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Civil Society in Morocco: A brief

History — (Part 1)
By Anna Jacobs

Morocco World News
Rabat, January 29, 2013

In the context of Morocco, there are varying notions of civil society, as well as its ability to influence the
state and the public sphere in general. Some scholars, such as Azzedine Layachi, focus on civil society as
separate and conflicting with the state. In other words, civil society is present to check the power of the
state and express the wishes of society, typically in a confrontational manner, vis-a-vis the authoritarian
state[1]. Layachi, however, also describes civil society towards the end of the rule of King Hassan II, in
the early 1990%. This historical context revealed a definite opening up, in terms of civil society, the
freedom of association, and the freedom of expression. However, other scholars, discussing civil society
in the current context, ten years into the reign of King Mohammed VI, appear to conceive of civil
society in a less confrontational manner. Layachi, affirming the confrontational notion of civil society
and state relations, claims that:

“...civil society be understood as a set of social, economic, cultural, and political groupings, distinct and
independent from the state, that perform functions of aggregation and articulation of particular
interests, and seeks either to influence state decisions or to capture the state itself. In the political sphere,
civil society checks state arbitrariness while serving as a buffer between state power and private spheres.
Finally, civil society is an independent process of mobilization of various interests for change or for the
maintenance of the status quo.”[2]

He also asserts that, while the vast number of civil society actors leads many to assert a
certain “vibrancy” in Moroccan civil society, the key requirement that greatly lacks is the ability for civil
society actors to actually influence changes in public policy.[3] While I believe that it is indeed difficult
for civil society actors to exert great influence over public policy in Morocco, I follow another definition
of civil society which proffers a more nuanced character of civil society and state relations. This
definition follows the theoretical framework in James Sater’s work, Civil Society and Political Change in
Morocco (2007) and aims to highlight a notion of “public space” and a less dichotomous relationship
between civil society and the state, one that mirror’s Habermas’s concept of “communicative power.”
Consequently, to answer the research questions relating to civil society and state relations, Sater’s
definition will be used:

“Civil society may be defined as the sphere of human interaction between the state and the family, in
which private citizens act on behalf of public issues, through which they constitute and shape the ever-
changing borders of, and discourses within, the public sphere.”[4]
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Thus, for the purposes of this study, I will address the question of both policy and discourse changes in
the public sphere, which more fully addresses the question: “Does civil society exert an influence on the
state?” The answer to this question, specifically focusing on the civil society actors that work with sub-
Saharan immigrants, reveals that the pressures applied to the state do not seem to have a strong effect,
both in terms of policy and discourse surrounding sub-Saharan migration in the “public space.” In
other words, civil society associations find it hard to significantly alter the state’s hegemony in the
discourses and policies surrounding sub-Saharan migration. However, as Sater notes, the significant
points to remember are that “the public sphere and its divisions are constantly evolving and not subject
to direct state control...” and consequently that:

“...the state’s hegemony is threatened through the simple activity of new groups, and, consequently
these activities were considered as ‘sensitive,” (Berber and women’s rights), ‘subversive,” (human rights
and Islamic groups, or ‘disloyal, (business groups). However as the allied classes are also subject to
changes, the state’s handling of these issues changes as well.”’[5]

In other words, when discussing state and civil society relations, power should not be merely conceived
of in strict terms, as allied classes surrounding issues of political debate and reform are constantly in
flux. This renders a strict dichotomous relationship between the state and civil society weak in terms of
a theoretical framework of analysis in the case of Morocco, especially in the current milieu under King
Mohammed VI, the constitutional reforms of 2011, and the opposition party’s (The Islamist PJD)
victory in the November 2011 parliamentary elections.

Part 1:Brief History of Civil Society Development in Morocco

Civil society and the key liberties such as the freedom of expression and freedom of association have
indeed expanded under the current rule of King Mohammed VI. The “annees de plomb” under King
Hassan II did, however, cease towards the early 1990%. The key moments occurred with the 1992
Constitution and the 1993 Parliamentary elections. During this time, King Hassan II made the strategic
decision of opening up to opposition parties and civil society, largely due to both domestic and
international pressures for reform.[6] This process only intensified when King Mohammed VI came to
power in 1999 and symbolically dismissed the nototiously repressive Interior Minister, the right-hand
man of his father, Driss Basti.

While many have touted the reforms passed in the realm of women’s rights, civil society, and the greater
freedom of expression, the current political context nonetheless maintains a strict code in terms of
taboo areas of discussion. In other words, criticisms of the Monarchy, Islam, and “Territorial
sovereignty,” (meaning the Western Sahara) remain the strict limitations of public discourse. Criticism
surrounding government authorities and the police can also land you in prison, as the former editor
of Al-Massae, Rachid Nini, experienced after discussing corruption of those close to the Palace. The
new constitutional reforms passed in 2011, in the regional context of the Arab spring, also showed
promise of furthering the democratization process. However the actual implementation of the reforms,
such as the press code and the corrupt judicial system, remains to be seen.
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Furthermore, the new constitution granted special status to the former Consultative Council of
Human Rights (now the National Council of Human Rights), which was initiated by King
Hassan II, in an attempt to bridge the gap between civil society and the state, in terms of
dialogue. It was originally created by the Dahir of May 1990.[7] Furthermore, there is a
particular emphasis on combating all forms of discrimination in the Kingdom through this
institutional “whistleblower.”[8]

However, there have been questions as to the independence of this council, as the board is
appointed by the King (though civil society actors can chose the candidates that the King
choses from). Civil society actors, however, were successful in pressuring the state to reform the
CCDH so that it is in accordance with the Paris principles. This meant that the CCDH adopted
the following articles: Article 2, which states that “the council is supposed to submit a report
even on questions where it has not been demanded by the King himself,” as well as Article 6,
which took away the right to vote from Ministers.[9] This institution is the primary
“intermediary” between civil society and the state, in terms of human rights reforms. The
success of these reforms also sheds light on the current state of civil society and state relations,
especially in the “public space.”

It is also essential to highlight the drastic events of Ceuta and Melilla in 2005 as a crucial moment in that
it brought international attention to sub-Saharan migration in Morocco and the brutal living conditions
that migrants faced, whether in Morocco to stay or in transit. In September of 2005, thousands of sub-
Saharan migrants stormed the fences surrounding the two Spanish enclaves and some were shot dead
while many other were rounded up into trucks and dropped off in the “no-man’s land” along the
Moroccan/Algetian border, without food or water.[10]

These tragic events increased the political advocacy among civil society actors concerning irregular
migration and migrant’s rights in the European Union, the Maghreb, and Western Africa, while also
putting irregular migration on the political agenda of these regions, in terms of the various state actors.
The Council of sub-Saharan Migrants in Morocco was founded after these events and Morocco invited
IOM to create a bureau in Rabat in 2007. In other words, as drastic as these events were, they showed to
the world the brutalities of borders, fortress Europe, and migration, especially for sub-Saharan migrants.
This led to increased civil society activity throughout the various regions associated with the human
rights of regular and irregular immigrants, as well as various sponsored conferences and workshops with
EU and Moroccan state and civil society actors.

Furthermore, in 20006, the Euro-African Manifest was created in Morocco. This informal network
includes 135 civil society actors from Europe, Morocco and in general the Maghreb and sub-Saharan
regions. Its main objectives are “to share experiences, develop alternative views on the current migration
policies and spread them through the Manifeste Euro-Africain. The role of this network is twofold as it
is both a tool for lobbying and an organization to coordinate other organizations’ work.” This mirrors
the Migreurop network that was created in 2002. They both represent a solid transnational attempt at
coordination and solidarity among civil society actors in order to lobby the various states involved.[11]
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La caravane du CNDH

sensibilise aux droits humains

@® Projection d’une série de films pour jeter la lumiére sur les violations flagrantes des
droits humains durant les années de plomb. Une caravane cinématographique placée
sous le signe «années de plomb, mémoire et temps présent» est offerte depuis le 18

janvier jusqu'au 1 février.

a sensibilisation au respect des

droits de 'Homme et la vulgari-

sation de cette culture passent

nécessairement par le retour a
I'histoire pour en tirer des legons et éviter
que des violations flagrantes de ces
droits, telles que celles ayant sévi durant
les années de plomb au Maroc ne se re-
produisent. En effet,cette question a fait
couler beaucoup d'encre et donné libre
cours a une série de publications et d'ceu-
vres cinématographigues. Pour démon-
trer le role que peuvent jouer les supports
audiovisuels dans 'éducation au respect
des droits humains, le Conseil national
des droits de I'Homme (CNDH), via sa
commission régionale de Marrakech, en
partenariat avec I'Ecole supérieure des
arts visuels (ESAV) vient de lancer tout
récemment, une caravane cinématogra-
phique placée sous le signe ; «Années de
plomb, mémoire et temps présent». Il s'agit
d'une autre maniére novatrice de sensi-
biliser le public, plus particuliérement les
cinéphiles, notamment ceux issus des
générations montantes, qui ignorent tout
de cette étape importante de I'histoire
contemporaine du Maroc. L'objectif de
cette caravane qui sillonne plusieurs
villes de la région est donc de conférer vie
et ame aux efforts visant a asseoir les ja-
lons d'une véritable culture des droits de
I'Homme. Ceci dit, une telle caravane
vise & diffuser la mémaoire de I'histoire du
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royaume, & travers un programme riche
et soigneusement concocté pour le grand
public, avec des projections de films, des
lectures de textes et de la musique. Pour
des raisons de proximité, cette caravane
cinématographique des droits de
I'Homme a déja entamé son périple avec
une premiére gscale 3 El Kelda des
Sraghna (18 janvier), avec la projection
du long métrage «Mémoire en déten-
tion», de Jilali Farhati. Dans ce road
movie, le réalisateur évoque, avec un scé-
nario a suspense, les blessures et les trau-
matismes des années 70 (années de
plomb) au Maroc, durant lesquellesla ré-

pression policiére était sans merci, les
opposants et intellectuels étaient enlevés
pour étre jetés, dans des prisons aux
conditions de détention inhumaines.
«C'est plus la mémoire du corps que celle
des mots qui prime ici», disait le réalisa-
teur. Ensuite, c'est & Al Youssoufia le 20
jamier que les cinéphiles ont pris part a
la projection du film «fawhara, fille de pri-
sony, de Sadd Chraibi.Ce film relate I'his-
toire d'une petite fille née en prigén et de-
meurés aver sa mére (Safia) durant toute
la période de son incarcération. Dans les
années 70, une petite troupe de théatre
amateur, comme il y en avait beaucoup a

Conseil national des droits de

I'époque, montait une pidce engagée qui
n'était pas du gofit du pouvoir, comme
c'Btait souvent le cas. Dans le groupe de
copains, se trouvaient Safia et Said, deux
jeunes militants, amoureux 'un de l'an-
tre et fraichement mariés. Un jour, toute
la troupe est «ramassées par la police en
pleine répétition...Le programme de la
caravane comporte aussi les étapes d'Al
Haouz, avec la projection du film «La
chambre noires de Hassan Benjelloun le
22 janvier, d'Essaouira, avec |a projection
du film «Taif Nizar» de Kamal Kamal,
prévu le 25 janvier, et de Safi, avec Ja pro-
jection du long métrage «La chambre
noires, le 31 janvier. A Marrakech, le pu-
blic aura rendez-vous avec la projection
du film «Mémoire en détentions le 22
janvier, suivi le mercredi 23 janvier de la
projection du film «Mona Sabers, de Ab-
delhaf Laraki. Dans un cimetiére fran-
gais, Mona apprend par sa mére, que son
géniteur est Mahmoud Saber, Marocain
natif d'Essaouira, et non Gérard Delancé,
dont le nom est inscrit dans la stéle tom-
bale. Séisme, le monde de Mona se fis-
sure et commence alors la quéte de la fi-
gure absente du pére, d'un creuset
originaire, d'une terre d'enracinement
plus aurorale que la terre de naissance,
d'un site procureur de sens, qui comble-
rait la vanité de I'étre, livré a la béance de
I'origine. Le vendredi 25 janvier, le public
est sollicité pour suivre le long métrage
«Jawhara, fille de prison» et le tant at-
tendu «Ali, Rabiaa et les autres.... », dAh-
med Boulane le vendredi 1er février. Le
film évoque avec une certaine virtuosité
dans son montage et sa réalisation le
Maroc des années 70, ses illusions poli-
tiques, son folklore hippie et le royaume
d'aujourd'hui, ses prisons mentales, ses
fausses croyances et ses désillusions.
C'est le coup de sang d'un passionng. @
PAR MUSTAPHA EL AHMADI
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