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mitigates violence; segregation and ghet-
toization are what cause it. The Fabrique 
culturelle des Abattoirs is therefore a pub-
lic place with a tremendous social mix. As 
you wander round, you find many forms 
of artistic expression including exhibi-
tions, music, circus and other arts. 

It’s a cultural, public place that we want 
to turn into a real factory where creation 
takes place. It’s also the very first example 
of wasteland converted into a cultural site 
in the Maghreb and probably in the Arab 
world. To me, that’s what culture brings 

and that’s what the association Racines 
campaigns for. I take part with the aim of 
rethinking and proposing a cultural pol-
icy in Morocco, because culture is a factor 
of human development, social develop-
ment, mutual understanding and lastly, 
economic growth. 

It’s all inter-related, that is why it’s vital 
to engage in ambitious cultural policies in 
the Mediterranean. Needs and problems 
very often converge. Culture, heritage 
and democracy form an inseparable three-
fold issue on which we must work.
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In Morocco, we are lacking public 
cultural policies, particularly in the 
Ministries of Culture and Education. As 
other local authorities have practically no 
cultural policies either, there is no artistic 
education.

We do have a lot of good-quality festi-
vals in the country, but they mainly pro-
mote artists and works from abroad and 
there are very few Moroccan creations. 
Yet, supporting local artistic production 
creates jobs and reveals not only artists, 
but also people working in technical and 
administrative areas.

The urban wasteland was converted in 
response to real demand from cultural 
players who need space in which to cre-
ate and work in a variety of disciplines. 
Casablanca is a large city in Morocco 
where demographic and urban pressure is 
high, but which has no facilities for art-
ists to come together to create or present 
their work. 

I am also a member of the association 
Casamémoire, which works to safeguard 
and restore 20th-century urban heritage 
in Casablanca. Heritage is a very specific 
issue, particularly in Casablanca, in terms 
of what can and what cannot be integrated 
into Moroccan heritage. The legacy of 
the 20th century is very much the work 
of the French and Europeans. We believe 

that the architectural heritage from the 
days of the French protectorate is also our 
heritage. We have more than one iden-
tity and more than one language, etc. So 
we consider the architecture with which 
most of us grew up to be an integral part 
of our identity. The Abattoirs (the former 
slaughterhouses) represent 5.5 hectares 
of art deco. To protect this architectural 
gem, we have given it a new life, saving 
it from property developers and using it 
for cultural purposes. Furthermore, the 
building has been listed as a historic mon-
ument since 2003.

First, we organised a founding event 
at the Abattoirs, a festival. Actually, it 
wasn’t really a festival but an experiment 
with the place to see what artistic activi-
ties it could accommodate. 20,000 people 
came to the Transculturelles each day, on 
11 and 12 April 2009. There was music, 
drama, contemporary dance, architectural 
installations, visual arts, skateboarding, 
graffiti, etc. Over the two days, for the 
very first time, we saw Ministers mingle 
with women, men and youths from the 
working-class district around it, all in 
a friendly atmosphere. Some may have 
feared that there would be problems, with 
underprivileged youths from the suburbs 
who have no access to culture coming to 
destroy everything. But in fact, if they 
are given access to culture and the places 
hosting it, they respect them. Social mix 

“… Culture is a faCtor
of huMan developMent, soCial developMent, 
Mutual understanding and lastly,
eConoMiC growth.”
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how I want to report on the tragedy of 
the Palestinians, through humour and 
self-mockery. 

Convincing people to be filmed wasn’t the 
most difficult thing, because Palestinians 
are generally pleased to get a chance to 
speak out. But it was difficult explaining 
why I wanted to work on humour rather 
than a collection of testimonials about 
the occupation. I was honest with them 
and I explained my reasons. To those who 
queried me, I talked about the images of 

violence and suffering in Palestine that 
regularly flooded our news programmes. 
I told them that, very often, by being 
constantly repeated, those pictures no 
longer marked people. Whereas I felt 
that images that did not just portray 
Palestinians as victims, but would let 
people discover them as human beings, 
would be much stronger and would raise 
more questions. At least, that’s how I felt 
the first time I heard a Palestinian tell a 
joke about the fact that there might never 
be a Palestinian state and then laugh 
about it.

Among other things, humour allows 
people to keep their dignity in a terri-
tory where they are humiliated on a daily 
basis. The long queues at the checkpoints 
are unbearable and people stand waiting 
for hours every day. One character in the 
film, Abuna Raed, admits that he tells the 
Israeli soldiers anecdotes to get through 
more easily. Because, if an Israeli soldier 
finds himself facing a dignified, even 
smiling face, that smile and humour allow 
him to treat the person as an equal human 
being, instead of the usual relationship of 
domination. In addition to what he says, 
one of the real functions of jokes that I 
saw is the possibility of asserting one’s 
humanity, against humiliation, show-
ing that we are always able to laugh. The 
Palestinians are not the only example. All 
over the world, oppressed people have 
used humour as a means of resistance.

Humour denounces. As an example, there 
are jokes about all the affairs of corruption 
of the Palestinian authority, particularly 
under Arafat. There are so many jokes in 
Palestine that the sociologist and anthro-
pologist Sharif Kanaane has a collection 
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To illustrate the important role culture 
plays in the Mediterranean in order to 
understand one another more, I chose a 
totally different approach and decided 
to look at the power of humour. It’s an 
eminent part of popular culture and a key 
trait of a people or community.

I saw that the first time I stayed in the 
Arab world, when I lived in Bethlehem 
in the West Bank, in 2005-2006. As the 
Palestinians are very friendly and wel-
coming, I was soon invited to people’s 

houses. During the long evenings spent 
discussing the world’s problems, there was 
always a time for telling jokes. Although 
my Arabic wasn’t really good enough at 
the time to understand them all, I could 
pick up some words like “soldier”, “occu-
pation”, “prison”, “checkpoint”, etc. And 
those words would be lost in laughter. 
I was both chilled and moved by their 
funny stories. For the first time, I heard 
the harsh reality of the occupation told 
in a very human way. It was a revela-
tion to me and I thought: that’s it. That’s 
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of 2,000 Palestinian political jokes, from 
the start of the first Intifada in 1987 to 
the present day. That professor at Birzeit 
University has come to the conclusion 
that humour is a barometer of hope. We 
make up jokes about situations that give 
us hope and let us speculate about what is 
possible. For example, according to Sharif 
Kanaane, a real draft agreement between 
the Fatah and Hamas would trigger 
a huge wave of jokes.

While insignificant on the face of it, 
jokes are a way of circumventing prohi-
bitions. The Gazans for example tell this 
joke about freedom of expression: “So, 
in Gaza, when you go to the dentist’s to 
have a tooth out, you have to have your 
jaw pulled open so the dentist can extract 
it, before he sews the patient’s jaw back 

up. That the only way it’s possible because 
in Gaza, “you’re not allowed to open your 
mouth.”” 

Jokes are also so powerful because they 
are popular. They are shared and shaped 
as they are passed on by hundreds of peo-
ple. On such a complicated, controversial 
subject as the situation in Palestine today, 
in a way, “ jokes do not lie”, as Sharif 
Kanaane says.

When (No) Laughing Matter was screened 
in Palestine, at the end of the film several 
Palestinians spoke and said: “This is 
a film we can identify with. That’s who 
we are.” And that’s what humour also 
does: it reveals people as they are, without 
any factors distorting what you see. 

“joKes are also so powerful  
BeCause they are popular […]
on suCh a CoMpliCated,
Controversial suBjeCt
as the situation in palestine  
today, in a way, ‘joKes do not lie’.”
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