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Fernea in Morocco: the women’s exotic world
Rachid Agliz

The Faculty of Letters, Sultan Moulay Slimane University, Beni Mellal, Morocco

ABSTRACT
The engagement of western writers with Morocco is part and parcel of a wider
long-running encounter with exotic cultures. The exotic world and its chanting
appeals stimulated the interest of a host of travel writers and anthropologists
around the globe. American travel writers and feminists in particular were
very much concerned with the exoticist and orientalist appeals associated
with North Africa. Elizabeth Fernea best represents this vogue. She travelled
to Morocco to embrace a new cultural otherness. Her travel account: A Street
in Marrakech (1975) best represents her assessment of the Moroccan diverse
exotic contours as a belated American feminist writer looking for a completely
different cultural otherness. This paper is an attempt to interpret Fernea’s
encounters with the Moroccan women and to see whether their world is
really a prototype of the common mysterious and exotic oriental world.

KEYWORDS The exotic; exoticism; anthropology; cultural otherness; feminism

1. Theorising the exotic and exoticism

Thinking of distant and foreign cultures often entails thinking of the exotic.
Historically speaking, the engagement of western travel writers and anthro-
pologists with North Africa and Morocco in particular is part and parcel of a
wider long-running encounter with exotic cultures. At this stage, one might
wonder what the concept ‘exotic’ means in the first place. At first glance,
the etymology of the word leads us to argue that this term has a long and
deep-rooted history in the West and is, consequently, open to different
interpretations. The editors of Post Colonial Studies, point out that the word
was first used in 1599 to refer to anything which is alien and to something
which is introduced from outside and is not essentially indigenous (Ashcroft,
Griffiths, and Tiffin 2000, 94). In addition to this, by 1651, the meaning has
shifted and was extended to encapsulate or to include exotic lands or ‘an
exotic and foreign territory, an exotic habit and demeanor’ (Ashcroft et al.
2000, 94). Still, this concept gained ascendancy with the spread of European
powers in diverse parts of the globe. The exotic was, then, associated with
colonialism and the empire and, therefore, encompassed ‘the connotations
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of a stimulating or exciting difference, something with which the domestic
could be safely spiced’ (Ashcroft et al. 2000, 94). Here, the editors’ main
focus is on the movement and decontextualisation of exotic objects from
their original location to the new domestic economy. This means that the
exotic can be found anywhere and can be brought to the peripheries and
the home economy. In fact, the sixteenth century was essentially marked by
the tremendous vogue of the European geographical explorations which, in
a sense, contributed much to the travellers’ constant search for the exotic
beyond the European borders.

Significantly, the emergence of the concept ‘exotic’ in the English language
happened in the last period of the sixteenth century. In his book, From Canni-
bals to Radicals, Roger Celestine traces the first recording of the term by
stating that in the ‘western tradition, the term exotic was first applied specifi-
cally to products, flora and fauna that came from far away’ (1996 , 217). This
indicates that the concept cannot be pinned down to a specific or particular
approach. The exotic, in this respect, is open to different interpretations.
Researchers in the field of anthropology, for instance, argue that the exotic
is not ‘something that exists prior to its discovery’ (Mason 1998, 1). Hence,
it is the act of exploration and discovery ‘which produces the exotic as
such, and it produces it in varying degrees of wildness or domestication’
(2). In other words, the exotic is considered as ‘the product of the process
of exoticisation’ (2). Peter Mason asserts that the exotic as a cultural construct
is always open to a kind of renegotiation. According to him, the exotic is
‘always open to reinvention as a field of forces in which self and other consti-
tute one another in a lopsised relation, it is always open to contestation’ (2).
Mason further explains that the exotic is the outcome of a ‘process of decon-
textualisation’, which means that the setting plays a significant role in the con-
struction and interpretation of the exotic object.

It is, therefore, an ‘elsewhere’ which renders an alien object exotic and
which in the long run turns out to be familiar once it is examined and
taken from its original setting to a new one. In the view of some anthropolo-
gists, the exotic is transferred to a different location and recontextualised. In
other words, ‘it is not the original geographic or cultural contexts which are
valued, but the suitability of the objects in question to assume new meanings
in a new context’ (3). New interpretations and qualities are actually attributed
to the exotic object once it is taken from its original setting to a completely
different one. In his article, ‘The Exotic as a Symbolic System’, Stephen
Foster stresses that the exotic operates:

Dialectically as a symbolic system, domesticating the foreign, the culturally
different and the extraordinary so that the phenomena to which they apply
begin to be structured in a way which makes them comprehensible and possibly
predictable, if predictably defiant of total familiarity. (1982, 21)
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The exotic, following Foster’s approach, means the whole process of render-
ing and making the foreign, the culturally different and the extraordinary as
familiar to the centre. The exotic in this sense is intertwined with the notion
of exploration and geographical escape from the mundane industrialised
West to the peripheries. Foster further qualifies the exotic as ‘a source of
hope as well as of fear’ (21). At the same time, the exotic is not a mere cultural
construct, but it is rather ‘an image which asserts infinite possibilities for social
transformation, cultural reconstruction and geographical escape’ (21). What is
valued in the whole process is the total assimilation and domestication of
other far and distant cultures.

The question that might, therefore, be raised here is whether the exotic can
be fully domesticated and assimilated by the West. Foster makes it clear that
the exotic evokes a whole range of symbolic connotations as well as ‘a world
of infinite complexity, surprise, colour, manifold variety and richness’ (21).
Taking into account Michel Foucault’s approach, Foster proceeds towards
considering the exotic as a kind of episteme and ‘a relatively fixed cultural pro-
blematic which becomes operational and internalized gestalt and structures
discursive activities pertaining to cultural difference…with anthropologising
… as one such discursive activity’ (21). This definition brings up the different
discursive activities in the West and in particular anthropology, as a colonial
discipline, which in fact has translated and assimilated the cultural difference
of other distant nations. At the heart of this debate, Foster distinguishes
between the concept of culture and that of the exotic which operate in differ-
ent and comparable manners in the discourse about ‘human difference’.

For Foster, the exotic is, therefore, what is attributed to the unfamiliar. This
criterion encapsulates all what lies beyond the centre with all its surprises,
articulations and its symbolic connotations. In the attempt and in the whole
process to make the unfamiliar comprehensible, the familiar becomes anew
once it is associated with the far and the remote. As a consequence, a relation
is established between the exotic and the common location. The exotic is a
symbolic and interpretive construction that paves the way for some
members of a particular social group to understand another group which
they consider and see as different (22). The cultural difference is at the
centre of the debate here as one cultural group has the upper hand over
exotic nations. The centre, whether it was Europe or the USA, was interested
in the radical alterity of other distant cultures and civilisations. One of the
centre’s basic missions and objectives was the translation, assimilation of
the cultural difference of alien people and, by the same token, to avail of
the diversity inherent in these cultures.

This further brings to the core the implications of the concept in anthropol-
ogy and ethnography. The exotic is never found or given as ‘exotic’ but is
rather produced as the exotic by the discourses of ethnography and anthro-
pology. In other words, the savagery of the savage and the primitivity of the
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primitive are not found but are rather the result of anthropological inquiry.
From an anthropological perspective, ‘in order to benefit from the experience
of the exotic, people must remain as far apart as possible’ (Forsdick 2000, 21).
However, such a cultural distance does not in any hinder the western self from
embracing the path of the exotic other. Rather, the exotic becomes the
product of a kind of cultural and epistemological encounter between the
powerful West and distant cultures. Such an encounter usually helps the
anthropologist to interpret his object of study. The exotic in its unfamiliarity
becomes comprehensible once it is involved in a series of interactions and col-
laborations with the anthropologist. It is interesting to note that new forms of
anthropology have reinforced the position and the role of the exotic in the
cultural encounter. Among these trends, we can mention the emergence of
‘dialogical anthropology’ which has contributed to the consolidation of the
voice of the native informant who has usually been inscribed in anthropology
as an exotic other. The process of making the unfamiliar comprehensible to an
audience is always coupled with expectations and surprises. Hence, once
involved in a sequence of dialogues with the exotic, the anthropologist can
expect some opposition on the part of the exotic other (Gualtieri 2003, 5).
This means that the cultural negotiation in any dialogue between the anthro-
pologist and his or her object of study does not necessarily end in agreement.

In Johannes Fabian’s view, such a discipline silences the other in the sense
that the anthropologist speaks for the other who is merely presented as an
exotic human being incapable of representing himself and expressing his
views in a logical way. Fabian further maintains that the other is a dominant
figure in ethnography and is an object to be subjugated and manipulated by
the anthropologist. Thus, the mere fact of not writing about the other does
not give the latter the chance to liberate himself from the authority of ethno-
graphy since the ethnographer and the anthropologist speak for him. The
anthropologist’s claim may be that it is his duty to give the exotic other the
opportunity to speak and to be represented. In other words, for Fabian the
other is not an interlocutor. He argues that the other is denied the chance
to become an interlocutor in the ethnographic text. He further states that:

to be dominated, it takes more than to be written about. To become a victim of
the other must be written at (as in shot at) with literacy serving as a weapon of
subjugation and discipline. Conversely, to stop writing about the other will not
bring liberation. (Fabian 1990, 760)

In a similar fashion, Clifford Geertz points out that the exotic other and the
western self are not on equal footing. This is due to the nature of the cultural
encounter itself. The dialogue involving both the anthropologist and the
exotic other is based on a sort of detachment and distance. Geertz explains:

Anthropology inevitably involves an encounter with the other. All too often,
however, the ethnographic distance that separates the reader of
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anthropological texts and the anthropologist himself from the other is rigidly
maintained and at times even artificially exaggerated. In many cases this dis-
tance leads to an exclusive focus on the other as primitive, bizarre and exotic.
The gap between a familiar “we” and exotic “they” is a major obstacle to a mean-
ingful understanding of the other, an obstacle that can only be overcome
through some form of participation in the world of the other. (1988, 14)

According to Geertz, the binary opposition between the western self and the
exotic other makes it hard to attain a mutual understanding or communicabil-
ity. To achieve such a goal, the anthropologist has to divest himself of his
authority as a representative of the centre. In other words, he has to
bracket out his authority for some time and participate in the world of the
natives without any kind of supremacy.

So far, I have exclusively dealt with the connotations of the concept of
‘exotic’ in literature and anthropology. Now, I shall devote this section to an
interpretation of the concept ‘exoticism’. This term seems to be intertwined
with a whole range of colonial and cultural connotations so much so that it
is extremely difficult to pin it down to one particular approach. One of the
authors who have grappled with the notion of exoticism in literature and
post-colonial theory is Victor Segalen. In the beginning of his Essay on Exoti-
cism, he argues that exoticism is mainly tropical and that it is a cliché of the
exotic. The colonial connotations of the term cannot be denied because
Segalen refers to the ‘Colonial Junk’ which is, in fact, brought back from
other ‘Negro Kingdoms’ by colonial adventurers. Consequently, it is thanks
to exoticism that Europeans have actually become aware of the differences
between humans:

The word exoticism was just a synonym of “impressions of far away countries”, of
climates and foreign races, and a misused substitution for that which is even
more compromised, “colonial”. Under these dreadful terms “exotic literature”,
“impressions of exoticism”…We grouped together, and still associate all the
attributes of a homecoming from a Negro kingdom, the tacky junk of those
who come back from who knows where… I do not dismiss that there exists
an exoticism of countries and races, an exoticism of climates, fauna and flora,
an exoticism subject to geography, to the latitudinal and longitudinal position.
(White 2004, 51)

What can be discerned from the above is that exoticism is open to different
interpretations. Segalen, one of the pioneers of the exoticist approach in
western culture, applied a great effort to trace the differences between the
types of exoticism. His long years of extensive research on the subject led
him to distinguish between artistic, geographic and natural as well as colonial
exoticism. His oblique criticism of colonialism finds its resonance in his attempt
to define the term in relation to diversity. After all, the recognition of diversity
has to be taken into account before understanding the differences between
humans. Hence, exoticism is that quality of conceiving things in a different
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way. At the same time, it is that immense and intense feeling and quality of
embracing difference. As a matter of fact, ‘the delicious sensation of exoticism
contains a strong element of surprise which results from in adaption to one’s
surroundings: It is opposite to a feeling of déjà vu’ (Hsieh 1988, 13).

In a similar vein, Graham Huggan underscores that exoticism is intertwined
with the world of politics and relations of power. He avows that this concept is
‘repoliticised, redeployed both to unsettle metropolitan expectations of cul-
tural otherness and to effect a grounded critique of differential relations of
power’ (ix–x). Huggan strongly asserts that the concept ‘exotic’ has a very
‘widespread application, it continues possibly because of this to be commonly
misunderstood’ (13). For this reason among others of course, exoticism is qua-
lified as ‘a particular mode of aesthetic perception which renders people,
objects and places strange even as it domesticates them and which effectively
manufactures otherness even as it claims to surrender to its immanent
mystery’ (13). So much focus here is on the aesthetic perception of other
distant cultures and on the domestication process. After all, the western colo-
nial powers objective is to transform and render the exotic as strange in the
first place and then making its radical alterity as familiar as possible. The exotic
other in the first instance appears to be strange, mysterious and savage, but
everything changes once the cultural encounter between the western self and
the exotic other takes place.

It is the contact between the western self and the exotic other that matters
much here, because it is only through the domestication process that the
western self makes sense of the radical difference. Through the encounter,
the western self assesses the exotic that becomes familiar in the long run.
Huggan further expounds that the whole exoticist production of the radical
otherness is ‘dialectical and contingent, at various times and in different
places’ (13). As a matter of fact, this type of production might ‘serve some con-
flicting ideological interests, providing the rational for projects of rapproche-
ment and reconciliation but legitimizing just as easily the need for plunder
and violent conquest’ (13). This definition of exoticism evokes the intricate
bond between the geographical exploration and the colonial conquest of
other faraway lands. Apart from this, Huggan further provides another defi-
nition of exoticism. According to him:

exoticismmight be described as a kind of semiotic circuit that oscillates between
the opposite poles of strangeness and familiarity. Within this circuit, the strange
and the familiar, as well as the relation between them, may be recoded to serve
different even contradictory political needs and ends. (13)

Such a definition consolidates the relations of power between the centre
and the peripheries.

Exoticism, following Graham Huggan’s approach, is a process through
which two different cultures assess each other in order to attain a common
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understanding. Exoticism, in this sense, is considered as a kind of cultural
encounter between the binary poles of strangeness and familiarity through
which both entities are invited to make sense of each other. After all, the
western colonial powers are in constant search of something different,
beyond the confines and the aridity of the centre. To embrace a new
radical difference and a new cultural otherness, the centre has to move on
towards the peripheries. Still, exoticism is also defined as the process of trans-
lating the cultural difference of other foreign and distant nations. Such an idea
is echoed in Graham Huggan’s interpretation of the term. According to him,
exoticism is a cultural tool and mechanism which translates the cultural
radical difference and whose goal is to annex ‘the other inexorably back
again to the same’ (14). To back up his arguments, he contends that any
attempt ‘to domesticate the exotic would neutralize its capacity to create sur-
prises’ (13). As a matter of fact, to preserve the exotic from a probable erasure,
it has therefore to be integrated into ‘the humdrum of everyday routines’
(Foster, 22).

In a similar context, the exoticist production of cultural otherness or exoti-
cism as a cultural entity aims at describing ‘the systematic assimilation of cul-
tural difference, ascribing familiar meanings and associations to unfamiliar
things. It also denotes an expanded, if inevitably distorted comprehension
of diversity which effectively limits assimilation’ (Huggan 2001, 14). An impor-
tant issue is raised here, which is the attribution of familiar meanings and con-
notations to unfamiliar objects. The process of rendering something
unfamiliar familiar is part and parcel of the exoticist assessment and pro-
duction of cultural difference. Yet, this process following Huggan is coupled
with a sense of distortion when it comes to the understanding of diversity
which confines assimilation. Huggan strongly backs up his approach by main-
taining that the exotic is not always a mere cultural entity to be embraced or
adopted. Such a thesis is supported by Foster who argues that the exotic is
rather ‘kept at arms length than taken as one’s own’ (22).

2. Fernea in Morocco: the women’s exotic world

In Belated Travellers, Ali Behdad offers a very suggestive cultural critique of the
nineteenth-century travel writing and its function in European colonialism.
The European traveller’s desire to embrace a new cultural otherness
reached its highest peak with the spread of tourism and colonialism. The
Orient with its alluring features kept its promises for western enthusiastic tra-
vellers looking for an exoticism untainted by modernity. The European travel-
ler’s belatedness is uncontrollable as his nostalgic desire for the oriental other
encompasses an implicit critique of western hegemony, a sort of split with the
European traveller’s discourse of otherness (Behdad 1994, 13). The exotic
Orient, therefore, offers a good prospect for both European and American
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travellers to embrace a new, completely different cultural otherness and, by
the same stroke, to experience a sense of belatedness. Though, the old and
the new worlds, respectively, offered a thrilling opportunity for western travel-
lers to avail themselves of its alluring contours and to experience another
sense of belatedness, for instance Africa south of the Sahara and the Far
East were the most fascinating destinations for travellers looking for an
exotic cultural otherness untouched by modernity. It was in North Africa
and the Middle East that western travellers encountered the Oriental other
and assessed his or her world.

Elizabeth Fernea was both a traveller and anthropologist who was pretty
much intrigued by what lied beyond the new world’s borders. She has
written a number of books about the Arab world and Muslim women’s
status within their own societies. Her marriage to a cultural anthropologist
has paved the way for her to live for an extended period of time in some
Arab countries such as Iraq and Egypt where her three children have been
brought up. In the Arab world, Fernea documented the lives of Arab
women. In Search of Islamic Feminism (1998) was a record of her extended
encounters with her acquaintances from Uzbekistan to Morocco. Throughout
her journey across Uzbekistan, Morocco, Kuwait, Turkey, Egypt, Iraq, Saudi
Arabia, Israel and Palestine, she talked to women who really cared as much
about the condition of women as she did. At the same time, she remained
open to their articulation of their proper worlds. As an American fully com-
mitted feminist, Fernea managed to enter the Arab women’s private homes
and to indulge in very intimate discussions with active thoughtful women
about their role and status within their societies.

Fernea’s global journey through the Middle East was very decisive, as it led
her to discover the women’s world and to assess their status. In Uzbekistan,
Fernea discovered that the Soviet presence dismantled so much of the
Muslim religion as well as the architecture. Her hosts further informed her
that the state was really secular. Both men and women pointed out that
Uzbek women had equal rights, everybody had a job and there were no
veils. Abortion was free and the men could even cook. Fernea’s feminist
aspirations had all been shattered when she travelled to Samarkand with a
group of women. There, she discovered that laws were one thing and
customs another. The rules governing women’s behaviour remained restrict-
ing. In this part of the world, family violence was a serious issue and men
wanted the women to stay at home. A female scientist could not get a
hotel room because her husband was not with her. Still, poverty and malnu-
trition, as well as women’s health problems were not seriously addressed.

In the same vein, Morocco was another land that stimulated Fernea’s inter-
ests. For her, this country had a distinct history, closely related to France and
with a monarch deeply concerned with the growing women’s movement
which started in the late 1980s. The Quran dominated in this Muslim
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country, where five times a day one could hear the call to prayer: ‘God is
Great’. Fernea’s sources challenged her: ‘Islam gives more rights to women
than either Christianity or Judaism. I think that is why may be you go on
and on about our veils in your society. Leila Abu Zeid tells her’ (78).
Fernea’s journey across Morocco led her to conclude that Moroccan
women’s experience so much honed them to challenge and to negotiate in
a successful manner the already established patriarchal structures of the Mor-
occan society. In spite of the fact that Moroccan women resist so much the
western feminist ideologies of ‘liberation’, they still work hard for women’s
rights to education and for better living and working conditions.

Fernea’s encounter with the Moroccan students at Moulay Ismail University
in Meknes provides a deep insight into the challenges awaiting the American
feminist in a land where some women still do not know what the word femin-
ism means in the first place. Fernea’s experience at the University has been
one of her several contacts with the Moroccan women’s world. Such a cultural
encounter has actually shaped her attitude to the women’s position within
their own society. In fact, in an authoritarian police state like Morocco
which was governed by the former King Hassan the second, it was exclusively
forbidden to state publically any opinion which really ran counter to mon-
archic discourse. My argument is that the students Fernea met at the
faculty as well as her selected women from the Moroccan narrow population
are still far from enjoying the same rights that western women already have.
Unmistakably, the signature campaign by the Union of Morocco female action
in support of family law reform was in a sense a very courageous act and indi-
cated that large segments of the population actually wanted to see changes in
the Personal Status Code.

Fernea realised that university students in Meknes have totally misunder-
stood the concept of feminism and its implications. Their attitudes and
interpretations of feminism have shaped her vision towards the women’s
status in Morocco. For Moroccan students, the western feminist ideologies
of liberation have to be truncated to a secondary position. The concept of
western feminism, for them, had bad connotations and anything which was
related to the West had to be frowned upon. Fernea’s encounter with the
Moroccan students of Moulay Ismail’s university in Meknes turned out to be
challenging. Her feminist ideology of liberation was met with an avalanche
of disagreement. Fernea discovered that the Moroccan women’s status
within their society needed to be seriously addressed. The students’ interpret-
ation of the concept of feminism astonished her. According to them, it is only
the fundamentalist women who can qualify themselves as Muslim feminists.
Hence, the western implications of feminism have no considerable room
within the deep-established Moroccan patriarchal system.

Fernea’s trip to Morocco turned out to be a pilgrimage from the mundane
West to the exotic Orient. In his book, Desert Songs, John Maier explains that
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Fernea carried ‘none of the Wharton’s imperialist rhetoric’ to Morocco (Maier
1996, 161). Fernea’s and Wharton’s books were in his opinion, the outcome of
what could be called the ‘translocation of ethnicity’ (161). In other words,
‘whatever ethnic heritage the traveler may recognize at home is transposed
into another ethnic character in the presence of the cultural other’ (161–
162). What John Maier wants to convey here is that both Fernea and
Wharton have tried to identify themselves with the Moroccan other in such
a way as to transfer their American ethnicity to the Moroccan exotic other.
In Morocco, Fernea acted as a liberal cultural outsider whose main concern
is to get inside ‘the center of a culture that is normally hidden to the west’
(163). Through her encounters with Moroccan women in Marrakech, she cap-
tured scenes of exoticism in which the Oriental woman was enlaced.

This paper is an attempt to assess Fernea’s several encounters with theMor-
occanwomenand to see the extent towhich thesemeetings represent best the
notion of exoticism that is deeply rooted in North Africa and in the Orient at
large. Fernea’s A Street in Marrakech is the travel account of her encounters
with the Moroccan women in diverse sacred religious spaces. The American
feminist travel writer discovered the contours of the Moroccan exotic world
throughAicha, her ex-maid. In her several dialogueswith Aicha, Fernea realised
that Moroccan women attached somuch importance to the shrines andmous-
sems. It seemed, therefore, that such religious sites were clubs where the Mor-
occan women were free to talk about their social conditions as well as their
suffocating life conditions. Fernea discovered that the Moroccan women on
Rue Tresor with whom she lived for an extended period of time were far
from enjoying the social freedom that their western counterparts were
granted. These women, in her view, remained prisoners of their own homes.
Lack of entertainment within their private household set them apart from
the western traveller’s high expectations. Fernea’s cultural shock at Moroccan
women’s inferior status was, thus, revealed in a sad tone:

It was clear from what I could see on Rue Tresor that the women did little enter-
taining of each other in their homes, and the chitchat of rooftop visiting hardly
fostered a warm enough camaraderie with which to face the tangible difficulties
of everyday life. (Fernea 1975, 234)

In the absence of entertainment within the household, the rooftop daily
discussions would remain, therefore, the sole medium though which the Mor-
occan women could reveal their own fate. Fernea found herself in a sort of
dilemma in her assessment of the Moroccan women’s social life. The Moroc-
can women on Rue Tresor best represented the whole country’s constant
search for a sort of freedom away from the household. Fernea’s pilgrimage
to Morocco led her to question the significance of the zawyas and moussems
in Moroccan women’s lives. It seemed, then, that such religious sites fortify
the women on Rue Tresor. When asked about the cultural significance of
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the zawyas and moussems, Aicha revealed that she did not belong to any
zawya. However, her frequent visits to murabits betrayed her. Aicha, like all
other illiterate Moroccan women on Rue Tresor remained faithful to her cul-
tural heritage. She represented best the Moroccan exotic woman’s constant
search for liberation. Aicha’s reasons for her frequent visits to the shrines
reflected in a sense her intense desires to flee the suffocating conditions of
the Moroccan household and to receive a sort of grace for herself.

In Marrakech, Fernea was exposed to the Moroccan women’s private world.
This time she went with Aicha to a small murabit called Lala Arkiya. As she was
Christian, Fernea became the target of suspicion by the guardian of the shrine.
Unlike Aicha, she was not wearing a djellaba and a veil to guarantee her
access to the Moroccan sacred shrine. Yet, with Aicha she was able to pene-
trate into one of the sacred and forbidden spaces for foreigners. Aicha, in her
eloquent way, persuaded the guardian of the murabit of the dire needs of her
guest. After all, Fernea came to Morocco to do some research about women’s
condition and to discover their social and cultural world. To gain her access to
Lala Arkiya’s shrine, Aicha informed the guardian of the murabit that her
American and Christian friend just wanted to avail of Lala Arkiya’s Baraka.
According to her, Fernea was in desperate need of Moroccan grace. She
might ‘need it more than we do, since she is Christian’ (239).

Another instance which marked the American feminist’s exposure to the
Moroccan exotic women’s world took place inside Lala Arkiya’s shrine. Her
encounter with the muqaddama led her to interpret better the Moroccan
women’s social life. Aicha, like all other women on Rue Tresor and other
nearby neighbourhoods clinged to the power and grace of Moroccan mura-
bits. Her dialogue with the muqaddama reflected the Moroccan women’s
involvement in some exotic and strange cults. Receiving some blessing
from a woman like Lala Arkiya was not an act to be frowned upon at least
from Aicha’s perspective. However, for Fernea, receiving grace from a Moroc-
can saint might be considered unfamiliar and yet exotic as her western cul-
tural background set her apart from a probable identification with the
Moroccan religious world (240–241).

Fernea’s cultural shock reached its highest peaks the moment she gained
access to the Moroccan women’s murabit. Her astonishment was reinforced
by Aicha’s insistence on the grace bestowed on the room where women gath-
ered for different prayers and special needs. When asked about the kind of
help she would like to receive from Lala Arkiya, Fernea flustered and could
not even convey her special needs to the muqaddama. The American
woman was, then, trapped within the Moroccan women’s sacred world so
much so that she gradually identified herself with their world. Fernea’s pil-
grimage to the Moroccan land and to its religious sites made her conclude
that Moroccan women clinged so much to the power of shrines, saints
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which they considered as pertinent figures that both govern and articulate
their existence.

Still, inside Lala Arkiya’s murabit, she witnessed that the Moroccan women
were enmeshed in their religious cults. Such shrines offered, then, another
prospect for women to flee the somewhat suffocating patriarchal Moroccan
system. Kissing the tomb, climbing down to a lower level and drinking bles-
sing like water turned out to be a release that might lessen their suffering
and made them forget, though, momentarily their suffocating social con-
ditions. Fernea’s Moroccan journey appeared to be a unique experience, as
she managed to penetrate the private universe of women and to identify
herself with its contours. An instance that demonstrates with evidence
Fernea’s involvement in the Moroccan women’s world and her acceptance
of their activities is the purchase of selected pinches of salt, black seed as
well as beribboned sacks. Following Aicha’s standpoint, such objects are
meant to bring grace. Influenced as she was by her Moroccan host, Fernea
was led to recognise the power of such objects and the somewhat like
grace bestowed on them. In Lala Arkiya’s shrine, Fernea was supposed to
avail herself of all instances of intense religious devotion. The notion of
Baraka, which at some stages with her encounter with the Moroccan
woman was elusive, became now a familiar concept. For Fernea, Baraka was
no longer that strange and elusive concept pertaining much to the Moroccan
women. In Lala Arkiya’s murabit, Fernea followed her host’s actions and drank
the blessing water. Although the American feminist writer was reluctant, to
some extent, to identify herself fully with the Moroccan women’s exotic prac-
tices inside the murabit, she ultimately admitted that illiterate women like
Aicha only articulated their existence through the saint’s religious contours.
Fernea found herself torn between the western background she came from
and the new Moroccan women’s world she was introduced to. Nonetheless,
she expressed her disapproval and reluctance concerning Moroccan
women’s acts inside the sacred space; she was still doomed to accept their
world as familiar, usual and not as exotic.

Fernea’s encounter with the muqaddma and Aicha was replete with a
whole range of fluctuating expectations. The muqaddma, the keeper of the
shrine, strived in her own way to draw the American traveller to the Moroccan
private and profane world. Yet, Fernea’s willingness to embrace the women’s
exotic world was somewhat shattered by the well-established cultural bound-
aries between the West and the Orient. It was through Aicha’s auspices that
Fernea assessed the Moroccan women’s religious world. Kneeling beside
tombs and drinking something like blessing water looked exotic, strange
and unfamiliar to Fernea. However, such unfamiliarity and strangeness disap-
peared the moment the Moroccan exotic host urged the American traveller to
fully accept the Moroccan religious cults pertaining to shrines as they were.
Though, Fernea had not before drunk blessing water from a Moroccan
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murabit, she was led by Aicha to avail of the spirituality and grace bestowed
on religious devotees:

“Drink,” whispered Aicha. “It is full of Baraka”. The fat assistant was eying me.
There was nothing to do but drink it, hard water with strange metallic taste.
“Bless you”, murmured Aicha. “Bless you”, I repeated. (241–242)

Moroccan women’s exoticness and strangeness cannot, therefore, be con-
tained or at least be restricted within a particular setting. In Marrakech, Fernea
was taken to the heart of the Moroccan religious sites. At Moulay Ibrahim,
Aicha, the representative of the exotic Moroccan women, guided her guest
through the shrine. Fernea’s cultural contact with the religious Moroccan
women’s sacred world made her panic, though momentarily. This actually
happened when she lost Aicha’s grip:

A woman next to me suddenly stood up and threw herself across the tomb,
kissing and embracing it passionately, and weeping as she did so. Several
other women broke from the ranks and followed suit. But Aicha, who had
pulled her veil down to her chin, did not. Her lips moved in prayer. She
seemed enclosed in a moment of silence, and as I watched her, so intent, for
a split second all around me the voices and sounds of prayer and the clapping
of the wooden paddles faded, and I knelt there, too, in silence. (266)

Fernea’s exposure to the women’s world inside Moulay Brahim’s shrine
made her shiver. In fact, she had not been used to such a strange scenario
where women threw themselves across tombs, kissing and embracing them
in a passionate way. Such actions astonished her. They reflected the naivety
of illiterate Moroccan women who still believed in the power of saint’s
tombs to relieve them and, therefore, to offer an alternative that may help
them to solve their suffocating living conditions. The actions in which Moroc-
can women were involved in at the Moroccan shrine all looked too strange
and exotic to Fernea. Hence, in the tomb she followed her Moroccan exotic
host actions. She prayed but she did not throw herself across the tomb the
way another woman did, nor did she kiss the tomb the way Aicha did. Yet,
her experience inside the Moroccan shrine was clearly a moment of intense
devotion. In Moulay Brahim, Fernea and Aicha were exposed again to the exo-
ticism of the Moroccan world. This time, the American traveller witnessed with
her own eyes the Moroccan women’s strange and exotic actions. The sacrifice
of a camel and its subsequent dragging all along the dusty streets of the
village fascinated her. But what puzzled her much was her Moroccan host’s
attitude both to the slaughtered camel and the handkerchief covered with
blood:

“There she is”, said Bob, pointing to a figure, kneeling in the street with many
others. Disturbed, I ran to her, thinking she might be ill or faint. She looked
up at me calmly, however, nodded, and went on with what she was doing. I
realised then that she was carefully bloting up with her handkerchief, like half
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a dozen other women, a spot of the blood of the sacrificial camel, which had
dripped into the dust as the young men ran by.
“It is baraka”, said Aicha, folding her dust and blood besmirched handkerchief
and tucking it carefully into her djellaba. (275)

This passage gives a suggestive insight into the Moroccan women’s exotic
world. Aicha, as Fernea’s host best represented the exoticist vogue as she con-
stantly attempted to persuade her guest that the Moroccan women’s world
was totally different from the western one. Though Aicha succeeded in
some instances in making Fernea identified with the Moroccan women’s
bizarre acts, the American traveller still acted as an outsider to the Moroccan
scene. The incidence of the handkerchief covered with blood somewhat
shaped Fernea’s attitude towards the Moroccan women’s world. Aicha, the
Moroccan exotic woman, could not find an explanation to her strange acts
but to inform Fernea that the handkerchief was for her daughter, in hopes
that it would cure her of the terrible headaches she had been experiencing.

Fernea’s complex motives in penetrating the Moroccan women’s sacred
religious sites were captured in the description of her preparation for visiting
the shrine of Mul El Ksour. Her intense desires to embrace the Moroccan
women’s profane space were met with suspicion and laughter by Aisha’s
son. Fernea was culturally shocked and embarrassed when Aisha’s son
laughed at her when he saw her wearing a djellaba and head scarf. Such a
factor did not hinder the American traveller from embracing the Moroccan
exotic trance dances inside the shrine. Fernea’s assessment of the girl’s
trance dance encapsulated both her fascination and astonishment:

The dancing girl looked to me as though she had reached a state of trance and
was almost out of control, her head lolling back and forth, her arms limp. An
older woman in a gray djellaba and hood stood close behind, clutching the
back of the girl’s tablier, keeping her on her feet, or the girl, it appeared,
would have fallen to the ground. At the moment the dancer’s head dropped
forward onto her chest, the drummers ceased abruptly, and the woman in
gray grabbed the girl under the armpits. The drums began another beat,
slower, softer. Although she seemed to have collapsed in the older woman’s
arms, the dancing girl gradually straightened and began to move to the new
beat, not in the jerkey, lolling manner of before, but simply and gracefully. (289)

Fernea’s exposure to the Moroccan women’s religious sites encompasses
both her admiration and her cultural shock. Her representations of the Moroc-
can woman’s trance dancing reflect her constant search for a new different
cultural otherness untamed by modernity she left behind in the western
world. It is in Morocco that Fernea has come in close contact with an
intense degree of exoticism to be sought, to a large degree, mainly in this
part of North Africa. The Moroccan girl’s mystical trance dancing called
derdaba had an impact on Fernea. Such a sort of trance was most of the
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time accompanied by slashing the body and self-mutilation. The effect was
often one of fascinating horror.

Inside the shrine of Mul El Ksour, Elizabeth Fernea availed of all the myster-
iousness, foreignness as well as exoticness of the Moroccan women’s world.
Morocco kept its alluring promises for her, as she managed to get inside
the sacred world of Moroccan women, though presumably under the auspices
of the Moroccan exotic host, Aicha. In Mul El Ksour, Fernea’s attitude to the
Moroccan girl’s mystical trance dancing encapsulated both her astonishment
and fascination. Fernea like Edith Wharton was trapped within an exotic world
that totally set her apart from the mundane western background she came
from. In the sacred Moroccan shrine, Fernea witnessed with her own eyes
the girl’s dancing movements. The girl’s head’s lolling back and forth was
strange to the American observer who might not be acquainted with such
acts. The girl’s self-mutilation acts engendered both Fernea’s admiration
and horror. Yet, in such a private and sacred space, it was difficult to step
back from the exotic and mysterious women’s world.

Taking into account Graham Huggan’s study of the exotic, it is impossible
not to domesticate the exotic. Such has been the case with Fernea’s attitude
to the Moroccan girl’s exotic and mystical dancing. She seems to be entranced
by her movements. She is captivated by her mystical movements and, thus,
does not domesticate the Moroccan exotic because if she ever attempts to
do that, she will end up diminishing its alluring characteristics. Following
Huggan’s perspective, any attempt to domesticate the exotic ‘would neutral-
ize its capacity to create surprises’ (Huggan 2001, 14). Though, at first glance,
Fernea appears to be standing like an outsider from the Moroccan women’s
world, she is still entrapped within their exotic space. The girl’s head dropping
onto her chest is considered as an exotic act of self-mutilation Fernea has not
been familiar with. Yet, she does not frown upon such a movement because
any attempt from her part to disregard the significance of such cultural cults in
the Moroccan women’s life will only betray the American traveller’s complex
motives. In such an exotic land like Morocco, the traveller is often torn
between his own background and the host country’s luring features.
Fernea’s cultural experience in Morocco was unique in the sense that she
had not retreated from the girl’s exotic and self-mutilation actions. Rather
than stepping outside the Moroccan women’s exotic world, she remained
transfixed like her American compatriot Edith Wharton in front of the Moroc-
can exotic actions. The Moroccan women’s mystical trance dancing and the
drummers’ beat impressed Fernea. They both entrapped her and set her
apart, though momentarily, from the western world she came from.

In a similar vein, though Fernea has been very much impressed by the
women’s dancing inside the shrine, her colonial tendency sometimes
betrays her. In fact, she came to Morocco to embrace a new cultural otherness
and to get involved in the Moroccan women’s world. These happened to be
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ignorant of the religious implications of the shrine, which in her opinion have
to be confined merely to prayers and close devotions to God. When asked
about her attitude towards the women’s involvement in the mystical trance
dancing, she revealed in a sarcastic tone that: ‘nice was not the word I
would have chosen for what I assumed was a religious experience’ (289).

Fernea’s contact with the country’s cultural otherness reached its highest
degrees when she got involved in a series of dialogues with the Moroccans
about the cultural significance of the derdaba dance. For Fernea, her exposure
to the girl’s trance dance was pleasant. It was full of movements that triggered
off both enjoyment and fascinating horror. However, far from receiving the
same kind of attitude from the Moroccan natives, she got instead a whole ava-
lanche of criticism and disapproval of Moroccan women’s actions inside the
shrine, which was supposed to host religious ceremonies rather than continu-
ous dance. Fernea’s patronising acquaintance, Abdul Lateef, managed in his
own way to persuade the American traveller that her assessment of the mys-
tical women’s trance dance could not be accepted at least from the Moroccan
native’s standpoint. Her admiration of the Moroccan exotic women’s dancing
did not fit in any way to Abdul Lateef’s own approach. If Fernea considers the
mystical trance dancing as something to be enjoyed for an extended period of
time, Abdul Lateef on the contrary, disagrees with the American traveller’s
view on the ground that Moroccan women are not really aware of the reli-
gious implications of the derdaba, which in his opinion should not just be a
kind of party where women gather just for dancing. Rather, Moroccan
women congregating inside the Mul Ksour shrine have to avail themselves
of every intense moment of devotion (294).

Above all, Fernea’s A Street in Marrakech recounts the American traveller’s
experience as a belated feminist looking for an exoticism untouched by mod-
ernity. Her several cultural encounters, for instance, with the Moroccan
women activists as well as political figures in Rabat were very decisive for
the progress of her project of feminism. In the same stream, her meetings
with the Moroccan students and faculty members at the University of
Moulay Ismail in Meknes enabled her to question the validity and significance
as well as the implications of Islamic feminism for Moroccans. The trip to Mar-
rakech can, therefore, be considered as a pilgrimage in the ‘making of an
American as it is a description of Moroccan Muslim women’ (Maier 1996,
175). At the same time, Fernea’s ethnographic account is a ‘pilgrimage into
the cultural self, a transfer this author has called a translocation of ethnicity’
(Maier 1996, 175). Hence, Fernea’s experience in Morocco led her both to
question her status as a belated American traveller and to assess the Moroc-
can women’s world. In addition to this, her different cultural encounters
shaped her attitude towards the Moroccan exotic women.
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