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art in the Rabat-Casablanca urban space represents a non-Moroccan artist’s culture, the piece
of street art is not necessarily functioning as an exposure to new ideas; the piece of street art
must be representing the culture in a new way in order to be functioning as an exposure to new
ideas.

This nuance is best explained by providing an example. Mexican artist David Rocha’s
wall visually represents the culture of his home country of Mexico (see Appendix A). Greek artist
Fikos also visually represented the culture of his home country of Greece in his wall (see
Appendix B). Rocha’s wall and Fiko’s wall are similar in that both walls focus on the bringing the
culture of the artist’s respective home country to Morocco and both walls do not appear to
incorporate any aspects of Moroccan culture nor do they appear to make a concerted effort to
relate to the lived experience of Moroccan people. Yet despite these similarities, every individual
| spoke with, both during participant observations and during intensive interviews, expressed
positive sentiments towards Rocha’s piece, describing Rocha’s wall as a ‘sharing of culture’ with
the public and as a creating more cultural diversity in public sphere. Meanwhile, every individual
expressed negative sentiments towards Fiko’s piece, saying that Fikos was merely ‘copying and
pasting’ his style onto a wall in Rabat without any regard for the community he was working in or
making any effort to relate his work to the Moroccan culture (Badr, personal communication,
May 2, 2017) (Reda, personal communication, May 5, 2017).

Rocha’s work is accepted as welcome new cultural influence that adds to positive
diversity while Fiko’s work is rejected as an imposed, foreign cultural influence.

| argue that the reason for the acceptance of Rocha’s work and the rejection of Fiko’s
work is that Fiko’s work fails to describe Greek culture in a new way while Rocha’s work
provides an aesthetic representation of Mexican culture that is new to the Rabat-Casablanca

urban space. Fiko’s piece strongly resembles classical Greek art. Images of classical Greek art
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already exist in the Moroccan public sphere, so Fiko’s work fails to expose a new idea to the
public and thus is not accepted as a welcomed new idea as is Rocha’s piece. (Badr, personal
communication, May 5, 2017)

The fact that street art is meant to operate as a platform for increased plurality in public
discourse can be seen in this Rocha-Fikos example. Street art that offers a new idea, like
Rocha’s work, to the public contributes to the plurality of voices present in public discourse. New
ideas are desired by the public and thus street art that offers new ideas is accepted by the
public. Street art that depicts an idea that is already represented in the public sphere, like Fiko’s
work, does not contribute to the plurality of voices present in public discourse and is rejected by
the public.

Functions of street art and their relationship to plurality in public discourse and
political liberalization

The first function of street art, creating space for individuals of the public to generate
their own ideas, increases the plurality of voices present in public discourse in two ways. The
first way that this function of street art increases plurality in public discourse is that as each
individual person produces their own thoughts about the meaning of the piece of street art, the
sheer number of distinct ideas in the public sphere increases. In the example | gave above of
the two individuals’ distinct interpretations of the Machima piece, those two ideas about the art
increased the number of unique thoughts in the public sphere by two. If Machima’s street art
didn’t exist, there would be two less original viewpoints in public discourse.

The second way that street art increases the plurality of voices/ideas present in public
discourse is that the act of interpreting the meaning of street art is an exercise in critical thinking
which may prompt individuals to think critically about all other information they consume and

prompt them to produce their own thoughts regarding all information instead of passively
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accepting the dominant narrative. In other words, street art provides an exercise in critical
thinking which may condition the public to critically analyze all information and challenge the
dominant narrative with their own independent thoughts. With every individual producing their
own narratives, the plurality in public discourse would increase exponentially.

Greater plurality of voices/ideas present in public discourse inherently leads to political
liberalization because the more voices/ideas present, the less control the regime can exercise
over the narrative. With more voices present in public discourse, people will have more
opportunities to gather information from varying sources and challenge the dominant narrative.
In a political climate characterised by a hybrid regime, such as the Moroccan context, the
dominant narrative always acts to quietly maintain the power of the regime. Moreover, as
discussed in the film My Makhzen and Me, one way that the regime maintains its power is by
conditioning its citizens to passively accept information rather than critically analyze information
(Bouhmouch, 2012). Therefore, independent thought and critically analyzing information is
crucial to increasing the people’s power over the regime in controlling the narrative and is a
fundamental step in the process of political liberalization.

Limits on participation in public discourse at the site of street art

Participation in public discourse at the site of street art is limited because, since street art
is a form of public discourse, street art is restricted by the same red lines that govern all
discourse in the public sphere.

As Desrues states, though the Moroccan regime allows for a certain degree of plurality
of political beliefs and recognizes the legitimacy of political opposition to an extent, there remain
“red lines’ that cannot be crossed relating to the fundamental questions of the configuration of
the monarchical regime and its head, the Moroccan Sahara, Sunni Islam and the security

forces” (Desrues, 2013, p. 414). Many individuals | have met during my time in Morocco have
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hinted at the existence of these red lines. Once an independent journalist who | met in a cafe in
Rabat told me about his recent experience being detained by security forces and questioned
over night about his reporting. He said that no charges were ever brought against him; it was an
arbitrary detention. He then told me that in Morocco as a journalist, you can punch a
government minister in face and nobody cares but you can never touch the king.

Moreover, both Reda and Mohammed spoke about these red lines in interviews and
group discussions. Mohammed specifically said that in street art festival, an artist cannot
express direct political messages and cannot criticize the king because the festival is ultimately
responsible for the street art that the artists create and “it would create problems for the festival”
(personal communication, April 30, 2017). Reda expressed that because street artists are
creating art in the public sphere, street artists subconsciously censor themselves to fit the norms
of the society where they produce their art. He explained that the government does not overly
censor street artists but that there is a soft-power dynamic that leads artists to internalize the red
lines and subconsciously avoid certain topics. According to Reda, when it comes to political
messages in Moroccan street art, the things that aren’t said speak louder than the things that

are said. (Reda, personal communication, May 5, 2017)

Conclusion

Street art creates space for the public to participate in public discourse and can
introduce the public to new ideas. Both of these functions of street art lead to greater plurality of
voices present in public discourse, which ultimately contributes to greater political liberalization
by diminishing the hybrid regime’s ability to control the narrative. But the red lines that limit all
public discourse operate within street art and curb street art’s ability to create a truly open space

for the free expression of ideas.
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