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1. Introduction This paper considers language and gender in presentday Morocco with a focus on the gendered use of Standard Arabic. It highlights the fact that women in this country are ethnically, socio-economically, and educationally differentiated, and that this differentiation is reflected in their everyday language use. The prevalent Western view of Moroccan, and Arab-Muslim women in general, misses such distinctions and resulting disparities between women.1 The argument made in this paper is that Moroccan women use the rich linguistic resources that are available to them either to perpetuate or to subvert the conventional gender roles assigned to them within Moroccan culture.
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Illiterate women use Moroccan Arabic and/or Berber for their personal and social expressions, and educated women use Standard Arabic and French in addition to the one or both mother tongues. Moroccan women may also “switch” from one language to another. Regardless of their socioeconomic status and educational level, Moroccan women are never linguistically passive; they assert themselves and negotiate power in a linguistically complex environment. This paper focuses on Moroccan women’s agency as demonstrated through language. Moroccan women’s linguistic agency is part and parcel of women’s struggle for self-assertion. The nature of women’s linguistic agency depends upon their socioeconomic status and educational level. Women’s linguistic agency is constituted of strategies of communication that women use to maximize their chances in achieving gains in real life contexts. This paper is divided into four sections. The first section is a general presentation of the linguistic situation in postcolonial Morocco. The second section deals with the ways in which languages in Morocco interact with gender in everyday contexts. The third section focuses on monolingual (illiterate) women’s linguistic strategies of communication, and the fourth section concerns the communicative modes of multilingual (literate) women.
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2. The Linguistic Situation in Morocco Language has always been affected by history and culture. It is a strong component of one’s historical and cultural identity, as well as the deepest layers of the personality.2 A particularly important phase in Morocco’s modern history is the era of French colonization (1912-1956). Language played a role in this era, as well as in postcolonial Morocco.3 The powerful, written languages were utilized by both the colonized and the rulers of the newly independent Morocco. The former did so to maintain control over the colonized and the latter to strengthen state-building. As for the oral and less prestigious languages, they are, up to the present time, still largely confined to the private sphere: home and intimate settings. The French colonizers justified their occupation of Morocco by referring to it as a “civilizing mission” (mission civilisatrice). Consequently, French was introduced to Morocco as a “civilized” and “superior” language. It was used in most spheres of political power such as the government, the administration and education. This calculated strategy was part of the broader ideology of colonialism whereby the military supremacy of the French and their self-adopted role as “enlighteners” and “decisionmakers” led to a construction and reading of the Moroccans as the “inferior” and “backward” other. This reading also established Western style ‘modernity’ as the sole remedy for
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Morocco’s “backwardness”. In the name of “civilizing” the Moroccans while ‘respecting’ the indigenous culture, the French elevated their own language and marginalized the Moroccan languages (and the men and women who use them). The colonizers were aware of the deep cultural differences between Moroccans and tried to exploit them. For example, in supporting the 1933 Dahir Berbère (Berber Decree), according to which Berbers did not need to abide by the Islamic Law and could instead use their local tribal laws, as well as creating the famous “Collège berbère” (Berber High School) in the town of Azrou and numerous Franco-Berber schools in the Atlas and the southern plains of Morocco, the French colonizers adopted the “divide to rule” strategy. The “divide to rule” strategy was also used in education. According to a “Brochure” edited in 1994 by Patrick Cavaglieri, a teacher in the Casablanca Lycée Lyautey, when the French colonizers first entered Morocco in 1912, the latter, like most Muslim countries, had a network of primary and secondary traditional education: 150.000 Moroccan pupils were in msids (Qur’anic schools) and and 2.500 in medersas (advanced Qur’anic schools). Most of these pupils were male. Msids and Medersas were better organized in cities than in rural areas. At the age of 12 or 13, the most brilliant pupils had access to yet more advanced learning in mosques or zaouias, where they mastered the
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fundamental principle of Arabic grammar and Islamic Law in the prestigious university of Al-Qarwiyyin. In their conception of education in Morocco, the French wanted to form an intellectual elite with whom to negotiate and collaborate; they, hence, created what is referred to as “Ecoles de fils de notables” (schools of the sons of noblemen), where education was delivered to boys in French; it was only at the end of World War II that Arabic was used in these schools. These schools contained 1.468 pupils in 1913, 21.400 at the eve of World War II, and 314.800 in 1955. The successful pupils then continued their education in the second cycle of “Muslim” lycées which offered the "Baccalauréat marocain". The figures of Moroccan pupils in these lycées are: 608 in 1938, 6712 in 1955. As for French lycées, they were created in 1944 and started by admitting only European pupils. Gradually, small numbers of Moroccan students were accepted in these lycées, and in 1951, the Moroccan pupils constituted 12% of the totality of students. Urban schools were created with lesser means for children of middle classes. Examples are Franco-Muslim rural schools which offered professional formation. However, such schools received only a limited number of students: 1.300 in 1938 and 7.500 in 1955. In addition, other schools, such as the Universal Israeli Alliance, were created.
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In parallel to these schools, the traditional Moroccan system of education was supported by the emergence of private Muslim schools, mostly conceived as a symbol of the nationalist movement. All in all, during the French Protectorate, both the indigenous Moroccans and the French colonizers focused on the education of boys, the former with the aim of creating strong male nationalists and the latter with the aim of creating ‘adequate’ male interlocutors. After Morocco’s independence in 1956, the newly autonomous citizens sought to construct their own “authenticity” in the face of a disillusioning “modernity” that excluded them as real agents. The postcolonial era has witnessed the dilemma caused by this deep disillusionment. In this overall transition, women benefited far less than men. In fact, although women participated in the struggle for independence and although both boys and girls have had access to education in urban areas since right after independence, women did not accede to political power and their rate of illiteracy continued to be much higher than that of men. Women realized bitterly that the struggle for independence promoted the culture of the elite, strengthened Arabic as the language of the nation and Islam as state
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religion and relegated women and the mother tongues they spoke to the private sphere. The postcolonial linguistic situation in Morocco is thus complex. It has resulted in establishing multilingualism as an important component of Moroccan culture. 4 Multilingualism interacts significantly with ethnicity, gender, class and educational opportunities. Four major languages started to be used by men and women in Morocco: Standard Arabic, French, Berber, and Moroccan Arabic. Whereas the first two languages have written forms, are taught at school, and are perceived as “literate”, the latter two do not have written forms, are not taught at school, and are perceived as “oral” and ‘illiterate’. In spite of genuine efforts to teach Berber, the language is still largely excluded from school and from print. Being largely illiterate, Moroccan women, especially in Berberophone areas like the Souss, the Atlas and the Rif, are more closely associated with the oral languages, especially Berber. The geographical position of Morocco at the crossroads between Africa and Europe, its deep historical roots in Africa, its proximity to the Western world (only 14 kilometers separate it from Spain), as well as its Mediterranean heritage, are factors that explain Morocco’s multilingualism and multiculturalism. The acquisition of
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literate languages (Standard Arabic and French) can be achieved only through schooling and, as job opportunities are possible with degrees and mastery of literate languages, multilingualism is perceived in the Moroccan culture as a positive social-promotor -- it increases the individual’s potential for communication and opens up horizons so far as jobs and social ascension are concerned. Multilingualism
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cultural



component
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Moroccan culture interacts significantly with other strong components of the culture.5 For example, the state religion, Islam, is closely related to Classical Arabic, the official language of Morocco, and is not closely related to Berber. Both Islam and Standard Arabic have been established as ‘sacred’ in written history. These facts are translated politically by in the 1962 Constitution: Article 1 of the Constitution stipulates that “Morocco is an Arab and a Muslim country”, Article 2 that “Islam is the official religion of the State”, and Article 3 that “The Arabic language is the official and national language of the State”. History, Islam and Standard Arabic have been gradually constructed by the media and other forms of
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public power as typical ‘male’ domains in Moroccan culture.6 Being a literate type of ‘high’ knowledge, the written history of Morocco has been largely recorded by men and the voices of women in this history are still barely perceptible. For example, the roles given to men in this history are often glorified and women are presented as “supporters” of men rather than “independent” actors in history-making. The history written by men is different from the one written by women as the recent social history accounts of the struggle of independence by Leila Abouzeid show in her book “The Year of the Elephant” show 1. As a result, the images of women in Moroccan history have, up to recent times, been exclusively presented from a male perspective. It is only after independence that women started to have access to education and to assert themselves in the public spaces. Seemingly, although Moroccan women are overwhelmingly Muslim, they do not relate to religion in the same way as men. The fact that they have for centuries been excluded from the public sphere in which mosques are
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located distanced women from publicly practicing religion. As written history and Islam are closely related to Standard Arabic, a non-mother tongue that is learnt at school, History, Islam and Standard Arabic were withheld from women, the majority of whom are still illiterate up to the present time. The fact that multilingualism is power-laden means that it has significant social meanings and implications for gender dynamics in everyday interactions. The language and gender interaction in Morocco is also closely related to the social status of women, namely their geographical origin (urban vs rural), their class (rich vs poor), their age, and their level of education. For example, urban, middle and upper class women have more access to education than rural (usually poor) women. 7 The illiteracy rate among these women in is 60% (48% in urban areas and 95.5 % in rural areas).8 Starting from the mid-1980s, growing demands for human rights crystallized into demands for women’s rights and cultural (language) rights. Feminist projects in Morocco have been initiated and led by both women and men. These feminist projects may be broadly categorized as being liberal or Islamist. Each of these two trends may be further sub-divided. Both trends defend Islam and denounce patriarchal customary practices. Further, ‘modernity’ is claimed by both liberals and Islamists. Islamists adopt
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modernity to gain credibility inside and outside their country, and secularists adopt Islam for the same reason, and to obtain an aura of authenticity. Both groups utilize European languages, especially French and English. Specific customs at home, and tastes in clothing, furniture, and cuisine also represent both trends. Islamists oppose sexual independence and freedom but they adopt other modern views. Even the veil has undergone changes in meanings from a political symbol to a fashion style of dressing. Ideals are appropriated and constantly negotiated according to specific aims. The media and unemployment make women in both trends polyvocal, multilingual, and complex, a fact which calls for constant historicization of the debates around women. Within Moroccan feminist projects and as a reaction to marginalization and exclusion, women began to rewrite their history. Most of these writings express women’s bitterness in the postcolonial era.9 Women felt betrayed as they had not benefited from the struggle for independence despite their participation in it. 10 This literature emerged from the peripheral, feminist, essentially oral-oriented testimonies that challenged the hegemonic narratives of linear historicism that has, up to now, legitimized the national elites and perpetuated gender and class discriminations. Women’s studies and gender studies programs have been established in Moroccan universities.11 There have been efforts to recover women’s voices of the
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past, create more awareness of women’s present needs, and to prepare new sources on women in North Africa, including oral and written texts by women. The study of gender and language is therefore relevant to women’s goals in the postcolonial period. In this as in other searches for women’s voices, one should bear in mind the complex factors set into motion by colonialism, modernity, the search for authenticity and the relationship between the East and the West. 3. The Interaction of Language and Gender in Morocco In principle, Moroccans may use one, two, and sometimes three or more languages in their everyday life. Gender influences language use: women do not often have the same choices as men. According to a study by the author12, Berber is not only more used by women than men but it has always been associated with women. Berber may, thus, be termed a typically ‘female’ language, Standard Arabic is a typically ‘male’ language, Moroccan Arabic is both a female and male language although it is more used by men in rural areas. French is a typically urban language and is used more by women than men. This linguistic repartition has its roots in the social functions of the four languages in Morocco and the way these functions interact with gender perception and gender negotiation in everyday life.
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3.1 Standard Arabic and gender Standard Arabic has a special social function in Moroccan society and culture. It has always been a language of power, as well as a “high” and status-marked language of important social, religious, legal, and political rituals. 13 Dominant groups in a society achieve power mainly through control of high languages. As Mary Kaplan rightly puts it “refusal of access to public language is one of the major forms of the oppression of women within a social class as well as in trans-class situations.” 14 The strongest cultural aspect of Standard Arabic is the fact that it is perceived as the ‘voice’ of Islam and the symbol of a glorious past. Since the arrival of Islam in Morocco around 700 AD, Standard Arabic has remained the language of Arab identity, Arab literature/poetry, as well as religious scholarship and practice. Just after independence, Morocco joined the Arab League in which Standard Arabic is the lingua franca. The gender aspect of Standard Arabic resides in the fact that being the medium of the “public” expression of religion and politics, it is more accessible to, and significant for men, as they are more closely defined in connection with public spaces such as the mosque, the government, etc. whereas women are considered to inhabit, or rightfully occupy the private sphere, or the “home”. Moroccan men
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have always identified with the public domain and the latter have always defined the concept of maleness in Morocco.15 As a result, although Moroccan women strongly feel that they ‘belong’ to the official religion of the country, they do not really participate in public religious practices. This is reflected in the fact that their linguistic space in Standard Arabic (through which religion is expressed) is rather “limited”. For example, women in Morocco, and in the Arab-Muslim countries in general, do not publicly announce prayers, pray aloud, or pronounce religious formulae that accompany important religious rites. This explains the nonuse of words like imama (female leader of prayers), fqiha (female religious consultant), muftiya (female religious legislator), musaliya (female leader of prayers), muqri’ah (female reader of the Qur’an), and mujewwida (female reciter of the Qur’an). While men attend the mosque and participate in the daily ritual of public prayers, women generally pray at home and seek “religious” baraka (blessing) in the holy sanctuaries of deceased religious saints. Being illiterate, the majority of Moroccan women are excluded from the spheres of public power as Standard Arabic is accessible only through schooling. Even when women are proficient in Standard Arabic, they tend to use it less frequently than men because of men’s more positive attitude toward women’s proficiency in French.16
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As a consequence of Moroccan women’s “exclusion” from the domains where Standard Arabic is publicly used, a general tendency to disqualify women as competent public speakers in the Moroccan society has developed. This state of affairs created an apparent paradox in Moroccan society: women are perceived by society at large as conservative in the sense that they preserve oral culture by speaking Berber and transmitting cultural values and “non-conservative” because they do not use the conservative means of public linguistic expression: Standard Arabic. The paradox makes sense politically in that it highlights the political status of oral and written mediums of language. It is true that both Standard Arabic and Berber are socially defined as conservative, but they are so in very different ways: whereas Berber is perceived as “conservative” because it expresses traditional oral literature and folklore, Standard Arabic is perceived as “conservative” because it perpetuates traditional written literature, history and poetry in addition to the fact that it is the language of the Qur’an, the holy book of all Muslims. Consequently, women relate more closely to Berber and less to Standard Arabic. However, from the early 1980s on, educated women of the feminist movement (academics and politicians) have started to use Standard Arabic in the media. For example, writer Leila Abouzeid first wrote Year of the Elephant and
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later novels such as The Last Chapter in Arabic. Year of the Elephant was the first novel by a Moroccan woman to be translated from Arabic to English. The novel received critical acclaim in the West and eventually gained praise in Morocco. In addition to using Standard Arabic in writing, educated women of the feminist movement also started to use this language on TV from the 1990s onward. This particular use of Standard Arabic is a reaction against the Islamists’ attempts to discredit these women by accusing them of “blindly following the West”. This strategic use has the double effect of both creating a “rapprochement” between them and the growing Arabic-using Islamist feminists and creating space for them to engage in “Ijtihad” (Qur’an interpretation) and, thus, resist exclusion from the powerful religious public domain. This use of Standard Arabic by women is also a means of self-empowerment in the public space where Arabic has prestige. 3.2 Berber and gender Berber is the oldest language in Morocco and North 17 Africa . Although this language has never been associated with a “divine” written text, it has survived for over 5000 years. 18 There are three major dialects of Berber in Morocco: Tashelhit (used in the south of Morocco),
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Tamazight (used in central Morocco), and Tarifit (used in the north of the country). Many factors have contributed to the maintenance of Berber in Morocco: the mother tongue status of the language, female illiteracy, male migration from rural to urban areas or European countries, and French. Being a native language, Berber possesses the historicity, dynamism and vitality of mother tongues. Berber has mainly been maintained in rural and semi-urban areas and in urban areas, it is still used primarily in homes and intimate gatherings. In the latter context, it is generally perceived as a token of solidarity. Berber is also the language of communication between the (male) migrants to the cities or Europe and their families left behind. Paradoxically, the presence of French in Morocco helped to maintain Berber. Through the dissemination of education in the French language, language itself has gradually become less associated with its religious base in the minds of Moroccans, a fact which tacitly “legitimized” the use of Berber in everyday life and improved attitude toward it. The factors that have ensured the maintenance of Berber are linked to women in a significant way: women are the ones who have perpetuated the language as a mother tongue and they are the ones who gave it its deep and emotional tie to the self. Women are also the ones who have suffered more from illiteracy and who have stayed home to take care of the children when the men migrate. The factors enhancing Berber associate the language with the private
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sphere and the language of ancestors, and explain the relatively inferior social status that Berber possesses, in comparison with the other Moroccan languages. To the extent that Berber is the language of cultural identity, home, the family, village affiliation, intimacy, traditions, orality, and nostalgia to a remote past, it perpetuates attributes that are considered female in Moroccan culture. The absence of Berber from the powerful key institutional areas reinforces these attributes. Indeed, the fate of Berber has always paralleled the fate of women in Morocco. For example, the recent demands for more official recognition of Berber have been accompanied by demands for more women’s civil rights. Demands for human rights go hand in hand with demands for cultural rights. 3.3 Moroccan Arabic and gender Moroccan Arabic is the lingua franca in Morocco. The need for a lingua franca is motivated by the presence of three major Berber dialects and many sub-dialects. The speakers of the three Berber dialects have often recourse to Moroccan Arabic when communicating between themselves. Although Moroccan Arabic is used by both women and men, preferences for this languages sometimes vary on the basis of gender. For example, in rural areas, Berber women use Moroccan Arabic less than Berber men because they are more confined to their homes. However, outside home, Moroccan Arabic is used by Berbers and
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Arabs of both sexes except in remote areas where Berber is used by both sexes. In urban centers, educated women shift from Berber to Moroccan Arabic and from the latter to French more than men. 19 A reason may be that women aspire more to social prestige as they need it more than men given the heavy patriarchy to which both sexes are subject. As Moroccan Arabic is not restricted to strictly private contexts, it is less of a “female” language than Berber. However, in lacking a written form, Moroccan Arabic is generally perceived in society as a “debased” form of Standard Arabic. 3.4 French and gender French is an urban superordinate second language which is closely linked to education. It has, over the years, become very useful in the private sector. French is also necessary for obtaining employment and is, thus, positively perceived as a symbol of “modernity”, “enlightenment”, and “openness to the Western world”. The general attitude to French is positive. Like Moroccan Arabic, French is used by both men and women, but it interacts significantly with gender: whereas men use French in the higher administrative and military positions, thus exploiting the “emasculating” aspect that usually accompanies colonial languages, women benefit from the social prestige aspect of this language. They derive social power from being considered “civilized” and “modern”. Even in conservative
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families, a woman speaking French to her children is perceived positively. Moroccan women use the French language both in everyday life and for more formal settings, i.e. creative writing, journalism and university study. Since the end of France’s influence in the country in 1956, French has continued to be used by authors, journalists, professors and academics both in and outside of the country, as is the case with Tahar Benjelloune, Fatema Mernissi, Driss Chraibi, and others. Women tend to display proficiency in French more than proficiency in Standard Arabic. This behavior may be linked to the fact that men are generally more favorable to women’s proficiency in French than to their proficiency in Standard Arabic. The reason for this is that French is less related to cultural identity than Standard Arabic, and, thus, less threatening to the male status quo. Men are more favorable to women “speaking” French than they are to women “behaving” in a “French” (Westernized) way because women’s use of French is a guarantee that they will speak it (and teach it) to their children. “Behaving” in a French way is generally perceived as “stripping” women of their “authenticity” as members of their own community. It
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is also regarded as a sign of “too much emancipation” that clashes with Moroccan cultural values. This makes sense in Moroccan patriarchal and sexist culture. Women are aware of this and use French to gain, use, and maintain social power. Overall, French is more of a female language than Moroccan Arabic. When compared to Standard Arabic, French displays a different aspect: both languages have social power, but each power carries a specific symbolic meaning in the Moroccan context: French is crucial in Moroccan post-colonial administration and politics, and Standard Arabic is a symbol of a glorious past and cultural identity. The two symbolic powers serve men more than women; men appropriate the symbolic powers of French and Standard Arabic (they hold the highest positions in politics, administration and business) and women are more associated with the “modern” (but “alien”) aspect of the two languages. Their use of French is socially perceived positively only in relation to fostering “good” citizens. The above overview reveals that languages interact with gender in Morocco. Women are closer to Berber and Moroccan Arabic than men because Moroccan society clings to its indigenous traditions, but assigns the responsibility to guard those traditions to women. On the other hand, the majority of women are distanced from
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written languages because of the high illiteracy rates alluded to above. Of the two written languages, educated women are closer to French. 4. Moroccan women’s strategies of communication Moroccan women’s communicative strategies are primarily dictated by their geographical origin and level of education. Being predominantly illiterate, rural women use oral literature to empower themselves, and being educated, urban women use their language skills (code-switching) for the same purpose. Women’s communicative strategies are highly structured; they show that Moroccan women assert themselves in a rigidly patriarchal society although they are not generally associated with the country’s more powerful languages 4.1 Illiterate women’s strategies of communication Illiterate women in Morocco use oral literature genres to mark their presence in the community and to sometimes subvert the roles that patriarchy assigns them. The most important oral genres that women use are: gossip, folktales, folk songs, and halqa (marketplace oratory). Gossip is an important female genre in Moroccan culture. The term “gossip” is used in the literature as a cultural trivialization of an authentic female means of expression and mode of speech.20 Gossip is often celebrated
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as a typically female verbal culture which has played a significant universal role, historically and in the present. 21 It is a means of negotiating reputations and redefining values. Gossip is of two main types: negative (or malicious) and positive (or complimentary). 22 At the level of discourse, gossip is characterized by first-person narratives of past experiences, as well as of personal accounts and memories. The discourse of gossip is also characterized by a mixture of truth, lies, and legend. A characteristic of Moroccan women’s gossip is that it depends greatly on the complicity of the participants in gatherings and flourishes in private settings like public baths, tea visits, the hairdresser’s shop, and family celebrations. Gossip also relies on an exclusive audience and the absence of the person(s) who is/are the subject of gossip. Gossip is also characterized by emotional involvement; it ‘publicizes’ private matters and problematizes the dichotomy of public/private. Although gossip is an oral folkloric event which is practiced and appreciated by both women and men, society does not regard men’s gossip as negative. Moroccan female gossip is determined by both setting and content. So far as setting is concerned, gossip takes place in small groups of two or more; it is structured in both conversational turn-taking and monologues which occur in various oral genres: narratives, jokes, proverbs, etc. It takes place in all-women groups. As far as content is
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concerned, gossip topics turn around social themes, mainly divorce, marriage, magic, spirits, etc. The topic and length of gossip depend on the immediate interests of particular women. Moroccan women perceive the activity of “gossiping” as an opportunity to renegotiate the values and relations of dominance in their immediate environment. For example, upper and middle class urban women, the majority of which living in nuclear families, reconstruct the traditional mother-in-law/daughter-in-law power tension, through a power relationship between them and their maids. Maids are described as “subordinate”, “debased”, “threatening the family cohesion”, etc. This type of gossip may be regarded as an attempt to negate the centrality of maids to the maintenance of social and family order. On the other hand, maids often construct their female employers as “ugly”, “old”, “bitter” and “snobbish”.23 In addition to gossip, folktales are another type of female oral genre in Morocco. Storytelling is a typical female occupation, especially in rural areas. As with gossip, storytelling takes place in private and rather intimate settings and contrasts sharply with male urban storytelling which usually takes place in public marketplaces such as Jamaa lefna in Marrakech. Folktales are usually told by older women and are characterized by narrative discourse whereby gender and class are often constructed. The
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languages of female Moroccan folktales are Berber and Moroccan Arabic. Moroccan women perceive storytelling as a highly worthwhile enterprise. They take the activity of telling stories very seriously; they dramatize events and overemphasize actions in order to make their stories sound important. A way in which women highlight the significance of a tale is by generously giving information about themselves. When telling stories, Moroccan women involve themselves by attributing vision to their “opinions” and presenting themselves as “anticipators” of events and actions, without, however, overtly committing themselves. They also make use of moral judgments and critical evaluation, especially of other women. Storytelling is a strong means of maintaining and perpetuating power inside the family, especially in larger rural households. Grandmothers reinforce their status in the household by establishing strong links with their (usually young) audiences through unfinished stories and suspense. This is understandable in settings where older women feel that younger daughters-in-law are gaining power through having children. Through storytelling to these children, women seek to “recuperate” the children and make themselves “indispensable” at home. On a more abstract level, Moroccan women manage to empower themselves by expressing women’s intelligence and victory over men in
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stories. In this way, storytelling is a reaction to marginalization. Older women telling long tales are far from being simple-minded entertainers; they are perceived in the family as almost “mystical” female figures. They exhibit powerful thinking, memory and skillful use of psychological knowledge of human nature. They also make the possibility of transforming the world easier to grasp. These attributes are very much associated with the image of the grandmother in Moroccan culture. Another female oral genre in Morocco is folk songs. Moroccan folk songs are sung in Berber or Moroccan Arabic. These songs sharply contrast with “high” songs that are sung in Standard Arabic. Folk songs are usually delivered by illiterate people. Women folk singers have always played an important part in oral literature and culture in Morocco. Female folk singers are usually referred to as shikhats (feminine of shiwukhs). However, whereas the term shiwukhs is neutral, the term shikhats is pejorative and is often used as a synonym for “prostitutes”. This appellation greatly marginalizes and damages the reputation of these folk singers. Shikhats are professional women groups of singers of all ages which appeared in Morocco in the 1950s. These women are poor and their singing is perceived as a reaction to marginalization by family and society. Female folk singers sing in all-female or mixed-sex groups. The themes that are treated in their lyrics vary from love to
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rejection of colonialism, and support of political authorities, etc. Another, more “sophisticated”, type of women’s songs is lmalhun. There are three types of lmalhun that are sung by women: la’rubiyat, salamat (love letter exchanging), and tadukan (lullabies). Female lmalhun songs are different from men’s corresponding songs: first, these songs are performed as part of play or action (e.g. putting babies to sleep by rocking their cradle). These songs focus more closely on the action being performed than on the lyrics of the song. This is a female means of transmitting “secret” messages to an addressee. Secondly, female songs are usually brief in comparison to men’s. Short songs presuppose more effort in condensing meanings, intelligence, and skill in transmitting messages. Thirdly, women’s songs are usually anonymous, whereas men tend to sign their songs. Women’s preference to remain unknown is concordant with the indirectness and the subtlety of their songs, as well as with the “un-authorized” aspect of Moroccan oral literature in general. In sum, Moroccan female popular songs constitute a marginalized female oral genre. As in storytelling, women often involve sections that would empower them and their art. For example, many female songs make fun of men, especially those sung in marriage ceremonies and in all-women gatherings. Finally, the typically Moroccan oral genre of halqa (public oratory) has started to be appropriated by women.
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The setting of halqa or public oratory is usually the public marketplace. The discourse of halqa is hybrid; it is both religious and obscene. This discourse is also characterized by curses, oaths, monologue, blessings, and usually aims at involving the audience by making it participate in the halqa rituals. Another characteristic of the halqa discourse is that it is loaded with misogynistic ideology: women are usually portrayed as social agitators and promoters of social chaos. This discourse is also characterized by the use of taboo words and expressions which are legitimized by reference to religious sanctioning expressions such as “la haya’a fi din” (there is no shame in religion). The women who speak in halqas are poor, illiterate and old. These women address an audience of men and engage in the same misogynistic discourse as men. Although this practice is not feminist, the very presence of women orators in Moroccan marketplaces certainly is. Deborah Kapchan writes “This [halqa’s] feminized discourse, although full of patriarchal traces, nonetheless spins out from itself aetiolating its own boundaries, feeding on its own excess and metamorphisizing into other forms.”24 Marketplace female orators may sometimes include genuine poets. Mririda is one such poet; she is Berber and became very famous after her death; her poems were gathered, translated into French, and published in a book.25 However, female public orators, like female singers, are
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perceived as “debased” and “low”; they are doubly marginalized: as women and as lower class. At the end of this section, it is worth pointing out that although illiterate Moroccan women have been associated with oral skills and oral literature, the attitude to their modes of expression is not perceived positively on the social level, although the artistic value of this style may be appreciated by society at large. The reason for this resides in the deeply ingrained stereotype that women’s language does not have public authority. Moroccan women’s skills and oral literature may be considered as sub-cultural varieties which characterize specific, rural, all-women peer groups. These skills and oral genres constitute a linguistic reaction to social marginalization. Moroccan women’s communicative styles are a reaction to exclusion from powerful means of expression; they are also a reaction to a male-dominated culture. It is only by taking into account the heavily patriarchal environment in which Moroccan illiterate women live that one may appreciate the extent of their agency and the extreme resourcefulness of their creativity. Moroccan female skills and oral genres prove that Moroccan women are far from being inarticulate or passive consumers of daily knowledge. The female genres in Morocco serve as strategies of resistance to prejudice and linguistic restriction; they are a means by which rural and illiterate women



30



FATIMA SADIQI



differentiate themselves from men and from other (urban, literate) women. 4.2 Literate women’s strategies of communication Moroccan educated women use Berber and/or Moroccan Arabic, Standard Arabic, and French. Some may even use English and/or Spanish. Their strategies of communication are different from the ones used by illiterate women. The most important such strategy is codeswitching. Code-switching is defined in sociolinguistics as the use of more than one language simultaneously in conversation. Code-switching is a characterizing feature of multilingual settings like Morocco. Linguists have underlined that code-switching is a linguistically selfsufficient style of speech and that code-switchers master the languages they mix and are perfectly competent in them.26 In implying choice on the part of the code-switcher, code switching is a linguistically “healthy” practice. It is a rulegoverned phenomenon where the grammar of the mother tongue prevails in the structure of sentences and is “completed” by the lexicon and some minor functional words from the second language. Code-switching presupposes bi- or multi- lingualism and, thus, indicates positive social attributes in Moroccan society. It also indicates composite identities that are aware of the social value of each of the languages used. Code-switching presupposes competence not only in two linguistic codes,
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but also in appropriately manipulating the two codes in real life contexts. As four major languages are used in Morocco, codeswitching often takes place between a more and a less powerful language and is bound to be sensitive to gender. A prevalent type of code-switching involves Moroccan Arabic and French. Code-switching involving Moroccan Arabic and Berber is often present in the speech of Berber bilinguals, but this type of code-switching is not gendersensitive since it involves both women and men. Switching between Berber and French is rather rare, although switching from Rifian Berber to and from Spanish occurs in the north of Morocco. Code-switching between Moroccan Arabic and French is by far the most widespread and the most revealing. It is common only in urban areas and involves educated bilingual women. Studies have shown that this type of code-switching is more prevalent in the speech of women than in that of men27. Frequently, women insert whole sentences in French into their Moroccan Arabic or Berber conversations. In urban settings, code-switching is a female type of communicative style. This skill is encouraged since childhood, as little girls are more strongly encouraged to use French in their Arabic than are little boys. This is more so the case in the upper and middle class families who are very much in favor of modernity and openness to Western values.
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This practice is continued into adolescence when female teenagers include French more frequently than male teenagers. This code-switching is often perceived by young females as a means of group solidarity and a means of showing difference from boys. The use of French in childhood and adolescence is naturally carried into adult life. In fact, Moroccan adult women use code-switching as a means of controlling conversation and keeping the floor for the necessary time without being interrupted. The use of code-switching by women in mixed groups is a means of self-empowerment. Many males are ‘put off’ by this way of communication and prefer to ‘step back’ or remain silent. Given the overall sociolinguistic status of Moroccan Arabic and French, Moroccan women use code-switching in order to score personal ‘gains’ in everyday conversations. They are aware that French is prestigious in the Moroccan society, and as they are not easily given the opportunity to use French at the higher levels of decision-making, they overuse it in conversation. Through code-switching, women easily succeed in getting and maintaining attention. In general, when borrowing words from French, a man will ‘mold’ the loans in the general morpho-syntactic structure of Moroccan Arabic, whereas a woman will pronounce the loans as they are pronounced in French. Thus, whereas a woman would say ‘le frigidaire’ (fridge) a man would pronounce the word as lfrijidir where the sound l
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is prefixed to the word to make it sound more like ‘Moroccan Arabic’. Further, whereas a woman would pronounce the ‘r’ sound in the French way (an uvularthrill), a man would readily use the Arabic ‘rolled’ ‘r’. The following are more such examples: (1) ------------------------------------------------------------------------French words Female version Male version ------------------------------------------------------------------------Garage Garage lgaraj France La France fransa Journal Le journal jjernan Train Le train tran Veste La veste lfista Jardin Le jardin jjerda Vitesse La vitesse lfitas ------------------------------------------------------------------------Women tend to prefix the French words with the French article (le or la) whereas men would readily use the Moroccan Arabic ‘l’ which originates from the Standard Arabic definite article ‘al’ but which is not used as an article but as part of words in Moroccan Arabic. These phonological adaptations are more evident in words that have been relatively recently borrowed from French into Moroccan Arabic. Earlier borrowed words that have become part of Moroccan Arabic are pronounced in the same way by
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women and men. Examples of the latter are shanty for ‘sentier’ (small road), ttomobil for ‘automobile’ (car), and lkartab for ‘cartable’ (school bag). In general, women differ from men in Morocco so far as the morphological ‘molding’ of borrowed words is concerned: women use less of it than men. Thus, whereas a Moroccan man would easily say rkebt f tran lyum (I have taken the train today), a woman would use the French counterpart as it is used in French and say rkebt f le train lyum. The following sentences are produced by women in the city of Fes.28 The underlined strings are in French: (2) a. mshat pour retirer son passeport, u matji htta lRedda. She went to withdraw her passport and will not be back until tomorrow. b. qul lha ce n’est pas la peine de crier, ila mabRash lweld iqra ma’endha matdir. I told her there was no need to scream, if her son would not study, there is nothing she can do. In the above examples, whole sentences in French are inserted in the Moroccan Arabic ones. These sentences are spoken in their French version. Moroccan women’s use of code-switching may also be considered as a way of stripping everyday Moroccan
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language from the religious aura that surrounds Standard Arabic and that automatically excludes women. Finally, code-switching means identity-switching. It is a way of ‘demarcating’ oneself as different not only in relation to men but also in relation to other (rural and often illiterate) women. 5. Conclusion This paper has dealt with some aspects of language and gender in Morocco. More specifically, it has described settings where women’s linguistic agency is most perceived. Moroccan women use specific linguistic strategies to assert themselves according to the choices they have and the situations they find themselves in. These strategies depend greatly on whether these women are literate or illiterate. Women’s choice and use of language helps them negotiate power. Up to now, linguistic issues have been largely subordinated to broad historical and cultural discussions. It is high time language and gender in Morocco was given serious attention as a promising field of research.
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