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INTRODUCTION

Moha Ennaiji, Fatima Sadigqi,
and Karen Vintges

Feminist activism in Morocco, where Islam is the prevailing religion,
has been growing since the 1980s. The last three decades have
witnessed the emergence of numerous women'’s organizations in
Morocco, with a considerable national and regional impact, such as
among others, the well-known women’s associations: Association
Démocratique des Femmes Marocaines, Union de l’Action Féminine,
and Josour. However, Moroccan feminism, thus far, has not received
the attention of many researchers. This book aims to fill this gap and
to promote academic debates about the interplay between women'’s
movements and corresponding counter movements in the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA). It discusses the various strands of
Moroccan feminism and women'’s organizations which strive for the
empowerment of Moroccan women. Its main focus is the various
practices of female Moroccan activists and the vocabularies they use
to underpin their struggle for women’s emancipation, political
participation, and legal rights. The book adopts a comparative
approach to underscore women'’s agency in various political and
socio-economic contexts, and highlight the fact that agency can be
appreciated only within a specific context.

Contemporary Moroccan women today openly challenge the
disparities in the legal treatment of women and other practices
which have long been understood as Islamic, and formulate their own
interpretations of Islamic sources and local traditions concerning
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the position of women. Moroccan Muslim women both individually
and through organized efforts, claim various forms of full citizenship
and identity (religious, national, ethnic) by appropriating cultural and /
or religious traditions. Other strands of the Moroccan women'’s
movement are frankly secular in character or secularist in that
they criticize any religious base for women'’s organizations. Thus,
feminism in Morocco, which is becoming polyvocal in character,
necessitates the use of the plural form “Moroccan feminisms”
rather than “Moroccan feminism.”

The present volume aims to take stock of these feminisms as
constitutive of Morocco’s situation, and as an aspect that qualifies
the country as an important player in the Middle East and North
Africa. Morocco is characterized by its linguistic and cultural diver-
sity. Along its multilingual character - the languages being used
include Berber, Arabic, French, and Spanish - its multiculture con-
sists among others of deeply committed Arab-Muslim and Berber
identities. The multilingual and multicultural aspects of the country
obviously color Moroccan feminisms as well. However, Moroccan
feminisms succeeded in the past in overcoming these differences in
their struggle for women’s rights.

They namely played a central role in the struggle for democratiza-
tion and women's rights, and made a vital contribution to important
societal changes such as the reform of the Family Code in 2004
(Sadigi and Ennaji 2006). Secular women’s groups rallied with the
progressive and democratic forces, while Islamist feminists joined
the Islamist Parti de la Justice et du Développement (PJD), and later
obtained important social and political gains (new seats in parliament
and decision-making positions in the government (Moghadam 2012,
Jaquette 2001). The Consultative Council of Human Rights and the
Equity and Reconciliation Commission, created in 2003, are major
signs of reconciliation within Moroccan society that reinforce democ-
ratization. Women’s movements have contributed to a dialogue
between secular strands and Islamists and managed to find a bal-
ance or compromise between these two poles. Likewise, the feminist
movement has democratized public space and transformed the
political history of Morocco. The reformed Family Code, which gives
more rights to women and ensures gender equality before the law,
has affected a country so deeply religious and patriarchal, to the
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extent that the Code has become an integral part and a constitutive
component of the process of democratization and modernizatior_l.
Most currents of the Moroccan feminist movement negotiate
Morocco’s cultural heritages and display an outspoken c?mmitment
to gender equality and justice, which has been establlsbed as an
international norm since 1981 as defined by the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEI?AW)
and brought into force by the United Nations. Recent legal ant_i 1n.st1-
tutional reforms in Morocco, particularly the amended constltl.xt'lon
of 2011, which guarantees gender equality and women'’s .polltlcal
participation, along with the reform of the Family Code. in .200.4,
have significantly impacted democracy and the modernization in
Moroccan society. '
Unlike Libya and Egypt, Morocco did not experience a rfevolutlon.
Yet, it did not escape the tumult of the so-called Arab sp.rl'ng. Thou-
sands of protesters took to the streets in a dozen of cities led.by
the February 20 Movement, which demanded the end_of corruption
and the right to social justice and democracy. Thi§ .soc1al mov.em(.ent
displayed strong disgruntlement with the prevalllrllg authoritarian
political system. Women were strongly represented in thetc,ej protests
for democracy; they came from different religious and.polltlca_ll back-
grounds and marched alongside the men, demanding social and
political change. On March 9th, 2011 King Mohammed VI responded
by promising several political and social reforms. He. amended th,e
constitution which guaranteed gender equality, human rights, women'’s
political participation, and the division of powers. In the No.ver.nber
2011 elections, the moderate Islamist party (PJD) won a majority of
seats, beating the traditional Istiqlal (independence) part)'/, the Party
for Authenticity and Modernity and the socialist party which all have
strong ties to the monarchy. '

This peaceful transition was marked by the government’s attempts
to send an image of a modern and moderate Islam. through the
respect for women'’s rights. The government has committed to 1rr.1;'>1e-
ment the new constitution through women'’s increased po.llFlcal
participation. Yet, Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane':s first mlmste--
rial cabinet comprised only one female minister, Bassima Hakkaou‘l.
In the amended government of 2012, more women joined the ca.bll-
net, mostly as deputy ministers or as ministers in charge of specific
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s\f:r:rtments.'Bassima Hakkaoui kept the Ministry of Solidarity,
o l;n,“;:?n?ﬂy and Social Development. Soumiya Benkhaldour;
€ “Ministre Déléguée” for High i
: gher Education, and th i
unveiled women took the rei ' ‘ e
: ns of the Ministries of Forej i
Mines and Environment, r i oyl e rune
’ » Téspectively; but they were aJ] “Mini
= AIon > , Inist
Déléguées”, which is equivalent to Deputy Ministers. By contralstS tr::

Moroccan Feminism: an exemplary case?

- - :
; aetsi;;;lte ;he positive changes in Morocco and the growing emancj
o' women in all domains, there are sti -
. . ; till hurdles that hj
their €mancipation and icipati 'y e
participation in public lif h as illj
(50 percent), lack of ed ' i s Tk ol et
5 ucation and information, lack i
and professional trainin B T
8 weak resources available to th iffi
access to loans, and weak or | o
. ; ack of representation i isi
policy-making (Ennaji 2008). " deciion and
M
ore women than men suffer from social exclusion; thejr poverty

s
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and domestic violence. Concerning such cases, lawyers do not often
make legal arguments based on international human rights treaties.

Women'’s organizations and civil society in general today do play
a major role in sensitizing women, families, and social actors as to
the importance of integrating women in economic, social, and
cultural development. Further steps in favor of protecting women'’s
rights are badly needed to ensure their strong contribution to sustain-
able development. Likewise, education and training are so important
for women to enable them to meet the new challenges, and to help
them safeguard their rights and interests. The development of society
cannot be achieved without the integration of women in the process
of growth and democratization.

Whereas recent political developments tend to undo the new coa-
litions that have arisen in the past, the Moroccan case in our view
remains an interesting exemplar, in that internal factors played a
significant role in shaping women'’s activism and political participa-
tion, including their capacity to influence political and social change.
Has there been a spirit of cooperation in the past between the sev-
eral strands of feminism, that might inspire future coalitions, in
Morocco and elsewhere? What could such a future polyvocal femi-
nism look like in the Middle East and North Africa?

Along the lines of Moghadam (2012), linking democratization and
women'’s rights is of paramount importance because women in
North Africa are the main advocates of development and social
justice, including civil liberties as well as political participation.
Across the region, women'’s organizations are characterized as demo-

cratic as well as feminist, often advocating and campaigning for
gender equality, inclusion, and rights.

In the case of the Middle East and North Africa, emphasis ought to
be put on women’s participation, and on feminist non-government
organizations (NGOs). Thus, the major proposal derived from the
debate between feminist theory and democracy theory is that issues
related to democratization and to women’s rights cannot be separated,
as they are closely linked and reciprocally inter-reliant. In the Arab-
Muslim world, demands for democratization and women'’s legal rights
have recently surfaced concomitantly, and it is of paramount signifi-
cance not to split them up, or to regard them as two separate projects

with different goals, structures, and results (Moghadam 2012).
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The Chapters

Th '
int:rc?:lptegs of this volume address these issues from various but
“related perspectives: secular, Islami
! ; : : : mic, grassroot, etc,, some-
:;r;etshusm}ig a ;peaﬁc feminist female figure to make a point. Taken
ether, the chapters tell the sto ini :

toge ry of feminisms born and d
, . evelop-
ngin Morocco, a Muslim and emerging country where women’s anpd

courses. Hence, in her chapter “wi
. ; omen and the Politj i
Morocco” Souad Eddouada cen iy

falrea?s, which led her to discuss an alternative ideology of gend
Justice predating the aforementioned reforms, .
Along the same line of thought, Moha Ennaji’s chapter “Secyl
and Islamic Feminist Movements in Morocco: Contentions Ach'u &
menm, and Challenges” argues that the locus of women’s rr;over: i
in Morocco resides in its political nature, which allowed it to reac;n:

compromise with the Islamic feminist organizations. In this chapter, the

ATt i e
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political nature of the Moroccan feminist movement is contextualized
in the various secular and religious debates over the status of
women and the challenges posed by the contemporary political his-
tory of the country. A milestone in the rapprochement between the
secular and Islamist feminist trends is the legal status of women and
Moroccan women'’s agency, reflected in their vibrant activism for
legal rights and political participation. More specifically, the chapter
reveals the positive role that secular Moroccan women have been
playing in the struggle for social change. It also shows that women'’s
gains are irrevocable and that the future of the country is signifi-
cantly linked to the fate of women’s movements and women'’s eman-
cipation from their oppressed positions.
As for Fatima Sadiqi’s chapter “An Assessment of Today’s Moroccan
Feminist Movements (1946-2014),” it retraces the journey of the
Moroccan feminist voices, which started as secular voices and
developed into diverse, polyvocal and complex expressions. In her
assessment of these voices, Sadiqi underlines the fact that, although
they may converge for political reasons, the philosophical and ideo-
logical concepts on which secular and Islamic feminisms in Morocco
are inherently divergent. Being based on an Islamist ideology where
religion is foregrounded, Islamic feminism cannot converge with
secular feminism, based on a (leftist) progressive ideology where
religion is backgrounded. For the author, with the advent of the
twenty-first century and especially in the aftermath of the so-called
Arab Spring, the “secular/Islamic” paradigm is becoming too narrow
a space as it does not encompass the growing and poorly understood
feminist voices where concepts like diversity, online synergy, Berber
and rural are gaining momentum across the boundaries of gender
and class. Although still in the making, these developments are real.
In order to give as clear a view of the various feminist voices in
Morocco as possible, Sadiqi’s chapter focuses on contextualizing the
main trends, secular and Islamic, comparing them, assessing their
achievements and failures, and gauging the new feminist nuances
where the Berber element is looming in the horizon.

Beyond the secular/Islamic paradigm, Susan Schaefer Davis and
Amina Yabis’ chapter “Moroccan Feminism at the Grassroots Level”
underlines the importance of grassroots NGOs in promoting femi-
nism in Morocco. Using an in-depth interview with an “average”
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(\;\;ﬁr;a:"s upbringing, education, and current work place her among
crwomen at a grassroots level rather than at the level of femini
activists - although she works to benefit women, T s
explores how this “average” wi ' . 'he s
with wqmen, and how sheg sees (;;nn?ir:liks)if?rrln lfdcl)rrl:),g]c‘;ed i herwork
nis’lr:irrrlnnr/l“g) rtcc))cj:'oéher aspect of Moroccan feminism, “Islamic femi-
s Won.l o’ncepts and Per.spectives" by Meriem Yafout looks
: . €n's engagement in the “male” subject of Jjtihad (the
Interpretation of the sacred texts: Qur'an and Sunnah - the Prophet’

The author develo i i
ps her ideas by considerin the
‘ \ thou
figures of Islamic feminism in Morocco, ) Fits of some
o In the same vein, Sara Borrillo’s “Islamic feminism in Morocco: the
thlzcourse and the Experience of Asma Lamrabet” identifies some of
o Arsnrsst Ii‘elevalr:t aspects of the particular trajectory and discourse
a Lamrabet as an “Islamic feminist” Borri
: | : - Borrillo contextualizes
}I;tar}rjllr'abets éxperience in the Moroccan women’s movement and
ighlights the elements of continuity and innovation in her feminist
appr.oa'ch. The author sees the Moroccan women’s movement as
S(.)l‘?lstlr.lg of various components that need to be singled out and
t1s mg}ush'ed accqrdmg to the factors that orient women'’s different
Strategies, ideological identities and the forms in which they expres
prcI)Jte.st or the practical outputs of their action, press
Rajasg]fofﬁﬁ samehbroa}cli approach, but tackling a different topic
uses her chapter “Decolonizing Femini '
: s ; g Feminism: a Look at
atema Mernissi’s Work and its Legacy” to highlight the scholarship
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and trajectories of an icon of Moroccan feminism: Fatema Mernissi.
Rhouni offers a critique of Mernissi where she stresses the impor-
tance of her work in understanding third world and/or postcolonial
feminism in comparison with “Western feminism”. At the same time
the author states that although issues such as the validity of femi-
nism’s universalist claims and the colonial and imperial premises
on Islam and Muslim societies lie at the heart of Mernissi’s feminist
thought, there are instances where this work inadvertently repro-
duced some of those very premises, hence delaying decolonization.
In other words, both the bright and the “less bright” aspects of
Mernissi’s contribution to the production of Moroccan feminism are
critiqued. More specifically, this chapter questions the extent to
which Mernissi’s work achieved decolonization, allowing ordinary
women'’s voices to emerge. The author underlines the importance
of asking this question today especially that Mernissi has immensely
contributed to draw a route for a number of feminists both in
Morocco and around the globe. Rhouni’s critical reading of Mernissi’s
work is a way of stressing its relevance for present research on
Moroccan feminisms.

In “Deconstructing Female Identities within a Polyphony of
Feminist Voices”, Soumaya Belhabib uses the female identity as a
theoretical paradigm where various social, economic, cultural,
linguistic and ethnic criteria intersect. The author addresses women'’s
multi-layered identities, often resulting from various competing
socio-cultural models and influences which put women at the
heart of the ongoing ideological, philosophical and religious ques-
tioning that society goes through. By so doing Belhabib shows that
the diversity in women’s profiles cannot be represented by one
single type of feminist leadership but that it necessarily gives rise
to a polyphony of feminist stands with often diverging perceptions
of gender equality and justice. Using the intersectionality theory,
the author deconstructs women'’s identities and argues that the
social cleavage between modernity and tradition has resulted in
conservatism and modernity, giving way to two major feminist
discourses: the progressive liberal discourse and the conservative

Islamic one. The author adds that different types of feminism are
emerging due to this very diverse society that we have today but
also as a result of the multiple influences that globalization brings
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and the endless virtual possibilities that the new technologies have
opened up. For the author, even if these ‘feminisms’ are not always
on the same line, they nevertheless manage through opposing
positions to advance women'’s rights and be in that difference truly
representative of all identities.

As for Mohammed Yachoulti’s “Women of February 20th Move-
ment in Morocco: A New Feminist Consciousness”, Moroccan women
have managed in 2011 to forge a new political identity in the public
arena. Through embracing the February 20th Movement’s claims and
strategies of activism and most importantly applying the principle of
parity in all aspects of its uprisings that swept over the country, the
Neéw generation of women activists has drawn a new picture of femi-
nist activism in Morocco. In fact, the dissatisfaction with previous
forms of feminist activism and its elite nature not to mention their
aspiration to put the whole society on the democracy track are but
some of the triggers that pushed the new generation of Moroccan
women to seize the Moroccan Spring moment to invest the public
arena with new feminist beliefs and assumptions. This new shift is
significant in terms of the future action of these actors, as well as in
terms of democratic political practice.

In her chapter “Divas, Psychos and Action Chicks: Depictions of
Women'’s Place and Space in Moroccan Cinema in the Age of Globali-
zation”, Valérie K. Orlando centers the contemporary film industry in
Morocco to reflect on the sociopolitical and cultural transitions that
have taken place in the country since 1999. The fact that the coun-
try’s film industry has fully engaged with some of the most pressing
issues of the era, encouraged by increased democratic transparency,
men and women filmmakers have started to explore the sociocultural
and political debates of their country; a nation, like others across the
Arab world, undergoing huge sociocultural and political transitions.
Hence, both male and female filmmakers have become more daring
in how they depict women’s bodies and sexual desires on screen. For
the author, the degree to which sexual freedom is explored has, in
part, been influenced by several monumental pieces of legislation
enacted since 2000 that favor women’s rights. These legal initiatives
have helped to foster conceptual understandings of how heterosexual
sex and sexuality are viewed in Islamic society at large. The positive
reforms have, in turn, shaped what is shown on the screen. The 2004
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Moudawwana (reform to the Moroccan farflily code) a_n’d 'Fhe Z?EORS
report handed in by the Instance d’Equité et Reconciliation ( ; !
Truth and Reconciliation Committee), which documented and ma I'e
public egregious violations of human rights unde’r l.-lassan I s
near-forty-year regime, have greatly impacted women's lives, cons.e1
quently opening the floodgates for the exposmor'l of co.nt;ovel_‘snas
subjects on film. Orlando underlines the fact that cinematic ] <larom'e :
in today’s Morocco are at the heart of some of the most cruc1f:1 socio
cultural dualisms that stratify discourse in Morocco; a discourse
which is often most effectively transcribed on the screen. VYomen find
themselves imbedded in scenarios which tackle secularls.m verses
religiosity, Western verses Eastern, and French verses Arabic and/or
es. .
Bel(;brne rt:ianitﬁir hand, Aziza Ouguir’s chapter ”TheT Empov.ve'rm%
Legacy of Women Saints: Venerators and Islamist F?mml}f.tsh
draws on the author’s research for her doctoral thesis, whic
focuses on female religious agents in Moroc.co's Past and pressant.
More specifically, this chapter investigates hlstor%cal women sac;nbts
and their reception today by Moroccan women 1r.1 general and by
Moroccan feminist activists in particular. Despite the fact that
women saints impacted their communities and marked Mc?rolf:can
history with their legacy, little is known.al.)out them. Th.e.lr Wiii
practices, and participation in their rellgl.ous. commu.nltu;s at i
society are rarely studied by social sc1en'Flsts. ThlS- ;.apt}:e
addresses women saints’ construction of salntho.od w.1t in : e
context of Islam as a religion and Sufism as the myst.lcal dlrEens:ior;
of thatreligion and the significance ofthl:/[s constoructlon for broade
i rses on gender and feminism in Morocco.
dlsP(‘:i(r)ll:illy “The flgmplications of Having Drunl.( the? Water <')f the Nethefzr;
lands: Narrations on Agency and Communion in the Life Story (})1
Moroccan-Dutch Woman” by Marjo Buitelaar u.se.s the st.ory of Bous t;:z
a 30 year-old Moroccan-Dutch medical spec.lahst, to mterro.lg)ateth -
term ‘gastarbeider’ as used by Moroccan m1grant§ to des.crl ](-e el
fathers, hence evoking the prototype of the rural migrant with litt ::ﬂ o_
no formal education and little knowledge about the country of sel e
ment where he performed heavy and often dirty 1.ab0r for ve'ry ovt:
wages. By thus characterizing their fathers, tht.a Chll(.:ll.'en o.f,Ch mlirag X
point to their fathers’ great efforts to provide their families with a bette
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future, as well as to the enormous social mobility that they themselves
have accomplished in comparison to their parents. Boushra belongs to
the category of first children of Moroccan background who entered the
higher echelons of the Dutch educational system and labor market.
Using a longitudinal research methodology, the author constructed a
narrative of multiple identifications of highly educated women of
Moroccan descent in the Netherlands. For the author, this narrative
lends itself par excellence to reflect on the agency of female descendants
of Moroccan background in the Netherlands. This final chapter moves
Moroccan women'’s polyvocal feminisms beyond the country and opens
up on the effect of migration on such feminisms.
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