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Gender in Arabic!

Fatima Sadiqi

I ntroduction

Arabic has two gender-linked characteristicsit ([ not a mother tongue, and (ii)
it entertains a diglossicelationship with the dialectal Arabic mother toeg it co-exists
with. Both characteristics make of Arabic a typlig&public” language in an overall
patriarchal context where “public” denotes “maleved’, as opposed to “private” which
denotes “women’s realm” (Saadawi 1980; Mernissidt &adiqi and Ennaji 2006). The
study of Arabic from a gender perspective is gtilits beginnings in spite of the fact that
Arabic sociolinguistics has attracted the attentbacholars worldwide (Flick 1955;
Cohen 1962; El Ani 1978; Ibrahim 1986; Daher 1983rguson 1987; Eid 1988;
Suleiman 1994; Ennaji 1995; Holes 1995; Versteéifi¥ 1Boumans 1998; Haeri 2000;
Jonathan 2001; Rouchdy 2002; Messaoudi 2003; M2 ; Caubet 2004; etc.). Some
of these works use the variable of “sex” in decartding Arabic usage, but no
significant attention is being paid to the use@fider as an analytical tool in
deconstructing the men/women power relationshipveen Arabic users.

The interaction of Arabic and gender may be atteat two levels: the formal

! The term “Arabic” in this article refers fushaas used in Arab-Muslim countries.

2 A “diglossic” relationship involves two versiongthe same language where one version is considered
“High”, “formal”, and “more prestigious” and therar “Low”, “informal”, and “less prestigious”. Thes
appellations are based on the type of functionisgieh variety performs in a given society (cf. (dsa

Ferguson who is the first scholar to use the tatigldssia” in his classic 1959 article “Diglossia”)



(grammatical) level and the sociolinguistic (redatal) level. At the formal level, Arabic
exhibits grammatical and semantic gender usageswhay be qualified as
“androcentric” (male-biased)and at the sociolinguistic level, Arabic is mosed in

male-associated than female-associated contexts.

Formal Androcentricity in Arabic

Scholarship on Arabic grammar contains extenste@ants of gender as a
grammatical categofySuch grammatical accounts of Arabic gender wésno
presented in androcentric terms. Thus, for exantipfeAl-Anbari, a reputed medieval
Arab grammarian, not only investigated the gengstesn of Arabic grammar in great
and impressive detail, but he accompanied his tigatgon with typically androcentric
explanatory comments on why things were the way tnere so far as gender-marking
was concemedAccording to this scholar, Arabic exhibits tweés of gender markers:
masculine and feminifieThese markers appear on verbs, nouns, adjectieg=miners,
and quantifiers, and may be used to signal gransedsigreement between these various

categories. Thus, adjectives generally agree Wwegmbun they modify in person,

3 Itis important to note that although Arabic is evaéntric, the claims made here should not be
understood in strong Whorfian terms: language deters thought/culture, culture determines language.
Such claims would be too strong and at best ustealHudson (1996) makes clear that meaningfuhda
in Whorfian terms have to be carefully qualifiedlampirically established, a fact which is not Basi
feasable. Thus, the observations and claims maalg #ie androcentric nature of Arabic are not eeldb
Arab culture in a direct way. Whatever links existhis respect must be mediated and indirect.otesri
factors are involved in this mediation such assieaker’s personal judgment and the general cootext
language use.

* Theterm “gender” was first used by grammarians arsl dnly in the mid-seventies that feminists took
up the term and used it as an analytical tool tmdstruct the power relation between men and wamen
given societies and cultures.

5 These are embodied in Ibn-Al AnbaréMudhkkar wa Al-Mu’annattiThe Masculine and the
Feminine” (fourth century of the Hegira).

® The “neuter” (neither masculine nor feminine) i¢ morphologically encoded in Arabic.



number, and gender as in:

(1) musallimat-ur/ ?aniigat-un
school teacher-SF-Nom eleg@fiNon?
An elegant female school teaich
But this pattern is far from being regular, as s@ugctives may not show feminine
gender agreement with the noun they modify:
(2) ?imra?at-un caalig-un/atun
woman-SF-Nom lover-SM-SF-Nom
A female lover
(3) bagarat-un  Aaluub-un/atun
cow-SF-Nom milky-SM-SF-Nom
A milky cow
Forms such as the ones given in (2) and (3) argargtfrequent and could have easily
been listed as “exceptions” to specific rules, mmomwn feature of natural languages.
What is interesting, however, is the explanatiat thn-Al-Anbari gives to account for
such forms. According to this author, the masculimenscaalig-un and andsaluub-un
in (2) and (3) are “better” than the feminifoems caaligatun andhaluubatunbecause
these forms denote “intensity” and “abundance”chtare typically masculine qualities
that are more associated with men and male atshthian with women and female
attributes. Ibn Al-Anbari adds in relation ¢aafig-un (lover) that “being in love”, which

is closely related to “courting”, is a typical maate, as only men are supposed to

“show” or “express” love.

" The masculine counterpartsmofrallimat-un ‘is muzallim-un.

83 = Singular, P = Plural, M = Masculine, F = Feimén Nom = Nominative Case, Acc = Accusative Case,
1 = First Person, 2 = Second Person, 3 = ThirdoRers



The formal androcentricity attested in the commentshe examples above are
far from being neutral; they stem from the subjextiiews of the grammarian who could
not but creep into his supposedly scientific remdgr of the gender system of Arabic.
These comments also reflect the subordinate positigvhich women were (and still are)
held in relation to men in the patriarchal Aratafsic societies and cultures. The force of
such comments resides in the fact that they emdmmateoutstanding scholars who had
considerable influence on their contemporariesogeviews.

Another example of grammatical androcentricityttested in the regular
precedence of the masculine over the feminine jmmessions and sentences, asjalun
wa mra?ahTiflun wa Tiflah etc. Again this precedence would have been “nirma
without the accompanying comments of grammaridesibn Al-Anbaatri, cited in Abu-

Risha (1996: 31-32)

The proof that the masculine precedes the faraini

is that when you say: “gaa?im” (standing-3MS] an
“‘gaa?imah” (adang-3FS) and “ga@d” (sitting-3MS)
and “qakah” (sitting-3FS) and “jaalis” (sitting-3MS)
and “jaalisglsitting-3FS), you find that the feminine
contains aduhtl material and what is added to is
the root is ¢sadary”’. And when you see something from

a distance gond do not know what it is you say: a

woman, an aalior something like that.

% The translation is mine.



Ibn Al-Anbari’s relegation of women to a “secondappsition in the above quote
and his association of them with animals and unknentities is reminiscent of the folk
ideology which is still prevalent in the Arab-Islamworld whereby males are given
precedence over femat&sindeed, the comments of traditional Arab gramamsican be
read only as a particular kind of language ideolych often leads to stereotypical and
sexist views in society at alrge.

Grammatical androcentricity is also attested endkrivation hypothesis on
which a great part of the morphology of Arabic &sed. The fact that in this language,
the feminine gender marker contains one sound/lettee than the masculine marker
has been interpreted by traditional, as well asemodyrammarians as evidence that the
feminine gender is historically derived from thesmialine one. Grammar books on
Arabic are full of grammatical rules that formalihas derivation hypothesis (cf.
Sibawayhe, lIbn Al-Anbari, Ibn Ginni, etc.).

The derivation hypothesis in the case of Arabicdgemrmarkers is, however,
guestionable. In fact, history has shown that hulaaguages are naturally subject to
economy (reduction at the level of form) as a resti$peaking these languages. For
example, the so-called “Modern English” lost sorh&soinflection which characterized
its ancestors, namely “Middle English” and “Old Hsly’. Further, the formalists’
accounts of Arabic agreement data are differemh fiiwe traditional grammarians’ ones;
thus, some transformational generative accountgxample, begin with the feminine

form and derive the masculine form by a rule oetieh because it is “less costly” on the

10 For example, the following proverb is still in usethe everyday speech of Moroccan speaklensira
u lehmara ma kayDayfu‘A woman and a donkey should not be treated astgtjeneaning “should not be
served lest they would be spoilt”.



theoretical level and more predictable from theplaratory power” perspective than
starting with the masculine and deriving the femenform (Chomsky 1965).

Likewise, as languages are subject to the ruleaiemy, it is more logical to
assume that the original form in the Arabic is fémminine, and that the masculine is
obtained by the “shrinking” process which languagedergo. These accounts show that
traditional Arab grammarians’ derivation hypothesas advanced and maintained
mainly because it served socio-cultural purposeshaa social meaning that fit within
the overall Arab-Islamic patriarchy where women eveubordinate to men and hence the
latter needed to “grammatically” precede. Furttiee, fact that the generic usually
doubles as the masculine in grammatical forms adwboice makes it the social norm
from which the feminine derives, hence excludirgféminine from the generic. Thus,
the word?imra?ah“woman” in Arabic is said to derive fromar?“person”, but only
mar?is used generically because it is grammaticallgeubne. Likewise, words likal-
ImuwaaTin“citizen-SM”, al-caamil “worker-SM”, or everal-?ustaad‘teacher-SM” are
used generically although there are at least ay feamale as male citizens, workers, and
teachers, and in spite of the fact that Arabic amstgender morphemes even in the dual
form.

These facts show that the male social symbolic posvearried over to the
grammatical masculine inflection. In the grammadtigararchization process, as well as
in the grammatical comments that explain this merization, the masculine category is
commonly taken to be bigger, unmarked, and higter the feminine category because
the social category “male” has a bigger and higha&tus in Arab-Muslim societies and

cultures than the “female” category. As a resuk, feminine category is socially viewed



as the smaller, marked, and “degenerate” versidheomale category. A further
supporting example of this view is the grammatics# of the ternal-?insaan
“Man/person”. Although this term may take both thasculine and the feminine gender
markers in the singular, only the masculine appe&en this term is pluralized:
?insaana-turfperson FS” buPunaas-urfpeople MP” and notdinaasaa-turiplural

FP"'. Furthermore, although the tefimsaan-uriMan/person” is used generically, it
cannot be used with feminine agreement marReyara?a-t I-?insaariliterally: ‘read-

she Man/person’, meaning ‘the person read” is amgnatical. Likewise, although
?insaan-urhas a feminine counterp&insaana-tunthe ternfardun*“individual” does
not: *farda-tun“individual-SF”. Indeed, the grammatical expressid individuality is
predominantly male in Arab culture; the expressiaindu rabbih“*God’s servant”, a
modest way of referring to oneself, has a femimimenterpartgabdatu rabbihad'God’s
female servant” which is never used. The reastimaisthe expressiofabdu rabbih
started to be used in all-male public formal doreain

At the syntactic level, full agreement betweendhbject and the verb obtains in
both VSO (Verb-Subject-Object) and SVO (Subjecthb/@bject) sentences and even in
the dual form of nouns and verbs in Arabic. Howewdren the subject is plural, Arabic
shows an interesting idiosyncrasy: agreement ce¢adss symmetrical in this context:

(4) jaa?-a al-awlaad-u wa |-bartan

came-3SM Def-boys-Nom anidef-girls-Nom
The boys and the girls came.

(5) jaa?-at I-banaat-u wa [|-?aathu.
came-3SF Def-girls-Nom anDef-boys-Nom
The girls and the boys came.

" The mark “ *” means “ungrammatical; not alloweglthe grammar of a language.”



(4) and (5) are characterized by the fact thasthigect is formed of two
coordinated nouns: a masculine and a feminined)irtlfe masculine gender agreement
obtains between the verb and the subject becaagseetirest noun to the verb is
masculine, and in (5) the gender agreement is fieminecause the closest noun to the
verb is feminine.

Grammatical gender in Arabic can be much more cexfright 1981;
Benmamoun 1996; Harrell 2004, among many othkrsact, the appearance of the
gender feature in this language does not alwaysrdkepn the bipolar opposition

male/female as in the following example:

(6) qaala-t-i |?anbiyaa?u
said-3SF prophets
Prophets said.

In (6), the verb is in the singular form, wherdas subject is in the plural form,
and interestingly, the agreement on the verb isrfema and singular. This type of
agreement is referred to in the literature as &#éd agreement” and appears on the verb
only when the latter is initial in the sentence arn the subject is plural. If the subject
precedes the verb, the feminine gender featur@pésasal?anbiyaa?u gaal-uu
“Prophets said”, where the morphemes“they-MP” refers td?anbiyaa?u‘Prophets”.
The appearance of the feminine genddrn(3SPF) in (6) is, thus, due to the syntax of the
wordsqaala-t-i “said-3SF” and?anbiyaa?u‘Prophets”, that is, their specific distribution
in the sentence in (6).

As it does not match the gender of the agreeingtdaents, this type of



agreement may be termed “functional” in the sehaeit is not gender-dependent and
pertains rather to the internal grammatical distidn of verbs and subject, and not to the
relation of words with the outside world. Functibgander marking is not based on the
notions “male vs female”: in (6) above, the maswiihoun?anbiyaa?u‘Prophets” is
functionally feminine because it agrees with a feme verb, but not grammatically
feminine because its agreement is not based amaheffemale opposition by virtue of
the fact that all Prophets were male.

Arab grammarians hypothesized that in instancef g6) above, the gender
morpheme t-refers tomajmuuah “group”, that is, tomajmugah mina |?anbijya?a
group of Prophets”, where agreement takes plademajmuwah which is feminine ghis
a feminine morpheme). However, here aganajmuyah mina I?anbiyaaZan never
refer to a group of females, or even to a mixedggexip of Prophets because, again, all
Prophets were male. As a result, gender in Arakay sometimes be purely functional
(see Sadiqi 2003b for many more examples from tnea@).

Overall, formal or grammatical androcentricityAmabic is mainly due to the
interpretations that Arab grammarians give to gratical phenomena. Such
interpretations abound in grammar books and itgh time fresher dealings with
grammatical gender in Arabic took place. Two quesithat arise at this juncture is:
First, in what specific ways is grammatical andro@sty in Arabic related to the overall
socio-political background in which this languageised nowadays? Second, what is the
general relationship of Arabic to present-day Akabslim women? Possible answers to
these and similar questions bring us to the sogalstic androcentricity in Arabic.

Sociolinguistic Androcentricity
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Sociolinguistic androcentricity in Arabic can bederstood only within the
overall socio-cultural framework within which it seated and perpetuated (Badran et al
2002; Sadiqi 2003b). Like all societies and cukueday, Arab-Islamic societies and
cultures are patriarchal. However, patriarchy rfam being uniform across cultures; it
differs from culture to culture. Arab-Islamic paitchy is based on the notion of space
dichotomy (Saadawi 1980; Mernissi 1994): men asea@sated with the public space and
women with the private space. This space notd“frontiers”) is not only spatial,
but linguistic and symbolic. Thus, in addition tabic places being associated with men
and private places with women, public languages Akabic are associated with men and
mother tongues with women, and public rituals #ratculturally symbolic like Friday
prayers are associated with men and those thatizede like birth rituals are associated
with women. Further, public spatial, linguistic asymbolic rituals are associated with
the male attributes of rationality and rea$on

The repercussions of the gendered space dichaaoenyulti-faced and far-
reaching: they not only associate the public spattethe outside/exterior and the
private space with the inside/interior, but thegoaimply that the outside is the place of
power where the social norms are produced anchtied is the place where this power
is exercised. These two spaces are strictly gelnaesd and interact in a dynamic way in
the sense that one does not exist without the dthertrue that women can be in some
public spaces — for example, on the street, byt déine not encouraged to stay there as

men are; rather, they must do their business anemn. Also, men do not generally

12 Arab-Islamic patriarchy is different from mairesdm Western patriarchy in the sense that whereas th
former is based on space, the latter is basedeopdtver of “image” which creates “models” for mema
women. Western women'’s emancipation was not broaighait by the church or through militancy, but
mainly through the power of the great multinatioo@npanies which kept “guessing” the needs of women
and providing those needs through constant imaggtiog.
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spend any time in the kitchen, for example, sadaheo works for them, too, though with
very different consequences.

It is in this interaction that gender identities aonstructed and power negotiated.
The private space is culturally associated with @dess people (women and children)
and is subordinated to the public space, whichlisially associated with men who
dictate the law, lead business, manage the stadegantrol the economy, both national
and domestic. It is true that the strict publio/pte space dichotomy has been
significantly disrupted ever since women startethk@ jobs outside home from the
1960s onward (although in rural areas women havayas worked on their families’
farms), but it is also true that even in the pevspace, where women may have real
power (Schafer-Davis 1983; Sadiqi 2003b), men mrgefted” to satisfy their needs
(food, rest, procreation) and some of men’s mopboirtant life experiences, such as
circumcision and marriage, take place in the pesgace. Thus, Arab-Muslim men have
socially sanctioned power over both the public pridate spaces which they direct and
control. This control is supported by the vari@lsari’a-based Family laws. The question
to ask here is: what is the place of Arabic in thisrall space-based patriarchal system?
Arabic-Gender Interaction

Arabic has been very instrumental in this gendspate dichotomy. In fact,
although Arabic co-exists with a number of otheligenous and foreign languages in
present-day Arab-Muslim societies and cultures, flmguage has had a special social
function in these societies and cultures ever sirfsecame associated with Islam and
introduced as such by Prophet Muhammad in the§22arAD. This special function of

Arabic made of it a powerful tool in the handslué rulers. It is a fact that dominant
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groups in a society achieve power mainly throughtrad of high languages, and it is
through this control that they ensure the “obed#rand “allegiance” of “subordinated”

portions of the population, including women, as Miéaplan (1938) rightly puts it:

“Refusdlaccess to public language is one of the major
formfstiee oppression of women within a social class as

welliastrans-class situations.”

Arabic-gender interaction is best perceived tglotihe relationship between this
language and the four sites of public power inAheb-Muslim world: religion, politics,

the law, and literacy.

Arabic, Religion and Gender

As the language of the Qur’an and the mosque,iéiialmore accessible to, and
significant for, men than women. Although Arab-Maslvomen strongly feel that they
“belong” to the official religion of their countise and hence to Arabic as the medium
through which this religion is expressed, they domeally participate in public religious
practices because their culture does not encouinege to do so. Most formal speeches
involving women'’s issues are seized to remind Al Muslims that a woman’s raison
d’étre is her homes and children. Consequently, arosi‘religious” space in Arabic
(through which religion is expressed) is ratheit@n and publicly constrained (Sadiqi
2003a). For example, in spite of the fact thatdle@e many women religious erudites in

the Arab-Muslim world, women'’s opinions in matteifseligion lack authority and are
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not publicly sought. Even when some women ventreligious opinions in books,
newspapers, etc., they are never taken serioudlyray even be severely rebuked or
attacked, as the cases of Nawal Saadawi and Amadud/attest 3. This overall
negative attitude towards women’s opinions on relig matters, especially those dealing
with behavior, is explained by their lack of retigs credibility in the eyes of society. As
a reaction, many feminists (men and women) atteitthuis lack of religious authority
more to the male-biaised interpretations of the'®uand the Hadiths (the Prophet’s
Sayings) than to core teachings of Islam (Saad880 1Mernissi 1994, Wadud 1999).
Thus, women'’s religious space is more restridt@t imen’s and never coincides
with the latter as it is very different from it (Belaar 1993).These women often recite
Qur’anic verses in their prayers without understagavhat they mean, and listen to
official formal speeches on the radio or televisithout understanding them. Most
Arab-Muslim women are not daily exposed to Arabiclike men, these women,
especially younger ones, do not usually attendrtbeque and, thus, do not participate in
the daily ritual of public prayers as frequentlynasn. Even when they attend the
mosque, women are usually “apologetic” in this gpddey pray in “special”’ places
where they may see men without being seen by ttex.|&s a compensation, women
visit tombs of saints and holy sanctuaries of atoeesnore than men in the search for the
baraka“blessing” which ambiguously “intermingles” withlrgion in their minds
(Gellner 1969, Doutté 1984). These sacred tombgemerally perceived by women as
being associated with religious power. This isf@iced by the important place that

religious sites have in Arab-Muslim culture; theg &isited for a variety of reasons

¥ Many of Nawal Saadawi’s opinions on religiousalgj such as her view that turning arounditha’ba
during theHaj is aJahiliya (pre-Islamic) ritual, were severely attacked bgy/itbligious authorities in
Egypt. Further Amina Wadud'’s leading of a mixedyerastirred very hostile reactions across the world
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which range from seeking to “enter paradise” adteath to imploring God for bearing
children, especially boys. Overall, women in gehexad illiterate ones in particular,
have a “strange” relationship with Arabic: theyts same time venerate it but do not
really feel spontaneously attached to it the way thre to their mother tongdés

The fact that women in the Arab-Islamic worldrat publicly announce prayers,
pray aloud, or pronounce religious formulae thabagpany important religious rites is
often exploited by patriarchal ideology and takempeoof that women are not fit for the
public power. This explains the rather rare useafds likeimama(female leader of
prayers)faqgiha(female religious consultantpuftiya(female religious legislator),
musaliya(female leader of prayershuqri'ah (female reader of the Qur'an), and
mujewwida(female reciter of the Qur’an) in Arabic in spitethe fact that the language

contains them.

Arabic, Politics and Gender

Politically, the official standardization of Arabieas a direct consequence of
Arab countries’ association with the Arab natibimimat) after Independence. This
consciously constructed alliance was based onahe hation, one religion, and one
language” principle and was needed for culturatyuaind cultural identity of newly
independent countries in a specific historicaleingre such unity made genuine political
sense.

It is basically for these reasons that Arabic esdificial language of all Arab

states which, just after independence, joined tlaAeague in which Arabic is the

4 These views are based on a survey conductecetauthor in 2002. Some of the results of this syrve
are included and discussed in Sadiqi (2003b).
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lingua franca. Indeed, in the eve of independewoaen were not a priority on the
political agenda of newly formed Arab states inespif the fact that almost all
nationalists used Arabic and women’s issues to @®fimore open” and “more
egalitarian” societies after independence.

Women were excluded from the political arena arditbdight for decades to
gradually gain some public visibility. Becauselodit relative exclusion from politics, a
general tendency to disqualify women as competeblipspeakers in the Arab-Muslim
societies has developed. This state of affairchested an apparent paradox in these
societies: women are perceived as “conservativéfiersense that they preserve oral
culture by speaking indigenous, often oral, lan@saand transmitting cultural values,
and “non-conservative” because they do not usedhservative means of public
linguistic expression: Arabic. The paradox, howewaakes sense politically in that it
highlights the political status of oral and writterediums of language. It is true that both
Arabic and indigenous oral languages (such as Bamkddorocco) are socially defined as
conservative, but they are so in very different svayhereas Berber, for example, is
perceived as “conservative” because it expresadgional oral literature and folklore in
the Maghreb, Arabic is perceived as “conservativatause it perpetuates traditional
written literature, history and poetry, in additimthe fact that it is the language of the

Qur’an, the holy book of all Muslims.

Arabic, the Law and Gender
Legally, Arabic is the reference and vehicle ofldng and law-implementation.

As the exercise of the law takes place in the pidghere, Arab-Muslim women,
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especially illiterate ones, do not generally untierd the language of the law, and hence
often fail to know their rights. Although Arab-Muslim laws regulating policy-makjin
and economy are based on liberal modern univeasa, lthose regulating the family and
men-women relations and behavior are still lardpslged orsahria“lslamic law”, which
makes them more inaccessible to women.

It is important to note that Arab-Muslim feminmbvements realized the legal
power associated with Arabic. The politically-awarees among them started to target
the improvement of the Family law as a way out.yTheeded to use Arabic to enlarge
their audiences and gain public credibility. In Moco, for example, women feminist
writers, activists, journalists, etc., who statgdexpressing their views in French during
the 1960s and 1970s, skillfully switched to Arafsam the mid-1980s onward,
especially when giving statements to the medianasttempt to stop radical Islamists
from using the language argument against thememé#éme. By using Arabic in the
public sphere, these women are also seeking a pldbe powerful religious and legal
space. These women have succeeded in this respiet nrew Moroccan Family Law
attests t&. They exhibited dexterity in the use of the @arand the Prophet’s sayings
on TV to show that Islam as a religion and Aralsi@danguage are not men'’s only
prerogatives. In so doing, these feminists highiltgle fact that Islam preaches universal
ideas about equality and tolerance between thess&kés particular use of Arabic may
be seen as a site of instigating ideological chamgegaining more credibility in society

at large.

!5 A recent national survey bkadership(a Moroccan NGO) has revealed that no less théth &7
Moroccan women do not know anything about the ne@4Z=amily Law.
16 cf. Sadigi and Ennaiji (2006).
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Arabic, Literacy and Gender

Arabic is backed by a centuries-old documentetbtyisliterature, poetry and
prose; it is perceived as the language of liteparyexcellence. Arabic poetry and
literature have always been prestigious forms oflsglic language. The relatively
greater number of male scholars and erudites dizasahe gap between “literate” and
“illiterate” Arabs on the one hand, and distancesiftom women, on the other hand. As
Arabic is tightly linked to literacy (it can be led only at school), large portions of Arab-
Muslim illiterate''women are excluded from using it. In other wortis, fact that Arabic
is learnt and not acquired during childhood putsiia pedestal where men, not women,
can use it and gain power through this used. Assalt, the Arabic language and Arabic
writings have strong “masculine” connotations aftdroresult in the false view that
thinking and rationalizing are “male”. In contemany times, Arab women'’s relation to
literate knowledge is still ambiguous; it is gerigraelieved that knowledge threatens
women’s “femininity’®.

As for literate women, they have a less “detaclagtitude towards Arabic, but as
they, just like illiterate women, are subject tbemvy patriarchy which does not

encourage them to be actors in the public sphieeg, generally tend to use Arabic less

than men do.

" The rate of female illiteracy in the Arab-Islariorld varies from country to country. Morocco isecof

the most hit countries in this regard: around 6%aroccan women are illiterate, according to thesin
recent official 2002 census. The rate is much higheural areas. This is one of the factors whithke

Berber (the indigenous language) &atija (Moroccan Arabic dialect) more accessible to worthem

Fusha

18 0n a more general level, the scarcity of womenensitn general is due, according to Kaplan (19%8),

a prohibition at a deeper psychological level sods women are concerned. The idea that poetry and
literature are not a woman'’s domain is deeply imized in women according to this author.
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Conclusion

Overall, being the language of Islam, politics, thedia, and written knowledge,
Arabic is the “recipient” of the dominating “publiand “high” culture which constitutes
the male domain in Arab countries. It is the largguaf institutions where the
gatekeepers of Arabic are most active. Only made® lthe right to recite the Quran
loudly in public, to lead the Friday prayers, tdivkr Friday sermons, to slaughter
animals while uttering specific religious formulée be present and participate orally
during the marriage and burial rites, to delivenfiortant” political speeches, to debate
“serious” literary works. Arabic is associated witinmal, influential, and “serious”
language functions in which women'’s voices areroftearginalized. These are the main
reasons that mark Arabic as a male language. Teasens do NOT make Arabic a
men’s language in the literal sense of the termy 8imply mean that historically, more
men may have been more competent in the religioddierary language-dependent

professions given the greater social opportunitiey had.
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