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INTERVIEW

‘The Arab world does
not exist,’ Ben Jalloun

By Marie Dhumières
The Daily Star

BEIRUT: “I see the role of a
writer, especially now and
especially coming from an
Arab country, as quite heavy,”

said Moroccan-born French poet and
writer Tahar Ben Jalloun. “The people
practically invested us with tackling
problems that affect them directly.” 
Ben Jalloun spoke to The Daily Star

prior to his Thursday afternoon conver-
sation with the Beirut public at Univer-
sité Saint Joseph, which was the open-
ing event of the Beirut Spring Festival.
Ben Jalloun fervently believes that

writers cannot confine themselves to an
ivory tower, abstaining from engage-
ment with the world’s political realities.
“I’m a writer but I’m also a citizen
affected by what’s happening,” he con-
tinued. “This is how I see being a writer. 
“But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t

also write fictions and fantasy novels.”
Ben Jalloun is a well-known intel-

lectual who has published extensively
in French, his first book of poems,
“Hommes sous linceul de silence,”
appearing in 1971. He began to write
articles and reviews for Le Monde

newspaper in 1972. 
In 1975 he took a doctorate in social

psychiatry, which inspired his 1976
book “La Réclusion Solitaire.”
In 1985, he published his widely cel-

ebrated novel “L’Enfant de sable.” His
novel “La Nuit Sacrée” won the Prix
Goncourt in 1987. These works have
since been translated into 43 languages.
Ben Jalloun currently writes a

monthly column in Le Monde, where
he has recently been writing widely
about the Arab Spring.
Speaking later at USJ with

Lebanese writer Sherif Majdalani,
Ben Jalloun explained he had no
choice but to respond to the images of
the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt. “I
felt it was my duty to testify,” he said.
In his most-recent column, Ben Jal-

loun recounted his expedition inside
the “big head” of Libyan leader
Moammar Gadhafi.
“Gadhafi resisted a lot before letting

me inside his head,” he said, “ … but
then I went for a stroll in his huge head
full of scorpions, straw and cufflinks.”
In what he described as “a fascinat-

ing literary exercise,” Ben Jalloun put
himself in the place of Gadhafi, and
discovered “people who mistake their
country with their house and the
national bank with their pocket.”
“My head hurts again. My hair lost

its color. I need to dye it. I will do it
alone,” he ventriloquizes Gadhafi. “I
didn’t ask for anything but each time I
walk around the country, I notice
immense color portraits of myself …

The people love me so much it feels
the need to tell me by multiplying the
posters of my portraits.”
Ben Jalloun, who launched two new

books during his USJ talk, said he felt
the need to leave a “written trail” of his
response to the Arab Spring. In “L’ét-
incelle,” Ben Jalloun analyzes the
Egyptian and Tunisian uprisings and
gives his views of the state of other
Arab countries.
“It’s a very personal analysis,” he

said, explaining he’d tried to imagine
how Mubarak had spent his first night
in Sharm al-Sheikh, for example. In
“Par le feu,” Ben Jalloun imagines
what happened in the days that pre-
ceded Tunisian Mohammad Bouaz-
izi’s immolation – the event that is said
to have sparked the protests in Tunisia.
“I put myself in his head, in his life,

I imagined his family, his fiancée.” 
Answering a question about one of

his early novels, “Moha le fou, Moha
le sage,” Ben Jalloun said he saw a
resemblance between his character’s
story and that of Bouazizi.
“[Moha] is someone who has noth-

ing to lose anymore and goes out to the
streets to tell people what he thinks …
Of course he gets arrested, tortured
and killed, but it doesn’t stop him,” he
explained, saying Moha was a
metaphor for freedom.
With the Arab Spring, Ben Jalloun

believes, the world is witnessing the
“emergence in these countries of a free
individual, who used to be oppressed
by Arab and Muslim societies,” hop-

ing this will lead to a change in a pow-
er relationship he compared to that of
father and children.
Ben Jalloun, who said he has

“always been angry at the Arab
regimes,” remarked that “a writer has
to do his work, meaning telling things
as he sees them but without making a
revolution in place of others.”
He acknowledged that neither he nor

other intellectuals saw the Arab Spring
coming but insisted it is not the role of
intellectuals to predict the future.
“They are not clairvoyants … but in

one way or another they all denounced
the situation,” he said, adding he was
convinced the Arab intellectuals “did
their work.”
“The writer’s role is to look around

him and to relate,” he said, acknowl-
edging though that “no book until now
has changed society.”
Ben Jalloun also criticized what he

called the “cliché” of the Arab world.
“We need to stop speaking about ‘the
Arab world,’” he said. “‘The Arab
world’ doesn’t exist.
“As a Moroccan, I have nothing in

common with a Kuwaiti,” he added,
saying he did not see the basis on

which Arabs could be united.
“The reality,” he said is that the

Arab world “is made of divergences,
differences, and different interests.”
The Beirut Spring Festival is a year-

ly event organized by the Samir Kas-
sir Foundation, named after the charis-
matic left-leaning Lebanese editorial-
ist and educator who was assassinated
in 2005.
Kassir was a public intellectual con-

cerned with progressive politics in the
Arab world, while comfortably navi-
gating Franco-Lebanese cultural and
political circles. Since its inception, the
Spring Festival has tended to echo this
progressive-Franco-Arab profile.
Majdalani stressed the events in the

Arab world gave a special tone to this
year’s event, as “we are living Samir
Kassir’s dream of the blooming of the
Arab Spring.”
Ben Jalloun will deliver a lecture entitled
“How to write during the Arab spring”
before a select audience of invited guests
at the Résidence des Pins Friday evening.
The Beirut Spring Festival continues until
June 8. For scheduling information and so
forth, see http://beirutspringfestival.org

The Moroccan-born
French poet discusses
role of the intellectual
in regional ferment

Ben Jalloun speaks at Universite Saint Joseph.
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