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Communication and the Social Production
of Space: The Hammam, the Public

Sphere and Moroccan Women

SAID GRAIOUID

The objective in this article is to reconstruct some of the processes through which
communities and groups emerge while simultaneously underlining the contradictions
and conflicts which accompany such emergence. Women’s hammam provides an
excellent example of an informal form of association and co-mingling. Though the
hammam ritual performance has its own norms, the process of organisation itself is
shot through with contradictions and conflicts. A breach of the hammam etiquette
can lead to disputes and quarrels among bathers. However, despite the contradictions
and conflicts which the bathing experience often creates, what is specific to the
hammam performance is the collective spirit it generates. The article first deals with
some of the methodological concerns which the nature of this research raises. In the
second section, some of the implications the ritual performance of bathing generates
are explored. In the third section, the significance of this feminine spatial practice in
relation to the politics of the production of space in contemporary Morocco is analysed.
The article ends with an analysis of the representation of women’s hammam in North
African male francophone literature.

In the film Halfaouine, Farid Boughdir depicts the role of women’s hammam

(public bath) in the construction of male gender identity in Tunisian society.

The film tackles the underpinnings of the biological, social and psychological

transformations of a boy as he reaches the age when he is no longer allowed to

accompany his mother in her visits to the women’s hammam. In Morocco,

Algeria and Tunisia, the ritual of transition from childhood (for instance,

women’s world) to the realm of male community is effected at the time the

boy is banned from the women’s hammam. As a general rule, boys accompany

their mothers in their visits to the public bath until the bath attendant detects in

the boy’s gaze or comportment a threat to the privacy of women bathers. In

Halfaouine, the boy is caught prying about women’s nearly unclothed

bodies. In fact, quite a few of my male and female informants have told me

stories about similar experiences that either happened to them or ones they

witnessed. However, though there are stories about cases of boys of 11 and
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12 visiting the women’s hammam, especially if the boy is physically very small

and thin, the moment of expulsion usually occurs at the age of four or five.

Though Moroccan women today have access to more public spaces where

they can meet and socialise, the hammam may still be considered as an ideal

space for lateral communication. In the hammam, women meet to exchange

information, chat and celebrate their femininity away from the gaze of men.

The informal co-mingling and association this feminine space generates med-

iates a feeling of solidarity which allows millions of poor and illiterate women

who visit the hammam to resource themselves and deal with the humdrum of

everyday life. In post-traditional Morocco, the hammam brings together

women from different generations and different social classes. The young gen-

eration of Moroccan women may be visiting the hammam primarily for its

functional role as a place of bathing and cleaning, for now access to other

sources of information and public spaces is easier. In fact, quite a few of

my informants have humourously joked about these young women who use

mobile phones inside the hammam. In addition, some upper middle-class

women may have renounced going to the hammam altogether because of

its inconveniences. However, for most women, even those who live in

houses with bathing facilities, a visit to the hammam once or twice a month

is still a sacred ritual. All my young informants have also admitted that

their hammam experience is almost always an opportunity for making new

friends, chatting, gossiping and exchanging information. As a spatial practice,

the hammam also functions as a sphere which mediates communal bonding

and gender solidarity.

What I want to attend to in this article is the ambivalence which underlines

the women’s hammam. The hammam functions as a trait d’union (a hyphen)

between a state of impurity and that of purity. It mediates between the Muslim

and her God. As the sociologist Boudhiba puts it, the hammam is

simultaneously ‘the epilogue to the sexual act and the prologue to the

prayer’.1 The hammam is an ideal place for the performance of the major

ablution, necessary for doing prayers and the reading of the Qur’an. In fact,

W. Marçais refers to the hammam as ‘a sort of annex of the mosque’.2 If,

for the male, the hammam experience represents the moment he recovers

his purity and reconciles his being with the divine spirit, it is for the woman

a rite to reintegrate the ’umma, the community of the believers.

The women’s hammam is a site of celebration of the female body, of

subversive discourses and of a spatial performance that escapes men’s

control. However, this feminine space can simultaneously be viewed as an

indication of the patriarchal structure’s marginalisation of women. As articu-

lated by my informants, though the male is physically excluded from this

sphere, his symbolic presence is predominant, since he remains the subject

of most of the discourse consumed inside the hammam; moreover, through
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most of the rituals of cleaning she performs, the woman seeks to render herself

desirable to her partner. The hammam is also simultaneously a centre of com-

munication and one of control, since the woman can be vulnerable to gossip

which can damage her reputation among friends, relatives and neighbours.

Though the hammam is a public space, it is not accessible to all women.

One needs to pay a fee to be admitted to the hammam and prices have been

systematically increasing so much that women from lower classes can no

longer visit the hammam as frequently as they would wish. In addition,

while the hammam is a public space, most of the discourse hammam users

entertain relates to issues of private concerns. This issue requires a reinterpre-

tation of the binary opposition between public and private. At a more specific

level, because of the high temperature inside the hammam and the frequent

shortage in hot water, the hammam exacts tremendous physical efforts, a

fact which makes the bathing experience inaccessible to women with health

problems. Finally, while the hammam is primarily meant to procure good

hygiene for its users, most customers complain that some hammams,

especially those in poor neighbourhoods, are in such deplorable condition

that their use may entail health hazards for bathers.

The Problematic of Methodology

The conducting of this research called for the negotiation of a number of meth-

odological limitations. As a male, I have no access to this feminine space and

no matter how much information I have gathered, I cannot claim familiarity

with the social world inside the women’s hammam. In addition, I have had

to consider ethical and moral issues. As a male researcher, I have had to

take into consideration the implications of the norms of moral appropriateness

which regulate gender relations in post-traditional Morocco. Men and women

do not generally converse about the women’s hammam. More than that, in

conservative circles, the term hammam is often avoided. When a woman is

out on a visit to the hammam, she is simply ‘out to run an errand’. I have

had also to consider the ethical appropriateness of this research. The

women’s hammam is the most private of public places available to women,

and thus I have had to consider whether or not my research would constitute

a violation of women’s privacy. Yet, I submit that the resistance encountered

in the study of this exclusively feminine space is also to be taken as an epitome

of women’s resistance to the dominant patriarchal structure.

I have conducted a survey among women of different ages. I have asked

some of my informants to fill in questionnaires, but most of my research

has taken the form of unstructured and casual interviewing. My subject pos-

ition as a male studying an exclusively feminine space has obviously been a

major handicap. In addition to the fact that it is not culturally appropriate to
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talk about the women’s hammam in public, I have also realised in the course of

my interviews that women are generally very protective of their hammam

world. The hammam relates to the most private and intimate dimensions in

their lives and it is justifiable that they vehemently defend it against the poten-

tial threat of an intrusive male gaze. As Marjo Buitelaar has noted, the scene of

the boy caught prying about unclothed women in the film Halfaouine creates

‘such a state of frenzy among bathing women’ because they perceive the boy’s

comportment as a transgression of their privacy.3 In fact, quite a few infor-

mants were reluctant to give away information about a world ‘that is the

most private of female domains’.4

My interviews and conversations with elderly women were always inter-

esting and fun. I interviewed a woman who, for more than three decades,

led a life of seclusion except for the rare occasions of a family wedding or

a funeral and a bi-weekly visit to the hammam. She married at the age of

13 and since her husband was most of the year out of town, she had to stay

with her in-laws. When her children reached adolescence and her husband

retired, they moved to a new house but it was too late for her to change her

lifestyle. For this woman, the hammam was not a window on the outside

world. It was, as she put it, a bewildering world in itself. She told me how,

after every visit, she came back with her mind as puzzled as ever. It was in

the hammam that she heard about a ‘thing’ which moved by itself (for

instance, car) and about a magic box with ‘real life’ people who could talk

(television). This acquaintance is now in her nineties. She lives with one of

her daughters in a hip area in Casablanca. Every now and then, she insists

that her granddaughters take her for a visit to the hammam, although she

cannot stay inside for more than 30 minutes.

Focus group interviews were also easier to conduct. Feminine complicity

among focus group members usually created a relaxed atmosphere and made

everybody experience the interview session more like a friendly chat than a

burdensome effort to extract or give away information and incorporated

stories, legends and anecdotes women associate with the hammam experience.

Most of the time, I was a mere witness to their debate. During interviewing

sessions, I got quite a comprehensive sample of the different attitudes

women may hold towards their hammam. My informants alternated responses

of appreciation, apprehension and even repulsion against some practices of

bathers. However, all informants were unanimous about its importance as a

space for purification and feminine sociability.

In this study, I have also used secondary data collected by women

researchers. As a general observation, the literature on this feminine space

can be divided into three main headings. Under the first heading, one can

include studies conducted by European and North American researchers. In

this category, one can distinguish between the early writings, which carry
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a presumptuous colonial attitude, and those of the more self-conscious con-

temporary scholars. The early literature on the women’s hammam was gener-

ally written by European travellers who were intrigued by the novelty of this

indigenous spatial practice. In this body of literature, the hammam is ‘othered’.

It is constructed to correspond to the phantasmagoric world of the Oriental

harem. In these Orientalist representations, bathers become seraglio women

and the hammam world loses its reality and turns into a sensual world of

eroticism.5 By contrast, contemporary anthropologists are more sensitive to

the social and cultural norms that regulate the spatial experience of the

women’s hammam. Most of these researchers show a self-conscious aware-

ness of the implications of their identity position and its interference in

their study subject.6

The second main heading of the literature on the women’s hammam con-

sists of the literary interpretations of this space by Moroccan male francophone

writers. In fact, reconstruction scenes of the women’s hammam are abundant

in North African francophone literature.7 The importance of this body of

literature lies in the fact that it reveals the major role the hammam occupies

in the imagination of the North African male (the present research may be

considered as further evidence of that). Sifted through the filters of male artistic

production, the women’s hammam is emptied of its real substance and turned

into a pretext for the expression of male anxieties and phantasms. The re-

constructed scenes of the women’s hammam in North African male franco-

phone literature depict an othered and silenced female body and a terrorising

feminine nudity. As I argue in the final section, though hammam scenes in

male literary production may be read as a contestation of a hegemonic order

which organises contemporary Moroccan society, the attempts to transgress

the borderlines between the sacred and the profane, the authorised and the

silenced, benefit the dominant patriarchal ideology rather than the female.

The third heading of the literature on the women’s hammam encompasses

the research done by Moroccan women sociologists. The contribution of

Moroccan women researchers to the understanding of this feminine spatial

practice in its social, psychological and ritual dimensions is tremendous.

Fatima Mernissi, Soumaya Naamane-Guessous or Aicha Belarbi have pro-

vided illuminating insights into the important role of the hammam in the

lives of Moroccan women. They have underlined the underpinnings of the

social significance of the hammam as a centre of communication, its dimen-

sion as a therapeutic agent, and its cultural and symbolic dimensions as a per-

formative ritual which punctuates the life world of Moroccan women.

However, most studies by Moroccan women researchers fail to deal with

the hammam as an autonomous institution. Contributions to the understanding

of this feminine space remain dispersed since they mostly occur as sections in

studies which deal with broader issues.
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Finally, despite all the limitations I have had to deal with, I have endea-

voured to follow in the footsteps of C. Wright Mills, who has advised that

the success of intellectual enterprise lies in the development of ‘a quality of

mind’ rather than in the quest for information or ‘the skills of reason’.8

I share his viewpoint that the sociological imagination speaks against rigid

and one-dimensional approaches to social issues. To disentangle the webs

of people’s ‘welter of daily experience’, I have tried to develop a framework of

analysis which remains conversant with and receptive to the particularities of

the subject under study. In what follows, I deal with the organisational aspects

of the hammam and the ritual of collective performance which this feminine

spatial practice generates.

Women’s Hammam and Spatial Politics

The importance of the hammam resides in its ambivalent position as simul-

taneously a marginalised space and a sphere which harbours practices

subversive to the dominant religious and ideological order. If the hammam

today is an integral component of the Arabo-Islamic civilisation, this has

not always been the case. In fact, the institutionalisation of the hammam in

the Islamic world met with a strong resistance because of the promiscuity

this space generates. While the religion proclaims cleanliness as a necessary

component of faith, it also prohibits and repudiates nudity in the presence

of others, even of the same sex. It is on this principle that the hammam gen-

erated controversial interpretations among the community of Muslim theolo-

gians. Al-Ghazali, an eleventh-century theologian, prohibited the hammam for

women except when they are convalescent or after childbirth. For men, he

devotes a chapter in his book Ih’ya to a description of the behaviour the

Muslim must adopt in the hammam. In this respect, he prescribes the use of

two loincloths: one to cover the part between the abdomen and the knees

and the other for the head so that one could protect oneself from the presumed

indecency of impudent bathers.9 Uqbani, too, criticised the indecency and

promiscuity which reigned in the hammam. He warned that the nudity of

bathers encouraged deviant and homosexual behaviour. He also gave the

husband the right to prohibit his wife from visiting the hammam.10 This

ambivalent construction of the hammam as both a site of promiscuity and

an ideal place for the achievement of the rite of purification has made of

this spatial practice an integral component of the Muslim’s everyday

performance while simultaneously marginalising its symbolic representation.

The hammam also generates a spatialised conception of time. Within the

realm of the hammam, time freezes. The hammam building has no windows

giving on the outside world and the small, squared panes which adorn its

domed ceiling barely let in a beam of light because of the steam inside.
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From a symbolic viewpoint, a visit to the hammam is a return to the womb, a

longing for that lost and cherished protective warmth. This is how Boudhiba

describes temporality in the hammam:

The hammam culture dictates that one does not wash hastily or perform

a rite in an expeditious way. On the contrary, the hammam is a place

where one sojourns and stops to live an important slot of time. There

is a temporality that is specific to the hammam, just like there was

one to the Balnea.11

For women, the temporality procured by the hammam experience is even

more anticipated. Time inside the hammam sphere provides a relief from

the monotonous pace of everyday life. Women go to the hammam to escape

the inhibiting world of the domestic sphere, to relax and ‘to forget time’.

As an informant puts it: ‘I lie down and I forget the world around me’.12

Unlike men, who generally hurry through the bathing ritual, women

welcome the liberating opportunities which this social occasion creates. For

them, the hammam experience is not only a functional rite to be hastily

fulfilled but also a process that must be lived through. For generations of

Moroccan women, the hammam visit has been:

an ‘outing’, a spectacle, an entertainment, a change of scenery, and a

relaxation in the full sense of the word. This is why women spent

whole afternoons and even entire days in the hammam.13

The construction of the hammam experience as a social event must be read

in the light of the power relations which regulate spatial distribution and

gender relations. The marketplace, the mosque, the street, the café or other

public spaces are predominantly male spatial practices. They secure the

male’s material, spiritual and psychological comfort and, thus, guarantee his

continuity in space and time. Men do not need to make of the hammam experi-

ence more than a bathing rite for the purification of their bodies, since they

have access to other communal realms where they can meet, talk, debate,

play and gossip. By contrast, women’s access to public spaces is strictly

regulated. The presence of the female in quite a few public places (including

the mosque) could only occur through the mediation of the veil (the ultimate

marker of the male territorial space). It is from this perspective that the

hammam’s importance as a communal space must be considered.

Fatima Mernissi has underlined the importance of spatial politics in

the definition of Muslim sexuality. She has made the point that the power

relations which regulate the interaction between men and women are pro-

duced and reconstructed through a hierarchical mapping of space. The

divide between women and men is institutionalised through a strict definition

of spatial practices: ‘[strict] space boundaries divide Moroccan society into
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two sub-universes: the universe of men, the ’umma universe of religion and

power and the universe of sexuality and the family’.14 Women’s access to

spaces outside the domestic sphere occurs under male surveillance:

If chaperoned, women are allowed to trespass into the men’s universe on

the traditional visits to the hammam, ‘the public bath’, and to the tomb of

the local saint. According to my data, the visit to the hammam used to be

bi-monthly and that to the saint’s tomb not more than once or twice a

year . . . and both required the husband’s permission. The chaperoning

was entrusted to an elderly asexual woman, usually the mother in law.15

The strict spatial division which regulates gender relations has generated an

ambivalent relation between the female and public space and between her

and her body. Public space is simultaneously an anticipated site of liberation

and freedom and a formidable territory where the body is under constant

threat. This is how a 60-year-old informant describes her experience with

public space:

When we moved to this big city, I was so afraid of traffic that I could not

go out . . . I used to imagine that every passing car would run me over

and I would immediately go back home. I did not have any sense of

direction either for I got lost all the time I tried to walk further than

the street where we lived. One day, a relative came to visit from the

country. As a token of my welcome, I proposed to take her for a visit

to the hammam so that I could ornate her hands and feet with henna

(a plant used to dye the skin and the hair). Thus, myself, my mother-

in-law, my three children, and my visiting relative set out for the

hammam. And you know what? We spent an entire afternoon looking

for the hammam but in vain. Even though I and my mother-in-law

had bathed there a number of times, we walked in front of it time and

over without recognising it. Eventually, we decided to go back home

without bathing . . . Similar incidents occurred to us quite frequently.

We used to stay home and every time we tried to go out for an

errand, we got lost . . .16

In this testimony, the female body is held hostage to the domestic sphere. It

seems that only through childbearing can the female express her femininity.

Even access to the hammam, the most private of public domains, can prove

too difficult to negotiate. In contemporary Morocco, though women have

access to more public spaces, stepping out into the street is still felt by

many as an act of trespassing into a hostile male domain. In general,

women seem to observe a prescribed code for using public space. A lingering

walk or a giggle is likely to draw disapproving looks from passers-by. Even a

banal activity such as walking on the pavement becomes an enterprising
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adventure because women tend generally to cross the road to avoid café

terraces.

For millions of poor women, a visit to the hammam is always an antici-

pated experience. Whenever they can afford it and even if they have to take

their children with them, the bathing experience provides them with very

rare moments to enter into communion with their bodies, establish relation-

ship networks and forget for a while the constraints of everyday reality. As

Susan Schaefer puts it:

In an area where women are still generally secluded [or when they have

no moments of privacy, one can add] the bath is one of the main places

where women of all families and social classes meet and gossip . . .
[A]lthough clanging pails, splashing water and crying children all con-

spire against it, the bath is one of the main centres of communication.17

However, women’s strategic use of the hammam space should not be read

as a consequence of the housing problem or a result of the strict spatial

division which limits their access to other public spheres. Such interpretation

would simplify the complexity of gender and power relations in Morocco. On

the contrary, women’s appropriation of the hammam sphere must be viewed as

a grassroots alternative to the dominant ideology which has engendered a

spatial politics based on the binaries of inclusion versus seclusion, accessibil-

ity versus inaccessibility, and freedom versus prohibition. It is not because her

access to public space is limited that she takes refuge in the exclusive world of

the hammam. Rather, it is her appropriation of the communal sphere of the

hammam to short-circuit the intrusive patriarchal structure that must be high-

lighted. An informant explained that when her family found out about her

relationship with the man she would eventually marry, they used all tactics

to prevent her from seeing him. She was forced to drop out of school and

was placed in home confinement. She humorously remarked, in reference

to the fact that her mobile phone rang about three or four times during the

interview, that there were no cellular phones back then for her to stay in

touch with the outside world. For over a year, before her family consented

to their marriage, her visit to the hammam was the only opportunity avail-

able to her to see her boyfriend. She joked that while couples cherished recol-

lections of romantic strolls on the beach, she and her husband – they have

been married for eight years – treasured a nostalgic thought for the furtive

moments of their encounters in a narrow alley leading to their neighbourhood

hammam.

The sense of privacy, sociability and conviviality in the sphere of the

hammam generates a feeling of group solidarity among participants. The

hammam collective ritual performance conjures up the imagined community

of women and upholds their awareness of their self-identity. In the next
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section, I consider some of the processes through which communities emerge

inside the sphere of the hammam and the contradictions and conflicts which

are part and parcel of the group’s collective performance.

The Bathing Experience as a Collective Performance

In his reflection on the organisational structure of the hammam, Kilito fore-

grounds the sacred dimensions embedded in the hammam’s architecture.18

Kilito’s interpretation proceeds from the symbolic order of the patriarchal

structure which has inspired it. The representation of the hammam as a

sacred place impersonalises this space and stabilises any ambivalence it

may generate. Through this reading, the hammam is freed from the pro-

fane traces the body inscribes on it. The binding norms in this

space become unequivocally sacred, uplifting and awe-inspiring. This rever-

ential character of the hammam overrules all sets of contradictory significa-

tions. The path inside the hammam is predetermined and constrained: it

delivers the believer from the uncertainties of the mundane world and recon-

ciles him with the regenerating realm of the ’umma.

The codification of the hammam through the sole elements of the sacred

engenders a marginalisation of other sets of significations and practices

viewed by the dominant ideology as partaking of the feminine world. In a

sacred representation of the hammam, the ritual of purification is foregrounded

at the expense of other collective rites. Interestingly enough, the process of

purification is the only individual act inside the collective sphere of the

hammam. Moroccan hammams are usually equipped with a small room

(m’tahra) where the bather retires for the performance of the major ablution.

The ordering of the hammam experience along the principles of the sacred is

also meant to comfort and reassure the male community in the legitimacy of

its practices. Boudhiba relates the obsession with purification rituals to the

male’s obsessive fear of disorder and chaos:

Impure, man slides into the dangerous zone of evil. His protective angels

shun him. He is prohibited from doing prayers, reciting the Qur’an,

holding the Holy Book or entering a mosque. He is no longer safe.

The act of purification is his way of regaining back his feeling of secur-

ity. Thus, it is recommended that he purify himself promptly so as to

re-establish the order that was disrupted and drive away the demons

which lie in wait for the slightest moments of his weaknesses. The

hammam is a space of safety, or rather it is a transit zone and a centre

of alternation between purity and impurity.19

The urgent need to recover the state of purity is also an implicit indication of

the male’s desire to distantiate himself from the profane and underground
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world of women. While for women the act of purification is also required at

the end of the menstruation period or after childbirth, only the sexual act

can profane a man’s body. Thus, for the male, the act of purification functions

as a symbolic attempt to wash away the traces left through his encounter with

the female body. The obsession with the vertical representation of the

hammam speaks to an unconscious desire to lift the soul away from the desta-

bilising vicissitudes of the body.

Conversely, women’s hammam experience entails other implications than

the simple ritual act of purification. The hammam is ‘the temple of the body’.20

It is a beauty centre. In the women’s hammam, the body is sanctified, adorned

and adored. The ritual of the sanctification of the body is a major component of

the bathing experience and, when possible, women devote hours to the fulfil-

ment of this rite. For the female, the purification of the soul and the sanctifica-

tion of the body are perceived as complementary rather than mutually

exclusive performances. More importantly, the ritual of bathing, the etiquette

of performance and the sociability communication processes generate contrib-

ute to the emergence of a collective community based on shared principles

derived primarily from gender and class identity. In fact, it is the spirit of

collective solidarity and communal camaraderie which is foregrounded in

women’s representation of the hammam. Soumaya Naamane-Guessous, a

Moroccan female sociologist, describes the dominant traits of the women’s

hammam as follows:

for centuries, the hammam was the only place Moroccan urban women

were allowed to visit and, for this reason, it played a social role in their

lives. While men congregated in the marketplace, the mosque and cafés,

women had no other place to meet than the hammam. It was their unique

link with the world outside the domestic sphere. In the hammam, women

established network relationships, knew about the prevailing fashion,

enjoyed themselves freely, and gathered information about their neigh-

bours. Thus, a visit to the hammam was celebrated as a holiday since it

disrupted the monotonous rhythm of everyday life and they made sure to

fully enjoy it. This was the reason women were able to stay in the

hammam up to six or eight hours. Wealthy households had the possi-

bility to hire the hammam for the night and all female family

members shared in the experience just like on ceremonial occasions:

full dress, pastries, fruits, tea . . . In the hammam, women chat and

prattle, whisper and chatter out of reach of the indiscreet ears of the

male. They can move around unclothed without the risk of being

accused of indecency and without inconveniencing those around

them. Above all, they wash, rub, and massage themselves. This is

why the hammam visit has remained a customary rite for the majority
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of female population. The fact that women are more emancipated today

has not much affected the frequency of their visits to the hammam. For

the large number of women who live in houses not equipped with bath-

rooms, the hammam visit is obviously an indispensable rite.21

This descriptive rendering of the social world of the women’s hammam and

the ritual of bathing puts into relief the aspects of association, co-mingling

and collectivity which the hammam sphere mediates. In this feminine

world, women do not seem to be obsessed with the ritual of purification. On

the contrary, what they appreciate more in the hammam is the collective

feeling of freedom, surrender and indulgence they experience within its

premises. In the protective sphere of the hammam, the repressed body is

freed, the silenced voice can sing and the oppressed can find a compassionate

audience to her grievances. As T. Zannad has put it, the hammam ‘contributes

to the equilibrium of [women’s] physical and mental health’.22 An informant’s

testimony validates this diagnosis and summarises the important position the

hammam holds in the lives of post-traditional Moroccan women:

If I do not go to the hammam once a week, I feel ill. In fact, my weekly

visit to the hammam comes before anything else. Even when I was in

Paris for a month, the first thing I did was to look for a hammam. I

was happier than a child when I found one.23

More importantly, what is specific to women’s experience of the hammam is

the collective spirit and performance it mediates. Unlike men who generally

tend to avoid interaction in the hammam, women look at their bath experience

as a participatory collective ritual where every bather’s contribution is

expected. In fact, the spirit of collectivity is already visible in the preparation

that precedes the visit to the hammam. What follows is an account of a typical

preparation for the hammam visit as I have reconstructed it on the basis

of information gathered during my fieldwork research and also my life

observations.

In the morning of the day of the hammam visit, female family members

and, at times, neighbours get together for the ceremonial rite of the application

of henna to their hair. This ritual is accomplished in a feminine convivial

ambience. The hostess offers mint tea and pastries and makes sure adult

male family members are not present in the house. Quite often, women

seize the opportunity to decorate their hands and feet with henna. The ceremo-

nial rite is usually carried out in a festive atmosphere of song, music and

dance. Moroccan popular music (preferably shikhat) is played on a tape recor-

der and young women are encouraged to dance. This ceremonial rite is a

participatory collective experience par excellence. Participants help one

another in the application of henna, exchange advice on health issues and
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discuss family problems. In short, this ritual of preparation is a prelude to the

hammam experience. By the time the women set out in a group for the

hammam, they have already been drawn together in a spirit of camaraderie

and solidarity. This feminine bonding which the hammam experience

mediates has not escaped the observant eye of the anthropologist Elizabeth

W. Fernea, who writes in A Street in Marrakech, a book in which she

documents her one-year experience in Morocco:

I sometimes saw groups of djellabaed [the djellaba is a traditional Mor-

occan costume with a hood worn by both men and women] and veiled

women going into the public bath, bundles of towels and clean

clothes carried in baskets over their arms. I would hear them laughing

together and be struck by a pang of envy at the sound of that camarad-

erie, which seemed forever unavailable to me. Taking a bath was a real

social event.24

Valerie Staats has noted the spirit of camaraderie and sociability that

characterises the social world of women’s hammam. In her diary, she

records her impressions about her first visit to a Moroccan hammam.

Though Staats’s testimony is to be kept in perspective, the information it con-

tains provides a glimpse of the sociability that reigns in the world of women’s

hammam:

Yesterday evening I had my first experience at a hammam, or public

bath. In ways it was just like I had imagined. Many mostly naked

women sat around the edge of the room, drying off, talking, slowly dres-

sing . . . We watched M. pick out about eight heavy, black rubber

buckets for us all to use . . . We went into the inner room and found a

place along the wall where the three of us could sit. The walls were

lined, all the way around, with women sitting on the floors, legs

outstretched, with three or four black buckets marking off their

territory . . . We didn’t get as many stares as I thought we would.

Many women returned the smiles I offered. Some women had their chil-

dren with them and bathed them too. The place was pretty crowded, and

women of all ages and sizes were there, all thoroughly naked except for

the perfunctory bikini underwear. The atmosphere was hot, steamy and

sensuous to me, as I watched the women lovingly scrub each other’s

backs, sides, buttocks, even breasts. Many smiles and much camaraderie

among the women, all taking their time and relaxing . . . They scrub

themselves and each other very hard, all over, repeatedly, and douse

themselves with water from time to time. K. and I, pretty well finished,

sat talking, rinsing ourselves and idly scrubbing . . . We went to the outer

room, slowly dried and dressed, and did get a few stares, especially at
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our clothing. Kim wore a jellaba, so she was more respectable than I, at

least in her opinion (unpublished journal).25

This inside view of the women’s hammam, even if it is reported through the

cultural lenses of an American observer, depicts a feminine world where the

female body, freed from social and moral inhibitions, spontaneously surren-

ders to a collective expression of life histories. As my informants have con-

firmed to me, every female body in the hammam tells a life story. Tattooed

bodies, hennaed bodies, scarred bodies, battered bodies, large and small

bodies all have stories to tell about the complex life of Moroccan women.

In the communal sphere of the hammam, the outer sign on the body is often

the opening sentence to a narrative on love, hatred, passion, superstition,

illness, revenge or violence that the narrator-protagonist willingly shares

with her audience. The stories are integral parts of the life histories of their

bearers and, regardless of the experiences which have generated them, they

all foreground the precarious position of the female body in a male-dominated

society. In this respect, I remember how in the course of a conversation, a

women’s-rights activist told about how she managed to get a young woman

to visit a centre for victims of domestic violence. She had first seen marks

of violence on the victim’s body in a neighbourhood hammam and got the

young woman to confide in her. The activist told about how the victim was

so scared that she had never revealed her secret to anyone, not even to her

family. Her life story was written on her body, and in the intimate sphere of

the hammam, stories are publicised.

However, as Staats’s testimony suggests, the social world of the hammam

is primarily one of festive celebrations. It is a world of abundance, indulgence

and surrender. Women go to the hammam to relax and forget about the drud-

gery of everyday life. More importantly, Moroccan women have used the

hammam to spatialise certain family ceremonies and religious feasts. On

such occasions, the hammam mediates between the end of a major chapter

in the woman’s life and the beginning of a new one. A bride, for instance,

visits the hammam in the weeks preceding and after the wedding ceremony.

In this case, the hammam spatialises the woman’s transition from maidenhood

and entry into the marriage institution. A woman’s first visit to the hammam

after childbirth is also an indication of the end of her convalescence

period and re-entry into the social world of her community. These two cere-

monial rites take place in an ambience of festivity and merriment. On such

occasions, the hammam becomes the stage for a communal festive ceremony

in which the collectivity is invited to participate.

In the collective ceremonial rites in the women’s hammam, the sacred

and the secular are juxtaposed, the material and the spiritual are brought

together, and the individual is reconciled with the social world of her feminine
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community. At a more symbolic level, these collective performances renew

bonding and solidarity among the female collectivity and comfort them in

the existence and legitimacy of their imagined community. More importantly,

collective rituals reconfirm notions of sharing, support and mutual assistance,

all predominant aspects of performance in the women’s hammam. In fact,

sharing and mutual help are two fundamental principles on which the

hammam experience is based. My informants have explained that a

hammam user should expect to share her hammam paraphernalia such as

shampoo, soap, henna (a traditional herb that Moroccan women use on their

hair), Rhasool (a traditional shampoo) and sometimes even her personal

kees (a coarse and rough mitt used to scrub the old skin away). The

hammam etiquette also dictates that a hammam user ought to assist an

elderly, pregnant or disabled woman if she happens to be near her. A young

woman, for example, can assist another bather by filling her buckets from

the hot water basin, a very tedious task since the basin is in the most heated

room inside the hammam and there is almost always a line of bathers

waiting with their buckets because of the frequent shortage in hot water. It

is also very common for two or three bathers to organise themselves in a

collective whereby they scrub and massage each other.

More importantly, hammam etiquette requires that one socialise with the

community of bathers. Quite a few of my informants have stated that they

find it very difficult not to feign interest in the stories they are told at

the hammam. A young woman doctor has told me that most of her visits

to the hammam turn into medical check-up sessions. Because she is a

regular, the hammam attendants look forward to her visits. She now admits

she would feel guilty if she goes to another hammam or if she misses out on

her hammam visits for too long. It has also become part of her hammam

visit preparation ritual to take with her over-the-counter medicine, which

she distributes to the attendants and the needy. This collective spirit builds

up solidarity among bathers and makes the hammam experience a communal

participation in the construction of group identity. It is the spirit of convivial-

ity and sociability the bathing experience generates which makes of the

hammam visit a much-anticipated social event.

However, hammam communities do not stand for ideal forms of social

organisation. Rather, they are shot through with contradictions and con-

flicts. The hammam sphere is often the stage for disputes, quarrels and intri-

gues. Some bathers do not observe hammam etiquette or the bathing

protocol, such as taking more space than one needs, not waiting for one’s

turn to fill buckets from the basin or dousing oneself with water without con-

sideration of bathers nearby. Such behaviour draws the ire of hammam users

and, at times, things degenerate into disputes and quarrels. Almost all my

informants deplored the frequency of disputes, especially in hammams in
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lower-middle-class neighbourhoods. One informant told me how she was once

a witness to a physical fight which involved members from two families. In the

course of the fight, some of the belligerents were seriously injured, a fact

which required the intervention of the police. She explained the frenzy of

the women inside the hammam when they were asked to dress up so that

the police could come in. It took the police more than two hours to re-establish

order and to evacuate the wounded to the hospital.

Even if this incident is an exception, since disputes are almost always

sorted out amicably, it highlights the vulnerability of women inside the

hammam. In addition to the presence of small boys in this feminine space,

women’s privacy is always potentially at risk of being violated by adult

males. Stories about men mistaking the women’s hammam entrance for the

men’s, incidents of young men running away from danger and seeking

protection inside the women’s hammam, or mentally deranged individuals

forcing their way into this feminine world are quite common in Morocco.

The potential risk of a male violation of women’s privacy underlines the

reality that women have less control over the mapping of private and public

territories. After all, girls are never allowed into the men’s hammam and I

have never heard of a woman seeking protection in this masculine space.26

Furthermore, women’s vulnerability at the hammam does not lie only in

the potential risk of the violation of their privacy by men but also by

hammam users. As much as an active participation in the hammam communi-

cation networks contributes to the bather’s empowerment, it can also render

her vulnerable to gossip and rumour. Women’s discourse in the hammam is

neither institutional nor structurally delimited. Women chat, gossip and con-

verse about issues of general and private concerns. In their feminine world,

women exchange advice and information about children’s education, birth

control, family and career problems, food recipes and the catering services

in town. One of my informants confided that her female relatives called her

by the humorous nickname of ‘the peppermint daughter’, in reference to the

fact that she was conceived when her mother was using peppermint as a con-

traceptive, a method she learnt about during one of her visits to the hammam.

But women at the hammam also gossip about the neighbours, circulate

rumours about enemies, satirise old-fashioned weddings and laugh about or

pity betrayed wives. In this liberated sphere, intimate information about

private lives is exposed for communal consumption. Participants do not hes-

itate to ask advice about how to heal a husband’s sexual impotence and contain

or stir his sexual appetite. Much information on how to render an adulterous

partner impotent also circulates in the sphere of the hammam.27

However, the liberated scope of hammam communication leads to the rev-

elation of secrets about private lives, a fact which can be exploited to stain or

destroy the reputation of individuals and families. As T. Zannad has put it,
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‘quite frequently, schemes and intrigues take shape in this space of sociability

and superstition’.28 In this respect, the hammam does not only function as a

space where representations and performances subversive to the dominant

ideological order are constructed. On the contrary, hammam practices can

also reinforce the patriarchal structure.

Fatima Mernissi has noted the pivotal role elderly women play in socialis-

ing young girls into the patriarchal order. She underlines the vantage position

of the hammam as a communication centre wherein the secrets of families are

revealed. She writes that the hammam:

has manifold functions besides allowing people to perform the purifi-

cation rituals and bathe. The hammam is an intense communication

centre, a powerful information agency exposing the secrets of the

families who frequent it. The guellassa (‘the cashier’) and the teyyaba

(the ‘girl friday’) who assist the clientele with all sorts of things,

giving massages, carrying water, suggesting herb recipes for uterine

trouble) have a strategic position in the hammam. They have more or

less complete biographical accounts of the members of the families

living around the hammam. The young girls are a particular target

for gossip, and their behaviour is a daily object of concern to other

women – those related to them and those who are not. A young

girl’s reputation has a direct impact on her family’s honour and

prestige.29

In a male-dominated society, the reputation of a woman is often her capital.

Rumours about young girls can keep away potential suitors and gossip

about a married woman can cause the destruction of her household. For

poor and illiterate homemakers, intimate information about their private

lives is more important than any discussion about matters of public concern.

Communication and performance in the communal sphere of the hammam

must not be idealised. While they contribute to the socialisation of women into

a spirit of collectivity and solidarity, they can also act as hegemonic processes

which further marginalise a category of females and consolidate the hold of

patriarchal structure. The ambivalence which characterises performance in

this feminine space is inscribed in its simultaneous mediation of emancipation

and subordination, sociability and conflict, solidarity and contradiction. In the

following section, I analyse the male construction of the women’s hammam.

More precisely, I explore some of the processes through which male

imagination has appropriated this feminine space for the interests of male

creativity. Eventually, I show how the relation between the feminine world

and the male imaginary informs about spatial politics and gender relations

in contemporary Morocco.
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Women’s Hammam and Male Imaginary

The moment a boy stops visiting the women’s hammam at the age of four or five

constitutes the germ of an ambivalent relationship between him and the world of

the feminine community. This separation occurs at an age when the boy begins

his quest for gender identity. The women’s hammam mediates the first stage in

this process in that it exposes the other’s difference to his scrutiny. Boudhiba

goes as far as to suggest that, in the Arabo-Islamic world, one may speak not

only of the ‘oedipus complex’ but also of ‘a hammam complex’.30 The boy’s

separation from this feminine world marks the beginning of his immersion in

masculine communities. From now on, he will be visiting the men’s hammam,

the marketplace and the café, all spaces of predominantly masculine commun-

ities. The socialisation of the boy into masculine communities is carried out

through processes which include a systematic derision and demonisation of

the feminine world.31 Thus the hammam lives in the imaginary of the male

as simultaneously a ‘lost paradise’ and a ‘real hell’. It becomes the site of

conflicting and dual attitudes which reveal the male’s anxieties and fantasies,

fascination and repulsion of the feminine it hosts.

Kilito, for instance, has argued that the maternal hammam represents the

male’s prelapserian world. It stands for a magical sphere of unclothed

women and a ‘lost paradise’ of innocent experiments with love. Kilito even

speaks of ‘a second weaning’ in relation to a boy’s separation from the

women’s hammam.32 This ‘second weaning’ is, in reality, the first of a

series of frustrations he will accumulate throughout the socialisation

process. His nostalgic recollections of the magical world of the women’s

hammam should be read as signs of repressed desires, sexual and otherwise,

which the ordering social structure generates. Thus, the women’s hammam

will live in his imagination as an alternative to the inhibiting adult world

and simultaneously as one that is accessible only at the level of the imaginary.

Boudhiba has argued that for the male, every hammam visit is an imagin-

ary return to the women’s world:

The lost world is recovered at every visit to the hammam. In fact, every

visit is a return to the world of childhood. Childhood phantasms, recol-

lections, aspirations, and desires blend with the cold and hot steam

which appeases the body and excites the spirit. Innumerable hammam,

a space haunted with so many memories, so many scenes, and so

many mixed visions where the mother and sisters, charming cousins,

and enigmatic neighbours make up a dream world of femininity that

every man carries inside him.33

In North African literature, the separation from the enchanted world of the

women’s hammam is generally constructed as a traumatic experience. In
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Tahar Benjelloun’s Harouda, the narrator recalls how the mere thought of

his probable rejection from the women’s hammam used to frighten him.34

In Abdelhak Serhane’s Messaouda, the narrator’s repudiation from the

feminine world of the women’s hammam brings him close to insanity:

I collapsed upon learning that I would never return to women’s

hammam . . . Circumcised, I was no longer considered a boy. I had to

abandon my childhood at the precise moment I was most in need of

this mysterious world for my sexual development. My whole life was

then suspended to one image, that of my mother. The undesirable

was repudiated, banned from the world of One Thousand and One

Nights . . . This new atmosphere overwhelmed me and I struggled

with all my strength to escape madness.35

The inner struggle the narrator experiences at the moment of his repudiation

from the women’s hammam stems from the contradictory and conflictual

desires which order the relationship between the individual and the collectiv-

ity and between masculine and feminine communities. The women’s hammam

is positioned at the crossroads between childhood and adulthood, between the

age of nonchalance and an age of responsibility. It is the mediating line

between play and seriousness. In fact, circumcision and repudiation from

the women’s hammam are the symbolic acts which purify the male from the

impurities of the feminine world and initiate him to the realm of the commu-

nity of believers. In Harouda, the child-narrator is prepared for the ritual of

circumcision with a speech that demonises childhood and the feminine

world and sanctifies manhood and masculinity:

There has to be an end to childhood, a voice told me. It can not last

forever. You consumed it in streets and hammams. There comes a

moment when you have to part with it. This [the act of circumcision]

will happen with lightning speed. And above all, don’t embarrass

us! Don’t panic! Don’t be afraid! Don’t cry! You have become a man

and this is the right path of Islam and purity. In fact, we will make

you get rid of all the impurities you have accumulated during your child-

hood and which have assembled and settled in this piece of flesh that

must be cut.36

The feminine world is dematerialised. In the dominant world view, the world

of women is childish and impure and, as such, it is repressed and negated. Life

for the male begins after circumcision. Status, power and honour are mascu-

line attributes which the male develops once his excursions to women’s

hammams are over.

However, in the imaginary of the male, the maternal hammam is also

the space of erotic desires, remembered dreams and life-giving encounters.
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The imaginary re-expedition to the women’s hammam is ‘a journey among

bodies’ in quest for generative narratives. The feminine space becomes a

house of fiction wherein the male artist exorcises the traumatic experience

of the repudiation he lived as a child and simultaneously subverts and disrupts

the dominant order which has repressed his desires. As an adult, the artist

adopts a child’s viewpoint and re-explores a space which has left a lasting

impression on him. In Ahmed Sefrioui’s La boı̂te à merveilles, the child-nar-

rator gives his impressions of the ambience inside the hammam and the female

bodies that populate it:

We started to undress in the midst of a hubbub of shrill voices and half-

clothed women [who] were in constant movement, talked loudly, ges-

ticulated with passion, and howled in an unexplainable and unjustified

way.37

What is striking in this description is the overwhelming melody of voices

which fill the world of the hammam. The child-narrator is unable to explain

the reasons that generate the collective excitement around him. In fact, he is

terrified by what he interprets as shrills, squeaks and howling. Similarly, the

female body is a source of anxiety and femininity seems to invoke

an underground world of nightmarish terror: ‘wet legs’, ‘pending breasts’,

‘a mass of thighs and arms’ and the ‘rumbling of wet bodies’.38

In Harouda, the reconstructed world of the maternal hammam is not even

populated with human beings but with ‘creatures’.39 Unlike the tumultuous

females in Sefrioui’s novel, women in Harouda do not speak. The female

body is used as a pretext to generate a narrative of desire. The creative imagin-

ation encompasses the female body and moulds it to give shape to the most

extravagant whims and phantasmagoric dreams of the male artist-creator:

I placed the women at the edge of whiteness, at the edge of verdure. At

the call of the distant foam, they became lovers and travellers . . . I drank

milk from their mouth. I pushed my nudity into sexes which murmured

my delirium and I taught the pink flesh my mirror where only the eye

was visible.40

In this recreated world of one thousand and one nights, the female body has no

voice and no will. It is a subservient and domitable body easily manipulated by

the creative delirium of the imaginary of the male. Just like the sphere of the

hammam, the female body becomes the site of contestation between purity

(whiteness) and perversion. However, though a passive recipient, it is made

an accomplice of the forces of perversion and moral corruption. The ambiva-

lence which characterises the masculinist attitude to the female body further

legitimates the existing gender relations. The construction of the female

body as both an agent and an intermediary of transgression ‘naturalises’ the
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dominant view about the potential subversive threat of the female to the social

order and the need to keep her performance under control.

In The Sand Child, T. Benjelloun renders an even more ambivalent con-

struction of femininity. The novel tells the story of a female whose father

decides, from the moment she is born, to make her pass for a boy so as to pre-

serve his family’s honour. The narrative is an account of the patriarch’s relent-

less struggle to efface all signs of femininity which appear on his daughter’s

body. Her chest is bandaged to prevent the development of her breasts and

herbal medicine is used to coarsen her voice. She is also dressed in a boy’s

clothes, prohibited from playing with girls, and even a make-believe circum-

cision ceremony is staged to convince the most sceptical community members

that she ‘is’ a boy. The following passage is an excerpt from the son/

daughter’s journal, where she tells of her experience at the women’s

hammam when she was at an age to accompany her mother in her visits to

this feminine space:

My mother forgot all about me. She set up her buckets of hot water and

talked to her neighbours. They all spoke at the same time. It didn’t

matter what they said – they just went on talking. They behaved as if

they were in a salon where it was indispensable for their health to

talk. Words and sentences flowed on every side . . . The ceiling was

like a writing table . . . A few words fell more often than others . . . Cur-

iously, the drops that fell on me were salty. I told myself that the words

had the savor of life. For all those women, life was limited. It did not

amount to much more than cooking, housework, waiting around, and,

once a week, a restful afternoon in the hammam. I was secretly

pleased that I did not belong to that limited world. I juggled with the

words and sometimes made pseudo-sentences fall on my head . . .
Some words fascinated me because they were spoken seldom and

softly . . . I later learnt that these pertained to sex and that the women

did not have the right to use them . . .41

The hybrid voice in this passage foregrounds the ambivalence which

underlines the women’s hammam. Women have a voice and the narrator

acknowledges the therapeutic dimension of their discursive performance.

However, their discourse is mostly on sexuality, a fact which profanes the

purifying sphere of the hammam. Additionally, the absence/presence of men

in this feminine space problematises the notion of privacy in this sphere.

Above all, the quote delineates the social world of the women’s hammam

while at the same bracketing its status as a public space.

At a symbolic level, the construction of this feminine space is even more

biased against women. The male artist appropriates a female voice to mediate

his transgression of the cultural order. In fact, the discourse on sexuality does
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not only subvert the dominant conservative world view but also the sacred

sphere of writing. In the sphere of the women’s hammam, writing is profaned.

It is not only that women are shown to consume taboo words which pertain to

sex, but more importantly, this discourse is publicised through the act of writing

itself. The generated text of transgression is liberating because it seeks to free

the individual and the community from the inhibiting chains of tradition.

However, such liberation is predominantly gendered because the female body

and the feminine sphere are not actively implicated in the reconstruction of

the dominant social order. On the contrary, they function as mere sites where

male erotic desires, anxieties, and frustrations are mediated and negotiated.

As Zohra Mezgueldi has put it, in North African male francophone literature:

writing is another veil cast at the female body. It may be more transpar-

ent because it involves a kind of erotic game but it is nonetheless a veil

which further masks femininity. Since writing is conceived as a sexual

act in a play of textual eroticism wherein the woman is absent, the

female body becomes a mere recipient of the seminal text. Femininity,

missing and absent, is sought through a bodily encounter with words.42

In the words of the sand child, ‘being a woman is a natural infirmity to which

everybody accommodates. Being a man is an illusion and a violence that

everybody justifies and condones’.43

Conclusion

In this article, I have tried to show the role the women’s hammam plays in the

emergence of female communities. I have argued that the ambivalence that

characterises the construction of this feminine space must be viewed in the

light of the dominant view of spatial production and distribution, gender and

power relations, and the regulated performance of women in ‘open’ public

spaces. Women do not visit the hammam only for hygienic or religious

reasons. The spatial practice of the hammam provides them with a communal

sphere where they celebrate their gender privacy, rejoice in body performance,

and empower themselves through intense participation in lateral communication

and relationship networks. I have also made a point to the effect that what is

specific to the feminine performance in the hammam is the spirit of collectivity

it mediates. Unlike men’s, women’s experience of the hammam is carried out in

a spirit of communitas, which emerges through processes of shared labour,

mutual assistance, participation in ceremonial bathing rituals, exchange of

information and advice, but also through song, chat and laughter.

I have also argued that hammam communities are not to be taken as ideal

forms of organisation. Feminine association in the hammam sphere is also shot

through with contradictions and conflicts. Gossip and rumour can destroy the
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reputation of families. Disputes usually erupt among bathers and can even

degenerate into fights. More importantly, the extraterritoriality of the women’s

hammam does not only mediate practices and discourses which are subversive

to the dominant world view. On the contrary, this feminine spatial practice

can also legitimate and reproduce the existing power and gender relations.

Quite a few of my informants have deplored the fact that young girls are often

socialised into degrading practices of superstition and black magic inside the

sphere of the hammam. In addition, while the hammam constitutes a grassroots

alternative to the poor housing conditions of millions of Moroccan women and to

their limited access to public space, one can also make a point to the effect that

the women’s hammam has served as an imaginary outlet for the male’s erotic

desires, anxieties and frustrations. In North African male francophone literature,

the women’s hammam is used to mediate a transgression of the dominant

conservative order while serving as a muse to stimulate the repressed desires

and anxieties of the male artist (and symbolically the genesis of the literary

text). I have explored a sample of literary reconstructions of this space by

male novelists to illustrate this argument.

The social and structural changes that have occurred in post-traditional

Morocco may be read as signs which call into question the future of the

hammam as a cultural practice. Women have access to more public spaces

and meeting places, more houses in urban centres are now equipped with

bathing facilities, a wider public is now aware of the potential health

hazards in hammams, and the appearance of public showers may be inter-

preted as indicators of the grim prospects of the hammam institution. In

addition, over the last few years, environmentalist groups have been pointing

to the hammam as a major cause in the degradation of Moroccan forests. In

fact, quite a few voices have called for the abolition of public baths and

public ovens which still rely on wood to generate heat. In short, the steady

shift in lifestyle is bound to generate legitimate questions about the perennial

relevance of centuries-old cultural practices.

Conversely, other indicators show the capacity of the hammam institution

to adapt to the changing lifestyle in post-traditional Morocco. Over centuries

of existence, the hammam has become an indispensable component of the

identity of the Arabo-Islamic city. Boudhiba makes the point that the services

rendered by the hammam have been decisive in the development of the Arabo-

Islamic civilisation. He even attributes the survival and continuity of the

Muslim society to the fundamental role played by this institution:

It may be that the Muslim society has been able to survive for centuries

thanks to the hammam which has functioned as a powerful derivative of

all the tensions to which the Muslim has inevitably been subjected. By

using the hammam, Muslim society has forged a valid instrument to
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tame the sexual impulses liberated by religion but repressed by a

misogynous puritanism which has developed over centuries and a

strict gender separation imposed on all and which might have been

fatal.44

Boudhiba’s argument underlines the role of the hammam as a spatial and

psychological mediator between the individual and the community. The

ambivalent position of the hammam as simultaneously a sacred and profane

spatial practice has made it possible for the Muslim community to negotiate

the contradictions generated by its organisational system. The dimly lit

space of the hammam has functioned as an intermediary site where the ten-

sions created by power, gender and class conflicts are released. For the

female, the visit to the hammam compensates for the oppressive rules which

regulate her everyday life. For the male, the hammam is an outlet to the accu-

mulated frustrations suffered because of the repressive order which organises

gender relations. For the poor, the hammam functions as a spatial reminder

that there are no class barriers within the community of believers.

In contemporary Morocco, new sites seem to be taking over the role the

hammam has played over centuries. Social and class conflicts are now

debated in media outlets. Gender spatial boundaries are no longer as strict

as they used to be a few decades ago and women and men can meet more

freely in public places. Moreover, middle- and upper-middle-class women

can afford to look at the hammam as a spatial practice unbecoming of their

lifestyle. However, for millions of other women, the hammam institution is

still the only place where they can bathe, purify themselves, meet with

friends and establish network relationships. For those women, the hammam

continues to be their grassroots alternative to a social system which margina-

lises them.

Moreover, research findings show that the hammam continues to be an

important spatial practice in the life of post-traditional Moroccan women.

In Aicha Belarbi’s study, 15 (13 blue-collar workers and two managers) out

of 30 women visit the hammam at a weekly basis.45 Yasmina Benrahhal

Serghini, whose research aimed to determine the future of the hammam in

the contemporary Moroccan city, has confirmed the perennial advantages

of the public bath to a large segment of the population which can not afford

to install bathing facilities at home. In fact, her informants have welcomed

the idea of a renovated architectural style of the hammam on the condition

that the prices do not go up.46 Benrahhal Serghini herself submitted with

her thesis the blueprint of a new style hammam which has since been con-

structed. In the course of my fieldwork research, I never got the impression

that women were ready to give up altogether the spatial practice of the

hammam. Even my informants who had bathing facilities at home or those
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who said they only visited the hammam occasionally admitted that they would

not like to see their feminine space extinct.

In addition, owners are adapting the hammam to the changing social life-

style to meet the new needs of their clienteles. More and more hammams

are now annexed to larger structures which include fitness centres, saunas

and beauty salons. In such cases, one may speak of an extension of the

hammam institution, since the emergent spaces are all meeting places for a

predominantly female clientele.47 In addition, owners are now more sensitive

to the environmentalist demands. The traditional furnace is now being

replaced by a fuel-based heating system. This means that the job of the

furnace man is on its way to extinction, but the new heating system also con-

tributes to the preservation of Moroccan forests and allows the hammam insti-

tution a smoother adaptation to the lifestyle and world view of its modern

users.

Hammam practices may change and feminine communal resistance

is already emerging in other spheres. Yet, the hammam institution is also

capable of negotiating the transitional social, architectural and cultural

changes occurring in today’s Arabo-Islamic societies. Communities

know that ‘the hammam is a good place to live in’ and, more importantly,

they have to remember that ‘if, no matter what, life is still good in Arabo-

Islamic societies, it is thanks to the hammam’.48 Generations of Moroccan

women have made the journey to the hammam. For them, the hammam

carries more than the functional role of bathing. It is their window on the

outside world, a place where they can meet friends, establish network relation-

ships, chat, gossip and exchange news and information. In the words of

Montagu, the hammam is ‘women’s coffee house’.49
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