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Moving toward Democracy in Morocco?

JoHN HursH*

The Arabs, according to international surveys, have the greatest thirst for freedom and are the most
appreciative of democracy out of all people in the world.

—Dr. Rima Khalaf
United Nations Assistant Secretary-General
Director of the Regional Bureau for Arab States

[Arab] regimes have been too resistant to political change and [Arab] democracy movements too

feeble to force it.

orocco’s advantageous geo-

graphical location in large

part defines its historical

importance in world affairs.!
Bordering the North Atlantic Ocean and
the Mediterranean Sea, it has long been
an important site for trade and com-
merce. Historically, commentators have
regarded Morocco as the link between
Africa and Europe, Islam and Christianity.
Although such a simplistic dichotomy is
no longer accurate—and, indeed, proba-
bly never was—Morocco remains a coun-
try of great cultural, social, and religious
complexity, a fact that raises important
questions regarding its future identity.
Prof. Bradford Dillman asks,

As Morocco redefines its place in the world in
the new millennium, will it lean more toward
Europe, weakening its roots in the Arab world
and disassociating itself from the troubles of
sub-Saharan Africa? Globalization will pull the
country toward its liberal, industrialized neigh-

—Asef Bayat, Making Islam Democratic

bors across the Strait of Gibraltar. Nevertheless,
this kingdom at the crossroads of many civiliza-
tions will continue to orient itself in many direc-
tions at the same time. Its future identity will
depend on how politicians and citizens respond
to global pressures for democratization, economic
reform, and human resource development.?

As Dillman suggests, Morocco remains
at the crossroads of European, Arab, and
African policies, traditions, and thought.
Given its almost entirely Muslim popula-
tion, the country has a strongly Islamic
identity.? Still, European colonialism and
a distinct North African culture exert a
strong and diverse cultural and social in-
fluence on that identity. The influence of
the Berbers remains particularly strong,
insofar as they account for about 35 per-
cent of the Moroccan population.* In ad-
dition, the linguistic and cultural influ-
ence of the Berbers on Moroccan
society—especially through music and
dance—is well known.?

*The author is a JD candidate at the Indiana University-Bloomington School of Law and an MPA candidate at the Indiana University

School of Public and Environmental Affairs.
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Morocco serves not only as an impor-
tant cultural link but also as a significant
political and economic link between Af-
rica and Europe. In addition to its role as
an African-European crossroad, Morocco
enjoys a reputation as a moderate Islamic
state. Perhaps as a result, it also has a close
relationship with the United States, both
as a political ally and as a trading partner.
Politically, Morocco was the first Arab and
Islamic state to condemn the terrorist at-
tacks of 11 September 2001 on the United
States.® As trading partners, Morocco and
the United States exchanged approxi-
mately $860 million worth of goods and
services in 2003, before the countries
signed a free trade agreement on 15 June
2004.7 In a press release pertaining to this
agreement, US congressional representa-
tive Bill Thomas stated that “Morocco is
an important U.S. ally, and this agree-
ment will enhance the economic compo-
nent of that relationship and support
Moroccan economic reforms.”

This article assesses the likelihood of
Morocco’s transition from a monarchy to
a democratic state. Toward that end, it
discusses recent liberal reforms and the
threat of terrorism within Morocco as
well as political and social changes that
resulted from actions of the Equity and
Reconciliation Commission (IER) and
from reforms to the Moudawana (Code
of Personal Status). Moreover, the article
examines the historical context of the Al-
gerian scenario, inquiring whether Mo-
rocco might experience its own version of
this scenario and whether the results of
the 2007 Moroccan parliamentary elec-
tions demonstrate a deepening rift be-
tween the monarchy and the Moroccan
people. Finally, it addresses the mixed re-
sults that King Mohammed VI’s liberal
reforms have had on Morocco’s political
and social discourse, as well as the impor-
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tance of internally rather than externally
imposed reform.

Moving toward Democracy?

Yet it is already clear that governments in the
Middle East will have to cultivate compromise—
now, or very soon—to survive in any form. Initiat-
ing action on three controversial issues—political
prisoners, women’s rights, and political Islam—
can start the process. Cooperation will signal
intent to change. It will require ceding some
political power. And it will redefine the social
contract between ruler and ruled. . . .

Morocco is the only country that has attempted
action on all three.’

Liberalizing Morocco’s Government

Currently, Morocco is a constitutional
monarchy, butit could realistically change
to a democratic government and society.
The timeframe for such a transition re-
mains less clear.!” King Mohammed VI,
who assumed the Moroccan throne in
1999, wasted little time launching a “rela-
tively ambitious program of political and
social reforms,” including the establish-
ment of the IER.!!

Since assuming the throne, King Mo-
hammed VI has made several important
reforms designed to liberalize Morocco,
the two most important institutional ac-
tions being creation of the IER and
changes to the Moudawana. Mohammed
VI created the IER to investigate and re-
search violations of human rights in Mo-
rocco from 1956, when the country
gained independence from France and
Spain, until 1999, when King Hassan II
died and Mohammed VI assumed power.!?
The IER primarily addressed violations
that occurred within the Zaman al-Rusas
(Years of Lead), a period of civil unrest,
political violence, and severe government
repression beginning in the 1960s and
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ending in the 1980s.'® Any attempt to im-
prove women’s rights in Morocco would
necessarily require a change to the Mou-
dawana, the set of laws that deal with per-
sonal status, family, and inheritance.'*
These two institutional reforms are essen-
tial to Morocco’s potential transition to a
democratic state because they address
past abuses of human rights and matters
of state repression, thus allowing for rec-
onciliation and the establishment of trust
in state authorities. Moreover, they lend
legitimacy to women’s participation in the
country’s social, civil, and political life.

In Morocco, recent interaction be-
tween the state and society has led to im-
proved human rights and fewer restric-
tions on women. No assessment of these
improvements should underestimate the
actions of Mohammed VI, who, after gain-
ing the throne, made bold moves to im-
prove human rights, such as asking long-
time political dissident Driss Benzekri to
lead the IER."® Although creation of the
IER largely moved from the state to soci-
ety, changes to the Moudawana moved
largely from society to the state. Grass-
roots women’s rights organizations and
social activists successfully brought wom-
en’s rights to mainstream social and po-
litical thought by deftly maneuvering
around religious obstacles, arguing that
increased women’s rights accord with Is-
lamic principles.

Currently, Morocco’s potential transi-
tion to democracy depends almost en-
tirely on King Mohammed VI since no
political opposition can significantly chal-
lenge the monarchy’s authority or
threaten its power. Democratic transition
will take place on the king’s terms. If the
monarchy continues, a ruler less inclined
to Mohammed VT’s liberal reforms could
obviously undo these changes although
he would likely encounter strong opposi-
tion. In addition, commentators criticize

the IER and Moudawana reforms for fail-
ing to push far or hard enough for
change. Perhaps more importantly, some
commentators argue that these are re-
forms in name only, alleging that political
and social conditions within Morocco
have not changed appreciably and that
the rhetoric of reform takes precedence
over the substance of reform.

The Threat of Terrorism

Many observers have stressed the chal-
lenge that terrorism presents to democ-
racy, particularly within the Middle East.!®
Arguably, Nafia Noureddine, founder of
Jamaa Islamiya Moukatila Maghrebia (the
Moroccan Islamic Combat Group, or
GICM), represents one unlikely example
of Morocco’s successful reform.!” GICM
has a strong affiliation with al-Qaeda, hav-
ing received both military training and fi-
nancial support from Osama bin Laden.!®
The United Nations (UN), United States,
and United Kingdom consider GICM a
dangerous terrorist organization. On 10
October 2002, the UN issued a worldwide
ban on the group pursuant to UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution 1267.1 That same
year, the US Department of State desig-
nated GICM a foreign terrorist organiza-
tion.?” Similarly, under the United King-
dom’s Terrorism Act of 2000, GICM
membership may result in a 10-year
prison sentence.?!

Authorities blamed GICM for bomb-
ings in Casablanca in 2003 that targeted a
Jewish community center, a Spanish res-
taurant and social club, a hotel, and the
Belgian consulate, killing at least 41
people and injuring about 100 more, and
for railway bombings in Madrid on 11
March 2004 that killed 191 people and
wounded another 1,841.22 The events
that occurred after these tragic reminders
of the destructive power of terrorism illus-



trate several encouraging aspects of Mo-
roccan society. First, the fact that Noured-
dine stood trial, was convicted, and is
serving a 20-year prison sentence in Mo-
rocco for his involvement in the Casa-
blanca bombings shows that Morocco is a
secure state with a working judiciary.?®
Working with Moroccan officials, the Al-
gerian authorities did not simply capture
and kill Noureddine. Likewise, Tamara
Wittes characterizes Morocco’s domestic
security services as “efficient,” perhaps
because they are “flush with U.S. funding
and training.”* Importantly, Morocco’s
security does not come at such a high
price that it threatens civil society. Despite
the devastation of the Casablanca bomb-
ings, Moroccan citizens resumed normal
life relatively soon.

Second, immediately following the
Casablanca bombings, US Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz said that
Morocco “stands out in the Arab world as
a country that is making significant strides
towards democracy and I think the terror-
ists are opposed to progress.”® Even
though his statement is somewhat self-
serving, given the Bush administration’s
reliance on Morocco in its “war on ter-
ror,” it demonstrates a different expecta-
tion for Morocco than for other Arab
states. As Wolfowitz suggests, Morocco
“stands out” as an exception to the norm
in the Middle East. The United States, or
atleast the Bush administration, expected
a democratic transition to occur in Mo-
rocco. Terrorists, Wolfowitz asserts, also
perceive this possibility and understand
the threat that it poses to their organiza-
tions, both in Morocco and, perhaps,
regionally. If other Arab states follow
Morocco’s lead, the terrorists may re-
act accordingly.

Third, when Noureddine could not
develop his terrorist organization in Mo-
rocco, he had to travel to Taliban-controlled
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Afghanistan in 2001 and appeal to bin
Laden and Ayman al Zawahiri for military
and material support.2® Although Noured-
dine succeeded in bringing substantial
violence to Morocco and Spain, the fact
that he could not plan and finance these
attacks within Morocco is significant. The
execution of terrorist attacks, prepared
for and financed far from their target, is
and will continue to be a threat to democ-
racy and state security in the twenty-first
century. Well-coordinated and mobilized
terrorist networks and activities are highly
problematic to democracy and state secu-
rity. This is true, however, for all govern-
ments and all states, not just Morocco.
More importantly, Noureddine’s inability
to find support within Morocco suggests
both a rejection of GICM’s philosophy and
of terrorism as means of undermining civil
society and political participation.

Equity and Reconciliation
Commission

In contrast to combating the violence
that GICM, a nonstate actor, unleashed
on Casablanca and Madrid, the IER
sought to reconcile the Moroccan people
with the violence that their government
brought upon them between indepen-
dence in 1956 and the end of King Hassan
Il’s rule in 1999: “What is needed to turn
states of a despotic whim into genuine na-
tions of law? In Morocco, many reformers
believe, an essential first step is an open
reckoning with the abuses that this system
spawned in the past. That effort shows the
profound limits that real change faces
even among Arab nations that have taken
tangible steps toward political open-
ness.”>” When the IER attempted to an-
swer this profound political question, its
members directly (and Moroccan citizens
indirectly) experienced successes, set-
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backs, and limitations as the commission
moved from an ambitious beginning to a
qualified, if not disappointing, conclusion.

Perhaps the most important step in es-
tablishing the rule of law and a democratic
government within a formerly nondemo-
cratic state is the recognition of past injus-
tices. Without such recognition, finding
reconciliation and establishing social trust
between the state and its citizens become
highly unlikely. The acknowledgment of
past injustices—in this case, those perpe-
trated by his father and grandfather—
motivated King Mohammed VI to create
the IER. During a speech to commemo-
rate the commission’s opening in January
2004, he declared, “Our objective is to en-
sure that Moroccans reconcile themselves
with their history.”?

Mohammed VI modeled the IER after
the South African Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, which addressed atrocities
that occurred during apartheid.? Headed
by former political prisoner Benzekri and
16 other such former prisoners or human
rights activists, the IER investigated over
20,000 cases of human rights abuses.*
Benzekri, whose appointment gave the
commission credibility, clearly supported
King Mohammed VI’s objective of recon-
ciliation: “To create a democratic society,
people have to know the truth and their
history. . . . The report marked a funda-
mental rupture with Morocco’s past.”!
The benefits of the IER remain contested,
but nearly all commentators agree on its
importance as the first truth commission
in North Africa or the Middle East: “No
Arab government had ever confessed to
widespread abuses, much less tried to inves-
tigate the past or reconcile with its victims.”2

Interestingly, King Mohammed VI’s
support was perhaps both the greatest ad-
vantage and disadvantage to the IER. The
commission would not exist without the
king’s approval and support since his

royal mandate allows it to act effectively:
“Royal support means that public institu-
tions and security forces are obliged to
comply with all requests for information
and assistance.”® Accordingly, the com-
mission received many, though presum-
ably not all, of the answers to its questions:
“To date, there has not been a single occa-
sion when the IER has asked for informa-
tion, that it has not received. The mili-
tary and the police have been totally
cooperative.”!

Total cooperation seems unlikely, given
the numerous criticisms of the commis-
sion, including its limited dissemination
of state knowledge—probably the most
damaging criticism. Without a complete
commitment to establishing and telling
the historical truth, it is very unlikely that
reconciliation will occur. Indeed, as the
commission’s work progressed, Moroc-
cans appeared to resign themselves to fo-
cusing on future prevention rather than
past reconciliation: “Moroccans recognize
that the past will not get a full airing. . . .
‘Instead, we need guarantees that it won’t
happen in the future.””* Attorney Moham-
med Sebbar, who now heads the Forum for
Justice and Truth, is less optimistic: “What
we got is the truth decided and provided by
the state.”®

Even though a full disclosure of past
wrongs almost certainly did not occur, the
commission had its beneficial aspects, so-
cial catharsis perhaps the most significant
of them. Indeed some commentators ar-
gue that the state broadcast of the initial
IER hearings on national television cre-
ated a historical moment in which Moroc-
cans attempted to move forward, letting
go of the past.? Still, “despite its difficult
nature, few doubt the cathartic benefits
of airing grievances in such a public man-
ner. However, some human rights organi-
zations accuse the IER of stopping short
of justice for its victims.”® Certainly, hu-



man rights organizations should criticize
the IER, but one could argue that, despite
the failure to bring justice to each victim,
the larger social cathartic function of
these public hearings somewhat mitigates
the shortcomings of individual justice. It
is also important to note that in any post-
conflict state or democratic transition that
involved large-scale human rights abuses,
some victims never receive the justice they
seek. Although unfortunate, this reality sug-
gests that some justice is better than none.

In any case, the IER suffers from addi-
tional shortcomings. For example, not
only were former detainees unable to
state the names of those responsible for
their torture but also the commission
lacked the power to prosecute the perpe-
trators.” However, it did not grant am-
nesty to them, unlike the South African
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
Thus, in theory at least, victims or their
families could prosecute the perpetrators
in court.*

The much more damaging criticism
occurred after the IER made its final re-
port to King Mohammed VI. Following
the bombings in Casablanca, human
rights activists alleged that unlawful de-
tention and torture continued: “The IER
is looking at violations up until 1999 but
violations are still continuing; the security
forces have been taking Islamists to the
detention center in Temara and torturing
them. It is all continuing.”*! There is per-
haps no better way to invalidate a recon-
ciliation commission than to resume the
illegal practices and human rights abuses
that prompted its creation in the first
place. Unfortunately, according to vari-
ous human rights organizations and so-
cial activists, this is exactly what happened.

Reparations also presented mixed re-
sults. Unlike the IER, financial repara-
tions mark a carryover from King Hassan
Il’s rule. In 1990 Hassan II created the
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Consultative Council on Human Rights
to resolve human rights abuses.*? After his
predecessor’s death, King Mohammed VI
created an arbitration board through the
consultative council that distributed more
than $100 million for nearly 4,000 cases
of such abuses.”® Even though this sub-
stantial financial compensation seemed a
sincere commitment to improving hu-
man rights, “the Independent Arbitration
Panel in particular set an extremely short
deadline for applications, cutting off
thousands of people, and paid monetary
damages to victims or their families with-
out any concern for reconciliation.”** In
comparison, about 13,000 victims were to
receive financial reparations through the
IER, which also used a relatively short dead-
line but did emphasize reconciliation.*

Perhaps more than anything, the com-
mission reflects a missed or half-grasped
opportunity for Morocco. Certainly, it im-
proved human rights as well as political and
social discourse within Morocco: “Activists
describe the gradual evaporation of the cli-
mate of fear as perhaps the biggest shift in
Morocco.” Despite these changes for the
better, reforms could have pushed further
and involved less compromise had the Mo-
roccan government been more forthcom-
ing with state knowledge and more resistant
to returning to repressive measures follow-
ing the Casablanca bombings.

In 2005 Charles Kenney and Dean
Spears found a significant statistical rela-
tionship between truth commissions and
lasting democracy: “This study finds that
there is evidence for lasting positive ef-
fects of truth commissions on [all] levels
of democracy.”’ Despite the fact that the
study applies only to South America and
that the statistical significance, though
valid, is small, its findings are encourag-
ing for Morocco. In fact, the authors con-
clude with a note of careful optimism: “If
the statistical effects of truth commissions
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are positive but fragile it is perhaps be-
cause the real effects of truth commissions
on democracy are positive but fragile—
significant but operating among many
other factors mediated by variable con-
texts. This would encourage optimistic
but realistic hopes for the impact of truth
commissions on democracy.”*®

Given Morocco’s compromised truth
and reconciliation commission and the
resumption of human rights abuses as
soon as the state faced a security crisis, the
first Arab truth and reconciliation com-
mission did not completely meet the ini-
tially optimistic expectations. Still, simply
having a legitimate, if not ideal, reconcili-
ation commission represents a significant
step toward liberal reform and possible
democratic transition within Morocco
and perhaps the region.

Reforming the Moudawana

The IER received substantial interna-
tional attention, but “of the changes car-
ried out by Mohammed, perhaps the most
significant is the family law code [Mou-
dawana].”®® King Mohammed VI did not
make these changes by himself. As Robin
Wright points out, numerous women and
some men of diverse backgrounds cam-
paigned, protested, and lobbied for gen-
erations to change the Moudawana.’
Women had a greater stake in this issue, as
illustrated by the social and political move-
ments: “Women’s organizations in particu-
lar played a key role not only in generating
support for the reformed Mudawwana,
but also in lobbying for changes in the na-
tionality law (so that women could trans-
mit citizenship to their children) and a
gender quota for women in parliament.”!
Wittes recognizes the significance of re-
forming the Moudawana, stating that the
recent changes have “vastly improved the
legal status of women.”?

Before the Moudawana underwent re-
form, women remained minors through-
out their entire lifetimes. This code of
laws effectively classified women as sec-
ond-class citizens—always subject to the
control of men. Even a woman’s son was
her legal guardian.® Wright argues that
the Moudawana “relegated females to
haremlike status” and that it has been the
“biggest legal impediment to empowering
women.”%*

Significant changes to the Moudawana
include increased women’s rights in mar-
riage, divorce, and citizenship, as well as
in child custody and inheritance.’® Politi-
cal parties also agreed to reserve spots on
a special national parliamentary ballot for
women.’® The reforms allow women both
greater personal and political rights. Prob-
lems remain, but the improvement is quite
significant: “Despite continuing problems
of implementation—such as untrained
judges and a lack of information among
women about their rights—the scope of
the reform is considerable and puts Mo-
rocco well ahead of other countries in the
region on the issue of women’s rights.””

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of
the Moudawana reform involved political
Islamic groups’ promotion of democratic
change and the near-universal approval
they received for doing so—particularly
from the United States and Europe. US and
European leaders and policy makers would
do well to remember the ability of these
groups to promote liberal reform and dem-
ocratic change. Unfortunately, as the next
part of this article demonstrates, these
leaders and policy makers seldom do.

The Algerian Scenario

The “Algerian scenario” refers to Alge-
ria’s failed attempt to democratize its gov-
ernment in the early 1990s. Fearing a



democratically elected Islamist govern-
ment, Algerian authorities halted the
country’s democratic transition, resulting
in a brutal civil conflict that claimed more
than 150,000 lives. Autocratic regimes in
the Middle East and North Africa consis-
tently return to this scenario and remind
oil-hungry industrialized countries of this
possible outcome, lest these states push
too hard for meaningful democratic re-
form. Although a true Algerian scenario
has never occurred, and the logic of this
scenario remains dubious, the scenario
has nonetheless prevailed as an effective
tool for autocratic regimes to retain power.

Historical Context

In 1989 Algeria suffered from an unprece-
dented economic crisis, which, combined
with basic shortcomings in governance,
threatened the ruling regime’s existence.
Seeking to regain political legitimacy, the
Algerian government opened the political
system to virtually unhampered demo-
cratic reform.”® The result confounded
the expectations of Algeria’s ruling elite.
The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) utilized
the democratic process to win broad sup-
port from the largely dissatisfied Algerian
population.”’ In 1991, after a successful
first round of legislative elections, the FIS
stood ready to claim a landslide victory of
the state’s electorate.®® The second elec-
tion never took place due to the Algerian
Army’s intervention.%?

Following that intervention, the be-
sieged Algerian government reinstalled
authoritarian rule, banning FIS and im-
prisoning many of its members.®® Rather
than accept this defeat, the remaining
members of FIS took arms against the Al-
gerian government. The war that followed
claimed more than 150,000 casualties and
“was characterized by unspeakable brutal-
ity.”® From this conflict, autocratic Arab
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states and oil-conscious Western states
learned that unleashing democracy within
the Middle East and North Africa would
not produce desirable political results:
“The Algerian failure at democratization
and its descent into civil war provided a
number of lessons for political actors out-
side the country and later came to be
known as the ‘Algerian scenario’—a sce-
nario which was to be avoided at all costs.”®

Ruling autocratic regimes now argue
that allowing truly open political systems
will backfire and that unfettered democ-
racy will allow fundamentalists with no
real interest in democracy to seize power,
doing so, ironically, by winning an elec-
tion. As a result, typically repressive states
that oppose Islamist groups—those en-
dorsing political Islam—simply eliminate
or marginalize them within political dis-
course. Thus, the proclaimed fear of an-
other Algerian scenario allows autocratic
states to repress Islamist groups. Numer-
ous contemporary scholars, such as Fran-
cesco Cavatorta, have strongly criticized
this scenario:

Twenty years ago, Algeria attempted to democ-
ratise and it failed to consolidate its progress
because an Islamist party was going to be the
main beneficiary of regime change. Secular sec-
tors of the domestic polity and the international
community sanctioned a “democracy-saving”
military coup. The outcome of the Army’s inter-
vention has been a brutal civil war and a legacy
of authoritarian rule where the socio-economic
and cultural situation that gave rise to the FIS is
still very much alive.%

Strikingly, the Algerian scenario re-
mains a powerful political lesson to many
Arabs and Westerners even though the
scenario has never occurred. Further, de-
spite the numerous theoretical flaws and
questionable assumptions inherent in this
political conceptualization, autocratic Arab
governments continue to justify their rule
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and nondemocratic policies by appealing to
the Algerian scenario.

The uncritical acceptance of this sce-
nario hinders true democratic reform.
First, accepting it allows for simple dis-
missal of all Islamist groups, including
those with liberal and democratic beliefs,
thus collapsing the ideologies of violent
militants with the peaceful ideologies of
democratically minded reformists. Sec-
ond, Islamist groups will not simply disap-
pear; eventually, they must be included in
political discourse and policy discussions. Itis
a mistake to marginalize these groups now.

Wittes argues forcefully that the Bush
administration made this very mistake:
“The Bush administration’s failure to
overcome the legacy of Algeria and to de-
velop a more sophisticated relationship
with the region’s varied Islamist move-
ments severely hampered the effective-
ness and indeed the basic credibility of its
democracy push.”® This article returns to
this point during its discussion of the ne-
cessity of internal liberal reform versus
externally imposed reform in “The Im-
portance of Internal Reform,” below. It is
reasonable, however, to assume that the
Bush administration applied a version of
the Algerian scenario when it decided to
invade Iraq in 2003. Many commentators
argue that, despite initially displaying
signs of avoiding this scenario, the Obama
administration is currently repeating this
mistake. Tariq Ali is particularly critical,
characterizing Obama’s foreign policy as
“imperialism with a human face.”®

Will Morocco Experience an Algerian Scenario?

Despite King Mohammed VI’s liberal re-
forms, recent developments suggest that
the Moroccan people are ready for de-
mocracy. Political participation in Mo-
rocco is declining, largely due to the per-
ception that politics are ultimately what

the king wishes, thus making participa-
tion a meaningless gesture. In this sense,
liberal reform within a constitutional
monarchy may have reached its limit.
Whether this impasse means that Mo-
rocco will endure its own Algerian sce-
nario remains to be seen.

After assuming the throne, Mohammed
VI significantly increased the avenues of
political participation, including loosen-
ing the state’s control of the press and
opening registration for political par-
ties.® Recent restrictions on the press and
the intimidation of journalists suggest
that these actions might not be perma-
nent. Moreover, such restrictions and in-
timidation undermine the already limited
ability of Moroccan citizens to voice mean-
ingful political and social criticism, inviting
comparisons to the Algerian scenario.

Wittes argues that within Arab states,
political debate often dissolves into polar-
ized rhetoric between autocratic govern-
ments and political Islamist groups be-
cause of the built-in advantage that the
latter enjoy.”’ The fact that Islamist groups
can voice political dissent within the
mosque affords them both a guaranteed
audience and a relatively secure venue to
speak. Secular groups, who do not enjoy
these advantages, can be more closely
monitored and more easily restricted. For
example, autocratic states may success-
fully restrict secular political dissent by
closing the organization’s press or simply
by banning the organization or its activi-
ties. In contrast, autocratic governments
have only limited ability to control dis-
sent within the mosque, thereby allowing
Islamist groups to occupy a “privileged
position” within political and social dis-
course.”! Furthermore, the monopoliza-
tion of political dissent allows Islamism to
stand as a “catchall category for political
dissent.””? Islamist groups do not need to
create a meaningful political message.



Instead, Islamism becomes an undiffer-
entiated resistance to often unpopular
autocratic governments.

Although it is not possible to disregard
King Mohammed VTI’s recent restrictions
on the press, some social factors suggest
that Morocco might avoid the Algerian
problem. Al-‘Adl wa al-Thsan (Justice and
Benevolence), the leading Islamist social
movement in Morocco, refuses to partici-
pate in elections but maintains a large
popular following.” In contrast to the
leaders of Islamist organizations in other
Arab states, those of Al-Adl wa al-Ihsan
advocate a very moderate version of Islam,
as well as inclusive democratic participa-
tion: “Leaders of the current Moroccan
religious movement, al-‘Adl wa al-Thsan . . .
discard an exclusive understanding of Is-
lam, rely on interpretation and historiciz-
ing, and acknowledge flexibility and am-
biguity; they reject imposing Shari’a laws
or the wearing of the Aijab and endorse
human rights, pluralism, democracy, and
separation of powers” (italics in original).”*
The liberal views of the most popular Is-
lamist group within Morocco suggest that
the usual polarization between autocratic
state and political Islamist organization will
not occur in that country. Granted, the
motivations and goals of both states and
social organizations change—sometimes
rapidly—and the unlikelihood of a con-
frontation between the monarchy and Is-
lamist organizations does not mean that
one will not occur.

Further complicating the predication of
aMoroccan version of the Algerian scenario
is Morocco’s contradictory and volatile past.
During King Hassan II’s rule from 1961 to
1999, the country experienced severe re-
pression and political violence, including
political killings, forced disappearances,
arbitrary arrests, torture, the operation of
secret prisons, the shutdown of newspapers,
and the banning of books.” During the
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1980s, labor movements experienced nu-
merous political successes in Morocco
despite severe state repression.”® For in-
stance, Moroccan labor unions success-
fully delayed implementation of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund’s recommended
structural adjustment programs by creating
widespread popular resistance to them.”’
Finally, due to its complex social, cultural,
and political past, Morocco defies expec-
tations of conflict: “Morocco also has a
history of peaceful pluralism so firm that
the population still includes several thou-
sand Jews, who enjoy genuine freedom of
worship and close ties to Israel.””

The 2007 Moroccan Parliamentary Elections

In large part, the restrictions on the press
and intimidation of journalists discussed
above occurred leading up to and during
the 2007 Moroccan parliamentary elec-
tions.” The political protest and dissent
surrounding those elections suggest not
only a growing rift between the govern-
ment and the Moroccan people but also a
strong link between restricting free
speech and a general decline in political
participation.

This link might be symptomatic of a
larger underlying problem within Moroc-
can society. One of the most troubling as-
pects of Morocco’s current political situa-
tion is that the monarchy overshadows
Parliament to the point that political par-
ticipation becomes a substantially margin-
alized activity. Regardless of Parliament’s
actions or the people’s will expressed
through parliamentary voting, the king
still makes the final decision.®

The fact that only 37 percent of regis-
tered voters took part in the 2007 parlia-
mentary elections suggests that Moroccans
are growing tired of this political situa-
tion.?! Further, of those voters, nearly one-
fifth intentionally invalidated their ballots
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in political protest, including writing anti-
monarchy statements on the ballots.®?

Wittes is especially critical of King Mo-
hammed VI’s government regarding the
parliamentary elections, suggesting that
the political protest indicates the monarchy’s
limited ability both to retain social and
political control and to liberalize Moroc-
can society: “This act of political protest
suggests that limited liberalization, even
in the best of circumstances, has a limited
life span with frustrated citizens.”® More-
over, she links the failure of free speech
to the failure of meaningful political de-
bate: “If the king is ever to be expected to
acknowledge the need for reforms mean-
ingful enough to engage citizen participa-
tion in politics, the quality of public discus-
sion must improve—and press freedom
will be essential to that process.”®* Wittes’s
analysis suggests that the Moroccan people
may be closer to demanding democracy
than many commentators think. Whether
such a demand for democracy would cause
King Mohammed VI to invoke the Alge-
rian scenario remains unknown.

Mixed Results

Assessing King Mohammed’s liberal re-
forms provides both cause for concern and
cause for optimism. Of course, Morocco
remains a monarchy and likely will remain
as such for some time. Although he does
not provide his citizens with democracy,
King Mohammed has a commitment to
civil and social reform that remains note-
worthy and important. Moreover, the rela-
tive success of these liberal reforms affirms
the necessity of internal reform, as opposed
to externally imposed reform. Indeed, Mo-
roccans enjoy expanded civil and social
rights due to top-down and bottom-up re-
form from within Morocco, not externally
imposed reform from beyond its borders.

Taking the Good with the Bad

Despite the encouraging actions that Mo-
hammed VI has taken in moving Morocco
toward becoming a liberal state, it remains
a constitutional monarchy and in all likeli-
hood will remain one in the future—an
unsurprising conclusion, given Morocco’s
long history as a monarchy.*® Moreover,
the king shows no signs of relinquishing
power: “King Mohammed, who is 42 [now
471, is seen as far more concerned with
humanitarian issues [than King Hassan
II], yet not once since assuming the
throne in 1999 has he ever suggested di-
luting his role.”®® Even though Morocco’s
transition to a democratic state remains
unlikely in the short term, the reforms
made by King Mohammed VI should not
be overlooked. Morocco remains a rela-
tively free and secure society, if not a
democratic one.

The importance of Mohammed VI'’s
civil and political reforms perhaps be-
comes more evident when one examines
the civil and political societies of Moroc-
co’s Arab neighbors—Algeria, Tunisia,
Libya, and Egypt.®” In 2007 the US De-
partment of State concluded that

Morocco implemented significant measures dur-
ing the year which resulted in the advancement
of human rights, including the government’s re-
vision of the Nationality Code to permit Muslim
women to transmit citizenship to children and its
publishing of domestic violence statistics. In Sep-
tember an overall civic commitment to develop-
ing a culture of human rights was reflected in
parliamentary elections which were monitored
by domestic and international groups.®

Interestingly, the Department of State’s
characterization of the 2007 parliamen-
tary elections differs strikingly from
Wittes’s stinging critique. Perhaps the key
point is that Morocco likely will remain a
monarchy for at least the near future, but
King Mohammed VI’s commitment to hu-
man rights is laudable, if not ideal. Criti-



cism is certainly appropriate, but it is too
early to label King Mohammed VI’s Mo-
rocco either a success or a failure.

The Importance of Internal Reform

Although the limitations to implement-
ing democracy in Morocco’s constitu-
tional monarchy are readily apparent,
one must remember that the successful
civil and political reforms of King Mo-
hammed VI and his government came
from within Morocco. Top-down institu-
tional changes implemented by the
king—combined with bottom-up calls for
reform by various Moroccan social and
political activists, intellectuals, and com-
mentators, as well as a diverse network of
nongovernmental organizations—created
meaningful liberal reform.

Morocco provides an important, if
sometimes ignored, lesson for implement-
ing such reform in the Middle East and
North Africa. Meaningful reform must
come from within the state. Externally
imposed reforms, democratic or other-
wise, that lack legitimacy fail to garner the
support of the people that the reforms
intend to help. Even the best-intentioned
externally imposed reforms cannot offset
this lack of legitimacy and public credibility.

Contemporary Iraq represents perhaps
the starkest reminder of the failure to im-
plement external democratic reform on
an Arab state. Tom Hayden terms this
failed policy “democracy at gunpoint.”®
Similarly, Asef Bayat refers to the external
imposition of democracy on Iraq as “de-
mocracy by conquest.”® Bayat notes that
foreign intervention in the name of dem-
ocratic change not only has failed as an
effective policy but also has often proved
counterproductive: “If anything, foreign
intervention in the Middle East has his-
torically worked against, and not for,
democratic governance.” He also ob-
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serves that this phenomenon is not lim-
ited to the Middle East—that imposed
democracies also have failed in the Philip-
pines and Korea.”

Among the numerous ways to demon-
strate the failure of the Bush administra-
tion’s plan to democratize Iraq following
the removal of Saddam Hussein, the most
obvious is the number of civilian casual-
ties resulting from that effort—currently
(as of June 2010) between 96,813 and
105,563.9 Moreover, many people doubt
that a secure, democratic Iraq will arise or
endure in the future. Instead, Wright ar-
gues that since the beginning of the war
there in 2003, terrorism has become a
greater threat, the proliferation of weapons
of mass destruction has increased, Iraq
has become less stable, the war appears
unwinnable, and regional sectarian vio-
lence threatens to undermine the stability
of other Middle Eastern states.” In addi-
tion, she maintains that US influence is at
its lowest point in the region since immedi-
ately following World War I1.% Finally, she
declares that the Bush administration’s
failed attempt to implement democracy in
Iraq has greatly reduced legitimate grass-
roots democracy’s chance to take root: “The
complete failure in Iraq . . . will only keep
other regimes in power longer.”® Obvi-
ously, some of Wright’s criticisms seem
tempered by recent developments in Iraq,
especially after President Bush’s largely
successful troop surge in 2007 and the
still inconclusive national elections of
2010. Moreover, the Obama administra-
tion’s decision to shift the focus of US
foreign policy to Afghanistan also compli-
cates this assessment. The situation in
Iraq is not nearly as stark as it was in 2007,
but no one can say whether democracy
will take root and flourish.
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Conclusion

True to its history, Morocco continues
to present complex social and political
questions that evade simple resolution.
Morocco is and likely will remain a consti-
tutional monarchy. Still, significant areas
of social and political freedom exist within
the monarchy. Islamism, a social and po-
litical force often criticized for supposedly
working against liberal reform and the
implementation of democratic govern-
ment, is moderate and encouraging of
recent liberal reforms in Morocco. In-
deed, according to Wittes, “If Islamism
and democracy can ever be proved com-
patible, it might well be in Morocco.”’
Morocco does seem to rest at a crossroads,
poised to transition into a democratic
state or to backslide into a repressive auto-
cratic state. Perhaps because of its im-
proved record in human rights and rela-
tively successful civil and political reforms,
Morocco stands out from other Arab
states in another respect. Specifically, Mo-
roccans generally approve of their govern-
ment, albeit with some severe reservations—
as the political dissent over the 2007
parliamentary elections demonstrated.
Accordingly, they face a difficult decision.
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