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Morocco: Towards a cohabitation between the King and the 

Islamists? 
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The overwhelming victory of the Moroccan Islamists at the legislative elections of 25 

November 2011 allowed Morocco to defuse the popular protest represented by the 20 

February movement, and announced a new political turn of events: the cohabitation 

between the Palace and the Islamist government led by Abdelillah Benkirane.  

The legislative elections of 25 November 2011took place in the context of a process of 

political reform. This was initiated to absorb the shockwave created by the Arab 

Spring, and to defuse the wave of protest that shook in Morocco, known as the 20 

February movement. The major reform was the adoption of a new Constitution in 

July 2011
1
.  This broadened the competences of government and parliament, and 

made executive power the responsibility of the head of government. This new 

institutional deal has made legislative elections a focus of interest and has sharpened 

competition between political parties standing for election. 

The Parti de la Justice et du Développement (PJD) is well-organised and has an 

ideological line and political proposals that make it stand out from other Moroccan 

parties. It won a massive victory in the 2011 ballot, becoming the leading political 

force in the country. The current political configuration is thus exceptional, with an 

                                                 
1
 Abdellah Tourabi ‘Constitutional Reform in Morocco: Reform in times of revolution’, Arab Reform Initiative, 

November 2011, http://www.arab-reform.net/spip.php?article5090. 
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Islamist-led government, experimenting a form of ‘cohabitation’ with the King. How 

this experience turns out will be decisive when it comes to the effective repartitioning 

of powers between the Palace and the head of government, but also for the future of 

the Islamist party itself. As illustrated by its strong showing in the legislative elections, 

the party is very popular.

Elections to defuse tension 

The year 2011 brought remarkable changes 

on the regional level and a challenge for the 

Moroccan monarchy to which the Palace had 

to adapt. Popular contestation, which 

crystalised in the 20 February movement, 

demanded significant political, economic and 

social reforms, and a massive democratisation 

of the State which called for a response from 

the Palace. In a number of forceful moves, the 

latter implemented a series of measures to 

defuse the protest and to drain it of content.  

The elections of November 2011 which had 

been brought forward, were the final step in a 

process designed to placate social and 

political tensions. What makes these elections 

unique is that they took place in a new and 

untested constitutional context, which 

stipulates the ways of nominating the head of 

the executive and extending the competences 

of government. The new Constitution gave 

the head of government a strong profile as 

holder of executive power, exercising 

complete authority over the public 

administration, something which had in the 

past frequently escaped the control of the 

Prime Minister
2
.  This new constitutional 

configuration theoretically opened the way to 

the coming to power of a head of government 

conscious of his independence from the 

Palace, and relying on the democratic and 

popular legitimacy conferred by electoral 

victory to implement policy choices and 

decisions, particularly with regard to the royal 

cabinet.  

                                                 
2
 Some key ministries, such as the Interior and Foreign 

Affairs, were directed by Ministers appointed directly 

by the King, over whom the Prime Minister has little 

authority. 

 

The perspective of a possible ‘cohabitation’ 

between the King and a strong, independent 

head of government gave the November 

elections a completely new and competitive 

character. This was helped by the fact that the 

PJD arrived at the elections as front-runner. 

Although Mohammed VI has never been 

particularly hostile to the Islamists, the media 

– confirmed by the revelations of Wikileaks – 

has often referred to a certain apprehension on 

the part of the King vis-à-vis the Islamists, 

and to his intervention to block their rise as a 

party
3
.   

Blocking the way to the Islamists  

The Moroccan monarchy has always 

dominated the rules of the electoral game in 

order to prevent a crushing victory by any 

single party, especially an opposition party, 

which would give it an outright majority in 

parliament. Techniques of electoral 

engineering, such as gerrymandering or the 

choice of electoral system, have been resorted 

to in order to guarantee this control and to 

regulate elections. 

The promise to hold regular and transparent 

elections, and the development of national 

political life towards more neutrality on the 

part of the State in organising elections, have 

nevertheless compelled the Palace to adjust its 

control of the electoral game and to resort to 

more elaborate techniques. To this end in 

2002 Morocco introduced a system of 

proportional voting. This does not favour the 

emergence of any single large majority party, 

but on the contrary, leads to the formation of 

parliamentary alliances and political blocs. 

The introduction of this type of electoral 
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http://www.elpais.com/articulo/internacional/Mohamed

/VI/intervient/rudement/politique/pour/contrer/les/isla

mistes/elpepuint/20101211elpepuint_34/Tes. 
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system was mostly due to the emergence of 

the PJD as an Islamist party in 1997 and was 

designed to limit its impact and its success
4
.  

The PJD has, however, adapted to this system 

which corresponds to its desire to integrate 

itself progressively into mainline political life 

and to reassure the Palace, Moroccan civil 

society and Western embassies on the absence 

of hegemonic plans on its part. However, 

since negotiations for the organisation of the 

legislative elections of November 2011, the 

PJD called for a reduction in the number of 

electoral districts and for the adoption of a 

high threshold (6% of the vote) for access to 

parliament. According to the Islamist party, 

these demands would help block vote buying, 

reduce the influence of the network of local 

élites or notables, and avoid the fragmentation 

of the vote. Their demands were refused by 

the Minister of the Interior, responsible for 

holding elections.  

Faced with a new situation, created by the 

Arab Spring and the dynamic of popular 

protest, the State was forced to hold free and 

transparent elections. The use of techniques of 

electoral carve-up, were able to check a 

massive victory for the Islamists but unable to 

block it. Furthermore, the State’s room for 

manoeuvre to ‘direct votes’ was much less 

than in previous elections. It was in this 

context that a new alliance of parties close to 

the State and loyal to the monarchy was 

launched. The Alliance pour la démocratie 

(also called the ‘G8’) was born in order to 

block the path of the PJD and to prevent its 

success at the ballot box.  

A winning coalition?  

On 5 November 2011, a joint statement issued 

by eight political parties announced the birth 

of the Alliance pour la démocratie
5
,  a 

                                                 
4
 In the 2002 legislative elections the PJD came third 

and in the 2007 elections it came second for the 

number of seats and first for number of votes. 
5
 The coalition includes the following political parties: 

Rassemblement national des indépendants (RNI), 

Mouvement populaire (MP), Union 

constitutionnelle (UC), Parti authenticité et modernité 

(PAM), Parti travailliste (PT), Parti socialiste (PS), 

grouping which is part of a powerful electoral 

apparatus in terms of its structure and its 

demands. The coalition accounts for 55% of 

the outgoing parliament and proclaimed its 

intention of winning the elections of 

November 2011 and forming a government. 

The Alliance pour la démocratie was led by 

Salaheddine Mezouar, Minister of Finance 

and Economy and Secretary General of the 

Rassemblement National des Indépendants, a 

party that is increasingly emerging as the 

PJD’s main rival.  

The mission of the Alliance was clearly to 

oppose the Islamist party and to prevent its 

victory in elections. It was made up of several 

political parties with no ideological cohesion 

or common history. It brought together liberal 

parties, leftist parties and even an Islamist 

party
6
.  These do have anything in common a 

priori save a desire to build a future 

parliamentary majority and to offer their 

leaders places in government. 

During the election campaign, the leaders of 

the Alliance stepped up their attacks on the 

PJD and its leader, Abdelillah Benkirane. 

Abdelkrim Benatiq, Secretary General of the 

Parti travailliste, did not hesitate before 

accusing the PJD of wanting to ‘shut women 

in a secondary role’ and comparing the 

Moroccan Islamist party with ‘the friends of 

Algerian head-cutters’
7
.  The moving spirit of 

the coalition, Mezouar, presented as a 

probable candidate for head of government, 

was no less virulent, and accused the Islamist 

party of instrumentalising religion and of 

being influenced by the Turkish model, 

presented as alien to the history and structure 

of Moroccan society. Using a firm 

nationalistic rhetoric, Mezouar went on to 

insist, and reminded everyone that Morocco is 

the only country in the region not to have 

been subject to Ottoman domination, and that 

a reproduction of the Ottoman political model 

                                                                            
Parti de la gauche verte (PGV) and the Parti de la 

renaissance et de la vertu (PRV). 
6
 Le parti de la renaissance et de la vertu is a small 

Islamist party created by a split within the PJD in 2005. 
7
 http://www.lesoir-echos.com/le-g8-represente-son-

programme/presse-maroc/33880. 
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in Morocco would violate this very specific 

element of Moroccan history
8
.   

The formation of Alliance pour la démocratie 

also corresponds to a new political reality 

brought about by the Arab Spring and the 

dynamic protest movement of 20 February: 

that is, the weakening of the Parti de 

l'Authenticité et de la Modernité (PAM). This 

party was created in 2008 under the wing of 

Fouad Ali El Himma, a friend and close 

collaborateur of the King
9
,  and former 

Secretary of State for the Interior. A year after 

it was launched the PAM become the biggest 

and most powerful political party in Morocco. 

The party was known as an ‘Islamist killer’, 

that is, a political party destined to stand firm 

against the Moroccan Islamist movement, 

particularly the PJD. In particular it won 

various elections, relying on its network of 

notables and the relations of its founder with 

the King. In 2009, the PAM won the 

municipal elections with ease and was 

prepared to go on to win the legislative 

elections, then planned for 2012. With the 

first organised protests in Morocco in the 

wake of the Arab Spring, the PAM and its 

leader became the target of attacks and violent 

criticism. Critics called for the dissolution of 

the party, and El Himma was singled out for 

heavy criticism during the protests, which 

called for his removal from Moroccan 

political life. After the resignation of its 

founder on 15 May 2011, the PAM 

floundered in internal conflicts and was 

unable to retain the notables who formed its 

electoral backbone; it was only the presence 

of ‘the King’s friend’ that had attracted them 

in the first place and kept them in the bosom 

of the party. The defeat of the PAM, which 

had basically been created to cross swords 

with the PJD and to beat it at elections, forced 

the regime to review its strategy, and pushed 
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http://www.assabah.press.ma/index.php?option=com_c

ontent&view=article&id=18383:2011-11-21-16-25-

55&catid=108:2010-10-11-17-29-19&Itemid=792. 
9
 Fouad Ali El Himma, the ‘bête noire’ of Moroccan 

Islamists, was officially nominated counsellor to the 

King on 7 December 2011, a few days after the victory 

of the PJD at the legislative elections. 

it to launch a new electoral force, led by 

Mezouar and his party.  

The mobilisation of the PJD 

The PJD profited from the political climate 

marked by greater freedom of expression, the 

narrowing of the State’s room for manoeuvre 

in controlling the electoral game and the 

weakening of its main rival, the PAM. In was 

against this backdrop that the PJD went on to 

lead an ambitious campaign where it affirmed 

its will and determination to win the ballot.  

During the election campaign, the Secretary 

General of the PJD, Abdelillah Benkirane, 

emerged as the leading figure in the party, its 

main animator and its trump card when it 

came to communications. Although 

Benkirane was only elected as party leader in 

2008, but has always been the soul and 

‘demiurge’ of the party
10

.  As of 1985, he has 

been the architect behind the major 

transformation within the Moroccan Islamist 

movement, which witnessed a transition from 

radicalism and clandestinity to official, and 

then legal, action. As a democratic leader, he 

alternated classical Arabic and Moroccan 

dialect in speeches which could be understood 

by all electors. During the election campaign 

Benkirane appeared as a charismatic leader, 

marking himself off from the existing 

political class. Videos of his speeches, 

flavoured with anecdotes and jibes addressed 

to his opponents, reveal a new political style 

that his opponents classified as ‘populist’. 

Benkirane’s charismatic figure was central in 

the PJD’s election campaign and to its 

methods of communication with the 

Moroccan electorate.   

The PJD also directed its campaign with a 

view to reassuring the modernist social strata 

in Moroccan society who were dubious about 

the conservative discourse of the Islamist 

party. For this reason Benkirane stepped up 

speeches and meetings to explain that the PJD 

did not constitute a threat to individual 

freedom, which he believes belongs to the 

                                                 
10

 For a portrait of Abdelillah Benkirane see 

http://www.telquel-online.com/334/maroc1_334.shtml. 

http://www.assabah.press.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=18383:2011-11-21-16-25-55&catid=108:2010-10-11-17-29-19&Itemid=792
http://www.assabah.press.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=18383:2011-11-21-16-25-55&catid=108:2010-10-11-17-29-19&Itemid=792
http://www.assabah.press.ma/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=18383:2011-11-21-16-25-55&catid=108:2010-10-11-17-29-19&Itemid=792
http://www.telquel-online.com/334/maroc1_334.shtml
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sphere of private life
11

.  The leader of the 

Islamist party also addressed the defenders of 

women’s rights, to guarantee them that his 

party would not touch the legal acquis of 

women in Morocco. However, Benkirane’s 

reassuring discourse was often matched with 

precise specifications on where the Islamist 

party cannot negotiate or make concessions. 

The leader of the PJD has always been clear 

that on issues such as equality of inheritance 

rights for men and women cannot be defended 

by his party, on the grounds that this would be 

in defiance of a text in the Qur’an. 

The PJD also tried to reach out to a new 

electoral target, in this case entrepreneurs and 

the financial and business communities in 

Morocco. It insistence during the campaign 

on the fight against corruption, pro-honesty, 

and for the moralisation of the public 

administration, the PJD wanted to enlarge its 

electoral clientele to the economic and 

financial milieus. The model of the Turkish 

AKP was often cited and as a reference point 

to illustrate the ability of an Islamist party to 

manage the economic affairs and to create 

growth. The PJD has always presented itself 

as a liberal party on economic issues, and 

promised to reduce company tax from 30% to 

25% as demanded by Moroccan employers. 

The Islamist party also addressed the middle 

classes and popular classes, and in particular 

it promised to increase the minimum wage to 

3,000 Dirham (around £$300), and to cut 

value added tax (TVA) from 20% to 15%. 

During the campaign, however, the PJD 

avoided the sort of publicity likely to make 

the party appear capable of dealing with the 

country’s economic and political problems 

single-handed. Conscious of the impact made 

by the global economic crisis and of 

Morocco’s dependence on foreign investment, 

foreign tourism and remittances from 

Moroccans living abroad, the PJD always 

made the realisation of its electoral pledges 

conditional on economic growth and 

overcoming the crisis.  

A clear-cut victory  
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 http://www.telquel-

online.com/493/actu_maroc1_493.shtml. 

In the legislative elections of November 2011 

the PJD won a large and clear-cut victory, 

coming home first in the ballot with 107 of 

the 395 seats in the Chambre des 

représentants. It won 27.8 % of the vote in a 

ballot that boasted a 45% turnout, i.e., 

noticeably higher than in the 2007 elections 

(37%). This striking victory, obtained despite 

an electoral system that made it difficult for 

any party to win an outright majority, and 

faced with a coalition supported by the 

notables and with solid financial backing, can 

be explained by a number of factors.  

First of all, the PJD benefited from the 

dynamic of protest created by the 20 February 

movement. This weakened its main rival, the 

PAM, and reduced the State’s room for 

manoeuvre in controlling the elections. The 

PJD has remained very cautious since the 

phase of popular protest and has always 

presented itself as faithful to the monarchy 

and hostile to all revolutionary discourse. In 

this way its political position benefited from 

the protest, especially with regard to the 

Palace. The PJD has always proclaimed the 

prospect of rallying demonstrators and taking 

to the streets in the company of the second 

largest component of the Islamist movement, 

Al-Adl wa Al-Ihsan (Justice and Welfare). 

This indirect threat was particularly 

noticeable during the election campaign, 

when the Islamist party demanded total 

neutrality on the part of the State during the 

ballot. The prospect of seeing the two main 

Islamist groupings, Al-Adl wa Al-Ihasan and 

the PJD, on the streets together shook the 

State and compelled it step back from 

intervening to influence the election results.  

The PJD has also profited from the erosion of 

legitimacy and popularity of leftist parties, 

especially the Union Socialiste des Forces 

Populaires (USFP). The USFP had suffered 

from having taken part in successive 

governments since 1998, which has been a 

big disappointment for its mostly urban 

electorate. For example, in Casablanca, a 

party bastion for decades, the USFP did not 

win a single seat, whereas the PJD had one of 

its best results (17 seats out of 34). The PJD 

http://www.telquel-online.com/493/actu_maroc1_493.shtml
http://www.telquel-online.com/493/actu_maroc1_493.shtml
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thus confirmed its status inherited from the 

leftist parties, that is, being a political 

grouping promoting party identity rather than 

the fame or wealth of its candidates and 

obtained its best results in Morocco’s large 

cities.  

Often considered a mainly urban party, the 

PJD used the ballot to break the domination 

of the notables on the rural vote. The elections 

of November 2011 thus marked a turning 

point for the Islamist party, which managed a 

big breakthrough in the rural areas and in the 

Sahara. The PJD reached beyond its 

customary electoral reserves in choosing 

candidates for rural areas, where it was wary 

of taking on notables who would prove 

unreliable or whose behaviour might 

undermine the party’s reputation. It chose to 

attract new figures who allowed the party to 

win seats in the electoral districts which had 

been inaccessible to them at other elections. 

One exceptional fact is that since its creation, 

the party led by Benkirane managed to win 

seats in the electoral districts of the Sahara 

(e.g. Oued Ed Dahab) where the vote is 

normally dominated by clan or tribal 

affiliation and a desperate struggle between 

the notables, who are reliant on family 

backing and personal wealth.  

The PJD also profited from its ‘political 

virginity’ and the fact that it had never taken 

part in government and had always been in 

opposition. In this way the massive vote for 

the PJD appeared to be a rejection of the 

political parties that had taken previously 

taken part in government and which electors 

considered to be guilty of stupidity, 

incompetence or corruption. By contrast, the 

presumption of morality benefited the PJD 

and was a decisive factor in its victory where 

the party promoted the honesty of its elected 

representatives and its mayors, and its 

election campaign revolved around the fight 

against corruption
12

.   
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 In a survey carried out after the elections, the fight 

against corruption was identified as the primary goal of 

Moroccans, see 

http://www.actuel.ma/Dossier/Sondage_exclusif_Benki

rane_Monsieur_82/834.html.  

On 29 September, in accordance with Art. 47 

of the Constitution, the King named 

Abdelillah Benkirane head of government. 

After over a month of negotiations and 

bargaining with the different political parties, 

Benkirane formed his government in alliance 

with the Parti de l'Istiqlal, the Parti du 

Progrès et du Socialisme and the Mouvement 

populaire. Against all expectations, the 

government welcomed the members chosen 

directly by the King and not belonging to any 

party participant in government formation
13

.   

The King went ahead with the nomination of 

his new counsellors
14

,  creating what has been 

looked on as a ‘shadow cabinet’ responsible 

for monitoring the work of government. This 

is probably the main locus of political power 

in Morocco. Although Benkirane’s 

government has greater constitutional 

competences than previous governments, the 

key economic orientations and the most 

important policy choices of the State are 

settled by the King and his cabinet. This 

situation raises the question of whether 

government has effective responsibility for its 

actions and is accountable for its action to the 

electorate. Furthermore, the weakening of the 

protest movement of 20 February has 

deprived the Benkirane government of an 

indirect ally which could exert pressure on the 

Palace. The PJD-led government now has to 

deal with a very tense social situation, marked 

                                                                            
 
13

 These are Aziz Akhennouch, Minister of 

Agriculture, Ahmad Taoufik, Minister of Islamic 

Affairs, Charki Draiss, Secretary of State for the 

Interior, Youssef Lamrani, Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs, Driss Dahak, Secretary General of 

government and Abdelatif Loudiiy, Secretary of 

State for Defence.  
14

  Mohammed VI nominated two outgoing ministers 

as counsellors (Tayeb Fassi Fihri, ex-Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, and Yassir Znagui, ex-Minister for 

Tourism), but it was the nomination of Fouad Ali El 

Himma as King’s counsellor that caused the most 

criticism and protest. The choice of this opponent 

of the PJD was seen as a provocation against the 

Islamist party, although the PJD itself minimised 

the implication of the nomination and considers it a 

clarification of the official status of El Himma.  
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by the, at times, violent protests of the skilled 

unemployed
15

,  and with the prospect of a 

grim economic future. 
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 Violent demonstrations by the skilled unemployed 

took place in the cities of Taza and Rabat, causing 

dozens of injured and leading to the arrest of 

demonstrators, see 

http://hespress.com/regions/44796.html.  

 

http://hespress.com/regions/44796.html

