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CHAPTER 4

A century of Moroccan state 
formation and migration

ABSTRACT

This chapter provides the foundation for the subsequent analysis of Moroccan 
immigration politics. First, it offers a concise account of Moroccan state formation. 
It outlines the origins of the Moroccan Kingdom and foundations of the Moroccan 
modern nation-state, as well as the monarchy’s strategies for regime legitimation and 
stability over the 20th century. It shows that Morocco’s monarchy has maintained its 
power through a combination of repression, divide-and-rule tactics, and co-optation 
of elites and political opponents. To frame current immigration debates, the chapter 
also examines official national identity narratives, which increasingly move the defi-
nition of marocanité away from post-colonial pan-Arabism and emphasize Moroc-
co’s cultural and ethnic pluralism, as well as its role as a bridge between Africa and 
Europe. Second, the chapter reviews Moroccan immigration and emigration patterns 
and policies since the early 20th century. In particular, it sketches the contours of 
restrictive immigration policies in the early 2000s and of the liberal migration agenda 
launched by the Moroccan King in September 2013. The chapter hereby introduces 
the empirical puzzle underlying the case study, namely the disconnect between 
immigration patterns, their politicization, and the transformations of the polity within 
which these migration and policy dynamics take place.
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1  STATE FORMATION AND NATIONAL IDENTITY TRAJECTORIES

Morocco has been described as a consolidated autocracy, a reformist monarchy, or 
a system of limited pluralism. Quantitative assessments of political freedoms and 
political regime features in Morocco diverge (see Annex 2.4), some characterize 
Morocco as a closed autocracy, others as open autocracy or as a hybrid regime 
since the late 1990s. This reflects Morocco’s ambiguous political dynamics. As my 
case study will show through the lens of immigration policies, Morocco’s monar-
chy is characterized by controlled openings towards civil society and on particular 
aspects of civil liberties. Outside of these limited openings, however, the Moroccan 
political system remains a fully-fledged autocracy whose red lines are not to be 
crossed. This section, then, discusses the origins of the Moroccan state, the political 
developments over the post-independence period and the resulting understanding 
of national identity that provide the foundation for Moroccan debates and policies 
on immigration.

1.1 THE FOUNDATIONS AND CONSOLIDATION OF THE MOROCCAN 
MONARCHY

The origins and legitimacy of political power in Morocco 
Moroccan state formation reaches back several centuries. Unaffected by the expan-
sion of the Ottoman Empire, different Arab dynasties have ruled the present-day terri-
tory of Morocco since the late 8th century (since 1667 the current Alaouite dynasty): 
“A political community has existed for over 800 years even if the borders of the state 
remained fluid for centuries” (Ayubi 1995c: 120). Indeed, until the 20th century, the 
territorial spheres of influence of Moroccan Kings have regularly shifted and political 
power was “itinerant”, characterized by a moving court (Hibou and Tozy 2015). The 
territorial expansion of Moroccan state power was structured by the constant struggle 
between ‘lands of sovereignty’ (so-called bilad al makhzen), mainly urban areas that 
would pay taxes to the Moroccan Kings, and ‘lands of dissidence’ (so-called bilad al 
siba), mainly mountainous or rural areas inhabited by Amazigh (or Berber) groups50 
that did not recognize the sovereignty of Moroccan Kings.51 Only in 1934 did French 
and Spanish colonial armies ultimately crush the resistance in the Moroccan rural 
areas, establishing state power across the entire Moroccan territory (Anderson 1986: 
42-43; Hart 2000; Vermeren 2002: 124-125). 

50 ‘Berber’ was the Roman appellation for the people that lived in North Africa before the Arabs arrived 
and refers to the absence of civilization (barbarism). In contrast, the term Amazigh (plural: Imazighen) comes 
from their self-appellation in the local language (Tamazight) and means ‘free men’ (Vermeren 2002: 121). For 
this reason, I will refer to them as Amazigh throughout the thesis. For an in-depth analysis of Amazigh history in 
Morocco and their relation with the central political authority, see Gellner and Micaud (1973) and Hart (2000).
51 For an in-depth analysis of the structure and functioning of Moroccan political power in the 19th century, 
see Chapters 2 and 3 in Laroui (1977: 67-190), treating respectively of the central Makhzen and the local sibas. 
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While colonization (1912-1956) accelerated the centralization of the Moroc-
can bureaucratic apparatus, it did not fundamentally affect the traditional legitima-
tion strategies of the Moroccan monarchy: Colonial rule “significantly disrupted the 
governmental and administrative continuity of Morocco, [but] it left the political 
style of Moroccans largely intact” (Waterbury 1970, in: Willis 2012: 22). The alliance 
between Morocco’s nationalist independence party, the Istiqlal, and the exiled King 
Mohamed V forged a united front of progressive elites and religious leaders against 
the French colonizers. This partly explains that, although the Istiqlal party played 
a crucial role in post-independence politics, the independence movement did not 
oust the monarchy at independence in 1956, as was the case in Tunisia. As a result, 
political power remained concentrated within the Makhzen (literally ‘storehouse’ or 
‘treasury’).52 The King retained absolute political authority, especially but not only in 
sensitive areas related to identity and the nation, such as foreign policy, defence, reli-
gious affairs, and migration. Reflecting this, my respondents have often equated the 
royal will to the political will of the state: “the State’s will, in Morocco, is the monar-
chical institution” (M17-I16).

Since independence in 1956, the legitimation and stability of Morocco’s monar-
chy relies on three pillars: (1) First, the King’s historical and religious legitimacy. In 
particular, the King’s religious title as Commander of the Faithful (amir al-mu’minin) 
has turned Islam into “a central and legitimizing aspect of political power” (Willis 
2012: 15, 18), making it more difficult for Islamist parties to challenge the regime 
compared to Tunisia. (2) Second, a mix of repression, elite co-optation through 
patronage networks, and a divide and rule strategy towards political opponents guar-
anteed that regime challengers never got too powerful.53 For Brumberg (2002: 61), 
this is typical for “rulers of liberalized autocracies [who] strive to pit one group against 
another in ways that maximize the ruler’s room for manoeuvre and restrict the oppo-
sition’s capacity to work together”. (3) The third pillar of legitimation is Morocco’s 
international image as a reliable diplomatic partner for the West and relatively liberal 
country in an unstable region. Particularly since the 1990s, controlled liberalizations 
that extended political, civil society, and women’s rights became part and parcel of 
the consolidation of authoritarian power structures. Nonetheless, a stark difference 

52 With the development of administration and taxation, in particular under Sultan Moulay Ismail (1672-
1727), the term ‘Makhzen’ is progressively used to designate the Moroccan state apparatus (Vermeren 2002). 
The vague term captures the informal network around the King, encompassing his cabinet, high-level civil 
servants and parts of the economic elite. For a more thorough discussion, see Waterbury (1970) and Ayubi 
(1995b). For a critical analysis of the historical trajectory and contemporary forms of governance of the 
Moroccan Makhzen, see Hibou and Tozy (2015).
53 Co-optation denotes “the capacity to tie strategically-relevant actors (or a group of actors) to the regime 
elite. In Bueno de Mesquita’s terms, members of the “selectorate” need to be bound to the “winning coalition”. 
[…] It works as a transmission belt to ensure both the intra-elite cohesion and the steering capacity of the 
political elite” (Gerschewski 2013: 22). Co-optation can go through formal channels such as democratic 
institutions (parties, elections) or military recruitment, or through informal channels such as clientelism, 
patronage, or corruption). 
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remains between liberalizations on paper – most recently through the 2011 constitu-
tion – and the limited ways in which political rights and the rule of law are realized in 
everyday life (Boukhars 2011; Cubertafond 2001; Sater 2007; Vermeren 2011; Water-
bury 1970).

The resilience of the ‘Makhzen’: Repression, co-optation, and divide and rule tactics
Efforts to consolidate the Moroccan monarchy against political opponents marked the 
decades after independence. Systematic state repression, arbitrary arrests and execu-
tion of political opponents characterized the infamous ‘Years of Lead’ that spanned 
from the 1970s to the early 1990s. In parallel to repression, the Moroccan monarchy 
has used divide and rule tactics and co-opted social and political opposition to assure 
its legitimacy and regime stability. 

The opposition of exiled King Mohammed V to colonization and his alliance 
with the nationalist independence movement after independence increased his legiti-
macy in post-independence politics. Nonetheless, his authority was challenged by 
an insurrection of tribal leaders in the Rif area in 1958, as well as political opposition 
from the nationalist Istiqlal party and the left-wing National Union of Popular Forces 
(UNFP) led by Mehdi Ben Barka. The succession of the throne in 1961 exacerbated 
these dynamics: Communist and left-wing parties, as well as the nationalist student 
union (UNEM), opposed the 1962 constitution that enshrined the extensive powers of 
the young King Hassan II. Large-scale urban riots and left-wing opposition were met 
with state repression and culminated in the exile to France of Ben Barka in 1963 (and 
his assassination in Paris two years later). The crack-down of the March 1965 Casa-
blanca revolts led to the declaration of a state of emergency that lasted until 1970. 
In this context, the Moroccan state strategically used emigration to alleviate political 
and economic grievances and assure regime legitimation and stability (see Section 
2.1). Over the 1970s, communist-oriented worker and student strikes continued, and 
two military coups d’etats in 1971 and 1972 further weakened the regime. Faced with 
challengers from within and below, the Moroccan monarchy launched the ‘Green 
March’ in November 1975 to claim sovereignty over the disputed Western Sahara 
territories to affirm its political legitimacy, assure the support of the military, and foster 
national unity around the throne (Vermeren 2002; Willis 2012) (see also Section 1.2). 

In parallel, the monarchy also co-opted parts of Moroccan society through 
marriage politics, the military, and neopatrimonialism: Moroccan Kings have tradi-
tionally married Amazigh women,54 and until the coups d’etat in the early 1970s, 
the vast majority of officers in the Moroccan armed forces were of Amazigh origin 
(Hart 2000). Also, by securing their privileges and avoiding land reform, the monar-
chy received the backing of traditional aristocratic families and rural notables against 

54 The mothers of both Hassan II and Mohammed VI were of Amazigh origin (Vermeren 2011: 48).
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the leftist, nationalist urban elites. More generally, the monarchy transformed state 
and economy into tools to expand the patronage network: Over the decades, the 
distribution of political-administrative functions and the nationalization of foreign 
firms were used strategically to assure the fidelity of rural and urban elites (Hibou 
2005; Hinnebusch 2015; Vermeren 2002). Like other countries in the region, the 
economic liberalization pursued in the 1980s through privatizations and the 1984 
structural adjustment programme led by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
increased poverty and socioeconomic inequalities. While this led to large-scale bread 
riots in 1984, it also reinforced the concentration of political and economic power in 
the hands of regime supporters. To reach out beyond the elite, Hassan II and his son 
Mohamed VI also launched widely mediatized activities on poverty prevention – such 
as the annual solidarity campaign for deprived children since 1998 or the National 
Initiative for Human Development (INDH) in 2005. Despite their limited effects, they 
have fostered Mohammed VI’s image as “King of the Poor” (Vermeren 2011: 12). 

Not only co-optation, but also the manoeuvring of different opposition factions 
has consolidated monarchical power over the decades. As Waterbury (1970) has 
shown, Morocco’s multi-party system has not led to more democratic policymaking, 
but to the “political segmentation” of the nationalist movement, most exemplary in the 
split of the Istiqlal party and creation of the UNFP in 1959. Throughout Morocco’s post-
colonial history, the monarchy has actively exacerbated rivalries among existing parties 
and sponsored the creation of new political parties to rally royal support of local nota-
bles in exchange for access to power and resources (Willis 2002; Zartman 1988): In 
1957, the Popular Movement was created to oppose the Istiqlal; in 2008, the Authen-
ticity and Modernity Party (PAM) was created to counter the rise of the Islamist Justice 
and Development Party (PJD). King Hassan II has benefited from this splintered party 
landscape, as partisan conflicts ultimately facilitated their co-optation: Between 1998 
and 2002, the two main opposition parties (the nationalist Istiqlal and the leftist USFP) 
were integrated into power through the ‘alternation government’ under Abderrahmane 
Youssoufi, which broke their traditional resistance to the monarchy. Also, the politi-
cal force of Islamism has remained limited in Morocco compared to Tunisia not only 
because of the King’s legitimacy as religious leader, but also through the integration of 
the moderate PJD into mainstream politics against more radical movements such as 
Al-Adl wa-Ihsan: Since 1997, the PJD is represented in parliament and since 2011, it 
participates in government (Hinnebusch 2015; Sater 2002; Willis 2012: 177-186). 

Although the monarchy is often portrayed as “arbiter among the state’s groups 
and institutions” (Ayubi 1995c: 121) and the King as “referee between the different 
factions within society” (M12-I8), in fact, the monarchy has actively instrumental-
ized conflicts between Moroccan societal and political groups to co-opt the country’s 
economic elite, rural notables, military, as well as leftist and Islamist political groups 
(Willis 2012: 62). As I will show later, these repertoires of action mobilized by the 
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Moroccan monarchy to deal with political opposition also play out on the immigra-
tion issue.

The limits of top-down political liberalization
In the early 1990s, the end of the Cold War redrew the global power map and tacit 
political openings in Algeria and Tunisia (see Chapter 7) increased international 
expectations for liberalization in Morocco. In 1990, the book ‘Notre Ami le Roi’ by 
Gilles Perrault exposed the torture practices of the Moroccan state during the infa-
mous ‘Years of Lead’ and spurred the accusations of human rights violations from 
outside (Vairel 2004; Willis 2012). In parallel, transnational support for Moroccan 
CSOs – such as the Moroccan Association of Human Rights (AMDH) created in 
1979, the Democratic Associations of Moroccan Women (ADFM) created in 1985, or 
the Moroccan Organization of Human Rights (OMDH) created in 1988 – bolstered 
pressures on the Moroccan state from within (Gränzer 1999: 133).55 To widen the 
domestic regime base before the throne succession at the end of the 1990s and to 
improve Morocco’s image abroad, Hassan II engaged in a limited political liberaliza-
tion (Cubertafond 2001; Monjib 2011; Santucci 1995; Waltz 1995). 

Freedom of the press was increased, civil society granted some room for manoeu-
vre, and leftist opposition parties integrated into the ‘alternation government’ in 1998. 
A Consultative Council of Human Rights (CCDH) was created in 1990, and constitu-
tional revisions in September 1992 – although not touching royal powers – enshrined 
a reference to universal human rights in the preamble and granted more powers to 
Parliament. Most importantly, Moroccan civil society activism gained ground and 
consolidated as a domestic political actor. These developments provided an alterna-
tive, less confrontational outlet for political claims-making compared to party politics 
and opened negotiation spaces between state and society in a way that would assure 
the continuity of the regime.56 As Khrouz (2016: 99) writes, “the policies of liberaliza-
tion and democratization contribute to increase the legitimacy, and thereby the stabil-
ity of the Moroccan regime”.

When Mohammed VI became King in 1999, there was widespread optimism 
that liberalization would deepen (Boukhars 2011; Vermeren 2011). His ‘new concept 
of authority’ expressed his will for democratization and civil society inclusion in 
policymaking,57 in order “to portray himself in the eyes of Western governments as 

55 CSOs in Morocco initially emerged from political opposition parties: the OMDH from the nationalist 
Istiqlal, the AMDH from the socialist USFP (Sater 2002, Gränzer 1999).
56 This policy of controlled opening towards civil society activism is reminiscent of earlier state formation 
dynamics and regime stability strategies of the Moroccan Kingdom. Hibou (2005: 79) writes that “in a context 
where central power is not able to permanently control all of Moroccan space, the sovereign encourages and 
often contributes to the construction of dissident spaces […]. The ‘controlled dissidence’ […] was thus part of 
state engineering.”
57 Three concepts are central to Mohammed VI’s definition of monarchical rule: the ‘new concept 
of authority’ introduced in 1999, the ‘executive monarchy’ of 2001 and the ‘civic monarchy’ of 2007. For 
Vermeren (2011: 55-58), these highlight the central role of an enlightened, benevolent King in achieving 
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a young reformer” (Willis 2012: 221). In 1999, Mohammed VI dismissed the infa-
mous Interior Minister Driss Basri, symbol of repression under his father Hassan II, 
and invited former exiles to return to Morocco; in 2004, an Equity and Reconcilia-
tion Commission58 was set up to investigate human rights abuses during the ‘Years 
of Lead’ and the reform of the family code (mudawana) expanded womens’ rights 
despite widespread protest of conservative and religious parts of society (Vermeren 
2011). As one respondent recalled: “It was new for us to debate human rights. […] It 
was the first time that we experienced a societal debate in Morocco, in the streets, in 
the cafes” (M17-I5). 

Two decades later, however, the power of political parties or ministers has not 
effectively increased: Parties still have no broad-based support within the population 
and little influence over crucial political decisions such as national budgets, foreign 
policy, or internal security (Willis 2002). Back in 2007, Morocco’s Prime Minister 
Abbas El Fassi declared before the legislative elections: “I support His Majesty the 
King, whatever he decides […] My only programme is the throne speech”.59 The same 
year, the King underlined that “elections are never about the identity of the Moroccan 
state or the fundamentals of its regime, in this case a moderate and open Islam, consti-
tutional monarchy, national unity, territorial integrity, and social democracy. These are 
constants that are the subject to a national unanimity” (MVI 2007). The Royal Palace 
thus continues to determine the political agenda.

In 2011, in the context of the ‘Arab Spring’, mass protests also erupted in 
Morocco: The ‘20 February movement’ rallied Islamist and leftist parties, as well 
as secular human rights groups and called for more political freedoms and socio-
economic equality. In contrast to Tunisia, protesters did not demand regime change, 
but reform (Abdelmoumni 2013; Hinnebusch 2015). Mobilization, however, was 
cut short by the King’s announcement of constitutional reform.60 As Brand (2014: 
59) writes, “Muhammad VI mimicked a strategy long used by his father, Hassan II: 
offering small changes through constitutional amendments as a means of removing 
pressure for more thoroughgoing reforms”. Indeed, the constitutional reform process 
between March and July 2011 diverted mobilization away from broader democra-
tization claims, as political parties and civil society groups focused on lobbying for 

progress and the respect of state of law. For Abdelmoumni (2013: 126), however, it signals continuity in the 
authoritarian conception of Morocco’s monarchy as the sole political powerholder.
58 The Commission was in charge of identifying and compensating victims of human rights abuses between 
1956 and 1999. Presided by Driss Benzekri, founder of the Justice and Truth Forum in 1998, it ultimately 
compensated 9,779 victims. However, neither the decision-makers nor the executors of the human rights 
abuses have been pursued in the name of justice (Vermeren 2011: 21).
59 See: TelQuel, Mohammed VI. L’état, c’est lui, 18 November 2008, http://tel-quel-articles.blogspot.
com/2008/11/mohammed-vi-ltat-cest-lui.html, retrieved 26 September 2018. 
60 It was elaborated by two commissions: the Commission consultative de révision de la Constitution du 
Maroc (CCRC) with 17 members nominated by the King and headed by Abdelatif Menouni, a legal, left-
wing academic, and the Mécanisme politique de suivi de la réforme constitutionnelle assembling the heads of 
political parties and syndicates and headed by Mohammed Moatassim, a counsellor to the King.
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their particular demands (Abdelmoumni 2013). Ultimately, the new constitution 
consecrated human rights and a more diverse understanding of national identity 
(see Section 1.2), and widened the powers of parliament and government, without 
however touching the royal prerogatives. Besides, Mohammed VI nominated former 
political opponents in key positions – such as Driss El Yazami as the director of the 
National Council for Human Rights (CNDH) – “to assure his political legitimacy in a 
political marketing strategy” (M16-I30). Finally, the monarchy mobilized large finan-
cial means to “buy social peace” (Abdelmoumni 2013: 128) by increasing public 
salaries and subsidies for consumption goods, as well as promising to hire thousands 
of unemployed graduates in the public sector. 

Over the past years, trust in democratic institutions has remained limited, 
electoral participation low and “the gap between the state and the population has 
not been filled by the political parties” (Willis 2012: 152). As a result, cyclical riots 
and regular social unrest continue to channel public grievances into the political 
sphere. In October 2016, intensive protests erupted anew in the Rif region, led by the 
‘Hirak’ movement that advocates social justice and political freedoms but has been 
repressed by security forces throughout 2017 and 2018 (Masbah 2017).61 In parallel, 
in the absence of representation through political parties, Moroccan civil society has 
stepped up its activities to voice citizens’ claims. However, civil society’s impact on 
actual decision-making remains limited, as political processes are relatively closed 
and, when civil society is included, it is often merely window-dressing (Lacroix 2004; 
Sater 2002). Morocco is then at most a façade democracy in which political rights are 
guaranteed on paper, but the rule of law and separation of powers is not effective in 
practice. As I will show, this interplay between autocratic consolidation and repres-
sion on the one hand, and civil society activism and controlled liberalization on the 
other, is crucial to understanding immigration policymaking.

1.2  THE AFFIRMATION OF MOROCCAN PLURALISM
Diversifying identity markers: African roots, Islamic essence, and European foliage62

Next to state formation dynamics, contemporary immigration debates are also 
crucially shaped by Morocco’s official national identity narratives. Apart from a 
parenthesis in the post-independence period, when national construction favoured a 
single national identity, Morocco’s imperial understanding of the state has fostered a 
plural national identity conception, in contrast to Tunisia (see Chapter 7). 

Until colonization, the idea of a nation was alien to the Moroccan Kingdom 
whose borders were fluid and whose sovereignty contested. Religious allegiance, 

61 See also: Le Monde, Le Maroc dans une dangereuse impasse, 3 July 2018, https://www.lemonde.fr/
afrique/article/2018/07/03/le-maroc-dans-une-dangereuse-impasse_5325308_3212.html, retrieved 3 Septem-
ber 2018
62 This image refers to a famous quote by Moroccan King Hassan II during a speech on 3 March 1986: 
“Morocco is a tree whose roots are anchored in Africa but who breathes through its leaves in Europe.”
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the delegation of power, or military submission guaranteed the state’s power over its 
multi-ethnic and multi-confessional inhabitants (Hibou and Tozy 2015). Colonization 
introduced the modern concepts of nation and nation-state in Morocco: In the 1920s, 
Moroccan nationalists sought to rally Moroccans around a shared national identity 
to strengthen the independence movement, with Islam serving as the central unify-
ing bond (Djebali 2005; Vermeren 2002: 239-240). This shaped the immediate post-
independence period, in which the official conception of national identity was based 
on three pillars: the role of the monarchy as religious symbol and unifying factor, the 
identification as a Muslim and Arab country, as well as the integrity of Morocco’s 
national territory, including Western Sahara (Bensadoun 2007; Hassani-Idrissi 2015). 
The emigration of the vast majority of Moroccan Jews until the mid-1960s,63 the active 
suppression of Amazigh and regional identities, as well as the Arabization of educa-
tion after 1977 have reinforced the homogeneity of Moroccan official national iden-
tity. Arab nationalism was also in line with the regional political atmosphere of the 
1950s and early 1960s, dominated by Nasserism in Egypt and Ba’athism in Syria and 
Iraq. 

Since the 1980s, Moroccan Kings have re-emphasized the imperial, pluralist 
nature of Moroccan national identity and the country’s role as bridge between civi-
lizations – under Hassan II between the West and the Arab world, under Moham-
med VI between Europe and Africa (Bensadoun 2007: 16).64 In parallel to this top-
down redefinition of marocanité, two bottom-up counter-discourses emerged in in 
the 1990s that sought to reframe what it meant to be Moroccan: the Islamist discourse 
and the Amazigh discourse (see further below). Ultimately, the monarchy has success-
fully co-opted these counter-discourses by integrating them into the formal political 
system, thereby keeping control over the definition of Moroccan national identity 
(Wyrtzen 2014: 26). The preamble of the 2011 Constitution enshrines this more plural 
official identity: Instead of only the Muslim and Arab referents, Moroccan national 
identity now refers to eight influences – Muslim, Arabo-Islamic, Amazigh, Saharo-
Hassani, African, Andalusian, Hebraic, and Mediterranean (see Annex 3.4).65 In 
sum, apart from the immediate post-independence period, “marocanité defines itself 
through plurality” (M17-I2).

63 Morocco still has a small Jewish community – some of its representatives are close to the Royal Palace, 
such as André Azoulay, an advisor to King Mohammed VI who actively seeks to uphold Morocco’s Jewish 
heritage (Wyrtzen 2014, Vermeren 2002: 219).
64 Mohammed VI wrote his Master thesis on the role of Morocco in Arabo-African relations and his doctoral 
thesis on the cooperation between the European Union and the Maghreb Union (Vermeren 2002: 33). 
65 Apparently, last-minute changes of the draft have toned down some of the constitution’s advances, 
notably regarding national identity (in the first draft Tamazight and Arabic were put on equal footing, the 
revised version strengthened the Arabic reference and ranked Tamazight second), and geopolitical identity (the 
order of priority in geopolitical references has been changed to the detriment of African and in favour of Muslim 
and Middle Eastern countries). See: Ali Chibani, Maroc: trois projets de Constitution et des doutes, 30 juin  
2011, https://www.monde-diplomatique.fr/carnet/2011-06-30-Maroc, retrieved 18 June 2017.
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The Western Sahara issue
Alongside questions of ethnic and linguistic pluralism, Morocco’s regime stability is 
crucially shaped by diplomatic relations with Algeria, and in particular the dispute over 
Western Sahara, which epitomizes the integrity of Morocco’s national territory (Barre 
2003). Since independence in 1956, Morocco has claimed sovereignty over Western 
Sahara, a region south of Morocco and occupied by Spain since 1884. The end of 
the Spanish Franco regime in 1975 opened the opportunity for international recog-
nition of Moroccan sovereignty over these territories. In November 1975, 350,000 
unarmed Moroccans walked into the territory of Western Sahara (the so-called ‘Green 
March’), leading to Spain’s withdrawal in February 1976 and to shared administrative 
control by Morocco and Mauritania over Western Sahara. But the nationalist Sahrawi 
Polisario Front (created in 1973) and the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR, 
created in 1976) resist Moroccan sovereignty, backed militarily and diplomatically 
by Algeria in their claims for self-determination. In 1991, the Polisario and Morocco 
negotiated a ceasefire, but no agreement has been reached since on the status of 
Western Sahara; all UN mediation attempts have remained unsuccessful (Vermeren 
2002: 213-218). De facto, the ‘southern provinces’ – as they are called by Morocco – 
are fully integrated into the Moroccan state: They receive important financial transfers 
from Rabat, send deputies and students to the capital, and are central to Morocco’s 
military activities, with around 150,000 Moroccan soldiers based there (Vermeren 
2011: 31-33). Officially, however, the territory of Western Sahara is not recognized as 
part of the Moroccan state by the international community. 

Western Sahara has been Morocco’s number one foreign policy priority over 
decades – capable of disrupting diplomatic relations with the UN, the EU, the African 
Union (AU) or individual states. In 1984, Morocco left the African Union after the 
latter’s recognition of the SADR. Morocco’s foreign policy turned northwards and crys-
tallized in its 1987 application for EU membership, which was rejected for geographi-
cal reasons. For decades, the status of Western Sahara has been central to Morocco’s 
regime legitimation and stability strategies due to fears that a territorial defeat would 
jeopardize Morocco’s image abroad and challenge its domestic legitimacy (Willis 
2012: 290). As one of my respondents highlighted, “Western Sahara can gather all 
Moroccans behind the King, it’s a federating element in Morocco” (M16-I14). Long-
term foreign policy investments into the issue, however, seem to have borne fruit: In 
January 2017, Morocco rejoined the AU, where it can now more forcefully lobby for 
its position. And the 2018 agricultural agreement with the EU also covers Western 
Sahara territories – a diplomatic victory for Morocco.66 

66 See: HuffPostMaghreb, L’accord agricole Maroc-UE inclut le Sahara marocain, 16 July 2018, 
https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/entry/laccord-agricole-maroc-ue-inclut-le-sahara-marocain_
mg_5b4c9489e4b0e7c958fd5de8, retrieved 31 July 2018.
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Bottom-up diversity claims: The Amazigh question
Within the post-independence focus on Morocco as a Muslim, Arab country, the first 
popular claims for a more plural understanding of national identity came from Moroc-
can Amazigh activists. Accounts of Morocco’s ethno-linguistic composition often 
distinguish an Arab majority from an Amazigh minority. While this claim is factu-
ally inaccurate given that half of the Moroccan population speak Amazigh languages 
(mainly Tamazight), the historical division between Arab and Amazigh populations is 
one of the most powerful myths of Moroccan national identity and largely a product 
of colonialism. During colonial times, French authorities tried to create an artificial 
ethnic division between Arabs and Imazighen67 to strengthen their power through a 
divide and rule strategy – without success: Rural, largely Tamazight-speaking popula-
tions fought together with urban nationalists against the French. After independence, 
Amazigh leaders were integrated into the Moroccan state apparatus through the mili-
tary, as a counterweight to the nationalist and left political opposition (Djebali 2005; 
Vermeren 2002: 121-125). They were allowed to form cultural associations, but polit-
ical activism was proscribed, as the Moroccan post-independent state focused on its 
Arab identity. Political claims for the recognition of Amazigh identity only emerged in 
the late 1980s (Willis 2012: 203-229). 

In 1991, Amazigh organizations published the ‘Agadir Charter’ to request the 
integration of Amazigh cultural heritage into Moroccan national identity.68 Because 
of increased domestic and regional pressure to democratize and a growing fear of 
Islamism in neighbouring Algeria, the monarchy made concessions. For Bensadoun 
(2007: 18), “Hassan II’s response to the rise of the Amazigh movement fit the makhze-
nian mold, constituting a balanced mix of repression, fragmentation and co-optation”. 
In 1994, the Amazigh Cultural Movement was created and King Hassan II promised 
to introduce Tamazight language in schools and on national television. This was partly 
a reaction to international criticism of Morocco’s poor human rights standards at that 
time, and the fact that “the regime was anxious not to worsen things by appearing to 
oppress minority rights” (Willis 2012: 216). However, the implementation of royal 
promises on the ground was slow and partial.

The arrival of King Mohammed VI in 1999 created new hopes, as he embarked 
on a 10-day tour in the Rif, an Amazigh region traditionally opposing the monarchy 
and which his father had refused to visit during his 40-year long reign. Amazigh activ-
ists politicized their work, linking their identity claims to wider issues of economic 
inequality and political oppression in Morocco. The ‘Berber Manifesto’, published 

67 In particular, the ‘Berber Dahir’ of 1930, through which the French sought to introduce autonomy 
in customary law for Amazigh in a divide-and-rule strategy, backfired: It triggered widespread protests and 
ultimately bolstered the Moroccan nationalist movement (Hart 2000: 16-17). 
68 As Bensadoun (2007: 26) writes: “For Amazigh movement intellectuals, Morocco is an ancient nation 
predating the appearance of Islam and the Moroccan sultanate. As an ethnic, Berber-based entity, Morocco 
existed long before a modern nation-state system emerged.”
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in March 2000 and calling for the constitutional recognition of Amazigh as national 
language, the economic development of Amazigh regions, and the revisiting of 
Moroccan historiography, reached 2 million Moroccan signatures within two years 
(Vermeren 2011: 14). In a speech on 17 October 2001, Mohammed VI recognized 
the Amazigh roots of Moroccan national identity and announced the creation of the 
Royal Institute for Amazigh Culture (IRCAM) (MVI 2001). Although the creation of 
the Democrat Amazigh Moroccan Party (PDAM) in 2005 failed,69 in 2011, Amazigh 
groups were a key force in the ‘20 February movement’ and were successful with 
their request to constitutionally acknowledge the Amazigh contribution to Moroccan 
national identity.

The top-down rediscovery of Morocco’s African identity
In addition to the diversification of Moroccan national identity through bottom-up 
Amazigh activism, the monarchy has actively promoted Morocco’s African identity 
over the past two decades. Morocco’s ties with sub-Saharan Africa reach back centu-
ries, and geopolitical relations with African countries such as Senegal or DRC were 
important in the post-colonial period (Bamba 2015; Barre 2003; El Hamel 2012; 
Lanza 2011). Since 1984, they however suffered from Morocco’s departure from the 
African Union in the context of the Western Sahara dispute. 

To bolster Morocco’s regional leadership, particularly in competition with Alge-
ria, Mohammed VI has embarked on a proactive Africa policy since the early 2000s 
to foster economic, political and cultural cooperation (Barre 2012; Rousselet 2015): 
The King’s regular diplomatic tours to West and East African countries have allowed 
the Moroccan state to sign significant trade deals and Moroccan firms to expand their 
investments in West Africa, especially in the telecommunications, banking and infra-
structure sectors. For instance, the city of Casablanca is seeking to become West Afri-
ca’s financial hub and Royal Air Maroc the leading airline on the African continent.70 
Politically, official discourse has reaffirmed Morocco’s African identity with more 
strength in the wake of Morocco’s reintegration into the African Union in January 
2017 and its application for ECOWAS membership the same year. Morocco’s Africa 
policy culminated in October 2017 in the creation of a new Delegate Ministry of 
African Affairs under the umbrella of the MoFA. The Moroccan monarchy has also 
stepped up its efforts to broadcast a tolerant Islam across West Africa and to turn 
Morocco into a “development aid agent” (M17-I13) by engaging in social projects 
across Africa (Hibou and Tozy 2015; Regragui 2013).71

69 The creation was annulled by an administrative tribunal of Rabat in 2008.
70 In 2017, Casablanca was directly connected to 21 sub-Saharan African capitals, compared to only four 
direct connections from Tunis.
71 For instance, between 2012 and 2015, Morocco has opened five rural hospitals in Mali, Palestine, 
Jordan, Somalia and Tunisia (Hibou and Tozy 2015: 2). These interventions are highly mediatized, but mostly 
initiated through ad hoc royal decisions. They are not a structural component of state action. 
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However, this new affirmation of Morocco’s African identity does not enjoy 
unanimous support among the Moroccan population. As I will show later (see Chap-
ter 5, Section 2.1), racism is deeply engrained in Moroccan society and contemporary 
approaches towards immigrants are shaped by the history of slave trade and the struc-
tural marginalization of Morocco’s Black minority. As a result, both Black Moroccans 
and sub-Saharan African migrants are subjected to everyday racism in the Moroccan 
public sphere.

2  MIGRATION PATTERNS AND POLICIES72

Migration patterns and policies have been part and parcel of the Moroccan state 
formation and national identity trajectories just sketched. Emigration has been both 
a result and a driver of political transformation in Morocco, used by the monarchy as 
a regime legitimation tool and by emigrants as a means of protest from abroad. Immi-
gration, on the other hand, is intertwined with Morocco’s history of colonization and 
its post-independence geopolitical priorities.

2.1 EMIGRATION
A prototypical emigration country
Over the past century, Morocco has become one of the world’s leading emigration 
countries. An estimated four million Moroccans lived abroad in 2012, represent-
ing around 12 percent of the total Moroccan population (de Haas 2014a: 75-76). 
Significant Moroccan emigration started with French and Spanish colonization in 
1912. France and Spain mobilized around 200,000 Moroccans for their industries 
and armies during World Wars I and II, as well as the Spanish Civil War (1936-39). 
In parallel, Moroccans moved to Algeria for seasonal work, often as a first step in 
their subsequent migration to France (de Haas 2005; 2014a). Although most of these 
migrants returned, this trend sowed the seeds for future emigration.

Moroccan emigration took off in the 1960s through labour recruitment agree-
ments with Western European countries and spontaneous migration for work and family 
reasons.73 After the 1973 Oil Crisis, although several European countries enacted recruit-
ment stops for low-skilled workers, emigration continued through family reunifica-
tion. In parallel, almost the entire Moroccan Jewish community left for Israel – and to a 
lesser extent Europe and North America: 40% of the around 270,000 Jews left Morocco 
between 1948 and 1956, and another 40% in the early and mid-1960s. By the late 2000s, 
Morocco only counted a few thousand Jews (Ben-Layashi and Maddy-Weitzman 2010).

72 This section draws upon and updates previous work I published on Moroccan migration and migration 
policies, in particular: Natter (2014a), Natter (2014b), Natter (2015a) and Natter (2018b), as well as my co-
authored work on Morocco with Mohamed Berriane and Hein de Haas (2015).
73 The most important agreements were signed with West Germany (1963), France (1963), Belgium (1964), 
and the Netherlands (1969).
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Over the decades, emigration accelerated and diversified (Berriane, de Haas 
and Natter 2015): The number of Moroccans living abroad increased from 30,000 in 
1965 to 300,000 in 1972, 700,000 in 1982, 1.6 million in 1998 – and reached over 4 
million in 2012.74 This created a ‘culture of emigration’ whereby large portions of the 
population began to see emigration as a desirable life choice. Emigration also under-
went a geographical reorientation to alternative destinations, particularly to Spain 
and Italy – which received respectively 45% and 18% of total Moroccan emigration 
in the 2000s – due to the migrant labour demand in construction, care and agriculture 
(see Figure 4). To a lesser extent, Moroccans also started to move to North America. 
Today, 28% of Moroccan migrants live in France, 16% in Spain and 11% in Italy (see 
Table 6).

TABLE 6: Geographical distribution of Moroccan emigrants, 2005 and 2012

Country of residence 2005 Percentage 2012 Percentage

European countries 2,739,051 86 3,058,429 75.1

France 1,036,909 32.6 1,146,682 28.2

Spain 503,181 15.8 671,669 16.5

Italy 345,764 10.9 486,538 11.9

Netherlands 324,511 10.2 362,954 8.9

Belgium 354,161 11.1 297,919 7.3

North African countries 213,034 6.7 214,451 5.3

Libya 78,852 2.5 69,276 1.7

Algeria 62,822 2 45,451 1.1

North America 226,196 7.1 86,754 2.1

Israel n.d. n.d. 700,000 17.2

Other 7,101 0.2 11,905 0.3

Total 3,185,382 100 4,071,539 100

SOURCES: de Haas (2014a: 75); HCP (2005)

74 These numbers are highly disputed, as origin country statistics differ from destination countries statistics 
due to the inclusion or exclusion of second and third generation migrants, dual citizens and naturalized 
migrants. A more conservative estimate sets the number of Moroccans residing abroad at 2.6 million in 2012 
(Fargues 2013: 173).
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FIGURE 4: Annual Moroccan emigration by destination, 1965-2010

SOURCE: DEMIG (2015a)75

Alongside the growing feminization and changing education profiles of migrants, 
Moroccan emigration flows have shifted into irregularity since the late 1980s as a 
consequence of Spain’s accession to the EU in 1986 and the introduction of visa 
requirements by Italy and Spain in 1990 and 1991 respectively, creating administra-
tive obstacles where there used to be freedom of movement. As respondents high-
lighted: “Clandestine migration has always existed, but it only became illegal in the 
1990s” (M12-I6). Regularization numbers attest the importance of irregular emigra-
tion: Between 1981 and 2012, France, Belgium, Italy and Spain regularized approxi-
mately 445,000 Moroccans (Belguendouz et al. 2013). 

The paradox of Morocco’s emigration history is thus the growth of its emigrant 
community in a context of restricted entry rules (see Figure 4): Reconstructed emigra-
tion flows show that annual Moroccan emigration increased from around 47,000 
annually in the 1990s to 133,000 annually over the 2000s (Natter 2014a). Against 
policymakers’ expectations, Moroccan emigration also remained high throughout the 
2008 Global Economic Crisis.

75 As annual emigration flow data from Morocco is not available, data on Moroccan immigration to 14 
prime destination countries was used to ‘reconstruct’ emigration flows (Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, US). The figure only 
displays the top 3 destinations. Not included in these statistics is intra-Maghreb migration, particularly to Algeria.
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Between ‘courting and controlling’ the Moroccan diaspora 
Given its numerical and political importance, emigration has developed into a promi-
nent field of public policy in Morocco. Moroccan emigration policies have impor-
tantly shaped the size, orientation, and structure of Moroccan emigration over the 
decades and turned the country into a forerunner of ‘diaspora’ policies. In particu-
lar, scholars have identified a duality in Morocco’s approach towards its emigrants, 
“between courting and controlling” citizens abroad (Brand 2002; 2006; de Haas 
2007a; Sahraoui 2015). 

Since their inception, emigration policies have been part and parcel of regime 
legitimation and stability strategies: In the 1960s, as the Moroccan monarchy was faced 
with political protests in the Rif area and urban revolts in Casablanca, Fez, and Rabat, 
selective recruitment was actively used by the Moroccan state as a tool to relieve high 
domestic unemployment and political discontent in specific regions. For instance, 
Moroccan authorities preferred to recruit workers from rural areas with high poverty or 
from Amazigh regions to weaken political opposition. This selection policy had reper-
cussions on migrant activism in Europe: In the 1960s and 1970s, Moroccan workers 
actively opposed the Moroccan King from abroad through involvement in commu-
nist groups and unions. To control the political activities of migrants abroad, Moroc-
can authorities created so-called ‘amicales’ (friendship societies) starting in 1973 in 
Paris, led by members of the intelligence services. Political activists and trade unionists 
abroad were openly intimidated, and emigrants risked being detained or having their 
passport seized upon return. These measures sought to attenuate the negative light that 
politicized emigrants across Europe shed on Morocco, and to stop them from import-
ing critical political ideas from abroad (Brand 2002; de Haas 2007a; Iskander 2010). 

Given the limited success of preventing emigrants’ political engagement through 
repression, however, Moroccan authorities shifted towards a strategy of co-optation. In 
the 1984 elections, five seats were reserved for Moroccans residing abroad, for the first 
time offering symbolic political representation. Administrative procedures for the deliv-
ery of Moroccan passports were eased at the beginning of the 1990s, transforming pass-
ports from an instrument to control emigration into an administrative formality (de Haas 
2007b). New institutions were created to culturally bind emigrants to their homeland 
and to capitalize on their financial potential, such as a Ministry for Moroccans Residing 
Abroad (so-called MRE, Marocains Residents à l’Etranger) and the Foundation Hassan 
II in 1990, or the Council for Morocco’s Community Abroad (CCME) in 2007 (for a 
full picture of the institutional landscape and its developments since the 1990s, see El 
Qadim (2015: 195-207)). Radio and TV shows or Islamic religion and language courses 
were launched to engage Moroccans abroad in cultural activities, and the Al-Amal 
Bank was created in 1989 to facilitate money transfers to Morocco. This contributed to a 
major surge in remittances to $6.9 billion in 2012, representing about 7% of Morocco’s 
gross national product and roughly six times the amount of official development aid 
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(de Haas 2014b) (see also Figure A 7).76 The magnitude of emigration and remittances 
attests to the crucial role Moroccans residing abroad (MRE) play for the Moroccan state.

2.2  IMMIGRATION
Historical roots and diversification of immigration
This dominant account of Morocco as the prototypical emigration country overshad-
ows the smaller, yet still crucial immigration patterns. While media and policy reports 
tend to pin down the beginning of immigration to Morocco in the 1990s, this disre-
gards the roots and volume of historical immigration patterns. 

Before becoming an emigration country, Morocco in fact was first and foremost 
an immigration country. It has always been a destination for West African pilgrims 
visiting Sufi shrines in Fez (Berriane 2015a), and trade of precious products such as 
gold and salt, but also of slaves between North and sub-Saharan Africa has been ongo-
ing for centuries (Bensaâd 2002; Bredeloup and Pliez 2005; de Haas 2007c; Lanza 
2011). During colonization (1912-1956), European migration to Morocco boomed: 
In 1950, nearly 300,000 French and 150,000 Spanish citizens lived in Morocco. Most 
of them left immediately after independence in 1956 (López García 2008: 18; SCS 
1954) (see Figure 5).

FIGURE 5: Recorded number of foreigners according to Moroccan census data, 1935-2014

SOURCES: Moroccan Census (RGPH), see HCP (2009: 15-16) and HCP (2015). The census is based on 
respondents’ declarations and does not account for foreigners’ legal status.

76 This includes only formally registered remittances. The total volume of remittances, including informal 
transfers by family members, is much higher.
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Over the second half of the 20th century, immigration from Europe and Africa contin-
ued on a smaller scale, dominated by three trends (Berriane, de Haas and Natter 
2015): First, Morocco consolidated itself as a destination for students and workers 
from sub-Saharan African. Second, Morocco became a de facto place of residence for 
irregular migrants and refugees from Africa and the Middle East. Third, immigration 
from other regions, such as Asia and, in particular, Europe in the wake of the 2008 
Global Economic Crisis, grew. The fact that all EU and many West African countries, 
such as Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Congo-Brazzaville, Guinea, Niger or Mali, enjoy visa-
free travel to Morocco has facilitated these developments (see Annex 3.3). 

Student migration from French-speaking African countries has been ongoing 
since the 1960s as part of Morocco’s strategy to strengthen economic and political ties 
with West Africa, in particular Mali, Zaire (after 1997, the DRC) and Senegal (Infantino 
2011; Mazzella 2009). Since the 2000s, the emergence of Moroccan private universi-
ties reinforced student migration, growing from 8,700 international students in 2006 
to 15,600 in 2010 and 20,410 in 2017, all nationalities combined (Laouali and Meyer 
2012; Levantino 2015; MDCMREAM 2018: 89). Besides, the religious leadership of 
Moroccan Kings has always attracted West African pilgrims – particularly from the 
Sufi Tidjaniyya brotherhood in Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire – and the institutionaliza-
tion of religious education through the creation of the Mohammed VI Institute for the 
training of Imams in 2014 attracts growing numbers of West African Muslim scholars 
to Morocco (Bamba 2015; Berriane 2015a; Lanza 2015). 

Morocco is also a refugee destination: During the Algerian War of Indepen-
dence (1954-1962), UNHCR recorded more than 110,000 Algerian refugees in 
Morocco, almost all of whom ultimately returned to Algeria (UNHCR 2000: 39-42). 
In the 1990s, in the wake of political crises in Sierra Leone, Cameroon, Nigeria, Côte 
d’Ivoire, and the DRC, Morocco saw increasing refugee arrivals. Since 2013, more 
and more Syrian refugees arrived in Morocco (Tyszler 2015). By the end of 2018, 
UNHCR in Morocco had registered 8,112 asylum seekers and refugees, nearly one in 
two from Syria, followed by refugees from Yemen, Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon, Guinea 
and DRC (UNHCR 2019a). 

In parallel to those refugee movements, sub-Saharan immigration grew in the 
1990s as a result of three developments (Boesen and Marfaing 2007; Brachet, Chop-
lin and Pliez 2011): First, the urbanization of the Sahara, in particular emerging cities 
such as Agadez in Niger or Tamanrasset in Algeria, attracted workers from across sub-
Saharan Africa, hereby facilitating their onward journey to Morocco. Second, immi-
gration to alternative destinations became more difficult in the 1990s when Europe 
tightened border controls and introduced travel visas for many African nationalities. 
Third, sub-Saharan Africans who had migrated to Libya during its open-door immi-
gration policy in the 1990s moved to Algeria and Morocco after Libya’s violent anti-
migrant backlash in the early 2000s. 
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Although census data is rather unreliable and absolute numbers are not repre-
sentative, the substantial growth of sub-Saharan immigration between 2004 and 2014 
in relative terms – from 15% to nearly 33% of all recorded immigrants – indicates the 
consolidation of migration between Morocco and sub-Saharan Africa over the 2000s 
(see Table 7). Statistics on sub-Saharan irregular migration confirm this trend: Various 
international and national sources estimated Morocco’s sub-Saharan irregular migrant 
population in the 2000s at 10,000–20,000 (Natter 2014b: 35). Moroccan police 
forces intercepted on average 15,000 foreigners each year between 2000 and 2007, 
the majority from Mali, Senegal, Ghana, Algeria, Gambia and Côte d’Ivoire (Mghari 
2008: 4).77 And between 2004 and 2016, around 21,000 migrants have been returned 
from Morocco through IOM’s “assisted voluntary return” programmes, roughly 
30% to Senegal, 20% to Nigeria and 12% to Mali and 10% each to Cameroon and 
Guinea-Conakry (MCMREAM 2016b: 86).78 Part of these migrants, however, settled in 
Morocco and found (mostly informal) employment in agriculture and construction, in 
the service and tourism industry, in french-speaking journalism and call centres, or as 
domestic workers (Mourji et al. 2016; Peraldi 2011; Weyel 2015). 

Over the years, large Moroccan firms in the banking, telecommunication, or 
natural resources sectors have also attracted workers from Europe (Zeino-Mahmalat 
2015). In fact, Europeans have always been the numerically largest migrant group 
in Morocco, well ahead of sub-Saharan nationals. High-skilled workers, entrepre-
neurs, retirees but also graduates and, in the wake of the 2008 Global Economic 
Crisis, low-skilled workers have migrated to Morocco (de Haas 2014b).79 As many 
Europeans live and work in Morocco irregularly or on a tourist visa, official numbers 
underestimate the size of Morocco’s European community (see next section). As I will 
discuss later, these European migrants are rarely subject to political discussions in 
Morocco. In parallel, immigration from Asia increased over the 2000s, particularly 
in the form of Chinese merchants and traders (Taing 2015) or Filipino female house-
workers.80 According to a 2007 study by the Ministry of Labour (MoL), Chinese and 
French nationals were the most numerous to work irregularly in Morocco (Khachani 

77 Over the same period, on average 8,000 Moroccan irregular emigrants have been intercepted each year.
78 For a critique of the voluntary character of such programmes, see Webber (2011). Based on an evaluation 
of European return schemes, he argues that “virtually none of the schemes currently operating as ‘voluntary 
return programmes’ from Europe meet the criteria for voluntariness” (Weber 2011: 103). Although not included 
in this study, ‘voluntary’ return from Morocco is also mainly a reaction to lacking alternatives to stay and a way 
to avoid forced deportation or detention.
79 Spanish low-skilled migrants, for instance, travel to Northern Morocco for several months a year to work 
in the construction sector and wealthy households, the majority without a legal stay and work permit. See also: 
France2, Les Espagnols entrent clandestinement au Maroc pour y travailler, 11 June 2013, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=XtvNZZdUNgE or Yabiladi, Tanger: Main d’œuvre espagnole ou les 5000 migrants irréguliers 
d’un nouveau genre, 20 May 2015, https://www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/25980/tanger-main-d-oeuvre-
espagnole-5000.html, both retrieved on 11 October 2017.
80 According to the Honorary Consul of the Philippines in Morocco, Porto Joselito, there are around 3,000 
female domestic workers from the Philippines in Morocco, mainly in Casablanca, see: Yabiladi, Maroc: 3000 
domestiques philippines « exploitées et maltraitées », 6 December 2012, https://www.yabiladi.com/articles/
details/14242/maroc-3000-domestiques-philippines-exploitees.html, retrieved 3 September 2018. 
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2010; Terrazzoni 2015). The 2014 and 2017 regularizations that granted legal status 
to migrants from 116 nationalities attest this growing diversification of immigration.

This diversification, however, is often disregarded in public discourses that 
convey the image of a mainly poor, sub-Saharan irregular migrant population transit-
ing through Morocco on their way to Europe. Against the cliché of poverty migration, 
most sub-Saharan migrants in Morocco come from the middle class in their countries 
of origin, have secondary or tertiary education and were employed in their coun-
try of origin before departure (Bredeloup and Pliez 2005; de Haas 2007c; Mourji 
et al. 2016). According to two surveys conducted among 1,000 migrants in spring 
2007 (AMERM 2008) and 1,453 migrants in winter 2015-2016 (Mourji et al. 2016), 
a majority of migrants spent several years in Morocco and indicated Morocco as 
the intended destination. This signals the effective transformation of Morocco into a 
country of immigration not only by default, but by choice. Also, around 70% arrived 
in Morocco regularly via plane, exposing the myopic public debate that focuses on 
trans-Saharan irregular migration.81

This diverse immigration confronts Moroccan society with new issues of ethnic, 
religious and racial diversity. For instance, the arrival of Christian migrants from sub-
Sahara Africa, Spain and the Philippines revitalized existing churches and led to the 
creation of informal ‘house churches’ (Coyault 2015). In the long term, migrant settle-
ment will raise questions such as the public financing of religious institutions or the 
role of Islam in Moroccan citizenship, questions that Morocco has not faced since the 
large-scale departure of Moroccan Jews in the 1950s.

Immigration today: a statistically minor phenomenon
Morocco’s 2014 census counted 86,200 migrants (HCP 2015), of which 25% came 
from France and around 7% from Senegal and Algeria respectively (see Table 7).82 
40% are employed (34,717), 22% are students (18,894) and around 10% are house-
wives (8,745) and retirees (7,690).83 Census data, however, underestimates the 
number of migrants by a factor of three: For instance, while the 2014 census recorded 
21,344 French citizens, the French Embassy in Morocco registered 46,995 French 
citizens in 2013 (Therrien and Pellegrini 2015). According to French and Moroccan 

81 The two surveys also provide insights into changes and continuities of migrant profiles over the last 
decade: Migrants are mostly young (aged 15-35) and male. A vast majority indicates economic migration 
motives; secondary motives are studies (around 20%) and seeking refuge. While in the 2007 survey, half of 
the migrants had only primary or no education and only 15% had pursued education above the secondary 
level, in the 2016 survey, the situation was reversed (15% had only primary or no education, while 50% had 
higher education levels). This difference might be partly explained by sampling methods and the nationalities of 
migrants surveyed: In 2007, the top five origin countries were (in order of importance) Nigeria, Mali, Senegal, 
DRC, and Ivory Coast, while in 2016 they were Ivory Coast, Senegal, Cameroon, Guinea-Conakry, and DRC.
82 These statistics only partly overlap with those from the Moroccan General Directorate for National 
Security from 2012, where 29% of legal migrants were French and 13% Algerians. According to the same 
statistic, migrants from Senegal, Mauritania, Italy, Turkey, US and China number between 1,500 and 3,000 per 
nationality (Belguendouz et al. 2013: 173). 
83 These numbers are not publicly available, but have been shared with me by the HCP upon request.
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civil servants, an additional 25,000 French migrants are not recorded in any statistics. 
Similarly, there are an estimated 6,000 to 10,000 Congolese migrants in Morocco 
(Coyault 2015) – against only 1,160 recorded in the census; and 10,000 Senegalese 
were estimated to work in the Moroccan call centre sector alone (Weyel 2015) – 
against only 6,600 recorded in the census.

TABLE 7: Number of immigrants living in Morocco, by country of citizenship, 2004 and 201484

Citizenship 2004 Percentage 2014 Percentage

North African / Middle Eastern countries 15,365 30.6 17617 21

Algeria 8,911 17.7 5,710 6.8

Tunisia 1,747 3.5 1,859 2.2

Syria 1,206 2.4 5,225 6.2

Libya 599 1.2 2,013 2.4

European countries 23,063 45.9 33,615 40

France 14,562 29 21,344 25.4

Spain 2,725 5.4 3,990 4.7

Belgium 700 1.4 1,056 1.3

Italy 1,009 2 1,970 2.3

African countries 7,717 15.4 27,397 32.6

Cameroon 349 0.7 1,310 1.6

Côte d’Ivoire 334 0.7 2,271 2.7

Egypt 939 1.9 1,279 1.5

Guinea 570 1.1 2,424 2.9

Mali 359 0.7 1,139 1.4

Mauritania 755 1.5 1,560 1.9

Senegal 810 1.6 6,066 7.2

Democratic Republic of Congo 17 0 1,160 1.4

Congo-Brazzaville 948 1.9 1,955 2.3

Other countries 4,065 8.1 5,372 6.4

United States of America 862 1.7 1,428 1.7

Total 50,210 100 84,001 100

SOURCES: 2004 and 2014 Moroccan Census (RGPH) data received upon demand from the High 
Planning Commissariat (HCP).

84 There is an inconsistency in the 2014 census results: While first official documents indicate 86,200 
foreigners living in Morocco (HCP 2015), the disaggregated data I received from the HCP recorded 84,001 
foreigners. 
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Despite these glaring underestimations, Morocco’s migrant population probably does 
not exceed 250,000 (or 0.75% of the Moroccan population), even when combin-
ing the various and fragmented immigration statistics.85 Although on the local level, 
particularly in the main cities, migrants’ presence is increasingly visible, immigration 
remains a minor phenomenon statistically speaking. As I will show in Chapter 5, the 
salience of immigration on the Moroccan political agenda is strikingly disconnected 
from this reality on the ground.

Generalized restriction and selective openings until 2013
Over most of the 20th century, and in contrast to emigration, Morocco did not exten-
sively engage on immigration. Morocco’s immigration regulations dated from the 
colonial period and were complemented by arbitrary, ad hoc administrative decisions 
or bilateral agreements negotiated behind closed doors and implemented inconsis-
tently. The limited state engagement on immigration boiled down to three aspects 
– refugees, students, and regional integration – and was driven by foreign policy inter-
ests (see Chapter 5, Section 1.1). 

At the turn of the 21st century, a new regional and domestic context raised the 
political stakes associated with immigration and its control: A restrictive immigration 
law was enacted in 2003 – the first one since independence in 1956. Law 02–03 
relative to the entry and stay of foreigners in Morocco and to irregular emigration and 
immigration of 5 February 2003 sanctioned irregular immigration and emigration with 
a prison sentence of one to six months and a fine of 2,000 to 20,000 dirhams, as well 
as people assisting irregular migrants with a prison sentence of six months to three 
years and a fine of 50,000 to 500,000 dirhams (B.O. 2003a).86 Additionally, the Direc-
torate of Migrations and Border Surveillance (DMST) was created within the MoI in 
December 2003 to implement the new National Strategy to Fight against Illegal Migra-
tion (MoI 2003), and the number of permanent border guards was doubled to 8,000.87

Although the new policy was implemented inconsistently over time and across 
the Moroccan territory, it heralded a decade of restrictiveness towards so-called ‘irreg-
ular transit migrants’ from sub-Saharan Africa. Migrants without legal status faced 
constant fears of crackdowns, detention or expulsion by Moroccan police forces, both 

85 This includes the 86,200 migrants recorded in the 2014 census, the roughly 50,000 migrants regularized 
in 2014 and 2017, and the estimated 50,000–100,000 foreigners who live in Morocco either irregularly or on 
a tourist visa. The estimate of the volume of irregular migrants is based on my own compilation of nationality-
specific estimates mentioned by experts across the literature. 
86 Although Moroccan authorities regularly boasted about the success of their restrictive policy (Perrin 
2009: 252; Sghir 2006), the long-term ethnographic work of Nadia Khrouz (2016) paints the picture of an 
incoherent implementation of Law 02-03 over time and throughout the Moroccan territory. Also my respondents 
highlighted that dispositions targeting irregular migrants are often disregarded or differ between Moroccan 
irregular emigrants and sub-Saharan irregular immigrants.
87 Documents also mention the creation of a Migration Observatory within the MoI – although respondents 
in 2012 have contested its actual existence. Following the 2013 reform, a (new) Migration Observatory has 
been created – indirectly admitting the inexistence of the one launched in 2003.
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in cities and in the informal migrant settlements in the Gourougou and Bel Younes 
forests in Northern Morocco (Cimade and AFVIC-PFM 2004; CMSM and GADEM 
2012; MSF 2005; Valluy 2007): “You could not take a bus if you had no papers. You 
could not go outside out of fear to be arrested by policemen and expelled to Oujda” 
(M16-I21). Interviews with 100 migrants in 2005 show that, on average, migrants 
were removed 1.73 times to the frontier near Oujda, some up to seven times (Collyer 
2006: 23). Also, irregularity restricted migrants’ possibilities to work, rent houses and 
access social services such as education and emergency healthcare, forcing them 
into miserable living conditions and subjecting them to “a quasi-generalized denial 
of rights” (Khrouz 2011: 49). In parallel to this repression of sub-Saharan migrants, 
Moroccan authorities turned a blind eye to the irregular residence and employment 
of European migrants: “There are more European migrants here than sub-Saharan 
migrants – even irregularly. But the view on them is different. And as soon as the view 
is different, practices are different” (M11-I4). 

In 2005, Morocco’s mistreatment of sub-Saharan immigrants was exposed in 
international media and created a window of opportunity for civil society to criticize 
Morocco’s restrictive approach. Between 28 August and 5 October, approximately 
1,400 migrants attempted to cross the barb-wired fences around Ceuta and Melilla, 
the two Spanish enclave cities in Northern Morocco. At least 12 migrants were shot 
dead by Moroccan or Spanish border guards and hundreds were severely injured 
(Migreurop 2006: 96-98). Irregular border crossings from Morocco into Ceuta and 
Melilla were common, but the scale of crossings – a reaction to intensified police 
violence against migrants throughout 2005 – unprecedented (MSF 2005).88 These 
incidents, and the international outrage they triggered, disrupted the monopoly of 
action of the Moroccan state and provided a window of opportunity for civil society 
and international actors to claim their place in immigration policymaking. 

As I will show in the next chapter (Section 2.3), non-linear policy developments 
characterize the years leading up to 2013: On the one hand, Morocco’s officially 
restrictive stance towards immigration did not change between 2003 and 2013, and 
police violence against migrants peaked in 2012. On the other hand, the pro-migrant 
activism and the (limited) room for manoeuvre of local public authorities explains 
why, in parallel to a generalized policy of restriction, there have been some tacit open-

88 According to Valluy (2007), migrants crossed into Ceuta and Melilla in such high numbers to anticipate 
border control restrictions between Morocco and Spain, a dynamic reminiscent of the ‘now-or-never’ effect 
(Czaika and de Haas 2013: 497): “On 10 September 2005, the announcement of a joint France-Spain-Morocco 
proposal for the Euro-Mediterranean Summit in Barcelona,   scheduled for November 2005, is accompanied 
by rumors circulating among migrants about a probable increase and doubling of the barriers of Ceuta and 
Melilla and the construction of a ditch in front of these barriers. This information, which raises fears of a definite 
impossibility to pass and come in addition to the context of widespread repression, pushes migrants to give the 
crossing a last try […]. At the same time, police pressure on migrants in both the suburbs of Rabat and in the 
forest camps is intensifying, which increases the frequency of attempts to cross. A vast police operation of raids 
and detentions in the popular neighborhoods of Rabat and Casablanca, on September 27, 2005, caused a wave 
of panic among migrants.” 
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ings towards migrants and refugees in practice, in particular in the areas of education 
and healthcare. 

Generalized liberalization and selective restriction on immigration after 2013
In 2013, Morocco rather unexpectedly shifted from a policy of generalized restriction 
and selective openings towards a policy of generalized opening and selective restric-
tions. In September 2013, King Mohammed VI launched a liberal migration agenda 
structured around three pillars: migrant regularization, a set of integration measures 
and legal reforms, as well as an intensified migration diplomacy (RC 2013). On the 
ground, migrants’ physical security and access to services improved in Moroccan 
cities, but continued violence against irregular migrants in border regions clashed 
with the liberal reform promises. 

The regularization was the centrepiece of reform, carried out in three parallel 
processes: (1) Two ‘exceptional’ regularization campaigns for irregular migrants in 
2014 and 2017, (2) a special regularization for refugees recognized by UNHCR, 
and (3) the regularization of (previously illegal) migrant associations and migrant 
support CSOs. In 2013, the MoI estimated Morocco’s irregular migrant popu-
lation at between 25,000 and 40,000 (Karibi 2015: 167). Six groups of irregular 
migrants were eligible for regularization starting on 2 January 2014: foreign spouses 
of Moroccan nationals (married at least three years); foreign spouses of foreigners 
lawfully residing in Morocco (married at least five years); the children of the two 
cases; foreigners with employment contracts (for at least two years); foreigners with 
five years of continuous residence in Morocco; and foreigners with serious illnesses 
(See Circular n°8303 of 16 December 2013: MoI and MCMREAM 2013). As I will 
show later, these criteria were eased at the appeal stage to guarantee the success of 
the regularization. Regularized migrants received one-year immatriculation cards 
subject to renewal each year. In 2017, these one-year cards were replaced by three-
year permits (see Section 4.1).

Ultimately, 23,096 migrants from 116 nationalities were regularized in 2014 out 
of 27,649 submitted requests (CNDH 2015; MCMREAM 2016b).89 With an approval 
rate of 83.5% on average and 100% for women and children, the regularization was 
dubbed a success in Morocco and abroad. And although authorities persistently 
highlighted the ‘exceptional character’ of the regularization, the Moroccan King 
announced a second regularization in December 2016, again taking everyone by 
surprise.90 Throughout 2017, 28,400 requests have been submitted by applicants from 

89 The final numbers of regularized migrants vary depending on the source. The CNDH speaks of 25,834 
regularized migrants (18,694 through first instance and 7,140 through appeal) out of 27,643 requests, i.e. a 92% 
acceptance rate (CNDH 2015). Most reports and newspaper articles report only around 18,000 regularizations, 
as they do not include those migrants regularized through appeals.
90 See: Yabiladi, Le roi Mohammed VI annonce une nouvelle campagne de régularisation des migrants, 12 
December 2016, http://www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/49165/mohammed-annonce-nouvelle-campagne-
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113 nationalities and more than 20,000 migrants have been regularized up to Octo-
ber 2018 (MDCMREAM 2018: 72). 

The second type of regularization concerned refugees recognized by UNHCR. 
The Bureau of Refugees and Apatrides (BRA), initially created in 1957 but closed 
in 2005, was reopened within the MoFA in October 2013 and a new ad hoc inter-
ministerial Commission set up to interview refugees and “to confirm the decisions 
of UNHCR” (M16-I27).91 524 out of the 853 people recognized by UNHCR were 
regularized by the end of 2013 (MCMREAM 2016b).92 Between 2014 and 2017, the 
ad hoc Commission continued to regularly review the files of asylum seekers newly 
registered by UNHCR.93 Praising Morocco’s efforts, UNHCR Morocco Director Jean-
Paul Cavaliéri publicly emphasized the “nationalization of the refugee status” (M17-
D8). However, this also meant that “people now have to deal with the Moroccan 
state” (M17-I10), with its arbitrariness and national priorities. This has partly jeopar-
dized the process: For instance, the regularization procedure excludes Syrian appli-
cants. Although UNHCR recognizes them as refugees, Moroccan authorities decided 
not to rule on Syrian applicants, allegedly for security reasons. Instead, 5,500 Syrians 
received residence permits through the 2014 regularization campaign (Bailleul 2015; 
Sidi Hida 2015).94 Also, the BRA has suspended auditions and stopped granting refu-
gee status between March 2017 and December 2018 without justification, leaving 
asylum seekers in an uncertain legal situation.95

Besides regularizing irregular migrants and refugees, the MoI also legalized 
migrant associations and Moroccan migrant support CSOs – such as the Anti-Racist 
Defence and Support Group of Foreigners and Migrants (GADEM) or the Council 
of sub-Saharan Migrants in Morocco (CMSM) – that operated without authorization 
beforehand. This allowed civil society to play a more proactive role in the new immi-
gration policy (see Chapter 6, Section 3). 

In parallel to the regularizations, Morocco’s institutional structures on immi-
gration were upgraded: the Ministry in Charge of Moroccans Residing Abroad was 
renamed Ministry in Charge of Moroccans Residing Abroad and Migration Affairs 
(MCMREAM) and its portfolio broadened to include immigration. In April 2014, a 

regularisation.html, retrieved 16 April 2018.
91 Before 2005, the BRA was only composed of MoFA civil servants. There was also an appeals commission 
with representatives of the MoFA, MoI and MoJ. Since 2013, interviews with asylum seekers are conducted by 
an inter-ministerial commission composed of representatives of the MoI, MoJ, MCMREAM, DIDH and MoL.
92 According to an earlier document by the MCMREAM (2015), 577 refugees were regularized. 
93 Asylum seekers are first registered at UNHCR and at the BRA. UNHCR then conducts an interview and 
if granted refugee status, the applicant is interviewed again by the BRA. Most of the time, the BRA confirms the 
decision of UNHCR; the main exception are applicants who claim asylum on the grounds of homosexuality.
94 In addition, Morocco introduced visa requirements for Syrian nationals in 2015.
95 See: Yabiladi, Depuis mars, blocage des cartes de séjour pour les réfugiés au Maroc, 28 December 2017, 
https://www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/60549/depuis-mars-blocage-cartes-sejour.html%20accessed%20
25/4/2018, and TelQuel, Les réfugiés peuvent à nouveau obtenir des titres de séjour au Maroc, 12 December 2018,  
https://telquel.ma/2018/12/12/les-refugies-peuvent-a-nouveau-obtenir-des-titres-de-sejour-au-
maroc_1621607, both retrieved 12 February 2019.
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Directorate for Migration Affairs was created within the MCMREAM and tasked 
with the elaboration and implementation of a National Strategy on Immigration and 
Asylum (SNIA) (MCMREAM 2014). Between May and August 2014, the strategy was 
developed based on the work of Capital Consulting, a Moroccan consultancy firm. 
The Government Council officially adopted the SNIA on 18 December 2014, the 
International Migrants Day. Its four strategic objectives – 1) integrating regularized 
immigrants in education, health, social services, and labour, 2) upgrading the regula-
tory framework, 3) establishing an institutional framework, and 4) managing migra-
tion flows with respect for human rights – are operationalized through 81 actions 
organized in 11 programmes.96 

In line with this strategy, a range of integration measures was launched: In Octo-
ber 2013, the Ministry of Education (MoE) opened public schools to migrant children 
regardless of their legal status (Circular n°13-487) (MoE 2013).97 In 2015, the Minis-
try of Health (MoH) announced the creation of a health insurance for regularized 
migrants and refugees similar to the RAMED, the healthcare system for disadvantaged 
Moroccans. In the area of employment, the Ministry of Labour (MoL) exempted regu-
larized migrants from the labour market test, the so-called ‘ANAPEC procedure’ in 
2015.98 The national employment office (ANAPEC) opened its employment services 
and job trainings to migrants.99 The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) in 2015 required all 
courts to guarantee migrants an equitable process and to open legal assistance to 
migrants, and the Entraide Nationale (EN), the Moroccan public provider of social 
support services, opened its centres to refugees and migrants regardless of their legal 
status. Finally, work and residence permit procedures for foreign investors and rare 
competencies were simplified and accelerated (MCMREAM 2016b) – “a door that has 
been opened in particular for Europeans” (M17-I8).

96 There are seven sectoral programmes (on education and culture; youth and leisure; health; housing; social 
and humanitarian assistance; vocational training; and employment); as well as four transversal programmes 
(on managing migration flows and combating trafficking in human being; international cooperation and 
partnerships’ regulatory and conventional frameworks; and governance and communication), see MCMREAM 
(2014: 8-9). To implement the SNIA, three governance structures were set up: 1) an Interministerial Committee 
presided by the Head of Government; 2) a Steering Committee presided by the MCMREAM and uniting high-
level civil servants of all ministries; and 3) four Programme Committees with one meeting a month each for the 
technical implementation of the SNIA (MCMREAM 2014: 12).
97 Initially, this circular was limited to ‘foreign children from sub-Saharan and Sahel countries’. Although 
the MCMREAM has de facto widened its applicability to children of all nationalities, the original circular 
has not been officially amended. Yearly, around 5,000 to 7,000 migrant children are enrolled in schools 
(MCMREAM 2016b: 31; MDCMREAM 2018: 27).
98 This means that employers do not have to prove that there is no Moroccan worker with the right 
qualifications. The labour market test is widely referred to as ‘ANAPEC procedure’. In contrast to other circulars, 
however, I was not able to get a copy of it. Also civil society respondents had never seen it on paper: “We are 
told that regularized migrants are exhonerated from the ANAPEC procedure. But we want to see it on a paper. 
[…] There are only reports that say it, statements by officials who say it, but on paper we cannot prove it” 
(M17-I3).
99 In 2016, Moroccan Labour and Social Affairs Minister Abdeslam Seddiki announced that all sub-Saharan 
nationals are exempted from the ANAPEC procedure. My respondents could not confirm the implementation 
of this measure. See: TelQuel, Les Subsahariens n’auront plus besoin de passer par l’Anapec pour travailler au 
Maroc, 20 September 2016, http://telquel.ma/2016/09/20/les-subsahariens-nauront-plus-besoin-de-passer-par-
lanapec-pour-travailler-au-maroc_1514997, retrieved 5 September 2018.
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Next to the integration measures coordinated by the MCMREAM, the Moroccan 
Interministerial Delegation for Human Rights (DIDH) was tasked with enshrining the 
human-rights based approach into legislation through laws on immigration, asylum, 
and human trafficking. Although all three draft laws were elaborated by the end of 
2014 (for details, see: Benjelloun 2018a: 78-95), only Law 27.14 of 25 August 2016 
relative to the fight against human trafficking was enacted by the end of 2018. As I 
detail later (see Chapter 5, Section 4.3), apart from minor legal developments that 
only indirectly impact migrants,100 the legal immigration reform is stuck at the politi-
cal level. 

In parallel to these domestic policy developments, Morocco intensified its diplo-
matic efforts on migration: Within Africa, Morocco launched the African Alliance for 
Migration and Development at the New York Migration Summit in October 2013 and 
is in charge of the migration dossier within the African Union (AU) since spring 2017. 
In January 2018, King Mohammed VI presented Morocco’s African Migration Agenda 
in front of the AU to promote “a new afro-centred approach that reconciles realism, 
tolerance and the primacy of reason over fears” and “assumes a paradigm shift, a 
redefinition introspective and positive about migration” (MVI 2018). As part of this 
agenda, Rabat also hosts the African Migration Observatory of the AU since July 2018 
(MDCMREAM 2018). Internationally, Morocco co-presided the Global Forum on 
Migration and Development together with Germany in 2017 and 2018, and hosted 
the UN International Migration Conference in Marrakesh in December 2018, where 
the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration was adopted. 

The shift away from restriction, as well as the administrative and diplomatic 
developments since 2013 underscore Morocco’s efforts to develop a more open 
immigration policy and to foster its position as a regional ‘role model’ on migration 
governance. However, integration measures remain scattered and legal reform is still 
missing. In particular, the implementation of liberal reform is limited by four dynam-
ics developed in Chapter 5: the often symbolic character of announced measures; 
their limited applicability to regularized migrants, resulting in the fragmentation of the 
legal framework; the preference of Moroccan authorities for ad hoc, administrative 
decisions instead of legal reforms; and the continued violence of state authorities in 
the border areas. “Have things changed?” one respondent asks. “Of course. I think no 
one denies that. Do the changes translate into different practices? I’m not sure. In any 

100 In particular, Law 19-12 of 10 August 2016 relative to work and employment conditions of domestic 
workers sets minimal standards for both Moroccan and foreign domestic workers. Other legal reforms are 
underway, such as a reform of the nationality code that has been submitted to Parliament in May 2018 and 
would grant foreign men married to Moroccan women access to Moroccan citizenship; and a reform of 
the Penal Code that would include a penalization of racial discrimination. Already back in July 2013, the 
Authenticity and Modernity Party (PAM) submitted a law against racial discrimination to Parliament, but neither 
this draft law nor the reform of the penal code has been discussed in Parliament. A labour Code reform that 
would facilitate foreigners’ access to the labour market is also under discussion, but is unlikely to materialize 
given high unemployment, labour union reticence, and the unpopularity of such a measure.
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case, there are many ambiguities, many grey areas in the implementation of the new 
migration policy” (M17-I21). Ultimately, Morocco’s immigration policy since 2013 
is neither characterized by linear progress, nor by a back-and-forth between restric-
tion and liberalization. Fieldwork insights suggest that the constant duality between 
restriction and opening reflect the contradictory interests on immigration within the 
Moroccan that, as I will show in Chapter 6.

3  CONCLUSION: RECAPPING THE EMPIRICAL PUZZLE

This chapter mapped Moroccan migration patterns and policies, and outlined the 
political context in which these unfold in terms of Moroccan state formation and 
national identity conceptions, as well as the recent developments within the Moroc-
can polity. This account suggests an empirical puzzle: Immigration politicization and 
policies have fundamentally changed despite regime continuity and only gradual 
changes in immigration patterns (see Table 8). This observation provides the empirical 
starting point for the in-depth investigation of the drivers and dynamics of Moroccan 
immigration politics in the following two chapters. They will show how immigration 
politics reflect the functioning, as well as strategies for legitimation and stability, of 
the Moroccan state, and how approaches to immigration are deeply rooted in Moroc-
co’s broader history of state formation and understanding of national identity.

TABLE 8: An empirical puzzle in Moroccan immigration regimes

Morocco

Magnitude of immigration Low
[gradual growth]

Politicization of immigration High
[policy change]

Transformation of the polity Low
[regime stability]

SOURCE: Adapted from Natter (2018b)




