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CHAPTER 10

Comparing Moroccan and Tunisian 
immigration policymaking

ABSTRACT

This chapter compares the drivers and dynamics of immigration policymaking in 
Morocco and Tunisia. The paired comparison allowed me to isolate the effect of the 
(changing) polity on immigration policymaking and thereby to investigate the extent 
of a ‘regime effect’. In Morocco, despite only gradual immigration growth, immigra-
tion policy was liberalized in 2013 and turned into a royal priority in the context 
of autocratic regime consolidation. In Tunisia, the securitized immigration policy 
has remained mostly untouched despite the democratic transition, and the substan-
tial immigration growth largely off the political agenda. What explains these striking 
differences in immigration politics? The chapter looks back at this empirical puzzle 
(see Table 1, Chapter 1) and systematizes insights into the (dis)connect between the 
magnitude of immigration, its level of politicization, and the nature and transforma-
tions of the polity.

The comparison shows that the magnitude of immigration alone cannot 
(adequately) explain the extent of immigration politicization. Instead, ‘state thinking’ 
(Sayad 1999) provides the foundation for immigration governance, as Morocco’s and 
Tunisia’s immigration policies reflect first and foremost the nature and transformations 
of the polity. First, the chapter shows that regime strategies to ensure political legiti-
mation as well as territorial and institutional stability drive some of the key similari-
ties in Moroccan and Tunisian immigration policymaking, such as migrant categoriza-
tion dynamics or the tendency to safeguard the state’s power by creating exemption 
regimes or enacting changes informally. Second, the chapter teases out how Moroc-
co’s and Tunisia’s political regime did or did not affect particular immigration policy 
dynamics, focusing on the role, weight, and interactions of the state apparatus, civil 
society, and external actors. It shows that while the role of the executive, societal 
and legal actors is subject to a ‘regime effect’, bureaucratic and international politics 
dynamics around immigration are to a large extent comparable across polities. Lastly, 
the chapter looks at how the history of state formation and official national identity 
narratives shape contemporary immigration politics. Hereby, it showcases immigra-
tion policy research as a fruitful lens through which to study state (trans)formations 
and dynamics of political change more broadly. 
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1  REGIME LEGITIMATION AND STABILITY: A CENTRAL DRIVER OF 
IMMIGRATION POLITICS

Migrants challenge the human and territorial boundaries of nation-states and defy two 
of its core features: sovereignty and legitimacy. Indeed, asserting the state’s sovereignty 
over people and territory, as well as ensuring the legitimacy of political institutions 
and decisions is crucial for any political regime, even if the sources of legitimacy and 
means of preserving stability might differ. As a central driver of immigration politics, 
the imperatives of regime stability and regime legitimation in front of domestic and 
international audiences can account for some of the striking similarities in Moroccan 
and Tunisian immigration policymaking, in particular: (1) the detachment of immigra-
tion politicization from the actual scope of immigration; (2) the differences in policy 
approaches across migrant categories; (3) the symbolic nature of immigration policy 
and the concomitant gaps between discourse, policies-on-paper, and implementa-
tion; as well as (4) the tendency to safeguard the state’s power by creating exemption 
regimes or enacting changes informally.

1.1  BENDING REALITY: MAGNITUDE VS. POLITICIZATION OF 
IMMIGRATION

First of all, the imperatives of regime legitimation and stability explain why, as in many 
countries around the world, the politicization of immigration in Morocco and Tunisia 
is largely detached from its actual scope on the ground. While the Moroccan state 
inflated the scale of sub-Saharan immigration for its African and European diplomacy 
and emphasized the extent of the 2013 liberal reform to placate its progressive civil 
society, the Tunisian state has deliberately downplayed (Libyan) immigration to avoid 
its politicization in domestic and regional politics.

Indeed, sub-Saharan immigration has been transformed into a number one state 
priority in Morocco despite only gradual increases in numbers and the existence of 
a wide range of other migrant groups. As I have shown, the King launched the 2013 
reform because it allowed Morocco to pursue its foreign policy and economic inter-
ests in Africa and Europe, and at the same time fostered monarchical rule at home 
by responding to civil society demands: “What happens in Morocco is not because 
of 80,000 immigrants” (M17-I6). In fact, it is precisely the numerical insignificance of 
immigration to Morocco that has allowed it to be so successfully instrumentalized, as 
the diplomatic returns on the 2013 reform were substantive compared to its limited 
domestic political costs: “It was a big publicity stunt that did not cost Moroccan society 
much” (M16-I2). Immigration was turned into geopolitical capital, but given that the 
liberal reform only affected a small migrant population, it did not entail large societal 
changes on the ground that would have alienated domestic constituencies and triggered 
domestic resistance or polarization. The policy could be kept within the symbolic realm. 
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In Tunisia, authorities downplayed Libyan immigration to avoid their involve-
ment in Libyan domestic politics and the polarization of the Tunisian electorate. This 
non-policy was reinforced by the fact that Tunisian authorities did not know – and 
were not keen to know – how many Libyans effectively reside in Tunisia: “The census 
says the number of Libyans who live in Tunisia is 8,000 […] If you are asking the MoI, 
it will tell you there are one million. It’s not one million, it’s not 8,000, nobody knows 
exactly” (T16-I11). This conscious laissez-faire approach is legitimized by a discourse 
that casts Libyans as ‘brothers’ or ‘guests’ and highlights the transitory nature of their 
stay in Tunisia. How a state talks about and counts (or does not talk about and does 
not count) immigration thus reveals broader regime strategies to ensure its legitima-
tion and stability.

1.2  MIGRANT CATEGORIZATION: DIFFERENTIAL POLITICIZATION
Second, the imperatives of regime legitimation and stability also explain the highly 
differentiated nature of immigration policies. In the words of a Tunisian respondent: 
“There are foreigners and foreigners” (T17-I4). Indeed, a country’s immigration regime 
is never only open or closed, but a mixed bag of measures that target different migrant 
groups in different ways, depending on how they can foster or challenges the regime 
in place. 

For each ‘migrant category’, different norms are mobilized, different actors are 
responsible, and different policies are deployed: In Morocco and Tunisia, irregular 
migrants are framed through a national security lens and under the responsibility of 
the MoI; students are framed through an economic development lens and under the 
responsibility of the MoFA and the MoHE; victims of human trafficking are framed 
through a humanitarian protection lens and under the responsibility of a specific 
authority created for their protection; and European migrants are framed through a 
foreign policy lens and generally overlooked by law enforcement agents. In addi-
tion, Libyan citizens in Tunisia have not been framed as refugees or migrants, but as 
‘brothers’ or ‘guests’ since 2011,341 and in Morocco, the 2013 reform has created 
a new migrant category – the regularized migrant – which has received preferen-
tial treatment in integration measures and is dealt with by the MCMREAM. In sum, 
“the quality of hospitality remains in variable geometry: For an Arab, it’s easy, he is a 
brother; for a European there is no problem; but for a sub-Saharan, it is more difficult” 
(T16-I18).

In both countries, the way in which authorities treat specific migrant groups 
reflects their capacity (or that of their civil society support networks and origin 
states) to either challenge or reinforce regime legitimation and stability. It comes as 

341 As mentioned in Chapter 8, Section 3.3, this vocabulary of hospitality and fraternity is widespread across 
the Arab world, used for example in state discourses on Syrians in Turkey, Palestinians in Lebanon, or Iraqis in 
Jordan.
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no surprise that practices towards sub-Saharan and European migrants differ mark-
edly according to foreign policy priorities and the legacy of historical power struc-
tures and racial hierarchies. While sub-Saharan migrants are the target of security 
services, police controls, expulsions, and discriminations, Europeans can usually 
exit and reenter Morocco and Tunisia every three months to renew their tourist visa. 
This permanent tourist status is illegal in theory but largely tolerated: “Europeans can 
remain irregular without being harassed, while Black people in the same situation are 
arrested and imprisoned in a detention centre until they are deported or can pay their 
plane ticket to return” (T17-D6). Also, policies that appear neutral on paper – such as 
penalties for irregular stay – are de facto only applied to sub-Saharan migrants. These 
practices of “unequal illegality” (Garelli and Tazzioli 2017: 49) show the differential 
effects of policy measures, which are not only a result of institutionalized racism, but 
also reveal the different power balances with these migrants’ origin states, and the 
vested interests that Morocco and Tunisia have in them. 

Migrant categorization dynamics thus provide crucial insights into state priori-
ties. They show that categories are not only mobilized for exclusion and discrimina-
tion – such as the ‘irregular migrant’ or ‘sub-Saharan African’ categories – but also for 
inclusion and enhanced protection, such as in the case of the ‘European expats’ or 
‘regularized migrants’ categories. To get a complete picture of the transformations of 
a country’s immigration regime, disaggregating immigration policy into its different 
components and layers is therefore critical.

1.3  SYMBOLIC POLITICS: THE GAP BETWEEN DISCOURSE, POLICIES ON 
PAPER AND IMPLEMENTATION

Third, the intrinsic link between immigration, state sovereignty and regime legitima-
tion explains why immigration is an area of symbolic politics par excellence, in both 
democracies and autocracies. In Morocco and Tunisia, discourses on immigration 
count more than actions, and political leaders often reap the fruits of policy measures 
through their mere announcement, regardless of whether they are ultimately enacted. 
This explains the wide gaps I observed between political discourses, policies on 
paper, and implemented policy measures. 

In Morocco, many of the integration measures announced in 2013 have not 
been effectively enacted. For instance, Moroccan politicians continue to successfully 
capitalize on their promise that regularized migrants would receive access to public 
healthcare, although the measure has not been implemented several years down the 
line. Speaking of the announcement in early 2017 that regularized migrants would 
receive a three year permit instead of a one year permit, one respondent said: “We will 
see to what extent this will be implemented, but the announcement itself already has 
an effect” (M17-I4). In Tunisia, the integration of immigration into official discourses 
as a result of pressures from both below and outside has not (yet) been translated into 
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new policies or practices. In addition, the fact that the institutions set up to deal with 
immigration – the SEMTE in Tunisia and the MCMREAM in Morocco – lack human 
and financial resources exposes the extent to which Moroccan and Tunisian immigra-
tion policies are ‘for show’. While the SEMTE and the MCMREAM are the main inter-
locutors for civil society and international actors, they have little room for manoeuvre 
to impose their priorities within the Moroccan and Tunisian administrative apparatus. 

Lastly, the fact that decisions are made not when they are most appropriate, 
but when they are most effective in generating media attention further reveals the 
symbolic weight of immigration policies. For instance, Morocco’s second regu-
larization campaign was launched very unexpectedly in December 2016, shortly 
before Morocco’s accession to the African Union and only a few days after Algeria 
– the regional rival – made negative headlines because of the expulsion of a Malian 
migrant. Similarly, when the Moroccan King intervened to grant refugee protection 
to a group of Syrian families stuck at the Moroccan-Algerian border in 2017, he did 
so on 20 June, the International Refugee Day, securing himself and Morocco inter-
national press coverage. The top-down politicization of immigration, then, is aimed 
first and foremost at showcasing Morocco’s place among the group of progressive, 
modern states – a dynamic I have called ‘geopolitical rebordering’. These insights 
show the importance of looking not only at what is announced, but also at what is 
enacted, and at how these written words are translated into policy practice. 

1.4  SAFEGUARDING STATE POWER: EXEMPTION REGIMES AND 
INFORMALITY

Lastly, both Morocco and Tunisia have responded to claims for more immigrants’ 
rights with a “policy of ambivalence” (Norman 2016b) to secure the state’s monop-
oly of power over immigration. Changes targeting immigrants were either enacted 
through ministerial decrees that introduced exemptions for particular migrant groups 
without touching the overarching legal framework or were kept at the level of infor-
mal promises by individual policymakers. This allowed both the Moroccan monarchy 
and the Tunisian democratically elected government to conduct a ‘pragmatic’ and 
‘flexible’ policy that responded to civil society and international demands but at the 
same time ensured their ability to repeal these measures in the future. 

In Tunisia for instance, authorities’ tolerance towards Libyan migrants is based 
on an “administrative note that says – tolerate them and we will not be bothered 
to create rules” (T16-I8). Compared to granting Libyans regular residence permits, 
this approach creates room to backtrack on the policy later on. Also, while authori-
ties have tolerated civil society support of irregular migrants since 2011, they have 
not repealed the 2004 law that officially prohibits such assistance. In a similar vein, 
the regularization of migrant associations in Morocco in 2014 has bypassed the law. 
According to a high-level civil servant: “we have acted outside of the law and had a 
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pragmatic approach to give these associations a status” (M17-D8). This however jeop-
ardizes the legal security of such associations in the longer term. More generally, most 
advances in Morocco and Tunisia have not been enacted through legal changes, but 
through ministerial decrees, such as the exemptions for regularized migrants from the 
labour market test in Morocco, or for certain migrant categories from the irregular stay 
penalty in Tunisia. Even the leniency towards European irregular migrants is coherent 
with this approach: Instead of facilitating access to residence permits, irregular Euro-
pean migrants are tolerated by authorities – which increases arbitrary administrative 
power over them and keeps the option of a potential crackdown open.

Legal change in Morocco and Tunisia has, as I have shown, only affected the 
fringes of the immigration regime, such as issues of racial discrimination or human 
trafficking that have a limited impact on the magnitude of immigration and enforce-
able residence rights at large. The absence of reform at the core of the immigration 
regime – entry and residence permits, asylum and immigration laws – shows the 
reluctance of powerholders to set things in stone, and the primacy of guaranteeing 
state power and flexibility for further backtracking. This is not unique to immigration 
policy. As Hibou (2005: 81) argues in the context of Moroccan and Tunisian economic 
privatization policies, “arbitrariness and fluidity between distinctions – such as toler-
ated and accepted, legal and illegal, public and private – constitute modes of govern-
ment unto themselves”.

2  THE ‘REGIME EFFECT’ IN IMMIGRATION POLICYMAKING

Alongside identifying immigration policymaking features that relate to the imperatives 
of regime legitimation and stability, the analysis of Moroccan and Tunisian immigra-
tion policymaking allowed me to assess the boundaries of the ‘regime effect’. As the 
Moroccan and Tunisian cases have shown, there is no direct link between the open-
ness or restrictiveness of immigration policy and the type of political regime. Instead, 
it is political regime dynamics that can explain immigration policy outcomes: In 
Morocco, the liberal immigration policy has emerged out of and fostered the authori-
tarian regime in place, a dynamic I have called the illiberal paradox. In Tunisia, the 
liberalization of political life has not spilled over into more open policies for foreign-
ers; instead, immigration has been depoliticized and policy change avoided to safe-
guard the broader democratization process. For some migrant groups such as sub-
Saharan students and employees of the African Development Bank (AfDB), the end 
of authoritarianism in Tunisia has even meant the falling away of state protection and 
a deterioration of their situation on the ground. The next sections tease out the extent 
to which political regime dynamics affected the role, weight, and interactions of the 
state apparatus, civil society, and external actors in Moroccan and Tunisian immigra-
tion policymaking.
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2.1  LOOKING INSIDE THE STATE
First of all, many inter-institutional dynamics – the need to negotiate diverging inter-
ests, the role of institutional cultures, or the leverage of individual bureaucrats – are 
strikingly similar across political regimes. In both countries, bureaucratic politics tends 
to produce conflicting interests on immigration within the state and thus potential for 
reform stalemate and implementation inconsistencies. However, the decision-making 
leverage of the central executive actor is importantly shaped by political regime 
dynamics, which can explain different policy outcomes: In Morocco and pre-2011 
Tunisia, bureaucratic inertia was counteracted by a strong autocratic executive; while 
in democratic Tunisia, the bureaucratic stalemate on immigration was reinforced by 
governmental volatility and a fragmentation of political and institutional voices.

The centrality of executive power
Political systems differ in terms of the power held by the executive,342 which is crucial 
in determining the extent of top-down decision-making autonomy and the room for 
divergent, bottom-up interests to unfold. This, in turn, affects immigration policymak-
ing dynamics. 

In Morocco and pre-2011 Tunisia, power is concentrated in the hands of the 
monarch and president respectively, and their leverage to take strategic decisions that 
break with path dependency dynamics is high. The King’s decision to engage in immi-
gration reform in 2013 after a decade of restrictiveness, and to frame immigration 
liberalization as necessary to achieve African regional integration and to consolidate 
Moroccan modernity, explains the extraordinary dynamism on immigration and the 
(at least discursive) adherence of state institutions to the new policy. By casting immi-
gration policy as a ‘national endeavour’, the King lifted immigration above the politi-
cal and partisan sphere. Any deficiencies in the execution of the reform were blamed 
on the administration in a good cop/bad cop logic that fostered the King’s image as a 
progressive actor, protective of minorities and human rights. 

This dynamic would not be possible in post-2011 Tunisia. Indeed, power is by 
definition diffused across various institutions in democracies. This institutionalized 
plurality of positions and the constant need for compromising slows down decision-
making and makes politics more prone to stalemate. The continuity of Tunisia’s securi-
tized immigration policy after 2011, and the fizzling out of immigration reforms over 
the years, thus partly results from the conflicting interests that political leaders have 
to reconcile.343 This dynamic was reinforced by governmental volatility and an elite 
consensus to depoliticize immigration. According to Tunisian respondents, a central 

342 This distinguishes not only autocratic from democratic systems, but also different forms of autocracy 
(such as military dictatorships and absolute monarchies) and different forms of democracy (such as presidential 
and parliamentary systems).
343 Compared to a consolidated democracy, however, the political volatility and instability in Tunisia has 
probably accentuated these dynamics of a politicized and fragmented administration.
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decision-maker that could initiate more fundamental changes on immigration is lack-
ing: “There is no King in Tunisia who could carry this project” (T17-I20). 

Thus, while the ‘royal will’ has fostered various administrative actors around a 
common agenda in Morocco, democratization in Tunisia has exacerbated the frag-
mentation and pluralism of voices. The process leading up to Morocco’s and Tunisia’s 
migration strategy is exemplary for this ‘regime effect’: In Morocco, a detailed strategy 
was elaborated by a small group of civil servants and politically validated within less 
than a year. In Tunisia, the consultative process of elaborating the strategy has not been 
completed seven years down the line, and the strategy’s substance has progressively 
shrunk with each new draft. This suggests that the more actors are integrated into the 
process, the smaller the common ground gets. Autocracies thus seem to provide for a 
centripetal force of centralization and coherence, while democracies bring with them 
a centrifugal force of diversity and fragmentation of interests and actors.

The rule of law
A second set of actors that seem crucially affected by political regime dynamics are 
courts and judges. In Morocco, CSOs have prompted legal interventions by judges 
to uphold migrant’s rights, such as in the case of internal relocations and arbitrary 
detentions. Also, lawyers have started challenging inconsistent and arbitrary court 
decisions, creating a small jurisprudence on immigration that could set precedents. 
However, legal actors suffer from their limited independence from the executive and 
are unlikely to become the guardians of migrants’ rights as has been the case for 
instance in the European context (Joppke 1998b).

In Tunisia, civil society has not yet extensively used legal means to safeguard 
migrants’ rights. However, interviews with CSOs, lawyers, and judges attest to an 
increasing awareness and disposition to use the rule of law and court judgements to 
secure immigrants’ rights in the future. In particular, civil society respondents in 2017 
announced their plans to attack anti-constitutional laws such as Law 2004-06 in front 
of the constitutional court, or to challenge arbitrary decisions on residence permits, 
detention, and expulsion in front of administrative courts. It thus seems only a ques-
tion of time, financial support, and professionalization of the Tunisian legal sector and 
civil society until the democratic transition establishes courts as independent actors in 
immigration politics. In both Morocco and Tunisia, however, the reach of legal actors 
is limited by the fact that many migration control practices are informal and not codi-
fied in immigration law, and thus not open to legal challenge (see Section 1.4).

Bureaucratic politics
Despite its effect on the leverage of central executive actors and courts, authoritarian-
ism does not cancel out inter-institutional dynamics. Rather than being a specificity 
of democracy, the bureaucratic politics dynamics sketched here seem intrinsically 
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linked to the structure and functioning of a modern state bureaucracy. Democratiza-
tion, then, only brings those dynamics out into the open.

Indeed, there is never an absolute monopoly of power, and decision-makers are 
always faced with a variety of interests that need to be reconciled to gather support 
for a particular policy measure. In authoritarian Tunisia, for example, decision-makers 
had to weigh international prestige and economic benefits against security interests 
to decide whether or not to host the AfDB and to grant its support staff exemptions in 
terms of labour market regulations (for instance, by allowing the opening of African 
restaurants, hairdressers, and clubs). In Morocco, the stalemate on the asylum law 
since 2014 suggests that different interests collide – between actors emphasizing the 
added value of the law in fostering Morocco’s position as regional leader on migrants’ 
rights, and those who privilege security concerns and warn of a pull effect if Morocco 
is to become the only North African country with a functioning asylum system. Also, 
while the royal will has prevented open disagreement with the 2013 reform, it did not 
preclude power politics and turf wars between state institutions, which have crucially 
affected how royal orders were translated on the ground. 

In addition, in both Morocco and Tunisia, institutional identities and the 
overarching goal of state institutions to secure their power position within a larger 
administrative state apparatus has shaped their approaches towards immigration. In 
Morocco, each institution has appropriated the royal intentions through their own 
sectoral visions – pitting a ‘social, humanitarian vision’ against a ‘legalistic, secu-
rity vision’. In general, while Ministries of Higher Education and Foreign Affairs see 
immigration as a means to promote the attractiveness of the country, Ministries of 
Health put public safety in the foreground, and Ministries of Interior view immigration 
through the lens of national security and territorial protection. These different visions 
are translated into conflicting positions on immigration, which materialize in inter-
institutional turf wars and can largely account for the often contradictory regulations 
migrants are subjected to. 

Similarly, the personal motivation of individual Moroccan and Tunisian civil 
servants was central to explaining progress or stalemate on particular issues, as well as 
divergent policy interpretations within ministerial departments and across the national 
territory: “You get results based on the will of individuals, and not based on an institu-
tional will” (T16-I16). As in many countries, local actors often resisted decisions taken 
at the ministerial level, and implementing bureaucrats re-adapted measures to fit their 
interests. In Morocco, the Director of the Rabat Academy acted outside the law by 
enrolling irregular migrant children in public schools before the 2013 policy reform. 
Also, migrants’ access to social services or residence permits after 2013 varied strik-
ingly across the national territory, with the situation in major Moroccan cities (Casa-
blanca, Rabat, Fez) being much better compared to smaller cities in the North-East or 
the countryside. In Tunisia, individual exemptions from irregular stay penalties could 
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be negotiated informally with a particular civil servant at the Ministry of Finance until 
s/he changed position. While such individual leverage creates opportunities for policy 
openings, it also shows how fragile advances are, especially in the context of high 
political volatility: “The problem is that as long as it remains a single person who is 
very motivated within an institution, well the day that this person moves to another 
service, you have to start all over again” (T17-I15).

2.2 THE CLIENTS OF IMMIGRATION POLITICS
Looking inside the state is thus critical to understanding immigration politics across 
the entire democracy-autocracy spectrum. Likewise, no regime can be sustained 
without at least some support from parts of the population, and no regime is entirely 
isolated from the international state system. Regime legitimation and stability - 
whether in democracies or autocracies - always depends on a combination of domes-
tic and international support. Yet, the weight of domestic and international clients is 
likely to shift depending on the sources of regime legitimacy. Because of the central-
ity of domestic legitimation in democracies, domestic clients – the electorate, politi-
cal parties, or CSOs – are expected to play a more central role than in autocracies. 
Indeed, the democratic transition in Tunisia shifted policymakers’ attention to the 
electorate: Putting ‘Tunisians first’ went hand in hand with relegating immigration to a 
secondary issue on the political agenda. 

In contrast, international clients, critical for autocratic regime stability and legiti-
mation, were central to immigration policymaking in Morocco and pre-2011 Tunisia. 
Enacting restrictive laws on irregular migration in 2003 and 2004 allowed Moroccan 
and Tunisian authorities to turn transit migration into a ‘rent’ in their diplomatic rela-
tions with Europe, while at the same time deflecting attention away from the contin-
ued irregular emigration of their citizens. In Morocco, the 2013 reform was preceded 
by the realization that a restrictive immigration policy was ultimately detrimental to 
Morocco’s regional ambitions in Africa. An open immigration policy, however, could 
be advantageous both for Morocco’s Africa policy, as well as for its goals to portray 
itself as an attractive, open country and defend the rights of its diaspora in Europe. 
Criticism of migrant rights’ violations provided the ultimate trigger for reform, but the 
liberal change served first and foremost Morocco’s foreign policy goals in Africa and 
Europe.

Domestic politics
The in-depth case studies have shown that domestic politics – the role played by the 
electorate and political parties, as well as CSOs or labour unions – is subject to a 
‘regime effect’. 

First of all, the Tunisian case exemplifies that democratization brings domestic 
drivers to the foreground and puts the electorate and political parties centre stage. 
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Under Ben Ali, immigration was silenced, there was no opposition in the parliament, 
and citizens could neither mobilize for nor against immigration. In post-2011 Tunisia, 
political leaders need to legitimize and assure public adherence to their decisions 
on immigration, and political parties and MPs have become a target for civil soci-
ety activism. Democratic decision-makers are, however, confronted with conflicting 
popular demands. Post-2011 freedom of expression enabled both those who were 
marginalized – such as rejected asylum seekers in the Choucha camp or victims of 
racist attacks – to mobilize for their rights, and those who felt threatened by diversity 
to voice their fears. The pragmatic response of Tunisian governments and political 
parties, in line with the general elite consensus to avoid immigration politicization, 
has been to maintain the status quo. Focusing on more pressing economic and secu-
rity issues, Tunisian politicians have concentrated on their electorate and enacted a 
strategic non-policy towards immigration. However, as I have argued, partisan polar-
ization on immigration might simply be a question of time, depending on the matura-
tion of the party system and the consolidation of democracy. 

In Morocco, the lack of popular support for the 2013 reform might challenge 
the sustainability of immigration liberalization in the longer term, but it has not been 
an obstacle for enacting the policy in the first place. Also, political parties have been 
relatively absent from the migration debate despite the political salience of the topic. 
As a result, the Moroccan executive is relatively independent from public opinion 
compared to its democratic counterparts, and has wider leverage to enact top-down 
policies shaping the place of foreigners in society. As Ferrié and Alioua (2018: 24) 
write, “the Moroccan political system favours the decision-making autonomy of 
the executive by avoiding partisan politicization. […] It is obvious that the position 
of Moroccan rulers makes it easier to implement an open migration policy.” So far, 
the exploitation of xenophobic sentiment in domestic politics has remained limited 
because of the low magnitude of immigration, and because the political establishment 
has emphasized its adherence to the liberal ‘state policy’. In the mid-term, however, 
partisan or popular polarization around immigration might become an issue both for 
Morocco’s top-down state policy and for Tunisia’s strategic non-policy. 

The nature of the political regime also shaped the role and dynamics of civil 
society. Contrary to dominant accounts, my research on Morocco has shown the 
importance of civil society in politicizing and shaping debates on immigration even 
in autocratic contexts. Although civil society operates within clearly defined lines and 
is subject to co-optation attempts by the state, civil society engagement has become 
the primary outlet for political activism in Morocco in the absence of meaningful 
party politics. Since the late 1990s, the Moroccan monarchy has allowed migrant 
associations and migrant support organizations to develop their activities, partly as a 
proof of the regime’s openness, partly as a means to control civil society engagement. 
CSOs’ room for manoeuvre, then, depends on the extent to which they challenge (or 
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sustain) the autocratic regime. As I have shown, the 2013 reform has accelerated state 
attempts to co-opt and thereby silence parts of civil society. However, the dependence 
between state and civil society is reciprocal: Civil society needs the state’s tolerance 
to exist, but the state needs civil society to resolve issues on the ground and sustain its 
liberal façade. This has been most evident in the regularization procedure, where civil 
society actors were key in reaching out to migrants and eventually turning the policy 
into an international success. 

In Tunisia, only CSOs protected through their international standing were allowed 
to engage on the topic of immigration before 2011 and their room for manoeuvre and 
interaction with international partners was minimal. In contrast to Morocco’s policy 
of controlled opening, the Ben Ali regime responded to incipient civil society activism 
through a policy of containment that limited their activities in the public sphere. With 
democratization, civil society transformed from a small group of threatened activists 
into a dynamic and independent voice on the political scene. At the same time, the 
limited maturing of the field (particularly compared to Morocco, where civil society 
can look back on two decades of activism) and the sudden mushrooming of conflict-
ing civil society interests has in parts led to a ‘civil society gridlock’ (Blair 1997; Lewis 
2002), which is common in democratizing contexts and can paralyze socio-political 
change. Given that the democratic transition is still ongoing, Tunisian civil society 
might not yet have reached its full potential.

Despite their varying leeway and roles within the political system, CSOs in 
Morocco and Tunisia their internal dynamics and advocacy strategies are strikingly 
comparable. In both countries, early civil society engagement was either purely chari-
table, driven by religious actors – or dominated by actors engaged on emigration and 
diaspora issues. Initiatives such as the World and Regional Social Forums in the early 
2000s,344 or the non-governmental conference in Rabat in July 2006 were decisive in 
fostering transnational migrant activist networks. With the politicization of their work, 
civil society is increasingly characterized by a fragmentation of agendas, by market 
dynamics in response to competition for funding, and by divisions within and across 
migrant associations, national and international CSOs.345 

Also, Moroccan and Tunisian civil society associations faced similar challenges 
when seeking to influence policymaking. In both countries, civil society is faced with 
the balancing act of exercising pressure on the state while simultaneously support-
ing migrants. When creating healthcare, education, or legal counselling structures 
for migrants, CSOs indeed risk replacing public functions and reducing the pressure 

344 In particular the Moroccan Social Forum in 2002 and 2004, the Maghreb Social Forums organized since 
2008 and the World Social Forums held in Tunis in 2013 and 2015. On this, see also: CADTM, Forums sociaux 
et altermondialisme au Maghreb, 19 September 2006, http://www.cadtm.org/spip.php?page=imprimer&id_
article=2057, retrieved 15 October 2017.
345 These dynamics are not specific to Morocco and Tunisia, but characterize civil society activism 
elsewhere; see for instance the work of Gnes (2018) on migrant associations in Los Angeles.
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on the state to act. Additionally, CSOs have to decide how much involvement with 
authorities they want, given that access to power structures does not necessarily go 
hand in hand with influence on policy content. While civil society was successful 
in putting certain issues in the spotlight – such as racist discrimination in Tunisia or 
migrants’ rights violations in Morocco – their advocacy alone has generally been 
insufficient to trigger policy change. For policy change to occur, CSO demands need 
to tally with the state’s interest, not only in autocratic Morocco. Also in democratic 
Tunisia, migrant mobilization needs at least a partial alignment with state interests to 
succeed – as was the case for exempting students from the irregular stay penalty. This 
policy change was not only advocated by the African student association, but also by 
the Ministry of Higher Education that wanted to strengthen Tunisia’s attractiveness as a 
regional student destination. Across political systems, civil society generally succeeds 
in influencing policy outcomes when its claims overlap with those of state institu-
tions, or when the pressure for reform is unsustainable and jeopardizes the stability of 
the regime.

In this context, civil society actors in Morocco and Tunisia use similar advocacy 
strategies to make their voice heard: (1) They actively link immigration to broader 
democratization debates by pointing at deficiencies in migrant protection in order 
to denounce more general human rights issues. CSOs also sometimes explicitly stay 
away from policy processes initiated by the administration to highlight the lack of 
popular support for a particular policy development and to force state actors to take 
on board their demands. (2) Also, civil society associations have mobilized their trans-
national support networks – Moroccan and Tunisian diaspora organizations and Euro-
pean human rights activists – to increase their political clout on the national scene 
(Lacroix 2004). This ‘boomerang effect’ (Keck and Sikkink 1998) has been effective 
in Morocco in the past to create a moment of cumulated internal and external pres-
sure on the government. (3) Thirdly, civil society actors have strategically mobilized 
individual powerholders within the state apparatus to channel their voice into politi-
cal circles. The fact that Kamel Jendoubi, Tunisian Minister for Relations with Civil 
Society and Human Rights (2015-2016) and Driss el Jazami, Moroccan President of 
the CNDH (2011-2018), are both members of the executive board of Euromed Rights, 
a transnational human rights advocacy NGO, is a case in point.346 (4) Lastly, civil 
society enters into variable alliances with state and international actors, depending on 
the issue at stake: On issues such as readmission agreements or border controls, state 
and civil society rally against international actors to (democratically) legitimize the 
government’s resistance of migration policy externalization; on issues such as human 
trafficking and racism, civil society and international actors team up against the state 
to increase pressure for liberal reform from outside and below. 

346 See: http://emhrf.org/fr/conseil-dadministration/, retrieved on 10 January 2019.
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Lastly, as the case studies have shown, the role of employer lobbies in Morocco 
and Tunisia differ from that discussed in the mainstream literature, as businesses have 
not openly mobilized for or against immigration for two main reasons: On the one 
hand, the historical imbrication of political and economic elites in both countries 
suggests that large employers’ interests are directly integrated into the state through 
patronage networks and are accommodated through a set of in/formal exemptions 
from labour market rules, lowering the need for active lobbying. In Morocco, where 
the monarchy is a central economic actor, the interests of employers and monarchy 
are conflated, rendering lobbying redundant. The same holds for Tunisia under Ben 
Ali, where the family of his wife Leila Trabelsi was controlling large parts of the Tuni-
sian economy (Hibou 1999). On the other hand, the structure of the economy and in 
particular the importance of the informal sector reduces the incentives for employers to 
mobilize for more legal immigration in both Morocco and Tunisia, given that they can 
tap into the informal labour market and recruit locals and migrants to meet their labour 
needs. Indeed, in an economy where every second worker is employed informally, 
lobbying for migrants’ rights would only weaken the employers’ power position.

International politics
While the weight and dynamics of domestic actors seem at least to some extent 
subject to a ‘regime effect’, the role of foreign policy interests, international norms, 
and external actors in immigration policymaking is similar across Morocco and Tuni-
sia. In fact, international politics dynamics – using migration as a diplomatic rent, 
resisting external agenda setting, and mobilizing international norm adherence – 
seem not subject to a ‘regime effect’. Rather, they seem to vary depending on a coun-
try’s position in global migration systems: Destination countries in Europe and North 
America are said to elaborate their immigration policies in the context of a “two-level 
game” – a concept coined by Putnam (1988) to suggest that decision-making takes 
place simultaneously in the domestic and international political spheres.347 Moroc-
co’s and Tunisia’s position in between two continents and several migration systems 
entails that immigration policies are made within a three-level game, between the 
domestic political sphere, Africa, and Europe.348 

First, as I have shown, foreign policy interests can drive both liberal and restric-
tive migration policies, depending on what position can be better turned into a 

347 In his seminal article, Putnam (1988: 434) argues that foreign policy positions are partly determined by 
domestic interests and, vice versa, domestic positions are partly determined by foreign policy interests: “Neither 
of the two games can be ignored by central decision-makers, so long as their countries remain interdependent, 
yet sovereign.”
348 The concept of the three-level game has already been developed in European studies to account for the 
level of EU decision-making in addition to the national domestic and international diplomatic levels (Larsén 
2007, Patterson 1997). Natasja Reslow has developed this concept in her PhD to analyse EU external migration 
policy – whereby the three levels are the European institutions, EU Member States and third countries (Reslow 
2013; Reslow and Vink 2015). 
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‘geopolitical rent’ in diplomatic relations. Over the entire 20th century, the domi-
nant immigration policy tool in Morocco and Tunisia was bilateral agreements that 
introduced exemptions in the generally restrictive immigration legislation, such as 
for students from specific sub-Saharan countries or workers from European countries. 
Foreign policy also informed which nationalities were granted refugee status in the 
absence of a formalized refugee determination procedure – such as Palestinians in 
Tunisia in the 1980s or Congolese in Morocco in the 1990s. More generally, as one 
Tunisian respondent said, the willingness to host a specific migrant group “depends 
on the relationship we have with the country in question” (T17-I14). Selective open-
ings for migrants were thus first and foremost an instrument of foreign policy coopera-
tion. 

Over the 2000s, restrictive policies turned irregular ‘transit’ migrants into a 
“bargaining chip” (M16-I22), a “commodity” (T17-I20) for Morocco and Tunisia in 
their relations with the EU. For this “migratory card” (T11-I4) or “migratory weapon” 
(Perrin 2009: 254) to work, migration needs to remain a top priority for their diplo-
matic counterpart. Talking about the continued difficulties migrants in Morocco’s 
northern border area experience, one respondent said: “They [Moroccan authorities] 
know very well that the problems [in Tangiers] can be solved, but they do not want 
to solve them, they want to leave a difficult area – that’s it” (M17-I10). The conscious 
politicization of immigration in Morocco can thus be seen as part and parcel of its 
strategic migration diplomacy to increase its negotiation potential with Europe. More 
generally, Moroccan and Tunisian respondents are aware of the financial benefits of 
immigration politicization: “There is a lot of money at stake on this issue” (M16-I22).

Second, while the importance of foreign policy in immigration policy opens up 
room for external policy interference, my analysis has shown that external agenda 
setting is only successful where it aligns with the goals of key domestic actors. In this 
vein, the involvement of IOs is welcomed by Moroccan and Tunisian actors as long as 
they serve state interests, for instance by establishing contacts between bureaucrats or 
parliamentarians across countries, or by organizing study visits to European countries 
to learn how asylum or trafficking protection systems function there. However, when-
ever external actors go too far and their requests do not align with domestic priorities, 
they face clear political and administrative resistance. This was, for instance, the case 
with readmission agreements or the elaboration of an asylum law in Morocco. In 
Tunisia, the nagging by international actors to acknowledge immigration has made 
authorities integrate the destination country perspective into official discourses, but 
has not resulted in any policy change yet. More generally, resistance happens not only 
at the agenda setting and discursive level, but also at the level of policy implementa-
tion: Although Moroccan and Tunisian authorities have regularly paid lip service to 
European discourses on migration control, the enforcement of restrictive measures 
has remained inconsistent. 
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Whether external actors’ interference is stronger or weaker depending on the 
political regime in place requires more research. The Tunisian case points in two 
different directions. Before 2011, international actors were under the grip of the Ben 
Ali regime, limiting their room for advocacy and their interactions with local actors 
– both within the state and across society. Democratization opened up state and soci-
ety for international cooperation. But the increased presence of IOs has not trans-
lated into more external influence, given the need to take into account the diversity 
of actors and interests across Tunisia’s political landscape. Interestingly, the demo-
cratic accountability of political leaders and civil society activism on migration have 
become additional resistance tools for the state, bolstering their refusal to accom-
modate external demands for more migration control. Although democratization has 
created space for external agenda setting, it has also increased resistance to it. 

Third, as the Moroccan and Tunisian cases have shown, international norms 
adherence – and international shaming when there is deviation from these norms 
– have been key in triggering policy change. (Discursive) adherence to international 
norms matters in both democratic and autocratic contexts because of its signalling 
effect of being part of the ‘modern, liberal’ world. The laws against human trafficking in 
Morocco and Tunisia, for instance, have been enacted mainly because they signalled 
to international partners the symbolic adherence to a global epistemic community 
and system of norms. Similarly, the international image loss that the review of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers entailed both in front of African and 
European partners was the key trigger for Morocco’s 2013 integration agenda. 

But international norms and standards need to be brought in by local actors to 
play out, and democracy can broaden the ways in which international norms affect 
national policymaking. As I have shown, almost all respondents refer to international 
norms – albeit for different reasons. State actors use them to justify unpopular politi-
cal actions on immigration or to pay lip service to a ‘rights-based migration policy’. 
CSOs and more progressive parts of the state explicitly invoke Morocco’s or Tunisia’s 
commitment to international human rights standards to push for reform on issues such 
as asylum, human trafficking, access to healthcare or labour regulations. In Tunisia 
civil society can now mobilize legal tools such as court rulings to enforce interna-
tional standards, in addition to playing on Tunisia’s international image through link-
ing migrants’ rights to successful democratization. Thus, while international norms 
matter everywhere, the ways in which they play out might be affected by political 
regime dynamics, with autocracies mainly affected through reputation damage, while 
democracies are also vulnerable to legal activism.

2.3  THE POLICY CYCLE
To sum up these insights, the simple model of the policy cycle (Jones 1970) provides 
a useful framework, as it allows an assessment of the ‘regime effect’ at three levels: 
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agenda setting, decision-making, and implementation. The Moroccan and Tunisian 
case studies suggest that the ‘regime effect’ is most clearly at work at the decision-
making stage. In autocratic systems, the centralization of power in the hands of the 
executive increases decision-making capabilities and the range of policy options 
available. In Morocco, the King’s will is a necessary and sufficient condition for policy 
change to be enacted. However, this does not mean that there are no competing inter-
ests to weigh against each other and no power dynamics involved in securing support 
for a specific decision. Nonetheless, the need for compromise is higher in democ-
racies, as power is by definition dispersed among institutions and decision-making 
more complicated and lengthy. It also increases the weight of path dependency – as 
ultimately it might be easier to find a majority to support the status quo as opposed to 
a policy change. 

When it comes to agenda setting and implementation however, power is diffuse 
across political systems. In both Morocco and Tunisia, numerous actors within and 
outside the state contribute to setting the agenda – albeit to varying degrees, depend-
ing on the sources of legitimacy and clients of the regime in place: In democracies, 
political parties, civil society, and the electorate are likely to play a bigger role; while 
foreign policy interests, international actors, and political elites are likely to dominate 
in autocracies. Referring back to the different agenda setting models by Cobb, Ross 
and Ross (1976: 127-128) outlined in Chapter 2, one could argue that the mobiliza-
tion model characterizes Moroccan immigration politics since the early 2000s, as 
immigration reform was initiated inside the executive and subsequently expanded 
to the public agenda by the state’s active framing of the issue in the public sphere. In 
contrast, outside and inside initiative models compete in Tunisia’s post-2011 immi-
gration politics, as immigration has been set on the political agenda by CSOs but 
consciously depoliticized by the political elite. 

Lastly, in both Morocco and Tunisia implementation powers are diffused among 
a range of institutional actors across and within ministries, as well as across the 
national territory that each appropriate the policy for their own agenda. While the 
Moroccan King’s decision was a necessary condition for the 2013 reform, it was not 
sufficient for its unequivocal implementation, which required the readiness of a vari-
ety of institutions to translate the policy on the ground. Inconsistencies and contra-
dictions in how regulations are implemented thus characterize both Moroccan and 
Tunisian immigration policies. 

Of course reality is more complex, and these three stages of agenda setting, 
decision-making and implementation are rarely neatly distinguishable (Cohen, March 
and Olsen 1972; Kingdon 2003). Yet, even within such a simple model, it becomes 
clear that the regime type is just one of the factors shaping immigration policy. Thus, 
one should be careful about any simplistic attribution of policy dynamics to either 
liberal democracy or autocracy alone.
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3  THINKING THE STATE: THE LEGACY OF STATE FORMATION

Investigating the role of the polity in immigration politics requires looking beyond 
regime type and the strategies deployed to ensure regime legitimation and stability. 
The ways in which Moroccan and Tunisian actors have approached immigration are 
also influenced by the legacies of state formation, in particular through (1) Morocco’s 
and Tunisia’s histories of slave trade and colonization, (2) their different imaginations 
and accounts of national identity, (3) the repertoires of action that authorities have 
historically mobilized to respond to political opposition and claims for internal diver-
sity, and (4) these countries’ experiences of large-scale emigration.

3.1 THE HERITAGE OF SLAVERY AND COLONIZATION
First of all, the legacies of slavery and colonization importantly shape Moroccan and Tuni-
sian approaches to immigration. In both countries, the trans-Saharan slave trade between 
the 16th and 20th century still informs the institutional marginalization and everyday 
racism towards Black Moroccans and Tunisians, regardless of the fact that both countries’ 
Black minorities are not exclusively descendants of slaves (Badoual 2003; El Hamel 2012; 
Mrad Dali 2009; Pouessel 2012b). Such racial discrimination of national minorities has, 
more recently, become entangled with perceptions of and behaviour towards sub-Saha-
ran migrants, as they are often called ‘abid (slave) on the streets (Menin 2016; Scaglioni 
2017). While sub-Saharan immigrants suffer from this historically engrained racism, grow-
ing immigration also provides an opportunity to reevaluate the history of slavery in both 
countries and to bring racism towards citizens and foreigners alike back into socio-politi-
cal debates. As I have shown, the historical legacy of slavery has for instance importantly 
informed discussions preceding the 2018 law against racial discrimination in Tunisia.

Similarly, colonization weighs heavily on Morocco’s and Tunisia’s immigration 
governance. In pre-colonial times, immigration was either not regulated or loosely 
organized through bilateral agreements with origin countries. Religious minorities, 
in particular Jews and Christians, were treated as dhimmi – a legal category in the 
Ottoman world denoting non-Muslims who were protected by the state in return for 
paying a capital tax.349 Immigration regulations were first introduced by the colonial 
administrators in the early 20th century. Upon independence, Moroccan and Tunisian 
authorities inherited a centralized and consolidated bureaucratic apparatus and a 
legal system modelled on the French administration. Regulations on immigration and 
access to residence and work permits were largely maintained and continue to shape 
contemporary legal categories and immigration procedures. 

349 In the pre-colonial period, religious groups in Morocco and Tunisia benefited from relative independence: 
Although Islam was the majority religion, Jewish and Christian communities were allowed to administer and 
handle family law themselves under the dhimmi system (Vermeren 2002: 16; El Hamel 2012: 205). During 
colonial times, these distinctions were reinforced, as French colonial administrators granted Jewish and 
Christian communities wider privileges in a divide and rule tactic (Djebali 2005).
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At the same time however, the history of colonial occupation and settlement 
has also fostered mistrust towards foreigners, in particular in relation to their access 
to land ownership and involvement in politics. This sentiment reemerged in Tunisia in 
2016 during debates about facilitating foreigners’ access to buying property, show-
ing the potential of mobilizing the memory of colonization in an anti-immigration 
discourse. As long as there is no political or popular polarization on immigration, this 
dynamic is dormant. Yet, it raises the question of whether and how the colonial past 
might be instrumentalized in a context of growing polarization on immigration.

3.2  NATIONAL IDENTITY CONCEPTIONS
Moroccan and Tunisian contemporary debates on immigration and (racial and reli-
gious) diversity are also crucially informed by official conceptions of national iden-
tity. In both countries, political leaders in the immediate post-independence period 
emphasized the homogeneity of the Moroccan and Tunisian nations and the role of 
pan-Arabism and Islam as identity pillars (Wyrtzen 2014). This was coherent with 
the regional political atmosphere in the 1950s and 1960s, dominated by the Arab 
nationalism of Nasser in Egypt and the Ba’ath party in Syria and Iraq. In addition, the 
departure of (mostly Christian) colonizers and Moroccan and Tunisian Jews (mainly 
to Israel) after independence resulted in the religious homogenization of Moroccan 
and Tunisian populations and fostered the Islamic focus of national identity. Since 
the 1980s, national identity conceptions have diverged and reconnected with pre-
colonial accounts in which marocanité is defined through pluralism, and tunisianité 
through unicity. These conceptions have affected debates around immigration: While 
in Morocco, African immigration is cast as a return to Morocco’s African roots, in 
Tunisia, discussions about racial diversity are sidelined to preserve national unity.

The founding myth of the Tunisian ‘modern nation’ dates back to the mid-19th 

century. Although official history highlights the multicultural origins of Tunisia as 
a country at the crossroads of civilizations, the modernization agenda pursued by 
the leaders of pre-colonial Tunisia entailed the homogenization of Tunisian national 
identity. After independence, Bourguiba and later Ben Ali continued this modern-
ization agenda that fostered a “republican nationalism built around the single party, 
the single syndicate, the single nation” (T16-I6), and that left little space for alterity. 
As I have sketched earlier, this national identity conception has survived the intense 
identity debates between secularists and Islamists following the 2011 revolution. The 
silencing of discussions on internal diversity and issues of racism and immigration in 
the post-2011 period can be understood through this historical legacy highlighting 
the homogeneity of the Tunisian nation. 

In contrast to Tunisia’s understanding of the modern nation-state, Morocco’s idea 
of the imperial state allowed more flexibility towards internal pluralism and immi-
gration. Until the late 19th century, the Moroccan state saw its territorial spheres 
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of influence shift (Hibou and Tozy 2015). Starting in 1912, colonization acceler-
ated the consolidation of the central state power across Morocco’s current territory. 
Although colonizers attempted to artificially split the Arabic- and Tamazight-speaking 
parts of the population in a divide and rule tactic, Moroccan nationalism eventually 
rallied around a common Muslim identity, which has dominated the post-indepen-
dence period. In the 1980s, partly in response to growing Amazigh activism, official 
discourses around Moroccan national identity have shifted back from a solely Muslim 
narrative towards a more “cosmopolitan” (Mourji et al. 2016: 11) identity crafted 
around African, Jewish, Amazigh, and Arab components. This pluralism has been 
more forcefully pursued with the King’s Africa policy since the early 2000s and has 
been consecrated in the new preamble of the 2011 constitution, providing a window 
of opportunity for a more open approach towards immigration. It is in this context that 
we have to understand the following statement of a Moroccan deputy: “There are no 
discussions on Moroccan national identity, we are not afraid of losing our national 
identity through this immigration” (reference redacted). However, next to reframing 
the racial question, immigration to Morocco opens up another facet of diversity so far 
untouched upon in public debates: religion. For Wyrtzen (2014: 27-28), “the question 
of whether national identity can be reimagined to include religions other than Islam 
continues to be an extremely sensitive issue.”

3.3  REPERTOIRES OF ACTION TOWARDS PLURALISM CLAIMS
A third state formation legacy that shapes immigration governance is how Moroc-
can and Tunisian authorities have historically dealt with claims for political or iden-
tity pluralism from their citizens. While there are many historical parallels in the 
way authoritarianism has maintained itself in Morocco and Tunisia, such as through 
economic patronage networks, surveillance and repression, or divide and rule tactics, 
the two regimes have differed in their approaches to domestic pluralism claims. This 
partly explains why immigration has been forcefully politicized in Morocco and 
consciously depoliticized in Tunisia.

In Morocco, the regime’s proactive politicization of immigration in the context 
of gradual immigration growth can be seen as part and parcel of its trusted reper-
toire of action. Historically, the Moroccan monarchy dealt with regime criticism 
from left, Islamist or Amazigh groups by first repressing them and, once repression 
became unsustainable, proactively integrating them into the state apparatus. In the 
case of leftist political parties, the 1998 ‘alternation government’ put an end to their 
repression during the previous decades by integrating them into the government. To 
counter Islamist critiques, the Moroccan King has revitalized his role as Commander 
of the Faithful and regional leader of a moderate Islam (Regragui 2013), as well as 
opened the way for the Islamist party (PJD) to compete in elections and to participate 
in government. Finally, in response to Amazigh activism, Moroccan authorities have 
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created a plethora of institutions to safeguard Amazigh culture and ultimately conse-
crated their contribution to Moroccan national identity in the 2011 constitution. In all 
three cases, authorities have limited the challenge these groups posed to the regime 
by internalizing their criticism (and partially their activists) and developing an active 
state policy on the issue. The state hereby gives voice to these groups and at the same 
time controls their discourse. A similar repertoire of action shaped Moroccan authori-
ties’ response towards migrant activists: Realizing that the repression of immigrants 
and their domestic civil society supporters would be too costly politically given the 
international attention to the topic, Moroccan authorities shifted towards a strategy of 
co-optation that would allow them to control and steer the discussions and activities 
on immigration. 

In contrast, anti-racism and pro-migrant activism have been actively sidelined 
by Tunisian policymakers under the banner of achieving a common national goal, 
namely democratization. This reaction is in line with how the state has historically 
faced demands for political and religious diversity. In fact, throughout Tunisia’s post-
independence period, the regimes of Bourguiba and Ben Ali silenced opposition 
within the ruling party, by the trade union movement or by human rights activists 
by referring to the need to preserve national unity in order to achieve the overarch-
ing goals of progress and development. As Bellin (1995: 127) writes, “Bourguiba 
dismissed the liberal ideal of political competition as partisan and divisive, uncon-
scionably wasteful at a time when citizens should be united in a consolidated effort 
for national development”. Despite the democratic transition and the partial replace-
ment of the political elite, these discourses have remained: As I have shown, claims 
for acknowledging Tunisia’s racial diversity (its Black minority and the presence of 
immigrants) have been met with reticence by the political establishment. Successive 
governments engaged in strategic immigration depoliticization and a non-policy justi-
fied by the need to preserve national unity at a crucial moment in time. This reflects 
broader dynamics within the Tunisian partisan landscape after 2011, which have priv-
ileged consensus over conflict to safeguard political stability and to work towards the 
overriding goal of assuring the success of the democratic transition.

3.4  THE EXPERIENCE OF EMIGRATION: MIRROR AND DEMONSTRATION 
EFFECTS

A last aspect of state formation that has provided a mould for debates on immigra-
tion is the history of Moroccan and Tunisian large-scale emigration since the mid-
20th century. In particular, the experience of Maghreb migrant mobilization in Europe 
strongly inspired migrant activism and civil society dynamics in Morocco and Tunisia, 
triggering a ‘mirror effect’ (see also Üstübici 2015a). Diaspora groups and returnees 
have played an important role in driving advocacy for more immigrants’ rights: In 
Morocco, Driss El Yazami was a key personality that fed ‘political remittances’ into 
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national institutions’ vision on immigration by advocating for the UNHCR’s 2007 
cooperation agreement, as well as for legitimizing and substantiating the 2013 reform. 
Similarly, in Tunisia, the integration of previously exiled leftist and Islamist politicians 
or human-rights activists into the post-2011 political system has shaped discussions 
over the right of asylum and accelerated the conclusion of the UNHCR headquar-
ters agreement. Ultimately, however, the ‘mirror effect’ has been cut short because 
returned politicians had to prove their ‘tunisianité’ in front of the domestic electorate. 

In addition, immigration and emigration politics are linked in Morocco by the 
‘demonstration effect’, as state actors actively mobilize the liberal immigration reform 
to strengthen their advocacy for Moroccan migrants’ rights in Europe, leading by 
example. The regularization of irregular migrants can be understood through this lens: 
Given the limited number of migrants it concerned and the impact it had on Moroc-
co’s geopolitical standing, the regularization was a ‘low cost–high gains’ measure. 
In Tunisia, the demonstration effect is not at play, mainly because the magnitude of 
immigration would make ‘demonstration motives’ very costly on the domestic scene. 
Nonetheless, state actors are aware that a more open immigration or asylum policy 
could be an asset for Tunisia’s diaspora policy. In the words of a high-level Tunisian 
civil servant: “Everything we do for the recognition of foreigners, their rights, it will 
help us to negotiate with Europe” (reference redacted). 

While these dynamics might be specific to countries that transition from emigra-
tion into immigration countries – such as Turkey and Mexico right now or Italy and 
Spain in the past – the fact that most countries in the world experience both immigra-
tion and emigration (either simultaneously or consecutively), suggests that looking at 
the imbrications between both policy fields is always essential to understand policy-
making dynamics.

4  CONCLUSION: TAKING POLITICAL REGIME DYNAMICS AND 
STATE TRANSFORMATIONS SERIOUSLY

This chapter systematically compared Moroccan and Tunisian immigration policy-
making. Table 13 summarizes the similarities and divergences, focusing on the inter-
actor dynamics within and between state, civil society and other actors, as well as on 
the legacies of state formation.
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TABLE 13: Similarities and divergences in Moroccan and Tunisian immigration policymaking
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Market dynamics and interest fragmentation structure civil society

Consolidation of transnational civil 
 society lobbying

Societal opening and human rights 
activism, but at the same time freeing up 

xenophobia

Partial civil society co-optation by the 
state (Makhzenisation)

Civil society becomes a central political 
actor

O
th

er
 d

yn
am

ic
s 

 
an

d 
ac

to
rs

Secondary role of business interests because of overlap between economic and 
 political elites, as well as the size of the informal labour market

Three-level game dynamics between domestic, European and African actors in which 
state actors navigate different constraints and play them out against each other

International norm adherence to signal the modernity of the state 

Legal actors use their margin of 
 manoeuvre but are not an independent 

political power

Legal actors are not (yet) central, but 
could become migrants’ rights safeguards 

St
at
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Inherent link between immigration and emigration politics, goals and actors (mirror 
and demonstration effects)

Historical legacies of colonization and slavery shape the categorization of migrants  
and their differential politicization

Authorities’ repertoires of action towards citizens’ political pluralism claims shape 
responses towards claims for more migrants’ rights 

Imperial, diverse understanding of 
marocanité

Emphasis on national unity and 
 homogeneity 
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The paired comparison of Moroccan and Tunisian immigration policymaking offered 
three central insights on the (dis)connect between the magnitude of immigration, its 
level of politicization, and the nature and transformations of the polity. First, the chap-
ter has shown that strategies for regime legitimation and stability can to a large extent 
explain the gap between the magnitude of immigration patterns and their politiciza-
tion, confirming the highly symbolic nature of immigration policies. In both Morocco 
and Tunisia, political leaders have bent reality to suit their foreign policy goals and to 
secure political legitimation and stability. This disconnect between the politicization 
of immigration and its magnitude can have two outcomes: On the one hand, small-
scale immigration can be politicized for strategic reasons regardless of its numeric 
insignificance, as has been the case in Morocco. On the other hand, large-scale 
immigration can be consciously depoliticized, as has been the case in Tunisia. 

The question is whether this disconnect between immigration patterns and 
politicization levels can be maintained under any circumstances or whether there 
is a threshold – in terms of magnitude, permanency, or velocity of immigration – 
at which politicization and social polarization become unavoidable. The history of 
immigration in Europe and current developments in the Gulf States suggest that, in 
the long run, keeping immigration outside of societal debates is difficult – even in 
unfree political contexts. Migration inevitably generates social change, which in turn 
raises new societal questions (Castles, de Haas and Miller 2014). In both Morocco 
and Tunisia, the settlement of Christian migrants – from sub-Saharan Africa but also 
Spain, Italy, and the Philippines – has revived churches and raises questions about 
religious and ethnic pluralism. Only time will tell how the Moroccan and Tunisian 
polities respond to these societal changes. What is clear is that with continuous 
immigration and settlement, issues related to citizenship, family values, and religion 
are likely to emerge and challenge the foundational myths and national identities of 
the polity. 

Second, the analysis has teased out the extent to which political regime dynam-
ics shape immigration policymaking: While the role of executive, societal and legal 
actors is subject to a ‘regime effect’, bureaucratic and international politics dynam-
ics around immigration are to a large extent comparable across polities. In addition, 
while the ‘regime effect’ is most visible at the decision-making stage of the policy 
cycle, agenda setting and implementation are characterized by multiple actors and 
conflicting interests across the entire democracy-autocracy spectrum. In both coun-
tries, bureaucratic politics and inter-institutional rivalries tend to create reform stale-
mate and implementation inconsistencies. However, while this bureaucratic inertia 
is counteracted by the strength of autocratic decision-making in Morocco, in democ-
ratizing Tunisia, it is reinforced by governmental volatility and an elite consensus to 
depoliticize immigration strategically. It was thus the autocratic nature of the Moroc-
can political regime that made the liberal 2013 reform possible – a dynamic I called 
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the ‘illiberal paradox’; whereas Tunisian democratization dynamics have privileged 
the status quo and so far obstructed immigration policy reform. 

The analysis has also shown the importance of disaggregating immigration 
policy into its different components and of paying attention to both changes and 
continuities in immigration regimes: Immigration policymaking dynamics differ 
across migrant categories and depending on whether the core or the fringes of the 
immigration regime are at stake. Furthermore, a sole focus on change might conceal 
important continuities in practices and dynamics, such as historical turf wars between 
Ministries of Interior and Foreign Affairs in Morocco, or the stickiness of autocratic 
policy practices and the heritage of an administrative culture of distrust throughout 
regime change in Tunisia. Thus, democratization is not a reset button – rather, it has 
added a new layer of complexity onto existing administrative state structures.

Third, the chapter demonstrated that regime type and regime change are just one 
aspect through which the polity shapes immigration politics. A country’s state forma-
tion history, as well as (constructed) imaginations and narratives of national identity 
importantly structure immigration policymaking. For both Moroccan and Tunisian 
respondents, the respect of immigrants’ rights symbolized the state’s modernity, liber-
alism, and progress. While emigration can display a state’s failure to offer future pros-
pects to its citizens, immigration allows the state to presented itself as an attractive 
destination. In Tunisia, according to a former Tunisian State Secretary for Migration, 
“the democratic process will be incomplete” without reforming the migration regime 
(reference redacted). In Morocco, the liberal migration policy agenda is not only part 
of the country’s proactive Africa policy, but also of a top-down ‘reinvention’ of the 
Moroccan state to assert its popular legitimacy and its modernity in front of diplo-
matic partners. The study of immigration policy is thus inevitably and simultaneously 
a study of the essence and transformation of the state. And as state formation is an 
ongoing process, immigration policy analysis offers a powerful lens through which to 
study the permanent ‘reinvention of the state’. 




