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Abstract

This article aims to examine the dialectic of spacebetween the Self and the
Other in Suheilldriss’snovel 7he Latin Quarter, through a criticalapproachgrounded
in the achievements of contemporarynarratology and anthropology. The
studyrevealsthat narrative spaceis not confined to being a meregeographical frame
for events, but ratherbecomes an active semanticelementthat exposes
identityconflicts and establishes a cultural dialogue between the Arab self and the
Western milieu. Drawing on a range of theoreticalreferences, the
analysisdemonstratesthat the Latin Quarter in the novelfunctions as a
symbolicspace in whichopenness and estrangementintersect. Furthermore,
itoperates as a textualmapthatreflects the dialecticalrelationshipbetween the

referential and the fictional, between the Self and the Other.
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Résumé

Cet article vise a examiner la dialectique de I'espace entre le Soi et 'Autre dans le
roman de Suheil Idriss, Le Quartier latin, a travers une approche critique ancrée
dans les acquis de la narratologie et de I'anthropologie contemporaines. L'étude
révéle que I'espace narratif ne se limite pas a un simple cadre géographique des
événements, mais devient plutét un élément sémantique actif qui expose les
conflits identitaires et établit un dialogue culturel entre le soi arabe et le milieu
occidental. S'appuyant sur diverses références théoriques, I'analyse démontre que
le Quartier latin du roman fonctionne comme un espace symbolique ot se croisent
ouverture et éloignement. De plus, il fonctionne comme une carte textuelle
reflétant la relation dialectique entre le référentiel et le fictionnel, entre le Soi et
['Autre.

Mots-clés : Espace narratif ; quartier latin ; Suheil Idriss ; Soi et 'Autre ; Dimensions

anthropologiques ; Structure narrative

Introduction

Narrative spaceconstitutes one of the mostprominent structural elements
in the novel, whosefunctionextendsbeyond the geographicalframework of events
to encompasssymbolic and anthropological dimensions thatreveal the
relationshipbetween the self, space, and the Other. As Gaston Bachelard observed,
“spaceis not perceivedmerely as a physical dimension, but as a dwelling of
memories, emotions, and the awareness of existence” (Bachelard, 1994, p. 26).
Space, therefore, becomes a field of dialogue and conflict,
endowedwithsymbolicenergies capable of shapinghuman perspectives of the
world.

Withinthisframework, Suheilldriss'snovel The Latin Quarter (1953) stands
out as a narrative textthattransformsspaceinto a site of complexdialecticsbetween
the Arab Self and the Western Other. The passage from Beirut to Paris is not merely

a geographicaldisplacement, but an existential and cultural transition, whereby the
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Latin Quarter emerges as a symbolicspace of interaction and collision betweentwo
cultures. Ihsan Abbas notedthat the novel “seeks to depict the experience of
estrangement not merely as a pursuit of knowledge, but as a civilizational struggle
between a self searching for identity and a dominant Western reality” (Abbas,
1971, p. 212).

The Latin Quarter, ladenwithintellectual and civilizationalsymbolism,
becomes the stage for a struggle between fascination and withdrawal, between
identification and resistance. This alignswith Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the
“chronotope,” the interweaving of time and space in shapingconsciousness,
wherebyspaceisconfigured as a semantic structure thatreconstructs the self in
confrontation with the Other (Bakhtin, 1990, p. 84). In the novel,
spacethusbecomes a mirror for the Arab self, tornbetweenitsroots and itsopenness
to French culture.

This interpretationresonateswith Abdullah Ibrahim’sanalysis of the
representation of the Other in the Arabicnovel, in whichhe stresses that “Western
space in Arabic fiction is more than a stage for events;itis a site of dialecticbetween
the Arab self and itsawareness of the Other, embodyingcounter-cultural and
epistemic values” (Ibrahim, 1998, p. 57). The Latin Quarter, accordingly, offers a
narrative model thatembodies the persistent tension between the self'squest for
recognition and the dominance of the Other.

Thus, the central question guidingthisstudyis: How doesspace in 7he Latin
Quartercontribute to highlighting the dialecticalrelationshipbetween the Self and
the Other?What narrative and semanticfunctionsdoes the Latin Quarter assume in
unveiling the intellectual and psychological transformations of the characters?

The significance of thisresearch lies in itsattempt to interrogatespace not

merely as a frame for events, but as a semantic and cultural elementthatreveals the
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depth of Suheilldriss’s narrative experience, shedding light on the
complexrelationshipbetween the referential and the symbolic, the real and the
imagined, the Self and the Other.
The cortical Frame work: Space in the Novel between Narrative Structure
and AnthropologicalSignificance

In contemporarynarratologicalstudies, spaceisregarded as both a structural
and semantic component. It is no longer conceived as a mereexternalframework
for events, but has ratherevolvedinto a paralleltextthatparticipates in the
production of meaning and in exposing the cultural and anthropological tensions
underlying  the literarywork. ~ To highlight ~ this,  space can
beapproachedthroughthree essential dimensions:
Axis One:Space as a Narrative Structure

In narratologicalstudies, spaceis one of the central pillars in shaping the
novelistictext. Itsfunctiontranscends the physicalcontainment of events and
characters, to reach the level of structural construction thatdetermines narrative
trajectories and configures both time and meaning. Since the second half of the
twentieth century, Western criticism has developed the concept of space as a
narrative structure, from Gaston Bachelard to Mikhail Bakhtin and Gérard Genette,
and later to modern theories in semiotics and new narratology.

1. Space and Memory — Bachelard

In his The Poetics of Space (1957), Gaston Bachelard arguesthatspaceis not
merely a neutral geometric expanse, but a “reservoir of memories and emotions.”
He notes:“The house, the room, the corners - all these are places in
whichhumanemotional ~ memory isstored, becomingshelters  for  the
self'sdeepestexperiences. Spaceis not only a framework, but also an image of
existence, an echo of dreams and represseddesires, reflecting the intimate relation
between the inside and the outside, between the familiar and the

unknown.”(Bachelard, 1957, p. 26).Bachelard thusemphasizes the intrinsic bond
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betweenhumanbeings and space, showingthatspaceisinseparablefrompersonal
memory and the unconscious. This opens the door to a narrative reading of space
not merely as an  organizing structure, but as a locus
ladenwithpsychologicalmeaningsthatshapecharacter construction.
2. Space and the Chronotope — Bakhtin

Among the mostinfluentialtheoriesthatestablishedspace as a narrative
structure is Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope. He asserts:“The
literaryeventcannotexistoutside the unity of time and space. Every narrative
eventissituatedwithin a specificchronotopethatgrantsitmeaning. Time and space in
narrative are not separateentities, but ratherformtogether a single fabricthatmakes
storytelling possible and givesititsinternallogic.”(Bakhtin, 1990, p. 85).For Bakhtin,
the intertwining of space and time renders the novelincomprehensibleoutside of
thischronotope. Thus, narrative cannotbedivorcedfromitsspatio-
temporalcoordinates. This conception opens vastinterpretive horizons for
understanding how characters and events are embodiedwithinspacesthat are
themselvesinvestedwith cultural and historicalmeanings.

3. Space as Narrative Coordinates — Genette

In the samevein, Gérard Genette holdsthat narrative cannotunfoldwithout
spatial determination. He writes:“No story can betoldoutside of a spatial frame,
even if such a frame appears absent or concealed. Narrative necessarily entails a
specification of the spatial coordinateswithinwhichcharacters move. This
specificationisnever neutral, for itprovides temporal density and ensurescoherence
of eventswithin a network of spatial relations.”(Genette, 1972, p. 121).Genette
reinstates the strict structural role of space as a prerequisite for grasping narrative
time. He thus links spatiality and temporality as interdependent conditions for

organizing the novelistictext.
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4. Space in Arabic Narrative — Yaqtin
In Arab criticism, Said Yaqtinadvances a similar vision, remarking:“Space in

the novelis not merely a container for events or a determinant of theirtrajectories,
but rather a paralleltextthatoperateswithin the text and interactswithother
narrative elements. The novel, in opening up to space, creates a world parallel to
the real one, but itdoes not transferit as itis;instead, itreshapesitaccording to the
requirements of artistic construction."(Yaqtin, 2006, p. 178).Here, Yaqtin stresses
thatspaceis an active element in textualconstruction: not a direct reflection of
reality, but a “textwithin the text.” This highlights the dynamism of space in
modern Arabic fiction, whereitisreconfiguredartistically to reflectboth narrative
and symbolic structures.

5. Space as a Modern Narrative Aesthetic — Tally
In recent spatial narratology, Robert T. Tally Jr. asserts:“Space in the novelis not to
beunderstoodmerely as a geographical site or backdrop for events, but as a
narrative aesthetic in itsown right. The novelinventsitsownmaps, whichmay not
correspond to the real world but allowreaders to live an alternative spatial
experience. This aesthetic dimension makes spatial analysis a privileged entry
point into the symbolic and imaginative structures of the text.”(Tally, 2019, p.
14).Tally expands the function of space by grantingit a fullyaesthetic dimension.
Spacebecomes not only a frame for narrative, but a device for shaping the
veryexperience of reading-opening up the field of “narrative cartographies.”

6. Space as a Psychological Structure — Massey

Doreen Massey proposesthat:“Spaceis not a fixed surface, but a process, a

network of interwoven and constantlychanging social relations. It
issimultaneouslypsychological and social, defined not by geographicalfixity but by
the relations that are wovenwithinit.”"(Massey, 2015, p. 9).This perspective

reconceptualizesspace as a shifting, open structure -resonantwith the
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novel'stendency to depict not static places, but dynamicmilieusconstantlyreshaped
by the unfolding of events and characters.

Synthesis

Fromthese perspectives, itbecomesclearthatspaceis not a secondary or
silent backdrop, but an interactive narrative structure intertwinedwith time and
characters. It is a repository of memory (Bachelard), an embodied time (Bakhtin),
an organizingcoordinate system (Genette), a paralleltext (Yaqtin), a narrative
aesthetic (Tally), and a mutable network of relations (Massey). Spacethusemerges
as a fundamental entry point for understanding the novel, as a complex structure
encompassing structural, aesthetic, and psychological dimensions.

Axis Two:Space as a Cultural Discourse

In recentscholarship, spaceis no longer treatedmerely as a narrative
component to beanalyzedwithin the text’s structural framework, but has been
redefined as a cultural discoursethat exposes the social, political, and symbolic
relations  underpinninghumanexperience. ~ Spaceis not a neutral or
staticgeographicaldatum;itisrather a  historical and  cultural  construct,
continuallyreproducedthroughtexts and discourses.

1. Henri Lefebvre: The Production of Space

In  hisseminalwork7he  Production of Space, which has been
revisitedextensively in modern studies, Henri Lefebvre asserts:“Spaceis not
innocent, norisit neutral. It issociallyproduced and constantlyreproducedthrough
social, political, and economic practices. Spacesimultaneouslyreflects class
structures, ideology, and cultural symbolsthatendowitwithmeaning.”(Lefebvre,
1974, p. 31).This proposition opens the way for reading narrative space as a

discourseparallel to the social one. When the novelrepresents a givenspace, itdoes
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not simplyreproduce a geographicalentity, but reveals a network of relations and
conflictsembodying class and power dynamics.
2. Michel de Certeau: Everyday Practices
In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau explains:“Spaceis not
merely a location defined by maps or borders, but a practice enacteddaily. The
pathswe follow, the wordswe exchange, and the gestureswerepeat in familiar
settings all transformspaceinto a living discourse, filledwithsymbolic and social
meanings."(de Certeau, 2016, p. 91).Applied to narrative, this perspective
highlights space as a locus of daily practices. The novelist captures the minutiae of
everyday life and convertsthemintosemioticsignsthatreveal the depth of
humanexperience.
3. Abdullah Ibrahim:Space as a Cultural Structure
In  his book Space in Arabic Narrative, Abdullah Ibrahim
emphasizes:“Space in the Arabicnovelis no longer a mere background for events,
but has become a cultural structure representing the social world in all its
transformations. It exposes the mental
frameworksgoverninghumanrelationshipswiththeirenvironment. Narrative
spaceunveilswhat official discoursesattempt to conceal.”(Ibrahim, 2009, p.
44).Fromthis perspective, space in Arabic fiction becomes a criticalmechanism for
deconstructing  cultural  and  politicalsystems,  functioning as a
discoursethatcontestsauthority and hegemony.
4. ContemporaryStudies — Robert Tally
According to Robert T. TallyJr.:“Space in literatureis not simply a reflection
of external reality, but a means of re-imagining the world. Every narrative spaceis a
cultural discoursethatgenerates an alternative map of reality, allowingreaders to
reconsidertheir position within the social and politicalorder.”
(Tally, 2020, p. 23).This viewsituatesspace at the heart of whatistermed narrative

mappingspaceis not treated as a replica of reality, but as a device for producing an
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“alternative world” thataddresses the reader and prompts reflection on their
relation to real-world environments.
5. Modern Arabic Writings — Abdel Salam al-Messadi

In his book /dentity and Space in the Arabic Novel (2020), Abdel Salam al-
Messadiobserves:“The contemporaryArabicnovel has turnedspaceinto a mirrorof
identity, not in the sense of a meregeographical site, but as a carrier of
bothbelonging and estrangement. Neighborhoods, cities, and homelands are
transformed in narrative into cultural symbolsthattranscend the tangible,
becomingsigns of self and Other, presence and absence.”(al-Messadi, 2020, p.
57).Here, spaceis cultural discourse par excellence:itdoes not
merelysituatecharacters, but encapsulates questions of identity, belonging, and
difference-makingit a crucial entry point for analyzing the dialectic of Self and
Other in fiction.

6. Doreen Massey:Space as a Network of Relations

Doreen Massey similarlycontends:“Spaceis not a fixed point but a node in
a web of social relations extendedacross time and space. Every place
containswithinitconflicts and negotiations, and thusspaceitselfbecomes a
discoursereflecting networks of power, identity, and memory.”(Massey, 2015, p.
12).This approachresonateswith the waynovelsportrayspace:alwayssaturatedwith
memory, history, and power -making a cultural reading essential for
graspingitssymbolicsignificance in the text.

Synthesis

It becomesevidentthat in modern narratology, space has ceased to be a
silent backdrop or neutral frame for events. It has insteadbecome a complex
cultural discourse. For Lefebvre, itis a sociallyproducedspace; for de Certeau, a

dailypractice; for Ibrahim, a cultural structure exposinghiddensystems.
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Contemporaryscholarship (Tally, Massey, al-Messadi) stresses itssymbolic and
identitarian dimensions, makingit a privilegedgateway to reading the novel as a re-
imagining of reality and as a revelation of the dialectic of identity, power, and
memory.

Axis Three:Space as an Anthropological Symbol

If, in its structural dimension, spaceconstitutes one of the key
elementsorganizing narrative, and if, in its cultural discourse, itreflects networks of
social and historical relations, thenfrom an anthropological perspective,
spacebecomes an existential symbolthatencapsulateshumanity’srelationshipwith
the world, mirroring conceptions of identity, memory, and the Other. Here, spaceis
not merely a materialdatum, but isimbuedwithsymbols, rituals, and meaningsthat
confer uponit the aura of sacredness, estrangement, or familiarity.

1. Paul Ricceur:Space as Narrative Memory

In 7ime and Narrative, Paul Ricceur writes:“Space in narrative is not merely
the site of events, but a reservoir of memory thatreconnects the pastwith the
present. ~ Throughspace, historybecomes a tangible experience, as
geographicalspaceturnsintoembodied memory, allowingcharacters to live
theiridentitybetweenpresence and absence.”(Ricceur, 1983, p. 215).Ricceur
thussituatesspace at the core of human memory, makingit indispensable for
understanding the identity of individuals and communities. In the Arabicnovel,
thisoftenappears in depictions of exiled or lostspaces, wherenostalgia merges
withestrangement.

2. Claude Lévi-Strauss:Space as a Symbolic Structure

Claude Lévi-Strauss insiststhat:“Spaceis not innocent;itisframed by
symbols and relations that confer value uponthings. Places can
onlybeunderstoodthroughtheirrituals and  myths, for theyfunction as
signsthatreproduce the society’ssymbolic structure.”(Lévi-Strauss, 1958, p.

182).This approachpermits the reading of narrative space as a mythical or
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ritualistic structure, where collective pasts are retrieved, and fears and dreams are
re-enactedthrough places. In The Latin Quarter, the Parisianneighborhood
assumes a quasi-mythicalquality, embodying the Arab student’s struggle
betweenhisEastern memory and hisEuropean exile.
3. MarcAugé: Places and Non-Places
In Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, Marc
Augé  distinguishesbetween  “places” and  “non-places”“Places  are
spacessaturatedwith memory, identity, and history, whereas non-places are
transitoryspacessuch as airports, hotels, and highways, wherehuman bonds
dissolve and the individualmerges into a rootlessfunctionalenvironment.”(Augé,
1992, p. 45).This distinction is crucial for understanding modern fiction,
whereidentity-laden places coexistwithspaces of estrangement and anonymity. In
The Latin Quarter, studentapartments and Parisian cafés can beread as “non-
places” thatdeepen the protagonist’s isolation and revealhis existential alienation.
4. YuriLotman:Space as a Textwithin the Text
Yuri  Lotmanobserves:“Space  in  the literarytextshould  not
beunderstoodmerely as a simulation of externalgeography, but as a textwithin the
text, possessingitsown codes and systems,
producingautonomousmeaningsthatenrich the narrative.”(Lotman, 1990, p.
202).This claim allows for a quasi-anthropologicalapproach, treatingspace as a
self-containedsemantic unit thatreflects collective perceptions and entersinto
dialogue withothertextual components (characters, time, events).
5. ContemporaryStudies (post-2015)
In Spatial Anthropology (2018), Christopher Tilleyexplains:“Spaceis not an
empty surface uponwhichhumansinscribetheirlives, but a reciprocal relation

betweenhumans and theirenvironment. Everyhuman practice reproducesspace as
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a symbol, whichiswhy the novelis capable of providing us with an alternative
anthropology of places.”(Tilley, 2018, p. 67).

Similarly, in Anthropology of Space and Place in Literature (20271),
Elisabeth Holt emphasizes:“Novels, especially in postcolonial contexts,
reproducespace as a site of symbolic struggle. Places becomesigns of cultural
hybridity, exposing the tension between Self and Other, betweenbelonging and
displacement.”(Holt, 2021, p. 93).

Theserecentanthropological perspectives illuminate the Arabicnovel,
wherespacebecomes a field of debatebetweeninteriority and exteriority, self and
Other- as exemplified by the experience of Arab students in mid-twentieth-century
Paris.

Synthesis

Anthropologicalapproachesdemonstratethatspacetranscendsitsrole as a
narrative backdrop to become a symbol of memory, identity, and power. For
Ricceur, itis a reservoir of memory; for Lévi-Strauss, a symbolicstructure; for Augé, a
place of identity or non-identity; for Lotman, a textwithin the text. Recentstudies
(Tilley, Holt) reinforcethis perspective by positioningspace as a tool for producing
alternative anthropologicalknowledgethatunveilssymbolic and cultural conflicts in
fiction.

Axis Four:Space in Postcolonial Criticism

Spaceconstitutes one of the key concepts for understanding postcolonial
literature. ltsroleis not confined to being a geographicalbackdrop for events, but
itemerges as a contestedarenawhere Self and Other, center and periphery, power
and identityconfront one another. In thiscontext, spacebecomes a vessel for
experiences of exile, displacement, and cultural hybridity, as well as a locus for the
reconstitution of the self in resistance to colonial representations.

1. Edward Said:Space as Colonial Discourse
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In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said affirms:“Colonialismwas not
merely a military or economicconquest;itwasalso an occupation of symbolicspace.
The places described by travelers and Western novelistswerenever innocent but
werereconfiguredwithin the discourse of colonial domination, turning the Orient
into a space of strangeness and subjugation."(Said, 1993, p. 87).Thus, Said
demonstratesthat colonial literature’s spatial representationswerecomplicit in
symbolic domination. In turn, the modern Arabicnovelattempts to rewrite
spacefrom a local perspective, resistingtheserepresentations and restoringagency
to the Self in its confrontation with the Other.

2. HomiBhabha:Space and Cultural Hybridity

In The Location of Culture, HomiBhabhaexplains: “Postcolonial
spaceisnever pure or homogeneous;itis a site of hybriditywhere cultures meetin a
contact zone thatproduces a thirdspace. Identity isforgedtherethroughnegotiation
and intermingling, not throughfixity or purity.”

(Bhabha, 1994 [2016], p. 56).Bhabha’s notion of the “thirdspace” allows for a
reading of narrative places as hybrid sites, where Arab identityinteractswith
Western space (as in The Llatin Quarter), generating a new
identityoscillatingbetweenbelonging and estrangement.

3. Gayatri Spivak:Space and the Voice of the Subaltern

In herinfluentialessay Can the SubalternSpeak?, Gayatri Spivak argues:“The
spaceoccupied by the subalternis not merelyphysical, but also a space of silence
within the dominant discourse. Rewriting spacefrom the perspective of the
subalternmeansreclaimingvoice and the right to self-representation.”(Spivak,
1988, p. 104).Fromthis perspective, narrative spacebecomes an arena of resistance,
grantingmarginalized figures (Arab students, women, migrants) a voicethat

reconfigures spatial experienceoutside the Western Other'smonopoly.
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4. Robert Tally: Postcolonial Cartographies

In Spatiality (2019), Robert T. Tally Jr. contends:“Postcolonial literature
engages in a form of counter-mapping. It reconstructsspace as an alternative map,
exposing the power relations that colonial cartographies sought to erase. Through
narrative,  literaturebecomes a  tool of resistanceagainst dominant
geography.”(Tally, 2019, p. 122).Thus, Arabic fiction formulates “counter-maps,”
turning Paris in 7he Latin Quarterfrom a hegemonic Western spaceinto a site
reflecting Arab students’ innerstruggles and
reconfiguringitsmeaningbeyondorientalistrepresentations.

5. RecentStudies (2015—-2023)

In Postcolonial Geographies (2016), David Harvey stresses:“Postcolonial
geographyis not merely about redistributingmaps, but about reconstructing the
veryexperience of place, infusedwith collective memory and histories of exile and
displacement.”(Harvey, 2016, p. 211).

Likewise, Anna Bernard argues in Mapping Postcolonial Spaces in
Literature (2021):"Arab, Asian, and Africannovelsreappropriate Western spaces not
as centers of domination, but as sites chargedwithestrangement and negotiation,
wheremarginalized selves asserttheirpresencewithin the formerly colonial
milieu.”(Bernard, 2021, p. 67).

This approach enables us to read 7he Latin Quarter as a work intersecting
with exile and migrant literature, where the Parisianneighborhoodbecomes a
symbol of the dialecticbetween the Arab self seekingvoice and the
EuropeanOtherattempting to impose stereotypical frames.

Synthesis

In postcolonial criticism, spaceis not a meregeographical location, but a
symbolic and cultural battleground. For Said, itembodies colonial hegemony; for
Bhabha, itis the locus of hybridity; for Spivak, itrepresents the silence of the

subaltern. Contemporarycritics (Tally, Harvey, Bernard) enrichthis vision by
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conceiving of space as a counter-mapthat exposes power relations and restores
marginalizedvoiceswithin Western environments.
A Close Reading of the Novel

At first glance, the reader of Suheilldriss's The Latin Quarterwill notice
thatitbelongs to contemporaryArabic fiction portraying the dialecticalrelationship
and age-oldconflictbetween East and West, or between North and South, between
the “underdeveloped” world and the “developed” one, between the Arab Self and
the Western Other. The novelalsodepicts the encounterbetween the Self —
representing the Third World - and the Other-representing the
advancedworld;acivilizational meeting between the East, withits customs,
religions, and spiritual values, and the West, withits traditions, religions, material
culture, and scientific-technologicaladvancements. This relationshipmaytake the
form of mutualunderstanding, intellectual and political dialogue, and cultural
exchange, or itmayrest on dialecticalconflict, hostility, hatred, and clash.
1. The Significance of the Parisian Image in The Latin Quarter

From the verybeginning, itisclearthat the protagonisttravelsfrom Lebanon
to Paris to pursue a doctoral degree in literature. Accordingly, his perception of
Parisianspaceis of central importance to the novel, for itconstitutes the primary
setting where the eventsunfold, eventhough certain passages depict the
Lebaneseenvironment in concise terms. The Latin Quarter in Paris
symbolizesfreedom, a source of knowledge and the arts, and a center of progress
and civilization. Paris may have represented for Idriss an “ideal city,” where the
hero’sdreams and desirescouldmaterialize- in starkcontrast to the Lebanese setting,
marked by poverty, deprivation, repression, and the restrictions of tradition. Thus,
the novelconstructs a comparative frameworkbetween the livedrealities of Paris

and Lebanon.
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Given the central role of the Latin Quarter, thisstudywill focus on the

effects of Parisianspace on the protagonist'scharacter.
A. Parisin the Protagonist’'sEyes

The protagonist'sview of Paris differsmarkedlyfromthat of other Arab
writerswhodescribed the French capital. For example, Rifa'a al-Tahtawi, in his
travelogue The Extraction of Gold in a Summary of Paris (Takhlis al-
IbrizfiTalkhisBariz), revealsboth admiration and criticism, as heimmersedhimself in
French sciences and culture. Likewise, Tawfiq al-Hakim in A Bird from the
£astdepictshisprotagonist as spirituallynourished by Paris’smuseums, libraries, and
music halls. Yet, as Georges Tarabichiobserves:“AlthoughbothMubhsin, the hero of
A Bird fromthe East, and the protagonist of The Latin Quarter came to Paris
ostensibly for study, the reality wasotherwise:Muhsinwent to immersehimself in
Paris’s cultural treasures, whileldriss'sprotagonistdid not come to Paris as the ‘City
of Light’ but rather as the ‘City of Women.”

(Tarabichi, 1977, pp. 72—-73).

This isevidentwhen the protagonistlamentsafter a week in Paris:“A
wholeweek has passedsince | arrived in Paris, and all | have
encounteredisfailurewithwomen, anywoman. A wholeweek, and within me burns
a fire, with a thousand images of naked girls stretchedacrossbeds.”(Idriss, 1953, p.
28).

Elsewherehe compares hisrepressedEasternexperience of womenwith the
freedomhe imagines in Paris:“In the East, | knewwomen as fear, deprivation,
repression, abnormality, withdrawal, and sickly imagination. Imagination -
thatwasmyonly refuge frommyself, mysurroundings, and my society. This
imagination tookhold of mymind and carriedit far, far away...”(Idriss, 1953, p. 29).

The “far away” becomesattainable in Paris:"And one day,

yourwholebeingyearned to drawnear to thisfaraway, to move intoit, to test its

—t

84

—



Journal of El-Nas Volume :11/Number02/Year2025/Page69-93

reality. And nowhereyou are, living withinit-this once-distant dreamnow close,
intimate, in yourvery hands.”(Idriss, 1953, p. 29).

Even the veryname of the Latin Quarter provokedcontrasts in his
imagination. At first, heassociateditwithmodest Beirut neighborhoods, only to
beastonished by itswide, orderlystreetsunmatched in the East (Idriss, 1953, p. 12).

Thus, the protagonistisportrayed as searching for hisauthentic self through
diverse experiences, dominated by an anxietylinkinghis Arab
pastwithhisParisianpresent ~ (Idriss, 2000, p. 114), leading to an
innerconflictthatunderscores Paris as the world hedesired.

B. Paris as a Space of Power and Superiority over the East

As notedearlier, Idriss's The Latin Quarterconstantly juxtaposes Paris with
Beirut, establishing a dialecticalrelationshipwherein the West isportrayed as
superior to the East, France as dominant over Lebanon, Christianity over Islam, and
Western traditions over Easternones. Paris, during the period of Idriss'sstay,
emerges as the place whereheencounteredknowledge, culture, literature, and
theater- a clearreflection in the intellectual capital helatercarried back to the Arab
world.

The protagonist’s voyage across the Mediterraneanisdepicted as a passage
fromdream to reality, echoing the journeys of countless Arab students in the 1940s
and 1950s. Paris appeared to them as the lighthouse of the world. As the
narratorremarks at the outset:No, you are not dreaming, and itis time
youbelieveyoureyes. Can you not feel the shiptrembling as itcutsthrough the
waves, carryingyouawayfrom the shore towardthat city which, untilnow, lingered

in your imagination as an unattainablevision?”(Idriss, 1953, p. 5).
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Laterheadds:“In a short whileyouwillbe in the Latin Quarter, fulfilling the
impossible dream. Soon, life willbegin - the life you have livedonly in imagination
eversinceyou first prepared for thisjourney to Paris.”(Idriss, 1953, p. 11).

Fromhisarrival, the protagonistcontinuouslycontrasts the aesthetic and
cultural ~ sophistication of Paris with the conditions of Lebanon,
confessingthatwhathewitnessed  in  Paris  surpassedevenhiswildestdreams.
Hisimaginedparallelsbetween the twocitiesquicklycollapsedbefore the grandeur of
Paris.For Idriss, hisscholarship to study at the Sorbonne -withitsvastlibrary and
renownedprofessors- as well as hisintellectual exchanges withfellow Arab
students, became formative. He lateradmitted in an interview:“l lived in
thatgreatscholarlyatmosphere at the Sorbonne library, and forgedliterary and
cultural ties with Arab youthwho, at that time, were in Paris. Theylaterbecame the
nucleus of a cultural generationthatwouldsteer the course of thought and
literaturethroughout the Arab world.”(Idriss, 1985, pp. 81—87).

This  statementconfirmsthat  Paris represented a cultural and
civilizationalsuperiority, with the knowledgeheacquiredtherefuelinghisintellectual
contributions back in Lebanon.

C. Paris as a Space of Fascination and Beauty

The  protagonistwascaptivated by the Latin  Quarter and
Parisiancivilization. He marveled at the chimes of
variousclockshehadneverheardbefore- the Pantheon, the Sorbonne, Notre Dame
(Idriss, 1953, pp. 26-27). He frequented cultural landmarkssuch as the
Pantheoncinema and Café Dupont, places renowned for their association
withParisianintellectual life (Idriss, 1953, pp. 15, 28).

He wasdazzled by intellectual figures represented in cinema- Jean-Paul
Sartre, André Gide, Picasso, and Jean Rostand - and
critiquedtheirportrayalswithsurprisingacuity (Idriss, 1953, p. 30). This reflects the

extent to whichParisian cultural life enthralledhim,
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pullinghimawayfromEasternrepressiontoward a world of art, philosophy, and
desire.

Even fleetingencounterswithParisianwomen- in cinemas, cafés, or the
streets-filledhimwith a sense of liberation and discovery, underscoringhisdeep
fascination withParisian life (Idriss, 1953, pp. 31-32).

D. Paris as a Space of Artistic and Literary Fusion

The novel highlights numerousParisianspacesdevoted to art. The city
itselfisportrayed as a vast stage -withcountlesstheaters and cinemas, many of
which date back centuries. Idriss emphasizes the liberatingrole of these cultural
spaces.

The protagonist and hisfriendSubhievendedicated part of theirmodest
budget to attending a  playeachweek (ldriss, 1953, p. 68),
acknowledgingthattheaterwas a vital experience absent in the East (pp. 68—69).

Dance alsofeaturesprominently. Parisian cafés, cabarets, and private
soirées are depicted as embodiments of joy, vitality, and excess, drawing the
protagonistintoexperienceshecouldneitherresistnorfully master (ldriss, 1953, p.
24).

Music, too, played a profoundrole.
UponhearingChopin’s Tristesseperformed in a Paris metro tunnel, the
protagonistwasoverwhelmed by memories of Lebanon -
blendingEasternnostalgiawith Western cultural immersion (Idriss, 1953, p. 78).

In addition, heattended lectures at the Sorbonne on aesthetics and modern
French poetry, furthercementing Paris as a city of intellectual and
artisticawakening (Idriss, 1953, pp. 38, 92). For the protagonist, Paris
becamesynonymouswiththeater, art, and literature, shapinghisworldview in

contrast to the Arab East
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The Significance of the EasternLebanese Image in The Latin Quarter

The contrastbetween the protagonist’s perception of Parisian life and
hisview of Eastern life in Lebanon isstark. Whereas Paris evokes fascination and
immersion in the Other, returning to Lebanon signifies a rejection of the Self or, at
best, a painfulnegotiationwithit. The protagonistperceiveshisLebanese existence as
oppressive, wherepersonalfreedomiscrushed by social and familial constraints. The
return home thusbecomes an anguishedregression — fromfreedom to repression,
from love to separation, fromcosmopolitanism to provincialism.
A. Paris as a LostSpace-Tears of Lebanon

The protagonist'stearsuponhis return to Lebanon are, in essence, tears of
longing for Paris - for Janine, hisParisianbeloved, for hisfriends, and for the life of
leisure and liberationheleftbehind. As the shipapproaches Beirut, herecallsthosehe
has left:"A tearwelled in hiseyes as images of
thosehehadabandonedpassedthroughhismind: Janine, hisfriends, even Thérese the
hotelmaid... Soonafter, images of thoseawaitinghim in Lebanon arose-itwas as if
Thérése hadremindedhim of hismother- and the tearlingered in hiseyes.”(Idriss,
1953, p. 202).
Onlyupon seeing the Lebanesecoastdoeshefinallyweep:"He shed thattearwhen,
aftersevendays, Lebanon’sheadlandfinally came intoview- the homeland.”(Idriss,
1953, p. 202).Thus, his return to Lebanon signifies bothestrangement in his
homeland and the torment of separationfrom Paris and Janine.
B. The House as a Space of Alienation

One mightexpect the protagonist to find solace at home, surrounded by
family and familiarbelongings. At first, hedoes:“Whenhereached home and
enteredhisold room, finding all histhingsexactly as theywere, hewasfilledwith a
sense of comfort and a smile of contentmentcrossedhislips.”

(Idriss, 1953, p. 203).
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Yetthiscomfortquicklyturns to estrangement. Hismotherdominates the
household, intrudingevenuponhisprivatecorrespondencewith Janine,
whichshereadsbeforehim. ShedisregardshisParisianexperiences and
insistshemarryNahida, an Easternwoman, instead of a Frenchwoman.
Overcomewithtears, she accuses him of losinghis love for hisfamily and country,
declaringthat the West -itswomen and itsways-hadstolenhimaway (Idriss, 1953, p.
209).

Thus, his home becomes a site of repression, producingalienation and
despairakin to that of any migrant who, aftertastingfreedomabroad,
findshimselfsuffocateduponreturning to his homeland (Idriss, 1953, p. 226).

For the protagonist, Janine symbolizedliberation and cultural vitality, while
in Lebanon womenwereconfined by patriarchal structures. As the
narratornotes:“He saw the Eastern girl, the Arab girl, retreatbeforeany man,
whether Arab or foreign, hereyesbrimmingwithfear- the sediment of centuries of
fear.”

(Idriss, 1953, p. 213).

Hisfamilyembodiesthisrepressiveheritage,
preventingNahidafromcontinuingherstudiesdespitehersuccess in the
baccalaureate, compellingherinsteadtowardmarriage. As
HishamSharabiremarks:“There exists a deep-seatedhostility in Arab society
towardwomen, a denial of their social existence as humanbeings, and a resistance
to everyattempt at theirliberation-evenwhen the slogan of ‘women’sliberation’
israised.”(Sharabi, 1993, p. 16).Thus, the protagonistfeelscompelled to leave home
once more, for itbringsonlyalienation and suffocation

Conclusion
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The analysisdemonstratesthatspace in Suheilldriss’s 7he Latin Quarteris far
frombeing a neutral backdrop to events. Rather, itfunctions as a narrative and
anthropological agent,  shaping the construction of  characters,
guidingtheirtrajectories, and  unveilingtheirpsychological ~and existential
dimensions. Space, in its dual reality and fictionality, embodies the
complexdialecticbetween the Arab Self in search of identity and the Western
Otherimposingitssymbolic and cultural authority.

The Latin Quarter, therefore, is more than a geographical location in
Paris:itis @ mirror of identityconflict and a site of interrogation and interaction,
where the individual'sdream of freedom and opennessintersectswith the
constraints of estrangement and cultural distance.

Theoreticalframeworkssuch as Bakhtin’schronotope, Robert T. Tally’s

narrative mapping, and postcolonial counter-mapping illuminatethisreading of
space in Arabic fiction. 7he Latin Quarteremerges as a textualmapthat records Arab
presencewithin the Other'sspace and redistributes the boundariesbetween center
and margin. Space, here, is not a passive container but a “textwithin the text,”
endowedwithitsownsemiotic system, intertwiningwith time, memory, and identity
in a complex narrative network.
The novelalsooperates on multiple levels:it captures everydaydetails of Parisian life
(cafés, streets, apartments, the university),
transformingthemintocartographicnodesthat trace the protagonist’s
transformations. At the same time, itrecalls Beirut as a parallelspacethat intensifies
the dialecticbetween Self and Other. Narrative spacethusbecomesboth a site of
tension and estrangement, and a horizon for cultural negotiation.

In light of thisanalysis, several comparative research avenues
maybeproposed:

e A comparative study of 7he Latin Quarter and Tayeb Salih's Season of

Migration to the North, both of which stage Europeanspaces
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(Paris/London) as loci of cultural tension between the Arab Self and the
Western Other.

A comparisonwith  Tawfiq al-Hakim'sA Bird from the Fast,
whichalsosituates Paris as a space of intellectual and cultural
estrangement, therebyenabling an exploration of multiple images of the
city in the Arab novelistic imagination.

A cross-readingwith Francophone migrant literature, such as Amin
Maalouf's The CrusadesThrough Arab Eyes or Samarcande, to examine the
construction of hybrid cultural spaces.

A joint analysiswith Arab women’snovelsportraying Paris as a space of
freedom and cultural collision, such as the works of Leila Abouzeid or
Ahlam Mosteghanemi, to highlight the gendered dimensions of space in
identity formation.

Ultimately, narrative space in 7he Latin Quarterdemonstratesthat the

novelis not merely an aestheticdiscourse, but also an anthropological and cultural

document thatreveals the dynamics of identity in its contact with the Other, and

opens new avenues for understanding the interrelation of space, narrative, and

identity in modern Arabicliterature.
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