
Fourteen members of the Cal Poly Pomona community travelled through Morocco in the summer 
of 2017 on a fi ve-week Fulbright-Hays Group Project Abroad grant from the Department of 
Education, directed by Dr. Faiza Shereen and Dr. Mahmood Ibrahim. Designed for educators in 
a variety of fi elds, the program immersed participants in the culture, language, design and 
literature of Morocco and the Arabo-Islamic region. Each participant was expected to integrate 
the Morocco experience into his or her courses by creating Morocco-focused curricula. 

Lectures by academics and government offi cials on politics, geography, economics, society, religion, 
contemporary issues, and US-Moroccan relations formed the heart of the study trip. But the real 
learning happened through a series of immersive site visits in Rabat, Fez, Meknès, cities and 
villages of the Middle Atlas, Tangier, Marrakech, Essaouira, and Casablanca. These included key 
locations of historical or architectural signifi cance such as archeological sites, cities, mosques 
and madrasas as well as educational institutions and economic and social justice projects. 
Participants completed a three-week, intensive Arabic course at the Al Akhawayn University in Ifrane.

The interactions between the different social and cultural groups that make up the identity of 
the Moroccan nation have many more layers than typically portrayed in America. Too often the 
media and the American public see the Islamist currents that have affected North Africa in recent 
decades, especially since the Arab Spring, as a monolithic process of radicalization. The cultures 
of North Africa have been shaped through numerous and diverse—and often confl icting—layers 
of history and traditions that inform the people’s response to and engagement with the current 
politics of so-called “Islamism.” This is nowhere more true than in Morocco. The country’s 
extraordinary diversity consists of varying ethnicities and levels of education and wealth. Moroccans 
may react differently to current political forces depending on whether they are Amazigh (Berber), 
Arab, Muslim, Jewish or Christian, and whether they come from a rural or urban background. The 
recent recognition of Amazigh as a second national language acknowledges the multilingual 
dimension of Moroccan interactions, which occur in a combination of Arabic, Amazigh, French, 
and Spanish. The offi cial status of the two languages—Arabic and Amazigh—also seeks to foster 
the integration of native people in the region. 

Moroccan culture can therefore be explored through the metaphor of the palimpsest, its multiple 
layers allowing us to relate to its complex identity in an equally nuanced and encompassing way, 
rather than through a two-dimensional lens as encouraged by modern media. Physical and 
cultural relationships are less about one thing colliding with something else on the same plane, 
and more about things relating to one another by overlapping, folding, and intersecting, 
creating stories that unfurl on many levels. The image of the palimpsest, of dynamic layering 
and overlapping, visible as much in the architecture and artisanal traditions of the country as in 
its social makeup and history, becomes the central image in this exhibit.



Given the complexity of Moroccan culture, or rather cultures, which the Fulbright-Hays 
participants were only beginning to apprehend as we neared the end of our fi ve-week study 
trip, we chose to build this exhibition around layered experiential themes. These themes include: 
Historical Richness, Social Interaction in Context, Sounds and Music, Visual Layering, and 
Markets and Culinary Traditions. Of these fi ve themes, two had a particularly powerful impact 
on us: social interactions, which were deeply human, and our own subjective reactions to the 
omnipresence and layering of visually striking Moroccan designs and spaces. 

Regarding social interactions, we were quickly reminded that the human is always human. It is 
diffi cult for Americans to be freed from stereotypes about Arab/Islamic cultures, for instance, 
that the societies are strongly patriarchal.  Of course, they are patriarchal, as are most cultures 
of the world. But we learned that perhaps this particular form of patriarchy is challenging for us 
because it is different from our own. The practices are unfamiliar; the rights and liberties and 
powers stress different values. Some Moroccan women may not have some of the liberties 
Western women have, but they receive paid maternity leave and equal pay for equal work, which 
many American women do not. We are reminded of the importance to acknowledge (at least) 
the multiplicity of perspectives, though the human is always human.

The second outstanding aspect of our experience was aesthetic. In this case—aided by the 
excellent lectures we received—we believe we broke through the exotic surface to attend to 
the intricacies, the layering, and the patterning. The art and architecture of Morocco has been 
created through the cross-fertilization of the styles and forms of diverse peoples—the Phoenicians, 
Romans, Arabs, European colonists, and native Amazigh (Berbers), especially during the periods 
of the Almoravids, Almohads and Merenids—as well as the diverse religious traditions, including 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The seduction of design, the play of light and movement in the 
cities, the opulent geometry of Medieval madrasas, the layering of colors, and of course the 
tactile aspects of artisans practicing their crafts— to all these we responded with high enthusiasm. 

Through the photographs and objects in this exhibition, we have tried to reveal elements of the 
palimpsest of Morocco, which we, as a group, were part of for a brief fi ve weeks. Some of the 
photos and objects recount interpersonal moments that opened meaningful connections to 
Morocco. In other instances, we have used them as symbols that invoke the larger history of 
particular places or traditions in Morocco. As students and scholars, we are aware that art can 
be appreciated superfi cially; it can be used to exoticize and stereotype foreign peoples or 
to commodify their worth. Yet, the pull of art is visceral and in turn it can often help us cross 
boundaries of language and culture. Together, these images and objects represent our desire to 
move beyond the collision of cultures, and to connect, bridge, and create, thereby illuminating 
a small part of the Moroccan palimpsest.
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