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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the importance of urban space 

in the works of feminist writers from France, Quebec, the 

Maghreb and Francophone West Africa. Each author writes 

women as subjects of their own experience in the city, 

identifies the representations of power and gender in urban 

landscapes, restores a feminist voice to the polis and 

supports women's claim to enfranchisement in urban space. My 

analysis is based upon the fundamental premise that urban 

space reflects power dynamics and is, like gender, a social 

and political construction borne of a dominant patriarchal 

ideology. The urban type of the female flaneuse, or ambulant 

heroine, is prevalent in several of the texts. These are 

women whose personal trajectories through the metropolis 

serve as a common referant to define their identity. 

Exploitation, disciplinary surveillance and disillusion 

characterize Claire Etcherelli's urban dystopia in Elise ou 

la vraie vie. Annie Ernaux's observations of life in the 

periphery of Paris in the Journal du dehors are centered on 

the market economy of the city and women's status as 

commodity. The deviant behavior of Andree Chedid's virtually 

homeless, elderly heroine in La Cite fertile thinly veils a 

provocative inquiry into the notion of urban identity. 

Christine de Pizan and the Quebecoise writer Nicole Brossard 
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both employ the metaphor of construction—architectural and 

textual—and share Utopian visions of women's writing as the 

site for feminist praxis and cultural transformation. Nina 

Bouraoui's cloistered Algerian heroine in La Voyeuse 

interdite and the women in Assia Djebar's novels dare to 

defy and transgress the boundaries which exclude women from 

the urban realm in the Maghreb. Calixthe Beyala's novels 

depict young African women struggling with issues of 

identity and survival in metropolises dominated by a 

repressive, patriarchal mentality. Throughout the texts, the 

city appears in multiple guises: as a text, a body, a 

marketplace, and a prison. For these authors, writing on the 

city constitutes a feminist act asserting women's right to 

claim a voice in that space. The works analyzed situate the 

city as a locus of cultural and political critique, whose 

spatial configurations reflect the social construction of 

gender. 
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A black-and-white photograph taken in 1951 by Ruth 

Orkin entitled, "American Girl in Rome", portrays a young 

woman walking hurriedly along a sidewalk, surrounded on all 

sides by men standing about, laughing, their earlier 

conversations suspended at her presence.^ The scene 

suggests several possible interpretations. The photographer 

may have been attempting to capture on film a stereotype of 

male behavior in response to a female passerby. One 

disturbing aspect of the photograph is the contrast between 

the men's unabashed enjoyment of the situation and utter 

disregard for the expression of vulnerability on the woman's 

face. Uncomfortably contemplating this scene, the viewer 

cannot help but wonder at the exact circumstances in which 

the photo was taken. She may be an actress posing for the 

camera, or truly an exchange student who lost her way in 

Rome's labyrinthine streets, and is rushing past a barrage 

of lewd remarks being directed towards her. Whatever the 

circumstance, it is evident from the woman's expression and 

posture that she is clearly out of place in her 

surroundings; not merely because she is an American in Rome, 

but rather, because she is a woman walking alone on a city 

^ Ruth Orkin, "An American Girl in Italy", 1951. 
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Street, a place where she does not belong. 

This photograph has seemed to me to be an appropriate 

representation for the study which follows. Even at the end 

of the twentieth century, women's presence in the city is 

anything but invisible, and the very fact of their being in 

urban space elicits reactions ranging from insults to bodily 

harm. For as long as men have been building cities, they 

have been textually constructing city space. What women are 

writing regarding the metropolis, its architecture and its 

power structures, is the focus of the following pages. 

Survey of Previous Reseeurch 

There is no shortage of scholarship on literature and 

the city, although the majority of studies makes little or 

no mention of women writers. Among the many studies on urban 

space in literature consulted as background information for 

this study are, Penser la ville. Choix de textes 

Dhilosophicfues (1989) whose impressive array of 

philosophers, essayists and writers ranges from Plato and 

Aristotle to Barthes, Foucault and Lefebvre; The Image of 

the City in Modern Literature which discusses Dostoyevsky, 

Whitman, Baudelaire, Balzac, and Flaubert; an anthology 

entitled Refractions: Writers and Places, in which Homer, 

Chaucer, and Proust are among the many other male writers 

considered; The Citv as Catalyst by Diane Festa-McCormick 
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who focusses on the French novelists Balzac, Zola, Proust, 

and Hugo; In Search of the City. Enaels. Baudelaire. 

Rimbaud; and Visions of the Modern City. Essays in History. 

Art and Literature. whose authors discuss the new 

raultidisciplinary field of urban studies which fuses 

literature, painting, urban psychology, sociology and 

history. None of these works include any feminist praxis, or 

account of women's contribution to cities in literature. 

Within the last decade, however, women's relationship 

to urban space has been explored by a growing number of 

scholars in fields as diverse as feminist art history 

(Pollock, 1988), architecture (Weisman, 1994, Wigley, 1992), 

geography (Mazey and Lee, 1983, Rose, 1993) and urban 

studies (Wilson, 1991). Among the few literary studies to 

deal specifically with women's urban experience is Women 

Writers and the Citv by Susan Merrill Squier (1984). It 

includes articles on Marguerite Duras, Virginia Woolf, and 

Flora Tristan among various others. Cosmopolis. Urban 

Stories by Women. (1990), is an anthology of short stories 

by international authors. The Sphinx in the Citv: Urban 

Life. The Control of Disorder and Women (1991), weaves 

literary evidence into a sociological approach to women's 

presence in the city. A fourth example is Citv Women (1993), 

an anthology of excerpts organized chronologically from 1900 

to the present, in which women's experiences of the city are 
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highlighted. Finally, Writing the Citv: Eden. Babylon and 

the New Jerusalem (1994), includes analyses of works by 

Virginia Woolf, Penelope Lively, Christina Stead, Elizabeth 

Gaskell and Isabel Allende, as well as other, male authors. 

Most scholarly studies to date on women and space have 

placed their focus on the gendered division of piablic and 

private space, and on women's uneasiness outside the 

domestic sphere. They have identified central images of 

enclosure, containment, and imprisonment in women's 

literature. A prime example of the emphasis on women and 

domestic space is the critical feminist study by Susan Gubar 

and Sandra M. Gilbert, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman 

Writer and the Nineteenth-Centurv Literary Imagination.' 

Textual Approach 

with the exception of a few articles in scholarly 

journals, the analyses of women, literature and the city 

have not examined French or Francophone women writers. This 

dissertation considers the importance of urban space in the 

works of feminist writers from France, Quebec, the Maghreb 

and Francophone West Africa. I brought together a variety of 

feminist authors who chose cities as the primary sites in 

which to locate their writing. Each of the writers ascribes 

^ (New Haven: Yale UP, 1979). 
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central importance to women's experiences and consciousness 

of urban landscapes. Each examines the representations of 

power and gender in an urban context and reclaims the city 

as a site of women's power and voice. In creating textual 

urban territories inhabited and experienced by women, these 

authors reorganize a conception of space which links women 

to the private and domestic sphere, and men to the public 

domain, consequently putting into question the spatial 

construction of gender. These authors demonstrate that the 

dichotomy between ptablic and private, inside and outside, is 

not fixed or universal. The women encountered in these texts 

are neither entirely bounded by domestic space, nor entirely 

at ease in the city. In creating textual urban territories 

inhabited and experienced by women, certain authors upset 

the logic of space which links women to the private and 

domestic sphere, consequently dismantling and undermining 

the cultural construction of gender.' By valorizing women's 

lived experiences of the city and supporting their claim to 

enfranchisement in urban space, these women writers critique 

a basic assumption of Western society; that is, the opposing 

binary construction of nature versus culture, in which 

^ Wigley "Space and Gender", Sexuality and Space, ed. 
Beatrice Colomina (Princeton: Princeton Architectural Press, 
1992) 330. 



(male) culture asserts control over (female) nature.* 

Some scholars have sought to identify a specifically 

female perspective on the city. As Deborah Epstein-Nord has 

explained: 

a distinctly female urban vision...involves a 

consciousness of transgression and trespassing, of 

vexed sexuality, of the female body as commodity...of 

the need for disguise or some form of incognito, and 

most importantly, of the ultimate unavoidability of the 

primacy of the male gaze and its power to objectify and 

eroticize 

Another feminist scholar, Susan Merrill Squier, has stated 

that: 

the city has a special significance in the works of 

women writers because—as women—they have a unique 

relationship to the urban environment, whether it is 

considered as an actual place, as a symbol of culture, 

or as the nexus of concepts and values determining 

* Sherry Ortner, "Is Female to Male as Nature is to 
Culture?", Women. Culture and Society, eds. Michelle Z. 
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1974) 69. 

® Deborah Epstein-Nord,"The Urban Peripatetic: Spectator, 
Streetwalker, Woman Writer," Nineteenth-Centurv Literature 46 
(1991): 366. 
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woman's place in history and socioty.® 

It will be evident throughout this study that the 

representations of urban space by these writers are informed 

by divergent philosophies and views on women's status and 

social position. Their differences notwithstanding, we will 

detect some similarities in the ways women's urban 

experiences are articulated and urban spaces negotiated in 

these texts. Writing of women's experiences in the city is, 

for some authors, itself an inherently feminist act. I have 

preferred to look at the texts from a variety of critical 

and political angles, letting the texts themselves inspire 

dialogue, rather than impose a grid or "master" theory upon 

them. I have tried to approach each work according to its 

internal coherence, drawing upon the work of several 

critics, in some cases, the writers themselves as critics, 

as in the case of Nicole Brossard. Although it was not my 

intent to delineate a single, definitive theory regarding 

women, literature and writing, it is possible to identify a 

coherence of themes, and a tendency among several authors to 

privilege certain images or metaphors. Recurrent themes and 

textual rapprochements will be summarized in the concluding 

remarks. Some readers may inquire as to why these writers 

® Susan Merrill Squier, "Introduction", Women Writers and 
the City. Essays in Feminist Literary Criticism (Knoxville: 
Tennessee UP, 1984) 4. 
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and these particular texts were chosen. My choices for 

inclusion in this study reflect the diversity of writers 

from a variety of Francophone countries, feminist authors 

who privilege cities and women's experiences of cities in 

their writing in unique and interesting ways. While 

recognizing that it is, of course, impossible to attribute 

one urban vision unique to all women, it is true that for 

each of these women writers, the city is a fundamental site 

of the production and circulation of patriarchal agency. 

Method and Organization 

Of the texts that will be analyzed here, only 

Christine de Pizan's Renaissance allegory, Le Livre de la 

cite des dames. could resemble a truly Utopian space. Unlike 

Pizan's city of women, which exists only in her allegorical 

text, these contemporary women writers' literary landscapes 

are inspired by real urban environments. The writers have 

been grouped geographically; that is, according to the 

cities in which their novels take place. This organizing 

principle often coincides with the geographical affiliation 

or origin of the author, although in the case of some, the 

situation is quite reversed. Consequently, while Nina 

Bouraoui resides in Rennes, France, her novel is situated in 

an Algerian city and has been included in the chapter 
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dealing with Francophone women writers, because the 

narrative action of La Cite fertile takes place in Paris, 

ane the novel's heroine shares qualities of the urban figure 

of the flaneuse, Andree Chedid's work has been included with 

women writers originally from France. 

How the city and gender are linked, both spatially and 

ideologically, is the focus of the first chapter. A brief 

overview of urban space from the time of the Greek polis to 

the nineteenth century will present a history of the 

dichotomy between private and public space. An analysis of 

the male tradition of writing about cities and the role 

played by women in some of those texts will precede the 

discussion of women as writing subjects of their urban 

experiences. Finally, the first chapter will introduce the 

nineteenth-century male flaneur as a prelude to the ambulant 

heroines of three contemporary texts by women authors. 

The urban type of the female flaneuse is the focus of 

the second chapter. Claire Etcherelli expresses the problems 

of integration of the working-class and of an immigrant 

population living and working in Paris in the I960's. 

Exploitation, disciplinary surveillance and disillusion 

characterize her urban dystopia. Annie Ernaux's observations 

of life in the periphery of Paris are centered on the market 

economy of the city and women's status as commodity. Andree 

Chedid's almost homeless, elderly heroine lives among the 
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crowds in Parisian streets. Her deviant behavior thinly 

veils a provocative inquiry into the notion of urban 

identity. 

The third chapter links Christine de Pizan and the 

Quebecoise writer Nicole Brossard. Pizan's textual city of 

women was constructed as a backlash against misogynistic 

male writers of her time. Brossard situates her work in 

Montreal, the site of an emergent feminist consciousness of 

the 1970's, indissociable from the author's description of 

the female body and the act of writing. Both writers employ 

the metaphor of construction—architectural and textual—and 

share Utopian visions of women's writing as the site for 

feminist praxis and cultural transformation. 

The fourth chapter is devoted to Francophone women 

writers from the Maghreb and West Africa. Although she 

establishes an intimate relationship with the city, the 

cloistered Algerian woman in Nina Bouraoui's novel can only 

observe the activity of men in Algiers from inside the 

domestic space and patriarchal control which imprisons her. 

Assia Djebar's Muslim heroines risk even physical safety by 

transgressing the boundaries which exclude them from 

masculine space in Algerian cities. Calixthe Beyala's 

fictitious African cities are composites of real urban 

metropolises, ambiguous spaces for the women in the works of 

the Cameroonian author, at once hostile and liberating. Hy 



21 

anaysis of these texts is based upon the fundamental premise 

that urban space reflects power dynamics and is, like 

gender, a social and political construction borne of a 

dominant patriarchal ideology. 
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CHAPTER I 

URBAN SPACE, LITERATURE AND GENDER 

Constructing Gender Spatially 

In her book on democracy, feminism and political 

theory, Carol Pateman has asserted that "the dichotomy 

between the private and the public is central to almost two 

centuries of feminist writing and political struggle".' In 

geography, feminism and literary theory, scholars have 

observed the exchange between ideological and spatial 

transformations. Henri Lefebvre understood the inextricable 

link between space and ideology, explaining that: 

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology 

or politics; it has always been political and 

strategic...It is a product literally filled with 

ideologies.® 

Many feminist scholars have maintained that the discourses 

' Carol Pateman, The Disorder of Women. Democracy. 
Feminism and Political Theory (London: Polity Press, 1989) 
118. 

® In Nicholas K. Blomley, Law. Space and the Geographies 
of Power (New York: The Guilford Press, 1994) 43. 



of space and gender are indissociable.' The concept of 

gendered physical and social space is a common site for 

feminist critique and deconstruction (Higonnet, 5). One 

feminist architect has echoed Lefebvre, asserting: 

the appropriation of space is a political act,...access 

to space is fundamentally related to social status and 

power, and...changing the allocation of space is 

inherently related to changing society".^® 

This same feminist architect has stated that battles over 

geographic space are essential to the maintenance of a 

patriarchal world view (Weisman, 26). A fifteenth-century 

work by Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building in Ten 

Books. contains an overt reference to architecture's 

complicity in the exercise of patriarchal authority in which 

spatial order and a system of surveillance are linked to 

gender (Wigley, 332). My study is based upon the fundamental 

premise that urban space reflects power dynamics and is, 

like gender, a social and political construction borne of a 

dominant patriarchal ideology. 

One contemporary architectural scholar has posited 

that the active production of gender distinctions is found 

' See Pollock, Rose, Waterhouse, Weisman and Wigley. 

Leslie Kanes Weisman, Discrimination By Design. A 
Feminist Critique of the Man-Made Environment (Urbana fit 

Chicago: UP Illinois, 1994) 1. 
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at every level of architectural discourse, and, that in each 

site, the feminine is subordinated by covert social 

mechanisms (Wigley, 329). Colette Guillaumin has understood 

the spatial confinement of women as one of the most powerful 

social and cultural mechanisms which appropriates women as a 

subjected class. Much like the enclosure of animals, "female 

property", in Guillaumin's words, "belongs in the 

gynaceceum, the harem, the house...but, in addition, their 

confinement has been embellished with 

internalization...".^^ Guillaumin bluntly summarizes the 

message men have imposed upon women in order to keep them 

out of forbidden, urban spaces: 

If you go out, other guys like me will pursue you until 
you give in, will threaten you, will make your life 
impossible and exhausting in a thousand ways. You have 
permission (it is an order) to go to the grocery, the 
school, the market, the town hall, and down the main 
street where the shops are...If you do anything else, 
you'll be punished in one way or another, and in any 
case, I forbid it for your safety and my peace of mind" 
(197). 

So insidious is the internalization of this message, that it 

has become a common fact of urban life that when women find 

themselves the victims of rape or harassment, they are 

routinely assigned the blame, reprimanded for having been in 

"the wrong place at the wrong time". An architectural 

" Colette Guillaumin, Racism. Sexism. Power and Ideology 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1995) 197. 



scholar has argued that a spatial logic underlies the 

construction of gender, according to which the masculine is 

a cultural construction which emerges from control of the 

feminine (Wigley, 357). Moreover, according to Wigley's 

view, architectural discourse guarantees assximptions 

necessary to the operation of other master discourses (329). 

The discourse of psychoanalysis commonly employs 

familial metaphors as it describes feminism as "growing up" 

and leaving the security of the private domain for the 

public sphere (Wigley, 331). The introduction to Feminism 

and Psychoanalysis, for example, uses the spatial rhetoric 

of emerging from the closed to the open and claims that 

feminist theory is domesticated, confining itself to the 

home, the bedroom, to personal and privatized space." 

Feminist scholars have employed similar spatial metaphors. A 

Quebecoise feminist critic, Patricia Smart, has entitled her 

book, Writing in the Father^s House. The Emergence of the 

Feminine in the Quebec Literary Tradition.In Elaine 

Showalter's article, "Feminist Criticism in the 

Wilderness",the author identified criticism (the rural 

wilderness) as an "exclusively masculine domain" that women 

Richard Feldstein and Judith Roof, eds. Feminism and 
Psychoanalysis (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1989) 2. 

Patricia Smart, Writing in the Father^s House: The 
Emergence of the Feminine in the Quebec Literary Tradition 
(Toronto: Toronto UP, 1991). 
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have recently entered into, presumably because they had 

heretofore been contained in some less visible, inner 

realm.As Margaret Higonnet has noted, the literary 

representation of space has received widespread critical 

attention since Gaston Bachelard's Po6tique de l^espace 

(194). In that book, Bachelard recalls Freud's symbolism, 

theorizing that certain spaces including the round tower, 

the closet, and the nest, are uniquely feminine. Feminist 

scholar Annette Kolodny has studied female archetypes in the 

depiction of the American landscape by male authors, 

contending that by symbolizing the New World as a feminine 

space, this metaphoric image of conquest has become codified 

in a culture, its literature, and history (Higonnet, 12). 

Other feminist scholars have examined the metaphoric 

association of colonial conquest and rape.^® 

Nature, Culture and the Greek Polls 

The fundamental, western dichotomy between nature and 

culture is rooted in the rise of the Greek polls and the 

The New Feminist Criticism. Essays on Women. 
Literature. and Theory (New York; Pantheon Books, 1985) 243-
270. 

" See Andrea Page, "Rape or Obscene Copulation? 
Ambivalence and Complicity in Assia Djebar's Amour, La 
Fantasia," Women in French Studies 2 (1994): 42-53. 



27 

founding of the Athenian democracy. The indissociable link 

between culture and the city has been in place for so long, 

it hardly seems an artificial construct: 

From ancient times...men have linked notions regarding 

the evolution of culture, the attainment of freedom, 

and the growth of cities...The classical philosophers 

of Greece and Rome, and social thinkers even to the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,...defended the 

city as a 'natural' development." 

The elemental binary oppositions of nature to culture and 

female to male merged so as to correlate women with the 

natural world and the family and men with civilization and 

the city. The American sociologist and theoretician of the 

city, Richard Sennett, reminds us that the words city and 

civility have the same etymological root. Sennett has called 

the public geography of the city an "institutionalized 

civility". Women in early Greece were given social roles 

that placed them closer to the home. They were denied social 

and political freedom and were transferred from man to man 

through marriage. In the Greek polls, the continuance of a 

Francis X. Femminella, in The City. A Dictionary of 
Quotable Thought on Cities and Urban Life, ed. James A. Clapp, 
(Rutgers: The State UP of New Jersey, 1984) 83. 

Richard Sennett,"La menace du tribalisme," Penser la 
Ville. Choix de textes philosophiques. eds. Pierre Ansay and 
Rene Schoonbrodt (Bruxelles: Archives d'architecture moderne, 
1989) 287. 
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family's claim to land rights was contingent upon the woman 

producing an heir (McLeod, Virtue and Venom. 22). As 

Patrizia Lombardo informs us, the ancient city was 

constituted on the model of the family, as both were 

cemented by a common religion and spatial enclosure." 

Both Homer and Aeschylus established the polis in opposition 

to nature and identified nature with disruptive female 

forces (Bigwood, 132). According to their reasoning, women's 

internal boundaries and identity of self could not be 

maintained due to their fluid sexuality and lack of self 

control. Following Mary Douglas, we may define dirt as 

matter out of place and in violation of its proper 

boundaries, to better comprehend how a woman outside the 

home calls into question her virtue. Located in the city's 

public space, the "wrong" space for a woman, her sexuality 

is no longer restrained by the domestic sphere.^' The 

construction of women as polluting elements stemmed from the 

fluidity of boundaries, as women transgressed boundaries of 

family, both in marriage and prostitution (Carson, 159). The 

nineteenth-century bourgoisie echoed the ancient Greeks by 

Patrizia Lombardo, "The Modern Metropolis and the 
Ancient City," Home and Its Dislocations in Nineteenth-Century 
France. ed. Suzanne Nash (Albany: State UP of New York, 1993) 
161. 

See Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis of the 
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London and New York: Ark 
Paperbacks, 1989). 
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equating any mixture of disparate elements as impure, and 

equating female sexuality to pollution and disorder. In the 

words of one scholar, "women are pollutable, polluted and 

polluting in several ways at once".'° 

Monique Canto has examined the city-state as described 

in Plato's Republic in order to imagine what a feminist 

Utopia could be and has called the Republic "the first 

certain entry of women's bodies into the city".^^ Women in 

the Republic are essential to life in the city, for 

childbearing ensure the perpetuation of the polis. 

Procreation thus becomes a political act.^^ In the Laws. 

Plato states that legislation concerning marriage must be 

set out along with the architecture of the city itself 

(Canto, 349). The division between inner and outer spaces 

and the dichotomy between male and female is reflected in 

the architecture of Greek buildings (Bigwood, 133; 

Anne Carson, "Putting Her In Her Place: Woman, Dirt and 
Desire", Before Sexuality. The Construction of Erotic 
Experience in the Ancient Greek World, eds. David M. Halperin, 
John J. Winkler and Froma I Zeitlin (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton UP, 1990) 158. 

Monique Canto, "The Politics of Women's Bodies: 
Reflections on Plato," The Female Body in Western Culture. ed. 
Susan Rubin Suleiman (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1986) 342. 

" Eva Cantarella, "Dangling Virgins: Myth, Ritual, and 
the Place of Women in Ancient Greece," The Female Body in 
Western Culture. 64. 
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Waterhouse, 122). The gymnnceum, a female private space, 

represents alterity within the city and is the "most 

commonly cited example of the persistence of private space 

within the city (Canto, 349). The boundaries between polis 

(city) and oikos (home) were divided, for the role of Greek 

architecture was to explicitly maintain secure boundaries 

confining women and to control their sexuality, fidelity, 

and chastity (Wigley, 336). Greek cities did not wholly 

exclude women from circulating in the streets, the agora, 

the sanctuary, or the theater, although their participation 

in formal ritual was restricted and they played no part in 

political life or warfare (Waterhouse, 121). By the time of 

Aristotle's Politics. men were clearly sovereign in the 

public space of the city and women regulated to the 

subaltern—earth, darkness, chaos and concealment (Bigwood, 

132) . 

Carol Bigwood has pointed out that the ascription of 

public space to men and private space to women is culturally 

specific. She cites earlier pre-Greek societies with female 

deities where women and nature possessed greater social 

status (132-3). In Sherry Ortner's seminal article "Is 

Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?", the author 

expressed her alarm at "the universal devaluation of women" 

and explored how it is that culture came to be exclusively 

identified with men, asserting control over nature, 



identified with women. Through ritual, culture regulates 

nature, the impure, and the polluted. Ortner offered three 

main reasons why women are seen as closer to nature and 

impurity than men. Firstly, the female body and its 

functions of pregnancy and menstruation are seen as 

activities belonging to the natural world. Secondly, men 

have considered the female psychic structure as being closer 

to nature. And finally, female social roles are a product of 

this perception, hence women's confinement to the domestic 

realm. Whereas women create within their bodies, says 

Ortner, men create artificially and externally (76-7), for 

example, by building cities. What Ortner did not account for 

is the fact that women as well as men create the external 

world, and that recent generations of female architects, 

urban planners and geographers have built, organized and 

critically examined both geographic and social space built 

by men.^^ Evelyne Sullerot has summarized the consequences 

of the polarization of space in the Western world in which: 

...activities within the house are feminine, those 
which take place outside—business, politics, war—are 
masculine. The polarity of inside-outside, interior-
exterior, imperceptibly became a distinction between 
inferioritysuperiority...The spatial division between 
the man and the woman is not an unavoidable consequence 
of their physiological differences, but only an 

For an extensive list of feminist planners and 
geographers, see Barbara Hooper, "'Split at the Roots': A 
Critique of the Philosophical and Political Sources of Modern 
Planning Doctrine", Frontiers xiii.l (1992): 59. 



important element of the patriarchal system whose 
legacy endures in our own civilization.^* 

The division of nature and culture, of male and female 

spatial realms has translated itself over the centuries into 

a conception of urban culture as pertaining uniquely to men, 

with the result that women's presence in the city, even in 

the latter twentieth century, has been construed as an 

interruption, a problem, and a symptom of disorder (Wilson, 

9). As one feminist scholar has summarized, the 

inferiorization of women in Western culture happened "across 

centuries and geographies—from Eden to Greek polis to 

twentieth-century city" (Hooper, 52). Although it is not in 

the scope of the present study to provide a complete 

historical account of women and the city, a few salient 

examples will be noted. 

Womens' presence in the city has often symbolized, for 

male writers, a dangerous kind of disorder.'® Near 100 

A.D., the Roman poet Juvenal implied that the corruption of 

Rome was founded upon a decline in feminine morality. French 

historians Philippe Aries and Georges Duby have explained 

Evelyne Sullerot, Woman. Society and Change. trans. 
Margaret Scotford Archer (New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1971) 25-26. 

" Elizabeth Wilson, The Sphinx in the City. Urban Life. 
The Control of Disorder and Women (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
California UP, 1991) 157. 
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that women in feudal France were believed to be a source of 

domestic danger, capable of causing disease and death, of 

casting spells and administering poisons.^® Women of noble 

birth were kept under close surveillance and were strictly 

disciplined so as to reinforce patriarchal power. The woman 

of the family formed a state within a state, subject only to 

the power of the lord of the household (Arifes and Duby, 79). 

De Tocqueville wrote of the revolutionary urban masses in 

terms of principles then designated as feminine describing 

the threatening crowd as hysterical, unstable, lost nature, 

lost identity (Wilson, 7). Women who participated in popular 

protestations of the French Revolution were seen as 

"disorderly viragos" and feared as uncontrollable forces 

(Landes, 111, 160).^' Other common "elementary 

symbolizations" of the city, as Klaus Scherpe has written, 

are of the city as "female body, mother or whore, as 

apocalyptic inferno..."." It becomes evident that western 

visions of the city invoke a male fear of the urban as a 

Philippe Aries and Georges Duby, eds., A History of 
Private Life. Volume II. Revelations of the Material World 
(Harvard College, 1988) 77. 

Joan Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Aae 
of the French Revolution (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1988) 
111, 160. 

Klaus R. Scherpe, "Nonstop to Nowhere City? Changes in 
the Symbolization, Perception, and Semiotics of the City in 
the Literature of Modernity", Cultural Critique 23 (1992-93): 
146. 
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realm of uncontrolled and chaotic sexual license. Since the 

Greek Republic, urban consciousness has been essentially a 

male consciousness preoccupied with sexuality outside the 

constraints of the family. Women's presence in the city has 

been read as symptomatic of danger and disorder, 

representing a moral and political threat to the fabric of 

society (Wilson, 6). 

Literary Cities 

As Philippe Hamon has noted, architecture is the most 

frequently privileged referent of the literary text, and an 

implicit epistemological collaboration exists between 

literature and architecture." In Victor Hugo's 1829 

preface to Les orientales. the wish is expressed to write a 

work like a medieval city or a mosque and Proust compared 

his monumental oeuvre to a cathedral (Hamon, 3). The 

postmodern movement, which has distinguished itself as the 

current vanguard of critical thinking in the fields of 

literature and art, is itself rooted in architecture (Hamon, 

6). Like literature, architecture is located within the play 

of signs and space produced within language (Wigley, 367). 

As several scholars have commented, both texts and cities 

" Philippe Hamon, "Texte et architecture", Poetique 73 
(1988); 3,6. 
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are readable artifacts.^" The theoretical position of 

certain authors in the vein of Saussurian linguistics 

situates the city as a readable system of signs. Between the 

Renaissance and the Industrial Era, the city has slipped 

from a self-signifying system to a heterosignifying 

system.The city, real or textual, is a self-referential 

and polysemous space. Italo Calvino has suggested that the 

city narrates itself, for it embodies language and ideology, 

"the conditioning factor of every thought and word and 

gesture" 

From its very inception, the city has stood for all 

that is "civilized" and has been the original epicenter of 

philosophy, culture, and politics. In the words of one 

academic scholar, the city has always represented "the sign 

and guaranty [sic] of the best in civilization".^' Since 

the Ancient Greeks, the city has inspired a great textual 

tradition by male authors. In the fifteenth century, the 

See Benjamin, Hamon, Merrill Squier, de Certeau, and 
Prendergast on the city as a system of signification. 

Pierre Ansay and Rene Schoonbrodt, eds. "Le Texte 
philosophique face a la ville", Penser la ville. 34. 

Italo Calvino, The Literature Machine: Essays (London: 
Seeker and Warburg, 1987) 185. 

William Anderson, in The City. A Dictionary of Quotable 
Thought on Cities and Urban Life. 7. 
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city was a common metaphor for self.^* Charles d'Orleans' 

'•citadel of self" is one indication that at the close of the 

Middle Ages, "subjectivity took on spatial attributes" 

(Aries and Duby, 377). In Piscours de la methode. Descartes 

employed a number of architectural metaphors to explain his 

process of reasoning. Descartes likened writing, philosophy 

and ideas to architectural structures within a city, and the 

writer/philosopher to an architect laying solid foundations 

for later structures.'" Borrowing a classical topos from 

Roman satirists, Boileau satirized the noise, traffic, 

pollution and crime of seventeenth-century Paris." In Les 

Lettres persanes. Montesquieu chose to situate his critique 

of French politics and society in an urban context. At the 

end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth 

centuries, an epistemological distinction occurred between 

the city and the country.'' Rousseau's nostalgia for nature 

promoted the nineteenth-century idealization of country life 

Glenda McLeod, "Poetics and Antimisogynist Polemics in 
Christine de Pizan's Le Livre de la cite des dames," 
Reinterpreting Christine de Pizan. ed. Earl Jeffrey Richards 
(Athens and London: UP Georgia, 1992) 44. 

Rene Descartes, Piscours de la methode (1637; Paris: 
Larousse, 1972). 

" Piana Festa-McCormick, The City as Catalyst. A Study 
of Ten Novels (Cranbury, New Jersey: Associated UP, 1979) 10. 

Marc Eli Blanchard, In Search of the City. Enaels. 
Baudelaire. Rimbaud (Saratoga, California: ANMA Libri, 1985) 
13 -



as pastoral, tranquil and idyllic. The stability, immobility 

and permanence of the country contrasted sharply with the 

tumult, change and chaos of the city (Blanchard 9). The 

emergence of the metropolis as a result of the urban 

industrial revolution spawned strong, anti-urban sentiments. 

Detractors of the city felt the large modern cities were 

untenable and unlivable, places of utter alienation, despair 

and hardship. The city's corruptions were rejected by 

Chateaubriand, Senancour, Lamartine, Vigny, Fourier, Sand, 

Nerval and Fromentin. Novelists such as Dickens, Zola and 

Dostoyevsky immortalized the disquieting and threatening 

aspects of nineteenth-century urban centers. Because the 

presence of urban space in literary texts is so predominant 

in the nineteenth century, we will ^o on to examine the 

metropolis in light of that century's historical context. 

The Nineteenth-Century Metropolis 

Griselda Pollock has characterized the nineteenth-

century city as a world ruled by money and commodity 

exchange, competition, public indifference, vast population 

increase, a faster pace of life, and the creation of new 

sites of consumption such as the department store. 

Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference; Feminity. 
Feminism and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988) 66. 
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Patrizia Lombardo has described the Romantic poets as 

carrying "the imprint of the rejection of the city, of 

industrialization and modern life" holding that for them, 

mobs and machines epitomized the "horrors of modern life" 

(153). Radical groups such as the Luddites feared that 

mechanization was in danger of replacing valuable human 

labor, and responded by sabotaging factory machinery. In 

"The Metropolis and Mental Life", the German sociologist 

George Simmel examined the psychological effects of 

urbanization on the individual, and concluded that the urban 

environment intensified nervous stimulation, and required a 

new and different consciousness. He believed that the 

anonymity of a market economy which mass-produced goods for 

unknown purchasers inspired a "blase" attitude.Walter 

Benjamin's famous study on Baudelaire argued that under 

capitalism, art had become a commodity, as had human beings 

because of their labor power.In The Country and the 

City. the Welsh critic, Raymond Williams, wrote that the 

dialectic between these spaces was symbolic of the need to 

create the distinction between culture and nature.*^ The 

Georges Simmel, "Individuality et impersonalite," 
Penser la ville. 273. 

Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in 
the Era of High Capitalism (London: NLB, 1973) 58. 

Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (New York, 
Oxford UP, 1973). 
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city seemed to foment a general fear that individuality and 

human warmth were fast becoming obsolete in the giant 

metropolis teeming with inhabitants and overrun by machines 

and anonymous bureaucrats. 

The nineteenth century also gave currency to the notion 

of Paris as the capital: of that century, of Europe and of 

all worthy artistic and cultural pursuits. As vigorously as 

many writers criticized the city, others, like Baudelaire, 

embraced its corruptions and championed its virtues. For 

Walter Benjamin, it is with Baudelaire that Paris first 

became the subject of lyrical poetry (Benjamin, Charles 

Baudelaire. 170). Another optimistic contemporary view of 

Paris describes that city as "an endless adventure and feast 

for the eyes" (Prendergast, 31). The wealth of current 

scholarly and critical works on nineteenth-century Paris 

attests to the lasting appeal of this city at a crucial 

historical moment. The artistic and literary movement of 

Modernism was a direct product of urbanization and 

demonstrated such aspects of city life as the multiplicity 

of meanings, and the breakdown of monolithic signification. 

The myth of the modern city, and particularly that of Paris, 

was in one scholar's view, "the locus of enlightenment, as 

polis, the natural home of the 'political' understood as 

man's effort to replace the rule of anarchy with that of 

justice" (Prendergast, 98). 
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The years between 1840-1880 marked a period of the 

modern city's physical transformation and the 

demystification of the urban myth. Haussman's great urban 

redistribution of space contributed to the alienation of the 

individual (Marc Eli Blanchard, 10). The aim of the newly 

constructed wide and airy boulevards was to secure the city 

and assure more political stability, to prevent blockades 

that had previously been erected in the narrow winding 

streets. But the grands boulevards isolated people and 

demolished the intimate village-type neighborhoods in the 

city. Patrizia Lombardo has likened Haussman's "triumphal" 

renovations to a panoptical Utopia, not unlike Jeremy 

Bentham's prison (Lombardo, 155). For her, the primary 

difference between the prison and Paris lies in the 

atmosphere of festivity alive in the city: "a panopticon 

turned into a street festival, a clearcut metropolis capable 

of avoiding urban disorder as well as social and political 

unrest" (Lombardo, 155-6). Haussman's renovations renewed 

the popular pastime of city strolling, notably in the city's 

fashionable arcades, a favorite haunt of the flaneur. Most 

of the arcades were constructed in a fifteen year time span 

beginning after 1822, and were the first locale for gas 

lighting, making possible the evening stroll about town 

(Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire. 158). By far, one of the most 

intriguing outcomes of Haussman's renovations was the new 



41 

urban type that resulted, and one we will later examine, 

that of the flaneur. 

Femmes au foyer et Filles pabllques 

According to the Enlightenment discourse of 'proper 

spheres', there existed, in Margaret Higonnet's words, "an 

opposing ideal of women's virtuous domestic retirement to 

the scandal of women's visibility in public life" (3). Joan 

Landes has examined this opposition at great length in her 

study on influential women of the French Revolution. The 

growth of cultural and political institutions in urban 

centers included the salon, although, as Landes has argued, 

salon society was "feminized" and set apart from the public 

sphere. It provided public discourse albeit in a very 

private space, what Landes has named "the architecture of 

privacy" (Landes, 40, 62). In an analysis of women's spaces 

in the seventeenth century, Joan Dejean has related how 

social gatherings such as the salons employed a terminology 

of architectural terms relating to the inside, designating 

the space in which the meeting was to take place. Women 

generally led such salons from a private, inner sanctum: 

their room, or chambre, also called a ruelle (or daybed), an 
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alcove or a reduit.*^ The philosophes Rousseau and 

Montesquieu both objected to the presence of women in the 

public sphere in a "virtuous" republic. The difficulties 

encountered by women revolutionaries of the period confirmed 

that "for them, 'publicity' and 'propriety' -.T-oved to be 

irreconcilable goals" (Landes, 151). 

Janet Wolff has attributed women's apparent exclusion 

from Modernism to their social exclusion from the city at 

that time.*^ Michelet and Marx recognized the effect of the 

city on the faraway countryside due to the displacement of 

power, for the city, then, as now, was the privileged space 

of politics and decision-making. One reason for the 

exclusion of women from the public realm of the city, then, 

may be due to a fear that women in the city represented, by 

their mere presence, a displacement towards power. 

Understanding what notions of womanhood prevailed in the 

last century allows a better conception of how and why women 

were socially excluded from the city. As conceptualized by 

the nineteenth-century French historian, Jules Michelet, the 

ideal to which all women should aspire was a being who 

virtually embodied everything belonging to the natural 

Joan Dejean, "Women's Places, Women's Spaces," Tender 
Geographies: Women and the Origins of the Novel in France 
(New York: Columbia UP, 1991) 21; Landes, 62. 

Janet Wolff, Feminine Sentences. Essays on Women and 
Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990) 3. 
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world. A woman's vocation, Michelet insisted, should be 

limited to loving and working in the home, and her sole 

responsibility would be the protection and nourishment of 

her husband. Fidelity, monogamy and constancy should be her 

guiding principles. Michelet's reasoning was predicated on a 

belief that women love unconditionally and do not desire. He 

advised that a man must seek to marry a woman he could redo, 

renew, and recreate.** The most horrendous fate he could 

envision for any woman would be to exist alone, outside of 

the security of domestic life, and he is quite explicit 

regarding the hazards inevitably encountered by a lone woman 

in the streets of a nineteenth-century city. Walking in the 

street was certain endangerment, even eating alone in a 

restaurant was perilous, for such activities called into 

question a woman's virtue. Michelet's predilection for 

depicting women as childlike, delicate flowers presages much 

of Surrealist imagery. Women prefer fruits and vegetables, 

Michelet further expounded, a pure diet assimilating them to 

the innocence of flowers. In Michelet's regard, women were 

the very physical embodiment of nourishment, abundance, and 

nature, all essential, life-sustaining elements. However 

risible, irritating, or infuriating this vision now seems, 

it provides some basis for understanding the rigid 

** Jules Michelet, "La Femme", Oeuvres completes, vol. 
XVIII 1858-1860 (Paris: Flammarion, 1985) 75. 
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nineteenth-century opposition of public and private, home 

and city. Michelet's theorization on the nature of women 

permits twentieth-century readers to better understand the 

context in which a woman walking on the street alone could 

then be misconstrued, and even continues to be today. 

As a result of the middle-class concern with 

respectability, the latter nineteenth-century city saw 

numerous attempts to regulate, discipline and order the 

city's chaos. The metaphorical significance of such 

regulations is readily apparent; morality and social order 

were embodied by cleanliness, whereas disorder indicated 

filth. The fear of death, disease, and urban degeneration in 

London earned that metropolis the label of "cesspool city" 

(Wilson, 37). Percy Bysse Shelley lamented that, "Hell is a 

city much like London" (Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire. 59). 

Friedrich Engels' impressions of working-class Manchester in 

1842 detailed the filth, debris and dereliction to be found 

in that city.*® And in Les Miserables^ Victor Hugo revealed 

a preoccupation with contamination through his analogy 

between the Parisian sewers and veins of the body. It would 

seem that the labyrinthine network of tunnels and sewers 

were as frightening to Hugo as the chaos and filth of the 

streets above (Prendergast, 99). Peter Stallybrass has 

Friedrich Engels, "Working-Class Manchester," The Marx-
Enaels Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker 579-585, 
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examined the body, social formation and the city's 

topography in various types of texts, including social 

reform tracts, medical transcriptions of the symptoms of 

hysteria, and novels.*® The bourgeois social reform 

movements of the nineteenth century were central in forming 

what Stallybrass calls "the construction of the urban 

geography of the bourgeois Imaginary" (126). The bourgeoisie 

produced new regulations over their own bodies, as well as 

the body "of the city's 'scum'" (126). Movements such as the 

Contagious Diseases Act were involved in the regulation of 

prostitutes, subjecting the women, not their male clients, 

to medical exams and police questioning in order to bridle 

these perceived agents of urban disorder. Michel Foucault 

has identified a pervasive feature of nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century life as the state's controlling of the 

individual through knowledge. In 1796, municipal authorities 

in Paris ordered a census of all prostitutes. In 1828, each 

was required to produce a birth certificate so that, in 

better knowing the identity of each woman, the city 

authorities could more closely survey her activities and 

whereabouts (Wilson, 50). Deborah Epstein-Nord has 

understood the Contagious Diseases act as a warning to 

Peter Stallybrass and Allen White. "The City: The 
Sewer, the Gaze and the Contaminating Touch", The Politics and 
the Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1986) 125. 
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middle-Class women about their proper place, as it no doubt 

made them aware that "when they ventured onto the city 

streets under the conditions necessary to urban strolling 

and observation, they took on the persona of the fallen 

woman" (Epstein-Nord, "The Urban Peripatetic", 365; Wilson, 

35) . 

Because women of the bourgeoisie were socially 

constructed as the guardians of morality in family life, the 

condition of women in the nineteenth century became the 

touchstone for judgements on city life. Lured cityward by an 

economic dream of prosperity, rural women as well as men 

entered the urban workforce. Working-class women gained a 

new visibility during the Industrial Revolution as factory 

laborers, shopgirls, and domestics. The situation of the 

working-class woman was commonly debated in terms of the 

natural and the unnatural, for urban life overturned a 

symbolic natural order represented by the family, and 

women's place in the family (Wilson, 33). Consequently, 

women became objects of regulation (prostitutes) or 

banishment from public view (middle-class women). 

The question of who was perceived as a prostitute in 

the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century city may well have 

had everything to do with a woman's physical location. In 

eighteenth-century Paris, the police commonly presumed 

working-class women and homeless women to be prostitutes 
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(Landes, 163). Victorian rhetoric of the nineteenth century 

invented angels and victims, creatures of fantasy who, as 

Elizabeth Wilson submits, decorated Victorian literature as 

much as statues of the female form decorated nineteenth-

century architecture (46). The Victorian "cult of 

domesticity" identified women and the home so closely that a 

woman out of the home could not be considered a 'true woman' 

and became easily identified as a prostitute.*' In New 

York, avers Stephanie Golden, " a respectable-looking 

workingwoman [sic] who simply went out alone could be taken 

for a prostitute or at least assumed to be 'issuing a sexual 

invitation'" (116). Griselda Pollock's explanation of the 

union of feminine respectability and invisibility reveals a 

gendered double standard: 

For women...public spaces were where one risked losing 

one's virtue, dirtying oneself; going out in public and 

the idea of disgrace were closely allied. For the man 

going out in public meant losing oneself in the crowd 

away from both demands of respectability. Men colluded 

to protect this freedom (69). 

It was no accident that prostitutes were referred to 

then, and still are, it should be noted, as "streetwalkers". 

Stephanie Golden, The Women Outside. Meanings and Myths 
of Homelessness (Berkeley and Los Angeles: UP California, 
1992) 116. 
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for the city created the very idea of "promiscuity" (Wilson, 

41). The urban street was disquieting to many bourgeois 

Victorians, as the crowd and the inevitable mingling of 

classes in close proximity on the street created disorder 

and unpredictability. Pollock concisely states that for 

middle-class women, "going into town mingling with crowds of 

mixed social composition was...morally dangerous" (69). An 

etymological inquiry supports the association of space and 

sexuality, for, inherent in the concept of "promiscuity" is 

the blending of disparate elements ("pro", indicating 

forward and "miscere", to mix). That the word has come to 

signify primarily the illicit sexual behavior of women, and 

particularly with regards to their location, is more than a 

semantic curiosity. It reveals, in fact, an entire ideology 

of feminine sexuality and the gendered division of space. 

Similarly, the term "prostitute" is conjoined to the public 

realm. Deriving from the Latin prostituo, the term means to 

expose for sale, to sell dishonorably, or to expose to 

dishonor." It is rather remarkable that so many of the 

locutions used in common parlance to denote prostitutes 

refer to a woman's physical location. Among the fifty-four 

synonyms for prostituee listed in the Bordas French 

*8 i»Prostituo," Chambers-Murray Latin-Enalish Dictionary, 
eds. Sir William Smith and Sir John Lockwood (1933; Edinburgh 
and London: Chambers-Murray, 1986) 592. 
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Thesaurus, we find peri pat icienne (from the Greek 

peripatetikos meaning to walk), and demi-mondaine {mondaine 

indicating the upper classes in the city). The synonyms 

range in style from the obscure trimardeuse (from trimard 

meaning route, vagabondage), to the archaic ribaude (a 

medieval term for a woman who followed an army) , and from 

the poetic fleur de macadam, to the prosaic trainee des 

Trues, fille publique and fille des rues. In Italian, 

peripatetica and passeggiatrice indicate, in a similar 

fashion, the activities of moving, strolling, and wandering, 

all perfectly respectable and even glorified urban 

activities for the male flaneur, 

Elizabeth Wilson has cautioned against over-simplifying 

the confinement of women to the domestic sphere in the 

Victorian period, and reminds us that there were women in 

London-based, reformist professional classes who did not 

conform to this stereotype (Wilson, 31). The French 

feminist, reformist, and intellectual Flora Tristan may be 

one of the best-known nineteenth-century women who refused 

the stultifying social roles of her times. Tristan wrote 

first-hand of the hostility she encountered as a lone woman 

traveler in Peregrinations d^une paria (1838) and, again in 

Les Promenades dans Londres (1840). One of her chief 

preoccupations was the problematic presence of a woman in 

the city, in "places that demanded either her invisibility 
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or her transgression".*' Tristan recognized the 

difficulties encountered by foreign women in urban centers, 

including women from the French provinces newly arrived in 

Paris. These "exiles" were often women fleeing the shame of 

illegitimate pregnancy. She had hoped to establish a women's 

shelter to help exiled women in the city, believing that 

Paris was for them a contradictory environment, representing 

both entrapment and possible freedom.Tristan also 

recognized that dire economic straits often left working 

class girls few options other than prostitution: 

Girls born in the poor class are pushed into 

prostitution by hunger. Women are excluded from work in 

the fields, and when they are not employed in 

factories, their only resource is domestic service or 

prostitution! " 

Deborah Nord's insightful analyses of what she has 

deemed Tristan's "moralizing mission for all women" reveal 

Tristan's own preoccupations with class and social standing 

Deborah Epstein-Nord, "The Female Pariah: Flora Tristan 
and the Paradox of Homelessness," Home and its Dislocations in 
Nineteenth-Century France. 216. 

Sandra Djisktra, "The City as Catalyst for Flora 
Tristan's Vision of Social Change", Women Writers and the 
City. Essays in Feminist Literary Criticism. 21. 

" Flora Tristan, "Prostitution," Flora Tristan. Utopian 
Feminist. Her Travel Diaries and Personal Crusade, eds, Doris 
and Paul Beik (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1993) 
69. 



and her problematic relationship to the prostitute, a figure 

she was often mistaken for in London. Nord has maintained 

that in Tristan's accounts of her travels, the author was 

conspicuously ill-at-ease with her own "sexual and economic 

vulnerability" and the uncomfortable realization that she 

too, was being taken for an urban prostitute because of her 

t-ansgressive presence on London streets ("The Female 

Pariah", 218). Along with George Sand, who dressed as a man 

when walking in the city, and Isabelle Eberhardt, who donned 

the indigenous male dress during her travels in North 

Africa, Tristan recognized the utility of wearing a disguise 

when unescorted by a man in the city. In the chapter of 

Promenades regarding prostitutes, Tristan expresses 

frustration at being associated to such women merely by 

spatial proximity. As Deborah Nord has explained: 

The Promenades itself illustrates the impossibility of 
unimpeded rambling for the promeneuse: Tristan 
discovers that she cannot explore the city, its 
neighborhoods and its institutions, or insert herself 
into the male tradition of flanerie. Only prostitutes, 
who stand as reminders of the connection between 
women's occupation of public space and sexual taint, 
walk the streets with impunity (Nord, "The Female 
Pariah", 218). 

For the nineteenth-century female counterpart to the 

flaneur, walking on the streets was an act paramount to 

prostitution, hence the epithet "streetwalking". Like the 

prostitute, the flaneuse was defined by her lone, public 

presence in opposition to domestic and familial life. As 
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Flora Tristan tried herself to escape domesticity and travel 

alone freely, the prostitute became what Nord has called 

Tristan's "debased, feared and disavowed double" ("The 

Female Pariah", 226). Noting the prevalence of the 

prostitute in urban descriptions of the nineteenth century, 

Nord has pointed out that a lone woman in the city of the 

male spectator appears most often in literature, as a 

prostitute, a symbol of pollution: "In the male discourse of 

urban description, then, public woman is fallen woman...an 

emblem of social contamination that must be purged" ("The 

Urban Peripatetic", 376). In the case of Flora Tristan, life 

imitated literature and in her role as a public woman, she 

found herself grossly misunderstood. 

The ideological boundaries meant to restrict women to a 

certain realm became quite literally inscribed in city 

spaces. As Janet Wolff has stated, "physically, the 

separation of spheres was marked, as v.'cll as constrtjcted, by 

both geography and architecture"(14). Although a solitary 

woman in public in the twentieth century does not face the 

threat of irrespectability as much as that of real physical 

danger, as Liz Heron has observed, respectability and safety 

are closely linked in the language of policing and judicial 

judgements." A woman on the street, exposed to the gaze of 

" Liz Heron, City Women (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993) 7. 
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men, still finds herself in constant danger of assault. 

The Feminine City 

Whereas real women have been ostracized from city 

streets, glorifying the city as a feminine essence is 

commonplace among male authors. Paris, in particular, is in 

literature, the quintessential feminized and sexualized 

city. In the literary imagination of many male writers, 

female figures have incarnated the spirit and ideals of the 

city. The Pantheon in Paris is situated on the original 

burial site of that city's patron saint, Sainte Genevieve. 

During the French Revolution, the female figure of la 

Marianne was created, to symbolize such grandiose 

abstractions as Victory, Justice and France itself, while 

real women were devoid of actual power (Wilson, 47). Simone 

de Beauvoir has amply demonstrated this phenomenon in Le 

Deuxieme Sexe: 

Non seulement les villes et les nations, mais des 

entites, des institutions abstraites revetent des 

traits feminins: I'Eglise, la Synagogue, la Republique, 

I'Humanite sont femmes et aussi la Paix, la Guerre, la 

Liberte, la Revolution, la Victoire.®^ 

The narrative structure which formulates many nineteenth-

Simone de Beauvoir, Le Deuxieme Sexe I: Les Faits et 
les mvthes (Paris: Gallimard, 1949) 285-286. 
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century novels centered around the upwardly striving, 

unsophisticated, male hero's arrival in Paris and his 

introduction to "le monde". Women in Balzac's cities have 

been called "sacred goddesses, divinities of place" by one 

critic, creatures who must be conquered by the hero so that 

he may make his entrance into polite society." It is in 

Paris where Julien sorel and Rastignac meet their fate, 

inextricably linked to upwardly mobile and experienced older 

women. 

Even more recent male writers continue the mythological 

representation of the city through female figures. The 

commentary which accompanies a book of photographs by 

Doisneau entitled, Les Parisiens tels qu'ils sont. likens 

the city to a woman: "Et pourtant, la rue de Paris est une 

femme, pas toujours coquette, ni bien mise, mais qui se 

reconnait a son parfum"." Andre Maurois mythologizes the 

Parisienne in The Women of Paris (1954), offering the reader 

short encounters with ballerinas and students, concierges 

and other working women of Paris. He constructs them as yet 

another Parisian tourist attraction: "Paris is a city of 

Burton Pike, The Image of the City in Modern Literature 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1981) 127-128. 

Robert Doisneau, Les Parisiens tels qu'ils sont^ texte 
et commentaires de Robert Giraud et Michel Ragon (France: 
Robert Delpire, 1954) 23. 



women...".®® Simone de Beauvoir has documented a 

metonymical relation between women and the cities men visit: 

II est frequent que le voyageur demande a la femme la 
clef des contrees qu'il visite; quand il tient une 
Italienne, une Espagnole dans ses bras, il lui semble 
posseder 1'essence savoureuse de I'ltalie, de 
I'Espagne. «Quand j'arrive dans une nouvelle ville, je 
commence toujours par aller au bordel», disait un 
journalist© (284). 

Other literary examples of the metaphoric association 

of Paris and women are to be found in the Surrealists. The 

mark of several surrealist texts by male writers is the 

alliance of Paris to a mysterious woman who is usually a 

prostitute.®" In these surrealist texts, Paris is like a 

female body to be pursued, explored and possessed. A 

feminist art historian, Whitney Chadwick, comments that "In 

his poetry, [Breton] often links his own search for self-

knowledge to the sites of Paris, plotting the course of 

psychic reality throughout the physical world"." Andre 

Breton, Philippe Soupault and Louis Aragon are all fellow 

explorers in a psychic exploration of Paris. Their 

" Andre Maurois, The Women of Paris, trans. Norman Denny 
(London: The Bodley Head, 1954) 9-10. 

See Louis Aragon, Le Paysan de Paris (Paris: Gallimard, 
1926); Andre Breton, Nadia (Paris: Gallimard, 1963); Joseph 
Delteil, Les Chats de Paris (1930; Paris: Les Editions de 
Paris, 1994); Philippe Soupault, Les Dernieres Nuits de Paris 
(1928; Paris: Seghers, 1975). 

Whitney Chadwick, Women Artists and the Surrealist 
Movement (New York: Thames and Hudson, Inc., 1985) 34. 



metropolitan landscapes are inhabited by women whose 

intimate knowledge of the secret underworld of nocturnal 

Paris initiates the Surrealist hero into the city's secrets, 

and by extension, the secrets of the unconscious mind. Women 

in Surrealist texts act as mirrors of the unconscious, 

spiritual guides, mediators between reality and madness, 

psychoses, dreams and hallucinations, all of which are 

physically mapped on to the streets of Paris. The Symbolist 

poet Gerard de Nerval mythologized the Paris underground as 

an Orphic descent into Hades (Prendergast, 85). Like 

Eurydice leading Orpheus, both Nadja, the heroine of 

Breton's eponymous novel, and Georgette, in Soupault's Les 

Dernieres Nuits de Paris. guide the male hero on urban 

itineraries they have invented. These women are figures on 

the fringe of Parisian life, co-conspirators in a seedy 

underworld of petty criminals and prostitution. The male 

narrators are introduced to these women through random 

encounters and chance meetings. Nadja and Georgette are not 

unlike objets retrouves, trinkets picked up randomly in a 

shop or brocante dealer, oddly quaint and out of place with 

their surroundings. Besides chance encounters with women of 

the streets, Breton and his followers were fascinated by the 

figure of the stabversive woman. The ability to perform a 

radical, violent act motivated from some inner compulsion is 

shared by Nadja and Georgette. Nadja's psychic powers 



suggest dementia and paranoia, as she believes she is being 

pursued by a blue wind. Georgette is, like her brother, a 

pyromaniac. The womens' ardent Surrealist admirers tire, 

however, of their subversive behavior. As Chadwick 

professes: "[Woman] completes the male vision by absorbing 

into herself these qualities that man recognizes as 

important but does not wish himself to possess" (35). The 

hero of Les Dernieres Nuits finds himself quickly bored by 

Georgette, and wishing he could end their relationship: "Je 

craignais la monotonie de I'etrange" (Soupault, 78). 

Breton's hero articulates his epistemological quest in the 

novel's exordium: "Qui suis-je?". His psychic voyage is 

directed by the trajectory Nadja invents for him in the 

city. The question Nadja formulates, however, is directed 

not inward, but outward, at the city of which she is an 

emblem: "Ou aller?". Despite the mobility of these urban 

heroines, and their allegorical status, they are not 

independent. Nadja is committed to an asylum for her 

hysteria, and Georgette wanders without aim, continuing the 

incendiary obsession of her brother. 

Angelika Rausch has studied the allegory of "Woman" and 

modernity and concluded that the fetishization of women is a 
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part of the "novel experience of space in the 

metropolis".®' In Rausch's reading of the literary trope of 

the prostitute, sexual adventure is equivalent to urban 

exploration: 

To surrender to the lure of the prostitute and the 

ocean of images in the metropolis is the same as 

experiencing and living out one's wishful fantasies by 

investing the city, and the body of the whore as a part 

of the city, with libidinal energy" (82-83). 

Rausch has given the conjunction of the city and the 

prostitute a positive value, saying that in her role as 

prostitute, "woman" holds critical power and participates in 

the avant-garde aesthetic. Moreover, Rausch claims the 

prostitute has acquired a valuable "bargaining tool" by 

selling her body as a commodity and manipulating her 

appearance to a material advantage (83-84). Whereas I agree 

that women, and notably in surrealist texts, function as 

psychic projections of the male subject and his repressed 

unconscious, I disagree with Rausch's latter propositions. 

It is precisely the male fetishization of urban space and 

women that conflates "woman-in-public" with "prostitute" and 

constructs real women in the city, and not just literary 

" Angelika Rausch, "The Trauerspiel of the Prostituted 
Body, Or Woman As Allegory of Modernity," Cultural Critique 10 
(1988): 82. 
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tropes, as material commodities and agents of social 

contamination. 

The Fliaieur 

In a passage on the occupations of the flaneur, poet-

wanderer and man of the crowd, Baudelaire elaborated the 

pleasures of wandering in the city: 

Etre hors de chez soi et pourtant se sentir partout 

Chez soi; voir le monde, etre au centre du monde et 

rester cache au monde... 

In nineteenth-century Europe, wandering and observing the 

public arena of the city was a primarily male pastime, for, 

as previously discussed, severe social restraints were 

placed on female mobility.®^ It is implicitly understood 

that the nineteenth-century figure of the flaneur was a man. 

The flaneur symbolizes the freedom to move in the city's 

public arenas, to gaze and observe; his is a covetous and 

erotic gaze at other people and at goods for sale.®^ Women 

could not enjoy the freedom of anonymity in the crowd and 

were never positioned as "normal occupants of the public 

Charles Baudelaire, Ecrits esthetiaues (Paris: Union 
generale d'Editions, 1986) 369. 

On this point, see Blanchard, Epstein-Nord, Heron, 
Pollock, Wolff and Wilson. 

Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Feminity. 
Feminism and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 1988) 67. 
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realm" (Pollock, 71). A feminist art historian who studies 

the ideological and social spaces of modernism. Pollock has 

pointed out that it is not only a matter of the public realm 

being associated with the masculine, but, also access to a 

certain sexual realm. 

Because the female body was sexualized and commodified, 

a woman alone was expected to enter locations in the city 

associated with "entertainment and display" (Pollock, 79). 

Pollock has read Baudelaire's essay "Les Femmes et les 

filles" as a sexualized journey for the flaneur across 

Paris, "constructing a notion of WOMAN across a fictive map 

of urban spaces" (Pollock, 71). Elizabeth Wilson's study of 

Baudelaire shows how the poet compared himself to the 

prostitute, claiming that both had something to sell which 

expressed their truest self, and that both shared an 

intimate knowledge of the dark recesses of the urban 

landscape (Wilson, 55). As theorized by Baudelaire, the two 

urban figures of the prostitute and the flaneur share their 

visibility in wandering on the streets. As discussed 

earlier, the very terms "streetwalker" and in French "fille 

publique" suggest that a woman in the public space of the 

city could have no other intention. 

In his poem "A Une Passante", Baudelaire laments a 

missed encounter with a beautiful passer-by. The poet's 

regret becomes the pretext for writing a poem in which the 
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"fugitive beaute" of la passante never encountered, and a 

moment lost, are forever immortalized on the printed 

page.®^ In the next chapter, we will see that in three 

texts by French women writers—Elise ou la vraie vie . by 

Claire Etcherelli, Annie Ernaux's Journal du dehors. and La 

Cite fertile by Andree Chedid—the flaneur and the passante 

collude into one figure—that of the urban flaneuse. Each of 

these authors has created a strolling urban heroine whose 

personal trajectories through Paris are a common referant of 

their urban identity. 

Charles Baudelaire, "A Une Passante", Les Fleurs du Mai 
(Paris: Gamier, 1994) 103-104. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE URBAN FLANEUSE 

Claire EtchGrelli's Urban Dystopia 

Paris is the setting for racism, sexism, and the 

dehumanizing conditions of factory work in Elise ou la vraie 

vie. by Claire Etcherelli. In 1956, at the age of twenty-

one, the author moved from Bordeaux to Paris and took a job 

on the production line of a Citroen car factory. Her novel, 

Elise ou la vraie vie, was awarded the Prix Femxna in 1967 

and received much public attention. The novel takes place in 

1957, against the backdrop of political tensions in France 

during the Algerian war. Etcherelli emphasizes the social 

construction of gender, race and class. 

The city's presence is evoked from the very first page 

of the novel, and will play a major role in tha lives of 

each of the characters. The heroine's brother, Lucien, is 

lured to Paris by the belief that there he will find freedom 

from his wife and child and be able to participate in the 

emancipation of the working class. The coming to political 

awareness of Elise and her brother coincides with the 

various significations of the phrase "the real life". At 

first, Paris holds promises of political activity, economic 

freedom and adventure. In reality, Paris for Elise and 
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Lucien offers very little economic stability. Work at the 

factory is grueling and underpaid, a place rife with racial 

tensions and sexism which leaves its workers too exhausted 

to find the energy to rebel. Collective, political action 

fails Lucien's original dreams of social transformation. 

Elise and Lucien's life in Paris is characterized largely by 

poverty, disillusion, and oppression. Although she is not 

explicitly involved in the political activities of her 

brother, Elise discovers first-hand the very real effects of 

racism when she begins a relationship with an Algerian 

worker. The city's streets and neighborhoods become coded as 

dangerous, or accessible and safe for the couple whose 

forbidden relationship develops in a nocturnal, urban 

landscape.®* 

city of Illusions 

Etcherelli's Paris is a fragmented and illusory urban 

text. Elise's first impressions of the city are overwhelming 

and romanticized. Throughout the novel, Elise's emotional 

state is reflected in her vision of Paris. Glimpsing the 

city through her hotel room window the night of her arrival, 

Margaret Atack, ContemporarY French Fiction By Women. 
Feminist Perspectives (Manchester and New York: Manchester UP, 
1990) 62. 
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she sees only a desolate landscape of buildings and smoke. 

En route to her first political meeting with her brother 

Lucien and his girlfriend, the city seems to Elise a kind of 

magical spectacle. On the Boulevard Massena and the Pont 

National, the view is otherworldly: 

Le spectacle etait feerique...nous avions devant nous 
des dizaines de voitures semblables ̂  des cometes 
laissant derriere elles d'eblouissantes trainees. Tout 
un faisceau de fils entrelaces, rouges et jaunes, 
illuminait le pont, et les tours des cites 
cubiques...etaient perches irr6guli6rement de lumieres 
carrees (110). 

Elise's first paycheck, although meager, allows her to hail 

a taxi home and enjoy the nocturnal enchantment of the city 

on her ride. Factory chimneys bellowing out smoke are 

transfigured by the light of sunset. In Paris's bordering 

suburbs she is transfixed by incendiary foundries and giant 

tanks: "Merveille, merveille. Affalee sur la banquette je 

m'offris la feerie nocturne" (123). 

Elise's initiation into the city is mediated by 

Lucien. It is because of Lucien that Elise moves to Paris, 

begins work at the factory and becomes involved in political 

activities. The first political meeting Elise attends is in 

the Rue de la Grange-aux-Belles. When her brother gives her 

the address and asks if she knows the location, Elise 

reminds him that she is unfamiliar with the city, and, as a 

woman, less comfortable than he is with solitary 
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explorations: "Conunent veux-tu que je connaisse?" (109). 

Later, her Algerian lover Arezki will help Elise to discover 

Paris, including the immigrant neighborhoods. Elise's first 

feelings for Arezki further transform the city into a refuge 

from the factory: 

II pleuvait, il gelait, nous marchions. Paris 6tait un 
immense boulevard pieg4 oCi nous avancions avec des 
precautions derisoires. La tendresse magnifiait les 
decors de nos vagabondages. Rien n'etait laid. La pluie 
astiquait les paves ou 1'unique lumifere d'une impasse 
se fractionnait en pierres brillantes. Les squares 
avaient la grace de places de province et les hangars 
delabres, des silhouettes de vieux moulins abandonnes. 
Notre plaisir transformait Paris (183). 

Elise is again enthralled by Paris; this time because it is 

the landscape upon which her love affair is written. She 

proclaims her love for the city even more readily than she 

admits her love for Arezki (178). As they walk, Arezki 

explains the city's geometry to her. Although he knows the 

city well, he does not hesitate to remind Elise that however 

strongly they may both feel strangers to Paris, Elise as a 

woman coming from a small town, the fact remains that as an 

Algerian, Arezki is far more unwelcome than she is. On their 

wanderings together, the couple is often preoccupied with 

finding a safe space where the difference of their 

nationalities will not be noticed. Arezki suggests the 

Ternes neighborhood near I'Etoile. The evocation of specific 

street names holds a particular symbolism in the novel. 

Arezki lies to Elise, telling her he lives in the attractive 
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Goutte d'Or neighborhood, rather than Jaures, where he 

actually lives. The Goutte d'Or quarter, the Porte Doree and 

the area of L'Etoile suggest the scintillating lights of 

Paris, and the richness of some of its areas, standing in 

opposition to the chic neighborhood of Ternes, whose name in 

French means dull. But during this meeting, Elise once again 

sees the idealized Paris; "Paris la nuit, celui des cliches 

et des calendriers" (175). They walk to Etoile and down the 

other side of the street, finding it easy to melt into the 

background. Elise reminds herself that this is the city 

which historically welcomes those banished and exiled from 

all over the world. She finds temporary confidence in the 

city's ability to shelter them: "On est en 1957. Est-ce que 

je vais perdre contenance pour quelques regards?" (176). 

Elise knows they are an object of scandal in certain "nice" 

neighborhoods, but is slow to bear a grudge against these 

people. She feels as though nothing can prevent their 

relationship from developing, as they walk through Paris 

"comme si le paradis [les] attendait au bout" (143). Most of 

the young women Elise works with never leave their own 

neighborhoods, and know very little of Paris. When one of 

them reveals it has been fifteen years since she has 

ventured farther than the Place d'ltalie, Elise can not 

understand such a stationary existence. She seeks to explore 

the legendary faubourgs and barricades and assumes that 
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work, lack of time and an attitude of revolting passivity 

must keep these women from exploring the city. 

City of Disillusion 

As time goes on, it is only in the dark and the shadows 

that Elise and Arezki feel they truly belong in Paris. Elise 

watches other people enviously, for she and Arezki can have 

none of the ordinary comforts of home together: 

je voyais 1'immense route et 1'ombre autour, les gens 

rentrant par deux, les hommes tenant un pain, des 

bouteilles, des gens savaient ou ils allaient, chez 

eux, ensemble, et qui prolongeraient autant qu'ils le 

voudraient le plaisir de se parler (142). 

In one sense, Elise and Arezki are homeless, both arriving 

in Paris without roots or the security of family. Although 

Elise made the trip to be with her brother Lucien, she is 

forced to move to a women's shelter shortly after her 

arrival due to Lucien's girlfriend who will share his 

appartment. The "real life" that Elise and Arezki share 

together is in the streets, for they do not have access to a 

safe place inside. On the occasion of another meeting with 

Arezki, their trajectory changes from the edge of Paris to 

the heart of the city where Elise notices many more Arabs. 

They go to a small, neighborhood cafe that Arezki is 
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familiar with, but Elise feels trapped and ill-at-ease and 

prefers to be outside in the night, free to walk unremarked 

by others. 

It is not long before the gaze of other people causes 

Elise to see the city as a place of discrimination and hate. 

The crowd promises anonymity and safety from the prying gaze 

of others, sitting at the counter of a cafe, Elise notices a 

metro employee glaring at her. He announces conspicuously 

that he would willingly drop an atomic bomb on Algeria 

(157). Elise becomes increasingly fearful of the reaction of 

others: ••. . . le bras d'Arezki me g6ne. J'ai peur des gens" 

(159). Elise also becomes more adventurous and self-reliant, 

suggesting to Arezki that they walk in an area around the 

Porte de Montreuil where she had previously been and had 

marked out a bustling street where she thinks they could 

easily lose themselves in the crowd. When Arezki asks Elise 

if she is afraid to return home alone in the evening, he is 

evidently aware of the dangers of the city for a woman 

alone. Ironically, after he is apprehended and detained by 

the police one night, it is Elise who accompanies Arezki to 

assure his safety in the city. 

The couple live under the constant threat of a police 

raid. Arezki is suspicious of everyone around him and 

particularly wary of the police: "Que fait la police?...II y 

a des camps, des residences oti les assigner. NET-TO-YER 
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Paris. Celui-ci a peut-etre une arme dans sa poche. lis en 

ont tous..." (176). During a visit to Nanterre, Elise learns 

the Arabs are going to be moved to a village in the center, 

"pour nettoyer la region" (227). The campaign to "clean up" 

Paris is horrifyingly reminiscent of Nazi Germany and the 

civil wars in Rwanda and Bosnia of the 1990's. When the area 

of Ternes no longer seems safe to Arezki, they walk in the 

gardens of Trocadero. The walks Elise and Arezki take are a 

veritable travelogue of the city of Paris. From Trocadero, 

the lovers procede to the Opera, which they circle several 

times. They cross bridges, get lost in the streets of the 

Marais district, walk up the boulevards around St. Augustin, 

traveling from the Rue de Vaugirard to the Porte d'Auteuil, 

walk up and down the Rue de Rivoli, explore the boulevards 

Voltaire and du Temple, wander in the streets behind the 

Palais-Royal, la Trinite and the Rue Lafayette. They are 

never twice in the same neighborhood. On several occasions, 

their walks are interrupted by a police car, a political 

rally, or a walker following them. Then they must part 

abruptly and return home separately after unfinished 

evenings, interrupted conversations and the fear of 

discovery. Elise worries constantly that Arezki has not 

returned home safely and her fear is not assuaged until she 

sees him the next day at the factory. She believes that her 

intense fear and worry draw her nearer to him, and that the 
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relationship is made more precious because of its 

precariousness. These two flaneurs cannot wander for the 

pleasure of exploring a city. They are fugitives moving 

cautiously through an urban minefield. Elise and Arezki 

rarely speak to each other of the Algerian war, for the city 

reminds them of it at every turn. 

Elise's initial optimism and enchantment with Paris 

fades as she experiences the harsher realities of city life. 

Elise's first euphoric vision of Paris deteriorates with her 

growing consciousness of racial tensions and social 

inequity. What once seemed to her a dazzling, Utopian mirage 

disintegrates into a dystopian nightmare. After working at 

the factory, her original fascination for the Pont National 

is lost: 

la feerie du Pont National me laissait indifferente, et 

pourtant la pluie fine et douce transformait en miroir 

la chaussee habituellement terne (152). 

The boulevard St. Michel reflects a world of material 

comforts for Elise and is much lauded by Henri and Lucien. 

To move up in this world, Elise realizes one must acquire— 

furniture, a car, an appartment. Only then, does she believe 

she could begin to feel as though she belonged here. St. 

Michel offers a glimpse into a lifestyle that Elise and 

Arezki can only dream of. But they do not linger for long in 

this part of Paris, for the police detain passers-by, both 
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Arab and those who look Arab. Elise's reveries during one 

solitary walk reveal her increasing misery and alienation, 

the cruelty and injustice she observes in the lives of 

imittigrants, and the suffering and sadness she sees or 

perhaps imagines in passers-by. Malnourished and dressed too 

lightly for the inclement weather, the homeless, 

"caricatures de I'humanite", are embarassing to a crowd of 

people who can afford to eat well and dress approriately to 

the season. Elise's confronts anger, pity, frustration and 

deep sadness at the division of the city by economic 

standing and national allegiances: 

Par chance, ces esp^ces s'agglomeraient dans les 

quartiers reserves—bidonvilles, hotels miteux—et par 

communautes: Algeriens, Espagnols, Portugais, et 

Franqiais, naturellement. Dans ces derniers, il y avait 

aussi diverses categories: alcooliques, paresseux, 

tuberculeux, degeneres (165). 

Accompaning Arezki to his own neighborhood of Jaures, Elise 

finds herself in a quiet, badly-lit, half-deserted street. 

Arezki asks her if she is afraid to enter the area of the 

"bicots", the racial slur for Algerians used by the French 

(205). As she observes this area, the stones of the street, 

the signs, the bars, and the asphalt all appear bitterly 

ugly to Elise. The reality of Arezki's life provokes despair 

at not having any space inside and protected in which to be 
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alone with Azreki. When Elise and Arezki pay a visit to some 

friends in Nanterre, she is again aghast at the miserable 

conditions of the immigrants living there. She already knows 

something of the poverty of these neighborhoods from their 

description in the newspaper, and knows there are hundreds 

of people living in close quarters. Her own inner emotions 

color her impressions of her outer surroundings, which 

reflect back only dereliction and hardship: 

entassement miserable, souffranee physique, maladie, 

pauvrete, froid, pluie, vent qui secoue les planches, 

flaques qui se coulent sous la porte, peur de la 

police, obscurite, parcage inhumain, douleur, douleur 

partout (208). 

Elise expresses amazement that the Algerians themselves seem 

hopeful, dreaming of a better future. She feels empathy for 

the difficulty for the Algerian immgrants who, unlike 

Arezki, cannot read signs in French, and who are overwhelmed 

at the noises of the city, sollicited at every turn by 

erotic images on posters and garish lights. Paris, for such 

people, is an unreadable text. 

Near the end of the novel, Elise finds herself in a 

crowd walking from Republique to Nation for a political 

manifestation. The crowd seems to her like a living, human 

body: "Paris entier, coeur et membres, etait la qui 

n'arrivait plus a se disloquer" (261). It is on his way to 
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this particular manifestation from a hospital on the city's 

outskirts, that Lucien is killed in an accident. Arezki 

disappears under mysterious circumstances that same week and 

Elise finds herself abandonned by the two men she loved. The 

symbol of political unity epitomized by this geographical 

space in Paris leads paradoxically to death, disappearance 

and abandonment, a vacuum in Elise's life. As Margaret Atack 

has observed, as Elise is driven through the city after 

Lucien's funeral, her hopes of finding Arezki are reflected 

in her observations of the various districts of Paris they 

drive through (268-271). Up until this moment, Elise had 

experienced Paris in fragments. She now passes through the 

various neighborhoods, starting from the city outskirts (the 

various Portes) and moving toward the center until they 

again pass to the suburbs (Nanterre). As Elise moves through 

each layer of the city, she is able to identify the 

character of each neighborhood. She superposes her own 

personal memories and lived experiences on each site they 

pass; Aincourt, where Lucien's belongings were returned to 

her, the factory, where she imagines the deafening sounds of 

the line, and various places she visited with Arezki. 

Although he is gone, the city is filled with his presence 

for Elise: "C'est qu'ici, dans le fracas de la ville, dans 

ses couleurs et ses amalgames, je viens de retrouver Arezki" 

(269). The Pont National, which had functioned as a kind of 



74 

landmark of Elise's emotional state, now appears menacing 

and filled with images of death; 

Sur le Pont National, a la vue de I'eau, je pense aux 

cadavres qu'elle charrie. Corps que I'on jette 

certaines nuits de grosse rafle, dans I'ivresse de la 

haine; corps des faibles qui ont trop parle et que la 

mort punit (270). 

Elise has become skilled at reading the various layers of 

the city, "[tjhe geography of Paris, and the knowledge it 

affords in the spectacle of public identities..."(Atack, 

62) . 

Not long after her arrival in Paris, Elise had noticed 

an elderly, homeless woman in the metro. Laughing, Lucien 

had suggested that this would be the fate of his girlfriend, 

Anna, in thirty years. Anna had agreed seriously, as though 

the old woman were truly a glimpse into her future, in her 

book on women and homelessness, Susan Golden has written 

that women in particular fear elderly, homeless women 

because they see their own possible future, abandonned or 

widowed, unable to support themselves. The image of the 

homeless woman is evoked again at the end of the Elise ou la 

vxaie_vie, after Lucien's death. ELise remarks that Henri's 

presence may save Anna some weeks or months, but her 

ineluctable fate will ultimately lead her to the streets. In 

the end, Paris has claimed all that Elise held dear. Lucien 
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has died in the streets, Arezki has disappeared there and 

the city undoubtedly holds a bleak future for Anna. 

Consequently, Elise chooses to leave Paris and return home; 

she, at least, will not die there, nor will she share Anna's 

fate. After nine months of "the real life", nothing new has 

been created. Elise has deconstructed the urban myth of 

Paris, the city of lights, postcards and songs, the city of 

exiles and foreigners. The reality she has uncovered is a 

city filled with racism, hate and intolerance, a dystopian 

space of death and fear. 

The Factory 

The factory functions in the novel as a microcosm of 

the urban world and is, like Paris, encountered in 

fragments. Elise is constantly asking to be shown the entire 

process of assembling cars, so as to better understand her 

specific role and she is denied each time. Asking why each 

employee is not given a tour to the various studios in order 

to understand the complete process involved in constructing 

a car, she is refused, for the supervisors do not want the 

workers to display interest or to be conscious of the 

meaning of their efforts. The irony of this "assemblee" is 

that each worker is kept in isolation and ignorance, many of 

them seeking unity in the subversive political activities 

which take place outside the factory. The refusal to share 
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this knowledge keeps a selected few French men in power. 

Lucien advises Elise not to work too hard or ask too many 

questions about the process. 

In Engel's formulation of the oppression of the 

classes, women were the original victims of class antagonism 

and oppression by men." Like Arezki and the other 

immigrant workers, Elise finds herself exploited as a 

labourer, and more particularly as a woman. She is doubly 

mistreated; both by the French male supervisors in the 

factory and the immigrant male workers. Elise's presence in 

the factory is at first met with catcalls, howls and yells 

from the male workers. Lucien and a fellow worker try to 

excuse this sexist behavior, explaining to Elise that the 

factory work reduces the men to an animal state: "A 

travailler comme ga, on retourne a I'etat animal. Des 

bestiaux qui voient la femelle" (83). As she and Lucien walk 

together in the street, other men wink knowingly at Lucien, 

as though Elise were his female companion. Such unwanted 

attention reminds Elise that she is considered an invader 

into a predominantly male space and seen primarily as a 

sexual object. On the occasion of Elise's first encounter 

with Arezki, he too excuses the men's screaming by 

Friedrich Engels, "The Origin of Family, Private 
Property and the State," The Marx-Enaels Reader, ed. Robert C. 
Tucker (New York and London: W.W. Norton and Company, 1978) 
739. 
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explaining that the factory makes them wild. This is, in the 

fact, the only explanation Elise ever receives regarding the 

behavior of the other men, who are excused as animals, 

incapable of acting otherwise. Several days pass before 

Elise can associate the arms and feet moving frantically 

about her to individual men. Although her presence 

eventually ceases to provoke such a reaction, disparaging 

remarks regarding her job performance and capabilities as a 

woman never abate. She must deal with the blatent sexism of 

her supervisors and fellow workers who are skeptical of her 

ability to perform the job because she is a woman. The work 

Elise performs requires intense physical stamina and 

dexterity. Her myriad duties include: 

grimper, enjamber, m'accroupir, regarder a droite, a 

gauche, derrifere, au-dessus, voir du premier coup 

d'oeil ce qui n'es pas conforme, examiner attentivement 

les contours...passer la main sur les bourrelets des 

portieres, ecrire, poser la feuille, enjamber, 

descendre, courir, grimper... (88). 

The men laugh when she loses her balance on the line of 

moving cars. Certain of Elise's supervisors take advantage 

of the commotion and confusion of the cramped quarters to 

physically manhandle her, or sometimes taking Elise by the 

arm or shoulder as though she were a child. Proud of the 

progress she has made under his apparent tutelage, one 
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supervisor infantalizes her, calling Elise "ma petite eleve" 

(85) . 

In 1957, Roland Barthes deconstructed the myth and cult 

of "la nouvelle Citroen", calling it the contemporary 

equivalent of the great gothic cathedrales, as both were 

giant creations of an era both built by unknown artists, and 

considered magical objects." Etcherelli's novel further 

dispels the myth surrounding this luxury car. It is 

interesting to compare Barthes' sensual description of the 

tactile pleasures the consumer experiences when exploring 

the car, whose parts are "touches, palpes, essayes, 

caresses, pelotes", with Elise's description of the grueling 

physical labor involved in their construction (Barthes, 

Mythologies. 152). Elise is overwhelmed by the smells, 

noise, incessant movement and exhausting physical labor of 

the factory, whereas Arezki finds the environment 

invigorating. He later admits to Elise that he finds the 

sounds of the factory sexually exciting. This world within 

the greater urban environment is a complex machinery that 

Elise eventually learns to negotiate skillfully. 

The factory is as fragmented as the various 

neighborhoods in and around Paris. A male boss advises Elise 

not to attend political meetings or be seen talking to the 

Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 
1957) 150. 
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Algerians. Colette Guillaumin has explained that as a class, 

women are significantly absent from the discourse on worker 

exploitation and the inequity of wages (179). After her 

first day, Lucien discourages Elise from eating lunch with 

him in the cantina, explaining that only men eat there. 

Although they may work side by side, the lunch break 

separates the workers spatially according to their gender or 

racial identity. Men eat in the cafeteria, Algerians eat in 

the factory, and women eat in the dressing room. Elise also 

learns that if she and Gilles, the supervisor, were seen 

talking together out of the factory, they would be suspected 

of having an affair. She is incredulous at this attitude, 

for she has invested Parisians with a certain liberality and 

permissiveness. When a new group of female employees 

arrives, they become the most recent targets of male 

attention and are made to work alongside the Algerians, as 

both are undesirable elements in the factory. All are 

oppressed by the hierarchical structure and miserable 

working conditions. 

When the new women dress in order to attract the men's 

attention on subsequent days, Elise interprets their makeup 

and feminine clothing not as coquetry, but as a defense 

against a job which makes its workers look ragged: "qui vous 

clochardise" (134-5). Elise had soon discovered that she was 

so overcome by extreme fatigue at the end of a workday that 
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she succumbed to sleep and neglected her physical 

appearance. She herself had initially been encouraged her to 

wear a smock to keep her clothing clean- This suggestion 

from a supervisor would seem to foreshadow Elise's 

subseguent association with Arezki which renders her abject 

to her French compatriots. When police raid the appartment 

where Elise and Arezki have sought some privacy and intimacy 

together, one of them regards Elise with contempt and 

insults her: "Tu appelles <?a des femmes!" (218). At the 

factory, Elise soon becomes aware of the racist attitude 

facing women who become involved with Algerian or African 

men as one woman teases the others, querying: "tu crois que 

je marche avec un negre?" (151). Elise remarks that Algerian 

or African men are often referred to in the plural, 

suggesting that the woman is engaging in a behavior akin to 

prostitution, passing from man to man. Elise knows they will 

inevitably say the same of her. Used colloquially to allude 

to involvement in a sexual relationship, as in the 

expression "marcher avec les Algeriens", the verb marcher is 

ironic in Elise's situation, for it quite literally 

describes their major pastime of walking together throughout 

the city. When a colleague at the factory realizes Elise and 

Arezki are involved, she mocks Elise, calling her by the 

Algerian name of Aicha and singing "Allah Allah", as though 

Elise were herself an Algerian by association (237). Her 
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forbidden relationship further alienates Elise by eliciting 

the disapproval of even her female co-workers. 

The Panopticon 

The spatial ordering of the factory exemplifies Jeremy 

Bentham's model of the Panopticon as an instrument of 

surveillance and control. As Michel Foucault has explained: 

"The panoptic mechanism arranges spatial unities that make 

it possible to see constantly and to recognize 

immediately".®' Foucault has elaborated the Panopticon's 

major effect as: "to induce in the inmate a state of 

consciousness and permanent visibility that assures the 

automatic functioning of power" (201). In the event of 

illness, employees must rf»r:f»ive permission in the form of a 

pass in order to go to the infirmary. They are surveyed by 

supervisors who remain in a type of glass cage. Elise is 

hired to inspect the men's work and is reprimanded by her 

supervisors if she covers up for the workers' mistakes. 

Throughout the day, Elise and Arezki remain vigilant to be 

sure none of the supervisors sees them talking togther. 

Although the city of Paris may not be spatially 

Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish. The Birth of 
the Prison. trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 
1979) 200. 
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constructed as a panopticon, it functions in much the same 

way; the locus of power is multiplied and mechanisms of 

opaque surveillance are everywhere. Paris is filled with 

spaces where Elise and her lover cannot go for fear of being 

discovered. They live in constant fear of their discovery by 

the factory supervisors, police, and landlords, unable to 

escape the hateful stares of others. Elise and Arezki are 

always visible and under constant surveillance, ever 

conscious of the possibility that Arezki will be harmed or 

detained in prison. The first time Elise enters a cafe with 

Arezki, she must cope with the disapproving glares of the 

male customers. They quickly escape into the reassuring 

darkness outside where no one notices them. In another cafe, 

Elise uncomfortably notices the attention they are drawing 

from others. From a distance, she sees Arezki and notices 

fully his Arab features, as if she were seeing him through 

the eyes of the others. In order to blend in anonymously in 

the crowds of city streets, Elise and Arezki limit their 

walks to the night when they will not be so easily 

perceived, for in Foucault's explanation: 

The crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple 

exchanges, individualities merging together, a 

collective effect, is abolished and replaced by a 

collection of separated individualities (201). 

Unlike the majority of urban heroines in the texts this 
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dissertation examines, Elise's discoveries of the city are 

mediated by the presence of a man; first, by her brother 

Lucien and then, by Arezki. As she says, "je me sens et je 

sens 1'existence de cette ville, au-del^ d'Arezki mais h 

travers lui..." (Etcherelli, 190). Although Elise, like 

every woman, is a potential victim of male violence when 

walking in the city, the political situation threatening 

Arezki is highlighted more fully in her mind. As Elise 

discovers the outside, she focuses more closely on her 

intimacy with Arezki, and perceives others mainly in terms 

of the threat they may pose to his safety. Radically unlike 

Baudelaire's flaneur, strolling leisurely through Paris, 

exploring the city and its characters, Elise is a veritable 

fugitive, ever aware of those watching who could harm her 

Algerian lover. 

From Etcherelli's urban panopticon, we now move to the 

consumer-oriented world of suburban commercial centers in a 

text by Annie Ernaux. These two worlds may not be so very 

different, as Jean Baudrillard has shown by drawing a 

parallel between the assembly line and the hypermarche: 

L'hypermarche ressemble a une grande usine de montage, 

a ceci pres que, au lieu d'etre lies a la chaine de 

travail par une contraine rationnelle continue, les 

agents...donnent 1'impression de passer d'un point a 



84 

1'autre de la chaine selon des circuits aleatoires. 

The Paris of Etcherelli's Elise ou la vraie vie consumes the 

lives and hopes of its characters, reflecting back only 

emptiness and exploitation. The Paris encountered in 

Ernaux's text finds its microcosmic double not in the 

factory, but in the hypermarche, the core of consumer 

culture and simulated reality. 

Walking the Streets: Annie Ernaux's Urban Fl^euse 

The Journal relates fragments of conversation and 

short vignettes of urban life from 1985 to 1992; a record of 

scenes witnessed in the public spaces of Paris and its 

suburbs. The Journal's narrator moves through markets, 

shopping centers, trains, subways, suburban and city 

streets; the outside spaces designated by the dehors of the 

book's title. The Journal describes no scenes which take 

place in the home or family, and it occludes the narrator's 

personal domestic situation. Her sons are mentioned in 

passing, but there is no clear evidence of the existence of 

a husband or children living at home. The majority of the 

narrator's observations are focused outward, on the people 

she encounters, watches, listens to and writes about. The 

Jean Baudrillard, "L'Hypermarche et la disintegration," 
Penser la ville. 215. 
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last entries of the Journal are of a more introspective 

nature and reveal the narrator's private motivations for 

writing about the city. 

The city in Ernaux's text is centered largely around 

the presence of consumer society. Advertising, the mass 

media, homelessness and life in the suburbs all contribute 

to a general malaise, a feeling of alienation in the modern 

city. Ernaux's polysemic city is indeed an enormous 

marketplace, as well as a text to be deciphered, a series of 

oral narratives and a palimpsest. Balzac called Paris "la 

ville aux cent romans", and indeed, language is a vital 

element in the Journal. Whether cliched, ritualized, 

prefabricated, or commodified conversation—gossip, 

arguments, sales talk, or stories overheard by surreptitious 

listeners—the city generates speech. Weaving it all 

together into one endless narrative is the presence of the 

flaneuse who wanders outside, observing and chronicling the 

city. 

The Urban Marketplace 

A Japanese architect has described the marketplace as a 

"marked place", an ambiguous boundary neither inside nor 
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outside.®' Shopping centers are spaces which mediate 

private and public, liminal spaces between the home and the 

city where middle-class women are encouraged and expected to 

spend a great deal of time. In his novel, Au Bonheur des 

dames Emile Zola recognized the department stores of the 

last century as p\iblic spaces masked as private interiors 

which associated women with consumer culture. The twentieth-

century shopping center is a site of cultural production 

where women still figure largely.'® As Meaghan Morris has 

argued, the dissolution of public/private in the space of 

the modern shopping center makes possible if not exactly a 

flaneuse—which she considers an anachronistic term—then a 

"practice of modernity for women" (296). 

Shopping centers, supermarkets and department stores 

figure largely in Ernaux's urban world. Like Henri LeFebvre, 

Guy Debord, and Jean Baudrillard, who see consumption as a 

form of alienation and social control, Ernaux places 

emphasis on the alienating quality of consumerism in the 

city, and in particular, its relation to women. The 

consumption of household goods in the nineteenth century 

Kojin Karatani, "Notes on Communicative Space," 
Anywhere. ed. Cynthia Davidson (New York: Rizzoli 
International Publications, 1992) 134. 

Meaghan Morris, "Things To Do With Shopping Centers," 
The Cultural Studies Reader. ed. Simon During (London: 
Routledge, 1994) 295-319. 
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reinforced the spatial separation of home and work and the 

demarcation of the domestic sphere as women's natural 

place.Women's primary role was to be good "homemakers", 

creators of a safe and comfortable haven for their children 

and husband. As few middleclass women worked outside the 

home, women's responsibility in the household economy was 

the management of the family's expenditure and shopping 

(Bowlby, 65). Shopping space, and in particular, the food 

market, was and still is considered a site of domestic and 

familial labor (Morris, 297-8). After the Second World War, 

women's economic role changed, as Evelyne Sullerot has 

explained: 

While in the recent past to have a woman in the home 

was an indispensable economic asset, in our time she 

has become a consumer, a shopper and a devotee of pre

packaged products and gadgets (Sullerot, 80). 

Among the various commercial centers and shops, it is 

perhaps the supermarket which best epitomizes the consumer 

role assigned to women. As Sophie Bowlby has pointed out, 

underlying women's role in buying provisions and preparing 

family meals is the notion of women as nurturers in a 

conception of womanhood which privileges women's role as 

Sophie Bowlby, "From Corner Shop to Hypermarket: Women 
and Food Retailing," Women in Cities. Gender and the Urban 
Environment. eds. Jo Little, Linda Peeike and Pat Richardson 
(Houndsmills, England: Macmillan Education Ltd., 1988) 63. 
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mother and wife (62). The implication that one has a family 

or is in a relationship and does not dine alone is 

advertised publicly through the dialogue between the butcher 

and his customers in the Journal. as the women ask advice on 

various cuts of meat. The individual neighborhood market 

reinforces the gendered division of domestic roles and 

values the buying power of the family, alienating women 

without families to prepare food for. The narrator's tone 

betrays some cynicism as women who are buying for their 

families are ironically described as content in their fixed 

role as nurturer: 

la cliente... manifest[e] son statut social par 

1'enumeration et 1'exhibition de ce qu'elle consomme, 

sa fonction de nourrici^re avertie (42). 

On one particular shopping excursion in a crowded 

suburban butchershop, the butcher and his wife chat 

congenially with a mainly female clientele they know by 

name. The verbal exchange between female customers and the 

butcher is a pre-ordained ritual which fixes their roles as 

buyer and seller: 

la cliente promene son regard sur les morceaux de 

viande exposes sur I'etalage refrigere, <<je voudrais 

une belle tranche de faux-filet», demande conseil, 

«ga va pour deux personnes?» (41-42). 

The butcher and his clients are all fully aware of being 
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participants in a kind of public spectacle which extols 

family life, a certain level of financial security, and 

quite literally, an appetite for fine things ("satisfaction 

de montrer qu'on <<vit bien»") (42). The narrator, however, 

expresses doubt regarding the sincerity of the domestic 

bliss one couple wishes to convey, and imagines rather 

cynically that the jovial banter displayed in the 

butchershop conceals monotony and estrangement at home; she 

can, "les imaginer facilement mangeant sans parler I'un en 

face de 1'autre, des soirs et des soirs jusqu'a la mort" 

(92) . 

According to Baudrillard, commodities are characterized 

not only by their use and exchange values, as in the Marxian 

model, but also by their sign-value. This term denotes the 

mark of style, prestige, luxury, and power—all essential 

elements in the world of commodity and consumption 

Wolfgang Haug has referred to the same phenomenon in his 

discussion of commodity aesthetics by which the appearance 

of an object outweighs the object's actual use value.'' For 

the customers described in the Journal. meat signifies 

Douglas Kellner, ed. Baudrillard. A Critical Reader 
(Oxford, U.K.: Blackwell, Ltd., 1994) 4. 

See Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Critique of Commoditv 
Aesthetics. Appearance. Sexuality and Advertising in 
Capitalist Society, trans. Robert Bock (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1986). 
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social prestige, money, a family or a husband at home to 

cook for. The "meat market" signifies yet another type of 

commodity exchange, that of prostitution, which will be 

examined later in this chapter. 

The employees in the shops and markets Ernaux's 

narrator frequents are equally important elements of the 

consumer world. Bowlby has noted that women are the 

principal consumers and producers of retailing services, as 

women's waged work outside the home pays for food and 

household expenses, and many women are employed in the 

retail labor force work in food retailing (62-3). The 

hyperbolic nature of consumer centers (Super-M, Super-

Discount, supermarche, hypermarche) presents ironic 

contrasts to the price reductions they promote as well as 

the mediocrity of human relations they contain. On a 

Saturday morning shopping trip to Super Monoprix, the 

narrator notices the cashier seems old compared to the 

younger women who usually occupy such jobs. One particular 

customer has found a computation error in her receipt and 

summons a female supezrvisor to rectify the situation. She 

humiliates the cashier, reproaching in front of the other 

customers for her mistake. The older woman says nothing in 

her embarassment: 

Face a la puissance anonyme de Super-M, elle [la 

cliente] se dresse comme la consommatrice sure de son 
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droit. La vielle caissiere, qui s'est remise a taper 

sans un mot, n'est qu'une main qui ne doit pas se 

tromper, ni au profit de I'un, ni au profit de 1'autre 

(25). 

The female employee is reduced to no more than a mechanism, 

an appendage of the capitalist machine who is not allowed to 

conanit a human error. In a comparison to the factory, 

Baudrillard has described the hypermarche as: 

le modele de toute forme future de socialisation 

controlee: retotalisation en un espace-temps homogene 

de toutes les fonctions dispersees du corps et de la 

vie sociale (travail, loisir, nourriture, hygiene, 

transports, medias, culture)..." ("L'Hypermarche", 

215) . 

Public humiliation on the job contributes to an atmosphere 

of hostility and dehumanization in which employees find ways 

to retaliate. 

In The Practice of Everyday Life. Michel De Certeau has 

reported the ways in which consumers, the non-producers of 

culture, employ what he calls tactics of consumption, 

lending a political dimension to everyday practices.'* The 

seller and the customer are both non-producers who play 

fixed roles in the capitalist economy. A tactic, as defined 

Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 
trans. Steven F. Rendall (Berkeley: UP of California, 1984). 
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by De Certeau, is a trick of the disempowered who must 

subvert from within, metaphorizing the dominant order and 

making it function in another register, diverting it without 

leaving it. Everyday practices as ordinary as talking, 

reading, walking and shopping can all be considered tactical 

(De Certeau, Practice. xix). The cashiers and store 

employees in Journal who gossip between themselves and 

ignore the customers, thus demonstrate a tactic of coping 

with their subordinate position. Private gossip between 

employees is a behavior the Journal records on numerous 

occasions, a situation which makes the narrator feel out of 

place, humiliated and ill at ease. Private talk in a public 

space erects a protective barrier which insulates employees 

from customers (39, 57). A boss and employee at a hardware 

store, both women, talk about a third woman and in so doing, 

create a private space through their conversation which 

contrasts with the ritual dialogue typically exchanged 

between employer and customer. At Super-Discount, a young 

female cashier gives an impression of complete indifference 

and contempt towards the clients as she laughs with two 

other young '/omen: 

On voit clairement qu'elle n'a rien a faire de nous, 

elle tape les produits, un point c'est tout. On lui en 

veut de ce devoilement" (91). 

By gossiping, employees reduce customers to intrusive 
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interruptions into the private, conversational haven they 

have created for themselves, rather than feel themselves 

demoted to service-givers. 

When attention is given to the customer, it can take 

the form of humiliation as in one scene where female 

cashiers dispatch a male customer confined to a wheelchair 

to look for the price of various merchandise. Being placed 

at the service of the female employees does not seem to 

bother the man, however, who appears to enjoy their laughing 

attention. The narrator senses an unpleasant mockery in this 

parodic reversal of roles in which the young women are: 

satisfaites de leur cote d'avoir a leur disposition un 

homme, dont elles n'ont rien k redouter, qu'elles font 

courir sur ses roulettes comme un petit chien (50). 

These women exhibit a typical tactic of the disempowered, 

that is, oppressing someone yet weaker than they in order to 

feel themselves empowered. If employees do not appear to 

value their jobs, their employers do so even less. Shop 

cashiers are frequently temporary workers, hired only for 

the holiday rush. Retail establishments have a high employee 

turnover rate, as in one perfume shop, where the employee 

with the most seniority has worked there merely three 

months. At the supermarket, the narrator notices that coin-

operated carts have replaced the young man who used to 

retrieve them. Human labor in the retail work force is 
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evidently as disposable as the merchandise. The consumer 

world dehumanizes its inhabitants, and is constructed of 

materials which can be displayed for sale or discarded, 

disposed of and easily dispossessed. 

A turned-over shopping cart far from one commercial 

center, "comme un jouet oublie", is one of the many products 

of consumer life which litters the urban landscape (61). 

Objects collected in shopping carts find a path to 

abandonment and decay in the description of an empty lot 

littered with debris. The packages of various brand-name 

products are enumerated like a shopping list of waste: 

Un papier de sables hollandais Spirits, une bouteille 

cassee de Coca-Cola, des emballages de biere, la 

Gazette-Telex, un tuyau de fer, des bouteilles de 

plastique aplaties..." (27). 

Food wrappers and other assorted debris strewn about in this 

desolate spot attest to the consumer society they are a 

product of, mass-manufactured and thrown away in a familiar 

urban scene of waste and decay. The use value of these 

products has been exhausted and their sign value no longer 

matters, for the packaging which enticed the buyer to 

purchase this particular item has now become useless debris. 

This urban wasteland of empty lots, abandonned houses and 

bushes littered with trash borders a residential street. The 

Journal^s singular domestic scene is a fleeting view through 
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the open shutters of a residential building where the 

discarded remnants of a consumer society lie just outside. 

Seduc1:±on, Desire and the Strategies of Advertising 

Like Baudrillard and Lefebvre, Ernaux is concerned 

with the influence exerted by the consumer world in which: 

[p]ublicity acquires the significance of an ideology, 

the ideology of trade, and it replaces what was once 

philosophy, ethics, religion and aesthetics.'® 

Private time in the family has relocated from the domestic 

foyer to the commercial center and focuses outward on goods 

for sale, rather than human relationships. Families and 

young people in the Journal stroll through a shopping center 

between Christmas and New Year's looking at the winter 

sales. This common scene is an instance of what Guy Debord 

has labelled the "society of the spectacle" refering to a 

mass media and consumer society which acts as a narcotic and 

"spreads... mainly throughout the cultural mechanisms of 

leisure and consumption, services and entertainment".'® In 

Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World, 
trans. Sacha Rabinovitch (New Brunswick and London: 
Transaction Publishers, 1990) 107. 

Steven Best, "The Commodification of Reality and the 
Reality of Commodification", Baudrillard: A Critical Reader, 
ed. Douglas Kellner (Oxford, U.K.: Blackwell LTD., 1994) 47. 
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Ernaux's urban universe, advertising hypnotizes consumers 

into a state of false desire and motivates buying, like a 

postmodern "opiate of the people". Various operations of 

seduction take place in the modern shopping mall to direct 

the subject's desire. Shopping is a common, solitary leisure 

activity for the narrator who describes how on one occasion, 

she went to the shopping center to buy coffee, but was 

quickly influenced by the impulse to buy coats, shirts, 

bags, anything at all, despite already owning similar items 

at home. She describes having fallen into a strange, almost 

hypnotic state, in which she is overcome by the impulse to 

buy. Outside the center, her desire for these objects wanes. 

While shopping in the department stores on the Boulevard 

Haussman, the narrator imagines herself in various types of 

clothing. Again, it is only outside, on the street, that she 

realizes she actually needed nothing at all. In her role as 

consumer, the narrator purchasing new items as well as the 

merchandise itself lend a sense of belonging to a world of 

luxury and ease. Interestingly, although the reader is 

usually informed as to where the narrator- is doing her 

shopping or browsing, the narrator rarely reveals what 

merchandise she has bought. 

The media emphasis on home-based consximption in the 

late nineteenth century put forth the notion of a correct 

mode of household consumption and etiquette which enhanced a 
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family's social mobility (Bowlby, 76). As women were 

considered the primary consiimers for household goods, 

advertising was (and, for the most part, still is) directed 

to the female consumer under the assumption that the 

conscientious homemaker should know what to buy, display, 

use, and serve. Advertising dictates that the quality of 

home life depends on the womens' choices of goods or foods. 

At the La Samaritaine department store in the suburban 

shopping mall, a male voice is broadcast throughout the 

store announcing the merchandise on sale. His sales 

technique relies upon subliminal gender stereotyping, as he 

assumes the maintenance of the home to be the concern of the 

female shopper to whom his monologue is clearly adressed: 

"Ave2-vous songe, madame, que la qualite d'une parfaite 

maitresse se voyait dans I'art de la table?" (17). At the 

hypermarche, a woman's voice over the loudspeaker explains 

the origin of the first of April and describes the featured 

sales of the day. The narrator notes ironically that the 

store has attempted to assume an educational function, in 

addition to dispatching advertising propaganda. She muses 

that future advertising gimmicks will reinforce the peepshow 

atmosphere of advertising: 

L'hypermarche desire cultiver les clients—ou montrer 
qu'il a une fonction educative—ou il s'agit d'une 
tactique commerciale pour alleger le matraquage 
publicitaire. Plus tard, surement des ecrans de cinema, 
des animations sur la peinture, la litterature, un 
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milieu des hypermarches, peut-etre des cours sur 
ordinateurs. Un espace peep-show (58). 

The city has often been described in literature as a 

space whose juxtaposition of divergent elements provides 

opportunities for fortuitous erotic encounters. Baudelaire's 

flaneur thrilled at the prospect of meeting a pretty 

stroller by chance in the jostling of passers-by on the 

street or in an arcade. The Surrealists Breton and Aragon 

kept an eye out for the objet retrouve, an odd, eccentric 

item incongruous with its surroundings which corresponded to 

the inner desire of the finder. Women, too, were considered 

to be such objects, as the story of Nadja clearly 

illustrates. While writers such as Baudelaire and Breton saw 

the city as a peep-show spectacle, in Ernaux's urban 

universe, the desire to purchase and possess the offered 

commodities is tantamount to that of an erotic encounter, 

and advertising is the pornography which seduces the 

customer and stimulates buying behavior. Meaghan Morris 

describes consumption as "a seductively fallen state" (317). 

The rapport between seduction, desire and consumerism is 

evoked at length in the Journal. The text also exhibits a 

clear preoccupation with the wrapping, packaging and 

exhibition of commodities in a consumer-oriented world. 

Wolfgang Haug has observed that clothes are 

advertised as a way to promote a desired image of the human 



body (Haug, 72-3). It is primarily to the female consumer 

that the fantasy in clothing advertisements is directed. 

Women's lingerie in particular, is displayed as packaging 

for the commodity of the erotic female body. So it is ironic 

that in the Journal. there is nothing openly sexual or 

erotic about the lingerie shop itself which, on the 

contrary, gives an impression of purety and innocence: "Pas 

d'erotisme, ou lointain, seulement la beaute, fragilite, 

legerete" (95). The narrator comments that the merchandise 

of the entire store could fit into a trunk, so rare and 

precious do the few items displayed seem. The narrator 

admits that she is so overcome with the desire to own a 

little of this beauty that she understands how one could 

prostitute oneself for such things (95). To say outloud the 

technical words for the merchandise she desires (soutien-

gorge, calotte) is to vilify it, for the ambiance of the 

boutique transforms the profane into the sacred. To say 

their common names is not only to degrade them, but would 

also place emphasis on their common usage, rather than their 

symbolic reference to elegance,, beauty, and sexual 

attractiveness. In addition to its success in elevating the 

ordinary to the quasi-divine, the lingerie shop thus 

transgresses the boundaries of profane and sacred, of the 

private and the public. The narrator suggests that the male 

body be similarly wrapped, that men should wear silk 
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lingerie, packaging their own bodies in a provocative manner 

pleasing to women: "pour nous donner le plaisir de la 

douceur et de la fragilite decouvertes et touchees sur leur 

corps" (96). According to the paradoxical construction of 

the consumer world evoked in the Journal. lingerie for sale 

appears innocent and virginal, whereas advertising is 

pornographic. 

While the desire to possess a little of the beautiful 

lingerie seems as legitimate to the narrator as the desire 

to breathe pure air (95), an excessive consumption of such 

products is obscene. An article in Le Monde about the Marcos 

museum in the Phillipines incites public indignation at the 

Marcos' excessive display of wealth. The signs of Imelda's 

wealth in particular are exhibited to tourists who visit the 

museum. The sheer quantity of bras, panties and garter belts 

that visitors may view and touch inspires the narrator to 

imagine the emotional response of women and men to these 

objects: "les femmes en revant de les mettre et les hommes 

de se branler dedans" (23). The women might dream of wearing 

such things (of being in Imelda's place), but for the men, 

the lingerie becomes a sexual substitution for the woman who 

wears them. Imelda Marcos' private possession of such 

massive amounts of lingerie and clothing seems vulgar and 

debased when on public display. Marx constructed a similar 

analogy in his discussion of private property and common 
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property, claiming that wealth: 

passes from the relationship of exclusive marriage with 

the owner of private property to a state of universal 

prostitution with the community 

The seduction of advertising can extend to any type of 

merchandise for sale. In an expensive art gallery, for 

example, the curator's selling strategy with a female 

customer involves a discourse on the sensuality of a 

particular painting. The narrator disagrees with such a 

approach: 

h la place «d'une telle sensualite», ils auraient 

bien pu dire «une telle fraicheur>> ou «une telle 

violence>>! (22). 

Clearly, the male curator uses a language of seduction in 

his attempts to seduce his female client into the purchase 

of this expensive, luxury item. The desire to possess 

certain commodities does not discern by gender, age or 

cultural background. On the train, a little girl of three or 

four years old wears heart-shaped sunglasses and carrys a 

child-sized purse. Her first possessions signal the 

beginning of a lifetime of desire (the purse made to hold 

money) and being desired (her Lolita-style sunglasses). As 

an Arab customer standing in the checkout line of the 

Karl Marx, "Private Property and Communism," The Marx-
Enaels Reader. 82. 
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supermarket looks over his purchases, it is unclear whether 

he is satisified or worried: "Satisfaction de posseder 

bientot ce qu'il desirait, ou crainte d'en 'avoir pour trop 

Cher', ou les deux" (13). A young girl is observed 

unwrapping her packages in the R.E.R. and reviewing the 

day's purchases: "Scene frequente. Bonheur de posseder 

quelque chose de beau, desir de beaute realise. Lien aux 

choses si emouvant" (87). The happiness derived from a day 

of shopping would seem to be the twentieth-century antidote 

to Baudelaire's urban ennui and incessant quest for "le 

beau". 

The image suggested by a shop or service is as powerful 

a stimulant to purchasing as the merchandise of service 

offered. Baudrillard has claimed that we live in a 

hyperreality of simulations in which images, spectacles and 

the play of signs have replaced the logic of production and 

class conflict. In Baudrillard's formulation of the 

phenomenon of simulacrum, the artificial becomes more real 

than the real, blurring the boundaries between reality and 

unreality. At the exclusive Tour d'Argent, whose very name 

evokes an image of exorbitance and unlimited wealth, 

customers must ring to enter the shop where a selection of 

very few and expensive items are displayed for sale. People 

seated at a table that can be seen from the outside are, in 

fact, wax figures- The shop's reproduction in wax of a 
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domestic scene emphasizes the artificiality of the home life 

it purports to furnish. 

At a beauty salon, the Gerard Saint-Karl, (possibly an 

ironic canonization of Karl Marx) the narrator hopes to 

determine for which of the male coiffeurs the salon is 

named. Upon learning that the name designates a chain of 

unisex salons and refers to no one person in particular, she 

admits to feeling deceived: "Impression d'avoir ete trompee" 

(33). This marketing strategy is successful in its attempt 

to personalize and associate a human entity to an imaginary 

embodiment of style and fashion. The chain of salons is 

concerned with selling the sign value evoked by the name 

Gerard Saint-Karl, rather than the ordinary use value of its 

services. It is truly a simulacriam of nothing, possessing no 

reference in any outside reality, and exemplifying a 

phenomenon that Baudrillard has summed up as "1'hyperrealite 

de la marchandise" ("L'Hypermarche", 214). The company's 

employees embody its advertising technique by their 

outlandish mode of dress and makeup. They reflect a 

theatrical, colorful world which purports to be the latest 

fashion, but is, in fact, ridiculous and excentric when 

displaced out of the context of the salon. Like actors and 

actresses on a stage, these men and women are playing dress-

up in an artificial setting, hinting at the existence of a 

space where such things are worn. 
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Like clothing, beauty products and services sell both 

products and the saleability of the female body as a 

commodity (Haug, 75). The shampoo girl in the Journal 

informs the narrator that today's style is far better than 

that of ten years previous. The superior attitude of the 

young dictates that what is beautiful is whatever is newest. 

The narrator describes women at the commercial center, who 

have clearly embraced this notion of feminine beauty: 

Quelques femmes en harmonie avec les lumiferes et les 

mannequins des vitrines, levres rouges, bottes rouges, 

fesses etroites dans des jeans, criniere sauvage, 

avancent avec determination (14). 

In their desire to be loved, pursued or considered sexually 

attractive, these women have packaged their bodies according 

to what is offered in the shops and malls as the latest 

fashion. Like the lifeless mannequins in boutique windows, 

the wax figures in the exclusive shop and the coquetry of 

the beauty salon employees, these women are walking 

mannequins on display, simulations of a nonexistant world 

created by retail marketing strategies and mass advertising. 

Intellectuals and the Commodlflcatlon of Culture 

The Journal is highly critical of the commodification 

of intellectuals and records condescension and an attitude 

of superiority on the part of some intellectuals in the 



105 

media. Positioning oneself as superior to the masses can 

take the form of spatial distancing, as seen when Jacques 

LeGoff, a historian at the prestigious College de France is 

quoted in Liberation as saying that the metro disorients him 

("<<Le metro me depayse>>") (47). This intellectual implies 

that taking the metro is far more quotidian than other forms 

of transportation above ground (car, bus, foot). Ernaux's 

narrator wonders ironically if metro passengers would find 

themselves disoriented at the College de France. Other 

strategies employed by intellectuals to distance themselves 

from the general public include claiming a superior social 

status as an artist. In a bookshop near Beaubourg, a woman 

writer participates in a booksigning. She ostentatiously 

plays the part of the "poete maudit", suffering and 

misunderstood, a victim of social dereliction. The role she 

plays positions her as a simulacrum as well as a cliche. 

Baudelaire's albatross in particular, comes to mind. The 

narrator comments that it is all a spurious act which fools 

no one, for her admiring public is well aware that she is 

not as bad off as she claims and the writer knows they would 

all like to be in her place: "Dans le fond des tetes, la 

verite est en place" (94). The narrator learns from her own 

experience that merely being a writer isn't enough; one must 

possess outer, visible signs associated with the myth of the 

writer. Apparently, one must look something like Colette in 



106 

order to be taken seriously: "II vous faut un chat. II n'y a 

pas d'ecrivain sans chat" (52). And a literary critic claims 

that: "C'est aux carnets (de notes) qu'on reconnait le 

veritable ecrivain" (52). It is clear that the public 

persona of the writer has become a simulacrum, an image that 

can be bought. If not everyone can be a writer, certainly 

anyone can look like one by possession of the correct 

accoutrements (cat, notebooks). 

Language is another factor which sets the intellectual 

apart. Barthes has affirmed that: 

In our culture, in the Pax culturalis to which we are 

subject, there is an inveterate war of languages: our 

languages exclude each other; in a society divided (by 

social class, money, academic origin), language itself 

divides.''® 

The Journal^s depiction of a televised conversation between 

Marguerite Duras and Jean-Luc Godard exemplifies the 

cultural commodification of intellectuals, the dividing 

power of language, and of what Baudrillard has deemed 

hyperreality and media simulation. What normally would be a 

private conversation between a filmmaker and a writer at a 

cafe is publicly broadcast on television. The two artists 

speak without embarassment as though there were no cameras 

Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language. trans. Richard 
Howard (Berkeley: UP of California, 1989) 101. 
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or technicians present. For the narrator, what they actually 

say on screen is itself a smokescreen without significance. 

It is the fact that two intellectuals are talking which 

attracts the public's attention. In "The Intellectual Field: 

A World Apart", Pierre Bourdieu has maintained that the 

literary field is one of the domains of cultural production 

which occupies a dominant position in the field of power."' 

Artists, writers and other intellectuals hold power and 

privilege "conferred by the possession of cultural capital", 

while they, in turn, are dominated by those who hold 

political and economic power (Bourdieu, 145). The market is 

where the power of the publisher can be exercized; the power 

to publish or to refuse publication, the capital of the 

established author who can help an up-and-coming writer by 

means of a favorable review or preface (Bourdieu, 141). The 

televised "talk" between Duras the (screen)writer and Godard 

the filmmaker converts a conversation between artists into a 

cultural commodity by virtue of its broadcast over the 

media. The division between "high culture" and popular 

culture lies mainly in an artist's ability to inspire 

respect during his or her lifetime: 

Respect inspire par Godard et Duras. Est culturel ce 

Pierre Bourdieu, "The Intellectual Field: A World 
Apart", In Other Words: Essays Towards A Reflexive Sociology, 
trans. Matthew Adamson (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990) 144. 
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qui provoque le respect. Aucun respect pour Bourvil, 

Fernandel autrefois, pour Coluche naguere. La mort rend 

aussi culturel (68). 

In this age of electronic media where interpersonal 

relationships are mediated by technology, and television has 

largely replaced reading as an occupation of leisure, 

Ernaux's narrator/writer is concerned with the commercial 

success of her book. She remarks that in sixty years, all 

that may remain of the written impressions of what she has 

seen, loved and enjoyed will be a pile of printed sheets 

consulted only for an academic dissertation. Her disdain for 

the snobbery of some writers and intellectuals constitutes a 

kind of nostalgia for some golden age of the past (un age 

d'or, not argent) in which writers were recognized by 

their art, and not the props they carried, the pretensions 

they affected, or the commercial success they enjoyed. In 

contrast to the affectations of the woman writer signing 

books, and the theatricality of the conversation between 

Duras and Godard, Ernaux contests the strategies of self-

promotion. In his essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction", Walter Benjamin argued that under 

capitalism, art had become a commodity. Because a work of 

art could be mechanically reproduced, it no longer retained 

its "aura" or authenticity and moved from the realm of 
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ritual and magic to the realm of the political.®" In the 

Journal. a work of art must succeed on the commercial 

market. In this respect, the book market (Duras) and the 

film industry (Godard) operate as do the beauty and clothing 

industries; that is, by selling an image or simulacrum of 

the product—book, film, female body—to the consumer; 

Trained in a market economy to look upon ourselves as 

commodities and to worry over whether or not we are 

sufficiently pleasing and attractive, we confront an 

enormous corporate complex accentuating our 

insecurities and, in effect, selling us back to 

ourselves 

Ernaux's narrator is disconcerted as others try to sell her 

image as a writer back to her ("il vous faut un chat, des 

carnets") by improving upon her commercial appeal. The 

Journal^s writing narrator sees herself as worthy of 

recognition as a true and authentic writer, "le 'vrai'", in 

a post-modern world of simulacra and simulation. 

Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art In The Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction," Reflections. Essays. Aphorisms. 
Autobiographical Writings (New York and London: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1978). 

Philip Wander, "Introduction to Henri Lefebvre," 
Everyday Life in the Modern World, xv. 
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OB the Meurgins of the City 

The Journal illustrates how gender, cultural status 

socio-economic standing and race determine one's place in 

the city. At Hediard, a chic boutique transplanted from the 

exclusive Place de la Madeleine in Paris to the suburb, a 

black woman enters wearing a boubou. The manager carefully 

surveys the movements of this client implying she does not 

belong: 

I'oeil de la gerante se transforme en couteau, 

surveillance sans repit de cette cliente qu'on 

soup?onne en plus de s'etre trompee de magasin, qui ne 

sent pas qu'elle n'est pas a sa place (75, italics 

mine). 

The narrator herself feels out of place in the retail 

universe she browses through, commenting that the existence 

of a world where a painting has importance is very different 

from her own background of shopping excursions on Saturday 

and camping trips. 

The city is a heterogeneous economic space where 

scenes of extreme wealth and privilege are located in 

proximity to abject poverty and misery. Homeless and 

impoverished people are common figures in the open urban 

spaces described in the Journal, and stand in stark contrast 

to the preoccupation with consumption and shopping as a 

leisure activity. Their presence causes embarrassment and 
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confusion to passers-by. A blind man at the St. Lazare 

station singing for money publicly thanks the generosity of 

the passer-by, usually a woman, who drops a coin in his box. 

The narrator walks so as to avoid this man like the many 

others who give him nothing. Written on the ground in chalk 

at the metro Charles-de Gaulle-Etoile are these words: "Pour 

manger. Je suis sans famille" (23). Although the person who 

wrote these words has left, people deliberately avoid 

walking over it. One homeless man who regularly begs in the 

R.E.R. develops a different technique. He readily admits he 

is a beggar and makes people laugh. His clowning shows a 

certain marketing sawy in that he knows how to construct an 

artistic distance between his disconcerting social reality 

of homelessness, misery, and alcoholism and humor. His 

technique can be read as an advertising strategy designed to 

seduce the commuters into giving him money in exchange for 

the moment of laughter and entertainment he provides. Rather 

than relying on their pity, this man offers something people 

can "buy". On another occasion, the narrator notes a new 

kind of begging in which cynicism has replaced pity: "Vous 

n'auriez pas deux francs pour que j'aille me saouler la 

gueule?" (86). Even this aggressive approach is more 

understandable and less disturbing than the sight of a 

homeless man in his thirties at the Charles-de Gaulle-Etoile 

metro stop who displays bizarre behavior, and removes 
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articles of his clothing. Without home or job, he performs 

insolite gestures which express extreme solitude in the 

middle of the city crowds. 

At times, the city's less fortunate inhabitants are 

perceived as menacing. On New Year's Eve, in the streets, in 

front of the department stores on Haussman, in the R.E.R. 

and metro stations, beggars and young people scream Happy 

New Year to passers-by who fear they will be robbed of their 

packages and presents (68). According to Guy Debord's 

distinction between "privation" and "enriched privation", 

physical suffering in the form of hunger or homelessness 

constitutes privation in contrast to "the impoverishment of 

everyday life under the power of hyper-alienated leisure and 

culture" (Best, 58-59). The homeless figures who haunt the 

city's street corners and metro passages are true victims of 

privation in contrast to the enriched privation of holiday 

shoppers and consumers such as the narrator who succumb to 

the temptation to buy unneeded items. The urban environment 

is a constant stimulus which provokes the desire to possess 

what one does not have, regardless of the state of privation 

the subject is subject to. Those who have everything in 

comparison to the homeless feel equally deprived. Whether 

impoverished by economic hardship or the illusion of need 

created by advertising strategies, the city's inhabitants 

are all victims, to varying degress, of lack and the 
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inability to satisfy their desires. 

The narrator is constantly aware of her own precarious 

position as a woman traveling alone through urban space. 

Upon leaving the elevator of an underground parking lot on 

the third basement level, she realizes that the roaring 

noise of air extractors would prevent anyone from hearing 

the screams of a woman being raped and attacked. Male 

planners and architects rarely consider elements of the city 

which may be menacing to women. The narrator becomes the 

target of a potential crime which is no less disturbing for 

having been prevented. Perceiving the presence of someone 

behind her on the escalator at a metro station, she 

instinctively brings her handbag in front of her and notices 

it is wide open, although nothing is missing. She turns 

around angrily and sees a young man smoking calmly. Despite 

screaming at him he smiles and apologizes politely, getting 

off the escalator in no particular hurry, self-assured and 

even amused at being caught. The narrator is extremely 

disturbed at being the one chosen in this ordinary, common 

scene of theft. She feels vaguely humiliated at the 

nonchalance of the boy who acted as though his pickpocketing 

was a game where one risks and wins or feels fairplay at 

losing. She is even more humiliated that so much expertise, 

ability and desire made her handbag the target rather than 

her body. One of the Journal^s first scenes is a disturbing 
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account of a middle-aged woman being transported by 

paramedics. One little girl remarks to another that there 

was blood on a sheet although no sheet is in sight. The 

details of her situation are not known; there is only a 

vague sense of danger, something amiss. Whether the woman 

was assaulted, hit by a car, or taken by illness is never 

clear. But this mysterious episode reminds one of dangers of 

the city for women, and suggests some violent act of which 

the woman on the stretcher was a victim. 

Not only are women in constant danger of assault, they 

are commonly subjected to public humiliation. In the metro 

hallway, deserted in the middle of the afternoon, a man 

leans against the wall, his head down, the zipper of his 

pants open, exposing his genitals. Like other women, the 

narrator passes by quickly, then turns away, pretending not 

to see. Colette Guillaumin has reported a similarly 

disturbing scene witnessed on the street in which a man 

displayed psychotic behavior, gesturing largely and grabbing 

at women passing by. She interprets his behavior as 

indicative of a member of the class of men attempting to 

seize his property, that is, women (Guillaumin, 175-176). As 

one feminist geographer has explained: "Sexual attacks warn 

women every day that their bodies are not meant to be in 

certain spaces" (Rose, 34). 
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The Legible City 

The city of the Journal is constructed as an immense 

text, both written and oral. Throughout the Journal's 

narration, la flaneuse uncovers random written signs, of 

which graffiti is one of the most interesting. Both 

anonymous and personal, graffiti expresses rage, political 

affiliation, obscenities, humor, and declarations of love. 

The novel opens with an image of graffiti written on a 

covered parking wall in the suburb of Linandes: "Demence, Je 

t'aime Elsa, They are Communists" (11). A single word, an 

anonymous proclamation of love, and a political message in 

English are juxtaposed side by side. Like the random 

juxtaposition of objects in a Surrealist text or a cadavre 

exquis, graffiti are a random urban text literally inscribed 

on the city—on the walls of buildings, metro passageways, 

and university classrooms. Graffiti in a classroom at 

Nanterre where a professor lectures on Proust is possibly a 

remnant from the political demonstrations of May, 1968: 

Jouir sans entraves/Sexualite libre/Amour 

libre/Etudiant tu dors tu perds ta vie/Imposons 

I'egalite economique" (66). 

This particular urban text is a reminder that, as 

Baudrillard has pointed out, the events of that tumultuous 

month began in the suburb of Nanterre, and not at the 

Sorbonne, located in the heart of Paris. For Baudrillard, 
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this is symptomatic of a displacement of power: 

I'hyperfonctionnalisation <<hors les murs>> d'un lieu 

de savoir 6quivaut h une deterriorialisation... 

(L'Hypermarche", 217). 

Graffiti also represent a popular medium for the expression 

of anger, or simply irreverence for those in power. A 

scrawled profanity in which someone has erased the de" from 

the metro station sign at "Chambre de deputes", now reads 

"putes" (71). Written sometime since the October riots in 

1988, one scrawled message serves as a reminder of France's 

national diversity and colonial past: "Algerie je t'aime" 

(85). Words even appear fortuitously, and seem to the 

narrator to hold a special, personal meaning as in this 

sentence from a newspaper: "La verite est liee a la realite" 

(31) . 

Reading the text of the city is not only performed 

through written signs. In the now classic sociological work 

by Kevin Lynch, Image of the City, the author states that 

legibility is a vital component of modern cities.®^ Symbols 

must be recognizable and recognized in order to successfully 

negotiate urban space. The polarization and repartition of 

urban space are symbolic texts that can be "read". A 

further extension of the separation between work and public 

Kevin Lynch, Image of the City (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Technology Press, 1960) 3. 
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life and the home and private life is reflected in the 

reorganization of the urban environment into centralized, 

industrial and commercial centers and suburban, residential 

neighborhoods. The suburb is an urban space which has been 

construed as the polar opposite of the city and associated 

with women. The division of urban/suburban delimits women's 

place as in the home and family, physically removing them 

from the city center. A suburban woman's job would be to 

provide a restful haven for the husband who worked outside. 

In this way, women continue to be associated with the 

confined, the marginalized and the subaltern, and men with 

the activity, decision-making and power found in the center 

of the city."^ De Certeau has asserted that consumers are 

transformed into immigrants in a space which is becoming 

more and more homogeneous and extensive (Practice of 

Everyday Life. 40). 

When the narrator notices an elderly woman in a 

suburban shopping area, surrounded by a sports boutique, a 

jewelry shop, and Nicolas, a chain of wine shops, she 

wonders if the woman might be lost. The lack of a unique 

sense of place in the homogeneity of suburbs and shopping 

See Suzanne MacKenzie, "Building Women, Building 
Cities," Lifespaces; Susan Saegert, "Masculine Cities and 
Feminine Suburbs: Polarized Ideas, Contradictory Realities," 
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 5.3 (1980): 
S96-S111. 
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malls can be disorienting and difficult to negotiate. In 

this suburban milieu, signs resemble each other, and every 

chain boutique looks identical. The projects called villes 

nouvelles built outside of Paris after the second World War 

to accomodate the city's needs for affordable housing are, 

in the Journal. spaces of alienation and confusion. The 

narrator admits she was often lost and confused driving in 

the ville nouvelle when she first moved there. In the 

suburban shopping center, she would try to remember through 

which door she entered and where exactly she had parked the 

car. She feared being lost in a space she had not learned to 

read. Observing that children often get lost in the 

supermarket, the narrator draws a parallel between a lost 

child and her own disorientation in the suburban landscape. 

Jean Baudrillard has distinguished the city from the ville 

nouvelle in the following way: 

Les villes sont restees des villes, tandis que les 

villes nouvelles sont satellisees par 1'hypermarche ou 

le shopping center, desservies par un reseau programme 

de transit, et cessent d'etre des villes pour devenir 

des agglomerations ("L'Hypermarche)-

Despite the fact that she has lived in the ville nouvelle 

for twelve years, the Journal's narrator finds herself 

incapable of describing it, unable to enumerate any 

distinguishing features. The familarity of suburban 
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repetition actually renders the city legible; after dozing 

off on the train, the narrator is relieved to recognize the 

familiar signs of a Parisian suburb. 

Upon learning that the R.E.R. will replace St. Lazare 

train station as the point of arrival into Paris for her and 

others from the ville nouvelle, the narrator is disturbed; 

nine years of her life will close by a change in routing. 

She distinguishes the train and the R.E.R. as characteristic 

of two different eras: the train belonging to the last 

century and the R.E.R. announcing the next. Although the 

change in trajectory is at first unpredictable and 

unfamiliar, a new world underground filled with artificial 

light and muffled music, the suburban lines soon replace St. 

Lazare and the train in the narrator's life, and they 

become, like the suburbs, a text she is adept at reading. 

Just as the ability to read the city is necessary in 

order to survive there, it is essential to be oneself a 

legible element. During a transaction at a shopping center 

ATM machine, the screen informs the narrator: "Votre carte 

est illisible" (28). She stands as though accused of a 

reprehensible act she does not understand. Intimidated by 

the word "illisible", the narrator considers that it is 

herself who is unreadable, somehow at fault: "C'est moi qui 

suis illisible, fautive" (28). She is a sign that the 

computer can not read. Not unlike the Ludites, workers who 
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during the Industrial Revolution sabotaged machines they 

feared would replace their manual jobs, the narrator 

understands how a person might break or insult such a 

machine. 

The Polyphonic City 

As conceptualized by De Certeau, consumers move about 

in a technocratically constructed space and travel 

trajectories which form sentences "composed with the 

vocabularies of established languages (those of television, 

newspapers, supermarkets or museum secmences)"(Practice of 

Everyday Life, xviii). The narrator of the Journal describes 

these very trajectories; a televised conversation between 

intellectuals, a horoscope in a women's magazine, the 

advertising banter of department store announcers, the sales 

technique of an art gallery curator, the private 

conversations of cashiers in supermarkets, cliched exchanges 

between the butcher and his customers. These various voices 

might also be interpreted as what Roland Barthes refers to 

as "the layered quality of discourse", the braiding together 

of styles which comprises the plurality of a text (Rustle of 

Language. 99). The cacophony of these various voices compete 

for attention in Ernaux's city. 

There are several instances of conversation uniquely 

between women in the Journal. A woman seated facing another 
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in the train leafs idly through a mail-order catalog and 

tells the other a story about a woman's death in her 

mother's apartment building as the other passengers 

surreptitiously listen. The storytelling involves words, 

gestures, and a definite narrative structure. The narrator 

detects a certain eroticism in public story-telling; "Tout 

recit fonctionne sur le mode de I'erotisme" and comments 

that she is always receptive to such signs of literature in 

life (45-46). Public storytelling may prove to be 

interesting listening for those within earshot, but 

eavesdropping can also cause embarrassment. While waiting 

for the dentist, the narrator overhears a conversation 

outside in which someone makes an obscene play on words 

which would have been amusing, had the narrator been alone. 

It is embarrassing, however, when overheard in the presence 

of strangers: "ce que, seul, on aurait surpris avec 

amusement et curiosite, a plusieurs devenait obscene" (51). 

Like the telling of a story between passengers on the train, 

these overheard words are an instance of public voyeurism, 

an activity performed easily in the city protected by 

anonymity and facilitated by the close proximity of 

strangers. 

Spatial proximity between people does not necessarily 

imply interaction. A young man drunk in the R.E.R. station 

insults a seated man, provoking a heated conversation. All 
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the passengers waiting for the train look away or read the 

paper, virtually blind and deaf to the encounter going on 

around them. Two homeless men in the R.E.R. are equally 

invisible to those around them. Ragged and dirty, they 

represent an intrusion into the closed world of the 

commuters. Their conversation is recorded, word for word, by 

the narrator, who compares this scene to a theatrical 

performance: 

les spectateurs de cette sc^ne 4vitent de regarder les 

acteurs, font comme s'ils n'entendaient rien. Genes par 

la vie qui se donne en spectacle, et non 1'inverse 

(104-105). 

When the men eventually get out of the train, they leave 

behind an empty bottle, a discarded wrapper and trace of 

their intrusion. 

In a photography studio, women are overheard using the 

first names of people they know in common. They believe or 

want others to believe in an intimate relation they maintain 

with artists and intellectuals. The narrator remarks that 

although they refer to Virginia Woolf with her first name 

only, they do not say Marcel for Proust or Louis-Ferdinand 

for Celine. Their familiarity is reserved only for women, 

lending an air of intimacy to their mode of speech. The 

narrator pays particular attention to the personal elements 

of women's conversations. The words of a woman at the 
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pharmacy elaborating on her husband's behavior when sick, 

constitute a kind of urban oral tradition. Like most of the 

conversations recorded in the Journal. this one is neither 

profound nor noteworthy, but they interest the narrator, for 

they are a part of popular culture, a culture that she is 

herself a part of (70). 

Because she lives in the suburbs and commutes to work 

and the city center, the narrator spends a great deal of 

time on the trains connecting the outlying areas of Paris to 

the center. The monotony and routine of the trajectory leave 

her ample time for the observation of other passengers. The 

train in the Journal becomes a stage where various types of 

human behavior are acted out; namely, encounters between 

people and conversations overheard. At St. Lazare a mother 

and little girl are seated face to face in the train. The 

girl speaks loudly, conscious that others in the train are 

watching, listening to their conversation: 

Elles se sentent autorisees a faire partager leurs 

reflexions a tous les voyageurs, leurs gestes, 

persuadees visiblement de 1'excellence de leur etre 

social et sachant qu'on les ecoute, qu'on les regarde. 

Desireuses d'offrir le spectacle d'une intimite et d'un 

rapport mere-fille qu'elles estiment enviable (49). 

In the metro, a boy and a girl argue violently and then 

embrace as though they were alone. They are well aware of 
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the public nature of their display of intimacy, however, for 

from time to time, they look around at the others. For the 

narrator, this constitutes literature (91). The city offers 

her an anthology of fragmented stories involving a multitude 

of characters. 

While the narrator is particularly receptive to 

signs of literature in everyday life, she is also acutely 

aware of the treatment of women in public. She thinks of how 

women are humiliated in one scene where a man commands his 

dog to go back home: "Allezl Rentre a la maison!...La phrase 

millenaire pour les enfants, les femmes et les chiens" (69). 

During an argument between a couple waiting for a taxi, the 

man speaks to the woman as though reprimanding a child: "Tu 

verras, quand je serai mort" (69). Later, at a bustop, a 

woman is overheard reproaching her adolescent daughter in a 

similar vein: "Je ne serai pas toujours la!" (87-88). The 

infantilization of these women in public subordinates them 

to the status of infans, a latin term which denotes one who 

does not speak, and who does not have access to language 

(Chambers-Murray, 347). The narrator is reminded of her own 

parents by these words. A group of young people in the train 

station of the viiie nouvelle includes one girl surrounded 

by boys. She asks one of them why he didn't tell his friends 

that she is pregnant by him. As the other boys laugh, the 

narrator feels pity: "C'est comme si cette fille etait dans 
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un desert balaye par le vent" (71). Witness to these scenes 

of public shame, the narrator feels herself abased: "Je suis 

traversee par les gens, leur existence, comme une putain" 

(69) . 

The City as Palimpsest 

Memories of what used to be in a place and are no 

longer there make such a place a palimpsest linked to 

absence and displacements (Practice of Everyday Life. 109). 

The Journal^s narrator remembers that the ville nouvelle was 

once immigrant housing. Now a middle-class suburb has been 

built upon the remains of the old immigrant dwellings. She 

notices at the exit to the Nanterre R.E.R. that nothing 

remains of the city built for immigrants in the 1960's 

except for concrete slabs marking the original placement of 

the houses, and resembling tombstones (93). Although people 

lived there for twenty years, the passengers in 1990 who 

walk over these concrete slabs on their commute to work are 

not aware of the absence they now signify. 

Walking through a series of streets whose names are 

shared with the reader, the narrator retraces the itinerary 

of Breton's Surrealist heroine Nadja, leading her to the 

Hotel Sphinx where Nadja supposedly lived. The building has 

since become the Hotel de Suede where construction workers 

are busy demolishing the building's inside. One of the men 
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opens a window and laughs at the narrator standing on the 

street, then says something to his fellow workers. He may 

have thought she was returning to a nostalgic site, a place 

of personal memory associated with a former love or even a 

past existence as a prostitute. His assumption (imagined by 

the narrator) associates the narrator to the persona of 

Nadja who was a prostitute. The narrator's trajectory is an 

imitation of Nadja's own, as mapped out by Breton's book. If 

Nadja's existence is a fiction born only of Breton's 

imagination, then the narrator is following the traces of an 

imaginary woman, a figment of Breton's literary imagination. 

The empty building represents a palimpsest, for new 

apartments will be built out of this former hotel whose 

outer facade will remain the same. The Journal becomes an 

intertextual palimpsest of Breton's book. The worker's 

association of the narrator to Nadja positions even the 

narrator as a palimpsestic figure. The memory of Nadja, the 

enigmatic urban flaneuse, is nevertheless inscribed on the 

urban landscape by Breton's text and now Ernaux's 

intertextual reference. 

La Passante and the Crowd 

Like Baudelaire, whose desire for la passante never 

encountered is displaced to the desire to write a poem, for 

Ernaux, passing through the city's spaces and crossing the 
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paths of others inspires the desire to write the Journal. 

The Journal deploys a postmodern technique of self-

referentiality when the narrator expresses dissatisfaction 

at the fragmentary nature of the scenes she witnesses, 

wishing she could incorporate the pieces into a longer, more 

coherent ensemble, perhaps a novel. What exactly compels the 

narrator to write what she observes is one of her chief 

preoccupations. This obscenity of a man exposing himself in 

the metro embarasses and perplexes the narrator. She is 

equally disconcerted by her own motivation for recording 

such an event: 

Pourquoi je raconte, decris, cette scene, comme 

d'autres qui figurent dans ces pages. Qu'est-ce que je 

cherche a toute force dans la realite? Le sens? (36). 

She speculates that she is perhaps searching for some 

reflection of herself in the mirror of the crowd: 

...noter les gestes, les attitudes, les paroles de gens 
que je rencontre me donne 1'illusion d'etre proche 
d'eux. Je ne leur parle pas, je les regarde et les 
ecoute seulement. Mais 1'emotion qu'ils me laissent est 
une chose reelle. Peut-etre que je cherche quelque 
chose sur moi a travers eux, leurs faqrons de se tenir, 
leurs conversations. (Souvent, "pourquoi ne suis-je pas 
cette femme?" assise devant moi dans le metro) (36-37). 

A mother and her child on the R.E.R., and a large man seated 

near them remind the narrator of moments in her own life. 

The man recalls a memory of a man who waited for her the 

year of her baccalaureat; the curious child, her own sons 
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discovering the world. At other times, she is reminded of 

the gestures and words of her mother in those of an 

anonymous woman waiting at a supermarket checkout. On a 

crowded R.E.R. at rush hour, the narrator notices a large 

number of women in the station. She notices one in 

particular, watching yet another woman, like a mlse en abyme 

of her own voyeurism. The woman being watched glances at the 

narrator as though amused, as though the narrator were 

complicitous in this visual spectacle. For the narrator, it 

is outside, in the scenes of metro passengers or of passers-

by that her own past existence is inscribed. The urban 

figures are themselves a palimpsest of her life: 

[des] individus anonymes qui ne soupgonnent pas qu'ils 

detiennent une part de mon histoire... des visages, des 

corps, que je ne revois jamais. Sans doute suis-je moi-

meme dans la foule des rues et des magasins, porteuse 

de la vie des autres (107). 

She recognizes that she transcribes these words and gestures 

for others as well as for herself: 

j'ai aussi besoin de transcrire les scenes du R.E.R., 

les gestes et les paroles des gens pour eux-memes. sans 

qu'ils servent a quoi que ce soit (85, italics mine). 

The narrator's preoccupation with the outside may 

reveal a certain reticence to express her inner life. The 

paradox of the Journal du dehors lies in the fact that its 
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entries comprise a journal, in the sense that they record 

daily impressions, but do not not correspond to a journal 

intime. When the monthly horoscope of a women's magazine 

announces that the narrator is going to meet "un homme 

merveilleux", several times throughout that day, the 

narrator admits to having wondered if the man to whom she is 

speaking is the designated one (18). She offers an apology 

to the reader for the intimate nature of this confession, 

noting that had she recounted it in the third person "il, 

elle" it would have been the confession of an other. It is 

unacceptable, she says, that a grown woman would admit to 

acting as a love-struck teenager and announce it in the 

first person: "'Je', c'est moi, lecteur.. 'Je' fait honte au 

lecteur" (18). Ernaux's narrator assumes that the confession 

of a female flaneuse seeking a possible encounter with a man 

during her peregrinations in the city will be found 

inappropriate and boldly out of place by her reader. Her 

apology can be seen as a reversal of Baudelaire's incipit to 

Les Fleurs du mal in which the poet freely assumes 

complicity with his reader: "Hypocrite lecteur,—mon 

semblable,—mon frere! (Fleurs du mal. 6). Gillian Rose 

offers an explanation, for in the "connection between the 

public and the private which underlies [the] masculinist 

perception of women's place" and causes many men to perceive 

women's sexuality as partly defined by their location, the 
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intimate confession of a female wanderer open to the 

possibility of a romantic encounter in the city is an 

anomaly (Rose, 35). At least one feminist critic has 

asserted that the distinction between the public and private 

spheres in the nineteenth century rendered impossible the 

notion of a female flaneuse or strolling heroine.®* In her 

Journal du dehors. Annie Ernaux has made possible the 

existence of a twentieth-century flaneuse, while revealing 

that it relies upon a notion of women's mobility and 

presence in the urban realm that still remains to be 

completely accepted. 

Azudree Cb^id: Outside On the Margins 

Andree Chedid is a writer of Egyptian and Lebanese 

origin who lives and writes in France. Like the narrator of 

the Journal du dehors. Chedid's female protagonist in La 

Cite fertile feels a personal identification with the urban 

crowd. Alefa's very identity is, in fact, constituted by the 

anonymous passers-by of the urban milieu in which she lives. 

Although she is not completely homeless, Alefa spends her 

days, and sometimes her nights, outdoors dancing and 

wandering in the streets. Her urban wanderings have no fixed 

destination other than where she wishes to go. When Alefa 

See Janet Wolff, Feminine Sentences. Essays on Women 
and Culture (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press, 1990). 
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announces: "Je derive", she describes not only her 

wanderings, but her position socially, on the margins of a 

society bound by family, work, and a home." Alefa's age 

and origin are unclear, although we know from her physical 

description that she is an older woman and somewhat 

weathered from time spent outdoors: 

Ses cheveux gris, ramasses dans un epais chignon, 

degagent le front, la face. Une face craquelee, halee. 

Un visage de carte ancienne, ravive par 1'eclat bleu de 

I'oeil (9). 

Alefa declares that she no longer identifies herself as a 

woman. This is perhaps due to her age, like women in some 

traditional societies who acquire new power after menopause. 

The following passage suggests, however, that this woman's 

ability to transcend the categories of gender may be due to 

her unconventional life in the streets of the city, 

independent of a man, a family or a home: 

J'etais une femme, jadis. Le regard de I'homme me 

soulevait. J'ai porte des enfants...J'etais comme sont 

les femmes, fragile et forte a la fois...J'aimais mon 

etat de femme, semblable a la terre, sans cesse en 

place, sans cesse en naissances, sans cesse remuee... 

(82) . 

Andree Chedid, La Cite fertile (Paris: Flammarion, 
1972) 20. 
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Susan Golden's research on women and homelessness reveals 

that female "hobos" have existed. Some women did hit the 

open road in search of adventure, as me.i did, but women do 

not possess this tradition as a part of history. Such women 

existed in a state outside of socially accepted reality, and 

seem virtually extinct for being an anomaly (Golden, 135). 

Not uncommonly, they disguised themselves as men or boys, 

for as Golden has explained; "Men and women may perform the 

same acts, but to them society attaches radically different 

meanings" (138). Furthermore, according to Golden, destitute 

women internalize the family ethic to the point where they 

will not seek shelter or food handouts and wander the 

streets isolated and ashamed (148). As Liz Heron has noted, 

the female protagonist of urban fictions commonly is or 

becomes an outsider, a deviant, or a marginal figure, for 

she is often alone, without husband or family, seeking 

independence in city spaces where a solitary woman is not 

easily admitted (10). Alefa lacks a spatial identity other 

than that of the city. She is neither a homemaker, mother or 

wife identified with domestic space, nor a prostitute 

defined by her relation to men outside, both literally on 

the street and outside of the familial unit. Finding she 

does not fall within the boundaries drawn for the gender of 

"women", Alefa makes the claim that she is no longer a 

woman, and therefore, entirely free to live in and become a 
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part of the urban world. 

Golden has posited the idea that for many people, the 

urban "bag lady" is a ajodern reincarnation of the witch. 

Like the witch or the crone, the homeless woman, especially 

if she is elderly, is reviled and even feared. By studying 

the reactions of passers-by to homeless women in New York 

City, Golden has observed that people often tend to invest 

homeless women with animal qualities or magical powers, 

believing them to be the bearers of secret messages. Both 

the witch and the homeless woman are construed as dangerous 

aberrations, figures who have quite literally gone astray, 

away from the norms of home and family."* Perhaps most 

importantly, the homeless woman incarnates other women's 

fear of losing their own place in society by deviation from 

a narrow norm (Golden, 124). 

The action of La Cite fertile takes place during the 

tourist season in Paris. Alefa's life oscillates around a 

group of young people, Simon and his older brother Deric, 

and Simon's wife Livie. As these characters cope with 

marital problems, infidelity, death and reconciliation, 

Alefa hovers outside, lost in her world of dancing and 

wandering. Alternating chapters are given over to Alefa's 

voice in the narrative first-person, through which the 

"Aberro," Chambers-Muray Latin/English Dictionnary. 2. 
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reader experiences the events of Simon and Livie's lives, 

and the heroine's own inner thoughts. 

Alefa: Avatear of the City 

The novel opens with a description of a metallic river, 

the sidewalks, traffic signals, and automobiles of a busy 

urban center. In the middle of this environment of steel, 

concrete and asphalt, Alefa dances, yet another part of the 

city scene. Her affinity with the street is expressed 

through parallel descriptions of the city traffic and her 

own dancing: "les autos freinent, repartent, stagnent; puis, 

s'ebranlent encore" just as Alefa "se promene...recule, 

change de cadence, s'immobilise, s'ebranle de nouveau" (7-

8). Her performance pleases the crowd, and the eager 

onlookers encourage the older woman with requests to 

transform herself into a tree, a stone, and the city itself. 

Alefa lives in the same appartment building as a young 

couple, Simon and Livie, on the seventh floor, in 

impoverished conditions. Their residence looks out onto the 

newer district. Simon treats Alefa with good humor and 

trusts her. However comfortable Simon feels with the older 

woman, his wife Livie is nevertheless wary and mistrustful 

of this woman whose origins she knows nothing of, and whose 

behavior she does not understand. Alefa is a keen and 

observant watcher of people, both strangers, and the young 
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couple. Alefa senses their personal distresses and contrives 

of a way to approach Livie to speak with her, but the young 

woman is frightened of Alefa, largely because of her unkempt 

appearance. Susan Golden has explained that the 

impossibility of homeless women to find work is due to the 

difficulty of maintaining a suitable physical appearance 

(Golden, 131). Homeless women must make do as best they can 

to maintain practices of hygiene in nearly impossible 

circumstances. 

If a life outside on the streets has stripped Alefa of 

a physical appearance presentable to others, her attitude 

towards the city betrays no resentment. She rhapsodizes on 

the idyllic beauty of her city, attributing to it a sort of 

pastoral bliss: 

Ma place est ici: en pleine ville, en plein siecle. 

Pres du beton, de I'acier, de I'asphalte, des feux 

rouges, des metros, des boutiques, des voitures, des 

bidonvilles, des motos, des drugstores et 

compagnie...J'y retrouve mon rythme, mon ble, mon eau, 

mes herbes, tous mes oui, tous mes non! (18) 

As its title suggests. La Cite fertile contains several 

metaphoric associations of the man-made city to the natural 

environment. Alefa collects street names as one would pick 

flowers in a field: 

Je recolte les noms des rues...rue des panorama, du pas 
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de la mule, des solitaires et de la mare, des hautes 

femmes, du soleil, du retrait, du repos des plantes et 

des quatre vents! (60). 

The urban world is a malleable, living presence that Alefa 

imagines sculpting and transforming: 

II me prend souvent I'envie de la tenir, cette ville, 

entre mes doigts. De la p6trir comme I'argile pour la 

rendre habitable a tous; de fondre son hostilite au 

creux de mes paumes (58). 

Alefa's rich imagination allows her to interpret the urban 

world as a kind of enchanted forest inhabited by mechanical 

creatures she endows with animal attributes: 

Je plonge dans les marches aux heures d'affluence. Dans 

la ruelle pleine a craquer, une voiture s'engouffre; 

agressive, elle se taille un chemin. Je caresse son 

museau, je 1'apprivoise; ses ronflements 

s'assourdissent, elle me livre passage. Je passe... 

(21) . 

Whether or not Alefa's sensory delight in her city can be 

explained as madness, clearly, she does not experience urban 

spaces as most others do. Her lack of abandon in expressing 

her thoughts and feelings is not readily understood by 

passers-by. The spectacle she offers is an amusement to 

some, but to others, her speech represents the rantings and 

ravings of a madwoman-
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An Urban Voice 

Alefa speaks without fear or shame, determined to make 

herself heard: "elle vocifere" (14). She takes great 

pleasure in talking outloud, speaking her thoughts to 

whomever might listen: 

Je me precipite goulument sur les mots. Je me delecte 

de chaque voyelle, de chaque consonne. Je gloutonne... 

(20) . 

Je les rattrape, j'en rajoute; des mots en pagaie, en 

torrents, en geysers. A m'en etourdir! (61). 

In addition to her voice, Alefa makes use of written 

communication and innovates a kind of performance art. This 

urban "bricoleuse" pieces together newspaper articles at 

random and reads excerpts of news items followed by the 

recitation of poetry, proverbs, and bits of Shakespearian 

sonnets. She functions as a medium through which various 

discourses—the media, popular wisdom, literature—are 

filtered and delivered to urban passers-by. All of these 

forms of communication fascinate her, as well as other urban 

texts: "Je me raccroche a une affiche. Je me delecte d'un 

graffiti. Ainsi s'ebattent mes heures" (60). 

As Alefa's attempts at communication with the rush of 

passers-by are rarely met with a response in return, she 

singles out elderly people and children, hoping to find in 

them a more sympathetic audience. To the children, Alefa is 
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an archetypal mother figure who enchants with her stories, 

but many adults hear only an elderly madwoman muttering 

nonsense. Rarely is Alefa silent and her loquaciousness 

embarasses Livie. The contrast between the two women derives 

mainly from the spaces in which they find comfort and 

refuge. Unlike Al6fa, who is at home anywhere, ("dans une 

tente, une clairifere, un entrepot, une cave, une place de 

village, une chapelle desaffectee"), Livie retreats into the 

security of her home, "a I'abri des rues" (25). After an 

argument with her husband, Livie rushes outside to the 

streets to walk alone, but soon longs for the safety of 

being faraway, yet protected inside: "Etre loin...Tout au 

fond d'un jardin, dans le ventre d'une maison, le 

renfoncement d'une chambre, le creux d'un lit... (47). 

Al6fa loves constant movement as passionately as words 

and speech: "Je joue, je crie, je danse, je brandis des 

images, je culbute des paroles I...J'ai le culte du 

mouvement, le gout des etres et des cites" (19, 21). 

She constructs an identity out of her movement and her 

location, becoming a street performer much loved by crowds 

of children. She describes herself as a clown, "une femme-

bouffon. Une femme-pitre. Une femme-guignol", and questions 

why there are no feminine counterparts to the characters of 

guignol marionettes and children's entertainers she 

enumerates: " Polichinelle, bateleur, Gilles, pantin. 
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Gringoire, saltimbanque, baladin, Auguste" (20-21). Although 

she is popular as a performer, with the exception of Simon, 

Alefa is considered by many to be an element of danger and 

disorder, lacking an identity that is acknowledged by 

disciplinary authorities. At one point in the novel, a group 

of mothers incite a police officer to take Alefa to the 

station. The women disapprove of their children being so 

enthralled by Alefa's stories, and are worried by the fact 

that they know so l ittle about who she is. To the casual 

observer, Alefa's behavior would likely seem erratic and 

disturbed. She is a disturbing anomaly because of her 

loudness, her visibility and her clowning, deviant behavior 

of a woman in public. 

La Fl̂ euse 

A true flaneuse, Alefa assimilates herself into the 

crowd, "cette foule remuante et vive", losing herself and 

finding her greatest delight: "Les humains m'absorbent" (64, 

62). Alefa finds herself entirely at home in the city which 

she calls her own ("ma cite, ma ville") surrounded by 

cement, the riverbank, and highrise buildings. Alefa's 

relation with urban space is of a passionate and sensual 

nature, as she expresses: 

une brulante envie de m'offrir ma ville, de la 

palper... De la reconnaitre, ma ville, dans une pierre, 
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un tronc d'arbre, un visage...De m'attacher a ce 

passant, ou ̂  cet autre: d'aller un moment dans leurs 

pas. Depuis, je marche...Selon mon desir (17). 

Although she loves the physical environment of her urban 

world, it is in the noisy crowds, ("la fourmillante cite" of 

Baudelaire), that she is most at ease. Alefa is often to be 

found "au milieu du vacarme" where passers-by come and go 

"comme un peuple de fourmis" (13). To an even greater extent 

than the women created by Etcherelli and Ernaux, Alefa 

wanders with complete abandon. Without pretense of errands 

to run or commuting to and from work, she is unbound by 

social, familial or professional obligations. Wandering 

alone in the streets constitutes her sole occupation and 

greatest pleasure: 

Je vais dans ma cite et jamais ne I'epuise. J'invente 

des itineraires, je pousse dans tous les sens mon 

exploration. Je prends les autobus d'un terminus a 

1'autre (58). 

Her freedom inevitably comes at a price, however, and 

Alefa is not unaware of the magnitude of some of the city's 

problems. She is particularly sensitive to the plight of 

immigrants and empathizes with their fear at police 

interrogations, their difficulty with a new language and 

customs. In her acting and dancing, she transcends social 

and racial identities, submerging her own sense of self in 
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order to take on the persona of others: 

Je deviens ces hommes, ces femmes...Je suis jaune, je 

suis blanche, je suis rouge, je suis noire. On me 

crache a la figure sur les cinq continents (94-95). 

Alefa represents an interesting paradox for while she draws 

attention to herself by her public performances, she 

simultaneously reinforces her anonymity. Like immigrants, 

victims of discrimination because of their alien status, 

Alefa is marginal to the mainstream population, a woman 

without civil status. Regarded by a police officer as an 

annoying but minor disturbance, Alefa is carted away and 

asked for her identity papers. Failing to show any 

documentation that proves her identity, she produces 

instead, from her pockets, a hodge-podge of personal 

trinkets including moss, matches, pebbles and stones, a bit 

of newspaper, and a pin. When pressed for information, Alefa 

becomes stridently critical of the police interrogation, and 

mocks the officer's attempts to learn her name: 

L'identite, c'est quoi, monsieur le commissaire?...Date 

et lieu de naissance, noms des pere et mere, 

mensuration, couleur des yeux, photo d'un autre temps,. 

C'est ga que vous appelez I'identite? (28). 

When their attempts to categori2e her prove to be 

unsuccessful, one of the officers accompanies Alefa to her 

place of residence, hoping to find the proper documents. A 
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permanent residence is precisely the type of proof of 

identity they expect to find, and, as Alefa leads the 

officer on an errant and rambling route, he wonders if he 

should not arrest her: "A-t-elle un domicile, cette vieille? 

Ne ferait-il pas mieux de I'arreter tout de suite pour 

vagabondage?" (31). Clearly, Alefa's mobility is 

disconcerting to the officer whose response is to exert his 

authority and pronounce her in violation of the law. Part of 

Alefa's ability to disturb others so profoundly is her lack 

of domestic situation. Not belonging to any man or property, 

Alefa is situated outside of the social and legal boundaries 

of proper and sanctioned behavior. Her transgression leads 

her into illegality, vagrancy punishable by imprisonment. 

She proceeds to lead the officer on a vertiginous climb to 

her seventh-floor attic room. Reminded of a childhood 

relative in his own village, the officer inquires as to 

Alefa's origins to which she replies vaguely, indicating 

only her love of the city which he despises: "C'est ici, 

c'est nulle part, c'est partout...Vous aimez la ville?" 

(40). Alefa continues her playful mockery of the police 

officer, chasing him and taunting him about his own 

identity: "Qui etes-vous, qui etes-vous, qui etes-vous?" 

(40) . 
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Negotletting the City 

As one scholar of postmodernism has affirmed: 

What we see today is not discipline oe simulation, the 

society of the spectacle oe the world of the 

panopticon, but a complex interplay of various 

mechanisms of social control that include discipline, 

spectacle, simulation, and the classic overt violence 

of the state (Best, 55). 

The heroines of Elise. ou la vraie vie. Journal du dehors, 

and La Cite fertile negotiate city space and the mechanisms 

of social control in various ways. Elise represents the 

experiences of one young woman from the provinces who 

encounters love and hate, hardship and loss in the large 

city. 

Out and alone, absorbed in the spectacle of people and 

space around her, Ernaux's ambulant writer is a keen 

observer of her physical and social surroundings. This 

narrator observes what goes on around her as a point of 

departure for speculation about herself. Alefa's experiences 

offer a perspective from an older woman, alone and in the 

streets, a woman marked as "deviant" because her behavior 

and demeanor do not conform to a society's expectations. In 

each text, the city functions as a site of cultural and 

political critique and reflects spatially the social 

constructions of class, race and gender. Etcherelli ascribes 
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central importance to the failure of Lucien's Utopian dream 

to liberate the oppressed Algerian worker through working-

class solidarity and political activism. Twenty-five years 

later, Ernaux relates an urban vision of a consumer and 

mass-media society which transforms human subjects into 

commodities. The persistent inquiries of Chedid's heroine 

into what constitutes personal identity and Alefa's failure 

to prove to the disciplinary powers her own rightful 

identity put into question the covert social control which 

faces women who do not correspond to their proper place. 
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THE ARCHITECTURAL GESTURE OF WRITING: 

CHRISTINE DE PIZAN AND NICOLE BROSSARO 

Although separated by a span of almost seven centuries, 

Christine de Pizan and Nicole Brossard share a common vision 

of women and the (re)construction of city space. The 

decision to include Le Livre de la cite des dames in an 

analysis of twentieth-century urban phenomenon is due to the 

questions this early text elicits which are germane to women 

writing on urban space today. More than half a millennium 

ago, Pizan initiated the literary representation of urban 

space by women. The architectural gesture of writing seems 

to offer a particular opportunity for feminist writers to 

refute and amend women's exclusion from public power. 

Through Pizan's tales of illustrious women warriors, queens, 

and saints, and Brossard's personal literary geography of 

feminist writers of this century, both writers celebrate and 

acknowledge women of the past. These writers also share 

common concerns about male violence against women; both 

real, physical brutality, and the violence of misogynistic 

literary texts which degrade women. Both have chosen cities 

as the primary spaces in which to redress misogynistic 

portrayals of women, restore a feminist praxis to the 
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Christine de Pizan's City of Women 

Perhaps the very first woman writer to glorify the city 

and to reclaim that space for women was the fifteenth-

century writer, Christine de Pizan. In 1405, Pizan wrote her 

Livre de la Cite des dames at the request of the queen of 

France, Isabeau de Baviere. Reading in her study, the 

author, herself incorporated into the text, begins a new 

book to amuse herself, and is interrupted by her mother's 

call to supper, a clever narrative sleight-of-hand which 

places Pizan the writer, reader, and heroine in opposition 

to women's traditional role of mothering and nurturing." 

The following day, her reading resumed, she speculates on 

the reasons for which women are so debased and deprecated by 

male writers. Pizan then has a vision in which three 

allegorical, female figures appear to her. The three women 

commiserate with Pizan and implore her to protect women from 

their assailants because: "Les femmes ont ete si longtemps 

abandonnees sans defense" fLa Cite. 42). They beseech Pizan 

to build a city in the defense of virtuous women: 

Nous t'avons prise en pitie et venons t'annoncer la 
construction d'une Cite; c'est toi qui as ete choisie 

Maureen Quilligan, The Allegory of Female Authority. 
Christine de Pizan'^s Cite des dames (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
UP, 1991) 50. 
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pour construire et fermer, avec notre aide et conseil, 
cette citadelle hautement fortifiee. Seules y 
habiteront les femmes illustres de bonne renommee, car 
les murs de notre Cite seront interdits a toutes eelles 
qui seront depourvues de vertus (La Cite. 42). 

As Le Livre de la Cite des dames progresses, Pizan 

allegorically links writing to architecture, and constructs 

a city and a text. We might even suggest that Pizan attempts 

to participate in the deconstruction of gender-based biases, 

for the previous misogynistic writing of men had so 

denigrated women, associating them to vice, and finding 

their accomplishments so rare, that any positive 

valorization of her sex was surely a literary and social 

novelty. Glenda McLeod has pointed out that, as with other 

paradigms, this one finds its exception in the example of 

Plutarch's Mulierum virtutes with its emphasis on civic 

virtue and stories of virtuous heroines. Several of 

Plutarch's stories link the founding of cities to tales of 

Greek heroines and their service to the city.®' Pizan's 

literary city is unique in its figurative association of 

building to writing by women; its metaphorical erection of a 

city to the creative act of women's writing. Joel Blanchard 

has judged Pizan's participation in the tradition of 

compilation writing, the transfer of one text into another. 

Glenda McLeod, Virtue and Venom. Catalogs of Women 
from Antiquity to the Renaissance (Ann Arbor, Michigan: 
Michigan UP, 1991) 8. 
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as corresponding to an architectural gesture.®' Barbara 

Hooper's cogent article on the exclusion of feminist thought 

from public planning doctrine situates Pizan as a forerunner 

of a twentieth-century feminist praxis which interlinks the 

"social and the spatial in emancipatory thought".'® In 

creating her textual city of women, stone by stone and word 

by word, Pizan appropriates a male architectural tradition 

of building and founding cities. By its reference to St. 

Augustine's City of God. Pizan's "nouvel royaume de 

Femmenie" is assimilated to the divine act of creation. It 

is Justice who bestows upon Pizan the keys to her 

terrestrial city, giving her the power of the celestial act 

of creation: 

Avec ton aide, ta Cite sera achevee, fortifiee, et 

fermee par de lourdes portes que j'irai te chercher au 

ciel, avant de te remettre les cles entre les mains (La 

Cite. 46). 

One of the most unique features of Pizan's text lies in the 

fact of endowing the city with a gendered self and female 

creator. 

Joel Blanchard, "Compilation and Legitimation in the 
Fifteenth Century: Le Livre de la cite des dames, 
Reinterpreting Christine de Pizan. 229. 

Barbara Hooper, "'Split at the Roots'": A Critique of 
the Philosophical and Political Sources of Modern Planning 
Doctrine," Frontiers XIII.1 (1992): 67. 
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Plzan: A Feminist Writer? 

In recent years, Pizan has been the subject of some 

controversy among academics, as several literary scholars 

have insisted on portraying her as one of the first 

forerunners of feminism and a staunch champion of women's 

rights. Others have refuted this idea, claiming that the 

application of the modern political term of "feminist" to 

Pizan is anachronistic and misleading.Gerda Lerner has 

argued that Pizan's work is the first serious discussion of 

gender as a social construct in Western European history.'^ 

Writing La Cite des Dames enabled Pizan to respond to and 

demolish the charges leveled at women (Lerner, 145). The 

construction of the city-text parallels the construction of 

Pizan's pro-women arguments and the deconstruction of 

institutionalized misogyny. Her objective has been described 

by some critics as one of "positive mythic restoration", for 

Pizan marshals examples of virtuous women—goddesses, 

warriors, mythical characters as well as real women 

(Stecopoulus and Uitti, 49). Barbara Hooper sees Pizan as an 

example of an early feminist consciousness, saying that 

"from Pizan to the present, feminist analysis has persisted 

See King, Quilligan, Lerner, Uitti, Richards, McLeod, 
Delany and Blanchard. 

Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 
From the Middle Aaes to 1870 (New York & Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1993) 146. 
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as a significant deconstruction of the hegemonic patriarchal 

theoretical tradition" (Hooper, 67). The controversy 

surrounding the question of Pizan's feminism is not of 

primary interest here so much as her relevance to writing on 

the city, as she is probably the first woman writer to have 

adopted the metaphor of city-building to her writing. 

If Pizan sought to refute a frankly misogynistic 

portrayal of women and marshal positive examples for 

feminine virtue, why, we may ask, did she create a city in 

order to do so? Pizan was herself a city dweller familiar 

with the life of Parisian women of her day. As towns had 

become liberated from the rule of feudal lords, and town 

centers saw a flourishing economic development, women living 

in the towns of the Middle Ages began to enjoy a certain 

financial and legal independence. Women-run workshops were 

established for women to live and labor in. Some craftswomen 

held guild membership and all-female guilds existed in the 

city of Paris. In her Tresor de la Cite des dames. Pizan set 

forth practical advice for both townswomen and peasant 

women, although it is undoubtedly with the lives and 

activities of the former that she was most familiar.'^ 

Pizan invests her textual city with the ancient ideal of 

Margaret Wade Labarge, Women in Medieval Life. A small 
Sound of the Trumpet (London: Hamish Hamilton, Ltd., 1986) 
133. 
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humanltas, an urban center of learning, good manners, 

civilization and culture.'* For Pizan, as later for 

Virginia Woolf and Nicole Brossard, the city represented the 

very core of culture, income, and social life, a locus 

conducive to writing and intellectual pursuits. Glenda 

McLeod has concluded that Pizan's city corresponds to four 

levels of traditional allegorical interpretation. Literally, 

the city is a text, allegorically, the city is the 

narrator's sense of self, topologically, the city is the 

female gender and anagogically, the city is the feminine 

portion of the city of god fVirtue and Venom. 135-6). McLeod 

has also noted that the connection of city and text implies 

rhetoric, and is analogous to linking identity or personal 

memory to history or social memory. Classical Roman 

rhetoricians commonly used architectural metaphors to 

describe the composition of a text and imaginary buildings 

as mnemonic devices called loci illustres. 

It is also apparent that by building a city, Pizan 

was following a tradition that had been pre-established by 

other male writers. Glenda McLeod has examined the tradition 

of catalog compilation and found that Boccaccio and 

Chaucer's catalogs of women are implied by the construction 

Christopher Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth 
Century (Oxford and Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1992) 7. 
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of a city: "The city provides a history of women, a symbol 

of feminine solidarity and image of an individual's self-

defense" (McLeod, Virtue and Venom. 8). The well-known topos 

of the translatio studii is also a kind of reconstruction, 

for the tradition of the translatio continues a transfer 

from city to city of literary culture. The theme of the 

historical transfer of literary culture from Athens to Rome 

to France, was popularized in many earlier Old French 

works.'® As the tradition of the translatio was commonly 

linked to an image of city-building, in choosing to 

appropriate this male tradition for women, Pizan is both 

provocative and rebellious. The ancient ideas of civitas, 

civilitas, and humanitas have always converged in the self-

governing entity of the city, the traditional site of 

"civilized" man, but, rarely, as Christopher Prendergast has 

observed, of women (7). 

In Boccaccio's catalog of women, De mulieribus Claris, 

the "good" wife remains at home, submissive to her husband 

while the "manly", virtuous woman defends male status quo. 

The "good wife" is a female typecasting which isolates women 

from public power and civic life, while the "manly" woman 

allows women civic presence if they are divested of their 

Earl Jeffrey Richards, "Introduction", Christine de 
Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies (New York: Persea Books, 
1982) xxvii. 
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gender (McLeod, 69). Pizan employs her city as a textual 

site in which to refute patriarchal power and to affirm 

women's presence in discursive space. The city/text becomes 

the ultimate site of the inscription of feminine identity. 

Pizan thus subversively averts male authority by permitting 

herself the same creative power to build not only a city, 

but one entirely constructed by and populated by women. 

Pizan recalls the tradition of male cities into which she 

inserts her city of women.'" Speaking through one of La 

Cite's three allegorical female figures, Pizan subtly 

critiques Rome by emphasizing an alternative tradition of 

female civilization (Quilligan, 108). Joel Blanchard has 

identified a metonyroic relationship between the book and the 

city and connected Pizan's city to other mythical cities 

whose fame is echoed in books, including Thebes, Troy, and 

the Amazon Kingdom (233). 

As part of her metaphor of city construction, Pizan 

rewrites events of another city's epic history, Theseus' 

attack on Thebes, which was important to Dante's ideal and 

earthly cities. The first stone is set in the city as Pizan 

rewrites the story of the pagan queen and warrior Semiramis, 

Maureen Quilligan, The Alleaorv of Female Authority. 
Christine de Pizan's Cite des dames (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
UP, 1991) 173. 
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who Boccaccio had portrayed as a "monster".''' Excusing the 

queen for marrying her own son, Pizan focusses instead on 

the lady's considerable merits, among which, we find even an 

architectural achievement: 

En plus de ses nombreuses et remarquables conquetes, 
Semiramis reconstruisit et consolida les fortifications 
de la ville de Babylone, fondee par Nemrod et ses 
geants...C'etait deja une ville importante et 
imprenable, etonnamment forte, et pourtant cette femme 
lui ajouta de nouvelles fortifications, la faisant 
entourer de profonds et larges fosses fLa Cite. 69). 

To her credit, Semiramis, as recreated by Pizan, 

successfully negotiates lands and armies and single-handedly 

manages to improve on the urban planning of men. 

In Boccaccio's version of the founding of Rome, 

Lucretia's suicide was an important factor. Pizan rewrites 

this story into a drama against rape and male violence. The 

Greek goddess Ceres (Demeter to the Romans) is also among 

the women praised in Pizan's text, and with reason; Ceres 

was the very founder of the human city, the initiator of the 

hearth and the one who enabled the creation of a female 

community (Stecopoulos and Uitti, 53). Saint Augustine's 

City of God gives testimony to the violence upon which male 

cities are founded, as Augustine recounts how the first city 

of man was founded when Cain killed his brother Abel. Rome 

was begun when Remus was killed by his brother Romulus. 

" Margaret L. King, Women of the Renaissance (Chicago & 
London: Chicago UP, 1991) 224. 



155 

Writing against the mythic male city, built upon bloodshed 

and fratricide, Pizan does her utmost to establish her city 

of women as a peaceable, sororal realm. 

Although there is no violence within the walls of the 

cite des dames. Pizan's text is populated by a number of 

women warriors, including the Amazon women. Without husbands 

and having only one breast so as to better carry a bow and 

arrow, these legendary women laid siege to Europe and Asia, 

founding cities and towns. Margaret King has seen the 

autonomous, female Amazon society as a model for Pizan's own 

city (King, 192). The Amazons represent a particularly 

dangerous threat to the male city, because they dare to 

invade and reclaim the public, urban realm for themselves. 

In Margaret King's words, they are "masculine and 

disobedient... female trespassers of the boundaries of sexual 

definition...hated and feared" by men (King, 190). Pizan's 

inclusion of the Amazon women as examples of virtuous women 

is an interesting choice, for these mythic women warriors 

are likened to learned women, of which Pizan is herself a 

prime example (King, 190). 

Magonner la cite 

Like other medieval allegories, Pizan's makes frequent 
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use of self-reflexive language and polysemous word play."® 

Pizan chooses spatial and architectural metaphors to 

represent her writing. The verb magonner is repeatedly used 

to indicate the act of writing and building. Raison urges 

Pizan to take up the "trowel of her pen": 

II est maintenant temps pour toi d'asseoir les grandes 

et belles pierres des soubassements des murs de la Cite 

des Dames. Prends done la truelle de ta plume et hate-

toi de bien magonner et d'oeuvrer avec ardeur CLa Cite. 

68) . 

Maureen Quilligan has interpreted the equivocal pun on 

pierre, the first stone, as doubly signifying the City's 

stone walls which protect women from the men who would throw 

stones at them (The Alleaorv of Female Authority. 170). The 

Reason prompts the author/compilator to action by 

encouraging her to take the "pick of understanding" ("la 

pioche d'intelligence", "la pioche d'Interrogation") and 

excavate stones for the city's walls from the "field of 

letters" ("le Champ des Le^tres"). Pizan thus commences 

gathering the tales of celebrated women and performing 

physical labor more commonly thought to be the task of men: 

"je me mis, suivant ses indications, a creuser la fosse " 

CLa Cite. 48). The second book of La Cite opens with a 

Maureen Quilligan, The Language of Allegory. Defining 
the Genre (Ithaca, New York: Cornell UP, 1979) 33. 



157 

conversation between the author and Lady Rectitude 

(Droitture) who advises Pizan to give strength and security 

to her city's walls by means of the "mortar" of her pen: 

"Prends tes outils et viens done avec moi. N'hesite pas; 

trempe mon mortier dans I'encre de ton cornet et ma^onne a 

grands traits" fLa Cite. 127). 

The city's external framing structures include houses, 

towers, turrets. Like most medieval cities, Pizan's is a 

walled city and is so portrayed in the first miniature. 

Pizan's called her entire literary project une <3effence, 

both a defense of women's virtue and fortress to secure 

their safety (McLeod, Virtue and Venom. 113). McLeod has 

interpreted the circular, enclosed medieval city as a 

metaphor for the control of female identity; the ability to 

close the city gates to hostile intruders signifies the 

ability to choose and reject one's influences (Virtue and 

Venom, 136-137). As a fortified city, Pizan's allows only 

selective entrance, and recognizes only female authorities 

and inhabitants. The dual enterprises of authoring and 

building, and the reciprocal affinity between the book and 

the city, are reflected in the iconography of Pizan's visual 

text. An art historian has indicated the individuality of 

Pizan's city imagery, most notably in the presence of women 

builders and architects who perform hard, physical labor, 

including carrying heavy stones, mixing cement, and 
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spreading mortar." Furthermore, such imagery may sustain 

the hypothesis that one or more of the illuminators was a 

woman, although such a claim has never been proved. 

Nevertheless, Pizan did personally oversee the design of the 

miniatures that decorate her text, she recognized and 

acclaimed the artistic talents of the woman painter 

Anastasia, and there were known women miniaturists such as 

Burgot, living in Paris at the time.*^®® Sandra Hindman has 

discounted the notion that Pizan was influenced by male 

representations of cities such as the monolithic Tower of 

Babel, for in the latter pictures which accompany the text, 

the city is built up as a metropolis, "a sprawling, 

fortified city, filled with palaces, mansions, and inns" 

(Hindman, 470-1). 

Violence Outside the City of Ladies 

One of the stories in the Third book of La Cite 

concerns Pizan's namesake, Sainte Christine, daughter of 

Urban, the governor of the city. Christine is locked away in 

a tower because of her beauty, and spends her days in 

" Sandra Hindman, "With Ink and Mortar: Christine de 
Pizan's Cite des dames (An Art Essay)," Feminist studies 10.3 
(1984): 472. 

Laura Rinaldi DuFresne, "Women Warriors: A Special 
Case From the Fifteenth Century: The City of Ladies," Women^s 
Studies 23 (1994): 114. 
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Christian contemplation, tortured repeatedly by her father 

(La—Cite, 256). We might interpret this allegorically, as 

the violence against women's bodies in the urban world, and 

the violence of institutionalized misogyny against women's 

character. The female saints and martyrs of the third book 

are not a metaphorical component of the construction of the 

cite. It is this section of Pizan's book that might 

understandably disturb some of its readers. Quilligan has 

interpreted the excess of violence in the third book as the 

transfonnation of "a voyeuristic display of violence" 

against women into a political act (The Alleaorv of Female 

Authority. 196). The arena of this female victimization is 

the polis, the male city which surrounds the cite des dames. 

Pizan deals frankly with the political effects of public 

violence to women, as well as with domestic violence, rape 

and the lack of education for women. The hagiography which 

concludes her work is an established literary genre. 

Quilligan has understood the pertinence of the martyrology 

in its dramatization over the struggle for female identity 

and autonomy, for the tortured female body becomes the site 

of conflict between institutions of patriarchal power and 

the self fThe Allegory of Female Authority. 209). Outside 

the protective walls of Pizan's city, women are again 

constructed as agents of disorder. In The Cult of the 

Saints. Peter Brown has suggested that the female saints and 
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narratives of their lives and deaths, made possible a new 

accessibility of public space to women and their political 

activity. Brown sees the transgressive crossing of 

boundaries between city and non city, living and dead, 

public and private, as locating female power in a public 

arena, for visiting the saint's grave site is a visible 

activity within the polis (Brown, 211). Whereas Pizan's 

walled city excludes dangerous, undesirable elements and 

serves to protect its female city dwellers, the modern 

metropolis of the late twentieth century, as we will later 

see, encompasses all the dangers of violence to women and 

locks them inside as though it were a prison. 

Barbara Hooper has written a cogent article drawing 

attention to what the author calls a "fatal patriarchal 

flaw"; that is, the exclusion of feminist thought and praxis 

from planning (49). She believes that by including feminist 

contributions, planning theory and practice will experience 

a "revitalizing, transformative effect" (Hooper, 49). In one 

sense. Hooper's objective is not so different from that of 

Pizan's strategy of restoring and validating women's voices. 

Hooper reminds us that Pizan wrote at a time when Europe was 

moving from feudalism to modernity, noting that, as we move 

Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints. Its Rise and 
Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1981) 
212. 
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from modernity to post-modernity, we face the same 

challenges, namely: "what is knowledge, who defines it, how 

does it relate to power?" (Hooper, 72). In recent years, 

many women have contributed to restoring feminist praxis to 

the male-dominated fields of urban planning, architecture, 

and geography. Read as a proto-feminist analysis of space 

and gender. La Cite des dames clearly heralds the indictment 

of the city's exclusion of women in the works of twentieth-

century women writers. 

Nicole Brossard: The Body, The City and The Text. 

Nicole Brossard's preoccupation with city space is 

evident in virtually all of her work. Urban metaphors 

abound in her experimental prose, poetry, and theoretical 

fiction. In 1981, she edited a special issue of La Nouvelle 

Barre du iour. entitled "La Femme et la ville", dedicated to 

French-Canadian women's writings on the city. In her preface 

to this issue, she explains the importance of the city with 

regard to the force of imagination in women's writing, 

stating that women write "against the oppressive presence 

Some examples are to be found in Nicole Brossard, Le 
Sens apparent (Paris: Flammarion, 1980) 13, 45. 
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and practices of dominant patriarchal ideology". In 

Louise Forsyth's words, Brossard has defined the city as "a 

socio-political entity created in response to the needs of 

men to organize and exercise powerAs for many of the 

other writers in this study, Brossard's cities are ambiguous 

spaces. Urban environments are inimical to women, as they 

remain largely outside of public forums and have little 

political agency, yet, the city favors writing, meeting 

other women, and living independently. Brossard recognizes 

the city's potential to generate literary texts and sees it 

as the site where social conditioning occurs and social 

transformation can take place.As we shall see, writing 

and moving through cityscapes are correlative; sites in 

Brossard's cities are linked to the desire to write, and, 

reciprocally, Brossard has affirmed that literature makes 

the city exist. 

Nicole Brossard, "La Femme et la ville," La Nouvelle 
Barre du iour 102 (1981). 

Louise Forsyth, "Nicole Brossard and the Emergence of 
Feminist Literary Theory in Quebec Since 1970," Gvnocritiques/ 
Gynocritics. Demarches f^ministes des Canadiennes et 
Ou6b6coises (Toronto: ECW, 1987) 219. 

Louise Forsyth, "Deconstructing Formal Space/ 
Accelerating motion in the work of Nicole Brossard," A Mazing 
Space. Writing Canadian Women Writing, eds. Shirley Neuman and 
Smaro Kamboureli (Edmonton: Longspoon, 1986) 337. 

Nicole Brossard, "Interview with Nicole Brossard on 
Picture Theory," Canadian Fiction Magazine. Louise Cotnoir, 
Lise Guevremont, Claude Beausoleil, Hugues Corriveau, Louise 
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Louise Forsyth has likened Brossard's narrative entry 

into the political, social, and cultural space of the city 

to that of the mythical Amazon women (Forsyth, 

"Deconstructing Formal Space", 219). Repeated references to 

these women warriors do, in fact, appear throughout 

Brossard's writing. The discursive initiative to affirm 

women's right to a space whose entry has been barred and 

impeded by men seems to parallel the Amazon women's storm of 

the Acropolis. Jeffner Allen has called the strategies of 

feminist and lesbian writing "amazon" Allen's 

definition of the Acropolis suitably describes all urban 

space: "that symbolic site from which male-defined 

institutions have attempted to rule" (Allen, 320). The city, 

for Brossard, signifies a site of patriarchal domination and 

exclusion of women. 

Brossard's recent writing continues the exploration 

begun in the early 1970's of what Karen Gould has called 

"writing as a process of transgressive invention".^"® Works 

von Flowtow-Evans, 47 (1983) 126; Nicole Brossard, "She Would 
Be the Sentence of My Next Novel," Public Lecture, University 
of Arizona, Tucson, 12 Nov. 1993. 

Jeffner Allen, "Poetic Politics: How The Amazons Took 
the Acropolis," Sexual Practice. Textual Theorv. Lesbian 
Cultural Criticism, eds. Susan J. Wolfe and Julia Penelope 
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1993) 318. 

Karen Gould, Gvnocritics/Gynocritiques: Demarches 
feministes a I'ecriture des Canadiennes et Ouebecoises. ed. 
Barbara Godard (Toronto: ECW, 1987) 5. 
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such as French Kiss. Picture Theory and Le Sens apparent are 

built around briefly sketched narratives and rely on the 

suggestive power of language for their narrative energy. 

Brossard employs a constant process of moving between 

English and French to evoke multiple meanings and highlight 

the polyvalence of her narratives. Clearly, Brossard is a 

proponent of the new novel, in which bribes of conversation 

and fragments of narrative replace a linear, chronological 

progression of events and in-depth character analysis of the 

traditional novel. Brossard's textual strategies challenge 

her readers' expectations of grammar and syntax, plot 

development and characterization. Richard sennett reminds us 

that since the ancient Greeks and Romans, precise 

orientation in space has been an organizing principle of 

society: "Body, house, forum, city, empire: all are based on 

linear imagery"."' Brossard expresses a desire to be 

separate from the linearity of the urban world in order to 

write: "etre coupee des villes lineaires pour entreprendre 

mon reve...comme celle qui rassemble un jour ses 

connaissances pour un livre"."^^" Both discursive and urban 

space are consciously transformed in Brossard's texts by the 

Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the 
City in Western Civilization (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1994) 121. 

Nicole Brossard, Picture Theory (Montreal: Nouvelle 
Optique, 1982) 170. 



165 

presence of women. In Brossard's words: "J'ecris par faire 

acte de presence dans la langue" ("She Would Be The First 

Sentence"). Brossard invests her cities with a personal, 

feminist and lesbian mythology. Women's writing and urban 

explorations in Brossard's texts might well be summed up in 

a phrase of the author's, in which space belongs to and is 

controlled by women; "se mouvoir dans I'espace souverain 

d'elle"."^ 

In an article on spatial politics and poetics in 

the work of feminist writers from Quebec, Karen Gould has 

listed several women writers from Quebec who describe 

sentiments of loneliness, alienation, dehumanization, 

frustration, defenselessness and imprisonment of women in 

cities.^" These feminist writers draw attention to the 

male mastery of the city, for it is men who order, conquer, 

colonize and dispose of space (Gould, "Spatial Poetics", 2). 

The Quebecoise writers Gould cites—Brossard, as well as 

Boucher, Mailhot, Blais, and Rioux—all contend that the 

city is a dominion of patriarchal power which defines women 

on men's terms. Gould concurs with many feminist critics on 

the eternal link of the city to masculine agency: 

Nicole Brossard, French Kiss. Etreinte/exploration 
(Montreal: Les Quinze, 1980) 21. 

Karen Gould, "Spatial Poetics, Spatial Politics: 
Quebec Feminists on the City and the Countryside", American 
Review of Canadian Studies 12 (1982) l. 
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Since the advent of the Industrial Revolution, one of 

the most potent images of masculine space in Western 

literature has been the metropolitan city, the 

undisputed center of economic, political, and cultural 

power in the modern world ("Spatial Poetics", 2). 

As previously discussed in the first chapter, city space has 

in fact encoded this power since the time of the Greek 

polls. Brossard is a notable exception to the views held by 

some of her Quebecoise contemporaries, for, although she 

recognizes the hegemony of patriarchal power in the city, 

she remains optimistic that women can effect positive 

transformation. This chapter will focus on urban space in 

three works which exhibit the diversity of Brossard's 

literary talent. French Kiss can be described as a feminist 

work of fiction in the "tradition" of the new novel. Picture 

Theory is one example of Brossard's "theoretical fiction" 

which the author herself has described as hybrid. The urban 

themes so prevalent in these two works persist in the 

combination of poetry and prose which comprise Le Sens 

apparent. 

The Urbeui Body 

Evident throughout Brossard's writing, and particularly 

in French Kiss. is a recurrent isomorphism between the body 

and the city. In Brossard's interweaving of the spatial 
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fields of the city and the body, the relations between these 

elements are structured by forms of language. The city, as 

theorized by Elizabeth Grosz, is a site where the body is 

transformed by images and representational systems, and is 

"reexplored, transformed, contested and reinscribed". 

The body, in turn, reinscribes the urban landscape (Grosz, 

249). Writing on the semiotics of the city and the 

literature of modernity, Klaus Scherpe has observed that the 

semiotics of architecture of the 1970's claimed that the 

city is structured like language, the Austrian-born 

philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein described an architect's 

drawing of an ancient city as a language, and the French 

structuralist and semiotician Roland Barthes took the 

language of the city into the realm of plays of meanings not 

necessarily associated with a social reality of the city 

(Scherpe, 156-7). Brossard further develops the correlation 

between urban space and language, as did her predecessor, 

Christine de Pizan. 

The city of Montreal is the site for French Kiss ̂ 

published in 1974, at the height of Brossard's involvement 

Elizabeth Grosz, "Bodies-Cities," Sexuality and Space, 
ed. Beatrice Colomina (Princeton: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1992) 249. 
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in the feminist movement in Quebec.Karen Gould has 

understood the particular significance of Montreal as: 

the metropolitan center of contemporary Quebec culture 
and the privileged site of the writings of modernity. 
For Brossard and others of her generation, Montreal has 
become a crucial symbol of the modern and of modern 
patriarchal culture in particular. Through it, she 
evokes both fascination and revolt for the power 
(money) and legitimacy (institutions, law) the urban 
center confers.^^' 

Montreal in this text constitutes an erotic and polysemic 

geography of the body. While acknowledging the city as a 

focal point of centralized, patriarchal power, Brossard then 

playfully transforms it into a multi-dimensional, human 

entity, geographically locating the urban bodyscape onto the 

streets and spaces of Montreal. Modern writing is full of 

play and the concept of game, from the Surrealist parlor 

games to Raymond Roussel, Georges Perec and Italo Calvino 

among many others, and Brossard is no exception. 

Brossard has avowed that she finds a playful dimension to 

Montreal, designating herself "une femme ludique", a 

dissident woman in the city of men, "on the side of the body 

Barbara Godard, "Nicole Brossard," Profiles in 
Canadian Literature, ed. Jeffrey Heath (Toronto: Dundurn, 
1986) 123. 

Karen Gould, Writing in the Feminine. Feminism and 
Experimental Writing in Quebec (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
Press, 1990) 71. 

On playing and modernity, see Susan Rubin Suleiman, 
Subversive Intent. Gender. Politics, and the Avant-Garde 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1990). 
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and of writing" ("She Would Be The First Sentence"). 

Countless literary critics have theorized writing on the 

body as a feminist gesture. Along with Susan Rubin Suleiman, 

I interpret this as a theoretical and poetic feminist 

strategy which draws attention to the body as a cultural 

construct (Suleiman, "(Re)Writing the Body", 14). Brossard's 

insistent fusion of the body, writing, and the urban realm 

sustains not only the notion that that the body is a 

cultural construct, but the city as well. 

Three main spatial fields are interdependent in French 

Kiss. The city is homologous with both the body and literary 

creation. Streets take on the human attributes of pulsing 

arteries and correspond in turn to the lines and sentences 

of a text. From the very first page, the reader of French 

Kiss is informed: "On y confond avec les mots le corps et la 

cite, une geographie: des cartes sur table, des planches 

anatomiques, des systemes" (French Kiss. 13). This notion is 

later reconfirmed: "Fiction/realite. On y confond le corps 

et la cite" (French Kiss. 66). This city displays sensory 

powers and intuits a woman's desires: "Geograyhie du corps. 

La cite m'emprunte mes devises, mes illuminations" (French 

Kiss. 35). Maps are likened to anatomical diagrams and 

traffic to the human circulatory system. 

Brossard reports that the urban body is not, however, 

functioning as usual. Something has gone awry and we suspect 
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that it has to do with the transgressive presence of women 

in the chaotic street: "la circulation transgresse ses 

propres lois" (French Kiss. 37). In an analogy of 

capillaries and streets, streets bring life to the city as 

veins bring blood to the heart; "Sang rouge: arteres. Du 

coeur de la ville aux organes vitaux, au centre de 

motivation" (French Kiss. 41). In Picture Theory^ specific 

city sites are related to gynecology. Brossard's urban 

flaneuse strides through areas of Montreal, such as the 

Boulevard Saint-Joseph, which house the offices of 

gynecologists, pediatricians, and obstetricians in its 

buildings. This is more than a prosaic detail regarding a 

particular neighborhood; it indicates that in the ordinary 

course of urban life, women have been kept to certain spaces 

and out of others. Women's bodies have their rightful places 

and it is men who determine these sites: 

L'ordinaire s'empare de la langue a son 
profit...confond les noms de rues la gynecologie le 
devoir. D'ordinaire I'homme tient la femme dans ses 
bras de cascadeur la soulfeve I'emporte, metro ascenseur 
parking, lui fait lire ce gu'il veut. L'ordinaire pose 
les affiches sur les murs, les rature, les enl^ve 
1'ordinaire se deplace habillement de ville en ville 
qu'on emporte avec soi dans le taxi rouille roule qui 
depose le client au pied d'un mur de banlieue— 
I'anarchie (Picture Theory. 185). 

Brossard own textual techniques constitute a kind of 

anarchical deconstruction of linear writing. Moreover, she 

contests the relegation of women to the invisibility of the 
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home or sent out into the suburb as a sub-altern body 

excluded from the polis and the annals of history: 

"I'Histoire pendant que des femmes en or vegetaient dans la 

banlieue mystique" fPicture Theory. 91). 

The relationship between the body and the city is a 

phenomenon that has inspired a great deal of scholarly 

interest. The latest book by Richard Sennett, who has 

written widely on the modern urban world, is entitled Flesh 

and Stone. With this book, Sennett has attempted to tell a 

"history of the city told through people's bodily 

experience", arguing that "urban spaces take form largely 

from the ways people experience their own bodies" (15, 370). 

In a study on postmodernism and the city. Celeste Olaquiaga 

has argued that "bodies are becoming like cities, their 

temporal coordinates transformed into spatial ones".^^' 

And, in an article entitled, "Bodies-Cities", Elizabeth 

Grosz has explored the mutually defining relation between 

the body and the city, the ways in which the city becomes a 

simulacrum of the body, and how the body is transformed, 

"citified", and urbanized as a metropolitan body (242). 

Pointing out that the features and organization of one are 

reflected in the other, Grosz has studied the metaphor of 

the body politic which links the body to social order. This 

Celeste Olaquiaga, Megalopolis. Contemporary Cultural 
Sensibilities (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota, 1992) 93. 
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metaphor can be credited to the philosopher John of 

Salisbury who, in 1159, drew the analogy between the human 

body and the state, the res publica (Sennett, Flesh and 

Stone. 23). According to this personification of the urban, 

the king is understood to function as the human brain, his 

counselors as the heart, merchants as the stomach, the hands 

denoted by the soldiers, and the feet, by peasants and 

laborers (Sennett, Flesh and Stone. 23). Which contingent of 

the society, then, if any, queries Elizabeth Grosz, would 

correspond to the body's sex? (246). Grosz has concluded 

that although the metaphor operates on the notion of a human 

body, it actually is the male which furnishes the implicit 

model of the human (Grosz, 246-7). Brossard has appropriated 

this metaphor and associated it to a feminist consciousness 

and feminist writing. 

The body imagery of French Kiss is expanded in Picture 

Theory through the leitmotif of the "generic body". This 

polyvalent phrase suggests that the generic or the anonymous 

body expresses the presence of women in the polls: "Le corps 

generique deviendrait 1'expression de la femme et la femme 

aurait des ailes au-dessus de tout, elle ferait signe" 

(166). The term generique also refers to generation, that 

is, both one's predecessors and the act of generating or 

giving birth to writing: "Concentre dans la region 

pectorale, le corps generique s'apprete a souffler mots" 
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(Brossard, Picture Theory. 160). A feminist body politic is 

necessary to address the omissions of women from the past 

and displace patriarchal authority: 

La necessite de certaines postures en amont de la 

pensee feministe. Oui ce corps se poste strategiquement 

dans les rues de la Polis des hommes, oui, ce corps 

displace 1'horizon de la pensee, s'il le veut, ce corps 

est generique (Brossard, Picture Theory. 159). 

This feminist body is eroticized and lesbian; 

Donna lesbiana...je serais deja entree dans une spirale 

et mon etre d'air aerienne urbaine se reproduirait dans 

la cite de verre comme une origine (Brossard, Picture 

Theory ̂ 166). 

In an interview with Andre Roy, Brossard offered her 

interpretation of the title of French Kiss. Her use of the 

expression builds on the metaphors of the kiss and of 

language, of sexual energy and urban exploration: 

la langue dans la bouche, la langue du livre, 
1'exploration de la bouche, 1'exploration de 
Montreal... French Kiss, c'est I'axe de la ville, c'est 
la bouche comme lieu d'exploration, comme lieu de 
circulation des energies, c'est-a-dire le baiser 
permettant une circulation des Energies. A travers tout 
<?a, il y a la grande traversee de la ville. 

In ancient Greek, as Richard Sennett has explained, words 

Nicole Brossard, "La Fiction vive: Entretien avec 
Nicole Brossard sur sa prose," Interview with Andre Roy, 
Journal of Canadian Fiction 25-6 (1979): 35. 
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used to express erotic love between men could also be used 

to express attachment to the city (Flesh and Stone. 33). The 

erotic bond between the Greek citizen and the city was 

iterated by Perikles who encouraged citizens to literally 

"fall in love with the city". Both Perikles and Aristophanes 

used the erotic term for lovers (erastai) to indicate those 

citizens who did love the city (Sennett, Flesh and Stone. 

50). Here again, as in the displacement of the metaphor of 

the body politic to a feminist body, Brossard transforms the 

relationship which homoerotically links men to the urban 

realm into an erotic and lesbian exploration of both body 

and city. 

Urban and Discursive Space 

Brossard shares Christine de Pizan's recognition of 

the city as the primary center of economic opportunity and 

literary activity for women. The city offers access to 

libraries (de Pizan) and cafes (Brossard), the court (Pizan) 

and political activism (Brossard), constituting a site of 

literary creation and political praxis. In French Kiss. we 

find references to real spaces of Montreal where 

metropolitan women can meet and talk such as coffeehouses. 

Specific neighborhoods are persistent reminders of the 

actual city which exists outside of the text inhabited by 

women: "I'espace reel de la ville habitee autrement", that 
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is, by women f French Kiss. 35). We read in French Kiss ̂ for 

example, of women characters driving down Sherbrooke Street, 

passing Victoria Hall, Saint Denis street, moving between 

Colonial Street and the highrise buildings of Stanley 

Street, in their "croisiere urbaine" (12). Naming actual 

city streets and sites lends geographical, historical and 

social significance to the textual city's spaces. Brossard's 

characters pass through neighborhoods such as the Rue Sainte 

Catherine, site of the political demonstrations and artistic 

activity of the French-speaking majority of Montreal to 

areas where the clash of languages and cultures are evident: 

"la Sherbrooke de plus en plus anglaise et sonore comme une 

grande vacherie d'amertume" (French Kiss^ 120). The journey 

of self-discovery is one important function of the city for 

Brossard here described in physical terms. In French Kiss. 

the city is experienced through the skin: 

Montreal etait avant tout une sensation oil nous nous 

mettions a I'epreuve en quete d'un rythme, d'un usage 

parfait (total) de nos corps, nos visceres, nos 

epidermes (148). 

Like urban exploration, writing and reading are other 

journeys of self-knowledge: 

Un voyage/une lecture. La page etoffe analogue au 

plaisir des sens, des directions (1'ouest/1'est: 

I'eclatement vers le large, 1'expansion), du sens a 
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ceci qui se perd sens dessus, sens dessous autre 

dimension, autrement (French Kiss. 128). 

It becomes clear that reading and books themselves are 

sensory pleasures Brossard describes in spatial terms, 

relating to Montreal's geography. Along with Marguerite 

Duras and Simone de Beauvoir, Brossard is an example of a 

writer who links the creative process of her art to the 

frequentation of certain privileged sites (Hamon, 15). The 

streets, caf^s, golf courses, botanical gardens, 

neighborhoods and buildings of the city of Montreal become 

the site of the author's personal mythology. 

Brossard also employs the metaphor of a personal 

literary geography, naming a litany of women writers and 

artists and a few male writers who influenced her and 

accompanied her journey to writing, including Djuna Barnes, 

Gertrude Stein, Clarisse Lispector, Georgia O'Keefe, Frida 

Kahlo and Luis Borges ("She Would Be The First Sentence"). 

Brossard employs a strategy somewhat similar to that of 

Christine de Pizan in attempting to restore women's praxis 

where it has been forgotten. In the words of one critic: 

"Writing and publication participate...thus for Brossard in 

a kind of geography of historical dimensions that has kept 
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women's words off the map". The strategy of intertextual 

references to women writers continues in Picture Theory. 

Brossard acknowledges the conscious choice of other women 

writers as addressees (Brossard, "She Would Be The First 

Sentence"). The names Brossard bestows upon her female 

characters offer several semantic interpretations. The 

female characters of Picture Theory are associated to light 

and are placed in opposition to the darkness of male cities. 

This is evident in the appellation given to the anarchist 

Claire Derive. Her sister, Florence, carries the epithet "of 

mother born", a probable reference to the American feminist 

Adrienne Rich. The last name Derive offers several possible 

significations. In French, deriver suggests deriving one's 

origin, (tirer son origine, provenir); it also expresses 

straying from one's original direction, (s^ecarter de sa 

direction). It is clear that the character Florence Derive 

derives her origins from her mother, not her father, and 

from the city itself; "Nee de sa mere, Florence Derive fut 

une fille studieuse; nee d'une mere, elle renait chaque fois 

entre les rues mortelles de la cite...Le pere est une voie 

dangereuse" (Brossard, Picture Theory. 28). 

The name Sandra Artskin may signify that this character 

Winfried Siemerling, Discoveries of the Other: 
Alterity in the Work of Leonard Cohen. Hubert Aquin. Michael 
Ondaatie and Nicole Brossard (Toronto: UP Toronto, 1994) 174. 
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is both the very physical embodiment of the art of writing 

(art-skin) and born of that writing (arts-kin). The narrator 

reports that Sandra Artskin writes without her mother ever 

disturbing her (Brossard, Picture Theory. 23). This detail 

would seem to be an inversion of the first lines of Le Livre 

de la Cite des Dames in which the author is interrupted in 

her scholarly work by her mother calling her to dinner. 

Brossard's repeated emphasis on the epithet "fille 

studieuse" is also reminiscent of Pizan's own studious 

nature. Despite the frequent references to the maternal and 

to mothers in Picture Theory. children do not figure 

significantly and the mother/daughter relationship is not 

typical. The mother of Claire and Florence, herself a "fille 

studieuse" is now dead (Brossard, Picture Theory. 106). The 

others are literary "mothers" and feminist predecessors. It 

is possible that the characters Brossard has created reject 

not their mothers but the maternal role; that is, Sandra is 

able to write precisely because she is not a mother and 

lives free from the disruptive presence of familial 

responsibilities. 

It is significant that Brossard's five female 

characters in Picture Theory are voracious readers, women 

who read differently (autrement) . They are trying to 

recuperate women authors and privilege women's writing, to 

correct the absence of women from political agency, history 
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and fiction. For Brossard, placing women in urban space is 

as essential as restoring them to discursive space, for 

women have been invisible for too long in these sites: 

"lorsque nous remontions le cours de I'Histoire, Adrienne et 

moi etions toujours absurdement confrontees a la fiction, 

comme si nous n'avions pas reellement existe" (French Kiss. 

41). The phrase "je m'imagine" occurs frequently to denote a 

woman writing as subject, constructing herself and the city 

she inhabits: "Je m'imagine en train de lire dans le difere" 

(French Kiss. 50). 

Brossard's texts demonstrate a predilection for ocular 

metaphors and mirrors play a prominent role in Picture 

Theory. The city is often seen in the rear-view mirror of a 

car (Picture Theory. 41, 122, 134, 151). The women in 

Picture Theory glimpse the city from the rearview mirror of 

a car while moving forward to a new destination. These are 

women whose retrograde vision scans the past to recuperate 

women in fiction and history (another fiction for Brossard) 

and whose prescience detects future directions for women's 

lives: "Je regarde dans le retroviseur le chemin parcouru. 

L'horizon est a I'oeuvre" (Brossard, Picture Theory. 134). 

The numerous intertextual references to women writers, the 

act of reading, and urban exploration all indicate women 

constructing and searching for reflections of themselves as 

subjects of their own experience. The text itself is 
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suspended somewhere between illusions and urban reality: 

"premier chapitre suspendu entre le miroir et la ville 

(Brossard, Picture Theory. 41). 

In Picture Theory, both urban and discursive space are 

tautological: "les villes me surprennent encore, repetees" 

(29); "dans la rue, les gens marchent d'une maniere 

redondante" (33); "les livres nous repetent quelles que 

soient les villes" (159). It is evident that the 

misrepresentation of women defies borders, nations and 

cities: "les livres ne disent rien/rien au sujet des femmes 

qui le sont devenues, occupees toute une vie a defendre de 

tout leur etre les droits de 1'Homme (139). The "studious 

women" of Picture Theory search for cultural, historical and 

literal inscriptions of women in books by other women, for 

the patriarchal collective memory has long excluded or 

mythologi2ed them: "Tous ces textes dont la pensee avaient 

ete interpolee par des millenaires de vie patriarcale. 

Papier d'impression, papiers-mythes de la legitimation 

masculine" (149). In Le Sens apparent. Brossard resolutely 

pursues a women-centered writing while clearly acknowledging 

her allegiance to the narrative tradition of other women, 

and designating them by first names only: Adrienne (Rich), 

Gertrude (Stein)(6). This process of naming is used by 

certain women in Ernaux's text as well who, as seen earlier, 

abbreviate Virginia Woolf's name to Virginia. Referring to 
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women writers by their first names could be interpreted as a 

feminist gesture which refuses to call women by the name of 

fathers or husbands. "Je ne fais que porter mon nom dans la 

cite," the author declares, and Brossard's recognition of 

women as urban speaking subjects resounds distinctly (French 

Kiss. 16) . 

Urban and Textual Violence 

Despite Brossard's overall optimism regarding the city 

as a site for women's literary production and independence, 

she protests the ways in which the city humiliates women and 

excludes them as active, autonomous participants. 

"Violence", she has claimed, "is like fiction. Violence is 

not sense-less" (Brossard, "She Would Be The First 

Sentence"). The word "sens" occurs several times in 

Brossard's works, notably in the title of Le Sens apparent. 

and carries two meanings in French; both "sense" or 

"meaning" and "direction", Brossard draws attention to the 

fact that much of violence in urban space is directed 

towards women. In French Kiss. an instance of violence is 

recounted through an event from the seventeenth century in 

which a young woman is raped and killed in the woods (31). 

This event is preceded by a bitter observation of the 

dangers for women in the twentieth-century city, in which 

play on the notion of the "meat market" both real and 
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raetaphoric, gives the reader to understand that women are 

reduced to the status of a commodity in a patriarchal world: 

II fait si noir. Tellement de choses peuvent arriver a 

nos corps. Entre le reel et le fictif lequel tu 

choisis? Entre une livre de steak hache a $1.50 et le 

rouge de la viande froide a I'etalage, toute pigmentee 

de comparaisons et de tentation. Carne. Carnage. 

(French Kiss. 31). 

The lexical movement from "carne" to "carnage" and the 

explicit reference to the meat market are similar to 

Ernaux's preoccupation with women's commodity status 

discussed previously. 

Moving next from the city streets to the realm of art 

and fiction, Brossard reveals another violence against 

women. The character Lucy Savage complains to another that 

there are not enough female role models in fiction: "tes 

heros, reels ou fictifs, sont hommes et quand ce sont des 

femmes, elles finissent toujours par penser comme des males" 

(Trench Kiss. 40). This constitutes, for Brossard, a 

masterful lie. Women have been erased from literature as 

they have been eradicated from public, urban view: "Ruse et 

fiction a travers le corps et la ville" (French Kiss. 40). 

In the narration of two women walking together through city 

streets lies a recondite reference to the infamous first 

scene of Luis Bunuel's Surrealist film "Un Chien andalou". 
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The choice of this cinematic scene of violence to a woman's 

body illustrates Brossard's preference for visual metaphor 

and establishes her affinity for the brilliant, unexpected 

imagery which results from the association of words and 

images. This passage also hints at the exploitation of 

female figures by the surrealists to achieve psychic states 

and reach the unconscious: 

Reflexion. Phase de meditation durant la marche. Lucy 
porte toujours des robes longues. Aujourd'hui c'est 
agagant parce qu'il y a encore des flaques d'eau dans 
les rues, des dessins sur les flaques, des effets 
speciaux qui s'embrouillent au passage de Lucy. (;:a 
coupe court au plaisir de la retine, espece de chien 
andalou dans la lune, retranche soudainement et 
violemment du decor. En marge. Dans un tres tres vieux 
paysage cinematographique oCi personne ne pourrait 
reconnaitre la rue Cherrier... (French Kiss. 67-68). 

Earlier in French Kiss. the reader is informed that urban 

architecture is reflected through the pupil (39). In 

Bunuel's supremely disquieting first scene, a razor cutting 

across a woman's eye is interspersed with flashes of clouds 

passing across the full moon. Here, in Brossard's text, the 

"long concrete arms", "long lustrous mirrors" and "shafts of 

shimmering light" of urban architecture designed by male 

architects pervade the vision of the female characters 

(French Kiss. 39). The phallic imagery of urban architecture 

impedes the vision of women, ("cuts short the pleasure on 

the retina") a metaphoric and literal reminder that the 

patriarchal tradition of fiction and history has long 
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obstructed women's view(s) and prevented women's visibility. 

Men have not told women's stories, but have turned women 

into fictions—textual, cinematic, and artistic. Brossard 

has argued that women can only truly exist through stories 

of their own invention (Brossard, "She Would Be the First 

Sentence"). Furthermore, she has asserted that the writing 

of fiction is a strategy for confronting and transforming 

reality."® In a similar act of self-invention, women can 

create their own urban vision in fiction and reality: "Cette 

nuit, nos yeux decelent le plan des villes" (Brossard, 

Picture Theory. 160). 

In Picture Theory, violence towards women appears in a 

hallucinatory vision: 

Les cites convergeaient dans nos verres. Des femmes 
emergaient de partout, 1'architecture...Chaque ville 
etait un document qui abondait en fleches. Les fleches 
traversaient les villes de bord en bord...Dans les 
cites, les fleches sillonaient I'espace en tout sens, 
subliminales...I'esprit de I'Homme etait parvenu a se 
concevoir meme la seule forme de la fleche, ecarlate, 
dans la nuit des temps; droit sur le corps des femmes 
pour endormir leur esprit: 1'homme-fleche" (96-97). 

As the illusory scene proceeds, the arrows kill or disfigure 

women (97-98). In the course of this brutal attack, arrows 

hit women in the throat, presumably to silence their voices. 

In Brossard's narrative voice, the arrow is endowed with a 

rich and iridescent play of meanings. A symbol of war and 

Nicole Brossard, "Mouvements et strategies de 
I'ecriture de fiction," Gvnocritics. 228. 
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power, in this case, the arrow is deployed in the war 

between the sexes, in the assertion of patriarchal power 

over women's lives. This was the weapon of choice for the 

Amazon women in their siege on the Acropolis. And, according 

to the Greek myth, these women removed one breast so as to 

better carry the crossbow into battle. Not only a weapon, 

the arrow has meaning in the urban world as a directional 

sign for pedestrians and vehicles. Arrows have obvious 

phallic significance and often symbolize movement that 

passes beyond set boundaries."^ In the iconography of the 

Roman and Greek god of love. Amor or Cupid is represented 

with a bow, quiver and arrow. In English, "arrows" is a 

clever homonym of eros and in French, of the flesh they 

pierce (fleche). Brossard seems to construe the arrow as a 

symbol of heterosexual love turned perverse, which wounds 

and disfigures women- The arrow becomes an emblem of 

violence against women by cities and texts constructed by 

men. 

In Le Sens apparent. past brutality against women is 

manifest in death, fire, and torture (46). Brossard reminds 

us that the city has always represented a threat to women 

who dared to exercise their creative powers, make public 

their knowledge, and challenge the organization of their 

"Arrow," Herder Rymhnl Dictionary• trans. Boris 
Matthews (Wilmette: Chiron Pxiblications, 1991) 27. 
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societies. The following citation from Le Sens apparent 

evokes the bitter memory that women were once burned as 

witches, and that Virginia Woolf committed suicide by 

drowning: "II y avait cette cite dans laquelle il fallait 

intervenir car le risque etait grand de disparaitre broyee, 

brulee, noyee" (72). Brossard's hope would seem to be that 

women will disempower patriarchal systems. She construes the 

master discourses of patriarchy as one-way streets whose 

unifying meanings exclude women, and she states the 

necessity to put an end to "[le] double sens patriarchal 

dont les messages contradictoires indiquent clairement qu'il 

s'agit d'un sens unique" (Brossard, Picture Theory^ 149). 

^'Patriarcbi tecture " 

The feminist architect Leslie Kanes Weisman has 

explained that "throughout antiquity, the building of cities 

and towns was a sacred religious act that separated man from 

the world of nature".^" Not unlike the biblical creation 

myth,, in which God constructed the world in seven days, 

historically, it is men who have appropriated the power to 

build. Not surprisingly, men have founded cities as sites of 

male power, "the symbolic center of the universe" (Weisman, 

Leslie Kanes Weisman, Discrimination By Design. A 
Feminist Critique of the Man-Made Environment (Urbana & 
Chicago: UP of Illinois, 1994) 20. 
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20). The wilderness which lies outside of the city has 

traditionally been personified as "female, profane and 

savage" (Pike, 4-5). The cities Brossard's women inhabit are 

products of the architectural visions of men and are 

described, at times, as a prison-like atmosphere to the free 

expression of women. The sphere of women's desire is hidden 

in architectural structures, "cache dans les espaces 

morcelles d'un building insalubre, coince entre deux autres 

blocs" (French Kiss. 39). The restrictive, suffocating 

spaces of residential neighborhoods in French Kiss stand in 

stark opposition to the freedom of the female characters who 

walk in the heart of the city. Urban sites such as Cherrier 

Street, are both economically depressed and emotionally 

depressing. This is particularly true for Quebecoise women 

living in a society dominated by the Catholic Church and its 

views on women's rightful places; namely, that women should 

live primarily in the bosom of the family or locked away 

from the world in the convent. Men's city planning seems to 

have shut out Brossard's women: 

A 1'autre bout de la ville, pres de Cherrier, les 

maisons, les toits, les devantures, les murs, les 

galeries, les perrons, les carres de terre sans herbe; 

la taverne, le couvent, 1'institution. L'hostie de 

place. La cuisine. La reduction des espaces. (French 

Kiss. 129) . 
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Brossard frequently draws attention to specific streets 

and cities, streetlights, cafes, roads and buildings, but 

shows few domestic interiors. The women of Picture Theory 

are given to staying temporarily in hotels, transient places 

of residence, rather than remaining permanently fixed in a 

home and family. One of the several hotels frequented in 

Picture Theory is an example of postmodern architecture 

which merges ancient and contemporary styles. Now 

deteriorated, it remains a remnant of a former golden age of 

the patriarchal polls when men were free to travel and women 

stayed at home: 

Les hotels vieillissent comme les modeles certains 

d'une architecture glorieuse prise entre les 

multinationales et la crasse accumulee sur les colonnes 

grecques du lounge fPicture Theory. 21). 

II y a toujours un hotel dans ma vie pour me faire 

comprendre le patriarcat fPicture Theory. 30). 

The women of Picture Theory are in perpetual motion between 

major cities—New York, Montreal, Paris, Curasao, and 

Dublin. Their identity is derived from their state of 

transit between cities: "feminin global travaillant 

1'architecture, le temps...L'identite dans la trajectoire du 

corps" (113). Brossard has described herself and her 

characters as traversieres, urbalnes radicales, urban 

explorers, border crossers, lesbians, and radical city 
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dwellers (Brossard, "She Would Be The First Sentence"). 

These designations imply women who defy the boundaries of 

heterosexual relationships and the societal expectations 

that they should be housewives and mothers. Her women are 

"urban radicals" in the sense that they find their roots and 

origins in city spaces. Their refusal to stay in one place 

or become wives and mothers could be perceived by some as 

the actions of radical feminists or radical militants. It is 

possible that Brossard's designation radicales urbaines is 

also a skillful play on the chemical term "free radical". 

Brossard's city women are searching for ways to revindicate 

women's rights and claim their freedom in urban 

environments. 

Through various processes of textual construction, 

Brossard enacts her deconstruction of city space as a 

patriarchal dominion. In Picture Theory. Florence speaks of 

her mother's pleasure in attending meetings and conferences 

which defended the rights of Man to freedom of speech (83). 

In this passage, as elsewhere in the original, French text, 

the capital letter of the word Homme is set apart from the 

type of the rest of the page. It forms an arch, an 

architectural element making up the word's typography, thus 

cleverly conflating the written word Man with an 

architectural structure (83, 98, 139). By means of the 

ironic neologism hierarchitectitiptitoploftical(e), Brossard 
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quite literally places the architect in a hierarchical 

structure, situating him on high (tip, top, lofty) in a site 

of political power (Brossard, Picture Theory. 95). In a 

gesture of comedic irreverence, the author then adds a final 

e to her creation, thus toppling the male architect from his 

supernal position. In French Kiss. the narrator intends to 

use the architect's own constructions to reflect back his 

arrogance, suggesting that, like Narcissus, his hubris will 

become his own demise: 

Trouver son architecture d'ange bio/chimique au travers 

du verre elliptique qui lui renvoie 1'image 

neurologique (Narcisse ne fut qu'un mauvais nageur) de 

I'espece (French Kiss. 154). 

Taking Brossard's puns as a cue, I have chosen to designate 

her association of urban structures and male power as 

patriarch!tecture. 

Christine de Pizan illustrated her Cite des dames with 

colorful miniatures detailing the process of building. 

Brossard also adds a visual element to the construction of 

her texts, as in the comic strips which narrate some 

chapters of French Kiss. Brossard's textual gaming 

techniques include visual puns. In Picture Theory. graphics 

in the lower right-hand corner of one page represent an 

uplifted corner of the white page, revealing the blueprint 

of a city and tall buildings rising up from the urban 
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landscape beneath the text (97). The reader sees quite 

plainly that the plan of a new city is being constructed 

beneath the very pages of her book. One surprising image 

Brossard applies to urban architecture in Le Sens Apparent 

is that of lace, "la dentelle des buildings", denoting the 

fragility, complexity and beauty of the urban world (9, 24, 

69, 73). Brossard construes the city, like literature, as a 

text to be deciphered and read autrement; that is, from a 

women-centered and feminist point of view. The changing 

visual perspective provided by the hologram, another 

privileged metaphor in Brossard's work, allows new images to 

become visible underneath or at an angle to others: "Voir 

sous des angles differents, les feux de la cite dans le 

labyrinthe des dentelles" (French Kiss. 73). Brossard reads 

and sees city space as in a holographic image. The 

references to lacework may indicate that the massive weight 

of stone and cement which comprises urban architecture and 

contains structures of male power, when seen from another 

angle, are in fact as delicate and fragile as lace. 

A Site for Women's Writing 

Women's writing is described in Picture Theory as 

"souterrain, millenaire et subliminal" (94). Often anonymous 

and secret, writing borne of sacrifice and atonement, 

women's writing is like graffiti in a subway: "prototype 
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expiatoire dans la verticalite des villes" fPicture Theory. 

94). One paradox of urban space lies in the fact that 

although it presents serious obstacles to women, it can also 

be gloriously transformed into the privileged site of 

women's artistic creation. Throughout Brossard's texts, 

women's writing quite literally takes place in the city. In 

an evocative description of the night's "urban pace", the 

electric energy of the city's lights colludes with the 

organic processes of the brain and illustrates how urban 

space engenders creative processes. The city and the artist 

are concentrated centers of energy and movement: 

La nuit s'accomplit selon son rythme urbain. L'air 
louche et incertain sous son 6clairage artificiel. 
Ainsi ressemble-t-elle a I'heure qu'il est, par 
analogie, ̂  une ville con<?ue spatiale au-dessus de la 
terre redevenue nourriciere, ou flottant au-dessus des 
mers. Convergence de desirs...a loger le cerveau de 
cellules polyvalentes et proliferantes fFrench Kiss. 
32) . 

The creative process in the following passage takes place 

before the light of dawn (logic and phallic power) can 

obliterate the erotic and creative impulse. The body screens 

out daylight, acting as a filter, while the night acts as an 

elixir of love {philtre): 

La nuit. La ville pousse en Georges et Lexa comme un 

champignon. Dans leur poitrine, des domes geodesiques 

les protegent et filtrent 1'amour. Philtre d'avant le 

jour. La mort a bouge, organe tentaculaire, en eux. 
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sejournant dfes a present calmement conune une logique, 

une erection de pierre (French Kiss. 33). 

Brossard's penchant for playing on words and punning is 

evident in the names of French Kisses characters. Lexa 

suggests lexicon, words, unstable and shifting, polyvalent 

meaning: "Textuellement Lexa s'agite" (51). The male 

character embodies boundaries, borders, and limits, the 

traditional discipline of geography not yet transformed by a 

female presence: "Georgraphie" (155). 

Brossard's plays on words are often comic in their 

ribald sexual suggestion, shuttling constantly from the city 

to the body and back to writing. Brossard's association of 

the city at night to the body and the process of creation 

and her insistence on the subversive possibilities of humor 

are an interesting modern manifestation of an ancient Greek 

ritual. Richard Sennett has described the festival of the 

Adonia whose rituals gave Greek women a space in which they 

could "momentarily and bodily [step] out of the conditions 

imposed on them by the dominant order of the city" (Flesh 

and Stone. 80). Coming out onto the rooftops during the 

night of the Adonia, the women met other women, shared 

jokes, stories and laughter. All of this was performed under 

a protective "cloak of darkness" and, as Sennett explains: 

"It was in this space that women... recovered their powers of 

speech, spoke their desires" (Flesh and Stone. 78). 
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Likewise, Brossard's texts give a voice to women's desires 

and subversive humor: "dans la cite-chaque celebration 

s'accompagne d'un rire et d'un eclat de I'oeuf" (French 

Kiss. 33). 

When women find the freedom to move about in city 

spaces, they find that the city can act as a catalyst for 

writing, a living entity which inspires, diverts, and 

encourages the creative impulse: 

La ville me distrait des ecritures qui me donnent a 

penser. La ville est cet exces qui me prend comme une 

vitale exuberance et qui me fait juxtaposer la mer et 

les buildings au moment ou j'essaie dans 1'allusion au 

petit matin, rue de Buci d'ecrire: j'avance, j'avance, 

se dit-elle, vers la repetition" fPicture Theory. 33). 

Brossard sees the possibility for women's writing to 

revindicate their rights. A woman speaking her mind can 

divest cities of their male power: "les mots des capitaient 

[decapitaient] les villes..." (Picture Theorv. 83). The 

woman writer is portrayed as a flaneuse who walks 

"feverishly" through the streets, for inspiration or 

diversion: "J'allai fievreusement me promener dans les rues 

de Montreal" (Picture Theory. 42, 130). Here, the flaneuse 

makes a concerted effort to avoid seeing representations of 

the female body restrained and on public display: "J'avance, 

pense-t-elle tres febrilement pour ne pas s'arreter devant 
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une vitrine et y voir des mannequins enchainees" (Picture 

Theory. 33). 

Brossard is far more interested in women's self-

affirmation, however, than in construing women as victims of 

patriarchal ideology. She uses humor as a tool to dismantle 

patriarchal discourse. While the woman writer holds a 

privileged place in Brossard's books, she recognizes her 

reader as female as well, and creates in this passage a 

physical, textual space for her name. The narrator and the 

reader circulate through the text, in the pursuit of textual 

meaning; 

Narratrice, mecanique circulatoire a travers et partout 

dans I'ordre des mots et des enchantements venus 

(venus: petit nuage calembourgeois), files jusqu'a moi 

ou Lucy ou le narrateur [sic] comme on refile une 

information ou que I'on file un homme en erection 

fFrench Kiss. 41 ). 

Near the end of Le Sens apparent. the narrator and a female 

friend notice rust on the cars and traffic lights of the 

street (43). The patriarchal city is beginning to show signs 

of wear and dilapidation. In French Kiss. some men have 

recognized women as viable forces, realizing that the times 

where only men were free to command city space are past. 

Women are refusing to be trespassers in the urban world: "Le 

pas de 1'homme dans la rue se modifie" (154). Men are 
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sharing the street with urban flaneuses and history with the 

restoration of women's presence: "Des pietons. L'hoitune de la 

rue est un specimen historique" (French Kiss. 144). 

Brossard's flaneuses claim their right to inhabit the 

metropolitan center and to create their own textual space 

despite any resistance from men who would prefer to ignore 

them. The sound of sirens in French Kiss is a likely 

allusion to both the sounds of city traffic and to the 

female characters of Greek mythology known for their 

seductive voices that Ulysses and his men blocked their ears 

not to hear. 

The Utopian Potential of Women's Writing 

Picture Theory expresses what Karen Gould has called 

the "Utopian potential" for women's writing (Gould, Writing 

in the Feminine, se)."-" Although Brossard recognizes the 

power of the city to inspire the woman writer, it becomes 

necessary at times to distance oneself from the metropolis, 

to gain another perspective. In Picture Theory. the female 

characters find an island off the coast of Cape Cod where 

they find a temporary respite from the patriarchal city. En 

See also Marthe Rosenfeld, "Modernity and Lesbian 
Identity in the Later Works of Nicole Brossard", Sexual 
Practice. Textual Theory. Lesbian Cultural Criticism, eds. 
Susan J. Wolfe & Julia Penelope (Cambridge: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1993) 206. 
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route, they must pass through innumerable superhighways and 

several groups of male tourists. The provisional separation 

from urban space is necessary, for at times, women must 

shout to be heard in the text of Picture Theory. like the 

woman who speaks louder to make her voice heard above the 

din of traffic (156). A woman's writing voice must also 

scream to be heard, as evident in the often cited phrase: 

"le poeme hurlait" fPicture Theory. 149, 169). Five women 

united together in Picture Theory temporarily flee the urban 

environment to elaborate their writing and research withour 

interruptions or distractions. In the city, reminders of 

patriarchy are pervasive and inescapable: "les filles 

laissees a elles-memes dans les ruines patriarchales: autos, 

pneus, ascenseurs, metros, verres brises" (Picture Theory. 

81). Karen Gould has written that Picture Theory is 

primarily concerned with "the failure of patriarchy's 

conceptual models; about the deadening effects for women of 

masculine time, urban monuments... and the drowning of those 

female voices that dare to speak otherwise" (Gould, 1990, 

85) 

Brossard spatially reproduces the island in her text, 

by means of large blocks of writing without the separation 

See the article by Barbara Hooper discusssed in the 
first chapter of this study. "Split at the Roots": A Critique 
of the Philosophical and Political Sources of Modern Planning 
Doctrine". 
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Of paragraphs. The island respite is temporary, however, and 

offers no ultimate answer to the women's urban discontent. 

The women discuss the notion of Utopia during their stay, 

realizing such a vision is less apt to provide real 

solutions to their problems once they return to the urban 

sphere than it is to bring attention to the need to restore 

women's presence in history and fiction: 

Je disais...a propos de I'utopie en commengant par le 

mot femme que I'utopie n'allait pas assurer notre 

insertion dans la realite mais qu'un temoignage 

utopique de notre part pouvait stimuler en nous une 

qualite d'emotion propice a notre insertion dans 

I'histoire fPicture Theory. 85). 

The island proves not to be as pristine or estranged from 

the city as first imagined. Through further contemplation of 

the island and exploration of it, the women learn that a 

female astronomer fell to her death from a cliff that was 

not enclosed by a fence. The view from these precipitous 

heights offers a perspective of metamorphic rock and stone, 

associating the island to the very core of the city, for as 

Florence Derive quotes: "La Polis, la Cite des Hommes est un 

tout dont le corps est de pierre" fPicture Theory. 87). The 

women find themselves unable to escape the obdurate nature 

of the polis. In an elaborate meditation on the nature of 

stone, the core of the island and the opacity of the city 
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converge. Sculpted figures of women's bodies cast in stone 

conceal a female voice: 

II y a la pierre. II en etait done ainsi au coeur de 
I'ile, la pierre et I'eau, I'ardoise et la craie. II y 
a des maitres, des tableaux et des artisans. II y a des 
cameras laborieuses et des mains qui travaillent. II y 
a des femmes sculptees, des mujeres blanches, des 
jambes cassees, des fragments celebres. II y avait des 
femmes dans la pierre brute et la pierre <<taillee de 
servitude et de ten6bres»...II y a les falaises et la 
ville de pierre opaque. II y avait au coeur de la 
pierre une femme qui disait moi millenaire translucide, 
gravee dans la pierre utopique (Picture Theory^ 87-88). 

The stone women appear to be mute and immobile creations by 

male artists. We read that the five secluded women spend 

subsequent days reading and writing, engaged in a feminist 

strategy of writing and criticism, recuperating women's 

texts and bringing them to a wider appreciation. 

Represented as a separate book within the book, the 

chapter of Picture Theorv entitled "Hologram" is an instance 

of textual self-referencing that Brossard initiated in Un 

livre and Le Desert mauve. The hologram, as Winfried 

Siemerling has explained, is a visual metaphor Brossard uses 

to indicate women's difficulty in acceeding to visibility. 

Excluded from real space, and particularly urban space, 

feminist consciousness begins by negotiating its meanings in 

a symbolic space (Siemerling, 183). Karen Gould has 

interpreted the hologram as a new representation of women; a 

multi-dimensional, shifting perspective and also a product 

of modern technology (Writing in the Feminine. 92). Loraine 
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Weir and Marthe Rosenfeld have read the three-dimensionality 

of the holographic image as connected to the notion of a 

lesbian Utopia, freeing women from the limits of a "two-

dimensional model of reality" which admits only of 

heterosexua1 1ove. 

Karen Gould has written that the "brutal concrete 

cityscapes" in which Brossard's narratives take place are 

spaces of ambiguity for the author who is unsure of the 

potential for "radical feminist inscription in the urban 

sphere" rWriting in the Feminine. 94-95). Although 

undeniably a difficult space for women to negotiate, I 

believe Brossard would advocate not forever escaping the 

urban realm, but, rather, transforming it. It would seem 

that, for Brossard, women can effect changes in ideology, 

assert their presence and their demands in discursive spaces 

through their writing and their reading. All space—public, 

urban, political and textual—belongs to women who can 

reinvent the world and explore new territory. Marthe 

Rosenfeld's assertion that "women's literary expression is 

of paramount importance because it can change the world" 

supports this claim (203). According to Brossard's vision of 

urban reality, a new perspective is necessary which would 

Rosenfeld, 206; Loraine Weir, "From Picture to 
Ho1ogram," A Mazing Space: Writing Canadian Women Writing, 
349-52. 



201 

permit the inclusion of women, the reflection of their 

concerns and experiences: "la realite des femmes synchrones 

modifient 1'horizon, les rues de la cite de verre, reflexion 

faite, I'espace mental pour une vision contemporaine" 

fPicture Theory. 190). At Picture Theory's end, numbers and 

letters, the most basic signs of communication, take human 

and specifically female form. The textual space of the page 

is synchronous with the physical and political space of the 

city. Women in the text and in the city are finally a 

product of their own creation, having achieved: 

synchronie de la page de la chambre de la cite dans la 
nuit nombres et lettres au nom de ce qu'elle est la 
forme humaine venait vers elle visible dans toute sa 
morphologie occupant sa pensee comme un territoire 
allant de soi elle en etait venue en pleine fiction 
d'abondance a se dire parfaitement lisible (Picture 
Theory. 206-207). 

Brossard thus participates in Christine de Pizan's project 

of literary masonry as she unites women's writing to the 

creation of feminist cities and texts. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE FEMALE BODY IMPRISONED: 

WOMEN IN THE MAGHREB AND WEST AFRICA 

This chapter will analyze selected Francophone 

authors from the Maghreb and West Africa whose heroines' 

experiences of gender division and exclusion are mediated 

primarily through the positionality of the body. In a 

variety of ways and to varying degrees, the women in these 

novels transgress the boundaries which divide spatial realms 

and define identity. The authors discussed will occur not in 

chronological order of their publication, but, according to 

a progression of an increasing mobility of women in city 

spaces. Nina Bouraoui's heroine in La Voveuse interdite 

rarely physically enters urban space, but her scathing 

critique of male power represents a significant step toward 

a feminist consciousness. Whereas Bouraoui's heroine is a 

pariah, isolated and locked away from the city, the 

characters created by Assia Djebar explore and inhabit urban 

spaces, a freedom sometimes exacted at the price of physical 

harm. In Ombre Sultane. Djebar's character Hajila ventures 

alone into the city, daring even to remove her veil. For 
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Sarah, in Femmes d^Alaer dans leur appartement. the city 

serves as a catalyst for her memories of prison during 

wartime. Calixthe Beyala's young women live tragic 

existences in sordid African cities, forced to turn to 

prostitution as a means of survival on the streets. It is 

significant that each novel shares the common element of 

women crossing thresholds and breaking out of confinement. 

Each of the characters created by these authors experiences 

some form of spatial confinement and imprisonment. Images of 

imprisonment find a long tradition in European women's 

literature of past centuries. We will see how some 

Maghrebine and West African women, who have come to writing 

only in recent years of this century, have privileged the 

same metaphor, and how the women in these Algerian and 

African metropolises dare to defy the boundaries which 

exclude them from the urban realm. 

Veiled eind Camouflaged in the Maghreb 

The treatment of women in Islamic societies and, in 

particular, the practice of wearing the veil have inspired 

much heated controversy and rigorous debate among feminists, 

both Arab and Western. Several scholars have noted that both 

Muslim women's exclusion from public, national life, and the 

prevalence of the practice of veiling establish Algeria's 



204 

difference from the hegemony of western imperialism. 

Other scholars remind us that the French colonizers saw 

Algerian women as the embodiment of the national moral and 

cultural identity of that country (Woodhull, 117).^^'' Leila 

Ahmed believes that the veil has become "the most visible 

marker of the differentness and inferiority of Islamic 

societies"."" She has challenged the male European 

imperialists who championed the rights of Islamic women and 

deplored the oppressive practice of wearing the veil all the 

while oppressing western women in equally, albeit different 

ways. She cautions that "the peculiar practices of Islam 

with respect to women had always formed part of the Western 

narrative of the quintessential otherness and inferiority of 

Islam" (Ahmed, 149). Marnia Lazreg warns Western academic 

feminists of the dangers inherent of reducing women to one 

dimension of their lives and presuming other cultures to be 

Winifred Woodhull, "Unveiling Algeria," Genders lo 
(1991): 114; Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam. 
Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (New Haven and London, 
1992) 152, 237. 

See also Sarah Graham-Brown, Images of Women. The 
portrayal of Women in Photography of the Middle East 1860-1950 
(New York: UP Columbia, 1988). 

Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam. Historical 
Roots of a Modern Debate. (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 
1992) 152, 237. 
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"traditional" or "patriarchal"."' It should also be noted 

that the emergence of academic feminism makes possible such 

an inquiry as this one. It cannot be denied that this 

dissertation, for example, is a product of and for an 

academic milieu. The intent of this analysis is neither to 

impose one particular feminist perspective on these writers, 

nor to derive any universal truth regarding Magrebine and 

West African women writers and the city. Rather, based upon 

the selected writers and works, and, taking into account 

their uniqueness, some common themes will emerge regarding 

the more general question of women and city spaces. 

Several feminists have made the compelling argument 

that Algerian women are constructed as agents of disorder 

and destruction by men, that they were constructed as a 

symbol of national resistance during the Algerian war for 

independence, and that women's liberation from patriarchal 

control and coming to political power would threaten 

Algeria's very nationhood (Woodhull, 114).^^° This 

society's women thus function, according to one feminist 

critic, as both a social scapegoat and "the embodiment of 

Marnia Lazreg, The Eloquence of Silence: Algerian 
Women in Question (New York and London: Routledge, 1994) 7. 

Marie-Aimee Helie-Lucas, "Women, Nationalism and 
Religion in the Algerian Liberation Struggle," opening the 
Gates. A Century of Arab Feminist Writing, eds. Margot Badran 
and Miriam Cooke (Bloomington: UP Indiana, 1990) 108. 
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Algerian national identity" and, in public spaces, often 

find themselves "the objects of fear, hatred, and vitriolic 

attacks, both verbal and physical" (Woodhull, 116). In view 

of the political implications of the practice of wearing the 

veil, an Islamic woman who goes out into the city alone and 

unveiled may well be performing the ultimate act of 

transgression. 

Many scholars have affirmed that the wearing of the 

veil is primarily an urban phenomenon.Juliette Minces 

has explained that traditionally, Arab women of the 

aristocracy wore the veil whereas village women did not. 

With a shift in demographics to large urban centers, and a 

market economy accentuating social stratification, bourgeois 

women and women from the villages began wearing the veil in 

order to emulate their upper class urban counterparts 

(Minces, 95). As North African people came into more contact 

with the West, bourgeois women began to abandon the veil and 

traditional dress codes. Consequently, these women were 

perceived as decadent and the way in which they chose to 

dress inspired a political rhetoric calling for a return to 

"traditional Islamic values" (i.e. wearing the veil)(Minces, 

See Camilla Fawzi El-Sohl and Judy Mabro, eds. , Muslim 
Women^s Choices. Religious Belief and Social Reality 
(Providence and Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1994) 11; Graham-
Brown, 134; Juliette Minces, La Femme voilee (Paris: Calmann-
Levy, 1990) 94-95. 
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95) . 

The rigidity with which Islamic tradition has 

established the boundaries between the public and the 

private realm expresses a recognition of power and an 

allocation of space along gender lines, according urban 

space to men. It is in North Africa, and notably, Algeria, 

where the segregation of space is still most emphatically 

enforced (Minces, 76). According to Fatima Mernissi, for a 

woman to wear the veil in city streets acknowledges her 

presence "in the men's world" and her invisibility, as "she 

has no right to be in the street"^". Mernissi has read the 

notion of women's respectability as dependent upon their 

invisibility in the city, for men judge women in public as 

"provocative and offensive" (143). In order to minimize or 

avoid the harassment by men in public spaces such as the 

workplace or university, many women have opted to wear the 

veil.^" Space, in an Islamic context, thus participates 

tangibly in the constitution of the subject. A woman's 

identity is produced spatially; that is, restricted to the 

home, patio or hammam, accompanied by other women, she is 

Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil. Male-Female Dynamics 
in Modern Muslim Society (Bloomington and Indianapolis: UP 
Indiana, 1987) 143. 

"3 Fatima Mernissi, Bevond the Veil. 143; Assia Djebar, 
Femities d'Alaer dans leur appartment (Paris: Des Femmes, 1980) 
138, 153. 
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honorable and respectable, whereas a woman outside in the 

streets is considered no different from a prostitute. Assia 

Djebar agrees that the veil facilitates the circulation of 

women outside, but believes that as a primary step towards 

emancipation, shedding the veil and claiming the right to 

inhabit public space are essential: 

Une des premieres demarches dans la liberation de la 

femme a ete de se devoiler, de sortir "exposee" aux 

regards des "autres", des hommes, dans la rue qui etait 

leur domaine (Femmes d^Alaer. 92). 

The spatial confinement of some Islamic women presents an 

interesting parallel to that of bourgeois women in 

nineteenth-century Europe. 

Locked Inside: La Voyeuse Interdite 

Among the authors chosen for this analysis, perhaps 

nowhere are the spatial boundaries which separate gender 

more rigidly enforced than in Bouraoui's novel. Nina 

Bouraoui was born in Rennes in 1967. Her first novel, La 

Voveuse interdite. was awarded the Prix du Livre Inter in 

1991.^^* In dramatic contrast to the freedom of Djebar's 

and Beyala's heroines to move alone through the city, the 

Nina Bouraoui, La Voyeuse interdite (Paris: Gallimard, 

1991). 
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Algerian heroine of La Voyeuse interdite is a virtual 

prisoner in her family's home. Surrounded by an abusive 

father, a mentally impaired sister, and an acquiescent 

mother, she spends much time observing the outer world from 

her window; "La, spectatrice clandestine suspendue au-dessus 

de la ville, je ne risque rien" (21). The inaccessible city 

landscape represents the very core of adventure and action 

for the young woman: "Epicentre de I'aventure, c'est ici que 

tout se passe pour cette femme cachee derriere sa 

fenetre..." (9). This particular street is bright with 

sunlight, unlike the dark interiors inhabited by the women, 

and is, like the women themselves, detached from the rest of 

the city. Unlike some Algerian women living in the village, 

who maintain ties to female friends outside of the family, 

city women tend to live a more sheltered and isolated 

existence, cut off from contact with anyone other than 

family members and the husband (Minces, 76). Bouraoui's 

protagonist expresses her attachment to the other young 

women as well as to "her" street, in physical terms, 

although she is as physically isolated from them as she is 

from any man: "Je fais corps avec elle [la rue] comme je 

fais corps avec ces filles des maisons voisines" (11). The 

immured young girls are victims of lost time, depicted as 

"fantomes de la rue, animaux cloitres, femmes infantiles" 

(12). Like the other young women of her neighborhood, the 



210 

narrator is a prisoner of the city living a static existence 

in anticipation of marriage; a future promise of further 

monotony in another male-dominated household with other 

windows from which to passively watch other streets (49). 

Her physical freedom denied, the narrator 

constructs a mental space in which to vent her anger and 

articulate a virulent critique of Islam's treatment of 

women. The heroine's scathing commentary on the male order 

of her world is one that she could never openly express. 

Contrary to men's interpretation of the Koran, this young 

woman does not believe that her physical presence in public 

is impure: "Ou est I'indecence? Dans la rue, derrifere nos 

rideaux ou entre les lignes du livre sacre?" (13). Her anger 

is directed against her isolated inner space as well as at 

the hostile, dirty, outer world of men. The city is 

contaminated and polluted ("gangrenee") while her own 

existence is sterile (17). She deems the reasoning powers of 

men ambiguous, even bordering on madness in a city she names 

as "ce pays masculin, ce vaste asile psychiatrique" (21). 

During a rare outing, the narrator and her mother silently 

endure the lewd behavior and sneers of men and young boys 

whose actions communicate that the city is not a space for 

women to inhabit. Men consider women who do go out in the 

street to be whores ("poufiasses") (22). In Powers of 

Horror. Julia Kristeva explains that the abject is a 
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subjective notion related to positionality: 

It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that 

causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 

order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. 

The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. 

It is evident from Bouraoui's narration that women in the 

street disturb a patriarchal order which assigns them to the 

inside. By crossing the threshold from the home to the city, 

women occupy a liminal position upsetting the moral order 

which dictates that a woman walking in the street can only 

be soliciting sexual activities from men. 

The monotony of life at home is briefly interrupted by 

the arrival of Ourdhia, a black African woman the family 

employs as a maid. Ourdhia symbolizes every freedom the 

narrator herself is denied. It is not long before the 

narrator has developed an emotional attachment to the 

African woman, whose mobility in the outer world she envies: 

"marcheuse du desert et maintenant de la cite, elle avait le 

droit de quitter la prison" (56). Because she is not Muslim 

and lives independent of a man, Ourdhia is not considered by 

the family to be a true woman. Tragically, the illusion of 

Ourdhia's liberty is shattered when she too becomes the 

Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror. An Essav on 
Abjection. trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: UP Columbia, 
1982) 4. 
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victim of racism and male violence in the street, punished 

for her apparent freedom. The attack on Ourdhia reveals a 

lone woman accosted by an anonymous mass of hostile men 

designated as "hordes d^chainees" and "la cohorte masculine" 

in a street portrayed as "sordide" in the "triste ville" 

(57). It is a young boy ("un morveux") who begins the 

violence by throwing rocks at Ourdhia; another spits at her, 

young men run their hands over her body, and soon all of 

them are chanting "kahloucha" or "negresse". As the narrator 

recognizes, Ourdhia's transgression is twofold; she has 

crossed the literal boundary of gender by being in the 

street and a racial boundary because she is black: "Ourdhia 

etait une femme et en plus, 6 desolation, elle etait noire" 

(57). The word "negresse" is brandished by the men as an 

insult which reverberates throughout the streets as though 

the entire city had joined in her persecution. Although 

physically unable to protect Ourdhia, the narrator projects 

her own feelings of horror and empathy onto the city's 

topography, pyschically inhabiting this hostile urban space: 

les fenetres, les cafes, les arrets d'autobus, les 

platanes se renvoyaient I'insulte, les cuivres des 

voitures rythmaient la cabale et sous le sol, 

vrombissait un authentique gemissement: le mien! (58). 

In her book. Feminism and Geography. Gillian Rose has 

observed that: "experiences of confinement in space are 



recurrent images in women's accounts of their lives". 

Confinement is clearly a dominant reality of the women in 

Bouraoui's novel. The heroine is forbidden by her father to 

go out even on the sunny terrace because men on the street 

might see her there (24). The young woman's room is the only 

space she is permitted to occupy. She likens it to a prison 

on several occasions: "ma cellule" (66). During the long, 

lonely hours spent in her room, she "consumes" time (67). 

The inner prison distorts her mental faculties. The 

narrator's affective state is reflected in her perception of 

"architecture hysterique, projection de mes pensees sur les 

choses" (66). To pass the time, she rearranges the furniture 

and objects in her room, a space of boredom, melancholy and 

of self-afflicted pain, an extension of a violence the 

narrator says she learned from her father (66). 

The father's brutal behavior punctuates several moments 

of the young woman's life. On one particular occasion, she 

dares to snatch a cigarette from her father's pack on the 

kitchen table, and, in a provocative act of rebellion, 

lights it in his presence. The father taunts his daughter by 

encouraging her behavior and then cruelly punishes her by 

burning her face and mouth with the lit cigarette. Alone in 

Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography. The Limits of 
Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press, 1993) 
144. 



214 

her room, she reproduces the physical pain by self-

inflicting bruises, pinches and scratches: "activite 

delictueuse ou destruction de soi par soi" (66). Admitting 

the audacity of flaunting the forbidden cigarette in front 

of her father, the narrator states she did so "devant la 

ville entifere" (67). And, later, in a reverie about the 

beach, she delights in the freedom from parental control: 

•'La ville est bien loin. Mon pere aussi" (81). The incident 

of the cigarette clearly suggests that this woman scoffs 

inwardly at patriarchal control both familial ("mon pere") 

and societal ("la ville entiere"). The association of the 

father to the entire city reveals a movement from the 

private and personal control exerted by the father to his 

symbolic place in the larger context of public, male power. 

The City's Demise 

One of the most striking depictions of urban space is 

to be found near the end of the novel's second half where 

the city is allegorized as the body of a woman. This passage 

recounts the degradation of women under Islamic law and 

patriarchal control, and spins an allegorical tale of a 

courtesan's demise, which culminates in the personal 

revelations of the narrator's own affective life. As Mary 

Douglas has explained, the body is a symbol of society. When 

the boundaries of the body politic are threatened, they are 
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mirrored in a dichotomous construction of purity and 

abjection linked to the physical body (Douglas, 115, 124). A 

societal conception which construes the female body as the 

guardian of familial honor as well as a boundary which helps 

to define nationhood and Islamic identity is perfectly 

congruous with the practice of hiding the female body 

beneath veils and inside domestic interiors to preserve a 

patriarchal societal order. Bouraoui plays on the metaphors 

of bodily pollution, equating the body with urban space, and 

applies the rhetoric which preaches the impurity and moral 

degradation of women to the urban streets men guard for 

themselves. 

Beginning with the words "ma ville est une seductrice 

endormie", the narrator proceeds to elaborate the glory and 

demise of the city/woman. (68). In her youth, she is flanked 

by lovers who admire her beauty. She is "amoureuse, amante, 

elle, muse, modele". With the passage of time, she becomes 

intellectually and physically (re)productive: "savante un 

peu folle, mere nourriciere". Finally, reaching old age, she 

has been worn down by men and time: "amoureuse grisee", 

"vieille fille", "fletrie par les annees, pietinee par les 

nouveaux hommes". The isomorphism between the city and the 

body uncovers a sexed body, "feconde" yet "semblable a une 

vierge delicieuse et enchanteresse au milieu de tous ses 

amants qui la saluaient" (69). The body imagery suggests the 
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cycles of birth and fertility associated with prehistoric 

earth goddesses: "eternelle, renaissante a chaque amour, 

elle renaissait"(69). Although she once inspired a suite of 

lovers, poets, and writers, baptized boats and planes, 

welcomed royalty and inspired both love and war, with the 

passing of time comes fatigue, disease, and degradation to 

the city/woman. The female body is evoked through the 

numerous corporeal descriptions of which several reveal the 

process of age and deterioration: "son corps, sa silhouette, 

son ventre, un amas d'entrailles moisies, ses yeux cernes, 

deux cuisses fatiguees, ses bras, son sein, deux tetons trop 

embrasses, la poitrine tuberculeuse"(70). Images of urban 

space merge with images of the body: "rues", "chaussees", 

"impasses", "avenues", "paves", "voitures", "asphalte", 

"trottoirs puants". The antebellum decorations, ornaments 

and garnishes have eroded into scars on the city's 

topography/woman's body (not unlike the heroine's own scars 

from the burning cigarette). Parks once populated with women 

and children are dehydrated and inhabited by madmen. Filth, 

decay, and abjection are omnipresent in the apocalyptic 

city—dogs, rats, and cats all devour each other in a 

hellish massacre. The once glorious city is now squalid and 

poisoned by rotting meat, the stench of urine, butchershop 

blood, flies, and sewers. The contamination extends to the 

bidonvilles, which are cancerous tumors on the city body 
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pervaded by choleric water, polluted air, noise, sweltering 

heat, and rampant alcoholism. All attempts to cure or heal 

the epidemic are thwarted by the ineptitude of patriarchal 

medicine, whose physicians and students are grossly 

inadequate ("maladroit") performing in a climate of 

"maladresse". The only escape from this pestilential, urban 

landscape is the fresh air and cleanliness located high 

above the city and "la masse masculine" (72). Kristeva's 

theorization of the abject seems appropriate here, for as 

she has explained, "excrement and its equivalents (decay, 

infection, diseases, corpses, etc.) stand for the danger to 

identity that comes from without..."(71). The processes of 

pollution and decay shared by the body and the city capture 

the anguish of the condition of women who suffer oppression 

in Islamic societies. Urban horrors have recast the city as 

"une vaste prison" in which the city/woman's status has 

degenerated into depravation and anonymity: "voile parmi les 

voiles, pecheresse parmi les pecheurs, pourriture parmi les 

pourritures..." (70). 

As the narration shifts from the account of the 

city/woman to personal details of the narrator's very own 

street, the reader is drawn into a zone where boys fight 

each other with razor blades, mothers and sons have 

incestuous relations, and young men masturbate in sight of 

young women. A monument to the dead is compared to a penis 
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rising obscenely towards its mistress. Women feel themselves 

to be abject: "mes soeurs couvrent leurs chevilles et 

repudient leur sexe" (73). The horror continues as fetuses 

are thrown from balconies and fathers beat their daughters. 

As the passage draws to an end, the narrative rhythm becomes 

more syncopated, terse and abrupt. The passage culminates in 

two violent images of sexual pain as the narrator's father 

rapes Ourdhia, the African maid, and the narrator is 

excised: "le couteau taillade mon sexe, j'ai peur" (73). The 

passage ends with an image of old women wrapped in flowered 

dresses to protect themselves from the plague which has 

eaten away at everything. We might easily interpret this 

"plague" as the familial and cultural oppression which 

restricts this young woman to a claustrophobic existence. 

Bouraoui's heroine is married at the end of the novel and 

sent away to yet another domestic prison, a continuation of 

her silent observations of the sights and sounds of the city 

outside, a world she will never inhabit. 

Assia Djebar: Crossing the Tbresbold and Lifting the Veil 

Several literary scholars have analyzed Djebar's 

assimilation of the Algerian city to Algerian women, and 

specifically, the taking of the city which is equated with 
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the rape of the women by the colonizer. In Djebar's 

perspective, the city is the primary location for what Rita 

Felski has identified as "emancipation narratives" in 

feminist literature. The exploration of urban space and 

the unwrapping of the body are first steps in the process of 

women's emancipation. Djebar believes that women must also 

be heard by others and that solidarity among women is a 

strategy of empowerment which encourages them to raise a 

collective voice so as to be heard in public life. 

Djebar has stated in her introduction to Nawal al-

Saadawi's Ferdaous that a feminist novel in Arabic is first 

and foremost a voice (387). The voice of the Arab woman is 

incarcerated: "although we walk through the streets veiled 

there are further veils, the-words-of-the-French-language, a 

turning away from our history..."("Introduction to 

Ferdaous". 387). Language, for Djebar, can be a combat zone, 

and hearing a woman revolt in Arabic is an inspiration 

("Introduction to Ferdaous", 387). In the Overture to Femmes 

Andrea Page has problematized Djebar's association of 
war and sexuality in "Rage or Obscene Copulation" Ambivalence 
and Complicity in Djebar's L'amour, la fantasia," Women in 
French Studies 2 (1994) 42-53. Alison Blunt has identified the 
imagery of rape and colonisation in imperialist literature in 
Writing Women and Space: Colonial and Postcolonial Geographies 
(New York: Guilford Publications, 1993) 10. 

Rita Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics. Feminist 
Literature and Social Change (Cambridge, Mass: UP Harvard, 
1989) 126. 
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d^Alaer dans leur apoartment. she refers to women's language 

as underground and subversive, stories translated "...d'un 

arabe feminin; autant dire d'un arabe souterrain" (Femmes 

d'Alaer. 7). Djebar distinguishes between ecriture, the 

written word in French associated with the masculine world, 

and kalaam, the oral word in Arabic associated with women's 

space. Mildred Mortimer has seen Djebar's efforts to 

reconcile ecriture and kalaam as attempts to unite the male 

and female spheres.^" In the autobiographical L'Amour, la 

fantasia. Djebar states that her French education was a 

liberating force in so far as it gave her access to writing. 

As a young girl, Djebar remembers being free to enter public 

space, being neither veiled nor secluded. But this freedom 

of movement also alienates her from Algerian women. Djebar 

sees her role as placing her skills in the service of the 

community, thus "annexing" public space for other Algerian 

women who did not benefit from her education (Mortimer, 

151). In their anthology of Arab feminist writers, Margot 

Badran and Miriam Cooke have explained that attaching 

signatures to their words is a radical act for women who 

live in societies where women's voices were considered by 

some to be "awra" (something shameful to be hidden; usually 

refers to private parts of the body) (xix). 

Mildred Mortimer, Journeys Through the French African 
Novel (London: James Currey, 1990) 150. 
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Like Christine de Pizan centuries before her, Djebar's 

heroine Sarah restores women's voices to history in Femmes 

d'Aloer. Sarah studies oral and written history, searching 

for women's contributions to Algeria during the struggle for 

independence from colonial rule. She uncovers women's oral 

narratives of the Algerian revolution enriching the male 

written narrative of the 1830 French conquest. These oral 

histories reveal the womens' transgression of spatial 

boundaries during a period of political turmoil (Mortimer 

153). For Sarah, who spent childhood during the war and 

adolescence in prison, the city holds vivid memories of war 

and resistance, death and destruction. She remembers the 

city during the violence, the fires, the brutal attacks on 

women. A disjointed female voice which calls itself "la 

devoilee" and "I'Exclue" speaks to Sarah in a dream and 

unearths the phantom voices of women who shared such 

experiences of violence: 

...je circule, moi la femme, toutes les voix du passe 

me suivent en musique, chant heurte, cris casses, mots 

en tout cas etrangers, voix multiples trouant la ville 

a midi metamorphosee...fFemmes d'Alger. 53). 

With the production of her documentary, Sarah begins to 

further question the city for answers to women's experiences 

of the past: "Ses murs, ses balcons, 1'ombre des prisons 

vides" (Femmes d'Alaer. 49). 
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Sarah finds freedom alone and outside, in movement she 

orchestrates and directs. Meeting Ali for the first time, 

she tells him she never tires of walking around outside all 

day. After her marriage, Sarah realizes that her diurnal 

wanderings have a circular design, both beginning from and 

leading to the conjugal bed and a man's body. A narrative 

voice informs the reader that unlike Sarah, many Algerian 

women are locked inside for months or years, never permitted 

to go out alone, finding temporary freedom only in visits to 

the hammam. It is in the hammam where Sarah hears another 

woman tell of an incident in the daily paper in which 

peasant women in a socialist village deliberately broke the 

faucets to justify going out to the fountain. The woman 

recounting this story appears to be critical of this act, 

calling the women's actions ignorant, but another woman 

deems such behavior a heroic step towards freedom. Sarah 

identifies with the initiative these women have shown, their 

desire to be out and together. She wonders about her own 

courage: "Que casser en moi, ou a defaut en dehors de moi, 

pour retrouver les autres?" fFemTngg d'Alaer. 46). 

Self-Discovery in A Forbidden Zone 

According to Rita Felski, the feminist Blldungsroman 

marks the passage from inside to outside and charts the 

increasing awareness and consciousness that accompany 
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women's entry in the public domain (133-134). In her 

introduction to an anthology of women writers and the city, 

Liz Heron supports this statement by pointing out that for 

women, "city fictions are often narratives of self-

discovery" (2-3). In the dedication to Femmes d'Alaer dans 

leur appartement. Djebar addresses herself to the new women 

of Algiers who have recently crossed the threshold of 

domestic space, asking how they can now free themselves in 

their relationship with their own bodies: "Parlent-elles 

vraiment, en dansant et sans s'imaginer devoir toujours 

chuchoter, ̂  cause de 1'oeil-espion?" (9). Crossing over the 

threshold from inside to outside is a central preoccupation 

of the novel ombre Sultane. where women stand quite 

literally on the threshold of freedom. One of Djebar's 

female characters expresses her envy at men's freedom to go 

out of the home: "vous franchissez le seuil, tous les 

seuils. La rue vous attend...".^*" In Ombre Sultane. the 

female protagonist moves into the city from inside the home, 

out from under the layers of cloth which ensconce her body, 

and out of the heaviness and visibility of pregnancy. A 

process of unfolding, unwrapping, uncovering and unburdening 

is a salient point of this novel. In a discussion of 

external boundaries, Mary Douglas has stated that thresholds 

Assia Djebar, Ombre Sultane (Paris: Jean-Claude 
Lattes, 1987) 17-
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symbolize the beginnings of a new status (Douglas, 114). 

Hajila's decision to cross the boundary from inside to out 

marks her new status and names her as "une femme qui sort" 

(Qmbre Sultane. 51). Clarisse Zimra has identified the 

major theme of Ombre Sultane as being the "question of 

genderized boundary breaking, and...the ensuing 

freedom".The city in this novel represents a forbidden 

zone, a space to negotiate with caution, for a woman in the 

city is a trespasser of a male realm. When, later in the 

novel, Hajila's husband learns of her outings, he angrily 

calls her "Hajila la fuyarde", again drawing attention to 

her identity as determined by her location. She is punished 

for being in the "wrong" spaces. 

Ombre Sultane's narrative structure juxtaposes and 

contrasts the lives of two women leading very different 

lives. Isma was previously married to Hajila's current 

husband. Isma divorced in favor of her independence and 

relocated to a European city. Hajila is a more traditional 

and subservient wife who becomes drawn to the exploration of 

urban streets. Hajila's story is told by Isma who speaks 

both for and to Hajila in the familiar "tu" form. As Isma 

recounts Hajila's experiences, a bond of solidarity is 

Clarisse Zimra, "Afterword", Women of Algiers in Their 
Apartment. trans. Marjolin de Jager (Charlottesville: UP of 
Virginia, 1992) 202. 
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forged between them. Isma recognizes in Hajila her own self 

a decade before, as she struggled toward emancipation. The 

novel draws an explicit parallel to the complicity and 

protection between the two legendary sisters of Arab oral 

tradition, Scheherazade, and her sister Dinerazade. The 

contrapuntal, polyphonic narrative voices of Isma and Hajila 

represent various stages in these women's emancipation and 

feminist activity. 

Spaces traditionally allotted to Islamic women include 

the apartment, the hammam and the patio. The patio is a 

female space belonging to the domestic realm, but bordering 

on the outside. Not completely enclosed, it is permeated by 

sunlight, and associated in Djebar's novel with the city. 

Like the public bath, it is a space where women socialize, 

celebrate, exchange gossip and news. Being on the patio is 

as close to being outside as some women come. Recalling the 

older women's conversations on the patio during her 

childhood, Isma senses the freedom from daily constraint as 

an expansion of physical space: " Comme si la maison 

devenait la ville entiere" (Ombre Sultane. 86). 

Hajila's relationship with the city begins with a vista 

from inside. While visiting the apartment she will live in 

after her marriage, she admires the panorama of the city 

from the balcony of the seventh floor, taking in the vivid 

colors of the urban landscape. Her first impressions are 
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visual, and perhaps heightened due to her own sense of the 

newness of this place: 

Le panorama te laissa emerveillee, par ses contrastes 
de lumiere, surtout par 1'exuberance des couleurs...sur 
le cote, un lambeau de mer presque violette, puis une 
etendue zebree de taches de verdure sombre separant les 
terrasses des maisonettes blanchies de neuf; au fond, 
un minaret aux bricjues roses rutilait d'ampoules 
multicolores (Ombre Sultane. 23). 

What Hajila discerns from this window is entirely new to 

her, for such a perspective was never possible in the 

bidonville she previously lived in. As she looks out she 

feels empowered by her vantage point: "Pour la premiere fois 

dominer la ville, ne plus se sentir un grain de poussiere 

dans un des cachots du monde, un pou enfonce dans quelque 

encoignure. . . •' (ombre Sultane. 23). The view from on high 

lures Hajila into further exploration below. Three months 

after her marriage, Hajila attempts her first "sortie 

clandestine" (Ombre Sultane. 26). In order to go out alone, 

Hajila must steal away in secret. Her first nervous glimpses 

of the street are from behind the heavy and protective 

woolen wrap or haik. Her initial terror gives way to 

exhilaration, and the daring temptation to drop the veil 

altogether, to better see the open space around her. She is 

tempted to shed the heavy wrap and regain the mobility and 

lightness she had not enjoyed since she was a child: 

L'oeil en triangle noir regarde ^ droite, a gauche. 
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encore a droite, puis...le coeur se met a battre sous 

le tissu de laine, la main soudain mollit, serre moins 

nerveusement le voile sous le menton. Pouvoir lacher le 

bord du drap, regarder, le visage k decouvert, et meme 

renverser la tete vers le ciel, comme h dix ans! fOmbre 

Sultane. 27) 

The inaugural outing is both thrilling and terrifying for 

Hajila, who panics that she may lose her way, and hurries 

back home. 

Hajila does not easily forget the illicit sensation of 

being out in the city alone, "yeux ouverts, corps a la 

derive" fnmhr-ta sultane. 28). Glimpsing the city from inside 

the car one day, Hajila sees a Muslim woman outside not 

wearing a veil. Astonished, she repeats to herself over and 

over the thrill of this experience: "Sans voiles, dehors, en 

train d'aimer son enfant!...Sans voiles, dehors, en 

train...Sans voiles, dehors..." (Ombre Sultane. 36). 

Inspired by this other woman, Hajila decides boldly to go 

out again the next day. Rita Felski has identified an 

opposition in feminist narratives of emancipation between 

the natural and the industrialized worlds, noting that 

"nature is often viewed as an extension of some kind of 

'feminine' principle... a return to origins", and that 

refusing the modern urban world "functions as a search for a 

lost female self" (132). Felski has demonstrated her thesis 
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amply with examples from women's literature. In Djebar's 

novels, however, despite the presence of the sea in the 

city, women's search for self and spiritual rebirth takes 

place in a distinctly urban setting. Hajila's conscious 

decision to go out unveiled is a transformative experience 

and a return to the innocence of childhood: "toi la 

nouvelle, toi en train de te muer en une autre" (Ombre 

Sultane. 40). Her fear at being exposed to the sight of 

others is overcome by the excitement at the courage of her 

actions: "Dehors...et nue!" "Sortir nue...Voila que 

I'enfance revienti" fOmbre Sultane. 40-41). This sensation 

may be readily explained by the Moroccan term for an 

unveiled woman, which, according to Fatima Mernissi, is 

aryana, or "nude" (Mernissi, 144). The frequent recurrence 

of the word "nue" to refer to a woman not wearing the veil 

emphasizes the boldness of Hajila's act, difficult to 

imagine for a Western woman accustomed to going out in 

nearly any manner of dress. For a sequestered woman living 

in an Islamic country, shedding the veil is a supreme act of 

courage and exposure. As Hajila passes by a young woman 

wearing the veil, she is reminded of the distance between 

veiled and unveiled women, two sides of her own life: "Tu 

t'eloignes: c'est toi aujourd'hui la passantei" (Ombre 

Sultane. 41). She revels the thought of other women envying 

her freedom. At home, she takes a bath, a ritual of 
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purification and renewal, and contemplates her body in the 

mirror. 

Clarisse Zimra has likened the spatial metaphors of 

women's awakening feminist consciousness to coming out of a 

deep sleep as they emerge from the "darkened bedroom to the 

sunlight of the open air". Djebar repeatedly refers to 

veiled women as "fantomes"—floating and detached from a 

bodily presence. Unveiling bestows physical attributes on a 

woman; unveiled, she takes up space, she has a body, she is 

no longer ghostlike. Hajila's body feels at first as 

unfamiliar to her as the alien territory of the city. As she 

makes progress in negotiating urban space unencumbered by 

the veil, she comes to discover her body. Djebar portrays 

Algerian women as prisoners inside, pent up and suffocating, 

withering from the lack of sun or fresh air: "Elles se 

fletrissaient precocement a force d'etre calfeutrees" (Ombre 

Sultane. 79). Outside and unveiled, Hajila's physical 

senses become more acute. Her sense of smell is heightened: 

"L'exuberance des parfums t'agresse...Une profusion de 

senteurs, douces ou acides, t'enveloppe, te retient..."; and 

sounds appear more vivid to her: "cris eparpilles ou tresses 

en gerbes, murmures soudain effiloches dans un arret de la 

Clarisse Zimra, "In Her Own Write: The Circular 
Structures of Linguistic Alienation in Assia Djebar's Early 
Novels," Research in African Literatures 11 (1980): 211. 
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rumeur, stries d'un silence qui tangue lorsque tu remontes 

une avenue..." fOmbre Sultane. 40, 50). The sensory 

pleasures of moving outside and lightly dressed abound in 

the following passage: 

Une fois dehors, 1'apres-midi, tu decouvres d'autres 
fagades, d'autres visages. Les bruits t'enveloppent; 
par instants, le suspens de la rumeur sur un arbre 
semble une goutte perlee, le chardonneret troue I'azur 
de ses notes vrillees...Tu t'exposes au soleil; avec un 
plaisir violent, tu re<?ois les rafales du vent 
fouettant quelquefois I'asphalte. Tu marches toujours 
sans voile (Ombre Sultane^ 82). 

Hajila's sentient physical awareness extends to the details 

of other people's bodies, as she notices with greater 

accuracy the separate details of other people's forms: 

"Maintenant que tu sors chaque jour, les autres te proposent 

comme des fragments de leur masse" (Ombre Sultane. 66). 

Consequently, she scrutinizes her husband's body from a 

detached distance and with a certain repugnance. Daring to 

actually look at the man she is married to, rather than 

passively accept his presence, she understands she is not 

attracted to him, a realization borne of her newly-

discovered sensory awareness. 
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Forbidden Gaze, Severed Sound'^*^ 

Hajila's physical sensations may be sharpened when she 

is in the city and unveiled, but, her power of speech is 

unfortunately sacrificed. It is only once again at the 

apartment, reclothed in the haik, that she returns to her 

former speaking self; "Anonyme de nouveau, tu retrouves la 

voix..." (Ombre Sultane. 43). Not unlike the Grimm's fairy 

tale of the mermaid who sacrifices her voice to become a 

human woman, Hajila renounces speech in favor of the freedom 

to go out unveiled. Ensconced in the heavy clothing, she is 

able to speak out loud. Djebar seems to suggest that a woman 

can only assert her voice if it is anonymous and dislocated. 

For a woman to look and speak at the same time is both 

dangerous and powerful. As Trinh T. Minh-ha has written: 

"Power, as unveiled by numerous contemporary writings, has 

always inscribed itself in language".^** In the face of 

overwhelming opposition to women's freedom, it is possible 

that for a woman in Hajila's position, only one power may be 

reclaimed at a time. Veiled, a woman is not mobile; "naked", 

she can not speak. 

Assia Djebar, Postface. "Regard interdit, son coupe," 
Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartment (Paris: Des Femmes, 1980) 
167-189. Translated by Marjolijn de Jager as "Forbidden Gaze, 
Severed Sound," Women of Algiers In Their Apartment. 133-154. 

'•** Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman. Native. Other (Bloomington: 
UP Indiana, 1989) 52. 



232 

During one outing, a man speaks to Hajila and she is 

astonished that he would expect her to respond: 

Comme si tu pouvais parlerl Dehors, tu es; ne le 

savent-ils pas?...quand tu te liberes du drap, que tu 

deambules, ta voix te semble releguee ailleurs. Elle ne 

te redevient presente qu'aux derniers moments, apres 

que tu t'es reenveloppee de la pelisse, juste avant ta 

remontee du retour (Ombre Sultane. 50). 

Hajila begins conserving her power of speech at home, by 

refusing to participate in a game of naming various objects 

in Arabic for Nazim, Isma's son, and later, by ignoring her 

husband's requests and pretending not to hear him. Hajila 

ceases listening to Arabic and Berber songs on the radio at 

home, preferring instead the sounds from the city streets: 

"Quand tu ne sors pas, tu preferes laisser parvenir jusqu'a 

toi la rumeur de dehors" (Ombre Sultane. 64). Hajila seems 

to find the strength to continue her outings by drawing 

herself further inward following a tradition of women's 

silence. Women have long advised other women to be silent in 

the face of accusations by men: "De tout le temps les 

aieules ont voulu nous apprendre a etouffer en nous le 

verbe. <<Se taire, recommandaient-elles, ne jamais avouer>>" 

(Ombre Sultane. 94). The following statement from Marnia 

Lazreg's book. The Eloquence of Silence^ Algerian Women in 

Question. may help to explain such advice: "Strategic 
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silence was and still is a voluntary act of self-

preservation when a woman feels it is better to keep quiet 

than to incur someone's wrath or disapproval" (18). Another 

helpful explanation comes from Irene Assiba d'Almeida in her 

book, Francophone African Women Writers: Destroying the 

Emptiness of Silence, and distinguishes between voluntary 

silence as a strategy as opposed to imposed, "coercive" 

silence.'-*'' 

As her outings become a daily occurrence, Hajila 

establishes a routine of going down the elevator and past 

the concierge still veiled, then removing the haik in a dark 

doorway. She acquires a new-found sense of importance with 

each discovery of neighborhood streets and squares; "Le 

soir, les jambes lourdes, le coeur submerge par la rumeur 

exterieure, tu te dis que tu as une histoire" (Ombre 

Sultane. 49). Whereas Hajila in her role as wife is 

sxibservient to her husband, as flaneuse, she grows 

increasingly confident and self-assured: "te voici etrangere 

et mobile, avec des yeux ouverts... silhouette royale" (Ombre 

Sultane. 49). This portrait implying grace and a certain 

majestic presence contrasts sharply with the nervous, 

skittish figure Hajila was on her first outing. 

Opening the eyes is another recurrent motif in the 

(Gainesville: UP Florida, 1994) 2-3. 
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novel. Hajila meticulously obseirves the postures of the 

bodies of other women and is fully aware when veiled women 

look at her. As these women pass by silently, all emotion 

and thought is concentrated in their regard: "seules les 

femmes ont les yeux. Et leur regard luisant persiste apres 

leur passage" (Ombre Sultane. 50). Hajila imagines other 

women's envy of her freedom or perhaps their disapproval. 

She is equally aware of the omnipresent gaze of men, "leurs 

regards pointus" fOmbre Sultane. 42). We are reminded here 

both of specularity, as theorized by Guy DeBord, and the 

panoptical gaze which interested Michel Foucault. But 

Hajila's consciousness of others' eyes upon her is 

particularly characteristic of her condition as a woman in 

an urban setting. Gillian Rose has succinctly described this 

urban phenomenon: 

Skin color, class and gender are all social attributes 
which are inscribed onto bodies; and part of women's 
sense of oppression, of confinement, is their awareness 
of that process...much of the buffetting and bruising, 
the confinement and stumbling, of women's experience of 
space is part of a self-consciousness about being 
noticed: women watching themselves being watched and 
judged fFeminism and Geography. 145). 

Taking Refuge in the City 

Hajila's husband eventually discovers that she has been 

leaving the house unchaperoned. He brutally beats her in a 

drunken fury and accuses her of going out with the intention 
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of meeting another man or speaking with strangers. He names 

her "crime" when he calls her "Hajila la fuyarde", and the 

narrator expresses the inequity of a society which punishes 

women for going out while permitting men to take out their 

anger on women's bodies (Ombre Sultane. 94). Isma's 

narrative voice encourages Hajila to resist and to be 

strong, for despite his physical brutality, he can not take 

away the freedom she lived outside: "I'homme ne peut rien! 

Surtout pas te depouiller des fremissements du dehors, des 

moissons de ton errance" (Ombre Sultane. 94). Hajila 

daringly responds to her husband, this time finding the 

courage to raise her voice in her own defense: "J'aimais 

enlever le voile dans une ruelle, quand personne ne passait, 

ensuite marcher nue! II a frapp6 au mot 'nue' "(Ombre 

Sultanef 95). He strikes her with a broken bottle, intending 

to blind her, then vows to break her legs, preventing her 

from going out ever again. Hajila invokes a prayer of 

protection and is mercifully saved by Nazim who had gone to 

the neighbors seeking help. 

What was meant as an insult and an accusation by her 

husband becomes an entirely appropriate epithet for Hajila, 

for she assumes the role of "la fuyarde" in order to escape 

domestic violence. The city streets once forbidden to Hajila 

now become her sanctuary, and her refuge in that word's most 

literal sense, for the Latin root, refugium, indicates the 
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act of fleeing while the prefix re- signifies "back" or 

"away". When confronted with an incident of violence, Hajila 

mentally flees back to the city streets where she knew her 

first freedom. Raped by her husband, Hajila detaches herself 

from the present moment and thinks of the streets outside, 

mentally resisting the violence: "Faut-il ceder? Non, 

rappelle-toi les rues...Tu revois I'espace au-dehors oil 

chaque jour tu navigues..." (Ombre Sultane. 67). The day 

following the rape, Hajila loses her fear of her husband, 

("I'homme"), and demands to enforce her right to go out to 

the hammam (Ombre Sultane. 71). The anxiety of Hajila's 

first outing associated with never finding her way back home 

is paradoxically reversed into the acute fear of never again 

going out. 

During the second month of Hajila's pregnancy, she 

worries that she will lose her newly discovered mobility and 

lightness: "comment circuler au-dehors sans etre vue, 

comment passer inapergue malgre ce ventre?" (Ombre Sultane. 

82). Near the end of the novel, Isma, the first wife, 

follows Hajila through the streets and witnesses an accident 

in which Hajila runs in front of a moving car and is struck. 

She is not seriously harmed, but Isma knows for certain that 

the baby is lost. It is not clear whether or not this 

accident was deliberate on Hajila's part. As a result of the 

accident, Hajila has unburdened her body of the heaviness. 
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conspicuousness, and responsibility of pregnancy; she is 

"legere de nouveau...1'entrave deliee" (Ombre Sultane ̂ 168-

9) . 

Isma shares Hajila's love of exploring city streets. 

She recalls that as an adolescent, she believed her father 

was responsible for freeing her from the harem. Like Hajila, 

she associates childhood to a sense of liberty, and 

remembers a happy childhood, wandering and exploring, 

walking in the streets of her town. Isma likens the city to 

a body: "ses arteres videes ou bruyantes" (Ombre Sultane ̂ 

165). As Isma follows Hajila on the street, the two women 

have become interchangeable: "la sultane et sa suivante" 

(Ombre Sultane^ 168). Isma sees a former version of herself 

ten or eleven years before her divorce as she watches 

Hajila's confused gait ("degringoler"). Like Hajila now, 

Isma remembers herself as once "avaleuse d'espace" (Ombre 

Sultane. 169). Isma can tell by the way a woman is walking 

how long she has been going out. In an interview, Djebar has 

explained the disorientation and confusion women encounter 

after having been confined inside for so long.^*'' 

Words describing movement, "circulation", "errance", 

"vagabondage", recur in Isma's narration. Isma enjoys her 

See Frant2 Fanon, "Algeria Unveiled" in A Dying 
Colonialism. trans. Haakon Chevalier (1959; New York: Grove 
Press, 1967) 59. 
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status as an urban flaneuse and recognizes that she has a 

dual role in the city, simultaneously "promeneuse et 

spectatrice. Voyeuse de nouveau...face aux passants" (Ombre 

Sultane, 167). It appears somewhat paradoxical when, at the 

novel's end, she is ready to renounce her mobility: "...je 

crains desormais le voyage. Je desire m'enfoncer, a mon 

tour. A ma maniere, me revoiler...Reculer dans 1'ombre; 

m'ensevelir" fOmbre Sultane. 166). Isma takes her daughter 

Myriam to the city of her birth presumably to settle down, 

to stop moving, and to return to her origins. Fenneke Reysoo 

has offered an explanation of such a decision pointing out 

that women who transgress the code of spatial segregation 

are in danger of being taken for prostitutes: "Les femmes 

qui transgressent les codes sont declassees et 

stigmatisees". We might see Isma's return to a more 

traditional way of life as an attempt to establish a more 

"honorable" lifestyle for herself and her young daughter. 

Juliette Minces has also attested to a duplicity of women's 

behavior that can appear inconsistent and contradictory: 

d'une part, la regression du port du voile, consequence 
de la scolarisation, du travail, de la participation 
plus large des femmes a la vie publique; d'autre part, 
et dans les memes pays, la recrudescence du voile, que 
les femmes portent alors de fa^on ostentatoire, pour 
des raisons politiques; ce sont elles qui ont choisi 

Fenneke Reysoo, "L'Espace des femmes. Utilisation de 
metaphores spatiales au Maghreb," Les Femmes (Neuchatel: Musee 
d'Ethnographie, 1992) 52. 



239 

d'y revenir, sans pression familiale ou sociale 
directe. II s'agit pour elles de revendiquer une 
<<inoralisation>> de la vie economique, politique et 
sociale, selon les valeurs de 1'Islam, un retour aux 
sources et une revalorisation de I'identite 
musulmane... (Minces, 96-97). 

Isma's return to the veil does not, however, appear to be a 

political act reaffirming Islamic values so much as a 

personal act for herself and her daughter: "J'etais de 

retour, par un sursaut de solidarite avec la petite" (Ombre 

Sultane^ 165). Isma returns home, out of exile, feeling she 

is once again where she belongs: 

Je me voyais en transit dans cette capitale penchee sur 

la mer. Cette illusion ne me ramenait-elle pas a mon 

origine—la cite rousse la-bas d'ou ma mere ne sortit 

jamais? Je ne me fixerai pas ailleurs fOmbre Sultane. 

165) . 

We might interpret Isma's decision as an attempt to exercise 

control over her life by determining, if not who she will 

love, at least where: "N'aimer nulle part, sinon en mon lieu 

d'origine, mon royaume. Je ne sais quel homme je choisirai 

de nouveau, je veux prevoir au moins les lieux ou je pourrai 

aimer" (Ombre Sultane. 165). Isma finds herself on the 

threshold of a homecoming and a return to her past. Hajila, 

on the other hand, stands on the threshold of future 

journeys and self-discovery: 

Or toi, dans ce bourdonnement qui enfle entre les rues 
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degringolees, dans cette cite ^ I'incertain 

equilibre...tu as vecu depuis I'enfance. A partir de ce 

lieu, tu cherches ta percee; tu quetes ton echappee. 

Ville-vaisseau de ta premiere mobilite; de la, ta 

marche va commencer (Ombre Sultane. 166). 

Acting alone, Isma's courageous denial of the traditional 

social codes of respectable conduct for women is not 

sufficient to bring about lasting change. Djebar seems to 

suggest that it is necessary for all women to unite, 

including the new generation represented by Hajila, in 

rejecting the notion of honorable feminine behavior 

associated with confinement, invisibility and silence, if 

the rights of women are ever to be won in Islamic societies. 

Woaten in West African Cities 

In his book. La Ville dans le roman africain. Roger 

Chemain has analyzed the representation of cities in African 

literature by male writers. Chemain has contended that the 

African novel is directly linked to the development of post-

colonial cities, which he has called "foyers de diffusion de 

la culture occidentale". One characteristic of the hero 

of many African novels, according to Chemain's study, is 

Roger Chemain, La Ville dans le roman africain (Paris: 
L'Harmattan et A.C.C.T., 1981) 15. 
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that he rarely originates from the city, but moves there 

from the village. Chemain's study includes no analysis of 

texts by African women writers, a fact which can be 

attributed to the book's publication date of 1981, a time in 

which most African women writers were only beginning to make 

their literary voices heard. Until texts by African women 

were produced, African women were commonly idealized as 

figures of the eternal mother, source of all life, as yet 

untainted by the corrupting influences of the West, as can 

be seen in the work of the male poets of the neoritude 

movement.^*' Barbara Christian has posited the theory that 

because a traditional African notion of "woman" is necessary 

to preserve the traditional culture, somewhat like the 

rhetoric of a return to tradition in Algeria, public policy 

makers in Kenya try to prevent women from leaving their 

backbreaking life in the country and villages and coming to 

towns and urban centers.^®" Whether born in the city or 

recently arrived, African women report that the city is 

liberating in spite of the hardships they inevitably 

encounter there. In Femmes des Villes africaines. a 

See, for example, Leopold Sedar Senghor, "Femme 
noire," Antholoaie de la nouvelle poesie neare et malaache de 
lanque franqaise (1948; Paris: Presses universitaires de 
France, 1985) 151. 

Barbara Christian, "Alternate Versions of the Gendered 
Past: African Women Writers vs. Illich", Feminist Issues 3.1 
(1983): 25-26. 
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collection of interviews with African women living in urban 

centers, this sentiment is expressed over and over: "la 

ville est vecue par la plupart des femmes comme 

liberatrice"Among the reasons for the freeing aspect 

of the city are the lessening of familial and social 

pressures to uphold strict gender roles, less demanding 

household tasks, and the increased possibility for cultural 

enrichment and professional opportunities (Deniel, 17). The 

African metropolis does indeed offer these possibilities, 

but it is far from an urban Utopia. Unemployment, due to the 

rural exodus, leads too often to prostitution, even for very 

young girls (Deniel, 148-9). 

Callxthe Beyala: City of Horrors 

Calixthe Beyala's novels depict young African women 

struggling with issues of identity and their rightful place 

in a world dominated by a repressive, patriarchal mentality. 

In the first passage of C^est le soleil qui m^a brulee. a 

disembodied voice which narrates the story announces " JE 

GENAIS". This phrase could easily apply to the author 

herself, according to both senses the word carries in 

French: that is, both to embarrass and to disturb or bother. 

Beyala herself has described the provocative nature of her 

Raymond Deniel, Femmes des villes africaines (Abidjan: 
Inad^s Edition, 1985) 17. 
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writing in a similar vein: "J'aborde des sujets qui genent 

une societe ne peut evoluer sans cela"."^ Through her 

audacious language and frank portrayal of the seedier sides 

of urban life in modern Africa, this Cameroonian author 

disturbs her readers, recalling the French writer Celine. 

Beyala's vehement novels derive their greatest shock value 

from their descriptions of male violence toward women. The 

author was born in a bidonville in Cameroon, in a zone whose 

walls and houses she has dramatized as built of the debris 

of a civilization ravaged by colonialism.^®^ The following 

excerpt from Catherine N'Diaye also deplores the ugliness of 

the postcolonial African city: 

Je medite sombrement sur la laideur urbaine, parce 

qu'on expedie 1^-bas, dans cet <<ailleurs>> qui est 

aussi (douloureusement cette fois) <<chez moi>>, tous 

les rebuts de 1'Occident."* 

Two of Beyala's novels, Le Petit Prince de Belleville and 

Maman a un amant. take place in Belleville, a suburb of 

Paris largely inhabited by immigrant workers. The novels 

Rachid N'Diaye, "Calixte Beyala, La Reussite d'une 
romanciere," Africa International 275-276-277 (1991) 37. 

Calixthe Beyala, "Perspectives of A Female Novelist 
from Cameroon on Writing and Writers," Public Lecture at the 
University of Arizona, 21 April, 1995. 

Catherine N'Diaye, Gens de sable (Paris: P.O.L., 1984) 
142. 
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chosen for this analysis take place in imaginary African 

metropolises. 

Unlike their author, the female characters in the 

novels C^est le soleil qui m^a brulee and Tu t^appelleras 

Tanqa are virtually invisible in public life.^" Through 

her writing, Beyala bestows a voice to those who are often 

unheard and unnoticed—particularly children and adolescent 

girls. Calixthe Beyala's adolescent characters are born and 

raised in African urban centers and their experiences 

confirm what countless others have described: the city 

represents an ambiguous space for African women. For Ateba 

in C^est le soleil and Tanga in Tanaa. the city's streets 

promise both freedom and danger. Ateba and Tanga often 

escape into the streets, wandering with no fixed 

destination, seeking refuge from domestic violence or an 

oppressive relationship with a man. For Ateba, domestic life 

is an unstable, unloving space invaded by a hostile male 

presence. Her mother has long since left her and she lives 

with her grandmother and various men. Her grandmother 

constantly threatens to throw Ateba out of her home and into 

the street if she does not remain a virgin until marriage. 

To escape this stifling atmosphere, Ateba goes out into the 

Calixthe Beyala, C'est le soleil qui m'a brulee 
(Paris: Editions Stock, 1987); Tu t'appeleras Tanaa (Paris: 
Editions Stock, 1988). 
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street where, ironically, she must confront insults and 

unwanted physical advances from men. In this urban world, 

the street is a sexed space which is wielded as a punishment 

for a young woman's sexual freedom. Ateba and the other 

characters circulate in a part of an unnamed city known as 

the "QG", or quartier general. This designation is a 

military term for the place where important decisions are 

made. Though Ateba and her friend are frequently to be found 

in the streets of the QG, it is a place dominated by men and 

flooded with the abrasive sunlight of mid-afternoon. These 

streets offer no shelter or shadow to Ateba, she finds no 

reflection of herself there. The streets are imbued with 

evidence of a colonial past: 

L'air est suffocant. Le goudron de la chaussee fond 

doucement et ses semelles de plastique collent au 

bitume...Il peine sur sept bornes de route 

poussiereuse, encadree par de vielles demeures de style 

colonial fewest le soleil. 10-11). 

As also seen in Bouraoui's novel, the city in one passage 

resembles the bodies of old women: 

Les facades des maisons ressemblent a de vieilles dames 

ridees et les vieilles dames ressemblent a de vieux 

bidons rouilles, les uns comme les autres ronges par la 

vie, momifies par I'attente de la vie fewest le soleil. 

11) . 
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Thus begins a morphology of urban architecture and the 

female body in Beyala's novels that will be further explored 

in Tu t'appeleras Tanaa. 

The choice of a name for the eponymous heroine of Tu 

t'appeleras Tanaa may be an implicit reference to an early 

work by the African novelist Mongo Beti, then writing under 

the pseudonym Eza Boto. In this first novel, entitled, Ville 

cruelle. the drama is situated in an imaginary city named 

Tanga."® Beyala situates the narrative action of her novel 

in the imaginary city of Iningue, a probable composite of 

various West African metropolises. Unclean and unsafe, 

Iningue nevertheless offers a certain freedom to the female 

protagonists. Both Anna-Claude, the white, Jewish woman to 

whom Tanga relates her story, and Tanga herself, escape into 

an elsewhere ("ailleurs") which becomes integral part of 

their mental survival. Tanga expresses feeling like a 

newborn after she imagines departing for Paris (128). She 

longs desperately to be thrown into an extraordinary 

circumstance and to deny the misery of her daily existence. 

The importance of Paris is an interesting element in 

this novel and one that deserves some interpretation. Beyala 

herself takes evident pride in being economically 

independent so that she may write freely (Beyala, 

Eza Boto, Ville cruelle (1954; Paris: Presence 
africaine, 1971). 
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"Perspectives of a Female Novelist"). In this respect, the 

author reiterates what other African women have expressed 

about living in African cities; that is, having a job allows 

them economic independence and offers the possibility of 

playing a public role in society (Deniel, 15-16). However, 

Beyala does not live in Cameroon, but currently resides in 

Paris, where she makes frequent appearances in the media. 

She has explained that living in Paris gives her a certain 

freedom she has not found in her country of birth. It would 

seem that financial success is largely responsible for her 

affinity for Paris. When asked if the author had encountered 

racism in France, Beyala gave a somewhat unexpected 

response: 

En tant qu'ecrivain, non. C'est une question de classe 

sociale, le racisme; quand vous presentez bien ou que 

vous etes riche, ga passe. J'ai subi le racisme aussi 

en Afrique parce que j'etais pauvre, la couleur n'a pas 

d'importance (N'Diaye, 36). 

In light of this observation, we might interpret Tanga's 

attachment to Paris as the result of her mental conjurings, 

in which Paris represents a new Babylon; the ultimate 

repository of all the luxuries and comforts she has never 

known. 

Besides projecting herself into an imaginary Parisian 

landscape, Tanga's walks in the city are a frequent source 
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Of escape (26, 38, 98). The streets of Iningue are familiar 

to Tanga, a place where her past personal identity is 

inscribed and where she will encounter her future: "Je me 

precipite vers la sortie, la rue qui me porte vers moi-meme" 

(26). Tanga enjoys walking alone, daydreaming about a city 

space built uniquely for her: "une ville meublee selon [ses] 

propres inventions" (25). Perhaps because her own 

relationships with men are painful and exploitative, Tanga 

ideali2es the city's streets as a place for lovers, 

investing the city with the intimacy and tenderness of 

relationships she herself has never known. 

Tanga crosses the threshold physically, from inside to 

outside, and symbolically, from innocence to corruption, 

when sent by her mother out into the streets after the 

father's death, where she paces up and down in the 

marketplaces. Alone in the streets to fend for herself, the 

pre-adolescent girl turns to prostitution. She tells Hassan, 

one of her lovers, that her parents did not care about her 

welfare or involvement with men as long as they could 

somehow profit from her experiences. When Tanga definitively 

leaves Hassan, it is into the street where she escapes: "Je 

pivote sur moi, en direction de la porte, vers la rue" 

(140). On another occasion, Tanga wanders without definite 

purpose for two days and nights in a sordid area of the 

city. Losing herself in a dangerous area of the city is a 
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veritable addiction for Tanga: "Je me perds dans cette 

Iningue proscrite comme certains se noient dans un verre 

d'alcool" (159). 

Urban Abjection 

Beyala's novel displays an isomorphism between the city 

and the body resembling that in the novels of Bouraoui and 

Djebar. Tanaa is replete with abject, corporeal images of 

the city and prostitution is omnipresent: "Melange visqueux 

recuse par la tradition mais qui suinte par tous les pores 

de la ville" (Tanaa. 19). Remembering her own mother who 

forced her into prostitution, a grotesque mother is the city 

incarnate to Tanga: "Dans la rue, au seuil de la 

prostitution, deux gigantesques raamelles pendent du ciel" 

fTanaa. 64). Beyala's images of urban depravity are 

strikingly similar to Bouraoui's. As for Bouraoui, Beyala's 

urban "body" is a polluting body related to images of 

excrement: "Ce n'est pas 1'enfant qui souffre mais Iningue 

qui serre ses entrailles pour ne pas laisser echapper sa 

merde" fTanaa. 74). Beyala plays both metaphorically and 

literally on the city's pollution: "La rue vomit son flot de 

voitures" (Tanaa. 26). The city's smells are evoked in 

horrific detail, a revolutionary turn away from Hajila's 

sensory enchantment in Djebar's novel. Unlike Hajila's 

delight in exploring urban streets, Tanga uncovers a vile 
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and noxious city: "partout les odeurs de poissons fumes, de 

biere, de cacaouhetes et de rats morts, melangees, brassees 

dans 1'ecoeureraent" (Tanaa. 98). She holds men accountable 

for the "decomposition" and "crasse", disgusted even by her 

own presence in this abject space: "Je me degoute. Je marche 

en detestant chacun de mes pas de femme. Des pas de femme ou 

de charogne? Je suis comme elle...Epave pourrie. Chienne 

perdue..." (Tanga^ 98). As Tanga walks through the streets, 

men appear to her as cancerous growths: "Tumeur des villes. 

Crasseux. Graisseux" (Tanaa. 110). The madness reaches 

epidemic proportions in the following apocalyptic 

hallucination; 

La grille de I'hopital s'est ouverte et il a deverse 

ses malades dans la rue. Les accidentes, les 

tuberculeux, les epileptiques, les 16preux, les 

syphilitiques, les paludeens...Partout des odeurs de 

pourriture et de mort melees a celle d'une fin de 

journee. J'ai un sursaut de degout" (Tanaa. 197). 

Elizabeth Wilson has stated that "women have fared 

badly in western visions of the city because they have 

seemed to represent disorder and the city has been feared as 

a realm of uncontrolled and chaotic female sexual license" 

(157). In Tanaa. it is men who associate women's presence in 

the city to dirt, impurity and abjection. Deploying verbal 

assaults as a strategy of power, men walking past Tanga's 
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home yell, "II faut garder la ville propre" fTanaa. 38). 

When walking in the streets, Tanga encounters a rich 

repertoire of male insults directed towards her: "<<Fille de 

putel Charognel Vermine!>>"; and again: "<<Sale Nangal 

Voleusel Canaille! Enculee de femme!...»" (Tanaa. 140, 

141). Tanga's own father claims to love women, even as he 

degrades the female body: "II les aimait pour ce qu'elles 

renfermaient d'ecoeurant, ces lieux publics, depotoirs ou se 

deversaient les dejections humaines" (Tanga, 46). Men in the 

novel may consider women to be an impure element, (elderly 

men tell passers-by that the city of Iningue is "pourrie"), 

but Tanga attributes the city's filth to men's presence, 

remarking: "Ma ville pue, mon corps n'a jamais senti" 

(Tanga^ 84, 58). Tanga reduces men to the state of abjection 

she finds herself in, arguing they have forgotten that they 

were in fact, the first whores of Iningue, profiting from 

material riches and accumulating ever more of them. She 

explains their present defeat and decrepit state as a result 

of having been "baises par la ville" (Tanga. 84-85). 

The Petrified Body 

A number of fascinating architectural metaphors 

comprise the narration of Tu t'appelleras Tanaa. The 

narrative structure is framed by the stone walls of the 



252 

prison cell Tanga and Anna-Claude inhabit. A description of 

Iningue is twice summed up succinctly in three architectural 

terms which would seem more befitting to a cathedral: 

"Arches. Voutes. Cloitres" (Tanaa. 126, 167). Similarly, the 

prison is summarized by a trinity of architectural elements; 

"Barreaux. Grillages. Verrous" fTanga^ 181). Male characters 

in the novel are frequently involved in the act of building. 

Tanga's deluded father sees himself as a builder in the 

stories he fabricates; "des histoires en puzzle oil il 

apparaissait architecte, constructeur de route, chef de 

chantier" (Tanaa. 143). Anna-Claude fashions Ousmane, her 

ideal man and lover, as an architect. In a similar impulse, 

Anna-Claude constructs her delusionary Utopia as she would a 

building; "Heure apres heure, elle posait les fondations de 

1'imagination. Pierre par pierre..." (Tanaa. 149). An 

example is to be found in C^est le soleil as well, as Jean 

dreams of going abroad and returning with the implements of 

modern domestic life: "des voitures, des meubles, des 

frigos, des gaziniferes"fewest le soleil. 11). Not only does 

he imagine such luxuries, he sees himself providing his 

family with multiple homes: "XI construira des maisons, des 

maisons somptueuses, de plus en plus somptueuses"(C^est le 

soleil. 11). After spending the night with Hassan, Tanga 

feels she is now a grown woman, and will metaphorically 

construct her own world as men have always done quite 
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literally: "I'homme a construit son monde, fabrique son 

histoire. Desormais, je saurai que faire de raa geographie" 

(Tanaa. 36). 

The predominant architectural metaphor which 

assimilates the city to the female body in Tanaa is that of 

stone."' Unyielding and solid, stone is also an 

architectural image, a material for building walls and 

structures. The image of a stone body protects Tanga from 

her pitiable existence as a prostitute; "Mon corps a mon 

insu s'etait peu h peu transforme en chair de pierre" 

(Tanaa. 19-20). When Tanga shuts herself off from the man 

she is with, she attempts to become as hard as stone, 

refusing to be vulnerable: "Je ne reponds pas, je regarde le 

mur, rien que le mur, afin d'en prendre la durete" (Tanga, 

33). As a strategy for survival in a loveless home, Tanga 

mentally devises protection from her mother, who she sees as 

ready to devour her ("devorer"), and possibly, protection 

against the sexual invasion of her body by men as well. She 

achieves this by imagining herself as an architectural 

structure: "Je lui echappe, je I'evacue. Au diable Ma! Je 

deviens une tour. J'ai des frontieres delimitees. Desormais, 

il faut une clef pour me penetrer" (Tanaa. 65). The image of 

the tower is suggestive of the many European fairy tales 

Irene Assiba d'Almeida has examined the association of 
stone and marble to images of sex in this novel, 80-81. 
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populated by maidens shut inside towers, locked away from 

lovers, and entombed by jealous husbands. Rather than seeing 

herself as immured inside the tower, Tanga imagines herself 

as the tower, a phallic and nearly impenetrable structure. 

Near the novel's end, Tanga's desire to escape is inverted. 

This time, she no longer wishes to be the tower, resistant 

to outside forces, but to enclose the world in a tower and 

remain freely outside: "pourtant j'ai envie de vivre encore 

un peu, d'enfermer le monde dans une tour d'ivoire pour 

agrandir 1'impression de bonheur" (Tanaa ̂ 188). 

Tanga is not the only character who expresses the female 

body in tenns of architectural space. Cul-de-jatte forces 

Tanga to succumb to his body by ordering: "Ouvre tes portes" 

(Tanaa. 160). Cul-de-jatte claims to understand Tanga's 

rejection of him, but she hears his words as an invasion: 

"II dit qu'il comprend ma repulsion mais qu'il m'apprendra 

la langue secrete pour interpreter 1'architecture de son 

corps mutile...Ces mots forcent les murailles de mon 

esprit..." (Tanaa. 169). Another male character, Pieds-

gates, speaks words which sound to Tanga as abrasive as 

stones striking her: "les mots comme des cailloux" fTanaa. 

195). Even as a child, Tanga's frustration was expressed as 

a violent desire to destroy the walls of emotional pain 

surrounding her. Tanga remembers how, as children, she and 

her friends threw stones in the streets: "Ensemble, nous 
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sonunes alles par les rues, cailloux en main, une armee 

d'enfants en guenilles derriere nous...Du bruit de nos 

cailloux naquirent des silences" (Tanga. 145). Alone, she 

would escape her mother by running into the streets with a 

hammer: "je prenais un marteau, j'allais par les rues, par 

les chemins tortueux, briser les cailloux, les murs de la 

peine" (Tanaa. 126). Tanga again refers to this emotional 

distress as a wall: "J'aurais pourtant aime briser le mur du 

chagrin..." (Tanaa. 127). Later, Tanga articulates a 

nihilistic impulse using words that suggest the destruction 

of man-made, architectural structures: "Detruire. Saccager" 

(Tanaa. 140). For Tanga, life itself is as rigid and 

obdurate as stone: 

La vie etait-elle toujours une pierre? Oui! Je 

repartais plus decidee que jamais, dure parmi les durs. 

Je ramassais les cailloux, je les entassais dans un sac 

et les deversais sur le bitume. Une voiture passait, 

encore encore une autre et encore...Je regardais mes 

pierres. Intactes (Tanaa. 127). 

When Tanga expresses the desire to hide, it is behind stone 

that she would go: "Je veux enterrer mon mensonge sous un 

amas de pierres..." (Tanaa. 133). Perhaps one of the novel's 

most painful and disturbing imeges is the following 

hallucination in which Tanga fc.rces clay incrusted with 

small stones into her vagina: "Je m'accroupis. Je ramasse 
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une raotte d'argile incrustee de graviers. Je I'enfouis dans 

mon sexe" (Tanaa. 152). Another of Tanga's childhood 

meiBories which associates sexuality to stone is a callous 

remark made by her mother: "Ton sexe est devenu un mur de 

pierre" (Tanqa. 193). 

Ir^ne d'Almeida has interpreted the imagery of stone as 

an allegory for the lack of "human attachment, softness, 

warmth" in relations between people. As she has explained: 

"the stone vagina is an objective correlative not only of 

the alienated woman but also of a social milieu that denies 

every essential human contact" (81). The rigidity of stone 

and marble is particular not only to the social milieu 

Beyala evokes here, but to a geographical one as well; that 

is, the modern, African city. In the urban world Beyala 

reflects, the ties of family and compassion between people 

are rare, and to survive, one must merge with the adamantine 

nature of the city, becoming as callous as the stone 

buildings of Iningue. 

Breaking Out Of the Urban Prison 

Isma asks of Hajila in Ombre Sultane. if they are 

united solely because they of their shared confinement in 

marriage to the same man: "Une ombre-soeur? Les soeurs 

n'existent-elles que dans les prisons—eelles que chacune 

eleve autour d'elle, forteresses de 1'extase...?" (91). The 
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solidarity between women in each of the novels previously 

discussed is, in fact, cemented by a common experience of 

immurement in an urban environment. Roger Chemain has 

identified a similar preoccupation with incarceration in 

novels by male African writers."" The principal female 

characters created by Bouraoui, Djebar and Beyala share this 

characteristic with their male counterparts. But, in the 

case of the male writers, incarceration is a metaphor for 

western colonialisation, whereas for the women writers the 

metaphor refers to patriarchal power. Bouraoui's and 

Djebar's women are trapped in the home, objectified by men 

and treated as private property, excluded from the 

metropolitan existence outside. Djebar's character Sarah, 

like many real women, was quite literally incarcerated in 

penal institutions built and managed by men. Similarly, 

Beyala's two characters, Tanga and Anna-Claude, are thrown 

together by chance in the same prison cell where they share 

their life stories. Tu t^appelleras Tanaa ends with the 

metamorphosis of Tanga into Anna-Claude's body. It is a 

unique vision of the female body as a vessel, not in the act 

of procreation with a man, but in the re-creation and 

Chemain lists several novels by male authors, 
including Ville cruelle. Une Vie de boy. Cette Afrique-la. Un 
Pieae sans fin. Le Vieux N6are et la medaille. Climbie. Les 
Bouts de bois de Dieu. Les Soleils des Indeoendances. La Ville 
dans le roman africain. 95-96. 
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rebirth of one woman through another by means of her voice. 

As often as the city/prison is figuratively personified by a 

female body, the body itself seems to be experienced as a 

prison. For Hajila, knowledge of the city and new sensations 

of her body are a simultaneous discovery. Tanga's propensity 

to relate her world to stone extends to her physical 

existence as well as her environment, it would seem that for 

each of the novelists discussed in this chapter, the answer 

to women's freedom from such imprisonment lies in their 

physical presence in public space, and particularly, in 

being heard, through speech or writing, in the polls. 

These francophone authors offer no easy answers to the 

problems facing urban women. Sarah succeeds in restoring 

women's voices to history only through reliving painful 

personal memories of torture and violence. Hajila finds 

freedom from the binds of pregnancy in an automobile 

accident. Ateba discovers a voice through writing, but 

succumbs to what might be interpreted as a nervous 

breakdown. Tanga escapes the brutality of prison only 

through death and, although her story lives on through 

another woman, Anna-Claude is clearly mentally disturbed. 

The paradox of urban spaces for these writers is that while 

the city offers freedom from rigid family structures 

(Bouraoui) or domestic abuse (Djebar, Beyala), it in turn, 

oppresses. Pain, madness, death are among the results for 
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living an independent life in the city. Of all the writers 

examined here, it is perhaps Assia Djebar who holds the most 

optimistic vision for women to realize their potential. 

Femmes d^Alger dans leur appartment ends on a note of 

optimism and a vision of liberated women to whom the city 

literally opens its doors. Sarah and a friend encounter a 

group of migrant women workers, of whom one had abandoned 

her veil that very morning. The women are overheard 

discussing their dreams for the future in which they will 

take the boat together away from Algiers: "Non pour partir, 

non, pour contempler la ville quand s'ouvriront les portes" 

(70). Another woman responds, saying they themselves will 

rekindle the proud joy of the male raiders ("corsaires") of 

times past: "les seuls de cette ville qu'on avait appelle 

'rois', sans doutes parce qu'ils avaient ete renegats" (70). 

The city's open doors, welcoming women to enter, are an 

image Margot Badran and Miriam Cooke have chosen for the 

title of their anthology of Arab feminist writing. Opening 

the Gates. The spatiality of this metaphor is equally 

appropriate in illustrating the feminist projects of the 

writers discussed here. Like the Amazon women of legend who 

seized the Acropolis from which they were excluded, these 

feminist writers from Algeria and Cameroon are renegades 

who, through their writing, attack the city as a real and 

symbolic site of hegemonic, patriarchal power. In manifold 
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ways, the city in their works represents a web of 

patriarchal attitudes which put women at a disadvantage, 

lock them out of social and political discourse and degrade 

their bodies. Consequently, we can consider such writers as 

Bouraoui, Djebar, and Beyala as pioneers expressing the 

plight of urban women in Francophone Africa. 
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From Christine de Pizan's city of women, walled and 

protected from the violence outside, to the urban prison 

which traps Beyala's and Bouraoui's women inside, urban 

visions of women writers are as heterogeneous as urban space 

itself. We have seen the city in multiple guises: as a text, 

a body, a marketplace, and a prison. Like the diversity and 

contradiction of the many architectural styles which 

comprise a city, the textual cities of these writers, and 

their multiplicity of feminisms and theories coexist. Is 

city writing by women feminist writing? In these cases, it 

would seem to be the case. Writing on the city, in the city, 

and of the city does seem to constitute a feminist act 

asserting women's right to claim a voice in that space. 

Based on the writers previously analyzed, what conclusions 

can now be drawn regarding the experiences of women, writing 

and cities? In each text, the city represents a site of 

cultural and political critique, whose spatial 

configurations reflect the social constructions of class, 

race and gender. Each author writes women as subjects of 

their own experience in the city, restores a feminist voice 

to the polis and supports women's claim to enfranchisement 

in urban space. 
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The urban peregrinations enjoyed by Baudelaire's 

flaneur are no longer the unique privilege of men. The 

city's streets are shared by a new urban figure—the 

flaneuse—who is present in almost each of the texts we have 

studied. The lure of the city is strong, for it favors 

economic opportunity, freedom from family, political 

activism, independence, and sexual freedom. But also 

inherent are dangers, the threat of rape, or of finding 

oneself out on the streets, alone. Elise, Ernaux's 

writer/narrator, Al6fa, Sarah, Hajila, Ateba and Tanga: all 

of these flaneuses lack the casual freedom of their male 

counterparts. Elise is a poor, working-class girl from the 

village whose involvement with an Algerian necessitates 

extreme caution in the vigilant city. Ever-fearful of the 

panoptical gaze of others, Elise and Arezki must choose 

their Parisian itineraries with care. Ernaux's ambulant 

narrator enjoys more economic freedom, but her urban 

reveries never completely allay the fear of physical harm, 

and she finds herself the victim of a potentially brutal 

attack. Alefa risks imprisonment because she identifies 

herself too closely with her urban environment. Deriving her 

identity entirely from the city and public space, living 

nearly destitute without a proper space inside (family, 

home, social structure), Alefa's crime lies in being too 

visible, and too vocal. Hajila passes through the streets 
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like a ghost, invisible beneath her veil. But when she 

strips herself of the outer wrapping tradition has imposed, 

she is abused by her husband for daring to go out in public 

view. The adolescent characters, Ateba and Tanga, must fend 

for themselves in the streets, resorting to prostitution for 

their survival. These examples ccnfirs Deborah Epstein-

Nord's description of a wonen's vision of the city as one of 

transgression and trespassing, the female body as commodity, 

the need for a disguise, and the unavoidability of the gaze 

of others (Epstein-Nord, "The Urban Peripatetic", 366). 

Clearly, these women's experiences fall short of those 

leisurely urban(e) explorations of Baudelaire, the easy 

freedom to "botanize on the asphalt" as an invisible 

spectator. 

The presence of the body represents another point of 

convergence: the body as commodity in Ernaux's Journal. 

produced, packaged and on display; the body as pollution, 

shameful and abject as written by Bouraoui and Beyala; the 

body as a transgressive presence in Djebar's story of a 

traditional Algerian woman. The body and the city share a 

symbiotic relationship in several texts; just as the body is 

constructed and described in architectural detail by 

Bouraoui and Beyala, the city becomes itself a living 

organism whose topography is evoked in corporeal terms as 

seen in the works of Pizan and Brossard. 
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Henri Lefebvre has called the city "le siege du logos" 

and the appellation seems particularly appropriate to these 

authors ("L'Emergence de la pensee", 166). Ernaux has 

constructed her city as an immense text, polyphonic, legible 

and aural. Conversations overheard in public places, 

advertising badinage, grafitti and media broadcasts are 

aspects of the vitality of her urban narration. Brossard 

and Pizan have positioned themselves as textual construction 

workers likening the process of building to that of writing. 

Their polysemic word play adds a dimension of wit and humor 

to the seriousness of their project of creating textual 

sites for women. Alefa gives a voice to her city through the 

vociferous torrent of words which make up her public 

performances and brand her as deviant and dangerous. 

It is interesting to note that most Utopias take the 

shape of cities, as with Pizan's dream of building a 

fortified city in defense of women fPenser la ville 68, 71-

2). One commonality of feminist Utopias is the absence of 

male violence against women, and it is often, according to 

Angelika Bammer, the very reason for the need to establish a 

women's u :opia at all (167). But with the exception of 

Pizan, ana possibly Brossard, the textual urban worlds of 

the authors listed above are more akin to dystopia. Male 

violence against women, both threatened and actually 

enacted, is a consistent aspect of the city as experienced 
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by women. Men in the texts are domineering and controlling 

(Beyala, Dejbar, Bouraoui) ancillary, merely part of the 

crowd (Ernaux, Chedid), or represent a real, physical threat 

(Etcherelli, Ernaux, Pizan, Brossard, Bouraoui, Djebar, 

Beyala). They are practically non-existant as fully 

developed characters, with the exception of Etcherelli, and 

even then, the male character, Azreki, is an foreigner, as 

marginal as Elise herself. We have seen that since the 

earliest Greek polis, space has been divided according to 

gender, establishing the polis in opposition to nature and 

identifying nature with disruptive female forces that must 

be kept restrained."^" In the twentieth century, women are 

brutally reminded through the ever-present threat of rape 

and assault that the city's streets are hostile to a female 

presence. Margaret Higonnet has called this violent crime 

the "ultimate usurpation of female space". 

In the preface to an anthology of philosophical essays 

on cities, the editors have recognized that for some 

writers, the city is the object of a discourse or 

investigation, an object of knowledge, whereas for others. 

See Carol Bigwood, Earth Muse; Feminism. Nature and 
Art (Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1993). 

Margaret R. Higonnet, "Introduction," Reconfiaured 
Spheres: Feminist Explorations of Literary Space. eds. 
Margaret R. Higonnet and Joan Templeton (Amherst: 
Massachusetts UP, 1994) 4. 
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it functions as a kind of subject with whom the philosopher 

opens a dialogue (Ansay and Schoonbrodt, 34). They assert 

that the city provides the space for philosophy, for 

transformation and for social movements (31). The feminist 

authors of my study have engaged in a dialogue with urban 

space, situating their narratives in urban locales, 

constructing the subjectivity of their literary alter-egos 

while deconstructing the patriarchal foundations of the 

polls. I think it is likely that we will continue to see the 

production of feminist discourse on the construction of 

urban spaces. The challenge for feminist writers will 

continue to be the spatial reconstruction of gender 

configurations and the affirmation of a feminist vision of 

the city. 
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