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Morocco is a “partly free” country 
according to Freedom House’s 
Freedom Index—it is a constitu-
tional monarchy with a freely elected 
government. However, the North 

African country’s constitution makes clear that, whatever 
the outcome of free elections, the real and undisputed 
center of power is the royal palace. The legitimacy of the 
12-century-old monarchy stems from divine right, as the 
king holds the title “Commander of the Faithful.” Not only 
is Islam the official religion of the State, but freedom of 
conscience is unknown, as virtually all Moroccan citizens 
are deemed Muslims by birth. All legislation pertaining to 
family matters and social interactions derive, directly or 
indirectly, from Islamic laws.

Yet despite this adverse environment, a strong secular 
and pro-individual freedom movement exists and has 
been able to score important tactical victories in recent 
years. The Moroccan movement for individual freedoms is 
rooted in the emergence of a local civil society during the 

1990s—itself a consequence of the political liberalization 
process initiated by former King Hassan II. Less govern-
ment control generated a wider space for social activism 
and freedom of expression. The emergence of an inde-
pendent press has subsequently acted as an amplifier for 
liberal voices. 

Though it has become a vast movement including hun-
dreds of nongovernmental organizations and influential 
lobbying groups, the Moroccan movement for individual 
freedoms still suffers from dispersion and relative disorga-
nization. To score more successes—including changes at 
the legal and constitutional levels—the movement needs 
to unify, engage in marketing and communication efforts, 
and most importantly adopt a unified agenda and strategy. 
Drawing on precedents of successful activism (mainly by 
feminist groups, who obtained spectacular reforms in the 
early 2000s), the best course of action, it seems, consists in 
negotiating with the monarchy rather than confronting it, 
and progressively leading it to open up to individual free-
doms through more liberal reinterpretations of Islam.
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INTRODUCTION
In an Arab World plagued by religious ter-

rorism and  riddled with sectarian armed strife, 
causes like freedom of conscience or rights for 
sexual minorities may seem like low priorities. 
Indeed, whatever their ideological background, 
mainstream political actors from all over the 
Middle East and North Africa agree on dis-
missing such concepts as anti-Islamic and thus 
unfit for Arab societies. In these conditions, it 
is hard to imagine, much less believe, that this 
region would open up to the values of individual 
freedoms anytime soon. 

Morocco, however, offers a counterexample 
to such assumptions. Though its reputation in 
Washington, D.C., as a “democratic exception in 
the Arab world” is largely overrated,1 the North 
African kingdom enjoys a stability that was 
hardly challenged, even during the Arab Spring.2 
Perhaps that stability, combined with a religious 
homogeneity that is lacking in many Middle 
Eastern countries (Morocco’s official creed—
Sunni Islam, as applied in the Malekite rite—is 
not significantly rivaled by any other religious 
doctrine), is what provided the pacified environ-
ment, undivided by sectarianism, needed for the 
emergence of a secular, pro–individual freedoms 
movement.

Indeed, despite Morocco’s strong Islamic 
history and heritage, the battle for individual 
freedoms in the country has been making great 
(if quiet) strides in the past decade. Thanks to 
the relentless efforts of dedicated civil society 
activists, themes such as freedom of conscience 
and even gay rights are now part of the king-
dom’s mainstream political conversation. Free-
dom of conscience is regularly demanded in a 
country where the constitution deems Islam 
the religion of the State and religious offenses 
(from out-of-wedlock sexuality to merely ques-
tioning the existence of God) can earn prison 
sentences. In such a context, claims of individ-
ual freedoms generate large controversies that 
regularly engulf the media and the Internet, 
and sometimes overflow into street demonstra-
tions or even short bursts of rioting.

In this fight, the monarchy seems caught 
between a rock and a hard place. Because it 

perceives Islamist groups as political challeng-
ers, and also because the king himself is said 
to have liberal inclinations, the royal palace is 
prone to lean toward the liberals. However, it is 
also concerned that showing openness on such 
issues might undermine the throne’s religious 
design (the king of Morocco also holds the title 
“Commander of the Faithful”), thus alienating 
its conservative power base. 

Therefore, the struggle for individual free-
doms in Morocco is set between two ideologi-
cally opposed sides, the liberals versus the Isla-
mo-conservatives, with the royal palace as an 
arbiter. Not only is the palace torn between the 
two camps, but the king has the last word in all 
matters pertaining to personal status legislation 
(Moroccan terminology for all laws pertaining 
to family matters—including marriage, divorce, 
inheritance, and adoption—and sexuality) and 
court rulings. The king is the highest religious au-
thority in the kingdom, and is therefore expected 
to issue or amend these laws—either through 
issuing royal decrees or submitting bills for the 
Moroccan Parliament’s approval. Personal sta-
tus laws are formally issued by him while court 
rulings are rendered in his name, and, when the 
tried cases are politically sensitive, under the pre-
sumed influence of his aides. The king also holds 
the right to pardon, which he uses liberally. Leg-
islative reform and favorable jurisprudence are 
the ultimate goals of the pro-freedom activists, 
and the ultimate reason for the pushback against 
them by the Islamo-conservatives.

On the public opinion front, the debate 
around individual freedoms has been raging in 
recent years, both in traditional and “new” so-
cial media. This is especially so when incidents 
fuel the debate (for example, arrest or conviction 
of an offender, controversial religious edicts, or 
threats issued by extremists against proponents 
of individual freedoms). But oftentimes the de-
bate is also generated by advocacy initiatives 
(campaigns, conferences, communiqués, etc.) 
taken by pro-freedom civil society groups.

The rise of these groups did not happen over-
night. It is the result of a quarter-century-long 
sociopolitical maturation. The long road started 
with a political liberalization process initiated in 
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the early 1990s by King Hassan II under pres-
sure from Morocco’s Western allies—themselves 
goaded by the damning reports of human rights 
watchdogs. It continued under Hassan’s succes-
sor, King Mohammed VI, with liberal voices am-
plified first by the liberation of the written press, 
then by the explosion of social media. Several so-
ciopolitical factors, both domestic and interna-
tional, also came into play. The latest one, which 
significantly changed the game, was the advent 
of the Arab Spring—a cathartic event that of-
fered bold opportunities to Moroccan liberals 
and empowered them more than ever before.

It is worth noting that the 1990s also saw eco-
nomic liberalization that increased the extent 
of voluntary exchange, personal choice in the 
marketplace, and competition.3 That increase in 
economic freedom, which is an important part 
of individual freedom, may well have helped the 
rise of the pro-freedom movement. Empirical 
evidence shows that greater economic freedom 
is associated with more political rights and civil 
liberties,4 so although Morocco is still far from 
having a free economy, liberalization has likely 
helped Moroccans gain a greater degree of per-
sonal autonomy and independence from the 
state. The increase in per-capita income subse-
quent to economic reforms has surely also had a 
favorable effect on the freedom movement.

For the cause of individual freedoms to 
move forward in Morocco, the pro-freedom 
movement must build more structured orga-
nizations and coalitions. It also needs more 
funds to develop wide-reaching communica-
tion platforms in order to recruit supporters 
and expand its grassroots. Finally, it needs to 
work on a unified agenda and political strategy 
with an ultimate aim: inducing significant re-
form at the legislative and constitutional level.

INDIVIDUAL FREEDOMS:  
A MOROCCAN DEFINITION

Before exploring the sociopolitical circum-
stances that brought the movement for indi-
vidual freedoms to life, let’s examine first what 
the notion of “individual freedoms” means in 
the Moroccan context.

The Birth of a Notion
The expression was used in the media to 

identify a specific cause—that is, a cause dis-
tinct from the broader struggle for human 
rights—for the first time in January 2008. A 
few weeks earlier, riots had broken out in the 
northern city of Ksar El Kebir5 after rumors 
had spread that a “gay wedding” had been cel-
ebrated there. No evidence of the scandalous 
ceremony was available, other than a Youtube 
video of a man dressed up as a woman dancing 
in what was apparently a drunken private party.

Nevertheless, with populist papers adding 
fuel to the flame, the rumor provided extremist 
Imams with a theme for inflammatory sermons 
and local Islamist groups with an opportunity to 
call for a protest march against the “moral cor-
ruption” plaguing their city. Held after a Friday 
prayer (which traditionally brings large masses 
together in mosques), a demonstration spiraled 
to a full-fledged riot, during which public prop-
erties were destroyed, shops were looted, and a 
lynch mob attacked the house where the party 
reportedly took place. To assuage the pressure, 
the authorities eventually arrested and con-
victed four men for engaging in “unnatural acts 
between individuals of the same sex,” a crime 
worthy of six months to three years in prison.

The Ksar El Kebir incident spurred a na-
tional outcry,6 which inspired the liberal weekly 
magazines TelQuel and Nishan and the recently 
created human rights organization Bayt al-Hik-
ma (Arabic for “House of Wisdom”) to launch 
a petition titled “Call for the Defense of Indi-
vidual Freedoms.”7 Denouncing a “climate of 
hatred, inquisition, and intellectual terrorism,” 
the text urged the state to “defend and protect 
individual freedoms (by) taking legal action 
against religion-inspired violence and incite-
ment to hatred on the grounds of personal 
beliefs or lifestyle.” In a shared editorial titled 
“Why the Call,” the magazines8 wrote,

This initiative comes from a lucid obser-
vation: the Islamists and their supporters 
have a clear framework: religious moral-
ity—or rather their fantasized version 
of it. But on the other side, the liberals 
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have a problem: their discourse does not 
fall under any identified doctrine. They 
say: “it is wrong to judge people based 
on their personal life choices,” but they 
don’t indicate what is right, and accord-
ing to what universally accepted doc-
trine. This doctrine, which must now be 
claimed high and loud, has a name: it is 
called individual freedoms.9

Political Validation and Ideological Utility
The petition gathered more than 1,000 sig-

natures of top politicians, intellectuals, busi-
nessmen, artists, and other opinion leaders. In 
reaction, the Islamist group known as the Party 
for Justice and Development (PJD) raised ques-
tions in the Parliament about whether Moroc-
cans should put the “alien concept of individual 
freedoms” ahead of “God and the Kingdom’s 
law.” The heat eventually lowered, the four men 
of Ksar El Kebir were released after serving a 
short sentence, and the concept of individual 
freedoms, politically acknowledged by its own 
adversaries, had officially entered Morocco’s 
political lexicon.

Moroccan activists had had several oppor-
tunities in previous decades to defend citizens 
prosecuted for their beliefs or lifestyles (e.g., 
members of the Baha’i sect in the 1960s, Chris-
tian converts throughout the 1980s and 90s, and 
heavy metal musicians accused of “Satanism” in 
2004). But for the lack of a more accurate ter-
minology, those cases fell under the broader 
category of human rights abuses. However, the 
2008 petition marked a turning point. From 
then on, the Moroccan media and public opin-
ion, eventually followed by the human rights 
activists themselves, agreed to distinguish indi-
vidual freedoms as a somehow specific category 
within human rights—one that encompasses 
the rights included in or stemming from Article 
18 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights:

Everyone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his reli-
gion or belief, and freedom, either alone 

or in community with others and in pub-
lic or private, to manifest his religion or 
belief in teaching, practice, worship and 
observance.10 (“Religiously unimpeded 
sexuality” falls under “practice.”)

Setting up individual freedoms as a distinct 
category also served an ideological purpose. 
Indeed, the notion of human rights is barely 
disputed in Morocco today; only a small mi-
nority of zealots reject it as un-Islamic. How-
ever, claims of religious and sexual freedoms 
still make many politicians (and even some 
human rights activists) uncomfortable on the 
grounds that the general public is too conser-
vative to accept those ideas. Therefore, isolat-
ing those freedoms in a distinct terminologi-
cal package (“individual freedoms”) makes it 
easier to dismiss them as “alien to our Islamic 
culture,” while continuing to defend (other) 
human rights.

On the other hand, acknowledging the new 
category and defending it sets you up as a cou-
rageous politician or activist—one who dares 
speak truth not only to power, but also to the 
masses. In other words, the emergence of the 
notion of individual freedoms in Morocco 
made it easier for the more conservative to 
cherry pick human rights causes while project-
ing cultural consistency, but at the same time it 
offered a new perk to the more progressive: that 
of being perceived as a brave vanguard, spear-
heading the battle for a freer tomorrow—a po-
sitioning that could attract younger, new types 
of constituents. Finally, the notion of individual 
freedoms proved useful to both its proponents 
and adversaries, hence its quick adoption in the 
mainstream political conversation.

A HOSTILE CONTEXT
The conversation not only revolves around 

culture and ideology. It is also, if not mainly, 
about law and law enforcement. In Morocco, 
individual freedoms are intrinsically denied by 
several pieces of legislation—ones that basical-
ly subject the spiritual, social, and sexual life of 
Moroccans to Islam.
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Anti-freedom Laws
In straight religious matters, the country’s 

law is interpreted in a way that prohibits any-
one from even affirming (let alone preaching or 
acting according to) any religious beliefs other 
than Islam, including agnosticism and atheism. 
Article 220 of the Moroccan penal code11 pun-
ishes with a prison sentence ranging between 
six months and three years “anyone using se-
duction means in order to shake a Muslim’s 
faith or convert him to another religion.” (The 
expression “seduction means” in Moroccan ter-
minology refers to all advocacy methods used 
to convince an individual to adopt religious 
beliefs different from the officially sanctioned 
Islamic ones.12)

Article 222 of the penal code prohibits “any-
one notoriously known for his membership 
in the Islamic religion” from “ostentatiously 
breaking the fast in a public place during Ra-
madan,” in a reference to the holy month dur-
ing which Islam commands the believers to fast 
from dawn to dusk. Any violation is subjected 
to imprisonment from one to six months.

Laws regulating sexuality also derive directly 
from religious ethics—as the used terminology 
shows. Article 489 of the penal code subjects 
“lewd or unnatural acts with an individual of the 
same sex” to a six-month to three-year prison 
sentence. Even heterosexual sex is prohibited 
when performed by non–religiously married in-
dividuals, under penalty of one to six months in 
prison (Article 490).

Another piece of legislation, this time an 
edict issued by the royal cabinet’s general direc-
tor, forbids bar owners to sell alcoholic bever-
ages to “Moroccan Muslims.” So no one forgets 
it, this legal provision is displayed right on the 
government-issued licenses to sell alcohol—
presumably to foreign residents and visitors, 
who are supposed to make up Morocco’s “non-
Muslim” population.

Hazardous Social Compromise
It is worth noting, however, that the above-

mentioned laws are routinely violated by vast 
numbers of Moroccans. On any given day, there 
are many times more alcoholic drinks consumed 

than there are foreigners in the country.13 

Nonmarital sex is as much practiced in Moroc-
co14 (or at least among Morocco’s urban popula-
tion, which represents 60 percent of the coun-
try’s total inhabitants) as in any Western country. 
If it provides any indication, 800 to 1,000 abor-
tions are performed every day in the country,15 
even though the medical act is illegal—for re-
ligious reasons—and severely punished by the 
penal code. In fact, Morocco’s anti–individual-
freedom laws are so widely disobeyed that the 
very behaviors they are meant to deter (drink-
ing, out-of-wedlock sexuality, free thinking, etc.) 
have become parts of a modern urban culture.16

All of this happens, of course, with the 
knowledge of the authorities—and most of the 
time, with their brazen indifference. One might 
argue that such a model of social hypocrisy17 is 
functional after all, as it provides some breathing 
room to secular lifestyles while preserving the 
façade of religion and tradition, two important 
components of Morocco’s identity. However, 
this model relies on the premise that individual 
freedoms are tolerated as long as they are exer-
cised discreetly. This is the philosophy behind 
banning ostentatious and public fast-breaking dur-
ing Ramadan, instead of banning it outright re-
gardless of the circumstances. Likewise, Moroc-
can atheists or homosexuals can live a relatively 
free life, as long as it’s not in the open. In other 
words, the social compromise to tolerate some 
individual freedoms comes at the detriment of 
others: freedom of expression and opinion.

Moreover, this compromise doesn’t always 
run smoothly. In at least two types of situa-
tions, Moroccan authorities do feel compelled 
to enforce anti–individual-freedom laws: First, 
when political considerations dictate so, for 
instance when Islamo-conservative politicians 
decide to express public outrage over some in-
cident (as was the case during the Ksar El Ke-
bir “gay wedding” episode). Second, which is of 
more concern to the broader citizenry, when a 
citizen reports the private illegal activities of an-
other citizen to the police (as often happens in 
marital disputes or as a way of settling accounts 
in neighborhood conflicts.). In hindsight, the 
“discretion” bargain doesn’t prevent Moroc-

”
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cans from living under a perpetual sword of Da-
mocles. The activism for individual freedoms is 
built on the argument that this situation, a risky 
one after all, should not be accepted anymore. 

Ambiguous Religious Status
While Morocco’s penal code is clearly op-

posed to personal behaviors that contradict Is-
lamic prescriptions, the country’s constitution18 
offers a more nuanced image. Article 3 of the 
fundamental law states: “Islam is the religion of 
the State, which guarantees the free exercise of 
the religions to all.” The wording is ambiguous 
and leaves room for different interpretations. It 
can be understood as a license, given to each and 
everyone, to believe in whatever religion and live 
accordingly. But what it really means is that the 
state recognizes the existence of non-Muslims in 
Morocco, and authorizes them to exercise their 
religions and perform their rites as well. The 
question is, who gets to decide whether a Mo-
roccan citizen is a Muslim or a non-Muslim? The 
citizen himself, thus exercising his freedom of 
conscience? Or the government, by dint of law?

There is no clear-cut answer to this crucial 
question, as no legislative text of any nature, in-
cluding the Moroccan constitution, clearly states 
whether Moroccan citizens are legally consid-
ered Muslims—or not. However, the Family 
Code,19 also known as the Personal Status Code, 
provides a useful indication: after a lengthy in-
troduction solemnly declaring that the Code’s 
first and foremost source of inspiration is Islam 
(albeit a moderate version of it) comes Article 2, 
which states, “The provisions of this Code ap-
ply to all Moroccans,” and then “Moroccan Jews 
are subject to the rules of the Hebrew Moroc-
can Personal Status Code.”20 This double provi-
sion clearly indicates that, aside from the tiny 
Moroccan Jewish community (2,500 to 5,000 
souls, depending on the estimation) all 32 million 
Moroccans are subject to Islamic rules when it 
comes to family matters like marriage, divorce, or 
inheritance. This means that non-Jewish Moroc-
can citizens are not deemed Muslim de jure, but 
rather de facto. This legal situation is bizarre, yet 
nevertheless the source of all challenges posed to 
the exercise of individual freedoms in Morocco.

THE ORIGINS OF A MOVEMENT
Though it wasn’t crystallized before a new 

terminology was adopted in the late 2000s, the 
Moroccan debate on individual freedoms dates 
back almost half a century. It started under King 
Mohammed V and continued under his succes-
sor, Hassan II, with a high-profile court case in-
volving a dissident Islamic sect. The dynamics 
then stalled for about 25 years (a period known 
in Morocco as the “Years of Lead”) because of 
the climate of terror caused by King Hassan’s 
brutal suppression of dissent. It resumed in the 
1990s when the king finally decided to loosen 
his grip on public freedoms and launch a gradu-
al process of political liberalization.

Historical Precedents
The first time a ruling involving religious 

freedom was pronounced in independent Mo-
rocco was in 1960. On the grounds that it en-
dorsed atheism, a creed deemed “contrary to 
the religious precepts of which His Majesty 
the King Mohammed V is the spiritual guard-
ian,” a tribunal banned the Moroccan commu-
nist party.21 The religious justification was cer-
tainly a pretext, camouflaging a power struggle 
between the monarchy and a threatening po-
litical adversary. However, even before the 
country had a constitution and an indigenous 
penal code, an important precedent had been 
set, dismissing freedom of belief as incompat-
ible with the very nature of Morocco’s political 
regime.

Two years later, another trial generated an 
intense controversy. Accused of “heresy” for 
embracing the Baha’i faith,22 three Moroccans 
were condemned to death, and five others to 
life in prison. Here again, there was more at 
stake than the religious beliefs of a few young 
citizens. The political context of the time was 
that of an intense competition between Has-
san II, the 33-year-old newly crowned monarch, 
and the Istiqlal (“Independence”) Party, still 
basking in the glory of its successful struggle 
to snatch independence from the French. Both 
parties were anxious to score legitimacy points; 
posing as “defenders of Islam against external 
threats” was a way to achieve that objective.
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However, the severity of the verdicts shocked 
national and international public opinion, gener-
ating a heated debate on freedom of conscience—
and, more specifically, on how to interpret Article 
6 of the brand-new constitution. (It had been ad-
opted, coincidentally, days before the verdict.) 
That article is the ancestor of the current Article 
3, which still uses the same unchanged wording: 
“Islam is the religion of the State, which guar-
antees the free exercise of the religions to all.” 
“Who is all?” dramatically asked a noted leftist 
oppositionist, condemning the “barbaric meth-
ods of the medieval inquisition.”23 The young 
king answered the question in a press conference, 
affirming that freedom of belief was guaranteed 
to the followers of the “religions of the Book”—
meaning Muslims, Jews, and Christians—but not 
to members of “any heretic sect.”24

A higher court eventually canceled the 
Baha’is’ verdicts in 1963 and they were freed—
only to go underground immediately, as a testa-
ment to how challenging it had suddenly become 
to claim freedom of conscience in Morocco.

The Years of Freeze
During the so-called Years of Lead, which 

started with the establishment of the state of 
emergency in 1965 and lasted about 25 years, the 
debate on individual freedoms stalled (as did all 
debate) because of a context of fierce and gen-
eral oppression. Both the political and religious 
fields were controlled by the monarchy, with 
thousands of dissidents jailed and tortured. It’s 
only after the fall of the Berlin Wall that a series 
of public relations debacles (e.g., publication of 
several books detailing the horrors endured in 
Morocco’s secret prisons, damning reports of 
Amnesty International and other watchdogs) 
prompted Hassan II to make some conces-
sions, including freeing political prisoners, clos-
ing infamous detention centers, and opening a 
dialogue with opposition parties.

The Emergence of a Civil Society
As a reaction to the so-called democratic 

saga, a decade-long political process during 
which Hassan II forced opposition parties to 
accept debilitating conditions25 before allow-

ing them political power, scores of disappointed 
activists deserted the political realm and found 
solace in the country’s nascent civil society. 
The process continued throughout the 1990s. 
While some political activists joined the human 
rights movement (still constricted, though, by 
its proximity to opposition parties), many oth-
ers, yearning for independence from political 
constraints, founded nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) with such missions as to fight 
poverty and illiteracy, distribute micro-credits, 
and educate marginalized populations on every-
thing from self-entrepreneurship to reproduc-
tive health. After less than a decade, this would 
become a dense network made up of thousands 
of NGOs, one that would play a pivotal role in 
the upcoming battle for individual freedoms.

The second part of the 1990s also witnessed 
the birth of a new independent press. Emerging 
from a long night of fear and self-censorship, 
a new generation of 20-something journalists 
broke free from party-journalism (which domi-
nated Morocco’s magazines for many decades) 
and took advantage of the climate of a weakened 
monarchy (the king was reportedly dying) to de-
velop critical, investigative journalism. Within a 
few years, this generation would transform the 
Moroccan press, breaking several taboos—in-
cluding those pertaining to individual freedoms.

THE FREEDOM MOVEMENT:  
ACTORS AND STRATEGIES

While Morocco’s movement for individual 
rights was gestated under King Hassan II, it 
didn’t really take form and develop until his 
son, Mohammed VI, ascended to the throne 
in 1999. In the following decade, the liberal-
ization process dramatically accelerated. Ben-
efitting from an unprecedented level of free-
dom, the press crystallized the new ideological 
divide between secularists and Islamists.

The 2000s decade also witnessed a surge in 
civil society organizations, many of which un-
equivocally took the liberal side. Paradoxically, 
human rights organizations had some difficul-
ties in embracing an individual freedom agenda, 
before eventually coming to terms with it. Pres-
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sure against the government mounted progres-
sively, with some of that pressure coming from 
the European Union and the United States. 
Finally, the end of the decade saw the emer-
gence of a new player: young cyber-activists, 
who ended up spearheading street revolts when 
the Arab Spring hit the kingdom in 2011. All of 
these actors helped in developing the cause of 
individual freedom, each one in a different way.

The Media: Setting the Stage
During the 2000s decade, Morocco’s so-

called new press tackled controversial top-
ics head-on, taking freedom of expression to 
unprecedented heights. Led by a handful of 
pioneering magazines and cheered by ever-
growing readerships, its daring coverage in-
cluded the king’s and royal family’s untold 
stories, government corruption, torture, and 
secret police abuses; but also Islam, sexuality, 
and the multiple challenges posed by a soci-
ety run through with “institutional hypocrisy” 
(described above).

Interestingly, the cover stories exposing ac-
tual social trends (diverse religious practices 
and beliefs, statistics on alcohol consump-
tion, studies on closeted sexual behaviors, etc.) 
didn’t perform well commercially in the begin-
ning. It was as if blowing up the conventional 
tradeoff between social tolerance and freedom 
of speech made the public uncomfortable—or 
anxious about losing its existing (if narrow) de-
gree of freedom.

One segment of the public, however, reacted 
energetically: the Islamists. Led by the mouth-
piece newspaper of the PJD, a violent charge 
against “the secularists” transformed what start-
ed as journalistic reporting into ideological con-
frontation. As would be the case a couple years 
down the road after the coining of the “indi-
vidual freedoms” concept, a societal debate was 
crystallized by a terminological breakthrough—
but this time at the initiative of the conservative 
camp. Up until the Islamists started using it to 
attack the disruptive magazines (and the grow-
ing number of liberal commentators they pub-
lished), the term “secularism” was barely part of 
Morocco’s political lexicon. But its addition was 

quickly welcomed, as it allowed both sides to 
draw a line in the sand, thus clearly identifying 
the two parties of a henceforth brash societal 
debate: seculars versus Islamists (or the broad-
ened-up version: modernists vs. conservatives). 
The debate, mainly revolving around religious 
and sexual mores, would captivate large audi-
ences, as evidenced by the booming circulation 
numbers of both the “pro-” and “anti-” newspa-
pers26 and the multiplication of public forums 
tackling these issues.

The Civil Society: A Liberal Positioning
Meanwhile, NGOs and civil society groups 

were continuing to mushroom and develop 
vibrant activism and advocacy on multiple 
fronts. In 2003 the creation of the Collective 
for Democracy and Modernity (CDM) marked 
a milestone. For the first time, more than 80 
NGOs and 300 civil society members from dif-
ferent walks of life (e.g., businessmen, univer-
sity professors, lawyers) were coming together 
in an orderly manner to populate the liberal side 
of the ideological divide. Their presentation text 
stated: “The CDM was founded by members of 
the civil society who come from different back-
grounds but share the same values of progress 
. . . to promote democracy, modernity, human 
rights, and tolerance . . . and fight anti-democrat-
ic behaviors, incitement to hatred, racism, vio-
lence, and all forms of exploitation of religion.”27

Even though the word “secularism” was not 
directly mentioned, the ideological positioning 
was strong and transparent. A typical advocacy 
group pushing its agenda through communi-
qués, conferences, and workshops, the CDM 
was helmed by civil society personalities with 
direct access to the king and high-ranking state 
officials. This proximity would be used often-
times to make cases for victims of individual 
rights violations. For example, when in 2003, 
13 heavy metal musicians were accused of “wor-
shipping Satan” and thus condemned to months 
in prison28 for “shaking the Muslims’ faith,” 
high-profile CDM members conducted intense 
backdoor lobbying until the artists were freed 
and the verdicts canceled in appeal—a victory 
loudly applauded by the liberal media. 

”
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Human Rights Groups:  
Contrasting Approaches

When it comes to individual freedoms, one 
would expect human rights organizations to 
spearhead the struggle. But this is not how it 
played out in Morocco. There are about 10 hu-
man rights NGOs in the country, yet only two 
have significant outreach:29 the Moroccan As-
sociation for Human Rights (AMDH) and the 
Moroccan Organization for Human Rights 
(OMDH). The two groups were founded in 
1979 and 1988, respectively, but were not able to 
operate relatively unrestricted until the 1990s, 
after the “Years of Lead” ended and Hassan 
II lifted many restrictions on the opposition. 
Both NGOs share top membership with left-
wing political parties, yet manage to maintain a 
certain autonomy vis-à-vis those parties.

They have, however, diverging politics. 
While AMDH, a mass organization with 100 lo-
cal branches and 10,000 members nationwide, 
has always been an intransigent watchdog of 
the royal regime (a positioning that mirrors that 
of the radical party it has ties with30), OMDH 
is perceived as an organization eager to strike 
compromises with the government in order 
to push the cause of human rights from within 
the system (an attitude consistent with that of 
the party it has ties with, which participated in 
three coalition cabinets since 1998).31 This is to 
say that the two organizations approach individ-
ual freedoms from quite different standpoints. 
Both, however, are interesting to analyze.

AMDH: THE CHALLENGES OF A MASS ORGANI-
ZATION. Throughout the 2000s and even be-
fore, AMDH provided support communiqués 
and legal assistance when a citizen was sued or 
harassed for his beliefs (such as Christian con-
verts or alleged “Satanists,” for example). It did 
so on the grounds that freedom of belief is a 
universal human right. 

However, the association has been more 
cautious when it has come to supporting gay 
rights, because its own members are torn on 
that issue. Some of them are “open minded” 
enough to consider homosexuality as a human 
right, but caution against that notion on the 
grounds that “the Moroccan people are not 

culturally ready for that.” Many AMDH activ-
ists have raised that same argument to resist 
attempts at introducing the notion of “secu-
larism” in the organization’s 2004 and 2007 
national conventions—specifically, in each of 
their “concluding statements,” the key docu-
ments that set the line to be toed by AMDH’s 
members. Both times, the motions were de-
nied after generating heated controversies.

It is noteworthy that when the Ksar El Ke-
bir incident occurred in 2007, the local branch 
of AMDH was among the signatories of a call 
for the authorities to “put an end to the moral 
corruption of the city” (in other words: to ar-
rest and judge the individuals who had thrown 
the alleged “gay wedding”). That position, 
however, was quickly disavowed by AMDH’s 
headquarters, with the NGO’s national lead-
ers admitting a “mistake” and issuing a coun-
ter-communiqué to back the victims of the 
anti-gay hysteria.

Perhaps to compensate for that faux-pas, 
AMDH went ahead and signed a joint com-
muniqué two months later with Human 
Rights Watch (HRW), calling on the Moroc-
can authorities to repeal Article 489 of the 
penal code.32 Internally, the HRW initiative 
didn’t go unopposed and the argument on the 
Moroccans’ “readiness” to stomach gay rights 
resumed, louder than ever. Eventually, AMDH 
leaders came out with a long-game strategy to 
quell internal discord: they organized a series 
of workshops specifically targeted at the or-
ganization’s most conservative members in 
order to explain the “relation between secular-
ism and human rights.” Once that was done, 
they organized another series of get-togethers 
where their adherents could, this time, review 
“the controversial issues within AMDH” and 
explore ways to sort them out.33

The plan worked like a charm: in 2010, the 
national convention’s concluding statement 
mentioned not only “secularism” (defined as “a 
framework for the rule of law”), but also “all in-
dividual freedoms enshrined in international 
human rights accords” (which AMDH hence-
forth demanded that the state “respect,” in 
addition to “repeal(ing) all the legal and prac-
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tical limitations to their full exercise”).34 The 
AMDH experience with individual freedom is 
very telling and shows how cultural resistance 
and prejudices can be dealt with in a manner 
that is both democratic and result-oriented.

OMDH: INFILTRATING THE SYSTEM. No com-
parable soul-searching happened in OMDH. 
All throughout the 2000s decade, the NGO’s 
individual freedom policy simply consisted in 
issuing a communiqué every time a media con-
troversy on freedom of conscience or sexual 
discrimination would become too loud to ig-
nore. The communiqués would systematically 
defend the victims of the violations, citing uni-
versal human rights as a reference.

However, the communiqués would also often 
be worded in a way that signals some measure of 
sympathy with the authorities—and their plight 
to accommodate a certain level of tolerance with 
the necessity to “preserve public order” (by tak-
ing into account the “conservative nature” of Mo-
roccan society). The halfhearted tone of OMDH 
could be seen as an indication of the organiza-
tion’s reluctance to defend individual freedoms. 
In fact, it is more of a testament to the organiza-
tion’s long-game strategy, which consists in always 
keeping the door open to negotiation.

This attitude would later be rewarded when 
the royal palace invited OMDH’s secretary-
general to join a commission tasked to draft 
a new constitution for the country. From that 
privileged position, the OMDH envoy would 
play a pivotal role in a bold attempt to consti-
tutionalize freedom of conscience. It showed 
that taking the moral high ground (as AMDH 
systematically does) is not the only viable op-
tion, even when it comes to defending staunch 
principles such as human rights.

Europe and the United States:  
Pressure from Abroad

The pressure to uphold human rights also 
came from outside the country. During the 
2000s decade, Morocco was negotiating a 
special partnership status with the European 
Union—a status the EU conditioned on in-
creased respect of human rights, including in-
dividual freedoms. The Moroccan authorities 

were particularly anxious to read the human 
rights memorandums issued every year by the 
European Parliament, and systematically took 
pains to issue “counter-memorandums” to de-
bunk (or sometimes justify) the shortcomings 
identified by the European rapporteurs. The 
government’s anxiety didn’t go unnoticed do-
mestically, as AMDH and other civil society 
groups made sure to issue “counter-counter 
memorandums” to back the annual conclusions 
of the European Parliament and even provide 
additional details on the most recent human 
rights violations.

The U.S. State Department also took part in 
the mounting pressure. Each year, the State De-
partment issues a “country report” on Morocco 
(as on every country in the world) denouncing 
cases of human right abuses—with a specific sec-
tion dedicated to religious freedoms. The U.S. 
administration was particularly attentive to cases 
of foreign Christian missionaries (some of whom 
were Americans) expelled from Morocco every 
other year on the grounds that they “use[d] se-
duction means35 to convert Muslims” (Art. 220).

As it happened, some of these Christians 
had opened shelters for abandoned children, 
providing them with food, clothing, education, 
and quasi-parental care for a decade. By brutally 
deporting the educators and closing the shelters, 
the government was yielding to the pressure of 
Islamo-conservative groups (including the PJD) 
who regularly wage campaigns to demand that 
the state “protect Islam against external threats” 
and “safeguard the spiritual safety of little Mus-
lims.” But because the deportation jeopardized 
the lives (and broke the hearts) of innocent chil-
dren, outraged headlines ensued, both inside 
and outside Morocco, thus increasing the pres-
sure against the government.

The Youth: Cyber-activism,  
Street Protests, and Media Buzz

While the government was dealing with 
the multi-faceted pressure (e.g., media, civil 
society, human rights groups, foreign partners) 
to uphold human rights and individual free-
doms, a whole different dynamic was brewing 
under the surface, on the Internet. 
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Before Facebook became the universal ag-
ora, young Moroccans used to hone their con-
science of individual freedoms on Arab discus-
sion forums such as il7ad.org (“il7ad”36 or “ilhad” 
means “atheism” in Arabic), Chabakat al-La-
diniyin al-Arab (“Network of Arab Agnostics”), 
or al-7iwar al-Mutamaddin (“The Civilized 
Dialogue”). At the end of the 2000s decade, 
Moroccan bloggers and forum users followed 
a global pattern and massively migrated to so-
cial media platforms, predominantly Facebook, 
where they created several groups to host dis-
cussions on individual freedoms. One of these 
groups, called the Alternative Movement for 
Individual Freedoms (also known by its French 
acronym, MALI), would play a crucial role.

In September 2009 the group’s two female 
administrators (a journalist and a psychology 
intern, both in their early 20s) called for a day-
light picnic during Ramadan—in other words, a 
deliberate violation of Article 222 of the Penal 
Code prohibiting “ostentatious and public” eat-
ing—in order to “open a debate on freedom of 
conscience.” When the event arrived, the call 
for civil disobedience was only heeded by six 
individuals, all in their early 20s, who showed 
up at the scheduled time and meeting point 
with sandwiches in their backpacks, only to 
find themselves surrounded by policemen de-
termined to “preserve public order.” The young 
activists were arrested and brutally interrogat-
ed in police stations, and the failed picnic was 
front-page news for days, resulting in national 
controversy. The conservative uproar against 
MALI’s initiative was extremely vociferous—so 
much so that the royal cabinet, followed by al-
most all of Morocco’s political parties, felt com-
pelled to issue condemnation communiqués.

On the Internet, the MALI incident struck 
the cyber-activist sphere like lightning. It was 
a major turning point in three respects: first, 
for the first time in Morocco, an advocacy ac-
tion (and spectacularly publicized at that) was 
specifically focused on individual freedoms; 
second, it was the first time such an action 
was taken from the virtual world to the street, 
thus adding a “real life” layer of legitimacy to 
the cause; third, the action was not initiated 

by any old-timer activist, but rather by young 
members of the Facebook community, hence-
forth sanctified as urban heroes of a “cool” 
cause that made headlines worldwide. The 
sense of pride and entitlement was enormous.

From then on, “real life” meetings would mul-
tiply. Groups of from five to 30 youths would con-
vene regularly in several cities (generally in cafés 
or private apartments) to share experiences.37 A 
recurring theme was how to deal with one’s par-
ents and immediate environment when one has 
chosen to abide by different beliefs or adopt a dif-
ferent lifestyle. Action items were also discussed, 
but little happened. As enthusiastic as they were, 
the young activists were cognizant of their small 
numbers. As went the argument, “When we are 
legion, we will come out and do something.”

As it happened, the “legion” would come 
about just a year and a half later. On February 20, 
2011, while the Arab Spring revolts were raging 
all throughout the Middle East and North Afri-
ca, more than 100,000 Moroccans took simul-
taneously to the streets of 53 cities, demanding 
freedom, democracy, social justice, and many 
other things. Though the claims raised in these 
immense protests—the largest since Morocco’s 
independence—went way beyond the advocacy 
for individual freedoms, the Facebook activists 
who initiated them were the same ones who, 
back in 2009, were active during the MALI 
episode.38 The publicity around it had attracted 
many more young cyber-activists, who went on 
to create abundant Facebook groups to tackle 
broader topics: from individual freedoms, the 
debate broadened up to human rights, then 
liberal ideas, then democracy at large. By early 
2011, the MALI incident had snowballed to 
generate a wide virtual network that just need-
ed another catalyst event to burst into “real life” 
and morph into a street movement. The cata-
lyst would be the Tunisian and Egyptian revolu-
tions, and the movement would take the name 
“Feb20,” after the glorious first day of protests.

Much has been written about how the young 
activists who called the initial shots of the Arab 
Spring quickly faded into irrelevance.39 The 
main reason was the same throughout the Arab 
world: their unwillingness (or inability) to 
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organize, strategize, and plan ahead beyond 
romantic calls for the advent of democracy. 
That made them easy prey for old-guard elites 
and Islamist groups, both of which have deep 
pockets, wide support networks, and massive 
media artillery (not to mention actual artil-
lery). In Morocco as well, inexperienced Feb20 
youths failed to produce key leaders, central 
structures, and a unified agenda. With nothing 
but a single unstable asset—mass enthusiasm, 
which didn’t last more than a couple months—
the protest movement lost momentum and 
petered out even as the monarchy was maneu-
vering effectively to counter it. Less than a year 
after its inception, Feb20 was in tatters. Down 
from thousands of enthusiastic and committed 
members in early 2011, only a handful of die-
hard oppositionists remained at the end of the 
year, aimlessly strolling Morocco’s streets.

After that intense sequence, most of the 
early initiators of Feb20 fell back to their 
original mission of advocating for individual 
freedoms. But it was not a return to square 
one. Despite its inability to deliver the prom-
ised democratic change, the Arab Spring had 
inspired scores of new recruits to join the 
freedom battle. After 2011, young liberal activ-
ists proliferated on and offline, and launched 
creative awareness campaigns. Veteran MALI 
members remained at the forefront, multiply-
ing provocative actions and generating contin-
ued media “buzz.”40 As a way to advocate the 
legalization of abortion, for example, MALI 
organized for an “abortion boat” to berth in 
a Moroccan port—only to generate a mari-
time police chase and a media frenzy. They 
also staged a public “kiss-in” after two teenag-
ers were briefly arrested for posting a picture 
of themselves kissing on Facebook. A group 
called Aswat (Voices), born of a scission with 
MALI, also proved very active in the defense 
of LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
dered) rights, organizing photo exhibitions 
and filming coming-out videos and circulating 
them on Youtube.41

Those initiatives are limited, however, and 
there is an evident lack of common direc-
tion and strategy. But as a more senior free-

dom activist puts it: “These young people use 
provocation, which generates media buzz and 
proves that they exist. That is good enough.”42

CHALLENGING THE MONARCHY
When the Arab Spring wave hit Morocco 

in February 2011, the king quickly found him-
self under intense pressure. Yet unlike his Arab 
peers whose first reaction was to open fire on 
the protesters, Mohammed VI decided to 
make a clever preemptive move by proposing 
constitutional amendments meant to imple-
ment democratic change. For the freedom 
movement, that was a golden opportunity to 
challenge the monarchy and push for change 
at the highest level.

Reforming the Constitution
In order to reform the constitution, the 

king appointed two commissions: one in charge 
of receiving proposed constitutional amend-
ments from about 100 political actors (includ-
ing parties and civil society groups), and anoth-
er tasked with synthetizing those proposals and 
using them to draft a new version of the basic 
law. Even if the king’s men retained the final 
word, with no mechanism set to guarantee that 
the final draft reflects the proposals in a fair and 
proportionate way (which prompted Feb20 and 
AMDH to decline the royal invitation to sub-
mit their own proposals), this was an opportu-
nity worth seizing.

Many pro-democracy activists, including 
those concerned with individual freedoms, de-
cided to take a leap of faith and give it a try. While 
OMDH proposed to define Morocco as a “civil 
State” in which religion would have no bearing 
on the management of public affairs,43 the Col-
lective for Democracy and Modernity (CDM) 
recommended that the new constitution “fully 
endorse the [United Nations’] Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights.” The CDM also pro-
posed that all international accords ratified by 
Morocco be granted constitutional “primacy 
over the internal law of the country”44—a bold 
proposition given that the kingdom ratified, in 
1979, the International Covenant on Civil and 
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Political Rights (ICCPR), which grants freedom 
of thought, conscience, religious opinion, and 
religious practice. Giving the ICCPR primacy 
over such laws as Articles 220, 22, 489, and 490 
of the penal code would solve the problem of in-
dividual freedoms in Morocco once and for all.

The secretary general of OMDH was one of 
the royally appointed members of the constitu-
tional-drafting commission—a pivotal position to 
push for reform in favor of human rights. Along 
with other liberal-leaning members of the com-
mittee, the OMDH envoy managed to insert the 
CDM’s daring “primacy” proposition on top of 
another, even more daring amendment: changing 
the age-old Article 3, which since 1962 has stated 
that “Islam is the religion of the State, which 
guarantees the free exercise of the cults to all,” to 
“Islam is the religion of the State which respects 
all beliefs, guarantees freedom of conscience and 
the free exercise of the religions to all.”45

When the last draft was presented to the 
king and the country’s major political parties 
for an ultimate round of review in the first 
week of June 2011, these spectacular amend-
ments were in it. And when it came back as a 
final draft approved by the parties and blessed 
by the royal cabinet, they were still in it. With 
only a few days left to prepare the logistics of 
the constitutional referendum, Mohammed 
VI would deliver a speech urging the Moroc-
cans to approve the amended text. The move-
ment for individual freedoms was on the brink 
of scoring a historic victory.

What happened next is shrouded in mys-
tery. PJD and Istiqlal, the country’s two largest 
political parties (respectively the first and sec-
ond most-represented parties in the incum-
bent parliament), suddenly launched a series 
of meetings to warn against “attempts to up-
root Islam from Morocco.”46 The Islamist and 
the conservative formations had reviewed the 
final draft and approved it as it was, so why the 
dramatic change of heart? Unconfirmed re-
ports say the royal cabinet secretly summoned 
the parties’ leaderships and urged them to 
campaign in order to counter a last-minute 
“infiltration of a foreign agenda” within the 
drafting committee.47

The liberals reacted immediately. They or-
ganized a joint press conference bringing to-
gether OMDH, CDM, and other civil society 
networks. The communiqué distributed to the 
press to protest the “anti-freedom coup” was 
signed by more than 1,000 NGOs, arguably the 
largest grouping of civil society organizations 
in Morocco’s history. But the mobilization was 
to no avail. When the king took to the airwaves 
and introduced the new constitution, Article 3 
had reverted back to its original wording.

As for the international human rights ac-
cords, they still had “primacy over the internal 
law of the country.” But, in a new wrinkle, the 
primacy would be accorded only “within the 
framework of the dispositions of the Constitu-
tion and laws of the Kingdom, in respect of its 
immutable national identity” (including Islam).

Of course, having “primacy” over a thing 
(Moroccan law) only “within the framework” 
set by this same thing is absurd. Apparently, 
the mysterious editor who aborted the reform 
at the 11th hour didn’t care too much about 
making sense. All that mattered was to favor 
the Islamo-conservative camp on that one, for 
reasons that are yet to be disclosed.48

Pressure Yields Results
Despite this missed opportunity (the 

unfolding of which vindicated AMDH and 
Feb20’s wariness of royal stratagems), the in-
dividual freedom activists were ultimately 
emboldened and energized. After all, unlike 
their religious-conservative foes whose ideol-
ogy has been around since the dawn of time, 
most member organizations of the movement 
for individual freedoms were less than a de-
cade old—and in a way, so were the values they 
defended. In these conditions, the mere fact 
that they had come so close to achieving their 
Article 3 goal says something about the perti-
nence of their cause and the effectiveness of 
their lobbying.

In the years that followed, the movement 
continued to organize and expand its base. As 
a response to an attempt by the PJD govern-
ment49 to control civil society organizations 
by cutting their foreign funding,50 about 500 
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NGOs came together and canvassed the coun-
try’s territory with 22 meetings, culminating in 
what was called the National Conference of the 
Democratic Associative Movement. More than 
3,500 NGOs and 5,000 activists participated, 
which set a new record in terms of civil society 
mobilization.

The final communiqué of this giant coalition 
insisted on claiming freedom of conscience and 
individual rights. Either individually or collec-
tively, these groups later organized several high-
profile conferences on freedom of conscience 
between 2012 and 2014, with important media 
coverage and the participation of foreign aca-
demics. In other words, since the failed consti-
tutional reform, the movement for individual 
freedoms has developed a spectacular mobiliz-
ing capacity.

This newfound power might explain why 
the authorities have, in several recent instances, 
offered remarkable openings to the liberals. For 
instance, after a PJD member of the Moroccan 
Parliament aggressively remarked that “claims 
such as tolerance of homosexuals or gender 
equality in matters of inheritance51 undermine 
Moroccan moral virtues,”52 the minister of Is-
lamic affairs (who reports directly to the king) 
came to Parliament in May 2014 and slammed 
the MP with a passage of the Koran urging the 
believers to “demonstrate wisdom and spread a 
good word, specifically when dealing with con-
troversial matters.”53

In another example, after he was con-
demned to 30 months in prison for his conver-
sion to Christianity, a Moroccan citizen was 
strongly backed by an ad hoc coalition of pro-
freedom NGOs, which mobilized the media 
and recruited a dozen pro-bono lawyers. Final-
ly, the appeals court cleared the man and freed 
him in February 2014, thus setting a precedent 
in favor of freedom of conscience.54 Knowing 
that the judiciary is at the beck and call of the 
monarchy by institutional design, it is hard to 
believe that a judge would issue such a contro-
versial ruling without being backed by a higher 
(i.e., royal) authority.

What is true for the judiciary is even truer for 
diplomacy, and Moroccan diplomacy made an 

even more significant decision. In March 2014, 
it backed the “resolution on Freedom of Reli-
gion or Belief” issued by the UN Human Rights 
Council (of which Morocco is a member). The 
resolution states that “everyone has the right 
to freedom of thought, conscience and religion 
or belief, which includes the freedom to have 
or not to have, or to adopt, a religion or belief 
of one’s choice and the freedom . . . to manifest 
[it] in teaching, practice, worship and obser-
vance.” The resolution also “urges States to . . . 
ensure that their constitutional and legislative 
systems provide adequate and effective guaran-
tees of freedom of thought, conscience, and re-
ligion or belief to all, without distinction”55—all 
provisions that blatantly contradict Moroccan 
laws pertaining to individual freedoms. To what 
extent that resolution is binding for the govern-
ment is of course a matter of discussion. How-
ever, the mere fact of its adoption sends a clear 
message. Maybe that was the point.

THE WAY FORWARD
As we just saw, the royal palace has recent-

ly provided a series of hopeful signs. More 
of that can come, but, for now, signs are the 
maximum the freedom movement can hope 
for. Indeed, the monarchy can’t afford to be 
seen as transparently siding with one ideo-
logical camp against the other—especially if 
the slighted camp is assumed to speak for the 
majority of the people. That is why the free-
dom movement’s prime task today is to lobby 
Islamo-conservative parties into endorsing 
the individual freedoms agenda.

The endeavor might be less impossible than 
it sounds, precisely because the palace has 
provided those hopeful signs. Let us keep in 
mind that in Morocco, the king is the “Com-
mander of the Faithful,” and the institution 
he represents is the first guarantor of Islam. If 
the monarchy is perceived as leaning toward a 
more liberal interpretation of religion, then the 
conservatives do not want to be seen as disput-
ing the king—that should and must be the first 
argument used by civil-society campaigners to 
drive major Islamo-conservative parties, like 
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PJD and the Istiqlal Party, to adopt a public 
rhetoric less hostile to individual freedoms.56 
That would, in turn, encourage the palace to 
move on from mere signs to tangible reform 
offers. In billiards, that would be the strategic 
equivalent of a three-cushion bank shot.

A Winning Strategy to Emulate?
There is a historical precedent for such a 

strategy. In 2004, women’s rights groups, one 
of the most organized segments of Morocco’s 
civil society, managed to get the king to pass a 
radical reform of the Family Code (known in 
Morocco as the Moudawana, or “the Code”). 
Until then, women were legal minors with 
lesser rights than men in all family matters, 
including marriage, divorce, and inheritance. 
Several women’s rights groups created in the 
late 1980s—first as accessories of political par-
ties before they gradually became more auton-
omous—have been calling for a reform of the 
Moudawana for two decades.

Mohammed VI finally granted them reforms 
that significantly upgraded women’s rights in 
matters of legal responsibility (women are now 
considered “co-responsible” for the household, 
a bump up from their previous minor status), 
and marriage (a woman no longer needs her 
father’s authorization to wed) and divorce (it 
can now be initiated by the wife, whereas be-
fore only the husband had that right). As pro-
gressive as it was, the amended Moudawana 
was met with very little opposition among the 
Islamo-conservative forces. That is because the 
“Commander of the Faithful” took great pains 
to explain that the new code was not circum-
venting God’s law, but merely reinterpreting it 
in a slightly more moderate way.

That distinction borrowed the language that 
had been carefully developed by women’s rights 
groups. Though most of their leaders had a left-
ist background and a Western education, they 
were careful to not claim gender equality from a 
universal rights standpoint, but rather through 
a liberal reinterpretation of Islam. Moreover, 
they were ready to make concessions. Because 
some Islamic laws are more precise and leave 
less room for reinterpretation than others, the 

king left the rules of inheritance and polygamy 
unchanged, claiming “I can neither authorize 
what God has forbidden, nor forbid what God 
has authorized.”57 Women’s rights groups gave 
him that. As liberal as it is, the code reformed 
in 2004 still provides that a Moroccan woman 
inherits half the share of her brother. A de-
cade later, however, lobbying has resumed for 
amending that article, citing new leads for re-
interpreting religious laws in a way that would 
not contradict the spirit of Islam. Some politi-
cal parties are starting to support the claim, and 
the monarchy is listening.

High-mindedness vs. Efficiency
Some might contend that negotiating re-

form with the royal palace is a self-defeating 
strategy. After all, individual freedoms—and 
more generally human rights—are part of the 
wider cause of democracy. In Morocco, the 
fight for democracy is a longer game, aimed at 
incrementally bending the rules of the system 
rather than taking advantage of them.

Some observers might respond that, instead 
of trying to lobby or even pressure an absolute 
monarchy into liberal reform, wouldn’t it be 
better to fight absolutism directly? Negotiat-
ing with such a system can lead to bitter dis-
appointment, as the failed Article 3 reform 
episode demonstrated. The moral-high-ground 
activism does not consist in making conces-
sions to despotism, but rather in fighting it, 
even if it takes longer, in order to bring liberal 
democracy, accountability, and civil rights to 
Morocco—all at once.

That argument is valid. However, demo-
cratic strategies are not mutually exclusive of 
one another. Negotiation is a vain enterprise 
if you don’t build a strong negotiating position 
for yourself. That includes organizing, work-
ing on ideological clarification, and engaging 
in grassroots expansion efforts. The story of 
the Moroccan freedom movement is nothing 
but that. No higher-minded activism will come 
to fruition otherwise, anyway. In other words, 
negotiating with the monarchy has to be done 
in unison with efforts at winning the hearts and 
minds of the masses in order to change society.

”
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The cause of individual freedoms in Mo-

rocco has more opportunity for progress today 
than at any other time in its history. However, in 
order to achieve it, the movement has to work 
more on its organization, agenda, and strategy. 
It also needs to continue expanding its base to 
improve its bargaining position. For that, the 
movement must improve its communication, 
increase its media visibility, and fundraise in or-
der to support all these activities.

For Morocco’s freedom movement to reach 
these goals, it must do the following:

1. Establish a permanent Freedom Coalition. 
Morocco’s liberal NGOs have proven their 
ability to form large coalitions. But so far, 
they have only done so on an ad hoc basis: 
each time the government or the judiciary 
moved against individual freedom, a coali-
tion would form and sign a document to 
protest the move. What the movement 
needs to establish today is a large associa-
tive coalition of a permanent nature, with 
an organizational structure of its own and 
an elected leadership. The coalition’s lead-
ers must have a strong and clear mandate 
to develop a long-term vision, agenda, 
and strategy for the advancement of indi-
vidual freedoms in the country—and act 
upon them the way they see fit, including 
through negotiations and tactical conces-
sions if necessary.

2. Adopt a unified agenda. Once established, 
this Freedom Coalition should adopt a list 
of clear, focused, and concrete goals. The 
item topping the list should be a claim for 
constitutional reform, one that would ac-
knowledge and guarantee full individual 
rights and freedoms to Moroccan citizens 
and remove all obstacles to those rights and 
freedoms in the country’s legislation. The 
Freedom Coalition’s agenda should then 
go on and list all the specific pieces of leg-
islation that need to be reformed in order 
to enforce individual rights and freedoms: 
the Penal Code Articles 220, 222, 489, 490, 
and so on. All the reform propositions in-

cluded in the agenda should be fleshed out 
in the form of alternative constitutional 
and legal articles; that way, the discussion 
would revolve not around philosophical 
concepts, but rather around a concrete 
platform for reform. Finally, the Freedom 
Coalition’s agenda should include a propo-
sition to insert the notions of freedom of 
conscience and individual freedoms in the 
government-approved school manuals and 
teachers’ curricula.

3. Adopt a unified strategy. If the Freedom 
Coalition’s agenda is set on reform-
ing constitutional and legal texts and 
school programs, then the strategy to 
achieve those goals must be political. 
Understanding that Morocco’s institu-
tional design designates the monarch 
as the supreme decisionmaker for all 
things pertaining to religion (and thus, 
to individual rights), the Freedom Coali-
tion’s unified strategy must be oriented 
toward negotiating with the royal palace 
and its institutional extensions. The suc-
cessful strategy of the feminist move-
ment, described above, is a good one 
to emulate. Proposing alternative (and 
more moderate) readings of Islam—in 
the concrete form of addenda to the 
agenda’s items—would offer the monar-
chy some welcome room to maneuver 
politically. Indeed, that would allow the 
monarch to move toward more secular-
ization without antagonizing the Isla-
mo-conservative parties too much. At 
the same time, the Freedom Coalition 
should engage said parties and lobby 
them into endorsing more liberal inter-
pretations of Islamic scriptures—which, 
if achieved, would offer some relief to 
the royal palace, thus helping the pro–
individual freedom negotiations.

4. Expand the grassroots network. No negotia-
tion can yield positive results without a 
strong negotiating position. This is why 
the Freedom Coalition must engage in 
wide-ranging grassroots efforts in order 
to consolidate and expand its NGO sup-
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port base even as it pushes its political 
agenda. The larger the base, the more ef-
ficient the pressure on the monarchy and 
the illiberal parties.

Whenever it felt the urge to build an 
ad hoc coalition, Morocco’s pro-freedom 
movement proved remarkably adept at 
canvassing the territory with advocacy 
meetings. This should be replicated on 
a wider scale and in a more systematic 
fashion, to popularize the agenda of the 
unified Freedom Coalition and recruit 
more NGOs, activists, and sympathiz-
ers throughout the country.

Also, more bridges should be built 
between junior and senior pro-freedom 
activists. Until now, there haven’t been a 
lot of contacts between Facebook-born 
groups like MALI and civil society pow-
erhouses like the CDM, save for a couple 
of conferences where the former spoke 
at the invitation of the latter. True, their 
respective strategies are fundamentally 
different: while the elders are generally 
open to tactical compromises, the youths 
generally prefer to showcase their uncom-
promising spirit by staging provocative ac-
tions (which, one has to admit, are more 
likely to generate Internet buzz and media 
coverage than tedious NGO gatherings). 
It might be useless, or even senseless, to 
search for a middle ground between these 
two opposing attitudes. However, in the 
broader scheme of things, there is a com-
plementarity: the young agitators could use 
media stunts to widen public awareness, 
while the senior activists could leverage 
the pressure thus created to achieve actual 
breakthroughs.58 A good understanding of 
this division of labor (relying, for example, 
on a subtle interaction policy; inviting the 
youth to speak; supporting their spirit but 
not necessarily endorsing all of their ac-
tions) will help the freedom movement to 
move forward in a more coherent manner.

5. Improve communication. Though strong 
and very active, Morocco’s movement for 
individual freedoms is fragmented and 

therefore suffers from a relative lack of 
intelligibility. This paper mentioned two 
alliances of these sorts of groups: the Col-
lective for Democracy and Modernity 
(80 NGOs and 300 leading civil society 
figures), and the National Conference of 
the Democratic Associative Movement 
(3,500 NGOs—also known as the “Dy-
namics of the Rabat call” because its final 
document was issued in that city).

There are other potent groups. The 
Forum of the Alternatives and Action 
Jeunesse (Youth Action), for instance, 
also proved able to bring together 120 
to 200 NGOs, all focusing on youth ac-
tivism, for workshops on “freedom of 
conscience and the civil state.” The mul-
tiplicity of names is confusing to the out-
side observer—even more so, consider-
ing that the same NGOs and associative 
leaders are often found in different coali-
tions. Regrouping all of this under one 
and only one permanent umbrella-co-
alition with a simple and media-friendly 
name (something like “The Freedom Co-
alition”, for instance) would immensely 
help clarify the cause (and come as a re-
lief for many journalists). The rebranding 
and marketing strategy should include 
the development of a cutting-edge web-
site in multiple languages, utilizing new 
technologies intended to make the best 
of social media and other wonders of the 
virtual world. To pay for these things (and 
also for the grassroots efforts evoked in 
the previous point) establishing inter-
national partnerships with European 
and American organizations dedicated 
to promoting freedom would be help-
ful—not only for raising grant money, but 
also for seeking training opportunities 
and whatever useful programs exist for 
capacity development.59

CONCLUSION
Despite some recent setbacks,60 Moroc-

co’s current environment offers encourage-
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ment for the cause of individual freedom. The 
country is opening up under the pressure of 
more educated and interconnected younger 
generations. The formidable development of 
the Internet (Morocco has a 56 percent pen-
etration rate, the highest in Africa) is favoring 
the free flow of ideas and making censorship 
increasingly difficult. The notion of freedom 
of conscience has come a long way and is now 
less and less contested within elite circles. Says 
Lahbib Kamal, a key organizer of the pro-
freedom civil society coalitions, “When asked 
privately, no Moroccan opinion leader, even if 
he’s labeled a conservative, says today that he’s 
against freedom of conscience. Resistance is 
still found at the institutional level, but we’re 
progressing.”61 Fouad Abdelmoumni, a senior 
AMDH member and Feb20 mentor, points to 
Islamists having been associated with govern-
ment and having gained real management ex-
perience that “has led them to gradually aban-
don their messianic posture, and start to open 
up to the principle of tolerance.”62 

In 2013 the CDM organized an interna-
tional seminar on freedom of conscience. The 
minister of communication and spokesman 
for the PJD government accepted an invita-
tion to attend. After listening to appeals by a 
MALI activist, a Moroccan Shiite, and a Mo-
roccan Christian convert (the latter two be-
ing in violation of Moroccan law), the Islamist 
politician spoke in turn and admitted that in 
today’s world, “anyone can believe in anything.” 
Whether that was a fatalist admission of real-
ity or the premise of a paradigm switch remains 
unclear. Whichever the case, it is a hopeful sign 
for the future. 
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