
20 June 12, 2015

Society

Teaching of colloquial Arabic divides Moroccans
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

A heated debate increas-
ingly divides Moroccans 
over the introduction of 
the local dialect of Arabic 
– Darija – into school cur-

riculums.
Moroccans speak Berber and Dari-

ja, a colloquial form of Arabic that 
mixes French, Spanish, Berber and 
classical Arabic, and varies from one 
region to another.

Among staunch supporters of ed-
ucation in Darija is advertising and 
communication magnate Noured-
dine Ayouch, founder of the Zakou-
ra Education Foundation.

Ayouch argues that teaching Dari-
ja will help resolve the crisis of edu-
cation as the dialect is spoken by the 
majority of Moroccans.

A report of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) titled Universal 
Basic Skills: What Countries Stand 
to Gain revealed that Morocco is 
ranked 73rd in basic academic skills. 
The analysis was based on test 
scores of 15-year-old students in 
mathematics and science in 76 de-
veloped and developing countries.

The ranking is a sign of Morocco’s 
deteriorating educational system 
despite Moroccan King Mohammed 
VI’s call almost two years ago for im-
provement of the sector.

“The situation of the educational 
sector requires a halt for an impar-
tial test of conscience that will al-
low the evaluation of achievements 
and identification of weaknesses 
and dysfunctions,” the king said in a 
speech in August 2013.

Retired high school French teach-
er Ahmed Rissouni, who is against 
the introduction of Darija in educa-
tion, blames the government for the 
deteriorating educational system.

“The Moroccan government bears 
a huge responsibility for the situa-
tion. It’s a deliberate policy aimed 
at pushing Moroccans to put their 
children in private schools in order 
to save money spent on education,” 
Rissouni told The Arab Weekly.

A report from a group of Moroccan 
non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) in education denounced 
the closure of 191 primary and sec-
ondary schools in the North African 
country between 2008 and 2013.

The report pointed out that other 
public schools are threatened with 
closure, reflecting the decline of 
the government’s commitment to a 
free-and-quality education for all.

In a bid to improve education 
standards, the Higher Council for 
Education, Training and Scientific 
Research submitted to the king its 
strategic vision through 2030. The 
report calls for making pre-school 
education compulsory and encour-
aging the development of a non-
profit qualified private education.

The report also recommends that 
Darija be taught at the first pre-
school year. Darija supporters say 
the Moroccan dialect can easily sub-
stitute for classical Arabic in educa-
tion because it is being used every-
where, including the parliament.

“Moroccans talk daily in Darija. It 
is the language of creation par ex-
cellence whether it is oral or writ-
ten. We tend to believe that Darija 
should only be used orally. This is 
not true. It can be also used in the 
production of novels and plays. To-
day, Darija is widely developed in 
advertising, communication, thea-
tre and cinema,” Ayouch told the 
Moroccan NGO Marocains Pluriels.

Many companies have used Darija 
in advertising to promote products 
and services to a wider audience, 
while Moroccans watch Turkish and 
South American TV programming 
dubbed into the Moroccan dialect.

Abderrahim Youssi, professor of 
linguistics at the University of Mo-
hammed V, translated The Little 
Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
into Darija in 2009 in a bid to “eradi-
cate illiteracy” because, he argued, 
classical Arabic is a difficult lan-
guage to learn and master.

Students from Ibn Sina second-
ary school in Marrakech performed 
Antigone in Darija at Dar Attakafa-
Daoudiat theatre. But staunch de-
fenders of classical Arabic argue that 
teaching in Darija will destroy the 
language of the Quran and plunge 
education into the abyss.

“I am against Darija being taught 
at school,” said Ahmed Mansouri, 
director of studies at Jeanne d’Arc 
School in Casablanca. “Darija differs 
from one city to another and from 
one region to another. The question 
is which one will be used for teach-
ing,” he said, citing the example of 
how “carrot” can have different 
names in the North African country.

“There are no grammar rules for 
Darija. Furthermore, it’s very dif-
ficult to include Darija as a univer-
sal language because it simply has 
no basis unlike the classical Arabic 
whose words have their equivalent 
in other languages,” said Mansouri.

“Teaching Darija at schools would 
be a costly roller coaster as we need 
to establish new guidelines and let-
ters.”

Mansouri said he was against the 
recommendation of Darija being 
taught at the first pre-school year 
because it is against the country’s 
constitution, which stipulates that 
Arabic is the official language of 
Morocco. Nevertheless, Mansouri 

said that he would support a “clean” 
Darija, a version that is close to clas-
sical Arabic, to be taught at the first 
two years of primary schools.

He said that Arabic was not the 
problem behind Morocco’s 73rd 
ranking in basic academic skills.

“The problem is complex and 
involves many parties, including 
teachers, politicians, curriculum 
setters and parents,” Mansouri said.

“School curricula are too heavy 
for students to handle,” said Man-
souri.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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W
hile homosexuality 
remains by a large ex-
tent taboo in Tunisia, 
a new Tunisian asso-
ciation was recently 

established to defend homosexual 
behaviour.

The association, named Shams 
(“Sun”), has set for itself as a main 
goal “the de-criminalisation of ho-
mosexuality in Tunisia”.

“The name of the association is 
inspired by Shams Tabrizi, the lover 
and mentor of Rumi, the spiritual 
leader of the Sufi. The purpose is to 
send a message of peace and love,” 
says Shams Vice-President Ahmed 
Ben Amor.

The association is considered le-
gally authorised since the deadline 
for objections by authorities elapsed 
in May. The government said it will 
monitor the group’s activities and 
reserves the right to withdraw the 
permit if Shams swerves from its de-
clared objectives.

While many in the homosexual 
community rejoiced at Shams’ crea-
tion, the announcement caused a 
stir in the country. Some praised the 
unprecedented creation of such an 
association but many more opposed 
it, highlighting the conservatism of 
Tunisian society.

The association defines itself as 
a non-profit organisation that aims 
to defend the rights of “sexual mi-
norities” in Tunisia as well as raising 
awareness about sexually transmit-

ted diseases and providing emo-
tional and social support for fragile 
youth.

“The organisation was created in 
the spirit of defending sexual minor-
ities. It started as a Facebook initia-
tive to face the terrorism of society, 
the social homophobia,” Ben Amor 
said.

One of the priorities of the asso-
ciation is to abolish the law that pe-
nalises homosexual acts. Article 230 
of the Tunisian criminal law punish-
es any homosexual act with a prison 
sentence of up to three years.

Critics of the new association 
pointed out the contradiction be-
tween the creation of such a non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
and the provisions of the criminal 
code. A Tunisian NGO, the Associa-
tion of Young Tunisians Progression, 

filed a lawsuit calling for the imme-
diate suspension of the activities of 
the association because of that.

“The goals of the association con-
stitute a violation of the Tunisian 
criminal law since it calls for the 
abolition of Article 230,” said Mo-
hamed Amine Kouki, president of 
the association.

Shams says it aims to create sup-
port groups for young people who 
struggle with sexual orientation. It 
will also work on raising awareness 
about sexually transmitted diseases. 
Ben Amor pointed out: “Some Tuni-
sian homosexuals commit suicide 
because they cannot stand being 
gay in this society. They cannot face 
the abuse of their families. We try to 
help these people through our or-
ganisation.”

Religious figures opposed the cre-

ation of Shams saying it is antitheti-
cal to the principles of Islam. The 
Mufti of Tunisia Hamda Saied issued 
a statement in which he described 
homosexuality a form of deviance.  
He called on the government to re-
tract the permit accorded to Shams.

Ghofran Houseini, a spokesman 
for the mufti’s office called the de-
fence of homosexuality “an anom-
aly that could destroy the basics of 
human life in a time when we need 
moderation in behaviour and faith 
to face the threats that agonise us 
including terrorism.”

Opponents and defenders of the 
homosexual association cite the 
new Tunisian constitution to but-
tress their argument. The constitu-
tion adopted in 2014 guarantees 
individual freedoms and rights but 
also stipulates that Islam is the reli-
gion of the country.

Amid the controversy, the office of 
the Head of Government explained 
that the association is recognised 
to be in conformity with the law on 
NGOs. Shams, it said, was author-
ised because its goals did not con-
tradict the principles of the law on 
organisations. It also said authori-
ties reserve the right to object to any 
activities that violate the declared 
principles and goals of the organisa-
tion.

Tunisian film director Walid 
Tayaa whose recent film Boulitik 
(“Politics”), tackles the subject of 
homosexuality, expressed support 
for Shams and its intention to work 
for decriminalising homosexual be-
haviour.

“It is not acceptable that today in 
2015 we are still subjected to a law 

that violates personal freedom,” 
Tayaa asked. Chamseddine Bacha, a 
popular singer and dancer, opposed 
the creation of the association. “This 
is not the time for such an associa-
tion. Maybe a hundred years from 
now,” he said. Some in the Tunisian 
homosexual community are also re-
served about the creation of Shams, 
even if they support its principles.

“The idea is interesting but I think 
such initiative can make us a target 
for conservatives, which is not the 
point,” said a young homosexual 
who preferred to remain anony-
mous. Despite speculation that the 
association may see its activities 
suspended, the organisation says it 
is already conducting various activi-
ties publicly. Ben Amor, however, 
expressed concern over threats the 
organisation has received.

“We have received a number of 
threats. Some have even called for 
the killing of homosexuals,” the 
Shams vice-president said.

Shams will likely continue to be 
the subject of heated debate as Tu-
nisian society struggles between ac-
cepting homosexual behaviour as a 
personal freedom or considering it 
to be in stark contradiction with the 
law and the spirit of Islam.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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