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Morocco is a language lover’s paradise.  In a Rabat restaurant, an Arabic singer soulfully crooned …Ya Habibi...  In Agadir, teens surprised me with the newest Hindi songs. Tujhe Dekha to – a teacher trainee sang with perfect Hindi enunciation. In Casablanca, high schoolers held discussions in English, even belting out Cat Stevens and Justin Beiber songs! Taxi drivers talked me up in Spanish - ¿Quieres un taxi turístico?  In schools everywhere, students recite the Quran in Fus’ha, Standard Arabic.  In addition, Darija the Maghrebi version of Arabic, is spoken everywhere.  Darija is a mix of Arabic and Amazigh languages, happily melded to create a lingua franca. Finally, French is on billboards, on everyone’s lips, on the radio - a constant reminder of Morocco’s colonial legacy. Voila – welcome to Morocco! 

Morocco is strategically positioned in the north-west corner of Africa, reaching northwards to Europe, eastwards to the Arab world, and in the south lies is the great continent of Africa. Morocco was originally inhabited by the native population known as the “Berbers” to the Europeans. They spoke native languages that are now called Amazigh languages.  They co-existed with the Romans who extended their empire into Africa.  Ancient tablets with Roman alphabet can still be seen in Volubilis, the capital of the empire. The Roman civilization was superseded by the Idriss dynasty who laid the foundation for Islam and brought Arabic. The Portuguese, Spanish and French all laid claim to Morocco in the 19th century. With French colonization, came French education systems where higher education became a privilege for French speakers only. 

In my visit to Morocco, I tried to understand this language hierarchy. Youssef, my host teacher spoke five languages – English, French, Darija, Arabic and Amazigh. He stated that being an English teacher gives him the status of being the “cool” teacher.  That means English is on top of the totem pole.  At a conference at the Mohammed V University in Rabat, professors stated that the demand for English classes is high, and students even go hunger strike to request entrance into the English class. 

French comes next. Most universities teach content only in French, which excludes students who have studied mainly in Arabic in primary and secondary grades.  Higher education then, remains a privilege for the elite who have been able to pay for private education. Public education teaches content in Arabic, creating an almost insurmountable barrier for students from public schools. My host teacher Meriem Lahrizi, who identifies as an Arab speaks fluent Arabic, Darija and French.  French is the language of prestige! Some feelings, she contends, are best expressed in certain languages.  For instance, “I love you” in Darija holds much less weight than the fragrant and perfumed Je t’aime! 

Standard Arabic is the language choice for teaching content in schools.  Interestingly, Darija is the lingua franca but is not formally taught in schools.  With independence from the French in 1957, Morocco tried to overhaul its education system to “Arabize” the system.  Further reforms followed.  By 2016, science was taught in French again, while other subjects were taught in Arabic.  Teachers have struggled with teaching content between French and Arabic. This has led to some confusion and chaos in the education system. 
Which brings us to the native languages of Morocco. There are three major native Amazigh languages: Tashelhit in the south, Tamazight in the central region and Tarafit in the north. Traditionally, they all followed an oral tradition, and had no written script. There was no official recognition of these languages until 2011 when the king laid the foundation for Amazigh culture. A script called Tifinagh was adopted for the Amazigh languages.  Teachers were trained, and the language was implemented in public schools.  The idea was to recognize native Amazigh identity, and keep native languages and cultures alive.  However, according to Prof. Noureddin Amrous, the idea of reviving and sustaining native languages by creating a script has failed miserably. It was implemented in haste with the teachers receiving only a week’s training to be able to teach the language in elementary schools.  Schools too, resisted the idea of adding another language to the curriculum.   Although taught in public elementary schools, private schools have almost wholly decided to ignore Amazigh in favor of teaching English in the early years. 
The Professors at Mohammed V University feel, however, that languages should be taught with the job market in mind.  Amazigh languages have no job prospects, they stated. Prof. Yamina El Kirat shared a deeply touching personal story of her own Amazigh heritage.  She said growing up an Amazigh, she faced prejudice and discrimination. She changed her name Yamina to Amina to make it sound Arabic instead of Amazigh.  It was only much later in life she was able to embrace her native identity and revert to her original name.  
Reflection

Having grown up in India, surrounded by numerous languages, I know languages can happily co-exist.  I also know the politics of languages and how colonization has shaped the hierarchy of languages. This was the first time I was hearing Arabic spoken extensively and I was surprised that there was vocabulary I could clearly understand.  For instance the moot on the hills of Agadir said: “Allah, Al Watan, Al Malik”.  All these words would be exactly the same in Hindi, which have been borrowed from Urdu, which have been borrowed from Arabic! Trade routes, political annexations, travelers through the Arab world have connected the world with language and vocabulary. 
In the United States, Native languages have almost been wiped out, and native cultures are struggling to survive.  English is the lingua franca, even though you might see Spanish in stores and street signs sometimes. In India too, English is the language of prestige, the colonial legacy.  So it came as little surprise to me that English and French are desirable although much of the population speaks Arabic and Amazigh languages.  However, I was impressed by the efforts of monarchy to revive and reinstate native Amazigh languages even if the efforts have not been completely successful.  I hope the youth of Morocco will realize that native language and culture gives them roots while learning other languages provides broad global perspectives. Both are equally important. 
In my experience with students in Agadir, I found the Amazigh culture was alive and well.  Students spoke the language, proudly sang Amazigh songs, demonstrated Amazigh clothing and culture.  Cultures and languages can be preserved and sustained even though outer influences may seem to be overpowering.  The students at Essafa High School explained the minute details of their religion, clothing, and life style to us. Do influences from other cultures diminish the importance of native cultures?  Teens in Morocco demonstrated that they can be globally aware, yet deeply embedded in their cultures. Will the interconnectedness of the world lead to one uniform world culture? Will we all be using the same emojis to express our sentiments instead of whispering ‘ahbak or je t’aime? Time and technology will tell! 
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