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‘Ja Ja Ja’ and ‘The European’ — Gender in Nicknaming
Among the Jews of Tetuan

Nina Pinto-Abecasis

In the early twentieth century, the city of Tetuan was the capital of the
Spanish protectorate in Morocco, and the local Jewish community was the
main community in northern Morocco. The use of nicknames among the
people of Jewish Tetuan is an extensive phenomenon that persists to this
day, long after they and their descendants dispersed all over the world, and
it constitutes a full-fledged folklore genre whose study reveals the explicit
and implicit norms of that society.

The nicknames given to women in Tetuan were scarce, and they were
different in nature from those given to men: they were based on looks
and body features alone (whereas men’s nicknames could also refer to
character, utterances or specific anecdotes), and they were mostly less
humorous. An analysis of the social functions of nicknaming suggests
that the reasons for these differences lie in the social hegemony of men in
that patriarchal society, which relegated women to a marginal role in the
communal life.

During the second half of the twentieth century, the rise of feminism and
the new conditions the Tetuanis encountered after moving away from their
place of origin brought about a turning point in the nicknaming of women:
their nicknames became more frequent, and many of them belonged to
categories that were previously closed to women. This transformation
demonstrates the women'’s striving for equality and the rise in their status,
and it is also a consequence of the new norms expected from them. We
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interpret it as an indication that women were now taking part in shaping
the collective identity of the society they lived in.



