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Amid the upheaval that swept across the Middle East and North Africa since the 
dramatic December 2010 suicide of Mohamed Bouazizi, a 26-year-old Tunisian 
street vendor, ignited long pent-up frustration with the regimes across the region, 

Morocco has stood out as an exception. Not only has the kingdom avoided both revolu-
tionary tumult and violent repression, but while their neighbors were still struggling to 
come to terms with the so-called “Arab Spring,” Moroccans adopted a new constitution 
and elected a new government (albeit one led for the first time in the country’s history by 
an Islamist party). The question now is whether this extraordinarily peaceful transfor-
mation is sustainable, and, if it is, what the implications might be for the region as a whole.

Ahead of the game
Given the material reasons its people might have for grievance, Morocco was—at 

least superficially—a likelier candidate for revolutionary upheaval than its North Afri-
can neighbors. In fact, on certain indices, Moroccans were indeed worse off than the 
citizens of any other country in the Maghreb. At the beginning of 2011, GDP per capita 
(purchasing power parity) in the kingdom was, respectively, just under half of what it 
was in Tunisia, three-fourths of what it was in Egypt, one-third of what it was in Libya, 
and two-thirds of what it was in Algeria. While the literacy rate in Morocco has been 
improving substantially in recent years, it still hovers at just above 50 percent, with 
women making up an overwhelming majority of those unable to read or write. Overall, 
the average Moroccan woman can expect to have six fewer years of schooling than 
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her Tunisian sister and two years less 
than her Egyptian sister. Additionally, 
Morocco has a higher infant mortality 
rate and a lower life expectancy than any 
of the other four North African states.1

So why didn’t Moroccans revolt 
against a system that has so clearly left 
them behind their neighbors? It was not 
that they were unaware of the protests: 
satellite dishes are ubiquitous even in the 
poorest areas, virtually every Moroccan 
adult has a mobile phone, and the coun-
try has one of the most technologically 
advanced Internet services, both cable 
and wireless, in Africa. Rather, other fac-
tors were at play. 

First, unlike most of the Arab 
Middle East outside Egypt, where the 
nation-state is a colonial artifice cre-
ated out of the wreckage of the Ottoman 
Empire, Morocco has a political history 
that stretches back more than twelve 
centuries. The current Alaouite Dynasty, 
which traces its lineage from the Prophet 
Mohammed through his daughter 
Fatima and the Caliph Ali—thus justi-
fying the reigning monarch’s claim to 
be Amir al-Mu’minin (“Commander of 
the Faithful”)—has occupied the throne 
since 1666, the year of the Great Fire of 
London. The fifteenth sultan of Morocco 
in that lineage, Mohammed III, was, in 
1777, the first foreign sovereign to rec-
ognize the independence of the United 
States. Thus, the current monarch, King 
Mohammed VI, enjoys a historical and 
political legitimacy that is unmatched in 
the Arab world, and compared to which 
the Saudi royals—to say nothing of the 
region’s presidential dynasties—are new-
comers. The traditional bonds between 

sovereign and people are renewed annu-
ally in the ceremony of the bay‘a, or oath 
of allegiance, where representatives of all 
sectors of the populace pledge their fidel-
ity to the throne and the monarch reaf-
firms his commitment to defending the 
rights of citizens as well as the indepen-
dence, territorial integrity, and welfare of 
the kingdom.

Second, the current king, Moham-
med VI, has made an ambitious program 
of reform and political opening the hall-
mark of his reign. In one of his first acts, 
the monarch created an Independent 
Arbitration Commission to compensate 
those who had suffered detention and 
other human rights abuses during his 
father Hassan II’s long reign. The panel, 
the first of its kind in the region, heard 
more than 7,000 cases and awarded more 
than $100 million in reparation pay-
ments. In 2004, acting on the recommen-
dation of his Advisory Council on Human 
Rights (CCDH) as well as various civil 
society groups, the king established the 
Equity and Reconciliation Commission 
(IER) with the mandate of establishing 
the truth about human rights violations 
that occurred between independence 
(1956) and his ascent to the throne (1999), 
administering assistance to victims and 
their families, and recommending mea-
sures to prevent future violations and 
foster reconciliation. The multi-volume 
final report of the IER, prepared after an 
exhaustive review of more than 22,000 
cases and unprecedented televised hear-
ings centered on victim testimony, was a 
landmark document that opened the way 
not only to the payment of $85 million in 
reparation to some 9,000 people, but also 
the reform of state institutions and the 
strengthening of the rule of law.2 Even 
before last year’s constitutional reform 
expanded the powers of elected officials, 
Morocco had a boisterous multi-party 
system with groups ranging from social-
ists to Islamists contesting elections, 
including parliamentary polls in 2007. 

The current king, Mohammed VI, 
has made an ambitious program of 
reform and political opening the 
hallmark of his reign.
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Those elections were monitored by inter-
national groups, including the National 
Democratic Institute, whose report, while 
noting “isolated irregularities,” observed 
that “the voting went smoothly and was 
characterized by a spirit of transparency 
and professionalism” and praised the 
government for providing “a significant 
opportunity for Moroccans to make their 
political views known.”3

Likewise even the touchy issue of 
Moroccan sovereignty over the former 
Spanish Sahara has seen forward move-
ment. In 2007, the government advanced 
a proposal to break the long-standing 
impasse over the issue by offering gener-
ous autonomy to the area (including not 
only an elected local administration but 
also ideas about education and justice 
and the promise of financial support). 
Under the plan, the only matters that 
would remain in Rabat’s control would be 
defense and foreign affairs as well as the 
currency. The regional authority, mean-
while, would have broad powers over 
local administration, the economy, infra-
structure, social and cultural affairs, 
and the environment. No less senior a 
U.S. official than Secretary of State Hill-
ary Rodham Clinton has described the 
autonomy proposal as “serious, credible, 
and realistic.”4

Third, the political opening has been 
accompanied by a broader liberalization, 
including a reform of the family code 
(Moudawana) which the king success-
fully pushed through in 2004 over con-
servative opposition by, in part, invoking 
his religious authority as Commander of 
the Faithful. Among other provisions, the 
legislation significantly advanced wom-
en’s rights by elevating the minimum 
age of marriage to 18, limiting polygamy, 
granting couples joint rights over their 
children, and permitting women to initi-
ate divorce proceedings.5 Exceptionally 
for the Arab world, women also have a 
place in Morocco’s official religious estab-
lishment with mourchidates, or female 

religious guides, trained alongside more 
traditional male imams.6

While the Moroccan government 
recognized that the country’s persistent 
massive poverty was a serious regime 
vulnerability, it also realized that the 
way to spur economic growth—which, in 
recent years, has averaged a respectable, 
if not stellar, four to five percent—was 
to strengthen institutions of governance 
and encourage the private sector. Con-
sequently, over the last decade, the state 
has gradually retreated from the busi-
ness sector through a series of privatiza-
tions that has opened new opportunities 
for an emergent middle class of entre-
preneurs and technocrats. Tariffs have 
been slashed dramatically, if not elimi-
nated altogether, for capital goods, raw 
materials, spare parts, and non-locally-
produced goods. The soundness of the 
country’s macroeconomic approach is 
attested to by the 2007 signing with the 
United States of a deal for a $697.5 mil-
lion Millennium Challenge Corporation 
(MCC) grant—at the time the largest 
compact ever entered into by the MCC. 
A free trade agreement between Morocco 
and the United States entered into force a 
year earlier, joining an association agree-
ment with the European Union signed 
a decade before that. These steps have 
not gone unnoticed; a 2011 report by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) lauded the 
country’s overall efforts to improve its 
business climate and recommended addi-
tional steps to consolidate the achieve-
ments to date.7

Despite these advances, Morocco 
remains at risk, if for no other 
reason than its geographic position 
in a region where violent extremist 
ideologies are increasingly merging 
with criminal and other networks.
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But despite these advances, 
Morocco remains at risk, if for no other 
reason than its geographic position in a 
region where violent extremist ideologies 
are increasingly merging with criminal 
and other networks.8 In this respect, 
Morocco has made a significant contri-
bution to regional and international secu-
rity through its comprehensive approach 
to combating terrorism and extremist 
ideologies. According to the most recent 
edition of the U.S. State Department’s 
Country Reports on Terrorism, the 
Moroccan government’s “vigilant secu-
rity measures, regional and international 
cooperation, and counter-radicalization 
policies” have “effectively reduced the 
threat.” Moreover, the Congressionally-
mandated document acknowledged that 
“King Mohammed VI has promoted 
significant efforts to reduce extremism 
and dissuade individuals from becom-
ing radicalized,” citing in particular the 
National Initiative for Human Develop-
ment (INDH), a multibillion-dollar pro-
gram aimed at generating employment, 
fighting poverty, and improving infra-
structure in both rural areas as well as 
the sprawling slums on the outskirts of 
urban centers.9

Morocco’s own “Spring”
That Morocco was spared both 

the revolutionary upheavals and violent 
reactions that afflicted its North African 
and Middle Eastern neighbors beginning 
last year did not mean that its people 
were without political and economic 
aspirations. Nor did it indicate that the 
country’s leaders could afford to be com-
placent in the face of the historic winds of 
change blowing across the region.10

Yet, precisely because the coun-
try has already advanced considerably 
along the path of liberalization, the initial 
response of both Morocco’s traditional 
political opposition and the populace as 
a whole was relatively reserved—largely 
limited to small manifestations of solidar-

ity to a phenomenon viewed through an 
almost exclusively international perspec-
tive. It was only after some delay, and 
then gradually, that anonymous young 
people with various socio-economic 
grievances began to use different Inter-
net-based social media platforms, includ-
ing Facebook and YouTube, to launch 
what would become known as the Febru-
ary 20 Movement. Observers noted that 
“their only omission (on which there was 
a broad consensus), setting them apart 
from protests elsewhere, was to question 
the monarchical form of the state and 
the position of Mohammed VI as a mon-
arch.”11 Eventually, a number of more tra-
ditional political actors mobilized as well, 
among them civil society organizations 
and Berber (Amazigh) activists, small 
left-wing political parties, some trade 
unions, and the officially banned Al Adl 
wal Ihsan (“Justice and Welfare”) orga-
nization of the anti-monarchist Islamist 
Abdesslam Yassine. 

The demonstrations on February 
20, 2011, were widespread, taking place 
in more than fifty cities. They were, 
however, limited; organizers said that 
300,000 took part nationally, while the 
Ministry of the Interior claimed that 
only 37,000 had turned out. In either 
case, these were not massive numbers 
in a country with a population of over 
32 million. While the protest marches 
were overwhelmingly peaceful, violence 
broke out in a few places away from the 
political and economic hubs of Rabat and 
Casablanca, resulting in five deaths, 128 
injuries (115 of which were suffered by 
police and other security forces), and 120 
arrests. Interior Minister Taieb Cherka-
oui blamed “troublemakers, minors, and 
criminals” for the violence, but heralded 
the “peaceful climate marked by serenity 
and discipline” which characterized most 
of the demonstrations.12

Nevertheless, in the wake of pro-
tests, the government accelerated the 
pace and, in some cases, expanded the 
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scope of its reform program. The Eco-
nomic and Social Council, created by 
the Constitution of 1996 but never quite 
implemented, was finally established 
and tasked with coordinating national 
economic and training policies.13 A $2 
billion second phase was announced for 
the INDH to target underdevelopment 
in 701 rural communities and 530 urban 
districts.14 The king announced that the 
old Advisory Council on Human Rights 
(CCDH) would be replaced by an indepen-
dent National Council on Human Rights 
(CNDH), composed of eight members 
appointed by the Crown, eight elected by 
parliament, and eleven chosen by civil 
society. One of the first actions taken by 
the new panel was to review the cases of 
some 190 political prisoners, including 
some Islamists, and recommending that 
they receive pardons or commutations 
of sentences, which were subsequently 
granted by Mohammed VI.15

The king then made a surprise 
announcement in a nationally-televised 
speech on March 9th. The address was 
supposed to be about plans to devolve 
authority to the country’s regions, but 
instead the monarch announced an 
even more comprehensive constitutional 
reform.16 Three months later, in what 
he described as a “watershed event” in 
Morocco’s movement toward democracy 
and good governance,17 Mohammed VI 
publicly unveiled the new draft consti-
tution. The new charter shifted power 
significantly away from the monarch—
described in the royal speech as the “Citi-
zen King”—to a prime minister who, like 
his analogues in other parliamentary 
governments, would be the leader of the 
party that wins the most legislative seats 
in elections. The parliament itself would 
be strengthened with expanded powers 
and would also be responsible for pass-
ing legislation to further devolve power 
to the country’s regions. An independent 
judiciary shorn of special tribunals for 
government officials would ensure the 

equality of citizens before the law. In a 
first for an Arab country, international 
human rights conventions, including the 
ones covering gender equality, would 
be explicitly given preeminence over 
national legislation in the constitution.

Notwithstanding criticism of the 
rushed pace of reform as well as calls 
by a number of groups to boycott the 
referendum, the constitutional changes 
were put to a vote on July 1st. Accord-
ing to official results, 73.5 percent of the 
voters took part in the plebiscite. The 
new charter was approved by 98.5 per-
cent of them.18

An electoral earthquake
Buoyed by the overwhelmingly 

positive results of the referendum on the 
constitution, the king used his July 30th 
speech on the anniversary of his acces-
sion to the throne to announce that, in 
order for the changes to be implemented 
as soon as possible, early elections would 
be called.19 The date for the poll to fill 
the 395 seats of the lower house of the 
country’s parliament, the Chamber of 
Deputies, for a five-year term was subse-
quently set for November 25th.

Although some opposition elements, 
most prominently Al Adl wal Ihsan and 
followers of the February 20 Movement, 
called for an election boycott, most of 
the political parties opted to take part. A 
total of thirty parties fielded candidates, 
but the campaign was essentially a three-
way contest between two broad alli-
ances—the eight-member “Coalition for 
Democracy” (dubbed the “G8”) headed 
by incumbent Finance Minister Sala-

Unlike its regional counterparts, 
Morocco’s Islamist opposition, the 
PJD, is nothing if not integrated 
into the political and institutional 
framework of the kingdom.
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heddine Mezouar and incumbent Prime 
Minister Abbas El Fassi’s three-member 
“Koutla” (“Coalition”) group consisting 
of the venerable conservative national-
ist Independence Party (Istiqlal) and two 
left-leaning parties—and the moderate 
Islamist Justice and Development Party 
(PJD), led by Abdelilah Benkirane.

While six members of the G8 
cleared the threshold to gain seats in 
parliament, winning a cumulative 166 
seats, the clean victor was the PJD, 
which won 27.1 percent of the vote and 
came away with 107 seats, making it 
by far the single largest party in the 
new legislature. Altogether, eighteen 
parties returned at least one deputy. 
According to official tallies, 45.4 per-
cent of the electorate turned out for the 
vote, up from the 37 percent who took 
part in the 2007 election.20

Since the new constitution stipu-
lates that the king should appoint 
the prime minister from the largest 
party in parliament, the mandate to 
form a government was given to the 
PJD’s Benkirane, who formed a coali-
tion government with support from 
Istiqlal, the Popular Movement (MP) 
and the PPS. The largest leftist party, 
the Socialist Union of Popular Forces 
(USFP), which had campaigned as 
part of the Koutla alliance, declined an 
invitation to join the coalition despite 
considerable lobbying by the prime 
minister-designate. The new govern-
ment was sworn in on January 3, 2012, 
with the PJD holding eleven of thirty 
ministerial portfolios.21

An Islamist tilt?
While the headlines surrounding 

the parliamentary election and the PJD’s 
unprecedented entrance into government 
focused on its Islamist roots, one of the 
most seasoned analysts of the region 
has questioned the sensationalist pun-
ditry, noting that “the PJD has publicly 
disavowed the label of ‘Islamist party,’ 
preferring instead to describe itself as 
a political party ‘with an Islamic frame 
of reference’” and that in its campaign 
the party emphasized its “goals of seek-
ing to improve social services, provide 
employment, and combat corruption as 
opposed to highlighting such hot button 
issues as whether or not women should 
wear the Islamic headscarf.”22 Certainly 
Benkirane, a onetime leftist activist, has 
made a concerted effort to reassure ner-
vous Morocco watchers abroad, some 
of whom expressed fears that, given its 
antecedents, the PJD might well be a wolf 
in sheep’s clothes.23

There are historical and institu-
tional reasons to be at least guardedly 
optimistic. While Benkirane flirted 
with militancy in his youth, at one point 
even joining the Chabiba al Islamiyya 
(“Islamic Youth”) revolutionary move-
ment, he broke with it and, according to 
one well-informed analyst, “became one 
of the first Islamist leaders in the Arab 
world to review, assess, and reverse the 
violent theoretic positions of radical 
Islamism” and, significantly, did so “at a 
time when many political Islamists were 
fascinated by the Iranian revolution and 
radical Islamists were enthralled by sto-
ries of Muslim heroism in the face of the 
communist onslaught in Afghanistan.”24 
This makes “the Islamist movement 
in Morocco one of the first in the Arab 
world to embark on a process informed 
by the logic of the Islamic modernism 
movement of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.”25

The PJD is nothing if not inte-
grated into the political and institu-

The transition now under way 
in Morocco could end up having 
ripples far beyond the kingdom’s 
borders, presenting the fragile and 
beleaguered monarchies of Arabia 
with a compelling model to follow.
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tional framework of the kingdom. Some 
researchers have even argued that “the 
party is indeed allowed to participate in 
institutional politics precisely because 
it accepts the limits imposed… on the 
political game.”26 Consequently, when 
Benkirane “initially ascended to the 
position of party head in 2008, one of 
the first people to congratulate him was 
none other than the king himself. The 
monarch’s praise was a reminder of the 
Islamist leader’s track record of working 
with, not against, the regime.”27 

Many Moroccans, including a 
number who do not share the Islamists’ 
perspective, see the king as the ultimate 
guarantor of the country’s political bal-
ance. Moreover, unlike in Egypt, elec-
toral results in Morocco force the PJD to 
form a coalition government, a further 
check on its ability to upend the coun-
try’s traditional consensual political 
system. Furthermore, the new govern-
ment will have its hands full contending 
with the bread-and-butter issues that 
were the most important to the voters 
who cast their ballots, including sustain-
ing economic growth and, perhaps even 
more critically, creating jobs. It must also 
contend with the aspirations of young 
people like those who sparked the Febru-
ary 20 Movement and who make up the 
largest demographic cohort in Moroccan 
society. These youth have consistently 
demanded more social freedoms and 
enhanced political participation along-
side economic opportunities.

Continuity, and change
It is not without its ironies that 

the first place where, in the wake of 
the “Arab Spring,” an Islamist-led gov-
ernment should be elected to office is 
Morocco, where the process of change 
was already well under way. As the out-
come of any political process is never 
assured, nothing is certain; however, 
given the worries about power being 
exercised by even moderate Islamists 

with rather limited experience in state-
craft, there is some reassurance to be 
found in the king serving as a check on 
the government. In fact, both Moham-
med VI and Abdelilah Benkirane benefit 
from their new partnership. The latter 
succeeded in winning the prize that had 
hitherto been denied Islamists every-
where else in the Arab world, the peace-
ful assumption of the highest elected 
office in his country. The former, for his 
part, gave further confirmation that the 
gradual reform that has been the hall-
mark of his reign is still on track. 

Moreover, the transition now under 
way in Morocco could end up having rip-
ples far beyond the kingdom’s borders, 
presenting the fragile and beleaguered 
monarchies of Arabia with a compelling 
model to follow. If it does, Morocco will 
end up becoming one of the few positive 
products of the “Arab Spring.”
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