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Beirut

A 

t a time when migration 
from war-battered Arab 
countries is fuelling 
prejudice in the West, 
Arab film-makers are ad-

dressing the topic from a perspec-
tive of adversity. However, Leba-
nese director Danielle Arbid’s latest 
feature Parisienne shifts the focus, 
instilling a youthful approach and a 
more positive narrative of the entire 
experience.

The story picks up from Arbid’s 
2004 feature In the Battlefields, 
which told the story of a 12-year-
old girl named Lina, who plots her 
escape from war-ridden Beirut in 
1983. Parisienne follows Lina at 18 
as she navigates her way around 
Paris as a student after arriving 
from Beirut at the end of the civil 
war in the early 1990s.

The film is semi-autobiograph-
ical. Arbid’s experience, in which 
she fled at the height of the conflict 
in 1987 to also study in Paris, loose-
ly parallels Lina’s story.

“All my films are autobiographi-
cal in a way,” Arbid said. “(Parisi-
enne) is based on the shock that I 
have experienced when I first ar-
rived in France, how I saw it in the 
first year and how one sees it differ-
ently after you get used to it.”

Drawing from her time Paris as 
a young foreigner, Arbid opted to 
pursue a positive angle.

“I wanted to make a positive 
film,” she said. “Usually when you 
approach the subject [of immigra-
tion], you make a hostile film where 
the hero is nostalgic about his coun-
try and not understanding what is 
going on around him.”

“I’m interested in showing that 
youth is in a way about freedom, 
when you can have options to make 
life better or not, when the door is 
open to the future.”

Touching on the sense of hope-
fulness one carries in a new place 
was an important concern for Ar-
bid.

“I felt that I was discovering a 
new world and I feel that the Syr-
ians who go to the Western world 
today are discovering it as well,” 
she said. “Some don’t get along in 
the country but usually you go to 
a [new] country with new dreams, 
new eyes. You don’t go there telling 
yourself I was better off before.”

The Lebanese director stressed 
that by adopting a new country, 
one does not really betray his or her 
country of origin. “It’s not that at 
all. It’s just a new experience that 
makes you richer and when you go 
back to your home, you can see it 
in another way. You don’t replace a 
country with another, you just dis-
cover,” she said.

The allure of Arbid’s multifac-
eted protagonist is that she is rough 
around the edges, fearless, yet re-
sourceful. She discovers Paris on 
her own terms.

Absorbed on a path of self-dis-
covery, Lina befriends an unlikely 
array of characters, from a royalist 
classmate and her skinhead boy-
friend with less-than-welcoming 
views towards immigrants to a pair 

of students running a communist 
newspaper.

This learning curve is a crucial 
part of the process, Arbid said. 
“Lina doesn’t know who they are 
because she doesn’t know the codes 
in the Western world,” she said. 
“That’s the thing I liked most in the 
beginning of my journey in France. 
I didn’t know who was left or who 
was right and what they look like.

“In the Arab world, we have a dif-
ferent political culture based on 
communities and groups. There is 
no right and left. We don’t have this 
kind of dynamic. It’s an exotic way 
to discover France, where you’re 
equal. It’s not like I’m inferior to the 
French.

“I don’t say that there is no racism 
in France. Of course there is and I 
show it in the film but there are lots 
of nice people also everywhere.”

Near the end of the film, Lina 
finds herself outside a courtroom 
waiting for her visa to be renewed. 
She has a poignant conversation 
with another female immigrant 
about how living in fear in your 
home country drives one to seek 
a home elsewhere. Although the 
audience is never made aware of 
where the woman came from, it is 
suggested that she is from the Mid-
dle East.

“You have to be very strong to 
live in a country where you face fear 
every time you go out or even at 

home,” Arbid said. “This is a state-
ment I wanted to say for Lebanon 
and the whole Arab countries.

“I don’t call these countries, no. 
There are people trying to make 
things better but unfortunately 
things are very bad.”

Arbid’s three features — In the 
Battlefields, A Lost Man and Parisi-
enne — depict her experience. “The 
first one was very angry, the second 
was about being lost and with this 
film I felt like I arrived somewhere,” 
she said.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.
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Role reversal in film imagines Tunisia as safe haven for migrants

Tunis

A
s a long line of 
migrants awaits 
admittance to 
Tunisian 
territory, a 
European father 
and his daughter 
approach a 

border control officer pleading to 
be granted entrance to the North 
African country.

A German-speaking migrant 
loses his temper and aggressively 
attacks the officer before being 
taken away by police.

Then, much to the dismay of 
the waiting migrants, the border 
control officer announces that the 
quota of migrants who could be 
admitted to the country has been 
filled. No more immigrants could 
enter Tunisia.

This surrealistic scene at odds 
with current reality constitutes 
the opening scene of a short film 
Tunisia 2045 in which French di-
rector Ted Hardy-Carnac explores 
an alternative reality where the 
immigration issue is reversed.

The film imagines a hypothetical 
situation in which people escape 
war-torn Europe in search of safety 
in Tunisia.

“Tunisia 2045 is both a realistic 
drama and a futuristic film. In 
December of 2015, 1 million im-
migrants arrived in Europe in the 
year,” Hardy-Carnac said.

“This year, we witnessed a 
humanitarian disaster that pushed 
thousands of men and women to 
leave their country, often at risk of 
their lives. This year also showed 
the difficulties faced by Europe in 
trying to be open and welcoming in 
front of this drama.”

Tunisia 2045 is the latest of five 
short films directed by Hardy-
Carnac. In most of his work, Carnac 

dwells on themes of time, memory 
and the past blending both a realis-
tic and fictive approach to reality.

According to Hardy-Carnac, this 
approach allows artists to put cur-
rent issues in new perspective and 
to question many of the givens.

“In front of the distress of many 
people during the refugee crisis, 
there was beautiful evidence of 
generosity but also the worrying 
temptation of selfishness. De-
spite this second attitude, against 
pragmatic speeches which want to 
label human beings, there is em-
pathy for refugees,” Hardy-Carnac 
explained.

“It is in this context that my 
short film was born, Tunisia 2045. 
I wanted to highlight that those 
political contexts and personal 
situations can be deeply changed 
and inverted. The world would be a 
random jungle without mutual aid 
and solidarity, without gestures of 
humanity.”

By reversing the places of Eu-
ropeans and immigrants, Hardy-

Carnac sought to address similari-
ties that exist between people of 
different nationalities despite the 
geographical borders that separate 
them.

“What is the difference between 
us and a migrant? What is the dif-
ference between us and a person 
who lives this desperate situation? 
The difference is arbitrary. It re-
lated to the fact that you were born 
somewhere and not in another 
place,” Hardy-Carnac said.

“I wanted to reverse the roles to 
show that we are all migrants or at 
least potential migrants.”

On his choice of Tunisia as the 
hypothetical destination of Euro-
pean refugees, Hardy-Carnac said 
Tunisia seems to be the country 
most likely to have a bright future 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
region. Tunisia is an exception 
among the “Arab spring” countries 
as it successfully works on estab-
lishing a democracy.

“If there was a disaster in Europe 
that drove Europeans to migrate, 

they would naturally go to one of 
the closest countries where things 
would be going well. Moreover, 
Tunisia is not only the birthplace 
of the ‘Arab spring’. It is also the 
only country from the ‘Arab spring’ 
to be in a rather positive situation,” 
Hardy-Carnac added.

“For me, Tunisia represents the 
hope of a successful democratic 
transition. I like to imagine a future 
in which Tunisia, which is still in 
a fragile situation today, will have 
managed to settle a stable democ-
racy and will represent hope for 
European immigrants in distress. 
It is also the country where my 
grandmother was born.”

Hardy-Carnac said he consid-
ers Tunisia the hope of the region 
despite the challenges of terrorism 
the small Arab country faces.

“Despite the threat of terrorism 
that affected tourism, I’m con-
vinced that democratic stability is 
something possible (even if very 
difficult), with time, in the MENA 
region. Tunisia is maybe the coun-
try which is the closest to show the 
way to follow,” Hardy-Carnac said.

Tunisia 2045 won the award for 
best director at the Nikon Film 
Festival, garnering both critical ac-
claim and audience appreciation at 
the festival.

“And it was the second most 
supported movie by the audience, 
out of 1,056 movies, which shows 
the breadth of the support that the 
film received. Of course, conserva-
tive segments of the audience were 
very critical of the film but most 
of the audience and the critics 
were very enthusiastic about the 
possibilities suggested by the film,” 
he said.

“Tunisia 2045 touched a lot of 
people and that is the proof of suc-
cess for a film whose raison d’être is 
empathy for others.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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