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MOROCCO: ISLAM AS THE 
FOUNDATION OF POWER
Haim Malka

Toward the end of the 1980s, the late King Hassan II of Morocco 
famously declared that he was an Islamic “fundamentalist.”1 It 

was a strange statement from an Arab leader who was so closely 
linked with the Western alliance. Hassan II was responding to the 
growing popularity of religiously inspired po liti cal opposition forces 
that threated his mono poly on power. His declaration  reflected a 
strategy to enlist religion as a tool to outflank his rivals— both sec-
ular and religious. If Islamists  were popu lar, Hassan II would estab-
lish himself as even more Islamist than his po liti cal foes.2 Armed 
with his title, amir al- mu’minin (commander of the faithful), he fiercely 
defended his claim to religious authority.

It was a tumultuous period in the Arab- Muslim world. Extrem-
ists in Saudi Arabia overran Mecca’s  Grand Mosque (1979); Iran’s 
1979 Islamic revolution was inspiring Islamic po liti cal movements; 
Egyptian President Anwar Sadat had been assassinated by violent 
Islamists (1981); and the seeds of al Qaeda  were germinating in Af-
ghan i stan. Over the next de cade, Morocco strengthened its ties with 

1. John F. Burns, “Morocco’s King Loosens his Grip, and Holds on,” The New York Times, 
June  28, 1999, https:// www . nytimes . com / 1999 / 06 / 28 / world / morocco - s - king - loosens 
- his - grip - and - holds - on . html.
2. King Hassan II also allowed Islamists greater freedom as a way to undermine the 
appeal of leftist forces that posed the primary challenge to his rule in the 1970s and 
1980s.

594-81493_ch01_4P.indd   11 8/21/19   5:50 PM



12 Haim Malka

Saudi Arabia,3 allowing salafi and Wahhabi preachers greater influ-
ence in Moroccan society, education, and religious life.4 This Gulf- 
inspired practice largely came at the expense of Sufism, which was 
popu lar across Morocco. Satellite tele vi sion from the Gulf brought 
charismatic Wahhabi preachers into the homes of Moroccans, fur-
ther strengthening salafism’s hold in the country.5

Two de cades  later, King Mohammed VI faced a more complex se-
ries of threats. Marginalized youth attracted to jihadi- salafism 
launched a series of deadly bombings across Casablanca in 2003, 
killing 45  people.6 The attacks occurred during another turbulent 
and violent period facing the Arab- Muslim world which was grap-
pling with al Qaeda’s rise, the 9/11 attacks, and the U.S. invasions of 
Af ghan i stan and Iraq. Shifts in mass communications, access to in-
formation, demographic trends, and  human mobility intersected 
to create new sources of po liti cal opposition and protest that chal-
lenged the core of Morocco’s power structure.

Mohammed VI responded to  these evolving threats by launching a 
comprehensive strategy to reor ga nize Morocco’s religious land-
scape. He spoke about creating “pious citizens”7 and worked to pro-
mote a distinctly Moroccan Islamic identity to address the new 
confluence of threats facing the country’s political- religious sphere.8 

3. Saudi religious influence grew in other parts of the  Middle East and North Af-
rica during the 1980s as a response to the 1979 Ira nian revolution and heightened 
Islamic po liti cal activism.
4. Salafism and Wahhabism are overlapping yet distinct movements, though the 
terms are often used interchangeably. For a detailed description and definition of 
salafism, see Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” in Global 
Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (London: Hurst, 2009), 33–57.
5. The nationalist Istiqlal Party, which led Morocco’s in de pen dence movement, in-
corporated salafi Islamic thought into its nationalist proj ect.
6. The total death toll includes 12 suicide bombers.
7. The king used the phrase muwatin salih, which can also be translated as “virtuous 
citizen.” In the speech the phrase is used in between points about citizens needing 
to adhere to religious rites and the importance of “faith,” but it also discusses how 
to be a good citizen in general, including caring for  family and community and 
being aware of national identity.
8. King Mohammed VI, “The speech by His Majesty King Mohammed VI on the 
occasion of the start of a new legislative year 1999–2000,” The Parliament of the 
Kingdom of Morocco, October 8, 1999, https:// bit . ly / 2VCtK7z.
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The strategy had several core objectives, from developing a Mo-
roccan alternative narrative to  counter violent jihadi- salafi dis-
course to reinforcing the king’s religious legitimacy and authority in 
order to undermine po liti cal threats to his rule. Unlike Hassan II’s 
religious policy which leaned  toward Gulf- inspired salafism, Mo-
hammed VI’s Islamic identity rejected salafism in  favor of a 
uniquely Moroccan form of Islam.

The guiding logic was that salafism breeds a narrow and exclu-
sionary Islamic narrative that can be easily manipulated to justify 
vio lence. More than 1,600 young Moroccans joined the Islamic State 
group (ISG)  after 2011, proving that violent salafism still attracts 
young Moroccans.9 Only by educating Moroccans about their faith 
from a Moroccan perspective would the state be able to stop what it 
saw as violent religious interpretations that preyed on ignorance. 
Moroccan officials began speaking of spreading a “tolerant” and 
“moderate” Islamic interpretation that was compatible with uni-
versal values of  human rights. In this way, Morocco’s efforts sought 
to replace narrow Wahhabi and salafi inspired interpretations with a 
Moroccan religious identity and practice based on the Maliki school 
of jurisprudence popu lar in the Maghreb,10 Ashari theology, Sufism,11 

9. More than 1,600 Moroccan citizens reportedly joined the ISG. Still, terrorism 
has been rare in Morocco, largely as a result of extensive law enforcement activity. 
See Mohammed Guenfoudi, “Where do the Moroccan Jihadists Come from and 
Who do they Affiliate With?” Moroccan Institute for Policy Analy sis, June  29, 
2018, https:// mipa . institute / 5748.
10. Moroccan Islamic identity promoted by the state is based on the Maliki madhhab 
(school of law) and Ashari doctrine, which Morocco’s religious bureaucracy has fully 
mobilized in promoting its activities. The Maliki school is based on the teachings of 
Imam Malik ibn Anas (d. 795). Malikism prioritizes the hadiths of the Medinan pe-
riod and the “companions of the Prophet” over other parts of the Sunnah. More im-
portantly, it accepts that the context of time and place must be part of the pro cess of 
ijtihad (interpretation) for issues not directly addressed in the Qur’an and Hadith. For 
a detailed description see N. Cottart, “Mālikiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd, ed. 
P. Bearman, T. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W. P. Heinrichs (Brill On-
line, 2014), http:// referenceworks . brillonline . com / entries / encyclopaedia - of - islam - 2 
/ malikiyya - COM _ 0652.
11. Moroccan Islamic identity includes a strong Sufi tradition. Se nior officials in 
the religious establishment, including the minister of religious affairs, are mem-
bers of the Boudchichia Sufi order, which asserts indirect influence over shaping 
state religious doctrine. The Sufi structure, with its hierarchical leadership, helps 
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and most importantly, re spect for the king’s unique role as com-
mander of the faithful.

Morocco has built an impressive and strategic network to regu-
late religious affairs and paid close attention to how Islam is taught, 
preached, and or ga nized. But to be effective over the long- term, it 
 will need to ensure that Islam not only serves the needs of the state 
and monarchy, but that its doctrine resonates with and serves the 
needs of the country’s youth, whose priorities lay primarily beyond 
the religious realm.

THE POWER STRUCTURE: GOD, THE NATION, AND THE KING

Morocco’s king claims the title commander of the faithful, a role 
that is enshrined in the constitution and bestows the highest reli-
gious authority in the country.12 This title is reinforced by the king’s 
claim as a sharif, or descendent of the Prophet Muhammad.13 The 
king’s religious legitimacy is critical  because it is the foundation of 
the monarchy’s po liti cal authority.  These pillars reinforce each 
other. The king and the institutions he controls work constantly to 
shape the bound aries of Moroccan Islamic identity as a way of pro-
tecting the monarchy’s unique role within the power structure 
and undermining potential sources of opposition. Moroccan poli-
tics for the last half  century and  earlier have been defined by this 

reinforce the monarchy’s centrality in the power structure and its position as the 
highest religious authority.
12. By adopting this title, Morocco’s monarchy evokes the sacred Islamic institution 
of the caliphate. The interchangeable titles of caliph (successor) and amir al- 
mu’minin  were created  after the death of Muhammad in 632 AD as a means of main-
taining the prophet’s leadership role, with the goal of protecting Islam and 
exercising po liti cal power. The ruler’s responsibilities include governing the com-
munity’s spiritual and worldly affairs and ensuring the observance of religious 
princi ples outlined in the sharia. In return, the ruler is entitled to the community’s 
loyalty and obedience. This is a tenuous pact, however, and debates over caliphal le-
gitimacy and succession have continued for as long as the office has existed.
13. The king’s  family is part of the Alouaite dynasty, which has ruled Morocco 
since the sixteenth  century. It is currently one of the longest serving dynasties 
still ruling.
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duality and the strug gle between the monarchy and opposition 
forces.

In precolonial times, tribes in the hinterland constantly chal-
lenged the king’s temporal authority. While the tribes challenged 
the king’s efforts to assert his authority by raising taxes and re-
cruiting conscripts into the royal army, they largely recognized 
him as sultan and sharif, with all the religious significance the titles 
bestowed. Thus, the conflict was not about  whether a king should 
exist but the extent of his powers.

Since in de pen dence in 1956, this strug gle evolved into a modern 
po liti cal contest between the monarchy and po liti cal opposition 
forces to define the king’s executive privileges and the balance of 
power between elected and unelected officials.14 The religious estab-
lishment was critical to this strug gle. Hassan II used his religious 
status and a combination of incentives and coercion to rein in the 
ulema (religious scholars). During one highly choreographed Ra-
madan exchange, Hassan II famously lectured Islamic scholars on 
his religious interpretation of a par tic u lar exegesis while the ulema 
sat listening. The episode illustrates how Hassan II was able to co- opt 
and neutralize the ulema as a threat to his mono poly on power, while 
reinforcing himself as the highest religious authority in the land. Si-
mul ta neously, he established new scholarly institutions, such as the 
Dar Hassaniya, which served several objectives: they ensured that a 
new group of scholars answered directly to the king, guaranteed that 
the new institution would depend on royal sponsorship and funds, 
and moved the center of scholarship to Rabat and away from its tra-
ditional stronghold in Fez. Reinforcing his religious credentials 
strengthened the king’s claim to po liti cal authority.

As the state asserted its control over the ulema and created 
new religious institutions, it further marginalized the traditional 

14. See Haim Malka, “Power and Authority in Morocco,” in North Africa in Transition: 
The Strug gle for Democracies and Institutions, Institute for International Security Studies, 
ed. Ben Fishman (London: IISS 2015), https:// csis - prod . s3 . amazonaws . com / s3fs 
- public / legacy _ files / files / publication / 160115 _ Malka _ Power _ and _ Authority . pdf.
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ulema associated with the al- Qarawiyyin University in Fez.15 
 Al- Qarawiyyin was initially brought  under the nominal adminis-
tration of the Ministry of Education following in de pen dence, but 
the state chose to let it languish rather than attempt to assert out-
right control.16

Over time, the challenges to the monarchy’s powers multiplied 
and evolved. Po liti cal opposition forces that participate within par-
liamentary politics seek to gradually erode the monarchy’s execu-
tive powers in  favor of elected officials; grassroots movements seek 
to distribute resources more equitably;  others reject the idea of a 
monarchy altogether; and a host of Islamic- inspired movements call 
for a new po liti cal and social order based on idiosyncratic interpre-
tations of Islam. A minority of opposition groups advocate vio-
lence to undermine the Moroccan power structure and impose their 
vision of an Islamic state and society. Morocco’s past, including its 
modern history, is replete with challenges to the power structure. 
But access to information, mass communication, mobility, and 
varied nature of opposition create unpre ce dented challenges.

In response to  these multilayered challenges, the monarchy 
works through the state to deploy vast resources and mobilize nu-
merous institutions to maintain this delicate balance and ensure the 
monarchy’s primacy. At the core of its strategy to maintain power is 
a drive to shape a uniquely Moroccan Islamic identity. This in-
cludes monitoring and regulating mosques, religious institutions, 
and preachers; promoting intellectual and  legal interpretations of 
Islam compatible with state religious doctrine; reshaping religious 
education in the school systems; and developing uniquely Moroccan 
religious media and broadcasting content. To vari ous degrees, ef-
forts to control the religious sphere have been  going on since in de-
pen dence through a series of initiatives, reforms, and bureaucratic 
organ izations.

15. Al- Qarawiyyin was established in the  middle of the ninth  century and is recog-
nized by UNESCO as the world’s oldest university. See “Medina of Fez,” UNESCO 
World Heritage List, http:// whc . unesco . org / en / list / 170.
16. Sarah Feuer, Regulating Islam: Religion and the State in Con temporary Morocco and 
Tunisia (University of Cambridge Press, 2018), 82.
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KEY COMPONENTS OF STRATEGY

Morocco has a vast network of mosques, scholarly organ izations, 
and educational institutions that make up its religious ecosystem. 
The monarchy seeks to oversee and shape this ecosystem to advance 
its vari ous policy objectives.  These activities largely fall into three 
main categories: preaching and mosque activity, religious scholar-
ship and fatwas ( legal rulings), and religious education.

Each of the institutions in  these three areas has diff er ent man-
dates, functions, objectives, and target audiences. While  there is 
overlap,  there is also a bureaucratic division of  labor, as well as com-
petition and rivalry. Any one of  these institutions in isolation would 
be impressive for its scope and mandate; taken as a  whole, they 
make up a staggering network of the state’s religious bureaucracy.

Part of the strategy has been to fragment the religious landscape 
and institutions in order to control them. By creating numerous and 
sometimes overlapping bodies, asserting control of mosques, and 
dominating public religious space, the monarchy is leaving  little 
space for outside religious activity not sanctioned by the state. In the 
pro cess, it is constraining the ulema’s margin of in de pen dent action 
while offering incentives to join the state bureaucracy through sal-
aries and other privileges. As scholar Malika Zeghal has pointed 
out, the monarchy had to weaken the ulema by dividing them, but 
at the same time it had to draw them closer around the monarch to 
control them.17

The monarchy’s strategy has several core objectives. First, it 
seeks to develop a Moroccan narrative to  counter violent jihadi- 
salafi discourse that targets young  people. Second, it aims to domi-
nate the religious landscape in order to marginalize salafism and 
other nonviolent Islamic narratives that had gained inroads across 
the country. Third, it intends to reinforce the king’s religious legiti-
macy and authority in order to undermine po liti cal threats to his 
rule. Fi nally, religious regulation and imam training have become a 

17. Malika Zeghal, Islamism in Morocco: Religion, Authoritarianism, and Electoral Poli-
tics, trans. George Holoch (Markus Wiener Publishers, 2008), 31.
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soft power tool to spread Morocco’s Islamic narrative to sub- Saharan 
Africa18 and countries with large Moroccan diaspora populations.19

Equipped with  these tools, state religious institutions set about 
defining the bound aries of being a good Moroccan Muslim: someone 
who knows and practices his or her faith based on the Maliki school 
of law, re spects the authority of state religious institutions, and rec-
ognizes the monarch’s unique religious role as commander of the 
faithful. As one se nior leader within Morocco’s religious bureau-
cracy explained when discussing the efforts of the state religious 
apparatus, “We  don’t want our citizens to be theologians,”20 meaning 
that  people should not try to interpret religious law, doctrine, and 
theology for themselves. Rather it should be left to properly trained 
and educated scholars and preachers sanctioned by the state.

Preaching and Mosque Activity

Morocco has an estimated 50,000 mosques that are overseen and 
licensed by the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments 
(Habous), which is arguably one of the most power ful ministries.21 
It answers directly to the king and, unlike most other ministries, 
its bud get is not subject to government oversight. The ministry is 
tasked with ensuring that Morocco’s preachers, who are govern-
ment employees, follow the state’s Maliki- Ashari  legal and theo-
logical doctrine and preach re spect for the monarchy as the highest 
religious authority. As part of this mandate, the ministry distrib-
utes the Friday sermon, which is read in the king’s name, and issues 

18. Much of Morocco’s soft power strategy in Africa, including economic, security, 
and diplomatic initiatives, has focused on building support for its position on 
Western Sahara. In January  2017, Morocco returned to the African Union (AU) 
 after leaving the AU’s pre de ces sor the Organ ization for African Unity (OAU) in 
1984  after the body recognized the Sahrawi Arab Demo cratic Republic.
19. Salim Hmimnat, “Morocco’s Religious ‘Soft Power’ in Africa: As a strategy sup-
porting Morocco’s stretching in Africa,” Moroccan Institute for Policy Analy sis, 
June 6, 2018, https:// mipa . institute / 5642.
20. Interview with se nior state religious official, Rabat, July 13, 2017.
21. For a list of institutions managed by the ministry and an illustration of its 
structure, see Ann Marie Wainscott, Bureaucratizing Islam: Morocco and the War on 
Terror (Cambridge University Press: 2017), 102–104.
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training manuals for imams, which include guidelines prohibiting 
po liti cal activity or membership in po liti cal parties. The ministry 
also serves in an advisory capacity on a wide range of state initia-
tives including public education, public broadcasting, and religious 
programming, meaning that it works closely with other ministries. 
This has largely been a bureaucratic effort of organ ization, over-
sight, and implementation.

Much of the ministry’s approach to retraining imams stems 
from an assessment that the role of imams has to change in order 
for the religious class to remain relevant. As one se nior official at 
the Ministry of Religious Affairs stated, “ Today  people are asking 
questions about non- religious issues and imams have to be able to 
deal with a wide range of social issues and questions.”22 Moreover, 
internal surveys by Moroccan religious officials found that the 
quality and depth of religious training was insufficient to meet new 
challenges and demands.

The Ministry of Religious Affairs has supervised the highly pub-
licized Mohammed VI Institute for Training of Imams, Morchi-
dines, and Morchidates (female spiritual guides)23 since 2013. The 
training institute’s primary goal is to equip imams with the knowl-
edge required to respond to a wide range of spiritual and practical 
questions. At the same time, the institute promotes Morocco’s state 
religious doctrine of Malikism and the centrality of the king as com-
mander of the faithful. So far, the institute has trained nearly 
4,000 imams, including more than 1,100 foreign imams24 from 

22. Interview with director of Mohammed VI Institute for Training of Imams, 
Morchidines, and Morchidates, Rabat, September 25, 2018.
23. The position of morchida, created in 2006, allows  women to train as spiritual 
guides. Their role is similar to that of their male counter parts, but they are not 
authorized to lead prayer. As Wainscott explains, the development of the position 
“serves a dual purpose for the state: underscoring its public relations campaign of 
Morocco as a ‘moderate country’ and regulating  women’s religious beliefs.” See 
Wainscott, Bureaucratizing Islam, 212.
24. By the end of 2019, 500 imams from Mali  will have completed the program. See 
Salim Hmimnat, “Training Malian Imams in Morocco: Prospects and Challenges,” 
Moroccan Institute for Policy Analy sis, March 21, 2019, https:// mipa . institute / 6639.
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sub- Saharan Africa, Tunisia, France, and elsewhere.25 The Moroccan 
imams enrolled in the school are required to have completed a BA 
and memorized the Qur’an.26  Those that complete the training 
course are placed in mosques across the country and, according to 
officials at the institute, participate in annual follow-up work-
shops.27  After foreign gradu ates return to their home countries, 
Morocco keeps in contact with them through the Mohammed VI 
Foundation of Scholars in Africa, which is based in Fez and has 
branches across Africa.28 It is a potentially valuable tool for spreading 
Morocco’s soft power and influence abroad.

Morocco is also active in spreading its doctrine across the coun-
try’s media landscape. In 2005, it launched Assadissa (Channel 6), 
which broadcasts Moroccan religious programming, and a radio 
station that airs Qur’anic recitation and Sufi chants.29 Assadissa’s 
programs range from Moroccan Islamic scholars discussing tafsir 
(exegesis) to Qur’anic recitation shows. Other programs specifically 
target  women audiences.30

25. Religious ties between Morocco and West Africa are strong due to the role of the 
Tijaniyya Sufi brotherhood, which is centered in Fez and has tens of millions of fol-
lowers across West Africa. For a more detailed analy sis of Morocco’s relations with 
sub- Saharan Africa, see Haim Malka, “Morocco’s Rediscovery of Africa,” CSIS, 
July 2013, http:// csis . org / files / publication / 130731 _ Malka _ MoroccoAfrica _ Web _ 1 . pdf.
26. Kingdom of Morocco Ministry of Culture and Communication, “HM the King 
Inaugurates Extension Proj ect of Mohammed VI Institute for Imams Training,” 
October 20, 2017, http:// www . maroc . ma / en / royal - activities / hm - king - inaugurates 
- extension - project - mohammed - vi - institute - imams - training.
27. Interview with director of Mohammed VI Institute for Training of Imams, 
Morchidines, and Morchidates, Rabat, September 25, 2018.
28. While foreign imams are chosen by their respective governments, Morocco 
covers the costs of lodging, food, basic medical care, travel home, and a 2,000 Mo-
roccan dirham monthly stipend per student.
29. “Mohammed VI Channel ‘The Sixth’ for the Holy Qur’an,” Assadissa TV, http:// web 
. archive . org / web / 20170627091103 / http:// www . assadissatv . ma / presentation . php 
? lang = ar; “Radio Mohammed Assadissa,” Live SNRT, http:// snrtlive . ma / idaat moham 
medassadiss. For more on  these channels and state- controlled media, see Wainscott, 
Bureaucratizing Islam, 124–126.
30. Other programs focus on the preservation of Morocco’s culture and environ-
ment, and some cover issues like  family and education. One program, Mà  al- Usra 
(With the  Family), has an episode that teaches families how to instill the habit of 
praying in their  children and another episode on how to create positive relation-
ships between teachers and students. See “Positive Relations between the Professor 
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Religious Scholarship and  Legal Rulings

In addition to regulating mosques and preachers, the Moroccan 
state mobilizes religious scholars to promote state religious doctrine 
and grant intellectual legitimacy to policy reforms and initiatives. 
 These scholars are an impor tant partner to the monarchy as it tries 
to find a balance between a national identity that is both modern 
and traditional. Since the king claims religious legitimacy and au-
thority, the stamp of approval from respected scholars is impor tant 
for promoting state- led initiatives and reforms, such as the mou-
dawana ( family code) of 2004, which was undertaken with religious 
approval.31

At the forefront of this intellectual effort is the Rabita Moham-
media des Ulemas (Mohammedia League of Scholars), a group of in-
terdisciplinary scholars charged with finding the intellectual balance 
between Islamic orthodoxy and the modern ideals and values es-
poused through the state’s religious policy. The Rabita answers di-
rectly to the king. The league’s experts are trained in a variety of 
disciplines, including sociology, psy chol ogy, and other disciplines, as 
well as religious studies. It is a widely respected institution that is 
comprised of 25 academic units researching a wide range of topics, 
including deconstructing radical discourse.32 One of its priorities is 
reaching young audiences through books, graphic novels, media, 
and diff er ent forms of online entertainment. Rather than explic itly 
projecting religious concepts and princi ples, the Rabita’s work at-
tempts to address ideological or behavioral tendencies such as 

and the Student,” With the  Family, YouTube video, 22:54, April 15, 2019, https:// www 
. youtube . com / watch ? v = 16BSmIz034s&feature = share.
31. Debates on other sensitive issues, especially in the personal status realm like 
abortion, equal inheritance, and  women’s rights, would also require religious 
sanction.  These issues are not currently targeted for reform but could be at some 
point in the  future.
32. Many Moroccan intellectuals, including  those who are critical of the monar-
chy’s extensive executive powers and may have reservations about the state’s reli-
gious policy, view the Rabita as an impor tant and professional organ ization that is 
engaged in impor tant intellectual work. For more on the Rabita, see Wainscott, 
Bureaucratizing Islam, 119–124.
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addiction and petty crime that could lead to radicalization among 
youth.33 

The Rabita’s approach and objective is to clarify orthodox Sunni 
Islam for the masses in a way that resonates and undermines non- 
Moroccan interpretations, most importantly salafism. According to 
the league’s secretary general, Dr. Ahmed Abbadi, it is the respon-
sibility of religious scholars “to give  people clarity, not ask them to 
be scholars.”34 In other words, boil down the essence for  people 
without the burden or the opportunity to analyze texts for them-
selves, which could lead to misinterpreting religious teachings in 
dangerous ways. Part of the approach is to convey how vast and 
complex Islamic texts are, and that only trained scholars should be 
allowed to interpret them.

The Rabita also works with al- Majlis al- ̀Ilmi al- A’la (the Supreme 
Scientific Council), which is responsible for issuing fatwas. The es-
tablishment of this council was intended to centralize the issuance 
of fatwas and prevent multiple and contradictory religious rulings, 
giving the state the sole right to interpret Islamic law. The council 
also provides guidance on all  matters to imams. In this way, the 
state has attempted to control and regulate religious  legal opinions 
and ensure that they comply with the state’s religious doctrine. Un-
like the Rabita, which does not work directly in mosques, the 
council conveys its rulings and guidelines through the network of 
state imams who then preach  those ideas throughout the system of 
state- sanctioned mosques.

Religious Education

The third main pillar of the state’s religious strategy is reforming 
Islamic education in the school system. While the state religious 
bureaucracy has largely consolidated control over mosques and 

33. The Rabita leadership also works directly with the country’s head of the peni-
tentiary and reintegration administration on a dialogue program with incarcer-
ated violent salafists.
34. Author discussion with Dr.  Ahmed Abbadi, secretary general of the Rabita 
Mohammedia des Oulemas, Rabat, July 13, 2017.
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monitors the content of Friday sermons, the public education sphere 
is a far greater challenge and arguably the most impor tant. Morocco’s 
public education system is in crisis. Many students lack access to ed-
ucation in rural areas, classrooms are overcrowded, and students are 
not taught skills for the job market. Religious education, which is 
mandatory, is one area of par tic u lar concern for state authorities.35

According to one scholar, Morocco’s “religious curriculum puts 
forward two pedagogical objectives: the systematic elaboration of Is-
lamic princi ples in harmony with a Moroccan dynastic heritage and 
the thesis that Islam features centrally in all facets of modern life.”36 In 
the past, religious courses in the school system  were allowed to com-
ment on and provide Islamic interpretations on nonreligious subjects, 
such as science and economics. This was particularly problematic and 
seen by state officials as unnecessary religious interference in nonre-
ligious areas of education.37 Moreover, religious educational discourse 
tends to be rigid, by emphasizing what is permitted or forbidden, di-
viding  people between Muslims and non- Muslims, and between right 
and wrong. Though Islamic scholarship in North Africa has a strong 
tradition of  legal reasoning, education over the last several de cades 
has focused on rigid and exclusionary narratives.

In 2015, Morocco launched an overhaul of religious education 
taught in primary and secondary schools to address many of  these 
shortcomings. The effort was spearheaded by the Ministry of Edu-
cation working with the Ministry of Religious Affairs and aimed at 
redefining religious education as a subject with clear pedagogical 
objectives.38 Religious education reforms also applied to semipri-
vate and private schools, which are required to teach Islam.

According to Ministry of Education officials, the goal of the new 
religious education curriculum is to incorporate  human rights and 

35. Most middle- class and upper middle- class families send their  children to 
semiprivate schools if they can afford it.
36. Charis Boutieri, Learning in Morocco: Language Politics and the Abandoned Educa-
tional Dream (Indiana University Press, 2016), 116.
37. Author interview with se nior Ministry of Education official, Rabat, September 26, 
2018.
38. Ibid.
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tolerance with Islamic values.39 King Mohammed VI addressed 
this in a speech marking the Pope’s visit in March 2019, where he 
highlighted that the solution to radicalism is education. During his 
address, the king stated, “My plea for education is an indictment 
of ignorance. It is binary conceptions and the fact of not knowing 
one another well enough that are threatening our civilizations; it is 
certainly not religion. That is why, as commander of the faithful, I am 
advocating  today that we give back to religion its rightful place in 
education.”40

The religious education students receive is intended to help them 
understand the requirements of their religion while preparing them 
to operate in the modern world, where they  will have to interact 
with  people of other faiths or live in non- Muslim majority socie-
ties.41 In other words, being open minded enough to interact with 
other religions and socie ties while knowing and practicing one’s 
faith in a way that is compatible with the state doctrine. According 
to Ministry of Education officials, the curriculum is guided by five 
broad themes: freedom, integrity and ethics, ihsan (solidarity),42 
love, and mono the ism.43  These themes are repeated throughout dif-
fer ent courses in the religious curriculum.

An often overlooked but critical piece in the education debate is 
the role of the Arabic language. As the holy language of the Qur’an 
and Islam, Arabic links Morocco to its traditional sources of Arab- 
Muslim identity.44 Since in de pen dence, the state has attempted to 

39. For examples of how the Ministry of Education incorporated  these lessons into 
its curricula, see Wainscott, Bureaucratizing Islam, 173–177.
40. Full text of speech of HM the king on the occasion of Pope Francis visit to Mo-
rocco, March 30, 2019, http:// www . maroc . ma / en / royal - speeches / full - text - speech 
- hm - king - occasion - pope - francis - visit - morocco.
41. Author interview with se nior Ministry of Education official, Rabat, September 
26, 2018.
42. Ihsan is a concept related to faith. It has been described as “spiritual excellence” 
or showing solidarity with other Muslims through charity, for example.
43. Author interview with se nior Ministry of Education official, Rabat, September 
26, 2018.
44. One of the central goals of the postin de pen dence state has been to impose Ar-
abic on the indigenous Amazigh population. Po liti cal Islamists and nationalists 
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impose the Arabic language on all schools, which implicitly rein-
forces Moroccan nationalism and Islamic identity. Students are 
taught fusha (Modern Standard Arabic) in first grade, while French 
is introduced in secondary school and is used for instruction in the 
sciences.45 French— and increasingly English— has become the lan-
guage of modernity, science, technology, and, ultimately, job op-
portunities. Arabic, in contrast, remains the language of tradition 
and the social sciences, where fewer jobs exist. As one scholar has 
noted, this dichotomy between Arabic and French has created so-
cioeconomic gaps with po liti cal ramifications.46

NONSTATE RELIGIOUS ACTIVITY

 Because of Islam’s status as a potent and credible po liti cal vehicle, the 
monarchy has worked hard to constrain efforts by po liti cal actors to 
merge religion and politics, while maintaining that unique privilege 
for itself. Two key tenets shape the formal po liti cal system. First, po-
liti cal parties that compete in elections must recognize the king’s re-
ligious authority as commander of the faithful. Second, no po liti cal 
party can be formed solely on religion, ethnicity, or identity. In this 
way, the monarchy seeks to exclude any po liti cal party from chal-
lenging its religious authority or claiming religious legitimacy.

often advocate for Arabic language instruction given its impor tant link to Islam 
and Arab identity.
45. A recent controversy erupted over the draft law 51.17, which calls for foreign 
languages to be used in instruction “for scientific and technical specializations.” 
Some members of parliament see this as a threat to Morocco’s Arab and Islamic 
identity. For more on the debate over this law, see “The Moroccan ‘Istiqlal’ Calls for 
the Removal of the Government over ‘French- izing Education,’ ” Arabi 21, April 4, 
2019, https:// bit . ly / 2UlfTkX.
46. According to Charis Boutieri, “the threats to orthodoxy that [the state]  faces 
 today emerged out of its own foregrounding of Arabic literacy as necessary to 
moral cultivation. Nonetheless possession of  these very skills in moral delibera-
tion condemns  these students in market, social, and po liti cal terms. In short,  these 
students face a situation where the linguistic and moral values of their state educa-
tion do not coincide with other types of empowerment and fulfillment.” Boutieri, 
Learning in Morocco, 136.
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Po liti cal Arena

Despite  these stipulations, by the late 1990s the monarchy allowed 
the socially conservative Islamic- oriented Justice and Development 
Party (PJD) to participate in elections. By allowing Islamists to par-
ticipate in politics  under certain conditions, the monarchy created 
an outlet for Islamist po liti cal activity that could be constrained by 
formal politics.

The PJD evolved from an Islamic po liti cal movement, but it de-
nies that it is an Islamic po liti cal party and claims that Islam is its 
“reference.”47 Since 2011, the PJD has consistently won the largest 
number of parliamentary seats and has headed successive co ali tion 
governments. The PJD is in an awkward position of both heading a 
government with constrained powers and effectively operating as 
a loyal opposition to the monarchy. Despite this duality, the party 
has consistently, and at times vociferously, defended the king’s re-
ligious legitimacy despite its broader strategy to slowly strengthen 
the powers of elected officials and po liti cal parties at the expense 
of the monarchy.

According to one scholar, the PJD tries “to mitigate the authori-
tarian effects of the state on society while pressing for account-
ability based on Islamic moral teachings for justice and social 
solidarity.”48 Judging by its electoral successes, this approach ap-
peals to many Moroccan voters. Indeed, the PJD’s religious orien-
tation has been a source of credibility that has distinguished it from 
other po liti cal parties.

Civil Society

Given restrictions on mixing religion and politics, Islamic organ-
izations have found opportunities for activism in civil society. They 

47. The PJD’s detractors accuse the party of affiliation with the Muslim Brother-
hood, though party officials deny this claim. Instead, PJD officials compare their 
party to Germany’s Christian Demo cratic Union Party.
48. Mohamed Daadaoui, “Islamism and the State in Morocco,” Current Trends in Is-
lamist Ideology 20 (January 1, 2016): 111.
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operate across a vast field of religious charities, NGOs, and civil so-
ciety organ izations, providing welfare, charity, and social ser vices. 
Moroccan law generally places few  legal restrictions on forming as-
sociations, which have been an impor tant space for social and po-
liti cal activism given the historic weakness of po liti cal parties.49

Despite a prohibition on po liti cal parties engaging in religious ac-
tivities, the PJD has been able to influence religious space at the 
grassroots level by nominally splitting off from its affiliated move-
ment, the Unification and Reform Movement (MUR), which has a 
strong presence in civil society and on college campuses.50 In 2014, 
one leader of the MUR described the movement’s relationship to the 
PJD as “strategic” and “complementary.”51 The MUR’s activities em-
phasize proselytizing and religious education, including public 
awareness campaigns on a range of social and moral issues.52 The 
movement convenes conferences on topics such as the role of the Ar-
abic language in education and the Palestinian issue. It also sponsors 
numerous activities including blood drives, iftars, reading contests, 
and film competitions. The MUR has an affiliated student group that 
is active on university campuses and organizes training events to de-
velop communications and other skills for social- political activity.

The civil society sphere also allows Islamic movements that  don’t 
participate in formal politics to engage the public. Foremost among 
them is al- Adl wal- Ihsan, or the Justice and Charity Movement. 

49. The association is the main framework for nongovernmental organ izations in 
Morocco, though legally establishing an association requires approval from the gov-
ernment. See “Civic Freedom Monitor: Morocco,” International Center for Non- Profit 
Law, last modified January 8, 2019, http:// www . icnl . org / research / monitor / morocco 
. html.
50. Harakat al- Tawhid wal- Islah.
51. Amelia Smith, “Why Morocco’s Unification and Reform Movement is Unique in 
the Region,”  Middle East Monitor, July 14, 2014, https:// www . middleeastmonitor . com 
/ 20140714 - why - moroccos - unification - and - reform - movement - is - unique - in - the 
- region / .
52. See Abdelali Hamieddine, “From Proselytizing to Ruling: The Experience of 
Morocco’s Justice and Development Party,” Arab Reform Initiative, September 
2016, https:// archives . arab - reform . net / en / node / 980; Ashraf Nabih El Sherif, “In-
stitutional and Ideological Re- construction of the Justice and Development Party 
(PJD): The Question of Demo cratic Islamism in Morocco,”  Middle East Journal 65, 
no. 4 (Autumn 2012).
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What sets the Justice and Charity Movement apart from other 
social- political movements is its rejection of the king’s title of com-
mander of the faithful. It has been one of the most or ga nized social- 
political forces calling for revolutionary change in Morocco and 
opposing the monarchy. Over the last several years, it has debated 
 whether to form a po liti cal party and compete in elections, but so 
far it has rejected the po liti cal cost of entering formal politics.

The movement operates at a grassroots level, focusing its activ-
ities on spiritual outreach and proselytizing. Like many Islamist 
social movements, it understands the limits of existing power dy-
namics and its own weakness vis- à- vis the monarchy.53 Rather 
than confronting the regime directly, it seeks to Islamize from 
below in order to prepare  people to accept its vision of a Muslim so-
ciety. Much of the movement’s direct activity on religious issues 
occurs outside of the public sphere, in private homes and study 
circles of its members.

The Justice and Charity Movement is also active on college cam-
puses, where it has ties with teachers’  unions and student associa-
tions and participates in student elections.54 More broadly, its public 
activities include organ izing protests on nonreligious issues such 
as Palestinian rights, U.S. foreign policy, economics, corruption, and 
unemployment.55 The movement participated with leftists and other 
groups in the early part of the February 20 protest movement in 
2011, but ideological differences prevented cooperation and the 

53. Merieme Yafout, “The Activities of Adl wal Ihsane in the Neighbourhoods: How 
to Build a ‘Non- Legal’ Consensus from a ‘Tolerated’ Conflict,” in Development as a 
Battlefield, ed. Irene Bono and Beatrice Hibou (Brill, 2017), 111.
54. The movement also has affiliated  women’s associations and social organ-
izations providing a range of ser vices, including distributing food during Ra-
madan and holidays, providing counseling and health campaigns,  legal rights 
campaigns, and other ser vices. According to one Moroccan scholar, part of the 
movement’s appeal stems from the social welfare ser vices it provides to Moroc-
cans in urban and rural areas. For more on the movement’s grassroots efforts, see 
Daadaoui, “Islamism and the State in Morocco,” 106.
55. Avi Spiegel, “Succeeding by Surviving: Examining the Durability of Po liti cal 
Islam in Morocco,” working paper from proj ect on U.S. relations with the Islamic 
world, Brookings Institution, August 2015, https:// www . brookings . edu / wp - content 
/ uploads / 2016 / 07 / Morocco _ Spiegel - FINALE . pdf.
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movement quickly ended its formal participation in the loose pro-
test co ali tion.

In 2017, several Moroccan government ministries launched a na-
tionwide campaign to oust Justice and Charity Movement members 
from public positions. The members dismissed from their positions 
included dozens of teachers, government inspectors, public guards, 
and advisers.56 More recently, leading figures within the move-
ment claim that they have had their homes broken into and sealed 
by security ser vices without  legal  orders.57 The leaders  were accused 
of turning “places of residence into mosques not subject to the over-
sight of the Ministry of Religious Affairs, and which changed their 
design [structure] without a permit.”58

Morocco also has a small salafi movement, which is primarily 
apo liti cal and focused on spiritual outreach and proselytizing.59 
Moroccan salafis did gain some po liti cal leverage  after 2011, when 
many participated in the February 20 movement.60 As Moroccan 
scholar Mohammed Masbah has noted, the politicization of some 
salafi factions has led to the weakening of the group as a  whole.61 

56. “Al Adl Wal Ihsan accuses Rabat of punishing affiliated employees,” Al Jazeera, 
February 14, 2017, https:// bit . ly / 2UFFy8B.
57. “Sealing the Homes of Al Adl Wal Ihsan: A Story of Extrajudicial Power and an 
Organ ization of Firmly- Held Princi ples,” Al Jamaa, March  5, 2019, https:// www 
. aljamaa . net / ar / 2019 / 03 / 05 / 148265 / .
58. “ These Are the Aspects of the State’s New Campaign against the Homes of 
Member of al- Adel wal Ihsan,” Al Yaoum 24, February 8, 2019, http:// www . alyaoum24 
. com / 1208620 . html.
59. For an analy sis of Moroccan salafists, see Mohammed Masbah, “Moving  Towards 
Po liti cal Participation,” German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 
January 2013, http:// www . swpberlin . org / fileadmin / contents / products / comments 
/ 2013C01 _ msb . pdf.
60. Fieldwork conducted between 2013 and 2014 by MIPA shows that “Salafi atti-
tudes differ from the traditional perception of their departure from the po liti cal 
sphere and their indifference to the electoral pro cess. According to the results of the 
research, about half of the surveyed Salafis are registered in electoral lists. However, 
only 37% had participated in the legislative elections of November 2011, while nearly 
two- thirds did not participate at all.” Mohammed Masbah, “How Do Moroccan ‘Qui-
etist’ Salafis Think?,” MIPA, May 10, 2019, https:// mipa . institute / 6750.
61. Mohammed Masbah, “Between Missionary Work and Politicization: How Did 
Politicization Lead to the Fracturing of Salafis in Morocco?” MIPA, March 12, 2018, 
https:// mipa . institute / 5494.
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One prominent Moroccan salafi figure, Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Abdurrahman al- Maghrawi, originally promoted an apo liti cal 
salafism that focused on Islamic studies and the establishment of 
centers for learning the Qur’an.62 A number of  these “Qur’anic 
 houses”  were shut down in 2013 by the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
for operating outside of the state’s official curricula.63

Like other regimes in North Africa and the  Middle East, the state 
has occasionally engaged in dialogue with salafis, including jihadi- 
salafists who  were jailed  after the 2003 Casablanca bombings. Some 
of this dialogue has been quiet, while some has been high profile 
and publicized through the media. One highly publicized case was 
the king’s meeting at Friday prayers with Mohammed Fizazi, a 
preacher who had been sentenced to 30 years in prison  after the 
Casablanca bombings.64 The meeting came  after dialogue between 
state officials and Fizazi and the preacher’s declaration of support 
for the king as commander of the faithful.

LOOKING FORWARD

Morocco represents a state that is actively trying to reshape reli-
gious discourse to pursue multiple objectives. Its distinct power 
structure and role of the king make it a unique case, but its successes 
or failures  will have far- reaching ramifications for other Arab- 
Muslim countries grappling with similar challenges.

The monarchy has asserted its control over formal religious insti-
tutions and bureaucracies in a comprehensive and systematic way. In 

62.  After returning to Morocco from self- imposed exile in Saudi Arabia during the 
Arab uprisings, al- Maghrawi softened his po liti cal stance, calling on his followers 
to vote in the 2011 constitutional referendum. See Sanaa Karim, “Party Politics for 
Morocco’s Salafis?” Car ne gie  Middle East Center, October 2, 2012, https:// carnegie 
- mec . org / sada / 49544.
63. “Reactions to the Closure of Qur’anic Education Houses in Morocco,” Al Jazeera, 
July 2, 2013, https:// bit . ly / 2HKKOnQ.
64. “Morocco King Attends Prayers Led by Reformed Salafi Jihadist,” AFP, March 28, 
2014, http:// english . alarabiya . net / en / News / middle - east / 2014 / 03 / 28 / Morocco - king 
- attends - prayersled - by - reformed - Salafi - jihadist . html.
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the pro cess, it is fragmenting Islamic movements that pose a potential 
po liti cal challenge; constraining space for in de pen dent religious rul-
ings, preaching, and activity; co- opting the state’s ulema; and intro-
ducing a new religious education curriculum into the school system.

While  these steps have been successful in regulating the reli-
gious bureaucracy and asserting state presence in  these areas, ef-
fectively undermining the threat of violent Islamic interpretations 
and po liti cal challenges to the monarchy’s rule requires ongoing ef-
forts that can adapt to changing threats. More importantly, while 
violent extremists and Islamists attract media attention, it is non-
violent po liti cal forces and grassroots protests that pose the bigger 
challenge to the monarchy’s mono poly on power and Morocco’s 
power structure.

The deeper prob lem is that Morocco’s sociopo liti cal trajectory 
and youth dynamics— and that of North Africa more generally— 
increasingly emphasize challenging the status quo, which pre-
serves injustice, perceived or real.  These grievances not only drive 
recruitment by jihadi- salafi groups but fuel illegal immigration, 
criminality, and po liti cal protest by some youth who make up nearly 
60   percent of the country’s population. Thus, religious policy is 
sending a message of tolerance and re spect for authority, while 
many Moroccans feel they face ongoing injustice by an unjust 
power structure. Promoting religious- based policies to address 
radicalization and protest without systematically addressing the 
socioeconomic and po liti cal grievances of Morocco’s citizens fun-
damentally undermines and limits the strategy’s impact.

Despite  these challenges, and in comparison to many of its 
neighbors, Morocco has the advantage of leadership willing to de-
vote significant resources to its religious initiatives. This advantage 
may not be enough, however. Looking forward, the strategy  faces 
several impor tant limitations.

Religious education in the school system is one of the most impor-
tant areas the state is trying to influence. Educational reform is cen-
tered on trying to demonstrate that Islamic texts are compatible with 
modernity and universal values of  human rights. The focus is on 
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changing the image and perceptions of Islam, not changing or re-
forming Islamic law or doctrine. This effort is impor tant, but it would 
be more effective in parallel to a significant improvement of overall 
education. As long as Morocco’s education system fails to prepare 
students for the job market, young  people  will look for alternatives to 
the state narrative of re spect for authority and tolerance.

Morocco’s state religious apparatus is preaching tolerance, moder-
ation, and re spect for authority, while many Moroccans are protesting 
for greater po liti cal freedoms, accountability, and socioeconomic 
opportunity. Morocco’s protest movements that emerged since early 
2011 are calling for change. Moreover, many public demands center on 
the notion of justice, a central theme in Islam. Yet, corruption, on-
going  human rights abuses, limits on freedom of speech, and growing 
economic gaps fuel a perception of an unjust system. Thus, an envi-
ronment of socioeconomic injustice and in equality undermines the 
state’s claim of moral and religious authority— two concepts that are 
inexorably linked. As long as young  people feel they live in an unjust 
society, it  will be difficult for the state’s message of tolerance and re-
spect for authority to resonate.

Morocco’s comprehensive religious policy raises the question of 
 whether too much state intervention can undermine the objectives 
of religious regulation in the first place. In the religious sphere, the 
credibility of imams has declined not only  because they are seen as 
state functionaries but  because they avoid speaking about sensitive 
subjects like corruption, unemployment, and illegal migration that 
resonate with young  people. It is too soon to determine  whether a 
new generation of better- trained imams  will successfully connect 
with youth; but without addressing the issues that  people care 
about, it  will be difficult to rebuild the credibility of imams and the 
state more broadly.

While Morocco’s efforts have been strategic and far reaching 
across the religious field, outcomes  will depend on implementation 
and the cooperation of the religious bureaucrats, imams, and 
teachers who are charged with implementing the policy. The first 
internal assessment of outcomes is scheduled to take place in 2022, 
which could provide additional lessons to analyze.
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Fi nally, the state’s biggest challenge is creating an alternative Is-
lamic identity that resonates with youth, undermines extremist 
discourse, and reinforces re spect for authority, including the 
princi ple of the commander of the faithful.  Whether the state’s al-
ternative  will resonate with young  people, who have high aspira-
tions, is unclear.

Given Islam’s importance to Moroccan identity and the power 
structure, the monarchy has  little choice but to regulate the reli-
gious landscape. It does so not only to proj ect a Moroccan Islamic 
identity that promotes the king’s religious credentials but as a way 
to contain Islamic narratives that challenge monarchical rule 
through violent or nonviolent means. If the state  doesn’t establish 
its presence across the religious landscape, other Islamic narratives 
and interpretations  will fill the void.

The inseparable link between the monarchy and Islam ensures 
that the religious field  will continue to be contested and the mon-
archy  will continue devoting resources and energy to defining the 
contours of Moroccan Islamic identity. The choices Moroccan 
leaders made in the past have  shaped the country’s current po liti cal 
and religious environment. Striking the right balance  today between 
the extent and type of religious engagement is critical. Too much in-
tervention risks undermining the very objectives the monarchy has 
prioritized. Too  little engagement threatens to leave a vacuum that 
 will be filled with competing narratives. Finding a pragmatic balance 
 will require the courage of ongoing self- reflection, assessment, and 
adaptation.
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