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ABSTRACT

The Contentious Classroom: Education in Postcolonial Literature from Morocco, 
Algeria and Tunisia

Erin Twohig

! My dissertation examines literary portraits of education in French- and Arabic-language 

literature from the Maghreb. The texts that I study recount their protagonists’ experience, as 

students or teachers, in the school system following independence in Morocco, Algeria and 

Tunisia. I focus, in particular, on debates relating to the “Arabization” of education. Arabizing 

education in the Maghreb was considered a fundamental act of decolonization, yet its promotion 

of a single national language provoked much criticism. I examine how authors use literary 

depictions of the classroom to treat critical topics surrounding language policy, national identity 

projects, the legacy of the colonial past, and the future of the education system. The chapters of 

this work explore four critical issues in discussions of education: the relationship between 

“colonial” and “postcolonial” education systems, the place of Amazigh (Berber) minorities in an 

Arabized education system, the effect of education on gender dynamics, and the “economics of 

education” which exclude many students from social mobility. This work examines thirteen 

literary texts, seven written in French and six in Arabic: ‘Abd al-Ghani Abu al-‘Azm’s Al ḍarīḥ 

and Al ḍarīḥ al akhar, Leila Abouzeid’s Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah and Al-Faṣl al-akhīr, Wahmed Ben 

Younes’s Yemma, Karima Berger’s L’enfant des deux mondes, Maissa Bey’s Bleu blanc vert, 

Wahiba Khiari’s Nos silences, Fouad Laroui’s “L’Etrange affaire du cahier bounni,” Mohamed 



Nedali’s Grâce à Jean de la Fontaine!, Brick Oussaïd’s Les coquelicots de l’oriental, Habib 

Selmi’s Jabal al-‘anz, and Zohr Wanissi’s Min Yawmīyāt Mudarrisah Ḥurrah. 

! I adopt a comparative disciplinary approach, connecting the literary form of works to a 

larger discussion of the social roles of literature. I argue that the texts I examine are all concerned 

with the tension inherent in using the literary form to engage in discussion, and often critique, of 

the educational institutions that provide conditions for literature’s existence. My dissertation 

elucidates the stakes of this complicated relationship between education and literature in the 

Maghreb, asking how it is continuing to evolve. There is a marked anxiety in each of these works 

as to whether the student will become a reader of the literary text. This anxiety colors approaches 

to all of the issues that surround education, and brings into question the place of literature in 

contemporary Maghrebi cultures.
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Introduction

 The moment when a literary protagonist enters the classroom for the first time is almost 

always a harbinger of transformation. For Arab and Amazigh (Berber) students educated in 

French colonial Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, entering the school was also a deeply conflictual 

encounter with the language and culture of the “other.” From the colonial period, there has been 

a rich history of using literary forms to explore the issues that education engenders. Yet whereas 

fictionalized depictions of the French colonial education system have been widely analyzed, 

literary treatments of education after independence have remained largely unexamined by critics. 

This critical silence is surprising, given the deeply controversial nature of post-independence 

education policy in all three countries. Despite the official policy of “Arabization”  (making 

Modern Standard Arabic the exclusive national language) the linguistic situation in the former 

French colonies of the Maghreb remains characterized by a far more diverse mix of French, 

standard Arabic, colloquial Arabic dialects, and Tamazight (Berber). The tensions between 

ideology, policy, and practice have rendered education a flashpoint for heated discussion, and left  

many questions open for debate. Has Arabization represented, as intended, a break from French 

linguistic domination, or is it the linguistic sign of a process of re-colonization by the political 

and financial elite of the postcolonial state? How has the introduction of Arabic into the 

classroom changed the power relations that govern access to knowledge ? What is the place of 

Amazigh populations in nations that purport to be “Arab” by both ethnicity and language? How 
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has access to the classroom altered gender dynamics? And how has educational language policy 

been instrumentalized by those seeking legitimacy and power? 

 The narratives of education explored in my study represent a unique context for the 

examination of these wide-ranging issues. I consider thirteen literary texts: seven written in 

French and six in Arabic. In each, the individual experience of a student or teacher in the post-

independence school is a major theme. The authors of these texts, many of which are 

autobiographical, also share the experience of having been educated in the Maghreb after 

independence. Somewhat like their predecessors in the colonial era, they often find themselves in 

the difficult situation of criticizing educational institutions and practices, while recognizing that 

these same institutions potentially give them the tools to write, and are responsible for forming 

their future readership. My dissertation examines how these tensions inform literary portraits of 

education, and how these texts create new spaces from which to formulate critiques and imagine 

change.

 At the heart of my comparative approach is the examination of literary texts in both 

French and Arabic. Analysis of novels from the colonial era has often privileged language use, 

and indeed language “choice,” as a lens of analysis. In response, many authors protested that 

using French was not a choice, as Arabic was devalued or entirely suppressed in the colonial 

school.1 It is tempting to suggest that since independence, as both Arabic and French are taught 

in many schools, language “choice” is again a valid term for these debates. However I find this 

approach limiting: the question of a binary choice does not consider the full range of linguistic 

2

1 Early examples of discussion of language use include Jean Déjeux’s Situation de la littérature maghrébine de 
langue française : approche historique, approche critique, bibliographie méthodique des œuvres maghrébines de 
fiction, 1920-1978 and Jacqueline Arnaud’s  Littérature maghrébine de langue française. More recent explorations 
have included Lise Gauvin’s introduction to and interviews with authors in L’écrivain francophone à la croisée des 
langues and Alek Baylee Toumi’s Maghreb Divers: Langue française, langues parlées, littératures et 
représentations des Maghrébins, à partir d’Albert Memmi et de Kateb Yacine.



practice that takes place in literature. Debra Kelly has argued for an approach that goes beyond 

the discussions of language as a binary “choice” and instead “concerns the relationship between 

the individual and the language available with which to express selfhood” (33). Educational 

narratives lend themselves particularly well to the latter form of analysis. Authors often use 

narratives of education to dramatize their own complicated and dynamic relationships to 

language. This linguistic encounter is often deeply polemical in discussions of Arabization, and 

the linguistic practice of literary texts seeks to modify the terms of these debates. By analyzing 

literature in both languages, I resist the common division of Maghrebi texts into “Francophone” 

and “Arabophone,” one of the very binaries which has rendered language debates so divisive. 

While remaining cognizant of the different paths of evolution that French and Arabic language 

novels have followed,2 I maintain that the categorical separation of works by language obscures 

many productive points of similarity.

 The choice of the “Maghreb” as an area of inquiry, as well as my use of the term, require 

some explanation. The term “Maghreb,” as it is used in French and English-language 

scholarship, usually refers to the three nations of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. The term 

originates from the Arabic root meaning “West,” and differentiates between the Arab “West” and 

the Arab “East” or “Machrek.” The Arabic language uses the term “Maghreb” differently, 

however, to refer exclusively to the country of Morocco. Various terms in Arabic, including “The 

Arab Maghreb”3 or “The Maghrarabi Region”4 identify the region as a whole, which usually 

3

2 For further discussion, see Abdalla Mdarhri Alaoui’s Aspects du roman marocain and Aida A. Bamia’s “The North 
African Novel: Achievements and Prospects”

3
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includes Mauritania and Libya as well. The term “North Africa” is often used in American 

scholarship, especially in the designation of the “Middle East and North Africa” region. This 

term, however, designates a wider range of countries than my study intends to examine, 

including Mauritania, Libya, Sudan and Egypt along with the three nations discussed here. None 

of the available terminology is simple. While using “Maghreb” does privilege the use of the 

Arabic-language category of the “West” of the Arabic-speaking world, it also problematically 

channels a colonial division of space. At the same time, the term “The Arab Maghreb” has drawn 

strident objection from Amazigh groups for its ethnolinguistic inflections, and its use is no less 

problematic. While remaining aware of its complications, I have chosen to use the term 

“Maghreb” to refer collectively to an area of study encompassing Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. 

 My choice of these three countries as an area of study finds its origin, but not its limits, in 

their experience of French colonial education. While education in these three nations should not 

be understood only as relates to their colonial past, the colonial encounter undeniably affected 

later education and language policy. Nonetheless, the experience of Arabization was very 

different in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, and I indicate these significant divergences wherever 

possible throughout my work. With these differences in mind, I shape a comparative approach 

around certain points of similarity between the three nations: a complicated relationship to the 

colonial past, emerging controversies over Arabization policy, and the continued presence of 

both Arabic and French in the classroom and in literature. 
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Narratives of Colonial Education and their Critics

 Authors including Algeria’s Mouloud Feraoun, Morocco’s Abdellatif Laâbi, and Tunisia’s 

Albert Memmi, who had been among the small percentage of children to receive schooling in the 

colonial period, made the experience a centerpiece in their novels. It is not surprising that literary 

critics have shown a great deal of interest in this topic, as the colonial school was a historically 

significant and often personally traumatic experience. French educational structures took root in 

Algeria more deeply than elsewhere, given both the length of the colonial period - 130 years - 

and the administrative and political annexation of Algeria to France. One dimension of this 

process was the rigorous suppression of institutions of Arabic teaching. In Tunisia and Morocco, 

both French protectorates, the colonial period lasted nearly 80 years and just over 40 years, 

respectively. A more bilingual approach was maintained in schools in both countries. In 

Morocco, a small number of Ecoles Franco-Arabes, and Ecoles Franco-Berbères provided 

instruction primarily in French, with minimal time spent learning “Classical Arabic” and 

“Berber” (Ennaji,  Multilingualism 203). Tunisia had a larger bilingual elite than its neighbors, 

due largely to Arabic instruction offered at the Sadiqi secondary school (founded in 1875, six 

years before the beginning of the protectorate) as well as a number of bilingual primary schools 

(Damis 435-449). However, as Mohamed Souaiaia has pointed out, the bilingual education 

model in both Morocco and Tunisia was “devoid of any balance, as all the technical and 

scientific subjects were taught in French with Arabic taught only as a language and a medium of 

instruction of local culture, arts and folklore” (111). Furthermore, these schools were open to 

very few Arab and Amazigh students. And as a result, literacy rates on the eve of independence 
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were estimated to be as low as 15% in Algeria (Benrabah 44), 15% in Tunisia (Daoud 24)  and 

under 10% in Morocco (Ennaji, Multilingualism 205).

 From Mohamed Dib’s La grande maison (published in 1952), to Aicha Lemsine’s La 

chrysalide (published in 1976), and as recently as Assia Djebar’s La disparition de la langue 

française (published in 2003), authors who were educated in the French colonial system have 

written of the school both as a place of intense isolation and as a path to success and self-

realization. Albert Memmi, for example, describes in detail the moment he realizes that, by going 

to the French school, “je vis bien que je me coupais de mon milieu d’origine” (La statue de sel 

123). This experience of isolation reflected not only the difference between the language and 

culture of the school and that of the home, but also the small number of students educated in the 

French system. While authors who could access this rare educational opportunity felt removed 

and isolated from their communities, education also meant an opportunity to earn money for 

their families, to acquire another language, and to discover a vocation as an author. These 

authors’ position within their own communities was, however, deeply fraught, as they dealt with 

the injunction to speak “on behalf” of individuals who were denied access to the literary tools of 

narrative self-representation. The feeling of being caught between the culture of the family and 

the “foreign” values taught at school, and the complex positioning involved in using the power of 

the written word, significantly marked literary production. 

 One of the most significant changes in education that occurred at each country’s 

independence was the generalization of education: access to the classroom was broadly increased 

in Algeria and Tunisia, and to a lesser extent in Morocco. Universal access to education was 

vaunted as an important part of the national project: generalization would democratize an 
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education system which had previously been restricted to the children of wealthy French and 

local elites. A change in the relationship between authors and a newly-expanded readership, thus, 

seemed sure to follow. However, the goal of full generalization of education was not necessarily 

met.5 As Safoi Babana-Hampton points out, issues such as “le taux élevé de l’analphabétisme” 

and  “les coûts prohibitifs de l’édition et le prix exorbitant des livres” (110) contradict the notion 

that Arabized education truly led to an equality of chances for all, or to a shift of the potential for 

the author to reach a reading public. The evolution of the student and author after the colonial 

school has been left unexamined, and my study intends to take up this important question in the 

postcolonial context. Are authors still asked to speak on behalf of others- and if so, to whom do 

they speak? And in what languages? Attempting to answer these questions illuminates the new 

place of literature in the independent countries of the Maghreb.

Assimilation and Resistance to the French School

 In describing education narratives that depict the French school, literary critics have often 

relied on the trope of “assimilation.” One of the primary proponents of this approach is 

Christiane Achour, whose Abécédaires en devenir offers one of the most comprehensive studies 

of the colonial school in literature. She begins her analysis with an early generation of narratives 

written between the 1940s and the early 1960s, including novels by Mouloud Feraoun, Albert 

7

5 In 1990, after nearly three decades of independence in Algeria and almost four in Tunisia and Morocco, literacy 
rates for women and men over 15 years of age were 39.1% for women and 66.4% for men in Algeria, 25% for 
women and 52.7% for men in Morocco, and 46.4% for women and 71.7% for men in Tunisia. (“Literacy and Adult 
Education in the Arab World.”)



Memmi and Taos Amrouche, and other Francophone authors including Camara Laye and 

Bernard Dadié. Achour reads their texts primarily as “le recit de vie de l’assimilé” (298). While 

she clarifies that other later authors, including Aicha Lemsine (writing in 1976) and Abdelkebir 

Khatibi (writing in 1979) more thoroughly problematize their relationship to the school, she 

ultimately argues that many of these novels, with their tales of school success and their adoption 

of the school’s linguistic forms, mark a degree of “assimilation” (365-6) to the culture of the 

school. 

 Critics since Achour have seen more emphasis on resistance in school narratives. Zahia 

Smail Salhi and Debra Kelly, for example, have both highlighted instances where authors, even 

as they write about their own success at school, also testify to the suffering in their communities, 

and problematize the strategy by which the colonial regime has separated them from their family 

and milieu.6 Taking the example of Mouloud Feraoun’s Le Fils du pauvre, Salhi explains that 

“[French critics at the time] interpreted it as a work of praise for the French ‘civilising mission’, 

thanks to which the son of a poor family could become a school teacher. However, Feraoun’s real 

aim was to tell the world of the miserable conditions under which his people lived” (116). Reda 

Bensmaïa addresses charges of “assimilation” in Feraoun’s novel particularly well, by 

highlighting the shift from an “intradiagetic and homodiegetic narrator” to an “extradiagetical 

and omniscient narrator,” a split emblematic of the rupture that the school introduces into the 

protagonist’s community (151). Additional perspectives on Feraoun’s intentions and the reading 

of his first novel have emerged with the recent English translation of Le Fils du pauvre. In his 

introduction to the text, James LeSueur explains that the 1954 edition of the novel (the only 

8

6 For further discussion see Salhi’s Politics, Poetics and the Algerian Novel and Kelly’s Autobiography and 
Independence: Selfhood and Creativity in North African Postcolonial Writing in French. 



edition widely available for over 50 years) made significant cuts to Feraoun’s original. The entire 

final section of the narrative, which included a deeply critical look at the Vichy administration in 

Algeria, was excised in the 1954 edition. This change dramatically shifted the tone of the entire 

novel, from a Bildungsroman in which education is followed by disillusionment with the French 

colonial regime, into a less overtly critical account of the author’s childhood in a Kabyle village.  

Feraoun, LeSueur concludes, “made no effort to disguise his frustration with French 

colonialism” (xii) in his original version.

 We might expect the poles of “assimilation” or “resistance” to become irrelevant once (to 

borrow Boualem Sansal’s phrasing) nos ancêtres les Gaulois became nos ancêtres les Arabes  

(41). Yet the Arabized school still promoted a single national language, and a corresponding 

vision of national identity, that not all students, or authors, identified with. The stakes of 

resistance to the Arabized school are indeed even higher, as teaching in Arabic was represented 

as a part of a collective decolonization effort. Those who write about the school have continued 

to discuss, and often contest, the norms conveyed in the classroom. One question explored in this 

dissertation is how authors writing about the postcolonial school deal with marginality 

experienced in relation to the national vision of the self and the nation. 

Encounters with the French language 

 The process of learning French was often shocking at first, but in many cases resulted in a 

love (albeit a complicated one) for the language. Achour’s Abécédaires remains the text of 

9



reference on the topic of literary dramatizations of the linguistic encounter.  She argues that use 

of standardized, scholarly French often signals the author’s acceptance of the cultural norms of 

the school. “Déclarer qu’on est libéré de l’assimilation culturelle quand toute l’écriture est 

jalonnée de poncifs et de référents culturels français, quand aucune métaphore ou comparaison 

n’interpelle la culture d’origine de l’écrivain, c’est trahir, malgré soi, son propre discours dans 

l’élaboration d’une écriture qui n’a pu/su se libérer de l’assimilation” (372). In my work I 

consider, as Achour does, how the school influences the language of literary writing. However, I 

take a more skeptical approach to the idea that “standard” language use signifies an assimilation 

of educational norms. I ask instead how language use indicates a prise de position with regards 

to the school, and how this conversation between education and literature has changed over time. 

Linguistic practice has adopted a range of new meanings, from Amazigh authors employing 

French as a means to resist Arabization, to a first generation of female authors entering a 

previously male-dominated literary canon by writing in standard Arabic. These literary strategies 

splinter the boundaries of the ideological meanings commonly ascribed to language use in the 

Maghreb. To understand the originality and the value of these contributions, it is important to 

first elucidate how different groups have drawn boundaries and ascribed ideological meaning to 

language through Arabization debates. 

Debating Arabization

 Literary debates about education must be situated in the wider arena of discussions about 

Arabization: discussions which take place in sites as varied as the media, political speeches, 
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activist movements and scholarly work by sociolinguists and historians. With the end of French 

control of Morocco and Tunisia in 1956, and Algeria in 1962, the government of each new nation 

sought to impose the Arabic language7 in the press, administration, and education. This policy of 

Arabization, which at first found strong popular support,8 sought to reverse decades of colonial 

linguistic domination, and affirm belonging to a larger cultural community. Because the school 

had the capacity to influence linguistic practices on a national scale, it became a primary target. 

Yet with changing historical circumstances, Arabization became less universally appealing, and 

controversy ensued. Some have claimed that the problems that emerged in the education system 

have to do with the Arabic language itself, arguing that it is too rigid, too religious or ideological, 

and too distinct from the daily linguistic practices of the people to serve as a language of 

education. However these arguments (usually based more on individual assumptions than on the 

linguistic properties of the language itself) have obscured social phenomena that contributed to 

controversy over education. These included disenchantment with nationalist ideology, 

government oppression of linguistic minority groups, socioeconomic divisions between French 

and Arabic speakers, and the at-times haphazard application of Arabization programs. As 

Arabization became controversial, a number of voices emerged in public debate, including 

politicians, activists, historians and sociolinguists. It is with these areas of discussion that literary 

treatments are in dialogue. 

11

7 The Arabic used in Arabization throughout the Maghreb is Modern Standard Arabic. This distinction is important 
to make for two reasons. First, because of the wide variety of “Arabic(s)” in existence: classical, Modern Standard, 
and various varieties of spoken dialect. Second, because as we will see, conflations are often made between 
“classical” or Quranic Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic for the purpose of characterizing Arabization in a certain 
way. 

8 For discussions of early support of Arabization, which often crossed linguistic lines in rather surprising and 
unexpected ways, see Mohamed Benhlal’s “Des N’Aït-l-collège aux N’Aït-l-Watan : d’un improbable isolat berbère 
aux processus d’intégration nationale, ”Mohamed Souaiaia’s “Language, education and politics in the Maghreb,” 
And Hafid Gafaiti’s “The Monotheism of the Other” 



 Political Discourses

 Political speeches regarding Arabization depicted Arabic not just as a national language, 

but also as a tool to create new international affiliations and rupture old ones, to forge a “national 

identity,” and to shape a new vision of the future. Supporting Arabization offered politicians a 

means to gain and retain legitimacy in turbulent political times. When Habib Bourguiba, 

Mohamed V, and Ahmed Ben Bella came to power in Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria respectively, 

they needed to consolidate and demonstrate to the people their legitimacy as leaders of new 

nations.9 While there are obvious differences between, for example, Tunisian president Habib 

Bourguiba’s “bilingual francophile” (Souaiaia 116) approach to education, and the Algerian 

proposal in 1991 of a “law of total Arabization” during the presidency of Chadli Benjedid, it is 

nonetheless possible to draw out several points of commonality.  

  In the years following independence, heads of state and educational ministers described 

Arabic as part of the nation’s glorious past. Morocco’s King Hassan II, in his 1963 speech 

celebrating the “Week of Arabization,” stated that Arabization meant “reviving our culture and 

resurrecting our glories” (183, my emphasis).10 In a speech to schoolteachers in Algeria, Ahmed 

Ben Bella stated of Arabization that “We must reconcile our country, which has been 

depersonalized, with its history and its past, that is to say, with itself... It is the basis of our 

12

9  As Michael J. Willis discusses in Politics and Power in the Maghreb each of the three countries experienced a 
period of uncertainty as to which individuals, and/or which parties, would be leading the government. In Morocco, 
where the former Sultan was a unifying figure, this process was somewhat less polemical. Nonetheless, legitimizing 
rule in the wake of the colonial period was a concern for each of these leaders. See specifically the chapter “Post-
Independence State-Building” pp 37-79.
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Arabo-Islamic culture” (qtd. in Kashani-Sabet 269). A version of history that connected the 

nation’s past to its future served an important role in decolonization efforts. It reinforced, in 

particular, the idea that the new nation was not being created out of nothing, as Arabic functioned 

as a link to the precolonial period. As Hafid Gafaïti points out, for both politicians and citizens, 

declaring Arabic the national language and teaching it in schools offered the possibility of “a 

unified national identity in reaction to the systematic attempts on the part of the French to 

dismantle the foundations of the country and to cut it off from its roots” (“The Monotheism of 

the Other” 26). 

 Yet this political discourse of “return” left open a series of questions that politicians were 

largely unable to answer satisfactorily: how was a return to the past compatible with 

modernization and vision for the future? Was there a way for the nation to be “Arab” and at the 

same time “Moroccan,” “Algerian” or “Tunisian?” Did efforts towards “the retrieval and 

reinscription of a fragmented past” (Shohat 109) into a cohesive national narrative deny 

hybridity? In Algeria, the precolonial past was particularly fragmented from a political point of 

view. There was no obvious pre-colonial “Algeria,” in the sense of a national political entity, to 

which Algerians could return. Politicians thus faced a historiographical problem of projecting 

into history a political identity that took shape primarily in the colonial period. As Michael J. 

Willis has argued, the concept of an Algerian national identity “was created during the colonial 

period, developed through the resistance mounted by Amir Abd al-Qadir (whose banner became 

the national flag of independent Algeria) and the revolt of 1870, culminating during the long and 

harrowing struggle for independence of the period 1954-62” (33). Tunisia, and especially 

Morocco, on the other hand, had “distinct national identities and histories stretching back before 
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the arrival of Europeans” (33-4). Nonetheless, politicians in all three nations had to respond to 

pressing questions about how the colonial experience fit into a larger national narrative.

 Politicians also had to explain and justify the continuing presence of French in the school 

system. In Algeria, where the French authorities had almost completely suppressed Arabic 

teaching, textbooks and teachers prepared for implementing an Arabized curriculum were not 

readily available. As Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet explains, “varying levels of expertise among the 

teachers and widespread illiteracy exacerbated the problems. In 1963 Ben Bella had noted that 

there remained ‘one million children and three million adults to educate’” (271). Not only were 

teaching materials a concern, she adds; so was the entire administrative structure of education, 

because when the colonizers left “....the administrative systems they had left behind were in 

French... Converting these systems into Arabic proved a monumental feat” (269). Because there 

were few Algerian teachers trained in Arabic, instructors often came from elsewhere in the Arab 

world. The extent of their influence and presence, Djamila Saadi-Mokrane points out, has not 

been widely studied, but it has entered the popular narrative on the difficulties of the early years 

of Algerian Arabization:

 A widespread account has it that, because the French government refused to send teachers 
! for the new school year at independence, Algerian authorities addressed their request to 
! Egypt, which dispatched its “Muslim Brothers” to be rid of them. This prevalent notion 
! would need to be verified, but it is common to hear people accuse the schools of helping 
! to propagate Islamist ideas (55). 

This historical narrative, which will be discussed further in the first chapter, became increasingly 

prevalent in the 1980s, as scholars attempted to explain the rise of political Islam in Algeria.

14



 Often obscured from historical narratives about education in the early years of Algerian 

independence is how widespread the continued use of French was, due largely to the material 

constraints surrounding the implementation of Arabization. The first years of independence saw 

only the first year of primary school completely Arabized, with upper grades having Arabic 

instruction ranging from 5-10 hours per week (Kashani-Sabet 271). Indeed, as Hafid Gafaïti 

points out, the generalization of education in postcolonial Algeria, combined with the continued 

use of French, meant that French use in the school was in fact far more widespread in the early 

years of independence than it had been in the colonial period (“The Monotheism of the Other” 

23-24).  

 Speeches made by Ahmed Taleb-Ibrahimi, Algeria’s education minister from 1965-1970, 

often reflected on the continuing presence of French, describing its elimination as an ultimate 

goal which had not yet been achieved. He stated that Arabization would “anéantir ce mélange 

d’éléments de cultures disparates, et souvent contradictoires, héritées des époques de décadence 

et de la période coloniale, de lui substituer une culture nationale unifiée, liée intimement à notre 

passé et à notre civilisation arabo-islamique” (De la décolonisation à la révolution culturelle 63). 

In later years, Algerian politicians were to take a more drastic approach than their neighbors to 

Arabizing education. In 1991, a “loi dite d’‘Arabisation totale’” (Boucherit 62) signed by 

president Chadli Benjedid proposed some of the strictest laws in the Arab world, including the 

complete Arabization of all official activities and higher education. This approach to Arabization 

was alienating to many of those who had been educated primarily in French, and Algerian 

Francophone authors produce some of the most strident critiques of political discourse on 

Arabization.
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 Many researchers have pointed to Tunisia as a place where Arabization took place 

without nearly the same polemic as it did in neighboring countries.11 The transition between 

education systems was gradual during the first two decades of independence: Nabiha Jerad notes 

that in the first decade of independence, 70% of primary and secondary school subjects, and 

nearly all of university subjects, were taught in French. It was not until the 1970s that the 

humanities were progressively Arabized across the secondaire level (530-533). This difference 

has complex roots. The Zeitouna mosque and a large number of bilingual schools maintained 

under French rule encouraged the development of a bilingual elite who participated in the 

transition to independence. Furthermore, Habib Bourguiba’s presidency (from 1957 to 1987) 

uniquely shaped the Tunisian approach to language policy. Having himself received a bilingual 

formation, Bourguiba maintained French in education while also insisting on a gradual transition 

to Arabization. In a speech made to the Sadiqi school in 1958, he stressed that “teaching in 

secondary schools will be heading towards Arabization, and the use of Arabic so that Arabic is 

the language of instruction for all subjects, unless the necessity presents itself- for a certain time- 

of using the French language, to benefit from the possibilities it gives us...” (qtd. in Al-Soussi 

62).12 

 The Moroccan practice of bilingualism in education, as Ouafe Mouhssine points out, was 

characterized by frequent changes in policy: “...plus l’arabisation est en marche, plus on crie à la 

baisse de niveau et on revient au bilinguisme, parce qu’il est porteur de modernité. Quand le 

français prend de l’ampleur, on brandit l’arme de l’arabisation pour dénoncer l’hégémonie de la 
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langue française” (54). An early experiment with rapid Arabization in 1957 was largely 

considered to have been a too-hasty failure, leading to an equally abrupt “pause” in Arabization 

in the following years (Grandguillaume 71-74). Since that time, policy fluctuations have 

continued to impact the development of Moroccan education. 

 King Hassan II of Morocco, in a 1968 Paris Match interview, rationalized the continued 

presence of both French and Arabic in education, stating, “Nous sommes amenés à utiliser le 

français comme véhicule et comme moyen d’accès aux techniques, aux sciences... nous parlons 

le français par double culture. Mais notre langue est l’arabe” (qtd. in Grandguillaume 88). This 

approach, echoed in other Maghreb countries,13 gestured to a mutually beneficial and enriching 

relationship between languages. However, the respective roles assigned to French and Arabic 

also signaled linguistic conflicts to come. Indeed, many Maghrebi political figures relied on the 

depiction of Arabic as a language of tradition and French as the language of modernity, to justify 

institutional bilingualism. Yet as Nabiha Jerad astutely points out, this approach assumes not only 

a fundamental divide between tradition and modernity, but also that modernity necessarily comes 

from outside the Maghreb (526).  

Amazigh Activism

 The first organized political protest movements against Arabization emerged in the 1980s, 

when Amazigh activists began calling for their language to be included in school curricula. In 
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Morocco, where Tamazight speakers14  represent nearly 40% of the population, these demands 

developed gradually: both as a reaction to Arabization, and as part of a growing dialogue on 

language rights as a component of human rights.15 Moroccan Amazigh activist movements also 

intensified in reaction to developments in Algerian language debates in the late 1980s. Algerian 

Amazigh populations, demographically smaller than those in Morocco, are concentrated in the 

largest numbers in the Kabylia region. This regional concentration, the differing treatment of 

Kabyles by colonial authorities, and more stringent Arabization laws, led to an oftentimes 

volatile dynamic between Kabyles and the state. The Tafsut Imazighen, or “Berber Spring,” 

protests of 1980, following the cancellation of a lecture by Mouloud Mammeri at the University 

of Tizi-Ouzou, marked the beginning of longstanding Kabyle-state hostilities. In 1998, the 

assassination of musician and Kabyle rights activist Lounès Matoub led to massive protests and 

violent state repression erupting again in the Tizi Ouzou region.

 Despite the differences between Moroccan and Algerian Amazigh movements, their 

opposition to Arabization displays many similar characteristics. In both cases, Amazigh activists 

maintain that Tamazight, the Maghreb’s “original” language, had been subjected to two waves of 

colonization: first from Arabs, then from the French. Many Amazigh activists have claimed that 

recognizing the “original” place of the Imazighen in the history of Morocco and Algeria allows 
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Weitzman,2)
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“Imazighen on Trial: Human Rights and Berber Identity in Algeria, 1985.” As will be discussed in the second 
chapter, international attention towards Moroccan human rights policy especially has shaped the current 
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for a more multicultural vision of the nation. Not all Amazigh activism takes place in the 

disinterested name of diversity, however. In the case of both Amazigh and Arab claims to be the 

“original” inhabitants of the Maghreb, the story of language development is told as a singular 

authentic identity followed by series of unilateral dominations: from the dominance of Tamazight 

or Arabic, to the total domination of French, and finally to Arabization. While these one-

dimensional historical conceptions proved easily deployable as political weapons, they also 

served to create enormous tensions over which one language best defined an “authentic” cultural, 

religious and historical identity. These tensions continue to play out in current politics, as both 

Morocco and Algeria take tentative and controversial steps towards the inclusion of Tamazight in 

the school system.16

Sociolinguistic Studies of Arabization

While the relationship between “written” and “spoken” Arabic is a matter of interest for 

scholars working across the Arab world,17 the experiences of French colonial education and large 

Amazigh populations in the Maghreb have added a layer of political and historical complexity to 

questions of language. Much of sociolinguists’ discussion of Arabization has focused on the 

tensions between Modern Standard Arabic use and the reality of a more complex linguistic 

landscape including Tamazight (in Morocco and Algeria), Arabic dialects, Standard Arabic, and 
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French. Many researchers question the psychological and social effects of using the education 

system to impose a language not spoken in the home. As Djamila Saadi-Mokrane points out:

Introductions in first- and second- year textbooks explain that the assignment of students 
who learn the rules of written language in class is to correct members of their families. 
Many teachers make this censoring role explicit to their students. As a result of being 
corrected by their children, parents would lose their ‘bad’ linguistic habits – that is, their 
native language- and would conform to the code of a written language that is, for the 
most part, foreign to them. Thus the school knowingly makes the student an agent of 
linguicide (46).

Saadi-Mokrane’s trope of “linguicide” is reminiscent of Jean Calvet’s theory of colonial 

“glottophagia,” in which a dominant form of language attempts to “devour” and efface all other 

forms of linguistic practice. Other sociolinguists and intellectuals have drawn more explicit 

comparisons between “colonial” and “postcolonial” school systems. As Fouad Laroui puts it in 

his work Le drame linguistique marocain: “Notons que par une ironie amère de l’Histoire, cette 

dévalorisation de la langue maternelle s’ajoute ou fait suite à la dévalorisation que le 

colonialisme avait instituée” (102). Mohamed Benrabah is one of the more polemical voices on 

this topic, insisting that through Arabization “On est ainsi passé d’une dépendance vis à vis de la 

France coloniale, à une autre dépendance, cette fois vis-à-vis du supranationalisme et du Moyen-

Orient” (228). 

 On the one hand, we can read these calls as a plea against a too-rigid vision of linguistic 

“authenticity” in a plurilingual and pluricultural society. On the other hand, they can be read as 

an ahistorical conflation of two very different phenomena, which has the effect of reassuring 

French readers that theirs was not the only linguistic “colonization” of the Maghreb. A number of 

French-language authors have drawn similar parallels in fictional literary texts, depicting the 
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experience of attending the school during Arabization as a new linguistic colonialism. These 

depictions highlight the ways in which historical memory of the colonial school is used to create 

political stances for and against Arabization.

 A number of other sociolinguists have considered the political, social and economic 

factors that affect language use in education. In his work Société, langues et cultures au Maroc: 

enjeux symboliques, Ahmad Boukous applies Bourdieu’s theory of the “marché linguistique” to 

the various languages spoken in Morocco. He distinguishes Standard Arabic and French as 

languages having higher social prestige, and oral languages such as Arabic and Berber dialects as 

being held in lower regard. What results is a complex form of diglossia, defined as the 

coexistence of two varieties of language in a given linguistic community, with one being 

considered as the “higher” variety, and one the “lower.” Boukous’s analysis highlights the fact 

that the Maghrebi linguistic situation is complicated not only by the number of languages in play, 

but also by their competing symbolic values, creating what he describes as diglossies enchâssées 

(41). 

Much as Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital on the “marché linguistique” was linked 

to economic capital, language use in the Maghreb is intertwined with economics. Mohamed 

Souaiaia, in his article “Language, education and politics in the Maghreb” analyzes the language 

situation across the Maghreb from a political and economic perspective, questioning why French 

speakers have continued to dominate the employment market, despite the fact that Arabic is the 

official language of education. He argues that political figures have backed Arabized education 

only symbolically (because it enjoys religious and cultural legitimacy with many citizens) while 

retaining the economic benefits of speaking French for wealthy elites who can afford private 
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schooling. In her work “Language and Gender in Urban Moroccan Areas”, Fatima Sadiqi argues 

that the “marché linguistique” is further affected by an important gender component. Her 

research claims that an increase in gender parity in post-independence education has allowed 

more women access to French and Arabic- the two official written languages associated with 

public visibility and prestige.18 The works of Sadiqi and Souaiaia remind us that language in the 

Maghreb is enmeshed in such complex issues as the colonial legacy, wealth, perceived cultural 

“authenticity” and gender. 

 While sociological and historical approaches to Arabization abound, literary treatments of 

post-independence education have so far provoked little critical discussion. This discrepancy 

raises the question of the particular contribution of literature as a voice in these debates. Is there 

a reason to suggest that literature offers anything other than a faithful sociological portrait of 

education from a personal perspective? 

Textual Strategies and Circulation

 As Reda Bensmaïa suggests in Experimental Nations: or, the Invention of the Maghreb  

analysis of Maghrebi novels has often been “reduced to anthropological or cultural case studies” 

- the “literariness” of novels being ignored in favor of making them out to be “mere signifiers of 

other signifiers” (6). My work is informed by the injunction, which has been made by many 

literary critics, to consider the value of the literary text beyond its “reflectiveness” or 
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“informativeness” on an already polemical social issue. An analysis of the functions of 

autobiography, a form shared by the majority of the texts in this study, is thus central to my 

project. Autobiography offers a focus on individual experience in arenas where historical and 

sociolinguistic analyses have long dominated discussion. As Françoise Lionnet argues, “literature 

allows us to enter into the subjective processes of writers and their characters and thus to 

understand better the unique perspectives of subjects who are agents of transformation and 

hybridization in their own narratives- as opposed to being the objects of knowledge, as in the 

discourse of social science” (8). The perspective of the subject who creates literary knowledge is 

lacking in discussions of the education system, where students are often seen as the recipients of 

knowledge (or the objects of knowledge of sociologists and historians).

 Lionnet has further suggested that literature produces subjects who are “‘multiply 

organized’ across cultural boundaries... braiding all the traditions at [their] disposal, using the 

fragments that constitute [them] in order to participate fully in a dynamic process of 

transformation” (5). Indeed, many of the texts I examine contest the school’s vision by 

mobilizing differing, overlapping, and at time even contradictory self-definitions: the subject as 

Tunisian, Moroccan, or Algerian, French, Amazigh, male, female, rich, poor, urban, rural. I look 

at how autobiographical narratives position their subjects in relationship to official discourses of 

the national subject’s identity. In debates about “struggles for the control of means of 

representation and self-identification” (Lionnet 7) literary narrative of the individual self is a rich 

terrain of analysis. 

 Although attentiveness to literary strategy is important for my work, I am also aware of 

the problem of inverting the terms of a polarity between “literature” and “society.” Literary texts 
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are documents that emerge from and circulate within certain social frameworks, and influence 

the public debates with which they engage. The relationship between language, literature, and the 

classroom thus raises several central questions for my work. A first important issue is whether 

literary production is inevitably overdetermined by the forms of language and the literary canons 

that the school has selected as “legitimate.” Etienne Balibar and Pierre Macherey state that “le 

travail de la production littéraire a pour matériau et pour objectif... l’existence d’une langue 

commune codifiant les échanges linguistiques” (31). This langue commune, they argue, is 

standardized and disseminated by the school. Yet at the same time, “toute utilisation [des 

pratiques linguistiques] est intervention, prise de position” (36).  Taking this statement as a point 

of departure, I argue that the Maghrebi context, where multiple languages index different cultural 

values and ideological positions, calls for further nuancing of the relationship between language, 

school, and literature. 

  As Balibar and Macherey further suggest, the school does not only provide the author 

with the tools to write, it also creates the conditions that allow others to read literature (33). 

Many of the works that I examine are highly critical of the education system, yet convey this 

criticism through a somewhat canonical literary form. This dynamic puts the literary text in a 

compromised position in relationship to the school- a fact that evokes the larger question of 

whether a text must reject the norms and codes of an institution in order to critique it. 

 The situation of the “literary market” in the Maghreb today is a second major concern for 

this dissertation. In the case of each of the Maghreb countries, this relationship between school, 

literary production, and readership is deeply strained. A 2011 article in Le soir d’Algérie called 

the school “un cimetière du livre,” and attacked the failure of the school system to create more 
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readers for Algerian literary production (Merdaci). In 2004, Moroccan author Ahmed Bouznfour 

refused to accept the “prix du Maroc du livre” stating as his primary reason that could not accept 

acknowledgement for a book that was read by so few people (Bouznfour estimated that the novel 

being recognized by the prize had sold 500 copies). He noted to journalists that "j'aurais aimé 

recevoir un prix d'un gouvernement qui veut et qui peut mettre fin à l'analphabétisme" et "qui 

veut et qui peut augmenter le nombre des lecteurs" (qtd. in Laroui, Le drame linguistique 

marocain 112) The lack of a reading public is a major concern for these authors, and the school 

is seen as a major contributing factor to the troubled status of literature in the Maghreb. My 

examination of education as a literary theme thus takes into account the effect of education’s 

fraught role as one of the “institutions de consécration” (Zekri 44) of literature.  

Structure of the Dissertation

  Each chapter of this work deals with a different topic of debate surrounding post-

independence education as refracted in literature. In the first chapter, I analyze texts by four 

authors: each tell the story of a protagonist who beings his or her education in the French 

colonial school, and finishes it in the newly-independent Arabized system: Bleu blanc vert by 

Maïssa Bey, L’Enfant des deux mondes by Karima Berger, Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah and Al-Faṣl al-

akhīr by Leila Abouzeid and Al ḍarīḥ and Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar by ‘Abd al-Ghani Abu al-‘Azm. 

Using the work of theorists including Anne McClintock, Ella Shohat, and Stephen Slemon, who 

have discussed the problems inherent in the term “postcolonial,” I explore how these same 
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debates are present in discussions of the relationship between two education systems. What 

political stance is assumed by asserting that the colonial influence on education either stopped 

with independence, or continued to play a role? What is the relationship of the nation to its own 

history? These novels explore potential new ways to think of the relationship between two 

schools often assumed to be emblematic not only of two distinct historical periods, but of two 

competing ideologies. In addition to their exploration of so-called “postcolonial” education, 

these texts all question whether the decision to Arabize can truly be said to have had an influence 

on the relationship between “postcolonial” texts and their readers.

 A remark should be made about the predominance of Moroccan and Algerian education 

narratives over Tunisian novels in this first chapter, and in the work as a whole. Post-

independence education takes center stage in novels much more frequently in Morocco and 

Algeria than in Tunisia, where the theme is present, but often without the same polemic nature.  

As previously discussed, Tunisia had a somewhat smoother transition from French education. 

Furthermore, as will be discussed in Chapter Two, calls of Amazigh activists in Morocco and 

Algeria for the recognition of their rights were one of the first major movements that seriously 

put into question, on both national and international stages, the decision to Arabize. The absence 

of this discourse in Tunisia has, I would argue, rendered education less polemicized than in 

neighboring Maghreb countries. This is not to say that education is absent from Tunisian novels: 

later chapters of this dissertation include analysis of issues including economics and gender 

parity in education, and their presence in Tunisian literature. 

 My second chapter deals with the “Amazigh question” in Morocco and Algeria, via an 

analysis of two novels: Yemma by Wahmed Ben-Younes and Les coquelicots de l’Oriental by 
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Brick Oussaïd. These texts describe the Arabized school from a viewpoint rooted in Amazigh 

culture, yet also claim to offer a more linguistically and culturally “inclusive” vision of national 

identity. These narratives, which traverse the assumed boundaries between Amazigh and Arab, 

bring into question the potential, and limits, of Amazigh rights as a signifier for multiculturalism 

and human rights. The choice of the French language literary text as a medium is critical to this 

discussion. Taking up literature as a form to contest Arabization, often in French, is a deliberate 

seizure of the power of literature as a legitimating form, as well as a means to reinscribe French 

in the Maghreb as a language of resistance. Texts by Amazigh authors show that discussions of 

colonial literature have not exhausted the topic of narrativizing one’s self and one’s community 

in a language of the “other.” But what do they lose, in local specificity, by seeking an 

internationally homogenizing language of expression?  I will look at how these novels 

“narrativize” the nation and the self from a stance that is, at once, diversifying and problematic.

 The third chapter looks at depictions of gender dynamics in three novels written by 

women: Min Yawmīyāt Mudarrisah Hurrah by Zohr Wanissi, Al-Faṣl al-akhīr  by Leila 

Abouzeid, and Nos Silences by Wahiba Khiari. These texts respond to, and problematize, the 

assumption that French education “liberated” and “modernized” the status of women in the 

Maghreb. Moving beyond the paradigm of liberation, these narratives question how men and 

women access the school and the workplace, often offering surprising new configurations of the 

assumed dichotomies of “private” and “public” spheres. I also question the potential of literature 

to act as a vehicle for the expression of a wide range of women’s voices. To do so, I look at four 

different moments in which gender dynamics in education shifted dramatically: the Algerian 
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revolution, the generalization of Moroccan education in the 1960s and 70s, Algeria’s décennie 

noire, and the recent “Arab Spring” protest movements in Tunisia.  

 The final chapter will address a major change in the form of education narratives: the 

adoption of different genres, such as allegory and satire, in place of the more traditional 

Bildungsroman approach, to criticize education’s failures. I take as a lens of analysis Bourdieu’s 

theory of reproduction in education, by which culturally legitimated forms are passed through the 

education system in order to reinforce the hold of elites on power. The narratives examined in 

this final chapter all experiment with reversals of these codes : Jabal al-ʻanz by Habib Selmi, 

“L‘étrange affaire du cahier bounni” by Fouad Laroui, and Grâce à Jean de la Fontaine! by 

Mohamed Nedali. They depict education as a place of non-sense, where no meaningful content is 

transmitted. Students in these narratives are nearly absent, breaking the chain of production and 

consumption between teachers and students, authors and readers. These “chain breaks” 

experiment with the question of whether elite power can be disrupted in education.

  A tension between resistance to and participation in the educational system permeates all 

the texts studied in this dissertation, from the form of language that is used, to the shape the 

narrative takes, to where the text is published and how it is marketed. Although it is not possible 

to give a simple answer to how the relationship between education and literature might evolve in 

the Maghreb, my dissertation will elucidate the stakes of this question, and discuss how literary 

texts have responded. In each of the narratives, the portrait of the school is traversed by an 

anxiety as to whether the student will become a reader of the literary text. This anxiety colors 

approaches to all of the questions that surround Arabization: whether Arabic can unify the 
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multilingual nation, whether education creates and enhances class differences, and ultimately 

whether the literary text will ever be heard in education debates. 
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Chapter One  

Writing the Transition to “Postcolonial” Education

 Discussing the relationship between French colonial education and independent Arabized 

schools in the Maghreb means entering controversial ideological debates. Arabization was tasked 

with the process of “decolonizing” the classroom, and of ending the decades of deculturation 

wrought by French education. Differentiating post-independence education systems from their 

colonial predecessors required new textbooks, new teachers, and an entirely new administrative 

and educational philosophy. Yet the colonial suppression of education made all these changes 

particularly difficult. The ideological weight attributed to education further complicated this 

already fraught relationship. Nationalists and policy makers made strident calls to reject the 

French language as the legacy of the colonizer. Yet dissenting voices soon emerged, calling for 

school systems to embrace French as an opening to the outside world, and as a part of Maghrebi 

history. Defining “Arabization” demands a complicated positioning in relationship to the colonial 

school: scholars who discuss this transitional period debate whether Arabization implied a 

“translation” of a French education system into Arabic, the beginning of an entirely new system, 

or a return to a past interrupted by colonialism. It seems that nothing can be assumed about the 

relationship between “colonial” and “Arabized” education: not even the existence of two clearly 

defined and separate systems. Yet at the same time, being able to proclaim a sharp distinction 
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between two educational eras was a critical aspect of decolonization. 

 While historians, postcolonial theorists, and sociologists have all discussed the complicated 

relationship between school systems, literary perspectives on the issue have garnered little 

critical attention. The high stakes of this transition moment have made it a fertile ground for 

literary authors, who discuss implications of education that go beyond the recounting of personal 

experience. My goal in this chapter is to examine the contributions on the polemical topic of the 

“educational transition” by four authors: Leila Abouzeid, ‘Abd al-Ghani Abu al-‘Azm, Karima 

Berger, and Maïssa Bey. Their narratives, some written in French and others in Arabic, share a 

common bond of depicting a protagonist who begins his or her education in the French colonial 

school, and ends it in the Arabized school established after independence. Through these texts, 

the authors engage in the complex process of characterizing, and questioning, the nature of the 

relationship between “colonial” and “postcolonial” school systems. 

 My discussion of these texts is informed by theoretical debates on the concept of the 

postcolonial. Scholars including Anne McClintock, Aijaz Ahmad, Ella Shohat and many others 

have demanded a more nuanced definition of the relationship implied in the use of terms 

“colonial” and “postcolonial.” One of the foremost problems inherent in the term “postcolonial” 

is the primacy that it accords to the experience of colonialism. A binary understanding of 

“colonial” and “postcolonial” eras makes colonialism “the determining marker of 

history” (McClintock 86), condemning everything that follows it, in a grand generalizing 

gesture, to be nothing more than its aftermath. Yet, as Waïl Hassan points out, the term 

“postcolonial” also has “the merit of prioritizing the trauma of colonial history which is covered 

over... erased.. and by-passed” by other terms such as “Francophonie” or “emergent 
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literatures” (46). Still others, including Ella Shohat, have pointed out the problematic assumption 

that the “post” represents the end of an era of Western domination, when in fact this power 

imbalance is perpetuated through imperialist and neocolonial structures. Yet, naming a wide 

variety of complex world power structures as undifferentiated instances of “colonialism” takes 

away much of the power of the term: power that must be acknowledged when creating 

frameworks of anti-colonial resistance. Reliance on reductive dichotomies such as colonial and 

postcolonial makes it increasingly difficult to lend nuance to discussions of decolonization, 

neocolonial and imperial influences, and internal societal power structures.

 The questions that these critics pose in their exploration of the postcolonial are analogous 

to the questions authors have posed in examining the assumed dichotomy between the French 

colonial and post-independence schools. My use of the postcolonial as a frame of inquiry does 

not imply acceptance of the term as an unproblematic descriptive term for the school, nor does it 

imply that the texts of my corpus discuss the school through the perspective of the 

“postcolonial.” Rather, I hope to highlight the many intersections between discussion of the 

postcolonial, and literary treatments of the relationship between two school systems.  For authors 

who themselves lived through the historical moment that is assumed to separate two school 

systems, the relationship between the two is of the utmost importance. Their novels balance the 

legacy of the French school as a foreign imposition, and its status as a integral part of Maghrebi 

educational history. They also interrogate whether there is indeed a point of closure, of “post-

ness,” after which the problems faced by education systems no longer need to be read through 

the lens of colonialism. Between the assumed dichotomies of French colonial and independent 

education, these authors write individual trajectories that bring these poles into direct 
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conversation. Through my analysis, I will demonstrate how the literary form envisions new 

relationships between education systems, and how these relationships suggest new ways to think 

through and understand the problems of the “postcolonial.”

Discourses of Rupture and Transition in Education

  “Postcolonialism” has been defined as “the completion of one period of history and the 

emergence of another” (Childs and Williams 1). The rhetorical pairs of “completion” and 

“emergence,” of “ending” and “beginning” also largely define the way many scholars discuss the 

French colonial and independent school systems in the Maghreb. The politicalized language that 

surrounded Arabization in the early years of independence relied heavily on its role in ushering 

in a new era after the end of colonial education. The school had been considered a site of 

acculturation, and Arabizing education in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia was a significant 

ideological pillar of decolonization. 

The seemingly straightforward reading of the “post” as a marker of completion is 

problematic. Ann McClintock, along with many other theorists, deemed the term postcolonial 

“prematurely celebratory” (87) in a world where former colonial powers still exert economic 

influence, and where both new and continued forms of imperialism “[make] the historical rupture 

implied by the term ‘post-colonial’ especially unwarranted” (89). The historical conditions 

surrounding Arabization bring into question the adequacy of the concept of  “rupture” as well.  

While rhetoric of a total change between systems was politically expedient, the material reality 
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of education prohibited such a drastic change. Though the French administration blocked the 

development of local school systems, it was not in order to take full responsibility for the 

education of the colony’s children. Instead, the vast majority of children had no access to 

education of any kind. The term “Arabization” is thus misleading, to the extent that it assumes an 

existing French colonial education needing to be transformed into Arabic. Rather, in most cases, 

a new education system had to be built, with the additional complication that any administrative 

structures in place to do so were entirely in French. 

 The temporal unfolding of Arabization fluctuated greatly in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia 

depending largely on the agenda of those in power. In Morocco, repeated changes of educational 

ministers brought repeated changes in Arabization policies, with the result that describing 

“Arabization” in Morocco varies greatly depending on the era that is discussed. Similarly, 

according to Hafid Gafaïti, in Algeria “There is no doubt that the Arabization of Algerian schools 

and universities has been carried out in an irrational manner,” due at least in part to “the extent to 

which politics rather than pedagogy and reason determined the pace and range of 

Arabization” (“The Monotheism of the Other” 34). In Tunisia, Arabization happened much more 

gradually and with fewer abrupt changes. This gradual implementation, however, was met with 

criticism from groups that wanted to see Arabization progress more quickly, leading to repeated 

questioning and rethinking of the path of Arabization. In the two to three decades following each 

country’s independence, it seemed that Arabization itself seemed to fluctuate between transitions 

and ruptures, making it increasingly difficult to think of “Arabization” as a unified phenomenon.

 Nonetheless, literary portrayals commonly describe the passage between two school 

systems as a moment of clear rupture. In Latifa Ben Mansour’s novel Le chant du lys et du 
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basilic, the colonial school attended by the protagonist is renamed after an Algerian 

revolutionary (Maliha Hamidou), symbolically marking its “rebirth” upon independence. For 

Karima Berger’s protagonist in L’Enfant des deux mondes the rupture between schools is more 

terrifying than euphoric: due to her inability to speak Arabic, she is seen as “étrangère” and 

“occidentalisée” (30) in the new school system. Writing dramatic differences between schools in 

literature can be used to contrast ideas of authenticity and inauthenticity, to state a rejection of 

colonial linguistic deculturation, and to lay claim to the school as a site of decolonization. These 

bifurcated approaches, however, complicate the possibilities of exploring narratives of transition. 

I propose a look at two authors, Moroccan Arabic-language author Leila Abouzeid and Algerian 

French-language author Maïssa Bey, whose works both participate in the depiction of the 

Arabized school as site of difference. However, as I will demonstrate, a closer look at these two 

novels show that the persistent influence of French education complicates the conception of the 

school as “post” colonial. 

The Partial Transition in Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah  and Al-Faṣl al-akhīr

Leila Abouzeid’s two novels Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah (Return to Childhood) published in 

1993, and Al-Faṣl al-akhīr (The Last Chapter), published in 2000, reflect on the state of 

Moroccan education over a period of several decades. The first of the two novels (subtitled in its 

English version as “Memoirs of a Modern Moroccan Woman”) recounts Abouzeid’s childhood 

from the final years of the French protectorate through the early years of Moroccan 
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independence. Born in 1950, Abouzeid was only six years old when Morocco became 

independent. Though her personal experiences in the French school were minimal, the 

continuing effects of French education play a role in how she conceives of the linguistic situation 

in Morocco today. Her following novel Al-Faṣl al-akhīr continues reflections on similar themes 

in education. Thought not an explicitly autobiographical text, Al-Faṣl al-akhīr’s protagonist 

Aisha is identifiable through the text and paratext as sharing many qualities with Abouzeid 

herself.19 This novel examines the experiences of a woman who has completed her high school 

education in the early years of Morocco’s independence. In both of these works, education is 

central to understanding the linguistic and social development of contemporary Moroccan 

society.

The schools that the narrator attends as a very young child in Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah provoke 

a mixture of fright and apathy, read primarily through her family’s fear that the French would 

“teach their language to our children and turn them to their religion” (6).20 The phrasing of this 

concern insists on the almost essential link between French education and a Europeanizing and 

Christianizing influence. The Arabic text uses the word “Naṣārā” to refer to the French: 

employing the linguistic root for “Christian” (! " #) as is common in Moroccan Arabic. In turn, 

the phrase Abouzeid uses for “turn them to our religion” is the transitive “yanṣar,” implying 

“Christianizing” or “Europeanizing.” This parallel phrasing suggests a level of religious 
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deculturalization and forced Europeanization endemic to the French educational endeavor, and to 

the presence of the French in Morocco during the protectorate. 

The young girl relates almost nothing of her time in the French classroom, revealing little 

more than a vague apathy towards the experience. The two images she associates with her first 

school days are the view of the countryside she sees out of the school window, and “an image 

mingled with feelings of loathing and resentment, that of the hat worn by French officers, with 

its visor and gilded brocade decoration” (8).21  It is telling that she associates an officer’s uniform 

(something that she was unlikely to have seen inside the classroom) with the school. In so doing, 

she further reinforces an indelible link between France’s mission civilisatrice and the brutal 

military aspects of French rule.

These negative images are quickly cast aside in comparison to the moment when the 

protagonist learns Arabic. In contrast to the vague images of the French classroom, her feelings 

for Arabic are expressed through eloquent and specific metaphor: she learns from teachers who 

“loved the language,”22  and taught her Arabic as “pure as water from a spring,” (64)23 in such a 

way that “from the very beginning my inclination towards Arabic was obvious. I excelled in 

it” (80).24 These depictions read as reinforcement, or indeed even parroting, of pro-Arabization 

rhetoric, which claimed that independent education would teach Moroccans in their language, 

with their cultural referents. Yet the “unconscious” nature of these inclinations must be carefully 
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considered: the child’s natural proclivities towards the school serve a specific point of view on 

education in the narrative.

As Roy Pascal elaborated in Design and Truth in Autobiography the act of selecting and 

shaping the childhood memories that make up autobiography “implies that the writer takes a 

particular standpoint, the standpoint of the moment at which he reviews his life, and interprets 

his life from it” (9). As readers we must consider how the manner of childhood depiction works 

in service of a point being elaborated from the present of enunciation, making autobiography “an 

interplay, a collusion, between past and present; its significance is indeed more the revelation of 

the present situation than the uncovering of the past” (11). In Abouzeid’s text, the inexplicable 

affinity of the protagonist for Arabic serves to reinforce one of the text’s major claims: that 

Moroccan education has made an “incomplete” transition since the early years of Arabization, 

and failed to fulfill its promise of decolonization. 

Many of the textual reflections on Morocco’s difficult transition away from French 

education take place in Al-Faṣl al-akhīr. These thoughts are conveyed through the protagonist 

Aisha’s strikingly direct and didactic observations as she reflects on her school days.  She 

repeatedly contrasts Morocco’s “partial transition” with her own personal devotion to Arabic 

studies. She recalls holding a government job, in which it came to her attention that French 

mission schools in Morocco were still teaching with a book that “alleges that the message 

revealed to our Prophet was mere hallucination” (73).25  She analyzes this policy as an example 

of how “our children’s minds were being cast into doubt about their religion” (74)26  by the 
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continued presence of French schools in independent Morocco. Aisha further explores the 

concept of a “partial transition” by commenting on the poor Arabic skills of her acquaintances 

who have attended French or bilingual schools. She rarely misses an opportunity to inform the 

reader when they speak Arabic poorly or use non-idiomatic “translations of French 

expressions” (32).27 While talking to her friend and eventual suitor Salim, Aisha offers him a 

diwan28 of poetry by Al-Mutanabbi, a 10th century poet considered a master of classical Arabic. 

She offers the book partly in response to Salim’s insistence on corresponding with her primarily 

in French, which he learned in school:

“Put it by your bed” I had suggested, handing him the work “It’ll help you remember 
your native tongue. Even Christians in the Middle East know Arabic better than we do, 
and they were colonized by the French too.” I was referring to the letter he’d been writing 
me in French. “We’re rootless” I went on. “The weakest current carries us away. How 
could just forty years have done so much harm? What if they’d been in Morocco as long 
as they were in Algeria? They weren’t even interested in teaching us. Good grief! If a 
Moroccan spends a night in Cairo, he wakes up speaking fluent Egyptian” (30).29

Shortly after her gift of the diwan, she remarks that “Salim was holding a book out for me to 

look at. It was Baudelaire’s Les fleurs du mal. This for al-Mutanabbi? Was Salim a pervert as 

well as a revolutionary?” (37).30  All of these moments serve to reinforce the idea that Moroccan 
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education, and the students who come out of it, are heavily marked by a lingering French 

presence. 

Aisha’s reflections on education uphold the importance of Arabization in decolonization 

efforts, while not falling into the trap of a “prematurely celebratory” declaration of the end 

colonial education’s influences. Her text also testifies to the painful heritage of French education 

in Morocco. Yet I would argue that the way the text discusses the continuing influence of French 

in the school is, at times, problematic.  The majority of educational problems are explained in the 

text as symptoms of a general failure to escape reliance on the French language in education. Yet 

paradoxically, certain passages actually reproduce this same inability to move past the 

explanatory framework of French colonialism. Throughout the novel, Aisha uses colonialism 

nearly exclusively as the lens through which the problems with Arabized education are 

understood. Salim’s lack of Arabic literacy, for example, is only explained as the result of “forty 

years” of French colonialism and not, for example, by the fact that Salim’s native language is 

Tamazight rather than spoken Arabic. Women’s limited access to education is similarly 

explainable as “a direct consequence of forty-four years of French rule” (43).31  While the 

colonial disruption of education was a major instigating factor in issues such as illiteracy and 

women’s limited access to education, the persistence of these issues into the 21st century can also 

be attributed to economic factors, a lack of standardization in education policy, and limited 

access to schools in rural areas. 

Similarly, in its discussion of language use, this text often privileges placing blame on 

colonial history at the expense of a more nuanced approach to the role of the French language in 
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Moroccan society. There is no acknowledgement in this text, for example, of the possibility that 

Maghrebi authors could stake a claim to French, and find an approach to the language not 

indebted to France. Instead, French remains indefinitely the “language of the colonizer” in this 

text, a posture that paradoxically gives more power to the history of colonialism. France exerts a 

colonialist monopoly on language itself, even decades after the end of actual rule. Aisha’s 

discussions of Morocco’s education system effectively denounce the wrongs of colonialism, but 

they also highlight the difficulty of discussing the problems of education outside of a framework 

centered on the colonial experience.

  There are moments when this text engages more dynamically with the history and the 

current realities of education in Morocco. In the final section of Al-Faṣl al-akhīr, narration is 

taken over by a character named Umm Hani, a poor, illiterate woman who was Aisha’s 

classmate in primary school. She expresses frustration over being forced to quit school and 

marry at a young age, an event that she considers to be directly responsible for her unhappiness 

in life. Umm Hani sees Aisha contributing to a Moroccan television program, and expresses 

her awe at her former classmate’s learning and abilities: “She referred to names that stirred in 

my memory like faces we know but cannot place, like traces of dreams we cannot remember: 

al-Mutanabbi, al-Naysaburi, al-Jahiz, al-Mas’udi, al-Ma’arri, al-Hamdani, al-Asma’i, al-

Tabrizi” (132).32 Aisha is able to remember and utilize cultural references as she speaks from a 

place of power in public space; in contrast, Umm Hani experiences a shrinking of her own 

mental capacities and her access to this power. After ending her education and getting married, 

her husband explicitly denied her right to leave the house or to educate herself. She laments 
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that “before long I was finding it difficult even to read a newspaper or walk in the 

street” (131).33

 As I will discuss further in Chapter Three of this dissertation, Umm Hani’s character shows 

the extent to which Arabization has influenced Moroccan women’s lives: from women like 

Abouzeid who have claimed places of power in the public space through education in Arabic, to 

women like Umm Hani, who are still denied access to these possibilities. This approach places 

emphasis on how education changes specific Moroccan social and political realities, rather than 

depicting education as a barometer for the “completeness” of decolonization. In so doing, I 

would argue that this text moves beyond the reliance on  “rupture” and “transition” as binary 

poles between which we must situate “postcolonial” education. Rather, Abouzeid’s texts 

demonstrate that Arabization might rather be seen as a simultaneous move away from colonial 

education, and a move towards an engagement with current issues in Moroccan society.  

The Partial Transition in Maïssa Bey’s Bleu blanc vert

  Maïssa Bey’s Bleu blanc vert discusses how Arabization changed the lives of French-

educated Algerian children from 1962 to the early 2000s. The novel was published in 2006, both 

in France by Editions de l’Aube and in Algeria by Barzakh publishers. Unlike many Algerian 

authors writing in French, Bey still lives and publishes in Algeria, and her novels have been 

successful with both international and local audiences of readers. Bleu blanc vert’s narrative 
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begins during the final years of colonial education and continues through the early days of the 

independent Algerian school. The narrative is related by two protagonists, Ali and Lilas, who 

both speak in the first person in alternating chapters entitled Lui and Elle. The novel also 

provides a portrait of education over several decades, by introducing the character of Ali and 

Lilas’ daughter Alya. Alya attends the Arabized school in the late 1980s, just prior to the 

décennie noire, during a time when Arabization laws were being dramatically expanded. This 

expansive historical timeline offers a perspective on some of the immediate and delayed 

consequences of the “partial transition.” 

 Bleu blanc vert negotiates the tensions between the rhetoric of the “post” colonial school 

and the idea of a “partial transition” to a very different effect than Al-Faṣl al-akhīr or Rujūʻ ilā 

al-ṭufūlah. Bey’s narrative marks the “post-ness” of the independent school by describing it as a 

“clean slate” upon which the nation built an education system. In the French school, Ali points 

out, “L’année dernière on apprenait encore l’histoire et la géographie de la France. Les rois 

fainéants. Les rois soleil. Les fleuves. Les Alpes. Le Massif central. La Révolution française. La 

guillotine” (16). In contrast, the Arabized school teaches the dates of manifestations at Sétif, 

Guelma and Kheratta, the Soummam congress, the Evian accords and Algeria’s independence. 

Ali considers himself and his classmates to be a living part of “une histoire actuelle” - an 

exciting position that compensates for learning a history is so new that “ils n’ont pas eu le temps 

de la mettre dans des livres” (16). This description casts a remarkably positive light on learning 

history without textbooks, thus reframing one of the most common criticisms of the Arabized 

school as a benefit. The child has an immediate sense of being not just a spectator, but a 

contributing actor in writing “notre histoire à nous” (16). 
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 Shortly following independence, Ali’s father insists that his family move to the capital 

because “Il veut qu’on étudie... Il veut qu’on devienne des savants: médecins, professeurs ou 

ingéneiurs. Pour aider le pays. Pour édifier la nation” (20). This discourse that Ali attributes to 

his father is, in content and in register, explicitly reminiscent of political speeches of the late 

1960s era. Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi, the Algerian minister of education from 1965-1970 

(approximately the same period that Ali discusses) described Arabization as “l’édification de 

l’avenir” that could only come through “une connaissance de la langue nationale” (Discours du 

ministre de l’éducation nationale 15). Ali appropriates this discourse into the context of his own 

family, describing himself and his peers as central actors in the creation of a new era of Algerian 

history. 

 However, behind this laudatory rhetoric of the “clean slate” is a much more polemical view 

of Arabization, one which questions whether educational administrators opted for a merely 

symbolic enactment of difference. This tension is primarily raised through the childhood 

perspective, which works in this text to provide a deceptively “innocent” view of state policy. In 

the opening scene of the Arabized school (to which the novel’s title refers) Ali’s teacher tells him 

that he is no longer allowed to underline words in his notebook with red ink: “[Le prof] nous a 

dit que, si on écrivait avec un stylo bleu sur la feuille blanche et qu’on soulignait en rouge, ça 

ferait bleu blanc rouge. Les couleurs de la France. Celles du drapaeau français” (13). When Ali 

attempts to question this decision he is reprimanded by the teacher, who reminds him that the 

respect of his professors, his country and his own liberty is at stake. Unable to see the logic in 

this approach, Ali questions whether authorities will punish owners of houses painted blue and 

white for hanging red laundry. The child’s conclusions are written with a humorous tone, as they 
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depict disorienting and comically meaningless decisions regarding education. Yet the young 

boy’s inability to comprehend the “new order” of Arabization also complicates previous 

depictions of students and teachers working together to teach a living history. Instead, the 

bewildered child in this classroom scene is a passive actor, onto whom decisions are projected, in 

a manner not entirely different from how he experienced the colonial school. Moreover, these 

decisions are based on a difference so meaningless it can be encapsulated (and even supposedly 

enacted) in the color of pen ink. 

 Bey’s text rejoins and elaborates on a common criticism of Arabization in Algeria: that 

those in power imposed an artificial education system on a generation still “transitioning” from 

the French school, for the sole purpose of marking difference. Mohamed Benrabah is one of the 

most vehement partisans of this approach, which he elaborates in Langue et pouvoir en Algérie. 

He describes how “les hommes qui s’engagent dans la planification linguistique sont persuadés 

de pouvoir maîtriser ce processus, et de prévoir les résultats pour des objectifs fixés à 

l’avance” (176). He contrasts this top-down imposition of a single language with the hybridized 

multilingual speech of Algerian youths (177). 

 Benrabah also denounces the approach of politicians including Houari Boumediène 

(president from 1977-8) and education minister Ahmad Taleb-Ibrahimi, who he claims insisted 

on “la liquidation de l’école leguée par la France” which “pourtant transmettait convenablement 

le savoir” (104). This latter statement, that the French school was “adequately” transmitting 

knowledge, takes a rather narrow view of the effects of the French school. As Fanny Colonna has 

discussed, throughout the decades of French colonial education, access to the colonial school 

system was restricted to those students who already had money and a familiarity with French 
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culture.34 It was primarily amongst a small, urban group of Algerian children that Arabization 

meant the beginning of a process of transition from one school to another. For the majority of 

Algerian children, “Arabization” was simply the beginning of their access to education. 

 For Ali and Lilas, two children of a similar educational and socioeconomic background, the 

move to Arabization represented an abrupt change precisely because a few months prior to 

learning Arabic, they sat in a classroom where the teacher taught them French history, drilled 

them on French pronunciation, and told them that “être français, ça se mérite” (15). Yet access to 

French education would have made Ali and Lilas very much the minority in Algeria. The critical 

perspective of Bleu blanc vert is thus filtered through its characters’ educational history, family 

background, and socioeconomic status. Ali briefly acknowledges that his mother is illiterate, and 

celebrates the fact that independence means “c’est l’école pour tous, et tous à l’école. Pas comme 

avant” (43). Other than these momentary asides, the novel elaborates a vision of the colonial 

school’s centrality that is decidedly the product of an urban environment of relative 

socioeconomic advantage. Yet the novel’s focus on individual lives, told through first-person 

perspectives, also provides a unique lens through which to explore experiences of Arabization. In 

writing Ali and Lilas’s story, the narrative gives voice to children who, because of their exclusive 

access to literacy in French, felt a growing distance between their self-conception as culturally 

hybrid bilinguals, and the post-independence political conception of the Algerian citizen as an 

Arabic speaker. 

 Bleu blanc vert juxtaposes the psychological experiences of the young child discovering 

his own marginalization, and the older narrator’s direct pontifications on the linguistic policies 
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that contributed to it. Ali as a young man describes the exclusion he experiences while 

performing his functions as a lawyer in 1980s Algeria:

  J’ai même été traité de renégat par l’un de mes jeunes confrères, parce que je 
 m’insurgeais contre l’obligation de plaider en arabe classique sur injonction d’un juge 
 arabophone qui ne supportait pas mon intervention dans une langue qu’il a qualifiée 
 d’arabe francisé. Il est vrai qu’il m’arrive souvent, comme bon nombre de confrères de 
 mon âge et qui ont eu le même parcours universitaire que le mien, de commencer mes 
 plaidoiries en français, seule langue dans laquelle il m’est possible d’exposer 
 clairement les faits et de me référer à la loi.  Le magistrat m’a menacé de poursuites 
 pour outrage parce que j’ai aussitôt répondu que je n’étais pas directement impliqué dans 
 l’histoire de l’Algérie, et que je n’étais pour rien dans la cette colonisation dont nous 
 représentons, bien malgré nous, une séquelle (225).

Ali’s discussion of how Algerian society deals with the “séquelles” of French education parallels 

debates on the problematic relationship between the “colonial” and the “postcolonial.” It also, I 

would argue, adds a necessary nuance to some of the historical and sociolinguistic works with 

which it shares common elements of discourse. Bleu blanc vert’s depiction of a clean-slate 

approach in teaching history and language supports the idea that pedagogical and administrative 

difference was necessary to decolonization. On the other hand, the text condemns attempts to 

create fissures within Algerian society by ostracizing individuals educated in the colonial system. 

Bleu blanc vert asks us to interrogate the specific aspects of society where the “postcolonial” is 

used to create dichotomization, and to consider the individual experience of transition as an 

unfinished processes. The main characters in this novel act as sites of this continued 

decolonization, embodying the points of tension between transition and rupture. 
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The Postcolonial and the Possibilities of Criticism

 Various scholars have sought new understandings of the “postcolonial” that maintain the 

importance of decolonization, while exposing the continuing effects of colonial and neocolonial 

structures. In attempting to do so, they distinguish between the post rooted in chronology (post as 

“after”), and the post imagined as a form of opposition. In the words of Helen Tiffin, “here, the 

post-colonial is conceived of as a set of discursive practices, prominent among which is 

resistance to colonialism, colonialist ideologies and their contemporary forms and 

subjectificatory legacies” (vii). This approach reframes the “colonial” not as the single 

“determining marker of history” and temporal organization (McClintock 86), but rather as a 

violent force that must be countered in all of its incarnations. This conception of the postcolonial 

further refines the idea of difference (which the texts of Bey and Abouzeid exposed as 

problematic) into the concept of opposition. Yet texts that explore the postcolonial as a form of  

“opposition” have raised important questions surrounding this concept: opposition to what, 

precisely, and when? Does a permanent state of opposition to a constantly re-manifesting 

colonialism foreclose the possibility of the school ever freeing itself from the weight of the 

colonial legacy? And in a context where language use is assumed to be closely correlated with 

binary ideologies, how does one negotiate opposition to both colonial and Arabized schools? 

 Current sociological works on education expose why criticism of Arabization is so fraught.  

Ahmad Boukous argues that Arabic and French- both languages of education, and both 

languages of the elite- are in a situation of competition with each other for symbolic and cultural 

value in Morocco. As Boukous explains, any support of French is “perçue comme portant 
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ombrage à la légitimité de l’arabe standard” (70). This dynamic is especially pertinent in the 

education system, where “le français est tantôt généralisé, tantôt marginalisé,” and often assumed 

to “[porter] atteinte à la souveraineté nationale et la foi islamique des marocains” (64). In this 

context, criticism of education in one language is often taken as support for education in the 

other. Hafid Gafaïti suggests a similar dynamic in his work “The Monotheism of the Other”, 

stating that in Algeria, because French and Arabic were the only languages codified for 

education, “the unspoken part of the argument against Arabization is that the official language of 

Algeria should be French” (42). Furthermore, because one of the functions of Arabization was to 

form a “resistant collective identity” (Shohat 109) to colonialism, criticism of those efforts 

became immediately suspect. Yet, as we will see, literature engages fully in critique of both 

systems, and dissecting these critiques deepens our understanding of opposition, the postcolonial, 

and the relationship between systems. Karima Berger’s L’Enfant des deux mondes, a work that 

openly criticizes both “colonial” and “postcolonial” education, explores how literature can 

position its criticism in larger debates. How do texts balance multiple objects of critique, 

including critique of those institutions seen as most crucial to the formation of “resistant 

collective identity?”

Dualized Criticism in Karima Berger’s L’Enfant des deux mondes

 Karima Berger’s L’Enfant des deux mondes was published in France by Editions de 

l’Aube in 1998. Berger was born in Algeria and emigrated for France in 1975 at the age of 24. 
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Although she has denied that her novel is explicitly autobiographical, her literary narrative of a 

young child growing up in Algeria shares certain aspects with her own life story.35 L’Enfant des 

deux mondes recounts the childhood of a young girl (identified simply as “l’enfant”) who attends 

a French colonial school, and chronicles how her life changes as she moves to Algiers and 

attends a public school during the era of Arabization. Throughout the novel, the child attempts to 

reconcile her own upbringing learning and speaking exclusively French, and the desire to claim a 

place in an Algerian society increasingly expressing and affirming its Arab nature. This complex 

negotiation culminates in the child’s departure for France, while maintaining the hope that she 

can retain ties to her native Algeria. 

 Critical opinion has been divided in its understanding of how the protagonist navigates 

life between her “deux mondes.” A 2003 article by Catherine Slawy-Sutton proclaimed this 

duality to result in a “biculturalisme tranquille” (177), celebrating the value of hybridity. In 

contrast, Carla Calargé described the two-world dialectic in the narrative as much more 

conflictual, characterized by “la déchirure de la double non-appartenance” (124). This range of 

critical interpretation reflects L’Enfant des deux mondes’s engagement in complex and at times 

contradictory criticisms of both school systems. The text frequently recycles the vocabulary and 

tropes of colonial education narratives, using them to characterize the Arabized school. For 

example, the child narrator depicts foreign teachers coming from Egypt to Algeria to teach as: 

“débarquant tels des missionnaires pour extirper de la culture de cette terre ses traces étrangères 

et impies, en méprisant ostensiblement ce qui avait façonné l’esprit et la langue de leurs 

élèves” (44). Historically, this statement likely refers to the teachers who were sent to Algeria 
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from the Middle East, primarily Egypt, to fill teaching needs in Algeria (Saadi-Mokrane 55). 

However, the evocation of “missionnaires” explicitly recalls France’s so-called “mission 

civilisatrice” in Algeria. The child expresses a complete hatred and disgust for these teachers, 

whom she calls “des professeurs du Moyen-Orient parlant une langue arabe à peine 

compréhensible... Personne semble-t-il ne sonnait l’alarme sur le retard que prenait ainsi toute 

une génération dans ces écoles; on sacrifiait à un rite nationaliste dont l’efficacité était à peine 

symbolique (46).

 The discussion of missionaries, foreignness, incomprehensibility and quashing of 

authentic identity recalls some of the most common criticisms of the French colonial school. The 

juxtaposition of two similar school descriptions allows, in theory, for a balanced approach to 

criticism of the school. Yet a number of apparent problems emerge in this particular mode of 

critique. The idea that both schools had a mission to suppress the “true” Algerian character lacks 

attentiveness to circumstances and chronology. The French mission civilisatrice emerged as part 

of a program of colonial conquest: describing the presence of political Islamism in Algerian 

schools as a similarly foreign “mission” is misleading on several counts. 

 As Hafid Gafaïti points out, the void in personnel that Egyptian teachers came to fill was 

not only created by colonialism, it was later reinforced by French foreign policy. In response to 

Algerian president Houari Boumediene’s nationalization of the oil industry in the 1970s, France 

ceased bilateral cooperation in the Algerian education sector (“The Monotheism of the Other” 

36-7). The need for teachers grew as a result, and less-qualified teachers were sent from across 

Europe and from the Middle East. As several scholars have pointed out, a number of these 

teachers coming from Egypt had been exiled by Gamal Abdel Nasser for radical religious views. 
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These teachers thus represented a historical point of conjunction between Nasser’s expulsion of 

Islamists and France’s repeated disruption of the development of Algerian education. To compare 

the presence of these teachers to decades of organized imperial subjugation of a people ignores 

historical context. 

 Furthermore, while this text applies common critiques of the mission civilisatrice to 

Arabization, it is less consistent in applying these critiques to the French school itself. Instead, 

the child remembers the French school fondly, lamenting the “brutal inachèvement de la culture 

française dont elle avait été nourrie jusque-là” (42) which leaves her feeling like an 

“étrangère” (28) in the Arabized school system. As Carla Calargé discusses, in the Arabized 

school “la jeune fille se sent perdue dans le nouvel ordre qui se construit, bien plus, elle a la 

nostalgie de l’ordre passé” (135). Calargé’s reading suggests that the ambivalence, and even 

nostalgia, that the narrator feels towards colonisation is due to “son intériorisation inconsciente 

du discours colonial (ou du moins, d’une partie de ce discours) et, par conséquent, à la 

transformation (partielle tout au moins) de son propre discours en une mimesis du discours des 

colons” (126). 

 Can the vision this text produces of both school systems be entirely explained through 

“acculturation” and assimilation of French norms? I would argue that more careful consideration 

must be given to the text’s situation within a larger span of Algerian history, from the earliest 

years of colonialism to the present of Karima Berger’s writing. Part of the narrator’s attitude 

towards the school stems from her personal history with the French language, a history that she 

attempts to contextualize within the physical and legal violence of colonialism. The protagonist 

recalls that colonial authorities prosecuted her grandfather for a crime he did not commit, and he 

52



was unable to defend himself in French. Instead, he was forced to rely on an interpreter who 

purposely misrepresented his words, resulting in his incarceration. While in jail he vowed to “ne 

plus jamais confier sa parole à un étranger” (63), and sent his son to school to learn French and 

study law. This memory reconstitutes the history of French in the girl’s family not as a 

capitulation, but as a means of fighting back against misrepresentation. The child laments the 

slow erasure of Arabic from her family (culminating in her near inability to “prononcer le son 

guttural de son prénom” (68)); yet contextualizes her own use of French in a narrative of 

resistance.  

 As Carla Calargé rightly points out, this story “ne peut être qu’une lame à double 

tranchant” : by studying law and working within the French colonial justice system, the 

narrator’s father participates in “la consécration du pouvoir colonial en marginalisant l’ordre 

symbolique sacré du Coran” and Islamic law (130). Indeed, we must consider not just what this 

text says about French, but also what it hides about Arabic. In L’Enfant des deux mondes, the 

narrator describes her own ignorance of the Arabic language in terms of ritual and the symbolic. 

In the Quranic school she is only able to “baigner dans une atmosphère arabe,” feeling “proche 

du ravissement” but not understanding the words beyond a “sonorité liquide” and “rythme” (29). 

By writing a fundamentally incomprehensible Arabic language- no matter how reverently it is 

inflected- the text fails to consider the relationship of Algeria’s native Arabic speakers to written 

Arabic. Instead, this “ravissement” indexes a much more problematic assertion of the 

“incomprehensibility” and “foreignness” of Arabic in the school. 

 However, I would argue that the protagonist’s experience of the “foreignness” of Arabic  

and her love for French must similarly be contextualized into a different period of Algerian 
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history: the time at which Karima Berger wrote the narrative. L’Enfant des deux mondes was 

published in 1998, as Algeria was living the violence of the décennie noire. This term refers to 

the decade following municipal elections in June of 1990, won by the Islamist political group 

Front Islamique du Salut (FIS), and the ensuing government cancelation of the national vote 

which led to a violent conflict. Among the targets of violence were teachers and authors, 

especially (although not exclusively) those working in French. 

 Situating L’Enfant des deux mondes in the era of its publication sheds light on why the text 

writes such a foreign and totalizing educational system, especially given how gradually 

Arabization was implemented in its early years. The disparity between the widespread use of 

French in postcolonial Algeria, and Berger’s treatment of Arabized education as “foreign land” is 

not necessarily an “internalization” of colonialist attitudes about the incomprehensibility of 

Arabic. Rather, questioning whether Arabization is “foreign” must be read through the lens of the 

increasingly violent tenor of debates on Islam and authenticity during the décennie noire. 

Similarly, the text’s nostalgia for French education can be read not just as a Europeanized 

intellectual’s nostalgia for the colonial era, but also nostalgia for a time when personal 

expression in French in Algeria did not put one’s life at risk. 

 This optic allows us to reexamine one of the more troubling moments of the text, when 

the protagonist’s mother gets a job teaching French in the new Algerian school system. Visiting 

her mother’s classroom, the child stands before the chalkboard to “reproduire les gestes de la 

mère” (69). As she surveys the room around her, the list of the common objects she sees - the 

inkwell, the desks, the ruler - remind her of previous experiences in the French school. Posters 

on the wall that show “les saisons, les métiers, les travaux et les jours des campagnes ou des 
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villes françaises” cause her to recall these previous school experiences with feelings of warm 

nostalgia (69). Suddenly the image of her mother blends into the image of her former French 

teacher Madame Viallais, and the child marvels that her own mother could be mistaken for the 

French woman. In fact, as the narrator informs the reader in the final pages of the chapter, on 

meeting the child’s mother “Beaucoup de ses élèves pensaient d’ailleurs qu’elle était française ; 

l’enfant ne le démentait pas toujours” (70). 

 The child seems obsessed with recuperating what has now become a nostalgic repressed 

past of the French school. Yet, to be fully understood, the image of the mother in the classroom 

must be placed at two other significant historical moments. The slippage between the two 

teachers allows an Algerian woman to occupy a formerly-colonized classroom space, something 

which would not have been possible prior to Algeria’s independence. This scene must also be 

placed in the moment of the text’s publication, and read as a reflection on events in Algeria at the 

time Berger wrote the narrative. A newspaper article published in 1997, just a year prior to the 

publication of L’Enfant des deux mondes, recounts the murder of 11 female teachers by “Muslim 

rebels.” The article further notes that “more than 500 teachers and students have died since 

1993” in similar attacks (The Nation A8) The presence of the mother in the classroom is thus 

also a means of protest against the violent closure of French-language public space in Algeria of 

the 1990s, especially for women. The narrative chronology of Berger’s text interpolates multiple 

historical moments of critique: from an author in 1998 writing a protagonist who speaks from the 

1960s and 70s of her family’s history spanning from the late 1800s. The critique of Arabization 

produced in this text cannot be understood without first understanding this framing. 

 This reading of Berger’s text brings us back to the question of the problematic status of 
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“criticism” of the school. Maintaining that critique of the Arabized school is an attack on nation 

building projects assumes “an Arabized school,” experienced similarly by all and identical to 

itself throughout history. Berger’s text demonstrates that school criticism is inflected through the 

historical moment at which it is produced: a critique of “speaking French in the classroom” in 

1962 was not at all the same as a critique of the same action in 1998. Literature, and the complex 

interplay it allows between temporal periods, shows that the “relationship” between the schools 

is a process that is still evolving, and is in fact now determined by factors which reach far 

beyond the legacy of colonialism.  

Questioning “Postcolonial” Literature

 In this final section, I wish to move away from interrogating the “postcolonial” as a 

category designating relationships between historical periods, instead turning my attention to a 

slightly different use of the term: the “postcolonial” as a theoretical model used to delimit and 

analyze particular bodies of literature. This concept presents its own set of difficulties and 

questions. While none of the authors in this corpus necessarily self-define as writing 

“postcolonial” literature, their reflections on the role of literature post-independence are involved 

in renegotiating the terms of literary debates. 

 “Postcolonial literatures” have been described as literary works that have “emerged in their 

present form out of the experience of colonization, and asserted themselves by foregrounding the 

tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences from the assumptions of 
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the imperial center” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2). The use of the terminology of the 

“postcolonial” has been especially contentious in its application to novels written by Maghrebi 

authors. As Waïl Hassan points out, “postcolonial studies profess to make the balance of global 

power relations central to its inquiry, yet seems to inscribe colonial hegemony by privileging the 

languages (and consequently the canons) of the major colonial powers” (46). Yet, as Muhsin al-

Musawi has argued, Arabic literatures were also marked by the experience of European 

imperialism, and “[construed] a postcolonial stance within and beyond this immediate 

encounter” (27).  

 Literary scholars have debated a wide range of topics under the theoretical umbrella of the 

“postcolonial literature of the Maghreb.” Some of the more controversial debates include the 

choice of language of writing, the relationship between “postcolonial” novels and the literary 

canon of the former colonizer, and relationship between the author and the individuals and 

cultures about which he or she writes. For the purposes of this study, I have chosen to focus on a 

question that emerges specifically out of changes in education policy. Focusing particularly on 

the link between education and reading practices, I will ask how education shaped “how a text 

emerges from a cultural grounding and speaks to a reading community” (Slemon 73). I argue that 

through textual depictions of characters as readers, the authors of my corpus debate how the 

Arabization of education has changed the place of literature in the Maghreb. Rather than looking 

at two bodies of literature separated by a “post,” these texts consider the dynamic development 

of literary practice through time. 

 Before beginning, it is crucial to give a brief background of the literary debates within 

which these novels are situated. There is a great deal of received wisdom about how the colonial 
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encounter, and specifically about how the colonial school, shaped literary production in the 

Maghreb. Not surprisingly, these debates have developed differently for literature in French and 

in Arabic. Studies devoted to the effect of the colonial encounter on Arabic literature have tended 

to focus on the suppression of Arabic teaching by French colonial administrators. While scattered 

institutions maintained Arabic teaching during the colonial period, the instruction they offered 

influenced how Arabic evolved as a literary language. This dynamic was especially prominent in 

Algeria, as Debbie Cox explains in Politics, Language and Gender in the Algerian Arabic Novel: 

 In language use and education French cultural colonisation established a linguistic 
 division in the society as French replaced Arabic as the main language of political and 
 literary discourse. The teaching and use of Arabic as a written language was maintained 
 only by those sections of the society which had an interest in the continuing 
 predominance of Arabic, that is, those sections of society whose declining elite position 
 was based upon their expertise in Arabic- the ‘ulama and the traditional bourgeoisie. The 
 nature of Arabic literary output relates closely to the ideology of this class in a specific 
 historical situation rather than to qualities necessarily inherent in the language. This is 
 underlined by a comparison with other Arab countries where, in the absence of a similar 
 linguistic division, secularist ideas and a range of literary genres, including the novel, 
 were expressed through the medium of Arabic (32). 

The situation of Arabic literature in Morocco and Tunisia during the protectorate might be 

described as somewhere between the limited development Cox describes in Algeria, and the 

wider range of literary production she describes in the rest of the Arab world. In all three 

countries, however, the development of Arabic literature was affected by the type of institutions 

that preserved Arabic teaching during the colonial period. The advent of independent education 

systems promised to change the dynamic of the Arabic language and literature in society, and 

authors who were educated in that first generation felt they were at the forefront of those 

changes. The texts of the Arabic-language authors in my corpus are directly concerned with how 

the school might alter the writing and circulation of Arabic literature.
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 Work on postcolonial French-language literature in the Maghreb shows that these texts are 

subject to a different set of assumptions about the effect of the colonial encounter. One of the 

most common is that authors educated in the colonial school imitated French literary models. As 

discussed in the Introduction, Christiane Achour’s Abécédaires en devenir constitutes an 

important contribution to this topic. She concludes that a number of French-language authors 

educated in the colonial school produced a “discours littéraire assimilationniste” (324) by 

copying French literary models and using “standard” textbook French in their writing. Since the 

time of Achour’s study, various scholars have discussed the works of authors including 

Abdelkebir Khatibi and Assia Djebar who, while educated in the French colonial school, bring an 

Arabic intertextuality to their works. 

 A second common issue in discussions on the effect of the colonial encounter is the 

question of local readership. In their work The Ambiguous Compromise Jacqueline Kaye and 

Abdelhamid Zoubir discuss the idea that “literatures have failed in the African context to 

coincide with the authentic orality of cultures” (3). They question the ability of authors to “insert 

literary production into the common currency of popular cultural exchange” (4) in either French 

or Arabic: which they consider to both be “languages of an élite” in countries with high illiteracy 

rates.36 Theirs is one of a rare few studies to take Arabization into account when discussing 

literary production. However, their study includes little discussion of the evolution of reading 

practices between colonial and postcolonial eras, an issue with which the authors of my corpus 

are deeply concerned.    

 Authors of “postcolonial” literature of the Maghreb, including Leila Abouzeid, ‘Abd al-
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Ghani Abu al-‘Azm, Maïssa Bey and Karima Berger, speak frequently in interviews and 

published articles about their concern over the place of literature in Maghrebi societies today. 

However, some of their most original (and as yet unexplored) contributions on the subject exist 

within their literary texts about education. In order to better understand this contribution, I will 

examine how these texts use depictions of characters as readers. The figure of the reader within 

the text of a novel often signals an exploration of larger questions of readership. Khalid Zekri 

analyzes the figure of the “internal reader” in the novel as:

 un lecteur qui, tout en étant inscrit dans le dispositif énonciatif des romans, se révèle 
 comme la figure d’une réalité externe déterminée aussi bien idéologiquement que socio-
 historiquement. C’est pour cela que le lecteur supposé dont il est question ici sera traqué 
 non seulement à partir de ses manifestations narratives et énonciatives, mais aussi à travers 
 ses ouvertures sur le hors-texte (122). 

I will ask how these authors use the figure of the reader to open “sur le hors-texte” of the role of 

literature inside and outside the classroom. What is the place of literature in the world of their 

characters? How has Arabization affected its status? In posing and exploring such questions, 

these texts offer new responses to the debates over how post-independence education altered 

readership habits and the position of the “postcolonial” literary novel in the countries of the 

Maghreb.

Students as Readers in the Literary Text

 Moroccan author ‘Abd al-Ghani Abu al-‘Azm published his autobiography in two parts: Al 

ḍarīḥ, in 1994 (translated into French as Le mausolée in 1997), and Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar (The Other 

Mausoleum) in 1996. The two novels recount the author’s childhood in Morocco, told primarily 
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through his experiences inside the classroom. The protagonist’s educational trajectory begins in 

the French school, which his parents encourage him to attend in order to learn what they consider 

to be the primary language of social advancement. The young boy, conscious of the colonial 

dynamics of the classroom, leaves the school in protest and enrolls himself in a local Quranic 

school, where he learns to read and write in Arabic. When Morocco gains its independence, the 

child embarks on a new experience in the public education system. His time in these schools is 

one of great personal growth and intellectual development; yet these moments are also written 

with a particular insistence on the financial hardship his family endures in order to provide him 

with an education. At the conclusion of the second part of the autobiography, the protagonist 

becomes a teacher in a remote rural public school : an experience that brings him face to face 

with the difficulties of generalizing education in Morocco in the 1960s and 70s.

 More than any of the other works discussed in this chapter, Al ḍarīḥ and Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar 

are deliberately identified as autobiographical. Both novels bear the subtitle of 

“autobiography,”37 and both are framed by vignettes in which the author imagines himself as an 

adult directly addressing “child that I was” (6).38 These conversations include reflections on the 

autobiographical process, and discussions of the dynamic between memory, fiction and truth-

telling. However, the child figure also serves as an intradiagetical imagined reader. The author 

states in the first chapter of Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar that “when I finished writing the first chapters of 

this autobiography, I wanted to be alone with the child that I was, to ask him how he felt after I 
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wrote about the majority of his life events, in detail” (6).39 The two then begin to argue over the 

depiction of events in the novel, instigating a dynamic where author and character are “reading” 

each others’ interpretations of different events. These conversations thus instate both characters 

as readers, and highlight the primacy of reading in the coming of age story.  

 The two texts dramatize the literary encounter to explore how the colonial school shaped 

Moroccan literary production in Arabic. There is, in fact, a virtual absence of reading as a trope 

in the portions of Al ḍarīḥ that take place in the French colonial school. The author gives the 

impression that the young boy does not read inside or outside the classroom. Instead, his 

experience of the French school is largely one of exclusion, as he decides to to leave the 

classroom and wander the streets rather than continue his lessons. 

 The absence of reading in this school stands in contrast to the role of literature in Al-ḍarīḥ 

al-akhar. In this work the protagonist reads voraciously, and is surrounded by others who read. 

He makes frequent trips to his local library, and immerses himself in the works of “Jibran, 

Mikhail Nuaima, Marwan Aboud, Ahmad Amin, Taha Hussein, Salama Musa, Tawfiq al-

Hakim…” (60).40  Reading is also a community activity: one of the protagonist’s teachers notices 

his students’ enthusiasm for literature, and “this passion for reading outside the classroom led 

him to suggest that we open our class library, in which every student would participate by 

bringing one or two books of his own, so we could exchange them” (48).41 Building on this 
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experience, the protagonist forms a club named “Friends of the Book” (59)42 so that his 

classmates can discuss literature, and read each other’s writing as well. It is through these 

activities that he finally begins to feel that he is becoming an “intellectual” (51).43 The 

community of readership expands further when the protagonist becomes a teacher in a rural 

school. He describes his students: “their desire to learn united them, and they aspired to continue 

their studies, and that made me so happy, and made me give myself to them entirely. I didn’t 

hesitate for a second to lend them what books I thought appropriate, to make their love of 

literature take root” (197).44 

 These reading communities serve to destabilize common assumptions about the genesis of 

“postcolonial” Arabic literature in Morocco. Many literary critics have analyzed the development 

of Moroccan Arabic literature- and especially autobiography- as subsequent to, and imitative of, 

European literary forms45. In Abu al-‘Azm’s work, we read the potential of Arabized education to 

nurture a postcolonial autobiographical tradition in Morocco: not out of an imitative relationship 

to French literature, but rather from existing Arabic-language models. Yet one might question 

whether this view of readership as a supportive community is overly optimistic, given the 

economic realities of education and literary circulation in Morocco. In addition to the problem of 

illiteracy evoked by Kaye and Zoubir, the price of books and school supplies also plays a role. A 

2004 article in Aujourd’hui le Maroc notes that the price of school materials are often prohibitive 
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for families: 64% of those surveyed about the price of textbooks in Morocco found them to be 

too high. (“Livres scolaires”) The high price of books further contributes to the status of 

literature as an elite form. Does Abu al-‘Azm’s novel deal at all with this issue in its seemingly-

idyllic portrayals of literary communities?

 In Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar, the inclusiveness of the literary community is put into question by the 

theme of the protagonists’ exclusion from the school. He finds himself repeatedly on the margins 

of the “postcolonial” classroom because of the financial struggles of his family: he is unable to 

afford a hotel when he has to travel to Rabat to take a qualifying exam, and ends up wandering 

the city for most of the night (88); he is repeatedly absent from the classroom to support his 

ailing parents (74); and is removed from the classroom when he joins a protest at the school and 

demands financial support for poorer students (114). While positive depictions of the school 

abound in Abu al-‘Azm’s narrative, the text also discusses the trope of exclusion based on 

economic status. Al-ḍarīḥ al-akhar paints a complex portrait of literature and reading, in which 

the post-independence school creates the conditions for a literary community (in a way that the 

French school did not), yet also constructs significant financial barriers to participation in this 

literary world. 

 While not according the same level of narrative prevalence to readership as Al-ḍarīḥ al-

akhar, Maïssa Bey and Karima Berger’s texts both gesture to the changing status of literature in 

their own communities. In Maïssa Bey’s Bleu, Blanc, Vert, the character of Lilas is characterized 

in the early chapters of the book as a voracious reader. She explains that she spends her free time 

sneaking into empty adjacent apartments and reading the books that have been left there by her 

French neighbors, who have since departed. Lilas’s textual influences are varied, from Le Petit 
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prince, to romance novels, to magazines. However, there is one book in particular that seems to 

mark her profoundly: “Michel m’a fait découvrir un écrivain algérien. Il s’appelle Mohammed 

Dib. J’ai beaucoup aimé La grande maison. Ça m’a fait penser à l’immeuble, avec les voisines. 

Je ne savais pas qu’il y avait des Algériens qui pouvaient écrire de cette façon en français. Au 

lycée on étudie la littérature française. Je veux dire, celle qui est écrite par des Français (54).

 La grande maison is also present as intertext in Karima Berger’s L’Enfant des deux 

mondes. In the early part of the narrative, the child evokes one of the most common tropes of 

colonial-era literature: wherein the student encounters, in a textbook or a writing prompt, images 

of home and family life that are explicitly French. Not only a feature of Berger’s novel, these 

scenes recur frequently in the literature of the French colonial school, one of the best-known 

examples being Mohammed Dib’s La grande maison. In Dib’s novel, the protagonist enumerates 

the cultural symbols with which he is being asked to identify:

 La lampe projette sa clarté sur la table. Papa, enfoncé dans un fauteuil, lit son journal 
 et maman fait de la broderie. Alors Omar était obligé de mentir. Il complétait: le feu 
 qui flambe dans la cheminée, le tic-tac de la pendule, la douce atmosphère du foyer 
 pendant qu’il pleut, vente et fait nuit dehors. Ah ! comme on se sent bien chez soi au coin 
 du feu ! Ainsi: la maison de campagne où vous passez vos vacances. Le lierre grimpe sur 
 la façade, le ruisseau gazouille dans le pré voisin... (19).

The narrator of Berger’s novel encounters similar images in the French colonial school and finds 

them strange and confusing. She claims to prefer reading other, non-French works, and even 

recalls reading La grande maison and feeling comforted at finding “les mêmes questions autour 

des mêmes images” (18) in Dib’s work. Upon her arrival in France, the child is amazed to 

discover “enfin, pour de vrai, la doublure de ce qu’elle avait imaginé, ce pays et ces maisons aux 

toits rouges avec des cheminées qui fument, ses parquets qui craquent sous les pas, les moulures 
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décorant les plafonds; les fauteuils à bascule des papas qui fument la pipe et qui coupent du 

bois...ces images déjà connues de la cueillette des pommes qui occupait à l’école toute une leçon 

des choses et qui était reprise dans les manuels” (120-1). These descriptions of chimneys, wood 

floors, and fathers with pipes take on a double intertextuality: both of the colonial textbooks that 

had initially confused and alienated her, but also of Dib’s novel. These passages work to 

incorporate both French and Maghrebi “francophone” texts as part of the Algerian author’s 

literary heritage. 

 Both Berger and Bey’s texts raise another important issue. in the colonial school, and in the 

early years of independence, the only French literature taught was “celle qui est écrite par des 

Français” (Bey 54). The fact that both of these protagonists have read Dib’s novel evokes the 

possibility that as Algerian, Moroccan and Tunisian authors create corpuses of literature, their 

texts will be read by future generations of students, both inside and outside of the classroom. As 

previously discussed, issues of illiteracy, the cost of books, and the difficulties of generalizing 

access to education have, to varying degrees for each country, led to somewhat pessimistic views 

on this matter. However, there are also signs of change. Charles Bonn indicates that as early as 

the 1970s, novels by Mouloud Mammeri, Kateb Yacine and Mohamed Dib were included in 

Algerian textbooks introducing students to French-language literature (99). As Diya M. Abdo has 

discussed, Leila Abouzied’s Rujūʻ ilā al-ṭufūlah has very recently been included in the Moroccan 

national high school curriculum on Arabic narratology (18). In 2010, Leila Aboussi carried out 

an extensive study of the French-language Maghrebi texts taught in Moroccan public secondary 

schools. In an inventory of 15 textbooks published between 2000 to the present, Aboussi finds 

that of the authors mentioned by name in these literary textbooks, 83% were of French 
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nationality, and just under 11% were Moroccan, Algerian or Tunisian. Although the latter number 

is certainly small, Aboussi notes that is has been growing over the years, and schools are 

beginning to include more contemporary Maghrebi works, including a 2005 novel by Mahi 

Binebine. 

 Unfortunately,  as Aboussi points out, hers is one of only a very few comprehensive studies 

of literature curricula across the Maghreb. Furthermore, many of the extant studies (such as 

Bonn’s) date from the 70s and 80s (6). It is thus difficult to give a full picture of how, and where, 

any of the novels treated in this study are taught in the classroom. There are other sites of 

connection, however, between authors and the students who are both their subjects and their 

readers. Many authors work as teachers, and see their pedagogical work as a reciprocal 

communication with students, as well as an opportunity to expose them to works by other 

Maghrebi authors. In a 2011 interview, Moroccan author Moha Souag evoked the fact that, as a 

teacher, “travailler la langue en classe donne des idées originales. Donne la possibilité de 

réfléchir sur la communication ... j’assistais avec [mes élèves] à l’acquisition de certaines 

compétences et à leurs utilisations. J’ai beaucoup appris avec mes élèves, je ne les en remercierai 

jamais suffisamment.” 

 The authors examined in this chapter are no exception to the trend of authorial involvement 

in schools. Maïssa Bey taught French in an Algerian high school throughout the décennie noire, 

and recently reopened (with several other colleagues) a public library in Sidi Bel Abbes that had 

been shut down by Islamists in 1990 (Ruta and Bey 17). ‘Abd al-Ghani Abu al-‘Azm, in addition 

to his literary writing, has written Arabic-learning materials for schools. He stated in an interview 

with Arabic-language newspaper Al-Sharq Al-Awsaṭ that “it is not enough to support the Arabic 
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language without thinking about improving teaching materials.” (Sharif)46 His contributions to 

this effort include Arabic-language reference materials for use by students. 

 The idea of the school as a space of communication between authors and students, totally 

absent from the literature of the colonial school, opens the possibility of new avenues for change. 

Indeed, the inclusion in the curriculum of even a few literary works that reflect on education 

could be seen as the beginning of infiltrating new ideas about education into the system itself. 

The school is one of the primary “institutions de consécration” (Zekri 44) of literature, and if 

steps are to be taken to solve some of the deepest issues in the school system, there is a strong 

argument that literature can play a part in reinvisioning the possibilities of education.

Conclusion 

 As we have seen, all the texts examined here argue for a more “situated” understanding of 

the postcolonial school. They demand a deeper and more nuanced exploration of the ways in 

which the school can create difference, and call for a consideration of historical context when 

discussing opposition to French education. Yet these texts are also deeply conflicted as to 

whether “postcolonial” education has sufficiently dealt with the legacy of the colonial school. 

While not necessarily characterizing themselves as postcolonial texts, these works are inherently 

engaged in renegotiating many of the same issues that are debated in the use of the term 

postcolonial. 
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! Their conflicted and ambiguous portraits are also directly related to the problematic 

relationship between literature and education. These texts are caught between a desire to 

influence education on the one hand, and the frustration at the failure of education to promote 

readership on the other. Indeed, this conflict represents one of the driving tensions in all the 

novels examined here. As these texts attempt to find their place within a changing educational 

and literary scene, they all question how the literary form can be used to produce effective 

critiques of the educational system.
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Chapter Two

Classroom Narratives From Amazigh Discourse to Citizenship Discourse

There has been a great deal of argument, much of it polemical, surrounding the 

expression of Berber or Amazigh identity in the Maghreb. The scarcity of written historical 

sources from Amazigh perspectives compounds the difficulty of negotiating these debates. 

Novels and autobiographies thus play a crucial role in expressing Amazigh perspectives through 

narratives of lived experience. Although these literary works do not necessarily transcend the 

debates that have pitted “Amazigh” against “nationalist” ideologies, they enter these discussions 

from a more complex perspective shaped by history, psychology, and the educational experience. 

 Both Brick Oussaïd’s autobiography Les coquelicots de l’Oriental: chronique d’une 

famille berbère marocaine and Wahmed Ben Younes’s autobiography Yemma 47 announce 

themselves in their titles as “Amazigh.” In the context of the cultural and linguistic identity 

politics of Amazigh movements, these texts create the expectation of a viewpoint rooted in 

Amazigh culture, understood to be separate from and perhaps opposed to “Arab” culture. These 

self-identifications suggest a positioning on one side of what James McDougall has called the 

“acidly emotive” dichotomy of Arab and Amazigh (185). Yet in fact, neither of these texts treats 

“Amazigh” as an objective category, nor do they place it in an unchanging relationship of 
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antagonism with “Arab.” Rather, the narrative boundaries that make “Amazigh” legible in 

relation to different “others” shift constantly throughout the narrative. While Oussaïd and Ben 

Younes do not abandon the particularity of Amazigh language and culture or give up struggles 

for its recognition, these narratives nonetheless play with collapsing the Arab/Amazigh divide 

into a single category of “citizen” whose “other” is an authoritarian government represented by 

the Arabized school.  

 The ethnic boundary-shifting in these narratives is surprising, given the stakes of the 

debate. As Paul A. Silverstein points out, much of the discussion of Amazigh rights in the era of 

Arabization “uniformly presents Amazigh activists as embattled protagonists in an uphill 

struggle” against assimilation into an Arab nation (“The Local Dimension of Transnational 

Berberism” 84). The idea that Imazighen are not Arabs, and deserve recognition of their 

historically separate language and culture, is a cornerstone of this activism. Yet while Ben 

Younes and Oussaïd narrate experiences of oppression and exclusion occurring in the Arabized 

school, they also reject the assumed inevitability of casting “Arab” as an antagonistic “other” to a 

fixed category of “Amazigh.” In my discussion of their novels I will argue that the divide 

between Arab and Amazigh is at crucial moments superseded by the category of “citizen,” a 

category used not only to affirm national identity but also to criticize the political process. At the 

same time, this conceptualization of the “citizen” often betokens a recoding of the category of 

Amazigh. This collapsing of assumed Arab/Amazigh antagonism to write Amazigh oppression as 

a symbol of the struggles of all citizens raises many crucial questions. Are these novels still 

“Amazigh” narratives? Does their political reframing of the issues reinforce or abandon an 

Amazigh social and linguistic movement? Do these novels effectively question the failings of 
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education, or do they reflect government co-opting of a more radical Amazigh agenda? In 

exploring these questions, I will especially concern myself with the medium chosen for these 

narratives: French-language texts published in France. The production of these texts generates a 

further set of questions. What are the current sites where Amazigh identity is negotiated, and how 

does literature fit into the production of these identity narratives?

 

Region, State and Ethnicity: The Kabyle Experience in Algeria

  The historical moment most often invoked as a symbol of Amazigh-Arab relations in 

Algeria is the “Kabyle Spring” (Tafsut Imazighen) of 1980. Following the cancellation of a 

lecture by the writer-ethnographer Mouloud Mammeri at the University of Tizi-Ouzou, students 

protested and violent clashes ensued between Kabylia and the Algerian government. This 

confrontation was seen as a “boiling over” of longstanding tensions, and the beginning of both an 

overt regional uprising and violent state repression (Goodman, “Reinterpreting the Berber 

Spring” 62). Using the Tafsut as an example, historians have described Kabylia as a rebellious 

region, separate from and antagonistic to the staunchly Arabist Algerian government. However 

this historically reductive vision of constantly renewed but rarely changing conflict fails to 

account for the continued evolution of the Kabyle-state relationship throughout history.48
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 Important political ground in Algeria has been staked on the right to define the history of 

this division between Arab and Amazigh. Many Amazigh activists point to a long-standing divide 

between the two, and decry the denial of their linguistic and cultural rights as part of a brutal 

campaign of ethnic discrimination and oppression by the state. Critics of this position have 

labeled it as a disruptive regionalism that threatens national unity or, in less nationalistic terms, 

objected to its ahistorical view of relations between two groups. Historians, sociologists and 

observers have all highlighted the role of French colonial ethnography in shaping this debate. 

French colonial administrators, including scholars attached to the bureaux arabes,49 created a 

body of texts defining Kabyle Berbers as a distinctive ethnic group, considered candidates for 

assimilation. As expressed by Auguste Warnier, a man Charles-Robert Agéron has called “le 

véritable auteur du “mythe kabyle” (314), this particular view of Kabyle speakers held that “leur 

origine, leur passé, leur civilisation les rapprochent incontestablement de nous” (qtd. in Ageron 

317).  The propagation of the “mythe kabyle” served the purpose of attempting to “divide and 

conquer” two groups, keeping them from joining forces against colonial rule. The myth also 

inaugurated a durable conflation between the general category of “Algerian Imazighen” and the 

particular category of “Kabyles.” The latter group, around whom most French colonial 

ethnography centered, are in fact “only one of the five important ethnic Berber groups” in 

Algeria (Gafaïti, “The Monotheism of the Other” 23).

 The extent to which French ethnographic and administrative categories mapped onto pre-

existing ethnic divisions between “Arabs” and “Berbers” is a controversial subject. Patricia 

Lorcin and James McDougall, along with others, have suggested that the French encountered 
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“sociological differences and religious disparities” (Lorcin 2) as well as distinct “observed, 

existing speech communities,” and that these were “swiftly worked up in the French literature 

(and in all discussion for ever after) into a densely woven mass of thickly textured images, myths 

and prejudices” (McDougall 190). One of the most concrete applications of the French divide 

and conquer policy was seen in their approach to education. Less than 18% of the French budget 

for education in Algeria in 1912 went towards Muslim children. Yet of the small number of 

schools created for Muslim students, nearly half were established in Kabyle territories (Maddy-

Weitzman 42-3). This disparity in educational policy, along with extensive migration from 

Kabylia to France, led to a lasting association between Kabyles and use of the French language. 

 Is it possible to draw a direct historical line between French attempts to isolate Kabylia, 

and the outbreak of Kabyle violence against the “Arab-Muslim” Algerian state some twenty 

years after independence? Was the “Kabyle Spring”, as some critics have suggested, “the 

deferred fruition of the original French colonial plan to differentiate and divide Arab from 

Berber” (Willis 207)? This explanation, a popular means of explaining calls for Berber rights, is 

grossly insufficient in explaining oppositional expressions of Kabyle regional identity. In fact, 

the Kabyle-state relationship went through important changes between the colonial period and 

the Tafsut Imazighen. 

 As Michael J. Willis points out, “... in Algeria, Berber-speakers arguably dominated and led 

the opening years of the liberation struggle,” leading scholars at the time to claim the 

“remoteness of the possibility of any politicisation of the Arab-Berber divide in the post-colonial 

era” (206). The search for a collective identity to counter colonialism was a salient factor in this 

unity. During the Algerian War of Independence, many nationalist leaders articulated a need for 

74



the “mise entre parenthèses de toutes les contradictions internes de la socitété 

algérienne” (Ouerdane 94). The Algiers Charter of 1964 “declared Algeria to be an ‘Arab-

Muslim country’ and decried regionalist identities as ‘feudal survivals’ and ‘obstacles to national 

integration’” (Silverstein, “Martyrs and Patriots” 89). These statements consecrated a unified 

image of “Algerian national identity,” and allowed Algeria’s new leadership to align itself with 

Nasser’s popular Pan-Arabist movement. However, the ethno-linguistic exclusivity of this 

national definition also proved alienating to Kabyles. Perhaps the greatest point of conflict was 

over the proposed Arabization of education. This decision “posed a direct threat to the numerous 

Kabyles in the education and administrative systems who did not master Arabic. Unable, for 

obvious political reasons, to defend the use of French, these Kabyles, it is argued, resorted to a 

defence of their mother tongue - Kabyle Berber- to make a stand against Arabisation” (Willis 

208). As various researchers have suggested, the surge in calls for recognition of Kabyle identity 

in the 1980s were not exclusively the “culmination of centuries of struggle by Berbers against 

repression of their language and culture” (Willis 207) but rather a direct reaction to the 

implementation of Arabization.

 Despite repeated depictions of Kabylia as an isolated region with separatist convictions, 

political scholars have pointed out Kabyle leaders’ continued engagement in the Algerian 

political sphere. The two main political groups that have emerged from Kabylia (the FFS and 

RCD) “define themselves with constancy as Algerian ‘national’ parties,” which for the most part 

have not developed a “mainly or specifically Berber project” (Chaker 142-3). In the 1970s and 

80s, the tenuous balance of the local and the national in Kabyle political engagement raised a 

number of questions. Would engaging in national politics generate a wider and more receptive 
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audience for Kabyle linguistic and cultural demands? Or would the search for political 

compromise put Kabyle groups “in flagrant contradiction with their constituency and their true 

electoral anchoring” by abandoning particularist, or even separatist, projects? (Chaker 142)

 The rise of political Islamism and the outbreak of violence in the 1990s once again 

dramatically changed the relationship of Kabylia to the Algerian state, altering the stakes of all of 

these questions. The Haut commissariat à l’Amazighité, created by governmental decree in 1995, 

allowed for the inclusion of Amazigh languages in schools- a major advance in state recognition 

of Amazigh rights. Salim Chaker and other scholars have read these concessions as a direct 

response to the Islamist threat, as the state simultaneously realized that “it would be strategically 

difficult and risky to manage a conflict on two fronts (‘Islamists’/‘Berberists’)” and that it would 

be necessary, through political concessions, “to neutralize the Berber element as a political 

potentiality” (Chaker 148-9). The shifting political scene of the civil war ultimately led to what 

Paul Silverstein termed a “dual classification system” that “opposed Berberists to the state, on 

the one hand, and to Islamists, on the other” (“Martyrs and Patriots” 95), deeply fracturing the 

political allegiances of Kabylia. Clearly this issue cannot simply be treated an instance of 

unchanging region-state violence. As a “political potentiality,” Kabylia has been caught between 

internal divisions, the potential to act on a national stage, the need to counter the linguistic 

universalism of Arabization policies, and most recently, the vision of a trans-national 

“Tamazgha” including all Berber speakers. In the midst of these competing agendas, the question 

remains of how and in what forms Algerian Kabyles articulate their sense of place and 

belonging.

 In this regard, the role of literary production is particularly revelatory.  Jonathan Wyrtzen 
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points out in his article on Tamazight oral poetry that “although the rural “Berber” populations at 

the center of this intense struggle over national identity are frequently talked about, these groups 

are rarely, if ever, heard from in the prodigious colonialist or nationalist sources from the period 

or in the scholarship that builds off them (228). Beginning in the late 1940s, Algerian Kabyle 

writers including Taos Amrouche, Mouloud Mammeri and Mouloud Feraoun stepped into this 

void. Their novels, written and published in French, gave voice to communities whose 

perspective was often lost in written accounts. Recent literary explorations of Amazigh identity 

enter into dialogue with these preexisting narratives. Notably, they must negotiate the claim that 

Imazighen are the “original” inhabitants of North Africa without subjecting their history to 

folklorization. They must also balance a valorization of their participation in the Algerian 

revolution with the desire to distance themselves from claims of the nation’s Arab identity. In so 

doing, these literary works examine alternative configurations of linguistic and political 

dynamics in Algeria.

Writing the “Kabyle Citizen” : Wahmed Ben Younes’s Yemma

 French-language literary texts by Kabyle authors engage with debates over the boundaries 

of regional, national and cultural identities in Algeria. Wahmed Ben-Younes’s novel Yemma, 

published in 1999, offers one such example. The narrative tells the tale of a young boy growing 

up in the Djurdjura region of Kabylia: according to the back cover copy, Ben Younes is relating 

his own life, and the story of “le jeune montagnard qu’il fut.” The narrative begins with the 
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simultaneous evocation of the birth of the protagonist’s sister, and the death of his father in the 

Algerian War of Independence. The majority of the narrative takes place after Algeria obtains its 

independence, and discusses the protagonist’s schooling in the early years of Arabization. Two 

primary locations are evoked in the narrative: the school, which is representative of government 

policy largely writ, and the protagonist’s Kabyle community. Through its detailed evocation of 

daily activities, festivals, and family life, Yemma constitutes a narrative testimony to the cultural 

richness of an individual Kabyle community. Yet it also engages with some of the most volatile 

periods in the relationship between Kabylia and the Algerian state. The narrative ends in the late 

1970s, when Kabylia first began to fully articulate its opposition to postcolonial linguistic 

policies. Published in 1999, the text also is influenced by the experience of the décennie noire. 

As we will see, the narrative treatment of the boy’s school experience contests some of the most 

common assumptions about Arabization, and the relationship between Kabylia and the state. 

 The protagonist becomes aware of the school’s linguistic policy when his teacher addresses 

him on the first day of school: 

Sourire en coin il me demande « Eh bien ! Monsieur le nouveau se porte bien ? » Je 
réponds oui en tamaziyt, employant instinctivement ma langue maternelle. Aussitôt, les 
rires fusent, car ici seule la langue arabe est tolérée. Où suis-je donc ? Quel est cet univers 
qui m’impose une autre langue que la mienne, à moi qui ai connu une enfance heureuse 
passée dans ces montagnes du Djurdjura ? (19)

As in many education narratives, protagonist’s entry into the classroom introduces a rupture with 

the world of the home and the family. In this case, the rupture is explicitly imposed by Algerian 

national language policy. The opening pages of Yemma refer to Algeria only as “une certaine 

patrie” (9), signaling an initial refusal to engage directly with the definition of the Algerian 

nation. However, because the public school is the only government organization depicted in the 
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novel, it acts as the primary vehicle for the state’s Arabization ideology. 

 In the point of view of the protagonist, “Arabization ideology” is conveyed through a set of 

draconian and incomprehensible policies. Although he has many happy moments at the school, 

each fond memory is immediately foreclosed by statements about Tamazight that become a near 

constant refrain: “parler tamaziyt... n’est pas tolérée” (64); “le tamaziyt est toujours absent dans 

les écoles” (117); “ Notre langue d’échanges, de communication qui est plus présente chez nous 

que [le français et l’arabe] est quasiment bannie, car le gouvernement d’Alger dans le système 

d’éducation national ne la favorise pas, et pourtant...” (146). Political rhetoric about Arabization 

was replete with assumptions that speaking Arabic in the classroom would allow the Algerian 

student to “retrouver pleinement sa personnalité authentique” (Taleb-Ibrahimi, Discours du 

ministre de l’éducation nationale 117). The conception of the student as a speaker of Arabic was 

meant to create a unified vision of “the Algerian citizen” for future generations, and the school 

was thus charged with both educating students and forming citizens. 

 By depicting a Kabyle student who feels oppressed by Arabization policy, Yemma 

deconstructs the implied identity of the student and the citizen as an Arabic speaker. However, 

the text does more than testify to the “alienating” nature of the school. Rather, this novel 

attempts to propose an alternative model of citizenship- a model that we might term as the 

“Kabyle citizen.” Indeed, not just the protagonist but the entire population of children served by 

the schools in Yemma speak Tamazight, and find that the cultural and social practices of their 

daily life are not at all reflected in the classroom. The protagonist recalls his frustration that 

“notre langue d’échanges, de communication” (146, emphasis mine) is absent from the school. 

One of the only positive intellectual exchanges of the text takes place outside the classroom, 
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when a teacher visits the student dormitory to tell stories from 1001 Nights, and “l’éducateur 

nous traduit ce conte dans notre langue” (77). The linguistic dynamic within the text represents a 

radical reversal of assumptions about the school, recasting the school as an Amazigh space 

dominated by an Arabized hierarchy. 

 Yemma’s approach puts into question the seemingly “unquestionable” choice of Arabic for 

the school, and asks whether Arabization reflected the needs of Algerian citizens. But in order to 

do so, it presents a vision of the nation and of citizenship that never crosses the geographical 

borders of Kabylia, thus omitting a broad range of geographically, culturally and politically 

diverse perspectives. Is Yemma’s deconstruction of the Arab citizen a radical means to include 

more heterogenous identities in the vision of the nation? Or simply a new means of narrowly 

defining national belonging? 

 While many Kabyle leaders saw themselves as “articulating a vision of an independent 

Algeria as secular and multicultural- an ‘Algérie algérienne’” (Silverstein, “Martyrs and Patriots” 

88), they often did not acknowledge the limits of linguistic particularism as a foundation for 

national politics. Likewise, as Hafid Gafaïti has pointed out, many “Arabized Algerians refuse to 

acknowledge the essential, foundational, and paramount importance of Berberitude in the 

country” (23). There have been a range of responses on either side of this debate, including 

attempts to “repress the expression of a Berber, or Tamazight, specificity as a fundamental 

element” of Algerian identity on the one hand, and rejection of “the unquestionable and equally 

important Arabness” of Algerian culture on the other (Gafaïti 23). It is interesting to read Yemma 

and its depiction of the classroom in light of these debates. What is to be made of a narrative that 

attempts to cast the Kabyle student - so long the very symbol of “ethno-culturally specific” 
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identity - as “citizen?” Is it always an irrevocably particularist narrative? Or does the “Kabyle 

citizen” open up spaces for a more diverse vision of national identity? 

 The tension between particularism and democratic political critique is clearly evoked in 

two pivotal moments in this novel. The first is a chapter entitled “Enfants de Martyrs,” in which 

the protagonist discovers that the school he attends is “réservé aux enfants dont les pères sont 

morts pendant la guerre contre la France” (72). The protagonist adopts a surprisingly positive 

attitude towards the “Enfants de Martyrs” school, compared to his other educational experiences. 

He remarks that in this school “nous sommes tous sur le même pied d’égalité et avons tous un 

même dénominateur commun. Ainsi, la simplification des choses est facile pour aller du passé au 

futur” (74). Not only the equality of treatment amongst the students, but the recognition and 

assistance they are given by the state reinforce this positive impression. As he is given his newly-

laundered school clothes, the protagonist notes that he and his classmates are “nourris, logés, 

blanchis et, en plus; on vous offre l’école en prime ! Et bientôt les instituteurs arriveront. Ma foi, 

c’est le paradis!” (67). In this school, participation in the revolution (and thus the process of 

nation formation) serves as a symbol of citizenship equally available to both Arabic and 

Tamazight speakers, thus demonstrating the potential of cultural inclusiveness. 

 While revolutionary martyrdom functions as an avowedly nationalist symbol in this part of 

the novel, the title “Enfants de Martyrs” also evokes a specific history in Kabylia that casts this 

vision into question. As Jane E. Goodman explains, Algerian legislation in vigor in the 1980s 

forbade the formation of “citizen associations” without government approval- and that 

government approval was virtually impossible to obtain for groups calling themselves “Berber” 

or “Amazigh.”   In response to this restriction “activists seized upon a way of framing their 
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mission that would be both authoritative and unimpeachable: they created organizations called 

“Children of Martyrs” (Enfants de chouhada), making explicit reference to those who had given 

their lives during the Algerian Revolution” (“Imazighen on Trial” 111). These groups combined 

social work projects with “... calls for democracy, cultural pluralism, and freedom of expression. 

In the Algerian context, this was a coded way of describing the freedom to speak in the Berber 

language in public contexts” (“Imazighen on Trial” 111).  It is possible to read the “Enfants de 

Martyrs” chapter as a reference to this episode; that is, to read language forbidden in the school 

as an allusion to broad political concepts of speech and representation. 

 Indeed, the text’s most interesting explorations of the universality of the Kabyle citizen lie 

in the parallels it creates between speaking Tamazight and general calls for freedom of speech. 

After finishing their studies, the protagonist and his family and classmates attend the local fête 

des cerises. Immediately prior to the beginning of the festival, government authorities forcibly 

cancel the planned entertainment of Kabyle singers, and replace them with Arab artists. This 

event (still remembered as a major historical occurrence in Kabylia) is couched simultaneously 

as a specific affront of the state towards the Tamazight language, and a general instance of 

repression of cultural expression. The protagonist explains that “avec l’intervention conjuguée de 

la gendarmerie, de l’armée et de la police, j’avais assisté à une véritable confrontation au nom de 

l’expression culturelle et de la reconnaissance de la langue amaziy. A compter de cette année, la 

célébration de la Fête des cerises fut formellement interdite par les autorités en place (136). The 

community’s desire for “expression” is put into stark contrast with the state’s totalitarian power 

to restrict their speech. 

 In the final chapters of this novel, the freedom to speak Tamazight in an educational 

82



context is directly associated with a series of other general freedoms. As the protagonist explains, 

the festival takes place during “l’époque de l’arabisation” (148) at school, and his diminishing 

interest in an Arabic-language education causes him to fail his end-of-the year exams. He takes a 

job to support himself; however, his employment and failure in the school system do not prevent 

him from continuing his education in a broader sense. Instead, he explains, he chooses “d’être 

transféré du collège à la place du village pour profiter le plus possible du savoir qui s’y 

véhicule” (148). 

 The place du village, while not a classroom in the traditional sense, is presented on several 

occasions in the novel as a semi-utopian educational space where Tamazight is the language of 

communication and instruction. The protagonist explains: 

 En été, la place du village prend beaucoup d’importance. Quelques-uns l’associent à une 
 grande université libérale où toutes les disciplines offrent chiffres et lettres à l’étudiant 
 comme à l’ouvrier, au fonctionnaire et au paysan. Chacun y dépose son savoir, tous ayant 
 le droit de se nourrir de ce savoir, peu importe qu’il soit serveur, auditeur ou spectateur. 
 L’éducation sociale des enfants se fait également sur cette place, là où les sages ont le 
 rôle d’éducateur que personne ne peut contester vu la richesse qu’ils nous transmettent de 
 la culture amaziy et la tolérance qu’ils témoignent à l’égard de notre choix et de nos 
 critiques. En été, la place du village joue le rôle de lieu de coordination entre les 
 différents savoirs, qu’ils soient culturel, sportif, politique, religieux, historique ou 
 artistique... Chacun des thèmes est discuté indépendamment des autres afin d’éviter tout 
 malentendu qui pourrait fausser le débat (142).

The liberty to speak the mother tongue in the place du village is described in language that 

indexes political concepts of democracy: the value of equal participation, freedom of speech, and 

tolerance of public debate. Freedom of expression and the right to dissent are key lessons that the 

protagonist learns from an Amazigh poet who “comme tout poète responsable, conscient de la 

réalité de son identité et de sa langue, il se révolte contre tout : la religion, la morale, 

l’éducation...” (143).The end of this text appears to describe an educational utopia, and a model 
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for Algerian education going forward. Yet it also demonstrates the contentious terrain between 

employing “speaking a language” as a metaphor for “freedom of speech,” and the assumption 

that education in Tamazight is naturally more “democratic” than its Arabic counterpart. 

 From the early days of the revolution until present, many Kabyle leaders have presented 

themselves and their projects for reforming Algerian education as a secular, multicultural and 

democratic alternative to the Arabo-Islamic vision of Algeria. This vision was dramatically 

foregrounded during the décennie noire, the time period during which Ben-Younes’s narrative 

was published. Read through the political context surrounding Yemma’s publication, the 

description of the idyllic nature of the place du village suggests a political alternative during a 

volatile period of Algerian history. Yet the Kabyle self-designation as a more “democratic” 

option should not be taken at face value. Though this characterization is based on calls for 

plurality of language and cultural rights, some have also noted that it recalls the legacy of a 

“democratic image of Berber culture drawn directly from the colonial ‘Kabyle 

Myth’” (Silverstein, “Martyrs and Patriots” 98).  In focusing on aspects of Kabyle life, such as 

the meetings in the public square, highlighted as models of democracy, Yemma’s vision of the 

school offers a glimpse of a more widely-applicable democratic potential. As James McDougall 

points out:

[the Kabyle] struggle for self-definition and self-determination as been in part, no doubt, 
about exactly what it has claimed to be about: the right to exist as a community (of 
language, culture, and history) and to freedoms of expression and representation. This 
demand itself, however, also crystallises and vehicles grievances and concerns common to 
all Algerians (213).

 Yet even as the text opens itself to general concepts of political dissent and democratic 

education, it also reinforces its own closure. The Kabyle school in the “place du village” can, 
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indeed, be read as suggesting a future in which when Tamazight speakers no longer attend 

Arabized schools, having formed a separate system of their own. This reading maps on to the 

trajectory laid out by Salem Chaker, who describes a major shift in recent Kabyle activism 

towards the “autonomy, and even independence of the region” (151). Yemma does not go quite 

this far, as it interrogates the interplay between regional particularity and national citizenship. At 

the heart of Yemma’s narrative is a desire to value the unique historical struggles of the Amazigh 

community.

Amazigh Identities in Morocco: From Colonial Policy to the Discourse of Human Rights

One of the most important debates in Amazigh activism, as well as in studies of Amazigh 

populations, surrounds the recognition of difference across Tamazight-speaking groups. Thus, 

speaking about “Amazigh” issues in Morocco and Algeria requires some contextualization of the 

differences between the two nations and the history of their Amazigh movements. As Bruce 

Maddy-Weitzman points out in his introduction to The Berber Identity Movement and the 

Challenge to North African States, there are Tamazight-speaking regions in Morocco, Algeria, 

Libya, Tunisia, Mali, Niger, and Egypt’s Siwa oasis (3). The generalist term “Amazigh” was 

adopted by activists, and has been used to promote the idea of a trans-national Amazigh 

community. While it has proved politically empowering for activists, this unified vision is ill 

equipped as a framework to examine the diversity of Amazigh experience. Across these groups, 

there are important differences of language, history and cultural practices. In Morocco and 
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Algeria especially, colonial education and subsequent government Arabization programs affected 

Amazigh groups differently.50 Without denying the power of the globalizing turn in international 

activism, it is important to be attentive to these important distinctions, especially when 

discussing the history of education and the literary conception of the citizen. 

Geographical distribution and demographics explain some of the differences between 

Amazigh experiences in Algerian and Moroccan schools. Common estimates of the number of 

Tamazight speakers in Morocco range from between 40 to 60% of the population. These 

speakers are distributed amongst three major dialect groups: Tarifit in the north of Morocco, 

Tachelhit in the south and Tamazight in the Middle Atlas region (Ennaji, Multilingualism 79). 

Although Amazigh communities are associated with rural environments, Morocco does not have 

a geographically isolated community analogous to the Kabyle in Algeria. As a result, while the 

promotion of Amazigh rights has often been articulated and treated as a regionalism in Algeria, 

Morocco’s demographics and geographical distribution have attenuated this aspect of activism. 

The wider distribution of Imazighen across Morocco does not mean, however, that debates in 

Morocco are any less divisive. On the contrary, even without a clear geographical divide, there is 

still a pervasive discourse which places Imazighen and Arabs into separate, antagonistic camps. 

How did this same kind of division come to be articulated under such differing circumstances? 

In Morocco the French protectorate authorities used two principal “conceptual 

categories” to “divide and conquer:” “bilad al-makhzan” (land of the government) and bilad al-

siba (the land outside government control) (Wyrtzen 229). Bilad al-siba (a primarily rural zone) 
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comprised a large number of Tamazight-speaking tribes. On the basis of this difference, French 

colonialists sought to map an Arab/Berber divide onto a geographical and administrative 

division. The French indeed partially justified their intervention in Morocco and subsequent 

establishment of a Protectorate by claiming to “help” the Sultan pacify bilad al-siba:

While the “historiographic state” in Algeria, as described by Abdelhamid Hannoum, sought 
to redefine the country as French, in Morocco it focused on discovering how the 
“archetypal” makhzan was organized and functioned. This information was used to give the 
protectorate a veneer of legitimacy through the preservation and reinvention of the 
“traditional” forms and trappings of Moroccan rule. It also helped justify French control, 
reinforcing a view that the weak Moroccan “Arab” state had never succeeded in controlling 
the “Berber” countryside (Wyrtzen 230).

Jonathan Wyrtzen, Mohamed Benhlal and others have pointed out that the assumed historical 

dichotomy between a rebellious rural Berber regions and pacified Arabophone urban spaces falls 

far short of describing Morocco before or during the protectorate. However, as in Algeria, the 

French mapped observed distinctions onto their colonial education and legal policies.  

The symbol of French efforts to create dichotomy out of difference was the Dahir 

Berbère, which guaranteed the application of “les lois coutumières berbères” (Lafuente 83) in 

primarily Berber areas, thus removing them from the jurisdiction of Islamic law. This decree can 

be understood as an attempt both to separate Berbers and Arabs (by subjecting them to separate 

legal regimes), and to Christianize and/or assimilate Berbers (by making them no longer subject 

to Islamic law). As Gilles Lafuente explains, “les tenants de l’assimilation pensèrent que si les 

Berbères pouvaient être preservés de toute influence arabe - donc musulmane - il serait possible 

d’en faire de “Français” par le canal des juridictions françaises, des écoles françaises et de la 

religion chrétienne” (84). 

Using law and education to divide Imazighen and Arabs had a remarkable and unforeseen 

87



outcome - one that casts into doubt the pervasive historical narrative about Amazigh groups’ 

opposition to Arabized education:

Les populations berbères opposaient une résistance tout en nuances à la politique de 
francisation des esprits... Beaucoup de Berbères répondaient en arabe, comme par défi, aux 
Français qui leur adressaient la parole en langue berbère. Ainsi donc, l’usage de la langue 
arabe devenait une manifestation d’opposition à l’occupation française. A Azrou même, en 
1928-1929, des parents étaient surpris que l’on n’enseignât pas le Coran à l’école et 
réclamaient des classes coraniques dans les écoles... L’absence du Coran et de l’arabe fut la 
cause principale de l’échec de l’école au Moyen Atlas jusqu’en 1939 (Benhlal 86). 

Moroccan Amazigh communities’ use of Arabic to confront to colonial authorities 

confounds the assumption of language as the vehicle of a pre-existing “Arab/Amazigh” divide. 

Arabic education was clearly not always perceived, as it often is today, as a threat to Amazigh 

populations. What occasioned the shift from calling for Arabic schools, to later accusations that 

Arabization violated the right of Amazigh peoples to be taught their own language?

As many scholars have noted,51 Amazigh political consciousness in Morocco was 

awakened, in a large part, by Algeria’s Kabyle Spring, as well as in reaction to Arabization 

policies in schools. Yet it is impossible to discuss growing calls for Tamazight in schools without 

also considering the importance of international human rights framework to this debate.  Calls 

for Amazigh rights have developed alongside a global movement of growing concern with 

minority language rights, becoming especially prominent in the last decade. As Stephen May 

discusses, language rights discourse has shifted from calling for official tolerance of minority 

languages, to advocating for their use and recognition in public- and especially in schools (132). 

Documents such as the United Nation’s 1992 Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 
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National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, focus on the right to use of, and 

education in, one’s native language as a part of fundamental human rights (United Nations, 

General Assembly Res. 47/135) This international recognition of minority language means that 

“these arguments are turning into a topic that has to be addressed by nation-states in one form or 

another. This is as much a moral as a political option for nation-states, given that the prolonged 

practice of not heeding the demands of minorities is no longer so easily defensible in today’s 

sociopolitical climate (May 145).52 Amazigh activism has increasingly framed its demands 

through the language of human rights discourse. Several scholars trace the first interventions of 

international human rights groups into the “Amazigh question” in the Maghreb to the mid-1980s, 

when Algerian Kabyle activists were tried for “creating associations without state 

authorization” (Goodman, “Imazighen on Trial 102). According to Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, 

members of the Amazigh rights group Tamaynut, formed in 1978, were pioneers in mobilizing 

the human rights framework in Morocco. This group was particularly active in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, and their activism included signing the “Agadir Charter for Linguistic and Cultural 

Rights,” and translating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights into Tamazight (132).

 The results of this activism within the last twenty years in Morocco are clear. In 1994, King 

Hassan II announced his intention to include Tamazight in Moroccan schools, although the terms 

of this inclusion remained deliberately vague. Much more concrete steps towards teaching 

Tamazight came through the IRCAM (Institut royal de la culture amazighe), created by King 

Mohammed VI in 2001. The IRCAM has been lauded for its work on minority language and 
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human rights issues in Morocco, including a partnership with the Conseil Constitutif des Droits 

de l’Homme, and their participation in and promotion of UNESCO’s “International Mother 

Language Day.”53  More recently, King Mohammed VI initiated a series of reforms to the 

Moroccan constitution, one of the most-discussed being the inclusion of Amazigh as a “national 

language.” Farida Shaheed, UN Independent Expert in the field of cultural rights, marked this 

decision as part of a “reinforced framework for protecting and promoting human rights” as well 

as “cultural rights and diversity” in Morocco (“UN Independent Expert in the Field of Cultural 

Rights Visit to Morocco and Western Sahara, 5-16 September 2011”). 

Several scholars have suggested that recent government overtures to Amazigh 

movements seek to co-opt a vibrant protest movement and “re-brand” it for their own benefit. As 

Paul Silverstein and David Crawford show, recent moves towards inclusion of Tamazight in 

schools could well represent “a bold public relations gambit, performing the commitment to 

transparent cultural qua human rights demanded by US and European interlocutors who hold the 

purse strings for development aid and could recommend admittance into the European 

Union” (45). While it has proven affective for Amazigh activists to join themselves to minority 

language rights movements, this same discourse is also subject to manipulation by the 

government for its own ends. 

 The more recent turn to a Human Rights framework has brought a new dimension and new 

vocabulary to questions that have surrounded the issue of Tamazight in schools since 

independence. Can Amazigh activism become a symbol for more general political protest? It 

could be argued that the couching of Amazigh activism as a “minority rights” issue obscures 
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linguistic and historical realities, and inhibits the potential of the movement to be more generally 

accessible. Yet by the same token, that “minority” status has allowed an empowering association 

with a readily-available Human Rights discourse, garnering both external attention and internal 

political change. Does Amazigh activism concern only a specific linguistic minority, or does it 

concern the majority of Moroccans?

 Novels depicting Amazigh students in Moroccan schools question dominant nationalist 

narratives on Arabization, and debate how the inclusion of Amazigh language, history and 

culture could change education in Morocco. One of the most important questions that narratives 

pose is whether Amazigh concerns resonate with a wider audience. These literary works attempt 

to position Amazigh students both as voices for minority rights and as voices of globally 

resonant issues of political representation. A look at one example, a novel written by Brick 

Oussaïd, demonstrates how these controversial issues play out in the personal education 

narrative. 

 

Questioning Definitions of “Minority” in Brick Oussaïd’s Les coquelicots de l’Oriental

 Brick Oussaïd’s autobiography, Les coquelicots de l’Oriental: chronique d’une famille 

berbère marocaine, was published in 1984, a time when Algeria’s recent Kabyle Spring was 

raising Amazigh consciousness in Morocco, and the années de plomb54 brought violent 

repression of public demonstrations of political opposition. In a plot that is strikingly close to 

that of Yemma, Les coquelicots de l’Oriental tells the story of a young boy from an Amazigh 
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family who first encounters the “outside world” in the Arabized school. Oussaïd’s novel presents 

scathing criticism of this education system, to the point that the narrator renounces his home and 

country and moves to France. The narrative revolves initially around Amazigh language issues, 

and then develops into a broad exploration of the educational experience of socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students in Morocco in the 1960s and 70s. Oussaïd’s novel presents a convincing 

argument that the denial of basic educational rights to Imazighen is a symptom of systemic 

governmental failures that concern all Moroccans. 

 Much like Yemma, Les coquelicots de l’Oriental deals with concerns over the place of 

Amazigh languages in society. At a time when Arabization was meant to allow a more direct 

representation of Moroccan linguistic and cultural practices in the classroom, Oussaïd’s narrative 

questions the “unifying” narrative of Arabization in a way that most literature does not. One of 

the unique aspects of the novel is its exploration of the relationship between Amazigh families 

and educational administrators in the early years of Arabization. After a brief time spent in a 

village Quranic school, where he fails miserably, the protagonist learns “au cours de l’annee 

1957, qu’une école allait être ouverte a Sidi Lahcen, car le gouvernement avait décrétée 

l’urgence de la lutte contre l’analphabetisme” (61). While his mother expresses a desire for her 

son to be educated, the general mood surrounding the school is one of dread, on Brick’s part 

especially. He recalls that “j’étais moi aussi malheureux d’avoir à reprendre le chemin de l’école; 

je voyais déjà les bambins se moquer de moi et m’agresser. Je n’avais pas réussi à l’école 

coranique, que pouvais-je faire d’un enseignement encore plus étranger à ma culture et aux 

miens? En vérité, j’étais inscrit non pour aller à l’école mais bien en prison” (64).  In evoking 

“prison” as a trope, the child portrays himself as the victim, rather than the beneficiary, of 
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government policies. His fear of school is not a fear of the “unknown,” but rather a culturally-

inflected fear that the school will be antagonistic to his community. 

 Brick is shocked upon arriving to school to find that he cannot understand the language of 

the classroom. His teacher expressly forbids the use of Tamazight, calling those who speak it 

“sauvages” (72).  Sitting in the classroom, he internalizes the image projected onto him of “mon 

origine profane, comparée aux Arabes de Mkam dont le comportement et les coutumes étaient si 

différents des nôtres” (69). As time passes he encounters new forms of discrimination. A new 

school built by the local caid is located far away from his village (where the vast majority of 

students, all Tamazight speakers, live) in order to be closer to three Arab students who plan to 

enroll. He decries the “corruption” of this decision which is “manifestement injuste” (94). The 

arduous path he has to walk from home to this faraway new school symbolizes the wedge driven 

by the school between Amazigh communities and the local administration. 

 The novel serves as a narrative testimony to cultural and linguistic perspectives that were 

excluded in the early years of Arabization, and which are underrepresented in literature about the 

school. Read as an “Amazigh” novel, Les coquelicots de l’Oriental questions the school’s 

unifying linguistic and national mission primarily by placing itself outside of that totalizing 

narrative. Yet I would argue that reading it as solely a particularist narrative of “Amazigh 

experience” ignores a much more general thrust of anti-government dissent. This novel is a clear 

example of how “Amazigh” can be coded in literature as an avatar for “the citizen,” especially in 

arenas where that citizen in turn signifies discontent with the government. This novel asks 

questions that have animated Morocco’s most pressing debates on Amazigh rights: does granting 

Amazigh language rights benefit Moroccans regardless of ethnicity? Can the figure of the 
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“Amazigh” serve as a symbolic representative of the politically dissident citizen, regardless of 

language or ethnicity? And if so, does such a symbolism ultimately undermine the Amazigh 

movement by stripping it of its grounding and particularity?

 Although Brick’s struggles in school are primarily linguistic, the wording used to describe 

these experiences implicates readers who are not Imazighen. Brick’s first public school teacher, 

Si Mbarek, mandates that students speak to their families only in Arabic, in an attempt to 

“correct” both the students’ and parents’ linguistic habits. In both its content and its language, 

this scene closely mimics narratives of the colonial school, where French teachers demand that 

students - both Arab and Amazigh - “civilize” their parents by speaking the language of the 

school at home.  The teacher berates the narrator and his friends : “Vous n’êtes même pas 

capables de parler l’arabe, nous dit-il, et vous n’arrivez pas à prononcer convenablement 

l’alphabet. Vous êtes des sauvages, comment vais-je faire pour vous civiliser en partant d’un 

niveau aussi bas ?” (72). By presenting his classroom experience within the reference frame of 

“civilization” and the denigration of students as “savages,” this novel calls to mind for readers 

the experience of the conditions of French education during the protectorate. Moreover, the 

connotation of protectorate education evokes the rebellion of the Moroccan people against the 

government. Is it possible that Les coquelicots de l’Oriental is calling for a similar magnitude of 

educational overhaul? 

 It cannot be assumed, of course, that this moment marks a gesture of “opening” towards 

Arab readers. As previously discussed, comparing Arabized education to the French colonial 

system is a widely used, but culturally fraught, means of criticism. Among other problems, this 

approach ignores the cultural and religious value of the Arabic language to a large portion of 
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society. It also fails to give full consideration to the history of Arabic as a symbol of resistance 

embraced by both Arabs and Imazighen in Morocco in the fight against colonial rule. 

Nonetheless, it is an interesting narrative choice that evokes the historical memory of a moment 

of universal dissent against discrimination in education. 

 The second half of the text clearly manifests the potential for an Amazigh student’s 

struggles to embody those shared by a broad spectrum of citizens. As Brick moves away from 

home to attend secondary school in a faraway town, the novel noticeably shifts from a focus on 

issues of language and culture, to the inaccessibility of education for socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students. The text explores Brick’s evolving outsider status through a series of 

parallel narrative structures. Each example of linguistic or ethnic discrimination in the early 

stages of the novel is structurally echoed in the later half, through a different sociopolitical lens. 

The first half of the narrative describes in some detail Brick’s difficult travels between his home 

and his school. “Le sentier escaladait le flanc de montagne, en zigzag, à travers une forêt 

clairsemée. Parfois il disparaissait, au croisement de la piste du car de Jerrada; nous devions 

alors suivre celle-ci jusqu’à une réapparition fugitive du sentier, coupant de nouveau à travers 

champs” (95). This description accompanies the walk on the first day of class at the new school 

that serves a small number of Arabic-speaking students. The harsh landscape of this trajectory 

between home and school epitomizes the ethnically and linguistically divided world Brick 

experiences in the education system. 

  In the latter half of the narrative, marginalization continues to be represented by physical 

displacement, yet this displacement is explained not by language or ethnicity, but by 

socioeconomic status.  Upon his arrival in Jerrada, Brick cannot afford a place to live while he 
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pursues his studies, “car mes parents ne pouvaient plus supporter les frais exorbitants de ma 

scolarité” (105).  Through a series of administrative failings and neglect, he is also denied 

entrance to a Centre de bienfaisance. Instead he ends up homeless, wandering the streets each 

night: “... je revenais au centre du village, tournais dans les rues sombres et, comme le climat 

était déjà clément, j’attendais le matin, recroquevillé dans un angle entre deux murs, assis sur 

mon cartable qui me protégeait du froid du sol” (134-5). Urban and rural landscapes in the novel 

work to create a shifting map of social marginalization: not just of Amazigh students, but of any 

students without the financial means to support their own education.  

 After a concerned teacher helps him get a job, Brick is finally able to live in his school’s 

internat rather than sleeping on the street. Being able to meet his basic needs entirely changes his 

attitude towards the school. He makes plans to use his education to help his family overcome 

their financial hardship, and reapplies himself to his studies, gratefully exclaiming “Merci, mon 

pays, merci!” (156).  Yet his hopes of success are just as quickly dashed by the administration, 

when he is denied a job as a proctor, in favor of a student with better connections to people in the 

government. Brick can no longer stand the administrative neglect of students who need help the 

most. His constant marginalization finally pushes him away entirely: “Pour moi, mon pays était 

synonyme de misère, d’ignorance, de mort lente. Mon pays me rappelait l’indifférence du 

fonctionnaire, la peur de l’autorité, la hantise de la faim, le supplice des nuits à la belle étoile. Il 

me rappelait l’injustice, l’humiliation, la souffrance, la mort prématurée de ma mère” (170). 

These passages act as a scathing criticism not just of the education system, but also of an entire 

government system which is failing its neediest citizens. At the same time, it offers a formula for 

the success of education: assuring the availability of resources for those who need them, and not 
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simply the “nantis.” 

 Accusing the Moroccan government of excluding its most disadvantaged students hardly 

seems controversial. In stressing the difficulties poorer students encounter in the school system, 

Les coquelicots de l’Oriental aligns itself thematically with a large body of Moroccan literary 

work on the school. The place of language in this articulation of grievances and rights, however, 

is much more controversial. Language rights have consistently been the cornerstone of the 

Amazigh movement in Morocco, and the area in which activism has most focused. Because of 

the close association of the Arabic language, the public sphere, and national identity, the 

exclusion of Tamazight was seen as the primary way in which speakers were denied full access 

to the benefits of citizenship. Les coquelicots de l’Oriental, however, claims that denying 

Tamazight language rights is simply a small part of a much larger matrix of government failure, 

and that the best solution to educational problems lies in changes unrelated to language reform. 

 Does this novel succeed in imagining an inclusive and broad path to educational reform, or 

does it fail to respect the particularity of Amazigh cultures as it settles for a “generally 

acceptable” political solution? Oussaïd’s novel is, by the very nature of its subject matter, caught 

between two aims which are often seen as competing and even antithetical: to provide a 

neglected “Amazigh” perspective, and to criticize the government on behalf of all its citizens.  In 

the case of Oussaïd’s text, parallel structuring in the two halves of the novel helps to balance 

these two poles. Government denial of language rights is shown as a single symptom of a larger 

disease: systemic oppression of a large group of citizens who, despite their numbers, are treated 

as “outsiders.” Tamazight speakers, while constituting almost half of the Moroccan population, 

were treated by the government (especially at the time that Oussaïd writes) as a disruptive and 
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suppressible minority. And by a similar token, vast numbers of Moroccans who live in poverty, 

especially in rural areas, are marginalized by an education system which erects multiple barriers 

to success, ensuring that only privileged and connected students succeed. This common ground 

between socioeconomically disadvantaged and Amazigh citizens (and the significant overlap 

between the two communities) allows Les coquelicots de lÕOriental to express the needs of a 

wide cross section of the population, despite a focus on what many have termed as “minority 

rights.” The text proclaims the importance of language rights precisely by linking them to a 

larger issue: the oppression of a marginalized majority.

 The differences in approach between Yemma and Les coquelicots de lÕOriental and their 

“Amazigh citizens” are striking. Whereas YemmaÕs citizen narrative largely neglects Arab 

perspectives and remains resolutely anchored in a particularist view, Les coquelicots de 

lÕOriental creates an Amazigh spokesperson for a wider audience, covering a broad range of 

educational and political concerns. Does this difference imply that the former text has somehow 

failed where the latter has succeeded? To define “success” as making an Amazigh agenda 

palatable to a sympathetic majority would be overly simplistic. Yet clearly both of these texts 

engage in the process of coding the citizen as Amazigh. In fact, these different configurations 

also largely reflect divergences in Amazigh politics in Morocco and Algeria.

 Constructing an Amazigh literary character who acts as a voice for “citizens” is far more 

politically and culturally palatable in Morocco, a country where the sheer demographic 

prevalence of Tamazight speakers has led to growing acceptance of a discourse that claims 

Moroccans are all “originally Amazigh.” The King’s constitutional reforms of 2011, for example, 

acknowledge Tamazight as a “heritage shared by all Moroccans without exception” (Section 1, 
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Article 5).55  In Algeria, where approximately 20% of the population self-identifies as Amazigh, 

the situation is quite different. Kabylia in particular has long been viewed, both from within and 

without, as an separate if not separatist region, and it has at times found itself at violent odds 

with the government. This demographic difference does not preclude Amazigh rights from 

becoming widely symbolic in Algeria. However, it may in part explain why Ben YounesÕs text 

codes his literary citizen with Kabyle-specific attributes. The preservation of difference in 

Kabyle identity politics is perceived by activists as a major point of strength. In Morocco, the 

terrain is more primed for merging Amazigh and ÒcollectiveÓ perspectives without seeming to 

threaten Amazigh cultural practices. 

Diasporic Activism

 Realizing the potential of ÒAmazighÓ as a universalizing signifier has meant balancing 

ethnolinguistic specificity against the political potential of a general platform. From the 

evocation of a transnational ÒTamazghaÓ 56 to shows of solidarity with other international 

linguistic minorities, including Catalans and Occitans (Silverstein, ÒMartyrs and PatriotsÓ 94), to 

the proliferation of Amazigh studies groups in France, Amazigh activism has been transformed 

by a growing and complicated transnational dimension. As a result, discussion of Amazigh rights 

as a symbol of broader struggles must also consider the salience of those ideas beyond assumed 
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ÒnationalÓ borders. The main site of the Amazigh diaspora is France, raising a specific set of 

questions about the relation between French, Arabic and Tamazight.

  In Yemma and Les coquelicots de lÕOriental, the question of how France and the French 

language influence expressions of cultural identity emerges as a central question. Both narratives 

end on a note of disillusionment with the Arabized education system, as the protagonists depart 

for France. In Yemma, this departure is explained in terms of a desire to discover new horizons 

without further discussion or problematization of the choice. As the narrator steps over the 

threshold of his home to leave for France, his mother tells him, strikingly, that Òce dernier pas 

que tu as fait pour nous quitter sera le premier qui te ram•nera a nousÓ (154). Concluding with 

this departure suggests an entirely new dimension, wherein the protagonist will negotiate his 

sense of belonging between Kabylia and France. 

 Although its ramifications are not addressed within the narrative, this departure fits into a 

long history of migrations - of people, ideas and activism - between Kabylia and France. As Paul 

Silverstein points out, the vast majority of Algerian emigration to France before 1920 was 

comprised of Kabyle workers (ÒMartyrs and PatriotsÓ 90). This relationship was reinforced after 

independence with the founding of important Kabyle activist groups such as the AcadŽmie 

Berb•re dÕ Echanges et de Recherches Culturels in 1967 and the Groupe dÕEtudes Berb•res in 

1973 (Silverstein, ÒMartyrs and PatriotsÓ 91). During this era, Kabyle activism began to 

articulate projects beyond national borders, adding a new dimension to the already-complex 

negotiations of Kabyle politics. While the departure of YemmaÕs protagonist is not necessarily 

politicized within the narrative, it inevitably gestures towards the wider historical context of 

migration and transnational activism.
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 In contrast to the ambiguous departure that closes Ben-YounesÕs novel, Oussa•dÕs text 

portrays the narratorÕs departure for France as an act of protest, and a deliberate decision to 

escape social and economic problems in Morocco. Justifying his departure to a teacher, the 

protagonist exclaims  ÒJe lui avouais que je ha•ssais mon pays, que je voulais partir, partir, 

mÕŽloigner. Ce nÕŽtait pas mon pays, cÕŽtait celui des nantis, de ceux qui avaient les moyens de le 

dŽcouvrir, dÕy savourer la joie de vivreÓ (170). He severs ties with both his community and his 

nation, signaling the impossibility of living on the margins of the nation that rejected him. Unlike 

YemmaÕs protagonist, who never directly relates his departure to social or political conditions, 

Brick conceives of his departure as an act of both rupture and rejection. He accordingly glorifies 

his emigration as the remedy to all educational, economic, and social difficulties, claiming that 

ÒJe ferais des efforts, je mÕintŽgrerais et conna”trais les indig•nes, jÕoublierais ma souffrance, je 

ne reviendrais jamais ! È (175).  As Laura Rice discusses, the narratorÕs encounter with France 

fails to fulfill his expectations, as he finds himself in Òan alien world,Ó inhospitable and 

frightening in its own way (133). This tension between expectation and reality emphasizes the 

extent to which the protagonistÕs departure is an act of rejection of Morocco, rather than a de-

facto acceptance of France as a salvific space. 

 Unlike Yemma, Les coquelicots de lÕOriental also gives the reader a window into the 

protagonistÕs life in France beyond his initial arrival. In a postface, the author explains that after 

going through a period in which Òje manquai de contact humain, dÕespaces verts et dÕair 

purÓ (177), he falls gravely ill. He insists on the fact that Òla solidaritŽ des autres et lÕaide des 

services sociaux de ce pays h™te me sauv•rentÓ (177). The ambiguity surrounding BrickÕs 

experience in France leaves many questions unanswered, including how those who claim an 
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Amazigh identity conceive of their place within Moroccan and Algerian immigrant communities 

in France. The Congr•s Mondial Amazigh (CMA) has increasingly concerned itself with the 

experiences of Amazigh peoples living in France as part of its international agenda. In a report 

submitted to the United Nations Committee for the elimination of racial discrimination, the 

CMA takes pains to describe the Amazigh people as FranceÕs most steadfast partners in pursuing 

the Òessential valuesÓ of Òdemocracy, liberty, laity and equity.Ó Yet they also lament a double 

discrimination against Imazighen in France: first as immigrants, and second as group with a 

distinctive Òsocial, cultural and linguistic identity,Ó who nonetheless are assumed to form an 

undifferentiated part ÒArabÓ or ÒIslamicÓ communities in France, and who as a result lack space 

for their own cultural expression (ÒFrance: discriminations against imazighen (Berbers)Ó).  

 Both Yemma and Les coquelicots de lÕOriental conclude by posing, without necessarily 

addressing, the question of FranceÕs role as an alternative space for negotiation of Amazigh 

identities. This same question is also salient in considering how both novels contribute to 

ongoing debates on Amazigh literature. How and where do literary negotiations of Amazigh 

identity circulate, especially those written in French and published in France? How do these 

authors conceive of their own relationship to language? 

 Neither novel undertakes a direct metalinguistic reflection on the use of French. No 

particular mention is made of the protagonistsÕ first encounter with French in the school, or of his 

attitude towards it. YemmaÕs first mention of French simply includes it along with Arabic in a 

statement about the language of the school- Òles cours se passent en langues arabe et 

fran•aiseÓ (76). In the case of Les coquelicots de lÕOriental, the fact that French is taught in the 

school is not mentioned until the tyrannical Si Mbarek is relegated to the post of French 
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instructor by the arrival of a fkih,57 Si Bel Abed, who teaches Arabic. By not marking the 

encounter of French in the classroom as either a symbol of colonial violence, or an encounter 

with the future language of writing, Ben Younes and Oussa•d break with an autobiographical 

trope common in many Moroccan and Algerian novels of highlighting the Òlinguistic encounterÓ 

in the classroom.

 The notable lack of recognition of French in the school space is rooted in the complex 

politicality of Amazigh language practices. If these texts do not trace the path from learning to 

writing French it may be because, as with earlier generations of Arab authors writing in French, 

the language of writing was not a choice. Both Ben Younes and Oussa•d attended school at least 

three decades prior to the inclusion of Tamazight in the classroom. Even at the time they wrote 

their novels, comparatively little had been done to codify Amazigh languages for reading and 

publication. Given these constraints, the authorsÕ ÒchoiceÓ of literary language was limited to 

Arabic and French. Amazigh authors have only rarely published in Arabic, instead using French 

as a sign of resistance to Arabization. The ÒunexaminedÓ language use of Ben Younes and 

Oussa•d may thus be seen as a product of restricted language Òchoices,Ó and as an attempt to 

reappropriate French as a vehicle of rebellion. 

 It is not my intention to revive the already often-discussed issue of language choice in the 

Maghreb, or to invoke the ÒauthenticityÓ stereotypes these same debates have often involved. 

However, it is important to discuss the ramifications of advocating for Amazigh rights Ð 

advocacy that has historically operated in French - within the framework of minority language 

rights. There is perhaps something of a paradox in decrying the exclusion of Tamazight from 
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schools while writing in a language that is one of the major Òconstituents of hegemonic 

forcesÓ (Kaye and Zoubir 25) in the Maghreb. The act of writing in French and publishing in 

France leads to many complex questions about audience, readership, and the meaning of writing. 

On the surface, publishing in French seems to undermine any attempt of engagement with a local 

audience, even as these works discuss local issues. As Kaye and Zoubir theorized in their 

discussion of Moroccan Arab authors, the use of French means that many of Òthe subjects of [the 

authorÕs] fiction are excluded from being its audience by the appropriation of a language they 

can neither see nor hearÓ (29). In the case of both Yemma and Les coquelicots de lÕOriental, the 

reading audience is likely French, making Òle peuple amaziyÓ (Ben Younes 136) a subject for 

others to read about, rather than participants in a dialogue on what is written about them. One 

may further question whether Amazigh literary production operates under the expectation that a 

French reading public is receptive to (or even expects) depictions of Arabization as undemocratic 

and retrograde, thus reinforcing already-held stereotypes of the Arabic language. 

 Yet to understand these works entirely in terms of their relationship to a foreign audience is 

limiting both in terms of language dynamics, and the complex role of literature. Discussions of 

Arabization by Amazigh authors provide diversifying voices in debates where it is often assumed 

that Òthe unspoken part of the argument against Arabization is that the official language of 

Algeria should be FrenchÓ (Gafa•ti 42). Ben YounesÕs and Oussa•dÕs narratives break down the 

assumed French/Arabic dichotomy in literature from Morocco and Algeria, offering a strong 

voice in support of Amazigh language rights, and the potential of other languages to develop a 

role in the educational arena. Furthermore, literary production by Amazigh authors (in various 

languages) can be understood as a means of occupying public literary space where Amazigh 
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voices have risked erasure. Returning to Jonathan WyrtzenÕs observation about Amazigh voices 

in history, we can now understand it in a new light: Òalthough the rural ÒBerberÓ populations at 

the center of this intense struggle over national identity are frequently talked about, these groups 

are rarely, if ever, heard from in the prodigious colonialist or nationalist sources from the period 

or in the scholarship that builds off them (228).  The idea of being Òheard fromÓ in print is 

critical to debate on representation of Amazigh voices. From the French mythe kabyle to Arabist 

nationalist tracts58 ÒBerbersÓ were written about as a subject for many years before Amazigh 

authors wrote themselves and their communities into literature. Because Amazigh identities are 

and have been negotiated extensively in written works, the inclusion of Amazigh voices (in any 

language of expression) constitutes an important means of expression and testimony. 

Conclusion: Tamazight di likul59  and the Future of Tamazight Literary Expression

 The stakes of this debate, and form it takes, are rapidly changing with the recent 

introduction of Tamazight into schools in Algeria and Morocco. Many of the same questions that 

were posed regarding the future of Arabic literature in the Maghreb in the 1960s and 1970s are 

now being asked of Tamazight. Will there be a major increase of Tamazight-language literary 

production? Will it eclipse or replace production in French or Arabic amongst Amazigh authors? 

Will this literature find a sufficiently wide reading public, both locally and internationally? 
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Tamazight faces major challenges in establishing its own print literature, challenges that spring 

from, and will likely reinforce, the complicated local, national, and international dynamics of 

Amazigh cultural expression. 

 Although Amazigh activists in Algeria consider the inclusion of the language in schools to 

be a major victory, they also highlight the many obstacles that remain before full integration into 

the education system is a reality. The goal of widespread education in Tamazight seems far off, 

and indeed thus far its inclusion in schools seems to have done less than might have been 

expected to move towards the consideration of Tamazight as a national language. Education in 

Amazigh languages is not generalized: different dialects are taught in different geographical 

areas, textbooks are rarely standardized, and classes are only taught in regions with a high 

percentage of native speakers. 

 The introduction to Floril•ge Amazigh, a recently-published anthology of Amazigh 

literature, highlights the local and restricted circulation of published novels in Amazigh 

languages. While the number of young authors writing in Tamazight has risen in Algeria since 

the 1980s, these authors ÒŽprouvent beaucoup de difficultŽs ˆ trouver un ŽditeurÓ and the 

majority are published in militant circles or self-published by the author (Loun•s 44). 

International recognition of Amazigh cultural production, Abderrahmane Loun•s states, has 

come from activism and from oral art forms such as song, cinema and theater, much more than 

from printed literary works (45). The question of standardizing and spreading the use of Amazigh 

languages goes hand in hand with the future potential for a wider audience for literature, a 

dynamic that has yet to be achieved. 

 Morocco offers a context where the situation of Tamazight is further advanced towards 
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generalization. Massive codification efforts by the IRCAM, as well as the recent officialization 

of Tamazight as a national language in the constitution, have given many activists hope for the 

future of Tamazight-language literature. However the IRCAMÕs approach to language 

standardization and education have also significantly complicated this situation. The IRCAM has 

taken a strong approach to standardization efforts, gearing textbooks towards a hybrid 

ÒTamazightÓ language that combines features of three major spoken varieties. These efforts 

could potentially create the conditions for wider circulation of Amazigh literature amongst 

speakers of different varieties. However, it also raises the question of whether an artificial 

literary form is being imposed on primarily oral languages. More importantly, the choice of the 

Tifinagh60 alphabet further diminishes the potential for a widely-circulating Amazigh literature to 

emerge from the Moroccan school system. Tifinagh was chosen for the ideological reason of not 

wanting to use Arabic or French characters, both considered to have once been the Òlanguage of 

the conquerorÓ (El Aissati 7). Despite its symbolic value, this alphabet distances Morocco from 

potential readerships in other countries, including in Algeria, where Tamazight is taught in 

Arabic and Latin characters. Even older generations of Moroccans, fluent in spoken Tamazight 

yet unfamiliar with Tifinagh, would be effectively excluded from readership of novels written 

with this character set. It seems that for the foreseeable future, the Moroccan Amazigh literature 

that circulates through the school system will be unable to circulate across geographical and 

generational borders.

 The inclusion of Tamazight in schools has split activists and forced a reexamination of how 

the concept of ÒAmazighÓ itself is defined. As languages gain national recognition and an official 
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place in the classroom, Amazigh movements risk losing the ÒminorityÓ or ÒoppositionalÓ 

dimensions that have been critical to their self-definition. This issue is not new; in fact, it is 

prefigured by Ben YounesÕ and Oussa•dÕs narratives. Both texts decry the absence of Tamazight 

in schools, yet its current inclusion could well be used to neutralize the most powerful argument 

that both texts make: that Amazigh rights serve as an avatar of struggle against government 

oppression. The inclusion of Tamazight in schools has also reconfigured the dynamics of 

linguistic activism on the international stage. International attention has furthered Amazigh 

causes within specific countries, and encouraged groups such as the CMA (Congr•s Mondial 

Amazigh) to promote the concept of Tamazgha.  Yet differing educational policies between 

Morocco and Algeria, and within each nation itself, are closing paths of international circulation 

as surely as international activism opens them. What remains to be seen is how literature moves 

along these pathways, and creates new ones. Literature by Amazigh authors will, itself, have to 

balance the advantages and disadvantages of circulating on a local, national and international 

level, and finding the language(s) that allow it to do so. The school will be crucial in these 

endeavors, demonstrating the continued relevancy of narratives like Yemma and Les coquelicots 

de lÕOriental, that debate the role of education in shaping a vision of the nation. 
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Chapter Three

Rewriting Gender: Literary ÒPublic SpheresÓ and Gender Dynamics in Education 

Narratives

  In her book Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East, 

Valentine Moghadam considers the ways in which education affects gender dynamics. In nations 

where women have high rates of access to education, Moghadam argues, they also have Òhigher 

income and better standards of livingÓ as well as Òeconomic independenceÓ and the ability to 

Òjoin the labor force and public lifeÓ (19). In the case of Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, the 

Arabized school system allowed both men and women access to formal education in large 

numbers for the first time. However, access to education did not always occur evenly across 

class, geographical location, and gender. The issue of continuing inequality between men and 

women in the education system has been a major concern for literature. These issues have been 

raised most acutely in novels written by women, as they explore one of the most pressing 

questions surrounding education: how did the school, after independence, change gender 

dynamics in the public sphere in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia?

 Debates surrounding French colonial education in the Maghreb rendered issues of gender 

and education extremely controversial. The prevailing colonialist discourse alleged that French 

education had ÒmodernizedÓ the Maghreb because sending Muslim women to school had 

ÒliberatedÓ them. Arabized education systems educated far more women than their French 
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counterparts, yet a series of questions have remained surrounding Arabization and gender 

dynamics, an important theme found in literary treatments of education. Does access to 

education correspond to democratized access to the Òpublic space?Ó Did the classroom 

experience affect gender relations in the Maghreb, or did educationÕs influence break down 

outside the classroom door? And does the literature that emerged from the education system play 

a role in Òshaping, impacting, and redefining the public sphere?Ó (Skalli 36).  

 It is important to first consider how the term Òpublic sphereÓ is used in discussions of 

education, literacy and gender. The term is most closely associated with the work of Jurgen 

Habermas, who describes it as a Òrealm of social lifeÓ in which Òaccess is guaranteed to all 

citizensÓ (49). Habermas distinguishes the Òpublic sphereÓ from both the ÒprivateÓ sphere and 

the state. The public sphere acts as a space where Òprivate people come together as a publicÓ to 

engage public authorities in debate Òover the general rules governing relations in the basically 

privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social laborÓ (27). As the 

terminology of Òcommodity exchangeÓ and Òsocial laborÓ suggest, the Habermasian conception 

of the public sphere emerged in the context of the development of capitalism (in this case 

speciÞcally in 18th century Europe). As Lasse Thomassen succinctly explains in his reading of 

HabermasÕs work, Òproduction gradually ceased to take place within the conÞnes of the 

household and the family,Ó while Òwith trade and production came a desire and need for 

predictability and also for informationÓ (37). Information was spread through public debate, in 

meetings of (almost exclusively bourgeois and male) citizens. These spaces of collective debate 

became what Habermas terms the Òpublic sphere.Ó

! There has been extensive feminist critique of HabermasÕs theories. The primary points of 

contention are eloquently summed up by Lisa McLaughlin in her article ÒFeminism, the public 
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sphere, media and democracy.Ó She states that Òfeminist scholars cite HabermasÕs liberal model 

as both an idealization of an historical period of Northern European society and an exclusionary 

historical account that fails to place importance on activity in spheres associated with women and 

other marginalized discursive communities (599-600). In the following discussion of gender and 

education in the Maghreb, I develop an approach to the Òpublic sphereÓ that differs from that of 

Habermas. My analysis is informed by theorists, including Valentine Moghadam, Loubna Skalli, 

and Safoi Babana-Hampton, who focus specifically on education, gender and/or literature in the 

Middle East, and who have developed concepts of the public sphere by broadening or critiquing 

HabermasÕs thinking.

 The Òpublic sphereÓ is often theorized in contrast to the Òprivate sphere,Ó which is used to 

refer to home and family life. Many sociologists have written about public and private spheres in 

Muslim countries as stark opposites, often associated with the tropes of the ÒharemÓ as a space of 

female confinement and the ÒstreetÓ as a space of male circulation. A number of works nuancing 

this approach have been written recently, including Fatima Sidiqi and Moha EnnajiÕs ÒThe 

Feminization of Public Space: WomenÕs Activism, the Family, and Social Change in Morocco.Ó 

Sadiqi and Ennaji argue that the female-home/male-street dichotomy does not account for 

womenÕs experience in the street and the workplace, nor does it account for menÕs roles within 

the home and the family (an issue brought to the fore as part of public discussion on recent 

reforms of the Moroccan Mudawanna or Family Code). Prominent Egyptian Islamic thinker 

Heba RaÕuf Ezzat has further argued against the pertinence of the public-private dichotomy in 

Muslim societies, stating that ÒIslam doesnÕt embody such a polaristic perceptionÓ (101). She 

finds parallels, for example, between the political process of shura (consultation) in both national 
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political and family structures, and questions the ways in which theories of the public and private 

spheres can be politically and religiously inflected.

  Sadiqi, Ennaji and RaÕuf all present convincing arguments for considering the ÒprivateÓ 

and the ÒpublicÓ as sites of a tension rather than a stark division. With this in mind, one of my 

concerns in this chapter is the mobility of male and female literary characters between different 

kinds of spaces- the home, the school, and the workplace- rather than a linear ÒliberationÓ from 

one into the other. At the same time, the authors of the texts themselves draw certain divisions 

between spaces that we might deem as ÒprivateÓ (the home, often characterized by confinement) 

and the ÒpublicÓ (often emblematized by the school, the workplace, and the street). I will ask 

what might motivate the drawing of these lines, exploring the social dynamics and historical 

narratives to which these texts respond. 

 The path from the school to the workplace is a common theme in many of the works 

examined here. In my conception of the classroom and the workplace as closely related spaces, I 

am indebted to the work of Valentine Moghadam. She uses the term Òpublic lifeÓ to refer to a 

matrix of phenomena, including participation in political activism, representation in government, 

the right to vote, and especially the opportunity to join the labor market. According to 

Moghadam, Òlack of economic power is the most important determinant of gender 

inequalitiesÓ (15), and access to education is in turn one of the most important determinants of 

economic power. Yet at the same time ÒwomenÕs access to resources, including education, is 

largely determined by their class locationÓ (16). This reading balances educationÕs transformative 

potential with the awareness of a type of closed circle, in which class determines access to 

education, and educational level in turn determines economic status. In the texts I analyze, 
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education allows the protagonist to access the labor market, and greater financial independence. 

However, these protagonists are also, in many ways, exceptional figures. I will focus on how 

literary narratives about school success engage with education as a means to break down class 

and gender hierarchies. Do authors consider whether women across different regions and 

economic statuses have access to greater physical and financial mobility because of education?

 The idea of ÒmobilityÓ also implies the circulation not just of bodies but of voices and 

narratives: the ability to produce and disseminate knowledge and representations of oneself and 

oneÕs community. In her article ÒCommunicating Gender in the Public Sphere: Women and 

Information Technologies in the MENA Region,Ó Loubna Skalli defines the public sphere in 

terms of a communicative model: as a set of Òopen discursive spacesÓ (37) where groups that are 

traditionally marginalized in public debates can create counter-narratives that tell their own 

stories. Skalli enumerates areas in which women are gaining increased access to this public 

sphere, including journalism and the media in general, publishing, cinema, and the internet. My 

analysis will consider whether literature is one of these public spaces that allow authors to 

Òproduce knowledge that challenges hegemonic gender discourses and definitionsÓ (Skalli 53). 

  Safoi Babana-HamptonÕs book RŽflexions littŽraires sur lÕespace public marocain dans 

lÕoeuvre dÕAbdellatif La‰bi posits that literature itself both participates in and constitutes a 

stratum of the public space in the Maghrebi context. She specifically mentions Òla profusion de 

rencontres, des journŽes de rŽflexion, et journŽes dÕŽtudes tenues souvent dans des espaces 

scientifiques, cultures et publics (librairies, centres culturels, instituts de recherches, associations, 

espaces Žlectroniques, blogosph•res et masses mŽdias)Ó (79) which make literature a part of 

public life. I will take a slightly more skeptical stance than Babana-Hampton, asking what the 
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contours, limits and borders of Maghrebi literary public spaces might be. Does literature 

circulate across assumed geographical, class and gender boundaries, for example? And to whom 

does it Òspeak?Ó

 To engage with these questions, I analyze literary portraits of education in the Maghreb at 

four different historical moments. Each of these moments represents a time of dramatic shift in 

gender dynamics in education. The first text I will examine is Zohr WanissiÕs Min Yawm!y" t 

Mudarrisah # urrah (From the Diary of a Free School Teacher). This narrative about an Algerian 

Òfree school,Ó and a young womanÕs experience teaching in it, contests the prevailing historical 

memory of French education as ÒliberatingÓ women. I will then turn to Moroccan author Leila 

AbouzeidÕs novel Al-Fa$l al-akh!r, a text which blurs borders between ÒprivateÓ oral and 

ÒpublicÓ written languages, and questions the extent to which education has affected gender 

relations in Morocco. My reading of Nos silences, Wahiba KhiariÕs narrative of Algerian 

education during the dŽcennie noire, will ask whether literature is able to permit womenÕs voices 

to circulate in times of violence. Finally, I will explore the surprising correspondences between 

KhiariÕs text and recent discussions of women, education and the public sphere in Tunisia during 

the ÒArab Spring.Ó

Education and ÒLiberationÓ: Revolutionary Schools Rewriting the Algerian Classroom

 The issue of womenÕs education in Algeria was a flashpoint for colonial debates over 

tradition and modernity, veiling and unveiling, private and public, and the loosely-defined but 
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deeply controversial concept of Òliberation.Ó Critical accounts of French colonialism, starting 

with Frantz Fanon, highlight the emphasis placed in the 1940s and 1950s on the French mission 

to ÒsaveÓ Algerian women from Algerian men by offering them an education. In LÕan V de la 

rŽvolution algŽrienne, Fanon argues that colonialists elaborated, over decades, a depiction of 

Algerian woman as possessing ÒpossibilitŽs immenses,Ó but having been Òmalheureusement 

transformŽe par lÕhomme algŽrien en objet inerte, dŽmonŽtisŽ, voire dŽshumanisŽÓ (19). 

According to FanonÕs analysis, French colonizers described the Algerian woman as ÒconfinedÓ to 

interior spaces, and in need of ÔliberationÓ in order to modernize Algerian society. The education 

of women in French schools, they argued, would be the best way to accomplish this goal. 

Administrators threatened Muslim families about the the Òcaract•re criminel dÕune Žventuelle 

interruption de la scolaritŽ de lÕenfantÓ (Turin 21), and tried to force them to bring their 

daughters to school. Many have thus described French education as a literal and figurative 

unveiling of Algerian women, a supposedly ÒmodernizingÓ move constituting one of the 

Òbienfaits du colonialisme.Ó

 For Fanon, French discussions of Algerian women were less a site of liberatory 

modernization than a battleground for cultural and political control: Òconvertir la femme, la 

gagner aux valeurs Žtrang•res, lÕarracher ˆ son statut, cÕest ˆ la fois conquŽrir un pouvoir rŽel sur 

lÕhomme et possŽder les moyens pratiques, efficaces, de destructurer la culture algŽrienneÓ (20). 

Indeed, the French colonial system deliberately perpetuated the portrayal of Algerian women as 

being Òindoors and inaccessible,Ó so that it could then Òinvoke the liberation of colonized women 

(both figuratively and literally) as a justification of its enlightening missionÓ (Bentahar 29). The 
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French colonial discourse on education ÒliberatingÓ women formed part of a justification of a 

much larger system of colonial domination. 

 Not surprisingly, a competing discourse on womenÕs education emerged from Algerian 

communities as they resisted French efforts to ÒliberateÓ women. In her discussion of Muslim 

familiesÕ Òrefus scolaire,Ó Yvonne Turin details how thoroughly Òles familles hŽsitent ˆ confier 

leur progŽniture fŽminine ˆ lÕŽcole communaleÓ (268). The refusal to send children, especially 

girls, to the French school has often been explained with assumptions that women in Algerian 

society were Òconfined, primarily within the house and secondarily within the veilÓ (Best 873). 

But it is difficult to tease out to what extent refus scolaire was a reflection of societal attitudes 

towards womenÕs education, and to what extent it was an expression of resistance to colonialism. 

The legacy of prominent Algerian Muslim reformer and leading figure of the Association of  

Algerian Reformist Ulama61 Abdelhamid Ibn Badis exemplifies some of the conflicting 

narratives on womenÕs education in Algeria. In her memoirs, Zohr Wanissi, whose father was a 

disciple of Ibn Badis, claims that the latter held a progressive view that both women and men had 

a right to education. The sociologist Marnia Lazreg, however, argues against the classification of 

Ibn Badis as a ÒreformerÓ when it comes to womenÕs education. She states that Ibn Badis had 

little interest in the pertinence of womenÕs education to women themselves: rather he sought to 

educate women to make them better wives only, treating them Ònot as full-fledged members of 

their society, but as necessary props for menÕs salvationÓ (87). The continuing discussions over 

Ibn BadisÕs legacy shows that there is not one simple explanation for Òsocietal attitudesÓ towards 
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womenÕs education in Algeria. What we can say is that, like the veil, the school provided a 

context where ÒtraditionÓ and ÒmodernityÓ became strategic terms in the struggle to maintain or 

dismantle colonialism. 

 French-language literary treatments of the colonial school have been in dialogue with 

these debates on women, education and liberation. In Ces voix qui mÕassi•gent, for example, 

Assia Djebar describes her first journey to school, remembering an exit from enclosure replicated 

across many Algerian families: Òsolitude du dŽpart. Sortie du harem, au dŽbut des annŽes 

cinquante - pour les centaines, ou les quelques milliers de MaghrŽbines comme moi- gr‰ce ˆ 

lÕŽtude du fran•ais, considŽrŽe comme chanceÓ (69). Various critics have suggested that accounts 

such as this reproduce the colonial discourse on colonialism as a vector of modernity. However, 

both Ahlem MosteghanemiÕs AlgŽrie femme et Žcritures and Hafid Gafa•tiÕs Les femmes dans le 

roman algŽrien: histoire, discours et texte have highlighted DjebarÕs depiction of her own family, 

notably of her fatherÕs encouragement of her education, as an attempt to subvert the typical 

image of the Òoppressive patriarch.Ó 

 The literary pervasiveness of the French school, and the concomitant critical focus on it, 

has also obscured other forms of education from the literary and historical narrative. ÒFree 

schoolsÓ in colonial Algeria represented a numerically small, but nonetheless ideologically 

important, part of educational history. In these schools, the Algerian reformist movement offered 

Òinstruction in Arabic and Islam...free from French controlÓ (Cox 22). Despite the importance of 

their contribution, free schools were in a precarious position: not only were they subject to 

closure by French officials, but they also struggled to provide the materials and teachers needed 

to assure an education. The rarity of these schools, especially in Algeria, means that they had less 
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of an ÒimprintÓ on literature. Perhaps because of this rarity, the few literary narratives written 

about these schools undertake the project of contesting historical memory about the French 

school. Zohr WanissiÕs Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah # urrah challenges the prevailing narrative 

that French education was ÒmodernÓ because represented the only means for women to circulate 

outside of the home. Using the revolution- and the revolutionary school- as a trope to redefine 

womenÕs Òliberation,Ó Wanissi writes an alternative history of gender and education in Algeria. 

A School Teacher Despite Herself? Zohr WanissiÕs Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah # urrah 

and the Algerian Free School

 Zohr WanissiÕs Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah # urrah represents a true literary rarity. It 

recounts, in the form of a memoir, the period between the spring of 1955 and December of 1960, 

during which time Wanissi taught in a Òfree school.Ó  WanissiÕs memoirs of her time working in 

this institution were published in 1979, just prior to the author becoming a deputy in the  

Algerian ÒAssemblŽe Populaire Nationale.Ó62 Wanissi is best known as an author for her short 

stories, many of which memorialize the contributions of moudjahidat (female resistance fighters) 

to the Algerian revolution. In her 1984 study AlgŽrie femme et Žcritures, Ahlem Mosteghanemi 

describes Wanissi as the first Algerian woman to write fictional literary narrative in Arabic,63 
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making her a memoir of an Algerian woman teaching Arabic during the war for independence a 

unique contribution to Algerian literature. 

 Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah # urrah is narrated in the first person by a young teacher 

whose trajectory, the paratext leads us to believe, is inspired by WanissiÕs own. However, the 

eponymous Òfree school teacherÓ who narrates the text plays down her own vocation as an 

educator. In the first chapter, entitled ÒA school teacher in spite of yourselfÓ (21),64  an 

overzealous administrator forces the narrator into the profession against her will. He argues that 

Algerians must Ònot refrain from sharing what we knowÓ (24)65 and that as one of the few people 

in the town educated in Arabic the protagonist should be inspired by the Òprinciple of preserving 

the Arabic language and national valuesÓ (24).66 Wanissi describes this patriotic speech as Òa lot 

of talk:Ó a lot of ÒbeautifulÓ talk, she specifies, but nothing more than that (24).67 When she 

eventually accepts the job it is not because she feels a calling to the profession of teaching, but 

rather because it represents Òa duty from which I could not escapeÓ (25).68  

 In only a few moments of the text does the teacher describe her classroom work in 

explicitly patriotic terms. Yet the direct and self-conscious nature of these reflections hardly 

evokes genuine vocation. In one such passage, she states: 

 All the Algerian students had gone on strike from the French school, and greeted with 
 enthusiasm the idea of signing up for the free schools... to avail themselves of the 

119

64

 !"#$ %&' ()'*+
65 

,-./0# 1-2 345# 6
66 

(789:;< %7=;<> (72?/;< (@.;< A.B (CD1EF< $*5+
67 

37-G...   ?7HI JKI 
68 

 ,8+ L>?M 6 NO;< PG<:;<



 opportunity to study Arabic... because it is in the end, their national language... even if it 
 isnÕt the language of bread, that was their logic... a beautiful logic...sound... 
 wonderful (63).69

 The narratorÕs discourse on the importance of the national language is almost never 

reinforced by discussions of her own teaching experiences. But if we rarely see teaching in 

action, in what sense are we reading the memoirs of a Òfree school teacher?Ó I would argue that 

the titular focus on teaching and education becomes comprehensible only if we shift the way we 

understand the school. Considering how the school functions as a physical space in the text 

dramatically alters our reading of its importance to WanissiÕs community. 

   The physical space of the classroom in Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah # urrah fulfills 

functions within the community beyond those traditionally associated with classroom education. 

For example, the classroom space connects the protagonist to the revolution that is happening 

outside her own community. WanissiÕs narrator often goes into the school building with her sister 

to listen to a radio station named The Voice of Free Revolutionary Algeria. The school building is 

the only place that guarantees the narrator access to a radio (which is hidden in the wall) and a 

degree of protection from patrolling French soldiers while she listens. The radio thus changes the 

classroom from a place where the teacher transmits knowledge to others, to one where the 

revolution is brought into the community. The classroom serves a more direct revolutionary 

function later in the narrative: when local militants are in danger of being arrested, the young 

teacher suggests the school as a place for them to hide their weapons. The assumption by French 

soldiers that ÒonlyÓ classroom education (in the traditional sense) takes place within the school 
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walls allows the narrator to be sure that they will underestimate the power and danger of the 

school space. 

 Recasting the classroom as a broadly-defined “community space” connects the school as 

an institution more closely to the revolution. Yet the classroom has a second function that is itself 

even more revolutionary: it also serves to redefine the concept of women’s “liberation.” The 

narrator explains that when school ends for the summer :

 All [the students] would prefer the schools not to close, especially the young girls... 
 because the vacation from school is, for them...the beginning of serving a prison 
 sentence, for two whole months... because there will be no going out, no outings, no open 
 space... (58).70

 

I would argue that this passage draws directly from French colonial discourse on the home as a 

“prison/harem” in a traditional patriarchal system. However, as we will see, it inverts this 

ideology rather than simply reproducing it. As the teacher goes on to explain, the girls in her 

community cannot go out in the summer because their “fathers are in prison” (58),71 and “the 

patrols of colonial soldiers have redoubled” (58).72 The French presence in the streets, and not 

the patriarchal structure in the home, keeps women from circulating in public. In other words, 

women in Wanissi’s text seek liberation not from their own societies, but the violence of 

colonialism.

  Ahlem Mosteghanemi has qualified Wanissi’s short story writing as conservative, 

because the author “prend la défense de la société traditionelle” (286). There is perhaps a case to 
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be made for MosteghanemiÕs reading. Casting French occupation as the only limiting factor in 

womenÕs movement ignores any other societal forces that may have contributed to gender 

dynamics in public space. Aside from a long discussion about the societal pressures on her 

family to have male children, WanissiÕs narrator doesnÕt extensively explore other facets of 

gender relations in her own society. Yet as Mosteghanemi herself admits ÒlÕeffort de Zhour 

Ouanissi depuis vingt ans pour imposer la femme dans la vie sociale et politique de 

lÕAlgŽrieÓ (286) cannot be ignored. What is more, behind WanissiÕs story of personal mobility 

through the school is a hope for how Arabization could change society: advancing a paradigm for 

equal participation in the public space which does not necessarily imply alienation from the 

community. 

Interior and Exterior Language: Questioning Spatial Divisions of Arabic in Morocco

 The relationship between the school and the public space in Morocco has a different 

history and different stakes than in Algeria. One of the primary factors that has set Morocco apart 

from its neighbors in the Maghreb is its persistent high rates of illiteracy. This despite the fact 

that, as Abdesselam Cheddadi has pointed out, the four major goals of Òles responsables des 

partis politiques et du gouvernementÓ were Òtraduits dans les quatre objectifs bien connus: 

arabisation, marocanisation, unicitŽ et gŽnŽralisationÓ (65). Arabized education was intended, for 

the first time in the countryÕs history, to allow all children- both boys and girls- to attend public 

schools. And indeed, there was a marked difference in literacy rates before and after MoroccoÕs 
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independence in 1956. Moha Ennaji reports in Multilingualism Cultural Identity and Education 

in Morocco that during the French colonial period, the illiteracy rate was 94% for women, and 

90% for men (201), whereas in the Arabized school system of the early years of independence 

the illiteracy rate dropped to 50% (205). Yet this 50% percent figure masks a significant gender 

gap: the illiteracy rate for women at the time was 65% (205). The disparity between men and 

women in Moroccan education has proven especially difficult to surmount in rural areas. 

According to Ennaji, in 1988, 69% of boys and only 35% of girls living in rural areas joined the 

first grade (compared to 89% of boys and 85% of girls in urban areas) (208). This discrepancy 

had important reverberations, both in the ÒgenderingÓ of public and private spaces, and in 

Moroccan linguistic practices. 

 In a 2008 article entitled ÒGender and Language in Moroccan Urban AreasÓ Fatima 

Sadiqi discusses how Moroccan womenÕs access to education has altered language dynamics in 

urban public space. Sadiqi explains that, in Morocco, French and Arabic (which are used in 

education, official public speaking and government administration) circulate and carry more 

power in urban public spaces. By contrast, the spoken dialects of Arabic and Tamazight, 

traditionally excluded from official domains (especially those associated with writing) are largely 

thought of as more ÒinteriorÓ languages. Sadiqi maps this linguistic Òpublic/private space 

dichotomyÓ on to the relationships between female and male speakers. Prior to the 1950s, 

because fewer Moroccan women worked outside the home than men, they had less of an 

occasion to use ÒpublicÓ languages such as French and MSA.73 It is for this reason, Sadiqi 
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explains, there has traditionally been a Òcorrelation between women, native tongues, and private 

spaceÓ in Morocco (145).

 Along with Arabization came changes in access to the public sphere. As Sadiqi argues, 

Òeducation allowed mass employment for women, which meant mass feminization of the public 

sphere and womenÕs access to ÔurbanÕ languages- French and MSAÓ (145). This gender parity 

has, to some extent, allowed a greater blurring of lines between ÒinteriorÓ and ÒpublicÓ languages 

as shifting gender roles in the public space bring major shifts in linguistic practice. However, the 

dynamics of Ògendered languageÓ remain complex. There are still certain areas of society where 

MSA, especially, retains its associations with men and male uses of power. Based on her 

extensive surveys of opinions and attitudes towards womenÕs language use, Sadiqi concludes that 

Ò Moroccan men in general do not display positive attitudes towards women that are proficient in 

MSA. They are more favorable to their proficiency in [French] because proficiency in MSA 

symbolizes cultural identity and power and, hence, is more threatening to the established male-

biased status quo... (160).

 Sadiqi locates this Òstatus quoÓ within several specific domains. Within religious 

establishments, far more men than women occupy positions of authority. Given MSAÕs 

association with religious practice, it has been harder to shake its association with male authority. 

However the difference in attitudes towards women speaking MSA and French extends beyond 

the questions of who holds positions of authority within organized religious groups. Sadiqi states 

that ÒMoroccan womenÕs ÔdistanceÕ from the spheres in which MSA is used explains the general 

tendency to disqualify women as competent public speakers in Moroccan cultureÓ (160). In what 

follows, I will examine how Moroccan author Leila Abouzeid addresses the historical Ògender 
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gapÓ in womenÕs and menÕs access to education, and the influence education has had on attitudes 

towards gendered speech in Morocco. 

  

Dialect and Pedagogy: Recasting Linguistic Competence in Leila AbouzeidÕs Al-Fa! l al-

akh"r

  In many ways, Leila AbouzeidÕs own career trajectory exemplifies the language changes 

that Sadiqi discusses. Educated in the early years of independence, Abouzeid represents part of 

the first generation of Moroccan female public intellectuals to write and produce scholarship in 

Arabic, a domain previously dominated by male voices. AbouzeidÕs texts often portray similar 

situations to her own: women in her novels are exceptional and often isolated figures, occupying 

environments that are (according to the protagonists themselves) typically assumed to be Òmale.Ó 

Her novel Al-Fa! l al-akh"r (The Last Chapter), for instance, depicts a time period of major 

upheaval in womenÕs access to public space: MoroccoÕs independence in 1956, and the following 

two decades which first saw women having access to education en masse.74 Published in 2000, 

this book also interpolates the current state of gendered language use in Morocco, offering 

reflections on how the situation had changed since those early days of upheaval.  Although 

AbouzeidÕs work describes post-independence education systems as bringing increased gender 

equality in the public sphere, the linguistic material of the novel, and its depiction of women 

other than the protagonist, also destabilize this portrait. 
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 The first line of Al-Fa! l al-akh"r explicitly inflects the process of access to the classroom 

with the question of gender, arguing that going to school in Morocco in this era was intrinsically 

more difficult for women: Òstudying with boys was difÞcult, like running up a mountain in the 

desert in the middle of the dayÓ (5).75 AishaÕs describes her school as an explicitly male space, 

into which she and the one other girl in her class were introduced without much preparation. She 

compares the experience to a science experiment, in which an ant is repeatedly introduced into a 

colony to which it doesnÕt belong, only to be rejected each time (6).76 

! Despite this hostile male-dominated environment, Aisha does not indicate any rivalry 

between herself and the boys in her class.  Boys, Aisha states, ÒdidnÕt treat us rationally because 

they assumed that we were naturally mindlessÓ (5).77 Instead, AishaÕs only female classmate in 

her high school, whom the she simply calls Òthe other one,Ó acts as the protagonistÕs principal 

rival. In a symbolic Þght over access to knowledge and education, the other girl attempts to steal 

the book that she and Aisha use to study together. Faced with the risk of failing an exam, Aisha 

must appeal to her teacher for help, leading her to decide that womanÕs worst enemy is, in fact, 

other women. While Aisha questions and criticizes male educational dominance, she also seems 

initially disinterested in disrupting it on a larger scale. Rather, she describes her own time in the 
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school as a quest to secure access to the small place accorded to women within the existing 

educational power structure. 

 While the first few pages of this chapter stage the process by which Aisha gains access to 

a male sphere of influence, its later portions examine how she navigates this world as an adult. 

The narrative frequently details her difficult encounters with men, both professionally and as 

potential suitors. In virtually all of these conversations, Aisha displays a level of linguistic 

competence far exceeding that of her male interlocutors. In one of these encounters, Aisha is 

visited by a former classmate, Al-Raddad, who has recently returned to Morocco from America. 

The metalinguistic commentary that Aisha makes to the reader throughout their conversation 

highlights the contrast between Al-RaddadÕs linguistic ÒimpurityÓ and AishaÕs linguistic 

proficiency. On two separate occasions, Al-Raddad uses foreign expressions: Òplaying cat and 

mouseÓ in English, and Òb‰tir des ch‰teaux en EspagneÓ in French. Though these enunciations 

are written in the text in Arabic (19, 22),78 Aisha is quick point out that he said them in their 

original language (19, 22).79  This linguistic variation is not a sign of multilingual competency or 

expatriate ÒworldlinessÓ on the part of Al-Raddad, Aisha assures us, but simply a recourse after 

awkwardly searching for the Arabic expressions which he does not know. Al-Raddad himself 

seems aware of AishaÕs linguistic judgements, offering by way of apology that his Arabic has 

been coming back to him since attending religious services (28).80 AishaÕs comments display not 

127

78 
.!"#$%& '($) *+,- %./ %0& *+,1 ..%23%456 78 )!9:;  <20&

79 
%=>?,& @-A2,B3C) @$9($) D#$ ...@2,EF) %=>?,& É 7G3H#$) IJK) L%;

80 
MBGK) N,O PPH1Q RQM& %SM0O P9+1 RQM& 



only her contempt for the foreignness of his speech, but also her ability to act as an arbiter of 

proper language use. 

  The text explicitly frames AishaÕs metalinguistic commentary as a sign of educational 

success, typified by the pedagogical attitude she adopts towards Al-Raddad in their conversation. 

After Al-Raddad recites a prayer to her, Aisha exclaims, Òyou still speak Arabic!Ó (28).81 This 

praise of his speech is immediately tempered by her aside to the reader, in which she explains ÒI 

wanted to reward him for his efforts, even though he said things in such a foreign way, and 

required effort in his pronunciation, and searched for his words, and resorted to English when he 

got stuckÓ (28).82 This exchange closely resembles the pedagogical gesture of the teacher 

wishing to encourage the insecure student, while still proceeding with the necessary correction of 

improper language use. 

 Al-Fa! l al-akh"r is written primarily in Modern Standard Arabic: however, several 

utterances in the narrative are written in Moroccan dialect. Direct quotation in dialect is 

infrequent during AishaÕs conversations, and it is usually coded as a feminine and interior form 

of speech.83 When AishaÕs former classmate uses a proverb in Moroccan dialect to Òprove that he 

hadnÕt forgotten ArabicÓ (25),84 Aisha remains unimpressed. Rather, she notes in a parenthetical 
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aside that Òthe proverb sounded feminine on his tongueÓ (25).85 Later in the same chapter, Al-

Raddad uses MSA to relate a joke he originally heard from his mother. Still critical of his 

language use, Aisha complains that his mother would have never used that linguistic register, and 

accuses Al-Raddad of using the literary register to Òavoid the indecencyÓ of the statement in the 

original (27).86 These comments, with their strongly gendered attitudes towards the use of 

dialect, reinforce the common societal notion that Moroccan dialect should, in a sense, be Òkept 

where it belongs:Ó inside the home, used primarily to relate womenÕs speech. 

 It is tempting to read AishaÕs story as that of a woman who gains access to power by 

renouncing the use of what she herself portrays as ÒfemaleÓ and ÒinteriorÓ language. However, a 

closer look at Aisha as a pedagogical figure reveals that the text destabilizes the monopoly of 

MSA on knowledge and public power. On several occasions, Aisha adopts a pedagogical stance 

towards the use of Moroccan dialect, similar to that used in her MSA conversations with Al-

Raddad. AishaÕs friend Karim (a Saharan man) unexpectedly calls her in the middle of the night, 

prompting her to question Òyak la bas?Ó This Moroccan dialectal phrase is used specifically to 

ask someone who appears to be upset or unwell if something is wrong. Karim, however, 

misunderstands her and responds as if she had asked simply la bas?- the common Darija 

(Moroccan dialectal Arabic) expression to ask someone how theyÕre doing. (An analogous 

English conversational misunderstanding might involve responding to ÒWhatÕs wrong?Ó with 

ÒFine, thanksÓ). Before continuing her conversation with Karim a word further, Aisha points out 
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to the reader that Karim ÒdidnÕt realize the authentic meaning of the expressionÓ (108).87 Only 

after making this pedagogical digression does she attempt to find out what is in fact wrong with 

her friend, proceeding with their conversation in MSA. 

 In another conversation- this time between Aisha, her mother, and an American 

researcher named Suzanne- AishaÕs mother is unsure of how to address the American woman. 

Should she call her lalla, my daughter, or otherwise? As she relays her motherÕs hesitations, 

Aisha explains to the reader that use of Òour dialect is divided according to our particularities and 

our notions coming from tradition and ideologiesÓ (74).88 She reassures her mother (and by 

extension the reader) that the researcherÕs Òclassroom understanding of our dialectÓ wonÕt allow 

her to recognize such subtle differences in use (74).89 She tells her mother instead to just call the 

woman by her first name. It is significant here that Aisha distinguishes between a ÒclassroomÓ 

understanding of dialect and a native one. She puts her mother (and herself) in a position of 

superiority by valuing language skills that cannot be acquired in the classroom, and, in fact, 

would never be learned in the classroom by anyone other than a foreigner. 

 Both of these conversations associate dialect use with a significant and recognizable 

linguistic competence. This approach constitutes a radical reordering of the societal values 

accorded to language practice in Morocco. In a review of several sociological studies, Ahmed 

Boukous highlights the widespread negative attitude of Moroccan speakers towards dialect (87). 
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Asked to compare Moroccan Dialect, Amazigh, French and Standard Arabic on a series of 

different criteria, Moroccan Dialect garnered particularly low scores for its level of development 

and usefulness in the future (48). Yet the linguistic reconfigurations of AbouzeidÕs text go beyond 

the uncommon practice of valuing dialect as a linguistic competency. Al-Fa! l al-akh"r adopts 

pedagogical attitudes normally reserved for male, exterior, MSA language use, and applies them 

to female ÒinteriorÓ language practice. Moroccan women such as AishaÕs mother may not benefit 

from full access to the educational languages of power, but in this particular textual moment they 

wield power over language beyond the reach of education. 

 Though most of the narrative focuses on Aisha and her interactions with men, Al-Fa! l al-

akh"r also depicts the lives of women whose social position and access to education are more 

limited. Through these portraits, we see a real questioning as to whether education has had any 

effect on gender roles in a broader sense. The first-person narration in the final chapter of the 

novel is taken over by Umm Hani, a woman who attended high school with Aisha. As Eva 

Hunter has noted, the title of the AbouzeidÕs novel Al-Fa! l al-akh"r (meaning The Last Chapter) 

deliberately draws the readerÕs attention to the importance of this final section (150). The two 

former classmates are explicitly described as unequal in this chapter through the tropes of gaze 

and the idea of the Òpublic eye.Ó In the opening lines of the chapter, Umm Hani states ÒI knew 

Aisha Abu el ÔAzm in secondary school. I knew her, but she didnÕt know me. If she saw me now, 

I would mean nothing to her. I, on the other hand, remember her despite the plague of 

forgetfulnessÓ (143).90 The unidirectional nature of this gaze is reinforced as Umm Hani 

repeatedly contemplates Aisha- on television, and in photographs she finds at her house- from 

131

90 
!"#$%&' ()'  *+, "-./01) "23 "43 ."5#6 "7& 8#%9 ": !;'  <%=3, >&? .<%).@= *&? "7A).9 .(B>2"C&' (D,E:' <)  FG@&' >H3 (I#9 8).9



the position of her own invisibility. Forced to abandon her studies by her husband, Umm Hani is 

also excluded from the public spaces Aisha occupies. The narrative explicitly connects Umm 

HaniÕs limited physical mobility to her exclusion from literate/literary activity: following her 

marriage, Umm Hani says, she Òcould no longer read the newspaper or walk in the streetÓ(144).91 

Despite her previous access to education, Umm Hani can no longer access the same intellectual 

capital as Aisha. While watching Aisha speak on television, Umm Hani notes that her former 

classmateÕs speech is of Òtoo high a level for meÓ (145),92 and that Aisha uses names of a number 

of Arab poets, and Umm Hani remarks that these names are Òlike a face we are aware of, but do 

not know intimatelyÓ (145).93 

! Paradoxically, although Umm Hani has lost her mastery of ÒeducatedÓ language, she 

speaks nearly exclusively in Standard Arabic throughout her portion of the narrative. What 

possible explanations could be offered for this linguistic disconnect? To begin with, her use of 

MSA likely results at least in part from the linguistic strictures of literary narrative discussed 

previously in this chapter. It would be difÞcult for non-Moroccan readers to understand Umm 

Hani at all if she were to speak only in dialect. Yet whereas other characters in this Þnal chapter 

sprinkle their speech with dialect, Umm Hani largely does not. Indeed, more than 20 lines 

spoken in exclusively Moroccan dialect are spread throughout Umm HaniÕs chapter (one of the 

highest concentrations of dialect in the novel), yet of these twenty, only two are spoken by Umm 

Hani herself. She thus occupies the rather counterintuitive position of inhabiting a space of 

interior and private language without speaking it herself.
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 One might argue that the the MSA of AbouzeidÕs text overwrites Umm HaniÕs voice, 

cloaking it in the language of power, and acting complicitly in its silencing. Indeed, the idea of 

silencing is a major trope in this chapter, as Umm Hani employs various narrative strategies to 

eliminate direct discourse and hide her own voice. In the following exchange with her doctor, 

Umm Hani relates almost half of her side of the conversation without speaking. The doctor 

begins by speaking directly to Umm Hani: 

- What makes you happy?
I took a long time to answer, so he asked his question a different way
- What do you love... in life?
I said suddenly: 
- Nothing
- Housework? Do you find enjoyment in that? Shopping? Music?...
He kept on adding things as I shook my head no, until he said
- Do you always cry like this?
I nodded yes, and then after I overcame my tears:
- I feel empty... (162).94

It is only after this point that Umm Hani actually opens up to her doctor. Throughout the chapter, 

she frequently employs strategies of indirect discourse to relay her own speech, almost always in 

MSA. 
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 It is possible to posit a second function for Umm HaniÕs MSA use, beyond narrative 

Òsilencing.Ó Umm Hani and AishaÕs shared use of literary language reminds the reader that both 

women received a high school education in the Arabized school: it was not until after this period 

that their life trajectories diverged. Leila Abouzeid herself highlighted the parallels between the 

two narrators in a 2004 interview, stating: 

 [Aisha] thinks she is unhappy because she didnÕt fulfill her life as a mother, a wife, and 
 as a woman, and she thinks thatÕs why she is unhappy. [Umm Hani], who has all these 
 things, thinks that she is unhappy because she didnÕt fulfill herself as a person: she 
 didnÕt work, she didnÕt liberate herself, she had to depend on her husband and be ruled by 
 her mother in law. These two women represent the two classes of Moroccan women, the 
 traditional and the modern, and for which is it more difficult? It is difficult for both (qtd. 
 in Khannous 187).

While Aisha is proud of her ability to choose her path in life, she nonetheless feels that a stigma 

accompanies women who circulate in stereotypically ÒmaleÓ public spaces. Her focus on her 

education has meant that she has remained single, and she finds that potential suitors often judge 

her for this choice. In contrast to Umm HaniÕs loss of the public sphere, Aisha expresses a deep 

sense of loss that she cannot occupy the social roles traditionally associated with the Moroccan 

private sphere. 

 Despite the importance of education in AishaÕs trajectory, the novel on a whole suggests 

the limits of the education system in reordering the dynamic between gendered private and public 

space. Indeed, the textÕs direct statements on the importance of education are destabilized by the 

underlying portrait of a system unable to break down societal barriers for women. The education 

of women in Morocco, this text suggests, and the corresponding access it grants to public spaces, 

are too often viewed as an instance of female occupation of a male world. In this sense, though 
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Aisha evolves as a character throughout the novel, on a societal scale not enough has changed 

since she attempted to find her space in the ÒmaleÓ world of the classroom.

 At the same time that it critiques the stratification of public and private spheres, Al-Fa! l 

al-akh"r also uses language in an attempt to imagine new social dynamics. Though linguistically 

and formally, the genre of the novel is perhaps somewhat limited in its ability to contest norms of 

gendered language, the instances of AbouzeidÕs language play between MSA and dialect, and 

especially the elevation of dialect to a sphere of competency, are significant literary strategies 

which allow her to play with those borders. Perhaps paradoxically, the moments of linguistic 

reordering and boundary-crossing in Al-Fa! l al-akh"r are all the more interesting to this study 

because of the strictures of the form.  The novel is a canonical genre, and up until AbouzeidÕs 

generation was much more frequently written by men. Citing a study entitled LittŽrature du 

Maroc: Horizon 2000, Abdallah Mdarhri Alaoui points out that by the end of the 1990s novels by 

female authors represented 1/5 of Moroccan French-language literary production, and only 1/10 

of Moroccan literary production in Arabic (83). As one of the first Moroccan women authors to 

publish in Arabic, Abouzeid occupies a privileged yet fraught position from which to criticize 

and engage with this pressing issue. I would suggest that we read the publishing of this novel as 

an act of entering the literary public sphere while encouraging linguistic permeability between 

the public and the private. 
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Women and the Violence of the Public Sphere in AlgeriaÕs DŽcennie Noire

 Both Zohr Wanissi and Leila Abouzeid write about times in which men and women 

entered the classroom in increasing numbers, and where women particularly made historic gains 

in access to education. Written at different historical moments and in different countries, the two 

narratives have different perspectives on how the school changed gender dynamics. However 

both authors share the depiction of the school as a location which offers many students a means 

of accessing a wide range of ÒpublicÓ functions: leaving the home, entering the workforce, 

participating in social movements, and becoming an author.

 Perhaps no period saw more political and educational upheaval in the Maghreb than the 

decades between the Algerian revolution and the end of the dŽcennie noire. The term dŽcennie 

noire describes the 10 years of violence that shook Algeria, leading to an estimated 100,000 lives 

lost (Turshen 897). Following massive uprisings in the late 1980s, Algeria introduced a multi-

party system, and local elections were held in anticipation of a national election. The victory of 

the Islamist party FIS (Front Islamique du Salut) in multiple municipal elections prompted a 

military intervention to prevent a second round of voting (Djerbal and Ait Hamou 106). A 

prolonged and bloody conflict began between the Algerian government (in various political 

configurations) and Islamist groups ensued, lasting for nearly 10 years. 

 The prevailing narrative on women in Algeria following the revolution is that their 

contributions to independence efforts went unrecognized, and indeed even repressed, by the 

state, and that they were, as some have put it, Òasked to go back to their kitchensÓ (Djerbal and 

Ait Hamou 108). Meredeth Turshen nuances this portrait of the situation, demonstrating that 
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Algerian womenÕs status evolved differently across different sectors of public life. One of the 

most significant gains in gender parity was in education. By the 1990s, Ò46 percent of primary 

and 50 percent of secondary school students were girls; half of university graduates were 

womenÓ (891). Yet at the same time, the government drafted laws that explicitly limited 

womenÕs rights. The 1984 Family Code Òmade all women minors in education, work, marriage, 

divorce and inheritanceÓ (Turshen 894). As Dalila Djerbal and Louisa Ait Hamou have 

succinctly described, Òthere was a blatant contradiction between the substance of the [Family] 

Code and the increasing visibility and participation of women in various spheres of public 

economic activity in AlgeriaÓ (110). Following the adoption of the Family Code, womenÕs rights 

groups formed and demonstrated publicly for increased legal rights for Algerian women.  

 The Islamist parties that formed during the 1980s had both supporters and detractors 

among women. Those who opposed these movements fought against political programs that 

sought not just to limit womenÕs legal rights, but to separate the sexes in public places. The FIS 

platform, for example, Òincluded actively discouraging women from working outside the home, 

and creating separate administrative services, public transport, and beaches for women and 

menÓ (Hessini, qtd in Turshen 897).  Yet gender ÒmixitŽÓ in public was not the goal of all 

women. As Susan Slymovics points out, Islamist university women held that Òindiscriminate 

mixing of the sexes in public places is an obstacle to the emergence of women in public space,Ó 

and that separate spaces would allow them (as, they maintained, did the veil) to Òescape the male 

gazeÓ and be Òexempted from the dominant male groupÕs ability to control social space by means 

of sexual harassment or sexual objectification of femalesÓ (24). While it is fair to say that access 
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to public spaces was a shared concern amongst many, it is important to point out that the means 

of this access was interpreted differently across different political and religious lines. 

 Following on the heels of this volatile and delicate chapter in the history of womenÕs 

legal rights, the dŽcennie noire and its violence took a particularly heavy toll on Algerian 

women. Schools were targeted by the GIA (Groupe islamique armŽ), and unveiled women were 

especially in danger: 

 At the beginning of the 1994 school year, the GIA threatened death to the 7 million 
 primary and high school students and their 32,000 teachers unless the norms of  Islamic 
 education were followed- the separation of boys and girls, the veiling of women 
 professors and girl students, and the elimination of gymnastics. Earlier, Amnesty 
 International condemned the killing of Katia Bengana, a 17 year-old high school student 
 in Blida, shot on February 28 after receiving threats that she would die unless she wore 
 the hijab (Slymovics 25).

These threats and killings formed a part of what Michael Humphrey has termed the  Algerian 

Òmicropolitics of violence.Ó Civilians were often targeted for violence because their language, 

behavior or dress were perceived as a sign of adherence to either Òthe secular (Western) nation-

stateÓ (8) or ÒIslamic religious idealsÓ (3). Violence against individuals thus became a means, 

especially for Islamist militant groups, of expressing a political stance, and bodies were Òmade 

markers in the contest for territorial and institutional controlÓ (8). As Humphrey and Slymovics 

are careful to point out, violence in the Algerian dŽcennie noire crossed lines of political 

affiliation, class and gender- but disproportionally affected women. Across Algeria in this era 

Òwomen in public places, veiled or unveiled, die for the interpretations secular or religious 

fanatics attach to their presence and appearanceÓ (Slymovics 26).

 Between 1962 and 1990, education had seemed to offer both men and women greater 

hope for access to the public sphere, in whatever form they chose to do so. What became of this 
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locus of hope during the dŽcennie noire? How did its societal role shift? Wahiba KhiariÕs novel 

Nos silences addresses these questions in her narrative of education in Algeria in the late 1990s. 

This text explores the closure of the classroom as a space of gender parity in Algeria, and 

explores strategies to replace the spaces vacated by the school through literary language.  

ÒMon Žcriture contre son drameÓ : Writing as Public Space in Wahiba KhairiÕs Nos 

Silences

 Wahiba KhairiÕs Nos Silences, published in 2009 by the Tunisian publishing house 

Elyzad, is narrated by two Algerian women who first meet in a high school classroom. The first 

(unnamed) narrator teaches English in Algeria before emigrating to Tunisia under threats of 

violence from one of her students. While in exile, she is tormented by the memory of her best 

student- a young girl who had recently stopped attending class without explanation. The young 

girl, also unnamed, narrates her own story in chapters that alternate with her teacherÕs.95 In the 

climate of increasing violence in Algeria, her father and brother demand that she leave school. 

She is kidnapped and raped, and witnesses the brutal murder of her sister. The two narratorsÕ 

stories end in parallel but starkly divergent notes: both become pregnant and give birth at the end 

of the novel. The older narrator experiences giving birth as the beginning of a new life, though 

she remains haunted by the memory of the younger girl, who is left looking desperately for an 

escape from her own circumstances. Using the context of Algeria during the dŽcennie noire, this 
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novel explores the intersections of education, gender, language, violence, womenÕs freedom to 

circulate- especially to and from the school. Yet Nos silences offers more than a depiction of the 

situation of teachers and students during the dŽcennie noire. As I will show, it is also intended as 

a response to the closure of the school as a public space, using literature as a space of testimony. 

 The action of Nos silences takes place in three primary locations: inside the studentÕs 

home, in Tunisia where the teacher is in exile, and on the campus of a public high school. In this 

configuration, the school is the only narrative location in which female characters circulate 

outside of the home. The school is described as a mixed-gender establishment, yet the text draws 

multiple divisions between male and female characters. The way that the teacher describes her 

own precarity in the school space is based not just on the fact that she teaches the Òlangue des 

ÔrenŽgatsÕÓ (14), but also because of the visibility of her female body. Two of the paragraphs 

detailing her life as a teacher start with Òje nÕŽtais pas voilŽeÓ (13, 14), and strongly suggest that 

this is the reason that one of her male students threatens her life. The idea that being an unveiled 

woman in the school is particularly dangerous establishes a division between the way men and 

women experience being present in the classroom. 

 Male characters in this narrative act primarily to control womenÕs movement outside of 

the home. In recounting why she is allowed to go to school, unlike her older sister, the Student 

explains that Òmon p•re et mon fr•re en avaient dŽcidŽ autrement. [Ma soeur] devait se prŽparer 

ˆ •tre une bonne ŽpouseÓ (33). In addition, she explains that her sister ÒŽtait trop belle, et que 

[ses parents] avaient peur pour elleÓ (33). In contrast to her sister and her feminine beauty, the 

student narrator describes herself as Òla maigrichonne presque laide, quÕils habillaient comme 

mon fr•re pour oublier que jÕŽtais une filleÓ (33). The StudentÕs ability to pass for a male thus 
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allows her to attend school. The theme of masculinity as a guarantor of access to the public space 

continues when she recounts her move from primaire which is near her home, to the coll•ge and 

lycŽe which are located much further away. Begrudgingly, the StudentÕs father allows her to live 

with her aunt and uncle to finish school. However when her uncle is killed, the young girl is 

immediately forced to come home and abandon her studies. In the absence of male protection, 

the Student is denied any access to the school. 

 It is important to differentiate KhiariÕs narrative about men controlling womenÕs 

circulation outside the home from narratives about ÒtraditionalÓ and ÒpaternalisiticÓ Algerian 

societies, such as those to which Wanissi responded, discussed in the first section of this chapter. 

Moments of Nos silences explore how male characters are both participants in and subject to 

structures of oppression and violence.  As the Student describes the scene in her home following 

her sisterÕs kidnapping, the familial power dynamics have clearly changed:

 Ma m•re sÕŽtait Žvanouie, je me demande si elle sÕest rŽveillŽe depuis, mon p•re, la t•te 
 entre le mains, sanglotait comme un enfant, mon fr•re dŽfon•ait le mur ˆ coups de poing 
 ensanglantŽs. Il venait de laisser les monstres prendre sa soeur sur les yeux. A cet instant, 
 je suis sžre quÕil regrettait dŽjˆ de nÕavoir pas osŽ mourir. Il devait penser ˆ ce quÕallaient 
 dire les gens du village: en sa prŽsence, sa soeur sÕŽtait fait enlever, et lui sÕen Žtait sorti 
 indemne. Un autre Žchec dans sa vie dont il ne se remettrait jamais (40).
 

Her father and brother are portrayed here in the postures of victims- sobbing, lashing out at 

inanimate objects, reflecting on their own powerlessness. Yet this kidnapping, in a more violent 

form, reproduces the control that the father attempted to exert over his daughter initially, by 

locking her in her house and denying her access to school. The father and son are thus not merely 

victims of a pervasive climate of violence beyond their control- they are victims of the 

repercussions of the violence that they previously perpetuated.
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 After they leave the school- the Student for her home, and the Teacher for exile- these 

two characters inhabit spheres that seem entirely disconnected from what we could term the 

ÒAlgerian public sphere.Ó This disconnect is most apparent in the story of the Student, whose 

father and brother insist on bringing her home and locking her in her room. She tries to protest, 

saying that ÒQuand il a vu mon acharnement ˆ vouloir repartir, mon fr•re a pris mes livres, mes 

cahiers, et toutes mes affaires, il en a fait un gros tas devant la maison et il a tout bržlŽ. Ce jour-

lˆ, ma vie est partie en cendresÓ (54).

 Following this final symbolic obliteration of her connection to the school, the StudentÕs 

mobility progressively decreases. Captive within her home, she is only able to watch other 

students going to or from school by her window. Shortly afterwards, she is kidnapped by a group 

of Islamist militants. As she is raped by her captors, the young girl describes the progressive loss 

of control over her body, until her physical being no longer represents a space within which she 

may dwell: ÒJe quitte mon corps. Je lÕabandonne ˆ mon bourreau, le sien le mien. JÕessaye de me 

dissocier de ce corpsÓ (80). The body itself becomes a confining space within which she can no 

longer exist. 

 The effacement of the Student through increasing confinement is paralleled by the  

experience of the Teacher, whose border crossing places her in a world far beyond the spaces she 

inhabited in Algeria, public or private. She describes the emotional turmoil of living in exile as a 

physical suffering, one that manifests itself through various illnesses. ÒPourtant, depuis que je 

suis ici, jÕai mal ˆ mon pays... Mon corps se manifeste. Il prend la parole... Il est sŽrieux. Il 

souffre. Je me dŽcide ˆ lÕemmener chez le mŽdecin Ó (35-6). These ailments put her body outside 
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of the bounds of her own control, as she describes a dissociation between her Òself,Ó and a body 

that seems somehow exterior to her. 

 Nos silences is presented in the guise of a testimony to womenÕs violent erasure from 

public visibility and circulation in Algeria. The back cover states that the novelÕs Òdeux voix de 

femmes en ŽchoÓ will serve to remind readers of the ÒmŽmoire de toutes les autresÓ who have 

been erased: the Òfilles de la dŽcennie noire.Ó I would argue, however, that the text delegates to 

itself a function other than the recording of otherwise unheard voices. Rather, both of the textÕs 

narrators, as well as the author herself, attempt to use writing and language to create spaces of 

circulation and communication for women. Some of these attempts succeed, and others fail, yet 

they all pose an essential question: can writing itself represent a public space? Or does it, like the 

two narrators themselves, simply circulate around the spaces it hopes to occupy?

 Both narrators search for a language that will allow them to communicate outside the 

boundaries of their physical environment. In the case of the Student, this search for language is 

repeatedly thwarted. In order to fight the silence imposed by the burning of her school books, she 

must learn a new language, and Òapprendre ˆ Žcrire les yeux fermŽsÓ (54). The potential of 

writing to render her thoughts widely legible is especially important to her, and she searches for 

expression in a new language that will circulate beyond the confines of her captivity. ÒJÕŽcris 

Ôdans mon cÏurÕ comme quand on parle Ôdans son cÏur,Õ en dialecte de chez nous •a veut dire 

parler sans voix... Je ferme les yeux et je pense tr•s fort ˆ lÕŽventualitŽ dÕune Žcriture ˆ haute 

voixÓ (54). We are given the impression that this ÒŽcriture ˆ haute voixÓ is something that could 

circulate in the public space, being both present on the page, and heard in the minds of readers. 
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In the end, though, it seems that while she has found the language, she lacks the materials, as 

ÒŽcrire mÕest dŽfendu, depuis quÕon mÕa bržlŽ livres et cahiersÓ (55). 

 While the Student uses what she calls a language of the Òheart,Ó the Teacher turns to the 

written word to cross borders. Shortly after leaving for Tunis, she invokes a favorite ritual: after 

committing her own past to writing, Òje craquais une allumette. Je ressuscitais le passŽ pour 

lÕincinŽrerÓ (47). This literary incineration parallels the ritual burning of the StudentÕs school 

materials, and at the same time conjures the birth of a new form of language. The Teacher 

primarily seeks a language that will render memories of physical and emotional pain 

comprehensible. ÒIl me venait souvent cette image ˆ lÕesprit, celle dÕun coup de feu en pleine 

poitrine, ou dans le dos. Une balle qui me serait destinŽe ˆ la sortie du lycŽeÓ (66). This image, 

however, is impossible for her to translate into words. She begins a Òqu•te dŽlirante dÕune 

terminologie spŽcialisŽe,Ó learning words to describe bodily, physical pain. Though she fears that 

it is in the end Òune illusion de croire quÕon peut ressentir ou m•me imaginer les douleurs quÕon 

nÕa pas vŽcuesÓ (67-8), she nonetheless writes extensively about her body, seeking to make pain 

publicly legible/visible.  

 She also mentions that she writes frequently about her former student, fearing the worst 

for what has become of her, and what has become of the Algeria she has left behind. This act of 

writing is posited as a means of linking the two women: ÒMon Žcriture contre son drame, mes 

jours contre ses nuits. Je lui c•de les mots pour libŽrer sa vie. Je lui donne la parole pour rompre 

mes silencesÓ (28). Writing bridges the physical gap between the two women, recreating an 

intermediary space between interiority and exteriority that the school used to occupy. 
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 Yet a troubling paradox emerges as the Teacher is writing. A chapter she narrates near the 

end of the text begins with the line: ÒJe suis fatiguŽe, jÕai peur de finir par Žtouffer avec elle dans 

ce trou ˆ vermine que jÕai moi -m•me creusŽÓ (105). This opening suggests that the older 

narrator may not just be writing about her former student while in exile, but that she is in fact the 

author of the StudentÕs first person narration. An optimistic reading of this passage might be 

compatible with the idea of writing as a bridge between the stories of women like the Student 

and the Teacher. However, this interpretation is, at the same time, problematic. The Teacher 

herself questions whether writing such a horrible ending to the life of an actual student she knew 

does not make her Òtout aussi coupable que les hommes qui la violentÓ (104). It further suggests 

that writing as a Òrendering publicÓ of womenÕs voices is now only possible through a literary 

ÒviolÓ- the seizing and possession of womenÕs voices which cannot otherwise be heard. 

 The TeacherÕs evocation of literary violence leads us to question the status of the text that 

we are reading, due to the many parallels between the Teacher and Khiari, the author. The Òfiche 

dÕauteurÓ on Khiari from her publishing house Elzyad explains that the author was born in 

Algeria in 1969, studied English and taught in a high school near Constantine, until leaving for 

Tunis in 1997. The multiple correspondences between author and teacher invite us to pose the 

same question of Nos silences as a text that we posed of the TeacherÕs narration. Is Nos silences 

an example of literature acting a textual ÒspaceÓ for voices to circulate publicly? Or is it a 

literary viol of anotherÕs voice put into print? 

 The language and location of this textÕs publication offer some clues as to how it might 

circulate. While there are no easily available statistics on where Nos silences is being read, one 

might assume that the text, written in French and published in Tunis, is somewhat removed from 
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the Algerian context. On the one hand, the decision to publish elsewhere in the Maghreb refuses 

one of the common assumptions about Francophone Algerian literature: that it must turn to the 

west for a literary audience. Yet on the other hand, it would be difficult to say that this novel 

occupies a specifically Algerian literary space. Indeed, the resources for reading and publishing 

literature seem to be on the decline in Algeria: participants in a 2013 colloquium on literature 

called ÒLa Lecture en F•teÓ lamented  the ÒirrŽfutable dŽsertion du livre perceptible ˆ tous les 

niveauxÓ (Toubichi, qtd. in Djafri). Given these circumstances, it is difficult to discern how 

available KhairiÕs novel is to an Algerian readership, and if it is, how many people would read it. 

This conclusion, however, leads us to consider the other ways that literature might circulate, 

beyond the assumed borders of ÒnationalÓ literatures.

  Public attention to Nos silences increased after the novel was awarded the 2010 ÒPrix 

Senghor du Premier Roman Francophone,Ó a  literary prize given annually for the debut novel of 

a young author writing in French. Following her receipt of the award, Wahiba Khairi was invited 

to speak on a Tunisian television show about her experience writing and publishing the book. A 

trope evoked not only on this program, but in multiple news articles written about the book, was 

the pertinence of the novel to Tunisian readers in a time of insecurity and instability during the 

ÒArab Spring.Ó As one of the presenters of the show ÒKlam EnasÓ (The Voice of the People) 

remarked on how interesting she had found the book, she stated:

 And then, as I read the book, the climate of violence that is present today in Tunisia 
 reminded me of things written in this book, things that in our lives we never imagined, 
 those of us here in Tunis, that we would live and recount- I found them in this book.96 
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This presenter is not the only person to find points of correspondence between Algerian and 

Tunisian experiences of gendered violence in the public space. Khairi herself echoed this 

dynamic in an interview, where she was asked what feelings the Tunisian Revolution had 

inspired in her. She responded:

! On en r•vait, c'est inespŽrŽ. On a vŽcu un de ces moments que l'on dŽcouvre d'habitude 
! dans les livres d'histoire. J'aurais aimŽ le vivre en AlgŽrie... En ce moment d'ailleurs, je 
! suis en train de relire ce que j'ai vŽcu lˆ-bas... En 1988, les jeunes sont sortis dans la rue 
! pour la dŽmocratie. Les islamistes en ont proÞtŽ pour s'imposer. Les forces de 
! l'obscurantisme sont encore lˆ, qui essaient de rŽcupŽrer le mouvement. Mais j'ai 
! beaucoup d'espoir. Les gens ont plus de recul et internet est un outil formidable pour faire 
! circuler tr•s vite l'information (ÒQuand Wahiba Khiari lib•re les silencesÓ).

When Khiari refers to the fact that Òles jeunes sont sortis dans la rue pour la dŽmocratie,Ó she 

draws a parallel between the protests against Algerian president Chadli BendjedidÕs regime in 

1988, and the ÒArab SpringÓ of 2011. One might rightfully question if this comparison is 

historically justiÞed. Tunisia and Algeria have had deeply divergent experiences of education, 

gender relations, and political protest movements. Yet one of the major discourses emerging 

from the years following the ÒArab SpringÓ in Tunisia is similar to that in Algeria: debates over 

women and education have the potential to turn violent. A Reuters article from April 10, 2013, 

details clashes in a Tunisian school when members of a SalaÞst group Òassaulted [a school] chief 

after he barred entry to a teenage girl wearing a face veil, or niqab....an incident that underlined 

rising Islamist-secularist tensionsÓ (Amara).

!  What comes after the Arab Spring is still in the process of being written in Tunisia. At 

the current moment- especially as a new constitution has been ratiÞed and met with widespread 
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support-97 violence on the scale of the dŽcennie noire seems unlikely. However, the potential for 

violence in the school is clearly an important area of public debate. The fact that KhiariÕs story 

resonated during a time of precarity in Tunisia invites us to rethink the boundaries and 

significance of the spaces in which this novel circulates. Algerian Francophone texts are 

generally assumed to find their readership either within AlgeriaÕs national borders or, more 

frequently, within the ÒFrancophoneÓ literary canon established by metropolitan France.  

Algerian authors who publish in French are thus often assumed to be ÒperformingÓ for a French 

readership, and even self-orientalizing for a foreign audience. However, theories of literary 

reception in Maghrebi Francophone studies pay little attention to the possibility for texts to 

circulate between Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco. Wahiba KhiariÕs text offers just one example of 

the new readings and new resonances we can find in texts when we shift our understanding of 

the ways in which they circulate. 

Conclusion 

 Each of the novels examined here intervenes in education debates, discussing a particular 

moment where the gender dynamics of education and the public space seemed poised for a major 

shift. Yet in my reading of all three narratives, education systems offer insufficient means to 

transform public space in the manner anticipated by each text.  Min Yawm!y" t Mudarrisah 

# urrah presents the school as part of a revolutionary change of society. This is perhaps the most 
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transformative school of any of the texts examined here. Yet even so, what is left unsaid in this 

text regarding gender dynamics in the wider society suggests that WanissiÕs narrator remains 

more of an exceptional figure than a sign of massive historical change. Nonetheless, this memoir 

represents an important and rare site of contestation of historical memory of ÒliberationÓ in 

colonial Algeria. Al-Fa! l al-akh"r also contests the memory of the French school as Òmodern,Ó by 

recalling that Arabized schools were the first to educate women. Not all women in this text have 

access to this education, however, and a deeply stratified society represented by Umm Hani 

counterbalances AishaÕs narrative of educational success. It is only within the language of the 

text that the ÒinteriorÓ and ÒexteriorÓ can be blurred and lines transgressed - the same mobility 

proves impossible for two narrators in their own lives. The question of circulation is finally 

raised by Wahiba KhiariÕs Nos silences, as an Algeria without schools becomes a nation where 

circulation is dangerous and even deadly. Yet as with both narratives before it, Nos silences 

searches for a mobility in text that is absent in society, asking if literature can render womenÕs 

voices legible and visible to the public. The difficulty circulating literature makes all of these 

textual efforts particularly precarious. At the same time, their publication represents a broadening 

of the literary public space. Indeed, the reception of Nos Silences by readers during TunisiaÕs 

time of upheaval in 2011 suggests that as literature circulates, it also forms surprising new spaces 

of communication. These three authors, through their access to education, are able to Òproduce 

knowledge that challenges hegemonic gender discourses and definitionsÓ (Skalli 53).
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Chapter Four

Resisting Reproduction and the Refusal to ÒMake SenseÓ of Education

 At the heart of many autobiographies that depict the classroom is the logical progress of 

the student through the school system. This trajectory structures the majority of education 

narratives, and gives them meaning. Yet in increasing numbers over the past decades, Maghrebi 

authors have abandoned the autobiographical approach when writing about education. Opting 

instead for literary techniques of allegory or satire, their texts offer narratives in which students 

are almost entirely absent from the classroom space. In the rare moments where students are 

present, they are subjected to a barrage of non-sense lessons that do nothing to increase their 

linguistic or literary competence. It is to this new development in education narratives, and the 

reasons behind its emergence, which I turn in this final chapter.

 The most readily apparent explanation for the turn to the theme of meaninglessness in 

education literature is that it reflects growing pessimism towards the state of education. An 

examination of media treatments of education in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia over the past two 

decades shows a growing alarm over issues of illiteracy, poor test results, high dropout rates and 

unemployment at the end of the process. In Morocco, King Mohamed VI evoked the Òcrise 

chroniqueÓ of education in a 1999 speech, promising to devote further funds to education 
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(Discours et Interviews).  Yet despite repeated commitments of money and resources,98 the 

persistence of high levels of illiteracy has led to assertions of the ÒŽchec patent de tout le syst•me 

ŽducatifÓ in Morocco (Bouhamida). In Algeria and Tunisia, countries with higher literacy rates, 

there is no less alarm over studentsÕ poor results in public schools. Algerian journalists coined the 

now-popular, if somewhat hyperbolic, term Òanalphab•tes bilinguesÓ99 to describe the condition 

in which students graduate from Algerian public schools. In Tunisia, a growing concern over 

students repeating grade levels, dropping out of the system, and being unable to find employment 

have led to discussions of ÒŽchec scolaire.Ó100 Observers from outside the education system are 

not the only ones concerned. In all three countries, student discontent with education is palpable, 

and has been for some time. From AlgeriaÕs strikes of Arabized students in the early 1980s, to the 

more recent protests of dipl™mŽs ch™meurs in Morocco and strikes of education personnel in 

Tunisia, there is a growing concern that education systems are failing students and teachers 

alike.101

 At the same time, a number of literary narratives have forsaken the idea that education 

Òmakes sense,Ó both in terms of meaningful content and in terms of its potential to contribute to 

social mobility. Yet the theme of non-sense in education literature is more than a reflection on the 

problems of the school system. As I will argue in this chapter, literary authors use satire and 
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allegory to explore the economic and social mechanisms behind educationÕs Òfailures.Ó Unlike 

many critics of the education system (who have attempted to explain educational failure as part 

of a problem inherent with bilingual education in general, and Arabization in particular), these 

texts analyze language, and the politics behind language use, as part of a larger system of social 

exploitation- one that has allowed government elites to consolidate and reinforce their own 

power. 

 My analysis is informed by the theory of symbolic capital and its reproduction through 

education elaborated in Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude PasseronÕs La reproduction: ŽlŽments 

pour une thŽorie du syst•me dÕenseignement. Bourdieu and Passeron argue that the meanings, 

cultural values and linguistic competencies that are selected for ÒimpositionÓ in the classroom 

are those of the dominant classes, a fact that ensures the reproduction of their power (Lakomski 

154).  This theory contests common perceptions of education, such as the idea that the only goal 

of education is to communicate information, that the information it communicates represents a 

non-arbitrary standard, and that all students in the system have access to this information in equal 

ways, based on their merit and effort. Instead of being an institution of transformation, education 

is seen by Bourdieu and Passeron as an institution of preservation, a social technology that 

continues to marginalize a large number of the students it claims to educate.

   I will begin my discussion by examining Moroccan author Fouad LarouiÕs ÒLÕŽtrange 

affaire du cahier bounni,Ó from his short story collection Le jour o• Malika ne sÕest pas mariŽe.  

This text deploys humor and plays with language to write a school where pedagogy conveys only  

meaningless content. Examining what remains of the education system when the ÒillusionÓ of 

communication is removed exposes the power relationships that often go unquestioned when 
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language policy is discussed. I will then turn to the figure of the pedagogue in the educational 

system. Two novels - Jabal al-Ôanz by Habib Selmi and Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! by 

Mohamed Nedali - use very different tones and genres to explore the possibilities for the teacher 

to resist abuses of the education system. Habib SelmiÕs novel, on its surface a story of a 

government officialÕs violence towards a teacher, actually presents a much more complex 

narrative about the difficulty of resisting the appropriation of symbolic power in education. His 

work is representative of a darker turn in narratives about education, in which the lack of content 

conveyed in the classroom is symbolic of larger systemic abuses. NedaliÕs novel uses satire to 

destabilize many of the common tropes of the Òeducational autobiography,Ó and asks the 

fundamental question of whether participating as a teacher in an education system that 

perpetuates social inequality offers any room for resistance. 

 In all of the novels that I examine in this chapter, authors try to open literary spaces of 

resistance to the education system as a site for the reproduction of economic privilege.  These 

works experiment with different ways of expressing individual agency, and attempt to disrupt the 

perpetuation of elite power.  Yet there is a productive, if troubling, tension between literature as a 

canonical, often elite form, and novelistsÕ efforts to disrupt the ÒeliteÓ hold on power. Can 

literature, which is on one level a product of education, also be a credible site of contestation? 

The precarious state of readership, and the formative role that the school has to play in that 

dynamic, form the major stakes of this debate. 
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Education, ÒLinguistic CapitalÓ and Reproduction

 Many educational narratives use a markedly satiric or humorous tone in their depiction of 

classroom content that doesnÕt Òmake sense.Ó For example, in Moha SouagÕs short story 

ÒMonsieur le directeurÓ, published in 1999, a teacher named ÒMonsieur LourdÓ runs his class as 

follows: 

 Il commen•ait ˆ Žcrire des chiffres, tous les chiffres qui lui passaient par la t•te, dÕune 
 extrŽmitŽ ˆ lÕautre du tableau puis mettait au milieu le signe de la division. Il sÕasseyait 
 alors derri•re son bureau, prenait un roman policier et lan•ait:

    - Allez-y; au travail

 Tous les Žl•ves baissaient la t•te sur leur cahier et chacun sÕamusait ˆ sa mani•re en 
 attendant la fin de lÕheure pour sortir. LÕimportant Žtait de ne pas faire de bruit (47).

In this classroom, silently mimicking the act of learning is more important than mastering actual 

skills or content. Mohamed NedaliÕs 2004 novel Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! contains a similar 

scene. In a class on lexicology, the instructor spends half the class tracing the outline of a 

crossword puzzle on the board; the second half of the period is devoted to having the students 

recreate the empty puzzle in their notebooks, to fill out on their own time. The institution of 

higher learning in question is the CPR (Centre pŽdagogique rŽgionale) of Marrakech- an 

institute meant to form future teachers.

 These narratives, and others like them, invite readers to ask: what makes education Òmake 

sense?Ó Understanding how the trope of non-sense functions in literature means understanding 

the dense network of linkages between language, education, and economic power. Pierre 

BourdieuÕs work is particularly helpful on this matter, especially the theorization of social and 
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linguistic capital. While the term capital is most often used in an economic sense, Bourdieu 

applied it to other, related, contexts, arguing that - as Robert Moore puts it - Òother forms of 

capital such as cultural and social can be seen as ÔtransubstantiatedÕ forms of economic 

capitalÓ (102). The idea that there is a link between social, cultural and especially linguistic 

capital- the mastery of certain languages- and economic gains is critical for my analysis. 

 Bourdieu and Passeron argue that the language register taught in class does not represent 

an ÒobjectivelyÓ or logically determined standard, but rather, a standard that has been arbitrarily 

defined as superior through the validation of a particular social class. Because students from 

these groups have access to the privileged cultural codes from early in life, they are more readily 

able to employ them once they enter the school setting. The information taught in the classroom 

thus appears to be a Òcultural capital conceived of as the jointly owned property of the whole 

ÔsocietyÕÓ (11).102 However, it is in reality a series of codes associated with what Bourdieu and 

Passeron term the Òdominant classes.Ó It is, they argue, due to the failure or refusal of those 

involved in the education system to recognize the association of language with elite power that 

we continue to think of education as merely the ÒcommunicationÓ of a neutral body of 

Òinformation.Ó

 How pertinent is it to speak of linguistic ÒcapitalÓ in relation to the debates surrounding 

education in the Maghreb? Bourdieu is well known for his ethnographic work with Kabyles in 

Algeria, an experience which, according to Craig Calhoun, formed may of his ideas about 

practice and the reproduction of inequality. (1403) However, Bourdieu would likely not have 

found many schools to examine in Algeria in the late 1950s when he worked on his Kabyle 
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ethnographies. Given the dependence of BourdieuÕs theories of education on the French 

system,103 applying them in the context of Maghrebi post-independence education requires 

further work. The assertion that a single dominant linguistic form encapsulates at once cultural, 

social, political and economic power of the dominant class cannot be transposed to the context of 

the Maghreb. As Ahmed Boukous argues, BourdieuÕs theory on language and power is Òle 

rŽsultat dÕune pratique scientifique effectuŽe dans le champ symbolique dÕune formation sociale 

centrale, o• par exemple lÕanalyse de la variation sociale de la langue se limite ˆ la variation au 

sein de la langue dominante, i.e., le fran•aisÓ (10). 

 BoukousÕ own study examines a linguistic situation (that of Morocco) where the ÒmarchŽ 

linguistiqueÓ is comprised of several different languages, including MSA, Arabic dialects, 

Tamazight, French, Spanish and English. In this case, no single ÒdominantÓ variety maps on to 

all of the areas in which the education system reinforces elite power.  Rather, the signs and forms 

of symbolic capital are tied to different languages in different ways. Standard Arabic, Boukous 

argues, is often perceived as the language of the sacred, and of a revered Òculture savanteÓ (36). 

That the ÒmarchŽ linguistiqueÓ in Morocco includes a language that conveys symbolic power in 

a religious setting is a major difference from the French context in which Bourdieu wrote. The 

assumption that ÒculturalÓ capital is a transubstantiated form of ÒeconomicÓ capital is further 

brought into question by the evolution of Amazigh languages in Morocco. Boukous explains that 

Tamazight has very little role Òsur le plan fonctionnelÓ (37), as it is excluded from commerce, 

education, and official domains. Yet it does have a role as a Òvecteur et support de lÕidentitŽ 
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culturelle amazigheÓ (37), a relationship that has increased in nationwide prominence as a part of 

a specific vision of Moroccan cultural identity. French, according to Boukous, is symbolically 

associated with material power and ÒmodernÓ culture (36-7). Yet it is also considered by some as 

a marker of cultural Òinauthenticity,Ó especially in contexts where religious and historical 

tradition are at stake. BoukousÕ schema reveals an important feature of ÒreproductionÓ in the 

Maghrebi context: no single set of norms in education allows for the retention of symbolic power 

across multiple domains.

 Linguistic capital of various types is, nonetheless, an educational commodity in Maghrebi 

schools, and disentangling the relationships between languages proves understandably 

complicated. A short story written by Moroccan author Fouad Laroui called ÒLÕŽtrange affaire du 

cahier bounniÓ brings to light the terms of language debates in education. He shows that 

Òlinguistic capitalÓ is used in the school to increase the economic stratification between students 

of Arabized public schools and Francophone elites. As I will show, this argument is 

accomplished through the use of the trope of Ònon-sense,Ó through which Laroui argues that 

different languages play different roles in conveying political and economic power. However, in 

the politically charged linguistic environment of Morocco, talking about the capacity of a 

language to Òmake senseÓ often involves an ideological positioning. My analysis of LarouiÕs text 

will also question the complicated dynamics of using a French-language text to question the 

Òeconomics of educationÓ in Morocco. 
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The Arbitrary of Language: Fouad LarouiÕs ÒLÕŽtrange affaire du cahier bounniÓ.

 ÒLÕŽtrange affaire du cahier bounniÓ is part of a short story collection entitled Le jour o• 

Malika ne sÕest pas mariŽe, published by the Paris-based publishing house Julliard in 2009. Each 

story is framed as part of a series of connected discussions held by a group of young men at the 

CafŽ de lÕunivers in Casablanca, Morocco. The particular tale of the cahier bounni is presented 

by its teller, Ali, as a Òhistoire extraordinaire qui avait eu lieu ˆ El Jadida; au dŽbut des annŽes 

quatre-vingt, et qui avait quelque chose ˆ voir avec le dictionnaireÓ (31). The choice of this date 

places the story during the reign of Hassan II, directly following the period when minister of 

education Azzeddine Laraki had Ògiven new impetus to Arabization,Ó declaring a new goal to 

completely Arabize all levels of education and administration in the coming years (Ennaji, 

ÒLanguage ContactÓ 75). 

  According to the story, at the beginning of the school year, a directive comes from the 

government in Rabat telling school children what materials they need to purchase. Among them 

is a list of different-colored prot•ge-cahiers. One of the stipulated colors is bounni: a word in 

Òarabe classiqueÓ (33) that none of the inhabitants of El Jadida recognize. When multiple 

authorities cannot come to a conclusion on what color bounni represents, two rival businessmen 

with government connections take advantage of the confusion. One of them begins selling 

prot•ge-cahiers the color of Òpunaise ŽcrasŽe,Ó while his competitor sells the same item the color 

of Òsaumon fumŽ avariŽÓ (38): both claim that these are the bounni the government intended. 

Students and parents remain perplexed, and their search to find the color that corresponds to 

bounni bear no fruit. As the standoff between the two sellers of prot•ge-cahiers becomes 
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increasingly fractious, Driss Basri, the minister of the interior, intervenes. He declares that 

bounni may be obtained by buying both colors, and superposing them. Parents of students are 

thus forced to pay double for school supplies that year. 

 Having successfully solved the ÒŽtrange affaire du cahier bounni,Ó Basri is tasked with 

creating a vaguely-defined ÒdemocracyÓ in Morocco. He improvises, creating two political 

parties centered around the two different sellers of notebook protectors: the ÒRassemblement des 

indŽpendants nationauxÓ and the ÒParti dŽmocrate nationalÓ (51). The partisans of the two 

groups, already successful at manipulating a generation of school students, are able to fool all of 

Europe, put on a show of democracy and expertly negotiate complicated overseas contracts. The 

story ends on an ironically triumphant note: 

 Quand on peut convaincre tout une ville quÕune couleur inconnue est ˆ la fois saumon et 
 puce, il nÕest pas tr•s difficile dÕembobiner un Espagnol ou un polytechnicien fran•ais. 
 Toute une gŽnŽration de Jdidis dŽmocrates et pŽtris de dons naquit du prot•ge-cahier. Le 
 bounni nÕavait ŽtŽ quÕune ruse de lÕHistoire pour accŽlŽrer le dŽveloppement Žconomique 
 et politique du Maroc!Ó (52).

 What does bounni stand for, exactly? From the perspective of citizens of El Jadida, at the 

heart of the problem is the wordÕs meaninglessness: bounni doesnÕt stand for anything. It is 

critical to understand the stakes of claiming, as LarouiÕs text seems to, that public Arabized 

education doesnÕt Òmake senseÓ for students. Saying that Arabic is meaningless in the Moroccan 

context is a high-stakes argument, given the cultural and historical associations of language. Yet 

while on one level this text seems to mock Arabization, on another level, it develops a more 

extensive argument about the political maneuverings that play out in the realm of education.

 BounniÕs function as a symbolic marker of non-sense is linked to the historical and 

linguistic situation of Modern Standard Arabic in the Moroccan education system. The text bases 
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its linguistic nonsense argument on the fact that Standard Arabic words arenÕt spoken in daily 

casual interactions. We see the effects of this disjuncture in the series of increasingly desperate 

attempts by local intellectuals and scholars to define the mystery word. An Arabic professor 

claims that bounni is a Òsorte de marron clairÓ- however, to demonstrate his argument Òil dŽsigna 

bizarrement un petit pan de mur jaune pour appuyer ses dires et il cita un po•me vieux de mille 

ans pour Žtayer son affirmationÓ (35). The disconnect between Arabic words and identifiable 

physical phenomena is further reinforced when a series of ÒŽrudits qui pouvaient lire lÕarabe 

classiqueÓ are consulted. Although they have heard of the word, and are able to Òexhiber des 

manuscrits et des textes classiques o• figurait peut-•tre le mot bounni, avec toutes les 

dŽclinaisons possibles... •a ne nous avan•ait ˆ rien, parce que ce nÕŽtait pas des textes illustrŽs. 

Un mot, ce nÕest quÕun motÓ (40). In each of these cases, Laroui seems to locate the ÒproblemÓ 

with bounni (and by extension so-called ÒclassicalÓ Arabic) in the fact that it is no longer used in 

daily life. 

  LarouiÕs argument that MSA doesnÕt make ÒsenseÓ because it is not the native language, 

or the language of daily life, in Morocco is not unfamiliar in the authorÕs work. In fact, his 2011 

work Le drame linguistique marocain makes a similar argument from a sociolinguistic 

perspective. In an exhaustive cataloguing of written ArabicÕs supposed difficulties,104 Laroui 

advocates that Moroccans adopt written forms of dialect (darija) in education and literature. His 

reasons for advocating this approach are not solely linguistic. Laroui hypothesizes that not 

160

104 These include: the absence of written vowels and capital letters, the expansiveness of the vocabulary, the lack of 
scientific nomenclature (61) and the difficulty of translating technical terms (66). LarouiÕs analysis is problematic on 
many accounts. He makes no attempt to compare ArabicÕs supposed ÒdifficultyÓ with the difficulties inherent to any 
other language, instead alleging that Arabic is somehow more difficult or less suited to effective communication 
than other languages. Furthermore, he does nothing to distinguish between potential difficulties that are encoded into 
the languageÕs grammar and lexicon (the lack of capital letters and voweling, for example) and problems that were 
directly caused by the suppression of Arabic during the colonial period (the absence of some technical terms, for 
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learning oneÕs native language in school can lead to a destructive Òhaine de soiÓ (100), stemming 

from the experience of having oneÕs native tongue devalued, and being asked to master and 

internalize a language not spoken outside of the classroom. 

 Though the consequences of not studying in the language of daily life play out to a 

dramatic end in the short story of the cahier, LarouiÕs basic premise proves extremely 

problematic. To begin with, a linguistic slippage in the text artificially augments the nonsensical 

properties of the language of education. The directive from the government to buy prot•ge-

cahiers is given in Òarabe classiqueÓ rather than MSA, which is the language of education and 

administration. Laroui himself has explained the differences Òde plusieurs ordresÓ (Le Drame 

linguistique, 57) between Òarabe classiqueÓ and MSA. MSA was modernized during the Nahda, 

and it is currently the language used in Moroccan education and administration (rather than 

ÒclassicalÓ Arabic as Laroui seems to maintain). This confusion between linguistic forms is not 

insignificant.  Hafid Gafa•ti has succinctly summed up the ideological assumptions that often 

underpin the blurring of lines between ÒclassicalÓ and Òmodern standardÓ Arabic in Algeria, 

many of which are also applicable to the Moroccan context in which Laroui writes. Gafa•ti states 

that:

 In recognition of the Nahda, a nineteenth-century secularist movement that sought to 
 revive Arab culture by modernizing it, Algerians are instructed in modernized Arabic.... 
 The distinction between classical and modern Arabic is similar to the difference between 
 ancient and modern Greek or ancient and modern Hebrew. Against all evidence, the fact 
 that Arabic is a living language is systematically and willfully ignored because of the 
 ignorance, bad faith, and ideologically driven misrepresentation of the opponents of 
 Arabic (ÒThe Monotheism of the OtherÓ 40).

 LarouiÕs text further obfuscates the complexity of language debates by limiting the 

Òsense-makingÓ properties of language to its ability to describe physically identifiable 
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phenomena. Arabic in the education system created meaning through its ability to coalesce 

Òresistant collective identityÓ (Shohat 109) in the years following independence, and MSA 

continues to fulfill a series of no less important practical and symbolic functions in the education 

system today. It is the language of a rich literary tradition (including several generations of 

Moroccan novelists since independence), and a language with deep ties to religion. Teaching 

MSA in the school system allows a connection to the Arab world, as well as to MoroccoÕs own 

history of education in institutions such as the Qarawiyyin.  To suggest that the Arabic used in 

education doesnÕt Òmake senseÓ simply because it is not spoken in casual conversation is a 

deliberately narrow application of how the concepts of ÒsenseÓ and language might be 

understood. 

 A number of critics have suggested that calls to abandon MSA- ostensibly because it isnÕt 

a spoken language- are often a roundabout means of calling for a return to French. Because 

neither Berber nor dialect had developed into Òa language of science and technology or 

administration,Ó Hafid Gafa•ti argues, the only possible replacement for MSA in education and 

administration is French (ÒThe Monotheism of the OtherÓ 42). In order to make this argument, 

Gafa•ti must discard the possibility of teaching dialect- something that Laroui argues for in his 

sociolinguistic work.105 Nonetheless, Gafa•tiÕs approach hints at a crucial question that must be 

asked of this text. What is the role of French in the world of the cahier bounni? A closer look at 

how economics enters the debate further complicates the linguistic politics of this text.
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 An important shift in the narrative function of Ònon-senseÓ is effected in the second part 

of LarouiÕs story, exposing the problematic relationship between education and Òlinguistic 

capitalÓ in Morocco. In this part of the narrative Tarik, the governorÕs brother, and Bennani, the 

son of the police chief, form their two political parties. It is at this point of the story that the way 

Ali talks about education shifts: from an ironic tone deploring the ÒincomprehensibilityÓ of 

bounni to a perhaps even more ironic exaltation of the mobility and democratization the entire 

affair has allowed. The reasons for the change in AliÕs attitude become apparent as we examine 

who benefits from the changes in education and how. As the text states, ÒTel qui nÕavait dž son 

ascension quÕˆ son allŽgance au fr•re de Tarik, ou au fils de Bennani se retrouva ˆ nŽgocier avec 

finesse et compŽtence des contrats internationaux ˆ Madrid ou ˆ ParisÓ (52). The elite benefit 

economically, in a way that explicitly excludes the parents who had to pay double for prot•ge-

cahiers. As Ali, the teller of the story, succinctly puts it, Òquand les riches se font la guerre, ce 

sont les pauvres qui payentÓ (50).

 With this move, the text also requires the reader to shift his/her understanding of Òsense,Ó 

from whether a language creates meaning to what the language taught makes possible. As 

Gabriele Lakomski explains, the reproduction of elite power in education is Òconstantly 

misrecognized because pedagogic authority entails a conception of education as Ômere 

communicationÕ...Ó (154). LarouiÕs text challenges readers to envision how they would approach 

education if they thought of it as not being communicative at all, but rather as a system that 

perpetuates elite power. It is tempting to conclude that the textÕs linguistic approach is 

problematic, but that its political vision is perhaps less so. However, it is impossible to truly 

separate the two: in Morocco, politics informs language policy, and language is often extremely 
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political. It seems necessary to end by noting what is missing from LarouiÕs text: any evocation 

of the role of French in educational power dynamics. 

 The ways in which characters benefit from the Òaffaire du cahier bounniÓ are all tied into 

mastery of European languages. The success of the ÒaffaireÓ allows elites to Òembobiner un 

Espagnol ou un polytechnicien fran•aisÓ and to ÒnŽgocier avec compŽtence et finesse des 

contrats ˆ Madrid ou ˆ ParisÓ (52). Remarkably, the text does not mention at all that these sorts 

of negotiations are not predicated on knowledge of what bounni means, but rather on the mastery  

of an entirely different set of codes: Spanish and French. This omission is all the more 

remarkable given that the text is written in one of these languages. 

 The economics of education in Morocco is largely predicated on a gap between the 

language learned in public schools, and the language necessary for university education and 

financial success. Although the majority of public-school children are educated in Arabic through 

high school in Morocco, at the university level, classes in science and technology are taught in 

French. This disjuncture puts public school students at an enormous disadvantage, which 

continues on the job market. As Moha Ennaji points out, French still dominates in most lucrative 

employment fields, especially in the private sector (Multilingualism 186). Mohamed Nedali 

referred to this dynamic in a 2012 interview by evoking the common term Òle Maroc ˆ deux 

vitessesÓ- Morocco at two speeds. One ÒspeedÓ is that of private, French-language education, 

where those with financial means send their children. They do so to avoid the public system, 

which government elites have created. These are the schools of the Òsecond speed,Ó which often 

lack funding and materials, and do not grant students the same access to employment. Mohamed 

Souaiaia has gone so far as to suggest that politicians used support of Arabization Òto legitimise 
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their control and dominationÓ (109) of the population, while retaining the economic benefits of 

speaking French for those who could afford a private education.

 LarouiÕs text does more than simply ignore or evade the issue of how French fits into to the 

affair of the cahier bounni. In fact, the text deliberately uses French to mask the full linguistic 

complexity of the story that is being told. According to AliÕs original statement, directives about 

four different colors of prot•ge-cahiers were given, yet none of the colors besides bounni posed 

any problem. He relays to his audience that Òles couleurs desdits prot•ge-cahiers Žtaient 

explicitement stipulŽes dans la directive- en arabe classique, of course- du minist•re de 

lÕEducation nationale. Les quatre couleurs Žtaient le vert, le bleu, le noir et le bounniÓ (33). Why, 

then, did the three other colors pose no problem? Is it significant that they, and not bounni, are 

relayed to the reader in French?

 The story leaves this issue open to question. AliÕs interlocutors insist that vert, bleu, and 

noir also have a million different possible nuances, and can be no more easily defined as a shade 

of color than bounni. Besides, they argue, Ò... qui sait si ce quÕun individu A et un individu B 

nomment tous les deux ÔrougeÕ est en fait la m•me couleur?Ó (40) IsnÕt it all a matter of 

perspective? Ali repeatedly sweeps aside their interjections, insisting that Òce nÕest pas le m•me 

probl•meÓ (40). The problem, to Ali, resides simply in demonstrating, through whatever means 

possible, that education doesnÕt Òmake sense.Ó 

  Because this narrative is written in French, the French language is made to stand in for 

what is ÒcomprehensibleÓ to the majority of Moroccans who donÕt have access to Òla radio, mille 

cha”nes de tŽlŽ, internet, etc.Ó (40). This linguistic move is perhaps necessary to make the text, 

the rest of which is in French, accessible to its readers. However, many of the social dynamics 
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this story seeks to critique - the reproduction of elite power, the poor who ÒpayÓ while others get 

rich - exist because French is the language of MoroccoÕs economic elite. It is perhaps, one could 

argue, all the more problematic to make this argument, as Laroui does, in a French-language text, 

published by Julliard in Paris. In a sense, LarouiÕs text is unable to reveal its own implications, as 

it is enmeshed in the very structures it criticizes.  

 Looking at the ÒmaskingÓ role of French shows that what makes LarouiÕs text ÒsubversiveÓ 

also makes it deeply problematic. While this text is effective at exposing structural problems in 

the Moroccan education system, the linguistic-cum-political critique fails to sufficiently consider 

how all of MoroccoÕs languages interact with political and economic power. ÒLÕŽtrange affaire 

du cahier bounniÓ does demonstrate how Ònon-senseÓ can reveal underlying structures of 

exploitation. However, it stops short of fully disrupting these dynamics, given the extent to 

which the text participates in masking the full implications of Òlinguistic capitalÓ in Moroccan 

education. 

The Pedagogical Agents of Reproduction: Complicity and Resistance in the Classroom

 Between exploited students and exploitative government officials, we often find the 

figure of the teacher. How do educators fit into literary narratives that critique power structures? 

Does the pedagogue who participates in the school system inevitably serve as an agent of 

reproduction? One might expect that in narratives critical of the school, teachers would be 

subject to derision. Literature does bear out this hypothesis to some extent, as teachers in many 
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of these texts are described as strange, exploitative, despotic, lazy, and any number of other 

negative images.106 The trope of teachers perpetuating Ònon-senseÓ finds an echo in Bourdieu 

and PasseronÕs theory that pedagogy aids the reproduction of an unfair system. They argue that 

the very act of teaching is implicated in all parts of the process of social reproduction : 

 The mere fact of transmitting a message within a relation of pedagogic communication 
 implies and imposes a social definition... of what merits transmission, the code in which 
 the message is to be transmitted, the persons entitled to transmit it or, better, impose its 
 reception, the persons worthy of receiving it and consequently obliged to receive it and, 
 finally, the mode of imposition and inculcation of the message which confers on the 
 information transmitted its legitimacy and thereby its full meaning (109). 

Their analysis of the teacherÕs position, the legitimacy it assumes and the respect it demands, all 

portray the pedagogue as a participant in the perpetuation of elite power. 

 It is thus surprising that in many cases, the texts which most scathingly criticize 

education are narrated by characters who are teachers. These teacher-protagonists are fully aware 

of the abusive nature of the system in which they participate. They are thus simultaneously 

ideally positioned for critique, and potentially compromised by their own role in the system.  

Their narration foregrounds the question whether there is room for resistance in a system that is 

dependent on pedagogy to perpetuate its power.

 Many critics have highlighted the lack of any discussion of individual agency in 

Bourdieu and PasseronÕs theory of reproduction. Gabriele Lakomski, for example, discusses 

extensively how an all-encompassing theory of reproduction Òassumes that social actors are 

merely the passive bearers of ideology who carry out its universal reproductive function. There is 

no mention of the subjective meanings actors place upon their experience in given 
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structuresÓ (157). She argues that students and teachers have the capacity to act as agents, 

capable of recognizing, critiquing, and even escaping aspects of reproduction in education. Two 

narratives of education, Habib SelmiÕs Jabal al-Ôanz and Mohamed NedaliÕs Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la 

Fontaine! explore how literature can act as a site of agency. Both novels are narrated by teachers 

who work in small, rural schools. Although their protagonists struggle in meaningless, 

exploitative systems, these texts also work to highlight instances where there is- and isnÕt- room 

for resistance.

When the Teacher Refuses to Teach: Resistance to Pedagogical Reproduction in Habib 

SelmiÕs Jabal al-Ôanz

 Tunisian author Habib Selmi published his first novel Jabal al-Ôanz (Goat Mountain) with 

the Lebanese publishing house al-Mu!assasah al-"Arab#yah lil-Dir$s$t wa-al-Nashr in 1988. The 

story begins with an unnamed narrator-protagonist receiving a letter of appointment to teach in a 

small Tunisian village named Jabal al-Ôanz. This picturesque name conjures images in the 

protagonist's mind of a peaceful, country life, yet his experience there proves anything but 

peaceful. Almost immediately upon arriving, he develops a fierce rivalry with Isma•l, the 

villageÕs local government representative. Isma•lÕs personal wealth allows him complete control 

over the village and its inhabitants: he buys farmersÕ crops when they are unable to sell them 

elsewhere, and builds a giant entrance gate intended to ÒurbanizeÓ the village. Isma•lÕs financial 

and political power allow him complete control over the teacherÕs movements. The protagonist 
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feels increasingly trapped in his own classroom, where he both works and lives. Yet even when 

Isma•l has him fired, the teacher feels compelled to remain in the small town where he has 

suffered so deeply. From his place on the margins of village life, he bears witness to Isma•lÕs 

increasing abuses of power. On the night of a decadent festival arranged and paid for by Isma•l, 

the teacher sneaks into his house, confronts him about his actions, and stabs him to death. 

 This narrative readily lends itself to an allegorical reading. Isma•l exemplifies the ÒtypeÓ 

of the petty government administrator, bent on self-advancement. His actions, including the  

despotic control he exercises over commerce, agriculture and town infrastructure, represent 

many larger and more systemic government abuses. He himself declares early in the narrative: ÒI 

am the representative of the government,Ó107 and he clearly acts accordingly. Various textual 

strategies also associate the narrator with the ÒtypeÓ of the teacher and intellectual. He is often 

portrayed reading, or meditating surrounded by books in the small room inside the school where 

he lives. The narrative begins with the moment that the protagonist receives his nomination 

letter, thus bringing him into the universe of the novel at the precise moment that he becomes a 

teacher. 

 The association of Isma•l and the narrator with institutional types of Òthe tyrantÓ and Òthe 

teacherÓ encourages an allegorical reading of their subsequent violent encounters. Isma•l 

threatens the narrator repeatedly, censuring him with mysterious written reports on his teaching 

that eventually end in his dismissal. These administrative threats turn to physical violence when 

Isma•l hires armed guards to intimidate the teacher, leading to the latterÕs realization that Isma•l 
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Òis my enemyÓ (18).108 The symbolism that pervades these encounters reinforces an 

interpretation of the teacher as victim of government abuses. After a particularly close call with a 

group of guards outside the school, he lies down trembling on his bed. He notices that he has hurt 

his hand, and that a stream of blood is flowing onto the white cover of a book on the floor. He is 

mesmerized by the sight of his own blood, stating ÒI didnÕt try to treat the wound. I let the blood 

flow. Its drops fell onto the cover, and I counted them, one, two... I was calm, limp, savoring the 

sight of the blood. This is my blood... this is my blood, for you to drinkÓ (41).109 The images of 

violence, and of the sacrifice of the ÒpureÓ intellectual, propose a clearly legible dynamic to the 

relationship between the narrator and Isma•l. Various readers have correspondingly deemed the 

text to represent a Òdouleureuse interrogation sur le rapport entre lÕintellectuel et le pouvoirÓ (Le 

mont-des-ch•vres, back cover) and an Òattack on inhuman political powerÓ (Kirkup 81). 

 The symbolic codes of the text render an allegorical reading easily accessible; however, 

this same interpretive schema is also periodically destabilized. While Isma•l clearly represents, 

and indeed monopolizes, government functions, the distribution of educative and intellectual 

functions is much more complex. In what follows, I hope to explore the interpretive possibilities 

offered by a different reading. In Jabal al-Ôanz, I read education not as an institution symbolized 

by the victimized narrator, but rather as a sort of ÒcurrencyÓ which is appropriated and 

manipulated by Isma•l, and towards which the teacher/narrator is, in fact, deeply ambivalent. The 

novel thus explores the impossible existence of the selfless pedagogue in a world where teaching 

is inextricably bound to power and money. 
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 Although Isma•l seems to act in an iron-fisted opposition to education and the presence of 

the teacher, he also takes on a certain perversion of the teacherÕs activities, in a manner that 

blends malice, parody and apparent jealousy. Isma•l repeatedly mimics and performs functions of 

the teacher and intellectual. As the narrator chronicles daily life in Jabal al-Ôanz, we learn that 

every day, Isma•l stands in the middle of the school courtyard, convenes the entirety of the 

townspeople, and Òreads them a newspaper a whole week after its publication dateÓ (16).110 He 

then speaks rhapsodically about the improvements he will make to the town, including having 

the government add another classroom to the school. In these moments, he is described as a 

strange hybrid of teacher- standing in front of a rapt audience in the school courtyard- and 

madman, as he rants Òwild-eyed and droolingÓ (16).111 

 Isma•l uses both the school space, and the outward actions of the pedagogue, to legitimize 

his money-making schemes to the people. As this parody of the pedagogue he informs them of 

his plans to increase tourism in the town, pave the roads, invite music troupes, and carry out any 

number of other money-making and urbanizing schemes (16). The tree that stands at the center 

of the school courtyard symbolizes this relationship to legitimacy and pedagogy: Isma•l states 

that he has the ÒrightÓ to the fruits of the tree because his grandfather, a learned man, planted it 

there. This attitude is echoed in his behavior, which assumes he has the right to the ÒfruitÓ of 

peopleÕs labor because he has control over the school space. 

   Isma•l constantly reappropriates the memory of his grandfather- both as a revolutionary 

and a scholar- to give himself legitimacy. As he explains, his grandfather Òstudied at Zeitouna for 
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two full years before breaking off his studies because his father couldnÕt afford themÓ (14).112 

Desperate to recreate himself in the image of this learned forbear, Isma•l surrounds himself with 

his grandfatherÕs Òbooks of Quranic exegesis and history and Islamic jurisprudence and 

literatureÓ (14).113  Yet he confesses to the narrator that after only a short time in Jabal al-Ôanz his 

Òlove [for books] changed in a short time into a distaste that I donÕt know the reason for even 

now... yes... I began to hate books, to hate their smell and their shapeÓ (30).114 Instead of a place 

of learning, he is more interested in the library as a site of legitimation through which he can 

display his material wealth: we learn from the narrator that Isma•l saves his money in order to 

buy luxurious objects that he can display on the shelves of the library.

 This perversion of the figure of the intellectual is most apparent in the final scene, when 

the narrator is about to kill Isma•l. The government man confesses to the teacher that Òfor a long 

time, I asked my guards to follow you. My goal wasnÕt to bother you, but to be sure of what you 

did... before I fell asleep I would read all the reports that were written about you and I imagined 

what you did all day...Ó (68).115 The parallel drawn between surveillance and ÒreadingÓ is 

particularly interesting. Rather than a separation of intellectual activities and the activities 

exercised by those in the government with power, Isma•l enacts a perversion of intellectualism 

and education to retain the effects of their symbolic power. 
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 Yet somewhat surprisingly, Isma•lÕs commodification of intellectualism is not contrasted 

with the teacherÕs practice of a ÒpurerÓ or more selfless pedagogy. In fact, readers never see the 

protagonist teaching in his classroom, nor do they see him interacting with students. He is far 

from the teacher or public intellectual that his job title would suggest, although this fact seems to 

have gone unnoticed by readers of the text. Though the back cover of the French translation of 

the book states of the teacher that Òle travail lÕŽpanouit et les paysans lui ouvrent leurs portes et 

leurs cÏurs,Ó within the text, there is little proof for these statements. Aside from a brief mention 

that he gets along well with the children in the town, and enjoys listening to their parents tell 

stories about the past, he interacts with the villagers of Jabal al-Ôanz infrequently. Any suggestion 

that Òle travail lÕŽpanouitÓ is largely absent from the text. It is primarily thorough the narratorÕs 

violent relationship with Isma•l, rather than his teaching functions in the classroom, that readers 

might create associations of the narrator with a love of teaching.

 The impossibility of teaching, and even existing, inside the classroom is made evident 

through the description of two other teachers who come to replace the narrator after he is fired. 

The first replacement teacher is a man who stammers, to the great amusement of all of the 

students who mock him mercilessly. Unable to quash these open displays of student dissidence, 

Isma•l bullies and intimidates the teacher, writing damaging official reports about his failures. 

Unable to withstand the pressures of teaching in Jabal al-Ôanz, the new teacher is found dead in 

the classroom, having hanged himself. He is buried in an anonymous grave, and it does not 

escape the protagonist that Ònone of the inhabitants of Jabal al-Ôanz, to this day, know his 

nameÓ (35).116 When Isma•l builds an entrance gate to the village, the new replacement teacher 

173

116 
!"#$ %&$ '()  *+,-  ./,0$ 123 %45# 67 8)9 &



constructs all his lessons to praise the governorÕs actions, reminding students that ÒJabal al-Ôanz 

has totally changed... now we can say that it has become a cityÓ (44).117  Together, these teachers 

represent the only two options possible in an education system under government control: either 

play Isma•lÕs game, or attempt to teach and be killed. The total absence of communicative or 

transformative pedagogy is thus indicative of the impossibility of its existence in a world where 

knowledge is a controlled commodity.

 The conclusion of the text, which describes Isma•lÕs death, poses the question of whether 

the narrator has truly retained any individual agency by remaining outside the system. The scene 

takes place in the library filled with Isma•lÕs grandfatherÕs books: a dramatic reversal of previous 

scenes where Isma•l surprises the teacher reading in his schoolhouse abode. The dialogue 

between the two is difficult to reconcile with a narrative of Òinhuman political powerÓ (Kirkup 

81) intent on destroying the intellectual. Isma•l seems awestruck by the narratorÕs power, as he 

implores the teacher that Òyour departure will be the end of meÓ (69).118 This speech recalls an 

earlier exchange between Isma•l and the teacher, in which Isma•l recounts that  Ò... I dreamed that 

I was climbing a staircase made of books and I fell down to a floor submerged in icy cold water... 

you were the only person who could help me. I was convinced of thatÓ (30).119 These are not the 

thoughts of an inhuman political agent who has crushed his adversary, but rather those of a man 

who has been unable to enjoin the teacher to participate in his legitimation machine. Indeed, this 

dream suggests a depth to Isma•lÕs relationship to ÒintellectualismÓ that goes beyond disdain, or 
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even cynical appropriation. The image of the powerful man metaphorically ÒdrowningÓ below a 

tower of books suggests that Isma•l feels excluded from the life of an intellectual, perhaps 

shedding more light on the fact that he chooses to live amongst his grandfatherÕs books, and use 

the memory of his ancestor to justify his political actions. There is perhaps a suggestion here that 

Isma•l is also a victim of the role he is called to play in the town. Although readers are told little 

about the governmental power structure beyond Isma•l, the final events of the novel that follow 

Isma•lÕs murder suggest that there is a much larger system into which Isma•l himself has been 

taken. 

 After killing Isma•l, the teacher walks out into the night, and depicts the scene around 

him. ÒWhen I left, I stopped for a moment in front of the door, and I gazed out into the night. The 

moon was shining, and the musical group was playing their wretched tuneÓ (70).120 The 

evocation of this melody is significant: the Òmusical groupÓ was invited by Isma•l in order to 

consolidate his image as a benefactor to the town. The vocabulary that the text uses to describe 

the effect of the groupÕs arrival evokes not their cultural value, but rather their disruptiveness. 

The same night they arrive, the world of Jabal al-Ôanz is filled with Òcries and screams and 

howls. Agitated men cursing their wives. Children crying from abandonment and 

lonelinessÓ (61).121  Yet the commercial appeal of the flashy spectacle is undeniable, and the 

musical festival opens to cries of ÒLong live Isma•l!Ó (62)122 from the townspeople. The presence 

of these musicians thus marks the final triumph of Isma•lÕs efforts to turn the school into a 
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ÒmarketplaceÓ for the goods that allow him to appear to be a ÒlegitimateÓ governor. The fact that 

the teacher can still hear the music even after he kills Isma•l suggests that this commercialization 

of education carries on, despite his individual act of resistance. The final words of the novel - the 

Òwretched tuneÓ - serve to debase, rather than exalt, the narratorÕs final victory. By refusing to 

lend Isma•l the legitimating power he so desperately needs, the teacher acts from a position of 

strength. However, SelmiÕs text avoids any overly simplistic glorification of the murder, as even 

this final scene of violent triumph evokes the eventual impossibility of resistance against the 

larger system.

Resistance and Capitulation in Mohamed NedaliÕs Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine!

 Like Jabal al-Ôanz, Mohamed NedaliÕs Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! is narrated by a 

teacher caught in a meaningless system. Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! is Mohamed NedaliÕs 

second novel, published in 2004 by Editions le Fennec. This Moroccan publishing house has a 

unique profile: founded in 1987, it publishes in both French and Arabic, and has taken many 

steps towards making its books publicly available and affordable within Morocco.123 A 2003 

article about the publishing house remarked that ÒLa maison dÕŽdition ÔLe FennecÕ et sa 

directrice se dŽmarquent par un choix de collections et de sujets polŽmiques,Ó often chosen to 

draw the attention of a local readership (Poulin).  NedaliÕs novel is no exception. It tells the story 

of a former university student who goes through training to become a teacher in the Moroccan 
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public school system. The narrative is written Òavec une rage dŽmesurŽe et une habilitŽ presque 

vicieuseÓ (Nasseri 296), and presents a satirical critique of the education system in particular, 

and of Moroccan society in general.  

 In the school where the protagonist does his training, few of his colleagues express any 

desire to educate and improve the lives of students. Instead, they form themselves into deeply 

antagonistic clans engaged in constant struggles for power. All are subject to the whims of the 

director, also known as ÒLÕEmir,Ó who decides who fails and who succeeds in their careers. The 

protagonistÕs refusal to recognize the EmirÕs authority sees him sent to a small, rural town named 

Tinghir, Òune zone dite disciplinaire,Ó (95) as a punishment. Once there, he finds it more and 

more difficult to resist a system in which success depends on bribery and nepotism. The novel 

ends as the protagonist obtains a coveted certificate which qualifies him for two years of further 

training overseas in Nancy, France. He sets off, delighted, for his future Òen jetant sept cailloux 

blancs par-dessus mes Žpaules pour ne plus jamais y remettre les piedsÓ (326).

 Philippe Lejeune famously argued in Le Pacte Autobiographique that autobiography as a 

genre is determined by a pact or contract between author and reader. Subsequent discussions of 

autobiography have shown that the concept of a pact obscures the full complexity of the 

relationship between the authors and readers of autobiography.124 However, we may agree at 

least in part with the claim that, when discussing autobiography as a genre, both authorial intent 

and the Òmode de lectureÓ adopted by the reader (Lejeune 46) are a critical issue. While the word 

ÒautobiographyÓ appears nowhere in the paratext of Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine!, the author 

clearly brings into question the boundaries of the autobiographical form. The novel opens with 
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an epigraph, consisting of a quote from Camus, and the following warning: ÒAvertissement: les 

personnages et les lieux de ce roman sont le fruit de lÕimagination de lÕauteur. Toute 

ressemblance ne pourrait, par consŽquent, •tre que le fait dÕun pur hasardÓ (6). However, this 

warning is contradicted by the many narrative details that associate the narrator-protagonist with 

the author. Within the first few pages, the protagonist identifies himself to an interlocutor as 

ÒMohamed NŽ...Ó (14). The short biography given on the back page of the book indicates several 

correspondences between the author and the narrator: both are from Tahennaoute, and both 

completed their secondary studies in Marrakech, continued their schooling in Nancy, and trained 

as teachers.  

 Are readers to treat this text as an autobiography masking itself as a fictional narrative, or 

as a fictional narrative which has simply borrowed certain techniques of autobiography? I would 

instead suggest a third reading: despite the many hallmarks of the traditional autobiography, this 

novel is in fact a deliberate mockery of the familiar school Bildungsroman. While retaining many  

of the formal conventions of autobiography, NedaliÕs text combines them with other themes and 

techniques not always found in the narrative of an authorÕs life: scathing social satire, grotesque 

and risible characters, a troublingly ambivalent ending, and above all an enigmatic eponymous 

narrator whom readers are alternately invited to identify with and abhor. 

  The plot structure of Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! closely mimics that of the 

Bildungsroman-style narrative, in which a protagonist is successfully integrated into society. 

After the initial separation from the family and proclamation of vocation, the protagonist 

undergoes a series of experiences that initiate him into the profession of teaching: two years of 

formation at the CPR (Centre pŽdagogique rŽgionale) de Marrakech, a period as an apprentice 
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teacher in Tinghir, passing an exam for the CAPES (Certificat dÕAptitude PŽdagogique ˆ 

lÕEnseignement Secondaire), and departure for further study in France. Each of these steps 

exposes the protagonist to the codes of the classroom, which he internalizes and masters, 

allowing him to progress further and achieve his personal goals. 

 MohamedÕs goals as a teacher are not only personal: his justification for joining the 

teaching profession is also firmly inscribed within a logic of education as a social agent of 

transformation. When asked by a classmate why he is studying to be a teacher, Mohamed 

responds with a story about his sister Za•na and her children. Za•naÕs husband is poor, and their 

many children are unable to attend school. While reading aloud to one of his nephews, the 

narrator explains, the young boy asks him Òcomment fait-on pour parler ˆ un livre?Ó (82). 

Concerned that his nephews and nieces are ÒdestinŽs ˆ grossir dÕavantage les rangs qui 

emp•chent et emp•cheront encore longtemps ce pays dÕaller de lÕavantÓ (82), Mohamed decides 

to abandon his university studies and become a teacher. He is deeply aware that Òpoursuivre mes 

Žtudes supŽrieures dans de pareilles circonstances rel•verait carrŽment de la non-assistance ˆ sa 

famille en danger- un acte dÕŽgo•sme que jÕaurais sur la conscience le restant de mes jours dans 

ce bas mondeÓ (82). Readers are led to expect a narrative of personal sacrifice in the interests of 

furthering social change through the education system, following the narrative codes of the 

educational autobiography. 

 However, the competencies that Mohamed gathers in the school are not those of the 

traditional classroom narrative. Instead, the system he ÒmastersÓ is repeatedly presented as 

exploitative and meaningless. The teachers at the CPR de Marrakech give lessons entirely devoid 

of content: the literature professor teaches one novel over the course of the entire year and asks 
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the same three questions about it every day (83-4). At least one of the teachers only obtained his 

post through family connections, and is unable to speak comprehensible French. On the whole, 

Mohamed explains of the professors at the CPR of Marrakech that Òleur pratique de la profession 

semblait si dilettante, si erronŽe que nous les soup•onnions fortement dÕavoir usurpŽ le titre 

dÕenseignantÓ (83). As an outside observer who is not one of the LÕEmirÕs Òchosen ones,Ó 

Mohamed is fully aware of the abusive nature of the system, and repeatedly points out its flaws 

to the reader. While his critical distance from the system situates the narratorÕs scathing critique, 

his knowledge of the systemÕs flaws also cast doubt on the overarching narrative of his success in 

the profession. Could MohamedÕs story of educational success simply be read as a capitulation to 

a system he himself recognizes to be inescapably corrupt? 

 The scene that gives the novel its title provides the clearest example of how Gr‰ce ˆ Jean 

de la Fontaine! balances precariously between acts of capitulation and resistance. Not long into 

his career as an apprentice teacher, Mohamed realizes that the only way to have job security is to 

obtain the CAPES (Certificat dÕAptitude PŽdagogique ˆ lÕEnseignement Secondaire). Teachers 

without this degree are excluded from the official educational hierarchy, a situation analogous to 

being Òun guerrier sans arme ou un mŽdecin sans cabinetÓ (125), according to the narrator. 

Obtaining the CAPES requires teaching a class observed by official examiners. Due to the 

rampant favoritism of the system, Mohamed knows that he doesnÕt have a chance of being 

admitted on his own merits; Haddou Afounas, thanks to his family connections, and Malika Tazi, 

thanks to her physical beauty, are the only two teachers expected to succeed. Nonetheless, 

Mohamed is eventually able to obtain the certificate, and the way in which he does so exposes 
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both the educational mechanisms of power reproduction, and the limited spaces of individual 

resistance. 

 The CAPES scene is structured around the idea of exchange. Obtaining the certificate 

should, in theory, be predicated on an educational exchange: the teacher imparts information to 

his students, and in exchange for this successful transaction of knowledge, the teacher receives 

his degree. However, in the case of MohamedÕs examination, a series of different symbolic 

transactions of economic and social ÒcapitalÓ take the place of this knowledge transferal. The 

first transaction happens between Mohamed and Haddou Afounas, the teacher who is likely to 

get the CAPES based on his personal connections. Afounas is described as Òun nullard pur sucre, 

incapable de faire une phrase correcte en fran•aisÓ (138). Lacking the linguistic skills necessary 

to complete the required classroom observation, he asks Mohamed to prepare it for him in 

exchange for material goods: a bottle of olive oil and a chicken. Mohamed weighs and tests the 

Òmerchandise,Ó and only then agrees to write a lesson that Haddou must memorize word for 

word. 

 Although images of perverted economic transactions abound in this work, Mohamed is 

not yet willing to fully  participate in such exchanges. He is informed that by giving LÕEmir Òun 

quartier de boeuf et deux ou trois bouteilles de whiskyÓ (145), he will be guaranteed his CAPES. 

He declines, due both to his own poverty and his refusal to allow LÕEmir to obtain anything from 

him Òm•me si je risquais ainsi de finir sur lÕŽchafaud!Ó (145). His reluctance to give in to this 

system does not mean, however, that he can escape it entirely. Mohamed must instead opt for a 

different sort of transaction: a transaction of Òinside information.Ó He learns from his colleague 

Malika that Lemfeddi, the man who judges the CAPES exams, loves Jean de la Fontaine. 
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Furthermore, he is particularly interested in Òle lexique abscons, hautement technique: les 

nŽologismes de forme et de sens, les archa•smes, les mots composŽs, dŽrivŽs, dŽroutŽs, torturŽs, 

pŽtris de grec et de latin...Ó (144).125  

 The value of LemfeddiÕs preferred lexique resides not in the meaning of the words, but in 

their connection to social dynamics: knowing how to employ these (otherwise meaningless) 

lexical items requires being in LemfeddiÕs inner circle and knowing what he likes. This 

knowledge, in turn, is simply the sign of an economic capital that comes from being, like 

Lemfeddi, in a position of power. The meaningless words of MohamedÕs lesson thus point the 

reader to the meaningless nature of every classroom interaction, so long as it is predicated on an 

uneven exchange.

 Mohamed proves himself to be a true virtuoso in the use of nonsense terms in the 

classroom. After his well-received lesson, Mohamed explains his pedagogical approach to 

Lemfeddi, who is delighted: 

 Pour lÕactivitŽ de production Žcrite, jÕai optŽ volontiers pour lÕapproche lexico-
 syntaxico-sŽmantico-thŽmatique, car dans toute micro-structure narrative de nature 
 sŽmi-divergente, ou plut™t semi-convergente, comme celle dÕaujourdÕhui, cÕest la seule 
 approche didactico-cognitive qui puisse mobiliser lÕensemble des prŽacquis et acquis 
 lexico-morpho-sŽmio-linguistiques, ˆ savoir les connecteurs rhŽtoriques, les lex•mes 
 dŽictico-discursifs, les les anaphores, les cataphores, ainsi que tous les autres syntagmes 
 paradigmatiques et paradigmes syntagmatiques censŽs assurer; explicitement, 
 implicitement, et m•me anticonstitutionnellement, la progression sŽmio-thŽmatico... 
 (151).
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The tone of this exchange recalls a voltairian satire, where the speech patterns of the 

ÒintellectualÓ Lemfeddi are exaggerated to the point that their content is no longer recognizable. 

The fact that Mohamed trails off in the middle of a sentence without finishing his thought- which 

goes unnoticed by Lemfeddi- suggests a satiric view of the absence of cognitive effort behind 

LemfeddiÕs linguistic production. 

 MohamedÕs acquisition of these nonsense codes seems to represent his total capitulation 

to the system. Already before the scene begins, his reasons for joining the profession are slowly 

eroding: he proclaims that Òsi jÕobtenais le CAPES, je resterais dans lÕenseignement, sans doute 

pour le reste de la vie active; sinon, je ficherais le camp. Tant pis pour ma famille, tant pis pour 

mes neveuxÓ (137). Not only has he begun to give up on the noble goal of saving his family from 

illiteracy and poverty, he is also cynically willing to sacrifice the students in his classroom. 

 A brief explanation of the preparation he gives his students before the exam shows how 

fully he has given himself over to the system. Mohamed explains that Òla veille, jÕavais tr•s bien 

ŽtudiŽ la fable avec euxÓ (149) and provides them with answers for all the exercises that he will 

present. The students are required only to put on the appearance of understanding, and are told to 

avoid Òtoute anticipation dans les rŽponsesÓ (149). The most recalcitrant students, the narrator 

explains, have been bribed with five dirhams each in exchange for compliance (149).  There is 

no indication that the students in MohamedÕs classroom have acquired anything more than a 

small sum of money in exchange for their participation in his machinations. In fact, they are 

summarily dismissed by Lemfeddi before they can work on their Òproduction ŽcriteÓ activity- the 

administrator has heard enough Ònon-senseÓ to know that he is pleased with MohamedÕs 

pedagogy.   
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 However, Mohamed retains some individual agency in a system that tries to deny all 

outward shows of rebellion, by employing practices of awareness, mastery and resistance to 

power within the classroom setting. After MohamedÕs teaching demonstration, Lemfeddi 

expresses his one remaining concern about awarding him the CAPES. Word of the young 

student-teacherÕs clashes with the director have reached Lemfeddi, and he is hesitant to promote 

anyone who resists authority. Their discussion unfolds with the following dialogue :

 -... [Le directeur] mÕa en effet appris que vous ne lui... comment dire cela? vous ne lui 
 obŽissez jamais! NÕest-ce pas folie que de dŽsobŽir au ma”tre des lieux, monsieur NŽ...?

- Moi, dŽsobŽir au ma”tre de ces bois? QuÕˆ Dieu ne plaise, sire! Non, cÕest plutot 
lÕignorance ˆ vingt trois carats de lÕhomme que je ne puis souffir! 

- DÕun magistrat ignorant, cÕest la robe quÕon salue, monsieur NŽ..!

- JÕen conviens, mais peut-•tre me vois-je obligŽ de vous mettre au courant de toute la 
situation: appprenez, sire, que le prince de ces bois me voulait •tre son chien couchant, 
comme bon nombre de ses h™tes, peuple camŽlŽon, peuple singe du ma”tre. Etant de ces 
rares •tres qui ne souffrent point le collier, je rŽpondis que jamais, au grand jamais, cela 
ne serait; mourir plut™t que servir!... Le directeur (puisquÕil faut bien lÕappeler par son 
nom) me fit alors la guerre, dŽcalra m•me mon cas pendable ! (152-3)

Based on the content of this discussion, it is apparent that Mohamed is not willing to conform to 

the directorÕs petty dictatorship in order to advance his own career. Instead of fully capitulating, 

he brazenly enumerates the EmirÕs abuses to Lemfeddi, and expresses his discontent. 

  The literary form of this exchange is even more indicative of MohamedÕs capacity for 

resistance. This speech demonstrates, for the first time in the entire chapter, the teacherÕs mastery  

of the content that was supposed to be transmitted to the students in the classroom. The 

expressions such as Òma”tre de ces bois,Ó Òˆ Dieu ne plaise, sireÓ and high-register structures 

such as Òvois-jeÓ and Òje ne puis souffrirÓ are all clearly evocative of not just an understanding, 
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but indeed a mastery of Jean de la FontaineÕs literary style. In fact, the exchange even falls 

briefly into rhyming couplets, with which Lemfeddi is forced to play along: ÒobŽissez jamais/

monsieur NŽ...Ó is followed by ÒquÕˆ Dieu ne plaise, sire/que je ne puis souffir,Ó and Òmonsieur 

NŽ... /me vois-je obligŽ.Ó 

  MohamedÕs use of this style highlights a tension inherent in the presence of Jean de la 

FontaineÕs text in the Moroccan classroom. One the one hand, Jean de la Fontaine is a classic 

figure of French pedagogy, and represents precisely the sort of Òcultural capitalÓ that speaking in 

French is assumed to confer. Yet at the same time, many of the fables of Fontaine are themselves 

deeply ironic, and adopt a pedagogical tone to convey messages about the abuse of power. 

Mohamed is able to adopt the intellectualism inherent in mastery of the French language enough 

to please Lemfeddi, while retaining the more rebellious aspects of FontaineÕs prose as well. 

There is even a hint that this message may have reached students, in the form of the writing 

prompt given to them by their teacher, also from a fable of La Fontaine: Òon voit bien que de tout 

temps, les petits ont p‰ti les sottises des grandsÓ (150). 

 Clearly, Mohamed is able to distinguish between actual pedagogy and the repeating of 

Ònonsense.Ó His awareness of the system represents precisely the kind of awareness Bourdieu  

and Passeron claim to be impossible: in their theory, the system of reproduction only functions 

when both teachers and students Òenter the game of fictitious communicationÓ (112) without 

highlighting its fictitious nature. Mohamed warns Lemfeddi- and the reader by extension- that as 

long as he is aware of how the system functions, he can never be entirely taken into it. The quote 

given as a writing assignment to the students thus works as an epigraph for the entire scene, in 

which we learn that educational content can only be conveyed through a resistance to power.
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 The narrative shifts back and forth between resistance and capitulation, including a 

shocking incident where Mohamed punishes a rich student for cheating, despite being warned 

that her father is well-connected. When confronted by her father and the school director, 

Mohamed physically attacks both of them, and is sent to the hospital for a Òcrise de folieÓ (292). 

Yet ultimately, his rebellion does nothing to change his stature in a world where there is little 

possibility for resistance. The final scene of the novel stages the narratorÕs conformity to the 

values of the system, finally deciding to succumb to it rather than change it from within. 

 Mohamed decides to take a concours that will allow him to leave for France to continue 

his schooling. Once again, he proves that he knows precisely the kind of meaningless content 

that will impress the graders, as he is asked to write an analysis of Tahar Ben JellounÕs La Pri•re 

de lÕAbsent, which has just won the Prix Goncourt.:

 Une fois la rŽdaction achevŽe, je passai ˆ lÕŽtape nommŽe lÕengraissement. Il sÕagissait, 
 en somme, de farcir le devoir de citations apprises par coeur au prŽalable. Certains 
 provenaient de lÕoeuvre elle-m•me; dÕautres, je les empruntais ˆ des critiques et 
 philosphes faisant autoritŽ en la mati•re... Tr•s souvent, ces citations je les fabriquais 
 moi-m•me moyennant une poignŽe de vocables abscons ou hautement techniques et 
 quelque formulation recherchŽe.  JÕattribuais ensuite le tout ˆ lÕun ou ˆ lÕautre, sans le 
 moindre Žtat dÕ‰me. Pas un correcteur ici-bas ne rŽsiste aux devoirs truffŽs de citations! 
 (308-9).

Mohamed is correct in his estimation- he receives a 17/20, the best grade of anyone taking the 

exam. 

 Intentionally or not, this scene is reminiscent of Albert MemmiÕs La Statue de sel which 

also famously begins and concludes with a student in an exam room facing a written test. Jarrod 

Hayes has interpreted the final scene of MemmiÕs novel as staging the narratorÕs decision not to 

participate in the colonial system of elite power: ÒAfter composing what is, for the reader, the 

narrative of the novel, the narrator does not turn in his response, thereby ending his career as a 

186



member of the French educated eliteÓ (284). NedaliÕs text in effect stages the opposite response: 

the main character recognizes the symbolic violence inherent in the school system, but instead 

decides to not just play along but to fully master its codes. 

 In the following oral exam, Mohamed has prepared a poem by Rimbaud, but is concerned 

when he discovers that the person giving his exam is, according to him, a radical 

ÒWahhabiteÓ (317). At this point Mohamed knows that rather than give an analysis of the content 

of the poem, he simply has to reproduce a language that exhibits the assumed values of his 

interlocutors. In this case, he devotes his entire exam to excoriating a single line of Rimbaud 

where the poet mentions the Quran disrespectfully. The remaining content of the poem is not 

discussed, but rather the time is passed reproducing a highly religiously-inflected language. He 

passes the exam: the scene is written as a triumph.

 Throughout the narrative, Mohamed positions himself as both a participant in and a critic 

of the educational system. However, this position also makes the text difficult to read as an 

autobiography. Are we to consider Mohamed a victim? A man motivated by shameless self-

interest? Or a skillful manipulator who has learned to play the game and expose it for what it is?  

The text, with its deliberate perversion of autobiographical tropes, resists any simple answer to 

these questions. There are elements in this text that portray Mohamed as a victim, which serve in 

part to expose the arbitrariness and violence of the system. However, the narrator rarely extends 

his awareness of victimization to others in the text. Instead, he is willing to perpetrate symbolic 

violence on his class full of students, sacrificing their education to his own personal gains. 

Furthermore, he repeatedly makes scathingly misogynistic speeches without ever questioning his 
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own position in gendered power hierarchies in the school.126 His ÒawarenessÓ of himself as a 

victim is only partially successful at exposing other power structures.  

 A reading of Mohamed as an anti-hero offers perhaps a more compelling interpretation of 

the text. As Karim Nasseri points out, the protagonist of this novel elicits no more sympathy 

from the reader than the horribly corrupt characters he criticizes: ÒAvec intelligence, le jeune 

narrateur use dÕun humour sarcastique pour dŽcrire des sc•nes qui laissent le lecteur interloquŽ. 

Aucun des personnages nÕa le beau r™le. Que de salauds au sens propre du terme. M•me lui ! 

Quand on observe de pr•s ses mŽthodes pour sÕen sortir, on se trouve confrontŽ ˆ un arriviste, 

voire un pourriÓ (297). Nearly every distasteful attitude Mohamed condemns he also reproduces, 

from corruption to abuse of religion to sexism. He is aware of the system and its flaws, yet 

chooses to participate in it anyway, often while professing points of view that are likely to be 

abhorrent to nearly all potential readers. 

 It appears counterintuitive to consider such a corrupt character as a representative of 

individual agency in the educational system. The contribution of Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! 

on the question of agency must be understood through the lens of the textÕs multiple reversals of 

autobiographical tradition. While the classic Bildungsroman tells the story of how the individual 

becomes integrated into society, traditional tales of classroom education offer an even more 

specific twist on this narrative. These novels include scenes of learning language, of discovering 

reading, and learning to write- they are, essentially, a story about individual advancement 
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through education. Unlike the traditional narrators of educational autobiography, Mohamed 

evolves throughout this narrative from protagonist to detestable anti-hero. The reversal of the 

familiar Bildungsroman form in the text thus also marks the refusal to tell a story of how 

education leads to personal advancement. Furthermore, the satire and ironic tone that are used 

throughout this transformation ask the reader to engage with MohamedÕs capitulation in a much 

more analytical way than the protagonist himself does. Masked in the trappings of a narrative of 

personal advancement, Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine! presents a complex narrative of both 

capitulation and resistance to the educational system of reproduction. 

Conclusion: The Economics of Education Literature in the Maghreb 

 All of the narratives examined here seek to destabilize, in one way or another, the 

reproduction of elite power in education. They do so both by exposing the mechanisms that 

allow administrators to exploit large groups of students and teachers, and by imagining possible 

sites of contestation and disruption of these processes. The choice of literary texts to accomplish 

these goals should not be taken for granted, however. The use of narrative form in each of these 

texts elicits the question: does literature itself play a role in reproducing elite power in 

education? 

 Bourdieu argues that literature is inextricably bound up in systems of hegemonic 

reproduction. In Ce que parler veut dire, for instance, he states that the school is one of the 

primary areas where the integration of students into a ÒcommunautŽ linguistiqueÓ takes place, 
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based on Òla reconnaissance universelle de la langue dominanteÓ (28). One of the primary ways 

in which a dominant language is codified and maintained, and through which it gains authority, 

is its use in literature. Literature is also intimately tied into economic dynamics: dissemination of 

novels requires not only recipients with knowledge of literatureÕs linguistic codes, but also 

money to purchase books. The relationship between literature and elite power puts the authors of 

satirical and critical narratives into a peculiar bind. How do these texts deal with the dissonance 

between the authorsÕ own mastery of literary codes, and their apparent arguments that that 

education is an exclusionary and elitist institution?

 The treatment of students within the literary text is a key piece of this discussion. As 

discussed in the first chapter, the trope of character-as-reader has often been used to imagine how 

literary narratives circulate both inside and outside the classroom. ÔAbd al-Ghani Abu al-ÔAzm, 

Leila Abouzeid, Karima Berger, and Ma•ssa Bey all evoke, at some point, characters reading 

literary texts in their novels. In these scenes, we can read an implicit hope that the education 

system will form students who purchase, read and perhaps even produce literary narratives. 

These texts are not disconnected from the problematic status of reading and literary production 

across the Maghreb. Indeed, one of their primary concerns is that while illiteracy and ÒilletrismeÓ 

persist, literature will have difficulty reaching readers. However, they nonetheless evoke the 

possibility of a productive relationship between education and literature. 

 It is difficult to make the same statement of the texts analyzed in this final chapter. 

However, the absence of students as readers within the pages of satirical narratives does not 

mean that authors have abandoned the question of literatureÕs circulation. Indeed, a very clear 

line can be drawn between the absence of students from these narratives, an accusation of the 
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lack of student mobility in the education system, and the ensuing frustrated hope of students 

becoming readers of literature. 

 Students in the narratives examined in this chapter are all characterized by a lack of 

personal development and interiority. In ÒLÕŽtrange affaire du cahier bounni,Ó students are almost 

entirely absent, and are not given names, dialogue or agency. The students of Jabal al-Ôanz are 

mentioned on several occasions, but they are always described from without, via the narratorÕs 

observations. At only one point in the entire narrative does a student speak, expressing a small 

moment of rebellion against Isma•lÕs plans to build a massive entry gate into the small 

agricultural village. Ò[The gate] scares meÓ (44),127 he says- a response which garners threats of 

physical violence. Similarly, in Gr‰ce ˆ Jean de la Fontaine!, we see little productive interaction 

between Mohamed and the students of his classroom, and they are never granted any degree of 

agency by the narrator. These texts deliberately prevent readers from locating narratives of 

change- positive or negative- in characters who remain so fully enigmatic.

 The refusal to give readers access to studentsÕ interiority in these novels is also the refusal 

to write narratives of transformation. The impossibility of transformation exists not only in the 

realm of the classroom, but also in the more general realm of economics and the job market. In 

this regard, one passage in Mohamed NedaliÕs novel is especially revelatory. It represents one of 

the few moments in the text where the author seems to be speaking directly to the reader, rather 

than through the ambiguous voice of his narrator. In this passage, the narrator looks back on a 

long life as a teacher, a retrospective view that seems at odds with a style that otherwise remains 

close to the moment of enunciation. This passage is characterized by what we might consider a 
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more direct authorial voice, and speaks of the difficulty of maintaining that education allows for 

social mobility:

 Je leur disais et rŽpŽtais tout le temps des platitudes du genre: le savoir est une lumi•re, 
 lÕignorance une honte, les Žtudes lÕunique moyen de sÕen sortir, les dipl™mes 
 indispensables pour dŽnicher un emploi, lÕhonn•tetŽ, la fidŽlitŽ, la solidaritŽ, lÕŽquitŽ, la 
 charitŽ, lÕhumilitŽ ainsi quÕune quinzaine dÕautres vocables en tŽ, Žtaient des vertus ˆ 
 chŽrir par dessus tout... AujourdÕhui ces Žl•ves sont, dans les meilleurs des cas, devenus 
 de petits serviteurs de lÕEtat, protŽgŽs de la mis•re par un fragile statut de fonctionnaire 
 et, tr•s souvent, accablŽs de dettes. DÕautres sont tout simplement des dipl™mŽs en 
 ch™mage. Il mÕarrive parfois de croiser lÕun ou lÕautre dans la rue, mais je mÕarrange 
 toujours pour Žviter de leur parler... En revanche, ceux, parmi mes anciens Žl•ves, qui se 
 contrefoutaient de mes bobards et de ceux de la race professorale en gŽnŽral, se sont 
 finalement retrouvŽs tr•s ˆ lÕaise dans la vie. En dŽsertant les banc scolaires, ils se sont 
 engagŽs sur des voies peu recommandables en somme: la contrebande, le trafic de 
 haschisch ou de voitures cambriolŽes, la prostitution de luxe, le proxŽnŽtisme... Alors, 
 pour limiter les dŽg‰ts, jÕai, une fois pour toutes, arr•tŽ de jouer avec mes Žl•ves le grand 
 conseilleur... JÕai certainement dŽjˆ g‰chŽ bien des vies, il faudrait dŽsormais que je me 
 boucle et laisse les gens choisir leur chemin seuls. Qui suis-je, apr•s tout, pour donner des 
 le•ons aux autres, sinon un enseignant prŽtentieux et ringard, lÕun des derniers adeptes 
 dÕune morale et dÕun mode de pensŽe ˆ tout jamais disparus (264-6).

Erasing the student as agent from the school narrative thus appears to be an attempt to critique a 

system that abandons and ignores those it is supposed to serve. But what are the stakes of using 

literature to make such a statement? Can literature - a form whose codes are learned and whose 

canon is reinforced by the school - ever really extricate itself from the power dynamics of 

education thoroughly enough to undertake this critique? 

 Certainly these texts speak from a somewhat compromised position. They adopt the same 

canonical forms of elite language that are taught in schools, and use the form not only to transmit 

a message, but (in the end) to make money for the author. However, I would argue that even 

though these narratives adopt canonical linguistic forms, their refusal to adopt traditional 
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narratives of individual achievement represent an important site of resistance. Bourdieu and 

Passeron argue that reproduction only functions insofar as the school system Ò...is able to 

eliminate those who do not meet its implicit requirements and manages to obtain from the others 

the complicity it needs in order to functionÓ (99). The use of satire, allegory, and non-sense all 

destabilize reproduction by bringing attention to its mechanisms, and refusing to act complicitly 

in the idea that education Òmakes sense.Ó There is an undeniable power that comes from this 

refusal to participate, allowing the critical re-imaginings and re-configurations to function as a 

site of resistance.
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Conclusion

Literature and Education: Limits and Possibilities

 La littŽrature est insŽparable des pratiques linguistiques dŽterminŽes...et elle est 
 insŽparable des pratiques scolaires qui ne dŽfinissent pas seulement les limites de sa 
 consommation, mais les limites internes de sa production m•me. En rattachant     
 lÕexistence objective de la littŽrature ˆ cet ensemble de pratiques, on dŽfinit les points  
 dÕancrage matŽriels qui font de la littŽrature une rŽalitŽ historique et socialeÓ (Balibar and 
 Macherey 33).

In ÒSur la littŽrature comme forme idŽologiqueÓ Etienne Balibar and Pierre Macherey 

debate the ways in which education affects literary production and circulation. They argue that 

the school provides linguistic tools that authors use as the material of their texts, and forms 

generations of readers trained in the consumption of particular linguistic and narrative forms. 

While this dynamic influences literature of all genres, it is particularly foregrounded, as we have 

seen, by authors whose novels directly engage the classroom experience.

One of the primary questions for this work as been how texts balance the Òlimites 

internesÓ imposed by the school with the creative possibilities of literature. In numerous novels, 

the school is described as an institution which limits the available tools for literary expression. 

This tension is the most evident for Amazigh authors Wahmed Ben-Younes and Brick Oussa•d, 

whose texts were published at a time when the authorsÕ native languages had not been codified 

by the school. Within their texts, the use of French for literary expression represents access to an 

international audience, and a means to reach readers who self-identify as ÒAmazighÓ yet speak 

other dialects. However, writing in French also implies a potentially harmful homogenizing and 
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silencing of the linguistic diversity of Tamazight-speaking populations, as well as the 

problematic politics of using a ÒmajorityÓ language to express a ÒminorityÓ linguistic identity. 

   The concept of linguistic limitation does not exhaust textual approaches to education, 

however. Both Zohr Wanissi and Leila AbouzeidÕs texts, which evoke womenÕs acquisition of 

Arabic literacy in the classroom, show the school as a site of possibility for social change. By 

teaching more women than the French school, the post-independence education system had a 

significant impact on womenÕs lives: an impact that often goes undiscussed. The linguistic tools 

provided by the school also allowed for building new and at times unexpected literary 

communities. For ÔAbd al-Ghani Abu al-ÔAzmÕs protagonist, learning Arabic in the classroom is 

a means of connecting to literary movements taking place across the Arabic-speaking world.  In a 

very different context, Wahiba KhiariÕs novel and its reception in Tunisia demonstrate the 

potential of the French language to create literary canons across the often- assumed boundaries 

of ÒnationalÓ literatures.

In many of the texts analyzed here, the relationship between the individual protagonist 

and the Òeducational institutionÓ acts as a textual parallel of an extratextual relationship: between 

the authors, their readers, and the Òinstitutions de consŽcrationÓ (Zekri 44) through which 

literature circulates. This dynamic is particularly prevalent in texts discussing the early years of 

Arabization, a time which promised to dramatically alter writing and reading practices. Authors 

who themselves lived through this transitional period dramatize issues of textual reception 

through the literary figure of the reader. Many contrast between the optimism of the 

ÒtransitionalÓ period, in which it seemed that literature would reach broader audiences, and 
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current frustrations over the changes that education has not made: eradicating illiteracy or 

providing the social and economic conditions for texts to circulate.

   The narratives of education as Ònon-senseÓ examined in the final chapter have a 

particularly complicated relationship to the school and representations of the student. These 

narratives attempt to resist the reproduction of elite power through education, and their efforts to 

do so produce some of the most scathingly critical portraits of education to be published in 

Maghrebi literature. Yet they also raise the question of whether literature can maintain sufficient 

critical distance from the power dynamics of the school to effectively undertake this critique.

 The positioning of literature in relationship to the school traverses the all-too-familiar 

binaries of those who try to ÒcritiqueÓ or ÒsupportÓ the school, of those who are ÒforÓ and 

ÒagainstÓ Arabization. Instead these narratives push at the boundaries of literature as simply a 

means to reproduce or comment on what takes place in the classroom, and attempt to alter, 

change, and resist the seemingly-fixed power dynamic between language, literature and 

education. Authors continue to write against the rupture of the link between education and 

literature, creating narratives of the school between critique and hope.

   The relationship between literature and the educational system is undergoing a constant 

process of change in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. Since the time that these texts were 

published, Amazigh languages have gained wider recognition and a place in the classroom. As an 

ever larger national literary canon is established in all three countries, there are increasing 

opportunities for texts about education to be incorporated into the classroom. Yet each of these 

advantages has been tempered by continuing issues. Literacy has not necessarily led to lettrisme, 

and authorsÕ anxiety over the place of literature in society is palpable. French and Arabic 
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dominate the literary scene, but Amazigh activists, as well as those who call for more writing in 

dialect, are still waiting for education systems to produce an audience for their work. The 

economic disparities of education are deepening. 

 A number of the chapters of this work have gestured to recent protest movements in the 

Maghreb, and their potential influence on both education and literature.  I have chosen to 

conclude by evoking some of the new issues in education that have arisen in these movements, 

and that are becoming increasingly pertinent for literary authors.

Horizons of Change; Education, Literature and the Role of the Author in the ÒArab SpringÓ

   In early 2014, Tunisian legislators voted on a new constitution, nearly three years to the day 

after the fall of President Ben Ali. As former Tunisian communications minister Oussama 

Romdhani pointed out in a recent opinion piece, one of the most controversial items of 

legislation in this new constitution regarded the use of Arabic in education:

  A more complex example was Article 38 which committed the state to Òstrengthening and     
 promoting the Arabic language and expanding its use.Ó The polemics, and amendment     
 proposals that followed, ended up adding to the article a provision guaranteeing  
 Òopenness on foreign languages, human civilizations and the promotion of the culture of 
 human rights.Ó

While education policy is not a topic that has been discussed in the majority of media treatments 

of the so-called ÒArab Spring,Ó education is nonetheless related to many issues at the heart of 

protest movements. In Tunisia, youth unemployment was seen as an important instigating factor 

in unrest. The school became an arena of ideological debate in post- Ben Ali Tunisia as well. As 
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discussed in the third chapter, vehement protests have both supported and sought to prohibit 

women wearing veils on a university campus (a practice which was banned in an official decree 

by Bourguiba in 1981).

   Education reform has also been at the forefront of political debate Morocco. In 2011, 

King Mohammed VI responded to growing protest movements- perhaps hoping to avoid the 

more dramatic outcomes of neighboring nations-  by introducing a series of constitutional 

reforms. One of the most discussed changes to the constitution was the recognition of Tamazight 

as a national language alongside Arabic. The potential effects on education of 

ÒconstitutionalizingÓ Tamazight are still unknown, but this change in status reinvigorated debates 

over the issue of language in Moroccan classrooms. Many similar economic problems to those 

that sparked protest movements in Tunisia are also present in Morocco. On October 6th 2013, 

between 1500 and 2000 people took to the streets of the capital, Rabat, protesting in response to 

the lack of government jobs available to university graduates. 

    Algeria has not experienced protest movements on the same scale as its neighbors, 

making it somewhat of an exception in the region. While fully exploring the reasons for this 

difference is not within the scope of this project, some scholars have suggested that among the 

causes may be the residual trauma of the dŽcennie noire.128 However, Algeria does share with its 

neighbors one of the primary social factors that has led to recent protests: youth unemployment, 

especially among those holding diplomas.  A recent article in Le Figaro expressed the 

fundamental link between education and social change in Algeria:  
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   Un tiers de la population algŽrienne a moins de 30 ans. Cette jeunesse, qui pourrait •tre 
 un atout pour le pays, est sacrifiŽe: la moitiŽ est au ch™mage, tandis que l'autre moitiŽ, 
 quand elle travaille, ne gagne qu'un salaire minimum fixŽ ˆ tout juste 18.000 dinars, soit 
 170 euros. EcÏurŽs par le syst•me en place, la plupart d'entre eux n'ont qu'un espoir: 
 partir. ÇNous ne r•vons que d'une chose: quitter notre pays.È Comme la plupart des 
 jeunes, Hamed et Salem, la vingtaine dŽsÏuvrŽe, tra”nent leur dŽsespoir ˆ ne rien faire 
 dans les rues d'Alger.ÇË quoi bon faire des Žtudes? lancent-ils, amers. Nous avons quittŽ 
 l'Žcole parce que •a ne sert ˆ rien. On n'a aucune chance de trouver un boulot. Nos 
 cousins et nos amis plus ‰gŽs sont bardŽs de dipl™mes universitaires inutiles. Ils sont 
 ŽduquŽs mais, comme nous, au ch™mage (Khan).

The disconnect between education and employment in all three countries, emblematized by the 

figure of the dipl™mŽ ch™meur, promises to be a major issue in years to come.

 The figure of the dipl™mŽ ch™meur has also begun to appear in literature, including texts 

published by some of the authors discussed in this study. Mohamed NedaliÕs 2012 novel Triste 

Jeunesse attracted a great deal of media attention for its portrayal of two young students who try 

to support themselves and their families in increasingly desperate circumstances. The massive 

political changes taking place across the region are further calling into question the role of 

literature as a space for expression of opinion: on education in particular and politics in general.

  A recent article in LÕOrient LittŽraire entitled ÒPenser et Žcrire le printemps arabeÓ gave a 

glimpse of two opposing viewpoints on the evolving role of the author. Asked if writing was a 

Òsorte de participation ˆ lÕŽvenementÓ of the fall of Ben Ali, Tunisian author Abdelwahab 

Meddeb responded ÒParticiper, certes non, ce serait malhonn•te de le dire... JÕai adherŽ de toute 

mon ‰me ˆ ce qui se passait, mais je nÕen Žtais pas un protagoniste. Et jÕai voulu tŽmoigner, non 

pas en homme politique, ni en homme dÕaction, mais en homme qui mŽdite face ˆ un ŽvŽnement 

de nature poŽtico-politiqueÓ Tahar Ben Jelloun clearly envisioned a more active role for literature 

following events in Tunisia and Morocco, stating that Òla littŽrature a son r™le; elle participe ˆ 
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dŽcrypter lÕhistoire immŽdiateÓ and that as an author Òil me fallait prendre la plume; je ne sais 

pas si jÕai bien fait, en tout cas jÕai rempli mon devoir dÕŽcrivain et de tŽmoin vigilantÓ (qtd. in 

Makhlouf).

 In some sense, Meddeb and Ben JellounÕs observations simply recast familiar questions 

of the role of literature and its capacity to participate in political change. Yet the protest 

movements in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia have changed the context of this question. Analyses 

of ÒArab SpringÓ movements have focused on new spaces of emergence for individual voices, 

including blogs and social media. The immediacy, freedom of expression, ease of distribution 

and affordability they offer respond to many of the concerns evoked in this work over the place 

of literary expression in the Maghreb. Yet Òprint literatureÓ and Òsocial mediaÓ do not necessarily  

have to be considered as forms of expression evolving separately from each other. There have 

been several interesting efforts to bridge the gaps between these new online spaces and print 

publication. Lina Ben Mhenni, a young Tunisian woman whose online writing gained public 

acclaim during the events of 2011, has recently published excerpts from her blog in a novel 

entitled Tunisian Girl: Blogueuse pour un printemps arabe. An Egyptian Òblog magazineÓ called 

Wasla has experimented with publishing excerpts from blogs for free in print : ÒAvailable free of 

charge at irregular intervals, the magazine wants to try to close the gap between the usually 

youthful bloggers and the much older political, literary and intellectual elites, promoting 

exchanges between the two generations.Ó (Abdelathim). Both the boundaries of what we 

consider Òliterature,Ó  as well as the forms of its circulation, are issues of growing critical 

interest.
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 How might these movements affect the specific dynamic between education, language 

and literature examined in this work ? There are already many new technologies that are  Òvisibly  

challenging the modes of [literary] emergence previously established by schools...Ó (Dubois 96). 

However, I would argue that as long as the school continues to be at the forefront of social 

change, the textual forms that emerge from the classroom will continue to be an important, and 

indeed influential, site of exploration and contestation. 
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