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Tahar Ben Jelloun’s ‘The Happy Marriage’ offers new look on gender

G
ender inequality is 
common in the 
Middle East, espe-
cially in rural areas 
where women face 
more discrimination 

in trying to access paid work. 
Arab men usually earn signifi-
cantly more than women. A 
recent study showed Moroccan 
women earn about 17% less than 
men and are usually hired in 
low-skilled, low-paid jobs.

Moroccan writer Tahar Ben 
Jelloun describes the actions of 
a fiery, opinionated woman from 
rural Morocco in his novel “The 
Happy Marriage”. The character 
of Amina challenges the stereo-
type of an uneducated housewife 
through the way she treats her 
husband.

The novel is divided into two 
sections. The first section, much 
longer than the second, describes 
the husband’s perspective of their 
marriage. The second section 
narrates the wife’s side of events, 
in response to finding and reading 
her husband’s secret book.

From the second chapter, the 
reader instantly sympathises with 
the husband, “Foulane” as Amina 
calls him. The Arabic word fou-
lane means a person like any other 
and without characteristics.

Addressing himself in the third 
person, Foulane looks at his 
reflection and asks: “What would 
I have done in your place? Kill 
myself? I’m not brave enough for 

that. Would I have refused anyone 
who tried to give me a mirror? 
Yes, that’s it, that’s exactly what I 
would have done!”

Foulane, who suffered a stroke, 
blames Amina for causing him 
undue stress. She “demanded that 
he work harder and harder, under-
estimated his real capacities and 
made him think he could exceed 
his limits”.

In Foulane’s mind, he is  inno-
cent and peaceful, but does not 
question Amina’s motives.

Foulane says: “And what about 
his wife, what had she been up to 
ever since she’d learned the news? 
Would she not try to exact her re-
venge? No, no, he’d promised him-
self he wouldn’t ask those kinds of 
questions. He didn’t want to fight 
with her; he wanted peace, so that 
he could heal.”

At the beginning, their marriage 
seems ideal,  with “not a cloud 
in the sky,” the union of  “the 
happiest couple in the world”. 
Later, however, Amina’s  jealousy 
and mood swings surface. For 
about 170 pages of section one, 
we are shown an aggressive self-
determined woman treating her 
husband badly. Seeing only the 
husband’s perspective, the reader 
sympathises with him.

Section two changes direction, 
giving the perspective of Amina, 
who admits that she was nasty to 
Foulane and proceeds to explain 
why. Amina says: “Before giving 
you my version of events, I must 

warn you that I’m nasty. I wasn’t 
born that way but when people 
attack me, I defend myself by any 
and all means and I give as good 
as I get.”

Her rebellious character is 
reflected in her relationship with 
her father, who wanted her to be 
a shepherdess. While Amina first 
kept to her father’s wishes, she 
later decided to abandon her 
duties and follow her cousin to 
school. Her father thought it 
was pointless for women to be 
educated, whereas her mother 
wanted Amina to continue 
with her studies in order to 
counter the sadness that 
sometimes took hold of her.

Amina claimed Foulane 
only imagined his stroke, 
and was insincere when 
he claimed to love her: 
“He was utterly incapable 
of the slightest praise,” 
Amina says, “He never 
had a kind word to say in 
the morning, no tender-
ness before going to bed, 
nothing. He lived in his 
own world and I had to 
dwell in his shadow and 
cower in it.”

She explained that 
people from Fez, 
where Foulane is from, thought 
of themselves higher than other 
Moroccans. She said her husband 
began silencing her when the 
couple had guests over. He was a 
“cheapskate” and did not like her 

to drink alcohol, which to Moroc-
can men is a sign of a woman’s 
disobedience and liberation, 
Amina said.

Ben Jelloun’s narrative is 
compelling and its events are 
relevant to the dynamics of many 
marriages. However, Foulane’s 
description of his suffering and his 
encounters with other women are 

sometimes overdone 
and tedious.

Nonetheless, 
“The Happy Mar-
riage” provides 
a refreshing look 
at the status of 
women in Morocco, 
stressing the idea 
that everyone, even 
the least educated, 
should be valued for 
their ambition. It also 
considers the effects of 
status and gender in a 
marriage and a remind-
er there are two sides to 
every story.

Ben Jelloun, 72, was 
born in Fez and im-
migrated to France in 
1971. He is a bestselling 
novelist, essayist, critic 
and poet. Among his many 
awards and prizes are the 
Prix Goncourt and the 
International IMPAC Dublin 

Literary Award.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.
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Biographer seeks to preserve memories of Palestinians
Roufan Nahhas
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ranco-Chilean biographer 
Cristina L’Homme is on a 
mission to collect memo-
ries of elderly Palestinians 
and publish their narra-

tives to share their values, spirit, 
feelings, knowledge and anecdotes.

“When I arrived in Jordan, I began 
to realise that knowing the Palestin-
ian story is crucial for understand-
ing the whole region,” L’Homme 
said. “However, my interest grew as 
I began to hear the stories of those 
who can speak about the last seven 
decades.”

L’Homme said she wanted to 
share the memories of the elderly 
with other people, especially young 
Palestinians in the diaspora.

“When people talk about their 
own experiences, like suffering from 
oppression or losing everything and 
still being able to resist and exist, 
then their stories convey something 
special to the reader and in this case 
the young generation,” she said.

“Their life testimonies are a treas-
ure that is disappearing as they 
die. When they disappear, we lose 
first-hand accounts. That is why I 
thought it is important to collect 
these testimonies of Palestinians 
inside and outside Palestine, includ-
ing those who are living today in 
South America.”

The book is to be published in 
2018 to mark the 70th anniversary of 
the Palestinian exodus known as na-
kba, which means “disaster”, upon 
the creation of the state of Israel in 
1948. It will appear first in Spanish 
and French in Chile and France and 
later in English.

“Our target audience is Spanish-, 
French- and English-speaking peo-
ple worldwide,” L’Homme said. “We 
are also targeting younger Palestin-
ian generations. For example, in 
Chile there are more than 350,000 

Chileans of Palestinian origin who 
are distanced from their roots and 
are searching for them.”

L’Homme said Palestine and the 
story of the Palestinians are unique 
to the region and the world. She has 
completed 25 profiles for the book.

“We have selected people who 
come from various socio-economic 
and religious backgrounds to have a 
better understanding of the diverse 
make-up of Palestinian society,” she 
said.

“We started with a shepherd in 
Palestine and then, step by step, we 
selected people to write about based 
on their specific profiles and diverse 
geographical location: A farmer and 
a lawyer, a doctor and a priest, some 
in [the Palestinian territories], oth-
ers outside.”

Many challenges faced the biog-
rapher, including the precise trans-
mission of the recorded testimonies 
in writing and illustrations.

“The main challenge is to touch, 
with the right words and images, 
those who are far away and do not 
necessarily know what these elders 
have been through in their lives,” 
she said.

“The importance of preserv-
ing the Palestinians’ memories in 
a book is that it can be a tool for 
transmitting the values of a people 
to younger generations who are de-
tached from their roots. By knowing 
their origins, people can better de-
fine their identity, build themselves 
and look forward to their future.”

L’Homme has been writing biog-
raphies for ten years and the choice 

of subjects for her books can be 
summed by the word “noteworthy”.

“I wrote about the wives of cop-
per miners trapped in a mine in 
Chile in 2010. I also wrote the story 
of a young Afro-French man who be-
came a taekwondo champion and a 
famous hip-hop leader. This coming 
month another of my books will be 
published, and it is about a Mexican-
French couple that was kidnapped 
in Colombia,” she said.

The Mapuche — “people of the 
earth” as it literally means — are na-
tives of Chile who found a place in 
L’Homme’s publications.

“Recently, I had the opportunity 
to work in my home country, Chile, 
on a book about Mapuche elders 
who are strongly attached to their 
land and culture,” she said. “The 

book is a compilation of life narra-
tives. Stéphane Herbert, my partner 
on the project, took 200 beautiful 
photographs portraying people’s 
daily lives in rural Araucanía. Our 
aim was to reflect the dignity of the 
Mapuche people,” she said.

L’Homme said technology is a 
good tool but she favours old-fash-
ion paper.

“Nowadays, because of digital 
technology, we are exposed to a 
great deal of information and our 
thinking can lack focus,” she said. 
“I believe that books still have an 
impact on readers, because a book 
concentrates on a specific knowl-
edge that fosters education.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Rushdieh Hudeib, one of the Palestinian profiles included in 
Cristina L’Homme’s book on Palestinian memories.        (Cristina L’Homme)

Zaki Noursi is among the profiles included in Cristina L’Homme’s 
book on Palestinian memories.                                               (Cristina L’Homme)
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