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Culture

Arab book readers shift to spirituality

Beirut

T 

he effect of the wars in 
the region was felt at the 
Beirut International Arab 
Book Fair 2015. Having 
had enough of politics, 

excessive violence, the many eco-
nomic and humanitarian hardships, 
Arab readers dropped interest in 
political books, including many try-
ing to explain the Islamic State (ISIS) 
phenomenon. Spirituality seems to 
be the new attraction.

Syrian publishers, who defied the 
extremely difficult conditions in 
their country and took part in the 
fair, arrived with new or reprinted 
books that covered topics ranging 
from Islamic studies to Arabic ver-
sions of works by the Indian mystic 
guru Osho. Such spiritual books, 
including translations, proved to be 
quiet popular.

“People seem fed up with political 
books in light of the region’s succes-
sive crises,” Ruba Abdullah, repre-
sentative of the Syrian Dar al-Farqad 
publishing house, said during the 
book fair, which marked its 59th an-
niversary in 2015.

Reprints of classic multi-volume 
Islamic books, whether newly pro-
duced or unsold from recent years, 
filled other stands rented out by 
Syrian publishers, who accounted 
for 20 out of 70 participating Arab 
publishers. There were another 170 
from Lebanon.

It was very difficult for them to 
have their stands ready on time 
when the 14-day fair opened No-
vember 27th. “Printing is always be-
hind schedule inside Syria but even 
the books that were ready arrived 

in Beirut a bit late due to the bad 
conditions in our homeland,” said 
Jamal al-Hajj, who represented Dar 
al-Furat.

In 2012, a debate on how to fos-
ter reading habits among Arab 
youth was prompted after the Arab 
Thought Foundation released its 
fourth annual cultural development 
report, saying that an average Arab 
child reads “six minutes” a year in 
comparison to 12,000 minutes for a 
Western child. It also reported that 
an Arab individual on average reads 
a quarter of a page a year compared 
to 11 books read by an American and 
seven books by a Briton.

Beirut’s fair, one of a series of sim-
ilar events at different times of the 
year in the Arab region, has suffered 

decreasing sales in recent years. 
“All fairs we take part in are having 
bad times but the Lebanese one is 
probably the worst due to economic 
conditions here,” Hajj said, echoing 
other publishers of various nation-
alities.

Lebanon’s economic ills are main-
ly due to domestic political ten-
sions, which stalemated almost all 
conditional institutions, while the 
country is suffering from fallout 

of the war ongoing in neighbour-
ing Syria since 2011. Lebanon hosts 
more than 1.2 million Syrian refu-
gees.

“Bad economic and political con-
ditions here and in the region have 
shrunk the number of visitors and 
decreased sales,” said a member of 
the organising committee, made up 
of the Arab Cultural Centre and the 
Association of Lebanese Publishers. 
Yet, the event hosted 265 book-sign-
ing ceremonies, he said, declining to 
be named.

At the Iraqi stands in the fair, 
similar complaints could be heard. 
Mohammad Hadi, who represented 
Iraqi-owned Al Kamel Publishers 
operating in Koln, Germany, boast-
ed a series of new books dealing 

with contemporary political and so-
cial issues.

“We have poor sales, though,” he 
said. Asked why Iraqi-based pub-
lishers do not show up in book fairs 
abroad, he said “a law dating back to 
president Saddam Hussein’s regime 
bans the export of books from Iraq”.

Lebanese publishers talked about 
good sales of works of fiction. “Gen-
erally, people do not have money to 
spend on books but when they do, 
they buy fiction,” Mehyar al-Kurdi, 
a representative of the Arab Cultural 
Centre, said at the co-organisers’ 
stand. “People seem fed up with 
politics.”

Indeed, the stand was full of nov-
els, mainly Arabic translations of 
British and Russian classics.

Not that many books could be 
found dealing with the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Books praising Arab regimes 
have been on the slide since the 2011 
“Arab spring”. Al Farqad, the Syrian 
publisher, displayed a reprint of a 
translation of a book about Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

On the back, the publisher wrote 
that the book was not permitted to 
be sold inside Syria in 2006 because 
it was considered too propagandist. 
However, the publisher “decided to 
print it now due to its importance”. 
The New Lion of Damascus was writ-
ten by David W. Lesch.

A frequent window shopper of the 
fair identified himself as Ahmad. “It 
is always the same story. The fair 
starts towards the end of the month 
when people’s salaries have long 
been over,” he said. “And not all peo-
ple get paid by the time the fair is 
about to be over, and if they do, the 
money usually goes to paying bills.”

Hassan Yahiya is a Beirut-based 
journalist.
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“People seem fed up 
with political books 
in light of the 
region’s successive 
crises.”

Arab culture 2015: 
Hopes despite 
harsh realities
Ibrahim Ouf and Samar Kadi

Cairo

A 

rmed conflicts, blood-
shed and political fail-
ures had a tragic toll on 
Arab culture in 2015 but 
vibrant cultural activi-

ties in non-war contexts signal op-
portunities for an Arab cultural re-
awakening.

Political developments, violence 
and wars in Arab countries, includ-
ing Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya, 
created grim realities for Arab art-
ists, writers and poets. Many were 
displaced, uprooted and forced to 
flee conflicts, relocating in foreign 
countries, in a cascade of events 
that adversely affected their works.

Ahmed Darwish, an Egyptian 
professor of literature and writing 
critic, argued that culture should 
not necessarily be the by-product of 
political and economic conditions 
in society. “Arab culture can very 
well influence politics positively by 
changing public attitudes,” Darwish 
said.

However, this is easier said than 
done. In 2015, politics and violence 
affected cultural output in most 
Arab countries.

Documentaries depicting the 
harsh living conditions of hundreds 
of thousands of Syrian refugees 

were produced. Songs dwelling on 
the bitterness of the destruction 
wreaked on Arab countries by war 
emerged and melodies reflecting 
the feelings of estrangement by 
migrant artists uprooted from their 
homes by war and violence hit the 
airwaves.

Painters and photographers cap-
tured the ravages of wars in their 
work, all reflecting the bitter reali-
ties of the Arab world.

In Cairo, a kind of revolutionary 
documentary cinema has emerged, 
one that put the spotlight on the 
frustrations and disappointment of 
the “Tahrir Square revolutionaries” 
in making their political dreams re-
ality.

Several painting and photo ex-
hibitions, depicting the revolution 
as a lost dream, were curated. The 
movement, largely driven by youth 
many of whom were behind the 
January 2011 revolution, called for 
democratic rule, end of corruption 
and dismantling of the police state 
but those are still far-fetched objec-
tives.

Egyptian cultural critics, how-
ever, see in these manifestations, 
the signs of a vibrant cultural life 
— although a bitter one — that can-
not be seen in other “Arab spring” 
states.

But apart from the revolutionary 
documentary productions, Egypt’s 
mainstream cinema industry, the 
oldest in the Arab world, is seeing 
its demise amid an unprecedented 
exodus of talents in scriptwriting, 
directing and acting.

Veteran actor Mahmoud Yassine 
says the “commercialisation of eve-
rything” in this industry is “forcing 
everything good out”.

“This industry is now dominated 
by a group of movie-makers who 
care only about money,” Yassine 

said. “Quality is the least element 
they cared for, which explains why 
good actors, directors and writers 
are stepping out.”

A more positive outlook was aired 
in art circles in Lebanon. “Econom-
ic conditions are harsh, and times 
are difficult in the Arab world, but 
this has made Arab men of culture 
more aware and concerned about 
beefing up culture which is prob-
ably the best option for salvation,” 
commented Saleh Barakat, an art 
expert and owner of the renowned 
Agial art galleries in Beirut and 
Dubai.

For Barakat, Arab cultural stand-
ing has not slipped. “In fact, there 
is a kind of reawakening in theatre, 
music and visual arts in Lebanon 
and part of the Arab world,” he said, 
referring to the opening of new mu-
seums, art galleries and arts institu-
tions in Lebanon over the past year.

“It is true that in war countries 
conditions are harsh but in other 
places there is improvement in art 

which is becoming more global and 
compliant with international stand-
ards,” Barakat said.

In Libya, Iraq and Syria, writers, 
artists and poets have been migrat-
ing in droves to escape war and 
lawlessness. In Yemen, a poetic and 
cultural life that thrived, even with-
out state support, is being ravaged 

by almost a year of civil war.
Kuwaiti thinker Frieh al-Anzi 

bemoaned the ugly image that ji-
hadi terrorism has branded Islam 
and Arabs. “Arabs should go back 
to their cultural roots and focus on 
their cultural heritage to show the 
world that they have things other 
than venomous jihad and killing to 
offer,” Anzi said.

The challenges for Arab culture 

in 2016 are formidable, according to 
Syrian scholar Faisal al-Hafian, who 
stressed that the real test will be for 
Arab people of culture “to prevent a 
further degradation, disintegration 
and collapse of Arab culture”.

“While more economic, social 
and political failures cannot be 
ruled out in the Arab world, these 
failures should encourage, not dis-
courage, culture and inspire its re-
awakening,” he said.

“We have been witnessing the 
collapse of one good value after 
another in the Arab world for years 
now… the real challenge for us all 
is to bring this collapse to an end,” 
added Hafian, who is director of 
the Arabic Manuscripts Institute in 
Cairo, an Arab League institute for 
protecting rare Arabic manuscripts.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
Samar Kadi, The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor, 
contributed to the article.

Karim Wasfi, former director for the Iraqi National Symphony Orchestra, plays on his cello next to 
debris in Baghdad’s Sunni Adhamiya district, last April, in a symbolic act of protest against violence.
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Beirut International Arab Book Fair 2015.


