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DESCRIPTION OF THE PHD THESIS PROJECT 

 

A typology of contemporary exile narrations  

 Is it possible to envision a representation of the exilic experience which could be broad 

enough to include the contemporary diversity of migratory fates and situations, and relevant 

enough to consider each individual exiled person? In a context of displacements more and 

more increased by political violence and economic misery in Africa and the Middle-East, the 
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figure of the “exile” (the exiled person), relayed everywhere through mass media, is gaining 

more and more importance in our lives, our imaginary constructions, and our relation to the 

Other. That is why, within the fields of migration studies and exile studies, it seems necessary 

to paint a portrait of the exile (Nouss, 2015) in order to test its validity in today’s contexts. 

The difficulty lies in conciliating individual aspects of migrants’ lives with the common 

features of the exilic condition which those individuals share. Such a portrait should also 

stress the dialectical link between personal memory and collective memory for migrants as 

well as for host societies. Where do those memories come from, and how do they affect the 

exilic identity (Ryan et alia, 2015)?  

 Based on such observations, the research aims at offering a better understanding of the 

exilic condition today. In order to reach this goal, the research hypothesis states the existence 

of a series of mythemes about exile. An initial analysis grid, based on cultural topoi as 

enunciated in contemporary literary production (see below List A), will help to identify them, 

so as to observe how they link together, respond to or contradict each other. Thus, the 

research claims to identify an exilic memory, in other words a group of patterns of exile that 

function like markers for individual as well as collective memory and that inspire public 

discourses and perceptions (Creet and Kitzmann, 2010).  

The corpus will gather texts written in at least three languages, according to a 

comparativist approach. It will be composed of testimonies from persons who experienced 

exile during the 10 passed years, provided by different networks
1
 which host such narratives 

(see below List B). This “living memory” should bring about new rhetorical motives, related 

to the specific displacements between Africa, Middle-East and Europe which are occurring 

nowadays. 

 The results gained from such an investigation combining and contrasting perspectives 

from sociology and from literary theory should show an evolution of the figure of the exile 

from the legendary destiny of great characters, in a romantic vision that can be observed until 

the first half of the 20th century, to an anonymous and common life, supporting the idea of an 

ordinary hero. Contemporary migrant lives are prepared to slide out of history into oblivion 

(Ricœur, 2000) and yet they hold their own narrations likely to sustain a better understanding 

of today’s exilic experience and situation.  
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1 Associative and sharing networks related and dedicated to contemporary migratory movements: websites, 

collective publications, archives, such as the examples included in the bibliography. 
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List A (selection – chosen languages are given as examples) 

BEN JELLOUN, Tahar, Partir, Paris: Gallimard, Paris, 2006. 

BIDYOGO, Ndongo, El metro, Barcelona : El Cobre Ediciones, 2008. 

RAHIMI, Atiq, La ballade du calame, Paris: L’Iconoclaste, 2015. 

MANGESTU, Dinar, All of our names, New York : Knopf, 2014.  

NGOZI ADICHIE, Chimamanda, Americanah, New York : Anchor, 2014. 
 

List B (selection) 

CIMADE (Collectif), 2006, Votre voisin n’a pas de papiers: paroles d’étrangers, Paris: La 

Fabrique.     

CREP (Collectif), 2007, Paroles d’exils. Récits et témoignages de migrants entre l'Afrique et 

l’Europe. 

DABITCH, Christophe, 2010, Immigrants, Paris : Futuropolis. 

OSMONT, Marion, Des hommes vivent ici, Marseille : Images Plurielles, 2012. 
 

The Guardian: « Why we fled our homeland: eight refugees at Budapest's Keleti station tell 

their life stories »: 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/06/refugees-budapest-life-stories-europe-keleti-

station 

 

UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency: Stories 

http://stories.unhcr.org/uk 

 

Scottish Refugee Council / Refugee Stories: 

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/what_we_do/refugee_stories 

 

Site d’Amnesty International France: extraits de témoignages écrits, enregistrements vidéos: 

http://www.amnesty.fr/search/apachesolr_search/témoignages?prehome=0  

 

Réseau Migreurop: http://www.migreurop.org/rubrique381.html  

 

Forum Réfugiés / Témoignages:http://www.forumrefugies.org/s-

informer/temoignages/(offset)/5  

 

 

3I DIMENSIONS AND OTHER ASPECTS OF THE PROJECT 

 

The international, interdisciplinary and intersectoral dimensions of the project are 

related to its research topic which is the 5
th
 in the DOC2AMU list, namely “Globalization”.  

Contemporary mass migration toward EU countries by way of Mediterranean crossings and 

arrivals in Mediterranean countries could be considered as a consequence of globalization 

processes in their negative aspects, such as political instability, permanent civil or 

international wars, massive poverty, human smuggling networking. Global is also the space 

hosting current migratory movements. The migration crisis which currently hits the EU calls 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/06/refugees-budapest-life-stories-europe-keleti-station
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/06/refugees-budapest-life-stories-europe-keleti-station
http://stories.unhcr.org/uk
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/what_we_do/refugee_stories
http://www.amnesty.fr/search/apachesolr_search/t%C3%A9moignages?prehome=0
http://www.migreurop.org/rubrique381.html
http://www.forumrefugies.org/s-informer/temoignages/(offset)/5
http://www.forumrefugies.org/s-informer/temoignages/(offset)/5


4 
 

for technical solutions but their efficiency is similarly relying on a deep knowledge of who the 

migrants are in order to properly address their needs and their claims.  

 

This project aims at answering such a questioning by drawing a “portrait of the exile”, that is 

generating a non-exclusive, non-restrictive sociological typology of the migrants based on the 

narrations they produce or are produced about them. In order to do so, the project shall move 

between reality and imaginary, between facts and their social representations, and therefore be 

interdisciplinary in applying the combined methodologies of literary theory (textual 

analysis) and of sociology (sociocultural interpretation). Migration studies traditionally belong 

to the field of sociology whereas literary theory deals with exile studies. This is the major 

reason why the collaboration between CIELAM and LAMES proves to be necessary, one line 

of investigation for LAMES being precisely “Mediterranean circulation” (Axe 2, 

“Circulations méditerranéennes”, chaired by Constance de Gourcy). Furthermore, C. de 

Gourcy’s expertise with social representations and gender study (she is part of the 

“Gendermed” research network at AMU) shall balance and complement Alexis Nuselovici’s 

literary and textual hermeneutical expertise in the process of interpreting collected data. 

 

Migration is a social phenomenon with a major impact on public and especially urban 

structures. Therefore the project needs an intersectoral connection with an institution able to 

provide direct access to current as well as recorded migratory data. A collaboration between 

MUCEM (Musée des civilisations de l'Europe et de la Méditerranée /Museum of European 

and Mediterranean Civilisations) in Marseille and AMU around the issue of migration and 

exile has already begun since the international conference “Étudier l’exil” which took place in 

May 2015 under the main supervisor’s scientific supervision for 2 days at Aix (Maison de la 

recherché Schumann) and for 2 days at MUCEM. The MUCEM’s archival role in the region 

as well as its active opening toward a wide audience qualifies the museum for being a natural 

partner in this project. An internship should be planned in order to train the ESR to 

researching in a non-academic environment. 

 

If the PACA region is directly involved because of its geographical situation on the 

Mediterranean coast, the migration crisis affects many other areas in the world. It is therefore 

necessary to address the related issues within an international framework and in this regard 

the ESR should possess a foreign study experience as well as being competent enough to 

spend research time and present their research results abroad.   
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RECENT PUBLICATIONS  

NOUSS Alexis, 2015, La condition de l’exilé. Penser les migrations contemporaines, 

Paris: Editions de la Maison des sciences de l’homme.  

NOUSS Alexis, 2015, « Enjeux et fondations des études exiliques ou Portrait de 

l’exilé », in Socio, n°5: « Inventer les sciences sociales post-occidentales ». 

BERND Z. et DEI CAS-GIRALDI N. (eds.), 2014, Glossaire des mobilités culturelles,  

Bruxelles: Peter Lang.  

 

10 Working papers , « Non-lieux de l’exil » series: 

 http://wpfmsh.hypotheses.org/ and https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/FMSH-WP 

 

DE GOURCY C., « Si proche, si loin. Le lien social à l’épreuve de l’éloignement 

géographique », in Ortar N., Salzbrunn M., Stock M. (Eds), Mobilité/migration: quelle 

actualité des concepts ?, Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, in press. 

DE GOURCY C., 2013, « Partir, rester, habiter : le projet migratoire dans la littérature 

exilaire », Revue Européenne des migrations internationales, vol. 29, n°4, pp. 43-57. 

DE GOURCY C., 2010, « Revenir sur les lieux de l'origine : de la quête des « racines » 

aux épreuves du retour», Ethnologie française,  XL, 2, pp. 349-356. 

EXPECTED PROFILE OF THE CANDIDATE 

 

The candidate has to demonstrate a real interest in two major twin research questions: 

 Migration as a basic human experience to be studied beyond mere numbers and 

statistics; 

 The power of narration, both in its literary and non-literary forms, to frame, express 

and help to understand such an experience. 

The candidate has to have a completed a MA in literary studies with a keen interest for 

sociological approaches, eg. a MA in comparative literature. Interdisciplinary should be part 

of his/her training.  

The candidate shall have efficient research skills in relation to textual analysis and 

interpretation with a capacity for an independent and innovative methodology in relation to 

the specific corpus. Given the nature of the topic, an especially perceptive ethical concerned is 

required.  Proficiency in at least three languages is a requisite as well as an ability to easily get 

a basic knowledge of foreign cultural codes. 

http://wpfmsh.hypotheses.org/
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/FMSH-WP
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SUPERVISOR PROFILE  

 

Alexis Nuselovici (pen name: Alexis Nouss) is professor of comparative literature at 

Aix-Marseille University after an academic career in Canada and the UK. His research 

interests include theory of translation, exile studies, European cultures, cultural 

hybridity and métissage, convergence betweeen Black memory and Jewish memory, 

aesthetics of modernism and postmodernism, Holocaust literature. He is a member of several 

research groups in Europe and North America and director of “Non-lieux de l’exil”, a 

research program hosted by the Collège d’études mondiales, Paris. He is chairing 

“Tranpositions”, the comparative literature research group with his AMU laboratory, the 

Centre des etudes interdisciplinaires des littératures d’Aix-Marseille (CIELAM). 

Among his publications are: La Modernité, Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 

"Que sais-je?" series, 1995 (translated into Spanish, Romanian, Japanese, Korean); Le 

métissage (with F. Laplantine), Paris: Flammarion, «Dominos» series, 1997 (translated into 

Portuguese, Italian, Spanish, Turkish); Dire l’événement, est-ce possible ? (with Jacques 

Derrida and Gad Soussana), Paris : L’Harmattan, « Esthétiques » series ; Métissages. De 

Arcimboldo à Zombi (with F. Laplantine), Paris : Pauvert, 2001 (translated into 

Spanish) ; Plaidoyer pour un monde métis, Paris: Textuel, 2005 ;  Paul Celan. Les lieux 

d’un déplacement, Lormont : Éditions Le Bord de l’Eau, 2010 ; La condition de l’exilé, 

Paris : Editions de la Maison des sciences de l’homme, 2015. He is also a translator, and 

has written several opera libretti. 

He has been hired at AMU three years ago and is presently supervising 7 theses and 

cosurpervising 6 theses, having started in 2014 or 2015. Two of them, started before2013, 

shall be completed at the end of 2016. 

During his previous career (20 years in Canada and 5 years in the UK), he supervised 

23 PhD. theses. Their length ranged between 350 pages and 650 pages. 9 of his students are 

now teaching in English-speaking (Canada and USA), French-speaking (Canada and Suisse) 

or Arabic-speaking (Algeria and Dubai) universities and three theses have been published by 

academic publishers (two in 2009, one in 2012). 


