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About the book

Book Review: The Arab of the Future 2  

Author: Riad Sattouf  

Genre: Graphic Memoir  

Setting: 1980s Syria and Libya  

In *The Arab of the Future 2*, Riad Sattouf skillfully transports us back to

his childhood, navigating the tumultuous waters of his formative years. The

narrative follows his transition from the innocent perceptions of youth to the

more complex realities of adolescence, all set against the dramatic backdrop

of 1980s Syria and Libya.  

  

Through Sattouf’s captivating illustrations and heartfelt storytelling, the

reader gains insight into the harsh realities of life under authoritarian rule.

The graphic memoir examines how cultural norms shape family

relationships and how a young boy’s identity is influenced by the contrasting

worlds around him.  

  

This sequel is not just a continuation of Sattouf’s personal journey; it serves

as a poignant meditation on themes of identity, belonging, and resilience. Its

universal messages resonate deeply, prompting readers to reflect on their

own lives and cultural experiences.
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About the author

Profile: Riad Sattouf

- Name: Riad Sattouf

- Profession: Cartoonist, Graphic Novelist, Filmmaker

- Nationality: French-Syrian

- Birthdate: May 5, 1978

- Birthplace: Paris, France

Background:

Riad Sattouf's upbringing was marked by a rich tapestry of cultures,

spending his childhood in Libya, Syria, and rural France. This multicultural

environment has significantly shaped his artistic voice.

Career Highlights:

- Sattouf first captured public attention with his comic series *Pascal

Brutal*, earning him numerous esteemed accolades, notably the Angoulême

International Comics Festival Prize.

- His critically acclaimed autobiographical series, *The Arab of the Future*,

has elevated his status on the global stage.

Artistic Style:

Sattouf’s illustrative work is characterized by its keen observational humor
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and profound socio-political insights. His storytelling deftly explores themes

of identity, culture, and history, showcasing the experience of a child

navigating diverse worlds.

Impact:

Readers praise Sattouf’s ability to engage authentically and humorously with

a wide audience, making his art resonate deeply across various backgrounds.

His work offers a meaningful reflection of the complexities of contemporary

life.
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1. Introduction: Exploring Identity and
Cultural Heritage in 'The Arab of the Future 2'

Riad Sattouf's "The Arab of the Future 2" intricately weaves together the

themes of identity and cultural heritage through the prism of the author's

childhood experiences split between France and Syria. This graphic memoir

not only serves as a personal chronicle but also as a broader commentary on

the nuances of personal and cultural identity amidst the backdrop of

globalization and conflict. Through his vivid illustrations and engaging

storytelling, Sattouf presents a compelling exploration of what it means to

belong to two worlds while grappling with the legacies of both.

At its core, the narrative delves into Riad's dual heritage as the son of a

Syrian father and a French mother. As he navigates his formative years, the

reader is taken on a journey that illuminates the complexities faced by

individuals caught between contrasting cultures. Sattouf's experiences reflect

the challenges many face in reconciling their cultural background with their

current environment, illustrating how these factors shape identity. This

theme resonates universally, as it mirrors the experiences of many who find

themselves in multicultural settings, illustrating the ongoing negotiations of

self in relation to heritage and contemporary society.

One of the most poignant aspects of Sattouf's work is his deft ability to

showcase the everyday realities of his childhood against a backdrop of
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historical and cultural upheaval. For example, Riad’s childhood in Syria is

painted against a canvas of political unrest and social change, thus

highlighting how external circumstances can impact the internal

development of identity. Through anecdotes of family gatherings filled with

tales of the past, traditional practices, and cooks whipping up local dishes,

Sattouf emphasizes the richness of his Syrian heritage. Yet, juxtaposed

against the carefree life in France, often the symbols of modernity and

liberalism, the tension between these two legacies ignites a deeper inquiry

into belonging and acceptance.

Moreover, Sattouf's narrative transcends his personal experience, tapping

into a larger discourse regarding post-colonial identity. It reflects a broader

historical and sociopolitical context that informs how identities are perceived

and constructed in contemporary society. The dichotomy between his French

and Syrian worlds serves as a microcosm of larger global conversations

about migration, diaspora, and belonging. Such insights prompt reflections

on how cultural heritage is preserved or transformed in contexts where

traditional values meet modern ideals.

By delving into the themes of identity and cultural heritage in "The Arab of

the Future 2," Riad Sattouf offers a multifaceted view of the challenges and

triumphs of constructing a personal narrative in a world characterized by

divergent cultural influences. The book ultimately encourages readers to
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reflect on their journeys of identity creation—whether they have similar

cultural dualities or come from a singular cultural background—and fosters

an understanding of how heritage shapes our sense of self in ever-evolving

societies.
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2. Chapter One: A Fascinating Journey
Through Childhood in Syria and France

Chapter One of "The Arab of the Future 2" by Riad Sattouf offers a poignant

exploration of the complexities of childhood spent between two distinct

cultures: Syria and France. This chapter serves as both a personal memoir

and a broader commentary on the themes of identity and cultural heritage.

The narrative begins with a vivid recollection of Sattouf's early years in

Syria, where he is immersed in a landscape rich with familial ties, cultural

traditions, and the sounds and scents of a bustling life. The author’s

portrayal of his childhood home is detailed and evocative, capturing the

vibrancy of the neighborhood, the bustling marketplace, and the close-knit

community in which he was raised. These elements create a profound sense

of belonging that defines his Syrian upbringing.  

Sattouf's family dynamics are equally important in this chapter. His father, a

French national, brings a layer of Western influence into their household,

while his Syrian mother embodies the traditional values of their heritage.

This dual influence is a constant theme throughout the text, highlighting the

clash and blending of cultures right from his early years. For instance,

Sattouf recounts moments of joy and tension between his parents,

illustrating how cultural differences manifest even in simple family

interactions, such as meal preparations or celebrations. 
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As the story progresses, Sattouf describes the feeling of an idyllic childhood

that gradually transforms as the realities of political unrest begin to seep into

everyday life in Syria. He writes about the stark contrasts between the

carefree play of children and the adult discussions that often turn to political

issues, foreshadowing the tumultuous events that would later shape the

region. Such juxtaposition not only marks the innocence of childhood but

also serves as a reminder of the pressing socio-political circumstances that

infiltrate the lives of everyday families in Syria.  

The chapter also takes readers on a journey to France, where Sattouf's family

moves for a period. This transition is marked by a cultural shock for the

young author, who feels out of place amidst a new language and

environment. The stark differences in upbringing between Syrian and French

children become apparent as he navigates the complexities of fitting into a

new society. Sattouf employs humor and wit as he recounts his experiences

in school, isolating moments where he grapples with language barriers and

social dynamics. 

Through the eyes of a child, the author reveals the awkwardness of being

perceived as "different." He explores how racial and cultural identities begin

to form at a young age and the impact that societal expectations have on

self-perception. The experiences he shares resonate with anyone who has felt
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the weight of being an outsider, regardless of their background. 

This chapter’s blend of childhood nostalgia and the realities of growing up

in a multicultural context lays a foundation for deeper themes explored in

later chapters. Ultimately, Chapter One establishes a rich backdrop of

Sattouf's identity formation, illustrating how his dual upbringing shapes his

worldview, creating a tapestry woven from both Syrian and French threads.

The challenges he faces in reconciling these two cultures begin here, setting

the stage for a lifelong journey of self-discovery and belonging.

Through heartfelt anecdotes, sharp observations, and a touch of humor,

Sattouf invites readers to reflect on their own experiences of cultural

identity, belonging, and the innocence of childhood that often clashes with

the complex realities of the adult world.
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3. Chapter Two: Understanding Cultural Clash:
Life Between Two Worlds as a Kid

In "The Arab of the Future 2," Riad Sattouf delves deeply into the

complexities of growing up between two vastly different cultures: the rich

heritage of his Syrian roots and the modernity of French life. This chapter

addresses the cultural clash he experienced as a child, providing a nuanced

understanding of what it means to navigate life between two worlds.

The illustration of Sattouf’s childhood is vivid and poignant, as he captures

both the idyllic moments of youth and the challenges posed by cultural

dissonance. At home, in Syria, he is steeped in the colorful traditions,

languages, and familial bonds that characterize his father's homeland. The

bustling markets, the warmth of his extended family, and the nuances of

Syrian customs surround him. Yet, when he travels back to France to stay

with his mother's side of the family, Riad encounters the more secular and

individualistic nature of French society. This duality creates a sense of

alienation for the young boy.

Sattouf portrays instances that showcase the stark contrasts in behaviors and

expectations between the two cultures. For instance, the way in which his

French peers engage with their environment—often free, loud, and

peer-oriented—differs significantly from the more restrained and

hierarchical interactions of his Syrian relatives. During school, he feels the
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tension of being different; his ambiguous ethnic identity leads to both

curiosity and misunderstanding among his classmates. As he tries to fit into

the French educational system while also reconciling the values instilled in

him at home, he develops a unique lens through which to interpret the world

around him.

Another notable theme in this chapter involves the absurdities and

contradictions that arise from this cultural clash. Sattouf recalls instances

where his Syrian relatives might express traditional values—like excessive

respect for elders or adherence to specific gender roles—that clash with the

more liberal views of his French peers. For example, when he is confronted

with the idea of teenage independence in France, it stands in stark contrast to

the expectations of obedience and familial loyalty in Syria.

Through comedic sketches and candid storytelling, Riad highlights the

moments that confuse and amuse him as a child. He recalls a scene where

his attempt to explain his dual cultural identity to a French friend leads to

bewilderment and incredulity, underlining the often humorous

misunderstandings that result from cultural dissonance.

The internal struggle Riad faces is palpable as he strives to forge an identity

that honors both heritages. He longs to embrace the joys and experiences

common to both cultures while battling feelings of not fully belonging to
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either. This cultural friction resonates strongly during key moments such as

holidays, where expectations collide; for instance, celebrating Christmas in

France compared to Eid in Syria brings forth conflicting emotions tied to

belonging and identity.

Moreover, Sattouf’s reflections shed light on the external perceptions

imposed by society on individuals caught between cultures. The terms of

identity and belonging are not solely defined by the experiences within the

family but are also shaped by how peers and society view one’s background.

This external judgment complicates Riad's self-image, as he navigates a

world that may see him as either too French or too Arab, but never fully as

both.

Ultimately, Chapter Two of "The Arab of the Future 2" immerses readers in

the intricate web of identity formation amidst a cultural clash. Sattouf's

genuine narrative paints a realistic account of the struggles faced by biracial

or bicultural children in a globalized world, characterized by continual

negotiation between differing values, beliefs, and practices. Through humor

and heartfelt storytelling, Sattouf not only illustrates his personal story but

also invites us to consider the broader implications of cultural identity in a

diverse world.
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4. Chapter Three: The Complex Relationship
Between Family and Politics Unveiled

In ‘The Arab of the Future 2’, Riad Sattouf delves into the intricate and often

fraught relationship between family dynamics and political landscapes in the

backdrop of early 1980s Syria. This chapter reveals how personal identities,

familial obligations, and political affiliations intertwine, shaping the lives of

individuals within their immediate environments while mirroring larger

societal issues.  

Sattouf, through his autobiographical lens, illustrates his family’s struggles

and aspirations as they navigate the complexities of life in a politically

charged environment. The story begins by showcasing the relationship

between his French mother and Syrian father, which stands at the

intersection of culture, identity, and the political climate of Syria. This

duality does not just affect Riad’s upbringing but also reflects broader

themes of loyalty, cultural identity, and the impact of political ideologies on

familial relations.  

The narrative highlights how family members often have to align their

personal beliefs or aspirations with their political ideologies, leading to

tension and sometimes discord. For instance, Sattouf captures the essence of

the authoritarian regime under Hafez al-Assad and how it influences the

family dynamics within his household. His father's nationalistic fervor and
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admiration for the president often clash with the more liberal views held by

his mother, reflecting a microcosm of the political disagreements in Syrian

society. This domestic conflict is emblematic of a larger societal rift, as

individuals wrestle with their positions within a regime that suppresses

dissent but also cultivates loyalty among some families and communities.  

The author also addresses how fear and oppression permeate everyday life,

affecting familial relationships. Sattouf recounts conversations that are laced

with a sense of unease, where members of his family must carefully navigate

their discussions to avoid drawing unwanted attention from the authorities.

This atmosphere of suspicion creates a tension that complicates family

interactions, as political conversation is fraught with the danger of

misinterpretation or betrayal. It’s a poignant reminder of how politics can

seep into the most private spaces of life, influencing not only how families

function but also how they define their loyalties and identities in a

challenging socio-political climate.  

In particular, Sattouf's relationship with his father serves as a compelling

exploration of admiration, fear, and the desire for approval. His father's

unwavering support for the regime juxtaposed with Riad's innocence and

naivety creates a powerful dynamic. Throughout the chapter, readers witness

Riad's gradual awareness of the complexities of their world, moving from

childhood innocence to a more nuanced understanding of the political
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pressures that shape their lives. 

 

Moreover, Sattouf's reflections on his family’s past and his father’s

experiences during the independence movement in Syria further emphasize

how history and politics influence individual identities within the family.

The stories passed down through generations illustrate how familial ties are

often molded by shared experiences of political struggle, resilience, and

adaptation. For example, the contrast between Riad’s father’s romanticized

memories of revolutionary times and the stark reality of a tyrannical regime

serves to highlight the evolving political ideologies that families must

contend with as they reshape their identities over time.  

As the narrative progresses, Sattouf does not shy away from exploring the

ways in which young children, like himself, internalize these complexities.

The chapter poignantly expresses the confusion that arises from juxtaposing

a politically charged environment with the innocence of childhood. Sattouf

brings readers into his youthful perspective, shedding light on how children

absorb information about family and politics, often taking cues from the

adult figures around them. This observation resonates particularly today, as

it reflects how the next generation forms its understanding of identity and

political engagement.

In conclusion, Chapter Three of ‘The Arab of the Future 2’ offers a profound
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insight into how politics encroaches upon family life and personal identity.

Sattouf's exploration of this theme uncovers the multifaceted ways families

are affected by the larger political narrative – a narrative that is often beyond

their control yet deeply influences their everyday interactions. Through rich

storytelling, Sattouf encourages readers to contemplate the ways in which

familial relationships are shaped within the broader context of political

realities, creating a narrative that is both personal and universal.
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5. Chapter Four: Insights on Growing Up
Amidst Conflict and Change in the Middle East

In 'The Arab of the Future 2', Riad Sattouf deftly portrays the multifaceted

experience of growing up in a region marked by conflict and significant

sociopolitical changes. This chapter delves into how the turmoil of the

Middle East not only shapes the lives of its inhabitants but also profoundly

impacts the psyche of a child navigating these fluctuating realities.

Sattouf reflects on his own childhood amidst the backdrop of the Syrian civil

war, weaving personal anecdotes with the broader narrative of instability and

uncertainty that characterizes the region. He captures the essence of

childhood innocence clashing with the harsh realities of war, where the

carefree phases of youth are often interrupted by echoes of gunfire and

political dissent. One poignant illustration of this tumult is found in how

Sattouf's family life is punctuated by fear and the upheaval of normalcy. 

In one of his illustrations, he depicts a typical day transformed into chaos as

news of conflict spreads through the community. The once tightly-knit

family gatherings are marred by discussions of escape plans and survival

strategies, fundamentally altering the landscape of childhood. This

interaction not only highlights the precariousness of life during tumult but

also serves to underline the abrupt and sometimes harsh transition from

childhood curiosity to adult awareness of societal strife.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


As Sattouf navigates his dual identity as both a Syrian and a French citizen,

he sheds light on the internal conflicts faced by many youths in war-torn

areas. The struggle between the longing for peace and the reality of conflict

is palpable in his narrative. He illustrates how children adapt to their

environments, often normalizing violence as a part of daily life. For

instance, one episode describes young boys playing war games that imitate

the real conflict surrounding them; it showcases how, despite the bleakness,

children find ways to cope through play, embodying the very conflicts they

wish to escape.

Equally significant is Sattouf's exploration of the generational divide in

perceptions of conflict. Through dialogues with his parents, he highlights

contrasting viewpoints on political engagements and the desire for change.

His father’s activist aspirations juxtaposed against his mother’s wariness of

political involvement convey the complexity of familial dynamics in the face

of societal upheaval. These differing perspectives emphasize the broader

theme of how conflict reshapes not just individual identities, but entire

familial relationships, creating rifts or strengthening bonds depending on

one’s experience and worldview.

Moreover, the illustrations serve as a critical vessel for conveying the

emotional tone of the narrative. They evoke a sense of nostalgia intertwined
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with trepidation as readers witness the beautiful moments of childhood

overshadowed by surrounding chaos. The simplicity of childhood games,

suddenly viewed against a backdrop of tanks and protests, becomes a

profound commentary on resilience and the human spirit. 

In reflecting on growing up in such a shifting environment, Sattouf also

addresses the loss of innocence that intertwines with the experiences of

young people in conflict zones. The chapter portrays moments of joy—the

laughter of children mingling with the sounds of unrest—as bittersweet,

highlighting the juxtaposition of fleeting happiness against the permanence

of human suffering.

Through these narratives, Sattouf accentuates the emotional toll of growing

up amidst chaos, and how deeply it can affect one's sense of identity and

belonging. By sharing his story, he not only personalizes the impact of war

but also invites readers to understand the broader implications of conflict on

youth and their development. It compels a reflection on the nature of

childhood itself, questioning what it truly means to grow up in a world

where conflict is an omnipresent shadow.

Chapter Four ultimately encapsulates the myriad ways in which conflict

interplays with the formation of identity, especially among children.

Sattouf's insights reveal that growing up in the Middle East amidst change is
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not just about surviving but also about finding spaces of joy, connection, and

hope, even when enveloped by despair.
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6. Conclusion: Reflections on Identity,
Belonging, and the Evolution of Self in Riad's
Narrative

In 'The Arab of the Future 2', Riad Sattouf delves deep into the multifaceted

nature of identity and belonging, profoundly shaped by his bi-cultural

upbringing. His narrative poignantly illustrates how he navigated his

existence between Syrian and French cultures, presenting a potent reflection

on personal evolution against the backdrop of historical, social, and political

dynamics.

Riad’s experiences provide a compelling exploration of identity,

highlighting the tensions that arise from being part of multiple worlds. As he

recounts his childhood spent in both Syria and France, readers witness the

formation of his self-concept, caught between the traditions of his father’s

homeland and the liberal outlook he encounters in France. Each interaction,

each moment of self-realization, contributes to the complex mosaic of his

identity, urging the audience to reflect on the fluidity of belonging. 

For instance, Riad's recollections of his summer visits to Syria capture the

rich textures of his cultural heritage, but they are also tinged with

discomfort. While he cherishes moments of familial connection, the

unfamiliarity of societal norms that clash with his experiences in France

instills a sense of alienation. This conflict illustrates the often tumultuous
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journey of many immigrants or individuals with blended backgrounds, who

may find themselves straddling two identities but not fully embraced by

either.

Moreover, Riad’s narrative reveals how external perceptions impact the

evolution of one's self. The societal expectations and stereotypes he faces in

both cultures challenge him to continuously reshape and redefine his

identity. The chapter highlighting his challenges in school – where he is

labeled as different or faces prejudices – resonates with the broader dialogue

about racial and cultural identity. Such experiences underscore the struggles

of those who find themselves as 'the other,' leading to a profound

examination of belonging and acceptance.

Another key element to consider is the role of family intertwined with

political discourse in Riad’s life. His father’s zealous political views

juxtaposed with his mother's French sensibilities create a portrait of familial

complexity amid a tumultuous socio-political landscape. This duality in

parenting fosters Riad’s internal conflict regarding his identity—caught

between conflicting ideals of his parents, he learns early on that identity is

often a negotiation rather than a fixed notion. The influence of familial

relationships becomes apparent as Riad grapples with the expectation to

adhere to his father's vision while yearning for his independence.
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Riad's story doesn’t exist in a vacuum; it reverberates with universal themes

of belonging, identity, and the impacts of change — reflective of countless

stories experienced by diasporas worldwide. Through his graphic narrative,

he invites readers to empathize with the often painful but also enriching

journey of self-discovery shaped by one’s origins and circumstances. 

In conclusion, ‘The Arab of the Future 2’ provocatively reflects on the

intricacies of identity and belonging through the lens of a bicultural

experience. Riad's narrative resonates with anyone who has grappled with

their sense of self amid diverse cultural influences, demonstrating the

evolving nature of identity as a continuous journey rather than a destination.

Readers are left to ponder their own experiences and the ways in which

culture informs and shapes their identities, recognizing that belonging can be

as complex and layered as the lives we lead.
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