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BY FRANCESCO BANDARIN
UNESCO Assistant Director-General for Culture 

In order to commemorate the designation of the city of Sharjah 
as Cultural Capital of the Arab Region in 1998, the Government 
of the Emirate of Sharjah and His Highness Sheikh Sultan bin 
Mohammed Al-Qasimi proposed the establishment of a prize 
to UNESCO. By mutual agreement, it rewarded two individu-
als from within and beyond the Arab world who, through their 
work and outstanding achievements, endeavour to dissemi-
nate greater knowledge of Arab art and culture. 

Established under these favourable circumstances for a cause 
that had become urgent, the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab 
Culture has, since 2001, crowned the efforts of 16 outstanding 
individuals 1 from across the world. They have been honoured 
either in recognition of their contribution – in their respective 
disciplines – to Arab art and culture, or for participating in the 
dissemination of the latter outside the Arab world. Together, 
the prizewinners 2 have come to represent a new generation of 
researchers, artists, philosophers, authors and translators with 
a profound desire to achieve a genuine dialogue between Arab 
culture and other cultures. 

1. See the list of prizewinners in Annex 2.

2. Arab prizewinners have come from the following countries: Algeria, 
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia and Yemen. 
Non-Arab prizewinners have come from the following countries: Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, China, France, Holy See, India, Poland, 
Portugal and Spain.

 A PRIZE 
INSPIRED 

AND FUNDED 
BY THE 

EMIRATE OF 
SHARJAH



THE UNESCO-SHARJAH PRIZE FOR ARAB CULTURE

Ms Anna Parzymies (Poland) and Mr Ghani Alani (Iraq) are the 
eighth set of winners of the Prize. Both have been rewarded for 
their efforts to disseminate Arab culture: Anna Parzymies has 
endeavoured to spread knowledge of Arab-Muslim civilization 
and the Muslim world in Poland, and Ghani Alani has revealed 
to the West the art of calligraphy – a quintessential, compre-
��������	
���

����	�����
����

�������������������
	
����
��	
���
in the Middle East.

To illustrate the relationship between the objectives of the Prize 
and those of the International Year for the Rapprochement of 
Cultures, proclaimed by the UN General Assembly for 2010, 
three “dialogues” 3 organized by the members of the interna-
tional jury were held on the occasion of the award ceremony. 
They were set to a subtle and seamless melody highlighting 
ways of reaching out to other cultures. The dialogues also 
focused on demonstrating the essential role of cultural and 
human factors within any undertaking aimed at rapprochement 
and mutual understanding.

These events would not have been possible without the gen-
erosity and invaluable support of His Highness Sheikh Sultan 
bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi, to whom I again wish to extend my 
gratitude and wholehearted congratulations for the cultural and 
human endeavours he has undertaken in his country, thus rec-
ognizing the cultural and artistic dimension of projects aimed 
at prosperity and peace.

3. See Part Two.
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PART ONE
Eighth award ceremony of   
the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture

On the occasion of this ceremonial meeting, the speakers who successively took the 
floor commended the existence of the Prize. In an era of globalization, promoting 
innovative forms of artistic and cultural creativity developed by Arab artists and 
researchers is one of the main purposes of the Prize.

In this regard, Mohammed Arkoun, President of the international jury, called 
on Arab States to establish – in a healthy spirit of emulation – prizes similar to 
the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture, in order to generate unprecedented 
intellectual and cultural momentum.



Irina Bokova, Director-General of UNESCO 
and Mr A. Al Owais, Director-General, Department of Culture and Information, 

Government of Sharjah with Prize-winner Anna Parzymies ©
 U

N
E

S
C

O



11

OPENING ADDRESSES

 IRINA BOKOVA
Director-General of UNESCO

Your Excellency Mr Abdullah Alneaimi, Ambassador, Permanent 
Delegate of the United Arab Emirates to UNESCO,
Mr Abdullah Al Owais, Director-General of the Department of 
Culture and Information of the Government of Sharjah,
Mr Mohammed Arkoun, President of the International Jury of 
the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture,
Members of the Jury,
Ms Anna Parzymies and Mr Ghani Alani, winners of the 2009 
UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture,
Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am very pleased to welcome you today to UNESCO 
Headquarters on the occasion of the eighth award ceremony 
of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture.

First and foremost, I would like to thank wholeheartedly His 
Highness Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi, Ruler of 
Sharjah. As you are all aware, the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize 
was established through the foresight and generosity of His 
Highness and its scope has expanded steadily in recent years.

It is also a great pleasure for me to welcome the two 2009 
winners, Ms Anna Parzymies and Mr Ghani Alani, who will, in a 
moment, receive the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize.

Dear friends and winners, your name is now on a par with the 
16 eminent persons, philosophers, authors and scholars who, 
like you, have contributed to building a more harmonious world 
by focusing their work on the transmission of knowledge.

The UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture highlights original 
and outstanding initiatives to disseminate Arab culture through-
out the world. It embodies a humanistic philosophy fully con-
sistent with that of our Organization. For 60 years, UNESCO 
has constantly renewed its mandate for peace, by fostering 
opportunities for dialogue and encouraging efforts to enhance 
our understanding of others. Within these values, conducive 
to mutual respect and understanding, lie the seeds of peace. 
It is our duty to help them germinate, by working tirelessly to 
protect these fundamental, yet fragile, values.

On 18 February, we launched the International Year for the 
Rapprochement of Cultures, which is being celebrated 
throughout 2010. I am convinced that, in order to move for-
ward and address all the challenges facing the world today, 
cultures need to make efforts to come together. Peoples and 
cultures need to discover, rediscover, respect and accept 
each other.

Irina Bokova, Director-General of UNESCO 
with prizewinners Ghani Alani and Anna Parzymies©
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The objectives of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize are fully consist-
ent with this humanistic conception of our Organization. For 
this reason, I would like to thank both prizewinners for their 
unique contribution to disseminating cultural diversity. Our 
admiration and recognition of their work knows no bounds. 

��	���

����
�	�����	������	
���������������
����
�	���
����
awarded the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize, which makes this even-
ing even more exceptional. As you are all aware, the presence 
of women in the world of education, work and creativity is an 
essential priority for UNESCO. 

Lastly, I wish to commend the eminent members of the inter-
national jury of the Sharjah Prize, who have devoted their time 
and energy to identifying those who best convey Arab culture 
in the world this year: a highly erudite publisher, and a poet and 
calligrapher, who have both opened up new insights for the 
world into Arab culture. These are two outstanding prizewin-
ners who are contributing to building peace.

I would like to congratulate and thank you.

A Mosque in Sharjah 
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PART I - OPENING ADDRESSES

 H.E. MR ABDULLAH ALNEAIMI 
Ambassador, Permanent Delegate 

of the United Arab Emirates to UNESCO

Madam Director-General, Ms Irina Bokova,
Your Excellencies, Ambassadors and Permanent Delegates to 
UNESCO, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Peace, mercy and blessings of God be upon you.

A breeze blowing from the United Arab Emirates and fragrant 
����������
�������� ����	�
�������
��� ��������������	������	���
�
together here at UNESCO Headquarters to honour the talent 
of outstanding individuals with the eighth award of the Sharjah 
Prize for Arab Culture. This prestigious prize is awarded by His 
Highness Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi, member of 
the Supreme Council of the United Arab Emirates and Ruler of 
��	
�	��� ���	��
���	��
��
���
�	�������	����
�	�

��	������	���
!
mation of originality and the radiance of cultural endeavours 
that go beyond place and time, that cross borders to embrace 
the other, any other, whatever their roots and characteristics, 
and take on global and humanitarian dimensions, just as the 
�
����	
��"�
������
�����
���
��	�������
���
��������������	��
����
�
the sea, and the sea abounds in the pearls and treasures of 
humanity, for ever and ever.

Dear friends,
The story of Sharjah and culture began long ago, and in it our 
Ruler has played an exceptional and exciting role. Very early on, 
words, whether poetry, literature, history or philosophy, were 
Sharjah’s daily sustenance and the provisions it carried with it on 
its journey towards development and radiance and the cultural 

leap achieved by the United Arab Emirates, with His Highness 
Sheikh Sultan as its conscience and compass, its creative pen 
and radiant script. Very early on, Sharjah tilled its own soil and 
�
����������������	���
������
�������
����

#��	�
��������
���
�$�
Though bold and inspired initiatives some 20 museums were 
established featuring the sciences, the secrets of the oceans, 
diving for pearls, literature, archaeology and geography. Then 
the Emirate created the Biennale of Contemporary Art, pub-
lished books and disseminated knowledge, and established 
links with international and Arab centres of culture, until Sharjah 
truly became the cultural capital of the United Arab Emirates. 
These cultural activities have been sponsored and inspired by 
a man of intelligence and culture drawing on his wisdom and 
�%��������#�
���������������������
�������
�������
	��
��	�������

�$

Just as Europe had its Age of Enlightenment, we in the Emirates 
also have our period of enlightenment, with an active transla-
��
��	���������������
���������
�	����������	��������������������
of scholarship, culture and sustainable development, some 

H.E. Mr Abdullah Alneaimi, Ambassador, 
Permanent Delegate of the United Arab Emirates to UNESCO©
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of which have taken shape in cooperation with UNESCO, the 
house of the cultures of the world.

As the “poet of the two countries” (the Levant and Egypt) 
Khalil Mutran said, “Throughout the march of its civilization, 
our Arab East has not been devoid of creative individuals who 
have fashioned with people what Leonardo da Vinci did with 
marble”: the chisel that carves out masterpieces, the paint-
brush that paints canvases, the ink that is transformed into a 
banquet of poetry, the history that peers into the past in order 
to glimpse the horizons of the future, the play whose faces and 
masks tell a tale of life, or la comédie humaine, as Balzac called 
it. Such are the keys of the culture produced by the Emirates 
in its interaction with itself and with others, in a spirit of open-
ness, communication, interaction and acceptance of differ-
ences, while striving to attain the essential truths of humanity 
– dialogue, peace and the values of right, good and beauty. 
Such communication and interaction has come about thanks 
to the generous patronage of the political leadership of the 
country, guided by the President, His Highness Sheikh Khalifa 
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, and his brother the Vice-President, His 
Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum.

Friends,
The Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture was established nine years ago. 
Initially biennial, it is now awarded every year, and has evolved 
��������	�����	�������������
�
	����	�����
����������
�	���������!
viduals from numerous countries who are involved in cultural work 
of a universal nature. This year, the eighth award of the Prize coin-
cides with the election of Ms Bokova as Director-General of this 

International Organization, for which the people of the Emirates 
have affection and the greatest esteem. This year’s award of the 
Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture also coincides with the International 
Year for the Rapprochement of Cultures, a rapprochement which 
UNESCO has placed at the heart of its work and activities for the 
year 2010. Indeed, the United Arab Emirates, through the Sharjah 
Prize, will certainly participate with wide-ranging awareness 
in all aspects and prerequisites of this cultural rapprochement. 
Similarly, the sponsor of the Prize, His Highness Sheikh Sultan 
bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi, motivated by strong willpower and 
talent, has become alongside others an architect building cultural 
bridges between nations and peoples. As he says, all works 
of creative art surpass their creators and speak to all humanity 
through the memory of heritage and a shared future.

I extend my warm congratulations to the winners of this year’s 
award of the Sharjah prize for Arab culture, and at the same 
time I appeal to creative people in the Arab world and beyond 
– poets and novelists, artists and playwrights, craftspeople 
and historians – to submit their candidacies to the UNESCO 
Secretariat. The Prize is open to all; its criteria are the dimen-
sions of civilizations; its objectives are to encourage competi-
tiveness and creativity, to enrich the dialogue among cultures, 
and to contribute to the rapprochement of civilizations, which 
must communicate, interact and become intertwined in order 
for fear, doubt and darkness to be vanquished, for education, 
development and certitude to be victorious, and for peace to 
be promoted in people’s minds rather than merely on paper.

Peace, mercy and blessings of God be upon you.
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THE PRIZEWINNERS

 GHANI ALANI 
is a laureate of the 2009 UNESCO-Sharjah Prize 

for culture. He sees the award as recognition 
for the art of calligraphy.

by Bassam Mansour
Regional Information Offi cer 

and Arabic Portal Editor

“In the beginning, there was Baghdad,” says Ghani Alani, as 
he evokes the role his city has played in the history of Arabic 
and Islamic calligraphy. It was the starting point for the other 
styles and different schools. But he recognises that the art of 
calligraphy has also developed in other great capitals of the 
Arab-Islamic world, from Andalusia to Bukhara.

“I was born with a pen in my hand,” he says. “I don’t remem-
��
� 	��� ����������
���������� �� �
�����	����
	���� �

� ���� ��
���
time,” he adds. “There were a lot of reeds growing in the neigh-
bourhood where I was born, the kind that are used to make 
����$&�'�	���*�	�����	
�����

#����	��	���	
���	��$�+�����
����
��
was with the railway company in Baghdad. I would clean the 
coaches during the day, and then go home and study in the 
evenings,” he explains. “On Friday, the day of rest, I spent my 
time studying and practising calligraphy.”

“My teacher was called Hachem Mohamed, better known 
as Baghdadi. He was a pupil of one of the greatest masters 
of calligraphy, whose lineage goes right back to the Abbasid 
�
	����
���������������
����	�
$� ���	�����
��������������
�������
him. For three years I submerged myself in the study of writing. 
/�������	�����������������
�����	���
����������������
����������

easier. Forming one letter leads to making two, and these two 
letters go on to make a word, and then a sentence.”

But this Master of calligraphy was not happy just teaching him 
how to form the letters with his pen; he also encouraged him 
to see the link between man and letter. “Calligraphy has some-
thing to do with the soul,” he feels. The calligrapher’s pen is an 
extension of his arm, of his whole being. “My master never told 
me how to trace my letters. Instead, he drew my attention to 
the link between the body and the letter. ‘Our hands,’ he said, 
‘are different, and their size affects the letters, so the letter is a 

�"�����
��
�������	�$<&

“I learned this art from Hachem al Baghdadi, just as he, in turn, 
had inherited it from the founders of the Baghdad School. One 
day, he presented me with a diploma, which none of his other 
pupils had ever received. When a calligraphy master gives a 
��
�����	��� ��#�� ������ ��� 	���

����� ���� ������ �
� ����� ���� �

#��
���������
����	��$�=�������
�	����
����	��>
�����	�<��	��
��
recognising that the pupil has truly attained expert status.” The 
document reads: “When it became apparent that the recipi-
����
�� ������	������������
�����	����	��	������	���� ���� 
�����
��
Arabic calligraphy, had explored all the forms of this art and had 

Prizewinner Ghani Alani©
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�%�������	����������	�	
������������
������
�	���%���������	��
��
beneath his beautiful writing …”

Ghani Alani left Baghdad for Paris in 1967. “In Paris, I followed 
postgraduate studies in law and received a doctorate,” he 
explained. “I wanted calligraphy to remain a hobby, but my 
passion got the better of me. The lawyer hung up his robes 
and made a sharpened reed the tool of his trade. When the 
?�	��
������@	������
��X	���	��������
�
����
�����
�����	�����
he said: ‘today you are ready to start studying law.’ What he 
meant was that our studies had given us the means to think. In 
the end, that is exactly what Master Hachem al Baghdadi had 
told us about calligraphy.”

+/���� �� �	�� ��������� ����� X	��� �� ����� �
� ���� *
�� ���������� ���
Baghdad, following the wishes of my teacher, Hachem al 
[	���	���&�����%��	���$�+��������
�����	
�	�����������������	��
�	��
Turkish master of Islamic illumination, Hamad al Amidi, had been 
invited. His teachings were very important for me. Indeed, I now 
practice both calligraphy and illumination, which is unusual.”

“From the outset, I tried to grasp the essence of writing in Arab 
civilisation. Starting with my own experience, I worked on the 
ideas of unity and continuity that calligraphy is able to express. It 
is rather like a river that the other arts feed into, like tributaries.”

For Ghani Alani, calligraphy did not develop in Arab civiliza-
tion – as is often thought – because pictorial representation 
was forbidden. “This hypothesis is false,” he insists. “There are 
drawings in Islamic civilization, particularly in Turkey and Iran. 
*����	����
	�����	�����

�

	�������
	�������	���$�=�������	%�
of calligraphy in Arab civilization is more because it is a society 
based on the word, and has been since pre-Islamic times, 
when poetry was the only art and the poet was the pride of his 
clan. And where there is the word, there is writing….”

Explaining the formal origins of calligraphy, he says “the 
straight line and the curve are found in every style of writ-
ing in the world and always have been, from pictograms to 
ideograms via ‘phonetic’ writing, which gave cuneiform script 
its syllabic structure. Since the invention of cuneiform, scripts 
have used the straight line and the curve. There are several 
illustrations in Mesopotamian writing, like the inscription of the 
Codex Hammurabi, where the characteristic of the letters is 
their straightness, contrary to what was usual at the time.”

'�	���*�	���	��
��������������
����
��
��\������
�����$�+���	���
����
���
�����
��\�������
����	����������
	����$�=�
�����
��	���
it straight are making a major mistake, saying that all straight 
	���	����	
��
�������	������	�����\����$�=����
�������]��������!
ferent. This script can be traced back to before the building of 
Kufa, the town that gives it its name, during the Mu’aalaqat 
era (the seven most beautiful poems of the pre-Islamic era are 
inscribed in the entrance to the Kaaba, in Mecca). I, myself, 
�
���
��
�����
�����������
����	��	����	
$��������
�����	������\����
trend brought improvements and led to it being used more 
widely, both in manuscripts and in architecture. The School 
of Baghdad then created cursive script, which takes several 
forms, thuluth, diwani and naskhi which was used for printing.”

Although Ghani Alani cites the example of the Mu’allaqats, 
there are doubts about the very existence of these famous 
poems. “There will always be someone who doubts the verac-
ity of these Mu’allaqats,” he explains. “But it is certain that, 
since the pre-Islamic era, there have been texts written using 
the Arabic alphabet. Documents, treaties and agreements 
have been found, inscribed on stone tablets dating back to 
well before the Islamic period. And, in some archaeological 
sites, texts have been found inscribed on stone, the most 
famous being at Mada’in Saleh,” in Saudi Arabia. (This site is 
inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List.)
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Ghani Alani has been living in Paris for over 40 years. Speaking 

�� ���� 
��	��
������ ����� ���� ^����� ��� �
������� ��	�� +�� ����� ���
Europe, and the exchange that I have had with western society 
has been very productive, in both directions. And this, despite 
the difference between Arab and Western ways of thinking. 
Arab thought is based on the verb, whereas Western thought 
is based on the image. But the verb includes the image. The 
best example of this is poetry, which the ancients called ‘the 
register of the Arabs’.”

Receiving the UNESCO-Sharjah prize for Arab culture means a 
great deal to him. “Above all, it is a full recognition of calligra-
phy as an art, one which is part of the soul of Arab civilization, 
and forms the skeleton of this culture. But what is even more 
important is that the prize has been awarded to me as an Iraqi 
artist. This enables me to show another side of Iraq, unlike the 
��	����
���	
�	�����
��������	���	����������
�
���
����$&
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Calligraphy artworks of Ghani Alani
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INTERVIEW WITH  ANNA PARZYMIES:
Antidote to the “Clash of Civilizations”

by Jasmina Šopova
Head Editor UNESCO Courier

@
����
�
��������
����
�����������������
�����
������	��������*
	�_
��������������	��
���*��	��	
����������
���
����
�����
������
������
nothing abstract in the notion of different cultures coming together. 
The ‘Dialogue’ publishing house that she directs has a catalogue 
of over 200 books it has published revealing various aspects of 
Muslim culture to Polish readers. She was also a founder member 
of the Department for European Islam Studies at the University 
of Warsaw (Poland). This year she shares the 2009 Sharjah prize 
for Arab culture with Iraqi calligrapher Ghani Alani. This is timely 
recognition for her contribution to the development, dissemination 
and promotion of Arab culture throughout the world. 

You are Polish, born in Bulgaria. Where does your 
interest in Arab culture come from?

In the 1960s, Eastern European countries strengthened their 
relations with recently independent Arab states, helping to 
awaken genuine public interest in Arab culture. Very often, 
specialists, doctors and academic researchers who had been 
working with Arab countries published books when they came 
back that told of these far-off places. The translations of books 
by Nagib Mahfouz, Yousouf Idris, Al Ghitani and Ghadad al-
Simman enthralled their readers. In the meantime, interest in 
���	�� �	�� �
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Koran, translated by Professor Jozef Bielawski, founder of the 
Department for European Islam Studies at the University of 
Warsaw, turned into something of a cultural event, with people 
queuing outside bookshops to buy it! 

Fertile conditions, then, to foster the curiosity of a young girl like 
��$� �����	��������������
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from 1958 to 1962, and then left for Tunisia, where I stayed 
from 1962 to 1968. This is how my passion for Arabic lan-
��	���	��������
�� ��	
���$�}	����� ���������	��	���
��
�� ����
Tunisian Arabic dialect and published a book on Tunisia, I went 
to Algeria. That is where I worked on my doctorate on fam-
ily names of Turkish origin, which I submitted on my return to 
Poland, before starting an academic career at the Institute of 
Oriental Studies at the University of Warsaw.

In 1992 you started the publishing house, Dialogue 
(Wydawnictwo Academickie Dialog). What was behind 
this? 

Following the regime change in Poland, the state publishing 
houses were bought up by private publishers, who, often, did 
not have the money to carry on the previous activities and had 
changed their editorial policy to meet the new demands of 
readers, eager to learn as much as they could about what the 
“free world” had to offer. As a result, my colleagues and I found 
��� ���
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�
� 
���	
��� �

#�� �
���	
�

©
 U

N
E

S
C

O

Prize-winner Anna Parzymies  
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articles and translations. Having stepped up efforts to attract 
���� 	������
�� 
�� ��������
��� �� 
�	������ �� �	�� ��������� 	� �
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battle and decided to start a publishing house that would allow 
us to continue our activities. I started from scratch, or almost, 
with a lot of help from colleagues and, above all, support from 
UNESCO, which funded the computers. 
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civilization and the Muslim world in general, notably with 
grants from the Polish Ministry of Education and the University 
of Warsaw.

In 1998 you founded the Department for European 
Islam Studies at the University of Warsaw. How did this 
idea come to you?

In 1987 and 1988, I had an 8-month fellowship in Aix-en-
Provence. It had been over 10 years since I was last in France 
and I discovered, to my astonishment, a very different popula-
tion of North African immigrants to the one I had known in 
the 1970s, which had mostly been manual workers doing their 
best not to attract attention. I discovered the existence of an 
educated community, working in private-sector companies, 
the civil service, in universities. I saw emancipated young 
women, studying, with careers. I saw a well-organized cultural 
and religious life. 

At the same time, I noticed a certain unease, stemming 
�

�� 	� ����
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�� *
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�����
people, as well as an ignorance or incomprehension of 
French culture within the immigrant community. I had the 
feeling that, on both sides, people were basing their ideas 
on outdated clichés. That is when I decided to learn more 
about the status of immigrants and their working and living 
conditions. 

At that time, Poland was not a destination for immigrant 
workers. Apart from Arab students, Muslims in Poland are 
very largely indigenous, of Tartar origin, and have been living 
in the country for 600 years. They speak Polish and are well 
integrated into Polish society. But it was not hard to imagine 
that once Poland joined the European Union, it could become 
a destination for immigrant workers from Arab countries. It 
seemed to me that a more informed understanding of the 
history of Islam in Europe and of European policies regard-
ing Muslim immigration could help us to be better prepared. 
Apart from this practical aspect, I thought that studying the 
�����
������ 
�� *
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of the multiculturalism that characterises Europe today could 
only enrich our vision of the world. When I returned to Warsaw 
I put forward a proposal to create a research department on 
Muslims in Europe. The project was immediately accepted, 
both by the Rector and the University Senate. 

Are Polish students interested in studying this subject?

Their interest turned out to be much greater than I’d hoped. It 
���������	�����	�����������#������'����^	
���_���������	
�����
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mer Yugoslavia, in Afghanistan, Iraq and the Near-East greatly 
increased interest in Islam and Arab culture. And, because 
our courses were not restricted to students in the Faculty of 
Oriental Studies, the lecture theatres were often full. Students 
from other faculties, journalists and young civil servants in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs now participate very actively. 

What is the main thesis of the book, Islam and 
Terrorism, you wrote in 2003?

The book aims to present the causes and the history of ter-
rorism and, especially to explain that its sources are not linked 
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What does the idea of ‘cultural rapprochement’ evoke 
for you? 

Knowing and understanding, above all. But also accepting the 
fact of cultural diversity and, from there strengthening intercul-
tural dialogue. In a word, the antidote to Samuel Huntington’s 
‘clash of civilizations’, which considers that hostility between 
civilizations is natural.

to the Muslim religion, and that a distinction has to be made 
between terrorism and Islam. I wrote it after 11 September 
2001, when the ‘war on terrorism’ declared by President Bush 
changed, for some, and in the media, into a war on Islam, 
against Muslims. I also set out the sources of anti-American 
feeling that had grown in Arab societies. 

Ruler of Sharjah Sheikh Al-Quasimi in the company of international artists ©
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 PORTRAIT: A PRIZE, A SPONSOR, A COUNTRY

FOUAD BOU MANSOUR
Permanent Delegation 

of the United Arab Emirates to UNESCO
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as a way of recognizing and celebrating talent. Above all, it 
has the advantage of having been created by a gifted man of 
letters: Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi, Member of 
the Supreme Council of the United Arab Emirates- Ruler of 
Sharjah. 

Behind the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture, which in 
its eight years of existence has become an institution, are the 
combined efforts of a man, an Emirate and a country.

THE MAN: RULER OF SHARJAH

The Emirate of Sharjah may appear to be a small dot on the 
map, but thanks to its ruler it has played and still plays a cul-
tural role worthy of the world’s envy. Sheikh Al-Qasimi is more 
than the Ruler of Sharjah: he is an extremely cultured man who 
holds two Ph.Ds (in history and in the political geography of 
the Gulf) from British universities. He is the author of several 
historical and literary publications. 

Through his publications, His Highness has greatly contributed 
to the spread of Arab culture, which we celebrate today. His 
vast knowledge of the history of French orientalism, manifest 
in his acceptance speech upon being named Commander of 
the Order of Arts and Letters, has enriched research in the 
history of ideas, inherited from the Renaissance: Arabic print-
ing, introduced to France by Savary de Brèves, Herbelot de 
Molainville’s Bibliothèque orientale, the Description de l’Égypte 

commissioned by Napoleon Bonaparte, Volney’s Voyage en 
Syrie et en Égypte, etc. 

The Sheikh, a man enamoured with words and books, 
unhesitatingly made Sharjah a shining cultural centre – at the 
regional and then international levels, notably by creating, with 
UNESCO, this Prize dedicated to developing the prestige of 
*
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civilization in which he was born and raised and his determina-
tion to chart and bring to life its history in the spirit of al-Andalus 
and in full respect for the written word. 

THE EMIRATE OF SHARJAH 

Given the initiatives of such a ruler, it is only natural that the 
Emirate of Sharjah develops ambitious projects in culture, aca-
demia and the arts.

The celebration of Sharjah as Cultural Capital of the Arab Region 
��� ����� �	
#��� ���� ��
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���� ��� 	�
series of events (over 1,200 every year) dedicated to promoting 
culture: the International Book Fair, Biennale of Contemporary 
Art, the Theatre Biennial. There are also 20-odd cultural institu-
tions and associations, and 20 museums dedicated to the arts, 
natural history and antiquities. In addition, the Emirate is home to 
a regional heritage which includes forts, a desert park, an animal 
reserve and a rich variety of crafts. 

The UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture was an immedi-
	��� ��������	��� ���� ��
��� 
�� ���� #���� ��� ���� 
���
�$� ��� 
��	
���
men and women who have contributed, through their artis-
tic, intellectual or promotional work, to the dissemination of 
Arab culture in their country of origin, thus following Voltaire’s 
maxim that “every book which teaches something has value”. 
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The aspirations of the Prize are great: to promote respect for 
exchange and the intellectual richness of each individual via 
culture so as to better understand and respect one another 
and engage in dialogue using the bridges of intelligence that 
lead to humanity’s cultural progress.

THE COUNTRY: THE UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

This all contributes to an understanding of how Sharjah’s cultural 
policy spurred on a broader project in the Emirates aimed at 
combining a desert civilization thousands of years old with an 
intelligent modernity that, in addition to building bridges between 
East and West, will create a multifarious cultural model based, 
by virtue of its very essence, on openness to others. 

For years, the Emirates have multiplied efforts in their quest for 
excellence. With the support of UNESCO, they are promoting 
the region’s tangible and intangible heritage. 

The United Arab Emirates are well aware that no future – espe-
cially cultural – can be viable without a past. The Emirates 
venerate their traditions but, head held high, are also willing to 
work towards a state-of-the-art modernity – humanist as well 
as technological – aimed at the rapprochement of cultures: an 
emblematic quest and inquiry for UNESCO in 2010.

The ambition of the United Arab Emirates is to promote a cul-
ture of tolerance, the recognition of difference and the univer-
sality of fundamental principles in the interest of a better future.

Dear friends, tonight is an opportunity to “light a candle rather 
than curse the darkness”, as the old proverb goes.

Tonight, Sharjah is lighting many candles.
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PART TWO
“Dialogues” on a strategy to promote exchange 
for a greater understanding of  Arab culture

A “Dialogues” session held for the members of the international jury and specially 
invited intellectuals examined three topics of particular interest with respect to 
bringing cultures together: (a) the challenges and strategies for concerted action 
for the rapprochement of cultures; (b) the reciprocal impact of Arabic literature in 
Europe and of European literature in the Arab world; (c) the rise of the Arabic novel 
in the late nineteenth century and the vitality of Arabic poetry in the Middle Ages.

The diversity of the subjects examined at this session gave way to an authentic 
shared concern: what role should be given to translators and all those whose work 
conveys and adds to the prestige of Arab culture, in order to deepen a much-needed 
knowledge of the culture of others – knowledge that is held to be a privileged tool 
of rapprochement? In this regard, the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture is an 
essential instrument in promoting Arab culture, as demonstrated by the exemplary 
efforts to this end made by the two winners of the eighth award of the Prize.



Museum tower - Sharjah
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 WELCOME ADDRESS

BY ABDULLAH M. AL OWAIS
Director-General, 

Department of Culture and information, 
Government of Sharjah United, Arab Emirates

In The Name of Allah the Most Graceful, the Most Merciful  
Madam Director-General of UNESCO
Your Excellencies Ambassadors and Permanent Delegates to 
UNESCO 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Peace, mercy and blessings of God be upon you.

I have the honour to join you today on the occasion of this 
	�	
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����������������
�������
�������������
���
���
���������
and good will, in this venue, which  brings together prominent  
thinkers, and elaborates and implements policies and pro-
�
	�������������������
������	��
��������
���	����������$��

Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is a great honour for me to transmit to you the best wishes 
of His Highness Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al-Qassimi, 
Member of the Supreme Council of the United Arab Emirates, 
Ruler of Sharjah and to express His appreciation for your 
efforts to promote the important role of education, culture, and 
science for individuals as well as communities.

In 1998, in this same hall, His Highness Sheikh Sultan bin 
�
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tural research in contributing to the promotion of Arab culture. 

This announcement, which His Highness made in the interests 
of intercultural dialogue and culture for humanity, was sup-
ported by UNESCO. Subsequently the objectives of the Prize 
became concrete with the nominations of the winners. Those 
researchers, intellectuals, and creators from different regions 
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ture”, responded to the invitation of the Emirate of Sharjah to 
contribute to and participate in the intellectual bonds that link 
the civilizations in the whole world.
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cess without the continuous efforts and support of UNESCO, 
which has actively worked with all nations to disseminate 
information about this distinguished cultural achievement, and, 
more broadly, to promote culture around the world.

My thanks and appreciation go to UNESCO along with my 
sincere wishes for continued success. It also gives me great 
pleasure to congratulate the winners of the UNESCO – Sharjah 
Prize for Arab Culture: the poet and calligrapher, Mr Ghani Alani, 
from Iraq and the scholar and publisher, Ms Anna Parzymies, 
from Poland. I wish them both much success and good luck. 

Peace, mercy and blessings of God be upon you.



Museum courtyard - Sharjah
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 PRESENTATION OF THE “DIALOGUES” SESSION

BY TERESA WAGNER
Senior Programme Specialist 

UNESCO Culture Sector

The major theme of 2010 was the rapprochement of cultures, 
which is the very essence of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for 
Arab Culture.

�
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ties which should then be explored in depth than by a quest 
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promotes its heritage and the original features of its culture and 
the values on which it is based.

Working to engage societies in dialogue and identify the con-
nections, similarities and singular differences between them 
by encouraging a deeper understanding of their cultural and 
aesthetical expressions is part of UNESCO’s mandate and 
the objective of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize, in line with the 
views of the Prize’s founder, His Highness Sheikh Sultan 
bin Mohammed Al-Qassim. It is also one of the goals of the 
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions. 1

This session was dedicated to building that very dialogue. 
We were given a unique opportunity to look at current issues, 
bring a new perspective to a certain number of questions that 
usually receive little attention, and identify key areas in which 
dialogue between cultures can be built in a stable and con-
structive manner. 

1. Convention adopted by UNESCO’s General Conference 
in October 2005.
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played by awareness of one’s own culture in grasping that of 
another. Only then can prejudice and hasty judgements be 
replaced by the joy of discovery and wonder. 

The second “dialogue” was aimed at recognizing how important 
translation is in this process of understanding others’ cultures 
more deeply. Participants noted that contemporary Arabic liter-
	��
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��������	����%������������"�
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The third “dialogue” also addressed the richness of contempo-
rary Arabic literary traditions, identifying them as real-life labo-
ratories for observing societies in search of renewal. It mainly 
�
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and Western writers and thinkers in the development of this 
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the other side of the Mediterranean, showing once again how 
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another through time and space.
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open to a renewed intercultural dialogue from the perspective 
of current themes in Arab art and culture. The rulers of the 
United Arab Emirates themselves invite us to do so through the 
example of a cultural policy at the very heart of socio-economic 
development processes.
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His Highness Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al-Qasimi 
and Mr A. Al Owais, Director-General, Department of Culture and Information, 
Government of Sharjah at an awarding prize ceremony in Sharjah
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 FIRST DIALOGUE
The dialogue between Mohammed Arkoun,  1 Olivier Abel 2 and R. Stephen Humphreys 3 
attempted to defi ne the challenges and strategies behind the “rapprochement of cultures”. 
After defi ning the state of Islamic thought and its relation to Arab cultures and societies, 
Mohammed Arkoun addressed the importance of creating secular political, social and 
cultural spaces alongside religious ones in contemporary Arab societies in order to 
encourage creativity. Olivier Abel, responding to Mohammed Arkoun in his text entitled 
“The Conversation of Cultures”, demonstrated that only “living cultures” can interact: 
cultures that are both faithful to their origins and in a state of artistic and spiritual 
creativity. Traditions are the result of myriad infl uences and alliances. In this multiplicity 
can be found common ground for dialogue between cultures. Stephen Humphreys lay 
the groundwork for a better understanding of cultures other than our own. In his view, 
the translation of literary works and the presentation of tangible forms of culture such 
as poetry, literature, visual and performing arts contributes to a deeper understanding of 
cultures. In short, these three contributions gradually guide us to a schematic strategy for 
the rapprochement of cultures.

1. Mohammed Arkoun (1928-2010) is a Franco-Algerian philosopher and historian known for his important contribution to the study of Islam and its 
reception in the contemporary world. On the basis of his informed reading of Islam as both a religion and philosophical tradition he has created a new 
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the eighth award of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture. Mr Mohammed Arkoun sadly passed away on 14 September 2010.

2. Olivier Abel is a French philosopher and professor of ethical philosophy at the Paris campus of the Protestant Institute of Theology, where he was Dean 
�
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�����Jean Calvin (2009).

3. R. Stephen Humphreys is Professor of Islamic and Middle Eastern History at the University of California, Santa Barbara. He is the author of several 
������������

#�������������Between Memory and Desire: the Middle East in a troubled age (1999 and 2005). Mr Humphreys is a member of the international 
jury for the eighth award of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture.
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 1. ARAB CULTURES AND INTERCULTURAL EXCHANGE

by Mohammed Arkoun

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to begin by saying how delighted and very honoured 
��	���
���	�
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�����������/!��	
�	��
Prize for Arab Culture, created, as mentioned, by an illustrious 
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�	���}���}������������#������	������
Mohammed Al-Qasimi, Ruler of Sharjah.

In this regard, today’s event is not the only one worthy of 
mention. In the United Arab Emirates in particular, far-reaching 
cultural, academic and arts events are taking place which pro-
vide hope for the emergence of a new dynamic that will let not 
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there are several cultures which express themselves in the 
same language, Arabic. In Arab cultures of course, classic 
Arab culture serves as a common reference point and has 
been and continues to be expressed using scholarly Arabic. 
Religion is another reference point, inseparable from those 
diverse Arab cultures. 

The jury is pleased that UNESCO has allowed this meeting 
to be exclusively centred on discussions about what ideas 
and initiatives are needed to enrich UNESCO-Sharjah Prize 
activities. This includes intercultural activities, intellectual and 
����������� ���	��� 	�
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visions, with the aim of making up the time lost by the isolation 
of religious communities and, to a lesser extent, inward-looking 
nation States protective of their sacred national egotism. Seen 
from this perspective, the Cold War between the “free world” 

and communism until 1989 also slowed if not overlooked 
the implementation of tasks ideally assigned to the United 
Nations and UNESCO. Alas, radical nationalism and religious 
fundamentalism have been at the historical helm of drifts into 
political violence – systemic in this case – at the world level. 
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the transmission of cultures and traditions so that the United 
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placed upon them by their founders. 

Given the Mediterranean geopolitical dimensions of the Arab 
world, Arab cultures must take part in this global history and 
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impasse in which they are currently trapped. After the great 
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As this publication was going to press, we learned the 
sad news of the death of Mohammed Arkoun, President 
of the 8th edition of the UNESCO-Sharjah Prize for Arab 
Culture. Mr Arkoun’s exceptional intellectual and 
personal contribution has considerably enriched the 
work of UNESCO.
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divide between modernity and Arab thought in the nineteenth 
century, an even greater chasm now separates the Arab 
world from the new historical impetus in the European Union 
	��������
������������������	��������
�
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��
globalization. 

This is how I see the near and long-term future of Arab cul-
tures today, with their renewed heritage and human potential, 
in light of the power of peoples historically willing to rise up 
and knock down the dogmatic walls of a ritualized Islam. This 
��	�����������	���� ��	��� 	��� ��������
�����������	
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rethinking ethical, legal, institutional and religious issues by 
developing a democratic culture free from the recurring cri-
ses which weaken it in the West. 4 In globalization there are 
positive, liberating values that herald the emergence of a new 
human model. Without appropriate critical thought and per-
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regress with crisis after crisis and the rest of the world will carry 
on meaningless battles against enemies manufactured by the 
socio-political imagination. In current Islamic contexts, such 
fanciful ideas are kept alive by obsolete dichotomies between 
�������
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by God and the eternally damned. Only my God, my religion, 
my choice – even that of my language – are the right ones: all 
others are wrong. Interfaith dialogue has launched the notion 
of one God for all, of the “fraternity of Abraham”, the common 
ancestor to the three monotheistic faiths, and of united action 
against the despiritualization of the world, but this sharing of 
good will leaves intact dogmatic posturing handed down from 
traditions of community withdrawal and mutual exclusion that 
date back to the Middle Ages. In fact, not all living religions that 

4. See M. Arkoun, Les vicissitudes de la question éthique et juridique 
dans la pensée islamique, éd. Vrin 2010; and Miskawayh, Traité 
d’Ethique, traduction, introduction et notes by M. Arkoun, Vrin 2010. ©
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join forces against social exclusion, spreading inequality and 
all forms of domination dispose of the same philosophical and 
analytical tools to develop coherent programmes free of theo-
logical and ethical prejudices. Confusion between the secular 
�
�����	�� ����
�� 	��� ����
��� 
�� ��������� �
	����
�	�� 
�����
���
beliefs continues to divide the common territory of citizenship.

Islam today, in this respect, is lagging behind the progress 
made by Catholic and Protestant Christianity in achieving full 
spiritual autonomy from States. That was a precious victory in 
�	����	
������������������

����
�����
����	��$�^������������������
I advocate in Critique of Islamic Thought for research, educa-
tion and community action programmes that not only reverse 
the backwardness in critical thinking accumulated over sev-
eral centuries, but above all allow us to move from a state of 
abstract religious utopia which still haunts collective and indi-
vidual imaginations to a conscious departure from dogmatic 
and binary systems of thought. I demonstrate, 5 for example, 
that until now, neither Islam nor the West have suggested a 
satisfactory way of transforming the ideologically devastating 
and savage event�
���_������
�����advent of intellectually sub-
versive thought. 

To add to what I have said, allow me to stress that with the 
establishment of UNESCO and the United Nations horizons of 
common sense, hope and historical action behind the inter-
national programmes and institutions that paved the way for 
a new political, economic, cultural and educational order on 
a global scale are not the only legacy of the post-1945 era. It 
also bequeathed us with unprecedented tragedies which con-
tinue to plague all contemporary societies, because it opened 

5. See Mohammed Arkoun and Joseph Maila, De Manhattan à Bagdad. 
Au-delà du Bien et du Mal, éd. Desclée de Brouwer 2003; see also 
M. Arkoun, Humanisme et islam. Combats et Propositions, Vrin 2006.

up an era of war: wars of liberation followed by civil wars cur-

�������������	����	�����������
���	������
	���!*
	���
�"��������
particular. This obliges us to question a modern political dog-
matism whose arbitrariness can be added to the dogmas put 
forward by the return of forms of religion that are vehemently 
ignorant, arrogant, mystifying, and even resort to violence. This 
two-fold ideological aberration of the religious and the politi-
cal creates challenges so unexpected that they have yet to be 
addressed by social and human sciences or by philosophical 
traditions content with remaining mired in the redundant ideas 
of thinkers from other eras. 

I had the honour of addressing UNESCO’s Executive Board 
on 7 April 2003, a few days after President G. W. Bush and 
his European allies decided to use military invasion to export 
democracy to Iraq. Before representatives of the Member 
States, I highlighted the distressing contrast between the great 
hopes born in peoples by the high ambitions bestowed upon 
that new institution by its post-war creators, and the trium-
phant reign of disposable thinking and consumer cultures in 
�
�������� �	���� 
�� ����
�	������� 	��� �

���$� =��� �����/!
Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture is an opportunity for me to con-
��
���
�������
����������/����	���
	���	��������	���	��
��	����
relevant today, as the great hopes raised by recent, sweeping 
political changes fade away.

The UNESCO-Sharjah Prize must not be an isolated initiative in 
the Arab world. It should be extended in all Arab countries and 
beyond the Arab-speaking world to all the States Members of 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference; provided of course 
that all the opportunities and viewpoints I have touched on are 
taken seriously by UNESCO and each one of its Member States. 
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 2. CONVERSATION BETWEEN CULTURES

by Olivier Abel

Dear Mohammed Arkoun, Friends, 

�	���
���	��	��	���������
���	�	������
��	�����������	����������
view, pressing subject, I would like to talk about a schematic arti-
cle by Paul Ricoeur published in the magazine Esprit in 1961. 6 He 
�%	���������������
	�_�������	��
�	���	
	�
%���	��������������
��
simultaneously: the technical and rational progress of a modern, 
global civilization on the one hand, and on the other an anthropo-
logical danger to cultural diversity due to the subtle destruction of 
what he calls their “ethical-mythical cores”. Ricoeur offers a far-
reaching and original analysis no doubt in dialogue with Claude 
Levi-Strauss, whose work is echoed strongly here in the way 
Ricoeur formulates the issue, even if his thinking takes him in an 
entirely different direction.

This article, entitled “Global Civilization and National Culture”, is 
divided into three parts. It begins with a description of the techni-
�	����������������
�����	�����
�
����	��������
	��	�������
��	�+��	�!
etary” civilization (globalization, in modern terms) and highlights 
its main advantages, despite the catastrophizing which already 
existed at the time. In the second part, he demonstrates that this 
�
�������	��	�����
����
����	��
��
������������

�
����	������!
tle danger in which cultures are threatened with a type of internal 
scepticism that corrodes and destroys them. This is the text’s 
main argument: that while promoting humanity, universalization is 

6. “Civilisation universelle et cultures nationales” in Esprit, October 
1961. Reprinted in Histoire et Vérité, Paris: Seuil, 1964 and quoted here 
from the HV paperback edition. This article is an excerpt of a longer text 
entitled “L’idée de noyau éthico-mythique chez Ricœur”, to be published 
shortly.

a form of subtle destruction – not only of traditional cultures, which 
may not be an irreparable harm – but also of what he temporarily, 
before explaining further, called the creative core of great civiliza-
tions and cultures, a core by which we interpret life and what he 
pre-emptively calls the ethical and mythical core of humanity. 7 In 
the third part, he attempts to establish the conditions by which a 
core of cultures can remain a creative force when encountering 
other cultures. This last part of the article is structured around 
three questions: (1) What constitutes the creative core of a civili-
�	��
���{~|������	���
�����
����	��������
�	�������"�
�
�����{�|�}
��
is a meeting between diverse cultures possible? This third part 
then develops the idea which interests us at present.

Let us have a look, however, at the preceding stages. What con-
stitutes the creative core of a civilization? This is something to be 

7. Histoire et Vérité, pp.328-329.
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����	����
������
���������������	�����
��
��	�����	��+�

�
quickly are we inclined to seek meaning at an overly rational or 

�"����������������

��%	�������

���������
�������

��

���	�

	���
thought”. 8 We can only analyse this ethical-mythical core indi-
rectly; it calls for a thorough deciphering and methodical interpre-
tation. Phenomena directly accessible to immediate description 
are what symptoms or dreams are to psychoanalysis. This is an 
important step: for Ricoeur it involves a moment of distancing 
and disorientation that is necessary for the methodical reading 
of our own traditions, the immediate self-understanding of which 
can be deceptive. Ricoeur’s second question asks what gives 
this ethical-mythical core its vivacity, vitality and creativity. This 
vivacity is only unveiled to us in the context of mortality: “We 
civilizations now know ourselves to be mortal”, wrote Paul Valéry. 
The core of a civilization can appear to be alive when it is already 
dead, like a star that continues to shine long after its death. It is 
fragile. Here Ricoeur shows that this vitality needs a core capable 

�� 	��

����� ����������������
������� 	��������
	�� ���
	����� 	�� 	�

8. Ibid., p.331.

very deep level. For him, this vitality and creativity are linked to 
the imagination – the power of possibles and of putting oneself in 
another’s shoes, of imagining oneself differently.

=�	���
���������
��������
��	������	��]�����
��������
������	
��
interested in: how can there be an encounter between different 
cultures, one that is not fatal for all involved, and which rejects 
the dizzying notion of a universal and total language predicated 

��	��	��
������������������	������	�����	��
���
�����������	
!
ity between cultures which cannot possibly understand one 
another? Here Ricoeur introduces the paradigm of translation, 
saying that man may be a stranger to man, but he is also a fel-
low person. By believing that translation is possible to a certain 
�%����������
���
����	���
��
����

������
�������	���
�
�$����	��
become another and remain myself. To be human is to be capa-
ble of a paradigmatic shift in perspective. 9

At this point in the text the author becomes sceptical – not about 
whether it is possible to understand, meet or translate “the 
other”, but the opposite – the solipsism, the inability to break free 
of oneself or even have a “self” when only others exist, since in 
order to meet someone other than oneself, one must possess a 
self. 10�=����
	���������������
���
������������	���	�������
����
values when I understand those of other peoples? Translation 
and its world of endless adjustments is wonderful, but what hap-
������
�������������%��	�����=���������
���
������������	��������

���
������������
�����������
��<��
����%��������	����	�	�������
to give and receive. Ricoeur goes on to say that comprehension 
is a challenging adventure in which all forms of cultural heritage 
risk being submerged by a vague syncretism. 11 

9. Ibid., p.336.

10. Ibid., p.337.

11. Ibid., p.336.

© Department of Culture and information, Government of Sharjah
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petual and aimless displacement which has become a major 
human phenomenon in terms of its economic impact and the 
extent of the anthropological changes it has entailed. For Ricoeur, 
global tourism is at least as dangerous as the atomic bomb. He 
states that it is not easy to stay oneself and be tolerant of other 
civilizations. Discovering cultural plurality is never an innocuous 
exercise. The disillusioned detachment from our own history and 
even resentment of ourselves which can fuel this exoticism are 
quite indicative of the nature of subtle danger we face. When we 
discover that there are many cultures rather than one and when, 
as a result we accept the end of a cultural monopoly of sorts – be 
it illusory or real – we are menaced with destruction by our own 
discovery that there might only be others and that we ourselves 
are other among these others. With the disappearance of mean-
ing and purpose, we are able to stroll through civilizations as we 
would relics or ruins – the whole of humanity becomes a sort 
of imaginary museum. Where should we go this weekend: to 
visit the ruins of Angkor or the Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen? 
It is easy to imagine a time in the not-so-distant future when 
	��
��� ����� 	��
	��� ��	��� �	�� ��	���� �����
�� �������������
and experience his or her own death in the form of an endless 
and aimless journey. The result would be planetary scepticism, 
absolute nihilism triumphing over well-being. We need to admit 
that this danger is as serious as and more probable than that of 
atomic destruction. 12 

}
���	��������	���
��	�
�	��������������	��	��	�

���
�	��	������
height of the Cold War, be managed? A courageous return to 
the condition required of us – that of meeting other cultures – 
is needed to understand the conditions. Ricoeur suggests that 

12. Ibid., pp.330-331.

only a living culture that is both faithful to its origins and actively 
�
�	�������������������
��	
�������
	��
�������
�
����	������
���	��������
capable of enduring encounters with other cultures. Not only can 
it support them, it also gives them meaning. An encounter which 
contrasts creative impulses or movements is in itself creative. In 
his view, from creation to creation, a kind of consonance builds 
in the absence of harmony. 13 

He goes on to quote Spinoza, saying that this is his understand-
ing of Spinoza’s admirable theory that “the better acquainted we 
are with singular things, the closer we are to God”. It is only by 
truly embracing singularity that we sense its consonance with 
all else in an unnameable way that cannot be expressed in 
speech. 14�=�����	���
��	
#��������
������$����
�"���������
��
����

��
his “linguistic turn”. Before dedicating himself to the philoso-
phy of language, he had already revealed its weaknesses and 
limits. Not everything can be translated, compared, explained; 
we must accept that we do not understand everything. Rather 

13. Ibid.

14. Ibid., p.337.
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than trying to translate and explain everything, we should simply 
welcome the existence of other cultures. This is the hallmark of 
Ricoeur’s philosophy of language: questioning how we can trust 
something as fragile as political speech, narratives, promises and 
metaphors.

In order to acknowledge another, individuals must have a self, 
have accepted their own existence and rejected a vague syn-
cretism which could be accepted by everyone everywhere. In 
Ricoeur’s view, an Islam that has regained momentum would 
��	
�������
�
���

��	�������
����	������������

%�������
��
��
to all artists. 15 Europe itself, however, cannot be a living, creative 
culture if it lacks the urge, the intelligence and the creative force 
needed to explore otherness in its own origins – Ricœur echoes 
Heidegger here. The task is two-fold, requiring the rediscovery of 
one’s own worldview while discovering other possible perspec-
tives. These two approaches are inextricably linked and must be 
taken as a whole. Being able to critique and deconstruct our tra-
����
���	��
�������
����������
��
�
�����������$�*�����
	���������
thinker such as Mohammed Arkoun has given us a demonstra-
tion and proof of this.

Let us revisit one more time the notion of consonance in the 
absence of harmony, or concordance in discordance. This idea 
links the notion of a creative core to Ricoeur’s study of the human 
heart in The Fallible Man (the third volume of the Philosophy of 
the Will, an exact contemporary of our text: the heart is the origi-
nal source of discord. By the same token, the core is not one and 
identical – as with narrative identity, it is an identity that includes 
otherness; a unit that includes multiplicity. Any core already con-
tains something at the least double, and perhaps quadruple. The 
ethical-narrative core, the knot of justice and love: all that is nodal 

15. Ibid.

in Ricoeur’s work is at least double, always. This is, in my view, 
the lesson to be learned: seeing multiplicity in our own tradition 
enables us to enter into this “vast explanation” with others which 
he calls the great task of generations to come. 16 Deep down, 
every culture is an alliance to overcome what could have been a 
mortal difference of opinion. No single layer of that alliance must 
claim to be the only one, and no crushing alliance must conceal 
���
���������	�����
���
�	����
�������
���	��
����
����
�"�����

�
one controversy that would attempt to silence all others. This 
is the basis of coexistence: deciphering the multiplicity of these 
differences and not believing too quickly that we have found the 
��
����
�����
����
�
��
�"������	���	�
�������$

Ricœur points out, no doubt in opposition to the dominant 
Marxist theory and more generally to any progress and develop-
ment along a single line, that there is no philosophy of history to 
resolve the problems of coexistence. Though we may perceive 
the problem, we are not able to articulate the whole of human-
ity. This will be the fruit of the history of those who engage in 
this challenging debate. 17 To future generations falls the task of 
escaping the dogmatic clash of civilizations without becoming 
mixed in indifferent and sceptical relativism: he says that this is 
why we are in a sort of intermission, or interregnum, where we 
can no longer apply the dogma of a single truth and where we 
are as yet unable to defeat the scepticism into which we have 
fallen. We are in a tunnel, in the twilight of dogma, on the thresh-
old of true dialogue. 18 

This wish, expressed 50 years ago, remains our own. 

16. Ibid.

17. Ibid., p.338.

18. Ibid.
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 3. REFLECTIONS ON THE PROBLEM OF “RAPPROCHEMENT OF 
CULTURES”

by R. Stephen Humphreys

Any discussion of cultures in intimate contact with one 
another—whether this contact manifests itself as tension, as 

��
�� �
�"������ 

� 	�� 	� ��	
��� �
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��� �
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it is we are talking about. In this presentation, I follow a per-
spective developed by the American anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz nearly forty years ago. Culture, he argued, does not lie 
in patterns of behavior and social structures in themselves, but 
rather in the ways we create and express meaning within these 
patterns and structures. Society is objective, it is what we do; 
culture is subjective, it is how we make sense of our actions. A 
culture is thus the body of ideas, beliefs, gestures, rituals, and 
practices by which a society comes to see itself as a coher-
ent, meaningful whole—in effect, as a people apart, with a 
distinctive identity of its own.

It is obvious that the world is full of such cultures, each one 
aware that it differs in some important way from all others. At 
the same time, cultures are not hard-shelled; only rarely can 
����� ������� ����������� �

�� ���� �
����
�� 	��� ��"������� 
��
others. Rather, cultures are permeable, not only capable of 
but always engaged to some degree in processes of inter-
penetration and hybridization. Cultures can exist side-by-side 
or be interwoven with one another in a state of equilibrium. 
In this situation each interacts with neighbouring cultures in a 
limited, pragmatic way but has no trouble retaining its sense 
of itself and maintaining its core identity.

�
�"����� 	
����� ����� ��
� �����
	�� �������� �
��� �
� �����
threatening to each other. This sense of threat often arises out 
of the violent intrusion of one cultural system into the space 
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occupied by another—“imperialism” on a small or large scale, 
which is a constant and pervasive feature of human history. 
However, fear of the other is most powerful and insidious when 
it emerges out of a situation of rapid, pervasive, uncontrollable 
hybridization. Such hybridization creates an acute sense of 
loss of control. All the old rules of behaviour, symbols, beliefs, 
and rituals dissolve and begin to seem foreign. One feels that 
he is becoming a stranger in his own home. This anxiety of 
hybridization is what we confront everywhere in the world 
today. Almost every culture is infected by it. The question we 
face is whether it is possible to heal or ameliorate this anxiety. 
If so, how, and to what extent?

In trying to answer this question, I will focus on the U.S. 
response to Arab and Muslim societies. No one will be sur-
prised to hear that this response is confused and ill-directed. 
It can be broken down into three broad elements:

(1)  In general Americans do want to understand and even 
accept cultural difference, but American culture is asser-
tive, with a deeply rooted belief in the innate superiority of 
“the American way” and of course in the virtuous inten-
tions of American actions.

{~|�� =��� *��
��	�� 
���
���� �
������ 
�� ��	
����������	�����
of “Islamic terrorism”—rather than on a comprehensive 
and nuanced engagement with the diverse, complex 
(and admittedly sometimes troubled) cultures of Arab and 
Muslim societies.

(3)  A comprehensive engagement of the kind required can be 
found in the United States, but only in boutique environ-
ments—in colleges and universities, let us say, rather than 
�����
	�����������]�	
������������������	�������	�	�������
internet. How far this more sophisticated engagement will 

seep into the broader currents of American life and con-
sciousness is an open question. Moreover, it must be admit-
ted that even in the relatively benign environment of colleges 
and universities, such a level of inquiry and engagement is 

�����	
��	��	����
�����������
������
�������$�

The United States is an exceedingly complex country, and 
generalizations about it are bound to be misleading. Still, I 
think it fair to say that the great majority of Americans know 
little about the outside world and are not terribly interested 
in it. Most people rely own family folklore about their own 
“ethnic heritage.” Inevitably stereotypes about Arabs and 
Muslims reign supreme, and most discourse is carried out 
within the framework imposed by these stereotypes. The 
problem is how to get a broad spectrum of Americans to 
question stereotypes, to confront their fears, and to engage 
with Arab and Muslim cultures in a serious way.

At this point we need to be honest with ourselves. Even if we 
succeed in this task, there will surely remain cultural differ-
ences that are too stark to be absorbed easily, that challenge 
values and ways of life deeply held among most Americans. 
*���������%	�����������������$�@
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��	������
believe, the burqu` and niqab symbolize—indeed they epito-
mize—the marginalization and depersonalization of women. 
Almost no amount of discussion and explanation will get rid 
of this almost instinctive response.

Another caution: One can engage, come to understand, and 
accept cultural differences as valid alternatives to his or her 
own values and way of life. That is of course the hoped-for 
outcome of the search for a “rapprochement des cultures.” 
However, one can just as well come to understand cultural 
differences and still reject them as valid or acceptable alter-
�	�����$� ?
��� ����� 	� 
������
�� ������	���� ��	�� �
� �
�"������ ��
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have no immediate answer to this question, but it must be 
confronted thoughtfully and honestly.

Cultural engagement requires selectivity. One cannot know 
everything about everything. But then what aspects of Arab 
and Muslim cultures should we focus on? What groups will 
we choose to represent these cultures to us? To this point 
*��
��	����	�����������
���%�����
�	������
���
����
��

�����
to the near exclusion of all others: (1) militant religious radicals 
(“Islamic terrorists,” “fundamentalists”), and (2) women and 
the place of women. Both are valid concerns, but they are 
also ones where fear and anxiety are bound to distort discus-
��
��	���	�	�����$����
��	
���
�������
����
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ply that among Americans, Islam is viewed through the prism 
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both in the Middle East and the Diaspora, the United States 
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the mirror image of each other’s suspicion, fear, and resent-
ment. It is a perfect recipe for mutual tension, distrust, and 
even cultural repugnance. As regards women, a great deal 
of American activism (via NGOs or individual interventions) in 
the region is concerned with them and their lives. Some of 
this activism is informed and culturally sensitive, some is not. 
In either case, however, interventions in this arena strike at 
the most intimate and bitterly contested dimensions of Arab 
and Muslim societies. In this case, concern and engagement 
may sometimes increase rather than diffuse cultural tension.

Given all these preconceptions it is inevitable that the bulk 
of American engagement would focus on political Islam. On 
this subject there is by now a mountain of academic writing 
(some of it sophisticated and penetrating, some less so), but 
we also have a body of good journalism which is accessible 
to an educated general public. It must be admitted that there 

is a legitimate reason for all this attention, quite apart from 
��������
����	�����
	��_�	�������$��������������	��	�����	��
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gious activists have for at least the last three decades domi-
nated, or at least set the agenda for, the discourse on Islam 
within Muslim societies. They have also made themselves 
the public face of Islam to the outside world. In American 
slang, they have sucked up all the oxygen. More than anyone 
else, they have set the limits on public discourse about Islam 
in Arab countries and many others. Borrowing Prof. Arkoun’s 
phase, they epitomize the “unthought” and the “unthink-
	���$&�����������	��	�	��������
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�����	�����	��
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only a narrow slice of life; we need to go ���
�������
������	���
engage the thoughts, hopes, and deepest concerns of Arab 
and Muslim cultures.

A compelling alternative is embodied in literature and the 
visual and performing arts. That is precisely why we have 
honoured Ghani Alani and Prof. Anna Parzymies at this forum. 
A recent article in the New Yorker (Jan. 18, 2010) by Claudia 
Roth Pierpont, devoted to English translations of contempo-
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offer a marvellous array of answers to questions we did not 
know we wanted to ask” 19. Precisely. The only problem is 
that so little of the Arabic literature published over the last 
twenty years is available in English, and most of what is avail-
able is issued by very small presses that cannot command 
market share or garner reviews in the New York Times, let 
alone elsewhere. On the other hand, Ms. Pierpont’s smart 
and engaging essay is a promising opening. Perhaps there 
will be more to come.

19. Claudia Roth Pierpont, “Found in Translation: The contemporary 
Arabic novel.” The New Yorker (Jan. 18, 2010).
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A more substantive problem, perhaps, is that novelists con-
struct their own world, in accordance with their own, often 
idiosyncratic, perceptions and feelings. They are not respon-
sible (as historians are supposed to be) to external evidence, 
but only to their own vision. That is what makes them interest-
ing. But it also means that we must not take them as a simple 
mirror of their cultures. They do not, whatever their claims, 
speak for their societies, but only for themselves. More than 
that, they focus on the crises in their characters’ lives, not on 
the mundane facts of everyday life. Nevertheless, they are a 
voice from within, their work a direct, authentic product of the 
societies and cultures within which they live. Much the same 
could be said of musicians, painters, and sculptors.

In spite of all limitations and reservations, literature and the arts 
are the best way for outsiders to get inside another culture. 
They give us the broadest and most varied perspectives on the 
self-understandings of Arab culture (properly, Arab cultures), 
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�	�� �	��� ��� �
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other hand, they are not self-explanatory; in order to serve as a 
bridge between cultures, they require translators, performers, 
and interpreters—in short, cultural brokers. Such brokers are 
often regarded with a bit of condescension, as simple conduits 
by which the original creative efforts of others can be transmit-
ted to new audiences. Plainly that view does not do justice to 
the depth of knowledge and understanding required to make 
the products of one cultural system intelligible, meaningful, and 
even usable to the members of another, very different culture. 
A translator’s work, like a performing musician’s, is perhaps 
not creative, but it is re-creative. It is an essential element in the 
process of cultural rapprochement. 

In closing, I will return to my core topic, by arguing that 
Americans will only be able to come to terms with the complex 
realities of Arab cultures when the United States develops a 
much larger body of translators and interpreters than it now 
has, and—even more critically—when these brokers become 
integral members rather than marginal players in the country’s 
intellectual and cultural life. This will not happen anytime soon, 
and in any case it will not resolve all the tensions and hostili-
ties between such very disparate cultures. But it would at least 
allow Americans to move toward seeing Arabs and Muslims as 
they really are, in all their complexity. In return, of course, one 
hopes that Arab intellectuals and scholars will make a similar 
effort to make sense of American life and thought—no easy 
task, I admit, but one that must be undertaken if we are ever 
to move beyond the mutual confusion and suspicion in which 
both cultures are so deeply entangled.
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 SECOND DIALOGUE
The dialogue between Isabella Camera d’Affl itto 1 and Farouk Mardam-Bey, 2 
moderated by Hoda Barakat, 3 concerned the reciprocal impact of Arab literature in 
Europe and European literature in the Arab world. It follows on from the conclusions 
of the fi rst dialogue which recognized, in particular, the excellence of contemporary 
Arab literature and the importance of translation in enhancing mutual cultural 
understanding. The fact that translation is central to the issue of respect for 
others cannot be overstated. The works of Arab authors, past and present, are not 
suffi ciently translated into Western languages and, notwithstanding current efforts, 
particularly to translate the works of Western authors into Arabic, the conclusion is 
unequivocal: “there is still much room for improvement”. 
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she has been Editor-in-Chief of a collection of contemporary Arabic literary works at Jouvence publications. Most recent publication: Cent ans de culture 
palestinienne, 2007.

2. Farouk Mardam-Bey, outstanding Arab intellectual, Syrian author, translator and publisher, Editor-in-Chief of the Sindbad collection at Actes Sud and of 
Revue d’études palestiniennes. Most recent work, published in cooperation with Elias Sambar: Etre arabe, 2005.

3.  Hoda Barakat, Lebanese novelist and journalist, considered to be one of the greatest Arabic authors; recipient of many literary prizes, including the 
renowned Naguib Mahfouz Prize, in 2000.
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 1. PRESENTATION

by Hoda Barakat

I am delighted to moderate the dialogue today between our two 
renowned guests since this gives me the opportunity, for once, 
to reverse the roles and to introduce these persons who have on 
many occasions offered me, as an Arabic author, a window on 
the world. For myself and many other authors, Isabella Camera 
�<*�"����
� 	��� @	
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culture– have established ties and opened up borders with the 
�

	��	���	��
	������������
����

��	��	����

�������
	��
�$�

Both our guests are also aware of what we, Arab authors, have 
known for centuries: our pride – the pride of our golden age – is 
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as missionaries of the transmission of our language or of the 
language of the other so that on each occasion a barrier is 
overcome, giving birth to a new person. “Learn a new language 
and get a new soul” is what we were taught. 

In accordance with this commendable, highly humanistic tradi-
��
�����������
����������"�
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and one Arab – by asking them the following questions: after 
decades of tireless efforts to promote Arab culture, can it be 
assumed that Italian or French people are more familiar with us 
and with our literature? What conclusions can be drawn and 
how is Arab literature perceived in your respective countries? 
Conversely, what efforts have been made by Arab countries to 
become better acquainted with foreign cultures?
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 2. “TRANSLATION AS AN INSTRUMENT OF DIALOGUE”

by Isabella Camera d’Affl itto

I would like to begin by thanking UNESCO for inviting me to 
participate in this meeting on a theme that I consider to be 
of prime importance, especially at this particular period in our 
contemporary history.

While at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Arab world 
seemed an outsider to the West, regarded as being remote, 
on the periphery of an industrialized Europe polarized accord-
���� �
� ���� ��*_����� 	%���� ���� �	��� �	��
�� ��� �	��� �
�	�$�
The international scene, globalization and the bridging of 
geographical distance foster the development of exchange 
between the north and south of the Mediterranean and renew 
interest in Arab culture, not only on strategic grounds.

In fact, this intertwining of the Arab and Western worlds is not 
only of interest to the elite and international diplomacy but also 
to civil society. I nevertheless wonder today, as I did 30 years 
ago when I became involved in Arab culture, what process 
might increase mutual understanding between our European 
culture and Arab culture? Unfortunately, I am afraid that the 
answer remains much the same, especially in terms of accu-
rate awareness of Arab culture (a shortcoming that is certainly 
less apparent in France than in the rest of Europe).
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the collective subconscious, others are unfortunately being 
added to the list. We should ask ourselves whether the Arab 
world is perceived as a close reality or if, conversely, it contin-
ues to be perceived as distant, strange and exotic.

Over the past few years, nonetheless, interesting steps have 
been taken to raise awareness of Arab culture in Europe. 
Specialized institutions have set up cultural programmes to 
bring the two shores of the Mediterranean closer together for 
���� ��������� ��
�
��� 
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culture in Europe. Positive results have been recorded. I am 
referring, in particular, to the Mémoires de la Méditerranée 
programme, supported by the European Cultural Foundation, 
based in Amsterdam. This project was halted after operating 
for eight years because it failed to attract the interest of relevant 
European and Arab institutions. Other promising ventures 
included projects set up by the Toledo School of Translation 
in the 1990s.

In my country, Italy – though not exclusively, as similar situations 
can be observed in other European countries – the Arab and 
Islamic world is not always portrayed accurately, particularly as 
a result of a lack of awareness, which leads to the dissemination 
of incorrect information that tends to exalt negative events and 
ignore the rest. As for educational institutions such as schools 
and universities and the press and media, which are not always 
able to thwart the dissemination of prejudice, they contribute – 
either through remaining silent or on account of incompetence 
– to strengthening old stereotypes about Arab culture and civili-
zation. Much therefore remains to be done to move beyond the 
��	���
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Moreover, it may be noted that the West has sometimes, par-
ticularly in recent years, erased from its collective memory any 
�
	���
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���
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only to replace it with images of war, fanaticism, destruction 
and poorly-distributed wealth. Let us consider, for instance, the 
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city of Baghdad. For most Westerners, this city is associated 
with the worst stereotypes arising from the successive wars it 
has suffered. No one appears to remember that Baghdad once 
(in the era of Caliph al-Mansur, 4 for example) enjoyed great 
renown, particularly in the light of its status as a cultural city, 
and that, more recently, Baghdad was a modern city unfamiliar 
with fanaticism.

I now suggest considering the relationship between culture 
and development. The establishment of social systems, on the 
one hand, and productive structures, on the other, forces us to 
think of culture both as a value in itself and as an integral part of 
the processes linked to economic development. In this regard, 
���� 
��������
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world has seriously raised the issue of the place of culture in 
development. In re-drafting new strategies, it has emerged 
quite clearly that there has been no development without cul-
��
�$� ��� 
���
� �
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��
economic development and technology from that of human 
and cultural development. 

Without slipping into rhetoric, it is increasingly apparent to 
me that translation in general, and the translation of literary 
works in particular, could be used to lay the foundations of 
dialogue and to establish solid bridges between people. During 
our many meetings, increasing reference is made to dialogue 
between cultures but I wonder how it is possible to understand 
others without any awareness of their culture, and how it is 
possible to become familiar with their culture without translat-
ing the writings that it inspires.

4. Abu Ja’far Abdallah ibn Mohammed al-Mansur, second Abbasid 
caliph. In 754 he succeeded his brother Abu’l-A‘bbas and in 762 he 
established Baghdad, which became the capital of the Muslim Empire.

Similarly, it is well known that literature plays a very important 
political role. It is not by chance that Golda Meir claimed that 
there was no Palestinian literature in order to deny Palestinians 
their status as a people. To support her claim, she argued that 
she could list hundreds of Israeli authors, whereas she could 
not name a single Palestinian author. Clearly, at that time there 
were some outstanding Palestinian authors but they were 
unknown. Today, based on the role of translation and on the 
efforts that we Arabists have devoted throughout our profes-
sional lives to disseminating Arab culture in our respective 
�
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���������	�������
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ture that has produced some of the best contemporary Arabic 
literary works. This is illustrated by authors such as Darwish, 5 
Kanafani, 6 Jabra 7 and Said. 8

(…) In South Africa, for instance, post-apartheid leaders have 
endeavoured to bring the country out of isolation. In 15 years, 
the country has received two Nobel Prizes for literature: Nadine 
Gordimer, in 1991, and John Maxwell Coetzee, in 2003.

(…) In conclusion, I would say that translating is not a purely lin-
guistic and stylistic exercise; it is not merely “copying a thought 
into another language”, as Diderot said, or even “saying almost 
the same thing”, to quote Umberto Eco. It is a genuine service 
and an instrument available to peoples to enhance mutual 
awareness and understanding. It is a shame, therefore, that 

5. Mahmoud Darwish (1941-2008), eminent Palestinian poet.

6. Ghassan Kanafani (1936-1972), Palestinian author, journalist and 
	�������$�}����������	�������"�������������
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7. Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (1920-1994), Palestinian author, painter, literary 
and art critic, translator of Shakespeare and Faulkner.

8. Edward Wadie Said (1935-2003), Palestinian literary theorist, critic 
and intellectual with United States citizenship.
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governments and persons responsible for cultural exchanges 
do not always take into account the true value of translation.

Today, many Arab countries have invested in the area of 
translation of Western languages into Arabic. Centres of 
excellence have been established in many places, including 
Cairo, Lebanon, Morocco and the United Arab Emirates. 
=���������
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improving the image of their national culture in Western coun-
tries or with promoting their literature. They have entrusted 
this task to us, the new generation of Arabists – descendants 
of the old Orientalists who were, for the most part, left to their 
own devices from a professional perspective, with Arab insti-
tutions failing to show the slightest interest in their activity. 
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 3. “HOW TRADITIONAL ARABIC LITERATURE TRANSLATED INTO 
FRENCH HAS BEEN RECEIVED, AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS”

by Farouk Mardam-Bey

Isabella began by referring to a meeting that took place ten 
years ago in Toledo, a city that instantly brings to mind the his-
tory of translation and the mixing of cultures in Muslim Spain. 
This meeting was devoted to an exchange focusing on transla-
tions from Arabic into foreign languages and to the impact of 
the award of the Nobel Prize for Literature to Naguib Mahfouz 
in 1988. I recall that we had all commented that, while in Italy, 
Spain and Germany the translation movement had gathered 

momentum after Mahfouz was awarded the Nobel Prize, the 
situation was entirely different in France. In France, the transla-
tion movement had been launched in 1970 with a translation 
of one of Mahfouz’s novels, Zuqâq al-midaqq (Midaq Alley), 
by a new publishing company, Sindbad, which specialized in 
the translation of classical and contemporary Arabic literature 
into French. Before Naguib Mahfouz received the Nobel Prize, 
Sindbad had published at least four of the author’s works 
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published elsewhere in English as The Thief and the Dogs, 9 
The Day the Leader was Killed, 10 The Sons of the Medina 11 
and Fountain and Tomb. 12 The works of the Sudanese author 
Tayeb Salih, the Iraqi poet Al-Sayyab and the Syrian author 
Adonis, inter alia, can be added to the list of translated works. 
This paved the way for other publishers, including JC Lattès, 
which launched a collection in 1983 devoted to Arabic novels, 
featuring Mahfouz’s famous Cairo Trilogy 13� ����� ���� ���	���	��
support of the Institute of the Arab World. 

It is said that the aforementioned works, translated into French, 
persuaded the Swedish Academy to award the Nobel Prize 
to Naguib Mahfouz. Thus the translation movement had an 
immediate effect on the understanding and recognition of one 
culture by others. 

Today, as we take stock of 40 years of translation from Arabic 
���
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observed that the 300 titles offered to French and Francophone 
readers emanate from the entire Arab world – from countries 
that have been producing novels for a long time, such as 
Egypt, Lebanon and Iraq, and from countries that have started 
to produce novels relatively recently, such as the Maghreb 
countries and the Arabian Peninsula.

Remarkably, a number of these works have met with genuine 
success in bookshops. I am referring not only to The Yacoubian 

9. Al-Liss wa-l-kilâb, 1961 novel.

10. Yawma qutil al-za’îm, 1985 novel.

11. Awlâd hâratinâ, 1959 novel.

12. Hikayât hârati nâ, 1975 stories.

13. The Cairo Trilogy: Volume I: Bayn al-Qasrayn, novel 1956 (French 
translation: Impasse des Deux-Palais, 1987); Volume II: Qasr al-Chawq, 
novel 1957 (French translation: Le Palais du désir, 1987); Volume III: Al-
Sukkariyya, novel 1957 (French translation: Le Jardin du passé, 1989).

Building, 14 which has sold an outstanding 300,000 copies – 
placing it on a par with American, Italian or German literary best 
sellers – but also to the novels of authors such as Hoda Barakat, 
seated next to me, Hanan al-Shaykh, Elias Khoury, Sonallah 
Ibrahim and Gamal El-Ghitany, with over 5,000, or even 10,000 
�
����� ���������� �� 	� ��
�� 
������	���� ����
�� �
�����
���� ����
level of overproduction witnessed in publishing in recent years. 

We may well wonder whether the Arabic novel warrants such 
interest. Personally, I am fully convinced that it does. As you 
will be aware, not long ago it used to be said that poetry was 
the diwân (register) of Arabs. Today, this “register” unques-
tionably is the novel. Since the 1970s, it has experienced 
both a quantitative and qualitative leap forward. Several 
prizes have recently been established moreover in response 
to this development, the most prestigious of which is the 
International Prize for Arabic Fiction – an initiative undertaken 
in cooperation with the famous British Man Booker Prize and 
the Emirates Foundation. Competing for this prize are almost 
200 novels from virtually all Arab countries, which is already an 
encouraging sign, and it is no exaggeration to say, as witnessed 
in the press, that both publishers and readers eagerly await the 
��
�<��	��
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I would add that this new novelistic literature explores Arab 
reality in depth as much as, if not more than, research into 
social sciences. It dares to break the infamous triangle 
of taboos – religious, political and sexual – so as to openly 
address the problems facing Arab societies. It is relevant in 
this context to note the importance of women’s writing, includ-
ing in the countries where you might least expect it – another 
encouraging sign. 

14. First novel by Egyptian writer Alaa al-Aswani. Published in English in 
2004 by the American University in Cairo Press.
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Now, a further word on how Arabic literature in translation 
has been received by the European public. If we examine the 
French cultural landscape, there is no doubt that a number of 
Arab authors are featured. There are perhaps ten or so names 
that are well known among a “cultivated” public. Their works 
are regularly translated, then reprinted as paperbacks, and are 
frequently requested by journalists and booksellers. This is by 
�
� ��	��� ������������ ���
�� ��� ������ 
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what has been achieved in France in 40 years is commend-
able, and I would say the same of Italy, Germany and Spain, 
taking into account the time lag I mentioned with regard to the 
launch of the translation movement. 

As for translation in Arab countries, an international report is 
often quoted as stating that Arabs translate very little, too little. 

To mitigate some of the judgements made in this report, which 
is on the whole credible, the efforts made by some countries 
during certain periods should not be overlooked. A case in 
point is Nasser’s Egypt which, under the impetus of its Minister 
of Culture, Saroit Okacha, had initiated an extremely ambi-
tious translation project, thus offering the wider Arab public 
masterpieces of European and American literature. Similarly, 
it should be remembered that in Syria high-quality translations 
were published by the Ministry of Culture, thanks to the late 
Antoun al-Maqdisi. Kuwait and other Arab countries have also 
made a very interesting contribution in this area. 

Today, however, an issue arises concerning priorities. There is 
general agreement on the need to give fresh impetus to the 
translation movement into Arabic, but experience shows that it 
is not necessarily priority works that are being translated. The 
pillars of universal culture are indeed still unavailable in Arabic 
or have not been translated satisfactorily. 

Lastly, the Arab Organization for Translation in Beirut, directed 
����
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to the translation of the most essential works of international 
cultural interest. In addition to choosing titles for translation 
very carefully, one of the Organization’s characteristics is that 
it translates works directly from the language in which they 
were written, rather than indirectly, from English or French, as 
was previously the case. The publications catalogue includes 
works by Descartes, Kant, Leibnitz and Hegel, and social 
science reference works. In forthcoming years, the complete 
works of Freud, Nietzsche, Max Weber and many others will 
����
	���	�����
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ous gaps in Arabic bibliography. This considerable effort will 
not be limited to the translation of works written in European 
languages but will also include publications from countries 
such as Japan and China.©
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 THIRD DIALOGUE
The fi nal dialogue between Mohammed Berrada 1 and Kadhim Jihad 
Hassan, 2moderated by Al-Dana Belhoul, 3 continues the melodic line of the two 
preceding dialogues. Its aim is to consider the foundations of the major Arabic 
literary and poetic tradition from historical and aesthetic perspectives. With regard 
to the novel in Arabic, the analysis of its emergence in the late nineteenth century, 
the dialogue with Western literature – particularly with regard to the relationship 
between literature, social aesthetics and current affairs – provide useful illustrations 
of the rapprochement of cultures. With regard to poetry in Arabic, its history and 
trends over the past 15 centuries and its relationship to traditional written Arabic 
narratives are all factors that tend to be misunderstood or forgotten and that 
highlight the shared heritage of the Arab world and the West with regard to poetry.

1. Mohammed Berrada, Moroccan novelist, literary critic and translator. He lectured in Arabic literature at the faculty of literature of Mohammed-V University 
in Rabat (Morocco). Latest publication: Vies voisines, (Rabat and Beirut 2009).

2. Kadhim Jihad Hassan, poet and translator of Iraqi origin who has lived in Paris since 1976. He lectures in Arabic literature at the Institut National des 
Langues et Civilisations Orientales (INALCO) in Paris. He has written several works in Arabic and French. Latest publication: Le labyrinthe et le géomètre – 
Essais sur la littérature arabe classique et moderne followed by ��������	
����
�
���, Aden Editions, Paris, 2009.

3. Al-Dana Belhoul was in 2010 the Deputy Permanent Delegate of the United Arab Emirates to UNESCO.
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 1. PRESENTATION

by Al-Dana Belhoul

I am delighted to welcome our two guests: Mohammed 
Berrada, novelist, literary critic and translator of, among oth-
ers, Barthes and Le Clézio into Arabic, and Kadhim Jihad 
Hassan, poet and translator, literary critic, and translator of the 
philosophical works of Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida in 
particular, as well as of the poetry of Arthur Rimbaud, Rainer 
Maria Rilke, Dante Alighieri and others.

During this dialogue you will be talking to us about the Arab 
novel and, to be more precise, you will begin by talking about 

its emergence and its contribution to the Arab nahda move-
ment or “awakening” in the late nineteenth century. You will 
discuss the impact of foreign cultures and the relationship with 
traditional written Arab narratives, the key themes that under-
pin the Arabic novel today, and its relationship to history and 
the present. In the second part, we will discuss the current 
situation of poetry in Arabic, poetic forms and trends, and 
the progress that has been made since the dawn of modern 
poetry, as well as the extent to which poets can draw on the 
�	���*
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��������	���
������
����	���	���������"�������
��
foreign cultures on the other.

 2. FUNDAMENTAL ASPECTS OF THE ARABIC NOVEL

by Mohammed Berrada

The contemporary Arabic novel emerged from an innovative 
literary movement that began in the last decades of the nine-
teenth century in response to colonial occupations and aspired 
to achieve the Arab “Renaissance” that had always been 
aborted or postponed.

In the course of more than a century, this literary process 
achieved a number of things, particularly in poetry and the novel. 
In my view, the most important aspect of this innovative move-
ment was that it “tamed” the Arabic used in the sacred Koran. 
=�����	��� ����
������� �
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enced by the ideas and achievements of a strong and superior 
West that saw itself as “civilizing” so-called backward countries.

Arabic, a language enriched by its literary heritage since the 
pre-Islamic period, and through its expressive possibilities, was 
able to adapt to the modernization imposed by colonialism and 
accelerated cultural integration during the last century. The 
desacralization of the language, despite the intransigence of 
the “guardians of the Temple” came about mainly as the result 
of the creativity of poets and novelists. That is why I consider 
this desacralization, in the positive sense of the word, to be the 
fundamental link between modernity and the Arab societies of 
the twentieth century.

Without wishing to play down the fragility of an “Arab moder-
nity” that lacks established socio-political conditions, I think 
that this particular Arab literary experience embodies certain 
aspects of a modernity that has yet to take hold.
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In support of my argument, allow me to make the following 
brief remarks about the contemporary Arabic novel:

(1) The Arabic novel is barely 100 years old. During that period it 
has undergone various transformations and trends. It ranges 
from the educational and social novel to the symbolic and 
existential novel in terms of content, and from variants on 
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 Several novelists have been involved in these artistic 
achievements, such as Heikal, 4� =	���]� *�!}	#��� 5 Yahya 
Haqqi, 6 Hanna Mina, 7 Farmane, 8 Souheil Idriss, 9 Leila 
Baalabaki, 10 Tahar Wattar, 11 Ghallab 12 and others, but 
Naguib Mahfouz 13��	�������
�����"������	�� ������	���������
the foundations and forms of the Arabic novel, because 
he was able to “sum up” the key achievements and chal-
lenges of the European novel in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries.

4. Mohammed Husayn Heikal (1888-1956), Egyptian writer, journalist 
and politician. Founder of the review 
al-Siyasa, Haykal.

�$� =	���]�	�!}	#���{����!����|���
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of the pioneers of Arab dramaturgy.

6. Yahya Haqqi (1905-1992), Egyptian writer and novelist, editor of the 
journal Al-Majalla between 1961 and 1971.

7. Hanna Mina (1924-), Syrian writer considered one of the most 
important writers of his generation.

8. Iraqi writer.

9. Lebanese writer.

10. Lebanese writer.

11. Tahar Wattar, Algerian journalist and novelist considered one of the 
founders of Algeria’s literary future in Arabic.

12. Abdelkrim Ghallab (1919-2006), Moroccan novelist.

13. Naguib Mahfouz (1911-2006), Egyptian Arabic writer, awarded the 
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1988.

(2) Since 1967, the year of the Arab defeat by Israel and the 
beginning of the decline of the pan-Arab nationalist project, 
literature, and the novel in particular, began to turn away 
from the dominant ideologies and the State, which had 
until that time embodied the hope of a new society. This 
distance allowed the novel to explore prohibited themes 
and question taboos: that is how the novel dealt with the 
broken self and its attitudes to sex, religion and power.

 Seen from this perspective, it could be said that, after 
���� ������ 	��� ������� ���� *
	���� �
���� 	��������� �
� �����
��� ���� �	��� ����� ��� 
�����	�� ����
�
��� 	��� ����	����	�����
discourse: gaps that were particularly evident in repre-
sentations of the social imagination through the prism of 
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the reality of daily life as recounted in individual, social and 
historical writings.

 This change in direction and form in the novel occurred 
at a time of different cultural integration that recalled the 
universal milestones in the history of the novel that, thanks 
to translation or prestigious languages, were introduced 
into the Arabic literary landscape. This interference with 
the universal novel was decisive in that it emphasized the 
importance of “aesthetic thought” described by Kant, 14 
according to which priority is given to representing the 
aesthetic imagination in order to understand the complex-
ity and totality of life.

(3) Since the 1980s, the Arabic novel has experienced an 
explosion of narratives across the Arab world. In that con-
text, the novel has become an outlet cherished by young 
male and female writers wishing to express their internal 
�
�"���������� 
��
������� ���������
���	���
��
��������	����$�
By the same token, the novel in the hands of Arab women 
has become an important yardstick that puts an end to the 
monopoly of the male novelist who assigned himself the 
role of writing in the place of women.

 However, this “explosion” in the genre begs a number of 
new questions and the status of the novel and novelists 
��� ��� "��%$� @

� �	��� ���	����� ���� �
���� �	�� 	��
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with learning, forming the conscious mind and instilling 
knowledge, but since this explosion it has become a form 

�� �%�
����
�� ��	�� ��� ��"�������� ��� ���� �%����	��
��� 
��

14. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), German philosopher and founder 
of transcendental idealism. His considerable and wide-ranging work is 
centred around his three critiques: the Critique of Pure Reason, Critique 
of Practical Reason, and Critique of Judgement.

readers, thus meeting the need for entertainment and the 
rapid consumption reinforced by globalization. That is why 
it is necessary to adjust our perceptions and the criteria for 
criticism in this genre in the light of the various changes 
that have taken place.

(4) The Arabic novelist today faces a paradox that is worthy 
of close consideration. Despite the spread of anti-creative 
conditions (both at social and political levels), the novel con-
tinues to thrive, both in terms of publishing and in terms of 
the invention of new forms and narrative voices.

 From that point of view, the novel can be considered a form 
of aesthetic resistance, because in my view contemporary 
Arab writers are well aware that they form part of a soci-
ety that lacks the political vision required to rescue Arab 
countries from deadlock and shield them from the threat 
of tyranny. Understood in terms of this paradox, the Arabic 
novel occupies a special place and acts as an important 
indicator: it strives to express the innermost feelings of the 
individual, shed light on the tragedy of decadence, and 
internalize existential questions in the universal context.

 Would it be fair to say that the Arabic novel today is the 
�
����
�������
���

�������	��	�������������
�	�������	������
“victors” try to conceal beneath false appearances and the 
bluster of rhetoric? Or does it merely serve as a “preamble” 
that unearths silent truths, stringing together a different 
discourse that suggests a future that could rise from ruins 
and tyranny?
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 3. ARABIC POETRY: FIFTEEN CENTURIES OF ACCELERATION

by Kadhim Jihad Hassan

The history of Arabic poetry is exceptionally long and convolut-
ed. 15 The earliest surviving examples of poetry in Arabic date 
�	�#��
� ���������������
��[$�$��	���
���� ����	��������� ��
���
�
back than that, because the oldest surviving texts are already 
highly elaborate and sophisticated. Oral poetry from those 
	������� ������ �
���� �	��� �������� �

�� ���� ��
��� �����
�����
of poetry and from the various stages of development that cul-
minated in the Suspended Odes (mu‘allaqât), 16 which number 
either ten or seven depending on the anthology, and which are 
said to have been written in gold lettering and hung from the 
walls of the Ka’ba. Along with a small number of poems attrib-
uted to bandit poets (ça‘alîk), they are considered to be the 
oldest surviving traces of poetry. Aside from the bandit poets, 
which combine the tribal doxa with the strict themes of the 
qacîda (a classical Arabic poem on several themes comprising 
two hemistichs, using a single meter and only one rhyme), what 
does pre-Islamic Arabic poetry consist of?

15. This brief paper can of course make only quick reference to the 
#�������
������*
	�����
��
�$�=����
�����	����������
������
��������
as individuals but as representatives of the main trends. The following 
works may be consulted for a detailed history of their poetry: Histoire 
�����������
��	
���
����������
�����������������	��������
�����������, Régis 
Blachère (3 volumes, ed. Maisonneuve, Paris, 1964-1980); Littérature 
arabe, André Miquel (coll. Que sais-je?, ed. PUF, Paris, 1981); and the 
collective work Cent titres 3: poésie de langue arabe, Jean-Charles 
Depaule (éditions du Centre International de poésie Marseille, cipM, 
March 2003). 

16. The transcription of Arabic words and proper nouns is close here 
to Arabic pronunciation, without though using the diacritical marks of full, 
specialized transliteration.

A predominantly Semitic people, mostly Bedouin but also mer-
chants and warriors, the Arabs seem to have had poetry as 
their register (diwân) from the very beginning. Their aspirations, 
exploits, beliefs, expressions of love and treatment of their ene-
mies, their philosophy of time, life and death, in short, their entire 
world view, were expressed in verses that alternated between 
��	�������
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�����	
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Historians of Arabic poetry attribute to Imru’ al-Qays (who died 
in c. 540 AD) – author of a great ode that anthologists always 
place at the start of the mu‘allaqât – the earliest description, 
in the prelude to his qaçîda, of tears shed at the sight of the 
remains of deserted camps. From the outset then, nostalgia 
was a driving force in poetry. For a long time, the qaçîda was 
tripartite, beginning with the narrator’s famous stand before the 
ruins, and followed by a description of the poet’s journey on a 
faithful steed or camel, imbued too with beauty, endurance and 
nobility. There follows the main theme, which might be in praise 
of a sovereign, oneself and one’s kin (boasting), the stigmatiza-
��
��
��	���������
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Contrary to common perceptions, Islam did not prohibit poetry 
but rather sketched out a project that had in fact already existed 
in certain pre-Islamic poems. The prophet of Islam himself had 
laudatory poets, most notably Ka’b ibn Zuhayr and Hassân ibn 
Thâbit, and Mohammed is said to have threatened poets who 
dared to criticize his mission, demonstrating that poetry was of 
considerable strength and importance.

An extraordinary event in the literary history of early Islam and 
the Umayyad era, which lasted from 660 to 750, shows that the 
Arabian Peninsula, which was no longer the centre of Muslim 
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reign following the establishment of the Caliphate of Damascus 
and then of Baghdad, became the setting for a dual, major 
poetic revolution. On the one hand, love or libertine poetry 
(çarîh) found its greatest exponents in ‘Umar ibn Abî Rabî‘a 
and others, while ‘udhrîte, or courtly poetry, took shape and 
adopted as its main theme the pain of love, traces of which 
may be seen in troubadour poetry as well as that of Dante, and 
right up to the late poems of Louis Aragon.

But it was under the Abbasids, who reigned from 750 until 
1258 when the Mongols sacked Baghdad, that Arabic poetry 

���� ���� ����� ����
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poets of Persian origin, including Bashshâr ibn Burd and Abû 
Nu’wâs, a modernizing trend (muhdath) called for licentious 
poetry celebrating Bacchic pleasure and a shift away from 
tears over deserted camps – this set the tone for a culture of 
the city. Subsequent poets, such as Abû Tammâm, Buhturî, 
Ibn al-Rûmî and Mutanabbî ensured that Arabic poetry drew 
heavily not only on the entire development of Arabic literature 
(poetry, literary prose or adab, Koranic science and philosophy 
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the Persian and Indian cultures. In the hands of a poet such as 
Ma‘arrî, the poem is philosophical to the core. With the voices 
of Hallâj, Ibn ‘Arabî and Ibn al-Fârid, mystical poetry takes on 
a noble quality. Divine love, which is rarely differentiated from 
purely human love, adds an ardent and unquenchable thirst 
depicted in unexpected images, an audacious experiment in 
verbal magic and heightened musicality.

This poetry is enriched by the voices of al-Andalus, which add 
a dimension describing the landscape and instigate a major 
internal upheaval by introducing a strophic form with alternating 
rhymes called Muwashshahât. With regard to poetry from the 
period of so-called decline, which lasted from 1000 AD to the 
mid-eighteenth century, it is important to relativize the received 
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the world and is little more than a vain accumulation of sty-
listic ornaments. In fact, a hushed but eloquent expression of 
despair emerges from the interminable descriptions of nature 
and the religious celebrations that anchored the rampant 
activities of social life in the cycle of the sacred calendar. But 
what this poetry does above all is to simplify poetic language, 
�������
�	�������������������
����
���
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����$

Modern Arabic poetry, then, inherited all the poetic richness of 
this vast literary legacy. This poetry began with nahda, the Arab 
awakening rather than renaissance. Neo-classical poetry (ihyâ’î) 
can be seen as the poetic face of that movement. Its pioneers 
(the most notable of whom are the Egyptians Bârudî, Shawqî, 
}����� ��
������ 	��� ���� �
	]��� �	����� ��� �������� ��
�� 	������
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century and the 
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re-engage with the serious subject matter and majesty of ancient 
Arabic poetry, and to espouse, in their subject matter, the reform-
�������
�����"����������������
��
�������������	����������#�
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��
nahda sought to introduce and promote. That is where their 
weakness lay: in their determination to emulate the ancients, 
these poets, at times powerful and inspirational, often appear to 
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����������	��	���
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It became increasingly apparent that they were out of touch with 
the sensibilities of the century and the expectations of readers.

The true innovation in Arabic poetry came with the romantic 
movement that began with the Mahjar (immigration) poets in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (the Syrian-
Lebanese poets, the famous Jubrân Khalîl Jubrân, Mikhâ’îl 
Nu‘ayma and others who had emigrated to the Americas) and 
this was taken up in later decades by poets from within the 
Arab world (such as the Tunisian Abû l-Qâsim al-Shabbî, the 
Egyptians Ahmad Zakî Abî Shâdi and ‘Alî Mahmûd Tâhâ, the 
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Lebanese Bishâra al-Khûrî, and so on). Late exponents of neo-
classical poetry, such as the Iraqis Ahmad al-Çâfî al-Najafî and 
Muhammad Mahdî al-Jawâhirî, the Syrians Ahmad Sulaymân 
al-Ahmad (Badawî al-Jabal or ‘Bedouin of the Mountain’ – a 
pseudonym) and the Lebanese Amîn Nakhla, were also part 
of this renewal.

The task of renewing poetic imagery and freeing language car-
ried out by the romantics would provide the foundations for 
initial experiments by the inventors of Arabic free verse. From 

1947 onwards, the Iraqi trio of Sayyâb, Malâ’ika and Bayyâtî 
began to write Arabic poems in free verse, a practice soon 
copied throughout the Arab world. Thanks to their in-depth 
knowledge of the entire history of Arabic poetry and their inter-
est in foreign poetry, the practitioners of this type of poetry 
enabled Arabic poetry to take its place in global modernity. 
This led to a number of entirely new themes, while indigenous 
myths, particularly Mesopotamian, and Latin and Greek myths 
were revisited and reinterpreted in order to better convey the 
malaise of modernity.
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Following this poetry, the late 1950s saw the emergence of the 
Arabic prose poem, which continues to be practised alongside 
free verse. The raw and poignant language of Muhammad al-
Maghût is typical of the initial phase of this poetry. Stylized writ-
ing that takes inspiration from the Bible in Unsî al-Hâjj’s work, 
or the cheerful and sparkling humour of Shawqî Abî Shaqrâ 
are the hallmarks of the second phase. A third phase, of which 
we are contemporaries, takes a stimulating and non-traditional 

approach to creating a poetic language far removed from tra-
ditional sources by drawing on the highly sensitive language of 
the plastic arts in the work of Abbâs Baydûn or dramatic art in 
the work of Paul Shâ’ûl, to mention only two poets. 

Arabic poetry therefore consists of a long succession of inter-
nal upheavals and extraordinary accelerations that make every 
stage precious and every diversion utterly captivating.
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The International Jury

The International Jury for the 2009 Sharjah Prize for Arab 
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renown.

President

Mohammed Arkoun (France-Algeria) is a philosopher and 
����
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���
�������
�����"������	���

���!
sors of contemporary Islamic studies. He is currently Emeritus 
Professor of the History of Islamic Thought at the University of 
Paris-III (Sorbonne) and teaches Applied Islamology at universi-
ties in Europe and in the United States of America. He is Senior 
Research Fellow and member of the Board of Governors of 
the Institute of Ismaili Studies (IIS). In July 1996 he was made 
/�����
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�����X���
��
��}
�
�
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�honoris 
causa of the University of Exeter (United Kingdom). 

Vice-President
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Professor of Arabic Language and Literature at the University 
of Rome La Sapienza. She is on the editorial board of the aca-
demic journal Oriente Moderno and member of the European 
Meeting of Teachers of Arabic Literature and the European 
Union of Arabists and Islamicists. She has been awarded vari-
ous prestigious Italian prizes, in particular for her translations 
from Arabic. 
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Rapporteur

Mohammed Berrada (Morocco) is a novelist writing in Arabic 
and teacher at the University of Rabat. He is considered to be 
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�������
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ber of the literary movement Attajrib and, from 1976 to 1983, 
President of the Union of Moroccan Writers. He is a member 
of the advisory board of the North African literary magazine 
Prologue.

Members

R. Stephen Humphreys, Ph.D., University of Michigan, 1969, 
is a professor of history and Islamic studies at the University of 
California at Santa Barbara 

Youssou N’Dour is a Senegalese composer, performer and 
musician of world renown. He has worked with internation-
ally famous performers. A politically committed singer, he has 
organized concerts for Amnesty International, the humanitarian 
organization. His album Egypt, proof of his in-depth knowledge 
of Arab music, won him a Grammy Award (United States of 
America) in the best contemporary world music album category. 
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LIST OF WINNERS OF THE 
UNESCO-SHARJAH PRIZE 
FOR ARAB CULTURE

2001 to 2009

2001

 � �

����

�*����	��������	#	���� {¡����|���
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��
in contemporary Yemeni literature.

 � Professor Abdul Rahman Na Zhong (People’s Republic 
of China), translator specializing in Islamic study and 
commentary.

2003
 � Professor Bensalem Himmich (Morocco), a philosopher, 

writer and historian who has made a major contribution to 
�����������
��	�����"�������
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�
through his literary work for which he has been rewarded 
by many prizes, including the Naguib Mahfouz Medal for 
Literature, which he was awarded in 2002. He is currently 
Minister of Culture of Morocco.

 � �
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tribution to intercultural East and West dialogue. 

2004
 � Professor Abdelwahab Bouhdiba (Tunisia), sociologist and 

philosopher, author of Sexuality in Islam, and other works. 

He has made a great contribution to the improvement of 
knowledge of Arab culture throughout the world.

 � Professor Juan Vernet Ginés (Spain), Arabist and historian, 
specialist in Arab science, especially Arab astronomy and 
cartography in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, and 
author of many books on Arabic literature, religion and the 
place of Arab culture in Spanish culture.

2005
 � Professor Tahar Ouettar (Algeria), writer, journalist and nov-

elist of undisputed literary distinction on the Algerian literary 
scene. 

 � Father Michel Lagarde (France-Holy See), a specialist in 
the Arabic language, Islamic religion and relations between 
Christianity and Islam, has contributed to the rapproche-
ment of culture and intercultural dialogue.

2006
 � Dr Jamal Al-Shalabi (Jordan), Assistant Professor of politi-

cal sciences at the Hashemite University at Zarqa, is known 
for his analyses of relations between Europe and the Arab 
�

��$�}����%��
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���������������
�������
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 � Professor Yordan Peev (Bulgaria), specialist in the con-
temporary Muslim world, has displayed discernment in 
addressing this century’s intercultural communication 
issues.

2007
 � Professor Aladine Lolah (Syrian Arab Republic), Director 
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Faculty of Architecture in Aleppo, has helped to make 
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Aleppo, a heritage city on the UNESCO World Heritage List, 
better known in France.

 � Professor Shah Abdus Salam (India), specialist in Arab lit-
erature and culture, is particularly interested in promoting 
intercultural dialogue.   

2008
 � Dr Gaber Asfour (Egypt), academic, head of the National 

Centre for Translation in Cairo. He has worked to spread 
#�
������� 
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�� 	��� ���	���� ���� �

����� ��� ����
country and in the region.

 � Dr José Adalberto Coelho Alves (Portugal), a writer, poet, 
legal expert and orientalist, has made a major contribution 
to knowledge of Arab culture in the Iberian peninsula and in 
Portugal in particular.

2009
 � Ghani Alani (Iraq), poet and calligrapher, is heir to the callig-

raphy tradition of the Baghdad School and one of the great 
masters of contemporary calligraphy. The internationally 
renowned artist has exhibited his work in many Arab and 
European capitals.

Through his work, he perpetuates the Arab and Muslim 
tradition of the art of calligraphy, regarded as one of the 
highest forms of the expression of knowledge in Arab cul-
ture, since it brings together the art of language, poetry and 
architecture.

Ghani Alani began to learn calligraphy at the age of seven 
and he pursued his studies under great masters. He 
was awarded by them the ijaz, a diploma reserved for 
the best pupil and sole successor. While studying law, in 

Aix-en-Provence (France), he began to disseminate his art 
and to educate people in this form of creativity that had 
been forgotten in Europe. He then moved to Paris, where 
he completed his greatest work in 1973, the calligraphy of 
��������
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������������������}	��	��{���!�~~|$

His works are exhibited throughout the Arab world, Europe 
(in particular at the Pompidou Centre, the Institute of the 
Arab World, the British Museum, Glasgow Museum of Art, 
and the Voor Volkenkunden Museum in Rotterdam) and the 
United States of America. 

 � Anna Parzymies (Poland) is an editor and academic, spe-
cializing in Arab and Muslim culture. She founded Poland’s 
��
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���� �����	������� ��� *
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civilization.

After initially specializing in the philology of oriental languages 
	�� \������� /�
���#�� �����
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��	�� *��	� �	
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travelled in 1962 to Tunis, where she continued her studies 
at the Bourguiba Institute and then began research on the 
Arabic dialect in Tunis. In 1969 she entered the Institute of 
Oriental Studies of the University of Warsaw, before going 
on to the Jagiellonian University of Krakow. In 1992 she was 
awarded a State doctorate by the University of Warsaw. 
In that year, too, she founded “Dialogue” (Wydawnictwo 
Academickie Dialog), an academic publishing house which 
she manages and which has published, to date, more than 
200 books giving the Polish public insights into various 
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Department for European Islam Studies at the University 
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Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture.
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Statutes of the UNESCO Sharjah Prize for Arab Culture 
	��

������
�����
��
	���
������
�������/��
�����{�����£_��|

Article 1  Purpose

 The purpose of the UNESCO - Sharjah Prize for Arab 
Culture is to reward the efforts of a national of an Arab 
country and a national of any other country who have 
contributed through their artistic, intellectual or promotional 
work, to the development and diffusion of Arab Culture in 
the world. The objective of the Prize is in conformity with the 
second and sixth preambular paragraphs and with Article I 
paragraph 2 (c) of the Constitution of UNESCO according 
to which the Organization is assigned the task of promoting 
the mutual understanding of peoples through activities that 
encourage greater knowledge of the cultures of different 
peoples and international exchange between the different 
peoples and between the different cultures. The objectives 
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orities related to the Major Programme IV, Cultural Diversity 
and Intercultural Dialogue.

Article 2   Designation, Amount and Periodicity of 
the Prize

2.1 The Prize shall be entitled “The UNESCO - Sharjah Prize 
for Arab Culture”.

2.2 (b) The Prize shall be funded by the Government of 
Sharjah (United Arab Emirates) and shall consist of a 
recurrent payment of US$ 135,101 annually. The amount 
of the recurrent payment will be reviewed every two years. 

The contribution from the donor shall be received at the 
beginning of each year, no later than 15 January, in order 
to ensure that funds are available well in time before incur-
ring expenditure for the administration of the Prize and for 
the Prize itself. The amount of the Prize is US$ 60,000, 
which will be divided into equal parts between two prize-
winners (US$30,000 each).

2.3 All funds received and the interest accrued thereon shall 
be kept in a special interest bearing account for the Prize. 

~$¥� =��� ����� ��	��� ����
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of the Prize, including all costs related to the award 
ceremony and public information activities, estimated  
at the sum of US$59,558, shall be fully covered by the 
Government of Sharjah (United Arab Emirates). To this 
end, the Director-General will determine a mandatory 
overhead cost amount to be applied and charged against 
the funds in the special account, which is to be estab-
�����������
��������	���	��
����	��
����

������
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2.5 The Prize shall be awarded once a year, on an initial basis 
of US$60,000 per year, and shall be shared between two 
prizewinners in equal parts, (US$30,000 each).

Article 3  Conditions/Qualifi cations of candidates

 Candidates shall be eminent persons, groups or institu-
��
��� ��	�� �	��� �	��� 	� ��������	��� �
��
�����
�� �
� ����
development, the diffusion and the promotion of Arab 
culture throughout the world. They should have acquired 
	�� ����
�	��
�	�� 
����	��
�� ��� ����� ������	�����������������
themselves by meritorious actions extending over several 
years. Also, they should have contributed to promoting 
cultural dialogue and revitalization of the Arab culture.
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Article 4  Designation/Selection of the 
prizewinners

 The prizewinners shall be selected by the Director-General 
of UNESCO on the basis of the assessments and recom-
mendations made to her by a jury.

Article 5 Jury

�$�� =��� ¦�
�� ��	��� �
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members of different nationalities and gender, appointed by 
the Director-General for a period of four years, eligible for 
re-election. Representatives and alternatives of Members 
of the Executive Board cannot be appointed as jurors. 
¦�
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recuse themselves from further deliberations or be asked 
by the Director-General to do so. The Director-General may 
replace members of the Jury if deemed appropriate.

5.2 The Jury shall elect its own Chair and Deputy Chair. 
Members shall receive no remuneration for their work, 
but will receive allowances for travel and accommodation, 
where required. A quorum of three jurors present will be 
required for jury deliberations to proceed. The working 
languages for deliberations by the Jury shall be English, 
French and Arabic.

5.3 The Jury shall conduct its business and deliberations in 
conformity with these Statutes and shall be assisted in 
the performance of its task by a member of the UNESCO 
Secretariat designated by the Director-General. Decisions 
shall be taken by consensus to the extent possible, 
and otherwise by secret ballot until a simple majority is 
obtained. A member shall not take part in a vote concern-
ing a nomination from his or her country.

5.4 The Jury shall meet once a year.

5.5 The Jury shall send an assessment on nominations and 
accompanying recommendations to the Director-General 
of UNESCO no later than one week after the annual Jury 
meeting.

Article 6  Nomination of candidates

6.1 When UNESCO has received the funding of the Prize 
as indicated in Article 2 above, the Director-General of 
�����/���	���
�����	���� �������������������
��
���
���	!
tions to the Secretariat of the Prize, by March of the fol-
lowing year, from the governments of Member States, in 
consultation with their National Commissions, as well as 
from non-governmental organizations maintaining formal 
consultative relations with the Organization and active in 
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6.2 Nominations shall be submitted to the Director-General by 
the governments of Member States, in consultation with 
their National Commissions, and by non-governmental  
organizations maintaining formal relations with UNESCO. 
A self-nomination cannot be considered.

6.3  Each nomination shall be accompanied by a written rec-
ommendation, which shall include, in English or French, 
inter alia:

(a) a description of the candidate’s background and 
achievements;

(b) a summary of the work or the results of the work, 
publications and other supporting documents of 
major importance, submitted for consideration;

{�|� 	� ��������
�� 
�� ���� �	����	��<�� �
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�����
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� ����
Prize’s objectives.
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Article 7   Procedure for the awarding of the Prize

7.1 The Prize shall be awarded by the Director-General at 
	�� 
�����	�� ��
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��� ����� �
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���

!'���
	�$�
UNESCO shall present to the prizewinners a check for the 
amount of the Prize, as well as a diploma. UNESCO shall 
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7.2 If a work being rewarded has been produced by two or 
three persons, the prize shall be awarded to them jointly. 

7.3 The prizewinners, if possible, shall give a brief speech on 
a subject relevant to the work for which the Prize has been 
awarded. Such a lecture shall be organized during or in 
connection with the Prize ceremony.

7.4 The work produced by a person since deceased shall not 
be considered for the Prize. If, however, a prizewinner dies 
before he or she has received the Prize, then the Prize 
may be presented posthumously.

7.5 Should a prizewinner decline the Prize, the jury shall sub-
mit a new proposal to the Director-General.

Article 8  Sunset clause – mandatory renewal of 
the Prize

8.1 After a period of six years, the Director-General of UNESCO 
together with the donor will undertake a review of all 
aspects of the Prize and decide about its continuation or 
termination. The Director-General will inform the Executive 
Board of UNESCO about the results of this review.

8.2 In case of termination of the Prize, the use of any unspent 
balance of funds shall be determined by the Director-
General, in accordance with the Financial Regulations for 
the Prize.

Article 9   Appeals

 No appeals shall be allowed against the decision of 
UNESCO with regard to the award for the Prize. Proposals 
received for the award of a Prize may not be divulged.

Article 10   Amendments to the Statutes of the Prize

 Any amendment to the present Statutes shall be submit-
ted to the Executive Board for approval. 
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DISCOURS D’INAUGURATION

IRINA BOKOVA
Directrice générale de l’UNESCO
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S. EXC. M. ABDULLAH ALNEAIMI 
Ambassadeur, Délégué permanent des Emirats 

Arabes Unis auprès de l’UNESCO 
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LES LAURÉATS

GHANI ALANI 
Lauréat du prix Unesco-Sharjah pour la culture 

arabe 2009, Ghani Alani voit dans cette récompense 
une reconnaissance de l’art de la calligraphie. 

par Bassam Mansour
Attaché d’information pour la région arabe 

Éditeur du portail arabe l’UNESCO 

« LA CALLIGRAPHIE EST LE LIEN ENTRE 
LA LETTRE ET L’ÊTRE »
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ANNA PARZYMIES 
Antidote au « choc de civilisations »

Interview par Jasmina Šopova
Rédactrice en chef du Courrier de l’UNESCO
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Vous êtes Polonaise, née en Bulgarie. D’où vient votre 
intérêt pour la culture arabe ?
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Vous avez fondé, en 1992, la maison d’édition Dialogue 
(Wydawnictwo Academickie Dialog). Quelles étaient vos 
motivations ? 
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Au sein de cette université, vous avez fondé, en 1998, le 
Département de l’islam en Europe. Comment est venue 
cette idée ?
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Quelle est la thèse principale que vous défendez dans le 
livre L’Islam face au terrorisme publié en 2003 ?
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PORTRAIT : LE PRIX, SON DONATEUR 
ET SON PAYS 

PAR FOUAD BOU MANSOUR
Délégation permanente des Emirats Arabes Unis 

auprès de l’UNESCO
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I. L’HOMME : LE SOUVERAIN DE SHARJAH
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II. L’EMIRAT DE SHARJAH 
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III. LE PAYS : LES EMIRATS ARABES UNIS
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DISCOURS DE BIENVENUE

ABDULLAH M. AL OWAIS

Directeur général, Département de la culture 
et de l’information, Gouvernement de Sharjah
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DEUXIÈME PARTIE : « Dialogues» autour d’une stratégie pour promouvoir les échanges 
en vue d’une meilleure connaissance de la culture arabe



86

PRÉSENTATION DE LA SESSION « DIALOGUES »

PAR TERESA WAGNER
Spécialiste principale de programme, 

Secteur de la culture de l’UNESCO
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PREMIER DIALOGUE
Le dialogue entre Mohammed Arkoun 1 , Olivier Abel 2 et R. Stephen Humphreys 3 a tenté de 
saisir les défi s et les stratégies qu’engendre l’idée du « rapprochement des cultures ». Après 
avoir défi ni la situation de la pensée islamique et sa relation aux cultures et aux sociétés 
arabes, Mohammed Arkoun évoque l’importance de la création, dans les sociétés arabes 
contemporaines, d’espaces politiques, sociaux et culturels laïques aux côtés des espaces 
religieux, afi n de dynamiser la créativité. Pour sa part Olivier Abel, répondant à Mohammed 
Arkoun dans son texte intitulé « La conversation des cultures » montre que la rencontre des 
cultures ne peut s’effectuer qu’entre « cultures vivantes » c’est-à-dire entre cultures qui sont, 
à la fois, fi dèles à leur origine et en état de créativité artistique et spirituelle. Les traditions 
sont formées d’une multitude d’infl uences et d‘alliances. C’est dans cette multiplicité qu’il 
est possible de trouver les bases communes en vue d’un dialogue entre les cultures. Stephen 
Humphreys trace, de son côté, la voie pour une meilleure connaissance de la culture de 
l’autre. A son avis, la traduction d’œuvres littéraires, la présentation de formes tangibles 
de la culture (poésie, littérature, arts visuels et du spectacle) contribuent à apporter une 
connaissance approfondie des cultures. En somme ces trois témoignages nous mènent à petit 
pas vers une stratégie programmatique du rapprochement des cultures. 
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PRIX UNESCO-SHARJAH POUR LA CULTURE ARABE

1. LES CULTURES ARABES FACE AUX ÉCHANGES INTERCULTURELS

par Mohammed Arkoun
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2. LA CONVERSATION DES CULTURES

par Olivier Abel
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3. RÉFLEXIONS SUR LA QUESTION DU “RAPPROCHEMENT DES 
CULTURES”

Par R. Stephen Humphreys
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DEUXIÈME DIALOGUE
Le dialogue entre Isabella Camera d’Affl itto 1 et Farouk Mardam-Bey 2 modéré par 
Hoda Barakat 3 a porté sur l’impact réciproque de la littérature arabe en Europe et 
de la littérature européenne dans le Monde arabe. Il enchaine sur les conclusions 
du Premier dialogue qui reconnaissait, en particulier, l’excellence de la production 
littéraire arabe contemporaine et l’importance que revêt la traduction dans la 
perspective d’une meilleure connaissance réciproque de la culture de l’autre. C’est 
un fait qu’on ne répétera jamais assez : la traduction est au centre de la question du 
respect et de la connaissance de l’autre. Les auteurs arabes, d’aujourd’hui comme 
ceux d’hier, sont insuffi samment traduits dans les langues occidentales, et combien 
même des efforts seraient réalisés, notamment en ce qui concerne la traduction 
d’auteurs occidentaux en langue arabe, le verdict est sans appel : « il reste encore 
beaucoup à faire ». 
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1. PRÉSENTATION

par Hoda Barakat
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2. “LA TRADUCTION COMME INSTRUMENT DE DIALOGUE”

par Isabella Camera d’Affl itto
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3. LA RÉCEPTION DE LA LITTÉRATURE ARABE TRADUITE EN 
FRANÇAIS ET AUTRES CONSIDÉRATIONS

par Farouk Mardam-Bey
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PRIX UNESCO-SHARJAH POUR LA CULTURE ARABE
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DEUXIÈME PARTIE - DEUXIÈME DIALOGUE

X	���������
	�	��� �
§���¨
���%��������¨��
�
� �	� �
	�����
������

��
	��������������
��	����	�%�����	������
�������
�����$�X<����
�����	
	��¨
����]������� �
	�	������������/
�	���	��
���
��
�� ���
��
�%�
��
�
��%��������
���¬��
	���
����<����]��������
	�����
���
�
����	�����¬��	
��
�����	��	������	����	]�������<­��
��	�̈ �¨�̈ �
����
����
�����������	��	����	
��<	���	���
������
	��	����
�������	�
��� �	��	��� �<

���	�
�$� ?	��� ��� �	�	�
���� ���� ������	��
���� 
��

��§�������­��
������?���	
��������\	�������X��������
�����

}������	�����]�������
��
	�������
¨�¨
������	����������������
�
��	���$�����
	��	�������	��¨���¬�����
��	��
	�����
�����¨�
	����¬�
�	
��
�����<

����	��	����	��������<­��
�����@
�������������������
��� �	%� ^���
�� ��� ��� ����� �<	��
��� 	����
��� ��� �	��§
�� ¬�
�
����
�����
	�����	�������	����	������
�
	�����	
	��$��������
���

���
����¨
	����������������
	��	��¬��	��
	�����
���<
��
	����
écrits dans les langues européennes mais portera aussi sur la 
�

�����
������	����
�������¦	�
��
���	������$



106

TROISIÈME DIALOGUE
Le dernier dialogue entre Mohammed Berrada 1 et Kadhim Jihad Hassan 2, 
modéré par Al-Dana Belhoul 3 poursuit la ligne mélodique qui a traversé les 
deux précédents dialogues. Il s’attache à expliciter du point de vue historique et 
esthétique les fondements de la grande tradition littéraire et poétique arabes. Sur 
le roman arabe, les analyses sur son émergence à la fi n du XIXe siècle, le dialogue 
avec la littérature occidentale notamment en ce qui concerne le rapport entre 
littérature, esthétique sociale et actualité sont particulièrement illustratifs dans 
le contexte du rapprochement des cultures. Sur la poésie arabe, son histoire, ses 
courants à travers les quinze derniers siècles et son rapport aux écrits narratifs 
arabes traditionnels sont autant de facteurs méconnus ou oubliés qui mettent 
en exergue l’existence d’un fond commun en partage entre le Monde arabe et 
l’Occident en ce qui concerne l’art poétique. 
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DEUXIÈME PARTIE - TROISIÈME DIALOGUE

1. PRÉSENTATION

par Al-Dana Belhoul
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2. ASPECTS FONDAMENTAUX DU ROMAN ARABE

par Mohammed Berrada
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3. LA POÉSIE ARABE : QUINZE SIÈCLES D’ACCÉLÉRATIONS

par Kadhim Jihad Hassan
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