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Abstract 
This paper looks at the use of the standard and the vernacular in the Moroccan novel Qiṣṣat 
ḥadīqat al-ḥayawān (The Zoo Story) by Youssef Fadel. It demonstrates that the writer uses the 
vernacular as an ideological stance, and to comment on political predicaments, domestic and 
global. I argue that the use of the two varieties are used along ideological lines, not as each other’s 
opposite, but to put each other into relief, and that they are competing for hegemony rather than 
being in a static relationship. 
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Introduction 
In the present article, I intend to analyse a Moroccan work of fiction in which the 
vernacular Moroccan is used, if not on an equal footing with the standard written 
language, then extensively so. The analysis will be based on Bakhtin’s theory of 
language as ideology: his sociological approach to language contends that 
language use is always ideological and that the Saussurean normative description 
of language fails to highlight the importance and the impact that the choice of 
variety has on meaning; the diglossic Arabic language offers more choices as to 
linguistic variety than most other languages and the choice is not an random one. 
With this statement as point of departure, I shall examine the text looking at the 
distribution of the standard/vernacular language as to register – who – and 
repertoire – what i.e. the issue – in order to demonstrate that the use of the 
vernacular where you would expect to find the MSA and vice versa is an 
ideological stance on the part of the writer, that language choice is used for 
commenting on political predicaments, domestic and global, concurring with or 
contradicting the theme of the work in question, and that examining these choices 
may disclose otherwise hidden meanings. 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 E-mail address: em@teo.au.dk 



 
140 ELISABETH MOESTRUP 

Orientalia Suecana LXI Suppl. (2012) 
 

Bakhtin’s theory of ideology  
Ideology according to Merriem-Webster and the Encyclopedia Britannica’s 
definitions is “a systematic body of concepts especially about human life or 
culture” and “a system that aspires both to explain the world and to change it.” 
Bakhtin (1895-1975) indeed tried to explain the world he lived in through his 
theories on literature and language; whether he tried to change it is less obvious. 
He might have done so in an indirect way by promoting oppositional writing. But 
he did see language and especially the language(s) in a novel, as a means of 
opposition to the dominant discourse of any given epoch.  

Bakhtin’s view on language stood in opposition to the prevalent view whose 
most important proponent was Saussure. Opposing Saussure who views language 
as a stable, monolithic system Bakhtin perceived it as a foremost social 
phenomenon. To Bakhtin a language involves centre and periphery: some 
language types are central and others are peripheral. Further, he distinguishes 
between two notions of discourse: authoritative and internally persuasive. 
Authoritative discourse – e.g. religious, political, or moral – is used by those 
holding positions of authority in the society, whereas internally persuasive 
discourse is used by those who are denied privileges. Their discourse is not 
backed up by any authority, and often it is not even acknowledged in the society 
(neither by public opinion, nor by scholarly norms), or in the legal code.2 
According to Bakhtin, the language described by Saussure equals the authoritative 
discourse. It is a language that imposes itself as a taboo and must not be taken in 
vain. To question the authoritative discourse is almost a treasonous act, a sign of 
rebellion. 

Accordingly, there is an ongoing struggle over meaning that is played out 
between the centripetal and the centrifugal forces, between authoritative, fixed 
discourse and the more personal, informal and provisional discourse which 
contrary  to authoritative discourse is open to outward influence. The purpose of 
the peripheral language types is to oppose the dominance of the central language. 
Thus language is always explicitly used with an ideological purpose in the 
struggle over meaning that takes place, not only in political writing but also in 
everyday conversations – and in literature.3  

Bakhtin was not interested in or acquainted with Arabic and, therefore, has 
not contributed to the discussions on diglossia. It seems obvious, nonetheless, that 
one can apply his distinction between authoritative and internally persuasive 
discourse on Arabic and thus view MSA as an example of authoritative discourse 

                                                           
2 Bakhtin 1990: 342. 
3 Bakhtin 1990: 332. 
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that the centripetal forces are moving towards. As the authoritative discourse 
MSA is opposed by and struggling with the centrifugal forces, i.e. the 
vernacular(s) that represent internal persuasive discourse. 
 
The Zoo Story  
The text to be analysed here is a novel by Youssef Fadel entitled Qiṣṣat ḥadīqat 
al-ḥayawān (The Zoo Story).3F

4 This novel as well as Fadel’s seven other novels 
have remained untranslated; therefore all translations in the present paper are 
mine. The novel was published in 2008, exactly 50 years after Edward Albee’s 
one act play The Zoo Story,4F

5 of which the Arabic title is a direct translation. In 
Albee’s The Zoo Story, two men meet in Central Park in NY and have a 
conversation: the older, more sedate middle class family man, Peter, is smoking 
his pipe and reading a newspaper, when Jerry, a younger bachelor type of man 
who has seen better days, comes by and wants to recount his visit to the Zoo. He 
never gets around to telling the story, however, because the conversation between 
the two men continues to turn from one thing to another. Jerry mentions his lonely 
room, the poor renters, his miserly landlady and her dog that is always lying in 
wait for him when he gets home, and he tells how he has tried to poison it. In 
contrast to this sad account, Peter lives a comfortable, albeit dull family life. 
Eventually, the conversation acquires a provocative and nagging tone and finally 
turns into an open conflict over the right to the bench; in the ensuing fight, Gerry 
comes to stab himself with a knife which he has handed over to Peter, and in 
dying insists that Peter must flee the park. 

Albee is the American response to the French absurd theatre of the 1950s 
and 1960s with Ionesco and Becket as the best known exponents. He was the first 
absurd dramatist in the US and refers to himself as US’s most European author. 
The Zoo Story is a social critique of the failure of the American dream, embodied 
in the complacent Peter; to make him wake up and realize the waste of the life he 
is leading, Jerry must sacrifice his life. In recent years, Albee has lived to see 
renewed popularity, as recent scholarly works have shown.5F

6 
Even in the Arab world, Albee seems to be popular, since, in 2008, Youssef 

Fadel takes Albee’s one act play as his point of departure for a highly inter-textual 
400 pages long novel, bearing the same title. Arab littérateurs and Arab dramatists 
in particular have always taken a great interest in the absurd theatre of Europe, 
                                                           
2008 نشر الفنك حديقة الحيوان  قصةفاضل  يوسف 4  
5 Albee,Edward 1969 (orig. 1958). The Zoo Story is the first absurd one-act play in the USA, written by 
Edward Albee in 1958. Albee is better known, perhaps, for having written Who’s afraid of Virginia Wolff? 
6 On Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story see for instance: Zinman 2008; Bottoms 2005; Marinkovic-Penney 2004; 
Rutenberg 1969; and Debusscher 1967. 
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imitating it but also transforming it to fit local needs, the best example of this 
being the Egyptian playwright and author, Tawfiq al-Hakim.7 He and others wrote 
absurd drama and one-acts in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. But since its heyday, 
the Arabic absurd drama seems to have almost disappeared, and the novel has 
assumed the role as the preferred genre in Arabic fictional writing. 

The Moroccan Zoo Story, then, picks up the threads of this neglected genre 
and turns it into a novel. It is too long and too rich a novel to be summarized here 
in full. I will restrict the summary to the parts seen as relevant to the present topic, 
the struggle between the centripetal and the centrifugal forces of language. On the 
surface, the novel is a narrative of Assimo and Rashid, two men in Morocco of the 
1970s,8 who keep trying throughout the novel to reach the point where they can 
perform Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story. Their task is not an easy one; from the 
outset, seven pages are missing from the play, and in the course of some political 
upheaval more pages are lost. Furthermore, they keep getting deflected by various 
random events: Rashid is called on duty in a faraway village to be a school 
teacher, but reaches an agreement with the parents in the village that they will 
provide him with food if he does not insist on their children coming to school. 
This leaves Rashid alienated on the verge of mental collapse, and in a fit he burns 
the copy of the play. Later, by chance, Assimo finds himself with a large amount 
of money and goes off to Paris to study theatre. There he meets Augusto Boal, a 
Brazilian real life character and father of the Theatre of the Suppressed.9 In Paris, 
Assimo establishes a relationship with a French woman who has a dog that snarls 
at him until one day he decides to leave her flat and the dog subsequently 
disappears. In the end, nothing comes out of his stay in Paris, just as nothing came 
out of Rashid’s stay in the village, and Assimo goes back to Morocco, meets with 
Rashid again, and once more, they try to form a theatre troupe and to perform The 
Zoo Story.  

Early in the novel we are introduced to the third protagonist, Nura, a young 
single parent who works in a cinema and dreams of becoming an actress and 
leading a better life. She has a brief encounter first with Rashid, then with Assimo 
who fathers her second child and then leaves her, after which she decides to leave 
Morocco for Italy. In the end, she escapes with both children to Italy.  

Unfortunately, the two protagonists fall out over Nura when Assimo marries 
her, and the theatre project comes to a temporary halt, only to be resumed, when 

                                                           
7 Se for instance Jayyusi 1996. 
8 Also known as the “years of lead” (mainly the 1960s through the 1980s) due to the violent and heavy-
handed responses from the state against dissidents and democracy activists under the rule of Hassan II. 
9 A theatrical form first elaborated in the 1960s, initially in Brazil later in Europe. Boal's techniques use 
theatre as means of promoting social and political change. 



 
DIGLOSSIA AND THE IDEOLOGY OF LANGUAGE     143 

Orientalia Suecana LXI Suppl. (2012) 
 

he tires of her. The two friends keep rehearsing and even rewriting the play to 
make it more suitable to their personal needs: for instance, the two protagonists in 
the rewritten version bear the same names as the characters in the novel the book 
that Peter is reading in the park, is deemed improbable as, in Rashid’s words, 
nobody reads in Morocco, and it would be taken as a sign to the secret service to 
carry a book. At some point they join a theatre camp together with Nura, but this 
time the organizers are such dilettantes that Assimo and Rashid give up the 
project again. Assimo now takes a meaningless job in Libya, but when he receives 
a letter from Rashid about The Zoo Story, he returns to Morocco. When in the end, 
they succeed in actually performing a play – not The Zoo Story but a different one 
about two actors of whom one accidentally kills the other on stage – Assimo 
accidentally kills Rashid when he fails to slacken the rope which Rashid uses for 
hanging himself. The closing scene of the novel has Assimo in his roof flat 
waiting for the police to pick him up. 

A further important character in the novel is the mysterious al-Ustadh – a 
man from the mukhabarat, the intelligence service – who is supposedly an expert 
on theatre, but who uses his contacts with young actors and writers to keep track 
of the leftist youth. Rashid works for him at some point. The information of the 
main characters – perhaps the whole novel– stems from al-Ustadh, or so the 
narrator claims in the preface to the novel. 

This short summary shows that what Youssef Fadel borrows from Albee’s 
works is first and foremost the absurd. In the Theatre of the Absurd, traditional 
plot structure is rarely the important trait, rather a lack of a transparent plot is the 
rule, the story often consist of an  absurd repetition of a cliché or a routine, and 
the mode of most absurdist plays is tragicomedy.10 The absurd in this case is that 
the two protagonists find themselves trapped in a story, in a metafictional conceit 
in which the outcome has already been decided upon. The absurdity of human 
endeavor is a central theme in this novel as well as in Youssef Fadel’s other 
novels:11 only rarely do we meet characters who set up a goal that they succeed in 
reaching. Quite the contrary, hopes and aspirations are nearly always thwarted in 
the harsh realities of Moroccan society. Nura with her successful escape to Europe 
in The Zoo Story is an exception. 

There are more common features in the two works, but there are 
dissimilarities as well. In contrast to Albee’s version, Fadel’s Zoo Story has more 
characters and parallel courses of events: Nura’s story, for instance, is an 
additional protagonist voice. But what truly sets Fadel apart from Albee is his 

                                                           
10 Esslin 2001. 
11 See the list of his works in the references below. 
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passionate concern with language, and more specifically with the state of diglossia 
in Arabic. Before he began writing novels, Fadel wrote several plays in the 
vernacular, but the novels which he wrote at the time, were in the standard 
language. In a collection of interviews conducted with cultural personalities of 
Morocco, Fadel expressed the view that writing in the vernacular was not an 
option. At the time, he was painstakingly sure that it was too early to introduce the 
use of the vernacular to people who were not yet sufficiently “mature.” In the 
theatre, Fadel says, the Moroccan vernacular is the only option. But in the novel it 
is too difficult, because there are no set rules for the orthography and people are 
not used to read it and will not buy a book written wholly in the vernacular.12 The 
interview was conducted in 1997, just before he actually began experimenting 
with the use of the vernacular. In the novels Ḥašīš from 2000, Mītrū Muḥāl from 
2006 and in The Zoo Story, there are numerous passages in the vernacular. It 
seems that Youssef Fadel changed his opinion on how to deal with the 
vernacular/standard Arabic dilemma.  
 
Ferguson and Diglossia 1959 
Let us in passing briefly mention Ferguson’s seminal article from 1959 and his 
functional distribution of the two registers of language, H and L – in the case of 
Arabic the standard Arabic, MSA (H) and the vernaculars (L). Ferguson’s model 
has subsequently been modified, 12F

13 and with the social media gaining importance, 
language usage in the Arab world has been affected resulting, among other things, 
in an extensive use of the vernacular in writing. Here suffice it to mention that the 
language functions which Ferguson consigns to H, are now just as often done in 
L. One example is letter writing, which according to Ferguson is performed in H. 
This has never been exclusively the case, but less today than ever: in Facebook, 
e.g., entries and comments are more often than not written in the vernacular, and 
anyone writing a text message would always do it in the vernacular. Literature, 
also consigned to H according to Ferguson, has been affected as well; gone are the 
days when even the use of the vernacular in dialogues was frowned upon, and 
many works of fiction today are written entirely or mostly in the vernacular. This 
is not to say that the standard language has lost its prestige, but it points to the fact 
that the speed of everyday life and the sloppiness in writing that the social media 
and text messaging permit, have led people to abandon the habit of always writing 
in the standard language. Instead, they prefer to write exactly what comes to their 

                                                           
12 Caubet 2004: 91-104. (A transcript of an interview). 
13 For a thorough discussion on diglossia see Bassiouney 2009: especially 9-27. 
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minds without having to “translate” it into a stylistically more advanced form. 
Everyday considerations overshadow ideological pan-Arabic considerations. 

Youssef Fadel seems to have adopted this usage. In two earlier novels, he 
makes increasingly use of the vernacular, but in The Zoo Story he goes as far as to 
write entire chapters in the vernacular, thus overstepping the common practice of 
keeping only the dialogue in the vernacular. Moreover, even though most of the 
text is written in the standard language, it is interspersed abundantly with 
vernacular exclamations, inner monologues and long dialogues. The standard 
language in the novel is stylistically elaborate and challenging, thus demanding 
that the reader has a good command of both MSA and the Moroccan. In short, the 
basic language is an MSA rich in vocabulary and grammatical structures, and the 
vernacular serves as marker or emphasis. The use of the vernacular in this case 
cannot, therefore, be viewed as a way to pander to or help the uneducated reader – 
an impression one sometimes gets when reading novels written in a very simple 
standard variety or predominantly in the vernacular.14 

In the following, I shall analyze the use of the vernacular in cases where it is 
used in entire passages, from the perspective of register and repertoire. The aim is 
to assess whether there is a consistency in the usage of the vernacular which 
points the reader towards a meta-textual message connected with ideology. 
 
Register and repertoire  
Register refers to the “speaking” agent of a certain discourse. It can be direct 
speech as well as the narrative voice of a text. In Arabic fiction we may find that 
the speech of illiterates, women, children, and peasants is represented in the 
vernacular, thus giving the impression of a more modest social group or of people 
with little or no education. Educated people’s speech is represented in the 
standard language; a lawyer or a politician for instance speaks standard language 
or even male characters generally, as opposed to women who use the vernacular. 
In modern movies, native Arabs speak the vernacular while foreigners speak the 
standard language, to avoid affiliation with a specific geographic area. This 
distribution of language varieties has at times entailed a value judgment: the 
clever ones use the prestigious standard, the simpler use the vernacular.  

Repertoire, on the other hand, refers to the issue or the topic of a discourse; 
here we get back to the Fergusonian functional distribution of H/L. According to 

                                                           
14 Khaled Khumaysi’s novel Taxi (2008; Egyptian orig. 2006), for instance, is written mainly in the Egyptian 
vernacular and when the standard language is used for introductory remarks, more as a kind of stage 
directions, it is in a simple unelaborate form. Another case is Ghada Abdel Aal’s novel I Want to Get 
Married!: One Wannabe Bride's Misadventures with Handsome Houdinis, Technicolor Grooms, Morality 
Police, and Other Mr. Not-Quite-Rights (2010; Egyptian orig. 2008).  
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Ferguson, when discussing e.g. religion, the language will be the standard 
whereas discussions about for instance love or domestic work will be represented 
in the vernacular. Ferguson did not distinguish between register and repertoire; to 
him it was all about repertoire, leading to the conclusion that an illiterate or a 
woman could not discuss politics or religion. This seems to have been very much 
the opinion of many writers of Arabic fiction.  

For the sake of brevity, the discussion will be limited to the chapters of the 
novel that are written mainly in the vernacular. Thus, I shall not include chapters 
with isolated incidents of vernacular in the form of exclamations, a single line, 
direct speech, or interchanges of speech, though this form constitutes a large part 
of the novel as well. The chapters to be examined are Part I, chapters 2 and 16; 
Part II, chapters 3, 5, and 10; Part III, chapters 7 and 13; Part IV, chapters 2 and 8 
and 11; and Part V, chapters 5 and 9  – a total of 12 chapters out of 64. The use of 
the vernacular amounts to approximately 20-25% of the work. 
 
Part I, chapter 2 is the first chapter written entirely in the vernacular, as Nura – a 
20 year old mother – introduces herself to the reader by telling her (short) life 
story. She was married very young to a friend of her brother, but the groom left 
after a month, and now she lives with their child at her mother’s place and dreams 
of a divorce so as to be able to plan on her own. She has, nevertheless, managed to 
find a job and keeps yearning to become an actress and escape poverty. 
Very conspicuously, in the middle of a long story full of complaints, the discourse 
abruptly changes to the standard language when she says:  

 
How does life look to me? What can I say? I do not expect a miracle and I am not a 
philosopher to sit and think about life. But in short, I can say that I have had no 
luck. Life hasn’t given me anything. Three years ago I married, and this was the 
worst disaster that ever happened to me. 

 
After this, she resumes the use of vernacular until the end of the chapter.  
 
Part I, chapter 16: Rashid is in hospital and Nura comes to see him. He has tried 
to get closer to her after Assimo left for France, but in vain. To impress her, he 
makes up a story about his arrest and his treatment at the hands of the police. The 
harsh humiliating interrogation is vividly reported, and the account has the 
intended effect: Nura cries and Rashid thinks to himself that he, too, liked the 
story. Al-Ustadh comes to the hospital and engages Rashid in the intelligence 
service. 
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Part II, chapter 3: Nura tells of her great love for theatre, in which she has lost all 
interest after Assimo has abandoned her. She asks why men marry at all and 
provides the answer herself: men get married to have a prostitute for free instead 
of bothering to find a new one every time. She complains about the fact that men 
do not give birth. 
 
Part II, chapter 5: Assimo has left for France. Rashid tries to follow but is not 
granted exit permit. He feels bitter because Assimo has left with his (Rashid’s) 
money. Al-Ustadh contacts him again. Rashid searches for Nura with whom he is 
still infatuated, but she has lost faith in him after his abandonment of her, and 
does not keep their appointment. 
 
Part II, chapter10: Nura tells us about Nasima, a young actress with an elderly 
lover who has rented her a flat, where he drops by to see her three nights a week. 
The two women spend the other nights together and their friendship evolves into a 
sensual relationship. 
 
Part III, chapter 7: This chapter is related by Assimo’s father, l-mekanisyan, 
recently out of jail where he was sentenced to life imprisonment for murder 20 
years ago. Until then he had been living a simple happy life with his wife and 
child, but one day he was approached by two young men who influenced him 
politically and indirectly caused the murder. His wife remarried during his 
sentence and l-mekanisyan thinks there is something suspicious about this. He has 
a plan for his life which he will later share with Assimo.15 
 
Part III, chapter 13: Nura decides that she wants to get some of this thing called 
life.16 She is not sure what it is, but she is confident that something is in wait for 
her. Her brother, Mustafa, has married a former prostitute, but all they do is fight. 
She has received a letter from Nasima who has moved to the US after Assimo 
threatened her. 
 
Part IV, chapter 2: This chapter is a letter from Rashid to Assimo. He lives with 
his sister and is bothered by mosquitoes. He explains how he has rewritten The 
Zoo Story: the character Peter is renamed Rashid and works for the intelligence 
service.  
 

                                                           
15 But he is run over by Rashid on orders of l-Ustadh. 
16  .p.271    حديقة الحيوان قصة
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Part IV, chapter 8: This is another letter from Rashid to Assimo. Rashid explains 
how he has rewritten The Zoo Story and that he has been so preoccupied with it 
that he now feels like Peter and Gerry. He is waiting for Assimo to come home so 
that they can stage the play. 
 
Part IV, chapter 11: Nura has arrived in Italy. She meant to go to Libya to 
Assimo, but her brother could only get her a ride to Italy, so this is where she is 
now. She has found a job in a kindergarten where she rehearses plays with the 
children. She had to leave her older child behind, but plans to bring her to Italy as 
well.  
 
Part V, chapter 5: Rashid is pondering what it means to be an author and what the 
purpose of the theater is. He wonders why the most splendid ideas come to him 
when he is not writing, only to disappear as soon as he sits down to write. In this 
monologue the language shifts to the standard for almost an entire page when he 
is discussing his new play about an informer who decides to commit suicide. The 
text then returns to the vernacular, and Rashid recounts the evening when he and 
Assimo went out to stick posters for their show on the walls and were arrested. 
Assimo sings the whole night and when Rashid asks him if he is aware of where 
they are, he answers: “In the Zoo.” 
 
Part V, chapter 9: Nura is back in Morocco to bring her child to Italy with the 
passport of the other child. She is careful not to meet anybody she knows in 
Morocco out of fear that Assimo will learn of her return and prevent her from 
leaving. In the end everything works out well. 
 

Going through the chapters in the vernacular, we notice that the protagonists 
who use this variety for entire chapters are Nura, Rashid, and Assimo’s father, l-
mekanisyan. Nura’s share is six chapters, Rashid’s five, and l-mekanisyan’s only 
one. Nura is the first and the last person to use the vernacular in the novel. She is 
the only one to act and think with some consistency and reason throughout the 
novel, thus adapting to the environment as best she can. She soon realizes, 
however, that she must go somewhere else if she wants a share in “this thing they 
call life.” The chapters told through her follow a logical line in her fight for 
improving conditions for herself and her children, and eventually she succeeds in 
rescuing them. She is the real heroine of the novel reacting to circumstances with 
some logic. The words in her first monologue in the standard language stand out, 
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and we cannot but attribute special importance and weight to them: they are her 
point of departure, the catalyst that makes her react.  

In contrast to Nura, Rashid is part of the absurd where the plot seems to be 
of less importance. He is drifting in the wind like the pages of the play which they 
lose in the first chapter, and his endeavours come to nothing. The same applies to 
Assimo. But Assimo is not given a voice in the vernacular like Nura and Rashid. 
Though he has many lines throughout the novel, never is he given space to speak 
for more than a few lines at a time. This is a cause for wonder. One possible 
explanation could be that he is, really, only a duplicate of Rashid and as such is 
not seen as worthy of an independent voice. 

Looking at the topics in the vernacular parts, we find that all topics are dealt 
with in the vernacular as they are dealt with in the standard. The vernacular parts 
of the novel form small islands in the standard texts and within these islands, the 
standard text again form even smaller islands. The two languages are competing 
for hegemony rather than being in a static relationship; sometimes the vernacular 
is opposing the standard, and sometimes the standard opposes the vernacular, 
sharpening the attention of the reader who is thrown back and forth between the 
two. At the same time they interact, giving each other contours by occurring side 
by side rather than in a hierarchy as in Ferguson’s H/L distribution. Or in other 
words, the one enhances the effect of the other at the cost of itself. 
 
Conclusion 
Let me start by stating that Youssef Fadel masters fuṣḥā just wonderfully and is 
not using the Moroccan vernacular to make reading easy and attract the general 
public, as is sometimes the case in Egypt, with examples like Ghada Abdel Aal’s I 
want to get married and Khaled Khumaysi’s Taxi. To read Fadel’s works the 
reader must master the Moroccan vernacular and the standard language at a very 
high level, for The Zoo Story makes difficult reading: the vocabulary is enormous 
and the complexity of the sentences is at a correspondingly advanced level. 

Youssef Fadel is no proponent of Fergusson’s functional distribution 
approach to diglossia. In The Zoo Story the standard and vernacular varieties 
appear side by side and, rather than being in opposition to each other, they are in 
opposition to the other vernaculars of the Arab world: those of the mashriq 
countries and notably that of the dominant Egypt. To further support this point, let 
me mention another work by Youssef Fadel, his novel Ḥašīš from 2000, in which 
he uses throughout the novel the letter f in its Maghreb form with a dot beneath 
the letter instead of above. This has no impact on the grammar or the vocabulary 
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of the text, but the mere look at a page of that novel reminds the reader that we are 
not just in the Arab world generally, but in the Maghreb specifically.  

It seems to me that another of Youssef Fadel’s objectives in using the 
Moroccan could be the wish to distance and liberate his discourse from being part 
of “the Arab world” of which it linguistically forms part, to be sure, but perhaps 
less so politically and even less culturally. The novel makes mention of North 
Africa, Europe and Latin America time and again, but Egypt or the Middle East is 
not mentioned once. Roger Allen has demonstrated how the literatures of the Arab 
world have moved in different directions, each developing its own khuṣūṣiyyāt, 
special characteristics,17 and are no longer drawing on contemporary common 
experiences – although still sharing a common history. Fadel uses the Moroccan 
vernacular to oppose the dominant language varieties of the Arab world, like 
Egyptian and Levantine Arabic and, furthermore, to comment on the futility of 
human endeavour. 

Another question which presents itself is the intertextual use of Albee’s one 
act play. There is a contradiction in using an American play – America as the 
largest superpower of the world – as the basis of the novel and transforming this 
work into Moroccan, making it inaccessible to most of the world, save a small 
group of literate Moroccans. On the one hand, Fadel chooses to be part of the 
international and cosmopolitan borderless world; on the other hand, he closes in 
on himself when he chooses the smaller world, the particular. In my view, Fadel 
demonstrates the attempt of a writer to tear himself away from the Middle Eastern 
expectations and demands of loyalty to a common Arabic cause, and instead, 
insists on being a part of the truly global world, though still remain an individual.  
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