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			Kamel Daoud

			Francophone Algerian author and journalist

			
					Born in Mostaganem (Algeria) in 1970

					Notable works:	La fable du nain (2003), novel

	L’arabe et le Vaste Pays de Ô… (2008), short story

	Le Minotaure 504 (2011), short story collection




			

			After completing university studies in literature, Kamel Douad decided to write in French, believing the Arabic language to be overloaded with ideology. He was hired in 1994 by the Quotidien d’Oran, he published chronicles before becoming editor-in-chief. Politically engaged, he took part in the protests of the ‘Arab Spring’ in 2011. That same year, he published his short story collection, Le Minotaure 504, which was nominated for the short story Prix Goncourt. Sensitive to the growing politicization of Islam and the growing importance of religious movements, he decided to write The Meursault Investigation, a re-writing of The Stranger by Camus (French writer, 1913-1960) from another perspective, to raise awareness in Algeria of the country’s dysfunctions.

		


		
			The Meursault Investigation

			An endangered national identity

			
					Genre: sociological novel

					Reference edition: Douad, K. (2014) Meursault, contre-enquête. Paris: Actes Sud.1

					First edition: 2013 (Algeria), 2014 (France)

					Themes: crime, identity, Algeria, Albert Camus, the Absurd, existence

			

			The Meursault Investigation is Kamel Daoud’s first novel. This work, which received the Prix Goncourt for a debut novel in 2015 and was directly inspired by The Stranger by Camus, approaches the story from another perspective: that of the Arab killed by Meursault, the main character of Camus’ novel. The writer offers a new narrator, Harun, the brother of the deceased, who tries to understand Camus’ depersonalization of the victim.

			In the aftermath of the ‘Arab Spring’, he wishes his fellow citizens (as well as the reader) to become aware of the new challenges involved in the reconstruction of the country: improving the situation of the people, marking its autonomy from the world powers, breaking away from ideologies that might impede revolutionary values, and, above all, not mixing politics and religion.

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			A stolen identity

			Many years after the events, Harun Ouled El-Assasse speaks about the murder of his brother Musa by a Frenchman called Meursault, on a beach in Algiers in 1945. The family of the deceased still does not know the reasons behind this act. But what irks Harun the most is not so much the remaining unanswered questions, as the concise style of the novel published by the murderer, namely The Other, which erases all traces of his brother. This novel was given to him by Meriem, a PhD student. As he and his mother had remained ignorant of its publication, its reading came as a shock.

			Convinced that Meursault, the author of The Other, must have given an explanation of the murder and made revelations about his brother in his book, Harun is appalled: Musa is only mentioned in the book as ‘the Arab’, a total of 25 times! Reducing a stolen life to this simple word is a sign of no respect. Who is this Arab that has become so familiar to so many readers? Who is this victim admired by so many literature fans? To Harun, it is as if the whole world didn’t care. Meursault has managed an incredible feat: through the poetry inherent to the French language, the crime has been erased to the murderer’s benefit. He is also outraged by the false elements of this novel, such as the mention of an inexistent sister. His brother also never partook in sordid affairs linked to the world of prostitution.

			Reading this book, which should have shed some light on his brother’s murder, instead plunges him into an indignant perplexity: what has become of the witnesses? Why were so many elements hidden, that would have helped to understand the circumstances of the murder? Why is there no mention of what has become of the body of his brother, which has disappeared? How does one manage to write a novel where the trial scene is more focused on the hero’s apathy and indifference to the world than on the murder itself?

			At the same time, this book completely changes Harun’s life, which had always been centered on this tragic event. Indeed, although Meursault killed Musa in 1945, he kills him again by not saying where his body has been taken, as it prevents the family from organizing a real funeral. To make matters worse, by making Musa an anonymous character in his story, Meursault commits a third murder. The murderer has disguised his crime as a work of art and has banished a man’s identity forever, just as the French did with the Algerian identity during colonization. Henceforth, Harun is committed to rehabilitating the identity of ‘the Arab.’

			
				
					Good to know

					Published in 1942 in the middle of the Second World War, (1939-1945), The Stranger, which belongs to Camus’ cycle of the Absurd, is narrated by Meursault, a French office worker in Algiers who has just lost his mother. Throughout the novel he is defined by a deep apathy and a marked indifference to his surroundings, in which he seems to have no point of reference; he simply undergoes his existence. One day, while accompanying one of his friends at the beach, he takes the gun that his friend was about to use to kill his Arab enemy. When Meursault comes back to the same place later on, alone and still in possession of the gun, he crosses paths with the same Arab. In an almost hallucinatory state, caused by the sun and the heat, he shoots and kills the Arab. When he is arrested and tried for his acts, the trial focuses more on his insensitivity towards his mother’s death than on his crime. He receives his death sentence with the same indifference. When a priest comes to hear his repentance, Meursault becomes violently angry, before quieting down and coming back to his initial calm, nonchalant state facing his own fate.

				

			

			From wandering to murder

			Since 1945, Musa and Harun’s mother has had only one preoccupation: discovering the truth about the death of her eldest son. She regularly questions people, looks in vain for witnesses, visits the places where Meursault is said to have lived, goes to the police or to the morgue. Yet, without a body, there can be no report: Musa has been completely erased from the Algerian landscape. Aside from her relatives, who accompany her in her excessive mourning, the mother searches alone and with despair for any clue that would help her to understand the tragedy. With nothing to anchor her in reality, her life seems as empty and dark as her son’s grave.

			She does not think about Harun, dragging him into her madness. Therefore, she reduces her youngest son to a non-existent being, whose sole purpose is to revive his deceased brother. Thus, she only pays attention to him when she disguises him as Musa, making him wear his dead brother’s clothes, or when he tells her about his investigations concerning the death of his brother. Thanks to his schooling, which taught him to read and write in French, he manages to decipher the two press articles which his mother has kept, which mention the murder committed on the beach. Again, Harun is shocked by the lack of recognition of his brother’s identity: he is only referred to by his initials. Happy to finally understand the content of these two articles which she has kept for so long, the mother asks her son to read them to her several times. To comfort her, Harun plays along, each time adding an additional element, a detail about Meursault, the color of the sky, the description of the shooting, etc.

			Alongside these literary masquerades which turn the young man into a new Scheherazade (the heroine of Tales of the Arabian Nights), the French domination is weakening in Algeria. The country wants to overcome the colonizer and fight for its independence. While a ceasefire is established, Joseph Larquais, out of breath and afraid of being killed by an Algerian disregarding the truce, jumps into the courtyard of Ouled El-Assasse’s house. The Frenchman knows this place: this villa used to belong to his family. Harun’s mother was their maid and she had promised to take care of their belongings until their hypothetical return. Nevertheless, she demands that her son kills the stranger when she finds him in the shed. Although he is sick of being his mother’s puppet, Harun fires reluctantly, believing that this murder might free him from his brother’s ghost.

			The mother and son bury Joseph in the courtyard and hide the tomb under a heap of dung. Satisfied with this revenge, the mother hums and smiles. She can now grow old according to her age and not according to her worries. As for Harun, he is no longer forced to be his brother’s double, he can live for himself. Freed from his mothers’ prison, he can even experience love with Meriem, the PhD student who made him aware of the publishing of The Other by Meursault. It is the reading of this book which prompts him to starts his own investigation about the way his brother was treated, forced into anonymity a second time. He decides not to mention this injustice to his mother, as she seems to have finally come out of mourning since the murder of the Frenchman.

			From one liberation to another

			On 5th July 1962, Algeria declares its independence. Meanwhile, Harun is imprisoned. Has he been accused of the Frenchman’s murder? No. He is reproached for not having taken part in the independence war. Imprisoned by his mother, already fighting for his brother’s identity, he could never have taken up arms as the other young men of his time had done. Does this make him a traitor? Does he not benefit from attenuating circumstances given the death of his brother, whose death has turned him into a martyr in the eyes of the members of the Algerian cause? Perceived as a weak and apathetic man, Harun is finally released.

			Wishing to favor his individual construction, he leaves for Oran, abandoning his mother. Unfortunately, he notices that he is still unable to exist. The murder which was supposed to free his spirit has failed, and life has neither taste nor reward in his eyes. Moreover, why should one care for life when it could be taken away any instant? While he had already rejected anything religious during his childhood, he now becomes even more deeply atheist and rejects all the fanatics of the Islamic cause. Without faith or desire for women, despite a love story with Meriem which lasted for several months, he does not feel anything, except for a sense of great emptiness. If he had at least been punished for his crime, he would have known a form of meaning. However, without trial, or any other form of condemnation or intimidation, existence is void of meaning. He feels like an absurd god, free to do everything without limits, as nothing matters.

			Moreover, Harun despairs of the state in which Algeria finds itself. It has become independent, but at what price? The development set in motion by the settlers has been interrupted, the cities and the countryside do not benefit from the established infrastructure, and the economy is crumbling. Under the domination of the French the Algerian people had an excuse for doing nothing, as they were being oppressed. Now that Algeria has been freed, the same people still do not undertake anything, and this time without reason. Harun, who has grown old, also denounces the immobility of a nation which hides behind religious promises. Who can claim to be ‘free’, when he does not act? “Neither God nor country” is Harun’s credo, as he sees religion as a useless refuge, unmoving, too traditionalist and incapable of changing things and shaking the country in a positive way. As he does not recognize himself in the activities of the other Algerians, he does not feel like he belongs to this nation. Has he also become a stranger to an existence he does not want and to a county he no longer recognizes. Nevertheless, as he ages, he asks himself one final question: confronted by the immensity of the universe and the ephemeral character of his own life, he wonders if there couldn’t be a form of divine being after all, some sort of horologist who set up the world, before deciding not to meddle anymore. 

		


		
			Character study

			Harun Ouled El-Assasse

			The narrator of the story, Harun, is the younger brother of Musa, the Arab who has been murdered by Meursault on an Algerian beach in 1945. To fill the void he fears and to fight the anonymity to which his brother’s murder has condemned him, Harun tells the story of his existence to a student, as they sit at a table in a café. He represents a form of rebellion against the absurdity of the existence and the foolishness of a country that mixes politics and religion after its independence.

			As a child, although he hated school, Harun attended nevertheless and learned French. After his brother’s death, he helps his mother financially by becoming a farm boy and handyman in several small properties of French settlers. Hating Fridays which must be spent at the mosque, he decides, very early on, to become agnostic (a term used to describe someone who refuses to think about these metaphysical questions, considering that they will always remain obscure to mankind). Upon noticing that man is always submitted to a series of injustices and that the so-called God never intervenes to help him, he becomes atheist. However, upon reaching the pinnacle of old age, when he starts living more for himself, the observation of the world into which he was thrown shatters his certainties once again: there cannot be only emptiness. According to him, there must have been a beginning to existence.

			He lives alone in Oran, in a third-floor apartment in front of

			Musa Ouled El-Assasse

			
			
			 The mother

			
			
			Meriem
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