Treanor’s words, the example “illustrate[s] the 

untenable nature of pure hospitality, unlimited by conditions” (57). For the purpose of 

securing the nations, Naas also states that “when it comes to politics, to hospitality,” 

“conditions are always stipulated” (157; emphasis in the original). Whether the host 

should offer conditional or unconditional hospitality become an open question.  

In New Anatomies, the French become the hosts of the North Africa, and turn the 

locals into the guests of their homeland. However, the inversion of the host-guest 

relationship does not guarantee that the French and the locals to possess class and racial 

equality. The French consider themselves to be the hosts of the territory, but the locals 

are far from being the guests of the country. As a visitor to North Africa, Isabelle 

witnesses the inequality in the inversed host-guest relationship. Isabelle’s presence in the 

colony is an essential incident because it brings in vitality to the inversed host-guest 
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relationship between the French and the locals. The French are the official hosts that 

welcome Isabelle; nevertheless, the locals are able to regain their host position and to 

offer Isabelle, the coming guest, their hospitality. Isabelle becomes an essential figure 

that directs the readers to see the practice of conditional and unconditional hospitality 

from the official and the private host, which is perhaps the peculiar characteristic in 

colonialism. Furthermore, this distinctive feature also provokes the readers to think of the 

possibility of hospitality in colonialism. In the play, Isabelle only accepts the locals’ 

reception, but in the Europeans’ opinion, the locals’ cordial greeting is not the act of 

“hospitality” or “generosity” but rather a “stupid” conduct (New Anatomies 23). Though 

Isabelle intends to justify the locals’ legitimate position as the hosts, she fails to change 

her sister’s rude attitude toward the locals. To Natalie and even Jenny, the locals are 

“savages” rather than the hosts (New Anatomies 23). In colony, the locals’ good intention 

of hospitality is distorted to a negative interpretation.  

Hospitality, whether it is a conditional one or an unconditional one, is an act of 

kindness practiced by the host to the guest. New Anatomies touches upon the issues on 

hospitality; nevertheless, the meanings of the hospitality are more complicated than its 

original positive meaning. This thesis seeks to see how hospitality contains both positive 

and negative interpretations within the colonist context. From the negative perspective, 

the practice of hospitality becomes an approach for the colonists to demonstrate their 

power and authority. In some circumstances, the colonists actually deny and mock at the 

locals’ hospitality. The approach, however, reveals the different concepts of hospitality 

that are authorized in different discourses including traveling. I argue that hospitality is 
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subject to variation within colonist context. This thesis presents another way of readings 

of New Anatomies.  
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