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«When I, the Assistant Secretary General of the
Arab Writers Union, was told, contrary to previous
agréement, to sit down and remain silent at the
closing session of the conference in Tunis, I felt that
a dagger had been plinged into my breast, and I saw
blackness before my eyes. In that instant I saw the
tragedy of the Arab writer whose freedom we had
come to defend and whose fate we were being forced
to suffer ».

Dr. Suheil Idris, prominent Lebanese author and
intellectual, once more in the privacy of his home
in Beirut, was reviewing the events that prompted
the Lebanese delegation to walk out of the ninth
Arab Writers Union Conference that took place in
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Tunis between the 18th and the 25th of March.

Dr. Idris attended the conference as head of the
Lebanese delegation from the Union of Lebanese
‘Writers and in his capacity as Assistant Secretary
General of the Arab World Writers TUnion.
Accompanying Dr Idris as members of the sixman
delegation were Ahmad Abu Saad, Fouad al-Kishn,
Dr. Michel Sleiman, Dr. Michel ’Assi, and Antoine
Multaka.

« We went to the conference planning to bring
up the subject of the pressure- being exerted on
writers in Egypt, Bahrain and Morocco », Dr. Idris
explained. « Our stand as Licbanese writers is not
new : our voice has always been raised in support
of freedom of speech, thanks to the comparative
freedom from pressure that we enjoy in Lebanon.
In fact, just three months ago we had a meeting at
the Arab Cultural Club to discuss what was hap-
pening in Egypt to hundreds of writers who lost
their jobs, were dismissed from the Arab Socialist
Union or were transferred to administrative posts.
At that time we sent a telegram to Egypt signed
by 80 writers and intellectuals objecting to the
measures and asking that they be annulled ».

He went on, « We sent to the conference think-
ing it a golden opportunity to raise the issue of
freedom of speech at a meeting attended by writers
and intellectuals from all over the Arab world ».

Instead, « we were accused of launching an
attack against Egypt, which is absolutely not true,
since we have continually expressed our respect for
the role Egypt is playing in the war of liberation
and for President Nasser’s legacy. We will, however,
struggle for the freedom and the rights of writers
in any country in which they are being subjected to
oppression, even in our own country, Lebanon.

« From the very beginning of the conference
they were afraid of what we might says », Dr. Idris
said, « and in fact they reversed the previously
arranged order of the speeches so that President
Habib Bourgiba gave his speech first and then left
the conference. When I gave my speech during the
opening session, as head of the Lebanese delegation,
the atmosphere was electrified ».

In his opening speech, Dr. Idris asked the
conference to face the fact that previous Arab
Writers Union conferences had largely failed in
fulfilling two of their most important aims, as
expressed in articles 10 and 11 of the Union’s
charter : « to protect the writer and to defemnd his
right to a free and honorable life, and to defend the
right of the writer for free speech in the areas of

AR

pan-Arabism and humanity». Dr. Idris called for
the adoption of an « Honor Pact » by which the
Arab Writers, Union would wundertake to foil any
attempt, in any Arab land, to suppress freedom of
speech.

« Even before the conference started», Dr. Idris
continued, «certain embassies contacted the Lebanese
embassy demanding that pressure be exerted on us.
After my speech, the pressure increased. But we did
not attend the conference simply to put on a show,
to ease our consciences by speaking and then sitting
back and relaxing, as they suggested we do. If the
Honor Pact was to represent anything other than
empty words, it had to be implemented.

« When we spoke with the members of other
delegations, they enthusiastically applauded our
stand. But the members are one thing and the heads
of delegations, who feel obliged to remember their
ties, are quite another, and although they agreed
to support us, they changed their minds later on ».

Idris went on : « It wag unfortunate that a
painful position was taken by the Secretary General
of the Arab Writers Union, Youssef Sibai, who
should have led the defenders of freedom of speech.
Instead, he denied that anything untoward had
been going on in Egypt and tried to tell us that we
were play-acting. Why, T asked him, didn’t he say
that we were play-acting when, during the fifth
Arab Writer’s Union Conference in Baghdad in 1965,
we spoke up in defense of Iraqi writers who had
extradited. At that time, after we had raised the
issue for some time, the fraqi writers were allowed
to come back. Our voice, I told him, has always been
raised in support of freedom of speech, whether the
writers are our friends or our enemies : how can
you expect us to keep silent about hundreds of
writers in Egypt ? Sibai retorted : if you think your
« friends » will be freed you will be disappointed :
you will not be given a chance for heroics in this
conference. I asked him to show me proof saying
the measures had been revoked and then I would
have no need to speak, but he said he had no such
proof » !

Dr. Idris continued, « Just two days ago we
sent Sibai a telegram asking him, now that he has
been appointed the Egyptian minister of culture, to
look into the case of the writers in Egypt ».

Dr. Idris returned to the events of the confe-
rence . « After a majority vote, during a meeting
of delegation heads, against the Honor Pact and
against sending telegrams of protest to each of
Egypt, Bahrain and Morocco, I said that the
Lebanese delegation had no alternative but to with-
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draw from the conference.

« I think they were stunned since they had
expected us to keep silent when faced with a majority
vote, and heads of delegations started trying to
reach s compromise. i said that I would not with-
draw from the conference of we were given an
opportunity to speak at the final session, to which

the President of the Conference agreed.
« At the final session, when I rose to speak I

was told to sit down by the Secretary General sinece
it was against the rules of protocol. As Assistant
Secretary General I know the protocal and I know
that there are no such rules once permission has
been granted by the President.

« We could not stay after such an insult, and
so the Lebanese delegation walked out of the con-
ference.

« Our withdrawal may be looked upon as a
defeat », Dr. Idris concluded, « but we look upon it
as a minor victory on the road to freedom of speech,
and we found comfort and support in the five hand-
shakes from members of the Tunisian. Moroccan and
Bahrain delegations, who walked out with us,

« If we fight now and succeed, we can show
the future rulers of the Arab world that there are
people fighting for freedom of speech, and that the
rulers have to think twice before taking action
against that freedom ».

Since they withdraw from the conference, the
Union of Lebanese Writers have not been idle.

In a detailed statement distributed to the press,
they explained the events of the confernce at Tunis,
dismissed the conferences of Arab writers as an '
opportunity for enjoying hositality and sightseeing,
and claimed that intelligence agents were present in
some delegations, thereby inhibiting freédom of
speech at the conference itself.

The Union of Lebanese Writers has further

~ undertaken to offer all financial assistance possible

to any Arab writer who has lost his means of liveli-
hood because of hig ideas and stands, to publish
literary articles that Arab writers cannot publish in
their own countries if these articles meet a certain
literary standard. and to hold a conference for Arab
writers in Lebanon every summer starting with a
conference this coming summer under the slogan of
« freedom of the responsible Arab word .
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