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Introduction
In Morocco different tongues are spoken and different social groups co-exist within a varied cultural 

network which make the Moroccan community an exception; as stated by Youssi (1995, p. 29), “the 
multilingual and multidialectal situation prevailing throughout the strata of Moroccan society 
seems to be unique”. However, such diversity, if not equally represented, may provoke a ground for 
cultural heterogeneity, conflict and group favoritism. The existence of social representations at large 
and stereotypes in particular is attributed to some salient features such as in-group favoritism and 
out-group criticism (Jost, Kivetz, et al. 2005:306). Out-group stereotypes are used as a weapon to 
highlight in-group members’ self-esteem and out-group defects. Stereotypes can also be constructed 
and preserved to seek group or self-identity. In other words, Identity is a primordial aspect of the self; 
individuals, spontaneously, tend to melt and identify in a group that shares similar features as them 
as stated by Mackie & Smith (2002) “the psychological self extends beyond the individual to include 
the group”. Yet such a self-identification process is often driven by threats to one’s self-esteem and a 
desire to rationalize superiority in comparison to other individuals coming from other groups. This 
misconceived feeling between fear and desire triggers the urge to identify one’s self/ group as having the 
same good qualities, and the outgroup as entailing the same defects. This said, the main focus of this 
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Coexisting with the ‘other’ and tolerating their differences is one of the most striking issues 
upon which one’s safety, social stability and well-being are based. Numerous are theories that 
approach the concept of alterity from multilayered perspectives; their main concern is to find 
out some socio-psychological interpretations to people’s representations of the “other” versus 
“the self” within the same society. This said, the Moroccan society witnesses the circulation 
of a set of stereotypical proverbs and jokes referring to Moroccan Imazighen as a different 
“other”. Such representations embedded with prejudices and discrimination may unveil new 
terrains of hatred, social conflicts among groups and open up a wide gap between, at least, two 
dichotomies the most favored and privileged identities versus the less favored and primitive 
ones. Accordingly, this paper would explore the notion of alterity as it is represented in a corpus 
of Moroccan Arabic proverbs and jokes from the eyes of two theories: The Self categorization 
theory and The social identity.
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paper is to delve the notion of alterity and the “other” in reference to imazighen as it is represented in a 
corpus of Moroccan Arabic proverbs and jokes in the light of two theories. 

Representations of  the “other” Imazighen in Moroccan Arabic proverbs and 
jokes 

“A proverb or joke told by members of one national group about another may be more responsible 
for attitudes held by the first group about the second than any other single factor”. (Dundes1975:15).

The use of proverbs and jokes remains one of the most remarkable attitudes of Moroccan people. 
Significant attention is paid to these two genres for what they reveal about the rich historical, traditional 
and cultural heritage of the Moroccan society. Folklorists, film producers, and festival organizers have 
shown immense interest in the circulation and sustainability of these genres; for instance, the storytelling 
process in Jamaa Elfna Square 1 in Marrakech, the annual Folktale Festival in Skhirat 2 as well as some 
TV shows like “Romana w Bertal” (2007); “Hdiddane” (2011); “Zhar w Mracha”, (2014), to name 
but a few. Of particular interest to the context of this study, proverbs and jokes play a pertinent role 
in reflecting a whole society’s way of thinking, perceiving experiences, solving problems and getting 
in touch with others. However; stereotypical proverbs and jokes provoke the concept of the other, or 
alterity, a fact which implies favoring one’s own group and belittling individuals of the out-group. 

Accordingly, in this study, a corpus of 20 proverbs and 30 jokes were collected, transcribed, and coded 
with the contribution of two external coders; seven negative representations of Imazighen were found 
to be recurrent in them. They are as follows: Stupidity, Avarice, Greediness, Harshness, Inhospitality, 
Disloyalty, and Humiliation. The main issue related to social representations in general and stereotypes 
in particular is the level of truthfulness or falsehood they tend to transmit (Zawadski 1948; Hayakawa 
1950). This said because research on social representations speaks about the existence of two types 
of universes: on the one hand the “reified universe” of science, which operates according to scientific 
rules, orders and which leads to scientific knowledge. On the other hand, the “consensual universe” of 
social representations, in which the lay public constructs and spreads forms of knowledge that could 
constitute the content of common sense and social reality (Moscovici 1961). It is this last point that 
unveils serious concerns; the extent to which people’s social reality can be constructed on the basis of 
sometimes false representations should be cautiously reconsidered. Therefore; the purpose of this study 
is to understand the different motives behind the construction of social representations in reference to 
an “other” who is sharing with us the same territory with its culture and identity. 

The Self -Categorization Theory
“The human mind must think with the aid of categories… once formed, categories are the basis 

for normal prejudgment. We cannot possibly avoid this process. Orderly living depends upon it”. 
(Allport 1954:20) 

The self categorization theory bases its foundation on the conception that categorical thinking is 
a cognitive natural process of the human being’s mind; people have the tendency to think with “the 
aid” of structured categories which help them formalize mental pictures vis-à-vis the other. In line with 
this, Plous (2003:4-8) assumes that people think categorically and they hold specific cognitive concepts 
towards the target such as assimilation, contrast, out-group homogeneity in-group bias and self-
esteem in a dichotomous relationship where the self and the other interplay. Assimilation occurs when 
members of a group reduce variety among each other and “minimize differences within categories”; they 
view themselves as one similar category. Contrast refers to focusing on the distinctive features among 
groups; it aims at “exaggerating differences between categories” in a way to differ the self (in-group) from 

1	  A very popular square in Marrakech, a city in the South of Morocco, where different peformances take place.

2	  A small town in the suburbs of Rabat city, the capital of Morocco.
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the other (out-group). As far as out-group homogeneity is concerned, it is assumed that all out-group 
members are alike in terms of personality traits, values, behavior, way of thinking and so on. In-group 
bias, on the other hand, refers to the fact that in-group people favor their own category over others not 
because they hate people from other groups but “group biases are more a function of favoritism toward 
one’s own group than negative feelings toward groups”. 

The notion of alterity is more highlighted when people live a specific experience with a single member 
of an out-group, be it positive or negative, that situation stands as a representative evidence of the whole 
group in general. Since members of one group are assumed to be alike this “sameness” tries to predict 
behavior, personality traits of other categories within the same group without even dealing with them 
in a real-life situation. Such an over-generalized prediction is mainly revealed in the form of stereotypes 
or prejudices toward that group (Plous, ibid:6-7). Similarly, Tajfel & Forgas (1981) assume that “social 
categorization is a core cognitive process by which is meant the segmentation and the organization of the 
social world into social categories or groups”. Accordingly, categorical thinking helps people “reduce the 
complexity of incoming information” and predict and guide one’s behavior toward that other group 
(Hewston and Giles 1997:271). As Allport (1954:19) puts it “[Ethnic stereotypes] justify (rationalize) 
our conduct in relation to that category” By the same token, Kosic and Phalet (2006:770-771) claim that 
the construction and the formation of representations and stereotypes is based on “common cognitive 
processes among which the process of social categorization”. Indeed, categorization of people into files 
or groups has a “dual cognitive purpose”: it provides “useful information” but at the same time makes 
the user of the stereotype ignore “unnecessary information”. 

Simply put, members of a group are regrouped under “similar stimuli” downplaying differences 
among them and exaggerating differences of members coming from other groups. This social 
categorization process provides people with useful information that can help them predict a sort of social 
conduct towards that group “other”. However, a major drawback of the social categorization theory is 
“over-inclusion” or “over-exclusion” of individuals; people may “wrongly include an item that is not a 
member of a given category, and to wrongly exclude an item that is a member of a given category” (Kosic 
& Phalet ibid). it is believed that a human being’s mind thinks with the help of structured categories full 
of representations which could be stereotypes, attitudes, prejudice, and so on; the latter allow people file 
social realities according to suitable categories. Yet, the pitfall of such a theory is the misclassification of 
an item into a wrong group, which may lead either to “over-inclusion” or to “over-exclusion”. The fact 
of believing that members coming from a group hold similar personality traits and values puts social 
reality into a very limited perspective; such a view dismantles the human characteristics of people and 
treats them as stupid robots responding similarly to their social environment. 

The Social Identity Theory 
This theory assumes that the group constitutes an essential component of the self-identity; indeed, 

members perceive themselves as interchangeable exemplars of “the membership group” and the category 
or the group to which they belong is “the social extension of the self.” Accordingly, they believe that 
“the psychological self extends beyond the individual to include the group”. For this reason, members 
conceive ingroup membership part of the self and a major component of their own identity (Mackie & 
Smith 2002:5). Simply put, identity is a pertinent aspect of the self and its social belonging; it is a natural 
process for people to identify themselves in a group or a category that shares similar features as them 
and distinguishes them from other groups. Social identity theory’s common sense is that every person 
should claim membership in a cultural group (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Such cultural groups can be 
defined in terms of geographical, racial, ethnic or linguistic perspectives, which enable the individual to 
be situated within collective shared characteristics (Anderson 2000:31). 
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Consequently, individuals coming from a specific cultural “other” group are subject to positive 
or negative stereotypes in a generalized or over-generalized way since the assumption holds that all of 
them are similar. As it has been stated by Blackacademy (2005:4), “The need for social identity supports 
the formation of prejudice [stereotype]”; therefore, stereotyping becomes a natural process for the 
human being searching for an identity. This theory also focuses on emotion as the theoretical base for 
understanding stereotypes and prejudice; it is contended that members belonging to one group seem 
to share physical features as well as psychological ones, emotions are a case in point. Since the group is 
the social extension of the self and its members are perceived interchangeably with the self, a positive or 
negative feeling that may affect one member of a group can impact others as well.

Membership of people is based on physical or ethnic resemblances, it also depends on their shared 
emotions and feelings that strengthen members’ ties and attachment to the group (Keefe 1992:40). 
Likewise, in-group bias and self-esteem are significant feelings that trigger the formulation of prejudice 
and stereotypes; obviously, there is a kind of natural tendency for “people to favor their own group” and 
criticize other “out-groups” in a way to ensure their social identity (Mackie & Smith 2002:5-7). Brewer 
(1999:438) puts that, “many forms of discrimination and bias may develop not because out-groups 
are hated, but because positive emotions such as admiration, sympathy, and trust are reserved for the 
ingroup.” In addition, to maintain their self-esteem, people identify with a group which they believe to 
be better than other ones and “identity is enhanced by the process of categorizing people into in-groups 
and out-groups” (Tajfe 1974; Tajfel & Turner 1986). Hence, individuals resort to stereotyping as “an 
ego defensive means” whenever they experience a threat to their own identity and self-esteem. As a case 
in point, Jost, Kivetz, et al (2005:306) claim that “threats to self-esteem stimulate enhanced levels of 
stereotyping and discrimination”. 

Discussion and Implications
Alterity or otherness is as old as mankind and it is generally conceived as the opposite of the self or 

the us. The concept of alterity springs off the racism ideology which was created by the west to pretend 
“the inborn inequalities” between “the races”; whites and blacks. This ideology aims at making people 
believe that “Caucasian” race has innate superior qualities than the “Negroid”. In other words, people 
came from two races either that of the super-ordinate “whites” or the subordinate “blacks”. To justify 
colonialism, African slavery and exploitation of different countries’ resources, belonging to the race of 
“blacks” was viewed as a “biological inferiority” which hindered them from being independent and 
free (Essed 1996:2-9). Recently individuals tend to divide the society into different ethnic or cultural 
segments, groups and identities; they create a set of categories each with a set of representations attributed 
to it. This is considered as new modernized forms of past racism towards such groups since stereotyping 
implies the idea of “Otherness”. 

To access one’s society’s social reality people should depend on their own experiences that they get from 
books, schools, mass media, family, friends and institutions, to name but a few. Therefore, they should 
stop such stereotypes of alterity which are full of hatred; for instance, images of bias and discrimination 
should be taken off schoolbooks. Different studies show that stereotyping is learnt at an early age and 
some of these stereotypes are learnt at school; they reveal that some children’s textbooks include reading 
texts with gender stereotypes in the sense that tasks attributed to men are different from those associated 
to females (Plous 2003, Damigellaa & Licciardello 2013). Likewise, in Morocco, some primary textbooks 
which are used in the big cities are different from those used in the country; the latter include pictures 
of the countryside man, involving even Imazighen, as farmers, interested in ceremonies and rural tasks. 
On the opposite, the type of textbooks used in the cities display images of modernity and openness to 
technology and globalization. This fact is considered highly discriminating and it is undermining and 
limiting the intelligence capacity of people, living in rural areas, including Imazighen to that of farmers. 
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Normally schools should be places where students learn knowledge on an equal basis and things that 
do really contribute to their intellectual growth and that of their community. Such textbooks are with 
the aim of creating real contexts for little students to facilitate the learning process for them. Yet, learners 
in rural areas can also be doctors, engineers, teachers and so on; they are not always meant to be farmers, 
traditional horse riders or dancers. Consequently, at the educational level different perceptions should 
be revisited and reconsidered in order to stop people’s stereotyping, Another focal point that should 
be stressed upon is the role of education in eradicating such wrong views of the “other”. It is strongly 
believed that when people are highly educated, they are more concerned with double-edge common 
benefits for them and their country. However, when individuals of a given society are illiterate, they 
stick to past representations to carry on their present life, and they dodge challenges that could bring 
about noticeable changes and progress in their life. 

Equally important, a further implication underpins the role of mass media in spreading positive 
or negative images about some Moroccan groups. In this respect, namely Imazighen are represented 
through some standardized images in terms of clothes, jobs attributed to them or even their way of 
speaking. For example, some TV advertisements or serials depict Imazighen as shop assistant putting on 
traditional clothes and their main concern is money collection or saving. Such shows nurture people’s 
minds with representations that Imazighen are good as shop owners, they are also stingy and greedy; 
their major interest is to care excessively about money and save it. different studies have shown that 
mass communication is the main source of stereotypes related to alterity and TV is the major means 
for circulating “images of the world” (Hall 1997, Plous & Neptune 1997, Furnham & Mak 1999, and 
Entman & Rojeck 2007). Accordingly, Hall states that “these mediated representations with all their 
fantasies and desires effectively naturalise and fix the boundary between Self (Us) and Other (Them)”. 
Watching TV shows full of social representations and stereotypical images influence people’s way of 
thinking positively or negatively vis-à-vis the other who is a member of the society. For all these concerns, 
all shows, advertisements or serials that undermine the real image of the Amazigh person should be 
banned even if when they are meant for laughter and comedy. Weight should be put on important issues 
that do contribute to the forward development of one’s country and not to expand past views that cause 
conflicts and destroy social relationships among people.
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Appendix
This appendix contains a sample of some proverbs and jokes that have been used in this study:

Proverbs
lahumma lwad u la šəlħ mn ajtmrgad 
Better to be flooded by a river (oued) than to deal with an Amazigh from Ayt marghad.

tiq fəlħafa u ma tiqš fərjafa 
You may believe in a cliff but do not believe a Rifian person P9: šəlijəħ mulana A little Amazigh 

dir rrifi qəddamək la tədiru murak 
Place a Riffi person ahead of you and not behind you 

qeḍi bššəlħ ħәtta jəžib llah ražəl 
Date a Berber until you find a good husband

Swasa šluħ lfəls u rjafa šluħ l‘əz u zmmur šluħ lkənz / lxənz 
Sussi people are Imazighen of money, Rifi people are Imazighen of dignity and pride, and 

Zemmuri people are Imazighen of treasure / dirt.

Jokes
hadu wad žuž šluħ žahum l‘təš u huma jtfarḍu u šraw qr‘a djal lma, bdaw kajdiru nuba kul 

waħd kajšrәb šwijja, howa jduz waħd rražәl šħfan gallihum ši šriba a wlidati waħd gal llaxur 
haha sħabu lma 

Two Imazighen got thirsty, they bought a bottle of water together, then they started drinking 
one after the other. An old thirsty man passed by and asked them to give him some water, they 
laughed and said: he thought it is water.

galik hada waħd šlħ lqa bəntu kathḍər f tilifun m‘a ṣaħəbtha galliha: taḍij‘i tilifun? gatlih rah 
hijja lli m‘ijṭa lijja. galliha məlli jdišarža tilifun raki γaḍij‘i ḍḍu 

An Amazigh person found his daughter talking on her mobile phone, he said to her: are you 
wasting money in calls, his daughter answered: it is my friend who called not me. He said: but if 
the battery gets low you will waste electricity 

galik hada waħd šәlħ maħәllš ħanut djalu waħd nnhar, nnas ḍhәr lihum lə‘žәb u huma jdəqqu 
‘lih ħәtta ħәll lqawh taj‘rrәḍ waħd lfar ħit klalu karni djal lkridi 

One day an Amazigh man did not open his grocery shop, people were so astonished so they 
knocked at his door and they found him forcing a mouse to recite what was written on a loan 
copybook because the animal ate it. 

galik hada waħd šәlħ bna msžid mnin šaf nnas kajdxlu lih bəzzaf rәḍḍu mәṭ‘am 
An Amazigh man built a mosque but when he found out that a lot of people coming to it, he 

turned it into a restaurant
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