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Reverse Genealogies: Orality and the Archaic as Sites of Healing in Nabile Farès’s Mémoire de L’Absent

In his 1974 novel Mémoire de L’Absent (1974), Nabile Farès critically engages with writing, memory, and 
trauma. While the problems of representing trauma are reflected in fragmented and delirious writing, and 
in the inclusion of blank spaces and silences within the text, writing is also a means of healing and restitu-
tion of memory. An experiment in writing that estranges itself from textual conventions, Farès’s novel is 
also an example of what Abdelkebir Khatibi speaks of in Maghreb Pluriel as a literature that “speaks in 
languages.” Khatibi, a Moroccan author and theorist, maintains that all writing is an act of translation 
because it entails a passage from the orality of the mother tongue to the written language. For North Afri-
can literature in French the estrangement from the mother tongue is double since Arabic diglossia is 
replaced by French. However, Khatibi understands both forms of translation as highly dynamic and multi-
directional processes where the mother tongue, linked to the unconscious and the “syntax of the body,” 
remains present in the text. He posits that the forced amnesia of the mother tongue becomes a palimpsest 
and that it is possible to finds its traces in the text by undertaking a “reverse genealogy.” 
 In Mémoire de l’Absent, Nabile Farès is concerned with the multiple traumas of colonialism, the 
Algerian war, and the erasure of Algerian history. The novel blurs the line between real and imaginary 
worlds, most notably with the appearance of Jidda, a figure from Kabyle legends. Jidda represents one of 
many potential sites of healing and the recovery of memory as the main character Abdelnouar insists upon 
the multiple and hidden genealogies that shape him. In this paper I use Khatibi’s theory on bilingualism in 
literature as a model for understanding the ways in which spoken Arabic marks Mémoire de L’Absent. I 
argue that the deliberate play on the formal dimensions of language and text draws attention to the prob-
lematic that Khatibi presents. Furthermore, along with the restitution of the oral, the text aims at a parallel 
recuperation of those elements of history that have been effaced or repressed, but which nevertheless 
remain a part of our being. It is in the dual recovery of the oral and the archaic that the novel presents itself 
as a text of healing.


