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ABSTRACT 

 
The present thesis is constructed upon the findings of a two month long field research, a 

Minor Field Study (MFS), in Casablanca, Morocco between February and April 2017. The 

aim is to understand how Moroccan satirical journalists can be understood in relation to the 

Moroccan media, and seeks out to answer the following research questions: 1) how can the 

relationship between Moroccan satirists and the majority media be theorized, and 2) how do 

the satirists relate to journalistic ideals in regard to the truth? 

 
The thesis was conducted by applying semi-structured interviews with six satirical journalists. 

The analysis is based on theories on public spheres, counterpublics, juxtaposition and 

journalistic ideals, and evolves as a discussion that intertwines the Moroccan and global 

media arena and the rise of a subjective narrative in global journalism. 

 
This thesis concludes that the Moroccan satirists are driven by ideals that are substantially in 

line with that which we connect to journalism. And while there are reasons to believe that the 

satirists of this thesis are countering the Moroccan media – a conclusion supported by factors 

such as hegemony, expression and content – I argue that it is more accurate to define the 

relationship between satirist and the dominant media as a juxtaposition. This is supported by 

the way the satirists view their work – accentuating the need to be truthful, responsible, and 

by acting as the public's surrogate when interrogating and questioning the power elite. 
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Satire is pointing to the accepted and say that is in fact not acceptable; pointing 

to the normalized and say that it is in fact not normal. 

 

 
Reda Allali 
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1. Introduction 
 

"Satire […] plays with cultural forms and identities, it travels between media 

and through periods of time, it provokes critical reflection on authorities, tackles 

values, dogmas and taboos, and disturbs power relations". 

(de Leeuw & Meijer Drees, 2015:5).  

 

Most researchers that have studied contemporary satire can agree on one thing; this complex 

cultural expression is a growing force that demands to be reckoned with. In the United States, 

news parody shows like The Daily Show and The Colbert Report have gathered such a 

significant following that they can almost be considered a voice with equal importance as the 

straight news media (Day, 2011). In Sweden, parodic podcasts discussing contemporary 

political topics have become an imperative for a large portion of Swedish youth who are 

otherwise heavy media consumers; suggesting that political parody plays a role far more 

important than entertainment through humoristic content (Doona, 2016). Instead, political 

satire in the West has gone from a minor source of escapist entertainment, to a societal and 

political force that is threatening to jeopardize how we view journalism and the media. 

 

A similar shift can be seen in Arab world. However, mass media has developed differently 

over the past few decades. Confined to the political context of authoritarian regimes, the news 

media in the Middle East and North Africa has historically been used as an instrument to 

build a common, national identity according the trajectories by the ruling elite, rather than an 

inclusive arena for discussion and political debate (Zaid, 2016). But the past six years have 

entailed a substantial transformation. As the Arab spring spread throughout the North African 

and Middle Eastern region, power relations found themselves increasingly renegotiated, and 

old authoritarian values questioned and toppled. In Morocco, the short but significant 20th 

February movement has largely subsided, but ideas of democratic change persist. 

Simultaneously, the rise of the Internet has provided new, revolutionary means for citizens to 

exercise agency in a less repressive environment. This has opened a window for political 

comedy to flourish.  Blurring the lines between politics and entertainment, pointing the finger 

at societal injustices and utilizing a subjective narrative to embody the discontent toward the 

ruling elite that exists in the country, Moroccan satirical journalists are picking up speed in 

spite of the various restrictions that stand in their way (El Khairat, 2015).  
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The present thesis is constructed upon the findings of a two month long field study in 

Casablanca Morocco, gathered through qualitative interviews with six satirical journalists 

who operate in the traditional press and/or on social media. 

 

2. Purpose 

This thesis aims to further understand how the relationship between the traditional media and 

political satire can be understood in Morocco - a context where public discourse is regulated 

by legal restrictions and societal taboos. Applying theories on the public sphere, 

counterpublics, juxtaposition and ideals in journalism, I explore the dynamic between a 

historically powerful institution and the emerging voices that challenge it. 

 

2.1 Research question 
 
The present thesis seeks out to answer the following questions: 

 

- how can the relationship between six Moroccan satirical journalist and the Moroccan 

majority media be theorized, and 

 

- how do they relate to journalist ideals regarding the truth? 

 

2.2 Why Morocco? 
 
Before addressing the suitability of Morocco for the purpose of this study, I will elaborate on 

the importance of studying satire in an Arab context.  

 

The past decade has put the role of satire in the public sphere in a new lighting, especially in 

relation to factors such as religion and racism. When Danish daily Jyllandsposten published 

caricatures of the Prophet Mohammed by Swedish artist Lars Vilks in 2005, the reactions 

from parts of the Muslim community in Denmark and abroad were violent and 

uncompromising. The subsequent mass murder of ten editorial members of French satire 

magazine Charlie Hebdo in 2015, perpetrated with flagrant Islamist intent as a response to 

satirical material around Islam and Muslims, further established the notion of satire as a 

western concept that is widely unaccepted by the Muslim world. These one-sided stories, 

argue Meijer Drees and de Leeuw, have created an image of Islam as a "religion without 
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humor" and Muslims as "unable to take a joke" (2015:5). This stance is shared by Kumar and 

Comb, who point out that a west-oriented academia has resulted in a lop-sided conception of 

satire as a whole, resulting in important perspectives missing (2015). In reality, satire is a 

long-standing tradition in the Arab world. As Iraqi writer and satirist Khalid Kishtainy 

accounts in his influential book Arab Political Humour, satirical poems mocking enemy tribes 

have been found from pre-Islamic times, and there are even studies that argue that Prophet 

Mohammed himself had an apparent sense of humor and sarcasm when writing parts of the 

Qur'an (1986). In a political context where tensions between Europe and the Arab world are 

increasingly palpable, studies that diversify and challenge preconceptions of Muslim 

countries are imperative. 

 

Although other Arab countries such as Lebanon and Egypt are more known for a prospering 

satirical culture, the kingdom of Morocco distinguishes itself as an interesting research field 

for multiple reasons. Although still suffering under a significantly repressive press code 

restricting free speech, the subversive voices of Morocco are gaining visibility and picking up 

speed in an increasingly liberal public sphere, mainly due to the rapid advancements of social 

media. The few previous studies that have been carried out on the subject have shown that 

contemporary Moroccan satirists are pushing the lines of what is accepted and challenging 

political, social and religious norms.  

 

As I will show in the following chapters, Morocco finds itself both politically and 

geographically on the border between a secularized and democratically developed west, and 

an authoritarian and religious Arab world. The country harbors a considerable progressive 

movement, demanding freedom of expression, gender equality and rule of law, while 

simultaneously catering to retrograde currents promoting religious fundamentalism and 

traditionalist ideologies. This peculiar societal divide suggests that Moroccan satirists might 

find their work challenged by multiple societal aspects at once – which proves for an 

interesting research field. 

3. Background 
 

3.1 The makhzen – then and now 
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The Kingdom of Morocco became independent in 1956. By then, the forty-four year long 

French and Spanish rule had marked every aspect of Moroccan society, not least the 

economy. A salaried working class had replaced artisans in the big cities, while peasants on 

the countryside found themselves landless, struggling against a small, wealthy group of 

landowners who now controlled the millions of hectares expropriated by the French. The 

political system was stunted, national illiteracy peaking at 90%, life expectancy of men a 

mere 47 years, and the political and societal inequalities appalling (Gilson Miller, 2013:153-

154). 

 

Succeeding his father Mohammed V, independent Morocco's first ruler, Hassan II seized the 

throne in 1961. Under his reign, the country would experience a slow but steady economical 

growth. This was much thanks to the king's abilities to maintain multiple diplomatic 

friendships at once, establishing Morocco both as a reliable ally in the west and powerful 

mediator during religious turmoil in the Middle East (Campbell, 2014:39). The country's first 

constitution, drafted on royal command and approved in 1962, opened up for parliamentary 

elections and the existence of a political opposition, as well as granting its citizens the basic 

human rights listed by the UN (Storm, 2007:20-21). The constitution also served another 

purpose – under article 19, the Moroccan king was professed "commander of the faithful". 

This ancient notion of royal religious sanctity has existed in Morocco since the beginning of 

the Alaouite dynasty rule in the 1600's, and relies heavily on the claim that the family are the 

direct descendants of the Prophet Muhammad. Apart from granting the king impunity and 

essentially protecting him from being criticized, article 19 legitimized the king's absolute 

power, and contradicted the idea of a constitutional monarchy. The notion of the king as "the 

spiritual link between his people and God" plays an important part in the authority enjoyed by 

the makhzen; a cultural term often used by the Moroccan public, signifying the ultimate 

Moroccan power – constituting of the king and his entourage of economical and political 

elites (Campbell, 2014:40). 

 

Although Hassan II played an important part in restoring and constructing a Moroccan 

national identity, he also steered the country in an authoritarian direction. Political turmoil 

and failed coup d'états were followed by harsh royal countermoves – giving Hassan II his all 

but flattering nickname the Iron Fist. During his thirty-eight year rule, commonly referred to 

as the Years of Lead ("les années de plomb"), a large amount of dissidents, activists, 

opponents and journalists disappeared, were killed, tortured, imprisoned or forced into exile 
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(Smith & Loudiy, 2005:1081). In his time, Hassan II had also instigated a conflict that shapes 

Moroccan foreign policy to this day; the occupation of Western Sahara. In what is called the 

Green March in 1975, hundreds of thousands Moroccan civilians marched across the boarder 

of Western Sahara, whose independence from Spanish colonialization had been promised 

months before. Claiming historical legitimacy of the territory, the occupation was a part of a 

nationalist "restoration of Moroccan territorial integrity", after other claims of land beyond 

the Algerian and the Mauritanian boarder had been dismissed (Sater, 2010). The disputed 

occupation is still in effect. 

 

Hassan II died in 1999. In the last years of his life, he had instigated what many call the first 

stages of a Moroccan democratization process. He had implemented political organs such as 

the consultative council for human rights (CCDH), and the Ministry of Human Rights. In 

1991, a horde of political prisoners and detainees were suddenly released from prisons and 

desert tombs, such as the two famous children of General Oufkir. Bans on publications and 

journalists were lifted, and the parliamentary elections of 1997 were deemed more legitimate 

than their predecessors. However, the word democratization is not altogether suiting for this 

time period, argues Gilson Miller, as the initiatives put in place were rather additional 

mechanisms to an authoritarian system, changing but little in the basic dynamics of Moroccan 

society (2013:204). 

 

The throne was passed to Mohammed VI, whose young and youthful style was a welcomed 

change for many Moroccans. He would quickly steer the country in a new, economical 

direction – speeding up a grand-scale liberalization of various sectors, attracting foreign 

investments and placing technocrats in essential economic post (ibid:230). The king himself is 

a wealthy man; his fortune was estimated to 2.5 billion dollars in 2009 by Forbes magazine. 

 

The new king would also differentiate himself from his father by appearing on television, 

speaking warmly of democracy and freedom of expression (Ibahrine, 2002). This image 

would however soon be distorted. A sudden, coordinated attack of suicide bombings shook 

Casablanca in May 2003, killing forty-five and wounding hundreds (Gilson Miller, 2013:224-

225). As a response to the attack, a new anti-terrorism law was implemented, which in 

practice increased the mandate of the authorities to pursue those who did not conform to the 

status quo (El-Din Shahlin, 2013:365). This disappointed those who had been optimistic about 

the royal succession. Further challenges awaited in 2011, as the wave of protests against 
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authoritarian regimes, known as the Arab spring, spread across the Middle East and North 

Africa region. Quickly picking up speed in Moroccan cities, many saw the momentum as a 

unique opportunity to call for political change. A heterogeneous mobilization of 

predominantly young activists, primarily leaning toward the political left, the 20th February 

movement brought forward a concoction of demands ranging from democratic reforms, 

governance of public affairs, gender equality and the reorganization of health care and 

educational systems (Desrues, 2013:415). The protests were mostly peaceful. 

 

But while the Arab spring led to drastic societal transformation in several countries, the 20th 

February movement slowly subsided, much due to the king's quick response to the public's 

demands. On March 9th 2011, less than a month after the protests broke out, Mohammed VI 

addressed the nation in a televised speech, promising multiple of the actions that the people 

had demanded. A new constitution was to be drafted, and an Advisory Committee for 

Constitutional Reform established, to which several prominent activists who partook in the 

protests were invited to participate. As many felt that the king had heeded their demands, the 

legitimacy of further mobilization retreated. Furthermore, while the Moroccan authorities had 

responded to the initial protests with a spirit of negotiation, the months that followed were 

rather characterized by forceful crackdowns on those who continued to rally (ibid:420). 

Activists were arrested and imprisoned, and several testified to having been victims of torture 

while in custody. 

 

The new constitution was presented in June 2011, and adopted in a national referendum a 

month later. The people's reactions were mixed. While they acknowledged that some of the 

20th February movement's demands had been implemented; such as the recognition of the 

indigenous Amazigh as a national language and the guarantee of "civic and social equality" 

between men and women, many activists felt tricked by other parts of the content. The new 

constitution's predecessor, adopted under Hassan II in 1996, introduced a "hybrid regime", 

where the Moroccan king enjoyed supremacy over the constituent power while also 

recognizing a certain degree of representation and participation in political institutions (ibid: 

414). While the 2011 constitution limits certain areas of the royal power, it still appoints the 

king as the head of the police, military and intelligence services, as well as the judiciary 

system and foreign policy (Maddy-Weitzman & Zisenwine, 2013). The king remains "at the 

center of political and constitutional life" (Zaid, 2016:52). Furthermore, Mohammed VI is 

persistently criticized for his engagement in big, influential Moroccan corporations. 
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Corruption stays high in Morocco, with an especially problematic dimension of impunity for 

high officials (Boukhars, 2011:27). 

 

Since the turmoil of the 20th February movement subsided, the king has enjoyed a few years 

of calm. The consequences of the Arab spring in the neighboring countries, ranging from 

political turmoil to full-scale civil war, have served as a warning example of what can go 

wrong, making many Moroccans favor stability and peace over revolution (Maddy-Weitzman 

& Zisenwine, 2013). 

 

In summary, the shift from the authoritarian reign of Hassan II, to a state-managed liberal 

economy has clearly made Morocco a more pluralistic and open society, and less politically 

repressive. However, the king still enjoys the power dynamics between the royal elite and the 

people, put in place by his father, and continues to crack down on those opposing his 

supremacy.  

 

3.2 Modernity and tradition: the Moroccan duality 
 
As shown above, the dichotomy of Moroccan society shapes the political context through 

parallel developments; traditional, authoritarian political rule co-exists with "modern features, 

such as parliaments, elections, referendums, inclusion of political parties and institutions" 

(Sater, 2010:83). The same is true for political currents in the country; as the cities continue to 

stride toward liberalization and modernization of values and ideas, traditionalist and Islamist 

movements are picking up speed on the countryside. Del Sarto argues that the main divider 

between the two is class, contending the existence of a "cultural duality, comprising the 

culture of modernity of a small and wealthy elite, and the culture of tradition of a vast, and 

often impoverished, population" (2006:213).  

 

3.3 A mapping of the current media landscape 
 
Since the turn of the millennia, the Moroccan media landscape has undergone a considerable 

transformation. During the Years of lead, mass media was mainly a means by Moroccan 

authorities to establish their position of power, along with diffusing harmless entertainment 

The printed press was dominated by partisan publications, surviving on political 

contributions, and the news flow was heavily editorialized (Zaid & Ibahrine, 2011). 

 



12  

The extensive liberalization process of the Moroccan economy, put in motion by Hassan II 

during his last years and consolidated by Mohammed VI, pushed financial reforms and 

infrastructural initiatives in sectors such as tourism, transportation and telecommunications. 

This attracted global investors and allowed for a new, market-driven, multi-facetted and 

pluralistic media industry, ultimately unparalleled in the Arab world, to emerge (Zaid & 

Ibahrine, 2011:6). Four years after a law reform in 2004, ending the state monopoly on 

managing broadcast media, the number of TV stations had almost tripled, and the number of 

radio stations gone from 6 to 24. Although the influx of radio stations has contributed to a 

media field with news and debates, however, most stations continue to avoid sensitive 

political discussions (Zaid & Ibahrine, 2011:17-18). 

 

The press was also implicated by this transformation. In 2014 the Moroccan minister of 

communication identified 488 newspapers, but the numbers have with all certainty declined 

heavily as the mortality rate of printed publications is alarmingly high. Predominantly private 

owned, the printed press continues to be the most politically independent of the traditional 

media, which can in some cases be seen reflected in the content. In the 2000's, multiple 

francophone hebdomadaires have emerged, challenging the traditional conduct of the 

Moroccan press. Two examples are weekly Telquel and now closed down Le Journal, who 

are known to be pushing the lines on sensitive topics, such as the king's financial interests.  

 

However, the press is relatively insignificant in terms of readership. Only 1% of the 

population is estimated to read a newspaper every day (ibid:16). This could be explained by 

the high illiteracy rate; despite having dropped drastically over the past few years, it still 

reaches as high as 32%. Additionally, the majority of printed media is written in standard 

Arabic, excluding a rough 60 % of the population who only use and understand the Moroccan 

dialectal version of Arabic, Darija. And with the amount of French speakers being as few as 

10 %, the francophone press reaches even fewer readers (ibid).  

 

Broadcast media, therefore, trump the printed press as the main source of information for 

most Moroccans. The television and radio do, however, exercise a lower level of 

independence. The two major TV stations, 2M and Al Oula, are partly and completely owned 

by the state respectively. Furthermore, all TV and radio stations must obtain a license from 

the governmental organ Haute Autorité de la Communication Audiovisuelle (BBC News 

Africa, 2017). This control is imperative, Zaid contends, arguing that "for the state, TV and 
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radio are too important and too influential that they must remain under strict control" 

(2009:122). 

 

Meanwhile, as is the case globally, the emergence of Internet has drastically changed the 

media landscape in Morocco. In 2015, over half of the Moroccan population had Internet 

access. Online media web pages emerged, such as the vastly popular Hespress.com, 

Arabophone Goud and Le 360. The biggest change is, according to Zaid, the enormous 

interest among Moroccan youth for social media. In 2015, Facebook users had reached a 

number of 10 million, in contrast to the 860,000 that possessed an account in 2009 (ibid).  

 

Another important factor is that Morocco has been spared from "draconian measures used in 

other authoritarian countries", which is to say that the Moroccan state has not been regulating 

or censoring social media websites (ibid:54). Instead, concludes Zaid, the Moroccan internet 

users have been free to create blogs and publish themselves on various social medias without 

the threat of direct governmental interference. However, Internet activists have been known to 

be imprisoned or fined for what they express on social media, especially in relation to the 20th 

February movement. 

 

3.4 The state of Moroccan press freedom 
 
Although the royal succession in 1999 has been celebrated as considerable progress toward 

Moroccan democracy and freedom of expression, various factors indicate worrying trends in 

the opposite direction. 

 

Instead of adhering to a system of self-regulatory mechanisms, the media in Morocco is 

controlled by government institutions (IMS, u.d.). A press code regulates printed publications, 

while television and radio adhere to the Audiovisual Communication Law (Zaid & Ibahrine, 

2011). Cementing what is commonly referred to as Morocco's "red lines", the press code from 

2002 declared prison sentences and fines as penalties for various speech offenses, such as 

publishing false news, offending the king or causing prejudice to Islam or Morocco's 

territorial integrity. This changed after the adaptation of a new constitution, and the 

subsequent parliamentary elections in 2011, when the minister of communication announced 

the will to reform the press code in an effort to enhance freedom of speech.  
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Adopted in July 2016, the revised press code is the first in the country's history that does not 

assign imprisonment as a possible punishment for nonviolent speech offenses. However, as 

pointed out in a fresh report by Human Rights Watch, no changes have been made to the 

separate penal code, which still lists both prison sentences and extensive fines for crimes such 

as insulting the king (2017). The effects of the revised press code are thus hard to discern, 

they conclude.  

 

Perhaps the biggest threat to press freedom, however, is the widespread exercise of self-

censorship among Moroccan journalists. This "silent code of conduct", argues Gershovich, 

was established and developed during "les années de plomb", when journalists were forced to 

adapt a mindset ideologically in line with the makhzen as a form of survival mechanism 

(2012). Still prevalent in the Moroccan media, the self-censorship of today is not only 

motivated by the threat of legal action. As a powerful tool against critical voices, Moroccan 

authorities have been known to put pressure on business entities, orchestrating financial 

embargos against journals that depend on sponsors and advertisement to survive (Zaid, 2016). 

 

In conclusion, although Internet has provided for new possibilities to exercise freedom of 

expression, many organizations note a decline in press freedom in Morocco over the past few 

years. In their Press Freedom Index List, Reporters Without Borders assign Morocco a 

ranking of 133 – a drop since 2016, when they were placed at 131 (2017). According to a 

report by the Committee to Protect Journalists in 2011, the number of journalists faced with 

repercussions such as imprisonment, suspension of publications or censorship had increased 

since the year of 2000 (Boukhars, 2011).  

 

3.5 The leeway and restrictions of satire in Morocco 

 
As shown in the brief introduction to the state of press freedom in the country, the legal 

context in which Moroccan satirists operate is restrictive. Several laws explicitly ban elements 

that are commonly found in satirical expression, such as mocking or offending a member of 

the royal family. Moreover, Moroccan authorities have repeatedly proven willing to utilize 

these laws in order to penalize satirists who have violated them. Although the examples are 

many, two stand out as especially significant. In April 2003, Moroccan publicist Ali Lmrabet 

was detained and subsequently sentenced to three years in prison after having published an 

article about the royal family's finances in his two satirical magazines, francophone Demain 
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and arabophone Doumane. The publications were banned. Pardoned after less than a year, Ali 

Lmrabet continued to face legal battles; in April 2005, a Rabat court condemned him to a 10-

year ban from working as a journalist, on the basis of an article questioning the Moroccan 

occupation of Western Sahara (Popescu, 2005). Today living in Spain, Ali Lmrabet remains a 

vocal advocate for freedom of expression in Morocco. 

 

Another example of the banning of political satire is found in the case of Ahmed Sanoussi, a 

satirical actor and comedian known to the masses as Bziz. After a comical skit televised in 

1986, where Sanoussi was seen making fun of then-interior minister Driss Basri, a limitless 

ban was put in place, prohibiting him from appearing on television. Despite the royal 

succession, the ban is still in place. 

 

A more recent unfolding of events occurred in 2009, when the daily Akhbar al-Youm 

published a cartoon by Khalid Gueddar, one of the informants of this study. The cartoon 

depicted a caricature of prince Moulay Ismail in front of the Moroccan flag, and was the first 

incident of its kind, according to El Khairat, as a member of the royal family had never before 

been caricaturized in the Moroccan press (2015). In the drawing, the prince is seen standing in 

front of the flag's five-pointed pentagram, leaving only half of the pentagram visible to the 

eye of the spectator. In a Casablanca court, the drawing was accused of alluding to anti-

Semitism, seeing as the pentagram could be interpreted as the six-pointed Star of David. 

Convicted of having shown a lack of respect for the royal family and the national flag, both 

the editor-in-chief Tawfiq Bouachrine and Khalid Gueddar were slammed with heavy fines 

and perennial prison sentences (Boukhars, 2011:22-23). The case is still being handled by a 

Moroccan court of appeals.  

 

Another flagrant case of legal action being imposed on satirical content is the one of rapper 

Mouad Balghouat, who commonly goes under the name of El-haqed or L7a9d. In 2011, 

Balghouat released a satirical song about corruption and police brutality, and a video 

involving a man in a police costume wearing the head of a donkey. He was brought in front of 

a court in 2012, and sentenced to a year in prison for having attacked the image of Moroccan 

security services.  

 

In addition to the judicial action, various informants who participate in this study claim that 

the authorities utilize other methods to monitor, intimidate or silence creators of satirical 
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content. As discussed in the previous chapter, this includes the mobilization of sponsors to 

drain the funding of unwanted publications, as well as applying unrelated laws to condemn 

the creators of uncomfortable material. Cartoonist Curzio accounts the aftermath of a 

controversial cartoon of the king that was published on his Facebook page in 2013. In the 

week that followed, Curzio asserts that a van with toned windows was parked outside his 

mother's residence for a week, and that his cell phone is wiretapped ever since. 

 

 It is, however, important to take into account other factors that limit the satirical leeway, 

aside the legal constraints. Various societal taboos play an important role in Moroccan public 

discourse, and the potential effects of defying them can be severe and, in some cases, 

devastating. Such taboos include criticizing the religion or mocking religious authorities, or 

perhaps even more detrimental, addressing or depicting sex and nudity. As several informants 

of this study have expressed, there are times when Moroccan satirists find their work to be 

condemned by a large portion of the public, rather than by the authorities.  

 

Although the cases and testimonies described above convey an image of a repressive and 

constricted landscape for satirical content, recent studies on Moroccan satire conclude that 

this is not entirely the case. On the contrary, the past decade has entailed a notable upswing 

for political satire to flourish in the Moroccan public sphere. Testifying to this, El Khairat 

compares the satirical discourse under the reign of Hassan II with that of recent years and 

concludes that Moroccan political satire has reached a "level of maturity" (2015:25). It has 

gained a status of acceptance in both political and societal terms. Concurring with this notion, 

El Marzouki highlights the importance of the rise of the Internet, providing an arena for 

content that would likely not have been published in the press (2015). 

4. Previous research 
 

4.1 Satire in Morocco 
 
Although satire in Morocco is a considerably under-studied academic field, a few relevant 

studies on the subject have emerged in the past few years, the most applicable being that of El 

Marzouki (2015), who examines the role of online-based political satire by applying a critical 

discourse analysis and a textual analysis of two satirical Youtube shows. First of all, El 

Marzouki found that while the two shows could both be identified as counter-hegemonic 
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discourses, they were driven by two vastly different ideological positions; one being 

"social/cultural conservatism" and the other "progressive cosmopolitanism", and that this 

accurately reflects the duality of Moroccan society (ibid:288). 

 

El Marzouki further concludes that Moroccan online-based political satire by is a 

communicative strategy, ultimately utilized as a tool for political and societal change. The rise 

of the Internet has provided shows, such as the two in his study, with a leeway to counter the 

discourse of the majority media, such as public service television, which is still "guided by the 

old politics of educating the gullible masses, modeling "good" citizenship, and favoring 

consent to disagreement in nation building" (ibid:284). Contesting this idea of a "good 

citizenship", the satirical shows offered something different; they offered a sense of 

identification that television did not. 

 

Analyzing the societal impact of the shows, El Marzouki attempts to understand the videos as 

discursive counterpublics, using Warner's theory (2002), which I will introduce further in the 

next chapter. El Marzouki affirms this notion on the basis of two crucial factors. Firstly, the 

constant flow of communication between the satirical shows and their viewers in the shape of 

predominantly encouraging comments, and secondly, the fact that the video creators were, 

through their output of satirical content, inherently creating a space for "youth as a differential 

social group" (2015:293). El Marzouki acknowledges that this conclusion is contested by 

Webber (2013), whose main objection against the possibility of satire to function as a basis 

for counterpublics is that satire has no direct influence on public policy. He still defends his 

reasoning, however, by offering a nuanced understanding of what constitutes as social 

change, concluding that such change can be direct or long-term. 

 

To participate in a counter-public, to ritually consume and reproduce its signs, 

symbols, and meanings is to actively and constantly (for one’s consumption is 

temporal and ritualistic) participate in the construction and transformation of 

one’s political, social, and cultural identity. If we can accept transformation in a 

subject’s identity as a form of social, political, and cultural change, we could 

perhaps agree that discursive counter-publics impact social change.  

(2015:293) 
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4.2 Egyptian bloggers as counterpublics 
 
Counterpublics in new media was also the focus of another relevant study for this thesis, 

although it is not set in a Moroccan context. Riegert (2015) examined the role of citizen 

bloggers of Kuwait, Egypt and Lebanon during the years of 2009-2010, applying a theoretical 

framework of, among others, counterpublics. The three national contexts were so different 

that there could be no mutual conclusion drawn for all three, so I will only account for the 

findings on the Egyptian bloggers here.   

 

To understand the rise of Arab bloggers, Riegert specifically focuses on the bloggers 

trajectories, which in short aims at understanding the "direction of the engagement". She 

found that Egyptian bloggers were characterized by an activist trajectory, where the bloggers, 

who embodied a hybrid role of famous role-model activists and journalists, utilized their 

platforms to discuss societal inequalities, human rights abuses and corruption. Often using 

satire and irony as a way of expression, mocking public figures and drawing from personal 

experiences to comment on society as a whole, the Egyptian bloggers "clearly appealed to 

popular sentiment and culture" (ibid:468).  

 

Furthermore, Riegert found that the bloggers had vastly different ideas on what kind of 

political alternative the country needed, but, she argues, they were united in a common cause 

against the authoritarian rule of Mubarak. She also notes that the bloggers online activity 

seemed to accumulate to a set of shared values; "the right to access information freely, the 

right to publicize one’s own views, and the need to respect those with different views" 

(2015:473). This, she concludes, indicates that the bloggers did use their platforms to form 

impactful counterpublics. 

 

4.3 Recent studies on satire 
 
A third important study that I would like to refer to here is that of Day (2011). Her book 

Satire and dissent is a profound look at satire and political comedy in an American context, 

and she devotes special attention to the trend of satirical shows that produce "fake news", 

such as the Colbert Report and The Daily Show. Although the genre has been around for quite 

sometime, it has certainly picked up speed in the past few decades and gone from being a 

short segment in comedic shows to becoming the core concept of entire TV programs. The 

genre has also transformed, Day argues; from constructing completely fake news to skewing 
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already existing news into parodic versions of themselves. This "blurring of lines" has caused 

anxiety among contemporary media houses, but it has also made parodic news an important 

player in the public political discourse (ibid:8). An important difference between the two, 

however, is that parodic news hosts are free from the professional trajectories of straight news 

media, which is confined to reporting the news in a matter-of-fact way. The parodic news 

hosts, conversely, freely use subjectivity in their address, offering their own point of view on 

the performance of politicians and public figures, and therefore acting as "the viewer's 

surrogate" (ibid:75). This subjectivity, Day concludes, allows the American parodic news 

shows to "fill the critical void" that mass media leaves when they fail to interrogate politicians 

to a satisfying length. The fake news host becomes the "comedic interrogator", contrasting the 

"seeming inadequacies of the broadcast news". 

 

These shows then become focal points for existing dissatisfaction with the 

political sphere and its media coverage, while the high-profile hosts become 

viewers’ surrogates who articulate that dissatisfaction through comedic 

transformations of the real. 

(ibid:44) 

 

The real, of course, is an interesting term in this context. Although they do not adhere to 

commonplace news reporting standards, the parodic shows are not fully detached from the 

real, Day argues, as they continually exist and function within the realm of actual political 

events, "dialoging with the day’s news footage or interviewing the newsmakers themselves" 

(ibid:70). What they do, however, is rather a mimicking of reality, as they utilize connotations 

that the viewer connects with stereotypical news sets; a shiny desk, a slick background and 

TV monitors with flashing news. The parodic shows then draw on these connotations to mock 

and critique the non-parodic news media, exaggerating common practices that the media uses, 

such as over-sensationalizing political events. The result is a form of "transcontextualization" 

of the real and the parodic, where the viewer is offered to see the two worlds existing side by 

side (ibid:73). In this reasoning, Day seems to suggest an act of juxtaposition – a term which 

is further utilized in the work of Morreale (2009). Discussing predominantly American 

satirical TV hosts, the author concludes that when the TV hosts are impersonating media 

personalities in order to create humorous content, they are exercising the "the art of 

juxtaposition between apparently incompatible propositions" (ibid:110). By mixing the 

"satiric rhetoric or provocation" with the rhetoric of the person that they are mimicking, the 



20  

satirists are offering an alternative to the media from which they draw their content: 

disrupting and challenging the status quo by "functioning as a kind of investigative journalism 

that is missing in the mainstream media". The notion of juxtaposition will be further 

introduced in my theory chapter, as it plays a big part in my analysis.  

 

I will finish this chapter by briefly mentioning two additional, influential studies that have 

emerged on the field of satire. In her dissertation, Doona (2016) explores what makes the 

audience engage in political comedy in a Swedish context by conducting in-depth interviews 

with consumers of parodic radio shows. One of her conclusions is of especial importance for 

this thesis; namely the fact that the shows offer instruments of identification through their 

"savvy" critique of the contemporary news media. As many of the interviewees in Doona's 

study were also heavy consumers of non-parodic, "straight" media, and shared a frustration 

about its performance, they seemed drawn to the alternative communities that the parodic 

shows constructed. She concluded that irony and humor "bonds audiences together, while 

excluding others" (ibid:198). Finally, I feel compelled to mention the anthology The Power of 

Satire (de Leeuw & Meijer Drees, 2015). One of the conclusions drawn in the final chapter of 

the book is that satire plays an important role in a time of political transition, as the core of the 

satiric content is often to reflect on power relations in society. This is especially important in 

the Arab world, where political and societal norms are currently being renegotiated, and in 

this realm, political satire offers its audience an important arena to reflect on their own 

positions in such a transition. 

5. Theory 
 

5.1 The public sphere and counterpublics 
 
Although first published in 1962, Habermas model of the public sphere is still considered 

indispensable for understanding the forming of communities, public opinion and critical 

debate. The public sphere, argues Habermas, is where citizens come together to discuss their 

common interests, exercising a critical discourse and, by extension, utilizing their findings to 

form public opinion. Although the public sphere is more a social realm than an actual, 

physical place, Habermas accounts for the spaces where the different development stages of 

the public sphere took its form – from French judicial courts to British coffeehouses (1989). 

This, argues Dahlgren, is one of the reasons why the public sphere theory is more of a 
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"melancholic historical narrative", specific to the French, German and British contexts in 

which it takes place (1995:8). The melancholy is found in the subsequent account of the 

development of the public. Remaining an ideal rather than a reality, Habermas gives multiple 

factors as of why the public sphere subsequently decayed into a degraded version of itself. 

One of those factors was the commercial media, transforming the critical-rational public into 

mass consumers. The emergence of industrialized capitalism is another reason, as politics 

became an increasing matter of relations between the state and business corporations and 

interest groups, rather than the state and the public. This eradicated the citizen as the holder of 

the most important role in the forming of democratical societies, and caused fragmented and 

incoherent publics (ibid).  

 

Many consider Habermas theory imperative for media research. Perhaps more interesting for 

this thesis, however, is the criticisms that the theory has given rise to since its publication. 

Fraser (1990, 2007) has dedicated multiple studies to nuancing Habermas model of the public 

sphere. In Transnationalizing the public sphere, Fraser argues a public sphere must always be 

understood as correlating with a sovereign power (2007). These power relations inherently 

shape who can participate in the critical-rational discourse of the public sphere, and on what 

terms. However, the national arena is of course not the only factor that needs to be taken into 

account. Pondering the existence of a transnational sphere, Fraser underlines that the global 

discourse is equally important for the formation of public spheres, and the arena on which it 

appears.  

 

Fraser's first critique of Habermas, however, proposes a different angle. In Rethinking the 

public sphere (1990), she brings forward her main objection to Habermas theory, which is 

attacks his attempt to depict a discursive arena that is void of societal inequalities. Arguing 

that such a public sphere cannot exist, Fraser contests the Habermasian notion of a "single, 

comprehensive, overarching public", from which marginalized societal groups – such as 

women and people of colour – are excluded. Instead, argues Fraser, these "subordinate" 

groups of people have always been forced to organize themselves in "subaltern, counter 

public spheres", where alternative norms and public discourse emerge (ibid:66). 

 

Taking a closer look at publics and counter publics, the theory of Warner (2002) offers 

valuable insight. Rather than defining publics as social groups organized according to 

demography, Warner explains that they are intertextual, imagined relationship between 
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strangers, built on a reflexive flow of discourse where membership is constructed on active 

participation. This discourse produces a sense of unity and identification within the public by 

offering a way to view the world. 

 

Public discourse says not only ‘Let a public exist’ but ‘Let it have this character, 

speak this way, see the world in this way.’ It then goes in search of confirmation 

that such a public exists.  

(ibid:82) 

 

The counterpublic, of course, operates on the same premises, but with a substantial difference. 

Having acknowledged that they differ from one or multiple aspects of the dominant culture, 

counterpublics organize themselves around a certain "awareness of its subordinate status" 

(ibid:86). Moreover, not only do counterpublics undoubtedly exist in the realm of the 

dominant public discourse; they actively use this public discourse to form their own identity.  

 

Fundamentally mediated by public forms, counterpublics incorporate the 

personal/impersonal address and expansive estrangement of public speech as the 

condition of their own common world. 

(ibid:87). 

 

5.2 Juxtaposition 
 
As I have mentioned in my previous research, the term juxtaposing is often occurs in research 

on political satire – and if not explicitly said, the same reasoning as that of Morreale (2009) 

can be found in many studies. By online dictionary Merriam-Webster, the word juxtaposition 

is defined as "an act or instance of placing close together or side by side, especially for 

comparison or contrast, or to create an interesting effect" (2017). A juxtaposition could thus 

be understood as a sort of two-dimensional relationship between two, parallel occurrences; 

existing side-by-side and expressing identities that are both similar and substantially different.  

 

Clement Ball calls juxtaposition the "way of mediating of self and other", and exemplifies this 

in his work on two genres of work – that of African satirists and of colonialist, European 

writers in the late 20th century (2003:85). The colonialist writers stood for what he calls a 

"sophisticated relativism" when writing about Africans, and their work on the people of 
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Africa was oftentimes shaped by a (racially motivated) overt simplification of the many 

complexities in human beings. And although the African satirists contrasted this notion in 

their work by shifting their objectives from racial stereotypes that were placed upon them by 

the colonialists – the simplification was still an expressive trait that the African satirists 

shared with the colonialist writers. In spite of the contrasting objectives between the two 

groups, they both represented their work using the same techniques: "simplification, 

reduction, selective exaggeration" (ibid).  

 

Juxtaposing thus becomes the very act of "othering", using connotations from and feeding off 

of a known occurrence, while at the same time offering an alternative to that very occurrence.  

 

5.3 Journalism and the truth  
 

"Journalism's first obligation is to the truth". 

(Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001:37) 

 

These words have become paramount in the development of what we now call journalism. 

When The Elements of Journalism was first published, it was in response to a weakness that 

the authors had noticed – no extensive, comprehensive definition of what journalism is, and 

should strive to be, seemed to exist. For this reason, journalism as a profession was oftentimes 

questioned – and still is, to this day. Indeed, the process of professionalizing journalism is still 

very much in motion, if such a professionalization will ever be attained at all. As Tingvald-

Pihl argues, no education is really necessary for journalist work, and journalists are (atleast 

historically) dependent on media organizations to survive (2015). But, the author contends, 

the idea of professionalizing a genre of work has become increasingly outdated – instead, 

what matters more is rather the set of values that tie the practitioners of a certain work 

together. And, "shared work ideals related to journalisms’ democratic role in society, 

delimits journalism as a profession and gives journalists both a goal and a mission" 

(ibid:393).  

 

So what are these values? In the work of Kovach and Rosentiel, a journalist must be loyal to 

citizens, independent from those they cover, monitor the power, make the significant 

interesting, convey the news in a comprehensive and proportional way, and be allowed to act 

according to their conscience (2001). 
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And, of course, be loyal to the truth. While acknowledging that there is no such thing as an 

absolute truth, the authors still maintain that journalists must seek the "practical and 

functional form of truth". This truth might be revised and revised again, and perhaps 

debunked and replaced at a later stage. But, the authors argue – journalists must seek the truth 

by which they can "operate on a day-to-day basis". Thus, the question of the truth becomes 

more of a question of what is "reliable" (ibid:83). Journalists must verify the fact that they use 

in their work, and put these facts in a context that is fair and balanced.  

 

The ideal of telling the truth is, according to Roberts Forde, perhaps the one ideal that most 

journalists can agree on, while at the same time being what confuses people the most (2012). 

She points out that journalists are just as helpless as the rest of the population in knowing 

what fact will be changed later on. However, while some journalists seem to consider "facts" 

as a static notion, Roberts Forde clearly states that "facts are not bricks". Instead, she quotes 

Kovach and Rosenstiel, reaching the conclusion that the "search for truth becomes a 

conversation. Journalists and citizens must engage in this search and conversation together" 

(ibid:7). 

 

However, these ideals are mainly directed towards news journalism. There are other types of 

journalists, such as the analytical journalists, who engage in commenting on societal 

developments rather than reporting on them. These journalists, argue Hanitzsch, do not need 

to adhere to the same values as news journalists: "the credibility of commentary journalists 

and columnists is not rooted in conventional standards like accuracy, fairness, and balance, 

but in their ability to persuade the audience" (2007:372). And according to some researchers, 

opinion journalism is on the rise. As Turner puts it, "parts of the audience no longer want the 

media to mediate anymore", but rather want to pick-and-choose their news feed to attain a 

mixture of "entertainment, opinion and participation" (2009:72-73). He believes this shift to 

be mainly caused by the rise of the Internet, where platforms like political blogs are merging 

into the media sphere. This plays into an ongoing, contemporary discussion on what 

journalism should be. As journalistic "objectivity" finds itself more and more questioned as an 

attainable ideal, perhaps the subjective truth deserves to be further explored and, instead of 

contrasted to journalistic ideals, embraced (Deuze, 2005). 
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5.4 Satire and the truth 
 

According to the online dictionary Merriam and Webster, satire is ‘literary work in which 

folly or evil in people’s behavior are held up to ridicule; trenchant wit; sarcasm" (2017). This 

strict definition of form has been renegotiated in most recent studies on satire, however. As 

Doona points out, contemporary political satire is a hybrid form of cultural expression, 

"ranging from fact to fiction, focusing on various aspects of the political, related to the social 

and the cultural, and spanning across most types of media" (2016:200).  

 

Is there such a thing as satirical ideals? Although political comedy and satire has a 

longstanding history, it cannot be considered to organize itself around the same sense of a 

professionalism as journalism. However, I still consider the question to be relevant; can a 

similar framework of ideals be applied to satire? Griffin argues that such is not the case, 

stating that "satirists are released from certain restraints – about violating particular truth or 

fairness, about exaggeration or bias or evidence" (1994:132). Kumar and Combe largely 

concur to this notion, arguing that in its very form, satire "presumes a certain polemic, a 

passionate argument against something and in favor of something else" (2015:112). In this 

dynamic, which in many ways contradict traditional journalistic ideals, the proportions of 

what is conveyed as "good" and " bad" don' always need to be explained or defended (ibid). 

However, as Cutbirth points out when referencing Focault, satire does share certain elements 

with journalism, namely that it "is a way to speak truth to power" (2011:66). 

The word truth, of course, would require a thesis on its own to dissect. Certain theories 

suggest that satire must be conveying some sort of truth, as the humor of ridicule would be 

lost if it didn’t cohere with a perceived reality. Referred in the work of Matz, British comedy 

writer Hazlitt - adamant that satire is always allied with “common sense” - contends that 

ridicule and satire as an expression is, rather than being the truth itself, “the test to truth” 

(2010:27-33). 

 

Further referring to the work of British 19th century novelist George Eliots work, 

Matz develops on satire’s relationship with truth, stating that “life has an exhaustible supply 

of real folly and error, and any novelist who disregards them is disregarding truth itself” 

(ibid:25). However, many people connect satire to caricatures, which essentially means that 

things are exaggerated, or enhanced, for a certain purpose – be it laughter, reflection or other. 

According to Jones (2010), exaggerating and caricaturing reality is essentially a form of 
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manipulating the recipient into agreeing with their stance; attempting to form a partnership 

with the reader. But not all satire draws on exaggeration; instead, it is also often subtle, using 

a sophisticated and clever way of displaying its points and arguments.  

 

And this is perhaps the most interesting melting point between two sides of a philosophical 

spectrum – the objective truth, and the subjective one. And satire, as stated in an article on 

satire by Harris, must always be driven by a subjective opinion - satire cannot exist without 

the explicit narrative and opinion of the satirist. And this opinion oftentimes stems from a 

criticism of something or someone. More specifically, satire is essentially inseparable from a 

"corrective purpose, expressed through a critical mode which ridicules or otherwise attacks 

those conditions needing reformation in the opinion of the satirist" (2004:1).  

6. Method and material 
 

6.1 Ethnographic field research 

 
Although historically predominantly connected to anthropological studies, ethnography has 

become an increasingly relevant method when conducting media studies (Gómez Cruz & 

Ardèvol, 2013). The interactive, on-the-field approach proves useful in the interdisciplinary 

research that– understanding issues that are linked to not only media outlets and media 

publics, but also how this dynamic play a role in the larger construction of communities, 

culture and identities. In this aspect, the ethnographic approach to media studies offers an 

“orientation to cultural studies” (ibid:30).  

 

This research is built upon a two-month long field research in Morocco, and most 

predominantly in the commercial hub Casablanca. Although the material is largely 

constructed upon qualitative interviews conducted with the informants, this does not mean 

that my interview transcripts is my only research material. Potentially just as important, my 

ethnographic approach helped me gain an understanding of the environment in which my 

thesis takes place; by exercising both observation and participation in that very environment 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). This entails following the informants that lived nearby to 

the settings where they would normally gather, such as bars and cafés. In the cases in which it 

was possible, I was also invited to studios and other spaces where the satirical content was 

created. One example is when I partook in the recording of Lmouhim de l’info, the satirical 
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news show created by one of the informants, Said Le Diass, which allowed me to observe 

how his content took form from creation to execution. Shadowing my informants in their 

work echoes one of the main principles of ethnographic field work – studying “people’s 

actions and accounts” in “everyday contexts, rather than under conditions created by the 

researcher” (ibid:3). This was not possible in every instance – some of the informants were 

more accessible than others, and I had to accept a rather irregular research result in terms of 

physical meetings. 

 

However, this was largely compensated by the fact that my ethnographic field work was not 

confined to physical spaces. As Gómez and Ardèvol points out, the ethnographic concept of 

observing the field has changed its meaning since the emergence of the Internet. Nowadays, it 

is almost impossible to understand a media public without taking into account the difference 

faces of communication that the digital environment provides, and how it plays a part in the 

construction of community and identity (2013). This holds especially true for the present 

thesis, whose informants create their content mainly for one or several online platforms. 

Becoming “friends” with my informants on social media and “following” their respective 

Facebook pages became paramount in the process of understanding their personal and 

professional personas, the way in which they communicated between one another, and their 

stances, opinions and reflections on societal matters. 

 

In addition to spending time with my informants, my field research also provided me with a 

deeper understanding for the Moroccan society – the contemporary political context and, to 

some extent, the various nuances of Moroccan society – ranging from social comportments to 

language, religion and gender roles. Watching television, reading francophone journals and 

websites, and tuning in to the Moroccan radio provided me with the background necessary to 

deepen my understanding of the field (Singer, 2009). Associating with Moroccans who do not 

associate with satire also made me more inclined to understand how satire is perceived on the 

other side of the media dynamic. 

 

6.2 Informant criteria 
 

To be considered for this study, the following criteria were tried against potential informants: 
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The informant creates and publishes satirical content regularly or semi-regularly, in the 

traditional press or on social media, addressing current topics within the realm of Moroccan 

politics, culture or society.  

 

Using these criteria, I found six satirists that took part in this study. They will be further 

introduced in the results section. 

 

6.3 Access 
 

Although preparatory online research turned up a few ideas on whom to contact, the process 

of selecting informants for this study quickly rather became a question of networking once on 

the field, applying a word-of- mouth technique that led me from one satirical journalist to 

another. Ethnographers call this process the identification of “gatekeepers” – people who can 

initialize the researcher to a vaster research field (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007:49). Other 

factors, such as geographical position and language barriers, also played a part in the 

selection. Informants who were based in the vicinity of Casablanca or Rabat were favored 

over others, and informants with basic working knowledge of French were favored over those 

who could only communicate in Arabic. 

 

Although this approach granted me advantages, such as automatic access to certain social 

spaces due to the “vouching” of various individuals with whom I had already established a 

relationship, it also resulted in a potentially limited material. It is certainly plausible that I 

would have discovered a different set of satirical journalists had my first connections on the 

field been different people. I would like to argue, however that many of the informants who 

partook in this study are rather well-known, and that I would have discovered them sooner or 

later even if it hadn't been for my connections on the field. 

 

6.4 Informant-researcher relations 
 
 

Establishing field relations is perhaps the most crucial part of the ethnographic research. 

Without gaining the trust of the informants, the access to understanding their world would be 

lost. This trust is built on both formalities and general sociability – interacting through small 

talk and finding mutual interests (ibid:70).  But as is the case in all social interactions, these 

relations stand on a multi-dimensional foundation of various factors, such as age, gender, 

nationality, ethnicity and language.  
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The aspect of gender is especially important, as it plays into the power dynamic between 

myself and the people I met on the field. Researchers have long considered the effects of 

being a woman researcher in a predominantly male field, and the conclusions are many and 

sometimes contradictory. Although the gender discrepancy can create means of exclusion 

from the “fraternity” for the researcher, she can also find herself claimed, “adopted as a 

mascot” by the informants, or experience an objectification and “hustling” of the same 

(ibid:74). In large, this holds true in my experience. I was welcomed with open arms by all of 

the informants and they gladly invited me to activities and gatherings, but at times I 

questioned the motives of such an attitude. However, being female and exercising a soft and 

non-confrontational approach also made sure that I was not perceived as threatening for the 

informants, which I believe to play a part in why I was let in. To some degree, I exercised 

what Hammersley & Atkinson call a “capitalizing on the gender roles” (ibid:75). 

 

Similarly, other aspects of my identity played a part in how these relations were formed. The 

ethnographic researcher must be cognizant of their own identity when associating with their 

research subjects – do they “blend in” with the environment, or accentuate the researcher role 

through a strict differentiating between them and the informants? (ibid). I am considerably 

younger than all of the informants, and a foreigner, with little knowledge about Morocco in 

general upon the time of our meetings. All social interaction was also carried out in French – 

a second mother tongue for the informants, but my third language. This status as a younger 

foreigner limited our interaction in multiple ways – it is plausible that the discussion was held 

back by the fact that I lacked the background information, or that I missed certain cultural 

references or jokes because of simple language barriers. But in general, I found that my 

identity as a foreigner and a “novice” in the Moroccan satire world gave me advantages 

(ibid:79). It granted me the position of a neutral observer that needed to be initialized into the 

world of Moroccan satire by the informants, which was positive for my fieldwork. 

 

6.5 Qualitative interviewing 

 

The research interview can be conducted in a variety of ways. The structured interview, which 

constitutes of a more quantitative approach, requires for all questions to be written 

beforehand, and offers little to no flexibility of the researcher to develop interesting subjects 

during the time of the interview. The semi-structured and the unstructured interview, 
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however, constitute the most common ways of conducting a qualitative interview. In the 

former, the interviewer prepares their questions in a structured manner, but is fully free to 

pick up on threads left by the interviewee, pose spontaneous, supplementary questions and 

even strike up a mutual dialogue. In the latter, the interviewer sets out with an ambition to 

cover certain topics and themes, but enjoys full flexibility in how and when that happens, 

resulting in an interview that more resembles a conversation or a social meeting (Edwards & 

Holland, 2013). 

 

Apart from the ethnographic findings of my time of the field, this thesis is mainly constructed 

upon findings through semi-structured interviews. However, at times this would prove 

challenging, especially when I as an interviewer found myself trying to juggle between being 

accepted into the social group – and therefore trying to avoid appearing rigid and stiff – on 

one hand, and keeping my research ambition in mind on the other. Some interview situations 

called for a stronger sense of structure, while others thrived in a more relaxed atmosphere.  

 
The formal interviews were mostly conducted in public spaces – cafés, bars and restaurants. I 

prepared a few standardized questions, and used them as a framework from which deeper 

discussions could ensue (Dalen, 2008). The questions are attached in the annex of this thesis. 

The conversations were recorded with my smartphone, and I also took notes on my computer 

during our meeting. Normally the meetings would last around a few hours, and I transcribed 

and organized the recorded material after every encounter. 

 

6.6 Ethical considerations 
 

The ethnographic researcher needs to adhere to a range of ethical consideration, such as the 

informed consent, privacy and the aspect of exploitation for the informants (Hammersley & 

Atkinson:209). In the case of the present thesis, the most prominent aspect to consider is the 

risk of exposing the informants to danger connected to their opinions and work. This was an 

ongoing discussion between me and the informants, and I granted them the opportunity to be 

anonymous, an offer which one of the informants accepted.  

7. Results and analysis 
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The following chapter will explore the results upon which this thesis is constructed. I will 

begin by a short summary, presenting the informants of the study using the factors identities, 

public and content. I will subsequently account for some of the key findings that I have 

concluded from the interviews. 

 

7.1 Presentation of informants 
 

The presentation and analysis of the material I have collected for this thesis will unfold as a 

discussion of central and recurrent themes related to the opinions and experiences of the 

people I conversed with. Six informants took a central place, and will present them briefly 

here. All but one have granted me to use their real names in this thesis. 

 

Said Le Diass has a background in news journalism, but since 2015 his main occupation is 

Lmouhim de l'info, a francophone satirical newscast aired via his Youtube channel. Published 

once a week, the show mainly reports on hot topics within politics and popular culture, and in 

the show, Said Le Diass plays the role of newscaster Lmouhim.  

 

Khalid Gueddar is a cartoonist with a long professional background in Moroccan as well as 

international press, such as French Charlie Hebdo. Since 2016, he runs his own satirical web 

page in dialectal Arabic, Baboubi. Khalid Gueddar has been questioned by police multiple 

times in regard to his work. At the moment, he is awaiting the decision of his court appeal in 

response to a verdict in 2013, condemning him to 4 years in prison and a fine of 3 million 

dirhams for having drawn a caricature of the Moroccan prince Moulay Ismail. 

 

Reda Allali is most prominently known as being the singer of Hoba Hoba Spirit, Morocco's 

most famous rock band. He participated in the study, however, as a chronicler for Telquel, 

one of the biggest francophone weeklies in Morocco. In his chronicle, Reda Allali discusses 

current topics with a satirical tone under a pseudonym, Zakaria Boualem. 

 

Tarik Bouidar, most commonly known as Rik, has been a satirical cartoonist for the daily 

L'Economiste in Casablanca since 2001. The journal is francophone and reports mainly on 

financial and political news. He also has a social media following. 
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Curzio is an artist whose cartoons have been published in various Moroccan journals. 

Currently, he mainly publishes drawings and satirical statuses through his Facebook page, 

with more than 14,000 followers. He has a background in journalism, having worked as a 

news reporter for various Moroccan medias. 

 

Moha Aït Aoual is a philosophy professor and the founder of Akhnapress, a website for 

"parodic information", created in 2016 and inspired by American fake news website The 

Onion. The website is run by a small group of editorial members who are anonymous in 

relation to the public. 

 

7.1.1 Identities, public and content 
 

Addressing, first of all, the identities of the informants, one easily finds that they represent 

only a small fraction of the Moroccan population. All male, in the ages between 30 and 45, 

the informants are all a part of a francophone, liberal and educated middle class, most of them 

living in major Moroccan cities. Most of them also partake in the modern, cosmopolitan and 

secular lifestyle that is present in many Moroccan metropolises – such as drinking alcohol and 

smoking cigarettes. Although some of them may be the bearers of a religious faith – I have 

not blatantly asked the question – it is clear to me that religious traditions and practices play a 

minor role in their everyday life.  

 

Considering the duality of Moroccan society, the question of the public is an interesting one. 

To address this question, however, one must first ponder the readership and the following of 

the content transmitted by the satirists. The following of Curzio is stated on his Facebook 

page; 14 399 people have "liked" his page, which means that his statuses and drawings 

penetrate their everyday Facebook feed. Khalid Gueddar, who also maintains a significant 

social media presence, enjoys an even more substantial following; his Baboubi Facebook 

page has attracted 141 240 likes, which is probably much due to his status as a rather famous 

Moroccan publicist. Said Le Diass, who started publishing his content merely two years ago, 

is enjoying a slightly less significant following; his videos normally attract between 2000 and 

4 000 views per episode. Similarly, Moha Aït Aoual's Akhnapress, which has operated for 

less than a year, is followed by 7 691 Facebook users. As for Tarik Bouidar and Reda Allali, 

whose content is published in the journals L'Economiste and Telquel respectively, their 
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audience is of course mainly dictated by the readership of their journals. According to 

numbers in 2011, they both had a circulation of around 20 000 issues. 

 

The next question is of course: who is this public? The fact that they are both francophone 

clearly subtracts a large portion of the Moroccan population from the readership of Telquel 

and L'Economiste. Furthermore, while L'Economiste is specialized on financial and political 

news, Telquel offers a broader perspective of national and international politics, popular 

culture, chronicles and reviews. They both address an educated, sophisticated Moroccan 

public. For the rest of the informants, however, one can assume that the fact that they publish 

themselves on social media makes them more prone to attract a young audience. Moreover, 

most of them contend that their work only reaches a fraction of the population; some of the 

informants even explicitly stated that they believe their readership demography to be 

comprised of those who already conform to the informants' political opinions; which is to say 

secularism, liberalism and progressivity.  

 

7.2 Key findings 
 

The rest of this chapter will be dedicated to presenting the key findings from my qualitative 

interviews, exemplified by quotes by the informants. I have identified four elements that play 

a part in how the informants build their identity as satirical voices; a critique of a "corrupt" 

Moroccan media and a "gullible" public; using satire to tell the truth and depicting reality; 

pointing at the absurdity, double morality and injustice of Moroccan society; and transcending 

the red lines using humour. The informants did not always agree with each other within each 

of these subtopics, but the themes are nonetheless interesting in exploring both similarities 

and differences between them.  

 

7.2.1 Corrupt media, uninformed public 
 

As it is the main focus of the present study, the interviews revolved heavily around how the 

informants viewed the Moroccan media.  Although the answers were not unanimous, multiple 

of the informants had similar experiences of a media that is cowardly, corrupt and non-

objective.  

 

Morocco has no good, reliable press. It's all propaganda. 
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Curzio 

 

This sort of sweeping, generalized statements when asked about the Moroccan media would 

re-occur in multiple interviews. Expressions such as "its all propaganda", "the Moroccan 

press is a catastrophe", or "the reader is always manipulated" were commonplace, and 

although some informants offer nuanced explanations on the factors that support such 

statements, the wording that they use is still interesting to examine. When asked about certain 

journals who are known to be pushing the lines of what can be produced in the Moroccan 

press, such as weekly Telquel or online news media Médias24, multiple of the informants 

agreed that they were, indeed, examples of a press with, if not completely satisfying content, 

at least good journalist intentions.  

 

It is important to recognize, however, that some of the informants did give specific answers 

on why they consider Moroccan media to be flailing. An example is when Curzio and Khalid 

Gueddar spoke about web TV-channel Chouf TV, often specializing in scandalous clips and 

content around the genre of playing "funny" pranks on people with a candid camera. The 

informants spent a long time during the interview asking themselves why so many viewers 

seem attracted to the sort of content that Chouf TV provided, instead of getting themselves 

informed on important political issues. Khalid Gueddar contended that this is a prime example 

of how Moroccan media lacks "journalist professionalism", and that it is increasingly 

reverting to attracting readers by focusing on click baits and sensationalist material. The 

media, he argued, lacks in-depth investigations on important issues.  

 

Moha Aït Aoual claimed that the biggest problem with the Moroccan press is the lack of 

objectivity. Succumbing to political and financial interests, he finds that information 

published by the media can rarely be trusted to be completely true. Said Le Diass even went 

so far as to say the following words: 

 

 If you take the three ways of conducting journalism – reporting, investigative 

journalism and satire – satire is clearly the only type that isn't propaganda. 

 

Curzio addressed the fact that the focus of the media is to be the first ones to publish 

information, and that the consequences of such a focus is that the information is often 

incorrect. In an amusing detour during one of the interviews, Curzio accounted to when he put 
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the media to the test by fabricating a story and feeding it to the media. Making up the account 

of a Moroccan scientist that had supposedly solved the water crisis of the Maldives by using a 

revolutionary mixture of chemicals, Curzio wrote a faux communiqué on the story and sent it 

out to multiple medias in Morocco. By using the content description on the back of a 

deodorant stick, the communiqué provided intricate information on how this ground-breaking 

scientific accomplishment was achieved, although this was, of course, complete nonsense. 

The following day, at least three media platforms had published the story, citing the 

communiqué word by word. This proved, argued Curzio, how unprofessional and gullible the 

Moroccan media is. 

 

Not everyone agrees on this negative description of the Moroccan media, however. Tarik 

Bouidar argued that the past 20 years have brought about a notable change in the Moroccan 

media climate, pushing the press in a more free and independent direction than before. He did, 

however, underline that working for an established journal prevents him from expressing 

himself freely, as he has to adhere to editorial guidelines.  

 

Working for a conservative journal, I have to compromise with my leadership. I 

would of course like to work for a journal that allows me to be freer. 

 

For most of the informants, the frustration over a "corrupt" media would not only motivate 

them to create and publish satirical material – it would also inspire the very content of the 

same material, with the Moroccan media or Moroccan journalists serving as the butt of the 

joke. As was the case when Curzio, during one of our encounters at a café in Casablanca, 

picked up an issue of the Arabophone daily Al Massae that was offered by the counter, with a 

story on atheism on its front cover. The headline, "Morocco's atheists gather online", was 

accompanied by various, gory pictures, screen shotted from a video depicting a ceremony of 

cannibalism. The story immediately compelled Curzio to update his Facebook page, with a 

screen shot of the cover, and a status in Arab saying, "Thank you Al Massae for teaching us 

that not believing in a God is the same as wanting to eat somebody's flesh". What Curzio is 

doing here is pointing at the Moroccan media – a societal realm from which he excludes 

himself – and incorporating their shortcomings into his own content.  

  

The flagrant mockery of the media is also present in the work of Said Le Diass and Moha Aït 

Aoual, whose "fake news" web page Akhnapress draws on the very connotations of a 
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"straight" news media page. In its presentation, it looks and feels like any other online news 

journal. But the articles, which often draw upon political realities, eventually branch out into 

absurd, faux developments, using the accounts of real-life people or made-up interviewees. 

This, explained Moha Aït Aoual, was not just a criticism of the media, however - stressed that 

the media is not the sole perpetrator of the problem of unreliability. The problem also lies on 

the receiving end of the media dynamic, he argued.  

 

Moroccans are alarmingly bad at source criticism. If information comes from a 

webpage with a .net or .com domain, they take it for truth. 

 

This double-sided criticism of both media and the public can be found in the satirical 

newscast Lmouhim de l'info. In the show, Said Le Diass plays the role of Lmouhim – a 

newscaster he describes as "corrupt and corruptive". Often, the telephone "rings" in the 

middle of the show, with the prime minister or the king himself calling to demand for 

censorship of a certain story. Lmouhim, catering to authorities, always accepts the demands.  

 

He (Lmouhim, ed's note) is the kind of guy who submits completely to people 

with higher status than him. He is like a caricature of a typical Moroccan. 

 

In this statement, Said Le Diass suggested that the "typical Moroccan" is gullible and easily 

corrupt, and he draws upon this notion to produce comical material. Said Le Diass described 

the Moroccan culture as "void of curiosity", and full of people who accept what authorities 

tell them without questioning it. This, too, was a recurring theme in the interviews with the 

informants. Contemplating this topic, Curzio proposed what he believes to be one of the 

reasons for the lack of political participation among Moroccans. 

 

The problem is that the Moroccan people don't have a culture of freedom of 

expression. After decades of dictatorship, people are so used to getting in line. 

 

In his Telquel chronicle, Reda Allali is also drawing upon his notion of the Moroccan public, 

but in a different manner. Using the voice of his pseudonym Zakaria Boualem, Reda Allali 

canalizes his content through the lens of a common and unassuming fictional Moroccan man 

who follows the development in the national and international news with great interest, but 

not always with much knowledge. Referring to himself in third person, Zakaria Boualem 
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makes sure to announce when he hasn't understood something, such as in this chronicle 

discussing the parliamentary debate on the prohibition of the burqa from January 22nd, 2017. 

 

Zakaria Boualem has not quite understood whether the manufacture, the 

importation, the sale or the wearing of this noble fabric should be forbidden, it is 

still rather vague. He also has not understood whether the niqab is concerned, if 

it is the same as the burqa; no one has devoted themselves to clarify these 

points.  

Excerpt from the chronicle 

 

In this chronicle, Reda Allali criticizes not only the political debate, from which the public is 

seemingly detached, but also the media, who fail to convey the proper information to the 

public so that they can engage in the politics of their country. Reda Allali assumes the role of 

his imagined public, speaking for them and, rather than giving them answers, asking their 

questions.  

 

7.2.2 Telling the truth, depicting reality 
 

As I have accounted for in my theory chapter, many studies suggest that exaggeration is 

always a present theme in satire. But what surprised me was that many of the informants did 

not concur with this description of their work. Instead, they insist that their satirical content 

depicts reality – that their drawings, newscasts, chronicles and articles tells the truth, but in a 

different, perhaps shocking, manner than what mass media conveys. In fact, telling the truth is 

in some cases exactly what motivates the informants to perform their work, as they 

experience that this something that is lacking in Moroccan media.  

 

Khalid Gueddar used an example of a cartoon he drew in 2013, when an imam in the city of 

Fes was exposed of having had sex with a mistress in a mosque. In Khalid Gueddar's drawing 

– which provoked a six hour long police hearing and a public outcry – underwear, high heeled 

shoes and a condom is seen being thrown out of the window of a minaret.  
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                       1 

 

It's shocking, but it's the truth. What I drew is what happened. I am trying to 

convey that even imams commit stupid crimes, they have sex, they rape, and so 

on. That exists. By drawing that cartoon I am telling the truth. 

 

Indeed, Khalid Gueddar rejected the idea of satirists as exaggerators, conveying an over-the-

top caricature of reality. Instead, he stressed that satire is merely a way of depicting reality, 

which in Morocco is in no need of being exaggerated. Many informants reason the same way, 

expressing that the political reality of Morocco is so absurd that no exaggeration is needed. 

Reda Allali, although not explicitly positioning himself as a "truth teller", argued that satire is 

the most honest way of describing Morocco in its current state, simply stating "Morocco is the 

satirical one, not me".  

 

What the informants meant, specifically, by statements such as the one by Reda Allali above, 

was not always clear. Some of them referred to the current state of turmoil that shaped 

Moroccan politics during the time of my research. 2  For many of the informants, the 

governmental turmoil served as inspiration for a lot of satirical content, as they saw it as the 

ultimate example of a messy Moroccan political system, frantically trying to uphold an image 

of control and stability, but ultimately cracking under pressure. 

 

                                                        
1 Translated from Arabic: ”Allahu Akbar” (meaning: God is greater) 
2 After the ruling islamist party PJD was elected and its party leader Abdelilah Benkirane was appointed to form 

a coalition government, the process of reaching a political consensus would prove challenging. As a result, 

Morocco was left without a government for five months in the winter/spring of 2016/2017, a peculiar situation 

that was heavily reported in the national news for the entire length of my stay. 
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The governmental dilemma brings us to an interesting example of an episode of Lmouhim de 

l'info. Addressing the governmental crisis in one segment of the show, Said Le Diass shows 

the picture of a meeting between the king and prime minister Abdelilah Benkirane that was 

taken shortly after the elections. In the picture, the king is seen facing the prime minister 

while holding his hand up in the air, his five fingers clearly visible. Lmouhim - the newscaster 

character played by Said Le Diass - offered an explanation of what the picture conveyed in 

the show; the king is giving Abdelilah Benkirane the directive to stall the forming of the 

government for five months. Drawing on the historical conflict between the Islamist 

movement and the makhzen, and suggesting that the political standstill was in fact 

orchestrated by the king himself, this can closest be described as the voicing of a controversial 

conspiracy theory. However, when asked about the segment, Said Le Diass maintained that 

although he does not know what the king was saying in that specific image, he believed this 

interpretation of the situation to be true.  

 

Not everyone rejected the notion of exaggeration as an element present in their work, 

however. Tarik Bouidar maintained that satire is indeed a form of caricaturising and 

exaggerating reality. When asked about the notion of truth in relation to his work Tarik 

Bouidar offered his own definition – while exaggerating, a satirist must always "stay close to 

the truth". This is, according to Tarik Bouidar, the reason why satire is so powerful – it draws 

from reality to compel its spectator to ask themselves important questions. He concluded that 

if the satirical content were to be too detached from the truth, it would no longer be 

appreciated nor taken seriously by the audience.   

 

For Moha Aït Aoual, the notion of truth seemed a bit more complex. Although the 

introduction under the website logo proclaims that Akhnapress "publishes the most reliable, 

independent and objective news", this is quickly debunked by a phrase on the "about"-page, 

stating that Akhnapress is a parodic news site. But the objective of Akhnapress is still to 

create a discussion on real issues, Moha Aït Aoual said. 

 

Even if we have chosen to write articles where we twist the personalities that we 

present, we still have the same objective as "real news" – to call them out, to 

interrogate them, to correct them and to push them to think about their attitudes 

and their actions. 
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In this way, Moha Aït Aoual seems to separate the form of the article from the message that it 

conveys. Even in an article presenting fake news, there is room for a considerable amount of 

truth and, notably, for a message that demands to be taken seriously by the reader. 

 

7.2.3 Pointing at the absurd, revealing injustices 
 

Another argument that resonated with many of the informants is the fact that a strong factor in 

their content is pointing at the absurdities, the injustices and double standards in Moroccan 

society. One of Curzio's most controversial drawings is based on a big political scandal in 

2013, when the Spanish paedophile Daniel Galvan Vina was suddenly pardoned after a few 

months in prison, despite the fact that his crime of raping several Moroccan children had 

landed him a 30 year long sentence. The event caused nation-wide protests, as many 

suspected that the early release played part in a diplomatic scheme, orchestrated by the 

Moroccan king. Inspired by the controversy, Curzio drew a caricature of the king, with his 

pants down, pointing at his bare behind and saying "Come here, Daniel, I am still young". 

Hinting at the widespread, but of course never confirmed, rumours about the king's 

homosexual orientation, the cartoon defies multiple strong taboos in Moroccan society. 

Explaining his intent, Curzio highlighted the contemporary political context – in Morocco, 

homosexuality is punishable by up to three years in prison. 

                          3 

                                                        
3 Translation from Arabic. In the overhead text: "Daniel Galvan leaves Morocco after a royal pardon." 

In the bubble: "Come back please, I am still young" 
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The king has the power to change the laws, so that nobody has to fear 

oppression based on their sexuality. But he does nothing. Meanwhile he has the 

freedom to do what he wants in private. It's a double standard. 

 

Khalid Gueddar also testified to using his work to point at absurdities in Moroccan society. 

An example is a drawing from 2011, published on social media right after the parliamentary 

elections. As a part of a national campaign, the newly elected minister of justice, Mustapha 

Ramid, had used his first public performance to address the lack of organ donors in Morocco, 

announcing that he, himself, had opted for a contract that allows for all his organs to be 

donated after his death. Khalid Gueddar's drawing, a loose penis hurled at a screaming mass 

of people, is a subtle but clear critique of what he consider to be an absurd way of conducting 

politics. 

 

                                        4 

 

Morocco has a million problems with the justice system, and the minister of 

justice chooses to use his first performance to talk about his organs? It's funny. 

 

The other informants agreed to a varying degree. Although more restricted, due to his 

platform being a traditional news journal, Tarik Bouidar contended that a lot of his work 

springs from a feeling of anger over an injustice in society. One example is from 2016, in the 

wake of a report that showed an alarming rate of mistreatment of prisoners in Moroccan 

prisons. The drawing by Tarik Bouidar shows a malicious-looking prison guard, saying, "our 

                                                        
4 Translated from Arabic: ”Ramid makes an organ donation!” 
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prisoners are happy". Next to him, a sad-looking prisoner covered in bruises, responds: "I am 

crying with joy…" 

 

                        5 

 

I view myself as a journalist who draws. And journalists have a responsibility – 

to reveal injustices, and to show what isn't working in society. 

 

The drawing above was published as a complementary to a news article written by a reporter 

at L'Economiste. This, confirmed Tarik Bouidar, encapsulates his role as a cartoonist in 

L'Economiste – he draws upon his own opinions on the news that are reported, creating 

content that uses a personal narrative on the issue at hand. This suits him, he contended, as he 

"has opinions, lots of opinions, and a will to express them".  

 

Referring to the world as "absurd" multiple times during the interview, Said Le Diass also 

asserted that his discontent with Moroccan society often plays a considerable part in his 

satirical content. In an episode of Lmouhim de l'info from March 9th 2017, news anchor 

Lmouhim reports on the Lebanese jazz musician Ibrahim Maalouf, who had just been 

prosecuted by a French court of law for having allegedly sexually harassed his 14-year-old 

intern by kissing her on the mouth. In the show, the character Lmouhim muses on the 

absurdity of the allegations, questioning the reasoning of the French judicial system. 

 

An Arab kissing a 14-year-old intern on the mouth, especially if she is pretty, is 

nothing to be upset about? For us it's institutional to move on a teenager! There 

                                                        
5 Translated from French, in the overhead text: ”The prison wardens reject the report by AMDH” 
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are even those of us who rape them and then marry them to correct the mistake. 

Will you please be a bit open-minded, France?  

Excerpt from the show Lmouhim de l'info 

 

Although Said Le Diass doesn't blatantly disclose his own opinions in the above shown 

example, he draws from actual circumstances to make a point about a well-known problem in 

the Arab world – child marriages, and discriminatory regulations that grant rapists judicial 

impunity.6 

 

In a similar fashion, Reda Allali's pseudonym Zakaria Boualem often contemplates on things 

that he perceives as strange or wrong, often within the political realm but also in other 

categories of society. In a chronicle from the 17th February 2017, Zakaria Boualem comments 

the statistics in a report published by the High Commisson for Planning, stating that 60 % of 

Moroccan workers lack a high school diploma, and that only one third of all paid employees 

hold an employment contract.  

 

Who cares about these numbers! We don't need contracts, or diplomas. In fact, 

we don't even need a state. What an extraordinary discovery. […] We construct 

our own model: identify an objective, navigate with the help of something that 

resembles it vaguely, and then stop suddenly when we lack energy to reach it. 

You know, we are a country of jazz! Improvisation, like Miles Davis. […] 

Zakaria has suspected it for a long time – we are glorious! 

Excerpt from the chronicle 

 

During the interview, Reda Allali pointed out multiple times that he feels driven by a need to 

speak out against societal injustices, and utilized the following metaphor to explain why. 

 

It's like the story of the frog – put a frog in boiling water, and she will jump 

right out. Put a frog in cold water and heat it up bit by bit, and she will get so 

                                                        
6 Although the law that allows for rapists to marry their victims in order to escape justice was 

abolished in 2014 in Morocco, rape continues to be a considerable stigma for Moroccan women, and 

rapists are rarely held responsible in court of law.  
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used to the heat that it will eventually kill her. I don't want to be the frog that 

gets used to the heat. I want to speak up. 

 

Although Moha Aït Aoual concurred with this idea - explaining that the articles of 

Akhnapress always have a political agenda, and shining light on what the article authors 

believe to be wrong or absurd - he also brought up another element present in the website's 

content. Instead of exaggerating the dark reality of said injustice, Akhnapress approaches the 

issue by offering an alternative. Comparing satire to art, Moha Aït Aoual argued that man has 

a need for the imaginary, especially in hard and complicated times. In this manner, 

Akhnapress offer a dreamlike, parallel reality to an absurd, real reality. An example of this is 

an article from February 2017, commenting on a TV documentary aired on the channel 2M 

which addressed the issue of marital rape. Using the real documentary as a hook, the 

Akhnapress article spurred into the imaginary; announcing that fifty per cent of all Moroccan 

wives had left their husbands in a collective protest. 

 

What we offer in our articles is sort of a dream – a dream that minorities are 

respected, of equality and democracy. 

 

7.2.4 Using humor to transcend the red lines 
 

As my background chapter has shown, Morocco is a country where freedom of expression is 

not fully recognized. While some topics are outspokenly forbidden, such as the king's 

finances or the occupation of Western Sahara, others are culturally put in place and upheld by 

the vast majority of the Moroccan public, such as sex and nudity or questioning of the 

religion. Consisting of topics that are considered socially sensitive or taboo as well as topics 

that are actually legally restricted, the Moroccan "red lines" are a loose term for that which is, 

in one way or another, hard to address in the public sphere. To understand a satirical journalist 

in Morocco it is, of course, imperative to explore how they relate to these political and social 

restrictions. Although the informants might not agree on how they relate to the red lines, it is 

clear that they must relate to them in one way or another. 

 

In one drawing by Curzio published in April 2017, he treats the heavily reported death of a 

three-year-old Berber girl named Idya. Idya suffered from a brain damage, and died after 

having been shuttled between hospitals without a proper X-ray. The event caused a public 
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outcry, and sparked a national debate on the state of health care and access to basic societal 

functions for underprivileged Moroccan groups. Curzio, who strongly believes that the king is 

ultimately responsible for the health care deficit in rural areas, responded by a drawing 

published on his Facebook page. Playing with the Berber name "Idya", a word that, in the 

Arabic dialect Darija, means "hands", Curzio's drawing shows a grinning caricature of the 

king Mohammed VI, placing a bloody hand on the young girl's head while saying "What are 

you saying, "Idya"? Mine are clean". The drawing was heavily shared among Moroccans on 

social media. 

 

                                      7 

 

The drawing clearly transcends the red line of criticizing the king – and Curzio explained why 

he chose to attack the issue through a satirical drawing, rather than outspoken political protest. 

 

If I had spray-painted "the king is responsible for Idya's death" on the wall of a 

building, nobody would have cared. If I do a drawing that uses the same logic 

but in a funny way, it makes people think. When someone laughs at something, 

it means that they are one step closer to questioning their convictions 

 

Reda Allali had a similar view on why he uses humour in his chronicle instead of enrolling in 

a political party or taking part in demonstrations.  

 

I am not militant activist who goes out on the street with signs and slogans – 

"give me my rights" – it's just not my thing. I think you should be able to laugh 

at things. That is my way of resisting. 

                                                        
7 Translated (loosely) from Arabic: ”What’s up with my hands? They are clean” 
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Thus, Reda Allali believes that the usage of humour is more efficient when getting the 

message across to a wider audience. This resonated with essentially all of the informants, 

claiming that humour is the best way of tackling topics that are complicated and sensitive, as 

it provides them with the means to do so in a subtle and non-confrontational way. This suits 

Morocco the best, they argued, one of the reasons being the fact that laughing at oneself, and 

laughing at difficult situations, is a long-standing tradition among Moroccans. Tarik Bouidar 

said that satire is an integrated part of Moroccan culture, but in the shape of a cultural 

discourse "rather than a developed press." 

 

We like to laugh at ourselves, and at our society. But mostly it's done privately, 

at home or with friends. When it's public, it's harder. 

 

As with many aspects of an entire culture of society, explaining exactly what can be said and 

what cannot was hard for the informants. Instead, many of them used an anecdotal approach 

when describing what subjects are touchy and why. Being the informant with the most 

extensive experience of lashbacks against his work, Khalid Gueddar shared his view on the 

most detrimental taboos in Morocco. 

 

I think sex and nudity is probably one of the biggest taboos in Moroccan society 

today. Criticizing the religion and the king, yes, but sex is even worse. 

 

In this sense, Khalid Gueddar is not speaking about the law – he is speaking about the 

opinions of the public, and essentially the Islamist population of Morocco. Khalid Gueddar 

stated that he has received death threats multiple times. But while acknowledging that topics 

such as those mentioned above are difficult to address, Khalid Gueddar still maintained his 

right to do it: "I want to speak about religion and the power of the imams, it's my right to do 

it". And while some informants highlighted the need to address sensitive topics in an 

"intelligent" and "subtle" way, Khalid Gueddar didn't agree, explaining that he rather feels 

compelled to publish work that is "shocking and provocative". He does this, he argued, to 

force a debate, and underlined that the provocations are positive, and not malicious.  

 

Furthermore, both Khalid Gueddar and Curzio seemed to believe that they have a direct 

responsibility to achieve political change in regard to freedom of expression, and that their 
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constant questioning of hegemonic dynamics are imperative in this regard. Khalid Gueddar 

even stated that he "feels responsible for the development of freedom of expression", and 

asked a rhetorical question – "if I don’t claim responsibility, then who will?" Curzio defined 

satire as "the defibrillator of society. Centimetre by centimetre, we are pushing the limits of 

what is accepted." Reda Allali expressed a similar view, arguing that he wants to be a part of 

a media that pushes societal and political taboos, as, he argued "if you don't push them, they 

will push you".  

 

But as the Moroccan red lines are not only culturally sensitive, but in some cases outspokenly 

regulated by the law, this question must take into account to what degree the informants are 

willing to break Moroccan jurisdiction. And here, their opinions differed. Curzio argued that a 

satirical cartoonist will "always operate somewhat outside the law". He considered it a 

necessity, and notably in cultures where freedom of expression is restricted. 

 

Of a vastly different opinion, Said Le Diass accentuated that all journalists, even those 

operating within the field of satire, must comply with the law, no matter his own opinions on 

whether or not the law is legitimate. To contest the law, he argued, would be the same as 

contesting the very basis of civilization. Although he agreed that certain societal taboos must 

be challenged, and that satire plays an important role in the process, Said Le Diass explained 

that he favours an overall subtle provocation of taboo topics, rather than confronting them 

head on. Using a metaphor of an authoritarian father and his rebellious son, he argued that 

revolting against the rules is most successful when done in a patient and subtle way. 

 

You can't stand up to your father when you're just a kid, you need to give it a 

few years, and do it intelligently. 

 

Moha Aït Aoual testified to "avoiding" sensitive and "sacred" topics on his website, notably 

the famous three red lines the king, the territorial integrity and the religion. Speaking about 

topics could be "very dangerous", he said. When asked why, he explained that it is mainly out 

of practical reasons, as the legal aftermath could be detrimental to the continued future of 

Akhnapress.  
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It's still a bit hard to know how the law would apply to my domain, as it is quite 

unique in Morocco. I am not sure what would happen if a person mentioned in 

one of our articles would file a complaint against us. 

8. Analysis and discussion 
 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how the relation between six satirical journalists and 

the media can be theorized. In parity with many of the studies that have been conducted 

before me (Riegert 2011; El Marzouki 2015, Day 2011), I have decided to apply a framework 

that theorizes the public space and counterpublics (Fraser 1990; Habermas 1957; Warner 

2002). I will also attack the question of the truth – how do the satirists relate to the truth, and 

are there any substantial connecting points between the ideals of journalism and the ideals of 

the informants in this regard?  

 

8.1 Satire as a public 
 

To explore whether the informants of this study can be considered as counterpublics, I must 

first try my findings against the idea of a public. When Warner defines a public, he 

accentuates the intertextual, imagined relationships between strangers, and explains that what 

ties these strangers together is the fact that they view the world in a certain way, and that there 

is a constant flow of discourse between them (2002). Could this be applied to the informants 

of my thesis? 

 

Regarding the usage of humour, the informants differ in many ways – they don't address the 

same topics, and they don't treat them similarly. But what ties them together is that humour 

plays an important role in how they express themselves. Many informants, such as Tarik 

Bouidar, believe that humour is essential to Moroccan society and history – but at the same 

time, they are aware of the fact that it is not always allowed and accepted to use when 

discussing matters such as politics, religion and social life. Publishing a comedic cartoon, 

seeing it "liked" and shared (and thus generating "active participation") could be viewed as a 

form of agreement between the satirist and the reader, simply because it is not evident that the 

content would generate such a reaction (Warner, 2002). In a way, using humour becomes a 

signifier, a way of forming an identity – "I am ready to laugh at this – are you?" – and by 

extension, even a way of a social contract between the satirists and its audience. As the 
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informants can confirm, using humour to point to what is unjust and unfair is appreciated by 

some, and disliked by others – not just in a Moroccan context, but worldwide. It is therefore 

plausible that the informants consider themselves parts of a media public, not on the basis of 

constructed communities and not necessarily because they act together, but because they're 

all, in one way or another, creating and taking part in a discourse that offers them and others 

to explore the world in a certain way – that is to say, with humour.  

 

As El Marzouki concluded, the two satirical Youtube shows that he studied used humour as a 

way to offer a sense of identification to the viewers (2015). This is in line with the findings on 

my thesis. The "deeply felt needs" to reach out to the like-minded – that is to say, those who 

are ready and willing to laugh at the current situation in Morocco - can easily be seen within 

the answers from the informants, and is exemplified by the way some of them risk their well-

being and security by doing what they do. But more so than a need, for some informants it is 

rather a must. An example is Khalid Gueddar, whose motivation to perform his work seems to 

be built on a sense of entitlement, which is shown when he says that it is his outspoken "right" 

to speak about topics that are considered sensitive or taboo.  

 

8.2 Moroccan satirists – counterpublics? 
 

But can the Moroccan satirists of this study be considered as counterpublics to the majority 

Moroccan media?  

 

As accounted for in my results section, it quickly became clear that most of the informants 

had strong opinions on the media. They did not always agree, and perhaps this was mainly 

due to the fact that they all had different levels of connection with the established, traditional 

press – Tarik Bouidar, who works for one of the biggest francophone dailies in Morocco, 

seemed more inclined to have faith in the media. Meanwhile, Curzio and Said Le Diass, who 

have consciously left the traditional media to focus on independent journalist work and their 

own satire channels, seemed more inclined to criticize it.  

 

But I especially felt fascinated by the way many of the informants, notably Said Le Diass, 

Moha Aït Aoual, Curzio and Khalid Gueddar, talked about the media. The media is "corrupt", 

"propaganda", "unprofessional", and "not objective". It is not my role as a researcher to verify 

or debunk the validity of these statements – instead, they play an important part in 
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understanding how the informants, themselves, identify and experience their surroundings, 

and the media in particular. But these sweeping and largely negative answers to the questions 

concerning the media indicate a sort of socially reproduced idea on the Moroccan press 

among some of the satirists, based on a strong sense of polemic where satire journalism and 

traditional journalism are two poles on opposite sides of a spectrum. Although many of them 

consider themselves to be journalists, they clearly differentiate themselves and their 

objectives from that of the traditional media in Morocco. This became particularly interesting 

when they subsequently admitted that there are certain medias that attempt to conduct truthful 

and trustworthy journalism – but still, even after this clarification, the informants never took 

back the sweeping claims that they had previously made.  

 

This holds the first clue to understanding whether or not the informants of this study consider 

themselves as a part of a counterpublic, according to the definition of Warner (2002). To 

answer such a question, one must of course consider many variables. Do the informants 

consider themselves to be of a subordinate status in relation to the majority media? Does this 

experienced subordinate status affect their discourse and content, or in other terms, is the 

estrangement of public speech "the very condition of their own common world" (ibid:87)? 

 

Attacking the question of status, Fraser's theory of subaltern counter public spheres (1990) is 

appropriate to evoke. But Fraser speaks specifically about the forming of groups that are 

underprivileged in a patriarchal, racist society – such as women of colour or homosexuals. 

This is not the case for the informants of this study – at least not if you consider privilege to 

be strictly tied to your congenital position in society. To apply this theory, therefore, one 

would have to find support for the existence of a certain hegemony where mass media is 

given a natural privilege in the public space, whereas the platforms where the most of the 

informants produce their work do not enjoy such a privilege. Such a statement could surely be 

supported by the fact that the media (TV, radio, printed press) in Morocco, and notably the 

media that go along the political lines, enjoy both the financial and the political resources that 

a Facebook cartoonist or a self-publishing youtuber does not. As El Marzouki (2015) 

establishes, studying satire in a country such as Morocco, one must be cognisant of the fact 

that anti-state discourse is not always allowed, and rarely encouraged. Moroccan public life 

clearly echoes the rather dystopian future painted by Habermas (1962) – a public sphere 

where free and intellectual exchange of critical-rational opinion is heavily limited at the 

expense of the merging of politics and financials interests and, more importantly, the constant 
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influx of commercialized media. This was, by the way, also supported by many claims by the 

informants - the Moroccan media public is "gullible", "corrupted", "non-questioning of facts". 

 

But do the informants consider themselves to be subordinate in regard to the majority media?   

 

There is evidence to support such a claim. When Curzio and Khalid Gueddar muse on the 

web TV-channel Chouf TV, they seem angered and confused by the fact that so many viewers 

watch what, in their eyes, is clearly questionable content. It is plausible to draw the 

conclusion that they feel as if majority media, with its resources and abilities, are able to draw 

an audience with less effort than independent journalists. And although they consider their 

own content to be more truthful and politically relevant than that of Chouf TV, the public do 

not always agree. Tarik Bouidar supported such a claim in his own way. He works for an 

established journal, but it is not uncommon that he must compromise with his editor in regard 

to his work. He also noted that he would prefer to be working for a more independent 

journalist platform, because that would allow him to express himself more freely. One might 

argue that this suggests that Tarik Bouidar experiences that his work, as a cartoonist of the 

press, at times must stand back on behalf of the news reporting of the journal where he works.  

 

Other factors speak against this claim. Unanimously, the informants take a lot of pride in their 

work. This suggests that even though they might be struggling with reaching out to the public 

or earning the same status as the majority media in terms of readers, resources and political 

encouragement, they are still convinced that what they do is better than the majority media. 

An example of this is when Le Diass says that all journalism is propaganda – except satire. 

Many of the informants who publish themselves on social media also consider themselves to 

be freer than the traditional media to express what they want, in regard to societal taboos and 

legal "red lines". As Riegert (2015) found when she studied the effects and motivations by 

Egyptian bloggers during the Arab spring, the Internet and social media provided the bloggers 

with a broader set of tools to question authorities and present ideas that challenged the status 

quo. The "activist trajectory" that Riegert identified in the Egyptian bloggers is very present 

among many of the informants in this study – they actively wish to change society with their 

content and push people to think, and publishing their content outside of the frameworks of an 

established, controlled media sphere provides them with the means to do so. The Internet 

undoubtedly plays a major role in this dynamic – evoking Fraser's theory of a transnational 

public sphere that transgresses the restrictions and limitations of the national context (2007).  
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But for simplicity, I will continue with assuming that the above statement is, at least, partly 

true. So to the final criteria - do the informants incorporate the discourse of the majority 

media as a means to form their own identity? As I have accounted for in my results, the 

multiple of the informants' content is not only inspired by the perceived failings of the media 

– as was the case when Curzio made a funny status on his Facebook based on an article in a 

Moroccan daily - it can also openly and blatantly mock the media and its shortcomings in its 

very form. When Moha Aït Aoual and Said Le Diass assume the shape of a "serious media", 

but subsequently spur into the imaginary with the help of acting or fake news developments, 

they embody what Day (2011) calls the "mimicking" of reality, and "transcontextualization" 

of the real and the parodic, and what Kumar and Combe (2015) call a "masquerade". It is not 

only a way to make the audience laugh – it is, by itself, a serious media critique, pushing their 

audience to test their own abilities to verify fact from fiction, and thus, implying that this is 

something that the media does not normally do. Reda Allali's work is partly in line with the 

same conclusion, but in a slightly different way. His character Zakaria Boualem, from whose 

perspective he muses on contemporary societal matters, oftentimes takes it upon himself to 

explain complex issues in a simplistic and funny tone. This attitude evokes Day's (2011) 

theorizing on parodic news. Reda Allali embodies the idea of the satirist acting as the 

"viewer's surrogate" – assuming the role of his public, speaking for them and, rather than 

giving them answers, asking their questions. In it, one can conclude, lies a certain media 

critique. Reda Allali seems to, although with subtlety, not only point at the shortcomings of 

the politics, but also the shortcomings of the media itself. 

 

In conclusion, there are definitely reasons to say that the informants of this study are part of 

media counterpublics. And although I partly find this to be true, I argue that another analysis 

is much more accurate on the basis of my findings – namely the fact that the informants of 

this study are juxtaposing the Moroccan media. In the following chapter, I will explain why. 

 

8.3 Juxtaposing the Moroccan media 
 
When Clement Bell compared the colonialist European writes and the African satirists, he 

found that while being driven by contrasting objectives, the two groups shared a similar 

representation of their work – namely the simplification and exaggeration of the reality they 

conveyed through their work (2008). Although I have arrived at the same conclusion – 
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Moroccan satirists are juxtaposing the traditional media – my conclusion is a reversed version 

of that of Clement Bell. I argue that while the ideals and objectives of the Moroccan satirists 

are essentially in line with that of journalism, the expression and representation of those ideals 

are inherently contrasting each other.  

 

First of all, the informants are undoubtedly working side by side with the Moroccan media. 

They ultimately share the same platforms, and often compete for the same audience. It is also 

important to note that many of the informants claim the same societal function as the 

Moroccan media – that is, to educate, inform and report.  

 

But what really confirms this relationship is the notion of the truth. When asking the 

informants of how they relate to the truth, the answers were surprisingly unanimous. What 

they do is, according to the informants, the very essence of truth. They find that their work is 

a correct and apt conveyance of reality in a media sphere where the truth is not only warped 

and misrepresented, but also oftentimes completely omitted. This is perhaps the most 

interesting finding of this research, as it contradicts the preconceived notions that I, as a 

researcher, had when arriving to the field. As stated in the theory chapter, many theories 

suggest that satirists are excused from the many set of values that journalists should, and 

according to some, must, respect. As Griffin points out, satirists do not need to convey reality 

in a proportional and balanced way, as this is not inherently a part of their mission (1994). But 

not only do the informants not seem to agree with this theory – in fact, they don't want to be 

excused. Instead, most of them seem to consider it their responsibility to depict reality as 

truthfully as they can. And where one might see exaggeration in their work, the informants 

are adamant – the content is a result of a warped society, not the work of a sarcastic satirist. 

 

Furthermore, the informants claim a responsibility that no one has inflicted on them. They do 

not see themselves as entertainers – instead, they are driven by a will to educate the public – 

that is, to shine light on issues that are not discussed in the majority media. This plays a big 

role in why they perform their work. But rather than acting as mediators – in line with a news 

journalist merely reporting on the news – the informants take their mission a step further. 

They wish to inflict debate into Moroccan society, and by using humor and oftentimes 

shocking content, they hope to push the public to interrogate themselves, to question their 

convictions, and ultimately challenge the information that media feeds them. Echoing Kovach 



54  

and Rosenstiels theory on journalistic ideals – the informants carry themselves as if their main 

obligation was to be the voice of the citizens (2001). 

 

In conclusion, I find that the informants are juxtaposing the Moroccan media by embodying 

what they believe journalism should be. They are persistently appropriating the ideals and 

connotations that are normally used to describe the very essence of journalism, and applying 

those ideals to their work to show the Moroccan public an alternative to the dominant, 

traditional media. This alternative is represented with the help satirical expression and at 

times, exaggerated, simplified and shaped by a strong sense of polemic (Kumar & Combe, 

2015). But that is merely the package of what the ultimate content really conveys. Instead, the 

informants are driven by the will to uncover injustices, interrogate the powerful, and offer a 

platform of discussion and debate. 

 

In short, the informants see a gap that should be filled by an important and imperative societal 

institution. And they see it as their responsibility to step in and fill that gap.  

 

8.4 Moving forward 
 
Although it was immensely interesting to conduct, this study is limited by a considerable 

amount of restraints. Although it gives certain indicators as to how a few, influential 

Moroccan satirists consider their own role on the media arena, it does not explore what impact 

they have on the Moroccan public, nor how they are viewed in the eyes of those who are a 

part of the traditional, "straight news" media. This would be imperative in order to understand 

what role satire plays in contemporary Moroccan society, and to further explore why satire is 

gaining popularity in this rapidly changing country. 
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Annex 

Standardized interview questions in French 

 

La personne 
 

Racontez-moi de votre publication/carrière dans la satire – comment est-elle créée et 

pourquoi?  

 

Pourquoi est-ce que vous avez choisi de bosser dans la satire? Pourquoi est-ce que vous 

n'avez pas plutôt opté pour une publication "sérieuse" sur la société et la politique? 

 

Est-ce que vous pouvez me raconter un peu de votre parcours en termes de carrière?  Qu'est-

ce que vous faisiez avant ce projet? 

 

Comment est-ce que vous expliqueriez votre publication pour quelqu'un qui ne l'a jamais lu? 

C'est quel genre de satire? 

 

Est-ce que vous avez des sujets préférés, ou est-ce que vous parlez des toutes sortes 

d'actualités? 

 

Quel est votre public cible? 

 

Pour vous, personnellement, qu'est-ce que vous pousse à faire votre travail?  

 

Est-ce que vous vous appelez journaliste? Pourquoi/pourquoi pas? 

  

Le Maroc 
  

Quelle est votre impression de la presse Marocaine aujourd'hui? Est-ce que vous trouvez 

qu'un citoyen Marocain peut accéder de l'information indépendante et professionnel et 

sérieuse par la télé? La presse? La radio? L'internet? 

 

Quel est le problème le plus principal avec la presse Marocaine?  

 

Comment est-ce que vous réfléchissez dans votre rôle dans le média au Maroc? Quelle est 

votre contribution? 

 

Comment vous positionnez vous par rapport aux lignes rouges au Maroc? Est-ce que vous 

faites attention avec certains sujets ou pas? 

 

La satire 

 

Selon vous – c'est quoi, de la satire? 

 

Quel est le rôle que joue la satire dans la paysage médiatique Marocaine? 

 

Quel est le rôle qu'elle joue dans le développement démocratique? 
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Standardized interview question in English 

 

The person 

 

Tell me about your publication/your career in satire – how and why was it created? 

 

Why have you chosen to work in the field of satire? Why didn't you rather choose to create a 

"serious" publication on politics or societal issues instead? 

 

What is your carreer background? What did you do before this project? 

 

How would you describe your publication to someone who has never read it? What genre of 

satire is it? 

 

Do you have preferences in terms of subjects, or do you comment on all sorts of issues? 

 

Who is your target audience? 

 

What drives you to perform your work? 

 

Do you call yourself a journalist? Why/why not? 

  

Morocco 
  

What is your impression of the state of the contemporary Moroccan press? Do you believe 

that a Moroccan citizen can access independent, professional and serious information 

through… 

 

…TV? The written press? The radio? The Internet? 

 

What do you see as the biggest problem within the Moroccan press? 

 

How do you consider your own role in the Moroccan media? What is your contribution? 

 

How do you position yourself in relation with the Moroccan red lines? Do you handle certain 

topics more carefully than others, or even avoid them? 

 

Satire 

 

What is satire, in your opinion? 

 

What role does satire play in the Moroccan media arena? 

 

What role does satire play in the democratic development?  
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