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Abstract

Resettlement programs have always been in the political agenda of public institutions 
and administrators of Casablanca since its growth during the French Protectorate. 
Today real estate and private multinational capital sneak into local and national pow-
ers, pushing public authorities to clear land for new urban development through 
demolition and resettlement of local residents. The dwellers of areas such as the old 
town centre (medina) and the slums (karyan) increasingly react to displacement by 
challenging this urban agenda frontally with their bodies and words, but often also 
deploying what James Scott calls “weapons of the weak”, i.e. implicit acts of resistance 
and symbolic dissent. Reversing Asef Bayat’s statement, we consider residents of these 
stigmatized neighbourhoods “revolutionaries without a revolution”, partisans of an 
intimate cause of their own, that aims at having a home and surviving in a hostile 
city. Our reflections are the product of two separate fieldwork researches: one with 
the inhabitants of informal neighbourhoods, another with residents and former resi-
dents of the old medina. The two cases show how resettlement affects the sense of 
belonging and of cohesion of low-income classes by uprooting the founding element 
of the everyday life: the house. The uncertainty about the possibility to keep their own 
home deeply conditions the implicit social pact with the monarchy apparatus, and 
may represent one of the conditions that are undermining the allegiance to the mon-
archy itself.
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…
We are the owners of the house, you made us live in it as guests1

Mohamed Mounir, ‘Lgnawi’

∵

Many2 scholars are analysing urban transformations and resettlements poli-
cies worldwide, trying to evaluate their impact on people’s lives and on the 
social configuration of cities.3 The difficulties inherent to this field of research 
have been widely discussed.4 While the individual reactions and the psy-
chological consequences of spatial changes are the most visible effects, the 
broader social consequences of urban policies on people’s lives are deeper and 
harder to assess. Displacement, for example, is considered an inevitable effect 
of gentrification,5 but scholars are only beginning to develop tools to measure 
and understand its wider consequences.6 The reactions of city dwellers to dis-
placement, in fact, are a specific aspect of the complex relationship between 
people and the institutions that authorize or carry out these transformations.

The deep changes that affected Moroccan cities during the last two decades 
are a good example of this complexity. Representative buildings of singular 
architecture, huge residential projects and new service areas replaced the 
urban fabric inherited from colonial urban planning, contributing to exac-
erbate social inequalities and urban apartheid.7 These new objects, and the 

1 Verse of the song ‘Ash esh-sha‘b, “Long life to the people”, sung by the three Moroccan rap-
pers Lz’er, Weld Lgriya and Lgnawi. The latter, who sings the line quoted, was arrested in 
November 2019 for the lyrics of the song. The song is also analyzed in the last paragraph of 
this article.

2 This article was supported by the Marie Curie EU Global Fellowship program under Grant 
number 752547.

3 See for example the recent volume edited by Storey - Sheehan - Bodoh-Creed 2020.
4 Atkinson 2000; Slater 2009; Lees, Slater, Wyly 2015.
5 Marcuse 1995; Slater 2009.
6 Desmond 2017; Easton et al. 2020.
7 Abu-Lughod 1980; Rachik 1995; Navez-Bouchanine 2000.
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spatial reconfigurations they imposed, aimed to impress into the public space 
a new and globalized image of the king’s authority – and of the power of 
makhzen, the oligarchic deep state apparatus that withholds control over the 
country – combining harsh neoliberal economic policies with a religious cult 
of authority.8 Urban residents, though, did not only submit passively to these 
new attacks to the urban fabric. Both the inhabitants of the central neigh-
bourhoods who were relocated into the outskirts, and those of self-built and 
allegedly “informal” peripheral neighbourhoods, often under the threat of fur-
ther relocations, reacted actively to the implicit discourses that the authori-
ties articulate over their lives and houses. Some new ways of criticizing public 
policies we see emerging among the working classes may be related to the new 
spatial forms that cities are assuming.

A significant number of scholars working both in local and in international 
universities are studying the effect of urban transformations on Moroccan 
cities, by mapping the itineraries of displaced people, observing the com-
munities produced by displacement, and collecting narratives of displaced 
people.9 These studies are part of a longer thread of social science research 
on the effects of public policies on urban peripheries in Morocco.10 Not many 
scholars, however, are pointing out the socio-political implication of spatial 
changes, within a broader analysis of the Moroccan political structure.11

We wish to contribute to this collective endeavour with some notes that 
emerged from the cases we observed in our fieldwork research projects in 
the Moroccan economic capital of Casablanca. Without asserting complete-
ness, we suggest that forced relocations may be contributing to modifications 
in the relationship between the state and the people, and to the creation of 
new and more radical forms of dissent among the city’s most vulnerable and 
marginal sectors. The reflections we gather here are based on two different 
research projects that led us to similar conclusions, though they entailed sepa-
rate moments of fieldwork in different neighbourhoods of the same city. Laura 
Guarino worked between October and December 2015 in the district of Sidi 
Moumen and in two neighbourhoods near the central market of Derb Ghallef, 
commonly known as Arsat l-Haj Mbarek and Douar Frranjir, analysing the 
kind of political engagement led by these populations in the years just after the 
2011 Arab Spring. From April to September 2017 she also conducted research 

8  Bogaert 2018.
9  See for example Arrif 1991 and 2001; Hauw 2004; Balbo - Navez-Bouchanine 1995; Beier 

2018, 2019; Storey - Sheehan - Bodoh-Creed 2020; Nachoui 1998; Navez-Bouchanine, 2000 
and 2012; Zerhouani 2001; Zaki 2007a and 2007b.

10  Such as Rachik 2016; Chouiki 1992, 2003; Coslado - McGuinnes - Miller 2013.
11  Bogaert 2018; El Kahaloui 2018; Esmili 2017.
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in Hay Mohamadi and in the Eastern industrial area of Ain Sebaa, studying 
the transformation of social housing models and policies from the colonial 
period to the present and the deeper meaning of the home for the populations 
concerned.12 Stefano Portelli worked in 2018 and 2019 on the relocation from 
the old medina to the neighbourhood Hay Nassim, on the memories associ-
ated with the central neighbourhoods of Derb Talian and Derb Sofi, and on the 
displacement of Gnawa families from the inner city. In 2018 he also witnessed 
the massive eviction of the self-built neighbourhood of Douar l-Wasti, in the 
area of Ain Sebaa, where he recorded interviews during and after the eviction.13

Our hypothesis is that the demolition of self-built neighbourhoods that the 
Moroccan kingdom kickstarted in the 2000s, as well as the displacement of 
the residents of the city centre towards the periphery, broke some structures 
of the mediation that articulated the loyalty of the citizens to the state, but 
that depended on the spatial continuity of people within the city. After the 
resettlement to the outskirts, new forms of more openly conflictual resistance 
and political action may be appearing, also as a consequence of the restructur-
ing of the relationship with the institutional powers entailed by displacement. 
This hypothesis is based on previous research in other contexts that showed 
how evicted people may respond to what they consider a betrayal from their 
political representatives by cutting bonds of patronage, and eventually join-
ing different forms of political action.14 We will try here to grasp some hints 
of similar “social effects of urban policies”15 in the peripheries of Casablanca.

1 Casablanca as a Political Space

The demolitions of informal neighbourhoods ordered by the Moroccan 
authorities since the early 2000s, through the program called Villes sans 
Bidonvilles (cities without slums), were initially part of a securitarian turn in 
urban politics that had begun the year after the Casablanca terrorist attacks 
of 2003. The suicide bombers, in fact, lived in self-built settlements in the 
district of Sidi Moumen that since then became emblematic of moral panic 
towards peripheral youth, considered impossible to control and potential tar-
get of fundamentalist Islamic preachers. In 2010 the plan Villes sans Bidonvilles 
obtained the prestigious UN-Habitat prize, despite the fact that the target had 

12  Guarino 2020.
13  Portelli - Lees 2018.
14  Macioti 1988; Portelli 2017, 2020.
15  Navez-Bouchanine 2012.
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to be met that same year, but the main cities of the country (i.e. Casablanca, 
Rabat, Tangier) were far to be free of self-built houses. In 2011–2013 a delay was 
approved, but demolitions and relocations continued throughout the follow-
ing decade. The city where the plan was harder to implement was obviously 
Casablanca: Karyen Central, the biggest slum of the city (together with Sidi 
Moumen) was demolished only in 2016, while Sidi Moumen’s self-built areas 
are still standing.

Today, though it is not clear what will be built in most of the areas cleared 
from the so-called karyan,16 the speculative nature of many operations is 
becoming evident. The resettlement formally guarantees that all families reg-
istered as slum dwellers have the right to a plot of land to build a house on, 
following a very specific urban scheme that allows three-storey buildings and 
a basement for commercial activities or garages. Families unable to cover the 
costs of its construction can rely on a third part (the tiers associé), a devel-
oper or a company that keeps the basement and first floor in exchange. One of 
the problems posed by this plan, however, is that in most cases the plots were 
assigned in the extreme periphery, far from the social and economic networks 
of the people affected, often also not served by adequate public transport. 
Despite the introduction of announced tools of social support (accompagne-
ment social),17 in fact, these urban policies have been widely criticized for 
showing little attention toward coherent and adequate housing solutions.18 
Thousands of residents of consolidated neighbourhoods were evicted, while 
some of the lands cleared were devoted to the erection of residential build-
ings for the upper classes, or business districts such as the offshoring hub of 
Casanearshore. Like the new touristic waterfront of Casa Marina, the High 
Speed Train (TGV) that connects Casablanca to Tangiers, or the new high-
standing residences scattered throughout the city, these projects are rede-
signing the shape of the city mainly to attract investments from transnational 
corporations. These reconfigurations reaffirm the city as a class project for the 
consumption of contemporary technocrats, business travellers and rich real 
estate owners, systematically excluding spaces of autonomy for the poor from 
the central city.19

16  The Moroccan Arabic word karyan (pl. karyanat) is used to denote informal settlements 
and proper shantytowns (also called with the French term bidonvilles). In Casablanca 
they are more often agglomerations of self-built small houses made in bricks and mortar, 
rather than makeshift huts or shanties.

17  Le Tellier 2009; Navez-Bouchanine 2007; Zaki 2005.
18  Belghazi 2007; Toutain 2011; Navez-Bouchanine 2012; Beier 2019; Storey - Sheehan - 

Bodoh-Creed. 2020.
19  Bogaert 2018.
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These contemporary spatial transformations recall the ethno-hygienist 
urban segregation imprinted on the city by the French protectorate (1912–1956). 
The colonial structure of zoning planned by Henri Prost in close collabora-
tion with the “resident” governor Maréchal Lyautey, later extended by Michel 
Ecochard, assigned to each neighbourhood a specific productive or adminis-
trative function.20 The different parts of the city were allotted to specific reli-
gious faiths or social classes: the historical centre (the medina) was reserved 
to the working-class Moroccan Muslims and Jews, the modernist buildings 
of the nouvelle medina hosted the new notables and French citizens; factory 
workers were housed in industrial areas near the port such as Ain Sebaa, and 
unskilled migrant laborers mostly inhabited self-built neighbourhoods, often 
targeted by demolitions and evictions. Today, Casablanca has developed into 
a poly-centric urban sprawl, and the unidimensional structure of zoning gave 
place to a more complex metropolitan shape; however, as the poor are chased 
from the peripheries of the past when they become central areas, the weight 
of the colonial segregated urban structure lives on.21 Urban policies that entail 
evictions and displacement, thus, are contested also as a form of opposition to 
social segregation.

Some scholars have highlighted the symbolic elements that marred many 
relocation projects: for example, the fact that some new resettlement areas were 
located near cemeteries, or dumping grounds, making many displaced persons 
feel expelled from the city of the living, or treated as undesirable people, not as 
beneficiaries of welfare.22 Moreover, the new neighbourhoods host people from 
different parts of the city that did not know one another and who had to share 
the same buildings, an unusual condition for those who were used to living in 
informal one-story houses generally shared with the members of the same fam-
ily. The operations also ignited conflicts among the displaced, or between the 
displaced and other sectors of the citizenship, as a consequence of, for example, 
incorrect methodologies used to identify the beneficiary families, long waiting 
time between the demolition of the houses and the relocation, influx of exter-
nal people who use the resettlement project to obtain a house, or contradiction 
between the expectation towards the promised relocation in situ and the reality 
of physical displacement to the outskirts. Some of these issues, that emerged in 
our interviews (for example in Frranjir and Arsat), had already been reported in 
literature,23 and resemble similar resettlement projects in other countries.24

20  Cohen - Eleb 1998; Wright 1991.
21  Rabinow 1989; Abu-Lughod 1980.
22  See Zaki 2007a, 2007b; Navez-Bouchanine 2012.
23  Navez-Bouchanine 2012; Zaki, 2007a.
24  Portelli 2017.
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While the first ring of peripheries was suffering the huge process of slum clear-
ance, the central city also saw the re-start of works for another ambitious proj-
ect: the imposing Avenue Royale, virtually the continuation of the huge project 
of the mosque Hassan II, built between 1986 and 1993 on the central waterfront 
(see figure 1). The Grand Mosque was erected on land snatched from the ocean, 
echoing Qur’an 11:7, “His throne had been over water” though the verse refers 
to the divinity, not to a human king – and was imagined as a global reference 
for the Western part of the Muslim community. Its construction served as one 
of the symbolic tools through which the much-feared father of the current 
king inscribed his power on the urban space. It gave Casablanca a recogniz-
able skyline for the international circuits of tourism and urban branding, but 
also imposed to all Moroccan citizens a new political relationship with the 
monarchy.25 All the individuals and associations were called to contribute eco-
nomically with a ‘voluntary’ offering for the big endeavour that took the name 
of their monarch.26 In the early 2000s, the new king began the works for the 
construction of a new boulevard to connect the mosque with the centre of the 
colonial city, eviscerating a consistent part of the old centre, just outside the 
walls of the old medina.27 Despite the apparent departure of the current king 

25  Cattedra 2001.
26  Dumper - Stanley 2007: 117.
27  Berry-Chikhaoui 2012.

figure 1 The skyline beyond the ancienne medina. The Grand Mosque overlooks on the 
background. On the right the touristic, business and high residential buildings  
of Casa Marina. 
Photo Laura Guarino, July 2017
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from his father’s oppressive government, Mohamed VI’s urban policies thus 
display continuity with the previous monarch. The demolished neighbour-
hoods Arst ben Slam, Derb M‘aīzi, Derb Sofi – had been weakened by decades 
of disinvestment and already suffered the collapse of some buildings, but were 
still full of meaning for the people that lived there.28 Their residents enjoyed 
the benefits of a central position (near the port, the old medina, but also to the 
affluent neighbourhoods), and perceived themselves as deeply bidawi, citizens 
of Casablanca, part of a lived heritage of spaces and relationships with the sur-
rounding urban environment.

Most residents of the area of Avenue Royale were displaced to peripheral 
settlements. The most important of them is Hay Nassim, in the South-Western 
outskirts of the city.29 Several years after the first displacements, Hay Nassim 
looks like a consolidated urban area, but the signs of subalternity are every-
where. A railway divides the area from the adjacent neighbourhood of Sidi 
Maarouf, the private residential sector from which all taxis and buses depart. 
To cross the railway, the residents have to walk a humiliating series of over-
passes, described by some people interviewed as an enclosed corral for cattle. 
The metaphor of cattle is often used to represent the desolating conditions 
of life of people confronting political power.30 In taking a collective taxi from 
Sidi Maarouf to the central city, it is not unusual to share it with all displaced 
residents of the ancienne médina, including the driver; despite the time passed, 
many keep shopping, socializing, and spending their leisure time in the half-
demolished areas around their old neighbourhoods – Derb Talian, Derb M‘aīzi, 
La Foire.

The 2011 uprisings in Casablanca bursted into this shifting urban scenario. 
References to the implementation of these critical urban policies or to the 
right to proper housing, however, did not appear as crucial demands of that 
year’s mass mobilizations. This is coherent with the rest of protests within the 
MENA region: their spatial dimension is generally recognized only in the well-
analysed use of urban areas as a stage for the coherent expression of dissent. 

28  On the life of residents of the old medina before the construction of Avenue Royale, see 
Lilya Ennadra’s documentary movies, such as ط��ة �ب��س�ا �ب��ك�ل   ،

�ة���م��ة �ل����ة�د ا ��ة�ب��ة  �ل���م�د  L’ancienne“) ا
médina, simplement”), available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f5BXke 
78P9I [Accessed 12 October 2020]. On the process of heritagization of the area, see 
Cattedra 2003.

29  Azar 2001; Zerhouani 2001; Hauw 2004.
30  As in the refrain of the song ‘Ash el Malik by the rapper Barry (2018): ‘Alāsh ngūl ‘Ash el- 

Malik wa lnās ‘aishā kῑf lbḥῑma? (“Why do we have to say ‘Long live the King’ if people are 
living like cattle?”).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f5BXke78P9I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f5BXke78P9I
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By physically bringing back to the city centre the presence of people that were 
excluded from it, or by recreating a network of transversal social relationships 
beyond the urban ghettos in which each sector had been secluded, these pro-
tests articulate dissent spatially. There are however deeper spatial and urban 
roots to the dissatisfaction that filled the squares of so many cities in 2011: this 
can be seen in the examples of Istanbul’s Gezi Park protests, Cairo’s Tahrir 
square occupation, and even the Spanish ‘15M’ protest cycle. The authoritar-
ian imposition of a neoliberal urban order in Istanbul,31 that displaced almost 
a million people, contributed to the alienation of many residents vis-à-vis the 
government authorities, eroding the perception of being part of an urban com-
munity, and severing the ties among different sectors of population.32 In Egypt, 
the impoverishment of the most vulnerable sectors of population contrasted 
bitterly with the projects announced by Mubarak and the governing elites that 
celebrated the urban quality of life through the futuristic mega-project Cairo 
2050.33 Finally, this contrast also recalls Barcelona’s gigantic celebration for 
the Universal Forum of Cultures in 2004, an ill-concealed cover for real estate 
speculation on the waterfront, inaugurated shortly before the financial crisis 
of 2007 and that contributed indirectly to the dissatisfaction that exploded in 
2011.34 In these cities, the new urban order imposed from above eroded crucial 
spaces of relation among people and between people and authorities. These 
“contact zones”35 were replaced with spaces of spectacularized consumption, 
institutional propaganda, and repression or stigmatization of dissent, a rup-
ture also conveyed in the massive protests of 2011.

In Morocco, the 2011 wave of protests known as 20 fevrier is generally con-
sidered mostly as a new form of organized youth political dissent and youth 
participation, based on the use of new social media,36 and on crucial symbolic 
demands such as karāma, dignity. An assessment of the disparate strands that 
converged into it, however, reveals a much more composite nature than the 
purely generational gap that has information technology as its symbol.37 Those 
mobilizations, in fact, were the peak of a long season of discontinuous and 
often spontaneous protests that started well before 2011 and that continued 

31  Bernardoni et al. 2013.
32  Bartu-Candan - Kolluoğlu 2008.
33  Sarnataro 2017: 88 and ff.
34  Delgado 2007; Portelli 2020.
35  Pratt 1971; see also Sennett 1970.
36  Radi 2017.
37  Bennani - Chraibi - Jeghllaly 2012; El Kahlaoui 2018.
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afterwards, until the present.38 The mobilizations that followed include the 
2015 demonstrations of students and stagiers of the medical schools, Tangiers 
candle protest described by Turco39 in this volume, a widespread boycott to 
Danone and Sidi Ali, and the Hirak grassroots movement in the Riff region. The 
latter, in particular, is a wave of revolts that began in 2016 in the Northern city 
of Al Hoceima with the death of Mohcine Fikri, a fisherman mangled by the 
garbage truck while trying to recover the goods seized by the police, and culmi-
nated with the recent 20-years prison sentence to Nasser Zefzafi, alleged leader 
of the movement. Together with the persecution of journalists and activists 
reporting on the mobilization and its causes, the Hirak showed the authoritar-
ian nature of political power, ready to crush the lives of its subjects whenever 
necessary.40

The participation of the residents of peripheral and working-class neigh-
bourhoods to these protests is debated.41 During the 2011 events, important 
roles have been played by civic associations and other informal actors consid-
ered outsiders to the traditional Moroccan political arena ruled by the monar-
chy and the political parties.42 The ideological nature of these associations is 
heterogeneous: the 20 Février movement owed its existence to groups consid-
ered part of the extreme left, such as ATTAC or MALI (Mouvement Alternatif 
pour les Libertés Individuelles), and to democratic Islamist associations active 
in peripheral neighbourhoods.43 Often the presence of residents of urban 
peripheries at demonstrations has been considered only instrumental to the 
political organizations involved, not an evidence of the grassroots nature of 
the protest themselves. Nonetheless, if we consider 2011 as the peak of a longer 
and ongoing wave of political dissent, we can highlight how those demands 
still resonate in the protests that animate the bidawi context today. Some of the 
interviews we conducted in 2015 confirmed us that many residents of periph-
eral neighbourhoods of Casablanca are very much aware of the demands and 
outcomes of those revolts, which they consider an expression of their dissatis-
faction too; today, as we will see, they are pushing the same demands further. 
A resident of the neighbourhood Arsat l-Haj Mbarek interviewed by Laura 
Guarino on October 15th, 2015, boldly claimed: “We want to chase away tyranny 
and corruption. The people want dignity, the right to health, to education, to 
housing!”. Echoing the key concept of karāma (dignity), several residents of 

38  Bennafla - Emperador Badimon 2010; Allal - Bennafla 2011.
39  Turco 2021.
40  El Azzouzi - Moussaoui 2020.
41  Vairel 2012; El Kahlaoui 2018; Beier 2018.
42  Hibou 2011.
43  El Kahlaoui 2018.
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Casablanca peripheral neighbourhoods request the satisfaction of their imme-
diate needs, such as decent housing and access to services, health care and 
education. These pleas for integration are in line with Lefebvre’s concept of 
“right to the city”.44

As resettlement programs increase the segregation of peripheral residents 
into isolated borderlands within the urban sprawl,45 however, the spaces of 
democratic representation shrink. The role of the state in these spaces is made 
evident in both the lack of basic services and the multiplication of securitar-
ian control and channels of patronage with the local emissaries of the institu-
tional power: the network of mqaddemin, the local representatives depending 
from the Ministry of Interior that control every neighbourhood, every village, 
every group of people throughout the Moroccan territory. To facilitate the 
acceptance of resettlement programs, for example, the institutional officers 
in charge portrayed the operations as a solution for the inhabitants’ legiti-
mate demands for a right to housing and to the improvement of their living 
conditions.46 Given the outcome of this process, it is no surprise that so many 
residents of Casablanca’s periphery only see their claims recognized outside 
the traditional arena of political parties and workers’ unions. Partha Chatterjee 
defines “political society” the society embedded by the inhabitants of infor-
mal neighbourhoods in Kolkata, to underline the peculiar kind of political 
and social engagement that subaltern people display within informal neigh-
bourhood associations, and their deep differentiation from the so-called civil 
society, where the basic rights of citizenship – the right to decent housing, to 
proper ordinary services of water, electricity, schools and hospitals, as well 
as the right of democratic political representation – are granted.47 The sup-
posed passivity of the inhabitants of informal neighbourhoods of Casablanca, 
described by Lamia Zaki as “attentivisme”, or patient expectation of institu-
tional welfarism,48 is often essentialized by orientalists as the stereotypical 
fatalist subordination to divine willingness; this endless waiting for an external 
intervention, instead, depends in part from the formal prohibition of any self-
improvement of the housing conditions, in part from the de facto dependence 
of these sectors of the population from the good will of a network of delegates 
and representatives of the central power.

44  Lefebvre 1968.
45  Guarino 2017.
46  Zaki 2005; Essahel 2015.
47  Chatterjee 2004.
48  Zaki 2007a.
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This system of patron-client mediation had been used by inhabitants of 
peripheral neighbourhoods to obtain resources that were formally denied to 
them, in exchange for constant displays of loyalty to the king: they represented 
a space of invisible political action, channelled in the grey area of individual 
negotiation and personal exchange of favours. As both the hopes of the pro-
tests of 2011, and the expectation projected on urban projects were frustrated, 
the language of political demands through these channels began to fade, as 
well as the assumption that loyalty to the king would imply the satisfaction 
of rights associated with citizenship, or with dignity. The new demands may 
require the rejection of the language of rights and citizenship itself, and may 
express direct criticism to the royal power.

2 “We Want to Live Here – But Long Life to the King!”

The first Constitution of Morocco, issued in 1962, already made an explicit ref-
erence to citizenship as the cornerstone of the nation: Art. 2 says that “sov-
ereignty belongs to the Nation”. The concept of citizenship, though, overlaps 
with the concept of belonging to a national and religious community; the king 
is guaranteed strong interferences on the legislative power, is designated as 
the supreme commander of the executive power, and as “commander of the 
believers, symbol of the unity of the Nation, guarantee of the eternity and 
continuity of the State, [he who] overlooks on the respect of Islam and of the 
Constitution” (Art. 19). The decades-long reign of Hassan II rooted into the 
population the legitimate fear that any demand for justice and power outside 
the channels established by the monarchy would be met with reprisal from 
political power. An entire generation bears the scars of the king’s murderous 
repression against political opposers that marked the so called “Years of lead” 
(Années de Plomb). The response of the state to the huge “Bread revolt” of 1981, 
when the army suffocated the demonstrations with indiscriminate violence 
against whoever was caught in the streets, is still very much present in the 
collective conscience of the residents of the city’s peripheral areas.49 “… We 
didn’t make a revolution, and we live in the slums … if we’d made a revolution, 
they would have buried us all”, declared a resident of Arsat l-Haj Mbarek inter-
viewed on October 18th, 2015.

During the last decades, however, the new monarch Mohamed VI and 
the state institutions built an image of a reconciliatory monarchy engaged 

49  Rachik 1995; Mounfiq 1999.
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in projects of post-traumatic pacification.50 The king today presents him-
self as a modern ruler, close to the people and interested in their well-being. 
As a response to the global revolts of 2011, thus, Mohamed VI presented and 
approved a new Constitution in the same year which included in the open-
ing paragraph the protests’ keyword karāma, dignity. The new charter, how-
ever, not only left untouched the role of the king as the ultimate beholder of 
political and religious power, but also the thick network of patronage deployed 
throughout the entire territory. Many participants in the movement criticized 
it, claiming that it was conceded (octroyée) by the king to calm the protests, 
while leaving untouched the power structure. Though the Constitution was 
supported by 80% of votes in a referendum, many Moroccans, also in periph-
eral or working class areas, considered that the king was shifting the attention 
from the lack of basic rights such as housing, education, health, and justice, 
to the formal organization of the country.51 The recent crackdown on pro-
test and independent journalism made even more evident how, despite the 
Constitution and the formal adhesion of the monarch to all the international 
treaties on freedom of expression and civil rights, the margins for dissent in 
the style of 2011 are increasingly shrinking.

This deep ambiguity within the institutional structure is reflected also in 
the attitude of protestors. Dissent from government policies until today was 
mostly cloaked in the obligation to reaffirm formal loyalty to the king as amῑr 
al-mu’minῑn, “chief of the believers”. The affiliation to the Moroccan nation and 
the veneration of the monarchy (we should not forget that the Alawite dynasty 
ruling over Morocco since the end of the XVII century claims direct ancestry 
from the Prophet) is publicly displayed not only in the countless images of the 

50  One of these initiatives has been the Instance Equité et Reconciliation (Equity and 
Reconciliation Instance) in its first edition (2004) the victims of violence during 
Hassan II’s “Years of Lead”, or their relatives, were invited to give a witness of the violence 
they endured for having been part of workers’ unions or dissenting groups. The aim was 
to reconcile the people with the State, not to judge or condemn the crimes of the oppres-
sors. The second edition (2009–2013) was devoted to the implementation of projects to 
celebrate the memory of specific parts of the city. In Casablanca, for instance, a memorial 
tour was drawn up in the neighbourhood of Hay Mohammadi, considered one of the 
most rebellious, to let people know crucial places of repression such as the secret prison 
of Moulay Chrif and more generally the history of the neighbourhood. The heart of the 
sector of Hay Mohammadi is the neighbourhood of Karyan Centrale, and was celebrated 
in 2012 through a documentary called “Ana l’Hay” (“I am the neighbourhood”) and the 
publications AaVv 2013; Taki 2012.

51  See ‘The new Constitution is refused in Morocco’, video reportage in Bladinet, July 15th, 
2011. A young man interviewed says that the problem was not the Constitution, and an 
elder one adds that ‘everything has to be changed’. https://www.youtube.com/watch 
?v=r2WRVH78giQ [Accessed 7th October 2020].

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r2WRVH78giQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r2WRVH78giQ
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king presiding over every public space, but also in the discourse of political 
opponents themselves: it is used to give credit to dissent towards specific poli-
cies. Another resident of Arsat l-Haj Mbarek interviewed on October 17th 2015, 
talking of the revolts of 2011, said: “20 Février is not against national security 
nor the king … we are not against the stability of the country”. A graffiti on 
a wall near the now demolished Karyan Centrale (see figure 2) in the district 
of Hay Mohamadi, in front of the wasteland covered in rubble where thou-
sands lived until 2016, is a perfect example of this ambiguity: “We want to live 
here – long life to the king” (see figure 3). Criticism of specific policies requires 
a closing formal statement that reaffirms the veneration of the king. It is not 
infrequent to see, in protest as in everyday order enforcement, to hear those 
who suffer police violence screaming ‘Ash el-malik!’, ‘long life to the king!’; nor 
to see national flags or king’s portraits in the makeshift shanties of the evicted, 

figure 2 The area where Karyan Centrale was located until 2016
Photo Laura Guarino, July 2017

figure 3 Writing on a wall of the neighbourhood after Karyan Centrale demolition
Photo Laura Guarino, August 2017
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as tools to give strength to their claims. Until recently, dissent towards public 
policies had to be framed in formal support for the king’s command.

The ambiguous nature of these statements makes it difficult to understand 
whether these expressions of dissent can be considered “weapons of the weak”, 
“hidden transcripts” à la Scott,52 thus concealed forms of resistance, or, instead, 
if they are part of a complex device of control, which allows and even encour-
ages almost invisible discrepancies from public discourse.53 Beyond scholarly 
speculations on the ritual significance of the king’s baraka (the spiritual power 
held by saints and prophets, of which the Moroccan monarch is considered 
one of the highest sources), we can see a complex relationship between state 
and society, between loyalty and dissent, that require compresence and con-
stant transitions among the various overlapping layers of political and religious 
conceptions.54 Micheal Herzfeld shows how all the nation-states create more 
social cohesion by maintaining spaces of “cultural intimacy”, dissent or sim-
ply recalcitrance towards the institutional order, than with national anthems, 
or Anderson’s “print capitalism”.55 More specifically, in nations marked by 
an ambiguous relationship with the ideal images of an ancient and powerful 
culture, that often contrast the evident poverty and scarce political represen-
tation of big sectors of the population, the patriotic discourse gains popular 
support by including a level of disemia (a concept coined on diglossia: two 
codes coexist and compenetrate). This tolerance is rearticulated in the every-
day behaviour of citizens (or subjects), that are able to affirm, at the same time, 
their adhesion and their dissent toward the ruling elites.

A clear example of disemia in Morocco appears in the ritual ceremonies of 
the different Muslim working-class brotherhoods, which are at the same time 
condemned and celebrated by the elites. The gnawa ritual, for example,56 is 
an heterodox practice of adorcism that uses music and dance, but also invoca-
tions to saints and to invisible beings rooted in the pre-Islamic substratum of 
the African cults conveyed in it. These heterodox practices are unacceptable 
to many Moroccans, but are encapsulated in a protective structure that reit-
erates formal adhesion to mainstream monotheism in the flags, prayers and 

52  Scott 1987, 1990.
53  On the “constitutive war” between king and people, see Graeber - Sahlins 2017.
54  See Hammoudi 2010; El Ayadi - Rachik - Tozy 2013; Pandolfo 2018; Rachik 2012.
55  Herzfeld 2005.
56  The exact origin of word gnawa is uncertain: according to Maurice Delafosse (Delafosse 

1924), the Berber expression akal-n-iguinaouen, that means “the land of black folks”, 
could stand at the etymology of the name of the country Guinea, were most of the slaves 
imported to Morocco came from, and so Gnawa, that could mean “black man” or “man 
coming from black people land”. For an accurate analysis of the gnawa rituals see Chlyeh 
1999; Claisse 2002; Pâques 1995; Pouchelon 2020.
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invocations that open each ritual session. It is not surprising that the same 
gnawa brotherhood is considered part of a tradition loyaliste by some,57 and an 
element of a new rebel culture of the younger generations by others.58 In an 
“ethnographic state” such as Morocco,59 where the national independence is 
based on artificial constructions such as “Moroccan Islam”, the entire popula-
tion is caught in the double bind of having to explicitly endorse and ritually 
reject the foundations of the social pact. The disemia of the gnawa ritual, as 
the disemia of political protest, resemble to the structure that Andrew Shryock 
in an edited volume called off stage/on display.60 Relevant areas of the unsaid, 
the “off-scene” – off stage – are not only tolerated but actively promoted by 
national apparatuses that aim to project themselves in public – on display – as 
strong and cohesive, both in the mediascape and in public space.

These disemic structures, indeed, are fragile. They have an expression in 
urban space as a continuous dialectic between spaces of institutional repre-
sentation and spaces of vernacular social practices.61 The interstitial enclaves 
of self-made neighbourhoods or consolidated urban areas such as the medina, 
guarantee “contact zones” that smoothen the transitions and negotiations 
between local residents and political power. The structure of patronage that 
connects the core of power to every single family of the neighbourhood is 
much more used than formal structures like elected representatives to con-
vey local political demands. The externality of self-built neighbourhoods with 
regard to the city, the stigma to which its residents are subject to, are medi-
ated by connecting structures, often intimate and unspeakable, that seem 
to link members of the community to the vertex of power, with informants, 
mqaddemῑn and several kinds of mediators.62 These structures make the 
neighbourhoods functional to the entire urban political system, and prevent 
the expression of dissent in more open forms of protest.63 If a specific urban 
structure, though, contributes to the maintenance of some disemic practices 
of political ambiguity – the constant negotiation between loyalty and dissent, 
that each time sets the shifting limits for freedom and authority – thus the 
transformation of space can also challenge them. We believe that forced dis-
placement in the last years increased this cleavage, liberating a discourse of 
dissent that is no longer harnessed in these ambiguous structures.

57  Claisse 2002.
58  Aidi 2014: 138-158.
59  Burke 2014.
60  Shryock 2004.
61  Herzfeld 2015, 2017.
62  Gribaudi 1980.
63  Vairel - Zaki 2011.
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3 “The Walls Do Not Listen Anymore”: Words after Displacement

In describing life in their old neighbourhoods, many displaced people express 
their suffering for the loss of spaces of familiarity with their neighbours and 
with the street. These connections, apparently, did not reproduce in the new 
settlement. Here is an excerpt of an interview recorded in a cafe in Hay Nassim, 
in September 2018, with a woman about 50 years old, displaced from the area 
of Avenue Royale.

It was not a karyan. Life was beautiful, it was so nice. For example, this 
cafe, A., was property of our neighbour A., who was an admiral of the 
Navy. Life was beautiful. There was a boy whose sister studied with me, 
his father sold bread, life was beautiful. This man was called B.A. and 
worked in A.G.’s cafe. This B.A. was a waiter for my father-in-law, and as 
I grew up and married, people called my father-in-law ‘L.’. And this cafe 
belonged to W.M., who apparently lived in Italy. We knew him since we 
were children, he chased us from the cafe when we went to play there, 
we went to the park and to Derb Sofi, that was very near home. We were 
like a family: our friends talked to us very kindly, they would never hurt 
us, life was very nice, the market was very close, everything was cheap, 
the port was near, people could go to work there, they bought and sold, 
others studied, some became judges, other architects … It was our life, a 
very simple life, a life better than in Hay Nassim, both economically and 
socially. A thousand times better. The houses in Hay Nassim are better. 
But the medina is the most beautiful thing in the world, its economy is 
the best. The standard of life for the poor was good: the best economy for 
the poor was in the medina. They sold the land for millions, now they are 
building big projects there.

Consistently with the rest of displaced people we talked to in Hay Nassim, this 
person employs the disemic discourse to talk about the end of her neighbour-
hood. While we were recording, she affirmed her objection to the displacement 
she suffered, but always reminding that responsibilities fall on the government 
and not on the king. Her discourse displayed the ambiguity between loyalty 
and dissent we identified above: “It is not that our state wanted to get rid of 
us; our state gave us a place to live”, she claimed, arousing approval from the 
customers of the cafe.64 “With all my respect for the king, we don’t have any 
problem with him. We don’t expect anything from him; all our problems come 
from the government. We elected the government. Now there is a boycott of 

64  Interview, September 2018.
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milk and water; but what we should boycott are the elections”.65 Nationalist 
rhetoric overlap with the bitter critique to the conditions of life of the poor-
est, of the youth: “Morocco is the best country in the world, we live in the best 
possible situation, vegetables are cheap, everything is cheap; but people are 
paid too little, we want to be able to pay for the houses we were relocated to”. 
The interview ends with the ritual formula ‘Ash el-malik, in French, repeated 
for three times: vive Mohamed VI, mille fois, mais le hakouma, zero. (“Long life 
to Mohamed VI a thousand times, but the government [is worth] zero”). As 
soon as the recorder is turned off, the woman makes sure that she can speak 
freely, and flips her last sentence: el-malik, zero: “the king [is worth] nothing”. 
For people that lost the connection with all their living environment, such as 
those displaced by resettlement projects, the off stage is no longer only a con-
fessed and controversial intimacy with the display of loyalty: it can become 
also a straightforward assertion of political dissent toward the apex of the 
whole power structure.

We saw an even more explicit example of this new language of dissent, dur-
ing the demolition of the neighbourhoods of Douar l-Wasti and Douar Hsibo 
in the industrial area of Ain Sbaa, on the Northern waterfront, that we followed 
closely in October 2018.66 The neighbourhood of Hay Houman al-Fattouaqi, 
known as Douar l-Wasti (“central village”: douar refers to rural village units), 
was composed of about 1.300 small brick houses, inhabited since about half 
a century by a homogeneous population of non-qualified workers.67 During 
the last decades the district of Ain Sebaa has undergone a process of deindus-
trialization which also implied the demolition (or threats of demolition) for 
many self-built neighbourhoods of the waterfront, where a new motorway to 
Mohammedia is under construction since 2012 (see figure 4), following direct 
order of the king. The families in Douar l-Wasti received eviction orders for 
six months, but no formal compromise for relocation. The government offered 
them plots of land in the rural area of Sidi Hajjaj, thirty km far from their neigh-
bourhood and in the middle of a former riverbed: even its adequacy for human 

65  The boycott of Danone and Sidi Ali started in April 2018 and forced the enterprises 
to negotiate a price reduction. See “Danone’s profits curdled by Morocco boycott”,  
Arabnews, 19/2/2019, https://www.arabnews.com/node/1454736/business-economy 
[Accessed 19th February 2019].

66  All the quotations reported here are taken from the interviews made by Stefano Portelli in 
Douar l-Wasti on 28th September 2018. Some of them are featured in the video “Massive 
eviction in Douar Wasti, Casablanca, Ain Sbaa”, posted on 26/9/2018 on YouTube: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=XAr0VqwSBlM [Accessed 11/10/2020]. See Portelli - Lees 
2018.

67  Arrif 2018.

https://www.arabnews.com/node/1454736/business-economy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XAr0VqwSBlM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XAr0VqwSBlM


25The Political Implications of Urban Displacement

STUDI MAĠREBINI 19.1 (2021) 7–36

settlement was controversial. The area completely lacks services, including 
electricity and water, and obviously, schools.68

On the day of the eviction, September 28th, 2018, so much police were 
employed that it surprised even the most cynical among the inhabitants. What 
impressed us most, however, was the unanimous refusal of the population 
towards the proposed relocations, and the address of their concerns directly 
to the monarch. To refer to the region of Sidi Hajjaj where they would be relo-
cated, they used expressions such as minṭaqa mashi haḍaria, minṭaqa dial 
paysan, qarawiya, ‘arubiya, that identified it as “non-urban”, meaning not only 
peasant, but devoid of that ‘civility’ (ḥaḍāra) etymologically linked to urban 
life (civitas) and citizenship, in Arabic as in English or Italian. The shock pro-
duced by the violence of the police breaks the moral order – “The police came 
against us, not to help us!”, said one of the displaced. Those who associated 
their affiliation with the national community with expectations of civility and 
dignity, were forced to employ terms that recall non-human, pre-social rela-
tions: “They are renovating the zoo, and evicting human beings?”, says another 
of the evicted. After the eviction, the word citoyen, citizen, was repeated by 
almost all the people interviewed: “We are no longer citizens”; “We are no lon-
ger Moroccan, because they transfer us in a rural region. We will be like in the 
camps of Tindouf” (i.e. where the exiled Saharawi live in Algeria). As in other 
cases of displacement, life in the new settlement is compared to pre-political 

68  Portelli - Lees 2018.

figure 4 Motorway construction site next to a fishing neibourhood in Ain Sebaa
Photo Laura Guarino, October 2015
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times of war, or with the condition of political refugees.69 The former residents 
of Douar l-Wasti feel like they were asylum seekers, deported – in brief, people 
who lack any chance of appealing to rights or citizenship.

We are in a state of law and of institutions. They evicted us and chased us 
away without a proper trial, without a judiciary mandate, without a noti-
fication, nothing; we did not study law, but we felt the way it is applied, 
we thought that it was a state of law; not like animals. They treated us 
like animals. All the laws we study in the university, what are they for? 
Where is the law? We want to see the laws applied. We want to see that 
we live in a rule of law, in a state made of laws and rights (…) It was an 
illegal expulsion. If you want to evict us, why do you keep saying we are 
Moroccan citizens?70

A shared reference for the evicted was the new Constitution, on which 
many projected hopes for a new social pact. They quoted directly the promises 
of a new legal order it entailed, such as ‘state of law’ and ‘dignity’: “In this situ-
ation there is no more dignity (karāma) nor anything. I mean, they sold us very 
cheap. We are no longer citizens, there is no dignity anymore (ba‘una rkhasin, 
mabqinash mouwaṭinin, mabqāsh karāma)”. “If you approach somebody with 
the excuse of helping them to improve their situation, and you end up kicking 
them to the street, this is not politics, nor government, nor anything. It is a 
vendetta! It is the work of mafia (hādi mashi siyāsa, mashi lḥoukm, w mash ḥta 
hāja. Hāda ntiqam. Khdma dlmafia hādi)”.71 Many of them related directly their 
expulsion with the need to migrate, which apparently the authorities seemed 
to enforce, despite the formal prohibition: “When you push people out in this 
way, you invite them to emigrate. This shows the failure and stupidity of the 
responsible for all this, they do not reflect […] The state will be swollen by 
the problems created today”. States create a sense of national affiliation using 
domestic metaphors; it is clear that if they destroy the walls of the house, the 
social pact which guarantees collaboration and loyalty collapses. As a poster 
held by some of the evicted reads, “man lā sakana lah lā waṭana lah” (“Those 
who have no house have no motherland”).

Some residents after the eviction called for a march to reach Ceuta, the 
Spanish enclave in Moroccan land, to claim symbolically refuge to Europe.72 

69  Portelli 2017: 186–187.
70  See the video “Massive eviction in Douar Wasti, Casablanca, Ain Sbaa”.
71  All interviews were recorded on September 28th 2018 in Douar l-Wasti.
72  “Video: délogement sous haute tension des habitants de plusieurs bidonvilles”, H24info, 

26/9/2018, https://bit.ly/2s1OwUv [Accessed 19/11/2019].

https://bit.ly/2s1OwUv
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The Moroccan police stopped the march even before leaving the district, but 
the proposal shows the alienation felt by the evicted toward their national 
affiliation. One of the most interesting slogans chanted to the police during 
the operation paraphrased the famous slogan of 2011, “esh-sha‘b yurῑd isqāṭ 
en-niẓām” (“The people want to drop the regime”); the new enemy was jin-
siya, nationality: “esh-sha‘b yurῑd isqāt el-jinsiya” (“The people wants to drop 
nationality”). A man who appears in one of the many videos of that day, says: 
“Starting today, I am no longer Moroccan, and proud … farewell Morocco, fare-
well nationality ( jinsiya). This ID card is useless. We have become refugees! 
They destroyed our houses, our shacks, this cart is useless! We are no longer 
Moroccan! We want another country that gives us rights … Take our nation-
ality away!”.73 A woman echoes his words: “Those people responsible for the 
decision to demolish our houses should not forget that it is thanks to us that 
they have their jobs. Let them know that starting from today, we are no longer 
Moroccan”.74

In the context of slums and informal dwellings, the categories of urban and 
citizen overlap or clash according to each case.75 As claimed in the Eighties by 
Mohamed Naciri, the de facto absence of rights does not entail that the resi-
dents of these areas consider themselves as non-citizens or non-urban.76 If we 
consider these spaces as rural enclaves, external to the urban fabric, we fail to 
understand to what extent their inhabitants perceive themselves as entitled to 
citizenship and rights. Citadinité is interpreted as an attachment to the urban 
environment, as the recognition of being part of a city and of a nation, and 
of being dependent on the social relations that develop in it, as in the words 
of the woman relocated from the medina to Hay Nassim. The disruption of 
this belonging through eviction and displacement may entail the rupture of 
the delicate social pact that binds people not only to the local institutional 
representatives, but to the nation-state itself. The words of the evicted now 
challenge the social pact itself, the affiliation with the national community for-
merly used to legitimate dissent. The responsibility for this rupture, moreover, 
no longer falls only on the government (ḥoukouma) but also on the person who 
embodies the state and the social pact itself: the king. Several residents affirm, 
with different degrees of energy, that the eviction was commanded directly by 
the king, or at least that he was informed of it.

73  See the video ر�ب��ة �ا �م��ب ���ش  �م��ب��ة�مة��ب�ا  .. ر�ب �ل���م��ب ا ��ة  �ب�ا ��ة   Bye bye Morocco, we are no longer) �ب�ا
Moroccan) posted on YouTube on 22/09/2018 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
yvL2aaH5kEg&t=97s [Accessed 30/11/ 2019].

74  « Les habitants d’un bidonville à Casa : ‘Nous ne sommes plus Marocains!’ », Solidarité 
Maroc, 24/9/2019, https://bit.ly/2Ox0bSC [Accessed 19/11/2019].

75  See Berry-Chikaoui 2009.
76  Naciri 1985; but also Lussault - Signoles 1996.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yvL2aaH5kEg&t=97s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yvL2aaH5kEg&t=97s
https://bit.ly/2Ox0bSC
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It is our king [sidna: our master] who gave the order. We did not grant 
our loyalty to the king for these things, but to be protected. I want this 
[speech] to reach him.

They arrived at four in the morning with a lot of police. They say the 
order came directly from the king. I can’t believe that the king agrees with 
this offense. Because if he does … I can’t believe it.77

Another slogan often repeated is “esh-sha‘b hna el-malik fῑnahuwa”, “The people 
are here, where is the king?”, or even “Ḥshouma el-malik”, “Shame to the king”. 
Naming the king in this fashion borders blasphemy: it can be uttered only after 
having lost fear of the generalized system control and self-control of expres-
sion that sustains the whole Moroccan state. On the Facebook page “Residents 
of the neighbourhoods Hsibou, Jdide and Rigue in Ain Sebaa” (Sākinat dawawῑr 
Hsibou wa Jdide wa Rigue bi ‘Ain Sbaa) a user claims that “The walls have no 
ears anymore”, referring to the end of the atmosphere of terror that previously 
hampered any clear stance against the king’s orders. New generations, but also 
the citizens who experienced displacement, seem to have thrown this political 
yoke, and to be readier to express overt dissent toward the system of power. 
As one of the evicted says, referring to the king: “I want him to hear me, in the 
name of god (daymallah). I am not scared anymore. We agree with the king; 
but now he treated us too unfairly. He passed the line (ta’dda’lῑna)”.

4 Concluding Notes: Explicit Lyrics

In contemporary Morocco, clear claims of dissent against the current political 
system arise in the most unexpected contexts; the people increasingly address 
the king in an explicit manner, something unprecedented even during the 
revolts of 2011. In 2019 the “Eagles”, supporters of Casablanca’s “Raja” football 
team often sang the song Lbladi delmouni, “My country treated us wrongly”, 
in the stadium. One of the verses says: “They bombed us with hashish from 
Ketama / They left us as orphans / You oppressed entire generations / and 
killed passion […] / You created fear / and imposed it on us / to rule us better”.78 
The song spread to Palestine and Tunis, and was also interpreted by a heavy-
metal group during l’Boulevard music festival in Casablanca. These events are 
part of a cultural radicalization which implies that crowds of people are now 

77  See footnote 4. For further references, http://periferiesurbanes.org/?p=8081&lang=it 
[Accessed 19/11/ 2019].

78  See the lyrics at: https://genius.com/Ultras-eagles-06-fbladi-delmouni-lyrics [Accessed 
on 20/11/2019].

http://periferiesurbanes.org/?p=8081&lang=it
https://genius.com/Ultras-eagles-06-fbladi-delmouni-lyrics
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daring to address directly the king and to express their lack of respect towards 
his supreme authority. The apex of this process may be the song quoted in 
the epigraph: ‘Ash esh-sha‘b, “Long life to the people”, composed by three rap-
pers based in peripheral neighbourhoods of Fez and Salé: Lz’er, Lgnawi e Weld 
l-Griya.79 The song parodies the slogan “Long life to the King”, and its lyrics 
ridicule and insult Mohamed VI, with phrases such as “Amῑr el-mudminῑn”, 
“commander of the drug addicted”. In one week the song was visualized eight 
million times, and in less than one year it nearly achieved thirty million views. 
Though the lyrics does not refer to demolitions and urban displacement, they 
mention many of the issues we discussed in this article: the loyalty of peo-
ple that feel betrayed by the king, the repressed aspiration to citizenship, the 
contempt of the powerful for the needs of the powerless, the urge for rebel-
lion at any cost.80 Its language is unprecedented in public performances and 
media. The response of the institutional apparatus did not wait: Lgnawi has 
been arrested.81 The other rappers kept performing the song, once even at the 
University of Fez.82 As the barriers of self-censorship fade, the state is increas-
ingly forced to use direct repression, incarceration and persecution to reiterate 
its power, often motivating political reprisals through the exposure of intimate 
aspects of the subjects’ private lives – only obtaining the result of increasing 
rage and detachment among the population.83

We still don’t have enough data to claim how the urban transformation of 
Casablanca and of other Moroccan cities fuelled the diffusion of an explicit 
anti-authoritarian language that challenges the disemic structures that 

79  “Son of the bars (of jail)”.
80  For the full translation in French see https://www.moroccomail.fr/2019/11/13/maroc 

-traduction-des-paroles-de-la-chanson-3ach-cha3b/ [Accessed 22/11/2019].
81  “Maroc : un rappeur risque 1 an de prison”, Bladi.net, 7/11/2019. https://bit.ly/2XvnYqr 

[Accessed 19th November 2019]. For the translation of the song: https://bit.ly/37qbuoD. 
The nickname ‘Gnawa’ might refer to dark skin complexion, but has probably little rela-
tionship with the Gnawa brotherhood.

82  The video of the live concert is https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=13MSrVVIAsw 
[Accessed 19/11 2019].

83  The recent case of the journalist Omar Radi illustrates this escalation. A video debate in 
which the journalist directly addressed the monarch ignited reprisal from the Ministry 
of Interiors, that initially shut down the cultural association that hosted the debate in its 
YouTube channel, then moved to Radi accusations of vilification of a public officer, espio-
nage, ultimately sexual offense. Khadija Ryadi, of the Association Marocaine de défense 
des droits humains, says: “During the Years of lead, journalists were incarcerated and per-
secuted on accusations related to their opinion and job as reporters. After the political 
opening of Morocco of the 1990s, authorities increasingly used (…) financial asphyxiation 
of journals and magazines unpleasant for the power. In the last few years new methods 
have appeared: the accusations now are based on morals”. In El Azzouzi - Moussaoui 
2020.

https://www.moroccomail.fr/2019/11/13/maroc-traduction-des-paroles-de-la-chanson-3ach-cha3b/
https://www.moroccomail.fr/2019/11/13/maroc-traduction-des-paroles-de-la-chanson-3ach-cha3b/
https://bit.ly/2XvnYqr
https://bit.ly/37qbuoD
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=13MSrVVIAsw
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dominate Moroccan public discourse. We cannot avoid, however, to notice 
similarities among the explicit lyrics of these protest songs and the voices of 
the displaced. This insight is bringing us to challenge some of the paradigms 
through which the most vulnerable sectors of the Moroccan population are 
considered by social scientists. More than an “insurgent citizenship”84 that 
from peripheries reclaims its inclusion in the system of welfare, we believe that 
what we are facing now is that a relevant part of the people do not recognize 
any longer the authority of the state, and are willing to challenge publicly their 
affiliation to it in times of crisis. The language of this claim overcomes the for-
mal subordination that power requires in public to maintain an appearance of 
respectability: this symbolic, discursive insubordination, preludes and mirrors 
other kinds of insubordination. As in the words of Chawqi Lotfi, a militant of 
20 Février movement:

Global politics, institutions and figures of the ruling caste are contested 
in the streets […] and this deprives the monarchy of its credibility. The 
king’s discourses that claim he ‘is not responsible for anything’ are no 
longer convincing, since everybody knows that he ‘decides everything’.85

To study these movements, and the discourses they express, we cannot rely 
on the categories developed in the literature on struggles of European periph-
eries in the Seventies and Eighties, from Lefebvre to Castells. The “ordinary 
people” (as Bayat calls them) that live in the subaltern urban contexts widely 
studied in Morocco and elsewhere,86 are still often represented as resisting 
poor, or as lacking the political tools and languages to oppose the state. Today 
this impoverished sector of the population has overcome their alleged “quiet 
encroachment”,87 the traditional silent acceptance of the status quo that was 
generally attributed to them. They do not reclaim, though, a right to the city, or 
civil rights, nor wish to create simple frictions to the neoliberal system,88 nor 
occasionally join “revolutions without revolutionaries”, as Bayat89 represented 
the Arab Springs: they affirm instead their will to be part of a radical transfor-
mation of the political system. After the deception – in Arabic Iḥbāṭ90 – that 
followed the movements of 2011, and after resettlement programs exacerbated 

84  Holston 2007.
85  Lotfi 2018: 4.
86  Rao 2006; Roy 2011.
87  Bayat 1997.
88  Tsing 2011.
89  Bayat 2013.
90  Belghazi - Moudden 2016.
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the problems they aimed to solve, more and more residents of Moroccan cities 
recognize their allies precisely in the radical refusal of the dominating author-
ity, swiftly moving from the status of marginalized citizens to the status of – 
reversing Bayat’s phrase – ‘revolutionaries without revolution’. They are ready 
to grasp whatever occasion emerges to express publicly their irrepressible 
need for a new social pact.
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